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​Chapter One
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IT WAS THE AIR CONDITIONER dying that woke me up. I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve thought if only I hadn’t woken up, I’d be a rich fat cat lawyer by now. The darn thing was, I’d become addicted to the soft hum of that air conditioner, like a lot of people in college dorms are. The white noise drowns out the clowns around you, lets you sleep. If it stops for some reason though, bang, you’re wide awake. That’s what happened to me even though it was three o’clock in the morning and I’d been dead to the world. Of course I wasn’t living in the dorms anymore then, I’d moved into an old apartment out in the Gainesville boondocks (translation: cheap) where I was a third year law student at the University of Florida College of Law.

When that air conditioner died, I did oh so regrettably open my eyes, and what I saw was a strange vibrating green light flooding my bedroom. The window shade drawn by my bed looked positively aglow with it. I reached for the shade but just as I touched it, the light winked out. Blip. Gone. On its own, the air conditioner cranked back up. I shrugged it off, laid back down in bed and dismissed the phenomenon. But then that green light was suddenly there again, and the air conditioner sputtered back out. A transformer, I decided; an electrical transformer has blown up outside or something, who cares? Well, worth a quick look, right? I sat up and raised the shade, staring out at the street. Everything was bathed in that eerie green light. I saw the light pole by the road ―it was out. The opposite side of my street was just a pine forest, but on my side, all my neighbors’ doorlamps were out. The green light winked off yet again, the air conditioner rumbled back to life and the streetlamps fluttered back on. The street looked normal, completely silent. 

It is certifiably, absolutely, one hundred per cent amazing, the colossally unfair tricks fate plays on us: one moment you’re plodding along an anonymous contented law student, the next ―finito.

I was still sitting up in bed scanning the street when I saw the damn thing. About half the size of a house, a green ball of light floating up, up from behind the forest.

I didn’t believe in UFO’s, yet there was this thing! It was just there hovering. The rush of it overwhelmed me. My reason went on vacation. I was on my feet, running out the door in wild excitement to gawk up at the thing. I didn’t know. God, I didn’t know. My life was over. My good life, anyway.
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​Chapter Two
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I KNOW YOU WANT TO hear about what happened between me and that thing in the sky, and I will tell you, but it’s best that I tell you about it in context with Little Island, a place you would like very much until you realized you wouldn’t be leaving any time soon. It was where I ended up after that UFO got me. Before that, I was just a poor Floridian (also known as a Cracker). Both my parents were dead and I hadn’t seen my two sisters since well before that night I brainlessly ran out to complete catastrophe. I guess I should be grateful my parents weren’t around anymore, because if they had been, you can bet the Doctor or the General would’ve used them against me quite effectively. But to be without a family― it hurt. Made me vulnerable. The people at Little Island knew that of course, it’s one of the things they tried to use against me, make me feel like they were my family. Crap, I’d shoot myself now before I ever felt familial to the Doctor.

As to my arrival on Little Island, it came by way of sheer rotten luck, which I imagine you’re thinking ―correctly― I was having an awful lot of. I landed only a few hundred miles from the place, though it probably wouldn’t have mattered, they’d have gotten me anyway, but I like to think that I would’ve gotten away. Ego, I suppose. I was piloting that little spaceship myself (yes, I’ll get to that) when I landed, all right, crashed then. I’d escaped the aliens who’d taken me that night in Gainesville after I’d so gleefully presented myself up to them.

I should start my explanation by telling you that I could “talk” to that alien ship I piloted back to Earth. Or rather I could think at it. That’s how I flew it home. I would think “SLOW DOWN” or “TURN”, etc. That “thinking” (the experts at Little Island call it “thought projection communication”) was taught to me by the aliens to communicate with them. They also used it to run their ships and to communicate with each other. It was ―and still is― very hard for me. I’m not like Eugene, who could read you a whole book via it if he wanted to.

You don’t “shout” your thoughts or concentrate hard and screw your face up like those fake telepaths on TV do. It’s just the opposite. You wash your mind clean and let everything just fall away until you’re left in a rather pure-feeling state. Then your thought (I can only communicate a few words) just sort of bubbles up and “connects” to something. In my case it was “GO EARTH” and whoosh! I was off. I’d stolen one of the aliens’ ships and I’ll never know who was more astounded, me or them. The General tells me I’m the only person who ever escaped the aliens on his own, much less steal a spaceship, but that’s the General speaking, so who knows.

The ship was moving very fast, and when I finally thought I saw Earth through the window (the ship had a few small window-like portholes) I realized in lunch losing horror that the ship wasn’t slowing down. The thing apparently needed landing instructions and I knew about as much about landing a spaceship as you do.

SLOW DOWN, I thought, and felt the connect, but couldn’t tell if the ship had truly slowed. I was sure the planet below had to be Earth but I couldn’t make out what part of Earth I was looking at before the window got obscured by, I don’t know what, burning atmosphere or something. Ask an astronaut, not a law student. For all I knew I was about to go splat in the middle of North Korea.

I washed my mind as clean as total panic allowed and pictured northern California as I’d seen it once from a satellite picture on the net. THERE, I whimpered. I figured I’d have a better chance of not crashing into some city there, as I would if I aimed for the east coast. There was a jolting shudder throughout the spacecraft, then darkness. The ship had flown into the night side of Earth and I could see nothing but fuzzy red streaks flashing by the windows.

Think, I yelled aloud in an awesomely high squeal. Assume the ship is going to land in northern California. Should I tell it how? LAND SOFT, I thought frantically but not well enough because I felt no connect. I tried again, picturing a large black flat area, and thought LAND SLOW THERE. Part of the thought connected but I wasn’t sure which part.

That’s when the ship crashed. I realize now that the ship interpreted the “large black flat” area as a forest at night and the “slow” as just that. I did indeed land slowly, careening in slow motion into tree after tree, leaving me with a fractured skull from being thrown about inside and some pretty outlandish promises having been made to God. I must have thought OPEN twenty times before the spaceship door did (I have plenty more to tell you about that damnable door) and I stumbled out hoping for people, preferably young nurse-like people, all waiting for me with outstretched arms saying “Thank goodness you got away!” and “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of you.” In short I was a mess, physically and emotionally, and that’s why I was such a pathetically easy picking.

I collapsed face down in soft forest dirt ―I can still remember how delicious it smelled. Earth! I was free― I’d survived! If my head hadn’t felt like it was cleaved in two and my whole body like a boulder was sitting on it I would’ve danced a jig. Instead I apparently opted for just fainting, a stupefying choice I suppose, but one a charitable mind would forgive under the circumstances.

It was the sound of the helicopters that brought me to. 

If you’ve never heard helicopters coming at you, you can’t possibly know what it’s like. Liquid thunder all around me. Sounded like an invasion force about to land on top of me.

It was still dark and I couldn’t see much, with the trees blotting out everything except the hapless path I’d carved through them with my seemingly indestructible spacecraft. I could sure hear though.

I wanted to be rescued, but at the same time the sound of that particular rescue force was terrifying, and the result was useless indecision on my part.

I should have run, not that it would have made much difference, but at least I would’ve made the effort, not been such a damned pansy cowering there in the leaves and dirt swirling up around me. But it felt like I was cemented to the ground, struggling to control the turmoil in my head, not to mention my bowels.

The first of the helicopters set gingerly down on the swath of fallen trees I’d unfortunately provided for them. Lights appeared everywhere, giant burning searchlights finding me, concentrating on me. Men appeared everywhere too, shouting, pointing, an excruciating conflagration of noise that left me even more confused and frightened than I already was. I just wanted to go home, leave me alone I gulped, just let me go, please.

I don’t know what I expected, anything from being shot to being hugged as a returning hero. I was kneeling beside an object any fool could plainly see was a UFO. I waited for hysteria, astonishment, or awe from those men as they raced about around me and the ship.

They did not speak, but several at once surrounded me, keeping their lights concentrated on me. I saw no weapons. Seizing the last of my courage in my hands, I searched for a statement, some incredibly brilliant opening words of greeting that explained my circumstances reasonably and understandably.

“Heh!” I called out.

Nothing.

“I’m not―”

“Remain still, Sir,” one of them commanded. “Help is coming.”

Did he mean help for me or help for them?

“I’m hurt,” I shouted back. “I think my head’s bashed in! I need an ambulance!”

“Help is coming, Sir.”

“Who are you guys? Forest rangers? Where am I? Oregon?”

No response. I dared a small step forward. They were, I saw, all wearing some kind of uniform-type jumpsuit that looked military to me, though I couldn’t place what. Through my bumbling and disorientation I did manage to figure out that I was in the hands of some special kind of group which sent my heart thumping even more wildly as I pictured what kind of kill-em-all good ol’ boy militia might be calling these woods home. The kind of folks who don’t take kindly to a spaceship dropping in on them.

“Look,” I said in forced rigid calm. “I’m Floridian! My name’s Mark Hemmings. I’m hurt, dammit! Don’t you have a medic or something?”

“Certainly, Mr. Hemmings,” a warm and reassuring voice called over the din of the still rotating helicopter blades. “As a matter fact,” the man said slipping through the cordon of men around me, “I’m a doctor. And I’m here to help you.” His voice was compelling and earnest, just the sort you wanted to hear when you were in dire need.

“You won’t believe what happened to me,” I jabbered in a rush of relief, “but that spaceship over there proves it. I was kidnapped, I was taken by―”

“By aliens, Mr. Hemmings, we know. We are quite knowledgeable about this sort of thing. Who else is in the craft?”

“No one. I stole it. Look, I need help here. Take me to a hospital. I’ve got insurance. I don’t have the card with me, but I’ve got student insurance.”

“Don’t worry about that, Mr. Hemmings. We are going to take care of you.”

The way he said that made me wince. He was being too patient, too determined to control the excitement in his voice. His eyes shifted from me to the ship and back again, like a kid greedily sizing up presents under the Christmas tree. He appeared to be about forty-five years old, twenty years older than me. He wasn’t wearing a jumpsuit like the others but a white lab coat. Who wears a white lab coat into a forest at night? It was as if he was deliberately announcing he was a doctor, sort of a have-faith-in-me statement. His salt and pepper hair was a bit too long, curling ’round at the nape of his neck trying too hard to still look the rebel. His face was both handsome and fatherly though, and his build was solid. A cut glass brandy decanter kind of man. He was six feet tall and looked like he could take any of the younger men scurrying about him easily, or even me for that matter, and I’m no slouch. When he looked at me, however, his smile was genuine and friendly.

“If there’s no one else in that ship, who flew it here?” another voice demanded.

I turned and saw a bear of a man, about fifty years old. He was dressed in what was unmistakably an Air Force uniform. I didn’t know how to tell rank from such a uniform, but from the glittering metal on his, I knew he had to be pretty high up there. Unlike the doctor, his hair was a standard military cut. His face was puffy. It was his hands I noticed the most though, they looked like giant meat cleavers that could crush my skull like an eggshell. Something about him was reptilian ―his eyes I think― but his voice was the most pleasant silken voice I’ve ever heard. It forced me into answering.

“I did,” I said as agreeably as possible. Here was every I-am-God law professor I had ever miserably faced. “I stole it from the aliens.”

“We’re here to help you,” he smiled congenially while his eyes bored into me. “I’m General Peerless and this is Dr. Montgomery.”

I wasn’t so sure I wanted their help. Something felt wrong. The Doctor and the General must have sensed my apprehension because without warning I was seized, a needle plunged into my arm, and I was laid down on a large cradle-like device, strapped in and carried off toward a helicopter.

“This is it,” I heard the Doctor say quietly to the General. “This is the break we’ve been waiting for.”

“Incredible,” the General said. Before I drifted off, I saw his stare fixed on me in delighted fascination.
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WHATEVER THEY GAVE me that night left me in kind of a twilight world where the pain was gone and I felt pretty darn good. Not too coherent mind you, but pretty good. I knew I was in the helicopter with the doctor examining me. He was barking orders, to who I don’t know, but always he was smiling that warm smile at me. Oddly, wherever we were going didn’t seem too important to me. It was a long ride which I didn’t really want to end, being happily ensconced in the little pink cloud my mind was floating in.

Finally I felt the helicopter land, saw many hands reach up for me, and felt myself being strapped onto a gurney. I didn’t mind. A hospital was what I’d wanted though I couldn’t remember why. I was wheeled flat on my back into an immense hall shaped like a Quonset hut, domelike, but large enough to cover a football field. I didn’t catch sight of the entrance I’d come through, but I could see the far end of the hall which was made entirely of plate glass windows, floor to roof. Through the windows I saw a huge stone terrace and beyond that a forest.

A scenic view, I fancied. The hall itself was lovely, like an exquisite great library, appointed to perfection, a magnificent understatement. Potted trees, lush sofas, shelves full of books, oriental rugs placed carefully about, and vibrant bright paintings were everywhere. I am in somebody’s palace I thought exultantly, inhaling the pricey smell of maroon leather, just as it registered on me that there were also people around, all of whom were staring at me.

Many of the people appeared to be my escorts. I had an entourage! Others at a distance just continued to stare. Whaterya’ll lookin’ at, I wanted to shout, but it didn’t seem quite worth the effort. Several of them smiled a little hopefully and waved to labcoat-in-the-woods Dr. Whatsisname. Faces vanished past me, all kinds of faces. Men, women, all ages. No children. All staring. That’s when I saw her.

I stared at her because she was my age and she was, as my father would have happily commented, a real looker. A black woman, petite with short cropped hair, standing quite a distance from my little group. She was wearing faded blue jeans and a T-shirt that clung tightly to her perfect form. I flashed her my best hi-there smile but what I got back surprised me, even in the drugged stupid state I was in. Her look was of pity, sheer pity.

TRUST NOT, I heard, and went to sit bolt upright, but the straps on the gurney held me back. The message had come from her I was sure, but she hadn’t said anything. She had spoken the way the aliens had, but nobody else could do that, right? Only me. I’d been kidnapped and I’d been taught how to communicate with them, and I’d gotten back. I was, for the first time in my life, unique. So how come she could do it too? I wanted to call out to her but the gurney was moving at a fast clip and she passed from view.

I was wheeled almost directly up to the wall of windows and I got a good look through them. There was indeed a large outdoor terrace, complete with patio furniture placed neatly about, the terrace itself ending at a wall several people were sitting on, looking out at the view below. It was set on a cliff of sorts, with treetops visible below and a forest ending at the shore of a lake shimmering under outdoor spotlights. On each side of the lake there was a small mountain just large enough to obscure the view beyond. I expected to be wheeled out onto the terrace, but I was wheeled to the left, through a hallway extending out from the great hall I was leaving. There were people in this hallway too, but they didn’t seem to be like the people I’d just seen. They were staring at me as well, but in a different manner. Not so much curiosity, more like determination, and these people were all wearing uniforms. Some of the uniforms looked military, some looked maintenance, but most looked medical. Thank God I bought the student health insurance, I sighed mentally. I’m covered for all of this. But how do I fill out the claim form so anyone believes it? If the insurance company won’t pay, I’ll sue. Represent myself, soon as I get back to law school, graduate, get admitted to the Bar.

A faint prick in my arm and I fell asleep. I didn’t wake up until the following morning. It was just as well I suppose, probably better I don’t know what intrusive and humiliating tests they performed on me, presumably in front of an audience.

I opened my eyes to sunshine and felt moved to tears from such a sight. I was in a sparkling white bed someone had thoughtfully elevated the head of, so upon awakening my first sight was of a window across the room and a brilliant green forest descending below it. I surveyed the room quickly. It was a bedroom not a hospital room, and very comfortably decorated. Bureaus, night stands, even a desk, chair and sofa, all looked new. There were three closed doors: closet, bathroom and exit, I figured. The one disconcerting thing in the room was the man sleeping sprawled in a recliner chair next to my bed, the doctor I’d met in the forest the night before. Next to him was a rolling computer console of the type hospitals use regarding patients. My information? Quietly I reached out to it but the rustling I made caused the doctor to snap instantly awake.

“Ah, Mr. Hemmings,” he smiled amiably, his face suddenly shining with anticipation. “Awake at last. You got a nasty bump on the head there but nothing to worry about. I’ll give you medication for any headaches you may have. How are you feeling?”

Lousy I wanted to say. “Okay,” I said.

“That’s surprising. Most people after your, uh, experience, feel quite unwell. Can you tell me what happened? What do you remember?”

“You’re not gonna believe it.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Do you believe in aliens? Space aliens?”

“Most assuredly.”

“Don’t b.s. me.”

“I’m definitely not doing that, Mr. Hemmings. I do believe in aliens. Just tell me what you remember. Please.”

“I was kidnapped by them ―aliens in a spaceship! That ship I flew back is one of theirs.”

“Extraordinary,” he whispered.

“I’m telling you the truth.”

“I know you are, Mr. Hemmings, we have the ship right here.”

“Here?”

“You’re at a very special facility, one that helps people like yourself. It’s just so unusual that you remember your encounter with the aliens. Most people don’t.”

“You know about those aliens? Who are you people?”

He smiled a warm smile, like he was about to bestow a first set of car keys on an overeager teenager.

“You remember about the aliens but you probably don’t remember much about last night. You were very...shaken up. My name is Dr. Montgomery. Nathan Montgomery. I’m the primary care physician of Little Island which is where you are. And everyone here is here to help with your care, your complete care.”

I wanted so much to trust this man. “Thank you,” I responded warily, “but I can’t stay long. I’m a law student. I’ve got to get back.”

“We’ve notified the Dean of your absence, Mr. Hemmings. Don’t worry about it. You need rest, rest and recuperation. And,” he added with an almost sly expectancy in his voice, “to be around others who’ve had the same experience as you. You’ll find it very supportive.”

Others, I thought. I remembered the girl who’d sent the message. What was it? TRUST NOT. Don’t trust Dr. Montgomery? The world in general? It was then that I noticed the IV tube attached to my arm.

“Here,” he said at once, “let me take care of that.” He extracted the needle painlessly from my arm. “Like most of the returnees, you were dehydrated. We like to give some vitamins too, and a few antibiotics in case your immune system’s down.”

While he was talking he pulled out his cell phone. “Yes,” he said into the receiver quite cheerily. “Thank you.” He hung up. His actions made me think I should call somebody (and I know it’s a painfully sad commentary on my life) but I couldn’t think of who.

“Are you government?” I blurted out.

“Very astute, Mr. Hemmings. Yes, we’re the government. I work for a scientific organization within the government. Sorry, but even the name of it is classified. General Peerless ―you met him last night but might not remember― is Air Force. We’re a mixture around here. But we’re all dedicated to one thing: helping returnees like yourself recover. And to help you to remember what happened to you, though that doesn’t seem to be a problem in your case.” He looked at me hopefully.

I am in a world of heavy duty shit I cringed, apprehension starting to percolate through my stomach like tiny crystal shards.

The door opened and in walked two men in gleaming white uniforms, nurses or orderlies, I couldn’t tell which. The Doctor flashed another smile at me. “These men will help you get dressed,” he pronounced. “I guarantee that will make you feel better. Then perhaps you’ll join me for breakfast on the terrace. It’s a glorious morning!”

He was grinning. I got the acutely uncomfortable feeling that it wasn’t the weather making him so exuberant, it was me. I could almost feel him itching to write it down: pt. alert, coherent, denies any c/os. Full debrief ASAP.

He sauntered out of the room and I swear I heard him whistling down a hallway outside.

Now I think I’m a person who has taken some rather hard knocks in life, the death of my father when I was still pretty much a kid, my mom’s death (which I won’t go into here) and last but most certainly not least, my “experience” as the good doctor called it. In short, life has made me ―whether I would have wanted it or not― not a crybaby. It had instead provided me with forced opportunities for vivid confrontations with my own frailties, so I knew what those frailties were, though the knowing didn’t count for much.

I wanted to belong. Like a little kid I suppose, but I felt so adrift then, wanting to be part of some group, a camaraderie kind of thing. That’s why, even though every instinct in me screamed I should leave Little Island at once, there was also a small voice whispering that these people were my friends, Little Island my snug, safe home, and maybe I belonged there, maybe I could be happy there. Thank goodness Caroline kicked my butt hard when I got to thinking that way.

I came to call her Caroline of the Beautiful Eyes. Chocolate skin and a dazzling smile, but it was her eyes that could capture me with the slightest glance.

The orderlies, or whatever they were, helped me wash and dress, then plunked me down in a wheelchair. I’d discovered (but they’d somehow known) that my wobbly legs were unreliable. Dr. Montgomery had been right about the dressing making me feel better, but my head still hurt in dull throbbing waves. I was afraid of more of their “medication” though, so I said nothing. Suffer in silence, that’s always been my motto. Yeah, right.

I was wheeled out of my room and through hallways, hallways and more hallways. All of them were beautiful, with large and frequent plate glass windows giving a breathtaking view of a forest beyond. The whole complex, I saw, was connected through these hallways. I saw many doors but none of them appeared to open to the outdoors. After a while, despite the airy beauty of the place, I couldn’t help but feel sealed-in, until I was finally brought back to the huge hall I’d entered the night before. I was deposited outdoors onto the terrace.

“Mr. Hemmings,” a familiar voice boomed.

“Dr. Montgomery,” I said, extending my hand.

He shook it vigorously, pushing my wheelchair up to a patio table and sitting down as well. A steward appeared at the table.

“Coffee,” the Doctor smiled up at the man, “and the works.”

I opened my mouth to place my own order, but the steward darted away.

“Isn’t this a view!” the Doctor said waving his arms (I noticed the biceps).

For a moment I thought of walking over to the wall and looking down the cliff ―to see how sheer the drop was― until I remembered that with my rubbery legs I’d probably fall flat on my face. 

“Very nice,” I said as coolly as possible. “Now if you don’t mind, I’d like some information.”

“Of course. Ask anything.”

“Where is this place?”

“We’re in Washington state.”

“What do you do here?”

“Oh I thought I’d made that clear. We assist returnees. People who’ve had the same experience as you.”

“All these people were kidnapped by aliens? There’s gotta be―”

“Thirty-three,” he said, “with you.”

“That’s amazing! I thought I was the only one. The only credible one.”

“Absolutely not, Mr. Hemmings. May I call you Mark? Call me whatever you wish, Mark. Nathan, Nate, whatever makes you comfortable. Actually there are several more returnees than the thirty-three people here now. Many returnees have left, and the government didn’t even start collecting, er, I mean providing, a facility like this until several years ago.”

“You mean this alien kidnapping, it’s a huge problem?”

“It’s an important situation.”

“What’s the government doing about it?”

“Ah,” he said, not in reaction to me but to the platefuls of food being placed before him. Eggs, sausage, muffins, pastries, everything any red-blooded American at breakfast time would cast caution to the wind for. Before me, the steward placed a small bowl of oatmeal and watery looking milk. “Best to start slow,” the Doctor said, eyeing my oatmeal and stuffing two thick sausages into his mouth. “Well,” he said conspiratorially, “maybe we can sneak just a little.” He pushed a small plate with half a muffin and a spoonful of scrambled eggs on it toward me. I wolfed it down, unbearably hungry for more. “The government,” he continued, “is doing all it can. Studying the situation. We know quite a bit now, these aliens don’t appear to be a threat.”

“Not a threat! Are you crazy? They pick people up against their will, transport them God knows where, do God knows what to them, and you say they’re not a threat?” I was incredulous.

“We have the big picture here, Mark, acquired through many years of hard work.” He was slathering butter on a corn muffin the size of a fist. Despite myself, I wanted that muffin so much I almost snatched it from him. He cut a small piece and laid it on my plate. I gobbled it down. “These aliens appear to be scientists,” he continued, “looking for ways they can interact with humans. We think they’re preparing.”

“For what?”

“For when, or rather if, they decide to make formal contact with us. And for that, they don’t appear to be in any big rush. So it’s up to us to be ready when or if that time comes. You see, Mark, we certainly wouldn’t want these aliens thinking that the Russians, the Chinese, ―or, God help us, the French― or anybody else for that matter, would be the easiest, the most conducive, for them to make their first open contact with. It has to be with us, with our government. So of course the more we know about them the more ready we’ll be to welcome them, establish ties with them, seek a mutually beneficial relationship. You’ve seen their technology. Would you want that to be introduced to some other country, not ours?”

“No,” I said unsure of myself. “But what if I don’t want to be a part of it, of your... effort?”

His shoulders slumped and his eyes drooped.

“Oh I hope you don’t decide that,” he said, crestfallen. “You’re a step forward for us, a giant step. You remember the aliens, you remember being taken. Most of our returnees need considerable help to remember. And the spaceship, Mark, the ship! In the many years we’ve been at this, we’ve obtained very few alien artifacts, and then you show up with an entire spacecraft! We need your help. You wouldn’t turn your back on your country would you?”

The utter earnestness of his voice ignited misgivings in me, and, standing up to politely excuse myself and walk away to think things over, my legs buckled and I crashed to the floor.

He was instantly there, scooping me up in his massive arms like a child, cradling me with deep concern etched throughout his face.

“Where are you hurt?” he asked urgently.

“Probably his big dumb ass,” a woman’s scornful voice said.

I looked behind me and saw Caroline of the Beautiful Eyes laughing at me.

“Caroline,” the Doctor said gently, his voice tinged with a hint of irritation.

“I’m fine,” I sputtered, mortified that this woman was gawking at me being held in another man’s arms like a helpless baby.

“Didn’t you figure out your muscles ain’t gonna do it for you your first day back, Stupid?” She plunked herself down uninvited in the Doctor’s chair as I struggled for him to release me. “He pullin’ that food shit on you? Nathan, Nathan, when you gonna stop that crap? Here.” She pushed the plates of food over to me. “He ain’t your Daddy, sneakin’ you treats you should be grateful to him for. He’s your jailer, man. He told you that yet?”

I was horrified.

The Doctor pushed me in my wheelchair up to the table and chuckled. “Mark, this is Caroline. Caroline, Mark.”

“Jailer?” I gulped.

Montgomery shook his head and laughed in mock exasperation. “Hardly,” he scoffed, his eyes flashing sharply at Caroline. “As you saw yesterday, Caroline, Mark here has just arrived. We haven’t had much of a chance to speak yet, so I’m going to have to ask you to excuse us. Mark needs to get, uh, acclimated.”

“Bastard,” she said venomously. “No, not you, Stupid, him!”

“Dr. Montgomery’s seemed pretty okay so far,” I responded irritably, angry that this woman had called me Stupid not once but twice now.

“He’s a peach,” she said bitterly. “He’s such a peach, you tell him to call you a cab, tell him time for you to leave now. See what happens.”

That somehow didn’t seem like a wise idea at the moment. “Are you a... returnee?” I asked uneasily.

“Goons,” she said, fleeing the table.

I felt a hand clasp onto my shoulder. A large hand. 

“Hello, there,” I heard behind me. “Guess we have a lot to talk about, Son.”

I looked up and saw the huge Air Force man I’d seen in the forest standing above me. General Peerless. I remembered he’d told me his name just before a hypo was plunged into my arm.

“Well,” I muttered to him. I should have punched him in the nuts just on principle. I wish I’d done something like that at Little Island, at least once. Come to think of it though, I guess in my own way I did.

“General,” the Doctor said icily, leaning forward in his seat, “Mark and I have not completed our initial interview, much less our orientation sessions.”

“I’m sure, Doc. But Mark here is kind of a special case. Sorta doesn’t fit our rules now, does he?”

“Even so, I am charge of initial treatment so I’ll have to insist that you leave.”

“What about you, Mark? You have any objection to my sitting in here? You don’t, do you? Just a fly on the wall, that’s all I’ll be.”

I got the unnerving impression I was being fought over, like a rabbit between two houndogs.

“General,” I said indignantly, “I appreciate all you’ve done for me and all the Doctor has done. But really, this alien thing isn’t something I care to get further involved in.”

“This alien thing?” the General repeated casting a suspicious look at me which he instantly softened into a forced smile of friendship. “You seem to know a lot for a returnee who’s just arrived.”

“My memory is fine,” I snapped.

“What about that ship? You said you stole it?”

“General!” the Doctor erupted, losing the battle to keep the edge from his voice. “This man, our guest, is a civilian, and you have no jurisdiction over him yet.”

Yet? I wondered in stunned disbelief. I didn’t want that military gargantuan to have jurisdiction over me ever. 

The Doctor was staring at the Air Force man murderously, willing him to leave, looking like he was on the verge of using some kind of coercion I could only guess at.

The General smiled at me again. “We’ll talk later,” he said, his eyes narrowing to a hard stare.

“Not until I approve it!” the Doctor hissed, his voice laced with threat. The General, rigid and towering, glared disdainfully at him but did slowly walk away. I noticed none of the people on the terrace looked at the General when he passed and some actually scurried out of his path.

“I’m truly sorry about that, Mark,” Dr. Montgomery said, an unsettled tone in his voice. Or maybe it was fear. “The General can be a bit prickly.”

“Prickly?” 

“Let’s get back to what we were talking about. You were telling me what you remember.”

None of it felt right. “Jailer” Caroline had said. TRUST NOT. I was scared and clearly out of my element so I did what anyone suspecting it is they who are the imbecile in the room would do. I would find out as much as I could about them and make my move out. 

“Doctor,” I said crisply, hoping I sounded decisive, “I’m sorry but I just don’t wish to discuss this further. Besides, you apparently know as much about these aliens as I do, so you don’t need my assistance.”

I expected him to be angry or at least take a try at keeping me talking. Instead, he just made a gesture with his hand indicating he interpreted my reticence as an insignificant temporary inconvenience that I would soon get over.

“Then why don’t you look around here, Mark? Talk to the other returnees, get your feet planted firmly back on the ground. Get comfortable. Anything you need or want, you just ask for it. When you’re ready, we’ll talk again. How’s that for fair? No pressure. Despite that calm exterior of yours ―which I compliment you on― I know you must be overwhelmed by this. There’s no shame in that, none. I’m here for you and I will absolutely help you get past the rough spots. But one thing I want to say. What you did, getting away on your own like that, I think you’re phenomenal. Truly.”

His compliment leveled me. And Dr. Montgomery, he just walked away. He not only walked away, he left me alone for four whole days, as well as (I’m convinced) kept Peerless away from me too. I realize now that his tolerance of my intransigence was not the result of any respect for my wishes or desire for friendship, but concern over my mental condition. Returnees, I later learned, often came back in tenuous shape and Little Island had learned the hard way to go easy on them at first. The result was that I had a four day “honeymoon” period, left pretty much to my own devices.

I did not, as Caroline had suggested, ask for a cab, my reason being that I was fairly sure I’d be refused and I didn’t want to force the issue before I was sure of my rights and opportunities at Little Island. Also, the plain fact was that I was still feeling awful and didn’t relish leaving their pampered comfort for a lonely flight back across the country and for what? I’d been away too long already, the semester was blown, so what was the point?

By my second day at Little Island I was up on my feet, tottering I admit, but up and looking for admittance to that very select group of people who know for sure whether UFO’s exist.

None of the other returnees, however, would talk to me. They all said “After.” After what?

It was on the fifth day that Peerless’ men came for me. I was led through hallways, hallways and more hallways. At last I entered a large building that didn’t appear to be part of the main complex. We’d been buzzed in past many locked doors to enter it, each of which, I noticed nervously, locked behind us.

The building looked like a combination warehouse-laboratory of some kind. The General was standing before it with a group of Air Force people who all turned and stared at me.

“Is that it?” I shuddered, my testicles shrinking at the sight of that alien spacecraft. I’d never seen it clearly from the outside before. How had they transported it here, I wondered. Heck, how had I transported it here? 

“You don’t recognize it, Son? Hell, you say you flew it. Deserves a medal,” Peerless added hastily, to which the others around him nodded quickly in agreement. He turned to me. “You sure no one’s inside this thing?”

I felt like throwing up. I didn’t want to even be in the same room with that spaceship.

“No,” I said weakly, “I came back alone.”

“Open it.”

“How?” I asked, flabbergasted at the suggestion.

“Look,” he rounded on me, a vein now bulging in his neck, “you had to have opened it to get yourself out, so you must know how. Give it a try.”

He was right, I had opened the door but was thankfully not idiot enough to repeat the act for him.

“Interrogation,” he snapped angrily. “Take him to Interrogation. We’re gonna get some answers here and you’re gonna help us. One way or the other we’re going to get that door open.”

Well he was right about that anyway. 

*****
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MEMORANDUM FROM THE DESK OF THE DIRECTOR,

NATHAN MONTGOMERY, M.D.

TO: AEP Council

FROM: Nathan Montgomery, M.D.

RE: Returnee Mark Hemmings

Gentlemen and Dr. Griazzo:

I know by now you have heard the spectacular news and can scarcely believe our luck. Yes, we have indeed recovered an intact alien spacecraft. We don’t yet know whether it is operable but I believe we will have this information soon. The ship appears to have been acquired by one twenty-four year old male named Mark Hemmings who was apparently abducted alone from Gainesville, Florida. He states that the aliens taught him to send thought communication commands to their machinery and so he did ―he told one of their spaceships to take him home! We’ve no idea whether this story is true, but he swears there is no one else inside the craft which he claims he cannot now open. While this particular assertion seems doubtful (he would’ve had to have opened the spaceship’s door to exit it) I am not pressing him on this point yet.

Hemmings was recovered in northern California in dense forest at night. To date we have received no information concerning any public enquiry regarding his rather dramatic arrival.

The landing of the spacecraft did considerable damage to the surrounding acreage, but we have of course taken care of that. As to Hemmings himself, his parents are both dead and his family now consists of two sisters who do not appear to be close to him. Neither have filed a missing person report. We have made all the necessary notifications regarding his withdrawal from school, cleared out his apartment, closed his checking account ($20.47) and picked up his car. His mail is coming to us through the usual channel. It appears, consequently, that no one will be questioning his disappearance any time soon. As to Hemmings himself, he is understandably mystified as to his current circumstances. As he is the only returnee we have ever recovered whose memory of his abduction and of the aliens is, blessedly, intact, this does tend to support his story that he escaped the aliens prematurely. Regarding his view of us, he is suspicious but friendly, and I believe given time (and the correct treatment) will be brought to full cooperation.

The benefits of this returnee’s future cooperation could be incalculable. If the ship is still operational and Hemmings can pilot it (and I believe there is an excellent chance for both) then we will at last have actual (working!) alien technology, instead of only the anecdotal and suppositional data we have been forced to rely on. Even if Hemmings should prove a disappointment, the spacecraft will be invaluable to our making real and substantive progress in the Project. Nevertheless, I cannot at this time overstate the importance Hemmings may be to us.

The immediate problem is what I have continuously warned of: General Peerless. It is more imperative than ever that a way be found to expunge him and the entire military from the Project. It is only with great difficulty that I am keeping Air Force personnel away from Hemmings and allowing him to calm down and acclimate to his new life at Little Island. I am proceeding in this careful fashion because it is vitally important that Hemmings experience as little added stress right now as possible. Hemmings’ ego demands that he be allowed to ascertain his situation with generous respect for his own independence and to that end I am allowing him free access to the other returnees and am instigating only minimal questioning.

As usual, however, the General appreciates none of the finer elements of dealing with our returnees, and wants Hemmings given full interrogation now and flying the spaceship for him yesterday. The folly of this approach could be of severe magnitude. Hemmings is dealing with the realization of his confinement and couching it as anything but protective in nature will only be perceived by him as a threat. Though confused and off balance, he is not stupid, and force or coercion directed at him now will only result in negative behavior. In short, we will catch more flies here with honey than with vinegar.

As to your concerns regarding Hemmings’ emotional and mental states, I believe we would all do well to remember the regrettable results regarding returnees in the past. Those mistakes must not be repeated with this returnee. Therefore, top priority must be given to the General’s ouster from the Project, as his bull-in-the-china-shop mentality is a serious threat to the successful integration of Hemmings into our program.

It should further be emphasized that security must be maintained at the most vigilant of levels. Information of this kind, of our possession of an alien spacecraft with a possible human pilot, must not leak. To this end I have reviewed the latest security reports and frankly I am not satisfied. The coincidences which the reports attempt to explain away are too many as are the number of suspected alien landings without the corresponding apprehension of returnees. I still suspect interference of some type in our retrieval of new returnees and I believe this interference could come from only one source: a Peerless-backed conspiracy. It should be of great concern to us now what (not if) the General will do to try and gain sole control of the spacecraft, its technology, and (assuming he can operate the ship) Hemmings. We must be prepared to stop him.

Finally, I have received several requests from AEP senior staff to view the spaceship and the returnee. Due to my increased security concerns I must unfortunately deny these requests at the present time. I will approve such visits as soon as practicable.

Nathan Montgomery, M.D.
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​Chapter Four
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THE GENERAL’S INTERROGATION of me was, as you would expect, a lot of questions. More and more questions, answer one and they asked ten more. That’s what that first interrogation was like. And I told them nearly everything I’m ashamed to say, I behaved like an absolute wimp. Tell them everything and they won’t have any more use for me, they’ll let me go, right? I think they suggested that several times, though they were careful never to actually say it. And foolish me wanted so desperately to believe it.

TRUST NOT. If only I’d heeded Caroline’s advice, but I was still pretty naive about General Peerless and Dr. Montgomery then.

“I ran out across the street,” I told them, the memory opening like a raw wound in me. “I just wanted to look at it.” 

Four Air Force interrogators were in the small room with me, all of us seated around a table. No notes, no stenographer, just me and them. They concentrated on me like a man being prepared for execution. General Peerless walked in and out, I’ve never figured out why. Perhaps he was so excited he couldn’t keep still.

“It didn’t look like a ship,” I went on hoarsely, unable to keep the emotion out my voice, “it didn’t look like anything solid. It was just a glowing ball of green light. All of a sudden I was lifted up off the asphalt and into the air, with nothing holding me, nothing supporting me at all! I think I was screaming but the further I got up from the ground the less ability ―physical ability― I seemed to have. I saw a darkened hole open up in the light. That’s when I saw that the thing was really solid, not just light, and I realized that the hole was a doorway. I was pulled inside. You believe me don’t you? I mean you’ve heard this from other people before, haven’t you?” Gimme validation I pleaded, give me validation please. 

“Continue,” one of my nameless interrogators commanded. 

The horror flooded back to me. The terror of this is really happening! God in heaven, help me! I’d called. Don’t let them touch me! How many were there? I don’t know, I don’t want to know. They were everywhere around me, touching me. Not human. Small. Big eyes. Long fingers. No hair. Yes, they were shaped something like small people but all I could think of at the time was insects. Insects coming at me, it’s a dream, wake up, wake up right now. Words in my head. DON’T BE AFRAID. Who said that? No one, no sound. Something cold clamping on my head. Why wasn’t I moving? Why can’t I move? Pain, I feel pain. I’m being murdered. EVERYTHING WILL BE ALL RIGHT. TRY NOW. A face, a grotesque alien face so close to mine. Try what? AGAIN. 

TRY WHAT?

BETTER. WE WILL TEACH YOU. COME.

I went with that thing. Why? I can’t remember. I walked with it around and around their ship.

TALK TO ME.

Let me go!

NO, LIKE THIS.

WHY HAVE YOU TAKEN ME?

YES.

BRING ME BACK.

TRY TO LEARN.

LEARN WHAT?

EVERYTHING.

They took me to another ship, a bigger one I’m pretty sure. And the little man ―that alien― had persisted. There was no way to put time in reference. My body wasn’t working right. It was somehow... controlled. He put devices in front of me, simple devices with levers in them. He’d ―or it, I don’t know if they had different sexes― talk to the device, with his mind. He’d make the lever move.

NOW YOU.

And I would do it and finally the lever would move for me, too. Then the devices got more complicated but I kept up. Will they let me go if I do this for them? I wondered. Will they kill me when I can’t? What happens to laboratory mice when the experimenter is through?

PICTURE THE LEVER MOVING.

I would, and the lever would move. Was the alien pleased? I don’t know. But the more skill I got in getting the devices to do what he wanted, the more control I seemed to have, or rather be allowed, over my body. Maybe it was necessary. Maybe I couldn’t perform more complicated tasks without more release of his, or their, control over me. That was how I was able to wander off, and somehow I stumbled back into the ship I’d come in, or maybe it was a duplicate.

GO EARTH, I thought. I was desperate. I didn’t think it would work. Grabbing at straws. I felt the ship break free of something and I looked out of the small windows. I was traveling in space. How long was it before I saw that blue and white half-sphere up ahead? I don’t know, but I knew it was Earth, had to be. Jesus, please! Well, I’ve already told you the rest, the landing.

As Peerless’ interrogation of me continued, my headache turned into a whirlpool of pain, driving me finally to ask for help.

“Look,” I complained to the interrogators, “I’ve answered your questions for hours. My head hurts. Dr. Montgomery said he’d give me something for the pain. I want ―I need it now.”

An interrogator walked out and returned with two pills. Like an idiot I took them.

The pink cloud came back and the questioning went on for hours. People in and out. Different rooms. Sometimes the General was present, never satisfied. Questions, questions. And why shouldn’t I answer? It was all a dream, no point in lying in your dreams. Open it, open it. Do it. 

I can’t.

I managed that lie. Thank God I did at least manage that one lie. They got everything else out of me, but not that. I’d still be a prisoner of Little Island if they’d gotten that before I was ready for them.

*****
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“MARK, I WON’T MISLEAD you,” Dr. Montgomery smiled to me, long after he had apparently rescued me from that s.o.b Peerless. I was up, undrugged, walking, and waiting for the lies I was sure to come.

“We can’t get the ship open. It’s got to be you to do the job.”

“I want to go back to Florida. To my life.” And definitely, I thought grimly, away from you.

He sighed heavily, like he was talking to a small child.

“That can be arranged. I understand what you’re saying and I’m not disagreeing with you. But first we’ve got to get that spacecraft opened. You did it before, you had to.”

I almost demanded a lawyer but I could practically hear Caroline snickering “Stupid!” Who did this doctor think he was kidding? I was wising up fast. TRUST NOT was an understatement.

I figured that Montgomery really had told me the truth about the alien experiments, and that the aliens had simply gotten to the point of wanting to know if humans could operate their hardware the way they could. So somehow they’d trained me. All going along smoothly but with a disastrous ending. They’d trained their monkey so well he’d not only learned to open his cage, but to escape back to the jungle in their transportation. And now he was the only monkey in the jungle with his very own spaceship. Terrific. It didn’t take any brilliance to figure out what I’d be doing for the rest of my life if it turned out I was the only person who could operate that ship. And I wanted no part of it.

“Mark,” Montgomery continued in the earnest, paternal voice I was to come to know so well, “I know you don’t believe it, but I am not your enemy. I ―we― are doing very important work here, work that could one day affect everyone in this country. What we do here is important. I’ve dedicated my life to it. We’re not asking a lot from you, just your cooperation. I’m sorry you fell into this, but you did and I can’t do anything about that. I apologize to you about General Peerless’ questioning of you, its harshness was inexcusable. He will not be doing that again, I promise you. Now I know you feel fate has dealt you a pretty raw deal here, but my point is that we didn’t do it to you. And frankly I don’t know how a man could go into law, which is supposed to be about honor and doing what’s right, but then look at us and say ‘I’m not going to help you.’ Especially when we’ve done you no harm. It was us who picked you up in the forest that night, without us, what would have happened to you? The shape you were in, you’d never have made it out of there on your own. I don’t think it’s an overstatement to say we probably saved your life. Why are we so terrible? We’re asking you, no inviting you, to join our team. Not forever. Nobody said anything about forever. You have your own life, we respect that. But right now you owe us something, or at least to your country.”

I think he would have had me there ―an image of me heroically defending truth, justice, and the American way flashed through my mind― if it weren’t for all those people, those “returnees” locked in at Little Island, and with all those guards. And all the locked doors I’d discovered, and concealed cameras. But mostly it was the one fact, the major fact, that he could leave Little Island any time he wanted, whereas I couldn’t. Call me selfish, but I take offense when someone imprisons me, even if they do it with a big friendly smile plastered on their face.

“Caroline is right,” I almost spat at him. “No matter how you rationalize it, you’re my jailer and I’m your prisoner. And since it’s all very illegal, you’re the last person to preach to me about the law.” So there, I wanted to say.

“I assure you what we do here is quite legal.”

“Yeah, keeping innocent civilians locked up against their will is real legal.”

“I’m afraid it is, Mark. We have a presidential decree and a Supreme Court advisory opinion from the Chief Justice stating that due to the extraordinary subject of what we’re responsible for here, we are allowed to detain certain returnees for national security purposes. You’re in our protective custody and it’s quite legal.”

I didn’t know whether to believe him or not, but I did know that in national security cases that courts would, rarely, write up orders that were so secret even the court wasn’t allowed to keep them. I knew such things did indeed exist: secret court orders allowing the government to do very secret things all in the name of national security. I felt my heart pounding as I realized Montgomery might be telling me the truth. Everything I thought was protecting me, my legal rights, might be non-existent now. Maybe I belonged to the U.S. government by judicial decree.

“What do you mean ‘certain’ returnees?” I asked hoping for a loophole.

“Returnees who’ve been altered. By the aliens. Returnees who aren’t exactly―”

“―human anymore,” I heard. I knew that voice and turned toward the General, my stomach sickening with understanding.

We were sitting in the great hall amidst a setting of expensive leather furniture and potted palm trees, my best Caroline-spotting locale. My heart was pounding.

“You’re not exactly human anymore, Son,” the General pronounced matter of factly. 

Damn him.

“Those aliens experimented on you, taught you stuff that’s well, alien. You can do something regular humans can’t do. You can communicate with a machine with your thoughts.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Oh I think we do, Son, I think you’re just being stubborn on that. The point is that the returnees we keep here are in the same boat. I don’t mean they can communicate with a spacecraft ―you seem to be the very first at that― but they do each have abilities taught to them by those aliens that we regular humans don’t have.”

I noticed he used the word “regular” instead of the word I knew he wanted to use: “normal.”

“Like what?” I asked nervously.

“Ask around. You’ll find out. Some of our guests may be too shy to tell you their ‘talent,’ but most will.”

“So you keep them all locked up like criminals.”

“What are we supposed to do? Turn them loose in a population that doesn’t have any idea of what they can do? They could use it, Son. They could use their alien advantage to hurt people, defraud them, or just plain scare them. We can’t have that.”

“And how does my ‘alien advantage’ pose a threat to anyone?”

“No, no, Mark,” Montgomery hastily interjected, shooting an evil glare at Peerless, “we’re not saying that, not about you.”

But the cold glint in Peerless’ eyes clearly said otherwise. I could communicate with equipment. Could I get a nuclear missile to launch itself with just one thought? It was ludicrous but I knew it was what the General was thinking. It was why we “returnees” were all locked in, sealed like sardines in a can at Little Island. What could the others do? I was going to find out.

“I’ve told you I can’t do it,” I reiterated flatly. “I can’t communicate orders to that spaceship. You’ve got to find a way to get into it yourselves.”

“We’ve tried,” the General glowered. “Nothing’s worked and I’m sure not going to damage the thing trying. Not when I’ve got you.”

So that was it. I didn’t have a prayer of going anywhere until the General got what he wanted, but the moment he got what he wanted my fate was poured in concrete. The magnitude of the mess I was in erupted within me, petrifying me in a creeping wave of stark horror. I had to find Caroline I decided ridiculously, had to ask her what I could do.

I found her in the great hall the next day, playing Chinese Checkers of all things. Receiving no objection, I sat down at the table joining her and three men playing with her. A handsome looking Air Force woman walked over and smiled. “Who’s winning?” she said.

“No goons allowed,” Caroline said poisonously, not looking up. The woman walked quickly away.

“You the new guy?” one of the men asked.

“Yeah,” Caroline answered for me. “Got out of first interrogation a coupla days ago.”

“First interrogation?” I stammered.

They laughed. “There’ll be lots more of ’em,” a grizzled older man at the table grinned. “I been here seven years an’ they still even give ’em to me. I’m Eugene,” he said, shaking my hand.

I was appalled. More interrogations?

“Look,” I said to Caroline, “I need some information. Can I talk to you?”

“Talk here,” she said, absently rolling the dice onto the table.

“I’m afraid they might be listening.”

“Of course they’re listening,” Eugene snorted. “They always listen.”

“I need to know more about this place.”

Caroline almost sighed but she did at least take her eyes off the game board and look up.

“What am I, the public library? Go find someone else to educate you.”

TRUST NOT, I smashed at her, feeling the connect.

“Jesus,” she said, “not so hard.”

“What?” one of the other men at the table asked.

She turned to him and after a few moments he nodded and looked back down at the table.

“I want to know about what people here can do,” I said. “What they were taught by the aliens.”

The man at Eugene’s side abruptly stood up and left.

“Why? What’s it to you?” Caroline sneered. “You’re their darling now. Whatever you can do, it’s gotta be more than us. And it’ll be less than the next person come wheeled in here flat on his back asking stupid questions that are none of his business.”

“I need to know,” I lowered my voice, “because I mean to get out of here.”

The game stopped and they all looked at each other. I think they were communicating between themselves but I’m not sure. Finally they seemed to reach some sort of agreement. Caroline deliberately caught my attention and directed my sight toward the game board. She stared at it. One of the marbles moved. It rolled up and into another slot, all by itself.

SATISFIED, YOUNG MAN? a voice appeared in my head. It was as clear and smooth as the aliens’ voices had been, not strained and clipped like Caroline’s. I looked up and saw Eugene smiling at me. The other man at the table then picked up a marble and held it in the palm of his hand. Slowly it rose an inch in the air then fell back down.
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