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PART ONE
THE CITY

















1

4:17 P.M.

May 10th, 1985




Spotlights nearly blinded me as I walked across the stage to a sprinkling of applause. My parents and Cindy came into view when I shook hands with the college president. The man’s palm was sweaty, and I didn’t think I’d ever met him before. I lifted the proof of my graduation in a clenched fist, sending my arm into the air for a dramatic moment. Cindy took a photo, the flash snapping from the front row, and my mom proudly waved. 

I wasn’t the first college grad in my family, but my parents were making an awfully big deal out of it. Maybe it was a surprise that I’d been able to focus for four solid years and finish something I’d started. 

The presenter had already called out the next person’s name, and I went to sit with the rest of the business graduates. While they finished passing out well-deserved pieces of paper, I checked the crowd, searching for Bones and Kimberly. 

As the minutes ticked on, my disappointment intensified. Bones had sworn he’d come. And Kim… well, that was a long story. 

I half-listened to the motivational speech about our class going on to change the world, but I doubted that many of us would do much in that regard. Most of the people here would find work in cubicles or cramped offices, combing over spreadsheets and sales figures until we lost our minds and went to plant trees in the Amazon during a mid-life crisis. 

“Elliot, are you heading to the afterparty?” a girl asked. Her name was Tina. Or Tammy. 

“Nah, my family’s in town.”

She touched the dangling tassel on my cap. “That’s too bad.”

I stood dumbfounded as she sauntered off, joining the other students. Correction: College graduates.

The crowd was dispersing, but I stayed on the bench, feeling sorry for myself. Here I was, finished with school and ready to take the next step, and the two most important people in my world hadn’t even bothered to show up. 

“You okay?” Cindy stood at the bottom of the stage, elbows resting on it. 

“Sure. Why don’t we grab a slice of pizza?”

“That would be rad.” Cindy wore bright red lipstick, her hair big and crimped. She hardly resembled the same kid sister who’d been controlled by the Sphere last summer. 

The doors at the rear of the amphitheatre opened, and my gaze drifted to the exit. Bones leaned on the wall with his arms crossed, and a grin splitting his face. His mohawk was gone, replaced with a trendy cut, the sides nearly shaved, and no more hair dye. He almost looked responsible. 

I hopped down, careful not to trip on my graduation gown. “Bones!”

We hugged on the stairs, and he held me at arm’s length, still smirking. “Elliot, you did it!”

“You doubted me?” 

“Not for a moment. What did I miss?”

“The ceremony, for starters,” Cindy complained.

“I can’t believe I’m late. The bus was stopped at the state border. A deer was hit by an RV or something.” Bones peered around me, waving at my family. 

“The point is: you came.” I kept hoping Kim would emerge from thin air, but the room had mostly emptied out. “Are you joining us for dinner?”

“I wouldn’t miss it, buddy.” 

We went outside, and I inhaled the spring air. The seasons were changing, with summer around the corner, and I had yet to figure out what my future held now that this chapter had closed. I’d been working at a video store down the street from the university the past few months, but I had to find a real job and climb the corporate ladder one slippery rung at a time.

Part of me wished I still had another year. After last summer’s events, regular life had become mundane. Things that used to excite me barely registered any longer. I’d seen aliens—and not just one race, but two. 

I’d even gone as far as killing a Traveler. There was no turning back from that. 

“You’re thinking about it again, aren’t you?” Bones asked. 

“Maybe. Am I that obvious?” 

“Yes.”

“Don’t you?”

“All the time,” Bones admitted. “I can’t shake the sensation that a Traveler’s watching me. Or that someone I meet at the tattoo school is actually a Sphere.”

“I know what you mean,” I whispered. “Need a lift?”

My parents walked to their minivan, and my dad set a hand on the hood. “Elliot, we were talking… why don’t you come home now instead of after the weekend? We can go to the diner, and—”

“The diner,” I muttered. 

“She’s not gone, Elliot. She’s just… busy.” Bones always took Kim’s side for some reason that I couldn’t grasp.

“I know.” I glanced at my car, shined up and polished for the graduation ceremony. I wished Kim was with me in a sharp dress, so we could have Cindy take our picture. “Sounds good, Dad. I have to hit my place and grab my bag.”

Dad grinned, and Cindy burst away from them, coming to join Bones and me. “Mind if I ride with the boys?”

“Not if Elliot doesn’t,” Mom said. She was doing much better since her return from the mental health facility. She’d been right about the aliens all those years, and there was nothing to seek treatment for. 

“See you at home,” I told them. “And let Mr. Webb know we’ll be on the last trip!” I called, and we watched my parents drive toward the ferry terminal. There were only two more runs for the night, so we didn’t have time to spare. Mr. Webb wouldn’t wait around for stragglers. 

Cindy chewed a piece of gum and popped it, the pink bubble sticking to her lips before returning to her mouth. “Any hot guys around?”

I rolled my eyes. “This is why you stayed behind?”

“Elliot, I’m seventeen. And living on Bell Island’s a bore.”

I’d grown in patience for my younger sister since the Sphere had occupied her, and she liked to bring it up, blaming me when things didn’t go her way. It was tough to argue with Cindy. If it hadn’t been for us leading her behind the tire shop, she never would have gotten involved in the whole cross-species battle. 

“Can you blame her?” Bones folded the front seat forward, giving Cindy the back. 

She went inside without objection, which was rare for Cindy. She scootched into the middle, leaning between the front headrests. “What if we don’t go home, and stay for the party that chick mentioned?”

“You heard us?” I asked. Cindy had a habit of listening to conversations she wasn’t part of. 

“Wait… what girl?” Bones inquired. 

“No one. All I want is to pick up my stuff and head home.” I fired the engine on, smiling at the comforting sound. I had the most cherry car of everyone here, and rarely drove it, opting to keep the miles low and the exterior clean. 

We quickly made it to the dorms, and I hoped my roommate was gone. They’d allowed us to stay until the commencement, even though classes had finished a few weeks ago. Justin was about as lame of a dorm partner as I could have asked for, but he was quiet. I opened the door, not bothering to knock. Justin never had girls over—another thing I was grateful for. 

“Yuck.” Cindy stepped in, kicking a stained t-shirt. “What’s wrong with you?”

I gestured to my side, which was packed up, and as neat as my bedroom at home. “That’s mine. Justin’s a…”

“A slob? A total gnarly slug? A slacker? A schlub?” Bones asked with a smile. 

“All of the above,” I muttered. “Grab something.”

Cindy stared at my small pile of boxes. “You’re like… moving home?”

“Until I figure out what’s next,” I said. 

“What about Kim, is her place—”

I glared at Cindy, and she didn’t continue. 

While we moved the stack into the hall, I peered around, feeling extreme eagerness to be getting on with my life. Nothing about this dorm spoke to me. The entire college experience hadn’t been what I’d expected, especially after how distracted I’d become since learning that aliens were real. Once you come face to face with an eight-foot-tall monster holding a giant blaster, it’s tough to pay attention to a class about compound interest rates and asset depreciation. 

We left the dorm, and I locked the door without saying goodbye to Justin. He was probably in the bathroom, avoiding his ever-growing laundry pile. 

Bones grunted as he balanced a couple of packages filled with my toiletries and clothes, while Cindy hefted my suitcase in two hands. Once we had it all in the trunk, I stared at the residences, and realized I was still in my regalia. Someone drove by, honking, and threw their cap out. Another car ran over it, splitting the fabric, revealing the cardboard beneath. 

“Do you ever feel like you’re just cardboard, barely contained by your own clothing?” Bones asked, staring at the broken cap. 

“Get in the car.” I shoved him, and he shrugged, hopping in. “Since when did you become so philosophical?”

“The guy training me is into epistemology.” 

“Epist… What are you even saying?” Cindy asked. 

“It’s the theory of knowledge. Elden thinks the meaning of life can be found by digging into the truth and justification branches. He loves to debate the rationality of belief.”

I watched Bones from the corner of my eye as I drove toward the bay. “Who are you?”

“Better question,” Cindy added. “Your teacher’s name is Elden?” 

Bones dismissed us and stared at the road ahead. “If you’re not growing, you’re dying,” he whispered. 

“I like the new Bones,” Cindy said. “Maybe you have some suggestions to read.”

“Seriously? You?” I asked her. 

“Why not? I should be growing too. I think the saying should be… if you’re on Bell Island, you’re dying.” Cindy popped another bubble. 

There were a half dozen ferries docked, and I spotted the one Mr. Webb ran. I checked the time, which told me we were almost late. I pulled up, finding the deck nearly empty. He put a palm on my car and I cringed, despising when people touched her, but kept it to myself. 

“Hey, Mr. Webb,” I said. 

“Elliot.” He smiled, glancing at my outfit. “I hear a congratulations is in order.”

“Yeah, we never thought he’d—” Cindy stopped when I glared at her. 

Mr. Webb peered at Bones. “And who’s this?”

“Mr. Webb, it’s me… Bones.”

“Hank Larsson? I didn’t recognize you without the…” He mimed a mohawk on his own balding cranium. 

“I get that a lot,” Bones said. 

“The ride is on the house tonight.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Webb. I appreciate it.” 

“Nice to see the gang. I’m surprised you didn’t all come together.” Mr. Webb walked away, and I drove onto the ferry, not sure what he was referring to. I didn’t pay it much mind once we were parked, and I climbed out, letting the cool evening air blow against my cheeks. The sun had already set, and the last moments of dusk vanished the moment we stepped onto the deck. 

The entire bay became shrouded in darkness, and I froze, feeling the water dip the boat up and down. 

“Elliot, you good?” Cindy asked.

My gaze snapped to her face, and I did my best to ignore the creeping memories from a year ago. “Sure. I’m fine.”

Cindy took my hand. “You don’t have to pretend with me, big brother. I was there, remember?”

“Usually, I’m great. But it’s this bay, the water and the island… it’s so vulnerable out here.”

“Why do you think I’m always trying to visit the mainland?” Cindy let go and walked to the railing as the ferry undocked. There were only a couple of other people on board, and they stayed in their cars, opting for privacy or warmth on the journey from the city to Bell Island. 

“How do you think I feel?” Bones asked. “I haven’t been back since you drove me to the bus terminal. Nana’s sick too, and I’ve been relying on Sheriff Parker to bring her medication.” 

I grinned at the mention of the sheriff. I’d grown up imagining he was an ornery loner, but once we got to know him, he was as kind as they came. He and Cindy shared a bond, since they’d both been taken over by Spheres. 

“Nana’s going to freak when she sees you,” I told him. 

We stayed on the deck for the duration of the ride, discussing our futures, talking about new movies and music we were into. It was fun chatting with Bones, since we rarely spoke. And Cindy had grown up a lot in the past year, making it easier to have a real conversation with her. 

Once Bell Island came into view, it felt bittersweet. On one hand, I dreaded the trip, and on the other, seeing her there, surrounded by the ocean, I realized how strong the island was. An immovable force, just daring someone to mess with her. It made me miss Buzz. 

I peered at the lighthouse, which Mr. McIlroy still operated. The beam moved slowly over the gently agitated cove, confirming it was smooth sailing up ahead. I suspected Webb had the ferry on autopilot and was snoozing in the cabin. 

We docked a few minutes later, and with a wave to Mr. Webb, I drove onto Bell Island for the first time since leaving with Kimberly and Bones nearly a year ago. 

Bones rubbed his stomach. “I’m starving. What do you say we go straight to the diner?”

I motioned to my commencement gown. “Looking like this?”

“I think it really brings out your eyes,” he said, blinking rapidly. 

“Home before that.” Home. This wasn’t my home any longer. I’d made my escape, but something drew me back, and it was more than my parents. Despite the insanity of the last Fourth of July, it was the sole occasion in my life that I’d felt truly alive. Part of me longed for that sensation again. 

Maybe that was why Kim had up and left, rather than sticking around in the city. After a month of dating, she’d broken the news, and I’d focused on my studies, rather than moping around. We still talked, and she’d dropped by on occasion, but not since February, and even that encounter had lost the spark I’d been hoping for. It was like her head was somewhere else, her attention never on me or her surroundings. 

“Do you guys mind if I make a detour?” 

“Nope,” Cindy said. 

The road ascended as I climbed Cove Peak, and I went to the top, turning the engine off. This was where Deputy Bradshaw had been killed by the violent Traveler, stabbed and pulled from the squad car with me still in it. 

From here, you could see the bay, and I watched the ferry returning empty to the city. The lighthouse continued to shine, and I sighed, wondering if I should have stayed another night on the mainland. 

I took a deep breath, letting the day’s events melt from my shoulders. College was completely over, and I had to accept that. It smelled so fresh here, nature at its finest. The evergreens were gigantic, their boughs heavy with cones. 

“You want to pop in on Nana?” I asked Bones as I drove toward my parents’. 

“It’s too late. She’ll be sleeping already,” he said. 

I squinted at him. “Does she know you’re coming?”

“No. I wanted to surprise her.” Bones had the window half-rolled down, and he closed it as a few drops of rain splattered against the windshield. 

Bell Island held so many memories, more good than bad. I smiled, reminiscing about Bones and me riding our bikes down this very road, pretending we were being chased by woodland trolls. 

And there it was: my childhood house. The lights were on, and Mom’s van sat parked in the driveway. Dad’s truck was in front of it, and everything just seemed so… normal. What had I been stressing over? There were no Spheres or Travelers left on Bell Island. If the townsfolk could recover, so could I. 

Mom opened the door before we reached the steps, and we carried my stuff inside, setting it in my bedroom. I was twenty-three years old, and didn’t know what to do with my life, but at least I had Bones with me for the weekend, and my family to lean on for support. It was more than most people could wish for. 

I changed clothes while Bones told my parents about his year in Vegas. I grinned as he recalled a story of how he’d messed up a client’s tattoo when he misspelled a lover’s name. He had to cover it with everyone’s favorite mouse, and the guy had left satisfied with the end result. 

After hours in the polyester garb, it was great to be in jeans and a plaid shirt. We all piled into Mom’s van, and she drove us to the diner. 

More cars were there than I’d expected, considering they’d be closing in an hour. I recognized a few of the vehicles, and had a sneaking suspicion as Mom parked. I kept it to myself and pretended to be surprised when I entered the diner to find a sea of familiar faces inside. 

A streamer ran across the ceiling, congratulating me on my graduation. 

“Wow! Thank you, guys!” 

I was bombarded by people, everyone shaking my hand or patting me on the shoulder. You’d have thought I’d won the Nobel Prize, not gotten my business degree. 

“Take your time,” Mom whispered in my ear. “We’ll order some food.”

Bones stayed close while I sifted through the crowd and thanked them for coming. 

“Sheriff Parker,” I said, getting his attention. 

“If it isn’t Elliot Hoffman.” He didn’t shake; instead, he opted for a quick hug. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

“Likewise. How have things been?”

Everyone returned to their seats, picking at their meals, and music played from the small stereo behind the counter. I glanced at the kitchen, almost expecting Kim to come out wearing the uniform, with a sci-fi character on her nametag. Instead, I found Nadine, grinning ear to ear when she spotted me. 

“Island’s been quiet, and that’s a good thing. Nothing to report on the alien front, if that’s what you were wondering,” he said, and it was exactly what I wanted to hear. 

“Everyone getting on with their lives?” 

“You bet. It’s been a tough go. We lost a lot of good people.” The sheriff narrowed his gaze to the window at the park across the street. “But we’re hardy stock out here on the Island, isn’t that right, gentlemen?”

“You’re not kidding. How’s Nana?” Bones asked, and Parker’s expression changed. 

“Hank, I’ve tried calling you.”

“What is it?”

“She’s sicker than she lets on. I’ve taken her to the doctor, but she refuses to go into the city. I pick up her prescriptions, and there are a lot more of them,” Parker said softly. 

“I’ve been worried about that. Every time I call, she seems to be avoiding the real issues. It’s part of the reason I came this weekend,” Bones told him. 

“She’ll love having you around.” Parker was in uniform, and one of his deputies knocked on the front door, stealing his attention. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m being beckoned. Hopefully, we can catch up before you leave. It’s nice to see everyone together.”

Was I missing something? 

And then I saw her. 

Kimberly. 

My heart skipped a beat, and I heard Bones mumbling, but everything drowned out as I focused on her. Long curly blonde hair, those beautiful eyes, and a smile to melt the ice off a glacier. She was talking with Mark, my old manager from the video store, sitting with Bethany and Cooper. Our gazes met, and she paused whatever she was saying, running from the table to barrel into me. 

Sound returned, and I hugged her, pressing my face into her neck. “Kim.”

“Elliot.”

We separated, and the place seemed to have gone silent. When I peered around, all eyes were on us. 

“Can we go outside?” she asked.

“Sure.” I held the door, and Kim went to the sidewalk. 

“Elliot…” she said at the exact moment I spoke her name, and we laughed. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around.”

I didn’t reply, letting her explain. 

“You know that I don’t like to stay still for very long, and… I had to search for the Spheres. They need to be guided home.”

We’d been through this before, and I’d said all the wrong things then, so tonight I listened, and didn’t interrupt. 

“They’re almost helpless against the power of the Travelers, and I can’t allow those monsters to devour any more of them,” she said with passion. 

Most of us had fought to forget the events from last summer, but Kim was different. She’d grown up with a Guide inside her, a glowing Sphere that was merely a passenger, not an overpowering entity like the ones who’d inhabited Mark, Cindy, and Parker. 

“What are you saying?” I asked her. 

Kimberly took my hands, escorting me to the next storefront and into the alley. She opened her mouth, and for a second, I thought we were going to kiss. Light emerged from inside her. “No…”

“Yes,” she admitted. “I found another Guide.”

Kim snapped her jaw closed, and the glow vanished. 

“We need to talk,” I said.
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The diner had closed hours ago, but the owner let us stay, giving Kim a spare key to lock up, even though she’d only worked there for a short duration last year. Bethany and Cooper finally left, along with everyone outside our tight little group, and my parents said their goodbyes, walking out the front door, Dad’s arm around Mom’s waist. 

“I thought they’d never leave,” Cindy muttered. 

“You and me both.” I ran a hand through my hair and stared at Kimberly. “Want to tell them?”

“Tell us what?” Bones took a bite of a grilled cheese that had been on my mom’s plate. He hadn’t finished chewing when he piled in a stack of fries. 

Cindy poked his stomach. “Where does it all go?”

“It’s called metabolism. Saw a thing on the news about it. Some people have it, some don’t… It’s the only good thing my father ever gave me.” He kept eating. 

“As I was saying.” I glanced at Kim. “Our friendly neighborhood reporter has been off on her own adventures. It turns out, Kim’s been doing more than writing travel blogs for that magazine.”

“You’re not getting into true crime, are you?” Bones asked. 

Cindy went rigid and reached over the table, clutching Kim’s arm. “No way. You didn’t…”

“Didn’t what? Would someone say it already?” Bones demanded. 

“I found a Guide. Or they found me… I’m not exactly sure how it works,” Kim said. 

Bones shoved the plate aside. “Why would you do that? Kim, you saw those Travelers! Anything related to the Spheres is off limits. It’s not our place to—”

“I won’t let them be devoured by those beasts.” Kim crossed her arms, sealing her lips. 

“Kimberly, you’re already in danger. You brought danger to Bell Island… again,” Bones told her.

“It wasn’t my fault.”

“Was it a coincidence you showed up at our peaceful home, and two months later, all hell broke loose?”

“Bones,” I warned. 

Kim stared at my best friend. “No, let him speak.”

“You were attacked by them as a kid, and you lost your parents. Then you brought the Travelers to Bell Island, and now you’re here, with one of those… things. We have to either pry it out, or send you off the island,” Bones proclaimed. 

“Neither of those are options,” I told him. 

Bones’ brows lifted high. “And there’s Elliot, protecting his girlfriend… except she really isn’t, is she? Aren’t you always complaining that she’s always gone, rarely checking in? Where were you earlier when Elliot was handed the diploma for his degree?”

Kim sighed and sank into the bench seat. “Fine. I admit I’ve been a bad girlfriend. Ever since I watched those Spheres rise from the ocean, escaping the Travelers, I can’t get them out of my head. They’re so helpless. Back me up, Cindy.”

Cindy looked uncomfortable. “They’re not strong enough to do this alone, but I also want to steer clear. You don’t know what it’s like to be there, but not be in control of yourself. It’s a horrible experience, and I can’t do it again.”

“No one’s asking you to. I…” Kim played with her soda’s straw. “I have to help them. If you guys don’t understand, then it was a mistake coming here.”

My gut clenched at her words. She hadn’t been around for me lately, but had I been there for her either? I’d been so interested in finishing school, but how serious was I about anything? If I wanted to sit in a corporate office, wearing a black tie and a button-up dress shirt, counting my days until retirement, then I would have applied for jobs by now. 

“Don’t say that.” I touched her arm under the table, and sensed her relax with the supportive gesture. “We just don’t feel the same way as you. The Travelers are deadly, we experienced this firsthand. How we all survived is beyond me.”

“But the important thing is, we did survive. We’re capable of so much,” Kim said. “Together.”

“Are you suggesting we get matching uniforms and hit the road?” Bones joked. “Because I might be able to support that idea.”

“You’ve watched Ghostbusters too many times,” I said. 

He lifted a finger, wagging it. “There’s no such thing as too many times. It’s pure gold.”

“What about Buzz? Has anyone heard from him?” Bones asked. 

“Nope.”

“I’ve checked on the farm a few times. Doesn’t look like he’s been there at all,” Cindy said. 

“I was sure he enjoyed our company,” I mumbled. “He bailed pretty quick. I even left him a voicemail about my grad. Guess he didn’t get it.”

Cindy’s gaze drifted over my head, to the TV on behind the counter. She stood up, walking to it. “Guys…”

“If Buzz doesn’t want anything to do with us, so be it. He brings as much trouble as Kimberly,” Bones said, winking to suggest he was goofing around. 

“I’ll show you trouble,” Kim replied.

“Guys…”

“So, you have a Guide. Now what?” Bones asked. 

“GUYS!” Cindy shouted, rushing around the counter. She cranked the volume on the television, and the screen crackled with bad reception. Cindy adjusted the rabbit ears, making it clearer. 

“…The third death in a week. Local law enforcement doesn’t have any leads, but an inside source suggests they might be cult related. The bodies are disposed of in a similar fashion, which means this could be the work of a serial killer…” The commentary continued, the woman reporting on-scene where police tape blocked off an alleyway. 

My heart beat double time as I walked toward the TV. The figure standing near the reporter was unmistakable. “Buzz,” I whispered. 

“Holy moly, it’s him!” Bones went closer, tapping the glass. “Buzz is on TV!”

“Where’s the feed from?” Kim asked. 

“Seattle,” Cindy said. 

“Buzz is in Seattle… and bodies are piling up.” Kim’s face was pale, her lip trembling slightly. 

“The Travelers are back.”

I stared at the newscast, and Buzz’s chin lifted, his eyes noticing the camera on him. He slunk from the shot, and I doubted he’d stay in view. 

“Now over to Marty with sports,” the reporter said. 

“Thanks, Keisha. The Mariners have murdered an opponent themselves. Let’s check the tape.” 

I turned the volume off. “It might not be related.”

“It is,” Kim murmured. 

“It’s not our responsibility,” Bones reiterated. 

“It is,” Kim repeated. 

“Are you ever going to give this up?” I asked Kim, who shook her head. 

“Guess we’re visiting Seattle,” Cindy said, smiling widely. 




____________




I was used to broken sleeps, since my roommate read with his light on until all hours of the night under the mounting pressure of final exams, but this was something else. I was in my childhood bed, the room feeling larger than my dorm, but more constricting than ever. 

My feet hung off the mattress, and the superhero sheets were stiff. I tossed and turned and checked the clock, seeing it was four in the morning. If I’d gotten two hours, I’d be surprised. 

Water. I just needed some water. 

I found an empty glass on my desk, and went to the hallway bathroom, kicking Cindy’s clothes from the floor. After downing a full glass, I gazed at the mirror, not recognizing the face staring at me. Was this what it was like to be a Sphere, disconnected from the body you were in, with a sense of detachment?

I splashed cold water on my cheeks and dried, flicking the lights off. 

Kim was sharing Cindy’s room, taking the unused bottom bunk, and I thought I heard whispering from under the door. It seemed that no one was sleeping. My dad’s snoring sawed through the air when I passed by, and I didn’t know how my mom had lasted this long. I stood at my room, paralyzed with indecision. I couldn’t go to Seattle. Could I?

Something moved in the living room, and I heard a footstep. I snuck to my bedside, grabbing my Little League bat, and crept through the hall. Someone was in my house, waiting at the dining room windows! It was dark, and all I could make out was their silhouette. 

I rushed forward, bat lifted, and my mother turned, her black robe cinched tight, her hair in curlers. “Mom, you scared me half to death.”

She glanced at my weapon. “I like the spirit, but can you put that away?” 

I did, resting it against the wall. “What are you doing up?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” she muttered. 

“Seems to be a common theme tonight. What has you worried?” I gazed out the window with her, finding a dark sky filled with bright stars and a crescent moon. 

“You’re done with school, and I know you’ll be moving away soon,” she said. 

“I don’t have to go far,” I reasoned. 

“But you will, because of what happened, and I don’t blame you for not wanting to stick around.” She set a palm on my arm. “We love you, Elliot, and I wish you hadn’t experienced that last summer.”

“Same here, but I still don’t get what you’re talking about.”

“I got the mail.” Mom went to the console desk and opened a drawer. She offered it to me. 

“What’s this?”

“I assume it’s in response to a job application,” she said. 

The envelope had an address in Seattle, and a nondescript three-letter company title. EBS. 

“I wanted to open it, but it’s under your name.”

“When did you get it?”

“This week. A day or two ago,” she said. 

I tore the corner off and slid a pen through the glued flap. I retrieved the paper, and all it had was a phone number. I showed her. “Mom, I haven’t applied for any jobs in Seattle.”

“Then what is that?” 

“I don’t know.”

“Call it,” she said.

“What?”

“The number. Give it a call.”

“It’s four o’clock.” With a glance at the time, I saw it was closer to five. 

“Okay, but promise me you’ll try in the morning.” Mom lifted on her toes and kissed my cheek. 

“I will.” 

She left me alone in the dining room, and I gawked at the mostly blank letter until I heard her door close. 

Instead of returning to my room, I sprawled on the couch, deciding to lie there for a change of scenery. Finally, exhaustion took hold, and I crashed. 

“Elliot?” Kim shook my shoulder, and I came to, sitting up in a hurry. 

“What is it?” I searched for my bat. 

“Nothing. I saw you on the couch.” Kim had already showered, and her hair was done up, with big pink plastic hoop earrings matching her outfit. 

“What time is it?”

“Eight,” she said, and I smelled breakfast. 

I couldn’t believe I’d actually slept for a few hours. The letter was on the coffee table, and I pointed at it. “Take a peek.”

Kim grabbed the sheet, and her brow scrunched up. “Whose number is this?”

“No clue. It came in the mail for me.”

“What’s EBS?” 

“Again, I have no clue,” I proclaimed. 

“Give yourself more credit than that, Elliot. Surely you know something.” She kissed my nose. “Hey, I’m sorry that I bailed on you these last few months. I’ve been struggling for a while, and I needed to figure it out. It wasn’t fair to you.” 

I grinned at the sincerity behind her apology. “I’m willing to move past it if you are.”

“Deal,” she said. 

I showered, changing into a button-up short-sleeve with jeans, and found a pair of matching socks in my drawer after a quick hunt. Dad must have done the last load of laundry. Everyone was in the kitchen when I emerged, and I halted when the doorbell rang. 

It was Bones, and he looked like he’d seen a ghost. 

“You okay?” I asked. 

“Not really,” he said, stepping inside.

“What is it?” 

“Nana’s dead,” he whispered. 




____________




Life is a unique experience. It’s filled with all these important moments, both ups and downs. If we studied our existence as a bar graph or a line chart, we’d find dramatic highs and lows, with most of the days somewhere in the middle. My graduation was a celebration, and suddenly, we were at a funeral, bottoming out on the graph. I realized that my thought process was a result of the endless financial charting I’d done in my latest semester, but assumed my theory was valid. 

None of us had been planning on attending a memorial upon our return to Bell Island, but here we were, stuffed into the old Methodist church, a place she’d been a member of for something like fifty years. Bones sat in the front row, and when we arrived, he waved us forward, asking us to sit as his family. Nana had no living siblings remaining, and her son was a bum who’d bailed on his kid when Bones was younger, so it was up to Bones to pay his respects. But that wasn’t really true. The small church’s pews were packed with her friends and colleagues, neighbors, and bridge partners. 

Nana had been well loved in the community, for her sparkly sass and lemon squares alike. Two pictures were framed near the casket; one was familiar, taken in the last couple of years. Her eyes were watery, her smile genuine and sweet. I could hear her voice telling me and Bones to have more fun, to live our lives to their fullest while we were able. The second was of a woman I’d never met, a younger Nana, when she’d been bursting with dreams and aspirations. She had a nursing uniform on, and she was beautiful. 

Bones sat quietly, his hands folded on his lap as we joined him. Kim and Cindy whispered their condolences again, and he didn’t even acknowledge them. 

I went beside him and draped an arm over his shoulder. He made a noise, but didn’t react otherwise. 

He was stoic throughout the service, and when the pastor opened the pulpit to the community, half a dozen people told funny and uplifting tales of her years spent on Bell Island.

Bones didn’t speak to the assembled crowd, and I doubted he could have, even if he’d wanted to. His heart was broken. 

I’d spent the last few days assisting him with the arrangements, and it had left me very little time to consider the strange letter I’d received, or Kim’s suggestion we travel to Seattle to investigate the recent killings. She’d stuck by my side, but I could tell how much it pained her to stay on Bell Island while something was calling her away. 

“Thanks for everything,” Bones told me when the service was over. 

“You’re my best friend. I’ll always be here for you,” I said. 

We let the attendees say their condolences to Bones, and he took it all with grace, thanking them, and nodding as they offered encouragement. He looked so grown up without his chains and mohawk, but it was obvious part of him missed being that version of himself. 

When it was done, and everyone had filed out, the four of us remained. Bones was at the closed casket, his palm on the glossy wooden surface. “I don’t know what to do.”

“And you don’t have to,” Kim said. 

“I had one final visit with her. Nana was awake when I got home from the diner, and she called me into her room. She was so frail…”

“You got to see her, and that’s what counts,” I told him. 

“She said goodbye after we talked. Not goodnight. I didn’t even …” Bones dabbed his nose with a tissue. “Nana gave me this speech about finding myself and doing something impactful with my life. Do you think she knew?”

“Maybe. She held on long enough for you to visit,” I suggested. 

“I should have stayed with her.”

“No way. She wanted you to be doing what you love. Do you remember how proud she was when you were accepted into that school?” I reminded him, and he nodded. 

“Sure do.”

“Then don’t beat yourself up over it. She had an incredible life.”

“Thanks.” Bones patted my back, and I heard the big doors open. 

A man entered, and I recognized him as the only active lawyer on Bell Island. “Hank Larsson?”

We stepped aside when he offered Bones an envelope. “Estelle asked me to give you this after her service. I apologize for the timing, but I have to abide by my client’s requests.”

“What is it?” Bones asked. 

“It’s her will. She left everything to you,” Mr. Lovitz said. 

“Everything?” Bones flipped through the pages. 

“She had a respectable amount in the savings account, but it was stocks she excelled in. Her late husband, your grandfather, began investing thirty-five years ago, and it’s accrued a healthy sum,” he said. “If you have any questions, my card is in there. I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Larsson.”

Bones didn’t respond as the man departed. “Nana was loaded? She always seemed to be scraping by.”

“Guess that’s how she stayed wealthy,” Cindy said.

“But she could have had so much more… a better life.” 

“Maybe she was content with what she had, and wanted you to have more,” Kim offered. 

“It’s not fair!” Bones yelled, and dropped the will. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

I crouched down, gathering the sheets, and saw a handwritten letter from Nana. “I’m guessing she left you some suggestions.” I gave them back, and he stared at the note. “Let’s give Bones some space.”

It was midday, and the sun was intense for May. The flowers had bloomed in the church’s garden, offering a taste of the summer to come. Most of the cars were already gone from the parking lot. 

“Bones is rich,” Cindy whispered. 

“Apparently. And he has a house,” I added. 

“On Bell Island.” Kim tapped her foot on the sidewalk. “Can we go to Seattle now that the dust has settled?”

I thought about the mysterious letter and pulled the folded page from my suit jacket’s pocket. “Let’s find a pay phone.”

“Finally.” Cindy rolled her eyes. “I was about to steal that and call it myself.”

We went to the car, leaving Bones alone, and I drove to the grocery store a couple of blocks away. Cindy and Kim joined me at the payphone, Cindy chewing gum loudly and Kim biting her nails nervously as I dialed the number. 

The last thing I expected was Buzz on the other end. I went to interrupt, but it quickly became obvious this was a recording. 

“I hate to do this to you guys, but I need help. Meet me in Seattle at the Bartholemew Hotel.” I used the chained pen in the booth and scrawled details on the sheet as he continued. 

“Go to my house and find the safe hidden under my bed. Here’s the combination.” I wrote that down as well. “I wouldn’t ask if this wasn’t important. Bring Kimberly. I tried to reach her, but have no idea where she’s gotten to.” A brief pause in his recording. “I apologize for not being around. Congrats on your graduation.” The call ended. 

“Who was it?” Cindy demanded, attempting to read my handwriting. 

“Buzz.”

“Buzz!” Kim shouted. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“It was a recording,” I said. 

“EBS. Ethan ‘Buzz’ Scott,” Kim whispered. 

Now it made sense. “He asked for help, and said he needs us to come to Seattle.”

“Maybe his appearance on that newscast wasn’t an accident after all.” Cindy popped a bubble. “When do we go?”

“You’re in high school,” I reminded her. “Plus, I can’t let you fight the Travelers again. It’s too dangerous.”

“If you’re going, so am I,” Cindy said. “One word about the Travelers to Mom and Dad, and they’ll throw a kibosh on the entire trip.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

“Would you two stop fighting? What did Buzz say?” Kim interjected into our sibling squabble. 

“We have to retrieve something from a safe under his bed.” I showed her the combination. “Anyone up for a trip to the old Reeve Farm?”
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The farm looked much as I remembered it. The fields were starting to grow, and I recalled hearing my father mention that someone had leased the land from Buzz. I was glad to find that it was being used, considering it had a great historical impact on Bell Island. The grass near his house and along the driveway was tended to as well, meaning he’d hired a company to cut it. 

“Thanks for picking me up. I couldn’t be alone,” Bones said from the passenger seat. The girls were in the back, watching out their windows as I parked near the front porch. Buzz had repaired the damage from our battle with the Traveler. The trap was filled in, and the widow’s walk had been fixed after the alien had blasted Bones, making me think he’d been killed in the process. 

Despite the vivid memories, there was something comforting about his house and land. I glanced at the barn in the distance, where Kim had bunked after our adventurous night, thanks to the generosity of Buzz. 

She still had the main house key, and used it. The lock clicked open, and she smiled as we entered his home. 

It was musty, and the first thing I did was slide the windows wide, letting in fresh air. Everything looked as it had, neat and in order. Wood sat stacked near the fireplace, and a small bookcase contained a bunch of old hardcovers lined up in order of height. Classic Buzz. 

Considering his facade and his threatening disposition, you’d expect him to be messy or, at the least, not OCD about cleanliness. But here we were, in the tidiest unlived-in living room ever. 

Cindy plucked a book from the shelf and thumbed through it. A photo floated dramatically, like a feather on the breeze, and I snatched it from the floor.

“What is it?” Bones asked, coming closer for a view. 

It was black and white, with a pair of men; one was older, gruffer than the other. He towered over the kid, whose eyes were huge, his jaw recessed. 

Cindy poked the bigger guy’s image. “Is that Buzz?”

“Look at those ears,” Bones joked. 

“This soldier doesn’t seem old enough to be there,” Kim whispered. 

“It’s Billy Hunt,” I said, recalling his story of the Travelers in Vietnam. “He must have died shortly after this was taken.” It felt wrong holding the photo, and I shoved it into the book, returning the volume to its place. “No point in stalling.”

Buzz’s room was utilitarian, with the bed made, a single pillow centering the headboard. The four of us pushed the heavy oak bedframe, sliding it on the hardwood, revealing a hatch in the floorboards. 

I’d been expecting a safe, not a secret room. I searched for a handle and ended up getting a knife from the kitchen to pry at the edges. When I found which side was hinged, I jabbed the utensil in at the opposite end and lifted. The hatch groaned and released. 

“There’s a whole room underneath,” Cindy muttered. 

It was pitch black, and my skin crawled at the thought of diving into a spider-infested crawlspace. 

“I’ll go.” Bones cracked his knuckles and grabbed a lantern from the pantry, igniting the fuse. With the turn of a knob, it hissed and gave more light. We faced a set of steep wooden stairs. 

“We all go.” Kim took the lantern from Bones and started down. 

The wood was rough, and a piece of a splinter cut into my finger as I descended. When I landed at the bottom, I searched the space, wondering what I’d find. Crude shelving units lined the far wall, which was damp with moisture. It resembled clay, and a few plant roots stuck from the packed surface. 

There were wooden crates and cardboard boxes near me, and I opened one of the lids, scouring the pages of Buzz’s notes. Some were police files from distant cities. Unexplained murders. Messily scrawled transcriptions of interviews with people who’d experienced visitations from strange balls of light. He had a decade’s worth of information down here. One folder was labeled Samaritans, but I didn’t understand what that meant. 

“This is incredible,” Kim murmured. She was a journalist, so this was right up her alley. I smiled at her expression, a mixture of enthusiasm and trepidation. 

“Where’s the safe?” Cindy asked, spinning slowly in a three-sixty. 

Bones knocked on a case with a thunk. “Here.”

I grabbed the sheet I’d written the notes on and knelt near the large black safe. The dial spun with a hundred little clicks, and when I finished the code, I exhaled and pulled the lever. It opened. 

I wasn’t certain what Buzz was keeping inside a hidden safe below his bedroom, but I hadn’t expected this. The container was almost square, the edges black iron, with a thick sheet of transparent glass allowing us to view the interior. 

The Sphere glowed from within, and I nearly dropped the thing. 

“No chance. Get it away from me.” Cindy fell to her seat and scrambled toward the exit. 

“It’s okay,” Kim told her. “The Sphere is trapped.”

“How do you know?” Bones managed to ask. 

Kim grinned, taking the container from me. “I can hear it.”

Bones lifted a brow. “Oh yeah? What’s it saying?”

“To let it out, so it can occupy the weird-looking one,” Kim told him. 

Bones jumped. “Seriously?”

“No, not seriously. The Sphere senses my presence. Or the Guide I’m carrying.” Kim rotated the box, which was under a foot long and ten inches wide. 

She still hadn’t told me where she’d found the Guide, or how she’d ingested it. I’d let her have the secret for the time being, but eventually, Kim would need to come clean. 

I helped Cindy up, giving her a reassuring hug. “He needs us to bring the Sphere?” Cindy reached for it and tapped the glass, making it shine brighter. She recoiled in response. 

“That’s the plan.” Kim stowed the Sphere into a bag she’d found near the stairs. 

“When do we leave?” Cindy asked, and I wished she’d drop it. She wasn’t coming. 

“This Friday. The Ramones are playing in Seattle, so it’s the perfect excuse. Cindy can come,” Kim suggested. 

I wanted to argue, but it seemed the rest of the group was already on board with the decision. 

“Wait, I thought they were on the East Coast?” Bones interjected. 

“Heard about a surprise concert they added. What do you guys say? We’ll get there Friday, come home Sunday. No one will be the wiser.” Kim’s energy was contagious, and I found myself an eager accomplice. 

“Okay, but even if we don’t finish whatever Buzz is trying to do, we come back to Bell Island before the weekend is done,” I said. 

“Deal.” Bones stuck his hand out, and we all piled our own on top. “The Ramones!” he shouted, and lifted his arm. 

“We’re not really going to the concert,” I reminded him. 

“Oh man, I thought we could take a night from alien-hunting to check it out,” he grumbled. 

An hour later, we were at my house, gathered in the kitchen with my parents, attempting to explain to them why this was a once in a lifetime opportunity. 

“But Cindy has classes Friday,” my dad argued. 

Cindy blew at some loose hair, and I shook my head. If she were to counter on her own, they’d decline, but if her responsible, recent-college-graduate brother were to step in, it was a sure bet. 

“She’s almost finished her junior year. Let her have some fun. She’s not going to miss anything from one day,” I told them. 

My mom and dad shared a look, and she grinned at her husband. I could almost read her mind… Honey, we can have an entire weekend to ourselves. Alone. 

I watched him as his expression changed. Alone… it’s been a long while since… okay, I think we should let them go.

The inner dialogue may have been made up, but the sentiment remained. 

“Fine, but be home by Sunday night. She has to be at school by Monday, and you, my dear son, have to find a job,” my mother said, as if I needed the reminder. 

Cindy beamed and rushed to her room. “I’m going to pack!”

“We’re not leaving for two days!” I called, but her door was already closed. 

Bones and Kim settled in the living room, and my best friend turned MTV on and kicked his feet onto the coffee table. 

“Elliot,” my mom said, while my father headed to the fridge. 

“Yeah?”

“Are you not telling me something?” 

She always knew when I was lying, so I had to be quick on my toes. “There’s actually a company in Seattle I thought I’d investigate. They’re hiring a few entry-level finance members for the team, and I called about dropping in to meet with HR on Friday.”

My mom narrowed her eyes, tilting her head as if assessing me. “Okay, Elliot. That sounds like a great opportunity. And not too far from home.” She kissed my cheek. “Be careful,” she whispered, and walked away. 

Bones pretended he was playing the guitar in the other room, and when he saw I had finished my conversation, he shut the TV off. “You two wanna help me at Nana’s?”

“For sure.” We left Cindy to her packing, and I drove to Bones’ recently inherited house. Going inside was like traveling to another decade, but the scent was different than before. Once, it had been the epitome of comfort, with the constant lingering smell of baking. Now it was more like a hospital. Her bedroom door wasn’t open, since that was where Bones had found her the morning after his return. 

I noticed that he didn’t even glance in that direction, and he kept his back to it as he stood near the fireplace. “What am I supposed to do with all this stuff?” He picked up a tiny spoon off a wooden case lined with black velvet, and hung it up. 

“Donate it to charity?” Kim suggested. 

“Sell it? Garage sale?” 

“Who’s going to want a porcelain doll from the thirties?” Bones pointed at the curio cabinet, stuffed with odds and ends from her past. 

I shrugged. “Collectors?”

“I guess.” He slumped to the plastic-covered couch. “It’s just so strange that I’ll never see her again.”

“I know.” I went beside him, looking around. “When do you start school in Vegas?”

“I was going to work as an assistant for the summer, but I might call and tell them to fill the position. Otherwise, my final semester is in September.”

Bones wasn’t himself, but maybe a trip to Seattle was precisely what he needed. What we all needed after the long year since the last Fourth of July. 

“When do you want to start sorting through the stuff?” Kim asked. 

Bones rose, opened a cabinet, and sighed. “No time like the present.”




____________




“Watch your backs.” Sheriff Parker leaned on his squad car and rubbed his moustache. “I did some digging on the recent murders, and there’s no evidence if the Travelers were responsible or not. But someone is killing people, and that’s enough of a reason to be cautious.”

We waited at the ferry terminal for Mr. Webb to arrive, with two other cars ahead of us. Parker removed his aviators, staring at the water. “It’s easy to forget what happened, isn’t it?”

“No,” Bones muttered. “I see those monsters every time I go to bed.”

Cindy picked up a flat stone and skipped it three times in the calm bay water. “It’s different for the sheriff and me. We had the Spheres in us. I remember that night, but like I was watching a movie, not living it.”

“Same here,” Parker admitted. “You three are brave for everything you did, and I appreciate it.”

“Don’t get all soft on us, Sheriff,” Bones said. “You might make Elliot tear up.”

I rolled my eyes, punching him in the arm.

Kim kept glancing to the seat of my car, where she had the pack stowed. We’d decided to leave that part out of the conversation with the sheriff. He might not appreciate the fact that we were driving a couple hundred miles with a Sphere in my Camaro. 

The ferry arrived, the horn honking loudly, the sound cascading through the bay. I peered at the lighthouse, silently thanking Mr. McIlroy for his part in our previous adventure. 

“Time to run.” I shook Parker’s hand, and he tipped his hat at our group. 

“Stay safe.” His radio beeped, and he reached into the car, muttering something into the receiver. “There’s an altercation downtown.” Parker hurried, flipping the lights on but leaving the sirens off as he drove away. 

We spent the next hour on the ferry, then departed through the gates. The moment my tires hit the mainland, I had the urge to return to Bell Island. 

Instead of acting on the impulse, I depressed the gas pedal, heading to the freeway to circumvent the city. Seattle lay nearly two hundred miles to the north, and for a Friday, the traffic seemed light. 

Bones and Cindy played a game of ‘I Spy’ in the back, while Kim wrote in her journal, the pencil scraping the pages for a solid half hour. I spun the tape in the deck around, changing it to side B, and focused on the road. 

It amazed me how many towns were placed precariously on the edges of the interstates. Almost all were larger than Bell Island, and each contained the essentials for living without the need to leave the sanctity of your town limits. I appreciated that, but I longed for a bigger life, with a greater world around me. 

“I have to pee,” Cindy said after we’d been on the road for over an hour. 

“To be honest, I’m surprised it took this long,” I muttered. Kim laughed, shoving her journal into the glovebox, and I noticed a rest stop sign ahead. The gas station had an attached diner, and my stomach growled at the smells when I parked and exited the car. 

Bones glanced at me. “I could eat.”

“You might want a cooler catch phrase if you ever get a serious girlfriend,” Cindy told him. 

I expected Bones to retaliate, but he just faked a laugh and went into the diner. Mary, aka Reaper, and he had tried the long-distance thing for a few months, but in the end, they’d grown apart. I’d heard from Cindy that she’d been seen with my old friend Bruce. Bones didn’t seem to care, but I knew a part of him was hurt she’d moved on so quickly. From what I’d gathered, he hadn’t been dating anyone in Vegas. 

The others were inside, but I stopped when I saw a huge black truck at the gas pumps. The tires were massive, and every window was exceedingly tinted, probably illegally so. Dark crates were stacked as high as they could be in the box, and the man watched the attendant pumping the gas. When the kid finished, he paid him, then glared at me. He was thick, with sunglasses and a leather jacket, despite the warm late-morning air. For some reason, the license plate stood out. The vehicle was from Texas.

I broke the gaze and checked through the window as he continued to stare in my direction. I found my friends at a booth, holding menus, and when I looked again, the truck was gone. 

“See something you like?” Kim asked as a girl in tight denim shorts paraded through the parking lot. 

“No, I wasn’t watching her,” I blathered, trying to recover. 

“It’s fine. I believe you,” Kim said, setting her menu on the table. I noticed that the pack containing the Sphere was never far from her, and I wondered if that was because she shared a bond with it or because she wanted to keep an eye on the alien entity, ensuring it didn’t escape to occupy anyone. 

We ordered with me checking the clock on the wall, wishing we weren’t taking a break on such a short trip. Cindy sat with Bones across from Kim and me, and it was clear she preferred to keep her distance from Kim’s pack—not that I could blame her. 

The news played on an old black and white TV, and a few locals were glued to it. “Excuse me, guys.” I rose while our food was being delivered and joined a truck driver at the counter. “What’s going on?”

“Been another of them murders in the city.” He pointed at the TV. “Somewhere in the center. I don’t go there much. Tend to stick to the rural routes myself. City’s no place for most folk.”

I watched the reporter on the street, and saw more police tape near a phone booth. I searched the crowd of onlookers for Buzz, but there was no sign of him. 

The details scrolled on the bottom of the screen. Woman found dead. Cause unknown. 

I returned to the table, where Bones was already half done with his burger. “Another body in Seattle.”

“Great,” Cindy muttered, and played with a plastic sword sticking into her club sandwich to hold it together. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“If there are Travelers on the loose in Seattle, they won’t stop until they locate all the Spheres,” Kim said. 

“How many could be in a city that size?” I asked. 

“I hadn’t thought about that.” Bones set his last bite down. “What if we’re dealing with more than a few of the monsters? We can’t fight ten of them.”

“Let’s skip the speculation until we have a chance to speak with Buzz,” I suggested, and they all agreed to my terms. 

“I thought they only showed up on stormy nights,” Cindy said. 

“Good point.” I slurped a bowl of beef barley soup and dipped a piece of garlic bread in. I felt eyes on me and peered outside again, but there was nothing. Why had the man in the truck given me such a bad feeling? 

“Ready to go?” Kim asked, and I hadn’t even realized that we’d paid the bill. “Are you on this world, Elliot?”

“Yeah, just lost in thought.” I added a generous tip, since Kim always said what a demanding job waitressing was, and we were off, back on the interstate to Seattle. 

The drive was beautiful, reminding me how rare it was for me to leave the comfort of Bell Island or the city. Out here, the trees were gigantic, the air fresh and misty. I’d never been to Seattle in the sunlight, and that suited me fine. The city was captivating, with clouds lingering over the skyscrapers. It added a certain sense of ambiance to the port metropolis. 

An American flag flapped on a post by a coastal house, a red barn in the distance. These were “salt of the earth” people, with pride in their families and their country. It fueled my anger that the Travelers dared disrupting our own planet. What gave them the right to interfere with our lives? 

The lush landscape gave way to progress as we came closer to Seattle. Soon the homes became closer together, with fewer farms, less fields, and more neighborhoods. 

“Anyone know how to get to the hotel?” I asked, and no one spoke up. 

Bones unfolded a giant map and grinned. “Bought this at the rest stop.”

I couldn’t see him behind the huge piece of paper, and he muttered to himself like he did when trying to solve a problem. He and Cindy argued about the ideal route, and I kept driving north, doing my best to stay on major roads. 

Eventually, traffic grew much heavier, and I realized it was after two o’clock on a Friday, and we were nearing downtown. Of course it was going to be busy. 

“This is why I prefer places like Bell Island,” Bones complained. 

“Do you? I thought you were going to move to Vegas or stay in Nevada,” Kim said. 

“Maybe. I haven’t decided,” he replied. 

“You mean you might keep Nana’s house?” Cindy’s voice cracked with surprise. 

“Why not? It’s a good house. I don’t know if I can sell it and let another family live there,” he admitted. 

I didn’t comment, confident that Bones would ponder the notion for weeks before hiring a realtor. He didn’t know it yet, but I was sure that was how it would play out. 

“Does it show the Hotel Bartholemew on there?” I trailed behind a yellow taxi and gawked at the size of the buildings on this street. There was nothing quite like this back home. The sidewalks were busy with men in suits and ties, women in stockings and light blue blazers, their hair high and voluminous, even with the humidity. 

“It’s down a couple blocks.” Kim gestured at the street name, and I went left toward Elliot Bay, appreciating the name. The hotel was a sight, old brick and only four stories, surrounded by brand-new glass monstrosities. The detailing on the exterior was impressive, but I didn’t understand exactly what I was looking at. 

“Where do we park?” Bones asked.

“Valet?” Cindy suggested. 

I drove to the front of the building, and we all piled out while a man in a tuxedo and a trench coat took my keys. “Are you a guest of the hotel?”

“No. We’re visiting a friend.”

He passed me a slip of paper, and I slid it in my pocket, cringing as I watched someone else drive my car around the building and into an alleyway. Another employee held the massive wrought-iron door open, and Bones and I let Cindy and Kim enter first. 

“Swanky,” Bones whispered as we entered the foyer. With high ceilings and black accents, it was like a scene from the movies. 

“Can I help you?” a younger woman at the front desk asked. 

Kim took the lead, leaning on the counter. “Hello… Clarice. We’re looking for Ethan Scott.”

Clarice pursed her lips, typing on a computer. 

“Did you see that? They have the Com-Trolla-19! Computers in hotels, can you believe it?” Bones craned his neck, trying to look at the screen, and the woman’s scowl stopped him.

“There’s nobody staying with us by that name. Are you certain Ethan is a guest?” Clarice asked. 

“Buzz. He goes by Buzz,” I added. 

Her expression changed. “We have a note with that name. Are you Elliot?” she asked Bones. 

I went closer, shouldering past Bones. “I am.”

“Then welcome to the Hotel Bartholemew. You have a suite prepaid for three nights. Is there any luggage you’d like brought up to the room?” She looked at our feet, as if judging the quality of her clients.

“It’s in the car.” I tried to figure this out. “Is Buzz here?”

“He checked out. It seems he anticipated your arrival and prepaid the accommodations,” Clarice said. 

“For these dates?” We hadn’t told Buzz when we were coming, because we’d never reached him. 

“It was an odd request, but we could accommodate him since we’re not fully booked this month. He asked for three nights, starting when you arrived.” Clarice smiled at us. 

Kim had her bag, but everything else was in the Camaro. “How do we get to the parking lot? The valet took the car.” I gave her the slip. She copied the numbers off it, and used the phone discreetly. 

“They’ll be brought to your room.” Clarice passed me two large black keys. “You’re on the top floor. Jerry will show you to the suite.”

I stared at the keys, wondering why Buzz had mysteriously paid for us to stay here. 

Jerry, a round middle-aged man with equally round glasses, took us to the elevator, made zero small talk, and led us down the fourth floor’s hallway, halting at the end. He smirked and retrieved something from his jacket pocket. “For you, sir.”

I fumbled with my wallet for a tip, and he waved it away. “Not necessary.” And Jerry was off. I peered at the envelope and noticed Buzz’s handwriting on the front.
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“What does it say?” Bones asked, but I didn’t want to do this in the hall. 

Using one of the oversized keys, I unlocked the suite and entered it, astonished by the size. “What is going on?” I muttered. 

There were two bedrooms, a massive living room, and a panoramic window, overlooking the bay. 

“Is Buzz loaded?” Cindy jumped onto the couch, landing lightly. 

“Maybe the letter explains,” Kim prompted. 

I opened it and found a short missive. 

Elliot, if you’re reading this, I’ve checked out to follow a lead. I believe there are currently at least five Spheres in the city, and that would indicate five or more Travelers as well. The bodies are accumulating, but there’s nothing to suggest one of the aliens is involved. I’m searching for evidence of their presence, and for witnesses, but I’ve come up empty. I think someone has been following me, but can’t be certain. Watch your backs. Because of this, I’ve left the letter with Jerry, a trusted friend. I’m moving to a secondary site. For security reasons, I can’t divulge it, but McIlroy would approve. Something’s happening in Seattle, and I need your help. 

EBS

“That’s it?” Kim snatched the letter, reading over it. 

“McIlroy? He likes beer… and soup,” Bones suggested. “Barley soup, which I’ll never really understand…”

“I think he means a lighthouse,” I said. 

Cindy was at the window, gaping at the view. “There have to be a few of those in the city.”

“We’ll find it. I’m more worried about Buzz being followed.” I sat on a stiff chair, and there was a knock on the door, making me jump. Bones answered to let the guy in with our bags; he casually stacked them by the entrance and held a palm out. 

Bones sighed and slipped him a dollar bill. The valet didn’t budge until Bones added another few bucks. 

“If Buzz thought staying here was a danger, why would he want us to?”

“Maybe to distract whoever was watching him,” Cindy said. 

Kim crossed her arms defiantly. “No way. Buzz wouldn’t deliberately put us in jeopardy.”

“Keep in mind, we barely know the man.” Bones opened the minibar. 

“We do so.” Kim kicked the small fridge door closed when Bones’ hand had retreated. 

“Our interaction with Buzz mostly happened over the course of a single night. Bones is right, Kim.” I backed up my friend, because he was making sense. 

“And we saw his true colors time and time again, didn’t we?” Kim had a point. “He’s an honorable man.”

“What are we supposed to do? Find this lighthouse?” Cindy was at the window, observing the water. 

“It’s a good step. Come on, it’s already four in the afternoon, and we only have a couple of days until we have to be at home.” I noticed a book on the coffee table and flipped it open, discovering a bunch of local tourist attractions. Near the end was a picture of a white lighthouse, only a short distance up the coastline. “This has to be it.”

“Seems a little obvious, but fine,” Bones mumbled. 

“It says the lighthouse isn’t operational, but it offers unobstructed views of the ocean,” I said. “Why does Buzz assume there are five Spheres?” I turned the television on, and the news was still discussing the murders. I raised the volume. 

“This marks five deaths in the last two weeks. There’s nothing to connect the victims, with one small exception. They all seem to have changed over the last year,” the male anchor said. “Hilary, you’ve been interviewing their friends and families. What is your take?”

“Marcel, I’ve spoken with each of the victims’ closest companions, and all of them had a similar story. Their behavior changed for the worse the past few months. Personality shifts, job losses, even one divorce.”

I was frozen, watching the pair talk on the screen. 

“It’s like they…”

“Were someone else,” Cindy whispered. “The Spheres.”

“Then it’s over. Five Spheres, five bodies.” Bones dusted his palms off. “Done deal. We can get Buzz and go home.”

“There’s speculation that last year’s massacre on Bell Island wasn’t actually a gas leak or related to the cougar infestation. People think it was a killer, and now he’s stalking our streets,” Marcel said. 

“I wouldn’t perpetuate that,” Hilary said. “The police considered a possible drug connection, but the toxicology reports are coming up negative. One priest I interviewed at the first victim’s funeral told me it was devil worshiping. He claimed such things were running rampant, and believes that they were struck down because of it.”

The news shifted to a brighter topic, the producers sensing discomfort at the mention of the devil, and I turned it off. 

“They talked about Bell Island,” Bones said. “We’re famous.”

“Sure, just the kind of thing you want to be remembered for.” Cindy tossed a piece of gum into her mouth. “It sounds like Spheres to me. Maybe Bones is right, and the Travelers came for them. If that’s the case, they might be gone.”

“But no one reported a UFO or any balls of light. There should have been a real witness in a city this size.” I set the book on the table, leaving it open to the image of the lighthouse. “Let’s search for Buzz and get to the bottom of this.”

“We should have brought a gun,” Cindy said. 

“We’re not going to walk around with…” I stopped, because she was absolutely correct. If we encountered an alien, we were dead meat without protection. And since Kim had taken it upon herself to carry a Guide, we were sitting ducks. “Quack, quack,” I whispered.

They all looked at me like I was nuts. “Maybe Elliot can stay here while we…” Bones smirked and shoved me in the shoulder. He picked up the phone and mumbled something to reception. “No, I don’t require room service. I’m hoping you can procure four tickets to the Ramones concert tomorrow.”

I walked to the phone, pressing down on the receiver. He stared at me as the dial tone rang out. “Stop messing around. We’re not in Seattle to have fun.”

“Apparently, you’ve forgotten how to do that,” Bones said, grabbing his light jacket draped on the back of a chair. He also took a bag with a few supplies. 

I eyed Kim’s pack, wondering if it was safer to bring it or leave it. She made the decision as she slung it over a shoulder. A few minutes later, we were on the streets, finding downtown was busier as the commuters headed home for the weekend and the after-work crowds started funneling into the bars and restaurants. 

“The lighthouse is a couple miles north.” Cindy pointed in that direction. 

“Miles? Maybe we can take a cab,” Bones suggested, and started to wave one down. I tugged him from the corner of the sidewalk, which led to a bookstore. 

“We need the lay of the land. We should walk,” I told him. 

“Can’t we at least grab an appetizer?” Bones gestured at an Italian fine-dining joint, and I had to admit, it smelled fantastic. 

“You can’t be hungry,” Cindy said, stalking ahead. “We’ll eat when we find Buzz.”

I loved the fact that Cindy was taking charge, and we chased after her. Instead of staying on the hectic street, we cut toward the bay, using the side road that ran along the waterfront. We had hours of sunlight remaining, and the bright orb gleamed across the waves as the clouds parted for the first time since we’d arrived in town. “It’s an omen,” I said. 

“Let’s hope so.” Kim and I paused as the whitecaps bashed into the rocks below. 

A man stood on a pier ahead, holding a plastic camera, and he turned, snapping a shot as we passed. He lowered it for a second, and I caught his gaze. For a moment, I thought he was staring at me; then a woman and a child dashed in front of us, and he broke into a grin. They hugged, and he pointed at something to show the young boy. 

“You okay, Elliot?” Kim asked. 

“I… It feels like I’m being watched.” It had ever since I’d left Bell Island, but there was no tangible reason to be suspicious. 

“I’ve had that sensation. I’ve been experiencing it ever since the Travelers killed my parents because of what I had inside me.” She set a palm on her chest, gazing into the horizon. 

“You still haven’t told me where you found the second Guide,” I reminded her. 

Kim started to speak, when Cindy spotted the tip of the lighthouse. “Guys, there it is!” She picked up the pace, and we hurried along, with Bones at the tail. When we arrived, my forehead was damp from exertion. 

The lighthouse was spectacular, placed only a few yards from the cliff’s edge. We walked a wooden pathway leading to it, and I clutched the railing, staring at the structure with awe. The attached buildings were in great shape, but it had probably been empty for ages. Weeds grew from the gravel parking lot, and yellow dandelions littered the unkempt yard. 

There was a tattered For Sale sign, and it was clear the lighthouse itself hadn’t been operational in some time. Even from here, I noticed rust on the metal balcony a few stories up. “It’s the perfect place to hide,” I said. 

Was Buzz inside right now? We hadn’t talked to him in almost a year, but we needed his presence. With Buzz, we could face anything and emerge victorious. Without him, we were just four people grasping at straws. 

“I don’t see his 4X4,” Kim said. 

I wondered if he drove the same beast, since it would draw a lot of eyes in the city, but the parking lot remained empty. I went to the lighthouse and tested the door, which had four panes of glass. One was smashed, and I glanced at the porch, then inside the foyer, finding shards of the window. “Someone broke in, not out.”

“Who would break out?” Bones asked, making me shrug. 

Cindy reached for the handle. “Are we going in?”

The windows were boarded up, meaning the interior would be dark. “Flashlights.” I snatched one from Bones’ pack and flicked it on. 

Cindy depressed the handle, and it unclicked. I went first, holding the flashlight as if it was a lifeline, and entered the lighthouse. Dozens of wooden crates were stacked near the exit, and I had to walk around them to see in. The place was packed up. 

“Buzz,” I hissed when we were all there. 

“Maybe he’s having a nap. You know how those older people need their sleep,” Bones said. 

My beam shone over the boxes and into a storage room. No sign of Buzz. “Let’s try the connected building.”

The interior doors were locked, and once we stepped foot into the other side, it was clear someone had been living there. Empty fast-food packaging stuffed the garbage can, but not the floor. It was clean in the kitchen, much like Buzz’s house. “He was here.”

“Was?” Cindy ran a finger on the table, blowing a slight amount of dust off the tip. “You’re right. Buzz wouldn’t leave it messy.”

We scoured the place, searching for any possessions, but if Buzz had visited, he’d left nothing personal behind. 

I sat at the table, trying to puzzle it out. “Buzz was in the Bartholemew, and he gave them instructions to save a room for us. Then he bailed to the lighthouse after he was spotted on television. That timeline works, doesn’t it?”

“Seems like it. We were delayed, because of…” Kim glanced at Bones. 

“Because of Nana’s funeral,” he said. 

“Sorry for bringing it up,” Kim added. 

“No worries. I’m constantly thinking about Nana.” Bones walked around the room, checking cupboards. 

“And he came here, then ran again. Why?” I observed the scene. The refrigerator had a single piece of paper attached with a magnet, and I went to pull the sheet free. There was a crude drawing on the back, and I flipped it to show the others. 

“A lightbulb?” Cindy snatched the page. “What’s this?”

“It’s from Buzz,” Kim whispered. “Maybe he got an idea.”

“What are you talking about?” Bones asked. 

“The lightbulb. It’s a universal image for getting an idea,” Kim said. 

“Or,” I smiled, “he’s leaving us another message.”

I hurried from the room, heading to the lighthouse side. I took the stairs to the second floor and climbed the rungs, hearing my friends chatter behind me. I ignored their steady stream of questions as I reached the top, careful on the narrow platform. The lighthouse was in rough shape, and a breeze passed through a crack in the exterior. The bulb was intact, but even from this far, I could tell the filament was busted. 

“Where is it?” I murmured, scouring the cramped space. There was a hatch beneath the lower half, and the door was slightly ajar. The hinges groaned with the movement, and I almost jumped when I saw what was hidden within. 

I lifted the alien pistol and showed it to the others. 

“I told you we needed a gun!” Cindy reached for it, but I held it closer to my body. 

“Buzz left us one of the Travelers’ weapons,” I said softly. 

“Why not just meet up with us?” Kim asked. 

“He must be in danger. Maybe we have to find him.” I stared at the weapon as I recalled firing one last summer. 

“It’s probably a good thing he didn’t leave the giant blaster. I don’t think we can carry that thing without a permit,” Bones joked. 

It worried me that Buzz would leave this for us. It implied he didn’t want to hold on to it, and that we might face immeasurable dangers while in Seattle. A car door slammed, the sound loud, and I peered through the window to find a truck in the parking lot. “We gotta go.” 

We hurried down the rungs, then the stairs, and paused when I heard voices, shutting my flashlight off.

“What the hell is he doing at a lighthouse?” someone asked. 

“Beats me. The Investor wants him alive,” another voice added. “But I might not be able to refrain.”

I shushed my friends when Cindy made a noise. I waved them forward, recalling the secondary exit in the residential building. We sneaked through just as the front entrance banged wide. 

“If he’s here, we’ll find him!”

The other man grunted. “You might wanna keep it down, Hammer.”

I ducked at the sound and heard a gun cock. 

The door was locked when we arrived, and I fumbled for the deadbolt, spinning it. It stuck at first, and their footsteps were coming closer. 

“Come on,” Cindy urged, panic in her voice. 

It finally slid open, and we rushed out. I closed it as gently as I could, and we darted into the treeline twenty yards ahead, panting and heaving our breaths as we observed the lighthouse from cover. 

The two men exited five minutes later and stood in the lot, peering in all directions. I couldn’t make out their conversation from this distance, but they were clearly agitated. They returned to the truck, and I grabbed a pair of binoculars from Bones’ pack, managing to catch the plate in time. 

“Texas,” I whispered. “The same as the one I noticed at the gas station.”

“What’s going on?” Bones asked. 

“I don’t know, but I think our friend Buzz is in big trouble,” I said.
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It was getting dark by the time we reached downtown, and I was deflated. Buzz was in Seattle, and we weren’t the only ones searching for him. The city was so big, and none of us knew it well. How did you find an ex-soldier in hiding among a sea of people? The task felt much too difficult for me and my group. 

“Don’t worry,” Kim told me. “We’ll find him.”

“Guys, wasn’t one of those murders near here?” Cindy asked.

I stopped to check the street signs and realized she was right. “I think it was a couple blocks to the west.”

We all stared in that direction. “Either we get to the hotel, rest up, and start in the morning…” Kim was saying when Bones interjected. 

“Or we investigate the scene, then eat,” he finished. 

As much as I appreciated Kim’s sentiment, Bones’ plan was better. “We’re only going to sit around anxiously if we go to the room.”

“True.” Kim adjusted the bag, and I offered to take it, but she quickly declined. “It’s my burden.”

I could tell from her expression that was the end of the discussion. She had a Sphere trapped in a box, and I was carrying an alien gun. What could go wrong?

While the city felt relatively safe in the sanctity of daytime, it was anything but at night. The workers had all migrated to their secure suburban dwellings, where their wives or husbands were preparing dinner, the kids asking to rent a cartoon for the twentieth time. It left the less fortunate to prowl the streets, and I could feel their eyes on us as we passed the alley. We stood out, and I suddenly wished I’d used my better judgment to leave Cindy at home. Bell Island was a safe place to grow up...if you didn’t count that one incident where a bunch of Travelers had wreaked havoc on our town. 

The streetlights glowed a pale golden color, and the closest buzzed loudly as we waited for the walk signal to appear. 

“This is it,” Cindy said when we crossed, and I recalled the scene from the news coverage. The tape was gone, but there was a small flap of yellow tied to a wrought-iron fence near the park. 

I crouched where the body had been, but didn’t see anything significant. There were no scorch marks from a Traveler blaster. Nothing was broken under their heavy weight. No damage to the surrounding area. I scanned the nearby buildings, also finding little of note. 

“You guys a gang or something?” a woman asked.

I stood up at the sound. “No, ma’am.”

“No one’s called me that in some years. Figured all you four need is a dog, and you’re like that animated show,” she said. Her hands gripped a shopping cart, and her gaze darted between each of us. 

“I get it…” Bones laughed nervously. 

“My name’s Cindy. Do you come around here often?” Cindy asked. 

The woman laughed, revealing a few missing teeth. “Do I come here? This isn’t a night club, sweetheart, and I don’t usually respond to pick-up lines…”

“What she means is, did you see anything the other night?” Kim said. 

“Oh, I’ve seen a lot of things.”

“What’s your name?” Kim asked. 

She acted startled by the question. “Janice.”

“Janice, we’re hoping to get some answers about the recent murder.” Kim peered at her own shoes. 

“Was she family?”

Kim nodded. “It’s terrible. The police haven’t helped, and…” She sniffled. “We can’t go home until we find out what really happened.”

Janice set a hand on her cart. “I was around that night.”

“You were?” I blurted. 

“Sure. I usually sleep farther down, but it’s been getting too crowded, so I’ve meandered closer to the coast. More people out this way, but they don’t bother me much.” Janice tapped a plastic box near the handle. 

“Can you tell us what you saw?” Bones asked. 

“For a price.”

Kim reached for her purse. “Name it.”

“Not money. I am hungry though.”

“I could eat,” Bones told her, and she smiled at him. 

“There’s a place a block from here that won’t blink if I go in. Ernie gives me coffee sometimes,” Janice said, and I tried to imagine her state of being. My ordinary problems seemed miniscule in comparison. I’d rather face an alien invasion than deal with her daily hardships. 

We went with Janice, and she gestured to a couple of people in the doorways of the closed businesses. Ernie’s Burger Shack had character, with colorful words painted on the glass, his sign in bright neon orange. Janice shoved her cart into the alley, taking the plastic container with her. 

Janice seemed to disappear when we entered, her demeanor shrinking. I assumed it was a defense mechanism to remain unnoticed among society. She took a booth at the back, near the restrooms, and a waitress approached us, setting large, laminated menus on the table. “Hey, Jan.”

“Darlene. Quiet night?” she asked, indicating the quarter-full establishment. 

“Friday downtown. Everyone’s gone.” She adjusted her glasses. “Coffees?”

“Sounds good,” I said, and we flipped our cups over.

Cindy was beside Janice, and she stared at the menu. 

When our cups were filled, I got right to it. “Can you help us? What exactly did you see?”

“Food first,” Janice said. 

I chose tuna on rye, and Kim ordered the soup of the day with extra crackers. Cindy and Bones each got the burger, and I didn’t flinch when Janice ordered two mains. 

“How long…” Kim started to say, when Janice lifted a finger. 

“I’m not here to talk about my story, sweetheart.” She patted the container next to her. “My life is mine, and you won’t be hearing about it.”

“That’s fair.” Kim tested her soup. 

“Can you…”

“Food. First.” Janice took her time, undoubtedly enjoying every morsel of her liver and onions, then chicken parm. It was an odd combination, but she ate it with precision, leaving nothing on the plate. My own sandwich was half-eaten, the fries cold, when she finally finished and set her fork on the table. 

With a peek at the clock on the wall, I saw we’d been here for an hour. I hoped she actually had some viable information, or we’d squandered precious time. But we’d fed someone in need, so it wouldn’t be a waste either way. 

When Darlene had the plates cleared, Janice leaned in conspiratorially. “It wasn’t even dark yet. I was in the alley, minding my business, when I heard the gunshot. The woman had shopping bags. They didn’t show that on the news. That told me this was no robbery. They killed her and ran. She seemed normal. I saw a wedding band and thought about taking it.” She glanced at Cindy. “Don’t look at me like that. She wasn’t needing it anymore.”

“Who shot her?” Kim whispered. 

“Not sure, but I’ll be damned if I didn’t see her soul escape her body,” Janice said. “I know what you’re thinking, that old Janice must have been high, but I don’t do that stuff.”

“Soul?” I prompted. 

“A ball of light left the corpse. It floated a few feet over her and pulsed, then shot away as something followed her.”

“Something?”

“It was big, wearing all black. I didn’t get a good look, but the energy was nasty,” Janice said. 

“What do you mean?” Bones sipped his cooling coffee. 

“His aura… I don’t know what you call it, but the vibe was weird. The ball was gone, and so was he. I heard the sirens, and I skedaddled. I didn’t want the police to catch me around. People like me don’t come back from that.” Janice nodded once. 

“You’ve been a lot of help,” Kim told her, and slipped a twenty across the table. Janice eyed it and left the currency. 

“I didn’t do it for money.”

“Take it anyway.” 

I paid the bill, and noticed the twenty remained on the table when we left. 

“Darlene has a family. She can have it.” Janice headed for the exit. 

 We waited for Janice to get her cart, and she walked toward her spot, leaving us without a lead. 

“At least we determined there are Spheres in town,” Cindy said. 

“So these murdered people had Spheres. But the one Janice witnessed escaped before the Traveler could devour it.” I pictured the incident, imagining the huge alien speeding through the intersection. “We need to see the autopsy reports.” 

“Why?” Kim asked. 

“Because I don’t think an alien did this,” I whispered. 




____________




Five dead. We had their names. 

Imogen Harper, the one Janice had seen die. She’d been a housewife, married to a wealthy investment broker with a penthouse suite seven blocks from the scene of her murder.

Bernard Clump, a middle-aged accountant from the burbs. 

Casey Finn, a single man, newly emigrated from Ireland. 

Rebecca Salt, a recently divorced woman, who’d moved to the city from a small town near Vancouver. 

And the last on the sheet of paper, Tate Zurica. We didn’t know a lot about Tate, since the police had only just released his name. He was the latest victim. 

“What’s the plan?” Bones had his feet kicked up on the coffee table, and he wore a white bathrobe, complete with matching slippers after he’d showered in one of the suite’s two bathrooms. His hair was drying flat, and he ran a hand through it. 

They all waited, and I coughed. “Why are you looking at me? Kim has the plans.”

She picked up the page. “If we’re going to read the autopsies, we either have to impersonate immediate family…”

“Or reporters,” Cindy said. 

“Precisely.”

“Why would they give those details to the press?” I asked. 

“They wouldn’t, but I can fake some credentials and work my magic. At least I can feign interviewing the coroner about the case, and you can steal the files,” she said. 

I laughed and set my soda aside. “You want me to steal them? This keeps getting better.”

“I’ll do it,” Cindy declared.

That made my decision easy. “No, it has to be me.”

“I could make a distraction, if needed,” Bones offered.

“We’ll tell you if it comes to that,” I said. 

Bones went to the fridge, pulling out a chocolate bar, and unwrapped it. We all stared at him, considering we’d eaten an hour ago, and he took a bite, knowing he had an audience. “It’s all comped,” he said. 

“I’m going to bed,” Cindy told us. 

“Me too,” Bones tossed the wrapper in the trash and headed to the bathroom. 

Cindy closed the door, and I realized she and Bones were taking the room with the pair of double beds, expecting Kim and me to take the king-sized. Kim and I shared a look. We’d been together a few times, but that had been months ago, and since she’d up and abandoned me, the wound was still fresh. 

“I can—”

“I’ll take the couch,” I told her. 

“Okay,” she answered. 

What was I expecting? Kim wouldn’t demand I come to bed with her. 

She stopped in the doorway, her hair framing her face as she quietly said goodnight. Then she was gone, leaving me alone in the hotel suite’s living space. 

I sat on the couch, feeling the bulky springs, and groaned. This wasn’t how I pictured my first twenty-four hours in Seattle. 

I woke to beams of sunlight on my face and squinted as I rolled over. “What time is it?” I asked, not anticipating a response. 

“Seven.” Bones was in the armchair, reading a book. He was already dressed, and his sleeves were rolled up, showing multiple tattoos.

“Those new?”

“Yeah. Let some of the other students do some work on me. Pretty cool, huh?”

I sifted through the band logos and ethereal spirits, nodding along. “Totally,” I lied. There was no point in hurting his feelings. 

Kim emerged from her room wearing a gray pantsuit, her hair bigger than normal. She had on gold hoop earrings, a far cry from her usual colorful plastic ones. “I have to look the part.”

“Is the medical examiner’s office even open on weekends?” Cindy bounced into the living room. Everyone was dressed and ready but me. 

“They are, but the doctors are probably home with their families, leaving the assistants or techs. They’re easier prey.” Kim smiled. She was having fun. There were few days where Kim had been present while we dated. Usually, her head was in the clouds, thinking about the Spheres or a Traveler invasion. This was unexpected. 

“I’d better shower.”

When I emerged, there was a dark jacket on the door handle, with a note. Meet us for breakfast in the lobby.

I put the jacket on, seeing the letter ‘B’ stitched into the breast, and assumed it was something the hotel kept on hand for guests dining in their fancy restaurant. 

Soon I was in the elevator, lowering to the lobby, and it slowed, stopping on the third floor. The bell chimed, and in stepped a giant of a man. He wore a leather jacket, and the overwhelming scent of Hai Karate filled the enclosed space. His chin had a big scar, and he could easily have weighed twice as much as me. 

He glanced at me, then at my jacket, and when the elevator finished its route, he turned to face me. “Send it up to three again in five minutes, would you?” He slipped me a five-dollar bill and stomped off, heading outside. 

The man thought I worked there. Instead of doing as he asked, I hurried to the restaurant, finding my friends at a table, picking at their food. Cindy had a tower of creamers stacked ten high, and Bones had cleaned his plate. 

I considered mentioning my encounter with the big man on the way down, but there wasn’t really anything to say. Regardless, the meeting had left me with a knot in my stomach. Maybe it was because of how much he reminded me of Buzz. Our friend was in the city, hiding from a group of people while attempting to solve the mysterious deaths. 

I wanted nothing more than to find Buzz and put our collective minds together. 

“Earth to Elliot,” Cindy said, tossing one of her creamers at me. “She asked what you wanted.”

I peered up at the waitress. “Rye toast. Butter. An over easy egg.”

“Sure thing, hon.” The woman walked off, filling someone’s coffee cup. 

“Who knew you could clean up nice?” Kim said, adjusting my collar. “You make quite the assistant.”

“You’re loving this, right?” I asked with a smile. “Me working under you, getting bossed around. You better not try anything, or I’ll have to report you to HR…”

“Gross,” Cindy said. “Can you cut it out? I’m trying to eat.”

“The medical examiner’s office is five miles south. We should drive,” Kim said. 

“Cool. I’ll have the valet bring her out.” I opened my wallet, removing the stub. 

Kim snatched it from my grip. “Go ahead and eat. I’ll do it.”

My food came, and she was on her feet before I could argue. “My assistant wouldn’t have such a cherry ride, would he? I think I’d better drive.”

She wandered off with a quick glance over her shoulder.

“She really is enjoying this,” I muttered. 

“You’re going to let Kim take your car? You’ve never even let me drive her!” Cindy complained. 

“Or me,” Bones added. “She’s got you wrapped around that little finger.”

“Stop it,” I said. “She has a point.”

I watched Kim at the valet station through the glass doors. Seeing her dressed for success changed my perspective of her, and I no longer felt like a kid in a college graduate’s body. 

I was working toward a future, a career path, personal growth, but Kim knew what she wanted. Kim was a journalist, but first and foremost, she wanted to save the Spheres. 

“Damn it, I’m in,” I whispered. 

“What?” Bones asked. 

“I’ll help Kim do this.”

“Isn’t that why we’re here?” Cindy set her fork down and slid her plate to the edge of the table.

“No. The three of us are here because Buzz reached out. Bones, you’re mourning your loss. Cindy, you’re living a mundane life on Bell Island, and I’m soul searching.”

They both shook their heads. “Nah, I want to kill more aliens.” Bones laughed, and Cindy lost her smile. She’d been the worst off that night, hosting a Sphere against her will. 

“Don’t worry, Cindy. We won’t let anything happen to you,” I told her, and she seemed to relax. 

I ate my toast and checked outside, finding my perfectly shiny car parked at the entrance. The valet got out and passed Kim the keys, which she dangled toward us, indicating it was time to go. 

“Sir, the bill.” A man passed a paper to Bones, and he scrawled something on it. 

“Charge it to the room.” Bones winked at me as we exited the lobby.
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“No wonder you love this car so much.” Kim pressed the pedal harder, and I checked the speedometer, cringing as she pushed her past fifty. 

“We’re in the city,” I cautioned her, searching for police at the overpass ahead. We flew under it, but no one followed. 

“A girl could get used to this.” Kim finally decelerated and took an exit, heading east. 

It was mostly industrial this way, and extremely quiet on a Saturday at nine in the morning. A few semi-trailers turned into a warehouse’s parking lot, and Kim drove around them, swerving into the wrong lane. I didn’t say anything, not wanting to come across as nervous and controlling. It was only a car, I reminded myself.

“This is it?” Bones asked as we pulled up to a square building. The exterior was plain beige, the windows tinted green. 

“Can you park further away?” I asked, and Kim found a spot across from a BMW. 

“I thought the doctors didn’t work weekends?” Cindy pointed at the car after I held the seat forward for her to exit. 

“DEADMD. Classy,” Bones said, reading the BMW’s personalized plate. 

“Where do you think you two are going?” Kim asked as Bones and Cindy followed us. 

Bones crossed his arms. “Uh, you want us to wait in the car?”

“No. Go to the park or something.” She gestured to the other side of the street. “Why would a reporter have an entourage?”

“We could tell them you volunteer as a Big Sister on the weekends,” I joked, receiving a glare from Bones. 

“Just get the files. Come on, Cindy, let’s check out the swing set.” He ran, and she gave chase. 

“Kids,” I muttered. 

“Follow my lead. If we find any paperwork on the desk, you snatch it, cool?”

“Cool.” I was anything but. This entire mission had me more stressed than hunting aliens. 

Kim straightened her jacket lapels and went to the front doors. The hours showed they were just opening, and I reached for the handle, suddenly sure this was a mistake. We should have been looking for Buzz, not trying to steal autopsy reports. 

We already knew the people targeted had Spheres living in them, but I was uncertain whether they’d been killed by Travelers or something else. Buzz would want us to finish this task and bring him news. With this in mind, I held the door, letting Kimberly enter ahead of me. 

She waltzed up to the reception desk, her shoes clicking loudly on the floor. I’d never seen Kim in heels, and they seemed to give her an edge. 

“Can I help you?” a tiny older man with frizzy white hair asked meekly. 

“I’m Kimberly Chance with the Greendale Gazette,” she said. “I was hoping to talk with the doctor about Rebecca Salt.”

He eyed her, then me. “I’m sorry. The doctor isn’t—”

A man wearing a white lab coat walked by, and skinny wire frames covered half his face. 

“Excuse me, are you the coroner assigned to the Rebecca Salt case?” Kim asked. 

He halted, putting hands to his hips. “I am the M.E. that did the autopsy, yes. Medical examiner, for the layman.”

“I would love a moment of your time,” she said, her voice dripping like honey. 

I could only think of the man’s license plate, DEADMD, and cringed as he beckoned her forward. “It’s okay, Harry. Hold all my calls.”

Harry rolled his eyes, and I noticed that none of the phone’s lines were lit up as I passed by. 

“Who’s this?” the doctor asked as he watched me.

“That’s Elliot. My intern.”

“Interns at the Greendale Gazette? Where is that anyway?” he asked. 

We walked the halls, and the place was as stuffy as you’d expect from a place that handled the dead. The lighting was too harsh, the walls stained and in desperate need of a coat of paint. 

“It’s near Rebecca’s hometown,” Kim lied. “We actually went to school together.”

“Is that so?” He stopped at an office, and I read the name on the door, since we hadn’t been introduced. 

“Doctor Dead,” I whispered. 

“Yes.” He extended his hand. “Dr. Trevor Dead. Ironic, isn’t it?” 

I shook with him and wiped my palm after, striving to remove the lingering cold from his touch. “Quite.”

“What is it you’d like to know?” he asked, waving us into his office. It was sterile, all white, with a stack of taupe folders on the desk, but otherwise empty, save a phone in the corner. 

Kim took out a notebook and a pen. I noticed the logo for the Bartholemew Hotel on it. “How did Ms. Salt die?”

He stared at her, his finger tapping the top of his desk. “Ms. Salt was shot.”

“With a bullet?” I asked, and Kim scowled at me. I slid back a few inches. 

“What else would you suggest, intern?” Dr. Dead made a face, as if I was a complete fool, and Kim laughed at his reaction. 

She made a note. “So it was a bullet.”

“Three, actually. .308s. I pulled one from her clavicle, another from her heart. The third went straight through her neck.” He made a gesture with his fingers, pretending to mime the bullet entering and leaving Rebecca’s throat. 

“What kind of gun would have been used?” Kim asked, pen at the ready. 

“There are a lot of options. I’ve given this information to the police. Maybe you’d like to speak with them,” he said. 

This train of thought wasn’t going anywhere. “Did you perform autopsies on any of the other victims?” I asked, interrupting their conversation.

“Yes. All five. Once the department realized they might be connected, they wanted the best on the job. Dr. Dead, he’s the man for it,” the doctor said with a smile. 

“And they were killed with .308s?”

He nodded. “Not precisely. Mr. Clump also had a .22 lodged in his medial intermuscular septum.”

I didn’t know where that was, but it gave us new information. Two types of bullets in one corpse suggested more than one shooter. 

“You wouldn’t happen to have the bodies here… would you?” Kim batted her eyes, and the fact that it worked was kind of disgusting. We were talking about real people who’d been murdered in cold blood on the streets, and Dr. Dead was seeking to extend his interview with a pretty young woman. 

“Sure. Have you ever seen a corpse before?” he asked, getting up from his seat. 

“No, but I’ll be okay if you escort me.” Kim turned when he was in the hall, and stuck her tongue out, pretending to gag. “Elliot will stay put. He suffers from necrophobia.”

I almost protested, until I realized her intentions. “Yeah, you don’t want me to throw up.”

“Especially since the cleaning staff don’t work weekends,” the doctor said with a smirk. “This way.”

“And, intern, don’t touch a thing.”

I put a palm on my heart, and they moved on. 

Without another thought, I scoured the files on his desk, finding familiar names labeled on them. I took the stack, shoving it into my jacket, and spun, darting for the exit. 

And bumped into Harry. 

The files fell to the floor, and he gawked at them, then me. 

I tried to recover. “I was just bringing them to the doctor.”

Harry only came up to my chin, but he had a presence about him. “You’re not really with the Greendale Gazette, are you?”

As far as I knew, the paper was made up. “What makes you say that?”

“Well, for starters, there’s a Guide in that young woman you came with,” Harry said. 

I jumped and replayed his words in my head, trying to figure out if he’d actually said what I thought he did. “Are you…”

Harry opened his mouth, and a light emitted. 

“You’re a Sphere,” I whispered. 

“We are Esol,” he said, using their true name. 

“Did you hitch a ride on one of the deceased?” I asked. 

Harry nodded. “I hid until they shoved Casey in that cold box. He didn’t deserve what happened to him. I feel so terrible that he was hunted and murdered.”

Footsteps echoed from down the hall. “Harry, we need to talk.”

“I’m working,” he said. 

I gathered the files. “But this is important.” 

The phone started ringing from reception. “I have to get this.”

The fact that this Sphere was willing to stay on shift while a Guide visited was almost as bizarre as our mysterious Sphere hunters. “What time are you off?”

Harry hung up the phone. “I’m done at four. Meet me at this address.” He passed me a business card with a series of numbers on the blank part. 

“Who killed you?” I asked, but it was too late. Dr. Dead was back with Kimberly, chatting amiably. 

I kept my distance, not wanting the doc to notice the missing paperwork, and held the door for Kim as she escaped the leering eye of the creepy medical examiner. 

“That man enjoys his work too much,” Kim said. “You get what we needed?”

“More,” I said, passing her the folders. 

I could hear Cindy and Bones laughing from the swing set, and I whistled, garnering their attention. 

“More?”

“Harry… he has a Sphere inside him.” I flipped the business card over, showing her the address. “He should be able to fill us in with what happened.”

We looked at the building, and Harry watched us from behind the reception desk. 




____________




“If I was Buzz, where would I be?” Bones asked as we drove north, bypassing the downtown core. 

“There has to be a clue.” We’d searched the files, not seeing anything that stood out. 

“I can’t believe you met a Sphere,” Cindy said. 

“It’s probably not a coincidence.” Kim was in the passenger seat, and she kept staring at the card. 

“How do you mean?”

“I’m a Guide. I found him,” she told Cindy. 

“But we were heading there anyway.”

“Maybe.” Kim set the folders on the floor by her feet. “There has to be a ship nearby too.”

“That’s right,” I said, recalling the one near Bell Island, off the cove. It was where my Uncle Taylor had died. 

They never recovered his body. Did you know that? My mother’s words echoed in my mind. What had happened to my uncle? 

“We should find it,” Bones said. 

“Is it that simple?” I asked. 

“I might be able to.” Kim stared out the window toward Lake Washington, to the east of us. “I’ve researched it over the last couple of months, and actually found a woman that Guided a group of Spheres from Baffin Island in the fifties.”

“You did?” It proved how little we’d spoken recently. 

“She lives in Montreal now. I was up there in March. Nice lady. She just celebrated her eightieth birthday this year.”

“Wait, the fifties? How long have these things been around?” Bones asked. 

“You remember the story about the Bell Island Demon? The first sighting on Bell Island was in 1903, so they’ve been around for ages. Maybe much longer than we think,” I said. “What happened in Baffin Island?”

“Clara moved there when she was ten; her father was a biologist with an interest in polar bears’ migratory patterns. She found the Guide when she was on the water, right after the freeze. Clara thought it was a trick of light, until she absorbed it.”

“What about Travelers?”

“Baffin Island is very remote. They lived in Nunavut’s capital city, Iqaluit, but stayed in a remote cabin at specific times of the year. The village population was around two hundred, and four of them went missing. Their bodies were found a week later, torn to shreds. Everyone chalked it up to a polar bear attack, but Clara had the Guide within her, and she knew better. She tracked the remaining two Spheres and evaded the Travelers to locate their submerged vessel. It was trapped within the ice, and the three of them dug through with pickaxes. The Guide left Clara, and the Spheres vacated their vessels. A Traveler ship chased after the ball of light, but she was certain they got away unscathed.”

“That’s unbelievable,” Cindy said. “Did she ever tell anyone?”

“No. She figured they’d think she was crazy and send her away, so she didn’t mention it. They moved the next year, after her mom convinced her father it was too dangerous to live that far north.”

“Where did you get the Guide?” I asked. 

The radio crackled and the song finished, switching to news. 

“Turn that up!” Bones shouted. 

Kim hadn’t answered me, but the urgency in Bones’ voice changed my train of thought. 

“…tragedy strikes the streets of Seattle once again. The sixth victim of the Seattle Shooter was none other than local renowned author Bella Ables. She was found dead on the steps of her estate house in North Capitol Hill.”

“Where is that?” I asked, and Bones unfolded his map. I knew the victim’s name well, and the hair on my arms rose. 

“While no evidence links Bella Ables to the other crimes, the police can’t discount a connection. And now, back to your Saturday morning countdown…”

I turned it off. “We’re going to her house.”

“Now?” Cindy seemed perplexed. 

“Sure. Maybe we can see something before the department rips up the scene.” Kim supported my decision and gave me a smile. 

We spent the next ten minutes weaving around and taking the wrong streets until I finally noticed the flashing lights. The neighborhood was even nicer than Cooper’s block on Bell Island. This was old wealth. Massive estate lots only a short distance from downtown. You didn’t see places like this anymore, and I guessed the homes were built fifty or so years ago. Bella Ables’ residence was red brick, her roof dark, the shutters painted an emerald green. With the fountain beyond the gate, it had a whimsical feeling to it—which made sense, given her penchant for those types of novels. 

I wasn’t one for Regency literary fiction, but my mother devoured all of Bella’s books. And now Bella was dead. 

“There’s a lot of people around.” Bones was right. The area was covered with news reporting vans, ranging from the big national networks to the public access channels. Fire trucks. Ambulances. They’d pulled out all the stops, but judging by the body being transported across her driveway toward the waiting emergency vehicle, it was a lost cause. 

“They killed Bella Ables,” I whispered. 

“Mom will be so upset,” Cindy said. 

“She likes her stuff?” Bones asked. 

“Likes? She loves Bella’s books. Mom was just talking about how excited she was for the series finale this fall.” 

I got out, the car feeling overwhelmingly stuffy, and everyone joined me. Our group of four slowly walked past jabbering reporters, big cameras shoved into their faces. 

The air was warm, muggy, and I peered to the west, seeing grim clouds rolling in from the Pacific. The presence of an incoming storm felt like an omen, and not a good one. I recalled the words from Buzz. 

The Travelers prefer a dark invasion.

They come under the protection of a storm. There’s a reason.

The Spheres were attracted to the lightning. They seemed to emerge from their hiding spots when it occurred, and not even they could articulate why. I hadn’t even had the common sense to check the forecast—not that it was very accurate along the coast. 

None of the others seemed to notice the darkening clouds as we came to the police tape. A man in a gray suit barked orders at the uniformed officers, and they ran toward the building. One of them placed sticky notes on the home’s exterior. “I think those are bullet holes,” I muttered. 

“Another attack with regular guns,” Kim said. “We’re not dealing with Travelers.”

“Nope.” I slowly spun, watching the gathering crowd. A big name like Bella’s was sure to attract a lot of bystanders, and my theory was proving correct. The street was jammed with cars, and a cop with a loudspeaker began shouting for them to clear the path. 

Through the throngs of viewers, I saw him. “Buzz is here.”

Before anyone could comment, I sped off. 

“…connected to the other murders, but speculation suggests there must be…” 

I crashed into the camera man as he stepped onto the road for a better view, and I skidded onto my back as he cursed me for damaging his gear. I scrambled to my feet, and when I popped back up, Buzz was gone. 

I kept looking, barely aware that the scrape on my elbow was bleeding until Bones finally reached me. “Dude, you sure it was him?” He passed me a tissue, and I dabbed the blood. 

“Not positive.” But I was. I swore he’d made eye contact with me. There was a hidden warning in his gaze: Get lost. Don’t let them see you. But who was doing this, and why?

I needed more information. The gates swung open, and a procession of vehicles started to disperse. 

Kim was trying to grab a detective’s attention, still playing the role of journalist, and I realized something extremely important. 

There was a Sphere on the loose.
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“From our experience, the Spheres are actually harder to search for when they’re inside a human vessel,” Kim said. “Whoever is killing these people infected with the Spheres is inadvertently releasing the aliens to the world. They probably think they’re hunting actual bad aliens when, in reality, they’re just murdering the vessels and freeing the inhabiting Spheres.”

“Where are they bringing her?” Bones asked as I drove. 

Cindy smirked and pulled a radio from her purse. “Maybe this will tell us.”

“You stole that?” I shouted from the driver’s seat. 

“I borrowed it from the police. The guy had it draped over the fence. I figured he’d leave it there.” 

“Cut the crap, sis. You committed a crime,” I told her. 

She snapped the knob, and static emerged from the speaker. “…victim to the Bayview Hospital. They’ll store her until the ME’s office opens again on Monday.”

“That was fortuitous,” Kim said. 

“Oh no.” I checked the time. “Harry’s off in twenty minutes, and we were supposed to meet him.”

“We can be late,” Kim added. “I’m more concerned with Bella’s Sphere drawing a Traveler to it.”

I considered the tasks we hoped to achieve before Sunday night, and it was starting to feel impossible. Find Buzz. Locate Bella’s Sphere. What came after that, I didn’t know. Talk to Harry. Figure out where the Esol ship was hidden. Free the Spheres, returning them home, along with the Guide residing in my girlfriend...if she was still my girlfriend. Add that to the list of complications I had to discern. 

“Okay, hospital first.” I flicked the blinker on and took the secondary road. Soon we were near the ER, where a line of ambulances awaited their turn. I parked as close as possible, paying the attendant an exorbitant amount for such a privilege. 

“Where do they bring the bodies?” Cindy still clutched the radio, and I took it, turning the knob off, and handed it back. 

“Keep that in your purse.”

She shrugged and did as I ordered. 

“There must be a morgue,” Bones said as we entered. “I have an idea.” He stared at a guy mopping the floor. “You two figure out Bella’s destination, and Elliot and I will get into character.” 

I guessed where he was going with this, but didn’t have time to dispute it while he dragged me through the bustling ER waiting room. People from all walks of life were slumped into the chairs. The phones rang incessantly, and unintelligible garbled voices spoke through the paging system. Something about a code red. 

Another janitor hurried down the hall, and Bones sped to the closet before it closed, kicking out a foot to stop it from shutting. We entered the room, and I was instantly bombarded with the scent of bleach. 

The room wasn’t large, but Bones found what he wanted. He held up a dark blue jumpsuit and grimaced. “It’s too big for me. You wear it,” he said. 

“You want me to pretend to work here?” 

“Yes. How else will we get into the morgue?” Bones asked. 

I glanced at a big round clock on the wall, seeing that we were already late for meeting with Harry, and instead of arguing with Bones, I slipped the jumpsuit on over my clothes. He shoved a spray bottle and a rag at me. “There.”

“What about you?” I asked as we emerged from the custodian’s closet. 

Bones smirked as he ducked behind a rolling cart, jammed full of that evening’s dinners. He returned with a white lab coat and a stethoscope. 

“Really? You’re a doctor?” 

“I could be a doctor,” he said. 

Kim and Cindy both struggled to hold back their laughter when they saw the pair of us. 

“Save it,” I told them. “Where’s Bella?”

“Basement. Section Z.” Kim moved aside as a man on a gurney was rolled past. A nurse directed the medics to bring him into a room straightaway. 

“If this is what it’s like in a big city, maybe I prefer Bell Island,” Cindy murmured. 

“Wait for us.” I kissed Kim on the lips and noticed another janitor watching us. He gave me a thumbs-up and smirked.

Bones led me to a stairwell, and we pressed through, the loudness of the ER subsiding as the metal slab sealed. “To the basement we go.” When we found the lower level, Bones snatched a clipboard from a vacant reception desk and pretended to read it as we walked. 

“Can I help you?” a nurse asked when we rounded a corner.

“A woman was delivered here,” Bones said, his voice comically low. And was he trying to do an accent?

“Bella Ables,” the nurse said. “Terrible. Just terrible. They put her in A7.” She glanced at me. “What about you?”

“I was told to clean up in Section Z,” I said. 

“New here?” she asked. 

I nodded.

“Go ahead. Doctor…” She looked for a nametag. 

Bones patted his chest, like he forgot something. “Bones. Doctor Bones.”

“Let me guess, orthopedic?” she joked. 

“No, Methodist,” he replied, clearly having no idea what she was talking about. 

I thought we’d been caught when she started to laugh. “You doctors are always so serious. What a breath of fresh air.”

Bones lingered, and I cleared my throat. This wasn’t a good time to pick up a date. 

“Right. Thank you for your help…” he said. 

The nurse smiled. “Tilly.”

“Tilly.” 

When she was out of earshot, I grabbed Bones by the arm. “What are you doing?”

“What do you mean?” He adjusted his stethoscope. 

“Never mind.” I saw the door and tested the handle. It swung open, and I instantly knew we’d found the morgue. Dozens of cold metal hatches faced us across the room. The opposite end had a computer on a long equally shiny metal table, and a couple of office chairs. The lights were dim. 

“A7,” Bones whispered, and tugged on the proper lever. He rolled Bella out to reveal a body bag. 

What a waste. A talented author, a philanthropic hero, and a women’s rights activist, gone with the tap of a trigger. I wanted to make whoever had done this pay. I thought about seeing Buzz on TV at the other scene, and for a brief moment, pictured him squaring off against Bella, shouting at her, and shooting. But Buzz wasn’t capable of that. 

“There’s no Sphere,” Bones said. 

I heard footsteps, and when the door opened, I pretended to be cleaning the metal tags. 

“I called up to HR, and they tell me we don’t have a Doctor Bones on staff,” Tilly said. 

I almost shouted a warning when I saw the glowing ball of light, but it was useless. It lowered from the ceiling, floating in front of the nurse. She raised a hand, striving to bat the Sphere away, but it flew through her skin and straight past her lips. 

Tilly went rigid, and her arms stuck straight out as she shouted. Then she calmed, and light blasted from her ears, eyes, and mouth. The Sphere had her. 

“Are you okay?” Bones asked her. 

“Me or the girl?” Tilly asked. 

“Both.”

“She’s fine. Me, on the other hand… I could use a drink,” the Sphere said. 

“You should leave her. Tilly didn’t do anything,” Bones told the alien entity. 

“I can’t. They’ll find me,” she said. 

“Who?”

The nurse pointed to the ceiling. “If you’re here, then you already know.” 

Someone bellowed from reception, and we heard footsteps coming. 

“Oh, and she called security.”

“Here we go again,” I mumbled. 

Tilly pointed at an empty body bag. “Climb into the gurney.”

“There’s only one.”

“If it can hold a four-hundred-pound man, you two can fit,” she said, leaving the door slightly ajar after exiting the room. Tilly was talking with security, assuring him it was a mistake. 

“You first.” I unzipped the bag, and Bones sighed as he climbed in. I lay on top of the gurney, joining Bones. We did our best to stay still, and a minute later, she returned. 

“I told you it was empty,” Tilly said. 

The heavy security officer stomped closer. “But you didn’t see them go. They would have had to pass you to get to the elevator or stairwell.”

“They probably used the maintenance lift,” Tilly told him. 

“That’s been busted… No, I saw the repair guys this week. If the creep shows up again, call me.” 

I took an exhale when I heard the guy’s whistling decrease in volume, and peered out from the body bag. “Is the coast clear?”

“I’d better bring you upstairs,” she said. 

“He wasn’t even looking for me,” I reminded her, but she was already rolling the gurney from the room and toward the reception desk. Without a choice, I lay down. Bones grumbled under his breath, and soon I felt the heave as the elevator rose. The bell chimed, and Tilly stopped, chatting affably to a co-worker. It was like she’d forgotten we existed. 

Finally, we were on the move, and the wheels bounced harder as we crossed the parking lot. The bag unzipped, and Bones and I poured from the gurney, trying not to look at one another. 

“Let’s never do that again,” Bones said. 

“Deal.”

“What happened?” Cindy ran over, with Kim on her tail, and they both stared at Tilly.

I smiled as they gawked at the stranger in scrubs. “We found the Sphere.”




____________




“They’ll be angry that I abandoned my post halfway through my shift,” Tilly said. She was in the middle of the back seat, squished between my sister and Bones, but didn’t seem bothered by it. 

“You can call them from the hotel,” I said. 

When we pulled up, the first drops of rain splattered on the windshield, and I glanced to the sky, seeing how dark the clouds were becoming. 

“Valet?” The man reached his palm out for the keys when we emerged from my vehicle. 

“Can you keep her outside? We’re leaving in a few minutes,” I told him. 

“You sure you want to risk the paint?” the valet asked. 

“What do you mean?”

“The storm might bring summer hail with it,” he said. 

“Keep it close.” I slipped him a dollar bill, which vanished so quickly, I didn’t know which pocket he’d shoved it into. 

Bones was heading for the restaurant, but Cindy redirected him to the elevator. The woman at the check-in desk seemed suspicious of us but didn’t set the phone down as she spoke into it. 

Suddenly, it felt like everyone was watching us. No wonder Buzz had bailed on the Bartholemew. But why leave us a room?

We entered our suite, and Tilly went to the window, tugging the expensive drapes to the side. From here, you could see Elliot Bay, and though I appreciated the name, it was an angry scene. The waves were huge, the land in the distance obstructed by the agitated rain showers. 

“They’re coming,” Tilly whispered. 

“The Travelers?” I asked. 

“They’re the Sarc.” Tilly went to the minibar and pulled a small bottle out, dumping the contents into a plastic glass. She filled the rest with soda and sipped it. “I’ve been on Earth for many centuries, if you can believe it, and this is the first time I’ve revealed my identity.”

“Tell us,” Kim pleaded. 

“You.” Tilly walked over to Kim, and despite the air of sophistication Tilly portrayed, they appeared to be about the same age. “You’re a Guide.”

“I am,” she said. 

“Well, I refuse to go,” Tilly told her. 

“You’ve met other Guides?”

“Twice. Both of them left with Esol, but I stayed behind.” Tilly flinched as the first flash of lightning sped across the bay. 

“Then you know where the ship is.” Kim clapped her palms together at the same moment thunder boomed outside. 

“Perhaps.”

“Listen, lady, we don’t have a lot of time, and…” Cindy stopped when Tilly focused on her. 

“You were a vessel.”

Cindy backed up a step. “You can tell?”

“The Esol leave their mark. We strive to remain as stealthy as possible, but it’s impossible to wipe all our presence clean. You’ll be in danger of receiving another Esol if you continue to pursue them,” Tilly said. 

Cindy wrapped her arms protectively around herself and stared at me. “Elliot, I don’t want to be taken by a Sphere.”

“We won’t let that happen,” I said, and Tilly laughed. 

“There’s no stopping an Esol from choosing you. Many have tried, and all have failed.”

The window shook as a second bout of thunder boomed, dramatically punctuating her commentary. 

Kim set her pad of paper down. “How long did you inhabit Bella Ables?”

“I found Bella when she was twenty, struggling to pass her second year of college. She was a pitiful being with no love life, few friends, and absolutely zero charisma. That all changed when I came along.”

“She wanted you to stay?” I recalled Mark, my old boss, saying much the same. He’d appreciated the symbiosis of the Sphere within him. 

“Sure she did. Without me, she was nothing. With me, she was a best-selling author. They’ve made movies from my books. I’ve been translated into dozens of languages.”

Bones rolled his eyes. “Okay, you’re amazing. Can you leave this innocent nurse and just tell us where the ship is, so Kim can Guide everyone home before the Travelers do more damage?” 

Tilly finished her drink, and gently placed the glass onto the table. “No.”

“No?” Cindy blurted. 

“I won’t leave.”

“Why?”

Tilly took a seat, crossing her legs. “What do you know about the Esol?”

We all waited for Kim to speak up, and she did when she noticed our gazes on her. “The Spheres arrived hundreds of years ago, placed on Earth in an effort to evade the Travelers. Since then, they prefer to be concealed, lingering in caves or underwater. But for some reason, the storms bring them out, and that’s when the Travelers come, seeking sustenance. Often the Spheres in a region would sacrifice one of their kind, appeasing the larger aliens, but lately, it seems even that’s not enough to sate their hunger.”

“Well said.” Tilly smiled and steepled her fingers. “But you’re entirely wrong.”

“Then why don’t you fill us in?” Bones exclaimed. 

“The Sarc don’t technically eat us. They absorb our energy. They are mere children without the intelligence of the Esol. Once they ingest one of my kind, they are mature and can take their place among the hierarchy of their race. They’re already great warriors, but the most dangerous Sarc have multiple Esol within them.”

I didn’t like the sound of this. “And what happens if these gifted Sarc visit Earth?”

“They won’t only be after beings like me. They’ll come for your entire planet. There’s one in particular you won’t want to face. Their Champion.” 

Lightning erupted in the bay, and the black clouds completely blotted out the sun.
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“Are you certain they’re on the way?” Bones asked Tilly.

“Judging by how many Esol have appeared in Seattle over the last year, I’m confident it’s begun,” she replied. 

Kim stood up. “In the past year?”

“Yes, since July or so,” Tilly said. 

“The Bell Island invasion,” I whispered. 

“Bell Island?” Tilly’s expression soured. “What does it have to do—I heard about that. Gas leak, right?”

“It wasn’t a gas leak.”

“That’s why you weren’t afraid of me, and you’re a Guide. Did you help my people escape?”

Bones nodded. “We also killed a bunch of those Sarc.”

“No wonder. The Esol must be running from the Sarc. Fleeing to the coastline,” Tilly said. 

“How many are we talking about?” I knew there had to be at least six, considering the recent deaths in the city. 

“Twenty or so,” Tilly said. 

“Twenty.” Cindy’s eyes were wide, and she stared at the coming storm. 

Kim paced the suite’s living room. “How are we going to gather them all by tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow will be too late.” Tilly picked up her glass and studied the bottom. “The Sarc won’t be able to avoid this city tonight, not with the storm, and you…” She pointed at Kim. “They’ll want their revenge for what you did last summer.”

The clock on the wall bellowed a mournful tune, and I saw it was five thirty. “Harry!” I leapt to my feet. “We’re supposed to meet him.”

“Another of my kind?” 

“He was inside Casey Finn,” I told her. “He hid until he arrived at the medical examiner’s office.”

“Smart move.” Tilly lifted her arms and pinched her skin, grinning when it bounced back. “It’s nice to be so youthful again. I’d almost forgotten what it was like.”

We grabbed our jackets, and I took an umbrella from a stand near the door. “You wrote all those books?”

“I sure did. How else do you think I was able to recreate the time period so well? I lived it.” Tilly pressed the elevator button, and it arrived a second later. The doors opened at the lobby, and Tilly inhaled deeply. “Hold on.” She hit the ‘close’ button. 

“What is it?”

“The hunters are here,” she murmured. 

“Hunters? You mean the Sarc?”

“No. There’s a group trying to rid the world of the Esol. They know about the Sarc, and will do anything to prevent the aliens’ arrival,” she said. 

She eventually allowed the elevator to reopen, and I watched the man in the leather jacket head for a truck outside. “I saw him this morning,” I told them. “They’re the ones searching for Buzz.”

“Then they’re also in Seattle.” Tilly’s mood had soured quickly. “It’s happening tonight.”

Kim grabbed my hand as we crossed the lobby. “We can’t let these hunters kill anyone else.”

“It all makes sense. They’ve come to Seattle, and have been able to distinguish who’s carrying a Sphere. But how?” I pondered, and remembered Mark’s ability to pinpoint the others. “Tilly, can you help us locate the nearby Esol?”

She nodded. “Within a certain range, yes.”

“Are you suggesting…”

“Yes. One of the hunters is carrying a Sphere,” I finished. 

My car was still parked along the street, and the valet passed the keys when I approached him. “Those guys that just left… when did they get here?”

He eyed me and held his palm out. “I’ll try to remember.”

“He wants a payoff.” Bones removed his wallet, sliding the guy five bucks. 

The valet smirked, showing a gold-plated tooth. “My mind isn’t what it used to be.”

Bones gave him another five. 

“There are six of them, and a seventh arrived last night.”

I thought about the truck at the gas station with the Texas plates. 

“They’ve been around for about ten days,” he added. 

“Thanks.” I turned from him. “It lines up with the first murder.”

Everyone piled into my car, and I realized we wouldn’t be able to fit anyone else unless we obtained a second ride. The moment I started the Camaro, the rain increased in volume. Water streamed in from my window, and I rolled it up, pushing my headlights on. I glanced at Kim, whose bag was still clutched tight on her lap. Tilly was in the middle again, her gaze straight forward. We had two Spheres in my car at that very moment, as well as one of their Guides, residing in Kimberly. We were almost outnumbered. 

I passed Tilly the business card Harry had given me, asking for directions. 

“It’s in the east part of the city. Shouldn’t take long, considering it’s a rainy Saturday evening,” she said. 

Bones had become detached since we’d found Tilly, and Cindy’s previously lighthearted commentary had dwindled to nothing. We’d come in search of Buzz, but had gotten ourselves knee-deep in the continued alien war, and now there were human lives at stake. It kept getting more complicated.

“We need weapons,” I said out loud, not even meaning to. “All we have is one of those alien blasters.”

“If it’s guns you want, I have those,” Tilly said. 

“Why?” Bones asked. “You’re a nurse.”

“Not this host. Tilly’s a nice girl. I might even let her go before this is over. I meant Bella Ables had weapons.”

Kim craned her neck to talk with Tilly. “But she’s dead, and her entire place is taped off.”

“But I know where the key’s hidden.” She grinned. “Considering I put it there.”

“First things first. Harry.” I spun the steering wheel, driving south, and slowed at the end of the block, searching for the proper house number. When I found it, I crept into an empty carport, giving my car reprieve from the downpour. 

The place was on a quiet street, with a narrow road, and limited visibility cast from dim lights. Power lines cut across the sidewalk, and every lot was bordered with bright green hedges.

“How quaint,” Tilly said as she got out after Bones. 

I thought it was remarkable, but guessed if you’d spent the last few decades in the comfort of the best-selling author’s home, it might seem small. 

I reached past Kim and took the alien gun we’d left locked in the glovebox. She gawked at the familiar firearm. “You think we’re going to need that?” 

“I sure hope not.” I stuck it into my belt, draping my jacket overtop, and we headed to the front porch. I used a golden knocker, rapping it three times. No one answered. “Harry, it’s Elliot from earlier.”

“Let me.” Tilly muscled forward and rested her brow on the door. She said something in another language, and Kim’s mouth began to glow. She slapped a hand over it. 

“What was that?” Kim asked. 

Tilly’s own face shone with brilliance, though it dissipated as the entrance went wide. Harry was inside, his cheeks still gleaming. “What are you trying to do? Get me killed? Again?”

I stayed on the steps while the others entered, and thought I saw something down the road. I stared, wondering if it was a Sphere, but a second light appeared. It was a truck. They kept driving. 

“Harry, sorry we’re so late. We had an incident,” I apologized to the short man.

“Let me guess… it has something to do with the death of the great Bella Ables?” Harry asked. 

“How intuitive.” Tilly strolled through his home, picking up a trinket from the fireplace mantle. “This is your stuff?”

Harry shook his head. “Not Harry’s. This was mine…or Casey’s. I didn’t know where else to go. I’ve always been shy, and Harry”—he gestured at the body he was inhabiting—“is married, with a grown kid at home. I couldn’t bear to take his place.”

“His family must be worried sick,” Cindy said. 

“His wife is visiting her sister out of state. I want to return him before—”

“Okay, we have two Spheres,” Bones interrupted. “Can you help us find the others?”

“Don’t forget the ship,” Kim added. 

The lightning display continued, and I caught snippets of it between the partially opened blinds. 

“I was sensing it might be tonight, but couldn’t be sure. We’re going home?” Harry asked Tilly. 

“You are,” she said. “And I’ll do my best to help the Guide.”

Harry smiled and approached Kim when Tilly nodded a chin in her direction. “It’s you…”

“I suppose it is,” Kim said. 

A vehicle door slammed closed, and I peeked through the window, finding nothing out of the ordinary on the street. “Is there another entrance?”

“Yes. You can access the yard from an alley.” Harry ran on his short legs, leading me to the rear of the house. The kitchen was small but tidy. A man stalked to the fence and started testing the latch. It was almost pitch black, but the truck’s headlights showed me the figure’s intentions. This was bad.

“The hunters are here,” I muttered. “Run!”

A big man busted the fence open, and I made sure the lock was turned. 

The wind howled as we raced to the front of the house, and Harry almost tripped down the front porch. I caught his arm and kept him upright, almost dragging him to my car. “Everyone in!” 

Harry perched on Bones’ lap in the front seat, with Kim, Tilly, and Cindy in the back. I removed the gun from my belt, offering it to Bones. “You know what to do!”

I sped out in reverse as the hunter exploded past the entrance. He held a large automatic weapon, and when my high beams flashed on, he squinted, shielding his face. I heard a gunshot as I sped down the street, my tires spinning on the wet pavement. Another bullet plinked off my tail end. 

“He just shot my car!” I shouted in anger. 

Bones held the gun, staring at it, while Harry straddled the console between the seats. “I don’t think I can kill a human,” my oldest friend said. “That’s far different than blasting an alien.”

“These guys are killing people,” Cindy told him. “I’d do it.”

“No one’s shooting anyone.” Kim was in the center, and I saw her expression shift. She was terrified of facing the beasts again, and when I thought about it, so was I. We couldn’t do this without Buzz. 

“Now do you want to visit my home?” Tilly asked. 

“Fine, but you’d better start mapping out Sphere locations. We won’t have much time.” I kept checking the mirror, and did my best to take a couple of lefts before going north. The hunters didn’t appear to have followed me. 

The rain had eased slightly by the time we parked down the block from Bella Ables’ estate, and from the looks of things, there were no law enforcement officers waiting for a criminal to return. The yellow tape at the end of her gate flapped in the gusting wind, one side torn clean off. 

“Go to the driveway,” Tilly said. “The place is empty.”

I checked the mirrors, my heart hammering as I expected the hunters to arrive in full force. But the street remained silent. 

Instead of arguing, I rolled the car to the gate, and Tilly gave me the passcode. I pressed it into the cool buttons on the keypad, and the iron portcullis swung inward. 

“Use the garage,” Tilly instructed. 

I faced the four garage doors, and everyone got out on Bones’ side. Tilly punched another code into the garage door opener, and it slid up, revealing an empty spot. The group walked in, getting out of the rain. The door shut while Tilly flipped a light switch. The garage was huge. 

“This is awesome,” Bones said, crossing to an old Model T car. “Where did you get it?”

“I owned one in a previous host, and wanted another. You like it?” 

“It’s killer.” Bones reached for it, but Tilly made a sound that stopped him. 

“It’s not yours now,” Kim told her. “These guys murdered Bella. Don’t lose sight of the mission.”

“Is she always this much fun?” Tilly asked Bones, who just shrugged. 

“This way.” Tilly led us past a normal sedan, and into the house. It was dark, and she left the lights off. “The neighbors can see if the lights are on. It might look strange, considering I was murdered today.”

I found it interesting that the Sphere still thought of herself as Bella Ables, but she’d been living within the woman for decades. Kim surveyed the home, the pack slung over her shoulders now. I’d offered to carry it on a couple of occasions, but she wouldn’t concede the Sphere within it. I wondered what Harry and Tilly’s reactions would be to finding an Esol held captive in the black box. 

The walls displayed historic works of art, the frames gilded, the pictures seemingly from another era where men wore formal suits, the women in long dresses and hats. 

We went slowly through a cascade of rooms and halls, finally ending at her office. The paneling was astounding, the right edge filled with bookcases and copies of her entire library of works. 

“There will be a lot of disappointed readers,” I said. 

“That’s another reason I can’t go,” Tilly replied.

“What are you going to do, visit the editor and hand them a new manuscript in Tilly’s body?” Kim asked. 

Tilly stiffened and stared at her books. She picked one up, her first novel. I knew this because my mom had raved about it years ago. Mom could often be found thumbing through the dogeared pages, sitting in the sun at the front door, her mind transported to another era. 

Tilly didn’t respond to Kim’s comment. Instead, she walked around the desk and lifted a panel from beneath it. The wall groaned and creaked, and something audibly clicked. Tilly went to the shelving, swinging the entire section open. “This is where I kept the weapons.” 

Bones and Cindy gasped as they entered the room, and when I stepped in, I knew why. There had to be fifty guns inside. It reminded me of Buzz. 

“And you’ve never met Buzz?” I asked. 

“Nope.”

“What about a man named Ethan Scott?” I used his real name, and thought I saw a flicker of recognition on her face. 

“Not him either.” Tilly selected a large revolver, spun the barrel, and slid six rounds from a case of bullets. “Take what you need.”

Bones still had the alien weapon, but he grabbed a smaller pistol, while Cindy held a Glock. Tilly ensured they had the proper backup magazines, and Kim walked around the safehouse empty-handed. 

“Do you have any grenades?” Kim finally asked. 

Tilly smirked and went to a cabinet across the room. She slid the drawer wide and gestured into it. Kim lifted a black model, and I eyed the pin. 

“What are those for?” I asked her. 

“I have a feeling we’re going to need something with a bit of a bang before the night’s through.” She put four into her pack and reached for a handgun. 

Harry opted for an Italian submachine gun. “Nice choice,” Tilly told him. 

We reconvened in the living room, with Tilly staring through her enormous bay windows at the sparkling pool in the backyard. Rain splattered into the water, creating hundreds of simultaneous ripples. 

“Where are the Esol?” Kim asked the Spheres. 

Bones removed a map from his jacket and spread it across the coffee table. Cindy passed him a marker, and they sat side by side, waiting for someone to speak. 

“Tilly, answer me! How do you expect us to evacuate your people if you don’t help?” Kim told her. 

She shivered, blinking rapidly, and she fell into a chair, her lip twitching. 

I was at her side. “Tilly, are you okay?”

Tilly sighed and her chin rested on her chest. “They’re here.”

“You found the Spheres?” Kim asked. 

Tilly’s gaze lifted, her fingers digging into the soft fabric of the chair. “No. The Sarc have arrived.”
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A couple of weeks ago, I’d been looking forward to a new future. A college graduate with the entire world at my disposal. I’d dreamt of dating Kimberly over the summer, finding a job, maybe a small apartment in the city where the pair of us could focus on our relationship, and having some fun after years of studying and test-taking. 

Now I was in Seattle, in the middle of another storm while aliens fought in their thousand-year war, and for some reason, I felt it was my responsibility to help them. 

Not to mention these hunters were killing humans in the process. 

“Where the hell is Buzz?” I muttered. 

When I thought to last summer, he’d been our backbone. Buzz would chase the Travelers with reckless abandon, throwing himself into danger before letting any harm come to us. We couldn’t possibly do this without him. 

But we could. I’d killed the aliens, even without Buzz around. We were all stronger than we gave ourselves credit for, and I had to remember that. 

“How do you know they’re here?” Kim asked. 

“I’m old, darling. Like… really old,” Tilly said. It was off-putting hearing the words from the young nurse. She was probably my age, which made it far odder. “I’ve lived this long by sensing the Sarc’s proximity. I’ve had to move on so many occasions, change time zones, countries. Seattle has been quiet for years, allowing me to live out my days as Bella, the famous author, but I always knew they’d eventually come for me.” She peered at Harry. “For all of us.”

“Where are the others?” Bones tapped the tip of the marker on the corner of the map, making a series of red dots. 

“Fine, but you have to promise you won’t make me leave,” Tilly said. 

We exchanged glances, and Kim was the one to nod, accepting the terms. “Deal.”

“They’ll just come for you,” Harry told her. “These human hunters aren’t messing around. They’ve already killed you once.”

“They murdered my vessel, not me,” Tilly reminded him. “You weren’t this pitiful old man a few days ago.”

Harry walked up to her, virtually on the tips of his toes, to look her in the eyes. “Do you have no remorse for Bella?”

“Bella understood our relationship. I don’t think she could have survived without me,” Tilly said. 

“Then you were lucky. I can already feel this one trying to regain hold of himself. He’s there, pressing on my mind.” Harry dropped to the flats of his feet. 

I wasn’t going to tell her that the Travelers would continue to attack Earth as long as the Spheres remained on our planet. The hunters had the right idea, but they were going about it the wrong way. Maybe if I could speak with them, we could come to an agreement. 

“The map.” Bones replaced the marker’s cap and stuck it in his mouth, chewing on the end. 

Thunder clapped again. My gaze drifted to an antique grandfather clock, and for a second, I wondered where they got their name from. The bells chimed, indicating a half hour. It was six thirty on Saturday evening, and Tilly thought that getting the Esol on their ship by tomorrow would be too late. This was an impossible task. 

Tilly wore scrubs, a green ensemble, with her ID tag still in place. She removed the tag, pulled the pink elastic from her ponytail, and shook out her hair. “You might want to stand back,” she said, and we all inched away. 

Tilly lifted her arms toward the ceiling and started to chant. It was something from another place. Another time, perhaps. The melody made my skin crawl, and I noticed my sister watching with rapt attention. Harry joined her, his lower voice adding to the harmony, and now, the alien words held power. 

Kim’s face turned white, light exploding from her as she added a third pitch into the song. The room filled with an energy I’d never experienced before, the hair on my entire body standing on end, my teeth aching from the barometric pressure change. 

And then as quickly as it had begun, the song ended, the light vanished, and all I was left with was a ringing in my ears. 

Kim took the marker from Bones, wiping the tip on his shirt. She popped the cap, knelt on the floor, and began to draw circles on the map of Seattle. 

“The Guide is the only entity that can sense us all. We have the power to locate our kind within a certain proximity, but a good Guide can home in from anywhere. Kimberly just needed some persuasion,” Tilly said. 

Kim didn’t speak as she drew, her hands moving as if controlled by marionette strings. When she finished, she dropped the marker, and it rolled off onto the oak hardwood floor. “That was intense.”

“Is the sensation gone?” Cindy asked. 

“Yes. The moment I made the last circle, it disappeared.” Kim glanced up at me. “There’s twenty-one in total.”

“Twenty-one Spheres,” I whispered. “Where’s the ship?”

Kim had drawn a single triangle within Lake Washington to the east. It was far larger than the circles. “I think it’s within there. I could sense something, like it was calling for the Guide. I’m guessing it’s their ship. But…”

“But what?” I asked. 

“That’s one hell of an area to cover below the surface,” Bones interjected. “I’m no mathematician, but that has to be four or five square miles.”

“Not to mention the depth,” Cindy added, and when we all stared at her, “What? You have to cube that for three dimensions. Just common volume calculations. Is there a rule that says the Sphere ship is at the bottom of the body of water?”

Bones stood up and knocked his knuckles on the air in front of her forehead. “Since when did you become a brainiac?”

While they bantered, I surveyed the map, pondering how we’d identify the Spheres in each of these regions. They could be in cars or walking around. How many would stay in place tonight? The lightning broke my concentration, and I thought there was a good chance most would remain under the cover of their own roofs with the inclement weather raging outside. 

“We have to split up,” I said, and Bones halted his conversation with my sister. 

“No chance, dude. We’ve been down this road before,” he said. 

“It’s the only way. Not to mention, we can’t all fit in one car.”

“We need a base,” Kim said. 

“How about here?” Tilly offered.

“Can’t be a recently murdered woman’s house. We’ll draw too much attention.” Kim tapped her chin, like she did when deep in thought. “What about the lighthouse?”

“Those hunter guys were there,” Bones prompted. 

“And they didn’t find Buzz. They won’t return twice,” I suggested. “When you get two or three of the Esol, bring them to the lighthouse.”

“Okay. We split into teams. Head to these locations and find the Spheres. We each take one of the Esol. Harry, you go with Bones and Cindy,” Kim said. “When they’re closer, the Spheres will recognize their kind.” 

Harry and Tilly nodded along. Bones and Cindy glanced at one another, then at me. “You can’t be serious,” they said simultaneously. 

“Serious as a heart-attack.” Kim reached for the map and tore it down the middle. “You take the south, we’ll take north.”

I counted nine on my section, and twelve on theirs. On closer inspection, I noticed three circles where Bella’s house sat on the map. “Three?”

Tilly snatched the section of paper from me, squinting at it. “Harry, myself, and…”

“And me,” Kim said. “I marked one for the Guide.”

“Gotcha.” Tilly eyed her suspiciously, and Kim held her pack close. 

It was the Sphere in the black case she’d put the marking for. For some reason, we hadn’t revealed that information to the beings, and I sensed that was for the best. The fact that we were carrying one of them in a trap probably wouldn’t bode well for our cause. 

“That makes eighteen within Seattle,” I told them. “Nine each. We can do this, guys.”

“Then what?” Cindy asked. 

“We find the ship in the lake, and Kim’s Guide takes them home,” I said. 

With a plan in place, it felt like we were going in the right direction. Too much of the weekend had felt like running through quicksand. We were moving, but not getting far. 

Cindy grabbed my arm, yanking me toward the window. “Elliot, I can’t do this without you.”

“You have Bones.”

“Come on, what if a Sphere tries to take me over again?”

And now we were at the root of the problem. “Cindy, everything’ll be okay. You wanted to come… you begged me, and now you want to bail?”

“No, that’s not—”

“Go with Bones. He’ll look out for you,” I said. 

“More like I’ll be looking out for him,” she murmured, but gave me a smile. “You really believe we can do this?”

“Why not? We’ve done it before.”

“This is different. The hunters are searching for our targets, and Tilly said the Travelers are here…”

“After a night of hell, and we’ll be heading home. All we have to do is keep our chins up for a few more hours.” The words were as much to motivate her as myself. 

Cindy hugged me and released her arms a second later. “Love you, bro.”

“Love you, sis.” 

Soon we were leaving through the garage, and Bones pulled ahead of my car in the sedan. He flashed his lights and sped down the driveway, going south. Another flicker, and I swore there was something up in the sky, blotting out the clouds. When I blinked, the Traveler ship had vanished. 
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Until now, the mission was vastly theoretical. There hadn’t been much real danger, despite the hunters’ attempt to kill Buzz at the lighthouse, and the bullet that left a hole in my bumper. Okay, we’d had a few close calls, but nothing shook me like driving in the storm with the streets empty, under the threat of another alien invasion.

Maybe I’d imagined it. Stress affected the mind and body. I’d taken a psychology elective my first year, and while I didn’t retain many details of that course, that fact stood out. But I didn’t truly believe I’d envisioned anything. The big bad aliens were in town, and we had a front row seat at their concert. “I’d settle for nosebleeds,” I murmured. 

“What?” Kim asked. 

“Forget it.” 

Tilly’s attention was on the windshield. The wipers were on full blast, the rubber making a squeaking sound with every swipe. They barely moved quickly enough to keep the glass clear, but I could make do. 

“Tilly, have they come to a city before?” I asked. 

“Not for a while. There are rumors the Sarc hit Paris during your Second World War. They used the cover of bombs to find the Esol,” Tilly said. 

I imagined the enemy troops storming the city, and among their ranks, Travelers stalked their prey. It was extraordinary in the most horrible sense. 

“Where’s the closest target?” I asked. 

“We’re going to the farthest,” Kim countered. 

“Why?”

“Let’s start at the outskirts and work our way in,” she said. 

I grinned at her. “You’re the boss.”

“Smart man.” Tilly laughed lightly. “You two an item?”

“No,” I said at the same moment Kim said, “Yes.”

“Kind of,” she corrected herself. “It’s complicated.”

“Love sought is good, but given unsought is better,” Tilly quoted. 

“Shakespeare,” Kim replied. 

“You know him?”

“Not personally,” Kim joked. 

“He was okay. Not as friendly as you might expect,” Tilly said.

“You can’t be serious.” I glanced into the mirror to see if she was kidding, but couldn’t tell. I changed the subject. “Do I stay on this road?” 

“For another few minutes.” Kim assessed me from the corner of her eye, and I thought about her answer to Tilly’s questions. She’d said yes. I, like the big buffoon I was, had said no. 

I slowed when I saw a squad car at the upcoming intersection. The moment I passed the green light, the cop threw his cherries on and started to follow me. “Damn it, I didn’t do anything.”

“We have guns in the car,” Kim whispered, and shoved her pistol under the seat. 

“Tilly, don’t be weird,” I warned the Sphere. 

“Me? Weird?” She let out a squeak of a laugh as I pulled to the side of the vacant street. 

The cop sat in his car, and I watched him through the mirror. He had a pad of paper, and slowly got out. When he approached, I rolled my window down as his meaty hand rested on his holstered gun, the leather clip undone. 

“License and registration,” he growled. 

“Officer, can you tell me what I did?” I asked.

“Did I stutter, boy? License and registration.” 

I peered up, finding his eyes hidden behind reflective dark sunglasses. Water poured off the brim of his hat, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

“Sure… I have it.” I leaned over Kim, reaching for the glove box, and regretted coming to Seattle as I opened it a crack, trying not to showcase the alien weapon tucked behind an old Chevy book. I slid a wrench out of the way and snatched the paperwork. When I attempted to move for my wallet, the cop grew agitated. 

“Slowly.” 

I took my time, not sure what he constituted as fast. 

He held my driver’s permit and the registration, then bent and peered into the back seat. “And where are you off to?”

“My cousins’,” Kim answered for me. “Elliot hasn’t been here before, and my friend Tilly just finished her shift at the hospital. She’s my cousin’s roommate. We offered her a ride because of the storm. No one should be out in this rain taking public transportation, especially when Elliot has a car…”

He lifted a finger, silencing her. “Your taillight is out.”

I hadn’t even made time to check that since the hunter shot it. “It must have happened on the road trip. You know, all those big trucks throwing rocks.” Which didn’t make much sense, because usually they affected the front of the car, but he seemed to buy it. 

“I’ll let you off with a warning.” The cop gave Kim a nod and started away. 

“That was close. Imagine if he—”

“I forgot your things.” His arm reached into the window, and I coughed, wondering if he’d heard the snippet I’d just said. “Have a good night.”

I waited until his car had left the curb. He turned around and headed south. Only then did I finally release a lungful of stale air. “We haven’t even gathered one of the Spheres, and we’re already being delayed.”

“Then pick up the pace,” Kim urged, and I cranked the key. 

“I hope Cindy and Bones are all right,” I said after we found the appropriate street. 

“They’ll be fine.” Kim closed her eyes, probably searching for the target. Since the Sphere’s mantra, she seemed different, as if the Guide inside her had finally awakened. I couldn’t wait for it to leave her so I could have my Kimberly back. Except she wasn’t really mine, and I’d never had a desire to own someone. Kim was a lone wolf, and she loved to be on the road, seeking answers, attempting to aid the Spheres in their quest to return home. If we were planning to stay a couple, I had to accept this fact. 

“Elliot,” Kim exclaimed, and I almost drove into a dented trash can as I stared at a stone building. 

“Whoops,” I muttered and parked. 

“They’re in here.” Kim exited the car, holding the seat forward for Tilly. 

Trees overhung the road, the canopy blocking some of the rain as we walked to the entrance. The complex looked to have about ten suites in it, and the front doors were glass, an intercom box located to the left of the handle. I tried the pull bar, but it was locked. 

Kim pressed the first button. “Who is it?”

“I’m from unit ten,” I said, hoping unit one didn’t know the occupant. “I forgot my keys and it’s raining cats and dogs out here!”

There was no response, just the irritating buzz of the electric lock opening. 

“Nice work,” Kim praised. 

When we were inside the lobby, Kim went straight for the mailboxes. The little windows were grimy, some of the names on them half stuck only, an older iteration beneath the newest. The apartment probably had a lot of turnover. 

“The Sphere.” Kim pointed at the slot of unit seven. “That’s where they live.”

I wasn’t sure how she knew that, but it didn’t matter. We were running out of time. We darted up the stairs and stopped at the door with a number seven hanging upside down on the bottom screw. Kim knocked twice. 

“Maybe they’re not home,” I said. 

“They are.” Kim knocked again, and the occupant arrived. The door opened a sliver, but the chain remained latched.

“What?” she asked. 

“We’ve come to bring you home,” Kim said, letting a tiny amount of light show through her mouth. 

The door slammed closed, and when I thought she wouldn’t return, I heard the chain sliding off. “Get inside,” she ordered. 

We shimmied into her suite, and while it was tidy, the walls were covered in abstract paintings full of vibrant colors. 

“They’re beautiful,” Kim told her. 

“It’s home,” the Sphere advised. “Who are you?”

Kim touched her collar bone. “I’m Kimberly Chance, and I have a Guide within me. The Sarc are coming tonight, and we’re going to locate your ship and help you finally leave Earth.”

She sank onto a chair. “That’s a lot to take in. I’m Gina—at least, I have been for the last couple years. I’ve been scared to step outside, with all the murders around the city.”

“And rightfully so,” Tilly said. “I was one of them.”

“You?” Gina asked. 

“Bella Ables. You may have heard the news today.”

“Seriously? And you just jumped right into another vessel? Where was the mourning time?”

Tilly frowned at her. “I don’t have the luxury of that, not tonight. Maybe we should make the sacrifice like the old days. That might solve our problem.”

Gina flinched, but didn’t retort. 

“We’re not giving those freaks any of the Spheres.” Kim gestured to the door. “We’re leaving, and you have to come.”

Gina peered at her paintings and nodded. “I long for our sanctuary. Why did we have to come to Earth?”

Tilly was already gone, in Gina’s room. “Mind if I change my clothes?”

Gina seemed uncomfortable with someone rifling through her things. “Suit yourself.”

Tilly quickly returned with jeans on, the cuffs slightly too short, but she added slouch socks and a pink sweatshirt. She looked much younger without her uniform. 

“How does this work?” Gina locked her door and took a purse. “You’ll bring me to the ship now?”

“Not quite,” Kim said. “We’re gathering as many Spheres… Esol as we can tonight, and then we have to find the ship.”

“You don’t know where it is?” Gina asked. 

“We’re working on it,” Kim assured her. 

Gina came regardless and went into the back with Tilly. “Nice car.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “How long have you been in Seattle?”

“I decided to make a change and hitched a ride on a stewardess. The moment I landed, I jumped to a passenger. I’d noticed how sad this woman seemed, and I sparked up a conversation with her on the plane. Gina accepted me with ease, but I sense she’s ready to regain control of her life,” Gina said. 

They continued to talk, and my mind drifted to the mission. All of these Spheres needed to be collected, and we had no idea where Buzz was. Were the Travelers actually in Seattle, and if so, could we beat them to the Spheres? 

We had one of our targets. It was a start.
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“That’s three,” I said, closing the car door. Everyone was piled in, and Kim scootched closer to me as the big man in the passenger seat crowded her. 

“Time to visit the lighthouse,” she said. 

“I thought we were going to the lake?” the man asked. I hadn’t caught his name yet. 

“You should stay there until we gather more,” I told him. “Don’t worry, we have it all figured out.”

Kim glanced at me, and I just smirked. It was easier to convince the Spheres to accept our plan if I sounded confident.

“If you say so,” Gina murmured from behind me. 

I found our destination at the edge of Elliot Bay, and parked in the gravel lot. That hunter’s truck had been here just yesterday while they scoured the building for Buzz. 

I left my vehicle running, the headlights illuminating the structure. From here, the city was lit up, the bay curving out to showcase Seattle’s charm. Even in a storm, it seemed to act as a beacon. 

“Everyone inside,” I said. 

“Someone’s coming,” Kim warned, and I returned to the car, grabbing a gun from under the seat. The others were in the lighthouse’s main building, and I shut the engine off, crouching near the trunk as another vehicle approached. I did my best to investigate it without giving my position away, and relaxed when I recognized Bella’s sedan pulling in. 

“Bones!” I called as he stopped, the tires crunching on the rocks. 

“Elliot, you made it!” He did our patented handshake, and Cindy pushed past him, hugging me. 

She hopped from foot to foot in excitement. “We found four!” 

“It was a tight fit. Good thing Harry’s so small,” Bones said. 

Harry busied himself by directing the frightened Spheres to the lighthouse, where Kim awaited them. 

“You have four, and we brought three. That’s seven,” I told them. 

“With Harry and Tilly, that leaves us twelve.”

“Kim was counting the one in her pack.”

“Right,” Bones said. “Even better. We have eleven to go. Any issues?”

“Not really. The last Sphere took some convincing, but when I showed him the alien gun and told him how we’d obtained it, he gave in.” I looked to the sky, and thought I saw something in the distance. “Do you guys see anything?”

Cindy and Bones stared at the clouds, and both shook their heads. “Only the storm,” my sister said. 

“Okay.” That was twice now, but my mind was probably playing tricks. 

“But I see that.” Bones pointed at a car slowly rolling a block down, its lights off. It turned and drove away. 

“Could it be the hunters?” I asked. “Maybe we shouldn’t leave the Spheres here. What if they find out what we’re doing? It’ll be a bloodbath.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Tilly said, surprising me. 

“Why?”

“Because I’m going to stay with my people.”

“And you’re capable of protecting…” Before I finished the sentence, Tilly had her arm around my throat, and my gun was in her grip. She released me and dropped the magazine, checking the rounds, then replaced it a second later. 

“I served for thirty years.”

“Which war?” Cindy asked. 

“All of them,” she replied. “I can handle myself.”

“Okay, then you stay.” 

Kim joined us, and Tilly headed for the lighthouse. “Keep them safe!” I called to her. 

“I consider it an honor.” The door closed, and it was once again the four of us. 

“What are we waiting for?” Harry called from the sedan. I’d forgotten about the small man carrying a Sphere. Bones and Cindy couldn’t very well find their targets without him. 

“You sure I can’t swap with Kim?” Cindy pleaded. 

“Maybe next time.” Kim set a palm on her shoulder. “But probably not.”

Bones had his map close to his chest as the rain continued. Kim grabbed ours, and we marked the locations that we’d already checked. Kim’s hand wavered and her eyes closed, a noise emitting from her throat. “They’ve moved. Three of them have changed locations.”

“You can sense that?” I asked. 

Kim used her marker to cross off three of the previous circles, and drew new ones. All of them were condensed in a square block. 

“That’s the coliseum!” Bones exclaimed. 

Cindy tapped the paper. “The concert.”

“The Spheres have good taste. Dibs on this one.” 

It was right on the border of our two maps, so it could go either direction. “Let’s all go,” Kim said. “It’ll be tough to navigate that crowd.”

“Deal,” Bones said. “Race you.”

“It’s seven forty,” I told him. “The headliners go on around nine. We might be in luck if we get there soon.”

Bones jumped in the car, and grinned when the radio played one of the Ramones’ songs. He cranked it and sang along, with Cindy rolling her eyes. Harry bobbed his head as they drove off. 

I checked my mirrors and started after Bones. “There are only three at the concert. Are you sure we don’t want to let their trio handle it, and we keep searching for the others?” 

“I have a feeling this will require all of us,” Kim said. 

The city had been unusually quiet because of the weather, but as soon as we hit the main road leading to the well-used coliseum, traffic grew congested. I’d been so preoccupied earlier that I hadn’t even noticed the tower. It was right near the coliseum, the red light on the tip stretching into the stormy night sky. For a moment, I imagined the roof breaking off, and a Traveler ship hovering over the arena before blasting it to smithereens. 

We slowed to a crawl a couple of blocks from our destination, and I spotted Bones and my sister two cars ahead. When I gazed to the right, the big man from the hotel was in his truck. He lit a cigarette and rolled his window down enough to blow a plume of smoke. Beside him was another guy, and I recognized him from the gas station on the drive to Seattle. 

“The hunters are going in the same direction as us,” I whispered to Kim. 

She risked a glance and put her hand over her face, hoping they didn’t see us. “They might recognize the car. Kind of stands out like a sore thumb.”

“Yeah, they shot her earlier. But I don’t think it was this pair,” I said. 

When the driver flicked his ashes out, he peered into my Camaro, and we made eye contact for the briefest of breaths. I averted my gaze, gripping the steering wheel tightly as traffic began moving again. 

“How are they finding the Spheres?” Kim asked. 

And it hit me like a ton of bricks. “They have a Sphere captive.”

“They’re using one to direct them.” Kim sighed heavily. “They must be torturing the poor soul.”

“But not every Sphere has the ability to find people.”

“Tilly can,” she said. “And Mark was better at it than the others.”

“The difference being, a Sphere inside a host is far stronger… more attuned to their kind.”

“Then this should be simpler,” Kim suggested. 

I watched as the truck turned right down an alley a block from the parking lot. I flipped on my blinker, and after two honks and a tirade of cursing, I cut into the alley as well, keeping my distance. Bones had continued to the primary lot, and wouldn’t know our position. 

I killed the lights and used the glow of the boxy yellow fixtures on the nearby buildings to guide my path. Ahead, the truck’s brakes went red, and then off. 

I pulled up to a restaurant, which was packed before the concert, and we got out, concealing our weapons in our jackets. The rain drizzled on us, and I jumped over a puddle, barely avoiding the splash. Kim walked warily, like a cat trying to hunt a bird. 

Soon we were alone in the alley, fifty feet from the hunters. I pressed my back to a large garbage can when they opened their doors, loudly slamming them shut. 

“I still don’t know how we’ll identify them,” the big guy said. 

“Lex said to use this thing. I’m telling you, it works,” the other responded, and shoved a bag at his friend. 

“What do they have?” I murmured. 

They both stalked toward the looming coliseum, where a line had formed. There were hundreds of people in the parking lot, most with mohawks, studded leather jackets, and vests. The entire place was rife with tattoos and marijuana. 

Kim hurried to the truck, which had a canopy over the box. “It’s locked.”

I peeked into the cab and found nothing but empty fast-food wrappers and cigarette butts in an ashtray. “They don’t have a Sphere.”

Something banged from within the canopy, and Kim gave me a look. “Yes, they do.”

She grabbed a loose brick from the nearest building’s façade, and glanced around the alley before smashing the heavy, mortar-encased hunk into the glass. It shattered, and she twisted the lock from the inside, opening the door, then the tailgate. 

A teenage boy sat squished up to the far corner, his hands raised defensively. 

“Are you Esol?” Kim asked him softly. 

“Who wants to know?” His voice cracked. 

“Kim’s a Guide,” I said. “We’re here to bring you home.”

He scowled, rubbing his eyes. “Where are they?”

“The hunters?”

He nodded fervently. “They’ve had me for two weeks now. They force me to find Esol, and then…”

“Then they kill them,” Kim finished. 

“Yeah. It’s all my fault.”

“No, it’s not,” Kim said. “Come on out. We can help you.”

He didn’t seem confident in our abilities. 

I drummed my fingers on the tailgate. “Those guys could return at any moment. Do you still want to be here?”

“Not a chance.” He scurried out, brushing his long black hair from his face. “Can we leave?”

“We have to rescue three more Spheres… Esol,” Kim corrected herself. 

I started away, and the kid grabbed my arm. “Just let me go. I can’t be captured again.”

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Brady.”

“Brady, we have a few hours to gather as many of your people as possible.”

“Why?”

I pointed at the sky. “The Travelers are here.”

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “The Sarc are in Seattle?”

I nodded, and he didn’t wait. “Okay, I’d much rather take my chances with these hunters than those freaks.”

I gazed over the crowd of ticket holders waiting to enter the gates. It was a sea of punks holding umbrellas. “How will we find them?”

“I wish we’d listened to Bones and bought tickets,” Kim said. “I could try for a press pass. It’s worked before.”

“What about him?” I jabbed a thumb at Brady.

“Good point. We have to find—”

“There you are!” Bones shouted. Cindy and Harry trailed after him. 

They stared at Brady, Cindy’s gaze lasting longer than the others. “Who’s this?” she asked. 

To his credit, the kid didn’t miss a beat. He played with his hair again and smiled. “Brady. Sorry about my appearance… I’ve been lying in a truck box all night.”

“I think your appearance is just fine—” 

“Cindy, would you cut it out?” I barked. “Bones, how do we get in?”

“Come with me. I have an idea,” he said. 

We circumvented the growing crowd. Music pulsed from boom boxes at every corner, smoke filling the air as clusters of attendees smoked like chimneys in the dampening rain. I did my best to keep an eye out for the hunters, and so far, we’d stayed clear of them. 

Before we rounded the building, Bones whistled at a group of people. “Hey, anyone want to sell their seats?” 

“Sell them? Get bent, buddy. We slept in line for a full day,” the tallest man said. 

“All right, but can I buy your tee?” Bones flipped out a ten-dollar bill. 

The guy looked down, then shrugged. “It’s yours.” He slipped out of the Ramones shirt and tossed it at Bones when he gave him the currency. He replaced his vest and stayed shirtless beneath it. 

“Who has a razor?” Bones asked. 

I was about to ask what he was talking about, when a girl with half her head shaved opened her purse and pulled one out. “Another five.”

Bones sighed and handed her a five-spot. He went around the corner, passing the clippers to Cindy. “Give me a hawk.”

“Seriously?” Cindy grinned when Bones nodded. “Cool.”

Soon Bones had his sides trimmed, and he threw the t-shirt on, spinning around. “How do I look?”

“Like everyone else here,” I told him. 

“Perfect. Come on.” Bones had a hop in his step, and we chased him to the rear entrance. A semi-trailer sat parked at the bay door, and a tour bus idled beyond a short metal fence, probably added for this purpose. 

“You guys are such amateurs,” Brady said. “Stay put.”

Before we could stop him, Brady darted off toward the far side of the fence, away from the two huge security guards. They were both bald, wearing oversized suits and scowling. Someone approached, displaying a pass around their neck; then the guard on the right examined his clipboard, letting the man through. 

I noticed Brady slip into the tour bus’s passenger door, and he rifled through the compartment. Even from this far, you could tell what he was doing. He peered in our direction, lifting something. 

Instead of coming right back, Brady ran to a portable bathroom and jammed something into the handle. When he returned he was panting, and laughing to himself. Brady offered me a backstage pass with the name “Frank Barry” on it. 

“Won’t Frank miss this?” I asked. 

“I have a feeling Frank’s in that bathroom, and he’s not getting out any time soon.” Brady looked pleased with himself, and Cindy smiled at him. 

“This is never going to work,” I muttered. 

“Follow my lead,” Bones said, and we approached the guards. He turned around, walking backwards, and waved his arms, talking with a terrible New York accent. “So I says to the guy, if you want to sign Joey, you have to know the right people.”

I glanced at the guard, who didn’t appear to be listening. “And what did he say?”

“That Frank Barry is the only one to talk to. You should have seen his face… he almost…”

“Pass.” The security officer reached for it. 

I let him take the lanyard, and he studied it. “Who are they?” 

“My team.”

“And the kids?” He gestured at Cindy and Brady.

“Babysitting,” I said. 

“No to the kids, Mr. Barry. Over eighteen only,” he said. 

Cindy looked crestfallen, but Brady put his arm over her shoulders. “We’ll wait out here. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t, Uncle Frank.”

As much as I didn’t want to abandon Cindy with this stranger, it didn’t seem like we had much choice. The security guard gestured for us to continue. 

“Harry, I think you should stay with them,” I told the older Sphere. 

“Good idea,” he said, peering toward the entrance. “I don’t like crowds anyway.” Cindy was already walking off with Brady, and Harry trailed them. 

The second we entered the arena, my skeleton shook. The warmup band, some punk sensation from L.A., was on stage, and their music pounded through layers of concrete. 

Bones stuck his tongue out, lifted two fingers, and pumped his fist in the air. “This rocks!”

“We’re not here for the show,” I reminded him. 

“Can’t we do both?”

No one had patted us down, and I started sweating, thinking about carrying a weapon into this space. “Where do we go?” I asked Kim, who pressed her eyelids shut and hummed. 

“This way.” She took my hand, leading me into the crowd. People were lined up for beers and snacks, and when I peered into the concert bowl, half the attendees flicked lighters on for a dramatic rock ballad. We headed to the upper section, running up a flight of stairs. Kim was like a bloodhound, searching for the scent she’d been given. 

“Tickets,” an elderly usher asked. I flashed her my badge, hoping it worked, and it did. “Thank you.”

We were about a half hour from the main show, and the place was getting packed. Kim spent the next five minutes pushing through people with a series of ‘Excuse me’s,’ ‘Pardon me’s,’ and ‘Let me sneak by’s,’ until she stopped. 

“Hello,” she said. 

The man glanced at his date. “Can I help you?” he asked as the song finished. 

Kim smiled. “Can we talk in private?”

“Who is this?” the date inquired. 

“We’ve been authorized to give you an upgrade, but you just need to verify your name,” I told him, showing him my highly authoritative lanyard. 

This grabbed his attention, and the woman smirked. “Go get it, honey.”

“Front row?” he asked when Kim had him alone. 

“No. You must come with me. At this very moment, Seattle is being invaded by the Sarc, and we’re gathering the Esol,” Kim said. 

He stared blankly and started to laugh as another song blasted the arena. “A what? You’ve had too much pot, lady.”

Kim opened her mouth, and light from the Guide within shone. He staggered back, tripping on his own feet, and his date rose, stepping forward. 

“I think you’re after me,” she said. 

The guy gawked at his girlfriend, then at Kim, and scattered, racing away. 

“He was getting on my nerves anyhow. What’s this about?”

Kim repeated what she’d told him, and the woman deflated. “Can I at least watch the concert first?”
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The pair of Spheres followed us through the concourse, whining about how unfair this was. 

“Would you rather be left to the Travelers?” Bones yelled over the music. 

“No,” they echoed. 

“Then keep it shut.” Bones leaned toward me. “I’m getting tired of these entitled aliens. They come to Earth, infest our people, and when we try to save them from being eaten, all they do is complain.”

“Ungrateful,” I said, and he nodded emphatically. 

“There’s one left, but I can’t get a signal.” Kim tried the humming thing, but it didn’t appear to work. 

“Need some help?” Kate asked. Brian bobbed his head to the tune on stage. 

“You can find them?”

Kate started the song we’d heard earlier from Tilly, and Brian, clearly against his will, joined her. 

A man in line at the concession turned to face us, and his eyes glowed. What were the odds? 

He started to smile when I saw the hunter remove a gun from his leather jacket. 

“Gun!” I shouted, and the place erupted in chaos. 

The Sphere remained standing while people all around him dove to the ground, their hands protectively over their heads. Bones and Kim were between the two Spheres and the hunter while I stayed on my feet, staring at the big guy I’d seen earlier in the elevator. There was a moment of recognition in his expression, and he actually grinned while aiming the massive chrome revolver at us. 

Erratic music played from the stage, sounding like the warmup. The Ramones were about to go on. 

This all happened in the span of a breath, and I noticed two security guards coming behind the hunter. The hammer cocked back, and his finger twitched, but the bullet hit the ceiling of the concourse when the guards tackled the giant. The gun clattered to the floor, and I dove for it, securing his weapon. 

He roared like an angry bear and threw the security guys off him. They didn’t give up. One grabbed his legs, and he slammed into the ground while the crowd ran away screaming. Not all of them did. A few attendees joined the guards, and soon, the big hunter had his wrists zip-tied behind him. A real police officer arrived and took him into custody. 

“Where’s the other one?” I asked, scanning the refreshment area. I thought I spotted another leather jacket down the hall, but there were a lot of those at the concert. 

“Let’s scram,” Kim said. “We have the Spheres.”

“But the concert is about to start!” Bones complained. He seemed in his element with the band tee on and the sides of his head shaved. 

I half-dragged him to the exit. “Another time.”

“…message we’ve been asked to give someone…” The voice of the singer carried through the arena, and everyone cheered so loudly, I could barely hear him. “Elliot Hoffman.” I froze at the sound of my name. “You need to get your buzz on tonight! Enter the dragon, my man!” And he started strumming his guitar. 

“What the hell was that all about?” I asked. I tried to recall what the singer had said over the speakers. Get my buzz on? Enter the dragon? It made no sense. 

“We can figure that out after.” Kim hurried down the steps, and we returned outside. A very angry man was waiting with his arms crossed, and the pair of security guards didn’t look overly pleased either. 

“Thanks.” I removed the lanyard and tossed it to the real Frank Barry. The door to the portable washroom was flapping in the wind. I guess he’d gotten out. 

“Stop them!” Frank shouted, but we were already halfway across the parking lot, searching for Cindy and Brady. Harry waved at us. 

“I tried to stop them!” His left eye was swelling up, and I heard tires squealing as the truck sped from the coliseum toward a set of red traffic lights. He ran the stop signal, screeching north to the freeway. 

My body froze. “Harry, where’s Cindy?” I didn’t want to believe they’d taken her. 

Harry’s posture shrank even more, and he started to cry. “I fought as much as I could…”

“How many were there?” Kim asked. 

“Three. I recognized two. They killed me as Casey Finn,” he said. 

“We have to get them back.” 

“Whatever we do, we’d better be going.” Bones pointed at the guards, who were finally catching up, shouting at us. 

We had the Spheres, but at the cost of my sister. I had a moment of transformation as we trudged toward my parked car on the far side of the lot. My anxiety about the weekend sloughed off my shoulders, along with my fear of the Travelers or hunters. Anger and revenge seeped into my blood, pumping throughout my body with each rapid heartbeat. By the time we were at my car, it thrummed in my ears. 

“Elliot.” Kim took my hand. “We’re going to find her. They wanted collateral.”

I glanced at the Spheres, knowing full well I’d give them all up for my sister’s safety. Was that what they expected, or was she just a happenstance in their recovery of Brady? I pictured the kid again, his casual disposition and cocksure attitude. 

“He’s with them. Hell, he’s probably not even a Sphere. You didn’t sense him,” I said. “We only thought he was, and had blinders on.”

Kim sighed, nodding with my estimation.

“Oh, crap,” Bones muttered. “What’s the plan?”

I needed to decipher the cryptic message the band had passed on, and we had to keep gathering Spheres. “Bones, take these three to the lighthouse, then bring Harry and keep on with your search.”

“What are you doing?” he asked. 

“Finding Buzz.”




____________




Cindy was gone. 

Again.

I’d brought my kid sister to Seattle to investigate a string of murders. What had I been thinking? She could be persuasive, but it was my job as her big brother to protect her. Now she was in the grasp of these freaks, and I had no idea where to find her. 

“Get your buzz on,” Kim said as I sped from the venue. 

“Enter the dragon,” I repeated.

“Isn’t that a movie?”

“It’s the movie,” I told her. “Bones and I were obsessed with it when we were young. I made my dad take us five times.”

“Did Buzz know that you liked it?”

“He must have.” I thought about one day when Bones and I helped Buzz repair his damaged house. We’d gotten into a dramatic discussion of the world’s best martial artists, and of course, Buzz had been team Norris, who’d also stared in a Bruce Lee movie. Norris had been in the Air Force, which was a draw for Buzz, being a soldier himself. 

“What does that have to do with finding Buzz?” Kim asked. 

“Seattle… Bruce Lee lived here. Actually, I think I read that he’s buried nearby.”

Kim reached into her pack to retrieve the tourism book from our hotel room. She flipped through the pages, landing on one in the middle. Her smile was infectious. “Buzz will know how to get Cindy back!” 

“Where is it?” I peered at the page as I drove, seeing the grave marker with flowers on it. 

“Capitol Hill. Keep north, and I’ll direct you.” She held her map with the Spheres’ locations labeled on it. “There’s also a Sphere in the area. What do you say we kill two birds with one stone?”

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather not kill anything tonight,” I said, but that wasn’t true. I’d do anything to bring my sister home. 

“How did Buzz convince the Ramones to send you a message?” Kim asked. 

“Better question is, how did he know we’d be there?” I used my wipers as the rain began to fall once more. The storm didn’t seem so bad now, and Tilly could have miscalculated the Travelers’ timing. I’d also spotted one of their ships, but not clearly. In one of my science electives, my professor had advised us that a witness account was worth nothing in the scientific community. For something to be true, there needed to be empirical evidence, of which I had none. It was his argument for why Bigfoot didn’t exist. Just because observers claimed to see them, without any hair samples or feces to dig through, they were relying on people, and people were almost implicitly wrong. 

“Be there, Buzz,” Kim whispered. 

“Why did you really leave?” The question came out of the blue, and with my emotions heightened, it escaped before I could stop it. 

“We’ve talked about this.”

“You could have stayed. Waited until I was done with school, and I’d have gone with you.”

Kim looked out her window. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“Then enlighten me.”

“My parents died when I was young, as you know. The Travelers killed them because of me.”

“No, because of the Guide that took it upon itself to hide within you when you were a baby. You never had a choice.”

“But I do now.”

“Where did you get the Guide?” I asked. 

“New York,” she finally admitted. 

I stayed quiet, hoping she’d fill me in further. 

“I’ve been searching for another ever since it left with the Spheres at Bell Island,” she said. 

“Why?”

“Because I feel empty without one. Is that what you want to hear? That I can’t live without a damned alien entity within me? That I became a husk of a woman once the Guide vacated? Or that I couldn’t sleep? That food made my stomach upset?” She watched me, a frown etched deep on her brow. 

“I didn’t know...”

“I was there, Elliot. Right in front of you, and you didn’t even notice.” Her frown evaporated and was replaced with the most defeated expression I’d ever seen. 

Had I been that unaware? “If I’d have known…”

“Then what?”

“We could have figured it out.”

“I did, Elliot.”

“By getting another Guide. I thought they were different than the Spheres. That they weren’t a personality that occupied you,” I said. 

“They are, but it was like the glue to my soul was gone, and it was drifting aimlessly within my body.” 

“And after tonight? When you release the Guide to send these Spheres home?”

Kim sighed and took my right hand. “I’m struggling with that, but I understand it’s what I have to do.”

“Will you keep looking for another Guide?” I didn’t want to hear the answer; that, I already knew. 

“Yes.”

I hit the brakes as the light turned red, and a big truck pulled up behind me. With the odd angle of the streetlight, I couldn’t see through the windshield. The engine revved, and it went around me, lingering directly beside my car. Kim quickly had her gun gripped when the window rolled down. 

“Nice car. Bet I can take you,” the guy said. He wore a Mariners hat and had a lump of chew in his cheek. A trickle of brown juice spewed from his lips. 

“No thank you,” I said. 

He didn’t let it go. “Tell you what, I beat you, she gives me a kiss.”

I was really getting tired of this city. “How about you—”

“Fine,” Kim said. 

He smiled and spat a lump of chew onto the pavement. “This’ll be fun. Next lights.”

“If we win, your truck is ours,” Kim added. 

The guy’s expression shifted, and he rolled up his window. When the traffic light turned green, he went right, heading away from us. 

“Gets them every time,” she muttered. 

“What if he’d agreed?” I asked. 

“Then we’d have had a truck.” 

I stared at her in my peripheral, wondering if that had been Kim or the Guide talking. Could I even tell?

I decelerated as we neared the park. Big lush emerald trees drooped over the sidewalks and onto the streets. The roads were narrow in this section of town, with countless cars parked along the curbs. 

“Turn in here.” Kim gestured to my left, and I entered the park on a one-way path. Eventually, I found a spot to park and grabbed the umbrella from behind me. Kim had her backpack, and she slung it over both shoulders, taking her gun from the jacket pocket. I brought the alien blaster, never sure when I’d need it. 

I had a vision of three Travelers busting from a spaceship in the center of the park, chasing us toward Bruce Lee’s grave. But it was silent here, with the exception of the wind rustling the innumerable leaves.

The air was cooler now that it was after nine, and I zipped up my coat as we crossed the trail. 

“It should be nearby,” Kim said, and we noticed the marker. 

It was surreal seeing the place of Bruce Lee’s burial. The red gravestone had a picture of him, and I gazed at it. 

“I knew you’d solve the puzzle.” 

I jumped, and Kim spun with her gun in her grip. 

And we saw Buzz for the first time in almost a year. 

Kim stowed her weapon and ran to him, hugging our friend. “Buzz, where have you been?”

When they parted, he stuck his hand out. “Elliot.”

“Buzz.” I shook it and went in for a short embrace. He looked a little older, his hair longer. In the dim light, his different-colored eyes seemed more noticeable. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” Kim said.

“Did you bring it?” Buzz asked. 

“Bring what?”

“I sent you to my house. The safe…”

Kim opened the pack and yanked the black box out. He reached for it, but she kept it from him. “Tell us what’s going on first.”

Buzz looked irritated but didn’t argue with her. “Let’s do this elsewhere.” He picked up a duffel bag from the bushes, and the muscles on his neck bulged with the weight. 

“You’re coming with us?” I asked as we crossed the park to my car. 

“Would you rather I didn’t?” Buzz seemed unnerved, constantly checking behind him and into the sky. He was paranoid. 

Kim took the back seat without being prompted, and Buzz waited while I opened the trunk, then tossed his bag into it with a resounding thump. 

“Where to?” I asked him. 

“Just drive.”

“They have Cindy,” I told him, and he let out a deep sigh. 

“That’s not good.”

“Who are they?” Kim asked. 

“They’re technically vigilantes. Mostly from Texas, but a few came in from elsewhere. They call themselves the Samaritans.”

“And what’s their objective? They’re killing innocent people,” Kim said. 

“That they are.” Buzz rolled his window down slightly, letting in a cool breeze. “I came here when I got word they were on the move. I wanted to stop them, but they’re far more organized than they used to be.”

“You know them?”

“Sure.”

“How?”

Buzz glanced at me. “I founded the group.”
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“You started the Samaritans?” I yelled, slamming on the brakes. “Then go get my sister!”

“It’s not so simple, Elliot.”

“Why not?”

“Because I left them, and they’d only be too happy to see my head on a stake. They’ve been hunting me for ten days. That’s why I had to leave the hotel, and then the lighthouse. Did you get my clues?”

“We did.”

“How did you know about the concert?” Kim asked. 

Buzz rolled his shoulders like he was stiff. “It was a long shot. I guessed Bones would try anything to be there, and when I saw you at the lighthouse, moving Spheres into it, I knew you’d go.”

I recalled the headlights I’d seen near the landmark earlier. “Why?”

“Because I gave three of them free tickets.” He smiled at me, and I remembered the trio we’d picked up. 

“Who’s the kid with the Samaritans?” I asked. 

“Brady? That’s Lex’s boy. Little brat, is what he is.”

“He tricked us, and that’s why Cindy’s with them now,” Kim told Buzz. 

“Figures. Like father, like son.” 

“These are the facts, Buzz.” I continued to drive for the final Sphere in this area. “There are twenty-something Spheres in Seattle. We have more than half, and Bones is working on the rest. Kim knows the general site of their ship, and—”

“Kim, tell me you didn’t do it again,” Buzz interrupted. 

She revealed the glowing light within her. 

“Dammit.”

“Why?”

“This is what he wants,” Buzz said. 

“Who? Lex?”

“No. Lex is his puppet. They all are.”

“You’re not making sense.”

“I was part of the group, in charge. We didn’t kill people, we just searched for the Spheres. I meant to destroy as many of the Travelers as we could, but we were always too late. We needed funding, which made things difficult. The Samaritans were too reactive and couldn’t arrive to the sites on time. That’s when we started searching for outside financing. Someone contacted me, and I set up a meeting, but didn’t like his ideals. It was obvious he already had experience with the Travelers and Spheres, but he spoke as if human life meant nothing. He created a device to capture a Sphere.” Buzz peered at Kim in the back. “That was his prototype.”

“Is that a real Sphere inside?” Kim asked. 

“It sure as hell is.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him to pound sand, but Lex and the others were anxious for some real action. They kicked me out, threatened to kill me if I ever interfered, and sent me packing. Which I was only too happy to do. That’s when I ventured north, and eventually to Bell Island.”

“Who’s the Investor?” I asked. 

“No idea. I only dealt with a proxy,” he said. “But he’s planning something big.”

“What?”

“That’s what I intend on finding out. Rumor is, he’s showing up in Seattle tonight.”

“Rumor?”

“I may have beaten it out of one of the Samaritans a few hours ago.” Buzz grimaced at the memory. 

“Tilly thinks the Travelers are here. Have you seen any of the aliens?” I asked. 

“Not yet, but I wouldn’t be surprised, with all this Sphere presence in Seattle. If they’re not already walking the streets, they will be soon.” He scratched his stubble. “Who’s Tilly?”

“She inhabited Bella Ables before. We saw the Sphere enter a nurse named Tilly at the hospital’s morgue.”

“Impressive. I’m glad I brought you here,” he said. 

“I’m not. I could be at home right now, watching a movie in peace.”

“Is that where you really want to be?” Buzz asked, and I shook my head.

“I guess not. How do we find Cindy?” My palms sweated as I waited for his reply. 

“I know where their base is. She’ll be there,” he said. 

“So what are we waiting for?” I demanded. 

“Elliot, these are trained men, like me, and they have ten able soldiers at their disposal. The three of us won’t be able to break her out alone.” 

“What’s the plan?” 

“Find the Sphere you mentioned, and we’ll regroup at the lighthouse. I’d also like a word with Tilly.”

With the plan in motion, I let Kim direct me to the location of the Sphere, and we found ourselves in a quaint neighbourhood on a quiet street. 

“I can’t tell which house it is,” Kim said. 

“May I see the Sphere?” Buzz reached for the bag, and Kim hesitantly offered it to him. “This is how they’re finding their targets.” 

The glowing ball pulsed within its trap when Buzz held it up. “See how it’s brighter on the front?”

We climbed from the car, and I closed the door gently, so we didn’t draw any unwanted attention. The trapped Sphere directed us to the left, and we followed a sidewalk past three well-manicured homes to a fourth. The grass was unkempt, the garden filled with weeds. 

I stared at the black box in Buzz’s grip and wondered how the Sphere felt. They were conscious beings, and Buzz had kept it hidden beneath his floorboards for months, maybe years. Did they hibernate when not occupying someone’s body? The ones on Bell Island would stay in the earth or within the landscape, only emerging during a storm.

What was it about the Esol that drew them to the energy of lightning? Did their planet have constant upheaval in the sky? As we trudged toward another Sphere, I realized we knew next to nothing about the Esol, but here we were, risking our own lives to save theirs. 

Kim had a Guide within her, but claimed it was an idle passenger. I watched her as we started up the pathway to the home’s front door. What if the Guide was in control of her? Maybe I didn’t know Kimberly Chance at all. 

The clouds were pitch black above us, and when I looked up, they let loose a deluge. I was instantly soaked again, and I hurried under the awning. 

Buzz took the lead, knocking on the screen. “Hello,” he called. 

“The door is ajar,” Kim muttered. 

Buzz opened the squeaky screen and pushed on the entrance with a steel-toed boot. “Hello?”

It went wide, and we entered the messy home. There were drawings on the floor, images painted on the walls. 

“I’ve seen these before,” Buzz whispered. He lifted a camera from a pack on his shoulder and gave it to me. “Document this.”

I snapped a shot, waiting for the automatic photo to develop. I waved it in the air and took another picture, this one of the living room wall near a wood-burning fireplace. Over the mantel was a depiction of five Spheres, and the incoming monster was obvious. The Traveler reached for the right Sphere. I put the photos in my pocket and followed them into the kitchen. 

“Hello!” Kim shouted. 

The back door was broken, the handle on the ground outside, the glass shattered into a million pieces. Buzz quickly went to the yard, his gun at ready. Kim and I reached for our weapons, joining him, and I thought about the crude drawing of the Traveler inside. I didn’t want to face them again. 

Tires squealed on the damp pavement, and headlights shone down the alley. 

“There!” Kim yelled, pointing at the figure basking in their glow. I heard police sirens in the distance, and couldn’t tell if they were growing nearer or farther. 

The truck’s engine revved, and it sped closer, while Buzz dropped the Sphere to the grass and raced to the alley, hurdling the fence. Kim rushed to the yard, securing the isolated Sphere, and returned it to her pack while Buzz tackled the man. The truck screamed by, going at least fifty miles per hour, and pummelled through a set of metal trash cans, sending them flying.

The truck spun around between two garages, and it swerved, trying to hit Buzz and the Sphere. They moved at the last possible second and crashed into someone’s cedar greenhouse. 

“We should help,” Kim said. 

“Buzz can handle himself,” I replied. 

Two figures emerged from the vehicle after they backed into the alley. Pieces of wood sullied their truck, and a potted tomato plant sat perfectly upright on the hood. 

“If it isn’t Ethan Scott,” the first one said. “You’re tough to find.”

“And you’re a terrible tracker, Lex,” Buzz told him. 

“Give us the Esol.” Lex had a shotgun, and he leveled it at the man with Buzz. 

“You’re working for the wrong team, Lex. I told you this Investor was a mistake,” Buzz said. 

Kim and I crept to the fence line, but stayed hidden as we observed the interaction. The gun was heavy in my grip, but I kept it at my chest, prepared to fight for my friend if necessary. 

Light escaped Kim’s bag, and I peered into it, finding the Sphere rapidly pulsing. She closed it, snapping the button into place. 

“The Samaritans have reached new levels. This isn’t a rinky-dink operation like when you were in charge. We have people in place. Medical. Police. He’s seen to it all,” Lex said. 

“You’re killing innocent people,” Buzz told him. 

“Innocent? They’re weak enough to allow a Sphere into them. It’s called evolution, Buzz. Survival of the fittest. And you’re a dying breed.” Lex took another step closer. 

I noticed the sirens were gone, and breathed a sigh of relief. They weren’t heading in this direction. 

“That’s where you’re wrong, Lex. We’re sending the Spheres home tonight, and you can deal with the Travelers,” Buzz said. 

“Not even using their proper names anymore. You really have changed.” Lex smirked, his stubble-covered face contorting in the shadows. “Give me the Esol.”

The skinny man hid behind Buzz, and he muttered something unintelligible. 

“I won’t.” 

“Then you’ll both die.” 

He was going to shoot Buzz. 

“Noooo!” I pulled the trigger, and Lex jumped, nearly dropping his shotgun. 

Chaos ensued. The other Samaritan swung an automatic weapon from the truck’s box and opened fire. Bullets plinked off the road, and Buzz dragged the Sphere with him. At some point, Kim crossed the alley as well, and I was separated from my allies. 

Lex gave chase, and I set my sights on the big guy beside the truck. Eventually, the rapid fire ceased, and I sneaked around the Sphere’s yard, climbing the fence into the neighbor’s. Before I had a chance to target the Samaritan, I heard the truck start up, and he drove away. I pursued him, shooting for his tires. 

The truck hit the brakes, and someone jumped in. 

I ran, firing until my magazine clicked empty, and fell to my knees when I saw a body on the gravel. They’d killed the man harboring the Sphere. Buzz and Kim were under a garage’s eaves, his shoulders slumped with dejection. 

Buzz took an empty trap from his bag. “We need to contain the Sphere.”

The alley lit up with red and blue lights, and I froze. 

“Hands in the air!” a voice shouted. 

I peered at Kim and Buzz. “Go. Get to the lighthouse. Save my sister,” I hissed. 

Kim looked ready to fight, but Buzz tugged her into the shadows. 

“Hands in the air!” the cop repeated. 

I dropped the gun, and it splashed into a muddy puddle. 

“Turn around!”

Kim and Buzz were gone. 

My soaked shoes landed in a pool of rainwater, and I kept my arms raised. Two of them approached, guns aimed at my chest. 

“It wasn’t me,” I assured them. “The killers took off in a truck.”

The first officer peered at the corpse, who was facedown on the gravel, then at the weapon near my feet. “You have the right to remain silent.”

The next moments were a blur as rain doused my clothing. I felt the rocks on my cheek while they roughly handcuffed me on the ground. I was side by side with the deceased, and noticed a light emerging from his mouth. The Sphere was trying to leave his previous home. 

The lead cop stalked through the alley, using a flashlight to scour the area.

“You the one killing them all?” the other cop asked. “I’m going to be famous. Officer Clark Penny, serial-killer captor. This will be great for my career. Wait until I tell Bessy about it.”

“I didn’t murder anyone.” I was rolled onto my back, and he helped me to my feet, gently shoving me to the squad car. The lights continued to spin, making it hard to see. When we were at the vehicle, the Sphere floated toward us. Officer Penny was squared off with me, and he didn’t see it coming. 

The Sphere loomed above his head, as if deciding which human to merge with. 

“Throw him in the car!” the initial officer called. 

The Sphere made up its mind and dove into Penny. His entire face grew bright, but subsided the instant his superior returned. 

“I said put him in,” the cop repeated. 

Penny shot me a glance and did as he was told. I wondered what had changed with the transition. Last year, my sister and Parker had both passed out when they were overcome by a Sphere, but now I’d seen two people jump straight into action. 

My arms hurt when I sat in the car, the cuffs digging into my wrists. 

“This is Lieutenant Thibodeau. We’ve got another body,” he spoke into the radio.

I barely heard him as he spouted off the location, and we sat in silence for a few minutes before anyone replied. 

“You’re a sicko, you know that?” Thibodeau said. 

“I told you, it wasn’t me. It was the Samaritans. They came from Texas to kill aliens.” The moment I said the words, I regretted it. 

Thibodeau moved the rear-view mirror, centering it on my eyes, and smirked. “Did you just say aliens? Penny, it looks like we might have to make another call. To the loony bin.”

Penny chuckled but didn’t comment further. 

I considered telling Thibodeau his partner was holding an alien that very moment, but thought otherwise. I tried to convince myself that Buzz and Kim had escaped, and that they’d save Cindy, but there was little comfort in my current position. 

Finally, an ambulance and fire truck arrived, along with an unmarked car, and I saw the detective from Bella’s get out. He shouted orders, and a pair of police officers began to tape off the murder scene. He lifted my gun with a pen and placed it into a bag, and I sighed with resignation. The detective glared at the car I was in and frowned. 

I was screwed.
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The clock on the wall ticked incessantly. Ten o’clock, then ten thirty. I had to find a way out. 

The guy in the cell next to mine reeked of booze, and he groaned and grunted as he slept fitfully, lying askew on the metal bench. 

My toes tapped on the linoleum floor, and I wrapped my arms around myself, the dampness from my clothing finally drying. Luckily, they’d removed my cuffs, but my wrists were still sore from earlier. 

The door opened, and I peered through the bars, finding the detective approaching with Penny. He frowned at the sleeping prisoner. “This is the guy?” 

“No. He is.” Penny gestured in my direction. He stayed behind the detective, and I noticed him make eye contact. He winked, as if trying to relay a message that I’d be okay. 

“This kid? What are you, twenty?” he asked. 

“Twenty-three, sir.”

“Sir?” The detective raised an eyebrow. “Come with me.” 

Penny unlocked the cell, and they used a set of cuffs to secure my arms in front of my body this time. I followed them out to the hallway and was led to another room. 

“Can I use the bathroom first?” I asked. 

“Penny, will you see to that?” 

“Yes, sir.” Penny guided me to the washroom and stopped near the entrance. 

“You have to get me out of here,” I whispered. 

“Easier said than done. You attempted to save my host, and I appreciate that, but I don’t have much power here. If I try to escape with you, we might both be killed,” Penny said. 

“We’re gathering the Esol to send you home tonight,” I told him. 

A pulse of light shone through his eyes. “Tonight?”

“You drew all those pictures in your house. Why?”

“I want to go home,” he mumbled. “I don’t like this place.”

“Then help me,” I murmured. 

“Use the bathroom. I’ll do my best.”

I went in and washed my face, staring in the mirror. How had I let this happen? I hated not knowing what was transpiring with my friends. I’d been a prisoner for forty minutes, and I was already thinking of the world as the outside. 

Penny knocked on the door. “Let’s move.”

The detective waited for me in a cramped room, and he motioned to the chair across from him. The table was small, but there was a steaming cup of coffee and a water bottle. 

Penny stood at the exit, and slowly closed it until I was alone with my interrogator. 

“My name is Detective Wolfe. What’s yours?” He started a recording device, and I heard the gentle whirring sound as the cassette tape rolled. 

They’d already taken my ID, so I assumed he had this information, but I played along. “Elliot Hoffman.”

“You live on Bell Island?” 

I nodded. “Just graduated college and moved home.”

“Congratulations,” he said without missing a beat. “What are you doing in Seattle?”

“We came to see if we could find tickets for the concert. My friend is a big fan,” I told him, trying to come up with some plausible lie. 

“The concert?”

“The Ramones,” I said. 

“Ah. And did you make it?”

I peered at the clock. “For the opening act only. They’re probably just leaving the stage, so no, I’ve been otherwise detained.”

He smiled, and for a moment, I thought I might have him on my side. “When did you arrive in Seattle?” Wolfe scratched notes into a black-covered book. 

“Friday. Yesterday.”

“And did you visit before that?”

“If you’re hoping to pin the rest of the murders on me, no, I hadn’t.”

Detective Wolfe jotted something. “Don’t be hostile, Hoffman. You were found at a murder scene with a gun in your hand. Care to offer an explanation?”

“I…”

“How did you get into town yesterday?” He paused, looking up from his paperwork. “I saw you at the scene earlier.”

“What scene?” I asked lightly. 

“Bella Ables. You weren’t alone either. A girl with long curly blonde hair, right?” 

This guy had a good memory and attention to detail. It was obvious I wouldn’t be able to pull a fast one on him and lie my way out of this. “Yes, we were there.”

“And I suppose you have a good reason for that too?” 

“My mother’s a huge fan.” Technically, that was the truth. “We heard about her death, and since we were in the area, decided to check it out.”

“Walk me through your day, then. If you’re innocent, what happened to Jason Chambers?”

“Who?”

“Jason… the man we booked you for.”

“Oh, I didn’t know his name.”

“Then why did you murder him? Money? Drug deal gone bad? Tell me.” Wolfe shifted in his seat. I found his order of questions erratic, like he was purposely antagonizing me so I’d slip up. 

“I told you—”

“You didn’t kill anyone.” Wolfe slid the coffee closer to him and took a sip. “Who supplied the gun?”

I had to give him something. There was no other way I’d get out of here in time. “You realize there’s more than one killer.”

He locked gazes with me and drank another mouthful. “Why do you say that?”

“Because Bernard Clump had two types of bullets lodged in his body.”

Wolfe stiffened, and his demeanor changed for the worse. “We haven’t released those details.”

“Then you should tell your friend, Dr. Dead at the medical examiner’s, to watch who he discusses the case with,” I said. 

This got his attention. “Who are you? Really?”

“I told you. Elliot Hoffman, from Bell Island.”

“Okay, say I believe that you didn’t murder Jason Chambers.” He lifted his hands off the table. “You seem invested in this. What information do you have?”

“Let me go, Detective Wolfe. There’s a lot more at stake than you know. Seattle is in danger, and not just from the Samaritans,” I said. 

He scrawled the name down. “Who, or what, are the Samaritans?”

I tried to gauge whether I could trust Wolfe with these details. I had to make it seem like I didn’t believe in aliens, but also that the Samaritans were the ones targeting these people. I didn’t have much of a choice. “They’re the ones that have come to Seattle to kill a group of your citizens.”

“Are you telling me there’s an organization running around my streets, murdering our population?” Wolfe’s voice was low and gravelly. 

“Yes.”

“Why?”

This was the tough part. Giving him a plausible explanation. “They’re delusional. They think their targets have been possessed by spirits.”

“Ghosts?” 

“Something like that,” I concurred. “And they have my sister.”

“That’s why you want to find them.”

“Precisely.”

“Is this a cult? Did she go to them of her own volition?”

“No, they captured her at the concert. They were trying to kill someone, but we stopped them.”

“The Samaritans were at the concert?”

“Look it up. Security will tell you that someone discharged a weapon in the concourse. We were there.”

“But it wasn’t you that fired the gun?” Wolfe was obviously dubious.

“Never. They brought him into custody. Give them a call,” I said. 

Wolfe tapped his book’s spine on the table and stood up. “I will.”

“If they corroborate my story, will you let me go?”

“We’ll have to see.” He left me alone in the interrogation room, and I reached for the water, drinking greedily. When there were only a few drops left, I set it down and closed my eyes, breathing deeply. Wolfe was almost buying it. If I could convince him of a far bigger threat in Seattle than his young detainee, he might release me. 

Footsteps returned toward the door, and I heard muffled voices through the wood. 

“I’m not finished talking with him,” Wolfe said. 

“Did he ask for a lawyer?” The man’s tone was familiar, but with the door between us, I couldn’t put a finger on it. 

“No.”

“Is he being charged with anything?”

“Not yet.”

Someone fumbled with the door handle, and I was shocked to see Sheriff Parker enter. “Elliot.” He tipped his hat. 

“Sheriff, what are you doing here?” I asked. 

“Listen. I don’t know who you think you are, but I can lock you both up.” Wolfe was clearly angry at the intrusion. 

“Can you close the door? We have to talk.” Parker motioned to the detective’s chair. 

Wolfe entered, his gaze moving between the pair of us. He sat, but with his hackles on alert. “Enlighten me, Sheriff.”

“I’m from Bell Island.” Parker was in uniform, his moustache neatly trimmed, his sunglasses in his pocket. “This man is my deputy.”

Deputy? I supposed I had been deputized for a night, last Fourth of July. 

“Why didn’t you lead with that?” Wolfe asked me. 

“I was under duress.”

“Sure. Now tell me what the hell is going on.”

Parker cleared his throat and gestured at the clock. “There are aliens stalking your streets at this very moment. If you don’t let Elliot free and support us, we’re talking mass casualties.”

Wolfe shook his head and smiled. “Who put you up to this? Is someone yanking my chain? Was it Thibodeau? He’s always pulling crap like this…”

“No, Detective. We’re dead serious. Dead being the operative word. These guys are monsters, eight feet tall, weapons that’ll blow a hole the size of a Volkswagen in a building. Elliot, how many Spheres are in town?”

“Twenty or so,” I said. 

“Spheres? Have you lost your—”

“Get Officer Penny in here,” I told him. 

“Penny?”

“Please, just do it. We can prove something’s amiss.” I glanced at Parker, who wouldn’t have any details on the Samaritans. 

Wolfe picked up his radio from near the door and whispered into it. A moment later, Penny appeared, a lazy grin on his face. “You rang?”

“Penny, inside.” Wolfe banged the door. With all four of us in the tiny interrogation room, the temperature quickly rose. 

“What can I…”

“Show him,” I said. 

Officer Penny pretended to be in the dark. “I don’t understand.”

“We told Wolfe all about the Esol. Do it so we can get out of here, and finish what we started,” I barked. 

“I knew they were—” Wolfe stopped when the Sphere within Penny began to illuminate. Soon his entire head was bursting with the power of the sun, and I had to press my eyelids tight to avoid seeing spots. 

When I blinked again, he was returned to normal. “He’s telling the truth, Detective. I’m an alien.”




____________




“An alien… what has this world come to?” Wolfe sped down the freeway, lights flashing but siren silent. Penny sat with him up front, and Parker and I stayed in the back, a layer of protective material separating our duos. 

“I was in Jason before Penny,” the cop said. 

“Seriously? That’s what this is all about? Some cult is hunting people with aliens inside of them? How am I going to bring this to the chief?” Wolfe glanced at me in the mirror. “Did you say you’re from Bell Island?”

“That’s right.” Parker removed his hat and tried to fix his hair. 

“What really happened last summer? We all heard about the gas leak, but…”

“Aliens. I was infected by one of the Spheres, much like Penny.” Parker stared at his hands. “If it wasn’t for Elliot and his friends, I wouldn’t have made it.”

“You said we had aliens coming to Seattle. Now it sounds like they’re here and already snatching bodies.”

“They’re not the bad guys. Those are another story.” Parker slipped a photo from his pocket. He slid it through the plastic barricade. “These are the Travelers. They hunt the Spheres, like the one within Penny. Big nasty freaks that you don’t want to mess with, unless you have a bazooka.”

Wolfe slammed the brakes on and slid to the shoulder, stopping the car. “This thing is real? We’re being invaded?”

“They usually just want to devour the Spheres,” I told him, “but after last summer, Buzz thinks…”

“Who’s Buzz?” Wolfe asked. 

“He’s our leader. Buzz was in Nam and saw his first Traveler. It killed his buddy.”

“So his friend had a Sphere in him?” Wolfe asked. 

“Yeah, from the swamps. Buzz tried to avenge Billy, but failed. Now he’s been hunting them, seeking retribution against their kind.”

“What about the Samaritans?”

Parker shot me a look, and mouthed the word: Who?

“They’re misinformed and want to kill all of the aliens. They don’t understand the Spheres, or they wouldn’t sacrifice the innocent hosts,” I said, stretching the truth. There was something I was missing regarding their motives, but time might reveal the facts. 

“What are you hoping to do tonight?” Wolfe returned the car to the road as the rain continued to spray the windshield. The streets were glossy black, the tires splashing through puddles as we neared the lighthouse. 

“We’re going to guide the Spheres to their ship and return them home. That means the Travelers won’t want anything from Seattle any longer, and your city will once again be a safe place to live,” I said. 

“Son, there’s no such thing as a safe place to live. Take it from me.” He grimaced and kept driving, signaling near our destination. Bones’ car was there, and he froze at the sight of a police car. “These your friends?” 

“Yes.” I tried to get out, but the handle on the inside didn’t work. Penny exited the vehicle and unlocked Parker’s door. I slid to freedom after the sheriff did and took a deep breath of fresh ozone-filled air. 

Bones peered from me to Parker, and then at the pair of officers. “Don’t tell me you forgot the pizza.”

“They were all out,” I replied, and rubbed my wrists, gawking at the building. “Where’s Buzz?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Bones replied. It was so normal seeing him with a mohawk, though the top wasn’t as high as before, and hadn’t been dyed red. 

“He didn’t show?” I slapped a palm to my thigh. “Damn it. Kim and Buzz are out there. I hope the Samaritans didn’t intercept them.”

“Samaritans? Catch me up… Did you see Buzz?”

“We have a lot to discuss.” The rain continued to fall. “Let’s go where it’s dry.”

Wolfe and Penny joined us, and the detective was transfixed at the photo Parker had provided. It showed an out-of-focus shot of one of the Travelers from Bell Island on that fateful night. 

“Sheriff, how did you become caught up in this?” Bones asked as we entered the lighthouse. The group of Spheres were crammed into the main level, regarding us with curiosity. 

Parker removed his hat and shook it off. “The moment I heard you were coming to Seattle, I knew damn well what you were doing. Figured you could use the help.”

“You’ve already done a lot. He got me out of jail,” I told Bones. 

“Jail?”

I explained about finding Buzz at Bruce Lee’s gravesite, and encountering the Samaritans outside Jason Chambers’ house. Bones coughed when I mentioned the cops finding me over his dead body, and the Sphere that had entered Officer Penny. 

“How did you find me?” I asked Parker.

“I was listening on the radio. Heard about the murder pick up, and I went to the station to check if a Sphere was inside the victim. Thought one of you’d be involved.”

“Penny was fine right after the Sphere entered? I thought they were knocked out with the transition,” Bones said. 

“So did I.”

“Yeah, I was out for a while, right?” Parker asked. 

“Tilly! Penny!” I called, and they both came. “On Bell Island, the Spheres we met caused their hosts to go unconscious. Why didn’t that happen with both of you?”

“Those Esol are Drifters. We’re Latchers.”

“Sounds like an awful band name,” Bones muttered. 

I ignored Bones’ joke. “What’s the difference?”

“Latchers prefer a host, whereas Drifters only come out of hiding once in a while and aren’t well-practiced in the transition. It’s a lot for a human mind to endure, and unless the Esol has the skills to enter and control those synapses, they’re overwhelmed, like a short circuit,” Tilly informed us. 

“Makes sense,” I whispered. 

Wolfe crossed his arms, glaring at me and Tilly. “Will someone just tell me what’s happening?”

Tilly touched Wolfe’s cheek and walked around him slowly. “Maybe I should take this one.”

Detective Wolfe stepped back. “Breaking and entering. Illegal firearms. I could write the lot of you up.”

Parker pointed at the picture in Wolfe’s hand. “You don’t want to do that.”

“We have to wait for Buzz and Kim,” I said. 

“There’s no time to waste,” Tilly added. 

“Why not?” I looked at the clock, seeing the batteries were dead. 

Parker offered his watch. “It’s eleven twenty.”

Tilly had a radio on in the other room, and I heard a weather report coming in. I rushed to it, cranking the volume. 

“…the likes of which we’ve never seen before. If you don’t need to leave your house, don’t. It should clear up by morning.”

“At least it’ll be quiet out there. We might be able to finish this without the public knowing,” Parker said. 

“Knowing what?” Wolfe demanded. 

“That they’ve been invaded by aliens,” I told him. 

Wolfe looked ready to argue with me when his radio chirped. “Go for it,” he said. 

“We have reports of some strange activity at the pier. You told us to keep you posted on anything unusual,” the female dispatcher said. 

Wolfe held the radio away from his chest. “What kind of strange activity?”

“Lights. Bright ones. And loud noises.”

“The Travelers have arrived,” Bones whispered.
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“Change of plans,” I said. “Tilly and Harry, you bring the Spheres to the Lake. Find a boat large enough to fit thirty and get them on board. We’ll come with Kim when we can.”

“No way. I’m going with you,” she said. Tilly walked to the wall, retrieving an automatic weapon. It looked like something from a Charles Bronson movie. 

“What happened to the Spheres being pacifists?” Parker asked. 

“That’s the Drifters. The Latchers have a different stance. One where we don’t want to be consumed by the Sarc.” Tilly removed the giant magazine and clicked it into place. 

“An author and a super soldier. A real renaissance woman,” Bones whispered. 

“You can’t go plodding around the city carrying that!” Wolfe shouted. 

Tilly smiled at him. “Good thing we have a detective on our side.”

“Officer Penny, escort them to the lake,” I said. “If anyone tries to stop you, flash that badge.”

“We’ll be waiting, Elliot.” Harry cracked a smile, but it was clear he was nervous. 

“I’ll go too,” Sheriff Parker informed me. “It’ll be wise to have someone that isn’t an Esol.”

I clutched his arm. “Thanks again. I appreciate your help.”

“Anytime, Elliot.” Parker turned to face the waiting Spheres. “Everyone to the cars. We’re heading out! Any of you not afraid to fight for yourselves, take a gun.”

“I don’t like this,” Wolfe muttered. 

“You don’t have to,” I told him. 

We watched as they piled into Bella Ables’ sedan, as well as a big minivan someone had collected. Parker gave us a honk before driving away. 

Wolfe waved the photo. “The four of us against these aliens?”

Bones grinned. “We’ve had worse odds before.”

“We’re going to need my car,” I said. 

“Why?” Wolfe started for his vehicle, and the rain fell with more enthusiasm. 

“That’s where my blaster is.”

Ten minutes later, we were near Jason’s house, and the body had been cleared from the alley when we arrived. The tape remained, but the emergency vehicles were gone. My car was exactly where we’d left it on the street, and when I checked the glove box, I was happy to see the gun intact. 

“Meet you at the Fisherman’s Terminal,” Wolfe said. “And don’t even think about running. I still have questions for you.”

I placed a hand to my chest. “Scout’s honor.”

Wolfe drove off with Tilly in the passenger seat. 

Bones hopped into my car. “Elliot, this is insane.”

“You’re telling me. I was in jail tonight. Why do we keep getting ourselves into these situations?”

“Because of a girl. It’s always that…since the dawn of time,” Bones murmured. 

The roads were quiet, and instead of using the freeway, I kept to the coastal path, arcing toward the terminal. I’d heard of the area before but had never visited it. “We’re seeing a lot of Seattle.”

“Next time, let’s do the paid tour like normal people,” Bones complained. But he still had a hint of a grin, suggesting he was enjoying the experience. We’d see how long that lasted if the Travelers truly were landed. 

The wind picked up, blowing trees to the side and causing the flag on a pole to aggressively flap near the entrance to the terminal. The detective’s brake lights flared as he stopped. 

“Are we really doing this?” Bones asked. 

“The dispatcher only said there was something strange. Doesn’t mean it’s the Travelers.” 

Bones rolled his eyes at me. “You and I both know they’re here. With all these Spheres, how could they resist?”

I felt as though I was missing key information. “Bones, if the Samaritans came because of the Spheres…Buzz mentioned a guy that took over from him. Some rich investor that worked on creating traps for the Spheres. If the Samaritans knew enough about the aliens, then why didn’t they capture the Esol living in their victims?”

Bones had a gun, and he looked it over. “I have no idea, Elliot.”

Wolfe and Tilly were already out of the car and walking to the pier. 

“Come on. We’ll learn that later.” The moment I set foot on the pavement, I wondered what we were doing out here. It was the middle of the night, in a massive storm, and we were checking if a deadly alien ship had landed in Seattle. The longer I thought about it, the worse my stomach felt. 

None of us moved quickly, but Tilly seemed to be more eager than the rest. Rain slipped off my jacket, and I powered the gun on, watching the lights flash to indicate the charge. I wished Buzz was with us. His mere presence made anything seem possible, and I was glad he could protect Kimberly, wherever they were. 

The alleyway was tight, and we clung to the edge of a building. Water gushed from drainpipes, filling the road with a pool. The sewers couldn’t handle the influx, and it receded slowly, with bubbles escaping near the metal grates. 

The air was plush with the scent of rain and saltwater. We passed by a dumpster, and I almost puked when I saw a stack of fish heads. 

“At least the weather’s keeping the flies away,” Wolfe said. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to make a joke or not. “Let’s keep going.” He waved us forward, taking the lead as we exited the alley, and I stared at the row of tethered boats in the marina. These were different than the recreational crafts at Bell Island. The docks were stuffed with commercial fishing boats, their decks jammed full with rusted crane arms, nets, and winches. 

“Dispatch told me the commotion was noted at the end of the pier.”

“When?” I asked. 

“A half hour ago by now,” Wolfe replied. 

“I hope we’re too late,” Bones murmured. 

Tilly hurried, passing the wide pier, to the smaller wooden one that was only meant for foot traffic. I peered to the right, seeing a large bridge that would offer commuters passage to the northern part of Seattle above the shipping canal. The streetlights flickered and went out, throwing us into darkness. 

“That’s not good,” Bones said. I checked over my shoulder, and saw that the entire area had lost power. 

“It happens with a storm like this,” Wolfe told us.

“Same with Bell Island. We had no power during last Fourth of July when the Travelers invaded our home,” I said. 

It was too dark, too quiet. All I could hear was the wind buffeting the waves into the docks, the boats bumping against the wood as they heaved to and fro. The air felt electric, and I jumped when a lightning bolt shot through the sky, crackling loudly before the thunder chased after, indicating how close it was to us. Another flash, and the top of a fishing boat sparked. 

Wolfe aimed his gun at it, but eased off. “Just the storm. Keep low.”

There were a lot of better targets for a lightning strike, so I wasn’t exceedingly concerned. Tilly slowed as we neared the end of the pier, and she pointed into the water. Glowing fixtures from a hull shone through to the surface. “It’s them.”

I leaned past the edge and spotted the familiar shape. The lights were dim and obscured by the depth, but I was positive we were looking at a Traveler vessel. 

“Where are they?” Bones whispered. We peered in all directions, but nothing stood out. 

“Maybe they’re already in the city, stalking their prey,” I suggested. Something rattled from shore, and my heart lunged into my throat. “I think we found one.”

“What do we do?” Wolfe asked. 

“Kill it.” Tilly nodded at me and took the lead, running back to land. She was fast, and I struggled to keep up. When we exited the wooden dock, I spotted an incoming object and dove for Tilly, knocking her aside. A trash can thudded to the ground with a bang, and the lid rolled off, plopping into the water. 

“Thanks.” Tilly hopped to her feet and started firing. The bullets sparked out, the sound of the munitions loud and deadly. She paused ten seconds later, and we stayed ducked behind the hull of a boat, the stench of fish lingering. 

“Maybe we got it,” I whispered as Bones and Wolfe arrived. 

“Won’t be that easy,” Tilly said. 

We stayed in place, and eventually heard footsteps. The Traveler grunted as he walked, and I suspected one of Tilly’s bullets had struck him. They were tough SOBs, and a single bullet wouldn’t do much to stop the alien. 

My breathing was too loud, and I tried to calm down as it came into sight. I doubted he could spot us, but through the net, I saw the shape of the giant beast. Those apple-sized black eyes, the flaring nostrils, the three-fingered hand gripping a long-bladed weapon. On his wrist, the canister-shaped pulse blaster was primed, the lights flashing, indicating it was ready for action. 

From nowhere, someone whistled. A man jumped off a boat deck, landing with a bang, and sauntered down the dock, heading straight for the alien as he scratched his chin. He didn’t seem to notice the hulking monster, and his footsteps were clumsy. “Who turned out the lights?” he asked, and hiccupped. I wanted to warn him, but it would give away our position. 

I cringed as the fisherman bumped right into the Traveler. “Now that was rude. Whatcha doing out here, Peter?”

He was lifted off the ground, the powerful grip of the alien around his neck. He kicked his legs and waved his arms, but it was useless. His spine snapped, and the Traveler let the man’s dead body fall to the concrete. I thought we might be well enough hidden, until I remembered that Tilly was a Sphere—or had a Sphere in her—whatever; the point was, the Traveler could sense his prey, especially from this close. 

He sniffed the air and aimed his arm in our direction. Before I could shout an alert, the side of the hull melted, and a piece landed on Wolfe’s jacket. He brushed at it, and it evaporated through the dock as he clambered away. 

“I’ve got this,” Tilly said, shooting the alien with her automatic weapon. 

A shield appeared over the Traveler, and the bullets plinked off the exterior as he shrieked in anger. Her gun clicked empty, and she dropped it, walking closer to the alien. 

Tilly opened her mouth, and the Sphere shone from within her. She said something I couldn’t understand, clearly speaking another language, and the Traveler shook with what I guessed was laughter. The sound was awful, but the gesture was universal. 

“What are you doing?” Bones asked Tilly. 

“I challenged him to hand-to-hand combat. The Sarc can’t deny an Esol the chance to win their freedom. They may be brutes, but they have a semblance of honor,” Tilly said. “However small it may be.”

The Traveler pressed a button on his arm device, and the blue light shimmered off. He set his blade aside, and the lights on his gun faded until it was dark. He came closer and slammed a huge fist into his other palm. 

The fight was on. 

Tilly crouched, and for a moment, I thought she might be conceding. The second he arrived, she flipped up, her foot cracking into his chin. He staggered, and she settled on her knee, her ponytail landing on her neck. 

He recoiled and threw his head back as he shouted with a previously reserved fury. The Traveler sprinted toward her, his steps long and lumbering. Tilly waited until he was within inches and then she ducked, jabbing her leg out. He tripped on it and rammed his huge cranium into a boat’s hull. It left a dent the size of a beach ball. 

He was dazed. 

“We have to shoot him!” Wolfe yelled, but Tilly lifted a hand. 

“If you do, we’ve broken the honor code,” she said. 

Wolfe lowered the weapon and glanced at me. I could only shrug. “She’s in charge.”

Tilly stalked to the alien, her steps confident, her posture the opposite of his defeat. She said something else, and he lowered to his knees abruptly. 

“He’s given up,” Bones whispered. 

Tilly grabbed his head with two hands and twisted. The Traveler lingered for a moment, and faceplanted into the dock. 

Lightning filled the canal, the clouds releasing their torrent of rain, and Tilly returned to us, fire in her eyes. 

“That was incredible,” Bones told her. 

Tilly had lost the mischievous expression she’d had from earlier. “There will be more. Help me dump his body.”

Tilly removed the canister from his arm and clicked it over her own wrist. The latches recessed until it fit her much smaller structure. She passed another device to Wolfe, and he stared at the shield. Together, we rolled the five-hundred-pound monster into the canal and watched as his body sank. 

When we were convinced he wouldn’t resurface, we strolled to the gear he’d left behind. Bones lifted the blade, barely able to hold it upright from the weight. Wolfe activated the shield, and I pushed my arm through it. “This will save you from pulses, and apparently our bullets, but not organic matter. They’ll still be able to hit you.”

Wolfe nodded. “Then I’ll make sure they don’t get close enough.”

I stared at the dead fisherman. “Now what?”

Wolfe’s radio crackled, and he unclipped it. “Go for Wolfe.”

“Did you find anything at the terminal?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” he lied. “What do you have for me?”

“Reports of guns fired in the underground city,” she said. 

“We’re on it.”

“We?”

“I’m on it,” he corrected himself. 

“Be careful. We’ve already had a couple of bomb threats called in. We’re still looking into those.”

“Roger that.” Wolfe replaced the radio.

“What’s the underground city?” I asked. 

“Seattle had a fire in the late 1800s, and the city needed to be rebuilt. Most of those original streets are now below our modern downtown,” he said. 

“Seriously?” Bones flipped his hood up. “That sounds like the perfect place to get killed by an alien.”

“Let’s go.” Tilly walked without another word. 

I didn’t know what we’d discover in this underground city, but I hoped we could deal with it quickly. I needed to find Kim and Buzz, and bring the Spheres before the Travelers or Samaritans noticed them at Lake Washington. 

“Wait up!” I chased after Tilly, wanting to stay close to the person that could kill an alien with her bare hands.
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The entire city was in the dark. Driving through Seattle after midnight in the middle of a raging monsoon, without streetlights, was beyond ominous. I trailed Wolfe’s car but kept my distance in case he suddenly needed to brake. 

“Did you see Tilly?” Bones asked. “That was awesome.”

“Bones, you realize she’s a Sphere, right? You can’t start crushing on Tilly.”

“I know. And I’m not crushing, okay? I was just impressed, is all.”

“Sure.” I knew Bones’ type, and since Reaper had dumped him, he’d been searching for someone the opposite of her. “You know you’re going to be okay.”

Bones glanced at me and removed his hood. “Tonight?”

“Hopefully tonight, or the rest won’t matter. I meant in general. Life.”

“Easy for you to say. You have parents that love you. A girlfriend. Even Cindy.” Bones flinched. “Damn. I know she’s still with those hunters.”

“Buzz says we can find them. He’s convinced they’d do nothing to harm her,” I said. 

“They’d better not.” Bones sighed deeply. “Next time you want to go after aliens, let me know before I show up.”

“We came for Buzz. He asked for our help,” I reminded him. “None of this is my fault. You could have stayed home.”

“On Bell Island? Alone? I don’t think so,” he muttered. 

Wolfe slowed at an intersection ahead and slammed to a halt as a truck raced by from the right. Wolfe placed a police cherry on his unmarked car. 

“Looks like we’re giving chase.” I hit the gas, easily catching up to Wolfe’s boat of a vehicle. 

I squinted, trying to read the plates on the truck, and saw what I was searching for. “Texas. It’s the Samaritans.”

They did a sharp turn at the next road, and I slid on the wet pavement. Behind me, Wolfe hit a mailbox, sending dozens of letters flying. One stuck to his windshield, and I saw his wipers struggling to remove it from his line of sight. When I refocused on the Samaritans, they were gaining ground. Whoever had improved their truck had done a heck of a job, but not good enough to escape my Camaro. 

The engine revved and switched gears, hitting eighty miles per hour. We sped down the road like a demon and raced around the enemy, trying to direct him into a parked dump truck. He glared at me from the driver’s seat, and I recognized Lex. We made eye contact, and he frowned, cranking his wheel. The bumper creamed into my car, shoving me away, but it was too late for him. They crashed into the side of the garbage vehicle and rolled over, bouncing before coming to a stop. I used the brakes, and Wolfe was on the street, gun raised. “Get out! Hands where I can see them!”

“Cindy,” I muttered, wondering if she was in the box, hidden behind the canopy. 

I hurried outside, into the downpour, and rushed to the detective. “Exit the truck!” He had a flashlight and passed it to me. “We flush them out.”

Tilly had already headed to the other end of the sidewalk, blocking their escape. Wolfe and I went to the wreckage, and Bones took the north part of the street, his weapon held up. 

We weren’t supposed to be fighting other humans. There were aliens in the city, which meant we needed to support one another. But these Samaritans played by their own rules, and we couldn’t allow them to continue their reign of terror over the innocent people of Seattle. 

Wolfe got to the door of the upended automobile and reached for the handle. I had the flashlight aimed at the window, and when he tugged it ajar, I quickly saw the cab was empty. 

“Where did they go?” Wolfe asked, and I went to the box, hinging the canopy wide. It had nothing either. 

“Guys, over here,” Bones said, gesturing at the manhole. It was rolled to the side, the sewer completely open. 

“They’re in the underground city.” Wolfe cursed and kicked the garbage truck’s huge tire. 

Tilly grinned and sat by it, swinging her legs into the hole. “Then we’d better follow.” She scurried down the rungs. 

I’d gone into caves, then into mines, and fought aliens on a beach, but never had I wanted to go into the sewers to battle the Travelers. I could sense Bones shared my trepidation, but to his credit, he went without complaint. 

“We stick together,” I told Wolfe, who nodded in agreement. 

“Whatever we see down here, we have each other’s back.” He shook my hand, and I laughed, thinking how he’d been interrogating me for a murder just two hours earlier. We were in a pressure cooker, thrown into the fray against a common foe. Except we had more than one: the Samaritans, the Travelers, and time. Thunder echoed and clapped as the sky brightened with an influx of lightning. Maybe it was safer in the confines of the underworld. 

The second I stepped onto the rungs, I knew I was wrong. 

The air stank, but not from sewage. It was musty, the kind of scent that could only survive from decades of mold and mildew. Moss grew on the walls, the floor slick with green algae. It made our tracking much easier, since we could see Lex’s footprints. From the looks of things, he was alone. There was a single set of tracks leading farther into the tunnel. 

“Gunshots were reported a while ago, but that’s not uncommon for the underground. It’s a refuge for the world’s shadow people,” Wolfe said as we walked. 

Water dripped from everything, and we splashed through six inches of runoff. “Shadow people?” Bones asked. 

“The less fortunate, the ones that end up on the streets because of their childhood, or the system, or addiction. Initially, they keep to the surface because they still feel a shred of hope, or a longing for an opportunity to change their paths, but eventually, they end up here, in the hidden world that most would never experience. This is where they come when they’ve given up on society, and they typically die within weeks,” he said. 

The entire notion made me sick to my stomach, but I pressed on, trying to focus on our immediate task. Finding out what was transpiring beneath Seattle’s downtown core. “Do they ever shoot each other?”

“They usually stay here to avoid society, but it’s happened.” Wolfe slowed as we met a door at the end of the path. It was labeled with a series of old lettering, the paint peeling. He pushed it, and the hinges creaked. “Welcome to the underworld.”

The walls were made of brick, and pipes emerged from the ceiling, dripping and rusted. Wooden beams crossed overhead, and every twenty feet or so, a thick pole had been placed, bracing the area from collapse. It wasn’t all that different from Bell Island’s mines, and I closed my eyes, picturing the stalking alien entering the shafts last summer. I’d been with Parker and Kim then, and the recollection made me miss her. 

“Have you spent much time here?” Bones asked Wolfe.

“Not often. Only when a body shows up under suspicious circumstances. People seldom report any crime below the city, so I rarely make an appearance, which suits me just fine,” he said. 

The hall floor was also brick, and I was amazed the structure had held up after a hundred years. Everywhere you looked, there was evidence of people: from a used shoe in the corner to a fast-food wrapper, among other, less wholesome things. I kicked an empty liquor bottle and followed Wolfe, who stalled near the end of the space. “Footprints vanished.” He peered in both directions and faced us. “Maybe we should return to the surface and check on your friends at the lake.”

We’d left a note at the lighthouse, trying to be circumspect about the location the Spheres were waiting at in case the Samaritans found it. I knew Kim would figure it out, but I couldn’t be sure she’d even check there. 

“Can you sense if there’s a Sphere nearby?” I asked Tilly. 

She closed her eyes, her lips moving with unsaid words. Light shone from her ears, and she raised a hand, waggling her pointer before stopping to the left. “There is,” she said. “This way.”

I pictured our map from earlier, and realized this was one of the spots we hadn’t investigated yet. No wonder the Travelers, and the Samaritans, had chosen this location. With any luck, they’d kill each other and leave the Sphere safely in our hands. 

“Then we go that direction.” Wolfe took a step, and the bricks crumbled under his weight. I caught him by the underarm, keeping him from falling through the gaping hole. Pieces of mortar dropped into a cloud of dust, and he scrambled from the edge, peering into the opening. “There’s a lower level,” he whispered. 

“You didn’t know that?” Bones picked up a pebble and let it go. It clacked to the ground a second later.

“It’s not on any of the city plans. If there was a basement, I would have heard about it,” Wolfe explained. 

“Then no one was aware,” Tilly said. “What do you say we check it out?”

“Why?” I already didn’t want to be in the underworld, let alone on an even deeper floor.

“We can avoid all opposition and get to the Sphere first,” she said. 

The plan was logical, but that didn’t mean I wanted to do it. 

“I’ll go.” Bones stuck his hands out, and Wolfe and I each took one, lowering him as far as we could. He released and landed easily. We did the same with Tilly, and I managed to help Wolfe through the hole, before gripping the ledge and letting myself drop. I stumbled, and my flashlight fell from my pocket, spinning and landing on a figure. 

The Traveler looked as stunned as me as it rounded the corner. Wolfe pressed his shield on and rushed in front of us, while Bones hefted the heavy blade. Tilly’s weapon on her arm whined as it powered up, and she fired, striking the Traveler square in the chest. He flew into the brick, making a massive indent. The support beam cracked beside him, and the ceiling collapsed, burying the alien. 

My heart pounded, and white spots danced in my eyes, but I blinked the anxiety away.

“That was unexpected,” Bones said. 

“That’s two,” Tilly said, smirking at Bones. 

“If you think it’s a competition, feel free to kill all of them. I won’t stop you,” he retorted. 

There was barely enough room to squeeze by the fallen monster, and his feet stuck out from the opposite end of the pile of rubble. One knee twitched, and he went still. 

Wolfe gazed above him, probably worried the entire corridor might cave in, but they’d built this to withstand great force. The second support beam groaned under the pressure, and I sped up, not wanting to be present should it buckle. 

We met a set of wooden steps and darted up them. I was in the rear, and the top wooden slat cracked when I was on it. Bones grabbed my jacket’s collar and pulled me through the arched entryway. 

Where there was one Traveler, there might be another. In the old rules, they’d have one alien for each Sphere, but the game had changed since we’d first encountered the Travelers on Bell Island. That meant we might face more of the creatures in the underground, or throughout Seattle. If they were sticking to the same math, I expected around twenty warriors, minus the two Tilly had managed to kill tonight. My flashlight beam seemed to grow darker the farther we went, and it felt like we were descending lower, but the ground looked level. 

Every so often, we’d stop, listen for signs of pursuit or enemies ahead, and then we’d continue. Finally, we neared the end of the corridor, and Wolfe pressed his back to the brick. I heard the noise. Drip. Drip. Drip. 

A soft light escaped from Tilly’s lips, and she motioned into the room beyond. “The Sphere’s nearby.”

We entered the space, hoping to find a person being occupied by a Sphere, but instead, we found a ball of light floating in a cobweb-covered corner. 

It brightened and lifted higher. 

“It’s all right. We’re not going to hurt you,” I told it. 

Tilly walked with her hand outstretched. “Come with us.”

It pulsed and began to lower. 

A blast shook the floor and pieces of the ceiling dripped from the molten pulse. A few splatters hit Bones’ jacket and he shook them off, leaving gashes in the fabric. A Traveler landed hard and didn’t waste any time with conversation. He shot at Tilly, but Wolfe defended her with his shield. The blast ricocheted, striking the wall. Brick melted, and we had an escape route. 

Bones backed up, the Sphere right beside him as the Traveler stalked the confined space. The alien stood tall, his head brushing the plaster, and his jaw unhinged. 

“Don’t let me die, Elliot.” 

Bones reached for the Sphere and shoved it into his own mouth.
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“Run!” Wolfe shouted. 

Bones took a step and dropped like a rock. 

“Bones!” I rolled him over, but his eyes were distant, his consciousness gone. “Someone help!”

“Cover me!” Tilly bent down and picked Bones up, slinging him across her shoulders. 

The Traveler struggled to squeeze through the hole he’d blasted, and his torso pressed into it, which meant his weapon was pointed directly at us. I took my chance and threw a brick at him, striking the device on his wrist. The color faded, and he bellowed what I assumed was an alien curse. 

Now we ran.

Water splashed with every lengthy step as we careened through the lower levels, and it wasn’t long before we heard the Traveler pursuing us. Bones remained dead weight on Tilly, and though our Sphere friend was a capable warrior, this body could only handle so much. She staggered when we neared the edge of a corridor and fell to one knee. Bones slid free, his arms flopping to the sides. 

I slapped his cheek lightly. “Bones!”

“Let me try. The Drifters can be taught how to Latch,” Tilly said. 

Wolfe stood between us and the incoming Traveler. “Can you two speed this up?”

Tilly touched Bones’ chest and hummed a tune, whispering words along as if she had two voice boxes. When she stopped, nothing happened. 

Then Bones sat straight up, hinging at the waist, and gasped for breath. “Thank you.”

“Let’s discuss this later,” Wolfe said when the Traveler rounded the bend, glaring at us with menacing eyes. The flashlight was on the floor, and the beam caught his top half. Giant shadows obscured both walls from this angle, and the Traveler looked even bigger, a dark-winged angel of the night coming to take our souls. 

We backed into an open space, the ceilings growing higher. The room was circular, the old floor cobblestone. I imagined horses clip-clopping on the ground, dragging wagons from the harbor in the 1800s. A storefront sat to our right, and I saw a sign for gunpowder. It gave me an idea. “Wait here,” I muttered. 

“Wait? Here?” Wolfe scowled at me, then returned his gaze to the massive fiend heading in our direction. “Be fast.”

Bones followed me, and we ducked into a rotten doorway. The glass was smudged with years of disuse, and the entire building stank fiercely. 

“Bones, are you in there?” I asked my best pal. 

He shook his head. “Your friend is fine.”

“Don’t you dare think about staying,” I warned him. 

“I wouldn’t for a second. Your friend consumed me, if you recall.”

He wasn’t wrong. “Help me find gunpowder.”

We scoured the storeroom, hearing the inevitable sounds of battle. I hurried when I spied the barrels, and instantly knew the first one was no good. The wooden top was cracked, and the powder had hardened with exposure to air and moisture, but the second was prime. I hacked at the latch and forced it wide, grinning at the prize. 

I found a metal scoop under the counter and dug it into the powder. I sprinkled the dust down the side and on the floor, all the way to the exit. “Get to the far corner, Bones.”

“Alone?” He peered through the murky glass when the Traveler’s form stalked into the space, his blade raised. 

“It’s either that or you’re blown up. I doubt a Sphere could withstand this explosion,” I said, hoping it would actually ignite. 

Bones made his mind up, speeding to the wall and diving behind a horse cart. 

Wolfe saw me, and must have guessed at what I was doing. “Over here, you ugly SOB!” 

The alien shrieked again, his gravelly cries muted on the stone surrounding us. His gun wasn’t working, which was the only reason we had a chance at victory. 

Tilly called to the Traveler, probably asking him for hand-to-hand combat, but if he heard her, he didn’t react. He lunged, slicing his four-foot blade through the air, and she was knocked to her seat. 

I had to hurry. “Focus, Elliot.” I scattered the last of the fuse from the scoop and dropped it, pulling the blaster from my hip. “We have to lure him to the store!”

Wolfe’s shield took the brunt of the Traveler’s attack, but he was ferocious. The blade cracked against the blue-tinged shield, sending Wolfe into a defensive posture. Tilly scrambled backwards, without time to get to her feet, and I sensed their end. Bones continued hiding behind the cart, and I was in the open with a blaster. The trail of gunpowder waited to be ignited, but it wouldn’t help unless my target moved in this direction. 

A door opened as Wolfe shouted in agony across the courtyard. Water dripped from above, splashing the Traveler, and his black eyes shifted from the pair of humans to the newcomer. Lex walked in, his leather vest showcasing huge biceps. He held the world’s largest gun, and was visibly limping from the accident. 

Lex lowered the weapon as he assessed the situation, and pulled a cigar from his pocket, striking it with a silver lighter. He puffed on it, and the Traveler watched him with disdain. “Looks like I’m late to the party,” Lex grunted. 

He toured the room, close enough to the alien to be in danger. When the Traveler lunged for him, Lex sprinted to the storefront and ducked. Our enemy leapt, trying to tackle him, and narrowly missed, crashing through the glass windows, into the building. 

“Lex! The fuse!” I called, and he gawked at the gunpowder near his feet. 

The Samaritan strolled closer and dropped his cigar on the trail of dust. It ignited, sparking as it burned out. Soon it was through the door, and we raced for the exit, grabbing Bones along the way. The barrel of gunpowder erupted, and it was quickly followed by two more catching in succession. Our group all lay on the cobblestone, hands over our ears as the booming continued until, finally, it stopped. 

I rolled onto my back, hoping the entire place didn’t collapse, and started to laugh. “We did it!”

“Don’t get too excited, kid. There’s at least two more nearby.”

“We already killed one,” Tilly told him. “And another at the docks.”

Lex lifted an eyebrow. “Okay, but one is still deadly.”

“Who the hell are you?” Detective Wolfe asked him. 

“You actually brought the cops into this?” Lex asked me. He glanced between Tilly and Bones. “Jeez, two of the Esol?” Their glowing faces gave them away. 

Wolfe had his handgun out. “I asked who you were.”

“Detective Wolfe, this is Lex, the leader of the Samaritans, and the man that killed Jason Chambers,” I said. 

The pair stared at each other, their fingers twitching near the triggers of their respective weapons, when Lex’s radio chirped. “Boss, we found them.” 

Lex snatched the handset. “Where?” 

“Mercer Island. Heading north on 84th,” the man said. 

Lex watched us closely. “Don’t hurt anyone. Make sure the girl’s there.”

“Roger that, boss man.”

“The girl? Are you talking about Kim?” I asked. 

Lex clipped the radio back. “I’m leaving.”

“You aren’t going anywhere until you give us some answers,” I told him. The alien pulse blaster didn’t tremble as I aimed it at him. 

“Kid, you’re more liable to get yourself killed if you keep that in my face.”

I lowered it, but only slightly. “Why do you want Buzz? And Kimberly?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me,” I said. 

“There’s a lot more at play than Sarc and Esol. Earth’s in danger, and unless we defeat what’s coming, we’re all going to meet our end,” he said. 

“Would you stop glazing over the details?” Wolfe demanded. “Answer Elliot’s question.”

“The Samaritans will do whatever’s necessary to bring the Sarc Champion to Seattle. He’s close, and from the intel we’ve gathered, he’ll only come into our atmosphere if the Guide is present. Whoever your girlfriend found, it’s an important Esol. He’s been chasing it for centuries.”

“How do you know so much?” Tilly asked. “There’s just one Esol that their Champion could possibly want, and they’ve been missing since I landed on Earth.”

“We have our sources,” Lex said. “Now will you let me go?”

I poked him in the shoulder. “You want to use Kim as bait. Then what?” 

“Then we kill the Sarc Champion. If we finish him, they’ll leave Earth alone. That’s what the Investor told us.”

Could it be so simple? “If the Travelers were gone, we’d be able to send the Esol home, ridding Earth of the alien entities.”

Tilly grimaced. “Some of us wish to stay.”

“Well, you can’t,” I told her. 

“That’s not your choice.” Tilly checked her gun’s magazine and gave me a nod. “We’re not accomplishing anything by sitting around. It’s time to leave.”

The ground shook, and dust drifted from above. “She’s right. Let’s go, Elliot,” Wolfe said. He went ahead, and Lex showed us how he’d gotten to the lower level. The set of stairs was worn, but we managed to climb to the underground city, exiting the deathtrap. Lex limped down the hall and raised a finger. 

“I hear something.” He cocked his ear to the right, and I noticed the sound too. 

“Everyone down!” I yelled as a blast scorched through the corridor. Bones dove with me, and we landed on our stomachs. Wolfe’s sleeve was on fire, and he removed his jacket, tossing it to the stone floor. 

The Traveler crawled into the hole, standing twenty feet from our position, brandishing his blade. His hideous mouth twisted into a smile, and Lex glanced at me, then to the alien. A grenade appeared from nowhere. “I’m sorry,” he said, and dropped it. 

Tilly rushed it, kicking the explosive, and it flew at the Traveler, exploding before impact. She chased after the monster, kicking him in the shin as he recoiled from the detonation. Tilly chopped at his wrist, knocking the blade aside, and she picked it up, spinning to behead the alien. His body stayed upright for a second before slumping to the cobblestone. 

“Where’s Lex?” I called, but it was evident he’d used the distraction to escape. 

“That’s three down here.” Tilly slapped her palms together and turned with a smile on her face, the dead Traveler between her feet. 

Two more aliens emerged from the same opening, their gazes on their fallen comrade. 

“Tilly!” I tried to warn her, but they were already closing on her position. She noticed them at the last second and started to flee, but one caught her ankle; her gun flew to the ground, and her nails clawed into the stone as she tried to gain purchase. 

Bones curled into himself, useless in the battle. The Esol within him was a pacifist, and there was nothing I could do to convince him otherwise. Wolfe fired at them with his handgun, and I didn’t waste any time shooting my alien blaster. They deflected off the Traveler’s shields, and Tilly met my gaze as they dragged her closer. 

I couldn’t let her die. Tilly was a nurse, an innocent woman caught up in the alien war, much like my friends and me, and the Sphere within her was an ancient being, someone who’d been voyaging around Earth for hundreds of years. 

I dove for her, grasping her wrists, and they pulled us both, until Bones grabbed me. Wolfe continued firing, trying to distract them, and I released one of Tilly’s arms, reaching for the gun she’d dropped. 

I had to time it correctly. I heard the whine of the second alien’s gun, and knew I only had seconds before we were killed. I felt the energy shield as I passed into it, and flipped onto my back, letting loose on the trigger. Within the shield’s borders, his protection was useless. 

The high-caliber bullets stuck into the Travelers, and I shouted in fury. Tilly scrambled away, taking Bones with her, and one of the aliens fell, his blade clanking to the ground. My gun was empty, and for a while, I didn’t even notice I was out of ammunition. 

“Elliot!” Wolfe called. 

The surviving Traveler picked me up and held me to his face, so close that I could smell his breath. It was rank, as if he’d scraped the scales off a net full of rotting fish and ingested them. His mouth opened, revealing yellowed teeth. Bits of brown stuff clung to his fangs, and I screwed my head to the side, struggling not to gag. 

This was it. My time had come, and I’d never learn what life had in store for me. I silently prayed that Bones would be freed, and that Kimberly could help release the Spheres from this planet. In that instant, I pictured my sister, previously a brat, grown into a resilient woman that could handle herself. 

I couldn’t give up. 

I’d heard the rumors. That my Uncle Taylor had thrown in the towel. That my mother was nuts. That poor little Elliot would likely succumb to the same issues when he got older. They were all wrong. 

I planted a foot on his knee and shoved as hard as I could, breaking from his tight grip. He howled as I landed, and leaned over, raising his blade. I rolled out of the way as he swung it, sparks flying near my eyes when it struck the stone. I shifted again and felt cool air as the tip sliced through my jacket. 

I braced for another attack, but the Traveler froze when a long metal rod stabbed through his chest from behind. Green ooze dripped from the injury, and he looked at it, clutching his stomach before crashing beside me. 

I witnessed a proud warrior in the glow of my thrown flashlight. And I recognized her. 

“Janice?” I asked. 

“You remember.” She winked. “Thanks for the meal. I’m still thinking about it.”

“If you get us out of here, I’ll gladly buy you another,” I said as Wolfe helped me up. I checked my bleeding arm, but it was only a flesh wound. 

“This way.” Janice leapt over the dead alien as if he wasn’t even there, and used her metal rod like a walking stick. It clicked softly with each step, and she took us to a wall. “Not everything is as it seems in the underworld.” The stone was covered with blue and pink spray paint, and it rotated inwards as Janice pressed on the center of the tag. 

“Secret doors?” Wolfe asked. 

Tilly had seemed to withdraw, her movements less self-assured. “You’re fine,” I told her. 

This firmed her resolve. “I know.” Another few feet, and she touched my wrist. “Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime.” I glanced at Bones, who resembled a stranger with the Sphere inside him. He trembled, his eyebrows bending upwards like he was in a state of constant shock. 

Janice led us through an underground alleyway inhabited by dozens of homeless people. She waved at a few, but we received nothing more than a glance in our direction. Detective Wolfe nodded at a couple of guys playing chess near a set of metal rungs. 

“This is it,” Janice said. 

“You didn’t have to do this,” I told her.

“I figured you was one worth saving, sweetie.” She smiled, and I felt the need to repay her, although it would never be enough. I reached for my wallet, but she shook her head. “I have everything I need. Take care of your people, do you hear me?”

“I will,” I promised her. 

The rungs were cold and dripping wet. Wolfe went first, pushing the manhole cover off with his shoulders, and it banged and scraped as he shoved it to the street. We all rushed out, replacing the cover, and tried to gather our bearings. 

“We’re two blocks from the cars.” Wolfe jogged in the direction of Elliot Bay. The storm continued to erupt, but the clouds felt lighter, the wind not as gale-force. 

I was almost out of energy, but the thought of getting to Kimberly fueled my legs. We made quick work of a couple of city blocks, and I groaned when I spotted Lex’s toppled truck. Detective Wolfe’s car remained, but my Camaro was gone. 

Wolfe let out a string of expletives, and I saw why. A switchblade jutted from his rear tire. 

“He stole my car,” I muttered. 

“Now how are we going to drive to Mercer Island?” Tilly asked.
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The city bus rumbled as it crossed through the intersection, barreling to the expansive bridge connecting Mercer Island to Seattle. From here, it looked as though the bridge never ended, with nearly two miles of water to negotiate. 

Detective Wolfe had found the bus driver asleep on the side of the road, with no one using his services because of the bad weather. He’d waved a gun and a badge, and the old guy was only too happy to call it a day, walking away in the rain.

“Have you ever driven one of these before?” Tilly asked. 

“No.”

“It shows,” she said. 

“You want to have a go at it?” Wolfe asked, his knuckles white on the wide steering wheel.

“Sure.” Tilly started toward the front of the bus. 

“Sit down,” he ordered, and she did, taking the spot next to Bones. He stared out the window at Lake Washington. The Sphere ship waited out there for Kim to guide them from Earth, but where was it? 

“Lex will already be there,” I said. “He has the fastest car in the city.”

“But does he have the hauling capacity of a…” Wolfe peered over his shoulder and gave up. “We’re not far behind him. He had to hotwire your car, which must have added a couple of minutes.”

I didn’t have the nerve to tell Wolfe I’d forgotten the keys in the ignition. We didn’t worry about things like that on Bell Island. There was nowhere for a thief to go, and Mr. Webb would spot my car from a mile away. “Right.” 

Because of the weather and the late hour, it was like we had the city to ourselves, which was a good thing, since aliens were on the loose. We’d already encountered as many as we’d ever seen on Bell Island, and I figured we’d only scratched the surface, especially if we assumed over twenty had come. 

The trip across took a few minutes, with Wolfe only risking thirty-five miles an hour, and we finally exited, rolling onto pavement on the other end. I spotted the City of Mercer Island sign, and we blew by it, Wolfe seeming to know his destination. “Is this in your jurisdiction?” I asked him. 

“No.”

“But you’re going to drive a stolen bus here, regardless?” 

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve seen what these guys are capable of,” he said. 

“What about backup?” I asked. “Shouldn’t we be calling in the National Guard or something?”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Tilly interjected. “The moment you bring in people from the outside, this blows up. We’ll never escort the Esol off Earth, and the Travelers will win.”

“We know they’re here,” I reminded her. 

“You don’t count.”

“But we’ve managed to kill an awful lot of the Sarc.”

“The rest of them aren’t aware of that yet,” she said. 

“Who’s the Champion he referred to?” Wolfe asked Tilly. 

“The Sarc have hierarchy like everyone. Their Champion has devoured the souls of a hundred Esol. It’s how they gain power. The Guides are rare, but there’s a single Guide that might contend with their best warrior. This Guide is an Elder, and has freed over a thousand of our kind.”

“That’s who Kim is sheltering,” I whispered.

“The Champion is coming. Tonight.”

I shivered at the ominous foretelling. “Then we’d better locate Kim before Lex uses her as a sacrifice.” I pictured Kim tied up to a burning pyre, a white dress blowing in the breeze as the clouds thickened, the lightning flashing overhead. Maybe I’d seen too many movies, but I couldn’t allow the Samaritans to offer Kim as bait. 

Wolfe decelerated and slowly drove past a speed bump, nearly sending Bones off his seat. He flicked his signal light, even though it was a ghost town, and turned into a park. “This is where 84 ends. They might be at Calkins Point.”

“Or they could have continued on,” Tilly said. 

“Can you sense her?” I asked Tilly. 

She did the whole thing again, and Bones opened his lips, humming along, probably unconsciously. “No, but there’s another Sphere.”

“Then that’s Kim’s destination,” I said. 

The road ended, and we parked the bus, its doors springing open as it hissed and lowered. Wolfe powered it down, and we hustled to the sidewalk. A single gunshot rang in the distance.

“We have to hurry!” Finding my fuel reserves, I sprinted north along the trails, the trees growing wide on either edge. Their branches were soaked from the rain, and every few seconds, a leaf slapped my cheeks as I went. I didn’t check to see if the others were following me. Kim might be in danger, and that was all I could think about. 

When I reached the end of the path, my lungs burned from the effort, and I bent over, resting my hands on my thighs, aiming to catch my breath. 

My car was parked on the beach, the paint scraped in multiple spots. One of the mirrors was broken off, and I cringed, thinking how much it would cost to repair my baby. The headlights were still on, spotlighting four figures on the sand. 

Another gunshot blasted through the night air, and I saw Buzz with Kim, walking backward to the water. 

“Give her to me, Buzz!” It was Lex, and he hadn’t seen us coming. 

Wolfe went the long way, his handgun at ready. Tilly chose the opposite direction, trying to flank the Samaritan leader. Bones… he was nowhere to be found. I heard him behind the car and left him to hide. The Drifter Spheres weren’t too brave, and I couldn’t blame them. 

“She’s not going with you, Lex. You’ll have to kill me,” Buzz growled. It was dark out, but the headlights gave enough ambiance to see by. I lifted a hand, hoping Kim or Buzz would notice, and Kim gave me the barest of acknowledgments. A young woman was behind her, and I guessed that was the Sphere they’d come to gather. She couldn’t have been any older than twelve or thirteen, and she reminded me of Cindy at that age. 

“That can be arranged.” Lex limped forward; his shotgun leveled. “Why do you continue to fight us on this? The Sarc need to be destroyed. If we lure the Champion tonight, we can finish this once and for all. They’ll avoid Earth, leaving you to play house with these Esol. I just want his head on a stake.”

“You do, or your benefactor does?” Buzz asked. 

“You don’t know anything about him. You bailed before learning his true motives. He’s a good person,” Lex said. 

“He’s a killer. Just like you.”

“And you aren’t?” Lex laughed. “I saw you in Vegas. And Peru. You’re as ruthless as the rest of us.”

I noticed a flicker of exasperation cross Buzz’s face. “I’m not that man anymore.”

“We don’t change. Not us, Buzz. We saw things in Vietnam. These civilians can’t understand what we went through. You weren’t the only one to encounter what you call a Traveler, and you know it. Stop messing around and give me the girl.”

“Never.”

Kimberly touched Buzz’s shoulder and walked past him. “Are you serious? If we kill the Champion, they’ll leave?”

Lex nodded. “That’s the rumor.”

“But you might be wrong,” Buzz added. 

“Possibly. Worth a shot, isn’t it?”

I could tell what Kim was thinking. She’d easily sacrifice her own wellbeing for the Esol and humanity. It would seem like a small price to pay to her. Especially now that she’d confided how lost she’d felt without a Guide. 

“I’ll do it,” she said. 

“No you won’t,” Buzz argued. 

“It’s not your call. I appreciate your efforts, Buzz, I truly do, but if Lex is telling the truth…” Kim stopped when something splashed behind them. They were at the northern tip of Mercer Island, with nothing but Lake Washington a few feet from their position. A space vessel rose from the lake in silence, water dripping off its hull. 

The Travelers were here. 

The young Sphere screamed, her voice tearing through the beach as a light scorched from the underside of the UFO. It carved a path in the sand, the stench of burning filling my nostrils. It headed straight for Lex, who began running. His leg was injured, and he hobbled toward my car, his eyes widening when he saw me. He stopped, and the beam cut into him. One second, the Samaritan boss was there; the next, he’d vanished in a plume of vapor. 

“Get in the car!” I shouted. 

The UFO descended more, the beam fading. 

Everyone piled in, and I couldn’t even take the time to say hello to Kim. One wasted breath, and the UFO would destroy us too. With no means of defense, running was our only hope. There was barely room for everyone, and the back seat was crammed full. Buzz took the passenger, with Wolfe shoved into the middle of the front row. 

I turned the key, but it didn’t start. 

“What’s the holdup?” Wolfe shouted. The UFO lowered, spinning slowly to face my car. The beam kicked on, and the sand morphed into a glassy substance beneath the heat. 

Click. Click. I shoved the clutch, shifting into first, and it fired up. Before it registered, I jammed on the pedal, shooting from the beach and onto the grass. I found the path Lex had taken, and it was no surprise that the sides were all beaten to hell. It was already damaged, and I told myself that our lives were worth more than a car. Even this one.

We sped into the treed area, and Buzz kept peering up, trying to track the alien craft through the canopy above. Tree limbs bashed into my windows, but I emerged after a minute, feeling like I could breathe. The bridge wasn’t far, and—

“There it is!” Kim yelled, pointing to the right. The UFO flew over the lake, keeping pace with me. 

“Damn it.” I gritted my teeth and took her faster. The car vibrated and shook as I raced down the road. The bridge came into sight, and I knew we had to traverse it and hide, or we were dead. 

“It’s picking up speed,” Buzz warned me. 

With the vacant bridge, I took my car faster than she’d ever gone. The speedometer rose alarmingly, and I peered at it, seeing that I’d hit one hundred and ten miles per hour. The wheels skidded, and I almost lost control, but regained it as I eased off the gas slightly. 

The UFO’s beam hissed as it evaporated the lake’s surface in its wake. They adjusted their trajectory, cutting straight for us when we were halfway across. 

Time seemed to slow around me as I guided our group toward Seattle. I experienced the rumble of the engine, heard the beating of my heart, felt every fiber of the leather beneath me. The Travelers sought to block my passage, but scarcely missed, slicing the concrete directly behind us. 

Kim hooted in celebration, but paused when the Travelers stopped on a dime and spun around. “They’re coming back!”

One quarter of the deck persisted, and Seattle’s downtown came into view, despite the darkness of the island. The power remained out, casting shadows over the entire metropolis. 

“I know where we can hide if we make it. Underground parking lot a few blocks south,” Wolfe informed me. Then that was my target. 

We were nearing the edge of the lake when the UFO arrived, this time in front of me. No matter how hard I pushed her, she wouldn’t go over one-twenty. We were doomed. The bridge tore apart, and I slowed, prepared to stop, but the strangest thing happened. The concrete buckled, offering me a ramp, and I had to make a choice: brake and let them do one more sweep, ending our lives...or I could take the jump. 

How hard could it be?

“Elliot, you’re going to…” Kim halted as we hit the slope, my Camaro gliding through the air. Gravity ceased to exist for a split second and I floated from my seat, the buckle holding me in place. Then the tires touched down, spinning and squealing, and we were off, racing onto land like a bat out of hell. 

“Holy crap, that was cool!” the Sphere girl exclaimed. “Can we do it again?”

“Nope,” I muttered. My hands were shaking so badly from adrenaline and fear that I was surprised I could keep the car on the road. 

Wolfe leaned forward, straining to observe the sky. “Where are they?”

With the Travelers out of sight, I took the entrance to the underground parking lot Wolfe had suggested, and I killed the engine, sitting in the dark for a minute before anyone spoke. 

“We can’t stay put.” Buzz scurried out, leaving the door open. 

Wolfe exited after him. “Where are we supposed to go?”

Everyone filed out of the back as I found my flashlight and turned it on. Buzz had a lantern, and he lit it, keeping the flame low. 

I scrutinized the entrance, worried a UFO might appear, but there was no way for it to fit, not without cutting a hole in the ceiling—which they had the capability of doing. 

I hugged Kim, and she held me tight. “Sorry we abandoned you earlier. Buzz wouldn’t let me intervene.”

“It’s fine. I’ve made friends with Detective Wolfe,” I said. They smiled at one another. “Parker’s here.”

“The sheriff?” Buzz asked. “How did that happen?”

“He followed us, assuming we’d need his assistance. He was right,” I told them. 

Buzz was already walking toward the street. “Where are the Spheres?”

“What about my car?”

“Leave it. We’ll get it later,” he said. 

He had a point. The aliens and Samaritans knew what I drove, and it would put a huge target on ourselves if we continued to rip around dark Seattle in it. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” Buzz added. 

“The lake. They were going to the north section, securing transportation,” I said. 

“What’s with Bones?” Kim snapped a finger in front of his face. 

“He ate a Sphere,” I whispered. 

“I know he’s always hungry, but is anything off limits?” Kim joked. 

“I don’t want to be in this host. I prefer to be alone.” It sounded like Bones, but it wasn’t him in control. Cindy had been occupied by one last summer, and she’d described it as taking a ride in your own body, but not being able to do anything about it. It wasn’t an experience she wanted to duplicate, and I was sure Bones would corroborate the feeling. 

“What have you guys been up to?” I asked Kim. 

“We’ve been to the Samaritan base. Cindy’s there, alive and well.”

“And you didn’t get her?” I barked. 

“Did you want me to risk your girlfriend’s life and your sister’s?” I shook my head. “Their ‘Investor’ is going to show up soon. I overheard them talking,” Buzz said. 

“Then let’s finally meet this person so we can rescue Cindy.” I started for the exit, where Buzz was waiting. 

“Shouldn’t we check on the Spheres?” Kim’s motivation was clear. She cared more about releasing the Esol from Earth than my sister’s well-being. 

Buzz stared at the ground, then at me. “Elliot’s right. We have to get Cindy and convince the Samaritans to work with us. There are too many Travelers, and—”

“They’re not going to do that, not without trading Cindy for Kim,” I reminded him. 

“We have to try. Then, we bring those Spheres to the lake and Kim can Guide them.” Buzz glanced at the detective. “I’m going to require your help.”

“What can I do?”

“You have access to a helicopter?” 

Wolfe appeared to contemplate it. “Are you going to destroy it?”

“Not intentionally, but it might become a casualty of war,” Buzz said, retrieving a pair of handheld radios from his pack. “Take this. Wait for word.”

“I’m definitely going to be looking for a new job after tonight. I hope that Parker guy is hiring staff on Bell Island, because I might be in need of work.”

“So you’ll do it?”

“Let me make some calls.”

“Bring the Spheres with you.”

Tilly seemed ready to object, but she finally sighed and put her arm around Bones’ shoulders. “I’ll keep them safe. Come on, girl. What’s your name?” she asked the latest Sphere. 

“Minnie.”

“Like the mouse?” Tilly asked. 

“I’d rather not talk about that.” Minnie went with Detective Wolfe, Bones, and Tilly, heading to the street. 

I was once again alone with Kim and Buzz. “Buzz, it’s bad. We fought them already.”

“The Travelers?”

I filled them in on my adventures, and Buzz paced the parking lot while I described our mission beneath downtown Seattle. 

“And you killed them all?” Buzz seemed astounded, and Kim stood with a smirk on her lips.

“Not me, but I was there.” I shrugged. “Tilly’s a force to be reckoned with.”

“Sounds like it. Glad she’s on our team.” Buzz rubbed his chin. “Lex is gone. It might open up a spot for a familiar face to replace him. If we can—”

“Was he being honest earlier?” Kim held her pack and removed the Sphere trapped inside the black box. “Are they going to bundle all of the Esol and offer us up to the Champion?”

“There’s no proof a Champion even exists. I’m not sure how Lex gathered his information, but it wasn’t from me.”

I tried to picture the best warrior the Travelers had to offer, and couldn’t imagine anything more terrible than the ones we’d already fought. “How do we get there?” I asked Buzz. 

“On foot. The police issued a radio warning to the population to stay put,” he said. “Before the power went out, that is.”

“Why?”

“I may have called in a few bomb threats.” Buzz grinned and headed outside. 

“How far?” I peered down the street, barely able to view the building at the corner. The air had cooled, and mist rose from the pavement. A fog began rolling in from the lake, making it even more difficult to see. 

“Twelve or so blocks.” Buzz stayed in the shadows, moving with efficiency. My body was dead, my limbs beginning to fail me. But Kim kept jogging, and that motivated me enough to keep pace. No one spoke as we progressed inland, and I was unsure how much time had passed when the church came into sight. 

Two towers rose on either side, the doorway covered by a massive stone archway. A cross was affixed above it like a beacon of hope in the night. A couple of the windows were boarded up, and the stained glass had been shattered beside the entrance. 

“A church?”

“It’s been abandoned for a while, so the Samaritans made it their temporary home,” Buzz said. We observed it from the alley while rain continued to douse our heads. And I thought Bell Island was wet. 

I squinted. “Where did you see Cindy?”

Buzz shoved a pair of binoculars into my hands. “Top right window.”

I used them, focusing on the exterior, and saw a figure beyond the glass. Cindy was talking to someone, and had that look of annoyance she’d given me on hundreds of occasions.

“Now what?” Kim asked. 

Footsteps splashed behind us. “Drop your weapons and put your hands to the sky.”
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It was the huge man from the elevator, the same Samaritan that had been detained at the Ramones concert. That was only a few hours ago, but it felt like weeks. 

“How did you get out?” I asked him. 

“It pays to know people.” He smiled, showcasing a missing tooth. He’d probably lost it when he’d been tackled to the concourse. His eyes were slightly crossed, and he looked to Buzz with painful recognition. 

“Hammer, you don’t have to do this,” Buzz told him. 

“Buzz, you were one of the good guys. It’s a shame you deserted your brothers.”

“You’re murderers,” he spat. “I can’t call you brother.”

Did Buzz really want to poke the bear? 

“That hurts.”

“Let’s call a truce for tonight. Then we’ll go our separate ways, and life will continue,” Buzz said. 

“The Investor will never stop,” Hammer said. 

“I think you’re about to find out that your Investor’s stocks are dropping, so bail before you go for broke,” Buzz told him. 

Hammer shook his head and frowned. “Weapons on the ground.”

“It’s three against one.”

Hammer nodded his head, and a bullet shot the dumpster right behind me. “You think we’re that stupid?”

Buzz opened his mouth, but Kim spoke first. “Don’t answer that.”

The alien blaster weighed heavily in my pocket, and I glanced at Buzz, trying to get a nonverbal answer from him. With a deep sigh, he lowered his gun, dropping it the last few inches. Kim did the same, and when I brought out the Traveler tech, Hammer chuckled, reaching for it. “That’s pretty cool.”

I hoped he might accidentally shoot himself, but he just held it and nodded at the church. “After you.”

The doors were huge, a rusted brown color with ornate carvings of Biblical scenes. A crown was centered above them, surrounded by acacia trees. 

As much as I didn’t enjoy being a captive for a murderous cult, determined to bring the universe’s most dangerous warrior to Seattle tonight, I was grateful for the amnesty from the storm. Churches were supposed to be a safe place, a sanctuary from the world, but this was anything but. 

A dozen men were inside the cathedral, lounging on the pews, drinking beer, smoking cigarettes. It resembled the outside of a biker bar, but with warm lighting and stacks of hymnals. 

“How are you sourcing power?” Buzz asked Hammer, and he pointed with a huge finger at a set of doors. 

“Generators. Brought a few.” 

A man and a woman stood at a table where radios and computers were lined up. “You remember Caz and Blinky, right, Buzz?” Hammer asked. 

“Sure.” Buzz didn’t offer his hand, and neither did they. Everyone had risen when Buzz entered, and I could see their expressions shift from complacency to curiosity. He’d been their leader at one point, and since most were ex-military, it was obvious they were trained to respect his commands. 

I didn’t have to inquire why Blinky had that nickname. He wore big round glasses and didn’t stop blinking his eyes. “We’ve been locked into the airport’s radar, as well as the Air Force database. There have been three unidentified sightings tonight in the Pacific Northwest alone.”

“We’ve met a couple of them,” I said. 

Silence filled the room, and Hammer grabbed me by the collar. Buzz was quick to react, slapping Hammer’s meaty paws off me. “Where was their ship?”

“In the Fisherman’s Terminal, at the canal,” I said. “They stayed below the surface, but the lights were on.”

“Was anyone home?” Caz asked. Her hair was jet black, cut short, and she wore matching dark eyeliner, reminding me of a raccoon. 

“They were, but…” I glanced around, finding the Samaritans’ rapt attention. I had to make this good, since Buzz wanted to sway them to our side. “We dealt with them.” I tried to sound casual about it. 

Hammer sneered. “What do you mean, dealt with them?”

“We’ve killed five or six. It’s hard to keep count,” I said. 

Hammer stayed straight-faced, then burst out laughing. Caz joined in, and soon Blinky was wheezing out a cackle. “You’re a funny guy. Buzz, where did you get this kid?”

“He’s serious,” Kim told them. “We also killed a bunch on Bell Island last summer. You’re not messing with amateurs here. Buzz taught us everything we know, and I assure you, we’re no pushovers.”

The laughter stopped when Hammer cleared his throat. “Lex will want to see you.”

“About that,” Buzz started. 

“We haven’t been able to contact him,” Caz said. “He went radio silent about thirty minutes ago.”

“He’s dead.” Buzz cracked his knuckles, as if unsure what else to do. “The Travelers blasted him at Mercer Island.”

“How did you survive?” Hammer asked.

“Dead?” Blinky actually stopped moving his eyelids. “It can’t be.”

“What are we going to do?” This from Caz. 

The rest of the Samaritans started talking over one another. “Be quiet!” Hammer shouted, making them stop. It was clear who Lex’s second in command was. “You saw this?”

Kim and I nodded. “He’s gone.”

“Who’ll tell the kid?” Caz asked. 

They meant Brady. “Where’s my sister?”

“That’s…” Hammer looked in my direction, as if searching for a resemblance between Cindy and me. “Your sister is fine. She’s upstairs.”

“Why’d you take her?”

“We needed leverage. Buzz, you’re not an easy man to track.”

“You mean kill, not track, don’t you?” Buzz proclaimed. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“What’s the plan?” Blinky asked. 

“It hasn’t changed. We figure out where these Esol have gathered, and bring the Champion down,” Hammer told him. 

“This is a bad idea,” Buzz suggested. 

Hammer poked him in the chest. “And what would you do?”

“We have the Guide… and the Esol. Now we want to locate their ship and send them home.” Buzz climbed onto the chancel, where a priest would have spouted off sermons for the congregation when the church remained in operation. “The Travelers are a danger, but we’re not going to solve that tonight. If we send the Esol off Earth, we live to fight another day. We can regroup and execute the battle plan, should they ever return.”

“If we have a chance to rid Earth of the Sarc forever, shouldn’t we take it?” someone asked from the crowd. 

“Yeah, the Investor says—”

“I don’t care what he thinks…he’s wrong. Even if there is a Champion warrior, who among us is going to defeat him?” Buzz asked. 

They assessed one another, some shrugging, others puffing up their chests like they had the skills to fight an alien of that ranking. 

“I will,” Hammer said. 

“And then you’ll die. Hammer, have you ever killed a Sarc?”

He shifted on his big feet, looking down. “No.”

“Then pay attention. They’re deadly, and every single Esol they devour makes them stronger. If he’s eaten a hundred of his enemies, he’ll be unstoppable. You don’t want to draw him here, not now, not ever.”

“Spoken like a true coward,” Hammer muttered. 

“Maybe he’s right,” Blinky said. “Lex was on the fence about the idea.”

“Don’t put words into his mouth,” Hammer said. “Lex is dead, and you don’t know what he was thinking.”

“My father’s dead?” 

Everyone turned to face the set of stairs, and all eyes fell on Brady. 

“I’m afraid so, son,” Buzz said. 

“Don’t call me that! My dad can’t be killed. He promised!” Brady’s glare could have burned a hole in the marble floor. 

“Where’s Cindy?” I asked. 

“Elliot?” Cindy was behind Brady, and he blocked her from crossing the aisles. 

“Let her go.” I walked past Hammer. 

“You’re all weak. I’ll do this myself!” Brady clutched Cindy’s wrist and dragged her through a set of doors. 

I ran, feeling a surge of energy. I shoved past the exit and trailed him into the church’s hallways, then outside. The entire time, I could hear Cindy shouting for me, striving to fight Brady off. 

I searched in both directions in the alleyway, and jumped aside when a motorbike sped by, Cindy punching the driver from behind him. And it was gone. The sound of the tailpipe carried through the air for a moment, and dissipated as Brady turned. 

Buzz was right behind me. “Where is he?”

“He took Cindy.” I’d been so close to regaining my sister. What kind of a big brother was I?

Buzz patted my shoulder. “The night isn’t over. We’ll make him pay.”

“Damn right we will.” I went into the church, fury boiling in my veins. I walked up to Hammer, ready to shout orders, when someone arrived on the street out front. I saw the headlights through the stained glass and rushed to see who it was. 

The BMW was familiar, and I hurried to the sidewalk, reading the license plate: DEADMD.

Dr. Trevor Dead whistled as he climbed from the driver’s seat, opening the back door to retrieve a large metal case. He adjusted his glasses and started up the steps, brushing past me. 

Kim and I stood in awe as he carried the case into the church, and I tried to figure out how the medical examiner we’d met last night knew the Samaritans. 

“Doctor,” Hammer said. “Did you bring them?”

“As promised.” Dr. Dead knocked pamphlets off a table to clean it and set his case down. “I got four, which isn’t bad, considering the trouble they gave us.”

Buzz stopped us by clearing his throat, as if we might disturb some big revelation. 

Hammer joined the doctor at the table and smiled as he picked up a black box. A Sphere lingered within the trap. The box was much like the one Buzz had, but it was smaller, the finishes cleaner, as though someone had perfected the design from an early iteration. “These will help.”

“You…” Kim took a step toward them. “You killed those innocent people and had them all sent to the same examiner, just so you could try to capture the Spheres?”

Hammer and Dr. Dead turned at the same moment. Recognition appeared on the doctor’s wrinkled face. “Miss Chance? What interest does the Greendale Gazette have in the Samaritans?” 

Hammer sighed. “Trevor, there is no Greendale Gazette… if you’ve met, it means she deceived you.”

Trevor glanced at me. “What about the intern? You must work for them?”

Hammer rolled his eyes and placed the box into the case. “Saddle up, team. We’re heading out!”

“Where?” I asked. 

“Now that we have a few Esol, and the Guide, we’re going to draw in the bastard for a fight,” Hammer said. “Buzz, you were wondering how we defeat their Champion?” 

I peered over my shoulder, seeing ten guns aimed at our backs. We accompanied the group, trailing after Hammer, who carried the metal case. When we got to the alley, he went right and showed us a row of military vehicles. I didn’t know what most of them did, but there were green trucks with giant Gatling guns atop them, and one looked like a real tank. 

“You’re going to drive these through Seattle?” Buzz asked. 

“Hell yeah, we are. Good thing it’s dark out,” Hammer said. 




____________




The bench rumbled beneath me, and I faced Kim as we headed away from the church. 

“Did you know?” I asked her. 

Caz was in the back of the light armored vehicle, an M4 resting on her lap. She chewed on a toothpick and didn’t seem to be paying any attention to our conversation. 

“Know what?” Kim stared at me, and I wanted to brush her hair from her eyes and kiss her. I realized how much I’d missed her these last few months. 

“That the Guide you found was so important,” I finished. 

Kim nodded slowly. “I suppose I did.”

“Tell me what happened. You only said you met the Guide in New York.”

“I’ve been working hard to figure it all out. I’ve spent years, Elliot. Since I was a young girl. The Travelers killed my parents because of the Guide within me, and I was basically born with it. I know I told you they aren’t active participants, but that wasn’t exactly the truth.”

I listened closely, seeking her point of view instead of being upset at the lies. “How does it work?”

Kim’s eyes glowed, and her voice altered slightly. I guessed I was speaking to the Guide within her. 

“The Guides are older than the others. Elders of the Esol. The Esol homeworld was ravaged by the war. Since the moment the Sarc found their home planet, they were never safe. The Sarc realized they could gain power by absorbing this entity, and like most races, they took advantage of it. Do you think humans would react any differently? The Esol were no more important than a chicken is to you and me, a creature alive for their benefit. But the Esol didn’t feel this way. The Elders had to do something about it, and they found a new home for their people. Earth was on the way, but something went terribly wrong in between. Their ships lost power, and they made an emergency landing on Earth. The Esol came later, and were separated, spending hundreds of years in isolation, scattered around your planet.”

“Did they end up on different worlds too?”

“Yes. Earth was but one planet they crashed on. The Travelers have been more cautious here, because Earth is occupied by humans.”

“And some Spheres are older than others?” I asked. 

“They procreate like any species. The Drifters on Bell Island were children, scared and fearful of the Sarc. That is why they usually offer a sacrifice. It’s become a game to the beings you call Travelers. They are hunters, almost as a rite of passage. But it developed into something more. This Champion they speak of won’t go quietly into the night. He’s a creature of nightmares, with abilities beyond any other of his kind.”

“We have to stop them from bringing him,” I murmured. 

“You can’t stop the Investor,” Caz said, indicating she’d been listening the entire time. 

“Who is he?”

She shrugged her shoulders and met my gaze. “No one knows.”

“You blindly obey a ghost?”

“We listened to Buzz, then Lex.”

“How did everyone react when Buzz left?”

“Lex made it seem like he bailed on us, that he didn’t think we were good enough, but now I can see that was a lie. I’m beginning to understand what actually transpired,” she said. 

“So you’ll help us?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Why not?” Kim asked. 

“They’ll kill me. You’ve seen what the Investor has set up. Was it a coincidence that all the bodies of their victims ended up at the same medical examiner’s office? He has contacts with the police force, and with the government… the Investor doesn’t lose.”

“They’re going to sacrifice me, aren’t they?” Kim whispered. 

“That’s the plan,” Caz replied. 

“And you’ll sit back and watch?” 

“No, but I have to protect myself first.”

“How philanthropic,” I muttered. 

“Don’t talk to me about things you don’t comprehend. If you’ve witnessed what I have, you’d see things differently.”

I didn’t argue, because I could tell there was no point. “Kim, what does the Guide want?”

“The ships aren’t sending the Spheres back to their world; they’re continuing them to their target destination. The Sarc don’t know where it is. The Esol that have made it there are thriving, growing stronger and more advanced as the centuries pass. I have to get every last Sphere off Earth, and the Sarc will eventually leave us alone. The Samaritans are wrong. Even if they kill the Champion, the Travelers will continue to come here as long as there are Spheres.” Her voice was her own now.

“Then we trap the rest and offer them to the Sarc,” Caz said. 

Kim’s eyes brightened, light leaking from her nostrils. “I won’t allow that.”

“Calm down. I don’t want to shoot you.” Caz rested her finger on the trigger, and the Guide’s glow abated. 

“How did you find the Guide?” I asked. 

“I followed every lead possible, and it turned out that the Guides arrived well before the Esol. They were sent as scouts in the early years of the war and crashed on Earth. That was part of the reason the later groups ended up here. One of the oldest Guides, an Elder from another era, came thousands of years ago, and they were hidden within an Egyptian tomb. That tomb was left buried until twenty years ago, and it was brought to New York, borrowed for a display at the Museum of Natural History. I went to the black-tie event a month ago, on a date with some rich guy.”

I cringed at the mention of her with another man, but tried not to let it show. “What was his name?”

“Tay.”

“That’s a strange name,” I said.

“Who cares? I found the tomb, and because of my connection to the previous Guide, I knew they were inside. I finally convinced Tay to get me a drink, and when I had a moment of privacy, I called for the Guide. It took some persuading, but it eventually left the mummy and entered me.” Kim brushed her curls from her eyes. “I changed… felt the Spheres around the planet. There are hundreds of them, Elliot. Maybe a thousand.”

I pictured a thousand Travelers coming to Earth at the same moment, and the chaos that would ensue. They’d already blown a bridge out in Seattle. This couldn’t be covered up like the Bell Island invasion. People would have witnessed the UFO above Lake Washington. 

“How does the Guide work? Did you have these details before?”

“No, the Elder inside me didn’t divulge this information prior to this moment. We learned it together, Elliot,” Kim said. 

“I won’t let them sacrifice you,” I whispered. 

“I appreciate that, but I’m not sure how you can stop them.”

I needed to get word to Wolfe, Parker, Bones, and Tilly. I didn’t have their exact location, but could roughly guess where they’d gone. “Caz, let me out.”

She snorted. “Why would I do that?”

“Because what you’re doing is wrong.”

She flipped the canvas at the rear of the truck open. “You don’t even know where we’re going.”

“Then tell me.”

Caz slapped a palm to her knee. “Damn conscience. There’s a park near the lake, across the bridge. Follow the coast, and you can’t miss it.”

“How much time do I have?” I asked. 

“This procession is slow moving. Thirty minutes?” Caz estimated. 

“Why don’t we both leave?” Kim said. 

“No way. If I let you escape, they’ll kill me,” Caz barked. 

I crouched by Kim, touching her cheek. “I’ll come for you. Hold off as long as you can.”

“Okay.” A single tear fell down her cheek, and I kissed her. 

“Promise me we’ll stand together while the sun rises tomorrow. Whatever you need to do, I’ll be with you, Kimberly.”

“I’d like that.”

I went to kiss her again, but Caz groaned. “Just get on with it.” She held the flap open, and I peered through, seeing we were the second-to-last vehicle. The driver was twenty feet back, his attention on the road. Caz lifted her radio and pressed the talk button. The moment I saw the guy reach for his handheld, I jumped, moving into the ditch. I hid in the trees, waiting as the final truck rolled by slowly, trying to get my bearings. 

I had to find the Spheres and return with an army.
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I was covered in mud and grime as I hurried down the street. The area was filled with four-story walk-up apartments, the landscaping well manicured, the sidewalks clean. The clouds were still heavy, the rain lighter, and my feet were completely soaked. Every step made a squelching sound, and I was sure I’d have a cold after traversing the city in the damp like this. But making it to the morning was all that mattered. 

I stopped by someone’s garden and picked a tomato from the vines. It was only spring, but they’d obviously had an early start. I devoured it and took another, pocketing a third. I needed water, which was insane, because at that moment I hated water with a ferocity usually reserved for Cooper, or sadistic tyrants.

I walked by cars on the edge of the road, peering into windows, until I located a water bottle. There was no cap, but I didn’t care at that point. I tried the handle, and it opened. A second later, the bottle was empty, my thirst almost sated. 

With some food and liquid inside me, I had the strength to keep jogging, ever toward the east. Finally I reached the lake, and searched the darkness for signs of my allies. It looked empty. 

“No,” I sighed, sitting on the end of the beach pier. I noticed a reflection to the south. “Could that be the Spheres?” I’d told them to procure a boat, and this was one hell of a yacht. I raced down the beach, finding an upside-down canoe, and I rotated it into the lake. The paddles were in the middle, and I sat down, pushing off from the shore. 

Bones and I had countless hours of experience paddling with boats like this, and I found my rhythm quickly, hoping that the yacht in the distance held the group of Spheres. It was almost a mile out, and it took the last reserves of my energy to cross the water. Every time the blades cut in, I thought about my timeline. Thirty minutes. Had I passed it yet? Was Kim already being offered to some alien warrior?

When I was within a hundred yards of the target, I saw Bones leaning on the railing, contemplatively staring at the sky. My arms ached, my back protesting, and I could barely breathe. “Bones!”

My friend noticed the canoe and squinted. “Elliot?”

I could tell the Sphere was still in control, but he was alive, and that filled me with relief. “Get the others. Help me up!”

A second later, Tilly and Sheriff Parker were lowering a rope down the hull of the white yacht. They tugged on it, dragging me onto the deck, and I wasn’t much help. I lay there, watching the clouds as they parted to reveal the bright moon, reminding me of a giant Sphere. 

“Elliot, what the hell has been going on?” Wolfe demanded. His voice was distant, as if he was speaking to me through a bad connection. 

“Head north. We have to reach the park before the Travelers arrive…” 

The boat’s engines vibrated, and I felt us moving, but everything was fading. 

“Elliot?” Tilly leaned over, and my vision narrowed. 

I vanished into darkness. 




____________




Voices murmured from outside the cabin, but I couldn’t make out the words. My jacket was draped on a chair, my shirt off and a blanket wrapped around me. It was warm, like a cold winter night curled up by the fireplace, watching a movie with my family, when I was a kid. Cindy would always beg for a cartoon, and I’d fight with her to ensure there were at least some gun battles or barroom brawls. 

My parents would always do their best to stay impartial, but eventually, we’d watch Cindy’s movie, because I had too much of a soft spot for the scamp. 

“Cindy.” I sat up, recalling her being dragged off and taken on Brady’s motorbike. I peered through the window, feeling the sensation of floating on water. I was on a boat. Inland, the entire area was shrouded in darkness. “Bell Island,” I whispered. 

“No, Elliot. That’s Seattle.” Sheriff Parker entered with a man behind him, and the night flooded into my mind. 

“I know.” I searched for my shirt, but Parker tossed another at me. 

“Yours was a little dirty.”

I slipped from the comfort of the bed and threw on a sweatshirt for a local Seattle college. It fit perfectly. “What happened to me?”

Detective Wolfe stood at the cabin’s windows, watching the lake. “Probably a bit of shock, hypothermia, exhaustion, dehydration.”

I took a deep breath and felt fine. “Whatever it was, I think we’re in the clear.” I noticed a bottle of water and downed it. “We have to go north.”

“We already did,” Parker said. 

“And?”

“Nothing.” Parker looked strange without his sheriff’s hat on, and he self-consciously ran his fingers through his hair. 

“Nothing?” I bolted past the door, rushing to the yacht’s railing. I gathered my bearings and stared at the shoreline. “This is where Caz said they were going.”

“Is this woman with the Samaritans?” Wolfe asked. 

“Yeah. She heard our story and let me go,” I told them. The sheriff and detective shared a look I didn’t like. “What is it?”

“You’ve been had, Elliot.” Parker gripped the rails. “She wanted you out of the way. Us too.”

“They knew I’d bring the Spheres to this location. Damn it.” I’d never felt so frustrated in my life. Why had I believed that Caz would turn on her own people, just minutes after meeting us? I’d been so naïve. “I lost all of them. They have Buzz, Cindy, and Kim. And I’m sitting in the middle of a lake, with no way to deliver the Spheres to their ship.”

“It could be worse,” Wolfe muttered. 

“How, Detective?” The yacht drew to port, and we nearly fell from the ledge. Parker bent over the barrier and dropped to the other side, dangling as the boat started to capsize. A moment later, it righted, throwing me against the cabin wall. As the yacht bobbed in the lake, Parker clung to the outside of the rail, his legs hanging beneath him. 

Tilly appeared above us on the top deck. “What was that?”

“You tell us! Maybe we hit rocks,” I suggested. 

“That’s not possible,” Wolfe assured us. Together, we hefted Parker onto the deck, and he crawled from the edge of the boat. 

A screech rang out as one of our Spheres was hurled into the water, splashing furiously as they resurfaced. 

“Travelers!” I spied the giant beast on the bow. His blade flashed at a Sphere, and it dug into the middle-aged woman we’d gathered earlier. She fell, and the Sphere inside floated from the dead body. I was frozen in place, unable to take my eyes off the horrific sight. The Traveler ignored everything else and followed the glowing Sphere. It was the size of a navel orange, and it flew higher, to the second deck. The Traveler knocked over Harry, and he crouched, leaping the ten feet up to land with a thud. 

“Tilly, look out!” I called. “Where’s my weapon?”

“You didn’t have one,” Parker said. 

And I remembered they’d taken our guns at the church. I couldn’t believe how foolish I’d been. Tilly had the arm-blaster from the alien she’d fought in the canal. We raced to the top level, Wolfe and Parker with their weapons drawn. I glanced around for something protective and settled on a lifebuoy. I held the circular floating device like a shield and searched for the Traveler. 

It was easy to spot him.

The Sphere was pulsing with fear when the Traveler caught it, and I observed with morbid curiosity as he snatched the ball of light into a giant three-fingered hand. Tilly was on him, kicking at the beast’s back, but her blows barely affected him. The monster shoved the glowing Sphere into his gaping mouth, past a string of drool and sharp teeth. His entire torso flashed brightly for a second, before returning to normal. 

The Traveler spun around, a maniacal smile on his twisted face. He seemed to have grown six inches, his muscles larger, his eyes more focused. This was what happened when the Travelers ate a Sphere. They leveled up. 

Below on the deck, another appeared, and we had to pick our battle. I spotted Bones and Officer Penny retreating from the newcomer. 

“Get off our boat!” Tilly shot at the strong opponent, but he moved so quickly, his massive bulky form was a blur. Her blast tore a section of the top railing off. The Traveler rushed her, and together they flew through the air, Tilly cursing at the beast the entire trip, until they both submerged into the lake. 

Parker and Wolfe fired at the newly-arrived alien, and I stayed where I was, searching for Tilly in the black depths of Lake Washington. I couldn’t leave her to die, not after all she’d done for us tonight. Without thinking, I clutched the lifebuoy and jumped. The water was cold, and after being warmed up during my power nap, it was shockingly so. 

With a long inhale, I shoved my head below the surface to find a blast of light. Tilly was holding a powerful Sphere, one of the Latchers, an entity that had been on Earth for centuries, moving between human hosts. That made her a real prize to the Traveler warriors. I wouldn’t let her be devoured by this monster, not on my watch. 

I doubted I’d be of much help, but decided to intervene regardless. The circular preserver had a rope around it, and I tugged it free, clutching an end, and kicked off, swimming lower. 

The Traveler had Tilly’s neck in his grasp, and his blade floated freely next to his torso. I took it, feeling the vibrating energy within the knife. I flicked a switch near my thumb, and it flared on, a blue light shining from the alien metal. He didn’t seem to notice I was there, he was so hell-bent on his prize. Tilly’s arms slumped, and bubbles escaped her lips. She was dying. 

I swung the blade through the water, which really slowed down my progress, and I jabbed the end into his ribcage. The blade sank into his thick skin, and green liquid oozed from the wound. He released Tilly, and she blinked in confusion. 

Now his attention was on me. I kicked off, slapping my shoe on his shoulder, and swam to the surface, jerking on the rope. I breached, gasping for air, and was tugged back under. His hand nearly tore my foot off my ankle, and he lunged upwards as I resurfaced, clinging to the lifebuoy. 

I heard shouting from the yacht but couldn’t see anything while I focused on the alien aiming to murder me. Tilly’s head emerged, her movements silent as a stalking sea creature. 

The Traveler lifted his arm and knocked the device with his forehead, but from what I could tell, the power stayed off. Apparently, they weren’t waterproof. His blade remained stuck inside him, and his blood oozed into the lake. He was ten times my size, and I had nothing to fend him off with. He kept pulling, but my shoe slipped free, and he floated back a few yards. Right into Tilly. 

“Elliot, the rope!” she shouted, and I hurled the frayed end. She wrapped it around the Traveler’s neck, and I swam over, clutching the preserver. Together we yanked on the rope circling the alien’s throat. I used my feet to press on his spine for leverage, and he thrashed as we choked the life from him. Finally, after what felt like hours of struggling, he went limp. My muscles burned, and Tilly let go of the rope, her hair plastered to her face. 

“We did it,” I managed, and we both held the floatation device, watching the alien drift off. I found my shoe nearby, and snatched it before it sank.

I only had a moment to rest, and returned to the yacht, hoping they’d dealt with the second enemy. We clung to the side, using the ladder, and I could barely muster the strength to reach the deck. It was pandemonium. Two Travelers were facing off against the twenty Spheres, with Wolfe and Parker at the head. A blast shot from a big gun, and Wolfe’s shield held. 

Half of the Spheres were hiding, cowering on the deck, Bones included—but the other half, the Latchers, weren’t pacifists. They gathered anything they could as a weapon, and stalked toward the Travelers, waving oars, kitchen knives, and screwdrivers. 

I wanted to join but had nothing to help. Tilly braced herself on the railing and took a step before collapsing. 

The fight that ensued was courageous and brutal—but we won. 

The pair of aliens was defeated, but I was barely aware of the details as my vision swam. 

I knelt beside Tilly, checking her pulse and finding one. I lay on the deck after the last alien was tossed into the lake, the Spheres celebrating their win. 

“Elliot, are you okay?” Sheriff Parker leaned over me, his cheek sliced and bleeding. Wolfe looked even worse, and his right eye was going to have one heck of a shiner. 

“I will be.” I peered at Tilly. “Let’s help her up.”

“Elliot, we have to jump ship,” Parker said. 

“Why?”

Wolfe sighed. “We’re sinking.”
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The tender hit the shoreline, and the last of our allies streamed from the smaller boat and onto land. The Spheres’ salvation lay somewhere in Lake Washington, but our plan had been thwarted. Two Spheres had been consumed by the Travelers, which meant their human hosts were murdered. The entire thing made me sick to my stomach, but all I could do was ignore the creeping sensation and keep going. 

Bones stared at the beach, kicking at the sand. I wanted to give my friend within a pep talk, but knew it would fall on deaf ears. He’d be saved soon enough. Then we’d journey home to Bell Island tonight, like I’d promised my parents. Cindy would tell us all about her crazy adventures with the Samaritans, and Kim and I would focus on our future together. Buzz would return to the Reeve farm and put all this alien hunting behind him. 

I hoped for this to be my reality, but doubted I’d be so lucky. 

“We have to figure out their destination,” Sheriff Parker said. 

Wolfe sat on a park bench, and his pants were soaked to the knees. “Wait.”

“Wait what?” I plunked beside him while the lingering Spheres gathered around. Tilly was quiet but alive, and that was all that mattered. 

“Your buddy Buzz asked me if I could get a helicopter.”

“So?”

“He had an idea.”

“What did he say, exactly?” I inquired. 

“That he’d reach out to me.” Wolfe lifted his radio, the end dripping wet. 

“If they captured Buzz, won’t the Samaritans have taken his radio?” Parker questioned. 

Wolfe slid the device away. “Good point.”

I watched the detective, recalling what we’d determined. The Investor had the police and government in his pocket. “Wolfe, tell me you’re not with them.”

Wolfe sat up straighter. “With whom?”

“You seemed fairly composed when I mentioned the Samaritans, and that real live aliens live among us,” I murmured as I rose to face him. 

He stood slowly, dusting his hands on his pants. “If you’re suggesting I have anything to do with those”—Wolfe pointed in the lake’s direction—“killers, you’re kidding yourself.”

I squinted, aiming to get a read on him. “Then prove it. Secure us a helicopter. We have an hour.” I wasn’t sure what Buzz had in mind, but we had to be ready if word came. 

“What about this Buzz character?” Wolfe asked. “How well do you really know him?”

“Well enough,” I croaked. 

“Is that so? You spent one night fending off aliens with the guy. Then what? He vanishes. What if he deceived you? He started these Samaritans, didn’t he?”

I hesitantly nodded. 

“He’s probably still working with them. They wanted the Guide so they could bring this super-alien to Earth. Where is Buzz now?”

I glanced at Sheriff Parker. “You’re not buying this, are you, Parker?”

“Hear him out. Answer the question,” the sheriff said. 

“Buzz is with Kim.”

“And who else?” Wolfe asked. 

“The Samaritans,” I conceded. 

“Case closed,” Wolfe said. 

Parker stepped between us, keeping me from doing something I’d regret. “Tensions are high. It’s two in the morning, and we’re feeling defeated.” The sheriff gestured at the group of Spheres on the beach. They were soaking wet, shoulders slumping. “Everyone’s tired. The Travelers are doing their best to kill us, and we’re not even close to being done. So if you two can’t put your theories aside and work together, we’re going to end up dead.”

Wolfe was the first to relent, and he offered his hand. “Sorry, Elliot. I’m sure Buzz is a stand-up character.”

“And I don’t think you’re working for the Samaritans,” I muttered. I sat on a bench, sighing heavily. “What are we supposed to do?”

Bones arrived with Tilly next to him. “We can locate the Guide.”

I jumped to my feet. “How?”

Tilly whistled, getting everyone’s attention. It continued raining, but only a spattering as we assembled on the beach, the sand sopping from the deluge. Waves bashed into the coast, and the water receded, quickly overtaken by another swell. “Esol, we’ve been on Earth for too long. We’ve determined that the Guide within Kimberly is in fact an original Elder, and she’s in danger. These Samaritans seek to bring the Sarc Champion here tonight!”

The Spheres that hadn’t heard this earlier gasped in shock. The Drifters among them shuddered, holding on to one another for support. The Latchers put on a good show, but their fear was palpable nonetheless. The Champion had ingested more than a hundred of their kind, and that made him a legend among both races. 

“We’ll all die,” someone said. 

“None can stop that monster,” another commented. 

“Not true,” Tilly whispered. “The Guide can.”

“Kim?” I asked. 

Tilly nodded. “Yes. The Guide within her is strong, far more powerful than your girlfriend realizes. She can defeat the Champion.”

“Great,” I said. “They’re using Kim as bait, and expect the great warrior to take the Sphere in her and leave for good. But Kim has to fight him?”

“Yes.” Tilly focused on her people. “Esol, we must locate the Guide. It’s imperative now more than ever. She can still free you before the Champion arrives. Then you can finally go home.”

“But not you?” Wolfe asked her. 

Tilly blinked and ignored his question. “It’s time to Call for her.”

“But we haven’t done this in ages. Not since before our exodus,” Bones told Tilly. 

“Stop acting like cowards!” Tilly paced the line of Spheres. “We weren’t always so weak, trembling in the corner, hiding from the Sarc. We were free! Dancing in the storms of our home, growing in power as our star flared. Look at us now! Hiding in humans, denying our true form.”

“We will Call.” The young girl we’d found last lifted both arms to the sky, peering up. Bones did the same, his face blotted out by a gleam of light. Then all of them duplicated the action, every last one of the Spheres glowing brightly from within their vessels. Wolfe, Parker, and I averted our gazes, blinded by the brilliance, and they hummed in unison, their voices echoing into the night. 

Together, they formed a giant ball of light, as if they were a single Sphere. It pulsed and glimmered before slowly receding. Then we were once again in the dark, the lightning returning the moment they finished. Tilly and Bones were spent, their breaths coming in ragged exhales. 

“Did you find her?” I asked. 

“Yes. We have a location.” 

Tilly, then the rest of the Spheres, passed out. 




____________




“We can’t wait here forever,” Wolfe complained. He stared at the radio, likely hoping Buzz would contact him. But it remained silent. It had been ten minutes since the Spheres had done the Call, and none of them had awoken yet. 

“We should find a map,” Parker said. “If they come to, we might need it.”

“Good idea.” My knees ached when I got up. “I’ll search for one.”

The beach was small, and I peered at the tender, which had brought us from the sinking yacht to the mainland. The big boat was completely submerged. I wondered how long it would take before someone came across one of the dead Travelers and reported it. 

I climbed the few steps to the street and glanced in both directions. The power was off, the streetlights dead, and a car approached us. I tried to stay hidden, but they pulled over regardless. 

“You okay?” a woman asked from the passenger seat. 

I attempted to play it cool. “Yep. I’m fine.”

“You’re bleeding,” she said. “Barry, he’s bleeding.” She turned to her husband, who leaned lower to get a view of me. 

“She’s right. What happened to you, son?”

I touched my cheek. “Slipped on the sidewalk. I’ll be okay.”

“Hop in the car, we’ll take you to the hospital,” Barry said. 

“Nah. I live around the corner,” I lied. 

“Nonsense.” The woman climbed out. Thunder boomed loudly, making her jump. “This storm is severe. I haven’t seen anything like it in thirty years.”

“Really… I don’t need help. Unless you’re hiding a map.”

“A map?” she asked. “Barry, do we have a map?”

“Of what?” 

“Seattle,” I answered. 

“If you live here, what do you need a map for?” Barry inquired. 

I sighed, wishing they’d just leave me alone. “Do you have one or not?”

The woman returned to the car and combed the glove box. “No map…” She held a gun, slowly turning toward me. “But look what I found.”

My arms shot up. “Who are you?”

“What are you trying to accomplish out here?” the woman asked. 

Barry was out of the car now too, a revolver in his grip. Light leaked from his nostrils. “Were you actually dumb enough to Call for a Guide?”

They were Spheres, and clearly very agitated. “Why didn’t Kim notice you earlier?” There had only been around twenty when Kim and Tilly had marked them. 

“More are coming. We’ve been Called to Seattle, and I imagine before long, you’ll have a hundred of us. I can’t believe it. We are not pleased, not one bit, are we, Helen?” 

Helen shook her head adamantly. “Not one bit.”

“What are you planning on doing? Shooting me?”

“Maybe,” Barry said. “Where are they?”

Another car arrived, the headlights reflecting off puddles. They stopped, and a tall lanky man stepped out. “You here about the Call?”

“Yes. It’s time we make the sacrifice and get the Sarc off Earth again. No more games. They can have the Callers. That should sate their needs for a few more years. Then we can live in peace,” Barry said. “Let’s go.” He waved the revolver at me. 

I walked slowly to the beach, hoping Wolfe and Parker saw me. The Spheres remained unconscious on the sand. 

“No funny business.” Helen shoved the gun into my back. “Don’t think I’ll have any qualms about killing a human.”

Wolfe noted us and rose with his gun out as he assessed the situation. Parker was talking, and he stopped when he saw that Wolfe was distracted. The detective’s eye was puffed up from the strike he’d taken.

“What do we have here?” Barry asked. “Why are the Esol incapacitated?”

“They’re all weak,” Helen retorted. “Everyone knows that Calling a Guide is the same as dialing up the Sarc. They’ll come soon.”

I glanced at Tilly, who shifted on the sand. Bones groggily sat up, rubbing his eyes. The rest of the Spheres followed suit, and a minute later, they were all awake, slowly stumbling to their feet. 

“Tilly, meet Barry and Helen.” I wasn’t told the tall guy’s name, so I left him out of the conversation. “They want to sacrifice you to the Travelers. Apparently, they don’t have any loyalty to the Esol.”

Tilly stiffened, her frown etching deep lines on her brow. “I know you.”

Helen seemed surprised by this. “Is that so?”

“I believe it was in Constantinople.”

Her eyes widened. “That was you?”

“Yes. Perhaps you should reconsider your allegiances,” Tilly suggested. 

Helen lowered her gun, but Barry didn’t. “Helen, who cares if you met before? We have a plan!”

“You don’t understand. This is—” 

The ship appeared directly above us, the beam blowing a hole into the beach. The Spheres scattered in all directions. 

“I told you that the Sarc would come. Hurry up!” Helen motioned for the Spheres to follow her and, without a choice, we did. 

The Spheres we’d met on Bell Island seemed so immature compared to these. Constantinople? Wasn’t that some ancient city I’d heard about in history class? 

My thoughts disintegrated as the second blast struck the coast. We fled with tired legs, and nothing but adrenaline fueling us. Wolfe tripped near the sidewalk, and I ducked as a Traveler emerged from an alley across the street. The blade swung, clipping my hair, and I smelled the burning char as a tuft fell to the road. I expected him to attack again, but he slunk away down the block. 

More vehicles arrived, and the Spheres congregated in the middle of the street, a dozen headlights on them as the Travelers landed the UFO, and three poured out of the hatch. 

Helen and Barry stood with Tilly. 

“Are you going to sacrifice them?” I asked Helen. 

“No. I think we were wrong. Meeting an Esol from my past has proven this.”

Barry stepped forward, shoving his gun toward Bones. “No, Helen. We agreed to do this. The Sarc will leave us alone if we sacrifice the Esol. Look at them… these are not the Esol from our homeworld. What has become of us?”

The four Travelers reconvened, standing a short distance away. 

“Isn’t this diplomatic?” Wolfe grunted. “What are they waiting for?”

We’d lost most of our weapons, either to the Samaritans or to the lake when the yacht sank. A couple of handguns weren’t going to do much to stop the aliens, but I wouldn’t give in, not now, not ever. Bones was among the Spheres, and we locked gazes. 

“I’ll get you out of this.” I whispered the promise, and he seemed to understand. His jaw muscles bulged, and he stood taller. 

The Travelers were almost identical, but upon closer inspection, I found differences. Every time I’d encountered them until now, they’d been trying to kill me. Now they were still, their big dark eyes calculating. They each clutched a blade, the weapons on their arms blinking, indicating they were fully charged. I spied the lights on their chest that signaled their shields were active. 

Wolfe had his own, and he stayed in front of our group. 

Tilly abandoned the safety of the cover and passed the Spheres centering the street. One of the Travelers went to meet her, and for a second, I hoped we might have some unspoken agreement. 

She glanced at me, a resounding sadness filling her expression. “I won’t let them take the Esol.”

Tilly spoke to the lead Traveler, her words indecipherable to the human ear. He grunted and replied without a hint of anger in his voice. The other Travelers remained behind him, their body language clearly restless. 

“What did she say?” I whispered to Helen. 

“Nayli told him who she was.”

“Which is?”

“The Esol had a monarchy, and she’s what you’d consider a princess on Earth. Her family was torn apart, one by one, by the Sarc Champion,” Helen told me. 

“What will they do with her?”

“They’ll want to absorb Nayli, but their code of honor to the Champion will be upheld,” Barry said. 

The Travelers surrounded Tilly, and a glow of light escaped her face. 

The Sphere exited the nurse, and the human body collapsed to the street, splashing into a pool of rainwater by a storm drain. 

Tilly’s Esol hovered between the Travelers, and they reached for her. For a second, I assumed one of them would steal her essence, but they refrained, instead bringing her to their ship. 

The entire group of Esol began to shine, and the Travelers paused. Tilly’s Sphere pulsed, and they grunted again, sealing themselves into the UFO with their prize. 

The UFO powered on, and it lifted from the surface, heading south. I watched as they sped off, shocked that it hadn’t come to an all-out battle. 

Wolfe hurried to Tilly’s side, rolling her onto her back. She choked out a stream of water and blinked her eyes open, staring at Wolfe, then at me. “We have to save her!”

“The Sphere?”

“Yes.” Tilly got up, her legs wobbly. “Nayli’s the last in the line. The Esol need her.”

They all echoed their agreement, Bones included. 

“Okay, will someone tell us where Kim is?”

“The Guide is at Rattlesnake Lake,” Bones answered.
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Getting around Seattle was becoming more difficult as our group expanded. We didn’t have another city bus to steal, and we searched around, trying to figure out how to transport thirty of us to Rattlesnake Lake. 

“Where are we on that helicopter?” I asked Wolfe. 

“My work radio is busted,” he said. “I haven’t heard from dispatch in a couple of hours. Unless we stop in, I’m useless.”

“Let’s head there now.” We were split between four vehicles, after more Esol had arrived at the Calling site. Once they were filled in, most accepted their circumstances, and with word that their once proud monarchy still had a living member, their entire group committed to her liberation. Whoever the Sphere that had occupied Tilly the nurse was, she was important to them. 

I was in the back of Barry’s car with Wolfe and Bones, recalling the past twenty-four hours. This was much worse than being stuck on Bell Island with a handful of Travelers. There was far more land to cover, and we didn’t know the layout. On the island, I knew every square inch of it. That was the home field advantage, but out here was another story. 

My thought drifted to that night, the sheer panic we’d run on. That part was the same. Bones sat beside me, his hands resting on his knees, his gaze forward. I needed to remove the Sphere from my friend, and soon. I couldn’t stand to see him like this. He’d literally eaten a Sphere a few hours earlier. What was he feeling, being trapped in his own body, watching from the sidelines? I wished I could speak with him. It brought back awful memories of Cindy. Why did we all keep getting separated? I was being pulled in ten directions and didn’t know which path to focus on. 

Kim was with the Samaritans, as was Buzz, but I figured he could take care of himself, and hopefully, her. That little twerp Brady had abducted my sister, and I had no clue where he’d taken her. We’d seen his father killed by the aliens on Mercer Island, and that made him a wildcard. 

Wolfe gave Barry directions to his office, and the Sphere seemed agitated with the notion of driving to a police station. Helen placated him with stories about meeting Nayli in Constantinople while it was under the Greek regime. I ignored the commentary, working to piece together our options, and something clicked as I combed through the events of the last Fourth of July. 

“Captain Miller!” I shouted, and Wolfe snapped to attention. 

“What?”

“Captain Miller came to Bell Island when we called mainland from the lighthouse. We said it was a terrorist attack, and they arrived an hour or so later,” I explained. 

“What does that have to do—” Helen pursed her lips, and I saw the moment the lightbulb flashed on. 

“Right, call Miller and ask for assistance. They came with a damned army, ready to rid Bell Island from terrorists. He saw their UFO crashed on the beach, and when the president called, Buzz—”

“Wait a moment.” Wolfe stared at me. “You spoke to the President of the United States of America?”

“No, aren’t you listening? Buzz did.”

“What did he say?” 

I shrugged casually. “Buzz never told us. But there was a story released about bobcats eating some bacteria-riddled cattle. They said the animals killed those people on our island.”

“I thought it was a gas leak,” Wolfe said. 

“We ended up using both. That way, we could explain why so many people saw UFOs that night.”

“Where’s this Captain Miller out of?” Wolfe asked. 

“I have no clue.”

“Then how do we—”

“You call it in. I dunno.”

Wolfe blew out an exasperated breath and ran his hands through his damp hair. “I hate my job.”

“After tonight, you can retire. You can deal with that later. For now, let’s stop these Samaritans, get my friends, and deliver the Esol to their ship. Okay?”

Wolfe prodded his swollen eye. “Sure. No problem. I’m sure the chief is gonna love this.”

I spotted the station a block ahead, and noticed the red and blue lights spinning on the squad cars. “Wait.”

Barry slammed on the brakes. 

“I overheard them talking about having the law enforcement under wraps. Who does that mean?”

“The Samaritans can’t bribe the police,” Wolfe said firmly, but his expression showed his doubt. “They’re a group of militants from Texas. Why would the chief or anyone else work with these renegades?”

I made the universal sign for money with my fingers. “The Investor must have enticed the chief. How else are they trudging around Seattle in the middle of the night with tanks?”

This got through to him. “Elliot, come with me. Barry, stay here, and wait for us.”

The Sphere in the front seat agreed, and Helen reached for his hand. “We won’t budge,” she said. 

I glanced at Bones and waved in front of his face, grabbing his attention. “Bones, I know you’re in there somewhere. I’m leaving for a few minutes, buddy. Don’t worry, you’ll be in control soon. I just need a few hours.” I lifted my arm, and he stuck his fist out. We bumped three times and finished with a thumbs-up. 

“Bones, was that you?” I asked. 

“I remembered for him,” Bones said. 

Wolfe and I hurried to the sidewalk, keeping under the business awnings as we rushed toward the police station. A pair of officers stood at the main entrance. “Why’s the chief acting so strange? We’re getting dozens of reports about a military force traveling east on the I-90, and he banned anyone from intervening.” The female officer sipped from a coffee cup. 

“I think it’s the Canadians. They’re done apologizing,” the man said. 

“Canada? Do they even have tanks?”

“I don’t know. Probably.” 

A woman in street clothes opened the door, sticking her head outside. “We’ve had another call about the lights.”

“And the lights… Chief Barnes says it’s the lightning, but we’re in Seattle. Folks can spot the difference between a storm and…” The woman stopped. 

“Storm and what?”

“That’s the million-dollar question. UFOs?” 

The man laughed, spilling his own coffee. “Not possible. It’s the Canadians, I’m telling you.”

“Follow me,” Wolfe whispered, clutching my sleeve and dragging me into the alley. “You were right. The Investor got to Chief Barnes. Damn it. I thought he was a stand-up guy.”

“How long have you worked here?” I asked, realizing I knew absolutely nothing about Wolfe, including his first name. 

“Ten years on patrol, five as a detective.”

“What’s your name?” I asked as we paused near the alley behind the brick structure. 

He blinked slowly, then frowned. “Percy.” I didn’t say anything. “Percival, actually.”

I kept my mouth shut, but the corners of my lips must have betrayed me. 

“You think it’s funny?”

“Not at all. Percival.”

“Just follow my lead,” he said. 

“After you.” 

Wolfe pulled a key ring from his pants pocket and slid the silver key into the handle, turning it. There was no one back here, and we entered without detection. We walked by a room with lockers and jackets draped over hooks, and continued deeper into the building. 

It was quiet, which didn’t surprise me, considering it was almost three in the morning. The phones rang from somewhere down the hall, and a frazzled woman answered them, asking everyone to hold. 

“I understand, ma’am, but we’re at capacity, and…bright lights, yes. Where are you? Okay. I’ll make sure to send someone.” I heard the click of the receiver, and the receptionist added, “They’ll be there… next Wednesday.”

Wolfe waved me past her post when she ducked to retrieve her dropped pen, and we crossed the foyer into a room filled with desks, most cluttered with files and stationary equipment. Wolfe’s base was far cleaner than the rest, and it gave me some insight into his mind. He was a straight shooter and liked things a certain way. He thought analytically, and was the type of person to finish a task before moving on to the next thing. Or I was totally wrong, and he never worked out of the office. 

“What are we doing here?” I whispered, continually checking over my shoulder.

A computer booted up, a font appeared in green lettering. Bones would love this. He had a fascination with the gear but couldn’t ever afford one. I supposed he could now, if we survived tonight’s happenings. 

I observed as Wolfe checked the name ‘Captain Miller.’ The results were bleak. “Do you know what department he was with? Marines? Army? First name?”

I pictured the miserable gray-haired man, and couldn’t recall ever hearing it. “Wait, his corporal…” I remembered the younger guy, relaying Miller’s orders as the troops gathered on Bell Island. “Randy.” I’d seen his uniform and dug in the recesses of my mind to pull his surname out. “Kline. Randy Kline.”

Wolfe eagerly keyed in the full title, Corporal Randy Kline. He found a result from Tacoma. “He’ll be upset we’re calling so late,” he said. 

“Good. It might make him react faster.” I peered at the ticking clock on the wall, the second hand seeming to slow when my gaze lingered. 

Wolfe used the rotary phone, dialing the digits. “Hello…yes, ma’am, I realize what time it is. I need to speak with Randy Kline. Is that your…”

Even from my position, I heard her shout… “Rannnnnnddddddy!” through the speaker. Wolfe cringed and raised the phone from his ear. He tilted it, and I leaned closer so I could eavesdrop. 

“Hello?”

“Randy, it’s Detective Wolfe of the Seattle PD.”

“What did my brother do this time?”

“Nothing…”

“Then if you don’t mind, I have to be up in two hours…”

“Bell Island.” Wolfe shrugged. 

“What about it?”

“They’re back, Corporal.”

“It’s actually Sergeant now,” he said. 

“Congratulations.”

I rolled my eyes and grabbed the phone from Wolfe. “Randy, it’s Elliot Hoffman. We met on the beach… you know, where the Travelers’ UFO crashed.”

“I remember you. With the ex-soldier, right?” he asked. 

“Buzz.”

“What do you mean, they’re back?”

“We’re in Seattle, and…request reinforcements. Something bad’s about to go down at Rattlesnake Lake.”

“How bad?” Randy asked. 

“Let’s just say, a civilian terrorist group is currently heading there in tanks,” I told him. 

“Like last summer, hey?” Randy didn’t believe me. 

“I’m serious. The aliens are back, Randy, and the president’s going to be irritated if we have to wake him.” I glanced at Wolfe, who grinned in enjoyment at my bluff.

“The president… what can I do?”

“Gather everyone you can, and bring them to Seattle,” I demanded. 

“Miller’s going to throw things,” he muttered. 

“I don’t care what he does, as long as you come through.”

“It won’t be fast. That’s two hours out, even if we mobilize now,” Randy said. I could hear him moving around, probably getting dressed. His wife asked questions in the background, but he ignored her. 

“Just come, or we might have a galactic war on our hands. You don’t want to be remembered as the reason Earth was overrun by aliens, do you, Randy?” I asked. 

“We’ll be there.” Randy hung up.

“Yes!” I pumped a fist, and saw the shadows fall on the floor. I turned slowly, finding the two officers entering the room. 

“Wolfe, care to explain what you’re doing at three AM in the dark?” The man walked over, poking his nose at the computer screen. Wolfe powered it down before he arrived and crossed his arms. 

“Last time I checked, I don’t report to you, Benning.”

Benning sneered and reached for Wolfe. The detective stepped aside. “That’s one hell of a shiner. Get that putting on your shoe?”

Benning and his partner laughed. 

“Keep talking, and I’ll…”

“We were just leaving,” I told them. 

“And who’s this? Allowing a civvie into the station? Wait, didn’t I see you earlier? How about it, Jamie? You recognize the kid?”

“Yeah, he was brought in by Thibodeau and Penny. Speaking of, where is Penny? He vanished,” Jamie replied. 

“He was a witness, and he’s helping me crack the case,” Wolfe said. 

“You hear the way this guy talks? Crack the case. He thinks he’s in one of them hard-boiled detective novels from the forties.”

“Your brain is hard-boiled,” Wolfe told Benning. 

The duo glanced at each other, and they laughed. “Okay, that was a good one.”

“We’re leaving.” Wolfe walked past them, and Benning threw an arm up to stop him. 

“Not happening. The chief told me to keep you if you showed your face.”

“Why?” Wolfe asked. 

“I don’t question the big guy, I just obey.” Benning smirked at Wolfe, but it didn’t last long. Wolfe decked Benning in the chin, and he staggered to the wall, clutching his face. 

Jamie tried to pull her gun, but the holster was empty. She gawked at the detective, and Wolfe lifted both hands. “We’re innocent, Jamie. Remember that. There’s hellfire about to rain down at Rattlesnake Lake. Request everyone’s presence!” 

She didn’t come after us as we retreated to a dark hall and out the rear exit. 

When we circled the block, it quickly became apparent that we’d been screwed by Barry and Helen. The car wasn’t there, and gone with them were Bones and his Sphere.
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“I’m definitely going to be fired,” Wolfe complained as we returned to the parking lot. We needed a car, and after punching a co-worker, Wolfe had decided it was best to not steal any more city-funded automobiles tonight. 

Which left my Camaro. When we strode into the underground lot, I flinched, seeing my baby so damaged. The doors were barely hanging on; the wheel well had a giant slash, as if Lex had skidded into a fire hydrant. The trunk was popped, and I tried to close it, but the latch was busted. 

“What’s that?” Wolfe gestured into the trunk. 

“Buzz must have put it there.” I lifted the huge gun out, recalling a similar one last summer. It whirred on when I tapped the button, and I rested the barrel on my non-dominant hand. 

“You know how to use it?” Wolfe asked. 

“Totally.” I started to lower it, and accidentally pushed the trigger. Blue energy pulsed from the weapon, screaming through the parking lot. It struck an old unmarked white utility van, exploding it on impact. We ducked as flames lashed across the still air, and Wolfe batted his sleeves where they were singed. 

“I forgot there was no safety,” I murmured. 

“Great. Now we’ve blown up a van. My list of offenses keeps growing,” Wolfe said. 

We had to leave before someone came to investigate the racket. To my surprise, my car started on the first try, and it crept up the ramp and into the night. The aliens and Samaritans knew what I was driving, but their focus was on something more important than a college grad and his ride. They had Kim, the Guide they required to draw in the Champion, and right now, fifty or so Spheres were heading to Rattlesnake Lake in hopes of recovering their princess. The number was increasing as more streamed into Seattle after the Call, and Barry had been confident there were nearly a hundred in the vicinity. 

My tires were intact, but one seemed low as I drove, causing me to keep veering right. I accommodated with the steering wheel and kept her at thirty, not willing to die before we found out the Samaritans’ intentions. 

Rain fell on the windshield, the drops fat and heavy, and when I tried the wipers, they squealed and didn’t move. 

“Where did you get this car?” Wolfe was probably making small talk to distract himself, but I was happy to oblige for the same reasons. 

“My Uncle Taylor,” I said. 

“That’s a heck of an uncle. Mine only ever gave me a headache,” Wolfe mumbled.

“He died.”

Wolfe’s expression changed. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

“It was four years ago,” I told him. 

“Doesn’t make it any easier.”

But time had make it simpler. At first, it was strange not seeing him at family events, pulling up to our house in this very car, a smile on his face. Dad used to say he was slumming it, coming to Bell Island for the holidays, but Taylor loved it there. He’d visit for a week, hiking the trails, boating on the water. Now, I understood he’d had a relationship with One-Eye, the ancient Traveler stuck on Bell Island since my mom and her brother were kids. 

What that was, exactly, I wouldn’t know, since they were both dead, but the fact that a human and a Traveler could find even ground to meet on was shocking. 

“When I was seven or eight, he picked me up in the car, and we toured the island. He showed me every single spot he enjoyed the most, and we hiked to the falls, then to Cove Peak. He spoke of the topiary with reverence, like nature was the true owner of the land, not the people residing there.”

“He wasn’t wrong,” Wolfe said. 

“I guess not.” I kept to the surface roads, not wanting to be stopped by the police, if they did end up heeding the detective’s pleas for assistance at Rattlesnake Lake. “He always seemed distracted, except when he was on those trails, experiencing the outdoors.”

My mother continuously told me I could have been his twin, instead of her. She’d say things like, “What planet are you on today, Elliot?” or “You and that uncle of yours… can’t be in one place at a time.”

I’d never understood what she meant until this very moment, driving south to the I-5. I checked both directions, finding no other vehicles at the merge, and I took the I-90, heading east. Whether it was while I sat in class at college, or when I was trying to listen to Kim tell me about her day, my mind drifted to countless topics, rarely landing on one in particular. I guess I had a lot in common with Uncle Taylor, and more than driving his car. 

“What happened to him?”

Since Detective Wolfe knew all about the Spheres and Travelers, this conversation could be a lot smoother than most. “My mom and her twin brother encountered a Sphere when they were kids. It went into my mother for a while, and she spent the next thirty years thinking she was crazy.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. She was in a mental health facility last summer, but she escaped during the storm and helped us.”

“This runs a lot deeper than I expected,” Wolfe said. “I had no idea about your connection to these things.”

“One was in Cindy too. For the duration of the invasion.”

“No wonder you’re so committed.”

“I don’t feel like I have a choice in the matter. Just when I thought I was done with these aliens, they drew me back.”

“It must have been tough growing up around all of that,” Wolfe said. 

“You get used to it. Dad kept things pretty normal. When she’d start coming down, Taylor would appear, rekindling her memories of that night. He was her trigger, and he perpetuated the tale.”

“But he was right about it all.”

I glanced at him, wondering if I should leave this part out or not. “Okay, I know this is going to sound bogus, but Taylor knew one of the aliens.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that. The Sphere.”

“No.”

Wolfe shifted in his seat. “You’re not saying…”

“A Traveler was stuck behind on Bell Island for thirty-odd years. Somehow, Taylor befriended him, and One-Eye helped us at the end. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for that old Traveler,” I said. 

“Unbelievable. How did Taylor die? And you don’t have to answer, if it’s too painful.”

“It’s okay. He drowned in the bay, near the site of the Sphere ship we eventually found. We think he was trying to locate it, but had an accident.”

“That’s terrible,” Wolfe said. 

I noticed lights behind me, then another set. Instead of staying clear of them, I hastily pulled over, killed my own headlights, and ducked. Wolfe joined me as a string of unmarked cars and trucks sped toward Rattlesnake Lake. 

“It’s either the cavalry…”

“Or the chief sent reinforcements…for the Samaritans,” Wolfe added. 

“How far is it?” 

“From here?” Wolfe asked. 

“Yeah.” I tried to turn the key, but the engine didn’t catch. 

“About five miles, maybe less as the crow flies.”

“Then we better call a taxi, because my car won’t start.”

Wolfe deflated, his shoulders falling, his butt sliding lower in the seat. “We’re going to miss the show.”

“Might be for the best,” I muttered. 

“Nothing will go our way if we don’t try.” Wolfe got out, and the rain splattered with greater ferocity. He peered through the window. “Any chance you have a spare rain jacket?”

A mile later, we crouched as another few cars passed. When I recognized one as Barry’s, I tried to wave him down, but it was so dark, they couldn’t spot us among the fence posts in the ditch. I jumped, my feet getting soaked in the pools of water, and the taillights continued on, leaving us in utter blackness. 

“This is the worst day of my life,” I said. 

“This?” Wolfe peered around. “Might make my top ten.”

“Are you kidding?”

“Son, when you’ve witnessed what I have, you’ll prefer alien hunting in a storm. People are the real monsters,” he told me. 

“You must see a lot of stuff.” I followed the secondary road, now moving south again. We came upon a sign and a fork in the road, telling us to go left to the campground and right for lake access. A second indicated we were three miles from our destination. 

“A laundry list of horrific offenses. And that’s on a Monday.” Wolfe frowned and motioned to the sky. 

The ship lowered from the clouds, the lights surrounding the hull, flashing and spinning as it descended. “They’re going straight to Rattlesnake Lake,” I said. 

“Looks like it.” Wolfe picked up his pace, and I trailed along, unsure where the energy came from. 

After a silent bout, we encountered another sign, this one saying we had two miles. My speed increased, and soon, Wolfe was following me. There were several vehicles ahead, and I recognized the Samaritans’ trucks, the plates from Texas. The pathways were blocked by metal barricades, meaning it was foot traffic only in this area. 

On the left, a tank was caught in a pit of mud, and the top was open, so it was probably abandoned. The barriers were destroyed, the metal cut and blown to pieces. Tank tracks rolled to the lake, and I smelled the familiar scent of stagnant water. 

I imagined Uncle Taylor being with us, appreciating the flora and fauna of our surroundings, even under this duress. 

“Stay out of sight,” Wolfe warned. “They’re likely to have scouts and sentries.”

Now that he said it, everywhere I looked, I thought I saw Samaritans in the trees, bushes, or behind garbage cans. But it remained quiet, with a mile to go. 

We were almost at the final destination, the lake where my friends should be gathered. I hoped that growing collection of Spheres had the common sense to wait and survey the scene before showing themselves to the Samaritans. Officer Penny seemed to have a good head on his shoulders, and Harry was with them, but Barry and Helen were acting as leaders, and that was unpredictable at best. 

It was early in the season, but there were a few RVs in the campground. Most would have departed after the first signs of lightning, opting for the comfort of their homes. The news had proclaimed how bad the weather system was, and I hoped that meant fewer innocent people would be caught in the coming crossfire. 

The gun was heavy, and I adjusted it, shifting the strap that dug into my shoulder. Wolfe’s hand was never far from his own holstered sidepiece, his ears on alert as we quietly walked toward the lake. 

I did my best to avoid the muddy trail, but there was no way around it. My shoes were already ruined, my pants coated in brown sludge past my knees. The muck was distracting, but we persevered, always moving forward. 

“What do we have here?” someone asked, and Wolfe turned, his gun aimed at the Samaritan. I recognized the guy from the church, but hadn’t heard his name. He was a squirrely little guy, with a dark bandana on his head and a goatee that came to a sharp point. 

“Drop it,” Wolfe said calmly. 

The man lifted his shotgun threateningly. “This? How about I drop you?”

“He’s a police officer. More are on the way,” I interjected. 

He just laughed, his belly heaving as a result. “No one will interfere tonight. The chief’s seen to it.”

Wolfe glowered at him. “If you refuse to comply, I’ll resort to force.” He stepped a foot closer. 

“Big scary…” 

Parker appeared out of nowhere and clubbed the guy on the temple with the butt of his revolver. The Samaritan crashed to the mud, face down, and the sheriff rolled him over so he didn’t drown in it. Tilly snatched his shotgun, checking it was loaded. She snapped it back together and nodded at me. “Elliot.”

“Tilly,” I whispered. The Sphere was no longer in her, but the spark of Nayli remained. 

“I told you we should have brought rubber boots. I had a feeling.” Helen came from the treeline, wiping a smudge of dirt off her nose. 

The rest of the Spheres trudged after her, and I found Bones near the rear of the company, his shoulders slumped. “Bones!” I hugged him, but he didn’t return the gesture. “We’re almost done. Then you can leave,” I told the Sphere residing in my friend. 

“That will be acceptable.”

Parker nudged the Samaritan with his boot. “What do we do about him?”

Wolfe crouched, checking his pockets. He presented a radio and grinned. “Tie him up.”

Parker recruited Barry to assist, and they used a spool of twine, securing his arms behind him. 

“Everyone reconvene in ten. The show’s about to start.” The voice emanated from the radio, and I knew it was Hammer on the other end. 

Ten minutes. Everything had led up to this moment, and we had a lot of work to do before I could bring Kim to Lake Washington. 

I turned around, observing the army of Spheres. They didn’t look like much, everyone soaked and covered in leaves and mud. Half of them didn’t carry weapons; the other half, the Latchers, had an assortment of metal rods, rifles, and anything else they could find to wield on short notice. 

I thought about the tanks and military training of the Samaritans, and figured we were doomed. But they had Kimberly and Buzz, meaning we needed to try. 

“Kim is the only one here who can get you on your journey from Earth, so we have to fight for her freedom. These Samaritans seek the Champion so they can destroy the Travelers. Our goals actually align, but they won’t concede to this fact. We could have done both this night, if we’d all worked together, but their Investor sees it differently.” I tried to get straight to the point. “Let’s save your princess, bring my queen home, and help Buzz. What do you say?”

No one reacted. 

“Is he always like this?” Barry asked Wolfe. 

“He’s seen too many movies. Come on, it’s time.” Wolfe marched away, and I stood in the rain as everyone passed by, muttering to themselves. 

Parker was the last, and he put a supportive hand on my shoulder. “I thought it was a rousing speech.”

“Thanks, Sheriff.” 

After a few minutes, we broke from the edge of the forest, where the lake opened up to black skies. A deep mist lifted from the water, creeping to the shore in all directions, threatening to envelop us. Above, a single UFO continued to hover. 

Below were dozens of Samaritans, and now police officers, sent by Chief Barnes. The tank turret moved as someone controlled it, the barrel seeking a target. We remained cloaked by the tree cover and thickening mist, but I viewed the scene with clarity. 

The stage had been set, and Kim, the show’s star, was front and center. 

She staggered out to the beach with five guns aimed at her. Buzz struggled with his bindings near an erected tent, and Hammer exited the flaps with Caz and Blinky flanking him. 

“It’s time!” Hammer walked to the table set up near the shoreline and tore a tarp from it, revealing ten of the black Sphere traps. Light escaped from Kim’s face, and more UFOs arrived within seconds, blotting out the clouds.
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There were moments in my life where I wasn’t in control. I often felt dragged along with the current, being guided by outside forces. This was different, like I was swimming in the ocean, and Kim was a mile away on an island while the water ushered me away from land. I could see my chances shrinking with each passing breath. 

I didn’t even realize I was walking toward her until Wolfe grabbed my arm, dragging me back. “What are you doing?”

“Kim…”

“Have you ever heard of the element of surprise?” Wolfe barked. “Stay put.”

“They’ve trapped the Esol,” Helen spat. “This is outrageous. We’ll deal with them!”

It was absurd to think the middle-aged woman stood a chance against the giants. But I’d witnessed Tilly fight, and if these Spheres were half as skilled as her, we might stand our ground. 

“Honey, let’s wait to see what happens before we act on impulse,” Barry said. 

“Fine, have it your way,” Helen pouted. 

“The Guide is strong,” Bones whispered. “I will follow her.”

“That’s their trap,” I told them. “The Samaritans want to offer the Travelers the Esol, then give the Guide to their Champion.”

“How do we know when he’s here?” Wolfe stared at the cluster of alien vessels spinning above us. 

Tilly blinked, muttering to herself. “Nayli left her imprint in me so I could remember things. The Champion isn’t present. His vessel is much larger. She saw it once when he killed her last remaining sibling.”

The mere notion that the Spheres had families was still surprising. 

At the beach, Kim’s glowing Guide receded, and the scene went dark, along with the trapped Esol in the boxes. They occasionally pulsed, but no longer exuded their full brilliance. 

One of the UFOs lowered, landing a short distance away. 

“Be ready,” Wolfe whispered. 

The Traveler exited the hatch, trailed by another two. They stopped near the lake, hands on their blades. 

“Hello, well-traveled ones,” Hammer said. “I apologize, but our Investor is late. We have the offering, so please take these Esol as a sign of good faith.” He gestured to the table, and Kim protectively ran in front of them.

“No. You can’t have the Esol!” Kim shouted. 

I wanted to rush to her side and fight with her, but Parker kept a hold on me. 

“Silly girl, do you know how long it took us to gather them?” Hammer asked. He stalked to her, standing a foot and a half over Kim. “You’ll stay out of this, even if I have to restrain you.”

“Try it and I’ll kill you on the spot,” Buzz yelled. He remained tethered to a military vehicle, and even from here, I could see his muscles bunching, his tendons stretching as he fought for his freedom. 

Hammer motioned to two Samaritans who then went to Buzz, the nearest decking him in the solar plexus. He doubled over, gasping for breath. 

“As I was saying,” Hammer continued. “Take the offering. It is our sacrifice to you.”

The Travelers inched closer, their eyes on Kimberly. Hammer stood proudly, hands on his hips, and he smiled. 

Kim moved with the Travelers, keeping between the captive Spheres and them. “You can leave, and don’t come back. It’s time for this war to be finished.”

One Traveler lifted his bladed weapon. “Yes. It ends with you.”

I gawked as I heard the alien speaking our tongue. 

The large knife rose, and I shouted a warning, but it was too late. He swung the blade, not targeting Kim. Hammer’s head was sliced clean from his massive body, and it flew, landing on the sand. 

Everyone stared in shock. 

The rest of the UFOs landed abruptly; only one remained in the sky. The Travelers rushed from their vessels and began firing on the Samaritans and police presence. 

“We have to help!” I ran from the trees, diving to the side as an alien blaster hit the ground in front of me. I rolled to my feet while the tank aimed for the Traveler ship above. The concussion exploded on the shield, sending bits of bomb raining throughout the battle zone. 

“Kim!” I shouted, but she wasn’t paying attention. She waved Hammer’s shotgun and fired at the nearest alien from point-blank range, meaning she was within his shield radius. The pellets scattered, striking him in the face, and he howled in anger, dropping his blade. Kim ripped the shield generator from his chest and snapped it on her own shirt. 

I bent on a knee, using the giant weapon, and aimed, tapping the sensitive trigger. The blast erupted into the air to connect with his chest. The Traveler that had killed Hammer was dead. 

Bullets darted across the beach, pulses escaping alien guns. I didn’t know which way was up, but I had to keep fighting. I peered behind me, finding the Sphere army in action. The pacifistic Drifters helped injured Samaritans to safety, while the Latchers plunged into battle. 

I arrived at the beach, bumping shoulders with Kim as we met another Traveler. All around us, the sounds of fighting could be heard, and something was burning. The tent was on fire, and people screamed as they shot automatic weapons at the enemy. At least we were united. Apparently, it took Hammer’s death to force the Samaritans’ hand. 

“You okay?” I asked Kim, leveling the blaster. 

“No.”

“How do we get out of this?” 

“We don’t,” she said. 

“Kim, I want you to know that…”

The sand shot in a plume of dust, a grenade exploding. It made a large hole a few feet from us, but Kim’s shield held, keeping us safe. 

“Kim isn’t here, Elliot,” the Guide said. “You can have her back soon.” Her eyes were bright white.

“Deal. We need to help Buzz.”

He remained tied to the truck, and a Traveler was stalking closer to him. 

“I can’t leave the Esol.” Kim glanced at the table where the panicking trapped Spheres remained. 

I whistled as loud as I could, grabbing Tilly’s attention. She noticed me, and her gaze carried over to Buzz. Tilly dropped as a Traveler lunged, and she spun, kicking his legs out from under him. She aimed the shotgun below his chin and pulled the trigger. Either Nayli had left her combat knowledge with Tilly, or the nurse was a cold-blooded action hero. 

We circled Buzz at the same moment, and I knelt at the bonds. 

“Use my knife. It’s in my boot!” he called. 

I searched for it, finding the hidden blade, and sawed at the ropes behind him. As I sliced through the twine, fraying it, I watched the battle. The Samaritans were doing better than I expected, holding their own against the Travelers, but already, the casualties on both ends were devastating. 

To the right, one of the aliens caught Barry by the throat, lifting him up. Helen arrived a second later, punching him in the thigh. “Leave. Him. Alone!” Barry tumbled to the ground, scooting backwards as Helen faced off against the eight-foot-tall alien. She cracked her neck and gave the patented ‘come at me’ gesture with her fingers. He obliged. 

Helen flew five yards as he struck her with the back of his hand, and Barry crawled behind him, cutting his knee with the alien’s own blade. He shrieked in fury and grabbed Barry’s leg, dragging the man across the sand.

I freed Buzz, and he lurched forward, rubbing his wrists as Barry’s opponent slammed a fist into his chest. He pulled out Barry’s heart and raised it victoriously. 

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I muttered. 

The Sphere rose from Barry, and the Traveler snatched it from the air, shoving it into his gaping maw. He swallowed and grew a few inches, his shoulders expanding broader. He threw his head back in triumph, and must have forgotten about Helen. She jabbed the blade into his chest, tugging it down a foot, and he stared at her in disbelief. His moment of elation had come at a price—his life. 

“Barry!” she called, crashing to her knees. 

“Come on,” Buzz told me. “That ship in the sky is about to rain fire on all of us. We need to deal with it.”

“Deal with it?” I asked. 

“We’re going to fly,” he said. 

I felt winded as we ran, hurdling a Traveler’s corpse. Everywhere I looked, I saw more dead Samaritans, and a few Spheres. This was bad. Tilly remained on the ground, escorting us to the nearest UFO. “Stay with Kim. Don’t let them have her,” I told the nurse, and she nodded, rushing to my girlfriend. 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I asked him as we climbed the exterior rungs to the top of the open hatch. 

“Not at all. But it’s necessary,” he said. 

We’d been inside the vessel behind Ransom Ridge last summer, and it had allowed us to find the other Travelers. “You kept the UFO, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did.” Buzz flipped a few switches, pushing buttons at the same moment. The screens flashed on, and he touched the display with confidence. The ship vibrated and lifted from the ground. “What do you think I’ve been doing this past year? Playing chess in the park?”

We rose high, the field displaying on the central command screen. 

“Take a seat and use the arm controls to fire at them,” he ordered. 

I plunked into the strange chair, which made me feel like I was five years old, sitting at my father’s desk. The technology was obviously designed for the Travelers, but I used it, tapping the various icons. “How do I…” I understood after a moment. The top was to target something; the next locked it in; the lowest icon sent a blast at them. 

I tested it on a Traveler below as he prowled toward my allies, the Spheres. The group of Drifters huddled together as they retreated from danger. They needed me, and I was there to deliver. The blast shot from the underside of our vessel, missing the goal. The Traveler lifted his arm, talking into his wrist, and an alarm rang out through the cabin. “Was that bad?”

Buzz grunted in his chair and didn’t look at me. “They know we’re not their friends.”

The airborne UFO bashed into us, sending our craft spinning. We dove at the lake, but Buzz kept her steady, narrowly avoiding the water. “That was close,” he said, gritting his teeth.

I returned my attention on the Spheres and tried the weapon system again. This time, my blast worked, and when the mist parted, there was only a hole where the Traveler had been a moment ago. The Spheres ran to the shelter of the forest. 

“There’s only five of them left.” Buzz tapped the screen, accessing vitals from the Travelers. 

“Plus this other UFO,” I reminded him. 

“Let’s fix that,” he muttered. 

Buzz’s hands swept across the screens, his motions practiced and calculated. I imagined him in a field somewhere, far from the general population, testing the vessel we’d found on Bell Island until all hours of the night. 

We swung from side to side, avoiding enemy fire, and I put all my attention on that craft, using the targeting system to lock in. When the square beeped red, I pressed the blaster, making a direct hit. The enemy ship rocked and began to smoke. 

“Again!” Buzz shouted.

We were moving too fast, the Travelers darting away, trying to escape us. “Come on…” I bit my lip, adjusting the controls, and the second it turned red, I held my breath and pushed the button. 

“Be the one,” Buzz whispered.

The pulse eradicated their remaining shield power, and the hull melted. Soon the UFO went dark and plummeted into the lake as gravity dragged it to the body of water.

Buzz let out a cheer and descended to the battlefield. Two Travelers rushed Kim, but there were too many Spheres nearby for me to risk using the targeting software. “Let us down. We have to help her!”

Buzz landed gently twenty yards behind Kimberly and the Spheres, and the aliens didn’t pay us any mind as they pursued her. They probably knew they were done for, and the only chance at survival would be to absorb the great and powerful ancient Guide within Kimberly. 

Wolfe and Parker arrived, Tilly already there, and I even saw Bones with a bat in his hands, ready to defend their Guide. Without Kim, the Spheres couldn’t leave, and it was obvious that was what most of them truly desired. 

Buzz and I made our way onto the beach, running to join our allies in defense of Kim. 

The pair of aliens stopped when we arrived, surveying the carnage before them. It kept raining, driving the mist away enough for us to have a clear vision of the scene. It had been mayhem. In the span of ten minutes, countless lives had been lost, and for what? 

I stared at the Travelers, gauging a similar reaction in their black eyes. 

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” I whispered. 

One of them lifted his chin and lowered it a moment later. 

Kimberly took a step in their direction, a glow about her. “Leave. You can return to your ship and go home.”

They glanced at one another, then backed up, dropping their blades. The duo turned around and slowly plodded to a UFO, climbing into it. The vessel powered on, and for a moment, I expected them to attack us from above, but they didn’t. 

Soon the light vanished in the distance, and we were left at Rattlesnake Lake alone.
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Against all odds, we’d succeeded. Helen distributed water and snacks pilfered from the Samaritans’ stash, and we rested up, knowing we required energy to bring everyone to Lake Washington before the storm broke and the sun rose for another day over Seattle. 

“We really could have used a helicopter,” Buzz told Wolfe, who was next to me, putting ice on his face. Now his other eye was swelling. “As a distraction, even.”

“You can’t have everything, Buzz,” Wolfe told him with a grin. 

A handful of Samaritans remained, and they looked sheepish, Caz included. She came to me, her cheeks flushed. “Sorry about earlier. I had orders to deceive you.”

She’d let me out of that moving vehicle, lying about their location so I wouldn’t be around for the offering. “You were just doing your job,” I said. “Bygones and all that.”

“Thanks.” She walked off. 

Kim was acting strange, her movements more graceful than normal, her eyes wide and dreamy. “It’s not finished,” she whispered. 

“I know. We have to scour the lake and send these Spheres outta here,” I told her. 

Kim continued, her gaze on the sky. “No. He’s coming.”

“Who?” 

“The Champion,” she murmured. 

A shiver spread down my spine. “I thought we’d won.”

Kim met my gaze and touched my cheek. “He’s heard the Call. That was his signal.”

“Sorry… we had to find you,” I said. 

“What’s done is done. We must hurry if we’re to defeat him.”

“The Guide’s right.” Buzz pointed at the UFO. “Let’s locate their ship. Elliot, we’re escorting Kim to Lake Washington. The Spheres will have to find another means of transportation north.”

“Are you in there, Kim?” I asked, and she shook her head. 

“Yes and no. You understand.”

“I guess,” I said, but I really didn’t. Before, Kim had mentioned that the Guide never took control of her, but that was a weaker version, a younger Esol, not the Guide. The one within her had freed over a thousand Esol in her time, spanning the last thousand years or so. Probably more. None of them knew exactly how long they’d been on Earth, but it made me wonder. Had the ancient civilizations prayed to the gods from other worlds because the Travelers had arrived to hunt the Spheres? Did Ezekiel encounter the machine breathing fire, but it was really an Esol ship escaping the confines of Earth? 

“What’s the plan?” Sheriff Parker asked. His jacket was torn, his arm wrapped in a white bandage, but his hat was miraculously perched on his head. 

Buzz watched the sky, then peered at Seattle. It remained dark, which meant they hadn’t fixed the power outage yet. 

“Where’s Cindy?” I asked everyone. 

“Haven’t seen Brady or his bike. She must be with him,” Buzz muttered. 

“When I find him, I’m going to…” I mimed a strangling motion and relaxed my arms. “Maybe it’s better she’s not around.”

“Be glad she wasn’t here,” Buzz said. “It was a disaster.”

Wolfe peered at his fallen brothers and sisters in the field. “They were only following the chief’s orders. None of them deserved this.”

“Wolfe, are you sticking with us?” Buzz asked. 

“I’ll see this through.”

“Good. You and Parker escort the Spheres to Lake Washington. We’ll fly there in…” Buzz gestured to one of the grounded UFOs. 

“Roger that. I think there’s enough options that weren’t blown up.” Wolfe glanced at the vehicles. “I hope.”

“What about Nayli?” Tilly asked. She held her right wrist, and it had been splinted. 

Kim swayed, her eyes glowing for a second. “She’s nearby.”

We followed Kim to the farthest UFO, and I joined her on top, using the rungs to enter the cabin. There were no hiding Travelers within, but the glowing Sphere remained, bobbing near the ship’s display panel. 

“Nayli?” I asked, and the Sphere brightened. 

“She’s lost…it’s been ages since she’s lived outside a host for this long. That’s the issue with a Latcher. When they’re not bonded, they lose themselves,” Kim said. 

Tilly poked her head into the cabin, smiling at the sight of the Sphere. “You can use me again.”

“Are you sure you want that, Tilly? We could transport her another way,” I suggested. 

Tilly climbed into the ship, landing softly. “No. I’ll finish this with her. I think she’ll decide to leave in the end. I could sense her trepidation, but also her excitement at finding the Esol’s new home. Some of her people have already been there for generations, and will have set up an entire community on the colony world. Nayli realizes that she should be there to grow and lead her fellow Esol.”

The Sphere pulsed gently and hovered near Tilly. She smiled and allowed the floating ball to reconnect with her. Tilly’s cheeks glowed as it settled in, her chin drooping, her eyes fluttering. 

“That’s better,” Tilly said. “Nothing as terrible as being alone on Earth.”

And the Sphere princess was back in control. 

“What are we waiting for?” Kim asked. “Tilly, will you protect the Esol and aid their journey to the ship?”

“Count me in.” She rushed outside and began to bark orders at the idle Spheres. 

Buzz returned with Bones at his tail, and he closed the hatch, sealing the UFO. “Let’s uncover their escape ship.”

“Before the Champion arrives,” Kim added. 

“Do you know him?” I asked the Guide inside Kim. 

“Not personally, but the tales are renowned. He’s older than I am. The Sarc are not immortal entities, but each time they feed on an Esol, they add decades to their lives. He’s more powerful than any of his kind, with far more experience and knowledge because of this. He will not stop until he has me, Elliot. Now that I’ve been exposed, the Champion will fight to ensure he absorbs my essence. Today.”

Buzz brushed past us, taking the primary seat, and grumbled as he set to powering the UFO on. “I have no desire to meet their Champion.”

“We’ve proven that the Travelers can be fought,” I reminded him. 

“Anything can be fought, Elliot,” he countered. “But not everything can be defeated.”

“Not with that attitude,” I murmured. 

Buzz lifted us from the beach as Wolfe directed the Spheres into the empty army transports. Buzz hesitated momentarily, then guided the vessel north, bypassing the city. There would be countless sightings tonight, and I suspected Seattle would remain in the news for years to come after this invasion. 

Buzz moved cautiously, flying higher than before so it would be more difficult to spot him, and he clung to the underside of the clouds. Those were growing thinner as time went on, the lightning storm disappearing with the threat of another dawn. That was still a couple of hours away, but the fact that the sun would rise grounded me, giving me hope that we could succeed. 

Now that we’d dealt with the Samaritans, it was up to us to locate the Sphere ship hiding in the depths of Lake Washington. The flight was short as we stared at the landscape below. The lake came into sight, and I recalled all the dramatic moments around it over the course of the last few hours. Aliens on Mercer Island. The bridge being blown up, and my car jumping the chasm. The yacht attack. I patted my chest, ensuring I was actually alive after so many near-death experiences. 

“Kim, do you have any idea?” Buzz slowed, coming to a halt a hundred feet above water. 

“Bring us to the original area she’d marked, and I believe I’ll be able to determine its location,” Kim said. I noticed how the Guide referred to Kimberly as she.

“These vessels work underwater,” I told Buzz. “We found another of their craft in the canal. It was the first of the night.”

“So be it.” Buzz descended to the lapping waves. “Here goes nothing.”

We broke through the surface slowly, water filling the screen until we became completely submerged. I had the instinct to hold my breath. 

“We can’t see anything,” I said. 

Buzz fumbled with the controls, and a sharp beam shot from the underside, arcing forward to give us a view underwater. There wasn’t much to see, and the lake was only around a hundred feet deep. Buzz rotated the light, scanning the murky depths, and we discovered a group of startled trout, but nothing else. 

Kim stepped closer to Buzz, pointing a finger at the screen. “I don’t think it’s here.”

Buzz grumbled and spun the ship around, heading south. “There’s a lot of ground, or water, to cover in this lake. Can you be more specific?”

Kim opened her mouth, and a sliver of the Guide within escaped before she closed it. “They relocated it.”

“They?” I asked. 

“I don’t sense it either,” Bones added. 

Kim locked gazes with me, taking my hands. “Someone took the Esol ship. How can I help them without it?”

“It can’t be far,” I reminded her. “You… Kim located it only hours ago.”

“Yes.” The Guide let go of me, spinning to the rear of the cabin, and she lifted her arms. “It is still in Seattle.”

“Where?” Buzz asked as he brought the Traveler UFO to the surface. He broke through, rising higher over the lake. 

Kim grimaced as she gestured toward the screen. The city lay in the distance, black under the clouds, the sun a couple of hours from its arrival. “The rotating tower.”

Buzz and I shared a glance. “Really?”

“That’s where the Esol vessel is waiting,” she said. 

I pictured the landmark, and thought it was fitting for our alien evacuation, until I remembered someone had physically transported it there. 

“They’re attempting to draw the Guide to them,” I whispered. 

“The Champion,” Kim replied. 

“Great,” Buzz said. “How are we supposed to get word to the Spheres?”

I motioned to the shoreline, past the destroyed bridge, to the convoy of vehicles arriving. “I guess we drop in on them.” 

Buzz grinned and flew us to the gathered crowd as they exited their vehicles. We landed near Barry’s car and settled to the ground. It reminded me that Barry was gone, his Sphere stolen by the alien that killed him. 

A bullet whined through the air after I exited the hatch, making me duck. “It’s Elliot!”

“Sorry!” Wolfe placed his handgun into the holster. “Can’t be too careful.”

“Did you find it?” Tilly called. 

I stayed inside the UFO, with my upper half poking out. “It’s not in the lake anymore.”

“Where is it?” Parker asked. 

I nodded at the cityscape. “The tower.”

“You have to be kidding me,” Wolfe muttered. “What’s the plan?”

Buzz shoved by me and descended the rungs to the street. “The Champion is there, or so we think. We have to get through him in order to escort the Spheres off our planet.”

“That’s not good,” Tilly said. 

“No, it isn’t.” Buzz glanced at Kim as she exited next, with Bones right behind her. I went last, landing on the sidewalk. 

“I can do this,” Kim said. 

“Do what?” I asked. 

“Fight him. It’s my duty to defend the Esol, and to guide them to their proper home. I am the only one powerful enough to battle the Sarc warrior.” Kim’s hair was curly from the moisture, her outfit tattered and muddied. She didn’t seem ready to fight a giant alien. If anything, she looked like she needed a week’s worth of sleep, like the rest of us. 

“Okay.” Buzz gave her a nod, and it felt like a betrayal.

“Okay? We can’t let Kim meet this guy. He’ll tear her apart!”

“We don’t know that, Elliot. Maybe you should have faith in the Esol. We’re stronger than you think,” Tilly said. 

“Then you take your chances on him, in her stead,” I suggested, and regretted it. “I didn’t mean that. You’ve already gone above and beyond.” 

“I’ll help any way I can,” Tilly offered. 

“Thanks,” Kim told her. “Let’s go.”

The gathered Spheres had lost their initial enthusiasm, and it was obvious in their demeanor. Bones trudged along with us, his feet shuffling. I set my alien blaster down, and sat with Kim and Bones in the back of the army transport while Buzz fired the engine on.

“You don’t have to do this, Kim,” I said. 

“Kim knows you love her,” she replied. “And she loves you.”

The words seemed like a message, a promise that the Guide wasn’t going to survive the coming interaction with the Champion. It soured my mood even more. “We can leave. Run from Seattle!”

Kim’s lips pursed, and she observed the ten Spheres in the truck. “We’re done hiding from the Sarc. It’s time we take back ourselves and our culture. We weren’t cowards before, and there’s no reason to stay on Earth any longer. Kim understands this; hence her mission to locate another Guide. I’m eternally grateful she rescued me from the sarcophagus in New York. I was the worst of the bunch, concealing my existence, and for what? Because I was worried their Champion would seek to destroy me?”

“That’s a fair reason,” I said. 

“No, it’s not, Elliot. I’d rather die than spend another hour in the shadows. We deserve better.” Kim’s speech was motivating the nearby Spheres, and Helen frowned. 

“We do this for Barry, and every other Esol that has died from the Sarc’s unrelenting attacks.” Helen rubbed her palms together. “We have weapons and the numbers.”

Bones reached for a gun lying in a rack along the canvas box cover. “She’s right.”

“But you’re a Drifter. I thought you were a pacifist,” I told him. 

“There’s a point in every Esol’s life where you make a choice. I stand with my people,” Bones said firmly. The other Spheres each grabbed a gun with their jaws clenched, their brows furrowed in anger. 

“I guess there’s no talking you out of this.”	

Kim shook her head in resolve. “We’re past that.”

I hefted the blaster, checking the charge. The indicator lights blinked halfway up the display, and I sighed, trying to muster the strength to persevere through my exhaustion. 

The trip was quick with the streets empty and no red lights to stop us, and soon Buzz knocked on the window between the cab and the transport box, telling us we’d arrived. 

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered. 

We piled into the parking lot, and I stared up at the tower, seeing the six-hundred-foot structure, and my stomach twisted into a knot. “I don’t suppose the Esol ship is on ground level.”

“No. It’s up there.” She pointed to the top of the tower, where a restaurant and observation deck sat in the dark. 

The clouds flashed white, and the strangest lightning I’d ever witnessed coursed through the air. Tendrils of bright electricity bent and shone from a central focus, and a Traveler UFO descended from its brilliance. 

The Champion had arrived.
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“How many do we have?” Parker asked as he viewed the car lot. 

“I count sixty-seven Spheres.” Wolfe walked the line of waiting human hosts, each of them harboring a glowing orb. 

A couple of Samaritans were there, including Caz and Blinky, and I noticed the old man at the end, wringing his hands nervously. “Dr. Dead.” I strode up to him, and he squinted, trying to see me. His glasses were noticeably absent. “Doc, why should we not tie you up?”

“I was only doing what I was told,” he proclaimed. 

I continued questioning him. “You didn’t consider it abnormal to be delivered murder victims, with the instructions to capture a ball of light with a black box?” 

“Sure, but the Investor told me we were saving the world! What was I to do?”

It all came back to this mysterious Investor. “Did you speak with him? Meet him?”

“No, never. I was relayed the orders through telegrams,” he said. 

“And you didn’t question him?” 

“Not once.”

“I assume your cooperation came with a monetary offering?”

Dr. Dead tapped his toes. “There might have been compensation.”

“How much?”

“Twenty thousand.”

I glanced at Wolfe, then at Buzz, and up to the top of the tower. The UFO remained directly over the structure, likely waiting for the Guide’s appearance. 

Was there a way to accomplish our goals without sacrificing Kim? There had to be. My mind raced through what details I knew for certain, but after such a frustrating night, I struggled to come up with any sensible solution. I had to think of this as a case from my college classes. We required a specific outcome, so how could we work backwards? 

The Esol ship was above us. 

“Dr. Dead, did the Investor ever discuss other technology?” I asked. 

“I don’t… maybe he did. He told me he had a device that could detect the ‘evil little aliens’ I was to capture. But it never arrived.”

“Anything else?”

He shook his head. 

“Somehow, either the Investor or the Travelers transported the escape ship. But from what we understand, the Travelers couldn’t detect the one on Bell Island,” I said. 

“That means it was the Samaritan leader,” Parker suggested. 

“Exactly.”

Buzz was getting irritable. “Where are you going with this, Elliot?”

“At this very moment, the Champion is above the tower.”

“So?” Wolfe asked. 

“We can get to the ship before he shows his ugly mug,” I exclaimed. 

“The power’s out,” Buzz reminded me. “The elevators won’t work.”

Wolfe smirked at the news. “That’s not true. They installed a backup system a couple years ago after a similar storm. A dozen people were trapped on floor thirty for three hours, and the press was relentless.”

“Are you saying we can get to the top?” Kim asked. 

“Should be able to.”

“Kim can’t come.” I stood between her and the foyer entrance. “It’s too dangerous. The Champion will be alerted, and—”

“Elliot, if I don’t go, no one can access the ship,” she said. 

I’d forgotten that miniscule but important detail. “We make this quick. Someone needs to distract the Champion. Any volunteers?” 

No one offered a hand. 

A motorcycle engine screamed from down the block, and it was heading directly at us. Soon seventy guns were aimed at the incoming bike, and the driver skidded sideways, throwing his leg down when the motorcycle stopped. Brady removed his helmet, tossing it to the ground. Behind him, Cindy slipped from the seat and jumped into my arms. 

“Cindy, where have you been? Did he hurt you?” I glared at the kid, ready to throttle him. 

“No. Brady’s on our side. He realized what the Samaritans were about to do, and stole me so I would be safe,” she declared. 

“Is that true?” I asked him. 

“Absolutely,” he said. 

“How did you find us?”

Brady pointed at the giant alien ship hovering over the city’s largest landmark. “Kind of guessed you’d be where the action was.” 

“What’s our next move?” Cindy asked. 

“Our?” I stared at her. “You’re going to the hotel until this is finished.”

“No way.” She ran to Brady. “We have something that might help.”

Buzz peered at the motorbike. “What?”

Brady smirked and opened a satchel slung across his seat. “Fireworks.” They were arranged pointing up, with the fuses jutting from the bottom. 

“You did say we needed a distraction,” Sheriff Parker said. 

Wolfe scratched his stubble-covered chin. “Why would they care about fireworks?”

Kim watched Dr. Dead. “Where are the Esol you captured?”

He swallowed and grabbed a pack from the trunk of a car. Kim unzipped it, revealing the black traps from the beach at Rattlesnake Lake. “Take these with you. It might confuse him enough to follow.” Kim put six of the traps into the bag and added the one from her own pack into the transport. “The Champion will sense a bunch of Esol in a tight area and think it might be the Guide attempting her escape.”

“Radical.” Brady threw the helmet on. “Catch you on the flip, Cin.”

Cin? I frowned, but Cindy smiled a hopeless expression and blew a kiss at him. 

Brady climbed onto the bike and kick-started it, spinning the tire before taking off. He slowed and flicked on his lighter, touching the flame to the first cluster of fireworks. 

“He’s going to kill himself!” Wolfe shouted. 

“Isn’t he dreamy?” Cindy cooed. 

I’d heard of Stockholm syndrome, when a kidnap victim falls in love with their captor. Time would tell if this was one of those situations, or if Brady really was being honest about his motives. 

“It’s working,” Kim murmured as the ship above the tower began to flicker, the thrusters kicking on. It lowered with a speed we’d yet to witness from the Travelers’ technology, giving chase. 

“We can’t wait. Esol, stay here, and we’ll bring the glowing orb to you!” I shouted this as we ran toward the lobby. When we arrived, I tested the door handle, finding it locked. 

“I got this.” Buzz slung the gun from his shoulder, blasting a hole into the metal slab. It dripped as the alloy melted from the alien pulse, and we waited a second for it to cool enough to enter without being burned. 

Brady’s bike squealed in the distance, the sound loud in the otherwise dead of night. 

Harry and Tilly remained with their people, watching the skies for signs of the Champion’s return. Parker lifted his radio and gave Buzz a nod. I assumed the ex-soldier had the opposite handheld device. 

Before I could stop her, Cindy filed into the elevator with Kim, Buzz, and me. 

“Cindy, I said stay out of it,” I grumbled. My flashlight blinked, and I whacked it into my palm, keeping the beam on. 

“Not a chance. I’ve heard all about their plan tonight from Brady. The Samaritans are brutal,” she said. 

“How so?” Buzz asked while the elevator began to operate. There were only a couple of options, since most of the tower was just structural, not inhabited. He pressed the button for the top floor, and we lifted from the lobby. 

“This Investor is into some serious high-tech stuff, all involving the aliens. He’s built a tool to locate the Spheres and trap them.”

“We’ve seen some of this in action,” I told her. 

“But there’s more. Brady thinks he’s working with the Travelers,” Cindy said. 

Suddenly, rushing to the top where the Investor might be waiting seemed like a horrible idea. 

“Why does he say that?” Buzz asked. 

“He overheard his father on a call with the Investor before they came to Seattle. Lex was furious, trying to persuade the Investor to rethink his plan. It sounded like he wanted to offer the Travelers his technology to streamline their hunting.”

“He wasn’t going to give the Champion Kim in exchange for a peace treaty?” I asked, my mouth growing dry. 

“The Investor wants to trade the Guide for the Traveler tech.”

We gawked at Cindy, and I tried to process the news. Here we’d been working with the notion that the Samaritans had the right idea but were going about it the wrong way. This turned everything upside down. 

Buzz glanced at the elevator controls and tried to hit STOP, but it failed. “Someone’s controlling it.”

The lights slowly turned on, and I sensed the panic emanating from Buzz. He was usually much more composed. 

“We can finish this. All we need to do is convince him he’s wrong,” I told him. 

Buzz shook his head. “There’s something you should know.”

The elevator came to a halt, and the door opened onto the top observation deck. Windows circled the entire level, angled out to give visitors the best view of the city. From here, you could see everything the landscape surrounding Seattle had to offer, but we weren’t here as tourists. 

“Kim, when we locate their ship, take it to the ground level,” I whispered. 

“Are you okay?” Cindy snapped her fingers in front of Kim’s face, and the Guide blinked. 

“Kim’s in there somewhere, but the Guide’s in power,” I told Cindy. 

“Gnarly.” Cindy peered around, staying close to my side. 

The lights were dim on the deck, as the backup floor fixtures were the sole source. We scoured the area, trying to find the glowing Esol vessel that we hoped to use to transport the alien entities to their ultimate destination. They’d never asked to be dropped to Earth, to be forced into hiding from fear of the Travelers. 

Whoever the Investor was, he was about to get a piece of my mind. 

“It’s close,” Kim whispered, and led us around a coffee bar. She began to glow when she neared the ship, which wasn’t much larger than a beach ball, much the same as the version we’d uncovered in the bay by Bell Island last summer. It was framed by a box. 

“I was wondering when you’d show up.” The man’s voice was low, his silhouette surrounded by shadows. 

“Stand back,” Buzz warned as Travelers emerged from either side of the man. They were taller than the others we’d encountered, and wore red sashes covered in what appeared to be scales, maybe utilized from another alien hunt. 

The guards held much bigger blades than the usual warriors, these a shiny chrome, not black. They sneered and snorted from their positions. 

Kim stepped out of reach before I could prevent her from moving. “I’m here to send the Esol home. Will you interfere?”

“You will do nothing of the sort.” The voice was eerily familiar, like a ghost from my past had slipped into my consciousness. It was impossible. 

Before I could say anything, Cindy did. “...Uncle Taylor?”

My dead uncle emerged from the darkness, spreading his hands wide and grinning diabolically. “Come give your uncle a hug.”

















7




Uncle Taylor, the man I’d spent my entire life idolizing, was the Investor. He was always so confident, able to bend in his convictions, and full of sound advice that most parents didn’t have the energy to relay.

In that single second, images of our time spent on Bell Island throughout my childhood flooded my brain, and I strained to put the two versions of Uncle Taylor together. 

“You’re dead,” Cindy croaked. 

“No, my beautiful niece, I’m not.” 

He looked older after the past four years. He had a slight beard, well-trimmed and brown with a hint of graying. Taylor was the same age as my mom, since they were twins, and recalling this made me even angrier. 

“She thinks you drowned,” I murmured. 

“Elliot, we don’t have time for this,” Buzz warned. 

“Your friend Ethan Scott is right. I owe you a thanks for putting together the Samaritans. They’re a simple bunch, but willing to stick their necks out,” Taylor said. 

I wasn’t finished. “You broke her heart.”

“Lorraine wouldn’t admit to our experience as kids,” he said. “She doubted herself, and it made her doubt me, because I wouldn’t concede on the fact that we’d seen an alien. Then, on one of my many late-night explorations sessions on Bell Island, I came across a Sarc warrior while I searched for another Esol.”

“One-Eye,” I said. 

“Is that what you called him? To me, he was Fulig.”

“You became friends.”

“Unintentionally.”

I watched the larger ball of light held in the confines of a black box, this one thinner and more advanced than those containing the Esol, and noticed it flutter. 

“How so?” I asked, trying to keep him talking. Kim was as still as a statue next to me, her fingers twitching slightly like she was attempting to do something significant. 

“I came across Fulig near the base of Ransom Ridge. He’d fallen, breaking his leg.”

“And you didn’t get help? How old were you?” I asked. 

“Sixteen.” He smiled as if he’d drifted into an important memory. “And to answer your question, no, I couldn’t go to the local doctor’s office and ask them to heal an alien. He would have been killed. I’d seen enough movies. The government would send the military and blow Fulig to pieces, if they didn’t dissect him first.”

“What did you do?” Cindy’s tone was calm.

“What any sensible teenage boy would. I nursed Fulig back to health,” he said without a hint of amusement. “It took months, but once we cleaned the wound, I crafted a splint until Fulig was certain he could put his weight on it. All of this was done with no shared language between us, which was a feat in itself.”

Cindy kept the questions coming. “How did you communicate?”

“Gestures initially, then drawings. Soon we had a general comprehension.”

“After we discovered the Spheres’ vessel was in the bay, I was positive that you drowned while searching for it.” I spoke slowly, watching Kim from the corner of my eye. 

“Yes. I was searching for it, but not to free the Esol.”

I pointed at the nearby Sphere ship. “You wanted it as leverage.”

“I determined how valuable the Guides were to their kind. The Sarc are simple creatures at times, single-minded in their determination to grow in power. Each individual seeks to gain Champion status, but only one has succeeded.” Taylor gazed out the windows. “You’ll meet him soon.”

“Great,” Buzz groaned. “Can we cut to the part where we shoot each other and get it over with?”

“I’ve heard you were impulsive,” Taylor said. “Lex couldn’t stand it.”

“Lex is dead,” Buzz informed him. “So is Hammer…and most of the others.”

I could tell that my uncle was caught off-guard, but he recovered smoothly. “They knew the price to pay would be high.”

“For your weapons technology business?” Buzz shook his head in disgust. 

“Yeah, it’s not like you’re being altruistic, Uncle Taylor.” I went in front of Kim, to block whatever the Guide was attempting from plain sight. “You’re screwing us and my girlfriend.”

Taylor’s brow scrunched in confusion. “You’re dating a Guide?”

“No. I was dating Kim, the girl with the Guide inside her, but now that you’ve brought the Champion to Earth, she’s being controlled by the Sphere.”

The Travelers shifted and rested the tips of their blades on the shiny floor. Light reflected from the trapped vessel, and it gently pulsed. “I’m afraid I can’t help her now, Elliot. You were always a good kid.”

I swallowed, sensing his meaning. “You’re going to kill us,” I whispered. 

“How would it look if you escaped and told everyone I was alive? Best to let sleeping dogs lie.” Taylor stared me down as he gave the order. 

“No!” Kim shouted with a ferocity I’d never witnessed. She stalked past the Esol ship and toward Taylor. “The Champion will be here shortly. Are you seriously going to side with the greatest warrior ever known to the Sarc?”

“As a matter of fact, I am,” he said bluntly, and the pair of guards lifted their weapons. 

“You won’t harm me,” she spat. “If you touch his ultimate prize, he won’t think twice about murdering you.”

Taylor watched her and squinted. “Don’t I know you?”

“Kim, yes,” the Guide said. “You met in New York.”

My posture stiffened, and I tried to puzzle that out. Why had Kim been anywhere near Uncle Taylor?

The interaction clicked, and he nodded. “Unbelievable. You were my date for the museum event. You saw the tomb and made up an excuse about not feeling well.” 

“Date?” I recalled her mentioning the black-tie event and a man named Tay. 

“Voilà,” she said, her face glowing.

“That’s where their elder Guide was the entire time? How could I be so foolish?”

“Let us go, Taylor. You don’t belong in the middle of this ancient war,” Kim told him.

Buzz came to join her, glaring at my uncle. “And you won’t murder your own flesh and blood. From my vantage, you’re in way over your head, and can’t find a path to freedom. So you’re going through the motions, hoping like hell someone stronger and smarter takes care of it for you.”

Taylor flinched, and for the first time, his stoic composure fractured. It didn’t last long, and his smirk returned. “I think not.” My uncle spoke fluently in the Travelers’ tongue, and they tapped the bases of their blades by their feet, before swinging the swords before their massive chests. “I appreciate the candor, Ethan, but your place among the Samaritans has been… severed.”

The swords sliced toward Buzz, but I lurched, tackling him to the tile. We landed in a heap, and the fight was on. Cindy only had a pistol, and the bullets discharged in quick succession, plinking off the shields around the Travelers. One of the shots ricocheted, striking Taylor in the arm, and he hissed, clutching the wound. 

I kicked out, hitting a knee, and it allowed me to regain my footing. Buzz also rose as he braced for a second influx. 

Instead of using the blade, a pulse blasted from the left alien’s arm device. I thought Buzz was about to become a pile of molten human, but a shield blocked the energy ball. He shrugged when I stared at him in awe. “Wolfe figured I could use the shield more than him. Turns out his concern was justified.”

I kept close to Buzz as they fired heavily at the protective barrier. Taylor barked orders at the Travelers, and held a gun aimed at his niece. His betrayal cut deep, and watching my uncle threaten my kid sister made me snap. 

Buzz deflected a blade with his own heavy gun and tapped the trigger. I’d been so distracted with them, I hadn’t noticed the third Traveler coming up behind Kim as she desperately tried to break the Esol ship’s case. 

“Kim!” I called, and heard the doors behind us open. More Travelers arrived, each wearing a red sash, denoting their loyalty to either Taylor or the Champion, or perhaps both. 

Kimberly used her elbow to jab her opponent in the thigh, since he stood almost twice her height, and he howled in agony. She dropped to her knees and crawled between his feet, rushing behind the beast. Kim shoved him, and the Traveler tripped on Taylor, knocking them both to the floor. 

But it was too late. There were ten Travelers coming to aid their allies, and we were vastly outnumbered. 

Until I heard the ding of the elevator, and saw Tilly stalking through the observation deck with two alien blades in her grip. Sheriff Parker was right behind her, hoisting double revolvers like a Wild West gunslinger, and Detective Wolfe grimaced as he swung a shotgun up, a toothpick in his lips. 

“You boys ready to party?” Tilly asked, and the deck went quiet. 

“Kill them!” Taylor shouted, clawing his way up. He’d lost his smile, and my uncle rushed to a table hidden in the dark corner of the room. Something whined to power, and he returned wearing a matching red sash, both arms covered with alien weaponry. He laughed and began to fire at the group of attacking Spheres. They dove, and we fought for our lives. 

The elevator beeped again, and another flood of our allies joined the fray, giving us the strength in numbers. 

I used the blaster, choosing to aim at the ceiling and floors around the Travelers, knowing their protective bubbles had a limited radius. A large section of the ceiling blew wide, the debris blocking one of the aliens’ path. I tested the gun again, finding his shield down, and he slumped to the tile, a hole in his chest. 

“Help your sister,” Buzz said, fending off an assault from a nearby Traveler. He blocked the blade and bashed the butt of his gun into the creature’s stomach. 

Cindy was in the center of the observation deck, her gun raised unsteadily, and she slowly turned, finding herself bordered in every direction by Spheres and Travelers alike. 

“Cindy!” I called, and she met my gaze as an errant attack hit the floor nearby. The gaping hole swallowed her, and she fell through, along with a Traveler. “No!” I slid between an alien’s legs as he fought Tilly, and plummeted into the cavity, landing hard on my ankle. I smashed into the tile, clipping my arm on a restaurant table, and the gun flew from my grip. 

Cindy was on her seat, scooting away from the incoming Traveler. “Elliot, don’t let him kill me!”

My gun was too far, so I sped to the giant monster, grabbing hold of his sash, which dangled from his shoulder to his waist. This was enough to distract him, and I clutched it forcefully, tearing the shield generator from his chest. I threw it off and collapsed to his feet. I saw the heel lift and covered my head with my arms, but he never did stomp on me. 

The Traveler crashed near the hostess podium, his head blown off. Cindy stood, barely able to hold the weapon, and she let the barrel drop. I rushed to her, hugging my sister. We were in the restaurant, one floor beneath the observation deck, and above, the battle continued to rage. 

“Look!” Cindy pointed past me to the panoramic windows, and the fireworks stopped. 

“The Champion has returned,” I whispered.
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We noticed a set of stairs around the bend and rushed to the top deck, finding the last few Travelers being backed into a corner. 

“Let’s end this,” I muttered, searching for my uncle. “Taylor!”

He slowly turned, his face bloodied, his arms lifted as the guns blinked low power. He looked every bit like the villain he’d become. “You’ve already lost, don’t you see? Elliot, join me and the Champion, and you can be rich. Cindy, haven’t you always wanted better for your parents than that house on Bell Island? They could have it all.”

“They have enough,” I said. “And none of the Hoffmans want to be anything like you, Taylor.”

The fighting ceased, everyone panting their breaths. A few humans were dead, their Spheres hovering in the air as if unsure where to go. The Esol ship was so close, and Kim stayed near it, the Guide within struggling to free it from the case. 

“Give us the ship, Taylor,” Cindy added. 

“What, no more ‘Uncle’?” he sneered, prowling toward Kim. 

“The Champion has arrived,” I told him. “And you’re not doing so well.”

He laughed, the booming sound echoing through the battle zone. “I’ve done everything and more, Elliot. The Esol are together, the Guide is present.” He gestured at Kim. 

“I challenge you to Sularac,” Tilly told him, dropping her blades. 

Taylor peered at the incoming UFO, which was a minute from arrival. He glanced at the remaining three Travelers, and they grunted, pounding fists against their chests. They were demanding he accept the contest. We’d already seen Tilly successfully complete her earlier Sularac at the fisherman’s canal, and that was against an alien three times her size. 

“Very well,” Taylor said. He unclipped the devices from his arms, letting them fall with a clang. “Let’s get this out of your system, princess.”

So he knew which Esol was inside the nurse.

“I’ve always hated the whole evil maniacal villain archetype. It’s why I’ve destroyed a few over the years. Betraying your own kind for greed. How typical of a man,” Tilly said, cracking her neck in preparation. 

Taylor didn’t look worried as he met Tilly in the middle of the damaged deck, the group of Spheres staying strong. Buzz seemed eager to intervene, but I shook my head at him, suggesting she was the favorite to win. 

But I was wrong.

Taylor moved like a predator, a beast in the jungle, ready to lurch at his prey. 

Tilly avoided his first strike, but only briefly. She kept her arms raised and stepped lightly on her toes, but Taylor was bigger, his movements confident and calculated. He struck her in the cheek, and before she could react, he swept her leg, forcing her to the ground. 

Instead of finishing her, he waited for her to rise. This was a game to him. The Travelers hooted from their position, and I peeked at the Spheres, who were clearly worried. The Champion would be here any second, and we weren’t any closer to freeing the Esol. 

“Did you think I’ve been consorting with the Sarc and not having them train me in their arts?” Taylor’s hands remained at his hips, and Tilly staggered over, punching him in the nose before he reacted. This made him smile in amusement as it began to bleed. He wiped it, leaving a streak. 

I struggled to place this monster in front of me as my Uncle Taylor. The man who’d always treated us like gold, the guy who’d gifted me my most prized possession, my car. But he’d deceived my entire family. He’d faked his death, and the inheritance was another nail in his coffin. 

Tilly kicked, but Taylor saw it coming. She jabbed a fist, and he swatted it aside. She was on the offensive, but Taylor’s defense was quick and reactive. 

Tilly was wearing down, her movements growing sluggish, her shoulders slumped. 

I caught her eye, and she smirked at me. It didn’t make sense, but I felt a surge of hope in the simple gesture. 

Taylor finally grew bored of their confrontation and swung a fist at her. She ducked at the last moment, her body almost a blur. He keeled over as she barrelled into his stomach. 

My uncle wheezed a cough and tried again, with the same result. Tilly jumped, her knee out, and hit him square in the jaw. He flew to his back, the wind rushing from his chest. 

Tilly staggered over him, hands clenched. 

“Caz! Blinky! Don’t let her do this!” Taylor shouted at the last remaining Samaritans.

“It’s too late for begging. You were using us,” Blinky said, living up to his name as his eyelids fluttered. “We’re done.”

Tilly lifted the sole of her boot, and I turned away. 

And the light beam blinded us momentarily, a second before the ceiling was torn wide open. 

Buzz raced to my fallen uncle, grabbing his collar. “Where is it?”

“What?”

Buzz lifted him off the ground. “The code for the Esol ship!”

Taylor patted his chest, and Buzz slipped a black key from his pocket. “Kim!” Buzz tossed it, and I watched in slow motion as it tumbled through the air. Kim caught the small key and tapped the device to the edge of the black box containing the Spheres’ salvation. 

Her entire body glowed as the larger ball of light fled from the barrier, and every Sphere still within the observation deck did the same. 

“It’s time to go home,” Kim whispered. 

The Spheres began exiting their hosts, and humans fainted all around the deck, tumbling to the tile as the smaller alien entities freed themselves, heading for their ship. 

While they attempted to make their escape, I peered at the opening of the tower, seeing the Champion descend along the beam of light. He floated from the underside of the large UFO, lowering slowly into the building. 

We’d heard about the Champion all night, but nothing had prepared me for what I saw. The other Travelers were weak in comparison, and his head nearly touched the ceiling, which put him over twelve feet high. 

His shoulders were at least six feet wide, his arms bigger than tree trunks, his legs like boulders. But it was his face that drew my attention. He was missing his nose, and a dark scar slashed beneath his eyes, which were both red and fiery, rather than black. 

Everyone stared at him, and he scanned the deck until his eyes landed on Kimberly. 

He spoke in his own tongue, and her light dimmed. She faced him, and for a second, I wondered if they could find a non-violent end to the altercation. 

That dream was quickly shattered when he crouched and sped across the deck. I jumped in the way, trying to prevent him from getting to my girlfriend. The Guide may have been in control, but Kim was there too, and I knew she was scared as hell. 

We’d been so close to freeing the Spheres from Seattle. We had the ship, the Guide, and dozens of Spheres, but there was a single horrific, ghastly hiccup. The Champion.

He didn’t even bother to swipe me aside; he just ran through me, sending me flying. I collapsed into the wall, sliding to my seat, and he picked Kim up, carrying her to the far side of the room. The Champion dove, crashing through the glass window and out into the night. 

I held my injured arm and ran with Buzz, Tilly, and Cindy to the edge, peering past the opening. Wind blew the rain inside, and we searched for the pair, unable to find anything but the dark city below. 




____________




“Into the ship!” Buzz ordered the Spheres, and the balls of light pulsed in anger at their Guide’s abduction. “Do it!”

One by one, they floated into the larger spherical object. It shone so brightly I couldn’t look directly at it. I checked for the three Travelers that had been fighting with Uncle Taylor, but they had retreated like cowards. 

Taylor remained on the floor, staring upwards, muttering to himself. I went to him, and waved Wolfe closer. “Can you secure him to something?”

Detective Wolfe nodded, removing a set of handcuffs from his belt. “Gladly.”

When he was affixed to a radiator, we went to the elevator. Kim was out there somewhere with the Champion, and she was all I could think about. Even if the Guide had been consumed, maybe the alien had left Kimberly alive. 

It was selfish, because these Esol had fought for their freedom and wouldn’t be able to leave Earth without their Guide. But I couldn’t lose Kim—not now, not ever. 

We all piled into the elevator, along with the plush ship containing all the Spheres. Sheriff Parker and the two Samaritans remained on the top deck with the humans, who’d begun to wake after their visitors exited their bodies. 

“Hold the elevator!” someone shouted, and I pressed the button, not wanting any more delays. Bones stood with puffy eyes, and I grinned at him. 

“Welcome back.” I patted his shoulder as the doors closed. 

“That was trippy,” he said, looking at Cindy. “Sorry if I ever gave you a tough time.”

“Don’t stress. You’re legit,” Cindy said. “We can discuss it later.”

“Yeah, now we fight for Kim,” I said. 

The ride to ground level took ages, but the second we stepped into the lobby, I saw the flash of light a block away. They weren’t far. The Esol ship floated behind me as I ran. In the east, over the Pacific, the clouds had vanished, the sky showing a hint of blue mixed with the pink morning glow. Dawn was upon us, and the storm was passing. 

My arm ached, my feet hurt, and I had a splitting headache, but all that mattered was helping Kimberly. Buzz and Bones were near me, Cindy keeping pace, and we rounded another building, finding the freeway. A semi-truck was upended, fuel spilling onto the road, and the driver lay on the concrete, clearly dead. 

To the left, Kim faced off against the Champion. Her hair was wild and frizzy, her clothes filthy and torn, but she moved with resolve. How she’d survived that plummet from six hundred feet, I didn’t know, but the Guide in Kim was clearly a force to be reckoned with. 

Buzz held me back. “No, Elliot. It’s their fight. The Esol versus the Sarc. This is what they’ve been waiting for, to turn the tides of their war. If Kim wins this, it’s done.”

I doubted it, but obliged his wishes, struggling with each breath not to intervene. I was a twenty-three-year-old man without a gun, and with no real skills besides my finance degree, but I knew in that moment that I would die for Kim. 

“I can’t stand here helplessly,” I told Buzz quietly. 

“I agree, but it’s not our war,” he replied. 

“But she’s our Kim, not Esol or Sarc, and she doesn’t owe them anything. They killed her parents,” I reminded him. 

“Then you’ll understand why she has to do this.” Buzz lined up with us, keeping back from the huge Traveler warrior. 

The Champion walked so self-assuredly, his posture straight, his chest out. Kim peered in my direction, and I saw a ferocity in her expression I’d never witnessed. I wondered if she could truly defeat this monster in combat.

His long arm extended faster than my eyes could follow, and Kim was thrown half a block. She hit a building and tumbled down, the Guide throwing a ball of light around her, softening the blow. 

“Don’t you dare let Kim die,” I whispered to the Guide. She couldn’t hear me, but that didn’t matter. 

The Champion retrieved a staff bound to his back, and he swung it with ease, the ends rotating as he effortlessly moved it. I didn’t see a firearm on him, suggesting he preferred close combat rather than a gunfight. 

“What if we all went after him together?” Bones asked. 

Buzz shook his head slowly, dismissing the notion. 

Kim repeatedly dodged the Champion’s staff, and she jumped as he arced it at her ankles. She flipped backwards, landing on one knee, and craned her neck up, a snarl on her lips. Kim shouted and rushed him, her entire head wrapped in light. She ducked beneath his outstretched hand and kicked him in the ribs. I heard something crack, and she was behind the Champion, speeding toward his spine. 

The Champion braced for the strike, and he bellowed in pain when she connected a second time. His staff blindly swung around, slamming into her shoulder. Kim tumbled into an alley, and Buzz couldn’t stop me from running to her aid. She was between two dented garbage cans, the lids knocked off.

“Elliot,” she said. “You look… tired.”

“Kim, is that you?” 

She nodded. 

I checked the street, as the Champion sprinted in our direction. “Well, you’d better bring the Guide back, because trouble’s coming.” I leaned enough for her to see the Traveler warrior, and her eyes grew. 

“I was hoping that was a bad dream…”

“Where’s the Guide?” I asked. 

“It’s…” Her face shone, and her hand gripped mine. “Get out of the way, Elliot. I’ll have her returned shortly.” Kim rose, dusted her pants off, and leapt over the fallen trash cans, landing a few yards from her opponent. 

“I thought you were supposed to be invincible!” Kim shouted. 

“Don’t taunt him,” I murmured. 

The Champion responded in his own language, and whatever it was, the hair rose on my arms. He began to laugh, and when Kim attacked again, he snatched her with inhuman speed, lifting her from the concrete. With his giant three-fingered grip around her neck, she couldn’t speak, but I heard the cries barely escaping her clenched teeth. Kim was dying. 

“Help her!” I cried. “Spheres, this is your Guide. Do something!”

The Spheres were huddled around their escape ship, and they flashed, pulsing as they witnessed their Guide being choked from the woman I loved. 

“Don’t just watch. Save the GUIDE!” I cried. 

Kim’s body went limp.
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I punched the Champion in the leg, shouting for him to release her, and he finally relented. He shoved me aside with his foot as if I weighed nothing, and I landed a short distance away from Cindy. She was bawling, Bones trying to comfort her. 

No one knew what to do. 

Tilly shrieked in anger, exposing her throat as she screamed at the clouds. The Sphere shot from her mouth, racing to Kim. The other Spheres did the same, speeding across the dawn-filled street, entering Kim as she lay facing the sky.

Buzz released the remaining trapped Spheres, opening their cages with the key from the observation deck. 

One by one, the Esol beings poured into Kimberly Chance, filling her with a previously unseen brilliance. She lifted her head, and the Champion stumbled a step. Kim slowly made it to her knees, then her feet, each breath filling her with more light. Her shoes rose off the ground, floating in an orb created by the Spheres. Her arms were encapsulated in the glow, her crown surrounded by a halo. 

Kim, aided by the large group of Spheres, soared until she was at the same height as the Champion, and she moved closer to him.

The Champion stabbed the staff and Kim slapped her palms of light, disintegrating the material. It erupted in flames, and the Champion tossed it to the sidewalk. The Traveler peered at the tower where his ship remained, and tapped his arm control. Kim struck him, sending him reeling to the ground. She rushed over and kicked his wrist, shattering the device. 

Kim bent down, picked up the Champion, and lifted him overhead. Her Sphere-filled body threw him against the wall, and the Traveler Champion let out a gasp and plopped to the puddle-covered street. But Kim wouldn’t let go. She yanked on his leg, took the remaining part of his staff, and used it to impale him. 

Only when he stopped twitching did she release it and drop to the road. The light dimmed as the Spheres each exited her and sped to the awaiting Esol ship. 

“Goodbye, humans. We are forever in debt to you,” Kim said, touching me on the cheek. “She’s lucky to have such caring friends.” 

The Guide exited Kim and left for the ship, which was once again filled to the brim with Spheres. It pulsed three times, spiraled into the sky, and in a flash, it was gone. 

Kim reached for me, and I caught her, settling her on a bench at a bus stop. The glass was shattered, and I dusted some off the seat to sit beside her. “Are you all right?”

Kim rubbed her neck, where bruises were already forming. “They left.”

Buzz glared at the giant alien corpse, then at Wolfe and Parker, who’d made it to ground level with the Samaritans behind them. “What are we going to do about this?”

Wolfe stared at the dead alien and shrugged. “It’s not like everyone won’t know about the aliens come morning. Is it our job to hide them from the world?”

“No. I suppose it isn’t,” Buzz said. 

Sirens rang out in every direction, and the clouds dissolved, giving way to the fresh Sunday morning. The first rays of sunlight carried past the high-rises, creeping through the alley to land on Kim, and for a second, I thought the Guide hadn’t left. Then she shielded her eyes, and I knew they were gone. 

Kim rested her head on my shoulder, and I stayed with her, watching as the humans from the observation deck all made it to the street. Harry was there with Helen, chatting about how it felt to be out of control. Helen had spent years with the Sphere, Harry only a few days. 

Detective Wolfe gestured at a man darting into an alleyway. “Hold it right there!”

Dr. Dead stopped and adjusted his busted wire-framed glasses. He had a metal case in his hand, and still wore a white lab coat. “I was just checking on something.” 

“Pass it over.” Wolfe grabbed the case and motioned to the nearest parked car. “Get inside.”

The doctor looked ready to protest, then hung his head and slid into the back seat. 

“What about Uncle Taylor?” Cindy asked. 

Sheriff Parker returned with him, my uncle grumbling.

“I was going to save our world. Do you think the Sarc and Esol are the only aliens out there? We need weapons to defend ourselves!” Taylor fought his restraints and broke free from Parker, running toward Kim and me. “Elliot, you have to tell these fools. I would never betray mankind. I was doing this for us!”

“Take him away,” I muttered, sick of the deceit. Parker shoved him into the same car as Dr. Dead.

Wolfe gently patted his swollen eye and sighed. “How are we going to explain this?” He peered at the UFO hovering near the tower. 

“With the truth,” Buzz said, clapping Wolfe on the shoulder. The sirens were growing closer. “Only keep me and the kids out of it, would you?” He shook hands with the detective and waved at Parker. “Anyone from Bell Island, come with me.” 

“Wait, we have to find Brady!” Cindy proclaimed. 

“There’s no time,” Buzz countered.

“But he helped us. Without him, the Champion would have won.”

“She has a point.” Kim sided with my sister. 

“Fine. But let’s make it quick.” 

“We can take my car,” Sheriff Parker said. We returned to the tower’s parking lot and piled into the vehicle. Tilly escorted us, and she gave us each a hug, her arms lingering on Bones for a moment longer than the rest. She whispered something to him, and he smiled. 

“Thanks for everything,” I told Wolfe. 

“Anytime, Elliot. You guys were a real surprise. I didn’t expect this when I started my shift tonight,” Detective Wolfe said. 

“How do you feel?” Kim asked him. 

Detective Wolfe grinned at her. “Alive.”

He turned around and barked orders to the remaining people as the first squad car arrived. The moment we drove off, the streetlights came on. 

The power had returned to Seattle. 

Before we could leave, helicopters began to drop from the sky, landing in the parking lot. Out popped Captain Miller, a cigar clutched between his teeth. His counterpart, Sergeant Randy Kline, was at his side, and they appraised us. “How did I know…” Miller ashed the tip of the cigar. “Someone tell me what in the hell is going on here!”

Randy’s radio beeped, and he spoke in a hushed tone. Miller reached for it, and Randy shook his head. “It’s the president again. And he asked for Buzz.” 

Buzz smirked and took the radio. 




____________




We found Brady ten blocks away, lying face-down on the street. The bike was torn to shreds from a UFO blast. 

“Brady!” Cindy hurried from the car, sliding on her knees to his side. She rolled Brady over, and he coughed. His face was bloodied, but the cut on his forehead looked shallow. 

“Hey, babe,” Brady said. 

“Babe?” I whispered, looking at Kim, who laughed. 

“Let them be. Love can come from the strangest situations, don’t you think?” She slipped her hand into mine as Cindy helped Brady up. 

Kim spied one of the black boxes Brady had used to lure the Champion, and picked it up. 

Buzz gathered the seven Spheres, placing them carefully into a satchel. “Sorry you missed the ride. We’ll get you home, mark my words,” he promised. 

“We’ll clean you up at the hotel,” Cindy told Brady. 

“Thanks.” Brady limped to the car with Cindy’s assistance. We didn’t have room to spare, but Cindy insisted on squishing in with him. 

Sheriff Parker drove slowly, trying to be inconspicuous as the city came to life. The sun was up, the clouds parted, and a steady stream of emergency vehicles sped to the tower, followed by news vans. 

“We’re going to want to be gone before they realize we had anything to do with this night,” Buzz said.

“Wait! Elliot’s car!” Cindy shouted. 

I pictured the red Camaro, how terrible I’d felt at Uncle Taylor’s funeral, and how grateful I was to have something left from him. But it had all been a lie. “Leave it,” I said. 

“Seriously?” Bones asked. “You love that thing.”

“It’s tainted now. I can always get a new car.”

“But never as cool as that one,” Bones muttered. 

“I’ll make do.” 

We stopped at the hotel, Sheriff Parker using his badge to double park near the valet. We hurried to the suite, grabbing our possessions, while Cindy washed Brady’s wound, using a bandage to seal it. 

Kim checked us out, and the woman stared at our group, filthy and red-eyed. “Are you guys okay?”

Bones nodded, showing her his punk rock t-shirt. “That was a hell of a concert.”

She rolled her eyes and passed Kim the paperwork. 

“Now what?” I asked when we were outside. 

Bones rubbed his belly. “How about something to eat?”

“I know just the place,” Kim said with a smile. 

A half hour later, we were at Ernie’s Burger Shack, despite Buzz’s warning that we had to leave. It didn’t take much convincing when I heard his stomach rumble at the mention of food. 

We walked into the joint, the bell chimes ringing as we opened the door, and gathered in the biggest booth. Brady sat in the corner, with Cindy doting on him. Sheriff Parker occupied the seat next to her, with Buzz sliding a chair to sit on the end. 

Bones eyed the menu with fervor, and Kim let out a long sigh, her entire essence decompressing with the sound. “We did it.”

“Yeah, kind of crazy,” Cindy said. “Bones, what was it like?”

Parker leaned in, and Cindy’s eyes were wide. They’d both had Spheres in control of their bodies just last year, and now had a shared experience with Bones. 

“It was trippy, like watching your life on the movie screen. I don’t ever want to do that again,” he said. 

“Me neither,” Cindy added. 

We placed our orders with Ernie himself. It seemed he operated on a skeleton crew on Sunday mornings. 

Everyone ate, and guzzled more coffee than I’d thought possible, and by the end of the meal, we’d made a pact. 

“If we cross paths with another Esol, we send them home,” Kim said, hovering her hand over the empty plates. 

“Deal.” I added my palm. 

Brady hesitated, then shrugged. “I’d better clear it with my mom.” I felt bad for the kid, since his dad had just died on Mercer Island a few hours earlier. 

Buzz was last, and he glared at us, then finally cracked a smile. “I can’t say no.” He laid his hand on top of the table. 

When Ernie came with the bill, Bones waved him closer. “Ernie, you know that lady, Janice?”

Ernie wiped his hands on his greasy apron. “Sure. She’s a sweet woman.”

“Would you do me a favor? Anytime she comes in, put it on my tab. I’ll pay it every few months.”

Ernie looked skeptical and glanced at the older men at our table. “This kid for real?”

“As real as they come,” Parker told him. 

Ernie grabbed his order-taking notepad and a pen. “Okay. I need your name.”

“Hank Larsson.”

“It’s Bones,” I told him. 

“Bones?” 

“Maybe I like Hank. Tilly liked Hank,” he said. 

Ernie walked off to another table when someone came in. 

“Did you hear the news?” a woman asked her friend as they removed their spring jackets. 

“No, what?”

“There was a gas leak near the tower,” she said. 

I couldn’t help but laugh. 

We dropped Brady at the bus station, promising he’d visit Bell Island. He bought a one-way ticket to Dallas, where his mom lived, and I cringed when Cindy kissed the teenager. She stared after him as he climbed onto the bus and the doors closed. 

“I think I might die,” she said. 

“There’s the over-dramatic sister I’ve been missing. Come on. Let’s go home.”

The next two hours were a blur, and I slept through most of it, until Sheriff Parker boarded Mr. Webb’s ferry outside the city and we used the bathroom on the boat to change and freshen up. I couldn’t go home looking like a disaster, not when we’d promised to keep Cindy safe. 

I stared at myself in the mirror, my hair damp, my face puffy, and realized I had to tell my mom about her twin. 

Buzz was dropped off at the Reeve farm, and he took all the alien weapons we’d accumulated with him. Bones was next, returning to his Nana’s house. We waved at him from the car, and he entered the home he’d inherited. 

Lastly, Sheriff Parker went to my house and stopped at the end of the driveway. “Good work this weekend, you three. I’m proud of you.”

“We couldn’t have done it without your help, Sheriff.” I shook his hand, and he tipped his hat. 

“It was my pleasure.”

Cindy was the first to the front door, and the moment my parents spied us, they ushered us inside. “We saw the news.”

“You did?”

“Where’s your car?” Dad asked as he locked the door. 

“That’s a long story.”

Mom paced the living room. “What happened in Seattle?”

“That’s even longer.”

“Then sit. We have time. I’ll make the coffee.” Dad went to the kitchen. 

“Mom, there’s something I need to tell you,” I said. 

She paled and sat on the arm of the sofa. “What is it?”

Dad returned, waiting for our reply. 

“It’s your brother.”

“Taylor?”

“Yes.” 

Kim and Cindy shared a chair, holding hands. 

“He’s not dead.”

My mom stared at the floor. “I know.”

“What? You know?” I shouted. 

“We were working together,” she said. 

“What are you saying?”

“The Sarc were willing to give us tools to keep our world safe…” She glanced at Kim. 

“At what cost? The Guide?”

She nodded. 

“Kim had that Guide inside of her!” I yelled. 

“Watch your tone, son,” Dad said. 

“You knew about this?”

He nodded once. “Lorraine told me after last summer. She came clean about everything.”

So that was why their relationship had improved. Honesty. 

I tried to think how this could be. “You were going to offer them Kim.”

“I would never do that. You didn’t tell me that Kim was carrying another Sphere!” Mom’s face told me everything I needed to know. She was telling the truth. 

“How could you lie about his death?” 

“He had to go off-grid. It was the only way to be sure,” she said. “Where is he?” 

“Probably in jail, Mom! He pointed a gun at me!” Cindy yelled. 

“I can’t believe he had the audacity...” My mother sat still, her hands trembling. “If he’s detained, we’ll need the keys to his facility.”

“Keys?”

“He was working on something big. I don’t have all the details, but he was sure another threat was coming to Earth. The Sarc Champion confirmed the possibility and struck the deal. I understand your fascination with the Esol, but whatever you did, you’ve threatened our very planet.”

Kim stood facing my mother. “And I’d do it again.”

Cindy joined her. “Me too.”

“Me three,” I said. 

My parents shared a look, and Mom just smiled. “Okay, then. Who’s hungry?”

















EPILOGUE

3:45 P.M.

August 17th, 1985







“Have a great day,” I told Mr. Barker as he walked to the exit with the foreign film in his grip. 

Mark watched me from his office and waved me over when he saw I wasn’t with any customers. 

“What’s up?” I asked him. 

“Elliot, I love having you here.”

“Why do I sense a ‘but’?”

“But you should be doing something better with your life. One thing the Esol taught me was to dream big.” Mark was finally getting to a better place after years of sharing his body with the alien entity. 

“What are you saying?”

He reached his palm out. “You’re fired.”

“Like, right now? In the middle of the shift?” 

“Yes. I saw your friends at the diner. I think you should go. Have fun. Find a real job in the city.” Mark made a ‘hand-them-over’ gesture, and I grabbed my keys, removing the video store’s from the ring. He clasped his fingers around it and smiled. “It’s been a pleasure. I can’t wait to see what you make of yourself, Elliot. The world is your oyster.”

“I’ve never liked oysters,” I muttered. 

“Me neither, but you know what I’m saying.”

“Thanks, Mark.”

I removed my smock, placing it on the counter, and walked to the door a free man. It was a gorgeous summer day, and I smelled grilled meat on firepits. Kids chased each other across the green yard, kicking a soccer ball. 

For a while after Seattle, I’d been certain life would never be the same, but as the hours, days, then weeks ticked by, everything had returned to normal. 

Buzz’s big truck was parked out in front of the diner, and I grinned. 

I observed them through the window. Bones was talking animatedly, his arms flailing as he told a story. Cindy laughed and drank a milkshake through a straw. And Kimberly…my Kim…she was a doll. She must have noticed me, because she instantly met my gaze. 

Buzz tapped the table with his pointer, as if struggling to convey an important message. The gang was together. 

I entered, sliding into the space next to Kim. 

“I’m telling you, there’s no way Rocky would beat Arnold the Terminator!” 

“That’s what you’re arguing about?” I chuckled and ordered a soda. 

“No one beats Rocky,” Buzz complained. 

“Then you haven’t seen the movie!” Bones protested. “He doesn’t even win!”

“Bruce Lee would defeat either of them,” I said, and the two men went quiet. 

Bones looked contemplative, and he sat. “Fine, I’ll agree there.”

“Same.” Buzz sipped his coffee. “Elliot, aren’t you early? I thought you got off at four.”

“I was fired.”

Kim looked shocked. “Fired?”

“It’s for the best. Mark thinks he’s doing me a favor.”

Someone honked from outside, and I noticed a city tow truck pulling up to the diner. 

“What’s that?” Cindy stood, almost knocking over her milkshake. “That’s a sweet ride.”

My ears rang, and I walked to the door like a zombie. The others were talking to me, but I didn’t hear them. 

My Camaro was being lowered to the street, the sun gleaming off the fresh wax job. 

“Thought you might want her back.” Detective Wolfe marched around the truck, coming to stand with me. 

“You… restored it?”

“With a little help from the department. I told them it was part of my compensation for almost dying because of our corrupt chief. Who’s now in jail, I’ll have you know.” Wolfe looked great, his injuries no longer visible, his hair perfectly styled. It was hot for a suit, but he still wore one, a tie loose around his neck. 

“Thanks, Detective.”

“Percy.”

“Thanks… Percival.”

He shook his head, smirking. “I’ll let that slide. Once.”

The paint was no longer red, but blue with a white racing stripe. 

“I figured you might need a change, since…I remembered who you got her from,” Percy said. 

“It’s bitchin’!” Cindy ran to the driver’s side, sitting and pretending to steer it. 

“You want to take her for a spin?” I asked. 

“Seriously?” Cindy exclaimed.

I took the keys from Wolfe and tossed them through the open passenger window. “You earned it.”

“Speaking of news, I gotta run. The house is sold,” Bones told us. 

“Congratulations!” I gave him the patented handshake. 

“I’ll miss the place, but I’m not meant to stay on Bell Island. And I don’t think you are either, Elliot.”

“What are you saying?”

“Come to Vegas with me for the year. Get a job nearby, and we can room together. It’ll be a blast!”

I glanced at Kim, who’d returned to live in Buzz’s loft suite in the barn for the summer. 

“I could do Vegas,” she said. 

“Really? You’d come?” This was all going fast, but I was caught in the moment. 

“Of course.” Kim kissed me. “I’m not letting you go.” 

“Guys, you’re going to want to see this,” Buzz said from the diner’s door. 

My stomach sank, and I feared we’d discover hundreds of Travelers vessels invading a metropolis. Instead, Tilly occupied the screen, being interviewed on a talk show. 

“Can you turn it up?” I asked Nadine. 

“Sure thing, sugar.” She cranked it, and we all stared at our favorite nurse. 

“She cleans up well,” Bones whispered. 

“… taking over the best-selling series from Bella Ables. How did a nurse from Seattle get chosen for such a huge deal?” the female host asked. 

Tilly stared at the woman, her hands folded on her lap. She wore a dark blue suit, and her smile sparkled as she responded. “Bella and I became friends in the months before she died. I was interested in writing, and she decided to mentor me. She must have seen enough in my work to suggest I could continue the series.”

We knew this was a lie, but it was working. “What about the letter?”

“I don’t know how she’d predicted her death, but she composed a note, informing her editor to allow me to complete the manuscript she’d begun. And they agreed!” Tilly beamed on camera. 

“There you have it. From the ER to author…”

“Incredible,” Bones murmured. “The Guide must have left the note with her, since only she’d have Bella’s real signature.”

“Her legend will live on,” Kim whispered. 

Cindy revved the engine from the street, her joyride around the block finished. She honked as the tow truck disappeared. “Who wants a lift?”




____________




The sun began to set as dark clouds rolled in from the west. The weatherman claimed the storm would be brief, and I took solace in that. We were gathered in the barn at the Reeve farm, celebrating Bones’ sale of the house and our reunion with Percy. Sheriff Parker came after his shift and cracked a beer from the cooler. 

“To the Spheres,” he said, lifting the bottle as foam dripped down its neck. 

“To the Spheres,” we echoed. 

Our group was together, and we’d all survived a second encounter with a devastating alien force. But we’d made it through, and that gave me hope. I no longer feared the future. 

We laughed and joked and had a couple of drinks, enjoying the moment. Cindy pined over Brady, and was making our mom and dad furious with the insanely expensive phone conversations they were having. 

Detective Wolfe had been promoted, the city quite pleased with his efforts to thwart an alien invasion. The story had been released, but most of the world thought Seattle was pulling a hoax on them, given the influx of movies surrounding the genre. 

When I asked Percy where the UFO had been brought to, he shrugged. “Above my pay grade.”

“Did anyone hear that?” Buzz rotated the volume knob on the boombox, turning the Ramones down. 

The noise was growing louder, and I pressed my eyes shut, praying the Travelers weren’t here on Bell Island. We headed outside, witnessing the flash of light as a search beam aimed at Buzz’s home from the incoming vessel. It was tough to hear the whoosh of the rotors over the wind, but I relaxed slightly when I saw it was a helicopter, not an alien craft. 

“Who’s that?” Percy asked. 

“No clue.” Buzz went into the barn, returning with a handgun. 

The helicopter landed near us, and it began to rain the moment it settled to the grass. Two soldiers in black uniforms exited, and I blinked when the third figure emerged. The President of the United States of America hastily flipped open an umbrella and started toward us, the soldiers flanking him. 

“Ethan Scott?” he asked. 

Buzz stepped closer. “Yes, sir.”

“You’re being conscripted,” the president said. 

“I was discharged years ago, sir. I’m in no shape for the military,” Buzz proclaimed. 

“New mission. We’ve learned of an alien force approaching Earth, and we need someone to lead our defense.”

Buzz shook his head. “I’m not equipped—”

“You can choose your team, and don’t even worry about a budget. This is beyond the scope of anything we’ve ever come face to face with.”

“How long have you known?” I asked him. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Elliot Hoffman?”

I shuffled on my feet nervously. “Yes, sir.”

“We received transmissions from these beings a decade ago, and only recently understood what they meant. The communications are getting closer.”

“How much time is left?” Bones asked. 

“We have twelve months to prepare.” 

Buzz looked at all of us and scowled. “I’ll do it.” Then he smirked. “Scratch that. We’ll do it.”
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Another year passes, and the Spheres are restless. The Travelers have invaded.

It’s become impossible for the powers that be to ignore the fact that aliens are real, and Earth is under an imminent threat.

Buzz is ordered to create a team to save the world. For some reason, he elects Elliot and his friends to accompany him.

After the shocking revelation that someone close to Elliot has betrayed them, his loyalties are tested in the epic conclusion to The Travelers. 
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