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THE OSTENTATIOUS OBSERVER AUGUST 23




The Professor Doth Theorize Too Much? Methinks Maybe Not.


By Shelly Simcox





CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS—“Come in, come in!” Professor Walter Prescott said as he threw open the front door of his colonial town house. “Quick! You’ve gotta see this!”


The acclaimed astrophysicist gestured for me to follow him inside, and I eagerly obliged. The odd thing was, he and I were complete strangers. Professor Prescott had no idea who I was, where I was coming from, or that I was even coming at all, but he invited me into his home as if I were late for an appointment.


“I can’t wait to show you! You won’t believe it!”


I asked the professor if he was mistaking me for someone else.


“It doesn’t matter who you are! Someone else needs to see this!”


For transparency’s sake, I told the professor I was a journalist with the Ostentatious Observer. I explained how I had been trying to contact him for three weeks, but he was a difficult man to reach. And so I’d decided to drive to his home and show up on his doorstep unannounced. Luckily, Professor Prescott is a man who believes all publicity is good publicity.


“You’re a reporter? Fantastic! Now you really gotta see this!”


Professor Prescott is a short man with a white beard and very thick glasses. He walks with his arms stretched behind him like a penguin trying to take flight. The professor led me through his parlor and into an office on the ground floor—or at least, I think they were a parlor and an office. It was hard to determine where one room began and another ended. Everything in the professor’s town house was covered from floor to ceiling in tall stacks of books. (I also counted seven obese cats and ten pickleball trophies, which I found very endearing.)


“My critics can’t deny it this time! This is the greatest discovery of my career! Hmmm. Now, where the heck did I put it?”


For those of you unfamiliar with modern academia—which, if you’re reading this publication, I predict is most of you—Professor Prescott was once among the most respected astrophysicists in the scientific community and one of the most admired scholars in American education. He started his career as a research assistant at NASA in the late 1960s and eventually became a top aerospace engineer. For the past thirty-three years, Prescott has been a professor at Harvard University, and he has served as the director of the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics for over twenty years. In 1997, Professor Prescott and a group of grad students famously developed a method to detect odors on the surface of planets, which they called the Wreak Technique.


“Ironically, Uranus smells lovely. Neptune is the stinker.”


Professor Prescott is also a recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, a member of the Time 100, a frequent TED Talk lecturer, and the author of sixteen bestselling books on astrophysics. He’s also been a guest on countless talk shows and has been the subject of numerous documentaries.


“My mother wanted me to be a saxophone player. The disappointment killed her.”


Despite his extraordinary accomplishments, it was not a complete shock when Harvard University forced the beloved professor to resign at the beginning of the month. In fact, nerds everywhere breathed a collective sigh of relief.


“This decision comes with a heavy heart,” the president of Harvard University said in a public statement. “Professor Prescott has spent three wonderful decades educating and encouraging the astrophysicists of tomorrow. However, Professor Prescott’s recent remarks and restructurings of the astrophysics department do not reflect the beliefs or goals of Harvard University. We thank Professor Prescott for all he has contributed during his tenure, and we hope he gets the help he desperately needs.”


While his “recent remarks” may have been the final nail in the coffin, Professor Prescott became a controversial figure many years ago. It all started at the 2016 International Astronomical Union General Assembly at the National Astronomical Observatory of Japan in Tokyo. (Try saying that sentence five times fast!) While observing upgrades to the Subaru Telescope, Professor Prescott and a team of Japanese astronomists made a fascinating discovery. A comet the size of Manhattan was passing through the edge of our solar system—but, given the unusual angle of its trajectory and its unusual velocity, the astrophysicists determined the comet did not originate in our solar system!


That’s right! It was the first interstellar discovery in recorded history! The celebrations commenced immediately, and the team published its findings in Astronomy Weekly. They named the comet Ōkina Hōmon-sha, which means “big visitor” in Japanese (at least, according to the version of Google Translate they used at the time). It was the biggest discovery of Professor Prescott’s career, but strangely, the professor refused to include his name in the publication.


“I retracted my name because Ōkina Hōmon-sha is not a comet! Does it have an icy surface? Yes. Is it surrounded by gas? Yes. Does it leave a trail of dust in its path? Yes. My Persian cat is also white, gassy, and leaves a trail of dust behind him, but he isn’t a comet! What my colleagues in Japan failed to mention in their report was that Ōkina Hōmon-sha’s trajectory changed direction multiple times! And the object’s velocity increased and decreased as it traveled through our solar system! That means Ōkina Hōmon-sha isn’t traveling through the galaxy by a natural propulsion—it’s being steered! Therefore, the only logical explanation is that Ōkina Hōmon-sha was a comet that has been converted into an extraterrestrial spacecraft!”


Logical is not the word I personally would have used to describe the theory, but Professor Prescott couldn’t be convinced otherwise. He published his own findings in Astronomy Weekly, claiming the comet was the world’s first evidence of extraterrestrial life. He even called the object Nazo No Fune, which he says means “mysterious ship” in Japanese (again, according to Google Translate at the time). The astrophysicist community was not fond of Prescott’s theory.


“To put this scientifically, Prescott has lost his marbles,” says Dr. Kobayashi, an astrophysicist from the Ōkina Hōmon-sha team. “There was no hard evidence that Ōkina Hōmon-sha was anything but a comet. The changes in velocity and trajectory were miniscule and within the margin of recording error. I mean, what was Prescott thinking? We just made the greatest discovery in the history of astrophysics! That would have been enough for any scientist! But Prescott had to go and sour it for everyone. Now no one mentions Ōkina Hōmon-sha without making some kind of joke about aliens. At least Bowen Yang played me on SNL—that’s the only bright side.”


Despite receiving harsh public criticism, Professor Prescott only leaned in to his theory about extraterrestrial life—and I mean really leaned in to it. He founded the Cambridge UFO Archive of Extraterrestrial Research—which, judging from all the filing cabinets in his guest bathroom, he runs from home. The professor also published revised editions of all sixteen of his books with theories about how extraterrestrial technology may alter the laws of physics throughout the galaxy. In 2018, he published his most popular book to date, Saucers, Spacemen, and Secrets: Extraterrestrial Sightings Through the Ages. The book is widely referred to as “the bible” of alien conspiracies, and Professor Prescott is now a superstar to believers everywhere. He even headlined AlienCon in 2019.


“The conspiracy community is a great group of people,” he said. “I wish they stood up straight and wore more deodorant—but a great group of people.”


Although, not everyone was as enthusiastic about the professor’s new passion.


“At first, his interest in aliens and extraterrestrial technology was really charming,” says Dr. Kutach, a professor of biology at Harvard University. “It was fun watercooler talk. But things eventually got out of hand. Walter barely eats or sleeps, and he stopped coming to pickleball on Sundays. All he does is research now. Extraterrestrials are his entire life.”


“I sneak into his place twice a day to feed his cats,” says Dr. Buell, a professor of economics at Harvard University who lives in the town house next door. “Do you know how loud eleven obese cats get when they’re neglected at dinnertime? Honestly, I’ve saved the neighborhood. Walter doesn’t even notice me when I’m there. He’s always got his nose buried in a book or paperwork.”


Professor Prescott’s comments about Ōkina Hōmon-sha—or Nazo No Fune, depending where you stand on the geek spectrum—were enough to keep him in the spotlight for a couple of months, but the public ridicule eventually died down. It wasn’t until this past spring when the professor made international headlines again. On April 1, while the rest of the world was watching Eli Rump’s failed rocket launch in the Florida Keys, Professor Prescott noticed something very peculiar in our solar system.


[For more information on the Eli Rump ERASE launch, please see my previous articles Toilet Billionaire to Weaponize Space! (No, Seriously!), Petition to Rename April Fools’ Day to Eli Rump Day Surpasses Ten Million Signatures on Change.org, and BankRUMPt: Former Billionaire Now Delivering Pizzas to Pay Bills at www.OstentatiousObserver.press/ShellySimcox.]


“I can’t believe I’m the only astrophysicist in the world who saw it. The space between Earth and Mars was lit up like the Fourth of July! There were thousands of objects moving in erratic patterns. At first, they stayed near the Martian atmosphere, and then they spread across the whole solar system in a matter of minutes. Nothing in modern science can move that fast! And the number of objects slowly decreased the more erratically they moved. Therefore, the only logical explanation is that our solar system hosted an extraterrestrial battle!”


Professor Prescott showed me the images and videos he’d captured with his telescope. To me, they just looked like a bunch of dots on a black background, but to the professor, they were thousands of miniature Holy Grails. He published his findings in Astronomy Weekly and was instantly met with public criticism. Even NASA rebutted the professor’s discovery with a statement, saying the objects he’d found were most likely “a rogue meteor shower caught in Mars’s atmosphere” or “gnats caught in Prescott’s telescope lens.”


Once again, Professor Prescott was unfazed by the ridicule and only intensified his efforts to legitimize his discovery. This summer he announced plans to reform the astrophysics department at Harvard University to incorporate his theories into the curriculum. He also created new courses, such as Potential Extraterrestrial Technology 101, Inconvenient Scientific Discoveries Throughout History 101, and Managing a Big World of Small-Minded Nitwits 101.


Unfortunately, Harvard University canceled the new courses before students had the chance to enroll. And how did Professor Prescott respond to Harvard’s actions?


“I said Harvard University was the worst thing to happen to science since the Roman Catholic Inquisition of the sixteenth century.”


Yeah, it was bad.


“Looking back, I should have eaten something before making a public statement about Harvard University. If I were them, I probably would have sacked me too. But just because I don’t have a position at Harvard anymore doesn’t mean I’m finished. I will prove extraterrestrial life and technology exist, even if it’s the very last thing I do! And luckily, I finally have the evidence to prove it once and for all! AHA! Here it is!”


Professor Prescott finally found what he had been searching for since I’d arrived. It was a stack of translucent photographs buried under a pile of Doctor Who DVD box sets. The professor fired up an old overhead projector and projected the photographs onto the ceiling. (It was the only place with enough room.) I got a crick in my neck from staring up at the images.


“These were taken by a friend who works at the Keck Observatory in Mauna Kea. Oh shoot, it was his birthday yesterday! I’ll send him an Edible Arrangement tomorrow. Anyway, take a good look at this first photograph. See the dot in the very center? That’s the star Erebus on May eleventh of this year. Now take a good look at the next photograph. See the dot in the very center? That’s Erebus on May twelfth—just one day later! Do you notice the difference between the two?”


The second photograph was stained with a greasy cat paw print, but that wasn’t what the professor was referring to.


“Try looking at them side by side. Do you see how Erebus was slightly brighter on May eleventh than it was on May twelfth? It’s barely noticeable in the photo, but it makes the world of difference.”


I did see the difference but didn’t understand the significance.


“Stars are just like Taylor Swift—they have eras. It usually takes billions and billions of years for a star to age and enter a new phase, but miraculously, Erebus aged drastically overnight! It went from a main sequence star to a red dwarf star in less than twenty-four hours!”


The professor giddily replaced the photos with others.


“The same thing happened to the stars Crius, Theia, and Shay! They all became weaker and smaller in the blink of an eye! This phenomenon has never been documented before. None of my friends or former colleagues can explain it. But something is stealing these stars’ life force in record time! And since there’s nothing in known science that can naturally weaken a star that fast, we must assume it’s being caused by something artificial. Therefore, the only logical explanation is that these stars are being shrunk by technology of extraterrestrial design!”


I questioned if Professor Prescott knew the meaning of logical.


“But you want to hear the most concerning part of all? Erebus, Crius, Theia, and Shay are almost exactly the same size and age as our sun! They’re sistars—if you will. If something is moving through the Milky Way galaxy and destroying stars, and it has a type of star it’s drawn to, then our sun could be next! And do you know what would happen if our sun suddenly got weaker overnight?”


I waited on pins and needles for the answer. (Actually, I sat on a stack of old yellow pages and the tail of an angry tabby cat.)


“Earth would be covered in instant darkness! Temperatures would drop to below freezing! Nothing on our planet would survive! And if this phenomenon kept spreading, eventually all the stars in the Milky Way would be too weak to sustain any life whatsoever! It would be the end of the galaxy!”


I gulped nervously and cuddled the angry tabby cat against her will.


“I know the world thinks I’m a loony tune—but they can’t ignore science simply because they don’t like what the evidence implies! Science doesn’t exaggerate or have an agenda, an opinion, or a preference! Science never lies!”


Either the professor was an extremely convincing educator or his outlandish beliefs were contagious. I went to Cambridge hoping to get the scoop on a controversial firing and left with genuine fears of the sun being eaten by an invisible machine.


Was Professor Prescott just a mad scientist, or are the rest of us mad for criticizing him? Have we changed much since the Roman Catholic Inquisition of the sixteenth century? Aren’t we just as quick to ridicule and ostracize people for saying what we don’t want to hear? Are we in danger of a star-eating machine, or is humanity’s greatest threat its own stubbornness? And if Professor Prescott is correct, can our world change its ways in time to save itself ?


Our fate could literally be written in the stars.









UPDATE FROM THE EDITOR


AUGUST 28


It wasn’t until after this article was originally published on August twenty-third that the Ostentatious Observer learned about Professor Walter Prescott’s disappearance. Our thoughts and prayers are with his friends, family, and felines at this time. If anyone has any information about his whereabouts, please contact 1-555-Find-The-Professor.
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CHAPTER ONE


WORST SUMMER EVER


Roswell Johnson was soooooo bored. Honestly, he hadn’t thought it was humanly possible to feel so unstimulated, uninspired, and unenergized and still have a pulse. Roswell had always assumed the phrase bored to death was an exaggeration, but now he worried the condition would kill him. Here Lies Roswell Curtis Johnson, he imagined his tombstone would read. At Least Death Gave Him Something to Do.


Naturally, Roswell wasn’t just sitting around the Johnson Family Chicken Farm feeling sorry for himself. On the contrary, he was more active than ever before. He attempted new hobbies like painting, gardening, yoga, tennis, and composting. He read every book in the house and the local public library and anything he could download for free on his Kindle. He wanted to attend summer school, but Cherokee Springs Intermediate School wasn’t offering any courses he hadn’t already passed. Roswell also helped Pop with more chores around the farm than usual, and he volunteered at the assisted living home where Gram worked. He even rewatched every season of every Star Trek series in existence. Sadly, none of the activities gave him the stimulation he so desperately desired.


It wasn’t a mystery why the summer felt like the slowest decade of his life. How could anything excite Roswell after an adventure through the Milky Way galaxy? How could his friends from school capture his attention now that he was friends with a Pleiadean, a Furgarian, a Cyborg, a Mantis, and a pair of Gray aliens? How could painting captivate him after saving Earth from an evil Reptoidian invasion? How could Star Trek entertain him now that he knew his father was alive and an officer in the United States Secret Space Program? And how could Roswell return to a normal Earthling life after discovering the secrets of the universe?


The boredom was difficult, but the waiting was unbearable. Roswell hadn’t seen or heard from his alien friends since they’d brought him back to Earth five months ago. They’d promised to keep in touch, so why hadn’t they? Did something bad happen? Had they been captured or injured? Had the Reptoids returned seeking revenge? Did the galactic laws change and forbid them from contacting him? Or, worst of all, was their adventure not as meaningful to them as it was to him? Was it possible they just forgot about him?


Roswell assumed his father would play a more active role in his life—especially since he had essentially come back from the dead—but he saw him only once, for a brief visit on his twelfth birthday. Commander Curtis Johnson left the engines of his boomerang spacecraft running while he dropped off a small present. Roswell had never unwrapped a gift so quickly in his life. Unfortunately, the tiny box contained more disappointment.


“A smartwatch?” Roswell asked.


“What’s wrong?” his father asked. “You don’t like it?”


“No, I do.”


“Then why the long face?”


“Because you can get this at Target.”


“For a small fortune!”


“Sorry, I guess I was expecting something different.”


“Like what? A spaceship?”


“Kinda.”


Curtis laughed. “Maybe when you’re sixteen.”


The commander checked his much cooler and more technically advanced watch. It projected a hologram of the time around his wrist like a floating bracelet.


“Yikes! It’s almost five. I need to get back to the lunar base.”


“But you just got here! And I haven’t seen you in months!”


“I know, champ. I would stay longer if I could.”


“Can I come with you?”


“I wish—it’s not a good week for visitors.”


“Why? Is everything okay?”


“Everything is totally fine—it’s just busy up there. Protecting Earth from extraterrestrial threats is an around-the-clock job.”


Roswell blocked his father from leaving.


“Any updates on the Reptoids? Have they returned to the Milky Way?”


“Nope, they’re still on the run in the Andromeda Galaxy. And if Reptiliz Reek is smart, he and the Reptoids will stay there for a very long time.”


“Has the USSSP found out who put my name in the Galactic Registry yet? That’s still important, right? I haven’t stopped thinking about it since I got back to Earth. I mean, somebody out there wanted me to know all the secrets of the universe! Who could it be?”


“We’re still looking into that. No leads so far.”


“What about Stella? Rob? Cassi? Mank? Nerp and Bleep? Have you heard from any of them? Are they okay?”


“As far as I know.”


“I think we need to check on them. I haven’t heard from anyone since—”


“Roz, you need to relax! I know April feels like an eternity ago, but in galactic time, five Earth months is the blink of an eye. I’m sure your friends are doing fine, and you’ll probably hear from them soon. In the meantime, try to enjoy the rest of your summer. You’ll only be twelve once. When you’re an adult and working for the USSSP like me, you’ll wish you had this time again. Now I really need to get back to the moon. Enjoy the watch. I’ll visit as soon as I get another chance!”


Before Roswell could ask any more questions, his father hurried back to his boomerang spacecraft and soared into the atmosphere. Roswell almost wished Commander Johnson hadn’t made the trip. Seeing him was the ultimate tease. Roswell’s frustration skyrocketed even higher than his father’s spaceship.


Roswell spent the night of his twelfth birthday exactly like he’d spent every other night that summer, sitting on the roof outside his attic bedroom, with his eyes glued to the night sky. He had spent most of his life gazing up at the stars with a million questions, but now, he looked at the stars with all the answers he’d ever wanted. Knowing everything about the universe but not getting to participate in the universe felt like a cruel punishment.


“Rozzy, are you still on this planet?”


Roswell turned to see Gram poking her head out his bedroom window. It was the fourth time she had checked on him that day.


“Still here, Gram.”


“Do you want to watch TV with me and Pop? We’re starting that new murder mystery about the rich white family on Netflix. It looks like that other murder mystery about the rich white family we watched on Netflix.”


“No thanks.”


“We could also watch that new Marvel movie about the handsome superheroes and the bad guys with the scary machine. I think it’s a sequel to that other Marvel movie about the handsome superheroes and the bad guys with the scary machine.”


“I’m good.”


“What about that new docuseries about the wacky animal hoarder who gets into trouble with the law? It was made by the same director as that other docuseries about the wacky animal hoarder who gets into trouble with the law.”


“You’re really not selling any of these, Gram.”


“I’m just trying to make you smile, Rozzy. I know you’ve had a hard time adjusting to regular life after your trip around the galaxy.”


Roswell nodded. “It’s been a tough summer.”


“Believe it or not, I went through the same thing when I was your age. I ran away from home for three weeks and followed the Jackson 5 on tour across the Midwest. It was a wild time! I befriended Teamsters, I hitchhiked with other groupies, I even got a tattoo on my—”


“Gram, please stop cheering me up.”


“And when I got back home, everything felt so bleak and bland! What could possibly top Tito Jackson sweating on me in the front row of a Jackson 5 concert? I was convinced I’d have nothing to look forward to ever again. I was also grounded for a year, so that didn’t help my morale. What you’re feeling now just means you experienced something wonderful. How lucky is that? And believe me, life will find a way to excite and surprise you over and over again. You’re not done yet, kid.”


Roswell forced a smile. “Thanks, Gram.”


“You’re very welcome. If you get sick of counting stars, Pop and I will be downstairs. And if you happen to get abducted by aliens again, please text me before you leave the atmosphere.”


“I will.”


Roswell sighed sadly as he looked up at the stars. He would have given anything to be abducted again. His eyes darted from twinkling light to twinkling light, and his heart fluttered with hope at the sight of every plane and shooting star in the sky. Unfortunately, no spacecraft were coming for him that night.


The following two weeks felt even longer than the previous five months, and each day was duller than the last. Since chores and hobbies weren’t doing the trick, Roswell found that the next best way to distract himself mentally was to exhaust himself physically. So, every morning, he woke up and went for a long walk around Cherokee Springs with no destination in sight. He wandered all over the countryside and through the downtown area, and only when the warm Oklahoma sun became intolerable would he turn around and head back home. Roswell also walked farther and farther each day. He knew that only because his smartwatch would scream, “Daily steps reached! New record achieved! Treat yourself to something sweet!” It scared the crap out of him every time because he couldn’t figure out the volume settings.


“Hey, Roz! Fancy seeing you here! How’s the walk going?”


Roswell was in such deep thought he didn’t hear the car pull up beside him. He turned to see Pop sitting behind the wheel of his turquoise Chevrolet pickup truck. It was the fifth day in a row that Pop had “coincidentally” been on the same road as Roswell.


“It’s going good, Pop. What are you up to?”


“Persephone and I are headed to Gram’s work to drop off some eggs. Apparently, there’s a fowl pox breakout down at the Henderson farm. You’re looking at Cherokee Springs’s sole egg provider for the foreseeable future!”


“Congrats?” Roswell asked.


“Thank you. I’m just glad Persephone’s seat finally came so she can keep me company on all the deliveries. Isn’t that right, girl? Who’s my little sidekick? Who’s my little company mascot?”


Pop’s prized bearded black silkie chicken was strapped into a car seat beside him. The seat was specifically designed for chickens and came all the way from South Korea. Pop hadn’t left the house without her since the seat arrived. He even insisted that Persephone ride shotgun because of her “motion sickness,” forcing Roswell and Gram to sit in the back whenever Pop drove. Their matching sunglasses, however, were purely for style.


“You wanna jump in and come with us?” Pop asked. “I’m sure the old folks would love to see you.”


“I’m not feeling very social today.”


“Missing your alien friends, huh? I can’t blame you. Heck, I only met them once and I miss them. Especially that fuzzy one. She had moxie.”


“I never thought I’d say this, but I miss Cassi too.”


“Believe it or not, I went through the same thing when I was your age. I ran away from home and joined the Ring-ading Brothers’ Animal Circus for three months. It was a romping good time! I got paid five dollars a week to wrangle exotic animals, I befriended a troop of acrobatic clowns, I even got a tattoo on my—”


“Pop, I really wish you and Gram would stop trying to cheer me up.”


“But my parents finally caught up with me in Duluth, and they forced me to go back home. I was beyond devastated! I didn’t think I would ever make friends like Lord Neuter the lion tamer, Monsieur Sniffles the sad clown, or Fräulein Pretzel the contortionist again. But guess what happened? Years later, we all reconnected! Lord Neuter became a vet in Dallas, and Monsieur Sniffles became a grief counselor in Kansas City.”


“What about Fräulein Pretzel?”


“She’s in prison for armed robbery. The point I’m trying to make is this—the people you’re meant to be with always find a way back into your life, and if they don’t, you’ll meet even better people to take their place.”


Roswell forced a smile. “Thanks, Pop.”


“You’re very welcome. I’ll let you get back to your walk now. Persephone and I will be making deliveries in the area if you need a ride home later. And if you happen to get abducted by aliens again, please text me before you leave the planet.”


“Will do.”


Pop and Persephone sped up and disappeared down the country road. Roswell decided to get off the street in case Pop came back to “cheer him up” some more. He made a right turn onto a small dirt path and continued walking through a grassy field. The path wasn’t as smooth as the flat asphalt, but the solitude was worth it. A pleasant breeze blew against Roswell’s back, encouraging him to keep going.


There was nothing on either side of the path for miles except for grass and the occasional tree. Eventually, Roswell spotted some type of structure in the distance. A lone barn stood directly in the middle of a field. Its wooden panels were severely weathered, large chunks were missing from the roof, and it was surrounded by overgrown grass. The barn must have been over a hundred years old, and judging from its condition, no one had cared for it in years.


It was perfectly normal to find an abandoned barn in the Oklahoma countryside. However, there was something eerily familiar about this barn. He couldn’t say why or when, but he was certain he had been here before. A peculiar symbol carved above the large double doors also caught his attention. It was a small circle surrounded by three ovals—simple and yet instantly recognizable.


“That looks like an atom symbol,” Roswell said to himself. “Huh. Why would an atom be carved on a barn in the middle of nowhere?”


For the first time in months, Roswell was curious. He stepped off the dirt path and headed straight to the barn like a moth drawn to a flame. The land surrounding the barn wasn’t fenced in, so he wasn’t sure if he was trespassing on private property or not. He knocked three times, but there was no answer. Roswell slowly pushed the doors open, the old hinges creaking loudly, and he cautiously peered inside.


“Hello?” he asked. “Is anyone in—”


“Daily steps reached! New record achieved! Treat yourself to something sweet!”


Roswell screamed and jumped a foot into the air. He angrily slapped the smartwatch to turn the notification off.


“Seriously?! I heard you the first time!”


Luckily, there was no one inside the barn to disturb. It was completely empty except for cobwebs and a thick layer of dust on the floor. Clearly, not a single soul had set foot in the barn for years. But strangely, exploring the abandoned barn only heightened Roswell’s déjà vu. The longer he stayed, the more familiar the barn felt. Had he visited it as a child? Or in a past life, perhaps?


Roswell noticed the wooden walls were decorated in a strange wallpaper. Upon further inspection, he realized it wasn’t a decorative pattern after all, but handwritten numbers and letters. Someone had covered the barn from floor to ceiling in hundreds of mathematical formulas. Roswell traced the numbers and letters with the tip of his finger as he studied them.


“Wait a second,” he said. “I know what these are.”


Roswell whipped out his cell phone and entered a few numbers and letters into his search engine. His eyes went wide as he read the results.


“I was right! These are formulas for quantum mechanics! But what kind of farmer needs quantum mechanics to grow crops or raise livestock?”


The mystery consumed Roswell. He forgot about everything else in the world except the symbols in front of him. He studied the formulas for hours, searching the internet for their meanings and properties. Roswell made notes in his phone and on the dusty floor as he researched. He recognized many of the basic formulas from his physics class at school. However, most of the formulas were completely foreign, and they couldn’t be found on the internet.


Were some of the formulas just gibberish? Was the mathematician making them up as they went along? Or—a thought that spiked Roswell’s heart rate—could they be formulas that hadn’t been discovered on Earth yet?


Another idea sent chills down Roswell’s spine. He took a step back and looked at all the numbers, letters, and symbols as a whole. He suddenly realized the walls weren’t covered in hundreds of individual formulas—they were all connected! Each equation was a word in a very elaborate story.


“These aren’t quantum formulas—this is one long quantum recipe!” Roswell gasped. “Whoever wrote this was making something very, very big! Something beyond human comprehension! This is extraterrestrial technology!”


Gram was right. Life still found ways of surprising him.


“But what were they making?”









[image: A Comet Correctional Center flies through space, leaving behind a glowing trail of light. Small stars scatter across the background.]



CHAPTER TWO


AN INTERSTELLAR ESCAPE


Comet Correctional Center 432699 rocketed through the galaxy at over two hundred miles per second. It was just one of five hundred thousand comets the Milky Way Galactic Alliance had converted into state-of-the-art mobile prisons. The constant motion, the freezing icy surfaces, the ability to adjust the speed and direction at will, and the thick electric force fields made the comets the ultimate penitentiaries. Since their construction several millennia before, the centers had never had a successful break-in or breakout.


The prisons were patrolled by the Milky Way Galactic Alliance’s official security force, the Galactic Guard. The guard had millions of active officers, consisting of thousands of different alien species. Each officer wore the same golden jumpsuit—fitted to their unique body and limbs—and a silver badge in the spiral shape of the Milky Way.


Center 432699—or Ōkina Hōmon-sha, as it was known on Earth—housed the most dangerous and diabolical criminals the Milky Way galaxy had ever known. Beneath the comet’s icy surface was a labyrinth of rocky tunnels, where each inmate was held within a small cave behind a wall of red-hot laser beams. And in the very center of the comet, inside the prison’s most secure cell, was an inmate of particular interest.


Xelic of Reptoidia, the former general of the Reptoidian Army, had been in his cell for ten galactic months straight. He was forced to wear a degrading neon green sweat suit. A thick metal collar tracked every move he made, listened to every word he said, and shocked him whenever he misspoke or misbehaved. The Reptoid was forbidden from socializing with other inmates, using any form of technology, and possessing any material objects whatsoever. Although, he didn’t need friends or belongings to keep himself entertained.


All day every day, the events that led to his incarceration played on a loop inside his mind. He couldn’t stop thinking about the beings who had foiled his invasion of Earth, like his brain was a movie theater with a projector he couldn’t turn off. He ruminated on the USSSP officers who’d sabotaged Eli Rump’s launch. He agonized over the Pleiadean, Furgarian, Cyborg, Mantis, and Grays who’d distracted and delayed the Reptoidian fleet. But most infuriating of all, Xelic was obsessed with seeking revenge on Roswell Johnson, the Earthling who’d outsmarted him.


Memories of his trial were also a source of unbearable anger. After his failed invasion, the Galactic Guard had seized Xelic and brought him to the Milky Way Galactic Courthouse on Star City. He waited for days in a cramped holding cell, his scaled body wrapped in chains, while a galactic jury reviewed his crimes.


“The Milky Way Galactic Court calls Xelic of Reptoidia to the stand.”


The Reptoid was pushed onto a round platform that quickly shot thousands of feet into the air. He was raised into the center of a gigantic dome where a million jurors glared down at him from every angle. The trial was led by a Diplomacian judge, whose hologram was projected in the middle of the courthouse for all to see. The Diplomacians were the most diplomatic and compassionate species in the galaxy, but today, the judge was finding it difficult to be impartial. He shook his glowing bald head while he looked over a list of the defendant’s crimes.


“Xelic of Reptoidia, you have been charged with attempted murder, assault, abduction, damage of public and private property, conspiring with a Stage Two being… . Honestly, I should stop while I’m ahead, because there wasn’t a single law you didn’t break during your attempted invasion of Earth. Given your controversial reputation, this court could not find anyone willing to defend you. This is the first time that has ever happened in the history of the Milky Way Galactic Court. You have no other option but to represent yourself. How do you plead?”
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