
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Copyright​


[image: ]




[image: ]

www.EvolvedPub.com

To make sure you never miss out on any important announcements related to our books, special promotions, etc., please subscribe to our newsletter at the address below. And fear not, we’ll not spam you, nor will we share your information with anyone else.

Subscribe to the Evolved Publishing Newsletter

~~~

[image: ]


LOCK’S CELESTIAL BLUNDER

Lock Ferguson vs. The Aliens – Book 3

Copyright © 2026 Jack Cullen

~~~

[image: ]


ISBN-13 (EPUB Version): 979-8-89025-004-9

~~~

[image: ]


Editor: Robb Grindstaff

Cover Artist: Peggy Easterly

Interior Designer: Lane Diamond

~~~

[image: ]


PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 104,031 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) HINKY MEMORIAL DINKY DAY by Gregg Sapp, a satirical, down-right funny novel sure to keep a smile on your face, the 8th book in the “Holidazed” series, and; 2) THE HOLOCAUST ENGINE by David Rike & Stephen Patrick, the award-winning first book in “The Holocaust Engine” series of pandemic post-apocalyptic adventures. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.

~~~

[image: ]


eBook License Notes:

The author specifically prohibits scrapping the book and/or using any portion thereof for the purpose of training Artificial Intelligence.

You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

~~~

[image: ]


Disclaimer:

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or the author has used them fictitiously.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Books by Jack Cullen​


[image: ]




~~~

[image: ]


LOCK FERGUSON vs. THE ALIENS

Book 1: Lock’s Galactic Mess

Book 2: Lock’s Earthly Maintenance

Book 3: Lock’s Celestial Blunder [2025]

~~~

[image: ]


RECOLLECTIONS OF A RUNE KNIGHT

Book 1: Runes of Steel

Book 2: Runes of Blood

Book 3: Runes of Deception

~~~

[image: ]


www.JackCullenWrites.com

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



What Others Are Saying​


[image: ]




~~~

[image: ]


LOCK’S GALACTIC MESS (LOCK FERGUSON VS. THE ALIENS):
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To my Family. Those by blood and those by choice. Thank you.
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Chapter 1 – Intruder Alert​
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I lay on the floor, wallowing in misery and grieving the loss of my friends. Something I only did in private. A year later, and I still hadn’t moved on. I blamed myself. If I had done things differently, Jeopardy, KayCee, Stella, would all have been unharmed.

My watch beeped, letting me know it was time. I sighed and stood up. Using controls that the alien mad scientist known as Kreb had installed in my head, I adjusted various chemicals in my brain, causing the grief and anxiety to fade away. I had ramped it up pretty high, a way to make me pay for what I did. But now, I had a mission and to complete it, I needed my emotions in check. I dialed them down to the normal levels and then went further, not stopping until I was calm, cool, and collected. I went from an emotional mess to James freaking Bond in a matter of seconds.

Satisfied with the results, I ‘ported, arriving in a starcraft hangar. Destructive energy rolled out from where I had just ripped a hole into the dimensional fabric of the universe. I pulled the energy into me, topping off my depleted reserves. If I had known that trick a year ago, my friends would have still been alive.

Alert klaxons rang out as I strode through the air lock. My mission was simple, to gain control of the command center before they could get the starcraft’s eyes and ears back up. Unfortunately for me, the US Space Force had RATs on board, and every one of them was well trained to stop hostile forces from invading.

Now that the Space Force’s top-secret command known as Delta Black had multiple starcraft, they created their own special forces known as Rapid Assault Teams or RAT because the military loves acronyms. Everyone called the individual members of the team Space Rats.

Unfortunately for them, I was currently the most hostile thing in the solar system. I was also the most devastating weapon in the aforementioned solar system as well. It was going to be the worst day for Space Rats since the invention of the mousetrap.

They definitely earned the rapid part of their name; I had barely made it down two corridors before I ran into a team. Their battle armor rendered them faceless, so I couldn’t tell if it was anyone I knew.

“Someone didn’t read the Evil Overlord list,” I muttered.

The armor and weapons were next-gen. Created by the collaboration between the Space Force, the little grey aliens called the Sarli, and the reptilian aliens known as the Detra Ka.

“US Space Force! Lie down on the floor with your hands on your head,” ordered one of them.

“I don’t think so.” I swept my hand out as I used my telekinesis. The Space Rats were flung back, slamming into the walls of the corridor. A year ago, I couldn’t have moved a dime much less the five Space Rats I sent flying. After the Battle of Sol, I learned to shut down my emotions by adjusting the chemicals in my brain. With all the fear and worry gone, it allowed me to become hyperfocused. Over the past twelve months, I had developed my telepathic and telekinetic powers to a higher level than what Jeopardy had before she died.

While using those powers was a painful reminder of her, it did give me some small pleasure not to be so dependent on the powers forced on me by Kreb.

As I strode past the groaning Space Rats, I saw their new patch. Done in the old school comic style, it had a humanoid rat in a 1950s’ era fishbowl space suit holding a plasma rifle. “What’s their status?”

My cousin Tavish answered through the comm in my ear. “Bruised and battered, but no real injuries.”

“Fine.” I grunted as I ran down several more corridors to an elevator. “Shit.”

“What?”

“They shut down the elevator,” I told Tavish.

“Sure, that has to be standard protocol. Why make it easy for the invader to get to the command center? Just override it with the hacker abilities installed in that pumpkin you call a head.”

“No. I want to do it a different way,” I pried the doors open with my TK and stepped inside. The doors slammed shut behind me, gas pumping out of the ceiling. “Knockout gas.”

“Really? They do know it’s you, right? Just alter your lungs to be able to breathe whatever it is.”

“I have a better idea.” I created a force bubble around me. It prevented the gas from reaching me but only left me with the small amount of oxygen that remained in the bubble. With a wave of my hand, the maintenance hatch at the top of the elevator tore loose and fell to the floor. I gave myself a TK push through the hatch and up the shaft. Once clear of the gas, I released the bubble. At the next floor up, I hovered, mentally pushing open the doors. A final telekinetic push and I went up one more floor. “Wow, that was draining. Hovering is hard. I had to mentally push myself away from the elevator, the ceiling, and the walls all at the same time.”

“Lock, why are you leaning on your telekinesis so hard?” Worry was evident in my cousin’s voice. “You’re making this much more difficult than it needs to be.

“I want to do—” I ducked back around a corner as plasma fire came at me like a sideways hailstorm. I poked my head out to get a look and almost got my head shot off. “Smart.”

“What?” asked my cousin.

“They set up a heavy barricade that’s angled. Its shape will funnel aside my TK push unless I go all out.”

“Let’s not damage the structure integrity of the starcraft. I know how much you hate drifting in space. Just ‘port past them.”

“I was planning on doing this mission with just psionics.”

“You get that the RATs aren’t just made up of Space Force guardians, right? The members of the RATs were cherry picked from the best of every special forces the US military has. You sure you want to handicap yourself like that?”

“Got to make it interesting.” I leaned out again and waved my hand at the Space Rats. “Sleep.”

The Space Rats slumped down behind the barrier, knocked out by my telepathic command. “See, no problem.”

“You did the Kenobi gesture, didn’t you?’

“Not quite.” I strode down the corridor and gave myself a telekinetic push, leaping over the barrier, and continuing toward the command-and-control center of the starcraft.

“Lock, you know you don’t actually need to wave, right?”

“A lifetime of comics and sci-fi movies and I’m not going to do that?”

“Fair enough.” He sighed, which considering he was currently possessing a robot, was just as much an affectation as my wave.

I made it to the section that held the command center only to find another barricade of Space Rats. This time, I had stretched my mind out searching for other consciousness, trying to detect them before I was seen. I reached out and plucked some surface thoughts. “Bingo!”

“What?” Tavish asked.

“Just got some needed info. Now please be quiet. I need to concentrate on this next trick and I’m completely exhausted. Who knew using your brain was so tiring?”

“Well, it’s not like you’ve ever used it before.”

“Har har.” I projected an image to the Space Rats as I ran toward them. In their minds’ eyes, I looked like an injured Space Rat fleeing from the big bad guy. The faceless helmets they wore made it easier. Someone really needed to read the Evil Overlord list even if they were the good guys. Some things just make sense.

The Space Rats raised their weapons in unison, pointing directly at me. “Identify yourself.”

Or maybe someone had read it after all. Oh well, here goes nothing.

“Sergeant Jay Bentley,” I told them. The real Bentley was currently fast asleep along with his team. “Codeword Tango Five. The intruder is right behind me.”

The one who spoke waved me toward them while the others adjusted, pointing their weapons down the corridor past me. I hurried behind the barrier. Now that I was closer, I saw the one that had done the talking was a captain. He looked over my imaginary injuries. “Medic!”

“I’ll be fine, sir,” I said.

“What’s the SitRep?” he asked.

“I think he’s going to use mindstorm on us.”

The captain shook his head. “What’s mindstorm? Some type of weapon?”

“Let me show you.” With a thought I scrambled their brains with random images and sounds. It didn’t last as long as putting them to sleep but used less energy.

I rifled through the captain’s pouches and pull out his swipe card. I used it on the door to the command center and punched in the code I had stolen from his mind.

The door slid open, and I stepped inside, releasing the mindstorm as I did it. The center was full of people at their various stations.

I grinned at them. “Gotcha!”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter 2 – Old Wounds​
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“Call it.” The man in the command chair swiveled to look directly at me as the klaxon and alarm lights turned off. “Time?”

“Five minutes and thirty-two seconds,” one of his staff told him. Colonel Liam Brennan rose from the chair and stretched his back. He then scowled at me. “Damn it, Lock, this was supposed to be a training session for the Rapid Assault Teams on hostile boardings, not for you to use them as human punching bags. You need to make it realistic. The average space pirate can’t do what you do.”

I held up my hands. “I limited it to psionics. We know the Sarli have mind powers, so it makes sense that other races might as well.”

A thoughtful look replaced his scowl. “Really? That’s interesting. Have an after-action report ready by 1300. We’ll go over it during lunch.”

“Roger that.”

He looked over at Lt. Colonel Jamila Washington, who was manning one of the consoles. “Lt. Colonel, how are my Space Rats’?”

“Nothing some Motrin and more training can’t fix. I was mostly shocked how easily Captain Ferguson walked all over the RATs. They’re used to being the best.”

“The best of the best of the best.” I chuckled.

Washington stared at me blankly.

“Um, you know, MiB 1? Will Smith?”

She just continued to stare.

“Not a big movie person, I’m guessing.”

“No,” she told me in a cold voice. Washington was not what you would describe as a fan of mine. If she had her way, I’d be locked in a lab somewhere running on a treadmill in exchange for some cheese.

“Review the exercise and see what physical security barriers need hardening, and we’ll go over it later,” Brennan told her.

“Will do, sir.”

Brennan held out his hand and an aide dropped a packet in it. “Walk with me, Captain.”

I followed him out the only other door in the command center into his office. He sat behind his desk, various awards and photos decorated the back wall, and motioned for me to take a seat. “Why just psionics?”

I settled in the seat he had pointed at. “I’ve been working hard the past year to up my game in the area. When I face Kreb next, I want to have skills he didn’t give me. Skills he’s not prepared for. He won’t get away again.”

“I’m all for being prepared. Hence the invader exercise we just had.” Brennan waved toward the command center. “But I have to point out, for all his vaulted planning and intellect, only luck helped Kreb escape last time. While you shouldn’t underestimate him or any opponent, don’t overestimate what he’s capable of either. You build him up too much in your head, you’ll psych yourself out.”

“So, you don’t believe he’s dead either?”

Brennan shrugged. “I’m a big believer in comic book law. No body, no death.”

“Fair enough.” I pointed at the packet. “What’s that?”

“The file on our latest potential recruit of the Altered program. Tavish thought you might want to be in on this one.”

“I thought Angie Goodall was the face to Tavish’s research.” A small bit of me felt pride that it took two people to fill Jeopardy’s former job.

“She is, but I want you with her on this one. If you think you can handle it.”

“What’s so hard about it? ‘Yer a wizard, ‘arry.’ Even Hagrid could do that part.”

“Your flippant attitude and horrible attempt at an English accent aside, recruitment is one of the toughest parts of this. Which is why I normally keep you out of it.” He slid the packet across the desk. “I’ll admit, I’m of two minds on this. You’ll either tip this candidate towards us or turn it into an unmitigated disaster.”

“You have officially piqued my interest.” I opened the packet and read the contents. Then I read them again. And again. I let the papers fall from my hand. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am. He has great potential.”

“He’s in a military prison!”

“You were a fugitive before joining,”

“He’s violent.”

“Lock, everyone in this room has killed multiple times. This can be a violent job.”

“Why me? Just have Angie do it.” I leaned back in my chair, more exhausted that I was five minutes ago. And that had been pretty exhausted.

“Attorney Goodall represents the Justice Department. The candidate has showed a... less than positive attitude toward authority figures.”

“Can you blame him? How can I make a difference? I’m a military officer. I’ll get a worse response.”

“The point was made that you could bond over a shared history.”

“Trauma. The word you’re looking for is trauma. Not history.”

“Be that as it may, it’s still the best shot.”

“Well, then have Tavish do it.”

“Have you seen Tavish lately?”

“Well, over the phone then.”

He shook his head. “It’s not the same and you know it.”

“Well, wait until Tavish has his procedure.”

“Training needs to start now. We can’t wait.”

I was getting pissed off. What Brennan was asking me to do picked at several emotional scars and drove right into PTSD territory. I took a deep breath and lowered my emotional levels again. Calmness flooded through me.

Brennan leaned forward. “Don’t do that.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That.” He waved at me. “You’ve been artificially adjusting your emotions. You don’t think I haven’t noticed? You can see it on your face when you do it.”

“So what?”

“So, it’s not healthy. You’re hiding from your emotions instead of dealing with them.”

“How is it any different than being described antidepression meds?”

“Under that argument, it’s the equivalent of self-medicating. You’re not a doctor, and even if you were, you shouldn’t be treating yourself. Life is full of pain, Lock. And while you’ve had more than your share, you can’t hide from it.”

“Has it effected my work?” I asked.

“No.”

“Then leave it alone.”

The colonel studied me. The seconds ticked by and the silence grew uncomfortable. Finally, he leaned back in his chair. “I won’t order you to stop for now. But I’m setting up an appointment for you with a therapist and you’re going on this mission.”

“This is bullshit.”

No.” He leaned back. “It’s an order. Remember that oath you swore. Part of it is about following orders.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

I picked up the papers, refusing to look in his eyes. “Does he know what he is?”

“We don’t think so. It only happened once, and he seems very confused by it. Confused and angry.”

“What about his mother? Is she still in the picture?”

“She died some time ago. We don’t think she ever told him anything. She bailed on him and her husband when he was eleven. He was pretty much raised by his stepfather. My understanding was he was a good man and provided a peaceful and stable environment.”

I scowled. “Eleven years can inflect a lot of emotional scarring.”

“Yes, it can,” Brennan admitted. “It would definitely explain the anger issues.”

“Well, that was most likely inherited.”

“Possibly.”

I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer but asked anyways. “How did the mother die?”

“Cirrhosis of the liver.”

“Drank herself to death? When?”

“About five years ago.”

“Does he know she’s dead?”

“Yes. He was her next of kin. He had her cremated but never picked up the ashes. Told the funeral home to put them in a whiskey bottle and toss it in the trash.”

I barked out a laugh. “I might like this kid after all.

“So, you’ll do it?”

I flipped through the packet. This is just his military record, notes on the incident, and why we think he fits the program. What about the stepfather?”

“An electrician by trade. Desert Storm veteran. Died of a heart attack at work. He passed a week before the incident. It may have been an underlying cause.”

“So, it’s going to come down to nature versus nurture. Is this kid an asshole or Space Force material?”

Brennan smiled. “Nothing says he can’t be both.”

“True enough.” I shuffled the papers back into the packet and stood.

“Ready?”

“To see the product of some of the worse parts of my life? Sure, let’s go recruit the bastard son of Dennis McKeene!”
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Chapter 3 – Deal or No Deal​
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I stared at the kid through the two-way glass. He was of average build and had brown hair. There was a familiar look to him, but I couldn’t tell if he looked like Dennis or his mother. Hopefully that was all he inherited from either one of them. The orange jumpsuit and the two guards made him seem more intimidating than he looked. Well, that and the shackles and handcuffs. “What is he, Hannibal Lecter?”

Angie Goodall gave me a flat look. “He’s in a federal prison. It’s standard procedure.”

“Does he know Dennis is his dad or does he think his stepdad is his real father?”

“He listed Bill Waters, his stepdad, as his father in all legal documents, but uses his mother’s last name.”

“Yeah, that was a bit of a kick to the teeth.”

“I imagine it would be.”

“So, we don’t know if he knows about Dennis?”

“No, we don’t.”

“Let’s get this over with.”

We walked in and sat down across from the prisoner. Angie placed her briefcase on the steel table between us, bolted to the floor. If the kid had inherited Dennis’s abilities, that wasn’t going to do much good.

I’ll give him credit. He kept his cool. His face was a blank slate. A slate that cracked in confusion when he saw the name tag on my Space Force uniform.

I ignored him and let Angie lead. This was her show after all.

She pulled his file out of her briefcase. “Murphy Ferguson. Private, US Army. Sentenced to five years for assaulting your company commander and another ten for attempted murder on the same officer.”

“That’s right.” His voice had a bored quality, but he was coiled tight. A tiger ready to leap away from a trap.

She shuffled papers. “This said your parents were William Waters and Belinda Ferguson. There is a marriage certificate for them. Why don’t you use your father’s name? Bad blood between you? Was he a bad dad?”

He took the bait. Snarling in anger as he leaned as close as the chains would let him. “Bill Waters was one of the nicest human beings to ever walk the face of the earth. He just wasn’t my bio dad.”

He looked at my name tag again. “Is that what this is about? You a half brother I didn’t know about?”

Easy mistake considering I looked like I was in my early thirties. “I can assure you, I am not a blood relative of yours. What do you know about your dad?”

“Just an angry loser she hooked up with for a while after her first divorce.”

“During,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Angie told him. “What do you know of him?”

“That he was married and had kids. My mother wasn’t known for hitting a high bar.”

Ain’t that the truth.

Does the name Dennis McKeene ring a bell?” I asked.

The kid gave a sharp nod. “Yeah, that was him. He owned a lawn care business or something.”

“Close enough.”

“What’s this all about? Did I inherit something?”

Angie flipped more papers. “Tell us about the incident that landed you in this prison.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you have the report right in front of you.”

“I want to hear your version of it,” she said. “Humor me.”

“Are you a lawyer? Did JAG send you because I fired that idiot first lieutenant?”

“I am a lawyer, but I’m from the Justice Department. Whether or not I can help you will depend on what you tell me.”

“What’s with the Space Force clown?”

“He’s a captain and you will treat him with respect.” She frowned.

“Lady, they already demoted me down to private, threw me in jail, and I’m getting a dishonorable discharge when I get out. You can’t get much lower than that. Besides it’s not like the Space Force is real military.”

I leaned into her ear. “Are we sure Stella isn’t the dad?”

She ignored me. “Just tell us what happened.”

He leaned back. “I came back from bereavement leave after Bill’s funeral and walked in on my drunken CO attempting to sexually assault a female member of my company in the exercise area.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t consensual?” Angie asked. I knew her well enough to know it disgusted her to even have to ask that question, but she was playing devil’s advocate.

“Yeah, it was pretty obvious what was going on. What with the torn uniform and the bruises. Oh, and the whole begging him to stop thing.” He looked over at me. “He was a captain too.”

Oh, he was Dennis’s kid, all right. He managed to get under my skin pretty quickly.

“So, you hit him?” Angie prompted.

“Not at first. I told him to get away from her. He ordered me to leave. We argued and then I slugged him.”

“At what point did you hit him with the barbell?” she asked.

A look of disgust spread across his face. “He’s the one who picked up the barbell. When he swung it at me, I pulled it away from him and punched him with my free hand. One punch, that was it.”

Angie looked up from the paperwork. “He had multiple fractures to his skull consistent with massive blunt force trauma. You’re trying to tell me that was from one punch?”

“Yes!”

“Excuse us a moment.” She stood up. I did the same and followed her out of the room. She turned to me after the door was shut. “What do you think?”

I rested my shoulder on the wall. “Dennis was strong. Like, my level strong.”

“Strong enough to fracture a skull with one punch.”

“Probably. But if he used the barbell to change his skin into steel, then definitely.”

Angie took up space on the wall next to me. “So, what do you think our next move should be?”

“What do you mean? This is your gig. How have you done it with the others?”

“I had time to feel them out more. Interviews, psych tests, the works. With the others, I can tell you how many times they had detention in middle school. This kid will be a last second addition to the program. I didn’t have time to do a deep dive on him.”

“You want to know if he’ll pop?” I said. “With great power, comes great responsibility?”

“Something like that.”

“Okay. I can work with that.” I strode through the door and up to the table. I reached down and snapped the chains. Before the guards could do anything, I grabbed Murphy’s shirt, pulled him over the table, and slammed him up against the wall. With one hand, I held him about a foot off the floor. “Tell us how you really hurt him.”

“Holy shit!” The kid shrieked; all pretense of coolness evaporated. Shocked, the guards placed their hands on their sidearms. One of them raised his hand up. “Sir, put the prisoner down, now.”

I waved my free hand at them. “Sleep.”

Both guards slumped to the floor. One of them started snoring.

Murphy’s eyes grew wide as he took it in. “What the hell? How did you do that?”

“I have special powers, and I think you do too.”

“What?” He struggled against my grip but was going nowhere.

“Your father had powers like mine. We think you might have inherited them. Tell me how you hurt that guy.”

“I don’t know!”

Angie tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to the camera on the wall. “What are we going to do about that? Aren’t you supposed to be a state secret?”

“Please,” I snickered. “That thing is recording nothing. I’ve been in this place’s computer system since we walked in the door.”

I turned my attention back to Murphy. I bumped him against the wall to get him back on track. “What really happened?”

“I told you. I hit him once! He flew back and hit the ground. That was it!”

I lowered him to the ground. “Did your skin change color. Anything weird?”

“What? No!”

“Nothing?” This time I asked in a normal voice. “Think on it.”

“No.” He hesitated. “Well...”

“What?” Angie and I asked at the same time.

“There was a tingling feeling. I thought I’d hurt my wrist from the punch, but I might have felt it before I hit him.”

“Tingling?” I released him and straightened his shirt.

“Yes. Does that mean something?”

“Yeah. It means you have a very unique opportunity ahead of you,” I said.

“Who are you people?”

“We’re a top-secret section of the Space Force that is going to offer you a deal. Come work for us and we’ll wipe your record clean. Refuse, and the only thing that gets wiped is your mind of this little meeting.” I decided to add a little more to it. “You were asking who I was? I’m your mom’s ex-husband. Her first one anyways.”
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Chapter 4 – Baggage​
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“So, are you in or not?” I asked.

“What do you mean my mother was married to you?” he sputtered. “You’re twenty years too young.”

“I moisturize.”

“Lock, we need to speed this up.” Angie tapped her wrist where a watch should be but wasn’t.

“Wait.” The kid held up his hands. “Your name is Lock? The crazy guy that thought he was abducted by aliens?”

I grimaced. “Your mom told about you that, huh?”

“Will one of you please tell me what’s going on?”

I looked at Angie, who gave me a slight nod. “Short version. I’m actually in my fifties and yes, I was really abducted by aliens. In fact, a lot of people were, including Dennis, your bio dad. Some of us wound up with special powers that we use in the previously mentioned top-secret section to protect Earth from alien threats. Think Men in Black meets Stargate but in the Space Force.”

“That’s, that’s a lot to process.”

“Process it quick,” I said. “Here’s the spiel. We think you got a raw deal and that you may have manifested powers when you hit that douchebag of a captain, which is why he was hurt so bad. We want you to try out for the team. It’s dangerous and cool and you can’t ever tell anybody.”

“You told me.”

“Yeah, but I can erase memories. You in or what?”

“Yeah, fuck it! Yeah, I’m in,” Murphy said in one breath.

Angie tapped the comm in her ear. “Tavish.”

“Hello, Angie,” my cousin replied.

“Clean slate protocol, please.”

“On it, though I have to admit, I’m not fond of the McKeenes. That kid’s father was a piece of work.”

“The Fergusons’ and the McKeenes’?” She smiled. Is that the New Hampshire’s version of the Hatfields’ and the McCoys’?”

“No, just stupid high school stuff.” I snapped the cuffs off Murphy’s wrists and the shackles on his ankles, dropping them next to the chains I had already broken. “Let’s go, kid.”

“This seems rushed. Don’t I need to process out?” He glanced at the guards. “What about them?”

“They’ll wake in a minute and won’t remember what happened. A... coworker of mine is making the necessary changes to your record and your stuff will get shipped to you. And, yes, it is rushed. You were a last-minute find and we have a big deadline coming up quick, so we’re in a hurry. Plus, I’m meeting a friend at a pub later and I don’t want to be late.”

We walked him out of the prison to Angie’s car, where two members of Delta Black waited. I clapped him on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

“Aren’t you coming with us?” Murphy asked.

“No. You’re off to get debriefed and start your training. Besides, I have to get to that pub.”

“Are you really my mom’s ex-husband?”

“Yeah. Apparently, she must have kept my last name until she married your stepdad. I don’t know if you know this but your first name, Murphy? That was her maiden name.”

“I have questions.”

“I’m sure you do but quite frankly, it’s a painful part of my former life and I haven’t wrapped my head around it any better than you. We’ll see each other in a couple of days. By that time, hopefully, I will have enough time to process it and will be able to tell you what you want to know. But you should know, your bio-parents are both in the top five of people I loathe.”

“That’s okay. They’re in my top two.” He hesitated and shook my hand. “Thanks. I thought I was going to rot in there for doing the right thing.”

Once he was in the car, I motioned Angie over to me. She had an eyebrow raised and probably already knew what I was going to ask her. I asked anyways. “What is the name of this former CO of his and where can I find him?”

“It’s handled,” she said. “He’s in prison too, for the attempted sexual assault. The officers in Murphy’s court-martial didn’t have a problem with him stopping the assault, it was the severity of the guy’s injuries. They thought he beat him half to death.”

“Prison?”

“Yes.”

“This one?”

“No, it was decided to keep them separate. So, don’t bother storming in there to look for him.” Angie’s tone brooked no argument.

“Fine.” She got into her car and drove off before I climbed into my rental. It was dark by the time I got to the car rental place.

As the attendant took the keys, I pulled a gym bag out of the back seat. “You guys have a restroom I can use?”

“Sure.” He pointed to a set of doors on the side of the office.

“Thanks.” I took my receipt from him before heading into the restroom. I changed into a set of civvies. A T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers were more my comfort zone than the uniform I stuffed into the bag.

I looked into the mirror at my clean-shaven face and concentrated. Hair sprouted from my cheeks and rapidly grew into my usual beard. There was a stop motion effect as it grew out that I always found funny.

Once it was the proper shape and size, I looked myself over. Shaved head, beard, and muscles. All I needed were tattoos and a motorcycle to complete the look. Except I don’t like needles and I’m crap on a bike when I’m not downloading the skills needed. My current build was more athletic than body builder and very different from the roly-poly look I’d sported most of my adult life.

A lot had changed since my powers had activated back when I first met KayCee, but my mental image of myself still defaulted to balding, fluffy, and fat. Mirrors always surprised me. Some other guy looked back these days.

Satisfied I didn’t look like a complete shlub, I unlocked the door, so the next customer could get in. Then I ‘ported.

I arrived in a vacant lot in Boston. The excess energy from my ‘port rolled off me like a blue ball of fire. The weeds were low and damp with dew, so nothing caught fire. Because I’d only seen this particular lot once before, I was worried I wouldn’t remember it enough to make it. I touched my comm. “Tavish, mind calling for a ride?”

“Your driver’s name is Fernando and is driving a black Civic that should be pulling up momentarily. You know I’m not your personal assistant, right?”

“Yes, Tavish. Thank you, Tavish.” I trudged to the road and waited.

“I’m just saying, you could have invited me. I wouldn’t have minded going to a pub with you guys.”

“Tavish, you can’t drink, and you currently look like Wall-E.”

“I can still socialize. Besides, AI is all the rage right now, You could say you’re testing a prototype. And for the record, I look like Johnny 5 from Short Circuit, not Wall-E. An underappreciated movie if you ignore the racism of a white guy wearing brown makeup and hitting all the stereotypes of my people.”

“Scottish?”

“My other people, you dork. You know, the ones not related to you.”

“Well, considering who I’m going to meet, this place will most likely be a wretched hive of scum and villainy, which means no droids allowed.”

“That was a description of Mos Eisley itself, not the cantina, you casual.”

“Shut up, my ride’s here.”

I gave Fernando the address, sat back, and enjoyed the silence. I loved my cousin but, whether in human or robot form, he can be a bit much.

Ten minutes later, we pulled up to the pub. Except it was not a pub. It fell deeply into dive bar category. I stared at the name on the front.

Devil Dawg’s Bar & Grille

Where the A in Dawg should be was the eagle, globe, and anchor insignia of the Marine Corps. On the windows flanking the doors were large decals outlining the flag raising at Iwo Jima.

“It’s a freaking jarhead bar,” I muttered. “This is going to go so badly.”

I stepped out of the car. “Tavish, please give Fernando five stars please.”

“Yes sir, right away, sir.”

“See, this is why you don’t get invited out drinking with us. Hey, did you look this place up?”

“No, a pub is a pu— Oh... you are so screwed!”

“Yeah, there is an evil plan at work here.”

“You changed right? No one is going to know you’re Space Force.”

“Uh, yeah.” My T-shirt had an image of Uncle Sam in a spacesuit punching out the alien from Predator. Over the image in big bold letters were the words United States Space Force.

I stepped through the door and looked around. Sawdust and peanuts covered the floor, and the stage was surrounded by chicken wire. Broken bottles littered the place. The majority of the customers huddled around a series of tables pushed together. Their ages ranged from eighteen to eighty, and each and every one of them might as well have had USMC stamped on their forehead. A half-eaten birthday cake on one of the tables was mostly obscured by an army of pint and shot glasses.

“Oh boy.” I muttered.

“How’s it look in there?” Tavish asked, unhidden glee at my predicament clear in his voice.

“Like Patrick Swayze and Sam Elliott should be the bouncers.”

“Oh, God. I have to tap into the surveillance cameras. I’m not missing this.”

“Hey!” someone yelled. “Who let Buck Rogers in here?” I waved and kept moving toward the corner where the person who had invited me waited. I frowned down at her evil grin.

“Hello, Stella.”
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Chapter 5 – The Besmirchment of Chesty Puller​
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“Hey, Lock. Pull up a chair.” Stella kicked a chair out at me. I sat down and peered at her suspiciously. She looked good. She had received grievous injuries at the Battle of Sol, and if it wasn’t for alien medical tech and treatment, she wouldn’t have survived. As it was, it was a grueling recovery period and today was the day she was supposed to find out if she could return to active duty. That was the purpose of our night out. To either celebrate or to drown the bad news in copious amounts of alcohol. Or so I thought. Before the Space Force, Stella had been in the Army. I saw no good reason she would pick a Marine bar to go drinking in.

“Stella, any particular reason you chose this place to meet up?” The walls were littered with flags and mementos of the Corps. An M1 Garand rifle with a bayonet was mounted directly over the bar.

“Good wings.” She pointed to a plate of half-eaten chicken wings.

I didn’t believe her but let it slide for now. “So, what’s the verdict?”

She pulled a letter from her jacket pocket and tossed it at me. I smoothed out the wrinkles and read. “Completely healed. Fully reinstated! Stella, that’s great!”

“Thanks.” She waved over a waitress who looked tougher than everyone in the joint put together. “Two tequila shots please. Roughest you got. Plus, that Irish whiskey from earlier.”

The waitress nodded and headed to the bar as I shuddered at the thought of drinking tequila. Jose and I had a... parting of the ways back in high school. After all these years I still got nauseous at the smell. A fact that Stella, as my best friend and roommate, knew very well. “What are you doing to me? I can’t drink that!”

“Humor me. It’s a big day. It’s not too often you get a third chance at the military.”

The waitress came back with a bottle of whiskey, a saltshaker, two lime wedges, and two suspiciously large glasses of tequila. “These seem awfully big for shot glasses.”

“Not around here, sweetie,” the waitress said. “Put on your big boy panties and knock ‘‘em back.”

I stared at her, speechless, as she walked away.

Sensing an opening, Stella rubbed a lime wedge on the webbing between my thumb and forefinger and poured on some salt before forcing a glass into my hand. “Buck up, Lock. Big day tomorrow.”

“If we live that long.” She salted then licked her hand. She raised her glass and bellowed out, “To the US Army—the oldest and best of the military branches.”

“Oh God, someone’s going to die.” I licked the salt, downed the tequila, and started sucking on the lime, trying not to gag.

Stella slammed her glass down, ignoring her lime wedge. There were a lot of angry faces looking our way, and she gave them a ferocious grin.

A woman’s voice tiredly spoke from across the room. “Lady, do you know what day today is?”

“November 10th,” Stella replied promptly.

“And do you know what today is the anniversary of?” asked the same tired voice.

“Let’s see.” Stella tilted her head as if trying to remember. “The sinking of the Edmund Fitzgerald, Germany invading France, and the first episode of Sesame Street. Basically, nothing good has ever happened on November 10th.”

I ducked my head. “Tavish?”

“The Marines were founded November 10th, 1775,” my cousin replied.

“Oh God,” I moaned. “It’s the Marine Corps birthday.”

“What does she have against Sesame Street?” Tavish asked.

“I can’t tell you how far down that is on my list of concerns right now.”

“Really? I had no idea,” Stella said to the talker.

“What are you trying to do?” I whispered.

“Just having a little fun,” she said in a low voice. Then she raised both her voice and the stakes. “Chesty Puller? I think I got a lap dance from her once.”

“Chesty Puller is—” Tavish began.

“I know. The patron saint of the Marine Corps.”

“I was going to say most decorated Marine ever, but yeah, basically.”

A chair slid back and a woman who looked like she was cosplaying Vasquez from Aliens stood up. “You’re obviously looking for a fight. So, I’ll be happy to give you one.”

Stella took off her jacket and stood. At just over six feet and 3 percent body fat, the sight of my roommate was enough to give the female Marine pause. Stella gave an evil grin. “Let’s make it fair. Pick five friends, male or female.”

At this point a woman in her forties stood up. She had dark hair with a single gray stripe. The gizmo in my brain told me her ancestors were from Italy. She had a command presence about her, and the Marines slid out of her way as she marched over to me. “You want to get your friend out of here. She’s obviously suicidal.”

I recognized her voice as the earlier speaker, my brain telling me she had a North Carolina accent. I stood and decided to back Stella’s stupid plan. I loved her, but she was going to be the death of me. “Sure, if your Marines don’t want to fight, I can take her somewhere else.”

“My Marines always want to fight. It’s kind of our thing.”

“Well, think of it as her giving you all a birthday gift.” I paused. “But, yeah, you’re going to want to pick five more people. And you really should make them the toughest you have.”

“Really? You two against six?”

“What? Hell, no. I’m not part of this. I thought we were going to a pub.” I rubbed my jaw. “Though we could make this interesting.”

The woman arched an eyebrow at me. “How’s that?”

“A wager?”

The woman studied Stella for a moment and nodded. “What are we talking?”

“Your people lay her out, I owe you a hundred bucks. But for every one of your people she knocks out, you owe me ten dollars.” Stella nodded approvingly at my suggestion.

“That’s an odd bet. What is she? MMA?”

“Ex-Army, current Space Force.” I held out a chair for her to sit on.

The woman stared at me for a second before sitting. “Whatever. A hundred bucks is a hundred bucks.”

“Excellent.”

She looked over her shoulder. “Wilson, Garcia, Miller, Lee, and Patel. You’re in.”

Five bruisers stood up. They ranged in age, gender, size, and ethnic backgrounds, but they all looked hard as nails. The woman took the seat I offered and held out her hand. “Delfina Volpe.”

I shook her hand and sat back down. “Lock Ferguson. This is Stella Johansen.”

“And why does Ms. Johansen have a death wish?”

“She doesn’t. Oh, that reminds me.” I raised my voice. “No serious injuries.”

“Don’t worry, they’ll just rough her up.” Delfina grabbed the bottle of whiskey and poured two glasses, sliding one over to me.

“I wasn’t talking to them.” I smiled over my glass. “Sláinte is táinte.”

“Mud in your... Holy shit!” Delfina stared at the six Marines groaning on the floor. Stella had moved through them like a buzz saw. “What? What was that form she used?”

“I believe she calls it Booze Fu. Oh, that’s sixty bucks you owe me, by the way.”

“Hey, half of that is mine,” Stella called over her shoulder. “Let’s double the next group.”

I placed my glass back on the table. “You sure about that? You just got medically clear to go back on duty.”

“I haven’t even worked up a sweat yet.”

Delfina stared at us in fascination. “Twelve more? And... how about every time one goes down another goes in?”

She raised her voice without ever taking her eyes off us. “Marines, help them off the floor, then I need twelve more. One down, one goes in. Hear me?”

There was a chorus of “Yes, ma’am.”

I glanced at Delfina. “So, officer then?”

“Major.”

“Nice. Captain.”

“What branch and when?” she asked, turning back to watch Stella go to work.

“Space Force and currently.”

“Not with that beard.” Delfina’s eyes never left the fight. Stella was dropping people two at a time. The hits that got through her blocks didn’t seem to even register.

“Religious exemption.” I downed my glass and refilled both of them.

“You don’t look Muslim.” She sipped from hers.

“Lockism. It’s not well known.”

“And your first name just happens to be Lock?”

“The founder and I share the same name. It’s one of the things I found interesting about it. Not a lot of people named Lock.” Stella wasn’t putting her opponents down hard. Several of the ones she had already taken out tagged back in after a few minutes of resting.

Delfina took another sip. “This is more like a dojo exhibition than a bar fight. What’s really behind this?”

“I dunno. As you can see, she’s pretty unstoppable.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“She got hurt in a mission because I overestimated her skills. We both did, but I was in charge and should have known better.”

“You said she’s just got cleared for duty.”

“Yeah, I think this her getting her mojo back before our next mission.”

“In the Space Force?”

“We hired her to beat up all the bullies making fun of us.”

“Un-huh.”

Stella lowered a barely unconscious Marine to the floor. She had eventually run out of opponents. Everyone was groaning on the floor. Or so I thought.

From the table with the cake rose an elderly man. He had to be in his eighties. He wore a Vietnam veteran hat over what I suspected was still a flattop haircut.

“Oh shit. Your unstoppable force just met my immovable object.” Delfina knocked back her drink and slammed the glass on the table. “Trick, stand down.”

“It’s all right, Major dearie, I’ve got this.” He squinted at Stella. “Is ya a vampire or some other supernatural creature?”

Stella blinked at him, trying to decipher his Irish accent, which my brain told me was from County Sligo, Ireland. “Umm, no.”

“Yer faster than ya have a right ta be,” he said, “and stronger too.”

“Chalk it up to bad living.”

“Me too, Lassie, me too.” He pulled a 1911 out of his waistband, ejected the magazine, removed the round in the chamber, and laid it on the table. He then pulled a KA-BAR knife from behind his waist and plunged it into the wooden table. Strange runes adorned the blade. He then proceeded to remove a .38 snubnose, a blackjack, brass knuckles, also with weird runes, a butterfly knife that he whirled with cold efficiency, a Smith & Wesson M&P that my brain said was chambered in 10mm, and a garrote.

Who the hell walks around with a garrote?

He moved to the center of the room, avoiding those currently resting there. His movements were slow, steady, and with a purpose. He took a fighting stance and raised fists of granite.

Stella watched him, her face inscrutable. Then she gave him a quick salute. “I yield. Happy birthday, Marine.”

I swear the old guy looked disappointed. He nodded and started helping people to their feet.

I turned to Delfina. “Who is that guy?”

“The favorite son of the Goddess of War.”

Stella strolled over and put on her jacket. “That was fun. Love the old guy. I have to say, I’m not used to being the third toughest person in the room.”

“Third?” Delfina looked from her to me.

Stella laughed. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. Lock may be tougher, but I’m a lot meaner.”

“She exaggerates,” I said.

“Not in this case.” Stella grabbed her car keys off the table. “You ready to go?”

I started to answer but Delfina placed her hand on my arm and smiled at me. “I believe you owe me some money.”

“Um, I’ll catch up,” I told Stella.
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Chapter 6 – Captain Cougar Bait​
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I dropped my duffel bag in my new quarters on the USS Buzz Aldrin. It consisted of a bed, a desk, and a dresser, all bolted to the floor in case of loss of gravity. “Well, guess I can’t rearrange the furniture.”

“Welcome to starcraft living,” Stella said as she leaned in the doorway. “Be happy you have a room to yourself. The specialists have to bunk four to a room.” She wore the standard flight suit required on board, her long, blond hair in a single braid, which I was pretty sure was against regulations.

“That seems a bit crowded.”

“Think of the poor bastards that have to bunk with the Detra Ka. Do they molt?”

“The Detra Ka are housed separately,” I reminded her.

“Sure, the people as a whole. I’m talking about the ones who decided to join the Space Force.”

That was a volatile subject. A year ago, the Sarli mad scientist known as Kreb had brainwashed members of the Detra Ka, an alien race that had been living secretly on Earth for centuries. The Detra Ka have, for lack of a better word, a biological requirement to be loyal to their queen. While we were able to undue all the brainwashing, several of them were unable to reconnect with Itza.

This left them strangers in their own society. They asked for asylum in the US, and after much discussion, it was agreed they would serve in the Space Force. Earn their way, so to speak. This did not go over well with everyone.

The Detra Ka had spied and secretly manipulated humans for centuries. There were suspicions that this was more of the same. I had personally scanned each of their minds and didn’t share those suspicions. They were all truly trying to find a home and cope with what had been done to them. I could sympathize.

“I’m sure it will all work out,” I said.

“We’ll see.” A slow smile spread across her face. “How did it go with Major Hottie?”

“It went fine.”

“See what I did there? Major Hottie, cause she’s a major and, you know... a hottie. I’m going to start calling you Captain Cougar Bait.”

“That doesn’t work.” I opened the duffel bag and started putting clothes in the dresser. “I’m more than ten years older than her. A cougar goes after younger men.”

“It counts. She didn’t know how old you really are. Physically, you look a decade younger than her. You were just a notch on her bedpost. Or are you going to see her again?”

I pointed out my window that showed we were in orbit around the moon. “How’s that going to work? We’re going on a mission that may take up to a year.”

“Yeah, yeah. The Celestial Meet-up.”

“Celestial Moot.”

“Same thing. Then we have to find the Sleestaks’ a new home.”

“Don’t call them that,” I said. “There’s also the whole ‘explore the universe’ mission as well.”

“Yeah, I still say that might be a big mistake. We need to stay close to home until we’ve built up squadrons of battlestars, then venture out a bit at a time after making sure our solar system is secure, protected.”

“There’s something to be said for that, but the powers that be decided on a different course.”

My comm buzzed. “Ferguson.”

“We’re about to leave orbit,” Brennan said. “Would you and the chief master sergeant like to join us in command?”

“We’ll be right there, sir.” There was no reason for either of us to be there, but we did save the Aldrin a year ago, which is why I assumed he extended the courtesy.

As we headed there, Stella steered the conversation back to Delfina. “You could see her when we get back.”

“She’s currently assigned to the Naval War College in Rhode Island. That’s a bit high profile. We’re supposed to be a secret, remember?”

“What was she doing in Boston?”

“That’s her uncle’s bar.”

“So, you can’t figure a way around the whole secret identity thing? Superman and Batman did.”

I stopped walking. “Stella, what’s this about?”

“It’s just... That was the first time I saw you have any interest in, well, in anything since what happened to Jeopardy and KayCee.”

“Stella, part of it was we both knew it wasn’t going anywhere. You of all people should get that.”

“Fair enough.” Any further discussion ended when we entered the command center. Brennan waved us over.

The command had a big screen on the wall like the USS Enterprise in Star Trek. That was where similarities ended. Brennan’s station had a wraparound control panel and was elevated over similar stations scattered below him. Each station had its own individual screens and a seat that swiveled, so the person in it could turn to face Brennan or any other command center personnel.

What it didn’t have was seats for tourists. So, Stella and I awkwardly flanked Brennan as he addressed the person on the wall screen.

Star Commander SoCuasatine of the Kemtaran Alliance was Sarli, like KayCee. He also commanded the military starcraft Call to Justice. Initially sent to our system in pursuit of war criminals, he was the first representative of his government we had contact with. As official first contact, because apparently KayCee and Kreb didn’t count, SoCuasatine had worked closely with us. His starcraft had made repeat trips to Earth since first encountering us. Now, he and his crew were going to guide us to the Celestial Moot.

“Are you ready to begin our journey, Colonel?” the star commander asked. His bioform, like all the Sarli, was what spawned the concept of the little grey aliens in our culture. Their real bodies were very different.

Brennan scanned the data on his control panel one last time before nodding. “We are, Star Commander.”

“Then we will follow you out,” said SoCuasatine. “On your time, Colonel.”

Brennan hit a button. “USS Buzz Aldrin to Diana Station.”

“Go ahead, Aldrin,” a female voice answered.

“We are ready to depart,” Brennan informed her.

“You are clear to depart, Aldrin. Godspeed.”

I may have needed to up the levels on my emotions a nudge past functional because there was something in my throat when she said that. Or maybe they were right where they needed to be for me to react as I would have before the Battle of Sol.

Those seven words spoken by a space traffic controller launched a new beginning for the human race.

Brennan may have had similar thoughts. He grinned. “Take us out, Jefferies. We have a final frontier to explore.”

My excitement quickly dulled as the rest of it was anticlimactic. We pulled away from Diana Station and headed out of the system. While we made good speed, it seemed like a crawl. Passing the planets was visually stunning but the rest of it was... space. I cleared my throat. “How long until we reach a jump point?”

“About a week,” Brennan said. “You haven’t jumped yet?”

“You had us doing other stuff, sir,” Stella reminded him.

“Right. And knowing you two, you didn’t bother to read up on how this all works.”

He took our silence for the acknowledgment that it was. “Starcraft can’t jump near stars. We have to get far enough away from the sun, or any star to jump. Even then we can only jump by sight.”

Stella scowled. “That doesn’t seem very far.”

“In this case, sight means how far Aldrin’s sensors can detect. Not how far you can see.”

“Oh.”

“That still seems limited,” I pointed out.

“By Sarli standards, yes,” Brennan explained. “By our standards, it’s leaps and bounds ahead of anything we had. Quiet Contemplation no longer had jump capability. Those components were removed when she was decommissioned.”

“But the New Hampshire did?” I guessed.

“Yup. And since jumping is dangerous as hell, the Sarli and the Detra Ka have been tutoring us in it. The plan is to do a series of jumps until we can get to a Sarli jump gate. That’s how we cover the big distances.”

“And the Sarli are just letting us use it for free?” Stella frowned.

“I suspect it’s more of a first one’s free type scenario.” Brennan said. “From what I gather, the Sarli let other spacefaring races use their gates but charge a hefty price. This is both to show us the benefits and to get in good with the new savages in town.”

“Savages?” Now it was my turn to frown. “Why do you say that?”

“We haven’t left our solar system yet and we’ve already captured two starcraft and bulldozed over a group of violent war criminals. You don’t think they’re not worried about us?”

“Better with us than against us? At least until they have a handle on us.” I sighed. “I was hoping they were more enlightened than us, but I’m not surprised.”

“Enlightened?” snorted Stella. “That’s not the same as stupid. They have no idea what we’re capable of yet and they have seen what you can do. They probably view us as a junkyard dog who just broke her chain.”

“However they view us, they have been very friendly and helpful so far,” Brennan reminded us. “They and Itza’s people are our only spacefaring allies. So don’t start an interstellar war, please.”

Stella nodded. “Understood, sir. Planet-bound species only.”

Brennan closed his eyes for a second. “That will be all, Johansen. Thank you. You can resume your duties.”
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