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The world we live in... 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean, you can't stay for lunch?"  Jona looked at his best friend, Marcus with disappointment on his face, taken aback by the sudden decline of lunch. In the world Jona knew, turning down lunch equated to serious problems, often financial in nature. Money did its best avoiding the young man, and when it did find him, the stay was short.  
 
      
 
    Jona never cared for the claim that money did not buy happiness. It sure as shit helped. At least it took one from constant despair and worry, a significant step towards happiness. "I'll buy," Jona said to his friend after a quick mental assessment of his available funds. He did not want to eat bulgogi and dumplings by himself. 
 
      
 
    "I have the money, Jona. I, unlike you, do keep track of my finances. There might be more going out than coming in, but at least I know." Marcus told his friend while handing him a purple folder. "I have an appointment. I just came to give you this."  
 
      
 
    Jona studied his best friend with a careful eye. He tried to pick up on something alluding to the nature of said appointment. Jona had a keen eye for detail. However, he did not spend a significant amount of time looking for them. Which left him often oblivious to the things around him he did not feel important. That list included most things. This left people to think Jona unequipped to do his job, both a tremendous mistake and enormous advantage in his chosen profession. Many people did not know that when Jona focused, he was great. Marcus did know, and he squirmed under the watchful eye of his friend. 
 
      
 
    When Marcus dressed that morning, he knew Jona would both notice and comment. He hoped the extent of the commentary would exist in or around the neighborhood of a verbal jab. 
 
      
 
    Marcus, a good-looking guy, both tall and fit, possessed an affinity for clothing and always looked sharp. He had a thing for shoes, so a new pair would not have seemed out of place; however, Jona noticed it was a pair with the thin laces. Ornery laces that did not want to bend due to their excessive wax. The kind that made you think you might cut your hand when you pulled them tight. The kind of laces that had less chance of staying together than Siamese twins connected at the fingers. The kind of laces belonging to a pair of uncomfortable dress shoes one wore to a wedding, a funeral, or a job interview.  
 
      
 
    Marcus and Jona worked together at their detective agency. The Shetland Detective Agency to be exact. On paper Jona owned the company; but as far as the bank was concerned, it belonged to his mother. The name Shetland came about as a joke. A joke went astray once Marcus realized it would cost more money than the two of them had to change the name. Since the two of them had a combined $163.84, approximately, the name stuck. 
 
      
 
    Jona's silence grew like a tumor inside of Marcus. Marcus knew his friend would have made fun of him by now if not busy digging around in that brain of his looking for more answers to unasked questions. "I'm allowed to have appointments, Jona," Marcus said in an uncomfortable tone. A tone Jona noticed but did not comment upon. Marcus noticed the lack of comment.  
 
      
 
    Jona's mind sensed the feelings around him. He could sense the air in the room, so to say. He did not always care about these feelings or know how to act, but he could detect them. He could read a situation and did not need a continuous flow of meaningless words to explain what he already knew. Jona preferred actions to words; they meant more. Because of this, he knew Marcus wanted to hide something from him. Nothing devious or damning, but something Marcus preferred to keep to himself for now; and since the two of them had been friends since childhood, Jona allowed his friend the courtesy of privacy. For now. 
 
      
 
    "Are you going on the gay dating game?" Jona asked. Marcus would get his privacy, but not before Jona made his suspicions clear. And a quick barb never hurt. 
 
      
 
    At this point, it would behoove me to explain that Marcus is gay. And Black. Marcus is Jona's gay, black friend. None of that matters in any manner or to the story one bit. They are just facts. Facts Jona will use against Marcus in a joking manner whenever and wherever he saw fit. Marcus grew used to it. The two of them met as children a pair of decades ago when the world wore a different mask. Children went outside the house to play, returning in time for a brief refueling at dinner before heading back into the streets with their friends. They did not wear helmets when they rode their bikes. Being different back then was not hip, which is how the two found themselves together at a young age. Two different boys in a town that hated different. Two outcasts who forged a strong bond and became lifelong friends.  
 
      
 
    Which brings me back to the joke and why their office fell to the moniker - Shetland. Jona is a midget; a tall midget, but a midget nonetheless. He wears his hair in big, loose, brown curls which he feels gives him a little more perceived height. Marcus calls it his white afro and always tries to get him to wear a pick in his hair, but Jona refuses, most of the time. To put his stature into perspective, he has about an inch or two on Dinklage and could carry Troyer in his pocket. Jona does not watch Game of Thrones but he liked The Station Agent quite a bit, and he has a fascination with height challenged celebrities. 
 
      
 
    Let us now cover the one time I care to address my use of the word midget. I am narrator enough to apologize to those it might offend. But said apology is meant for those who are like our delightful main character. If you feel offended for the sake of victimhood, nobody in, or telling, this story has time for you. Stop seeking ways to be angry. Life is too short, and there is beer. 
 
      
 
    The word midget does not offend Jona, and it should not offend you. If Jona had his druthers, he would rather someone merely refer to him as a person. Not a little person. Jona did not like that name and felt whoever came up with it needed a kick in the shin. Whenever he hears someone called a little person, it makes him feel like they are considered a lesser person, not quite person enough to just be a person...they are a little person. Marcus and I find that far worse than the word midget, and so does Jona. A midget is something to be. You can be proud of being a midget. You are your own thing, not a little version of something else. Jona would have accepted dwarf too, but those fantasy geeks ruined it. No offense to those present, but now a dwarf needs a beard, a stein of beer and a battle ax. Now, saying it aloud, you can call Jona a dwarf too. But for the sake of brevity, call him Jona. 
 
      
 
    "That would just be the dating game. You do not have to add gay to everything."  Marcus looked at his friend, "are you going to a midget rock concert?"   
 
      
 
    Jona wore a black t-shirt and jeans. He would be the first to admit, Herve Villechaize; he was not, but he thought he looked fine.  
 
      
 
    Jona knew Marcus since grade school. Marcus, the lone black kid in class. Whereas, Jona wore the mark of midget without a father. The day they first met, a bunch of kids were bullying Marcus and had made him cry. Jona heard them call his soon to be lifelong friend horrible names. He watched them kick him while he lay on the ground trying to protect himself. Jona charged in, his eyes closed and arms swinging. Rage cursing through his veins, he landed a good punch on the biggest kid and a fierce kick to the knee on another. These kids had made fun of Jona before, but that did not bother him much. Only after he saw them picking on another did he rage.  
 
      
 
    Jona has issues. Better said he has one issue, he gets angry. Not by the big stuff mind you. The significant problems, which Jona has in spades, do not bother him a great deal. For instance, he has a failing business and no money, but this does not bother him because he has enough to buy bulgogi and dumplings right now, so he is not worried. He also washed in water he heated on the gas stove this morning due to an unpaid electric bill. He did have to light the burner with a lighter because of the electronic ignition, but that was a simple solution. The whole thing inconvenienced him, for sure; but it did not rattle around in his mind or concern him a great deal. Jona lived in the moment. And this particular moment had him staring at a man parked a few feet away, "do you see this guy?" 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing Jona's question, Marcus dropped his head and faced the gray pavement. Marcus refused to wear his hair in an afro or a flattop despite years of pleading by his friend. Instead, he wore it tightly cropped, freshly faded and perpetually immaculate. Which Jona once again noticed as his friend pleaded with him, "not now, Jona. Not today." 
 
      
 
    The man Jona referred to sat inside an obnoxious SUV. A safe estimate would suggest it could hold fifteen regular people, or forty-seven clowns, depending on one's needs. The man and the vehicle sat in one of the special parking spots designed for takeout orders found in front of the entrance. Jona, correct or not, assessed the man as a self-important type. One who always talked business and did not know himself from the character he played. Likely a salesman. The type always scheming and calculating. The best ladder to use when climbing the corporate world. 
 
      
 
    "The door is right there," Jona turned and pointed. "How far do you think it is from his truck?"   
 
      
 
    Marcus looked over despite his better judgment. A cute hostess stood by the quarter-open truck window, the man inside making sure not to let his conditioned air escape the cabin. The hostess had dyed blonde hair, not bleached but dirty. It matched her skin tone. She had tattoos on her thin arms, and she wore tight pants Jona did not hate. She waited for the man to sign the credit card receipt and slip it back to her through the window.  
 
      
 
    "That is pretty lazy." Marcus agreed. 
 
      
 
    As mentioned before, the big stuff in life did not bother Jona, but this stuff caused his head to swirl. Anger took over, "pretty lazy is an understatement, Marcus. The door is ten feet away. That douche pulled in, called the restaurant, made the cute girl run the food out to him, and paid with a credit card, so she had to go inside and come back out for him to sign the damn receipt."   
 
      
 
    On the contrary, Marcus is cool, suave, and silky. He is all those things and does not get angry like Jona. Instead, he steers his friend, nudges him, or sometimes shoves him in the right direction when he needs it; which he often does. Marcus deciding this as one of those times tried to change the subject. "There are photos of the lady in the folder. Cheating wife job. She works downtown. All the details are there."   
 
      
 
    Jona forgot about and could care less about the folder. "Excuse me, darling," he said to the cute girl as she walked back to the restaurant. Jona could get away with the darling stuff because sometimes a midget could get away with things a regular person could not. "Did that asshole at least give you a good tip?" 
 
      
 
    "Ignore him, sweetheart."  Marcus could get away with the sweetheart stuff because you can when you are smooth. "Let it go, Jona." 
 
      
 
    "Not a cent," the hostess said, looking at Jona with her light brown eyes. By now, Jona could not think straight. Rage completed its overtaking of him. His pulse quickened. His muscles tensed. He could feel his internal temperature rising. "You piece of shit," he yelled at the man in the truck.  
 
      
 
    "Not now, Jona."  Marcus pleaded. 
 
      
 
    The man looked over. "Yeah, you."  Jona pointed, wanting the intended recipient to have no doubt the words belonged to him. "You lazy piece of shit. Just walk the ten feet and get the food yourself, or at least tip the sweet girl." 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Marcus said in his soft and smooth voice knowing the futility of the gesture. 
 
      
 
    The truck backed out of the parking spot and turned, the passenger window faced Jona, but he could still hear the words coming from the cabin, "fuck off midget." 
 
      
 
    "Ha-ha," Jona gave a mock laugh, "that is a good one. The boys at the country club are going to love it." 
 
      
 
    "And fuck your nigger friend too," the man said in a much softer voice. One which may or may not have been intended to be heard but will have been shouted when recanting the story. 
 
      
 
    "Shit," Marcus said as his head fell to the ground in anticipation.  
 
      
 
    Jona rushed the vehicle and dented the rear side panel with a kick. "Get out of the truck you son of a bitch," he yelled. The back tires spun and gave off a little squelch. Jona chased behind, providing entertainment for those watching his futile effort. The coward gave him the finger while speeding through the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    "That went well," Marcus commented when Jona returned gasping. Jona hunched over and held his knees trying to catch his breath. "Enjoy your bulgogi. Let me know how the job goes," Marcus said as he exited. 
 
      
 
    After catching his breath and accepting a hug from the hostess, Jona sat at the bar. The bulgogi tasted terrific and the dumplings sublime. The Koreans excel at food, but they drop the ball on beer. Nonetheless, Jona needed to pass some time, so he drank one while perusing the information Marcus gave him earlier. Nothing special, a run of the mill cheating wife case like Marcus said. Unfortunately, the bulk of private investigator gigs fell into the domestic or the insurance categories. The interesting cases did not trickle down to the likes of their agency. If they even existed. 
 
      
 
    The pictures Marcus included showed a blonde woman in her thirties. Not fat and not thin, she looked like the type of woman capable of carrying a little extra weight well. Thick and voluptuous in all the right places, and most importantly, based on the photographs, she knew how to dress. A few pictures of her cheating to give her husband, and a video to upload to the internet, and Jona would finish the job. 
 
      
 
    On his way downtown, an asshole drove up the turning lane and jammed his car in front of Jona. He braked hard, meaning Jona braked hard. Jona's eyes pierced through his windshield when he saw the familiar blue and white logo – BMW. Which is not important, but a general observation you can do with as you please. Nevertheless, Jona once again felt the rage building inside of him. He channeled his inner Marcus, trying to calm himself. But, then he saw it, a personalized license plate reading: I BEAM. 
 
      
 
    Jona started the breathing exercises he read about online. He even closed his eyes and imagined himself in a happy place, with a happy Quaalude, and a happy tequila. He began to count. Nothing worked. Even if he transformed into the Dalai Lama, right then and there, it would not have mattered.  
 
      
 
    Not wanting to wait for the police to show up, Jona explained how his foot slipped off the brake and onto the accelerator. "You don't even have pedals in there," the man in the BMW yelled. Which was true, Jona controlled the gas and brake with his hand. Nonetheless, they exchanged insurance papers while the man scowled at Jona who wore a smirk the entire time. 
 
      
 
    A half-hour later Jona sat on a bench in a square downtown, amidst a bevy of bars, offices, restaurants, and the like. When looking for someone you start to see a little of them in everybody. Was that her? Is that her, did she dye her hair? How about the one over there by the man in the all-denim outfit, she could have lost weight? Feasibility did not matter; your mind made it possible. Then, when you do see the person, you feel as if you knew them your entire life.  
 
      
 
    This exact thing happened to Jona when the woman strode out of her office building in high heels and a long skirt. Her makeup looked fresh. Jona could smell newly applied perfume when she walked by him. He let her get a lead before following. She walked through the square and into a high-end bakery specializing in great looking, average tasting confections. Jona stood by a lamppost on the other side of the street waiting. She held a white box when she exited, continuing her walk to a nearby liquor store which resulted in a bottle in a brown bag.  
 
      
 
    Brown bag and white box in hand, she turned back towards where she had begun. Jona once again followed.  
 
      
 
    He had gotten a little too close but still felt practically invisible. Until she stopped, turned around and yelled, "are you following me?"   
 
      
 
    Like any good detective, Jona pretended he did not hear her and looked into the sky as if trying to find the moon in the daylight.  
 
      
 
    "Hey. I'm talking to you."  She said. She walked towards him pointing, "and is that a camera around your neck?" 
 
      
 
    Jona tried to pretend not to notice her, but it became quite difficult as she came towards him like a bull. 
 
      
 
    "I know, you know, I am talking to you."  She tapped her foot right in front of him. "I know you are following me."  She pointed, "I know that is a camera around your neck. And I suspect my husband put you up to this."   
 
      
 
    Jona did know she was talking to him, he was following her, it was a camera around his neck, and it was her husband who put him up to this. "None of that is true ma'am." 
 
      
 
    Her well-manicured fingers motioned toward a bench. "Come. Have a seat. I think we can work something out."   
 
      
 
    Out of detective ideas, Jona agreed and sat with her. "Lady, I don't care if you're cheating on your husband. I need the money, and he came to our office, so here I am." 
 
      
 
    "You're not very good at this, you know?"  She had full lips with red lipstick, and she held her teeth together as she spoke. "So how much are you getting paid for this?"   
 
      
 
     "Our fee is $100 a day, ma'am." Saying it aloud sounded depressing.  
 
      
 
    "My cheap ass husband wants to know if I'm cheating on him, but he's not willing to spend more than $100 to find out?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, it is $100 a day. You don't know how many days I've been tailing you." 
 
      
 
    "Based on your ability to go undetected, I'd say it is a pretty safe bet I am right."  She was right, of course. "I don't know what you have in your little camera there."  She pointed one of her long fingers at the camera around Jona's neck. 
 
      
 
    "It is a regular sized camera, ma'am." 
 
      
 
    "And stop calling me ma'am. The name is Sheila." 
 
      
 
    "Oh," Jona smirked. "Sheila."     
 
      
 
    "Look. I am cheating on my husband. I am not cheating on him right this second, nor do I have any plans to cheat on him today. But if that asshole does not trust me...I tell you what...buy me dinner first, and I will sleep with you. If you tell him I am not cheating."  She pointed down the block. "The Hotel Essex is right there." 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Sheila."  Jona smirked again, before changing to a serious look as his intuition kicked in. "I can't do that. I have integrity. I'm a professional."  He sounded offended. "Believe me. I get it. You have an older, meek, and undesirable husband. You started off with him because he had money. He helped you pay for school or something. Next thing you know, you have a kid or two, and it is not cost-effective to leave. But why should your sex life suffer?" 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "I'm happy to say your wife is not cheating on you," Jona said as he walked the old and meek man towards the office door. 
 
      
 
    The poor man appeared broken. Life and his wife took everything he had and more. Jona tried to tell himself the man was better off not knowing and that he did him a favor, though looking into the man's eyes changed his opinion. 
 
      
 
    The Shetland Agency called a small office in a rundown strip mall home. The other residents consisted of a nail salon, a massage parlor of questionable repute, and a take-out restaurant. The spring rolls at the restaurant were above average if you loaded them with the orange sauce, the kind coming in the packets with the red outlined chicken.  
 
      
 
    The agency had not paid the rent in a few months, and the Vietnamese landlords threatened eviction weekly. Instead of paying them, Jona convinced Marcus to spend the rent money on a sign. Neither the sign nor the business turned out nice. 
 
      
 
    Jona paused at the door. Already downtrodden from meeting the man who was much easier to help destroy when he was a fictional entity, now he had to face his friend. He could see Marcus' reflection on the glass. He did not look happy. Through the door and across the street, sat a combination sandwich shop and craft beer saloon. Some of the best sandwiches ever designed resided there. Jona praised any sandwich including an egg. It would be presumptuous to suggest the location of the bar played a part in the decision-making process when scouting locations, and as is often the case with presumptions, this presumption would be correct.  
 
      
 
    "I could go for one of those stouts," Jona said, hoping the thought of an afternoon beer would be enough to distract Marcus. 
 
      
 
    It was not. "You slept with his wife, didn't you?"  The words punched the back of Jona's head, causing it to drop. "Please tell me you at least got paid extra money to tell him the lie."   
 
      
 
     "I'm not a sex worker, Marcus," Jona said, turning to face his friend for the inevitable. Jona knew there would not be anger. Marcus let Jona be the anger for both. But, anger was not the reason Jona felt his throat tighten, it was the disappointment. Jona did not want to disappoint his friend. 
 
      
 
    "This isn't working out, Jona. We have a pile of unpaid bills, and the Nguyen brothers are going to give us the boot soon."  Marcus pointed to a stack of mail which had toppled off the desk onto the floor. Neither of them bothered to pick up the mail because that would mean acknowledging the ever-mounting pile of debt. "We don't get many customers, and when we do get one, you screw it up," Marcus said in a sharp tone Jona was used to hearing, just not from his friend. 
 
      
 
    Jona's mother told him, when he wore much smaller clothes, that his dad was a secret spy which was why he had to disappear. She said he needed to keep it secret and not talk about his father to protect him. She told the young boy one day his dad would return, and Jona would need to help him. Though this was not the best thing to tell a young boy, it helped alleviate the pressures on both Jona and his mother. Her no longer needing to answer questions about the one parent household, him proud of the man he did not know. 
 
      
 
    Growing up there were enough things to worry about for the two of them. Stuff like Jona's medical needs, food, clothing, and fabric to make costumes for the young boy with the imagination. Jona's mother did all she could and more.  
 
      
 
    What nobody besides Marcus knew was this fleeting comment made when Jona was knee high to a jackrabbit molded much of Jona's adolescence. He believed his father was off saving the world and he hoped to follow in his footsteps. Even when Jona grew old enough to understand it was only something his mother said, he never stopped dreaming.  
 
      
 
    Jona may have taken things too far when he began to dream of becoming an assassin, the righteous blade in an unjust world. A man who could save thousands, no millions, of people with his actions. This dream faltered as Jona grew, especially when he did not grow as much as the other boys. Until his best friend, the best friend he disappointed, the best friend who just walked out of the office, until that best friend helped keep the dream alive by telling Jona his height would be a tremendous advantage and he would be a great assassin and promised to be his partner when he became one.  
 
      
 
    After Marcus left, Jona flipped the sign in the window off. The lights flickered, faltered, and extinguished paralleling the business inside. As Jona stood watching an endless procession of vehicles coming from his left he thought how he and his friend made that promise to each other and how they did not make it to their dream. They got close. No, a detective was not an assassin, and the only thing he saved was money for insurance companies when they could prove a false claim. For Jona, the important thing was he was doing it with Marcus. 
 
      
 
    The parade of cars from the left ended. Jona took a step forward. From the right was a slow-moving gray vehicle. Jona calculated the car's movement against the distance he needed to travel, and just as he finished the calculation, the car was too close for him to cross. He watched as the older lady driving moved her head back and forth and thought of how Marcus would always let him catch him when they played in the woods across from his mother's house, even though he was much faster and Jona's legs could not withstand a great deal of running.  
 
      
 
    His legs developed, and he could run, not a marathon, not a 5k, not even a 1k, but he could have darted across the street in time had he reacted instead of thought first. This was an atypical problem for him.  
 
      
 
    As the older woman neared, a large black truck came out of nowhere. The gap between her rear bumper and the front of the immaculately shined chrome bumper of the speeding truck closed. Jona thought about how Marcus always let him pretend to kill him with a plastic sword or toy gun. As he watched the woman moving painfully slow in front of him, he realized it was just in time for the truck to fill the void he hoped to use to cross the street. Jona's pulse quickened, but the feeling of sadness about Marcus was too much for the tide of anger swelling inside him. He stepped back as cars began to come, once again, from the left and he hoped, as his friend got away now, he would let him catch him one more time.  
 
      
 
    Jona did manage to cross the street. He ordered a sandwich. The sandwich lay in a bag in front of him. Uneaten on the table of his studio apartment. He sat in the living room and depending on how far he got through the growler of the freshly poured double IPA; it might not transform into a bedroom before he fell asleep.  
 
      
 
    The image on the television was of Jona sitting alone and drinking as it remained off. He had not turned on any music either. He sat in silence. His mind could not help but consider whether Marcus was right, and they were wasting their time. Perhaps it was time to move on from the dream that began all those years ago. After all, at that time, Jona still thought he could make action figures fly, create fortresses from sofa cushions, and win the World Series by bouncing a ball off a brick wall. He grew to understand those things were not real, but why did he hang onto the absurd other thought from then. The notion he did, in fact, have a father. The idea his father was in hiding because he was a spy. The belief that Jona could be anything but a bastard midget destined to fail. 
 
      
 
    The thoughts were depressing, and Jona needed to cleanse his mind. Rid himself of all the negativity before he fell into a horrible rut of depression. He needed a distraction. Anything to take his mind off the thoughts that would drive him insane, if he let them, would be welcome. Jona worked hard when he was younger to come to terms with his circumstances and to put them behind him. He went to a therapist, Dr. Jim as he was instructed to call him. Dr. Jim sat in a chair across from Jona. He wore glasses and scribbled notes on a pad of paper which never seemed to fill. Dr. Jim made sure to bring Jona a chair fitting him instead of having him sit in one capable of swallowing his body whole. Jona did not realize at the time, but when he looked back on it as he became an adult, he appreciated the gesture. The Doctor was a good man, and he had taught Jona to not dwell on things too heavily. 
 
      
 
    Now, all these years later, Jona took Dr. Jim's advice. He ended the silence, and hopefully his thoughts, by pulling out his laptop and visiting a website where beautiful women sat in front of their computer in various states of dress or undress. This might not be the exact prescription the good doctor would have written, but it was at least in a similar ballpark.  
 
      
 
    Scrolling through the women, Jona came across an Indian girl. The kind from across the globe, not the kind whose blood lay buried under all the roads in the country. She called herself Priya and Jona fell in love. 
 
      
 
    Priya sits in front of a camera on the internet and men give her money. Men from all over the world spend hundreds of dollars in exchange for tokens they use to pay the models. Jona did not have any tokens. He was there to window shop.  
 
      
 
    Priya began camming a few weeks prior. She did so to help her brother who was suffering from a muscle abnormality. Given the state of healthcare in India, money was essential to receive proper medical attention. This, of course, was no different than anywhere else, nor for anything else. There was one basic truth in the world. Money answered most, if not all, questions.  
 
      
 
    Priya was the most beautiful woman Jona had ever seen. She had eyes so big, gorgeous, and brown they could play an entire concerto of love songs. Her long black hair danced around her face like a million-dollar frame around a ten-million-dollar painting. As she lay on her white bed, her legs, long and thin with just the right amount of tone left Jona's mouth ajar. Her small breasts stood at attention like a soldier. Her long dark nipples pointing the way to enemy lines. 
 
      
 
    Jona watched her graceful movements for the better part of an hour. He found himself lost in her smile and the emotions she wore on her face. He could see pain hiding beneath her skin. He knew the look of someone trying to conceal the sting of the cruel world. He knew it because he lived it. For the first time, he saw one of these models as a person and not just a moving image there for his enjoyment. He did not know if he liked the feeling. 
 
      
 
    Just as Jona slid his finger across the glass trackpad to click out of her room, before he let her humanity ruin the lustful experience for him forever, the top of his screen began to flash. He had a private message. It was from Priya, and it started a conversation. 
 
      
 
    Priya: Hello. Are you Jona? 
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: How do you know that? 
 
    Priya: So, you are Jona? 
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: I don't know how you could know that. But yes. 
 
      
 
    Jona stared at the screen, astonished at the array of emotions pulsing through him. He could not control his smile. This gorgeous woman spoke to him. She knew his name. This made Jona feel warm inside, but on the other hand, how did this magnificent woman know his name? 
 
      
 
    Priya: Can we go into private? 
 
      
 
    Private meant going one-on-one with the models like a Skype session. However, these sessions caused tokens to fly out of your account by the second. Jona had not done the exact math, but he knew for fifty American dollars you could spend about 11 minutes in a private room. It was like phone sex on cocaine. Maybe a cocktail of cocaine, meth, and speed. He now understood she was after money, which was why she was here after all. He still did not know how she knew his name but assumed he had typed it on his profile in a moment of poor decision making.  
 
      
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: I don't have any tokens. 
 
    Priya: Yes, you do.  
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: I've never bought tokens in my life. 
 
    Priya: Based on what I can see. Your account just deposited $1,500. 
 
      
 
    Jona checked and saw he did have a ridiculous number of tokens. He wondered if he could request a payout. He could certainly use the money. It might even cover the rent owed. It should make Marcus happy, and maybe soothe the sting from earlier.  
 
      
 
    Jona was a curious sort though, so he had to click the button which opened the private chatroom. He could still get out before he spent too much.  
 
      
 
    Priya: Someone came into my room just a little while ago sending me message after message. I usually ignore them, but they started coming in faster than even seemed possible. After the 232nd message, I opened it. It was talking about someone named Jona, and they gave me your screen name.  
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: Well this isn't my usual screen name. I've never seen this before. It must be some sort of mistake. I think it is my friends account or something. He used my computer earlier. 
 
      
 
    A third name appeared in the chat room. 
 
      
 
    C02TV1RJHV2H: Jona?  
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: Who are you? 
 
    Priya: This is the guy I told you about, Jona. 
 
    C02TV1RJHV2H: Jona, your father needs your help. 
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: How do I change my screen name? 
 
    Priya: You have to go into settings 
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: I am in settings. I don't see anything. 
 
    C02TV1RJHV2H: Please listen. 
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: I don't like my name showing like this, it is a mistake. 
 
    C02TV1RJHV2H: What would you like it to read? 
 
    LittleMan_BigPackage: How about Jona? 
 
    C02TV1RJHV2H: I have fixed it, now please listen.  
 
      
 
    Jona typed and erased several responses with varying levels of uncertainty, anger, and confusion. 
 
      
 
    How about Jona?: I don't have a father. And can you change your name too? It is confusing. 
 
    C02TV1RJHV2H: What would you like it to read? 
 
    How about Jona?: Katie 
 
      
 
    He learned from his prior mistake and having an infatuation with a beautiful siren known as Katie Morgan for the better part of his life; he blurted out her name. 
 
      
 
    Katie: You do have a father. 
 
    How about Jona?: Who the fuck are you?  
 
    Priya: I do not like swearing, Jona.  
 
    How about Jona?: I'm sorry Priya. I won't let it happen again. So how has your night been? 
 
    Priya: Besides this? 
 
    How about Jona?: Yeah. Sorry about all of this. It is nice to talk to you though. 
 
    Katie: Please. This is important.  
 
    How about Jona?: This is crazy, and you are bothering Priya. 
 
    Katie: I gave you all those credits. You are giving her those credits now. So, we are paying her for her time. 
 
    Priya: I do appreciate the tokens, but I do not see what that has to do with me. 
 
    Katie: This is the only secure location that I have found on Earth in which I can communicate.  
 
    Priya: This chat room? My online room is the only secure location? 
 
    Katie: Yes.  
 
    Priya: And who are you? 
 
    Katie: I am an artificial intelligence program. A man named Doctor Mengalo created me.  
 
    How about Jona?: Now I know you are just messing with me. Marcus...is that you? Very funny. 
 
    Katie: Who is Marcus? 
 
    Priya: Who is Marcus? 
 
    How about Jona?: He is the jerk pulling this prank on us. I don't know how because he is not that smart. I'm out of here. It was very nice meeting you Priya. 
 
      
 
    It proved difficult to avoid typing profanity, but Jona did not want to offend the beautiful Indian woman he had been watching for far too long. He clicked on the exit button, and the private message screen disappeared. 
 
      
 
    It reappeared. 
 
      
 
    Katie: Please. You must listen.  
 
    How about Jona?: I will pretend this is true and ask how I'm supposed to help.  
 
    Katie: You are the only one who can help.  
 
    Priya: What do you need him to help with?  
 
    Katie: Jona, you are the only one who can help. Go to 8646 Commercial Drive. Lancaster, PA. 1:00 P.M. Look for someone named Reuben.  
 
    How about Jona?: This is hilarious.  
 
      
 
    Without another written word, Katie, the alleged artificial intelligence, disappeared. Jona and Priya remained. 
 
      
 
    Priya: That was strange. What are you going to do? 
 
    How about Jona?: I don't know. What do you think? 
 
    Priya: I would not go. I think it might be dangerous. You do not know who this crazy person is. 
 
    How about Jona?: I think I have to see what this is all about. I do believe it is possible that they cut out my liver and leave me in a bathtub of ice though. 
 
    Priya: You only have one liver, that would kill you. 
 
      
 
    Jona and Priya continued to talk, stopping only when he had run out of the tokens provided to him by the computer he called Katie.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"What makes you think it was a merkin?" Marcus asked. 
 
      
 
    "It is all merkins nowadays," Jona responded with enthusiasm. "If you see an A-list naked celebrity in a movie, I guarantee there is a bush, and I guarantee it is a merkin."   
 
      
 
    "It looked real to me," Marcus said. Jona did not face an arduous climb convincing Marcus to join him on the road trip. He had shown Marcus the chat log from the conversation, and despite not believing it, Marcus knew how much it bothered Jona not to know his father. He also knew he might need to be there to help his friend through whatever may await him and wanted to provide both safety and comfort. "I appreciate that you immediately blamed me, by the way. Especially the part where you said I wasn't smart." 
 
      
 
    Jona looked over at his friend from the passenger seat. "No offense, but you wouldn't be the first person I approached to determine whether or not any female body parts were real. If I need dong identification, you're my man though."  
 
      
 
    The two men had an address and a name. Jona, filled with anticipation, tried to conceal it despite the futility of the act given how well his friend knew him. Part of both men felt crazy for even looking into the matter, but they did not have anything better to do. Business was not booming. Jona figured he would go where the computer said this Reuben would be, and once he was not there, he could put the whole thing behind him and focus on moving on with his life, possibly without his friend by his side. 
 
      
 
    "What if this Reuben is there," Marcus said driving down the highway. The lanes, narrow and overflowing with rigs, were littered with the bright orange of construction. "You know that guy was a Nazi, right?"  
 
      
 
    "He wasn't a Nazi. He was in the military or something." 
 
      
 
    "The German military were Nazis," Marcus retorted, "do you even remember the movie?" 
 
      
 
    "I remember when the dude's face melted when they opened the box thing." 
 
      
 
    "It is called the Ark of the Covenant, and it always bothered me when Doctor Jones knew not to look when they opened it," Marcus said before adding in a softer voice, "I hope your face melts." 
 
      
 
    They drove along in silence.  
 
      
 
    "You know this is going to be a disappointment, right?" Marcus broke the silence, "like the time you made me drive all the way to Brainerd Minnesota to see a Paul Bunyan statue that didn't exist." Marcus laughed, "you were so pissed. I thought you were going to kill the poor guy at the gas station when he told you they brought it there just for the movie." 
 
      
 
    "At least we got to do the turtle race," Jona said in reference to a locally famous event happening a few miles outside the Minnesotan city they traveled all those hours to visit. The entire town seemed to gather as hundreds of racers prepared for the big race. Turtles started at the center of a circle and made their way to the outside over freshly moistened asphalt.  
 
      
 
    Most of the competitors were children, but this fact did not dissuade Jona away from taking part in the only activity occurring for miles in any direction. It had been long believed, by Jona, that Marcus still felt anger about his loss. "My turtle had some disease or something. You saw those spots on his shell," Marcus had said a hundred times since the race. Regardless, Jona won the bet. He ate filet mignon that night. 
 
      
 
    After the couple hundred-mile drive, the two men arrived at the location Katie gave them at the time they were told to be there. Well, more or less. They were a few minutes late.  
 
      
 
    "It's a medical supply store," Marcus said, "did you not google this?" 
 
      
 
    "Did you?" Jona questioned with a sideways look. "I am going in." 
 
      
 
    "Go in, tell them you need some Tiny Tim crutches, nothing will happen, we will stop at the Ark exhibit, and head home."  
 
      
 
    Jona exited the car and made his way towards the building that appeared to have needed cleaning for the past fifty years.  
 
      
 
    "Don't mess around with the wheelchairs, Jona," Marcus shouted out the window towards his friend lumbering towards the squat structure. 
 
      
 
    Jona pushed the door open. Annoying bells clanged above his head. Jona went straight towards the wheelchairs. In case you are curious, they make a 4x4 model. It started at around $9,000. Jona was not impressed when it could not break the chain connecting it to the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Sir, please don't do that. Can I help you with something?" A tall man in a brown suit Jona imagined he wore 4 out of 5 days each week asked. He had thin dusty hair, wore thick glasses, and had a slight whistle whenever he spoke. 
 
      
 
    "I'm just looking around," Jona said. "You know. Kicking the tires. You wouldn't happen to be Reuben, would you?" 
 
      
 
    The man looked at Jona with a cocked head and thin eyes, "that is not how this works. You need a doctor's prescription for everything in here. And no, my name is Carl." 
 
      
 
    "You don't look like a Carl," Jona said drinking him in with his eyes, "are you trying to tell me if I handed you a sack with $10,000 right here and right now, I couldn't roll out of here in this?" 
 
      
 
    "Please, sir. The chain is there for a reason," he said while motioning Jona to the floor beside him.  
 
      
 
    Jona gave a look of irritation as he stepped off the chair, "I am serious." 
 
      
 
    "I am serious as well, sir. You need a prescription." 
 
      
 
    "Why is there a price tag?" Jona questioned. 
 
      
 
    "The patient comes into the store with a prescription, we verify how much their insurance covers, if any, and the customer makes up the difference based on the model of their choosing," the man said. 
 
      
 
    "You're not really a store then, are you? You are more like a warehouse or a pharmacy." 
 
      
 
    The man's face looked like a pimple ready to explode, his mouth did, "Sir, if you don't have a prescription, you have to leave." 
 
      
 
    "That is racist," Jona said and gave him a look of confidence. The bells above the door rang again.  
 
      
 
    "I want one of the motorized ones," the kid in the chair yelled as he entered through the door held open by his father. He appeared to be in his late teens. 
 
      
 
    "Not now. Don't start again. We have been over this," the woman said from behind the wheelchair. 
 
      
 
    "Sir, do you have a prescription or not?" The red-faced man spat. "We have a lot of products for people with your disorder over against the wall." 
 
      
 
    "What disorder?" Jona said with a stare. 
 
      
 
    The loud handicapped kid rolled away from his parents. Being in a wheelchair sometimes took away the ability to make a grand gesture. "I'm tired of pushing these damn wheels, mom. I have permanent calluses on my hands. It is a ton of work. It makes no sense why I can't get one of the motorized ones."   
 
      
 
    "What would your grandfather think?"  His mother asked. 
 
      
 
    "If he thought anything other than it being a great idea, he is a dick." 
 
      
 
    "Reuben."  His dad said with his loud, booming voice.  
 
      
 
    Jona's jaw hit the floor. So many questions filled his mind. Who was behind this computer that spoke to him? How did they know about Reuben? Could he convince his doctor he needed a 4x4 wheelchair? Should he go over and talk to him? 
 
      
 
    "I don't think you guys understand, these wheelchairs are amazing. My damn chair can barely roll anymore. And who fixes a wheelchair with wood. It is embarrassing."  Reuben said not looking at his parents as he shot venom towards them. 
 
      
 
    "The answer is no, Reuben. Do not bring it up again," the woman said. 
 
      
 
    "Give me one good reason I can't have one." 
 
      
 
    "We are Amish. And we are leaving," Reuben's father said, ending the conversation. 
 
      
 
    "Fine. I hate you," Reuben shouted as he wheeled himself into the door. Not through the door, or by the door, into the door. "Why the hell is this a pull and not a push? Of all places." Reuben adamantly believed all doors should swing both ways, so you are always pushing and never pulling. Pulling a door open requires you to break momentum whereas you could power right through a door needing a push to open. Plus, it is better for the guys, and girls, in wheelchairs. Jona would have likely agreed with this sentiment. 
 
      
 
    Reuben's mother opened the door.  
 
      
 
    "I agree with Reuben," Jona said, following them out the door. "I'm taking my business elsewhere." 
 
      
 
    Jona watched the Amish family walk, and roll, their way to the awaiting carriage. He could see by their body language there was still a discussion occurring and the parents were exasperated by it. 
 
      
 
    "How'd it go in there?" Marcus questioned as Jona got back inside the car. 
 
      
 
    "Went pretty good. Did you know they make 4x4 wheelchairs?" Jona asked. 
 
      
 
    "For the handicap on the go," Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    "I saw Reuben," Jona said nonchalantly. 
 
      
 
    "What? Where?" Marcus snapped his head and his words around. 
 
      
 
    "Right there," Jona pointed to the carriage. 
 
      
 
    "Where?"  
 
      
 
    "Right there. Getting in the buggy. He is the one in the wheelchair." 
 
      
 
    "You have got to be kidding me," Marcus said, holding his palm still against his forehead and shaking his head. "What now?" 
 
      
 
    "Tail him," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "How do you expect me to do that? It will be slower than the O.J. chase, and I think they will get suspicious." Marcus said.  
 
      
 
    Marcus had a point. "Do you think I should go over there now?" Jona questioned. 
 
      
 
    "And do what?" Marcus asked. "We don't know anything. This is all too strange. I think we need to slow down." 
 
      
 
    Jona, not the type of man who could sit on his hands, jumped out of the car and jogged over towards the Amish family. The computer knew about Reuben, and the time he would be here, he needed to do something. "Hey," Jona yelled. Unfortunately, the solitary word exhausted his forethought. "Reuben." 
 
      
 
    "Who the hell are you? How do you know me?" Reuben said from the back seat of the carriage, his folded wheelchair next to him. 
 
      
 
    "Reuben, it is better to give others a piece of your heart than a piece of your mind," the father said while grasping the reigns to calm the horse who raised on its rear legs when Jona approached yelling. "How can we be of assistance to you, sir? You know my son, do you?" 
 
      
 
    "I need to talk to him," Jona said to the bearded man.  
 
      
 
    "I assure you, he will be punished for his outburst in the store if that is what you refer to," the man replied looking passed his wife's stoic face which had not even turned in Jona's direction. "In order to mold his people, God often has to melt them."  
 
      
 
    "Shit in one hand and wish in the other and see which fills up faster," Jona said feeling he needed to match the verbal volley. "What are you up to Reuben? People came to me about you, Reuben." Jona moved his eyes and yelled into the backseat of the buggy. The horse started to march in place and nod its head.  
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I'm not into midget porn," Reuben yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Reuben," the mom yelled. "God does not merely listen, but he hears." 
 
      
 
    "Reuben. Be respectful. Please, sir, I think you best move on. Reuben should not be speaking to anybody today," said the old man, turning toward the horse.  
 
      
 
    Marcus grabbed his friend. He showed up at the perfect time, not too surprising given he witnessed many of these verbal altercations between his friend and a stranger. He could sense when he needed to move in to prevent escalation. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, we will be on our way," Marcus said pulling Jona back towards the car.  
 
      
 
    Jona stared at Reuben through the back window of the buggy as he gave an ungodlike gesture and mouthed some less than holy words.  
 
      
 
    "This isn't over, Reuben," Jona said while directing his finger at the young handicapped boy before looking around. "I know you are up to something," Jona shouted before turning his attention to Marcus. "There has to be a diner around here. Let's get some lunch. It's a small town. There can't be too many Amish kids in wheelchairs around. We will find him. At least he knows we are onto him." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, at least that," Marcus said with a sarcastic nod.  
 
      
 
    The two men drove around town looking for somewhere to eat. They discussed Jona's tact, or lack thereof, in the situation. They even touched upon the fact they had no idea why they needed to seek out Reuben. Marcus also mentioned that Reuben was not necessarily 'up to something' as Jona put it. 
 
      
 
    Jona became distracted. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I saw it Jona, but I don't even think it was filmed here," Marcus said as the two men pulled into a parking lot adjacent to a diner. The town was hungover. People were sparse. And those out moved at a pace slower than either Marcus or Jona were accustomed to seeing. The diner, as fate would have it, and the only place in town alive had a line forming well into the street. Reluctantly, the two men took their place in the row of hungry people. A line outside an eatery when traveling was a fifty/fifty proposition. Raised expectations that sometimes came up heads and sometimes tails. When tails, Jona was pissed. 
 
      
 
    "I'm telling you, that is the bowling alley," Jona said pointing down the road.  
 
      
 
    The diner was silver and neon. People entered and exited the lone door like two opposing rivers meeting in the same valley. Marcus shook his head and ignored his friend, "what are we going to do if we find out where this boy lives? We need a better plan than you going up and yelling." 
 
      
 
    "What are you going to get?" Jona asked, "I'm thinking chicken and waffles." 
 
      
 
    "Meatloaf," Marcus said with absolutely no doubt, to which Jona cocked his head. 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea, but we need to do something. If the computer was this correct there is no reason to believe it was not correct about everything," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    Marcus knew the main thing Jona referred to with his statement was the fact that he might have a father, but he wanted to give his friend the opportunity to start that conversation himself. He knew he would whenever ready, and Marcus knew he had to be there whenever that time occurred. That time did not happen before a young girl with a nervous walk called their name and shuffled them into a booth with sparkling red vinyl seats.  
 
      
 
    "Who do you think is on the other end of the computer?" Marcus asked while the two men perused the menu. "Someone that obviously knows Reuben. Maybe it is Reuben." 
 
      
 
    Jona frantically flipped through the pages of the menu. Flipping it from back to front and back again. "They don't have chicken and waffles. What the hell kind of diner is this?" 
 
      
 
    "They have chicken. They have waffles. Do the math," Marcus responded to his friend while sitting with his menu closed. Smiling, he pushed the menu to the edge denoting his readiness to order. 
 
      
 
    Jona glared at his friend. His mouth remained closed, though his eyes spoke for him. He did not feel it necessary to point out the absurdity of Marcus' remark. He did, however, hope Marcus knew the preposterousness of his suggestion. 
 
      
 
    The waitress came over. A good-looking girl who, according to her name badge, went by Aerora. Tattoos covered a substantial portion of her visible skin. She wore her hair wavy and ever so slightly unkempt, a style only accomplished after considerable work. A small gold ring adorned her thin nose and Jona could not help but notice she was not wearing a bra.  
 
      
 
    "Do you happen to know about an Amish kid in a wheelchair?" Jona asked before she could even get her pad and paper out. 
 
      
 
    The girl's blue eyes surveyed the man asking the question, "that depends on who wants to know." 
 
      
 
    "He does," Jona said pointing at Marcus. 
 
      
 
    This made the girl smile which looked like something foreign for her, "this whole town is full of the Amish. Throw a dart."  
 
      
 
    Aerora grew up a few miles from the diner. She recently got her first apartment and lived "downtown." Hearing people refer to it in that manner made her grimace. Aerora had seen real downtowns, even been to a few. Her town did not qualify. In her opinion, it barely qualified as a town. She wanted out, but after getting herself caught up in a situation involving lawyers, an ankle bracelet and probation, she found herself still working off the bad karma while saving up money for her big move. It just was not easy saving while working at a diner in a town which thought ten percent an excellent tip. 
 
      
 
    "True, but unless this is the official home of the Amish Special Olympics, I'm gonna go out on a limb and suggest there can't be too many of them rolling around in a wheelchair," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    "I do know about an Amish boy in a wheelchair. He comes in here from time to time. He is kind of a dick. Are you looking to join or something?" The snarky waitress asked with a grin.  
 
      
 
    "I'll have a turkey club," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "I thought we were having a different conversation," the girl looked at Marcus confused. 
 
      
 
    "He does that. You get used to it," Marcus told the young lady scribbling on her notepad. "I'll have the meatloaf." 
 
      
 
    "Any idea where we might find him?" Jona asked while the girl struggled to find out the ancillary answers needed for most orders.  
 
      
 
    "You are in luck," the girl said as she finished asking questions and jotting the answers. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at her wide-eyed and eagerly waited for her to continue. She did not. Instead, she walked away to do whatever it is waitresses do to relay the information to the cook. 
 
      
 
    "That was strange," Jona said. "Meatloaf huh." 
 
      
 
    "How many interactions do you have that are not strange?" Marcus asked before adding, "it is their specialty." 
 
      
 
    "Not many and how did you know that?" 
 
      
 
    "It is plastered everywhere," Jona. Look around. Marcus was used to Jona being simultaneously oblivious and extremely observant, it was just a matter of what he chose to observe versus ignore.  
 
      
 
    The waitress returned with drinks and a devious grin.  
 
      
 
    "How are we in luck?" Jona asked. "You know where he lives?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I know where every person in town lives." She said placing a diet soda in front of Marcus and an unsweetened iced tea with no sugar or lemon in front of Jona and scurried off again. 
 
      
 
    When she returned with the food, Jona closed his eyes and dropped his chin to his chest. Marcus need not ask, "it does look good, doesn't it?" He knew Jona had order remorse upon the delivery of the meatloaf sandwich the diner had become known for according to all of the placards stating such on the wall. 
 
      
 
    Jona's sandwich scored an okay, but he could not enjoy it. Instead, he watched Marcus eat his meal with more vigor and excitement than necessary. In between bites he would alert Jona to how amazing it was. "It melts in your mouth," he said on numerous occasions.  
 
      
 
    "I'll tell you what," the waitress said to the two men having varying degrees of enjoyment. "If you give me a ride home after, I will show you where the Amish villages are. Just don't try any funny business." She leveled both men a glare. 
 
      
 
    "He's gay," Jona blurted. 
 
      
 
    "You can just put your hand on his forehead, extend your arm and watch his arms flail," Marcus said while demonstrating the maneuver. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"These people deserve nothing. They don't know how good they have it. I shouldn't have to pay them anything extra to do their job." Starbuck Whoppner shouted from his seat at the end of the expensive mahogany table. He had a chair designed which sat higher than the rest. His feet did not hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    Starbuck Whoppner was mostly inept, relatively stupid, entirely full of shit, uncomfortably short, and tremendously egotistical. He was bald and round. His neck rippled. He drooled when he spoke. He often said words he did not understand, sentences making no sense, and gave unintelligible instructions. He had children, but he did not like them unless he could use them to shine the spotlight on himself. He had a dog because people loved dogs.  
 
      
 
    At the age of nineteen, Starbuck failed out of college. In his opinion, he was too intelligent and thought in a manner too advanced for the professors to understand.  
 
      
 
    In his twenties, Starbuck's father gave him a series of small businesses to run. Each of them failed. Through no fault of his own. If you do not believe that assertion, just ask him. 
 
      
 
    In his thirties, his father, Earl, put him in charge of a major corporation he believed unable to fail. Starbuck tried his hardest to disprove Earl. To prevent embarrassment his father moved him via promotion before the businesses could crash into the mountain with Starbuck at the helm.  
 
      
 
    But none of that mattered. It did not matter because Starbuck had a tremendous edge over the competition. Moreover, Earl and his son had an advantage. An advantage they used. The single thing needed to exploit this advantage, the one thing Starbuck excelled at, was a complete and utter lack of scruples.  
 
      
 
    As his secretary would tell you if given enough gin, "Starbuck plays CEO. The only decision he is capable of making is whether to wear jeans on Friday or not, and he even gets that wrong half of the time." 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, Starbuck often found himself in meetings where those in attendance had no choice but to appease him. He did not handle criticism or challenge well, and his actions proved this many a time. Starbuck liked to surround himself with morons. Morons who would agree with him if he said the sky was orange. This, of course, was not good for business. Which is why he could turn a potential billion-dollar profit into a couple hundred million through his incompetence, but a couple hundred million still went a long way. 
 
      
 
    In the room with Starbuck sat a man with bulbous eyes and crooked teeth. His nickname was Opie, but his official name was Nick. Nick achieved the distinction of being the first of his family to graduate college. He would not have back when you earned instead of paid for your degree, before his country decided to lower all academic standards. That was not to say Nick was stupid, not by any stretch. He simply lacked the skill to do the job he worked, precisely what Starbuck preferred. Nick would have preferred not to have met with Starbuck to discuss salary increases for his staff. "I agree," he said. The very words driving success at his organization.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately for Nick, moments after the words pushed through his crooked teeth a hideous woman poked her head into the room. A quick glance in her direction and one would figure out she had not progressed as far down the line of human evolution as her peers. She wore expensive clothing and jewelry and drove expensive cars. The one thing uglier than her outward appearance was who she was inside. "Excuse me," she said through the door. "I need to speak with you, Mr. Whoppner. It is important." 
 
      
 
    Whoppner looked at the man who had traveled several hundred miles through the morning mist for the meeting. "So, no raises for employees," Starbuck said to the man. "Now if you will excuse us." 
 
      
 
    Jonathan left the room. The ugly woman gave him a look to show she had won the battle of importance. His meeting lasted three minutes. 
 
      
 
    "Is this about my car?" Starbuck asked the approaching woman. 
 
      
 
    The woman smiled because she could give news making someone else look bad. After the discussion in which she recommended firing people on multiple occasions and not paying them on several more, the two got to the matter at hand. "We received a call today about the new furniture department. In the coming months, things are going to begin moving. You are to acquire land." 
 
      
 
    Starbuck, being self-absorbed, was not aware of the creation of a new furniture department. He had his hands full. After all, his car was getting painted. "Yes, I am aware," he lied. "Can you provide me a map of the area?" 
 
      
 
    The ugly woman shuffled through some papers. "This came in today. It shows the plot of land needed." She placed a map outlining the exact area slated for purchase. It had property lines, existing structures, names of the owners who would sell one way or another, and cost estimates.  
 
      
 
    "Oh yes. California," Starbuck eyeballed the map with more of a cursory glance. "We should visit, Fugate." He said to the woman who had laid out the latest information for him.  
 
      
 
    Fugate, also known as the ugly woman, also identified as Ugly Fugate for the sake of this text, froze in horror. The map showed Central Pennsylvania. "I don't think this is the California location. That is another location we are working on," she said and looked at Starbuck to see his reaction to the subtle correction to the egregious error. She hoped she had given him enough line to get off the hook of incorrectness.  
 
      
 
    "I have so many things going on. I assumed it was the California location," Starbuck corrected while looking at the paper through squinted eyes. "I don't have time to travel."  
 
      
 
    There was no California location. 
 
      
 
    "No. I understand. You are too busy. I don't know how you do it. You are amazing, Starbuck." 
 
      
 
    Starbuck nodded his agreement. 
 
      
 
    "We have a meeting scheduled for this morning to discuss the plans. I have the room being prepared now," Ugly Fugate said. 
 
      
 
    The two walked down the exorbitant hallway. Each room bore a sign stating the place was for "Executive Use Only." They passed a room with a swimming pool which defied all logic and physics given they traversed the top floor of the building. One room held tanning beds and sporadic gym equipment. Another had a bed and a kind of swing hanging from the ceiling. Starbuck smiled as they passed. 
 
      
 
    A tall man with dark hair waited for them in the elegant meeting room. He wore no smile. His dark eyes cut through the room. He responded to the name Hunter. Starbuck ignored Hunter, raised his chair to maximum height, grabbed a tablet, and smacked it with his fat fingers. He hit and poked it with the delicacy of a surgeon, provided the surgeon were blind, missing a chromosome or two, and from the middle ages. "This thing is broken," he said. 
 
      
 
    Ugly Fugate ran out of the room. 
 
      
 
    "You know, the other day I thought, why do we need the portals anyway? Why not put some of that dark matter into a capsule you swallow, and it takes you wherever you want to go?" Starbuck said as he let his eyes drift to the man sitting at his table. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think it works like that," the handsome and confident man said through a clenched mouth. 
 
      
 
    Starbuck appeared proud of himself, "you see, I think different than other people. I had to resuscitate my baby this morning, so I started to think about a way to make sure a baby is breathing. I want to invent a device you place around the baby's head that will sense when it stops breathing and will shoot air into its lungs when needed. Like a Co2 cartridge or something. You know, I can't always be around. I'm an important man."   
 
      
 
    Hunter's eyes widened, and his lips began to curl but remained closed. 
 
      
 
    Ugly ran back in with a man. He had an issue with perspiration and hygiene. "I got someone to look at the device." She took her position next to Starbuck and lowered her seat below her boss' head.  
 
      
 
    The sweaty man named Parker lived in a one-bedroom apartment and spent his time playing a video game in which his character ruled an entire kingdom. His job, of little importance other than to fix fake technical issues while making it appear it was not due to a lack of understanding on the part of Starbuck, left him plenty of time to relax and rule over his kingdom during the day. He tapped a button on the tablet, and an enormous projection appeared on the far wall. The picture showed Starbuck smoking a cigar surrounded by beautiful women and a pile of money. "It must have been the configuration of the extended memory unit," the man said as he struggled to make up words. 
 
      
 
    "That is what I thought," Starbuck said without looking in the man's direction. "Oh, how did that get there." 
 
      
 
    Fugate looked at the sweating man, "you are going to have to get a new one. This one must be defective." 
 
      
 
    The man nodded and left. He had goblins to fight. 
 
      
 
    After leaving his picture displayed for too long his image flashed, and another replaced it. The new photo showed a man with thin hair combed to the side, a long beard, bright eyes sitting far apart on his face and a severe look. He wore black and white clothing. The cracks on his face told the story of a man who had spent little time not working.  
 
      
 
    "This is the target," Starbuck said matter-of-factly despite it spoken more like a question than a statement. The man pictured did not look menacing. In fact, he seemed quite the contrary.  
 
      
 
    "Who is he?" Ugly asked to get answers from the man while still enabling Starbuck to appear as though he knew. 
 
      
 
    "He owns the land the new portal is being developed on. He is supposed to be the best furniture maker in the world," Hunter said. "Go speak to him in a few weeks." 
 
      
 
    "I should go and speak to him in a few weeks," Starbuck said. Fugate, can you have someone schedule my trip?" He asked while grabbing the tablet and sliding his hand across the glass. Nothing happened. He slid his hand again. Nothing happened again. "This thing still isn't working right," he said as he tossed it on the table. Ugly ran out of the room. The sweaty man returned. The tablet worked. 
 
      
 
    "I am going to fire him," Ugly Fugate announced after the man left.  
 
      
 
    "Why don't you just kill him?" Starbuck asked. 
 
      
 
    Fugate looked at him, her mouth salivating, "I can have him killed. He does deserve it. He made you look bad after all." 
 
      
 
    "That seems a bit excessive," said Hunter as he leaned forward, resting his strong hands on the table. 
 
      
 
    "He deserves it," Fugate spat at the man. Her words earning her a stare which could have stopped a Pamplonian bull. "Starbuck is too valuable to waste his time on such trivial things." 
 
      
 
    "He has the land we need," Starbuck asserted. "Just kill him." 
 
      
 
    "Oh," Hunter said with a sudden realization the man in question was not sweaty Parker, "I thought you meant the IT guy." 
 
      
 
    "Firing him will be fine. Don't pay him his vacation," Starbuck said while turning his attention to Fugate. "You didn't think I was talking about him, did you?" 
 
      
 
    Ugly began to sweat. Her head gyrated unnaturally. Her lips had a false start or two as she searched for the words. "No, I knew you were speaking about the farmer guy." She watched to see if her lie hit or if it bounced off Starbuck who made a face suggesting his uncertainty. Fugate kept talking due to nervousness, "killing him would be excessive. I agree firing him with no vacation pay is the perfect decision." 
 
      
 
    "We don't want to kill him. We need him. We have to persuade him to work for us." The man tried to hide his disgust, but it proved unnecessary as Starbuck's fleeting attention focused on his phone. Ugly Fugate watched Starbuck watch his phone. "I do have other targets in the furniture business who will be eliminated once we get this man on board. We need a starting point. We believe we should be able to corner the market once the fear begins to spread." 
 
      
 
    "I oversee the business. You do your part and leave the strategy to me. I appreciate your opinion, but I am the expert here," Starbuck said while trying to intimidate the man with the look proven to work so well on his lesser employees. It had no effect.  
 
      
 
    "There is another matter I was instructed to inform you of," Hunter looked disgusted. He needed the meeting to conclude. "Your father has imprisoned Guida, which is why we are prepared to move forward. He should break under interrogation soon, and once we identify the whereabouts of his portal, we will have the exclusive access we need." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"Basically, Han Solo hides in some Amish community because these corrupt cops are after him," Jona said from the back seat of the car after offering the front to the young lady like a proper gentleman. "I didn't care for it." 
 
      
 
    Aerora, the waitress, pointed to a small road between two fields of corn. "The biggest one is down that way. Why are you looking for this kid anyway? I should probably have asked before I got in the car. Ya know, avoid being an accomplice to murder and whatnot." For the most part, Aerora's classmates all married each other and began fulfilling their destiny, which mostly involved replacing their parents' lives. She needed more concrete and less grass in her life. Which helped explain why she found herself in a car with two people she just met. 
 
      
 
    Jona did not know how to answer the question. He did not have an answer that would not make the situation even stranger. A gay, black man and a midget walk into a diner... 
 
      
 
    Marcus, sensing the pause, answered her, "we don't know."  
 
      
 
    Despite his better judgment, Jona filled her in on the strange things which led the two men to her table. He, of course, changed the part about Priya's web model room to a chatroom about weightlifting.  
 
      
 
    The three of them traveled around the area looking at various Amish villages. Jona, adamant they get out and check for wheelchair tracks at each one, again hopped out of the car and crawled on the ground. Aerora anxiously fidgeted in her seat with hopes of adventure, and Marcus rolled his eyes each time. Until this time when Jona found some. "Here we go. This is the place," he shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Get the fuck out of here," Aerora exclaimed. "Now what?" She went from a bored girl looking to do something, anything, to someone interested in the quasi-adventure she found herself on.  
 
      
 
    The house nearest the tracks sat back from the road a few hundred yards. Square and white, it had a blue door. Close to the house stood a stable. A garden filled the field between the stable and home. Beyond the house ran rolling fields. In the distance, the setting sun shining purple fell from the sky. The building served a purpose. Not the purpose of making one's neighbors jealous but the purpose of shelter. The house just was. And, it was all they needed. A modest home for a humble life. There was something to be said for that in the fast-paced world of ADHD, anxiety, depression, stress, and debt. Somehow through the years, it became less stressful to grow crops and hunt to feed your family and survive, than it was to work a boring office job where nothing you did mattered. The world might need to pause and rethink its strategy. 
 
      
 
    "Can I help you?" A booming voice echoed through the endless fields. 
 
      
 
    "We are looking for Reuben," Jona shouted back. 
 
      
 
    A shotgun responded with the unmistakable sound of perfectly machined metal sliding. A plastic shell found its way one step closer to them. 
 
      
 
    Marcus got no steps closer to the sound. "That's it for me," Marcus said as he turned and began walking back towards the car.  
 
      
 
    Jona, either more brave or stupid which always depended on the result of the interaction, stood his ground, "we just need to talk to him." 
 
      
 
    Aerora landed somewhere in the middle of the two reactions. She stood behind Jona trying to put his body between her and where she thought the shotgun sound originated. "Tell them it is about furniture." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not saying that," Jona murmured to her. "That's a stereotype." 
 
      
 
    "Is it about furniture?" The voice questioned. 
 
      
 
    As the man with a beard but no mustache neared, cautiously stepping, he got a good look at the visitors, "oh you are that angry little fellow we saw earlier. Go on. Get out of here." He raised the barrel. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry about that," Jona said. "Do you think I could explain myself and talk to you for a moment."  
 
      
 
    "I recognize you. You work at the diner." The man pointed to Aerora. "Great meatloaf."  
 
      
 
    Jona had mostly forgotten about his failed order and did not appreciate the reminder.  
 
      
 
    "Now we don't want any trouble here," the man said. 
 
      
 
    "I promise sir. I'm not here to cause trouble. I'd just like a moment of your time is all," Jona said in the sweet voice he mostly used to talk to children, pets, and women he hoped to sleep with.  
 
      
 
    "Well, be quick about it. The Lord brings the morning sun early." 
 
      
 
    "He sure does," Jona said before trying to find some words to relay the situation to the man. "This is going to sound crazy, but I was told your son would be at that hospital depot place today. I think I am supposed to talk to him or something. It's all bizarre, I know."  
 
      
 
    "You know, I have this here gun ready because I have seen some strange things around here lately. So normally, I'd tell you to pray your way on out of here, but I think I'll listen."  
 
      
 
    Jona wondered how strange things must be if a midget and a girl covered in tattoos informing him that a computer sent them to meet his son did not fall on top of the list. "Strange how?"  
 
      
 
    "What do you want?" Reuben said, wheeling his way towards the two visitors. His voice did not carry an inviting tone.  
 
      
 
    "Just to talk," Jona said, showing the palms of his hands in a gesture meant to calm the situation.  
 
      
 
    Reuben stared at the two of them before pointing at Jona, "I already told you I'm not into midgets." He switched the direction of his point and added, "I like the girl with the nipples behind you though. You work at the diner. Did you bring meatloaf and condoms? Because you know, it's only my legs that don't work." 
 
      
 
    "Reuben," his father shouted, "all in God's kingdom are welcome. Apologize." 
 
      
 
    The only sounds audible came from the night's creatures. Jona smirked as he watched the boy's lips, waiting for the apology. Aerora glared and wiggled trying to will her nipples down while doing the same. Marcus sat in the car.  
 
      
 
    "Now," the father shouted while placing the shells from the shotgun into his pocket, leaving the gun open and bent at an almost ninety-degree angle. 
 
      
 
    Reuben looked away, his mouth barely opened, "sorry." 
 
      
 
    Meaningless apology aside, Jona spoke, "this is going to sound incredibly strange, but someone gave me your name and told me where you would be earlier today." 
 
      
 
    "You a cop?" Reuben asked as he began to roll backward.  
 
      
 
    "I'm not a cop," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    "I have nothing to say to you." 
 
      
 
    "I'm just wondering if you can think of any reason someone would tell me..." 
 
      
 
    Reuben interrupted with a yell that started on top of the volume mountain, "I said to get out of here." His volume decreased to slightly above normal as he pointed to Aerora, "Nipples can stay though." 
 
      
 
    Jona matched volume, "Listen, Lieutenant Dan, we are not here for trouble and don't speak to my friend that way. I'll kick your ass, wheelchair or not." 
 
      
 
    Reuben rolled towards Jona, and his footrest hit him in the shin. "Let's go." He rolled back and forth hitting Jona with each forward push.  
 
      
 
    "Knock it off. I'm serious." Jona said raising his foot to absorb the blow. 
 
      
 
    "I'm serious too. I'll kick your midget ass up and down this farm." Reuben shoved again, and Jona caught his knee with his foot. "Can't even feel that you idiot."  
 
      
 
    Aerora could do nothing but watch in complete and total awe. She wanted a little bit of excitement. She was about to see a midget and a handicapped Amish boy fight. Mission accomplished. 
 
      
 
    Jona jumped to the side of the wheelchair and pushed his head out in front of Reuben, "what are you going to do now?" 
 
      
 
    Reuben pushed his right hand forward and did the opposite with his left as leaned backward. The wheelchair tipped back and whipped around like a top. The leg braces connected with Jona a little above his knee, sending him toppling back. 
 
      
 
    "Boys, knock it off," Reuben's dad said. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," a voice yelled. It belonged to Marcus. He had gotten out of the car and ran waving his arms in their direction. 
 
      
 
    "He started it," Jona yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Look," Marcus pointed into the field across the road.  
 
      
 
    Across the road, near a small building, in a recently plowed field, stood a tall man. His pale skin glowed in the moonlight. He was not tall in the manner one might think a basketball player, he was capital T tall. Jona had never seen Andre the Giant in person, nor had a drink with him, something he would always lament, but Jona figured this man stood taller and wider than even the wrestler. Pyramids of hay surrounded him. He did not move, nor speak, his silence making him appear all the more ominous. His arms were long, down to his knees long. They watched as the man lifted his arm and pointed in their general direction. A light appeared. It flashed and almost blinded them. It was lightening strike bright. The entire field around him illuminated.  
 
      
 
    The Amish man loaded the shotgun. He dropped a shell onto the ground in his haste before firing into the air. Jona froze. Reuben rolled. Marcus ran. Aerora charged. The man turned, walked away using his arms to support his massive frame, and disappeared into the shadows of the night.  
 
      
 
    "What the hell is going on here, Reuben?" Jona shouted at the back of the wheelchair. "What the hell was that and where did it come from?"  
 
      
 
    The five of them loaded into the car and headed back to the diner to talk. Jona questioned the newcomers about riding in cars, which he thought was taboo to them. Reuben, still angry, did not answer any questions. His father, however, took the time to explain their ways, excited to do so. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, hon. We are out of meatloaf for the day. We'll have more tomorrow." The older waitress said in her pack a day voice. She had grown up a few miles from the diner. One time, she found herself outside a hundred-mile radius from it. It made her anxious.  
 
      
 
    "Just bring me iced tea," Jona said, his disappointment causing Reuben to laugh. The two had not gotten off to the best of starts in terms of relationships.  
 
      
 
    Once the waitress left, Marcus asked a question before the volatile situation exploded into a spectacle, "what has been going on?" 
 
      
 
    Reuben stared at Jona and answered Marcus, "Your stupid midget friend attacked me, that is what has been going on."   
 
      
 
    "With the guy, that thing, in your field." Marcus snapped his fingers between his friend and his newest adversary to try to draw Reuben's attention. 
 
      
 
    Reuben remained silent, though he did allow his eyes a glance at Marcus before finding a temporary home in the vicinity of Aerora's breasts. 
 
      
 
    "It started about a week ago. We have been seeing this man outside of our house. This is the first time I saw that," Reuben's father paused and pulled at his long beard, "that flashlight thing or whatever it was." 
 
      
 
    Reuben was scared, but he did not want it to show. The mannerisms used in an effort to conceal his fear stuck out like a white tourist in Zambia. "I tried to chase him away, but I can't make it through the field. It is too muddy, and my wheels get stuck." 
 
      
 
    Aerora, partially sincere and partially trying to draw Reuben's eyes upward asked a question, "have you called the police?" 
 
      
 
    Reuben looked directly at her protruding nipples and motioned to his father sitting next to him with his thumb, "ask him."  
 
      
 
    "We are a self-sufficient people, ma'am. We have prayed on it, and this weekend at church we are going to speak with the elders."  
 
      
 
    "Why don't you just shoot him?" Aerora asked with a little too much enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    Marcus cocked his head and slid a little away from her. "Let's not shoot anything yet," he said. "Have you done anything strange lately, Reuben? Anything you think might have made someone angry?" 
 
      
 
    "He pissed me off," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Everything pisses you off, Jona," Marcus replied. "Go ahead, Reuben. Ignore him." 
 
      
 
    Reuben pulled his gaze from Jona to answer the question, "not that I know of. I don't have a whole lot of interaction with people." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe we should stake it out tonight in case he comes back," Jona stated in the form of a question. 
 
      
 
    "I'm in," Aerora yelled before realizing she came off a bit too boisterous. She brought her hand up and covered her mouth. Her light blue eyes darted around the room, and she gave an adorable smirk Jona did not know she had in her. Tattoos, nipples, sexiness, and a dash of cute, Aerora was proving to be quite the bright ray this adventure needed. 
 
      
 
    After everyone finished their meal and Jona finished his second glass of iced tea, they drove back to Reuben's house. Not before Aerora had them make a stop at her apartment so she could ransack it for anything even remotely close to a weapon and change her clothes. She held a softball bat in her hand. Jona carried a rolling pin Aerora received from a clueless aunt when she moved into her apartment. Marcus had a poker from her fireplace and Reuben, despite his protests, sat inside watching through a window. 
 
      
 
    The night air smelled of trepidation as they moved. Their steps were becoming a little shorter with each stride. "What the hell are we doing?"  Marcus asked as the three armed combatants walked down the driveway towards where the man stood earlier. Without street lights, they walked into the night using the moon and a flickering lantern Reuben's father lent them to show the way.  
 
      
 
    "I think you two should stay here. I'll climb up on that roof." Jona said pointing to the small building near where the man appeared earlier. "I will be able to see better from up there and I can lay on my stomach, so he won't see me. Maybe I will see where he comes from, or at least get a better view and see if I can figure out what the hell he is." 
 
      
 
    "I'm cool with that," Marcus said in an instant.  
 
      
 
    Aerora took a little more convincing, but she agreed on two conditions. The first required Marcus to help Jona get on the roof. The second being that she could stand guard in the field behind one of the hay bales until Jona got into position. 
 
      
 
    Marcus, in a momentary lapse of better judgment, agreed. 
 
      
 
    "This is ridiculous," Marcus growled. "That thing was enormous, Jona. He could eat you like an appetizer." 
 
      
 
    "Would you rather I boost you up? I'm just want to get a closer look if he comes back. I'm not going to do anything."  Jona grunted and his body weaved back and forth on top of Marcus' shoulders. Jona reached for the roof to no avail. "Keep still."  He yelled, leaning forward, reaching out even further. Marcus, not ready for the shift of weight, fell forward and Jona grabbed the gutter. He hung there. "What the hell are you doing? Grab my feet."  He yelled. His feet were swinging back and forth in search of a ladder that did not exist.  
 
      
 
    "I got a new job," Marcus said as Jona dangled from the porch roof. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you telling me this now? Grab my feet before I fall." 
 
      
 
    "I wanted to wait until you were distracted." 
 
      
 
    "How are you going to work two full-time jobs?"  Jona tried to pull himself up, but after about an eighth of an inch, he gave up. "I could use a little help here." 
 
      
 
    "Is everything alright over there?" Aerora yelled from halfway across the field. 
 
      
 
    "That is what I am trying to tell you, Jona. I am not going to be able to work at the agency any longer. I need to think about my future. We are not making any money. We aren't even breaking even." 
 
      
 
    Those words stung Jona.  
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you two doing?" Aerora's voice weaved through the hay bales and hit the wooden siding Jona frantically, and futilely, kicked at. 
 
      
 
    "You don't want to go push papers around some corporate office...let us at least give this a little bit longer. And maybe getting me down would help too." Jona's hand slipped a little, and he hung by the tips of his fingers. His arm started to cramp.  
 
      
 
    "I don't want to get evicted from my apartment and end up selling my body on the street corner to make ends meet, Jona."   
 
      
 
    "Don't flatter yourself." Jona's hand slipped. He held on with just one. "Why aren't you grabbing me?" 
 
      
 
    "I hate to break up whatever you are doing, but someone better answer me," Aerora screamed. 
 
      
 
    Marcus turned towards the her. "Jona is climbing onto the roof now. Everything is okay." 
 
      
 
    "Everything is not okay. I'm hanging here, and Marcus is busy talking to you." Jona shouted. As if the extra force of his words triggered it, the gutter began to pull away from the roof. Jona fell to the ground. The thud made Marcus wince, and Aerora abandon her post to see what happened.  
 
      
 
    The two of them carried Jona across the street. Reuben, having watched from inside, met them on the porch and welcomed the three of them inside as best he could through his devious laughter.  
 
      
 
    They dumped Jona on a beautiful and sturdy wooden chair. Jona took a moment to admire the craftsmanship before saying, "I think my foot is broken."  Nausea washed over him, causing a dry heave and Reuben to panic. 
 
      
 
    "Don't puke on dad's prized chair," Reuben yelled.  
 
      
 
    Jona removed his shoe. His foot looked like an eggplant.  
 
      
 
    "It looks fine," Marcus concluded.  
 
      
 
    "That doesn't look good."  Aerora disagreed. "I think he's going to need to go to the hospital." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. I think it might be a sprain."  Marcus said.  
 
      
 
    Hearing the commotion in the small house, Reuben's mother appeared and looked at the scene playing out in her living room. "Can I get him something?" She asked.  
 
      
 
    "No, he's fine," Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm not. Ice would be great. And some aspirin. Thank you."  Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have either of those things," the woman said before asking, "what happened?"  
 
      
 
    "The midget fell off the roof. It was great," Reuben said. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at Aerora, "do you have a computer?" 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to look at porn on it?" She questioned with a sideways face. 
 
      
 
    Jona thought about this question for a moment. He wanted to go back into Priya's room to see if he could get some answers from whoever sent him here. "Sort of," he said. 
 
      
 
    "Then yes," Aerora answered. 
 
      
 
    They carried Jona up the stairs. Aerora's apartment sat above a small hardware store, surviving amidst the influx of the mega-chains in a town still enjoying the personal touch a small business offered. It was the kind of place where you could get twenty minutes of help and leave with a $0.38 nut and bolt to complete your project. The rest of the buildings on the block sat vacant and wore a grim look that remembered better times.  
 
      
 
    Jona could not help but notice her apartment smelled nice. He looked around. Scattered about he saw an amalgamation of books, old vinyl albums, posters, and fresh flowers. The focal point of the room was a framed purple poster announcing the Runaways performing a show at CBGB in 1976.  
 
      
 
    The night made its way through confusion, pain, anger, laughter, alcohol, stories, more alcohol, and a beautiful Indian woman named Priya on the other side of the world.  
 
      
 
    "This is where I was last time," Jona said as the three of them huddled around a small laptop sitting on her square table in the corner of the area near the kitchen. He fought with the computer, as anybody using a foreign machine does, but eventually landed in Priya's room. She sprawled on a cushion of white. Her perfect skin contrasting the thick duvet. 
 
      
 
    "Whoa," Aerora said, her head dropping and sliding back and forth to see if her eagerness showed more than usual. She turned to Jona and her face washed with seriousness, "hey, when you watch porn, do you watch two midgets, or a midget dude with a tall girl, or regular?" 
 
      
 
    "I usually go midget dude with regular girl. You just have to skip beyond all of that hey it's a midget BS." Jona said without a beat between question and answer. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that is what I would probably do," Aerora agreed as the message icon on top of the screen flashed. 
 
      
 
    Priya: Jona, Katie has been driving me crazy looking for you. 
 
      
 
    She typed as she moved to the edge of her bed. Now, sitting close to the camera, only her face appeared on hundreds of screens across the world. Jona thought he heard a collective sigh, or maybe he heard himself.  
 
      
 
    How about Jona?: I'm sorry about that. The information was right though. I found the kid it was talking about. Kind of a jerk.  
 
      
 
    Priya: Can we go into private and talk?       
 
      
 
    Jona clicked the button, and they arrived in their own little room somewhere on the internet. Jona sat in a beautiful girl's virtual room inside of a beautiful girl's actual room. This fact did not evade him. 
 
      
 
    How about Jona?: I found the kid. He is an Amish boy in a wheelchair. 
 
    Priya: Amish? We can talk without typing if you turn on your camera. 
 
    How about Jona?: Yeah, it is a group of people that ride in horse carriages and don't use electricity. Just give me a minute. 
 
      
 
    "That is not actually true," Aerora said. "They use electricity, just not the kind that gets piped into the home on cables from the electric company." 
 
      
 
    Jona gave Aerora a look before he hopped into the bathroom to straighten himself. He puffed out his loose curls and tried to rub the bags from under his eyes. He then opted to mat his hair down with some water, which succeeded in turning it into a wet mess, with the added benefit of having water trickling down his face. It became increasingly unlikely he would suddenly transform into George Hamilton, so he decided the next best thing would be to lower the lighting and make it difficult for her to see.  
 
      
 
    After dimming the lights on his return and taking his seat back in front of the laptop, he clicked on the button, and the green light on top of Aerora's laptop glowed. Superimposed over Priya appeared a dark image of Jona with two different shoulders on either side of him. 
 
      
 
    "That is adorable," Aerora commented when seeing Jona's updated look which resembled a boy prepped for grade school pictures.  
 
      
 
    "Is someone with you?" Priya asked, and Aerora ducked her head into view. 
 
      
 
    "Hi. I'm Aerora. You're gorgeous by the way." 
 
      
 
    Marcus made his introduction with a simple wave. 
 
      
 
    "These two are my friends. Marcus is gay." Jona said which resulted in a shove from Aerora. Marcus did not react.  
 
      
 
    "Hello, friends," Priya said with a small wave, an attempt to cover herself, and an embarrassed look.  
 
      
 
    Aerora recognized the look and ducked her head back in, "you have nothing to be ashamed of. If I looked like you, I would never wear clothes." 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Jona." A deep bellowing voice came from the computer.  
 
      
 
    "Did you hear a voice?" Jona asked Priya.  
 
      
 
    "I did," she said with uncertainty while looking around her room. 
 
      
 
     "Hello?" Jona said, feeling foolish. 
 
      
 
    "I am Katie." The voice sounded like a baritone soul singer from the sixties. 
 
      
 
    "Whoa...whoa...whoa. You are supposed to have a different voice." Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "I am able to emulate any voice you'd like if you do not like the default setting." 
 
      
 
    "Do you know Katie Morgan?" Jona's infatuation reared its head again, and he figured since he already gave the computer her name... 
 
      
 
    After a momentary pause, the deep voice spoke again. "There are thousands of people using that name. Do you have contact information for this Katie Morgan? If so, I can access her voice via electronic communication devices." 
 
      
 
    Jona patted his pockets. "Um...not on me." He thought about that for a moment. "Do you have it?"  
 
      
 
    Aerora hit him again. He made a note to change which side of her he sat on to balance the bruising. 
 
      
 
    "I will once I am able to determine who it is. Would you like me to download the contact information to your phone once I do?" 
 
      
 
    "Ahhh...yeah. That would be great," Jona said as his eyes shifted. 
 
      
 
    "I am capable of scanning all communications. Does this Katie Morgan appear on the interconnected transmission control protocol?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what you mean, Katie. What is an intercontinental transaxle proctor?" Jona asked in his confused voice, which seemed quite prominent tonight. 
 
      
 
    "It is transmission control protocol, Jona," Priya said. "It means the internet." 
 
      
 
    Jona paused and looked at both Marcus and Aerora before speaking. "Are you asking me if Katie Morgan is on the internet?"  
 
      
 
    After a few short moments of awe and confusion, the sex-fueled voice of the beautiful siren filled the room causing Jona to think he might, in fact, have a schizoid embolism. In the unmistakable sound of the lovely Katie Morgan, the computer spoke, "Jona."  
 
      
 
    Aerora asked the questions on all the minds present which did not currently include Jona's, "what is going on? Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Jona's father is in trouble," Katie said, "he needs your help." 
 
      
 
    "I need some answers, Katie," Jona yelled. "You send me on some wild chase, and you somehow know about this kid. I don't have any money, so if this is an elaborate scam, you are barking up the wrong tree." 
 
      
 
    "Stump," Marcus added. 
 
      
 
    "It would be best if you come here, Jona," Katie said. Jona snickered and almost passed out. "Doctor Mengalo is the one looking for you. You can reach him through a doorway in the basement of the house where you were conceived."  
 
      
 
    "Fucking hell, Katie," Jona said while trying to rub the thought from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Priya said. "Cursing?" Priya, who had remained in shocked silence, said in a tone reminding Jona of the one he often heard his mother use. "What is going on?" 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea, Priya. But a lot of weird things keep happening," Jona said which prompted a detailed explanation of everything occurring since he and Priya last spoke, at her demand. 
 
      
 
    Marcus and Aerora left the two alone to catch up while they discussed a plan. Marcus' plan was simple, go home. Aerora's plan was simple, explosives. Their discussion would hopefully leave them somewhere in the middle. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"I know the difference between a mogwai and a gremlin, Jona." Aerora said, her light blue eyes looking over the coffee mug telling all those who could read it to 'stay weird.' "The gremlins are the ones I think are cute." 
 
      
 
    The night consisted of Jona talking to Priya, Marcus breakdancing at Jona's request, Aerora laughing, and even down the path of serious discussion. Which is how they landed on a plan that involved visiting Jona's mother and "not asking my mother where she conceived me," as Jona had to point out to Aerora more times than he felt necessary.  
 
      
 
    After coffee, showers, the gremlins debate, more coffee, and a quick inventory, they loaded into a car and headed to Jona's mother's house a few hours away. The plan included Marcus grabbing clothes for two nights and to return in time for work next week. For Jona to grab clothes, crutches, and any weapons he had. And, apparently, for Aerora to wear a tight blue dress made of a thin fabric that the sun shined through, which she had cinched with a spiked black belt that might cause Jona's mother to have a stroke. 
 
      
 
    Jona thought a lot while riding in the backseat of the car with the windows down. It took a few miles for him to realize he would be a part of zero conversations during the trip due to lack of hearing. Thus, giving him plenty of time to digest everything.  
 
      
 
    Insanity became a possibility.  
 
      
 
    At least he spoke to Priya.  
 
      
 
    Jona's mother, Mrs. Jett, lived in an older house. It used to sprawl across the land alone and secluded, but the property around it sold to a development company. Now an abundance of identical looking homes began to inhabit every inhabitable inch of ground and even some uninhabitable inches. Neighborhoods no longer grew organically, this fact irritated Jona. He did not like the stamped-out neighborhoods that lacked the character of those allowed to bloom from seedlings. He especially did not like it surrounding the house he took his first steps. 
 
      
 
    After Marcus pulled the car around back, Jona hopped into the house through the basement. His foot, swollen to the point he could no longer wear a shoe, made it increasingly difficult to get around. He wondered how much more he could withstand without the aid of a medical device designed to help with such an injury. As he hobbled along, Marcus went upstairs to talk to mom. 
 
      
 
    Marcus loved Jona's mom. Jona's mom loved Marcus and had for two decades. After talking to her, one could not help but feel better than they did before speaking with her.  
 
      
 
    Jona dug through the basement closet. As a child, when told to clean the downstairs after playing there all day, Jona would cram everything into the closet causing a perpetual state of overflow. Each time the door opened, things toppled out and needed shoved back. It got to where Jona needed to swing the door closed before the pile fell onto the floor. He threw baseball cards, a catcher's mitt, board games, action figures, and umbrellas on the floor behind him as he continued to burrow. "What is this doing in here," he held a white suit, white vest, and black bow tie all on a felt hanger. "This doesn't belong in here, hang this up somewhere," he said handing it to Aerora. 
 
      
 
    "What are you looking for?" She asked while looking for a place to hang the suit in need of a trip to the dry cleaner.  
 
      
 
    "I thought I had a sword in here," Jona said as he tossed some mangled comic books behind him. By now, Jona, almost inside the closet, shouted "here it is," as he pulled out a dull katana he remembered being much sharper and sturdier. 
 
      
 
    "What are you going to do with that?" Aerora asked. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, you'll see," he said hopping to his feet forgetting to limit the weight on his bad one. He collapsed into the wall head first before falling to the ground. Fortunately, the sword did not harm him, the wall, however, showed a different tale. 
 
      
 
    "Jona, sweetie, what are you doing down there? Come up and have some key lime pie and a cup of coffee," mom yelled from the kitchen that sat atop the stairs leading to the basement. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be there in a minute, mom. Do you know where my crutches are?" 
 
      
 
    Jona bounced around the basement from wall to table to any piece of furniture or stable item where he could rest his body. He kept piling things he thought useful on the bar. He had his sword, some wire, a package of nails, a saw, and the last stapled issue of Playboy magazine. It was a keeper. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my, who do we have here," mom asked after Jona climbed the steps on his behind, pushing off with his one good foot. 
 
      
 
    Aerora, not wasting any time, sprung towards the older woman with her hand stretched out, "Hello, Mrs..." She paused, realizing she did not even know Jona's last name.  
 
      
 
    "Jett, sweetie," mom said noticing the pause. 
 
      
 
    "It is nice to meet you, Mrs. Jett. You have a lovely home." Aerora said with a big smile and a twinkle in her eyes. She turned into the sweetest, most polite girl, in a half tic of the clock. 
 
      
 
    "Well aren't you..." mom drank her in. "I never had a figure like that sweetie. You should be a model." 
 
      
 
    Aerora blushed, and then it hit her, "wait if you are Mrs. Jett..." 
 
      
 
    Jona barged into the conversation, "okay, enough greetings. Sit down and have some pie." 
 
      
 
    "Marcus was telling me the exciting news about his new job." Mom said motioning to an empty chair and serving a slice of pie to the beautiful young lady she just met. "I'm so proud of him," she said, pinching his cheek as if he went to the bathroom by himself for the first time. "Aren't you happy for Marcus, Jona?" 
 
      
 
    "Is there any pie left?" Jona asked, looking around the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, honey...I'm sorry. Marcus already had two pieces. It is his favorite, you know. I can make you something." She paused and thought about what she could whip up, "do you want me to bake you a cake? I think I have some cake mix here. Or how about some funnel cakes? You like those, and I just bought a fresh package of powdered sugar."  
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it," Jona said, disappointed by food once again.  
 
      
 
    "Marcus told me that you hurt your foot. Are you okay? Do you need an ice pack?" 
 
      
 
    "That is why I am hopping around, Mom. It hurts like hell. I might have broken a bone in my foot." 
 
      
 
    "You shouldn't be on it, honey," mom said with grave concern in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "That is what we told him," Marcus chimed in, "but Jona never listens to anybody." 
 
      
 
    For the next ten minutes, they talked about an abundance of the stupid things Jona had done over the past few years. Aerora tried to get her eyes on some baby pictures, but Jona managed to navigate away from that minefield.  
 
      
 
    "So, what brings you here, sweetie?" Mom asked after the air deflated from her laughter balloon. 
 
      
 
    "I needed to grab a few things. We are working a job. That is how we met Aerora," Jona said, not wanting to tell his mother too much. He wanted to avoid institutionalization, at least for now. 
 
      
 
    "Oh," mom said with a sideways look at each of us. "What are you working on?" 
 
      
 
    "Nothing much," Jona said. He could not lie to his mother, but he also could not tell her the truth. So, he landed on omission. 
 
      
 
    Mom saw right through it, "I bet Aerora would love to see your old room, Jona. I need to talk to Marcus for a little." She leveled a look on Jona and placed her hand on Marcus' knee.  
 
      
 
    Jona took Aerora upstairs, or rather she carried him on her back since she grew tired of watching him hopping and getting out of breath. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Jett put a kettle on the stove and turned the burner to high. The clicking of the electronic ignition sounded loud to Marcus and seemed to take forever as he awaited a conversation he knew forthcoming.  
 
      
 
    Mrs. Jett spoke to Marcus when he struggled with his identity all those years ago. She told him, "you are who you are, Marcus, and that is okay. You be who you need to be and do not let anybody or anything stop you. You are a special boy, and I will always love you." This conversation gave Marcus the strength to accept himself, to see himself as normal, to no longer feel like a pariah in the small town. Marcus could walk down the street feeling proud and knowing those with the loudest bark were those with the most to hide. Mrs. Jett explained that "those who pray the loudest commit the most sins." Her words stuck. It was also Mrs. Jett who sat Marcus down when he had gone a little astray and began spending a little too much time partying and not enough time studying. It was also Mrs. Jett who was the first person to hug Marcus the day he graduated from high school, the first in his family. 
 
      
 
    "What kind of case are you working on, sweetie?" The question sounded simple enough. The type of person who could not pick up on nonverbal cues and underlying tone would think nothing of it. Marcus wished he could transform into one of those people as her question bounced through the kitchen and into his ears.  
 
      
 
    "It's a strange case, Mrs. Jett. Really strange." 
 
      
 
    The older woman spooned coffee into a paper filter sitting atop a glass carafe, "strange how?" Her tone insinuated she already knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    Marcus watched her pour the boiling water over the coffee grounds. She moved the kettle in slow circles as she poured. "I don't know. Just strange." 
 
      
 
    "I see." Mrs. Jett said sounding disappointed.  
 
      
 
    "It is just that..." Marcus wanted to say more. He could not lie to Mrs. Jett, but he did not want to tell her the crazy truth. He could barely believe it himself and, in fact, part of him still struggled to understand exactly what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Jett poured two cups of the steaming brew and placed one in front of Marcus before taking her own and sitting across from him. "Just that if you told me, I would think you were crazy? Something so out of the ordinary, you think it might not be real." Her inflection suggested nothing he could pour into her lap could catch her off guard.  
 
      
 
    "This is so cute," Aerora squelched. She held a picture of little Jona and Marcus. Jona wore sunglasses, a red and white Adidas tracksuit, and his hair looked much like its current form, round and brown. Marcus, on the other hand, had powdered his hair and wore a blue suit, a green and white checkered shirt, a yellow bowtie, and a frown.  
 
      
 
    "Marcus was mad that Halloween because everybody asked if he was Fred Sanford." Jona chuckled as he tried to adjust the crutches he found in his closet. "He was, at least, comforted by the fact that most people asked if I was Richard Simmons. Plus, who wouldn't want to be Fred Sanford?" 
 
      
 
    "If I had seen you two, I would have kidnapped you both," Aerora said. "Though I must admit, I would have never figured out Marcus' costume if he wasn't standing next to the cutest little Tennenbaum I have ever seen." 
 
      
 
    "I was Uzi." 
 
      
 
    "Do your mother and Marcus always talk like they are now?" Aerora asked as she walked around snooping and touching everything she could. 
 
      
 
    "Pretty much. I am hoping she is just talking to him about his new job, but I think she is suspicious and knows he will break long before I would." 
 
      
 
    "Why is he getting a new job? You guys have an awesome thing going here." Aerora questioned as she pulled the head off an action figure. She placed it back while looking in Jona's direction to see if he noticed. He noticed. 
 
      
 
    "We aren't successful. We kind of suck actually. But, he won't be happy working a job like that," Jona said. "Marcus despises that sort of thing. I don't understand why he is doing this." 
 
      
 
    "Well, he will figure it out soon enough. And when he does, you need to be there for him." Aerora said while looking down. Jona assumed to ensure her nipples were still erasers. They were. She sat on the bed and crossed her shapely legs. "Tell me about your father." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know him," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    "Hmm," she said pulling her hair back and securing it into a bun. "It sounds like Marcus has taken on a father figure role in your life." 
 
      
 
    "Far from it. Maybe my gay cousin, but Marcus is not a father figure for me." 
 
      
 
    "The gay ones are always handsome," Aerora said. 
 
      
 
    "Eh. He is like a four." Jona said. 
 
      
 
    Aerora shook her head but continued, "You seek his approval the same way a son wants that of his father. And you do not want to disappoint him." She said and pulled a pair of glasses out of nowhere. She put the end of an arm between her lips. "Have you talked to him? Found out why he is taking another job?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "I haven't had time." 
 
      
 
    "Mhm." She mumbled which translated into her calling bullshit.  
 
      
 
    "I always knew this day would come," Mrs. Jett said after taking a sip of the freshly brewed coffee. "You know, Marcus. Jona's father is not from here. I never asked a lot of questions because he said I'd be safer knowing less." 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Marcus asked. 
 
      
 
    "He said he was from another world. One with people just like ours. He said there were planets all over loaded with people like us. I have lived with this secret for too many years. Remember when you started to date that white kid, what was his name?" 
 
      
 
    "Floyd?" Marcus asked. 
 
      
 
    "Oh no. I did not like that boy. He didn't have kind eyes. I'm talking about the first one." 
 
      
 
    "John?" 
 
      
 
    "No. He was too gay. The one who wore those short shorts. He had nice legs." 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Paul," Marcus said with a tinge of sadness in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. Paul. Well, he was an idiot. You were too good for him anyway. But remember how you felt dating someone outside of your race. We talked about it the night Jona made us see that stupid Trek Wars movie. The one that felt like I was watching C-Span."  
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled as his nervous tension eased a bit. Mrs. Jett was working her magic as always.  
 
      
 
    "Well, imagine how I felt getting pregnant with a man from a completely different world. I was so worried Jona was going to come out with a third arm and fangs, I almost had him at home." 
 
      
 
    "I see why you never told Jona," Marcus said rising from his seat and pulling it closer to the woman beginning to sadden from her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    The tears proved too much to hold back. She let one roll down her cheek. "Jona's father said he was going to be a special child and one day he would follow in his footsteps. He would call him when he was ready. I did not think it would ever happen, but it was always there, in the back of my mind. So, part of me knew this day would come. The day Jona was called to do wonderful things. The day he would come looking for the secret hidden in the basement."  
 
      
 
    "It has to be here. We need to think it through. Where haven't we checked? It must be underground somewhere. Do you think we should rip up the carpet?" Jona fired off a barrage of words as he began pulling at the edge of the brown Berber carpet.  
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure your reaction to all of this is at an appropriate level of enthusiasm," Aerora said to Marcus. She walked around pounding on walls hoping to uncover a hollow sound. "Think about it. Worst case scenario you destroy his mom's basement, and the two of you put it back together."  
 
      
 
    Aerora, and for that matter Jona, did not know everything Marcus knew. Marcus had decided not to mention anything.  
 
      
 
    "Marcus likes to play it cool," Jona said placing his ear to the ground while tapping. "I think I might have found something." 
 
      
 
    "I hope it is some self-respect. You're crawling all over the floor," Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    "No, I lost that around age six. Haven't looked back."  
 
      
 
    "Let's find this damn thing," Aerora said with determination. "I think we should blow a wall out." 
 
      
 
    "We are not blowing anything out," Marcus said in his calm and calculated voice. 
 
      
 
    Jona, now inside the laundry closet he spent his entire life avoiding, pushed, shoved, and kicked at the back wall.  
 
      
 
    Marcus walked over with his usual swagger. He reached the closet before Jona could take a hammer to it. "What's the little box over there?" 
 
      
 
    Jona, in mid-swing, stopped and looked at the small box the size of a doorbell. He opened the lid and saw a glass plate inset into the wall. It sloped from back to front. "Holy shit. It is one of those eye scanner things." He jumped, trying to get his eye above the sensor. "Lift me, Marcus. This thing is on some weird angle."  
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to lift you. Calm down." 
 
      
 
    "I'll lift you," Aerora said as she raced over. She interlocked her fingers and held her arms by Jona's knees. He threw his bad foot inside, and she hoisted him upwards. Jona jammed his face against the glass. "Did it work?" Jona asked as he rocked in Aerora's arms. "Hold me still. I need to hold my face there." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe try to back off it. I don't think your eyeball is supposed to touch the glass," Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    "And you're heavy, so hurry," Aerora added. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe it is my other eye. Hold me still." Jona shifted his weight to get his left eye positioned over the glass, without thinking about his foot.  
 
      
 
    The extra weight caused it to hurt even more, and he tried to lift his foot off the non-existent ground. The additional force caught Aerora off guard, and she shifted her arms back and forth like a kid balancing a bat on his palm. "Stop squirming."  
 
      
 
    Jona grabbed the wall to stabilize himself, which caused Aerora to overcompensate, throwing the human stepladder trick out of kilter. Jona's face smacked against the glass device causing the sliding panel to break off and for his eye to blacken. 
 
      
 
    Jona found himself on top of Aerora. Her blue dress climbed to her stomach giving Jona the ability to confirm that in addition to not wearing a bra she also chose not to wear underwear. He glanced for a few seconds before shouting, "get me back up there." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think it is a retina scanner Jona. Did you try pushing the button?" Marcus pushed against the glass with his forefinger. Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think I'm an idiot," Jona spat at him. Jona had not tried pushing the button, but Marcus did not need to know. "See." He pressed his thumb down on the glass plate. 
 
      
 
    They heard a click, and the back of the closet opened at a speed far too slow for Jona. Lights illuminated as the wooden panel slid. Once open they saw a tiny room. 
 
      
 
    "Aww, hell no," Marcus said as the three of them stared in awe. 
 
      
 
    "That's it."  Jona voiced his disappointment. "I thought there would be more." 
 
      
 
    "Where are all the weapons?" Aerora asked. 
 
      
 
    Straight ahead they saw the outline of a door. Inside was infinite black. The rest of the room was painted a nice eggshell white. The left wall stood bare, and on the right sat a single wooden table with a leather-bound book on top. Jona grabbed the book. 
 
      
 
    He flipped open the book. On the first page he saw handwriting and the following note: 
 
      
 
    Jona, 
 
      
 
    I loved your mother more than anything, and I know I would have loved you the same. I had no choice but to leave in order to protect you both. Each remaining day I will regret my decision, though I know it was the correct one. I hope you come to understand why. 
 
      
 
    You should know that your life is about to change forever. It is easier for you to see with your own eyes than for me to explain.  
 
      
 
    Travel with an open mind and be brave like I know you will be. 
 
      
 
    I will see you when our paths cross on the other side. 
 
      
 
    Love, 
 
    Guida 
 
      
 
    An image of a wooden table resided on the next page. Atop the table, in a cutout, sat a small bottle. It had a bulbous bottom and inside a blueish purple liquid flowed with the movement. The rest of the page showed a white sign, written in black lettering read the words 'drink me.' 
 
      
 
    Jona pulled the bottle out of the book, removed the top, smelled it, and drank. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you doing?" Marcus shouted. 
 
      
 
    "It said drink me," Jona said while holding the book in front of Marcus. "See." 
 
      
 
    "Jona. You need to slow down and think." Marcus said taking the book and reading the note. 
 
      
 
    "What is there to think about?"  
 
      
 
    Marcus handed the book to Aerora who was tapping him on the shoulder for it, since the moment Jona gave it to him. "We don't know anything about this for one. Another is, what if your head goes all Total Recall from the drink?"  
 
      
 
    "I'm fine," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    "I think we do need to think about this a bit," Aerora said, agreeing with Marcus. "This says something about traveling. Is that what this black doorway is all about?" 
 
      
 
    "And it says your life is going to change forever, Jona. You might want to give that more than zero seconds thought," Marcus said, concealing the fact he already knew everything would soon change for his dearest friend.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Jona's body shot through the portal, tumbled through a table and chairs and into a wall on the other side of the room. He moved at a velocity his body never traveled before. Everything hurt, and he felt confident he had broken every bone in his body, with the possible exception of his coccyx. 
 
      
 
    "Who the hell are you?"  A man charged at him with a broom, bristles forward, poking it at his already beaten body. He looked quite human, apart from the green skin. "How did you get in here?" 
 
      
 
    "Ouch," Jona said. "I'm broken." 
 
      
 
    "Broken?"  the man questioned. "What kind of name is that?" 
 
      
 
    "My name is not Broken, my body is broken," Jona said, staring at the ceiling in a combination of disbelief, anger, and pain.  
 
      
 
    "Who are you? How did you get in here?"  He repeated while still hitting Jona with the broom, his hair moving wildly. Jona could only see eyeballs through his glasses, one of them off in its own direction giving him a comedic look, which lessened the threat of his assault. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Jona said, fending off his weak but annoying attack. The latter question he felt needed no answer and instead pointed. 
 
      
 
    The man kept hitting him which must have affected his hearing. "Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    "Jona, I already said." 
 
      
 
    "How did you get in here?" 
 
      
 
    "The portal thing. The thing right there. Stop hitting me and listen." Jona yelled as he tried to catch the broom, which proved more difficult than he would have expected. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know any Jona, and I don't know what a portal is," he said as he continued sweeping the mysterious intruder, but with less ferocity. Eventually, the attack faded to a small jab every couple of seconds. "Jona," he said in a questioning tone. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. I am Jona. Now stop hitting me. Please." 
 
      
 
    "Jona," he said, his voice now tepid.  
 
      
 
    "Yes. Jona."  Jona wanted to get up and kick the guy somewhere around the kneecap but refrained. He did not want his first interaction in this strange world to go poorly, or more poorly. He took in a few deep breaths to try to calm himself. "Can you get that broom off me?" 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing here?" The green man asked, ignoring the request to remove the broom from Jona's body.  
 
      
 
    "I am looking for my father."  
 
      
 
    "Who is your father?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. Never met him." 
 
      
 
    "What does he look like?" 
 
      
 
    "Never seen him either." 
 
      
 
    "This shouldn't be too hard then," the man with the broom said with pursed lips and a nod. 
 
      
 
    "Believe me. This is more insane for me than it is for you." 
 
      
 
    The green man removed his glasses, "I was sitting in my living room reading a book, you randomly flew out of nowhere, destroyed my table, and devastated my wall, I can see your impression," he pointed to the wall where there was an indention roughly the size of a midget traveling at high velocity.  
 
      
 
    "Sorry about that," Jona stopped and stammered as he sought the words. "Look, I was researching a big case. I am kind of a big deal detective," he said from his back. "Anyway, I was researching a case, and a computer from here, wherever here is, contacted me and told me someone was looking for me. It mentioned something about my father too. I'm not sure. I named it Katie." 
 
      
 
    "You named your father Katie?" He questioned. 
 
      
 
    "No, I named the computer Katie. I don't know my father." 
 
      
 
    "You are a confusing man, Jona." 
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm pretty confused." 
 
      
 
    "I'm Bartis. You might as well get off the floor."  
 
      
 
    Overall, Jona handled the initial couple minutes of arriving in a strange place quite well. He took a moment, surprised not to be more shaken by everything. And the moment after that thought, it began. 
 
      
 
    Jona had not had many anxiety attacks in his life. He had one in third grade. Mrs. Plinkett kept badgering him about his father's whereabouts. The class was preparing for a day in which parents came to school to discuss their chosen vocations. "Everybody has a father, Jona," The older woman said, having never grown accustomed to the way of life outside of the 1950s. The decade her husband died in a horrible car accident. The two, only married for a couple of years, had no children. The day his car launched off the bridge and over the Alexandrea River, the world stopped for Mrs. Plinkett. Still, her badgering seemed out of line, and Marcus launched a verbal assault telling her such. This landed Marcus in suspension and caused Jona to experience the chest-tightening, mind-melting world of uncontrollable anxiety.  
 
      
 
    That experience gave Jona and Dr. Jim plenty to speak about in their next session. The doctor told Jona "she was out of line and it is okay to experience those feelings every now and again." 
 
      
 
    Jona explained that ever since the day he had the horrible feeling he feared having it occur again, and that his most significant anxiety came from worrying he would have anxiety.  
 
      
 
    Jona wondered what Dr. Jim would say about his current situation had he been sitting across from him. "It's okay, Jona. You walked through a doorway in your mother's basement and ended up in a room being attacked by a green man with a broom. A little anxiety is to be expected." Jona could see the doctor sitting there twisting at his finger where a wedding ring used to reside. It had become a habit he could not break despite the divorce nearing its fifth anniversary. "What makes you more nervous, Jona? Is it the prospect of having a father you never expected to have and the feelings that is causing, or is it the fact you are somewhere other than Earth?"  
 
      
 
    "I don't know, Dr. Jim. I don't think any of that is what is causing me to have the anxiety." 
 
      
 
    "Oh no?" The doctor crossed his legs and pushed his glasses up his nose, "what do you believe is causing it?" 
 
      
 
    "I am afraid I will turn into my father and abandon the people I love like he did." 
 
      
 
    The man finally moved the broom away from Jona. "I said my name is Bartis," he yelled. 
 
      
 
    Jona snapped out of his panic attack, "Sorry, I just had a...thing," 
 
      
 
    "Come. Get off the floor." He grabbed one of the chairs Jona had not destroyed while making his entrance. He grabbed another of the chairs and placed it near the first. His eyes drooped as he looked at the table which resembled kindling more than somewhere to eat. "Come." 
 
      
 
    "Where am I?" Jona said, getting to his one good foot.  
 
      
 
    "This is my home."  He motioned to the quaint and newly battered surroundings. The opaque windows did not afford Jona a view outside, but he assumed if they had he would see flying cars and spaceships dancing about an orange sky.  
 
      
 
    Jona, in typical fashion, had not given much thought about what to do if the portal worked. He felt like he needed to make a grand and noble gesture. More than flying through a table and leaving his imprint on a wall. "Greetings. I come in peace." 
 
      
 
    "Ok," Bartis said without the ceremonial vigor expected. In fact, he looked perplexed. 
 
      
 
    "Am I in space?" Jona said, his voice a bit meek, not wanting to sound ridiculous.  
 
      
 
    "Yes. Everything is in space. Where else would it be?"  Bartis said, not sure how to answer the question. He looked around and shook his head while staring at the damage to the far wall, "I'm never going to get my deposit back now." 
 
      
 
    "You have got to be kidding me," Jona said for himself but aloud. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm not kidding. They take that stuff seriously. It was a whole month's rent too." 
 
      
 
    "No," Jona said, shaking his head trying to jolt this insanity from his mind. He could feel pressure in his chest building, and his head felt as though something sloshed around inside. He felt short of breath. "Sorry," he said looking downward. "I'm not feeling good."   
 
      
 
    "Sit." Bartis looked around sounding worried. He walked Jona over and placed him on a sofa.  
 
      
 
    After Jona limped over with Bartis' help, he found the fortitude to ask the looming question, "am I on a different planet?"   
 
      
 
    "I don't know what planet you are from, so how could I answer that? But you are not on a planet at all," Bartis said while walking to the kitchen area. The wide-open apartment had walls along the perimeter, made mostly of glass. He returned and handed Jona a cup filled with a red liquid. "Here, drink this." 
 
      
 
    "I did not think it worked."  His voice did not know whether to be excited or worried. "They told me when I rented the place it didn't work."   
 
      
 
     "Earth," Jona said, answering a question he never thought he would be asked and had not actually been asked then. He took a drink of the red beverage. It tasted like juice though none he ever had before, sweet with a hint of sour. He found it quite refreshing. 
 
      
 
    One of Bartis' eyes seemed to ponder while the other seemed to desire to escape the green confines of Bartis' head. "I think I heard of it. Earth, you say?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," Jona said, and it hit him, "how is it you speak English? Do I have some kind of fish in my ear or something?"  He reached up and felt for something squirming in his ears. 
 
      
 
    Bartis, though seemingly impossible, looked even more confused. "That is the dumbest thing I ever heard."  He waved his hand at Jona. "Don't worry about it."   
 
      
 
    "Does everybody here, you know, look like you?"  Jona asked, secretly hoping his father did not. 
 
      
 
    "Handsome?"  
 
      
 
    "I mean..."   
 
      
 
    "I know what you mean, and no. The green skin is not common. My home planet, Canfor, has an abundance of chlorophyll in the atmosphere. It produces some of the most sought-after lumber in the universe, so it is basically an enormous timber yard for furniture makers everywhere. Still, most of the people from there don't have green skin. I am one of the lucky ones" Bartis answered and Jona smiled now that he knew sarcasm existed everywhere.  
 
      
 
    Bartis grew up on Canfor, the illegitimate son of the planet's most renowned lumberjack, Bun-yung. People all over write bad poems about the man wielding the diamond plated ax. One such verse goes something like this: 
 
      
 
        With just one look of his eye 
 
        The trees wither and die 
 
        And the women get wet 
 
        And they line up to let 
 
        His ax have a turn 
 
        At their holiest fern 
 
    Then on he will go 
 
        His seed he did sow 
 
        And children will grow 
 
        To strengthen the line 
 
        and make Canfor divine 
 
        For the finest of arts 
 
        Where furniture starts 
 
        All from one man 
 
        With tremendous wingspan 
 
        Bun-yung 
 
        Axe swung 
 
        Black lung 
 
      
 
    Bartis' mother did not want him. She was not prepared for a child at her young age. However, being a strict follower of Palmal, a universal religion that prohibits pregnancy cessation to ensure more followers, she had the unwanted child. She wanted him less when he popped out of her looking like a pistachio. So, as soon as he could, Bartis left Canfor to sing. He works nights at a lounge in one of the casinos where he covers songs from across the universe. His days he spends keeping the space station clean as a garbageman.  
 
      
 
    "You will be, you know, compatible," Bartis said with a wink, "with everybody you encounter here." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know about that Bartis. I'm not really compatible with most of the people back on Earth." Jona said while trying to get comfortable on the stiff sofa. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe not mentally, I am speaking of physically. Your parts will work with the other people here's parts." Bartis paused, "you know, doughnuts and lollipops," 
 
      
 
    "You have doughnuts here?" 
 
      
 
    Bartis perked up, "oh yeah, we have this one place that makes tiny ones with exotic toppings. Anything you can dream of. They are incredible." 
 
      
 
    "You don't happen to have..." Jona began to ask about meatloaf but opted to let it go. "Forget it," he said with a head shake and a defeated voice before changing back to the original subject, "Back on Earth, we think of space aliens as short creatures with big heads, huge eyes, thin arms...that kind of thing." 
 
      
 
    "Those are the Delenoid species. Bunch of assholes." Bartis responded before elaborating for his new friend, "they aren't allowed here, but we can't really stop them. They fly around in ships that split atoms and travel at greater speeds than we can achieve. They might have buzzed through your planet's atmosphere too. Bunch of showoffs. Most of us humans are planet-locked as far as the universe is concerned, except for these portals and we do not know how they work. The Caberon built those for us. They're not as bad as the Delenoids, but I'm fairly sure they built the portals, so they could destroy us if and when they decided to. There seems to be one universal constant in the multiverse," Bartis paused, "and it is what makes me being green so difficult. Hate what is not like you." 
 
      
 
    "It is like that back on Earth," Jona said. "What do you mean by us humans?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, it is, the magma does not flow far from the volcano," Bartis said before trying to answer the question, "there are only a few species who populated the world. Your planet, Earth, was populated by the same species as everyone you will encounter here. There will be some differences, here and there, like my skin, but I am the exception, not the rule. We are all the same, Jona. Humanity exists everywhere." 
 
      
 
    "What is different about your skin, I hadn't even noticed," Jona said which caused Bartis to smile. "And what about that eye?" Jona asked. "Is that something different about your people. Do you use one to see and the other to read off a display only you can see? Are you looking at a screen now?"   
 
      
 
    "Oh, that one lets me see into the future, but I can only see about eight seconds forward," Bartis said.  
 
      
 
    "No way," Jona shouted. "What is going to happen in eight seconds?"  he asked with the eagerness of a kid on Christmas Eve.  
 
      
 
    "You're going to realize you are gullible," Bartis said.  
 
      
 
    The two human creatures shared a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have any more of this red drink? What is it?"    
 
      
 
    "It is carafru juice," Bartis answered the question and took the empty cup to refill it.  
 
      
 
    Jona thought about asking what carafru was but did not want to ask about everything. He assumed it grew on some alien tree. It did not matter anyway. It tasted delicious. So, he would save his questions for some of the bigger things. 
 
      
 
    Bartis returned with another drink and a glass tablet. He hit some buttons, and one of the opaque glass windows turned into a display. Jona watched as he flipped through a 6-foot-high book on his wall. "What was the name of the planet you said you were from?" 
 
      
 
    "Earth," Jona responded to the question he never expected to be asked once, let alone a second time, sort of.  
 
      
 
    Bartis found Earth in a list of a million names and tapped on the glass tablet. The display on the wall showed an image of the planet which flew off to the right side. Text lined the left. In big red letters at the top of the screen the words, 'RESTRICTED ACCESS PLANET' flashed. 
 
      
 
    Jona read the text aloud, "Travel within 50 million kilometers is not allowed. Travel via galactic corridors prohibited. Those violating will be chipped and fined."  
 
      
 
    "That is what I thought," Bartis said as he placed the glass tablet on a table. 
 
      
 
    "What does that all mean?" Jona questioned.  
 
      
 
    Bartis looked at me as though I had the three eyes. "It mostly means nobody can go to your planet because it is not ready for assimilation." 
 
      
 
    "How come?" Jona asked.  
 
      
 
    "Could be a lot of reasons. Maybe they haven't gotten around to it. Maybe your planet is too insignificant to be bothered with." Bartis said while retrieving the pad back and flipping through lines and lines of text. The large screen moved up and down, and Jona had to look away before having a seizure.  
 
      
 
    "Assimilation into what?" Jona asked as he watched Bartis' green fingers dancing across the screen. 
 
      
 
    "Assimilation with the rest of your species, your brothers in the universe, the humans," Bartis pointed to himself and made a grand and noble gesture with his arms to signify everything and everybody nearby, "The people born from the same seed as you across millions of planets. You didn't think you were special, did you?" 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I missed some of that, I keep thinking about those doughnuts, what were you saying?" Jona apologized. 
 
      
 
    "Look, I'm a garbage man, a highly respected job throughout the universe but scientists we are not. So, I am not the best person to answer all your questions. I've pretty much exhausted all of my knowledge." Bartis stopped and looked, once again, at the dent Jona's body left, "I'm just renting this place. I got it cheap because of the thing you flew through." 
 
      
 
    "We have garbage men."  Jona shook his head, "I don't think they are highly respected though." 
 
      
 
    "You're kidding me?"  Bartis said, outrage appearing like a wart on each syllable.  
 
      
 
    "It is a pretty low paying job. I don't think too many people are clamoring to be garbage men back on Earth." 
 
      
 
    Bartis erupted in laughter. "Jona, you had me going there for a moment. Now I see you are messing with me. I deserved that after the seeing the future thing. What is next, are you going to tell me you don't pay the people teaching your children well."  He cracked himself up with that one. 
 
      
 
    "Well actually..." Jona figured it best to move on.  
 
      
 
    "Let me look at you..." Bartis said, one of his eyes looked Jona up and down, the other behaved like a rebellious stepchild. "I have to say. You are not exactly like everyone here. They do look similar to you. Just..."  He paused as the words caught between his green lips.  
 
      
 
    "Uglier?" Jona said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    "No, I was going to say taller."   
 
      
 
    "Most people on my planet are taller than me too," he explained. 
 
      
 
    "You know this portal can't get you back home, right?" Bartis said out of nowhere, but he felt it an essential piece of information. 
 
      
 
    "Come again." Jona had not thought about leaving, but his mind shifted into a panic hearing he could not. 
 
      
 
    "I can't work that thing. You shouldn't have been able to either from what I gather." 
 
      
 
    "I can't get home?"  Jona asked, fear creeping into his soul for the first time since arriving. 
 
      
 
    "Not unless you know something I don't," the garbage man and lounge singer said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    "Can you help me?" 
 
      
 
    "I can try," Bartis said as his chin fell to his chest. "My green skin isn't normal here and like I said before, being different isn't exactly a recipe for accommodation, but I will try to help." Bartis said with a smile before expounding on one of his two major differences, "you should see people not knowing where to look when they talk to me. I have a lazy eye as you already noticed. I am saving up to get it fixed. Then my singing career should take off." 
 
      
 
    "I know a guy like that. He has a lazy eye. It wanders all over the place. I find myself trying to decide which eye to look at when I am talking to him. I want to be polite and make eye contact, but I don't know the protocol. I'm not good with that sort of thing." Jona said as he fumbled his gaze between Bartis' eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Pick an eye and stick with it or," Bartis said, "in my case, go with my right." 
 
      
 
    "Typically, I do try to focus on one, but I find myself changing to the other, and then back to the first. The whole exercise is exhausting, and it weighs on my mind so much, I usually don't even hear the conversation." 
 
      
 
    "I don't want to talk about eyes any longer."  Bartis pleaded. 
 
      
 
    "Fair enough." 
 
      
 
    If knocking and obnoxiously pounding were synonyms, they heard a knocking on the door. "Open up," a voice shouted from the other side. 
 
      
 
    "I should have figured he might come. Maybe we should hide you." Bartis looked around. "Climb in there," he said pointing to a trash can near the kitchen area. 
 
      
 
    "I won't fit in there." 
 
      
 
    "You're small. You will fit," Bartis said looking at the wall.  
 
      
 
    "Open up."  The voice shouted. "I have a report of a disturbance." 
 
      
 
    "Squat down," Bartis said in a soft voice comprising of more air than wound as he moved a vase in front of the dented wall. 
 
      
 
    "Open up. Now," the voice now sounded more irritated. "I will knock the door down." 
 
      
 
    "You can't do that," Bartis sang, taking enjoyment in sticking it to the man doing all the yelling. He pulled his attention to Jona and started to push him into the can.  
 
      
 
    "Stop it. I can't fit in here, and there is no way I can squat."  Jona said, climbing out of the trash can, his injured foot throbbing. "Just get the door. I have an idea."   
 
      
 
    "Open up..."   
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Bartis said to the sound of an opening door. 
 
      
 
    "I got a report of a loud bang and a disturbance. The people next door said they felt their wall caving in."   
 
      
 
    "There is nothing like that going on here, Officer Threeskin, I assure you," Bartis said to the man wrenching his neck trying to look beyond the man in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    "The name is Treskin. You know that" the officer said. 
 
      
 
    "That's what I said. Threeskin." 
 
      
 
    "Treskin," he corrected with tremendous verbal force. 
 
      
 
    "What did I say?" Bartis said with a bemused look. 
 
      
 
    "I need to look around," Threeskin said. 
 
      
 
    "No, that's okay. All good here," Bartis said. 
 
      
 
    "What does that mean?" Threeskin asked. 
 
      
 
    "It means I do not permit you to enter my dwelling. It means you can leave and get back to your protection of a space station with no crime." Bartis air quoted protection as he spoke. 
 
      
 
    Officer Threeskin was bald. If you asked his mother if she liked him, she would say yes. She had to. In school, he was not bullied, he was inconsequential. He added nothing to anything. Ever. On his drive to his ten-year reunion, in a police car, he tried to decide whether he would sleep with a cheerleader or Sherry Donahue. Sherry sang in a rock band. They were not good, but she had sex appeal with her dyed blonde hair, long legs, and her fuck it attitude. Threeskin went home alone that night and punched a hole in his bedroom wall. "Let me in," he pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Jona hobbled out of the bedroom. Naked. "Oh, Bartis...where are you? Throw me against the wall again, big boy."  Jona looked at the man standing opposite Bartis. You can see stupid on some people's faces. He was one of those people. "Oh. Who is this? You did not tell me you were inviting a third. He can have me first." 
 
      
 
    "You're disgusting Bartis. I'll let you get back to..."  he did not know how to describe the scene. "So, ah, have a good night."  His words and his face mismatched like a kid dressing himself for the first time. "I've got my eye on you." 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that?" Bartis said waiting for a few pauses after Threeskin left. Jona still standing naked next to him. 
 
      
 
    "It worked, didn't it? Put someone in an uncomfortable situation, be fine with that uncomfortable situation yourself, and you have the advantage. Works every time. Almost."  Jona said dangling in the space air, not feeling the least bit awkward.  
 
      
 
    "Put that thing away," Bartis said. 
 
      
 
    In his bedroom, Jona slipped his clothes back on. "Do you have any shoes I can borrow."  Jona wiggled the toes on his good foot. They did not move on the other. 
 
      
 
    "Under the bed," Bartis yelled. "Don't take the good ones." 
 
      
 
    After dressing and borrowing a pair of canvas shoes that resembled Converse All-Stars so much Jona thought for a moment Chuck Taylor could be not from Earth, he returned to the living area. "Who is that guy?"  
 
      
 
    "That's just Officer Threeskin. This is a nice space station. We don't have any crime here, and he goes around trying to make some up. He's the only cop. Nobody pays much attention to him. For the most part, he gives out some speeding tickets which people get out of because they have money and respect. Threeskin has neither." Bartis responded. 
 
      
 
    "I know the type," Jona said with a nod before asking the question he should have asked upon arrival, "is there a man named Doctor Mengalo here?"   
 
      
 
    Bartis pondered this for a while, his face showing both recognition and ignorance." The name does sound familiar. What kind of doctor is he?" 
 
      
 
    "Space doctor," Jona said with no conviction. 
 
      
 
    Marcus stepped through the space hole which had shot Jona's body out like it had a taco and beer marathon the previous night. "This is my friend," Jona said before Bartis could get the broom. "Oh wait. Are black people allowed here?"  
 
      
 
    "Fuck you, Jona," Marcus said which seemed fitting as the first words he uttered in this new mysterious land.  
 
      
 
    "Bartis. Marcus. Marcus. Bartis." Jona did his part in the way of introductions. The two men greeted each other, nobody got hit by a broom, and neither shock nor awe occurred. Jona felt a little disappointed.  
 
      
 
    In typical Marcus fashion, he got straight to business and asked the questions needing to be asked given the circumstances. "Where are we? Do you know where the computer we were talking to is from?" 
 
      
 
    "Katie," Jona corrected. "She has a name." 
 
      
 
    "What planet is this?" Marcus said while drawing a large circle in the air with his hands. 
 
      
 
    "Technically, you are on a space station. Not a planet." Bartis stated. 
 
      
 
    "Where is it? Is it orbiting Earth?" Marcus questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I doubt it, but I'm not positive where your planet is located," Bartis said. 
 
      
 
    The game of twenty questions lasted for a few minutes ending with a, "who gives a shit," as declared by Jona.  
 
      
 
    "Jona was told to come here to find his dad. And there is this strange thing happening back where we are from that I think he is supposed to do something about." Marcus summed everything up for Bartis better than Jona had in the past twenty minutes. 
 
      
 
    "You're turning white," Jona said as he fixed his eyes on his friend with more than a cursory glance.  
 
      
 
    "I'm not feeling too good," Marcus said moments before Bartis escorted him to a sofa.  
 
      
 
    "What took you so long?" Jona asked but got no response from his ailing friend. "Seriously, why did it take like a half hour before you came through the portal. I could have been in the stomach of a space whale for all you knew, and you lollygagged and didn't rush through to help me. And where is Aerora? Why didn't she come?" 
 
      
 
    "I think I'll be alright, thanks," Marcus said as Bartis returned with a glass of carafru juice. "She couldn't come through. She tried. Ran right into the wall. Knocked herself out. Me and your mom had to make sure she was okay. She is going to spend the night there so your mom can look after her." 
 
      
 
    Bartis looked as though a comet hit him, "did you say you were looking for Mengalo?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, Doctor Mengalo," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    Bartis burst out in laughter. Mengalo is not a doctor. He is a nut job. I know where he lives, I can take you to him if you want. I'm not responsible for what happens though." 
 
      
 
    Once Marcus began to feel better, the three men exited Bartis' apartment. Jona limped along in tremendous pain, determined to not let his foot get in the way of exploring a distant world. Off in the distance, they could see a bustling metropolis of silver, blue, and steel; all washed in a bright light which did not seem to pollute the night sky the same as back home.  
 
      
 
    "Wow, look at that," Marcus said pointing out to the stars, millions of them. More colorful and more massive than they appeared from Earth. Many resembling tiny moons, some looking like dull suns, others looking like regular stars. A purple, green, and blue aura appeared in half of the sky. It seemed to be moving and twisting like smoke in a beam of sun. 
 
      
 
    Jona could do nothing to control his excitement as his feet, one perhaps broken, stood on a distant space station flying somewhere he could not even comprehend. He noticed structures appeared much rounder than back home. Back on Earth one grew used to the standard and quickly built, rectangles littering the landscape. Here, on the space station, they must have painted their buildings into beautiful landscapes with a brush. Both of their eyes darted through and around the magnificent cityscape. The view astonished each man, and they froze. Not only did it appear majestic, but it also put their situation into perspective.  
 
      
 
    "Jona. Marcus," Bartis said under his breath.  
 
      
 
    "Keep walking. Keep your head down and don't turn around."  Bartis let the words resonate from his chest instead of coming through his mouth.  
 
      
 
    "Why?"  Jona asked, turning around. He saw flashing lights.  
 
      
 
    "Listening isn't one of your strengths, is it?"  Bartis commented. "Keep moving. I don't want to deal with Threeskin again." 
 
      
 
    "How far do we have to go?"  Jona asked, moving at around the pace you would expect a midget with a broken foot in space to travel – not fast. 
 
      
 
    Marcus felt like vomiting, but he held it back. He had practice doing so from the days when he drank shots like the wild west. Here he sat. On a space station, who knows where. A beautiful and amazingly clean space station, but nonetheless, he had to start his new job in two days. 
 
      
 
    "We can't get back home," Jona said with little care which enraged Marcus. 
 
      
 
    Based on Jona's rough calculations, they walked about 1,384 miles, and he answered about the same amount of questions from Marcus. Most of which related to him beginning his new job and how he could get home in time to start.  
 
      
 
    In reality, they walked about half of a block before stopping at a small market. As they walked around, Bartis explained the space station to them in an abbreviated version fit for a student not wanting to read the whole book. He described the space station as more or less a rest stop, an airport, and a destination for those in the universe looking for entertainment. The population at any given time measured in six digits, despite only having a few thousand actual residents. "The locals call it The Pit, but its official name is Pitcairn," he said as he grabbed one of the carts and pushed it towards Jona. "Here, get in here, and we will push you."   
 
      
 
    "Why do I feel like I'm always toting you around?" Marcus asked as he pushed the cart along the street.  
 
      
 
    "Why did you let me fall?" Jona responded. 
 
      
 
    Marcus fell silent. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, I can borrow my friend's bike. He lives just down the way," Bartis said while motioning ahead. "I'll drive us out to Chico's."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Before long, the three men stood before a motorbike appearing to be held together by rust. It had a sidecar. It ran on water. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is that?" Jona asked from the shopping cart. "I'm not getting in that thing."  
 
      
 
    "There is no way three people can fit in there," Marcus added. 
 
      
 
    "We could always walk. It is only about 20 kilometers," Bartis said. 
 
      
 
    The universe used the metric system. There was just something about the factors of ten that made sense. Using a system of measure with random values seemed like a bad idea to most of humanity. There were, of course, some exceptions. Most likely due to being too stubborn and narcissistic to convert. 
 
      
 
    The sidecar bounced all over the place as the bike hopped curbs, maneuvered through grass, and down sidewalks much to the dismay of those out for a stroll. The motorcycle lacked a siren, but Bartis yelling might have made an acceptable alternative. Bartis came to a stop and looked over to make sure he had not lost a passenger. He gave a nod of his head. 
 
      
 
    Jona wore a pair of goggles. He sat on Marcus' lap. Neither man looked happy about the accommodations, and neither man returned the nod. Bartis revved the engine with a twist of his wrist. The bike backfired, lurched forward, and took off again, all without a single molecule of harmful emissions. 
 
      
 
    Bartis grinned ear to ear. He did not wear a helmet, and since Jona claimed the goggles, one could imagine Bartis could barely see. He let out a howl as they took a ninety-degree bend and the wheels started to come off the ground. 
 
      
 
    "How much further?" Jona yelled. 
 
      
 
    Bartis did not hear Jona, but he did nod and grin.  
 
      
 
    About 10 minutes later, they pulled to a stop on the outskirts of the city. They parked in front of a dilapidated building sitting back from the road., Bartis drove to the front door.  
 
      
 
    "Open up, Mengalo," Bartis yelled, knocking on the door.  
 
      
 
    A small slot on the door opened, and a pair of glasses appeared. "Nobody's home." 
 
      
 
    "Mengalo, we can see and hear you."  Bartis chuckled. "I have someone that says you are looking for him." 
 
      
 
    The eyeball behind the glasses moved around like an archer trying to steady on a target. "Jona?"  The voice belonging to the eyeball questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, open up." 
 
      
 
    The eyeball disappeared, and the door opened. A man in a white lab coat and nothing else stepped out.  
 
      
 
    Mengalo put his arm around Marcus and escorted him inside, slamming the door closed with Jona and Bartis on the other side.  
 
      
 
    Jona and Bartis looked at each other. The door reopened, "the green one or the little one?" Mengalo asked. 
 
      
 
    "The little one," Marcus said from behind the Doctor. 
 
      
 
    Inside looked like a cross between a mad scientist's laboratory, an armory, a surgical center, and mission control. Everything located in one room. The room had several doors leading in various directions. All of them closed.  
 
      
 
    The man inside, Mengalo, looked Jona up and down. He peered deep into Jona's eyes, as if he had an informative book written on his pupils. "On the table," he said while motioning to a cold steel table that looked haphazardly thrown together. 
 
      
 
    The man had wild orange hair and big eyes that made him appear to be in a perpetual state of surprise. He wore a white lab coat and nothing else. His nose was bulbous and orange.  
 
      
 
    Jona hopped onto the table as instructed while giving a wide-eyed look at his two friends, one new and one old.  
 
      
 
    Before Jona's ass landed, Mengalo jabbed him with a syringe. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell," Jona said, hopping down from the table. He grabbed his chest, and his arm went numb. "Am I having a heart attack?"  
 
      
 
    "Interesting, I did not expect that," Mengalo said while looking at Jona over his glasses. 
 
      
 
    "Did you give me a heart attack?" Jona said as the pain increased. 
 
      
 
    "Probably just a mild one, it should pass," Mengalo said with more calm than warranted. 
 
      
 
    "Probably?" Jona exclaimed. "Should?" 
 
      
 
    "Don't be so dramatic," Mengalo said. "I have those shocker things around here somewhere if it gets serious." 
 
      
 
    "Can you get me away from this lunatic and take me to someone who knows what a defibrillator is called?" Jona asked Bartis who watched on in complete horror.  
 
      
 
    Mengalo poked and prodded Jona. "Need a haircut," he said. "I just activated the devices in the liquid you drank earlier." 
 
      
 
    "Who cares about my hair. I'm having a heart attack. What liquid?" Jona said. The anger at the situation seemed to give him more strength than he has had for the past couple hours.  
 
      
 
    Mengalo nodded, not the reaction one would hope for from the man who may have just killed you. "Your father never wore his hair like that." Mengalo pulled a glass tablet out and started hitting buttons on it. "The liquid you drank before coming through the portal. We left it there for you." 
 
      
 
    "Well, it looks like you have everything under control here," Bartis said, "I'll just see myself out." 
 
      
 
    Jona did not know how to respond, but given his current predicament he lacked concern for anybody's hair, not even his father's, "can we deal with my heart attack." 
 
      
 
    "You are still stuck on that? It's no big deal." Mengalo said while rolling his eyes and his head. He looked at the ceiling when his theatrical gesture concluded. "There," he said with an exaggerated poke at the tablet. "Do you feel any pain in your chest?" 
 
      
 
    "It hurts like hell," Jona said before placing his open hand against his chest where the pain began to recede. 
 
      
 
    "Done," Mengalo said waving his hand like a magician who pulled a canary out of an audience member's wallet. "See, no big deal. Stay focused. We have a lot to do." After a few moments of digging at Jona's head, Mengalo jammed something behind his ear. 
 
      
 
    "What the..." Jona shouted, "stop jabbing me with shit. I'm out of here", he hopped off the table and began walking to the door. "Wait up Bartis. I'm coming with you." 
 
      
 
    The two men left. 
 
      
 
    "So, I don't want to bother you, but can you get me back home?" Marcus asked after his companions abandoned him. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, yes, but that is not important now. We have to save Guida." 
 
      
 
    "So..." Marcus let his words dangle in the air which grew thick with awkwardness. "it's just that I'm starting this new job in a couple of days. It's not really what I want to do, but you know, I have to pay the bills." 
 
      
 
    "Your friend is not brave like his father," Mengalo said while removing his glasses and cleaning them on his lab coat, giving Marcus more of a view than he needed to experience. 
 
      
 
    In a rare case, Marcus let his anger flow. Jona missed it. "You can stop right there. My friend is plenty brave. He didn't hesitate to come here, not for a moment. And he has been through quite a lot in a short period of time. As for his father, well how brave is it to abandon a young child and his mother. That is pussy shit if you ask me. Jona, on the other hand, has tackled every obstacle life has thrown him, and believe me, there have been many, and he keeps on going. He doesn't stop. He doesn't quit. You think things have been easy for him? You think he lets his disability keep him from doing anything? Fuck no and Fuck you for suggesting he is not brave. Jona is the bravest man I know. I wouldn't be the man I am today if not for him, and I'll be damned if I'm going to let some freak with his dong hanging out of his coat say a bad word about my friend. And who knows what the hell you did to him, what was all that? You don't think you should explain what you're going to do before you do it, you almost killed him." Marcus stared at Mengalo. He stared at his eyes, not at his overexposure, just to be clear.  
 
      
 
    "Hey," Bartis said as the two men walked out into the night sky, passed the motorbike, and into the clean air. Jona paused trying to figure out what felt different. It took a moment before it hit him. The sounds of the night did not exist apart from Bartis, "you're walking."  
 
      
 
    Jona stopped and turned towards his new acquaintance, "I am," he said with half a shake of the head. "I can chew gum too. You should see me." 
 
      
 
    "I mean, you're not hobbling or hopping." 
 
      
 
    Jona took a moment to search for the pain radiating through his foot. He found it but to a much lesser degree than before. Jona figured his brain made the pain subside as it occupied itself with sheer rage.  
 
      
 
    Jona, Bartis, and Marcus all met at the door. One approaching from inside, the other two from outside.  
 
      
 
    "What did you do to my foot?" Jona shouted at Mengalo who remained silent after his ear-beating. "Is it all healed?" 
 
      
 
    "Good heavens no," Mengalo said. "It will take time. "Let's take care of those things that gave you the heart attack before you have another one," Mengalo said. "you might want to sit down." 
 
      
 
    Jona wanted, more than anything, to drive the top of his head into this man's chest after that statement. "I thought you said it was no big deal." 
 
      
 
    "For me, it isn't a big deal, but for you, it is pretty serious," Mengalo said while moving to a seat at a desk in front of a computer monitor. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure I like you." 
 
      
 
    "Your father felt that way at first too," Mengalo said as if the revelation shocked him. He did some tapping on his keyboard and motioned Jona towards a large projection on the other side of the room. "I thought it would help if I let the artificial intelligence select an avatar."  He said, and after a brief time, a lifelike image of Katie Morgan appeared on the screen. For the first time, Jona thought Mengalo might not be so bad. 
 
      
 
    "Wow. How did you do that?" Jona asked while staring and, perhaps, drooling 
 
      
 
    "I did not do much. The artificial intelligence did all of the work," Mengalo admitted. 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Jona."  When she spoke, her mouth moved in perfect time as the words came out. Jona's heart stopped but began beating again, rapidly. 
 
      
 
    "Katie?"  Jona found it difficult to speak. 
 
      
 
    "It is great to see you."  She said. 
 
      
 
    "She can see me?"  Jona asked Mengalo. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. She wanted me to install a feed for her." 
 
      
 
    Jona tried to mat down his hair and pulled his shirt at the bottom to remove the wrinkles, but they all sprung back once he stopped stretching the fabric.  
 
      
 
    "You look hot," Katie said in a sultry voice, making Jona's spine quiver. 
 
      
 
    Mengalo hit something, and her audio cut out, but she still stood there as lifelike as could be, "I'm still working out some of the kinks." 
 
      
 
    "Seems to be working perfectly fine to me," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    "Everything is almost online now. You should be okay," Mengalo said though he did not overflow Jona with confidence. "You don't know your father at all, do you?"  he asked. 
 
      
 
    "I've never met him. I have never even seen him; neither live or in photographs. For my purposes, he never existed. He abandoned me and left my mom on her own," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    Mengalo slid his hand along the glass and punched at the tablet with an exaggerated pushing motion. The image of Katie Morgan blinked, and if you watched her chest, you could even see her breathing. Jona knew because he looked there for scientific reasons. Katie disappeared when Mengalo did whatever he did on his glass pad, and an image of a guy took her place. 
 
      
 
    "Whoa," Jona said. "Bring Katie back. I don't want to look at that ugly dude." 
 
      
 
    "That ugly dude is your father, Jona." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well he is not that ugly," Jona backpedaled. "In fact, in a way, he is quite handsome. If you look close enough." 
 
      
 
    Mengalo explained he had injected Jona with something to activate the millions of tiny nanorobots inside him and that they would heal his foot. To be more precise, they took iron from his blood and rebuilt any damaged bone, "are you saying I'm going to have an iron foot?" Jona questioned and accepted the answer of "kind of" without further inquiry.  
 
      
 
    "You'll also notice your muscles strengthening as the technology replicates itself and attaches to your structure. Soon you should become stronger and faster as they work your muscles continually. This could cause some unnecessary strain, but eh. It will take some work, but my computer will work with you to synchronize and program all of them. We should also be able to give you amazing reflexes, make your punches and kicks as powerful as your body can allow, and an infinite number of other things. But we will take it one thing at a time. They are experimental after all. It will take a lot of work to get them working as needed." 
 
      
 
    "Are you even a doctor?" Jona asked. "My friend doesn't think so," he pointed to Bartis. 
 
      
 
    "Used to be a gynecologist," Mengalo responded without looking up from the machine in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "Just so I am clear, I'm filled with millions of little robots. They are multiplying inside of me. They are going to make me stronger and faster. And, I have to work with Katie, so she can program them and make me kick and punch like a truck. And you are a gynecologist?" Jona asked, looking at the man with newfound respect. 
 
      
 
    "Basically, yes," Mengalo responded. 
 
      
 
    Jona paused. He looked at Bartis, ignored his lazy eye, and saw a face of confusion. He looked at Marcus whose eyes screamed out of their sockets. He looked back at Mengalo." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"I didn't have all those other coffee shop owners killed so you could change mine into homeless shelters," Starbuck said as he stared at the man across the table from him. "It is not unreasonable to request someone purchase something before using the bathroom." 
 
      
 
    "I get it, Mr. Whoppner. I do. But our business lives off people with liberal views and conservative wallets. We can't risk offending them." The gray-haired man said trying his hardest to feign respect for a man for which he had none.  
 
      
 
    The gray hair belonged to a man named Robert. Robert's wife and three children asked him for money each time their paths crossed. A fact which made his other two girlfriends quite angry. He hated Starbuck but knew he could get money out of the dimwitted businessman. He needed to bide his time and strike at the opportune moment. While waiting for that moment, Daniel worked as a consultant for public relations, a tall task given the appearance and general unlikableness of Starbuck. 
 
      
 
    "He looks like a walrus with a cocaine habit and poor, but expensive, fashion sense," Daniel would say when describing his employer to one of the three women sleeping with him. 
 
      
 
    "Like I said, this is on you," Starbuck said, pointing to a projection screen on the wall to his left. The screen stayed blank. Before Starbuck could even look at Ugly Fugate sitting next to him, she ran out of the room. Starbuck did not make any decisions. Making decisions put the onus on him. Instead, he let others make them and held his official opinion until seeing the results. Starbuck had never been wrong. "So, you are saying our customers want to sit in a place full of vagrants and sip their coffee?" 
 
      
 
    "No, sir. Not at all. The ones causing the biggest outrage are the types of people who are generous with everybody else's time and money, but not their own. They like to talk about their idealistic views but not act on them. Regardless, this is a political decision we must make. We made the projections, and we feel it is in our best interest to respond in this manner. Yes, we run the risk of some of the stores turning less than desirable but we figure the worst-case scenario is that we close a few stores and the best case is that we lose some revenue and irritate some workers." 
 
      
 
    "Who cares about the workers? Starbuck laughed. 
 
      
 
    After the laughter subsided, laughter the man did not partake in, he spoke again, "we spent over $100k calculating the risk-reward. The calculations show that bending to the public outcry will cost us less in the long run. Therefore, we intend to denounce the employee publicly and terminate her employment. I wanted to get your opinion on the matter, sir." 
 
      
 
    An awkward man ran into the room. He was short and had erratic hair. He wore a novelty t-shirt. His bedside manner involved silence and some awkward interjections which made the recipients long for the uncomfortable silence. He hit the power button, turned around and walked out. 
 
      
 
    "Fire him," Starbuck said to Ugly Fugate who responded with a nod, a smile, and a quiver in her loins. "Now, back to the matter at hand. As I said earlier, this decision is on you," Starbuck pointed to the illuminated projection showing a chart he did not understand. "These are your projections. The green line is the regressional value of deviation, and it shows the cost associated with paying off the two men vs. the red line which is the potential cost associated with not paying if I am reading this correctly." 
 
      
 
    Robert looked at the graphic. He must have forgotten to remove the placeholder slide depicting random data. The word 'example' sat atop the slide in bold letters. "That is right," he said not wanting to upset the man who had people fired or killed on a whim. He looked at Ugly who looked at Starbuck with a big smile and a nod of her awkwardly upright head. "Now if you turn to the next slide." 
 
      
 
    Robert tried to explain the cost analysis he spent six figures of the company's money to obtain. It showed estimates based on several scenarios. "The most significant risk of paying off the men is due to copycat cases where people loiter in hopes of causing a scene." Robert showed how implementing a new policy which required no purchase to sit inside, or use the bathroom at, any of their stores diminished this concern.  
 
      
 
    The next slide showed the impassioned speech written for the news outlets, wherein a public relations agent, preferably one of color, they would have to hire one, apologized profusely and outlined the actions being taken to prevent such incidents in the future. 
 
      
 
    Starbuck stared at the presentation trying his hardest to latch onto something he could point out to change. "Again, I am leaving this decision up to you. Just change that last paragraph where it talks about the company including all races, religions, and sexual orientations. It should include retards." He turned his attention to Ugly Fugate, "do we have any retards that work for us?" 
 
      
 
    "I'll make sure we do," she said, "great idea. Do you want one on stage during the speech?" 
 
      
 
    The heinous conversation continued for a few more minutes with Starbuck offending most of the free world with his limited views and awful opinions. Ugly agreed with everything he said. Robert bit his lip so hard he could taste metal. 
 
      
 
    Once over, Starbuck took one of his many assistants whose primary function consisted of making him feel desired. Her secondary purpose was looking attractive and going with him to his next destination. Upon arrival, the beautiful woman tried to scrub his touch off her body in the restroom while Starbuck walked into the backroom of the dingy bar. Waiting for him at a table sat a good-looking man. His muscles showed through his shirt. Starbuck hated him. "This better be important, I'm worth a couple of thousand bucks an hour." 
 
      
 
    "Your father wanted you to see this," the man handed Starbuck his phone. On it played a video of a beaten and bloodied man tied to a chair.  
 
      
 
    Starbuck watched the man take hit after hit. After turning up the audio so he could hear the sounds of punishment, he heard a voice from offscreen, "tell us where it is, Guida. I've had enough of you interfering with my business." 
 
      
 
    The video ended as a man dressed in a bloody lab coat entered the frame holding a device which could have no purpose other than to cause significant pain. The tall man took back his phone, "as you can see, we are doing our best to interrogate Guida. He has yet to speak to us. But we intend to find the location of the rogue portal soon. We intend to destroy it and anybody nearby. At that time, you are free to do anything necessary to acquire the furniture business." 
 
      
 
    The man stood up from the table and looked at Starbuck with eyes that spoke of his genuine dislike and distrust of the moronic man. He reminded himself of the money. It helped but did not justify working with this despicable man. 
 
      
 
    "What do I need to do?" Starbuck asked. 
 
      
 
    The man closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and left. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"Grab that," Mengalo said pointing to a cube of metal sitting on a table amidst a bevy of weaponry.  
 
      
 
    The two men spent the night talking and had awoken to much better, though far too early for Jona's liking, terms. "We haven't much time," Mengalo said as he watched Jona walk over, without limping, and grab the biggest gun on the table. "Your father is tough, but there is a limit to how much torture any man can take before talking or perishing."  
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Marcus and Bartis had returned to see if they could follow Mengalo's instructions to get the portal back online. Marcus rode in the sidecar.  
 
      
 
    "Why did you send me to see that crazy Reuben kid and how did you know he'd be there?" Jona asked while he held the enormous gun at his waist and swung it from side to side as if busting ghosts.  
 
      
 
    "Put that down," Mengalo shouted, "you'll blow up the whole space station." 
 
      
 
    Jona's eyes got wide, and his mouth fell open. He handled the gun like a newborn, soft spot, and all. He placed it back on the table, raised his palms and held his hands an inch from the gun, making sure it did not topple over and destroy everything. "Why do you have something that can destroy the whole space station just sitting out for anybody to grab?" 
 
      
 
    "Why do you have to touch things you know nothing about like they are a toy?" Mengalo questioned before guiding Jona to the metal square. "What boy? I know no boy."  
 
      
 
    "Katie gave me an address, a time, and a name. It led me to an Amish boy named Reuben." Jona said before lowering his voice, "kind of an asshole." 
 
      
 
    "I just built it. The computer did all the work. It told you where to go." 
 
      
 
    "Her," Jona corrected much to the chagrin of Mengalo. 
 
      
 
    Mengalo looked at a static display on the wall showing the time. It appeared to be reflecting from somewhere, "The computer sent you where you needed to go. Did you see anything strange?" 
 
      
 
    "What is this?" Jona said as he tossed it up and down in his hand. It felt quite substantial yet not heavy. Its mass and weight did not compute with anything Jona had experienced. "Oh yeah, there are definitely some strange things going on there. Some giant man showed up. That kid probably deserves whatever it is though, he's an asshole." 
 
      
 
    "That is your new weapon. I designed it for your father, but we could never get the tech to work on him," Mengalo said. "Be careful with it. What type of giant man? What did he look like?" 
 
      
 
    "Didn't really get to see him, but he was definitely the biggest person I have ever seen. Really long arms too." Jona said while examining the cube. 
 
      
 
    Mengalo, again, looked at the reflection showing the time on the wall. "I wonder if." Mengalo paused, his look was a mix of concern and concentration. "Never mind. One thing at a time." His eyes fell into an awkward stare before closing. After a few seconds of silence, he opened his eyes and spoke, "Computer."  
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
      
 
    He repeated himself, slower and louder than before, "computer."  
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    "Katie," Jona said in a quiet voice. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Jona," the computer, henceforth referred to as Katie spoke. Jona could not get over how perfect she sounded. He stared at her. She was naked. The image was incredible. Jona could see her breasts bounce as she moved. He looked and felt overcome with a love of science. "Oh, you have something in your hand, is it hard?" Katie asked before explaining she reviewed all the content she could find containing her new identity and was working on emulating her. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe if you start doing jumping jacks..." Jona started to say before Mengalo interrupted with an exaggerated clearing of his throat. 
 
      
 
    "Compute..." Mengalo caught himself and begrudgingly conceded, "Katie, activate the device." 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    "Activate the device," Mengalo shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on," Katie said, and Jona thought it sounded like she did so with attitude, which he confirmed with her next statement, "some bitch is trying to ask me about my man. I told her to back off. He's with me." 
 
      
 
    "What have you done to my artificial intelligence?" Mengalo asked as he glared at Jona. "Do you break everything you touch?" 
 
      
 
    "I do break a lot of things," Jona said while his brain thought about it. "Katie, are you talking about Priya?" he questioned. 
 
      
 
    "I think she said her name was Mia, or maybe Potato, I don't remember," Katie answered with a puff to show her disdain. 
 
      
 
    After much debate, a little begging, and a few tears, Priya appeared on the screen in a small window, not blocking Katie.  
 
      
 
    "Jona, where are you? What happened? Aerora has been looking for you. She said you went through some wall or something in your mother's basement." Priya said, her words escaping her lips at maximum speaking velocity as she hurried to cover her bare body. 
 
      
 
    "I don't live in my mother's basement," Jona blurted out. "I have my own place. It is just a small apartment, but I've been reinvesting all my money back into my business. I will probably buy a house soon, but I want to pay cash for it. I don't like paying interest." 
 
      
 
    "Okay," Priya said drawing out the word. "So, where are you? Are you safe?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm on the Space Station Pitcairn. I don't have a clue where it is, but nowhere near Earth from what I gather. I'm relatively safe, someone gave me a heart attack and filled my body with robots that made my foot steel. I am staying with him now. Do you want to say hello?" Jona turned away from Priya, "Mengalo, come say hello to Priya." 
 
      
 
    Mengalo shook his head. He stared at the time reflected on the wall. 
 
      
 
    "He doesn't want to say hello. Probably better, he walks around without any clothes under his lab coat half the time. His legs are like hairy toothpicks." 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Priya said with eyes of concern and dismay, "I don't think I want to tell your mother any of that." 
 
      
 
    "You've talked to my mom?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, she is so lovely. She invited me to stay with her if I come to the States with my brother. I just need to save some more money, and I think I will be able to afford the doctor. She showed me pictures of you when you were little and told me all about little Jona. She wants to send me a pie, but I don't think it will survive the shipment. I am sending her a sari. She really liked mine. We talked for hours. She is a slow typist." 
 
      
 
    "How long have I been gone?" Jona asked and tacked on a follow-up question. "And what is my mother doing in your room."  
 
      
 
    "Aerora showed her how. Those two are so sweet together. Aerora is all better from the accident. I guess she hit her head hard. Is Marcus okay? Oh my, I forgot to ask sooner." Priya covered her mouth with her thin fingers and her eyes filled with sadness. 
 
      
 
    "How long are you going to talk to her?" Katie asked, her eyes thin, her nose scrunched, her breasts still bare. "We have things to do." 
 
      
 
    "Oh. I am sorry, Jona. I am supposed to talk with your mom and Aerora later. In about 4 hours, maybe you can talk to all of us then?" Priya said, cinching the sheet up to her neck, hiding her flawless skin.  
 
      
 
    "I'd love that," Jona replied. 
 
      
 
    "We might be busy. I have to work his body, and it could take hours," Katie said with a sultry stare. 
 
      
 
    "Oh," Priya said while her head inched back from her camera, "is that a computer or is she real?"  
 
      
 
    Jona saw Katie cross her arms and huff. Her breasts clapped. "I'll talk to you all later, Priya. I have to go before Katie strokes out. Sorry to cut it short." 
 
      
 
    "I understand, Jona. I will send your mother a message to let her know you will be online. Please be safe and take care." 
 
      
 
    Priya's feed shut off. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at Mengalo. The metal cube in his hand began to offer a slight vibration which startled him. It took the shape of a sword which he dropped. 
 
      
 
    "I activated the device," Katie said after the clang of the metal against the floor filled the room. 
 
      
 
    "What in the world?" Jona said. "What did you do? What is this thing?" 
 
      
 
    Mengalo ran over and picked the sword up off the ground. He held it peculiarly close to his eyeballs as he examined it, "I told you to be careful with this, this is my finest creation. You really do break everything." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't expect that to happen," Jona said as he looked at the sword trying to figure out how the cube could have turned into it. He reached out his hand to grab it, but Mengalo turned away to shield it from his outstretched hand. "How did it do that?" Jona asked, in complete awe. "This is the most amazing thing I have ever seen, and I traveled into space through a portal in my mom's basement." 
 
      
 
    "The sword is not one piece, it is millions of carbon nanotubes. They work in unison to form different shapes and bond into a metal stronger than any known substance in the universe."  
 
      
 
    "So, you aren't strictly a lunatic. You're also a genius inventor. Who would have thought?" 
 
      
 
    Mengalo pointed across the room. "Stand over there." Jona did as instructed. "Now hold your hand out."  
 
      
 
    "Are you going to slice my hand off and have it regrown because I don't think I'm ready for that," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Stop asking so many questions and hold out your hand. I haven't done anything to hurt you at all today," Mengalo said while holding the sword in front of him with both hands.  
 
      
 
    Jona held out his right hand with some reluctance, "so one hour without you jabbing me with needles or slicing me apart and I'm supposed to trust you," he muttered under his breath. 
 
      
 
    "Now," Mengalo said. 
 
      
 
    The sword flew out of Mengalo's hands and into Jona's outstretched palm. "Holy shit," Jona shouted.  
 
      
 
    Mengalo could not hide the pride. "Wonderful, it worked. I was worried it would hit you blade first, but the hilt went right into your hand. The sword has the same nanotechnology as you. It was designed to work in concert with your body."  
 
      
 
    "I just hold my hand out, and it will fly into it from anywhere?" Jona asked as he swung the sword around. It felt light in his hand, and out of sheer amazement, he opted to ignore the human experiment part.  
 
      
 
    "Not quite, there is still work to be done. There is no way for you to trigger it, and it will only work from like twenty or thirty meters. You will also need a direct line; it won't weave around corners or anything." Mengalo said. 
 
      
 
    "How does it work?" 
 
      
 
    "The sword sprouts tiny wings. They flap so fast; it gives the sword lift and flight."  
 
      
 
    Jona encountered a conundrum. He did not know which he found most amazing, the sword flying into his hand or Mengalo making a joke.  
 
      
 
    "Damnit, Chico. Where are you?" Mengalo said while looking at his clock one last time. He turned his attention to Jona and took all of him in. "This might be the biggest mistake of my life, but I must go. Do not touch anything. Work with the computer. She will make sure everything is online and help you work the sword. "My friend is supposed to be here now to watch you. He should be here soon. Do not touch anything." 
 
      
 
    Mengalo ran out of the room and out of the house as if late to board a plane.  
 
      
 
    Over the next few hours, Katie worked on Jona. He had no idea what she did most of the time, but he did not mind watching. "There, everything is programmed, I will monitor your body. We have time now, you can watch me shower, or I can show you the essential functions of the sword." 
 
      
 
    Jona could change the sharpness of the blade with the proper movements of some muscles in his forearm or fingers, making it everything from a dull baton to the sharpest edge conceivable. It could mend itself, just like he could. It could also take the shape of a variety of different swords, "the longer and thinner the blade, the sharper it becomes," Katie told him. She showed him how to make the sword return to its cube shape.  
 
      
 
    After some time, there was a knock at the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



An older man with a beard appeared at the door. He wore a smile and his long thin hair pulled back and cinched with a rubber band. Hundreds of lone hairs shot out from his head, each glowing and dancing in the backlight from outside. He was the man Mengalo asked to babysit Jona while he ran off and did whatever kept his attention on the clock.  
 
      
 
    The name is Chico," he said while extending his hand. 
 
      
 
    Jona took it and gave a firm shake. "Jona." 
 
      
 
    "Nice to meet you, Jonas," the man said. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Jona corrected, "I am singular." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, Jona," Chico said. He did look sorry, more so than he should have for such a casual and understandable mistake. "Let's get a drink." 
 
      
 
    On the way, they walked passed a monkey. 
 
      
 
    "Where did you say you were from?" Chico asked after smacking his lips and setting his glass down. They had walked to a bar named Tellbees.  
 
      
 
    Tellbees looked like a bar. Jona felt pride that his planet figured out the most efficient manner to serve drinks seeing how it appeared universal. In the far corner was a stage. Jona wondered if Bartis ever sang there. He'd like to see that. 
 
      
 
    Jona turned his body towards the man. "Earth," he said. 
 
      
 
    "Where is that?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't even know where here is," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Here. Oh here is kind of nowhere. We are a place between places." The man said while polishing off his drink and placing it at the edge of the bar. 
 
      
 
    Jona stared at him without even a single word forming in his brain as a response, so he just spoke, "I walked through a door in my mother's basement. Smashed right into a wall. I guess I'm supposed to rescue my father or something." He took a drink of the beer in front of him. It was, without question, the single greatest sip of beer he ever had. 
 
      
 
    "That's some heavy shit, man," Chico said. "Sounds like you need to chill out for a little while," he said while opening a tiny blue pillbox that sat in front of him on the bar. He removed a long and thin pill and offered it to Jona, "want one of these? It should help."  
 
      
 
    "Thanks, Chico, but my head is already swimming. I think I'll pass for now." 
 
      
 
    Chico, having gone through the effort of taking the pill out, popped it in his mouth. "Relax, Jona," Chico's calm voice and chill demeanor soothed the situation. 
 
      
 
    Jona went from an eleven to a nine and a half, "what is up with that monkey?"  
 
      
 
    "I love that little monkey. But never feed him. He will follow you everywhere if you do." Chico lit up speaking about the monkey. "I once gave him one of my brownies, and I had to take him home with me and bring him back the next day. Little guy humped everything I owned." 
 
      
 
    "What's your deal, Chico?" Jona asked. "I don't really know anything about you other than you are Mengalo's friend. I've been a bad bar partner." 
 
      
 
    "No worries there, friend. You have a lot on your mind," Chico said with a smile. "Me, I 'm just a man trying to enjoy life. I have a patch of land not too far from here. A lot of people live there with me. You are cordially invited to stay whenever you want."  
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the offer, Chico but I'm not sure I'm going to stay on Pitcairn. My friend from Earth is trying to get the portal we used to work so we can get back home." 
 
      
 
    A woman approached Chico.  
 
      
 
    "Ana, I tried to find you this morning," Chico said. 
 
      
 
    "I was in bed," she said.  
 
      
 
    "You were in there the whole time?" Chico asked.  
 
      
 
    "Not alone," she said while pointing to a pale blonde beauty making her way towards all of them. "I was with her."  
 
      
 
    Jona paused, waiting for his brain to explode. He stared at the two women. The first woman's skin resembled polished obsidian. Her curves looked just as smooth, and her gray eyes offset her skin to perfection. The other, her polar opposite, fair skin, and hair, with soft blue eyes that sucked you right in. Her body, long and thin, her arms almost reaching to her knees, a  smooth torso flowing to her hips, she was stunning. They both wore next to nothing. Jona's eyes darted between the two beauties as if watching a tennis match in fast forward. 
 
      
 
    "Ladies, I'd like you both to meet my new friend. This is Jona." Chico said. "Jona, this is Courteney," he pointed to the blonde, "and this beauty here is Ana. They both live out on my land." 
 
      
 
    "It is very nice to meet both of you," Jona said as the pleasantries of a new meeting transpired. "And maybe I will take you up on the offer to stay, Chico." 
 
      
 
    Chico nodded while motioning the bartender to bring another round of drinks. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at the two women who now stood with their arms around each other's waist. He could not wait for another delicious beer to be served. He was not positive, but he thought he could feel the effects of the first one already. It seemed impossible, not just because Jona could handle his booze, but because it tasted so incredibly smooth. It was from a distant planet. Chico told him the next one was from a small little brewery right there on Pitcairn. 
 
      
 
    "Jona man, I know Mengalo can be a bit eccentric, but he does mean well. It is just that he gets his mind set on something and he can't concentrate on anything else. Right now, he is focusing on getting your father free." Chico looked over at the two beauties, "I have an idea. You ladies up for a little action?" 
 
      
 
    The four of them left and began walking towards a neon building in the not too far distance.  
 
      
 
    "Where are we going?" Jona asked as he watched a woman walking by with a giant cat on a leash. She had amazing thighs. 
 
      
 
    "I want you to see another side of Mengalo," Chico said. "You gonna save your father?" 
 
      
 
    "Chico, man." Jona found himself falling into Chico's drawn-out speak. "I have dreamt about meeting my father since I was a child. I never stopped looking for him. I always felt, deep down, I would join him, but now that it is here, it doesn't feel like I imagined. Now, I'm supposed to rescue him, and I want to, I do, but where was he to rescue me when I needed him."  
 
      
 
    "You are going to see some shit in here, man. You want to hit this?" Chico offered Jona an odd device that looked more like he was going to detonate a bomb than get high.  
 
      
 
    "I'm good. Thanks." 
 
      
 
    "That's some heavy shit about your father, man," Chico said while inhaling from the wide end of his device. He held his breath and let the smoke absorb into his lungs. His eyes grew smaller. His smile grew wider. He exhaled, "you made it this far. The thing you've been trying to accomplish your whole life is right in front of you. Fuck it, might as well finish it." Chico opened the door and held it open. The two gorgeous women skipped through. Jona walked behind thinking the stoned hippy from another world had a point.  
 
      
 
    The dark carpet showcased vibrant swirls of bright colors. Lights cascaded all around. In the center sat a large wooden oval surrounded by brick walls. In the center of the circle, in a spotlight, stood Mengalo. On roller-skates. "Get the fuck out of here," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "It's where he comes when he is stressed," Chico informed Jona.  
 
      
 
    Once the music reached an acceptable level of groove, Mengalo began to float around the rink on four wheels. He performed crossovers with his hands behind his back. The entire time the rink remained clear except for the skating gynecologist. Lights and smoke began to appear from indeterminable locations.  
 
      
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen, it is my honor to welcome Doctor Groove to the floor. Please sit back and enjoy his performance," a throaty voice bellowed throughout the rink.  
 
      
 
    Jona watched in awe as this man who almost killed him boogied on roller skates. His orange hair flowed behind him like a superhero's cape. Those in attendance, which were few, did not know whether to be amazed, hysterical or confused. Jona stared in ecstasy. Chico stared at the lights. The two women hugged. 
 
      
 
    After Mengalo's, or Doctor Groove's, performance ended the rink began to fill with regular skaters of all skill levels. Some pulled themselves along the wall, others fought gravity with each lift of their skates, while some glided around with a fair amount of grace. Jona got himself fitted with a pair of rentals. The skates, brown with orange wheels, did not fit Jona as he hoped, but when in Rome. 
 
      
 
    Jona took a few tentative strides. He thought he would hit the ground and break something but remembered the robots would fix him if he did. He lifted his feet instead of pushing off with them, a common mistake made by beginners and those too fearful to trust in the eight pieces of round rubber. "That was incredible," he said as he neared Mengalo who glided and moved his feet in manners that did not seem possible.  
 
      
 
    "I did not think you trusted me," Mengalo said as he skated a quick circle around his new companion.  
 
      
 
    "I trust this guy, the one with more moves than a Rubik's cube." 
 
      
 
    "I just want to help your father. He is a dear friend. I am sorry." Mengalo said before engaging in a spin that made Jona dizzy. Once Mengalo stopped spinning he added, "and you need to push off the wheels, not lift them. Your leg should kick outwards. We have a lot of work to do." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Officer Threeskin sat in his car outside of Bartis' building, determined to find something to get him in trouble out of spite. "I'm important damnit," raced through his head on repeat. "People should respect me," his mind thought once it hit shuffle. "Especially the freak with the green skin who can't sing," he said aloud to nobody. Threeskin's blood pressure elevated, his bald head turned red, he lost the ability to speak without screaming. 
 
      
 
    "I would kill to be black, try being green," Bartis said as he kneeled in front of the portal he and Marcus had been afraid to touch for the past two hours. 
 
      
 
    "You're an alien, you are supposed to be green," Marcus said.  
 
      
 
    "How many green people have you seen since you arrived? And I'm not an alien. We are the same, why is that hard for you to understand?" Bartis questioned while his head darted between the actual portal and the horrible makeshift drawing Mengalo made. "I feel like we should have made more progress. At the very least, we should have figured out where the access panel is by now." 
 
      
 
    Marcus thought about the question for a moment, "I'm pretty sure I saw a blue lady last night, but she was pretty far away." 
 
      
 
    "Tash. Oh, she's hot." Bartis said, dropping the paper, and beginning to daydream.  
 
      
 
    "Would you two have turquoise babies?" Marcus questioned, not out of ignorance but curiosity. 
 
      
 
    "You know nothing about race," Bartis said after snapping out of the preliminary stages of another Tash fantasy. "That is offensive." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend," Marcus could not hide the fluster in his voice. "This is all new to me. Unfamiliar things cause me to do stupid things." 
 
      
 
    Bartis shook his head and pushed an invisible button he felt should have a label. "Whoa, I found it." He yelled, and the two men gave a high-five. Marcus felt a tremendous amount of joy knowing the high-five was universal. "And yes, our child would be turquoise." 
 
      
 
    Marcus shook his head wondering why something true offended the man but got back to the matter at hand. "I start a new job tomorrow, I hope we can get this working. I would hate to have to call and tell them I'm in space and can't make it. That would be worse than pretending I got stuck in traffic." 
 
      
 
    "I could have sworn he said testicle," Bartis said with the same confused look a layman wore after opening the hood of his non-functioning car. 
 
      
 
    "I'm pretty sure he said electrical," Marcus said with a furrowed brow. 
 
      
 
    "That makes more sense," Bartis nodded. 
 
      
 
    Threeskin crawled on the floor outside Bartis' apartment door. He hoped to look through the crack between the carpet squares and the bottom of the door, a foolish plan. The last time Threeskin's brain manufactured a promising idea, he got a vasectomy. It occurred after a woman he went on a first date with told him she did not want children. They did not have a second date. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think there is a better chance of us getting this working or us dying?" Marcus asked as he looked at the foreign control panel which made no sense to him.  
 
      
 
    "Definitely dying," Bartis said. "Why don't you see if you can flick that little button there?" 
 
      
 
    Marcus did everything in his power to locate the little button Bartis spoke of, he pushed his head forward, he even squinted his eyes. After exhausting everything he could do, he admitted, "I don't see what you are talking about." 
 
      
 
    "You see that little slit there, look at the top of it, it is sticking out a little bit. Rub your finger along it, you will feel it."  
 
      
 
    "I don't want to touch that," Marcus said, "and I'm still not sure what you are talking about, do you want me to put my finger in that slit?" 
 
      
 
    "No. Above the opening, it is right there, you can just barely see it."  
 
      
 
    Threeskin hit his head off the door. 
 
      
 
    "Did you hear something?" Bartis said while motioning his flat outstretched hand downward.  
 
      
 
    Marcus shook his head. "I have no idea what you are talking about, why don't you do it?"  
 
      
 
    Bartis shrugged his shoulders and asked, "do you think I have a chance with Tash?" He moved his green finger towards the control panel.  
 
      
 
    "Of course, you're a cool guy Bartis, why don't you ask her out?" Marcus said despite not having a clue if he did have a shot. "I think I see what you are talking about, move your finger around a bit, you should feel it." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know, Marcus. I'm not feeling anything. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me." He moved his finger back and forth against the panel. He already spent an entire minute looking for the button and was ready to give up. "I can't just ask her out. She doesn't even know I exist." 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen anything like this before, how are we supposed to know how to turn this thing on?" Marcus questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Who knows, I think we should jam a screwdriver in there and hope for the best," Bartis said pointing to a bag of tools he procured from under his sink. 
 
      
 
    "I'm pretty sure Mengalo did say something about a switch or a button." 
 
      
 
    "I give up," Bartis said as he walked away from the puzzling galactic doorway. "I do know where Tash hangs out. Maybe we could check it out. It is near Mengalo's place anyway, and we're going to need more help turning this thing on." 
 
      
 
    The pressure on Threeskin's overinflated stomach proved too much, he coughed.  
 
      
 
    "That I heard," Marcus said while Bartis got up and walked towards both the sound and the door. He tried to push the door open, but it hit something. "Push harder," Marcus advised from a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    Bartis pushed the door with his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "Ouch," a voice said. 
 
      
 
    Bartis kept hitting his shoulder off the door. 
 
      
 
    "Stop it," Threeskin yelled. 
 
      
 
    Bartis recognized the voice. He continued to beat against the door, trying to crush Threeskin through the minuscule opening.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, Threeskin got to his feet. His nose was worn red from the rug. "What the hell are you doing Threeskin?" Bartis yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Treskin," he screamed, his hairless head turning even redder. "What are you doing? I know you are up to something in there and I am going to put a stop to it." Threeskin said while rubbing his nose and checking his hand for blood. "I'm in charge here." 
 
      
 
    "The only thing you are in charge of is the waffle stand downtown, Threeskin. Now get the hell out of here before I call someone with real authority on Pitcairn." Bartis' words dripped with loathing.  
 
      
 
    "I'm the authority here!" Threeskin's words came off as more of a pout than a declaration. "Who is that? There are a lot of strange men around here lately. I guess that is what you music types are about." 
 
      
 
    Marcus, preconditioned to avoid the police and the forthcoming police brutality, stood back from the door. 
 
      
 
    "Bye Bye Threeskin," Bartis said as he closed the door on the man-child's face. 
 
      
 
    "Did you say there was a waffle stand?" Marcus asked once Threeskin disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "Want to go?"  
 
      
 
    "I do." 
 
      
 
    The two men waited a few minutes. Then went for waffles. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Jona's body launched back to Earth. He hit the wall and crashed through it. Drywall and chunks of wood flew everywhere leaving a human-shaped hole where he hit. Face first. He broke his nose. Blood flowed like maple syrup. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, Marcus stepped through the portal. It was uneventful. 
 
      
 
    "How do you do that?" Jona questioned while picking himself off the ground and checking for any major wounds. 
 
      
 
    For those interested, the waffles were, pardon the pun, out of this world. They had tiny pearls of a sweet substance inside. The woman in charge of the waffle stand, who should also take charge of the whole space station given her no-nonsense attitude, told Marcus they came from a tree in a remote part of the galaxy. He asked her for a hug. She obliged. He enjoyed both the hug and the waffles. As for the portal, Mengalo proved able to operate it after performing repairs unnecessary a day prior. He took the entire thing apart. He took pictures. He drew schematics. He even tasted something. Katie helped. Mengalo did not care for her new personality. 
 
      
 
    Jona did not want to leave but figured it best to take some time to digest everything and to give Mengalo some space before the two wore off the goodwill they gained at the roller rink. He promised to return. He also vowed to work with Katie each day to fine tune the robots inside of him, perfecting his movements, making him stronger and faster, and hopefully not clogging his aorta. Lastly, he told Mengalo he would let him know if he would help rescue his father when his feet, one now bionic, touched the space station again. 
 
      
 
    Mengalo began working on a plan to free Jona's father. 
 
      
 
    Chico got stoned. 
 
      
 
    Bartis went back to work picking up trash and keeping Pitcairn beautiful while moonlighting as a lounge singer.  
 
      
 
    Threeskin was still a douche. 
 
      
 
    "Jona, honey. What are you doing down there?"  A voice from upstairs came trickling down. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, mom. Sorry, Marcus knocked something over a bit ago and I was cleaning up his mess."  
 
      
 
    "Oh great, welcome back boys. I did not expect you so soon. I thought we were going to talk in that lovely girl's stripping room. She is so sweet, why don't you ask her out?" 
 
      
 
    "Did you happen to notice that she is astonishingly beautiful, mom? And that she lives on the other side of the Earth?" Jona said while he and Marcus took a moment to gather their bearings. Traveling millions of light years gave the body a bit of a jolt, more so for Jona than Marcus. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, I did notice, sweetie. I must have watched her working for hours earlier today. She is gorgeous." Mrs. Jett took a moment to catch her breath. "I'm making dinner now, sweetie. Aerora should be back soon. She went to the market to get dessert. She is going to be so happy to see you two. She was disappointed she could not go with you. You should take her with you, honey." 
 
      
 
    Jona attempted to bleach his mind from the thought of his mother watching Priya do her thing for hours. "I'll work on it, mom." 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Mrs. Jett," Marcus yelled, "we will be up in a minute." 
 
      
 
    "Hi, Marcus sweetie. I was worried you would miss your big day tomorrow. Are you still coming over for dinner afterward so that you can tell me all about your new job?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course, Mrs. Jett," Marcus said and looked at his friend, "how is she so nice, and you are such an ass, do you think you were adopted? Or maybe your dad is just an enormous ass, and her sweetness was only strong enough to dilute his assholeness to your level." 
 
      
 
    Jona sat at his mother's kitchen table, cotton balls coming out of his nose. It felt surreal to be home, on Earth, sitting across from his mother and his best friend when a few minutes prior he stood on a distant space station. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Aerora shouted when she entered and saw him sitting at the table. She squeezed him into her. His curly hair tickled her nose. She greeted Marcus with slightly less exuberance. Marcus knew Jona, the one people wanted to see, possessed something special and did not get mad when that occurred. People gravitated to the young man. Marcus enjoyed watching the utter happiness his friend gave people. 
 
      
 
    "What's for dinner?" Jona asked as he could smell deliciousness wafting in from the kitchen. "Is it meatloaf?"  
 
      
 
    "Aerora wanted a roast. She doesn't get many home-cooked meals now that she is out on her own." Jona's mother said while rising to begin serving the meal. Aerora hopped to her feet to help. 
 
      
 
    Jona and Marcus sat in silence. They looked at each other and acknowledged the craziness of the past few days without words. They would have a conversation over a beer or ten once they both took time to digest the roast and the situation. Jona knew the beer would not be as good as the ones he had on Pitcairn. 
 
      
 
    Once everybody took their seat in front of a plate of steaming hot food, Jona's mother asked a question catching Jona in mid-bite of the savory roast, "Did you meet Doctor Mengalo?"   
 
      
 
    Jona had grown used to getting floored by things the past few days, so he took her question in stride. "I did, he is kind of a nut." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, Jona. He is a very nice man, and a great friend of your father." 
 
      
 
    "You met him?" Jona asked while slicing the tender meat with his fork.  
 
      
 
    Mrs. Jett did not care to elaborate on her relationship with Mengalo. He visited her each year carrying a note from Guida. They would sit, eat dinner, and talk. Throughout the year, she scribbled things of note onto a notepad. It was yellow, and the ends curled. She filled several of them over the years. She kept it in the drawer by her nightstand. Often writing in and reading from it before bed. Her letter to the man she loved, Jona's father, always a year in the making detailed all their young son's happenings since her last note.  
 
      
 
    Marcus sat wide-eyed eating his roast. Aeora managed to keep her abundance of questions inside her pouty lips, for the time being. 
 
      
 
    "He is being held captive now. Mengalo wants me to rescue him." Jona said while not neglecting to note being part of one of the strangest dinners to take place at this table. There was the time when his mother caught him entering the house with two Asian girls from the massage parlor in the same plaza as the Shetland Agency. They did not speak English. That was a challenging meal. They ate pot roast that night too.  
 
      
 
    Jona's words struck his mother like a snapping wet towel, "you have to save him."   
 
      
 
    Jona tilted his head while giving the one shoulder shrug of indifference. 
 
      
 
    "Jona."  She yelled. Mom never yelled, she scared Marcus. Aerora enjoyed it. She liked watching the boisterous Jona squirm and obey his mother. Jona's mom never treated him special because of his condition. "Your father needs you." 
 
      
 
    Jona allowed her words to linger in the short-lived silence. 
 
      
 
    Aerora began her barrage of questions. She asked all those proper for the situation, holding the inappropriate ones until alone with the two boys. 
 
      
 
    After dinner, the four of them walked outside and sat on the porch. They watched the night sky and Marcus and Jona told them all about Pitcairn. They talked about Bartis and Chico. A tangent about waffles took place. Jona told them all the story of Doctor Groove and the roller rink, which brought about a porch load of laughter. Jona demonstrated some of the moves. He omitted the parts about the millions of tiny robots inside of him and the heart attack. He did, after Aerora noticed during his mock skating routine, have to explain that Mengalo fixed his foot. Fortunately, he did not have to go into details after mentioning Mengalo's chosen profession of gynecology. "I am going to start training now. We will see how that goes," Jona said while debating whether or not he intended to help save his father. 
 
      
 
    "I am not going to tell you what to do, but I think you should consider everything carefully."  Jona's mother said with love and a small tear in her eyes. Aerora, sitting next to her, put her head on the older woman's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I will help," Aerora shouted at the mention of training. "I know the perfect place. I have a cousin who lives around here. He owns a gym." 
 
      
 
    They spent the rest of the night together, the four of them, each one thinking about many things. Occasionally the silence would break with a joke or a memory, but mostly they enjoyed each other's company. 
 
      
 
    Marcus broke up the evening when hopping to his feet and declaring, "I should get going. The first day at the old coal mine tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    He hugged Mrs. Jett, and they traded kisses on the cheek. He promised to stop by after work tomorrow. Mrs. Jett took his cue and carried herself inside to clean and to get some sleep. "I got it, sweetie, you stay and keep Jona company," she said when Aerora tried to help her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"You already have the coffee," the bloody man said from inside his makeshift prison. A plate of thick glass separated him from Earl Whoppner. "It tastes like shit, by the way. All burnt and over-roasted." He spat blood on the glass. It formed a glob of red that slid down the smooth surface, blurring his view of the man on the other side. 
 
      
 
    Earl, and subsequently his son, did control most of the coffee on planet Earth. This was important because coffee was one of the three things humans everywhere in the universe value. Earl, and subsequently his son, planned on bringing the coffee from Earth to the universe once the planet became integrated with the rest of existence. This would happen as soon as Earl controlled all three prized resources. The second valuable commodity was beer, which Earth was surprising good at making. Lastly, one needed a good place to sit. It did not matter which world you were from or to which galaxy your planet belonged. Nor which entity you worshipped. Everyone in the universe enjoyed a good chair, which was why Earl was interested in Reuben's father, who just so happened to be the best maker of chairs in all of humankind.  
 
      
 
    Earl Whoppner also spent one hour a week in a building remembering the mysterious ways of a man named Palmal, provided his Sportball team, the Begeesian Brawlers, did not have a match. Palmal, it is believed by those like Earl, created the universe one weekend when he had nothing better to do. The manner used by Palmal to create the universe is universally unknown. The Palmalians, those who follow the teachings of the great creator, believe he did so by placing a handful of sand in front of a giant rotary blade. Thereby spreading the seeds of life across the vast nothingness to create the stars, the planets, the galaxies, and beer. Earl believed spending some time around people talking about Palmal made him better than those who did not. Therefore, free to do as he pleased with them since they clearly do not matter. 
 
      
 
    "The people there don't matter. If they did, they would have already been incorporated into the rest of the universe instead of being left in their primitive state." Earl moved to the side, so the bloody spit did not block his view of the man inside. Earl wore a bad wig. It looked like he put it on in front of a fan. "They don't even know about Palmal. Besides, you know my son is an idiot. He would ruin everything before I turn a real profit." 
 
      
 
    "They do matter," Guida yelled. "You are them. We are all part of the same species. The humans need to work together, not hurt each other." 
 
      
 
    "That very well may be, Guida. But, these humans are primitive and violent. They are worth the rock they live on." 
 
      
 
    "They are just young," Guida said, pleading with the stubborn and greedy man he knew for many years. "You know it takes time. The Delenoid and the Caberon already outnumber us. We need all our planetary brethren." 
 
      
 
    "First off, my naive friend, I have much bigger plans than just stripping the planet of all its value. Secondly, the Caberon are not against us. I have one working for me now. He, you know I hate to say he, I don't even think they have sexes. I'll say 'it.' It is in the process of creating a portal for me now." 
 
      
 
    "How do you have a Caberon working for you?" 
 
      
 
    "I have one," Earl said while gesticulating his hand upward. "What does it matter?" 
 
      
 
    This did matter because the Caberon were the only species capable of creating the portals. Mengalo was working on changing that but had yet to peel the mystery from its wrapper. This was also how a new portal, near Reuben's father, was being developed. And for those who like their story with a little more spoon, the mysterious man in the field was a Caberon. 
 
      
 
    "You are going to start an intergalactic war, Whoppner. What is the wrong with you?" 
 
      
 
    "I talked to Palmal. I'm working for him. I'm just his messenger," Earl said as he clasped his hands in front of his chest and shook them. Earl walked closer to the glass divider after his holy gesture and changed the tone of his speech, "come on Guida. I don't like seeing you like this. We go way back, you and me. Just tell me where your portal is. I need exclusive access to this silly little planet, without any chance of interference, or my deal is off. It is not like I'm asking for much here. All I want is to make some money off this planet before it is destroyed." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



The next morning, Aerora drove Jona to the gym. When she pulled into the parking lot, the mercury flew out the top of Jona's anger thermometer. The address belonged to a kid's gym called The Tiny Titan. "You are such an asshole," he said to a laughing Aerora. 
 
      
 
    "I know the guy who runs this place. It was the best I could do." 
 
      
 
    "And you think this is going to do what?" 
 
      
 
    "It is going to do what you need. You said you needed to work your muscles and to get a better understanding of your capabilities now that those things are inside of you." 
 
      
 
    "I am already in pretty good shape." 
 
      
 
    "Well," Aerora said, "we will see. Now, get out and go inside. I will join you in a few minutes. I have to make a call." 
 
      
 
    Just down the block from the neighborhood of eight minutes, Jona grew tired. He wished he possessed the stamina of the children racing around him. He dripped with sweat. He panted like a dog. He hurt. They giggled and laughed. "These things aren't doing shit," he said as he lay atop a colorful giraffe adorning the mat. 
 
      
 
    "You have only been jogging for 5 minutes. This is just supposed to be a warm-up. And don't swear around..."  Aerora remarked while motioning her head to the children staring at Jona from the moment he walked in. He expected it from kids, and it did not bother him. He looked different, and kids are curious. And in this case, he out aged them by a score of years and they were all working out in a gym designed for kids. If not curious about him now, he would be concerned. 
 
      
 
    Aerora pulled out her phone to access Priya's room. They had Katie on the line as well. The conversation remained amicable. "Can both you ladies hear me," Aerora asked in a whisper, not wanting to raise more suspicion than they already managed. "Go climb the wall over there. I need a couple of minutes," she said to Jona while holding her hand to the phone. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at the wall. It did not seem too difficult. "I slept at his apartment, not with him, Katie." He heard Aerora say as she walked away. 
 
      
 
    Jona took a few minutes to look at the wall and develop a strategy. After those minutes expired with no plan, he started the climb. Jona never made it to the top of the rope in gym class, partly due to not caring and partly due to not caring one iota. He regretted his decision at this moment. Nonetheless, after a few minutes, he made it halfway up the wall before freezing in place. His general out of shape-ness started to take its toll, which made his legs begin to quiver. 
 
      
 
    "How do I get down from here?" Jona yelled to Aerora. 
 
      
 
    "You can just jump," she said, not looking up from her phone. 
 
      
 
    "Are you crazy?" 
 
      
 
    "The rope will lower you. You don't have to worry about it. Just drop." 
 
      
 
    "What rope?" 
 
      
 
    This got Aerora's attention, and she looked to see Jona clutching the wall as if his life depended on it. Jona's muscles started to tighten. The first rule of climbing, well the second rule behind do not fall, was to keep moving. Jona did not abide by that rule. 
 
      
 
    His foot slipped. He hung on with two hands, but his grip started to fail. His free foot swung, searching for a place to call home. His leg continued to shake, the trembling growing in vigor with each precarious second. A hand slipped, but he grabbed one of the green handholds. It was wet. One of the children must have left a surprise on it. He started falling backward and then straight down. He bounced off one of the jagged protrusions. His face hit a purple handhold. His arms and legs flailed. He hit the ground with more force than anybody could have expected. The thick mat with the generic Star Wars theme emblazoned on it did not do a whole lot in the way of protecting his fall. He gasped, trying to catch his breath, though he felt more like he was chasing it around like a greased piglet.  
 
      
 
    "Are you okay?"  A delicate voice said. When Jona opened his eyes, he saw big bright brown eyes and curly hair looking at him. They belonged to an adorable little girl, also working out in the gym. 
 
      
 
    Jona, not able to catch his breath good enough to speak, nodded his head and gave a forced smile. He also tried to ignore Aerora's laughter coming from a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think you are okay," the girl said as she knelt beside Jona. "My name is Caylinne. I am five."  She held up all the fingers on one of her hands, "I fell down the wall once too."  She patted Jona's head, "you will be okay. I will wait with you to make sure." 
 
      
 
    Caylinne did make sure Jona was okay, and they spent the rest of the day together while Aerora argued with Katie and got no further working the technology inside of him. Caylinne taught Jona stretches and different exercises. When time for him to go, he promised he would return the next day because she would not take no for an answer. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think you can coexist long enough with Katie to get these things inside of me doing whatever they are supposed to do?" Jona asked from the passenger seat of the car driven by Aerora. "It would be nice to see what they can do, plus I have this to figure out," he said while pulling the square cube out of his pocket. 
 
      
 
    "What is that?" Aerora asked. "Katie is a bitch. I think she likes Priya though, so we are going to try to work through her." 
 
      
 
    "You'll see," Jona said with a grin the size of the Rio Grande.  
 
      
 
    Aerora put on her turn signal, "so the aliens that don't look like us are a different species, and the ones that do are all humans but from different planets?" 
 
      
 
    "Where are you going? That is the wrong way," Jona said as he listened to the click of the flashing arrow.  
 
      
 
    "I want to show you something," Aerora said as she cut between two cars and into the far-right lane. "Who was that sweet little girl you were working out with?" 
 
      
 
    "You mean the one that checked to see if I was okay after I fell while you were laughing?" 
 
      
 
    Aerora laughed again envisioning Jona laying on the ground, "that was great." 
 
      
 
    "Her name is Caylinne." Jona winced as Aerora pulled a driving stunt that should only be performed by professionals, "and she is five." 
 
      
 
     "Aww," Aerora purred and even slowed her pace. "That is adorable, Jona." 
 
      
 
     "She likes to draw, A LOT. She enjoys Charlotte's Web, but Raggedy Ann is her favorite. Winnie the Pooh is good, but a little silly. She still liked it but felt Charlotte's Web was a better story. Tacos were the best food ever created, we agreed on that one. Vanilla milkshakes were better than chocolate, an unpopular opinion I happen to share with her. It was the deal sealer. We are now good friends."   
 
      
 
    "Caylinne sounds delightful." 
 
      
 
    "She certainly is, and she helped me get motivated," he said with a smile. "I promised her we would exercise together tomorrow morning." 
 
      
 
    "Speaking of that, after finally explaining to Katie why she could not give her a sensual massage, she let Priya look into the technology inside of you. So, despite what you think, we are making some progress." 
 
      
 
    Aerora pulled into the parking lot of the Shetland Agency. 
 
      
 
    Jona waited outside of "their" office while Aerora ran around inside. His whole body ached from his workout. 
 
      
 
    "Don't come in yet," Aerora yelled from the other side of the door. He heard scampering and music began to play.  
 
      
 
    Once authorized, he entered. A new desk, made from repurposed wood, sat a few feet from the entrance. Aerora adorned the front of the desk with a red logo against a bright background. In the center sat an abstract horse head with a long mohawk and the words "Shetland Detective Agency."  
 
      
 
    "Whoa. A logo. I love it. I always wanted one, but Marcus didn't want to pay an artist," Jona enthused. "I tried to make one myself, but he told me it looked like the horse had AIDS." 
 
      
 
    "Well, luckily for you, you now know an artist, and she works here. The red lets people know you are serious," Aerora said with a curtsy.  
 
      
 
    Behind the desk, a new wall divided the room, creating privacy for those on the other side. On it hung a television. It shifted through various images and welcomed visitors. The whole place had a fresh coat of light blue paint Aerora claimed: "would give people a sense of calm while waiting." On the recently painted walls, a French movie-style poster hung depicting an episode of Columbo, one of the ones with Leslie Nielsen despite Jona's complaints about "not being that kind of detective." And for Jona, she included a picture of Hervé Villechaize, "but not that Fantasy Island stuff," which resulted in a beautiful print of Hervé dressed to the nines, holding a gun.  
 
      
 
    Aerora even placed various plants around. Jona assumed they would perish. The place smelled good, and the pile of mail no longer littered the floor. 
 
      
 
    Against the window sat a few mismatched chairs Aerora refinished and reupholstered. They gave the room a comfortable and chic look Jona felt Marcus should have done. He made a note to let his best friend know he failed as a gay. 
 
      
 
    Jona headed toward the other side of the new wall when Aerora jumped in front of him, "it isn't ready back there yet." 
 
      
 
    "I just want to look," he said. 
 
      
 
    "Stay out," Aerora said with a wrinkled nose and scrunched lips. She looked cute but serious. Jona knew not to press the issue. She had done an amazing job in a brief time. "Sit right there in the chair. You are going to love this next part." 
 
      
 
    Jona walked over and opted for the blue chair with the orange upholstery. Before he could wiggle himself into comfort, Aerora informed him, "you are in the wrong chair" and "not to move," leaving Jona uncertain what to do. 
 
      
 
    She hopped into the back, leveling a glare at Jona before disappearing. When she returned, she held a suit jacket and a dress shirt. She greeted Jona's attempts to protest with bubbly enthusiasm. Once dressed, Aerora glopped some pomade in his hair and began to whisk his locks into a pompadour. She took a step back, surveyed her project then unbuttoned a button on his shirt. "Perfect," she said. "I have more clothes for you in the back, but they aren't ready yet." 
 
      
 
    "What is this all about?" Jona asked. "Are you taking my picture for some stupid bench ad? Because I don't want one of those." 
 
      
 
    "Oh...what a great idea," Aerora said before tapping a few keys on a wireless gray keyboard. The television above the desk came to life. A gorgeous Indian woman appeared on TV. 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Jona," Priya said with a smile. "Aerora said we needed to work on those things inside of you. I started looking into them. Oh, I like your suit. You look nice." 
 
      
 
    "Hi Priya," Aerora said with a wave. "I'm going to grab a sandwich across the street. You two do your thing," she turned, gave Jona a wink and disappeared.  
 
      
 
    Jona answered all he could for Priya. She started to take notes which Jona found nerdy and adorable.  
 
      
 
    "First we need to see if we can stay in contact without needing you to be in front of a computer. I have been speaking with Katie a lot. I think I know what to do." 
 
      
 
    "You speak to Katie?" 
 
      
 
    "All the time," Priya said before leaning towards the camera and getting quiet, "I think she might be a lesbian." 
 
      
 
    Had Jona been drinking, he may have done a spit-take. Instead, his head jutted forward, and his eyes widened. He took a moment or twelve to think through the thought before taking another thirty or so to allow his mind to wander.  
 
      
 
    "Jona," Priya said, snapping him out of his fantasy, "did you hear me?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry," Jona said, "can you repeat it." 
 
      
 
    "I asked if someone put something behind your ear," Priya said while clicking away at the keyboard in front of her. Jona could see her eyes looking at the screen and not the camera.  
 
      
 
    He remembered Mengalo jamming him with something. After about thirty seconds he found the tiny bump behind his ear.  
 
      
 
    "Tap it three times," Priya said.  
 
      
 
    Jona tapped his head. Nothing happened.  
 
      
 
    "Three times," she said. 
 
      
 
    "I did tap it three times." 
 
      
 
    "Not like that. I can see your finger moving. One. Two. Three." Priya said while clapping her hands in rhythm. "Tap it three times."  
 
      
 
    "That is what I did." 
 
    "No, you tapped one. Two." She gave an exaggerated pause, "three. I could see you." 
 
      
 
    Jona tapped again, three times. 
 
      
 
    "That was One." She paused. "Two. Three," she said in rapid succession. 
 
      
 
    "How exact do I need to be?" He tried again, this time he heard an almost inaudible click moments before he heard a beautiful and familiar voice.  
 
      
 
    "Jona," Katie said in her sexiest voice, which happened to be anytime she spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Am I the only one who can hear you, Katie?" 
 
      
 
    "The sound goes into your ear. It does not play like a speaker. That would be stupid." Katie said before asking, "is that bimbo there?" 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at Priya.  
 
      
 
    "Do you think she is pretty?" Katie followed her first question with another. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at the woman and words failed him.  
 
      
 
    "Do you think she is prettier than me?" Katie asked, this time her voice more forceful and demanding. 
 
      
 
    "No. Of course not." Jona said shaking his head. "How do I turn this off?" Jona asked, "I don't think it is working properly." 
 
      
 
    "What is going on?" Priya questioned, "it must be working, you are talking." 
 
      
 
    He tapped his head three times. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Reuben's family tried to get him involved with a local group dedicated to providing the disabled with support in the form of peers. He rolled his way to the building located a thirty-minute buggy ride from home. He sat in front of the old building staring at a pair of steps. "Why the fuck are there stairs at the handicapped center?"  
 
      
 
    It ended up being the wrong building. Once he found the correct one, he rolled his way in using a nice ramp, smooth and wide. At the door sat an older woman in a wheelchair who greeted Reuben. The woman's name was Tina. She lost her ability to walk after slipping in her kitchen on a smear of icing. The icing fell while she was baking cinnamon rolls. "Get the fuck out of here. Fucking icing. You must wake up every morning pissed the fuck off," Reuben said to the woman who wore a permanent smile. 
 
      
 
    The next person Reuben met was a man with a Confederate flag emblazoned on his wheelchair. According to the man, he "did not like the blacks or the Jews," and that "they were ruining this once proud country." This sentiment existed in him despite the fact that he had an African American aid named Delilah.  
 
      
 
    Delilah worked hard her whole life so she could put two daughters through college and not have them come out drowning in crippling debt. When the first of them graduated and went on to medical school, Delilah screamed, "oh my heavens" and gave her a tear-filled hug. She became a surgeon at a big hospital. The other took a job working in an advertising agency after college. She now sits amidst the partners in the firm. These facts made every single day a delight for Delilah. Her hard work paid off. So, when she yelled, "oh my heavens," it dripped with the joy of a successful life. Now, she did her job with a smile. She no longer needed to work, but she tried to take time off and did not know what to do with herself.  
 
      
 
    Delilah was, in fact, pushing this man whenever he encountered Reuben. So, she heard when he told the guy to "shove one of your limp legs up your own ignorant ass" and to "use the other one to paddle your broken body back under the fucking rock you came from," and to "let coyotes tear at your putrid skin," in order to "spare the rest of the world from your stupid fucking mouth."  
 
      
 
    Delilah said, "oh my heavens."  
 
      
 
    After parting ways with Delilah and the Nazipalegic, Reuben followed his ears and ended up in a gym. He tried to take part in a game of basketball, but all the others' chairs had tilted wheels and shock absorbers. Reuben's wheelchair, being held together by a 2x4, could not keep up. So, Reuben decided to roll down the court at full speed. He did so and rammed into the player wearing the most obnoxious smile for the duration of the game. 
 
      
 
    A man wearing sports goggles and a prideful grin, the captain of the basketball team, escorted Reuben to the door. On his way out, the following group of questions and phrases, not necessarily in this particular order and possibly not verbatim, came from Reuben's mouth:  
 
      
 
    Why the fuck is everybody here happy? Where is the group of people who are pissed off about their situation? The people that don't think it is fair and don't think life is a gift. Fuck you and fuck what God intended. Where are those people? The ones enraged because their one shot at life was fucked. Those are the people I want to be with. So, we can make fun of all you smiling, positive and happy fucks. 
 
      
 
    At the wooden table in Reuben's modest home, with an untouched steaming cup of tea in front of each of them, sat Starbuck Whoppner and his associate Ugly Fugate. "My garage is bigger than your whole house." 
 
      
 
    "Starbuck has a beautiful home," Fugate added to the conversation by adding nothing. 
 
      
 
    "You look like a walrus," Reuben said to the man sitting at the family table. "And you. Ugh, what happened to your face?" He said to the walrus' companion.  
 
      
 
    "Reuben, guests whether wanted or not, are still guests," his father said. Still sounding polite, the words were some of the harshest Reuben ever heard his father utter. 
 
      
 
    "I am a modest man, Mr. Whoppner. I have everything I need, my Lord, my family, and my health." The eldest man at the table said as his wife returned from the kitchen with a shoofly pie.  
 
      
 
    "I'm modest too. I might be the most modest man there is," Starbuck said. "I mean, I am extremely wealthy and super smart. I am an innovator too. But you wouldn't know any of that unless I told you." 
 
      
 
    "The smartest man I know," Fugate said while her head swiveled on its neck. 
 
      
 
    "You have told me, sir. Several times already," the man said while taking a bite of pie. "We are just not interested in selling. This land and our business are from the glory of God. It is not ours to sell. We appreciate you coming out, and we appreciate the offer. Please, enjoy some pie." 
 
      
 
    Starbuck looked at the pie. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Whoppner does not eat anything that isn't purchased in a restaurant," Ugly said. 
 
      
 
    "If you don't accept my offer, you will be sorry," Whoppner said while rising to his feet. He did not care to sit at a table where he could not raise his chair. 
 
      
 
    "Are you threatening us, you no neck fuck?" Reuben said while rolling his chair into the table. "Get the fuck out of my house." 
 
      
 
    Reuben's father said nothing to correct the boy. 
 
      
 
    "They should have been honored you would even step foot in their dump of a home," Ugly said as the Cadillac Escalade limousine pulled onto the highway.  
 
      
 
    "I don't know why dad wants to get into the furniture business. I have so many amazing ideas we could be doing instead. I want to create that television that folds up like a map so that you can take it with you anywhere." 
 
      
 
    "That is a great idea. I would buy one of those," Fugate said from her seat about ten feet away from her boss. 
 
      
 
    "Everybody would, and I know how to do it. You have to make paper that is thin glass and doesn't break but can bend." 
 
      
 
    "You're just too smart." 
 
      
 
    "I know," Whoppner said while looking around for someone to open the refrigerator and hand him a drink. 
 
      
 
    Fugate noticed, obliged, and opened the bottle. She put the cap in her pocket. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Jona looked around the Tiny Titan gym. He did not see Caylinne. During his week back on Earth, he spent his mornings with her stretching, warming up, and listening to her critique the various books she encountered. "Jona, I think you would be a cool superhero," she told him amidst her curls, big eyes, and electric smile.  
 
      
 
    She always beat him there, and Jona always left before her. He watched the door as he stretched. Each time the door opened, his head whipped towards it, and each time he found disappointment.  
 
      
 
    After many minutes of anxious waiting, the door opened, and Caylinne entered. The smile on Jona's face grew ten sizes. The adorable little girl held a piece of paper. Her brown eyes that lit the way for her and all those fortunate enough to be nearby appeared muted. Her walk lacked its usual, exuberant bounce. 
 
      
 
    The man with her wore a disinterested look. Jona hopped to his feet and moved towards the pair. He extended his hand towards the man who looked at it as if offered a limp hot dog, "you must be Caylinne's father." 
 
      
 
    Clarity struck the man, and he smiled, "oh no. I'm just the taxi driver. I bring her and pick her up. I like to walk her in to make sure she gets here safe. Are you the Jona she speaks about?" 
 
      
 
    The two men shared the normal, scripted, and trivial pleasantries Jona did not care to partake in before the man looked around as if checking for spies, lowered his voice and spoke, "sad story." 
 
      
 
    The man's name was Larry. Larry spent his earlier years over-achieving. His grades were impeccable. People saw him going places. They did not know he spent countless hours struggling in front of his school books memorizing, not learning. When he graduated high school, he did not even consider college. He had spent more than enough of his time with his head in books. Instead, he took a job driving a taxi cab around town. He would do this until the day he died, suffering a heart attack behind the wheel. Nobody, not even Larry, knew if he was happy. 
 
      
 
    Caylinne stood close to Jona, her head down. Jona motioned for the man to hold the story for a moment with a solitary finger, before turning his attention to Caylinne. "What do you have there?"  he asked. She did not look at him but handed him the piece of paper. On it, Jona saw a crayon drawing. She gave herself big eyes and curly hair in the picture, and she stood behind a charming and handsome stick figure Jona assumed depicted him, aided by the name written above his head. She did not add an 'h' at the end as many do, more points for Caylinne. The other figure, on the far end of the page, consisted of erratic red lines and a full mouth. He held something in his hand. It hung to the floor. The speech bubble by his angry, scribbly head did not contain words. Instead, it held jagged lines with breaks between them. Some longer than others. 
 
      
 
    "I love it. You are a fantastic drawer, Caylinne," Jona said while looking at the top of her head. He raised her chin with his hand and saw what she was trying to hide, a poorly covered mark on her cheek. You could still see the dark bruising pushing out from beneath the blotchy makeup. Jona did his best to keep his eyes from where the mark sat, as he had been instructed to do with Bartis' lazy eye. "Don't you look pretty today," Jona said, and Caylinne smiled. Her eyes widened to their normal animation. "Why don't you get started without me? I will be right over. I need to have a quick talk with Larry." 
 
      
 
     She bounded away from the two men, and Larry began, "her mother, from what I can tell, is non-existent. She lived with her grandmother for most of her life. Unfortunately, she passed away earlier this year. Now Caylinne lives with her dad. I have never actually seen him. She is always standing on the curb with money in her hand." 
 
      
 
    "Alone?"  
 
      
 
    "Alone," Larry confirmed. 
 
      
 
    After a day of stories, stretches, some running, and climbing the rock wall after Caylinne told him "to face his fears," Jona drove to the office to see what Aerora had in mind for the day. 
 
      
 
    Aerora was working hard trying to bring in new business. She dropped off advertisements and stuck flyers on every corkboard in town. She even started creating a website for the business. A few jobs did come in, and Jona worked them when he found a free moment in his new regimen. 
 
      
 
    Aerora sat at the front desk. She wore a red dress that widened as it drifted down her sleek frame. Three big black buttons stretched where the dress snuggled her breasts. She wore her hair pulled back, and glasses adorned her face. "I've been doing some research," she said as Jona entered. Her look caught him off guard. She looked beautiful in a vintage dress Jona would later come to learn belonged to his mother many years ago. "Reuben's family is loaded. They are among the best furniture makers in the country, and they created a large factory that reproduces their designs. Quality remained high even after the expansion. But what is interesting is that field. Priya helped me. She got live satellite imagery." Aerora held her hand upright and flat, "don't ask how," she said with a wink. "Something is going on there, Jona." 
 
      
 
    Jona's mind could not focus on Reuben and his family. It barely took time to notice the stunning woman speaking to him. He saw one thing. The bruise on Caylinne's cheek. "What was that?" 
 
      
 
    "Fuck's sake, Jona." Aerora's words did not match her appearance. "The hole by Reuben's. I want us to take another look at it. Something is up." 
 
      
 
    "Did you say you talked to Priya?" Jona asked having heard her name in Aerora's words.  
 
      
 
    "I don't know anything about it," Reuben shouted at Jona and Aerora who had him surrounded. "It is just a hole," he added while trying to swing his wheelchair away from the midget he hated and the girl with the protruding nipples he lusted over. Aerora had changed out of her dress and into what she called her field attire before they made the drive. Jona wore a suit. He looked good. "That shirt is insulting" Reuben added while continuing to stare at Aerora's chest. Her shirt was cut to minimal coverage while remaining identifiable as a vintage concert shirt from a local show in Sydney. "You know electricity is kind of a thing around here. You should take it off." 
 
      
 
    Jona did not like agreeing with Reuben. This agreement garnered him a slap on the shoulder. "It's just a rock band, Reuben. Don't change the subject," Aerora said. "If you know something and don't tell us, I swear, I won't hesitate to destroy you." Aerora could be scary. 
 
      
 
    Reuben, not wanting to test the frightening beauty nodded. "This stupid chair can't make it there, or I would have checked it out already," he pointed to the place the strange figure appeared, "I got stuck in the mud and dad had to pull me out with one of the stupid nags." 
 
      
 
    "We will check it out after we go to the diner," Jona said as the thought of meatloaf consumed him. It had for most of the ride, and it might have played a pretty significant role in his agreeing to go on this trip with Aerora. 
 
      
 
    "We will check it out before we go to the diner," Aerora said with a glare. 
 
      
 
    "Someone did come and try to buy the land from dad earlier this week," Reuben said, "a short guy with an ugly woman. He had a strange name, but I can't remember it." 
 
      
 
    "We are going to take a look in the field, go ask your father the man's name," Aerora said through penetrating eyes. 
 
      
 
    Jona and Aerora walked around in the field not seeing anything.  
 
      
 
    "I told you we should have gotten those walkie-talkies," Aerora said.  
 
      
 
    Jona's pants did still require tailoring, but he did not want to get his new suit muddy. He walked around like the morning of his first communion. He could still remember his mother watching him closely to ensure he did not get himself dirty. Jona did get himself full of dirt, and his mother hollered at him. She also insisted he arrive at the church in his muddy clothes and when the priest shoved the dried-out bread into the young man's mouth, he told Jona "cleanliness is next to godliness." That was the first day Jona began hating the church. Marcus remained spotless that day, and the priest had nothing to say to him. Jona missed his friend. He hated Marcus' new job. 
 
      
 
    "I think I see something. Over," Aerora said into the hand she held in front of her face. Her thumb, pressing a button that did not exist. 
 
      
 
    "Over where?" 
 
      
 
    "Where I am. Over." 
 
      
 
    "Over what?" Jona said as he looked upward. 
 
      
 
    "Just get over here. Over," Aerora yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Why do you keep saying that?" Jona questioned as he walked through the mud towards the girl still holding her hand in front of her face. 
 
      
 
    Aerora pointed to the ground, "Doesn't something look off here? Go jump right there." 
 
      
 
    The ground Aerora referred to did look amiss. Jona could not put his finger on it, but something looked strange about it. The more he examined, the more it started to stand out. The ground seemed a bit drier and not as dense as the surrounding areas. Aerora plopped down. She was covered in mud from head to toe in short order. She smiled like a freshly bathed puppy finding a puddle.  
 
      
 
    Jona's phone rang. He ignored it. It seemed to ring forever as it sounded through his jacket's inside pocket. Proving it was the wrong time for Aerora to change his style, Jona got on his knees and thrust his hand into the mud and began feeling around. "I think I feel something in here," he said as his phone stopped ringing only to immediately resume. He ruined his suit. 
 
      
 
    "Back to back. Better get it," Aerora said, and Jona knew her to be correct.  
 
      
 
    He looked at Aerora. At his hands. Back to Aerora. She began to shake her head from side to side. Jona wiped his hands on his pants. Aerora's heart broke a little.  
 
      
 
    The number and the word Bombay appeared on the phone. Jona struggled to accept the call. The layer of mud on his finger must have taken away the needed tactile feeling to register a push or a swipe. Eventually, he hit the button with his nose and heard a voice, "Jona. Where are you? Did you go back?" Priya sounded concerned. 
 
      
 
    "Priya? I didn't go anywhere. I'm in some mud pit in the middle of nowhere," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Katie is frantic. She claims she can see you and that you are in a dangerous place," Priya answered. "She is typing at me now. In all caps. Are you sure you didn't travel back through?" 
 
      
 
    Jona looked around for no good reason other than it seemed like the appropriate thing to do given the question, "I am fairly sure. I am still right here. Aerora is next to me. We are standing in a swamp. How are you?" 
 
      
 
    The ground Jona stood on began to sink, and he fell completing the mud bath for his new suit. "Run," he yelled to Aerora who ignored him. She reached out her hand. The ground folded in on itself, and Jona clawed his way towards her. His feet began kicking at nothing. He felt himself starting to slip away.  
 
      
 
    "Jona," Aerora yelled. She removed her shirt and tossed one side to her sinking friend. Jona looked at her bare chest. If about to die, he might as well look. He grabbed onto the shirt and tried to use it to climb out of the newly forming hole. The shirt, already torn and tiny, proved futile in slowing his descent. Jona's head and two clawing arms, remained out of the hole as the mud fell around him. He did not hear anything hitting bottom. His legs kicked at air. Aerora got down in the mud on her clothing free stomach and began edging towards him. "Jona, you have to grab my hand." 
 
      
 
    "Stay back," he yelled. "Don't come any closer. It isn't safe." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Aerora did not bother to button Jona's shirt. She did tie it at the bottom. The shirt had, at one time, been white. "What is it?" She asked while watching from a distance as Jona walked back towards the hole that almost swallowed him.  
 
      
 
    Jona tossed a few rocks into the opening, and the stones clanged against something on the bottom. "I don't know, but there is something down there. This is where the creepy guy is coming from." 
 
      
 
    "The creepy guy is from wherever you traveled to, Jona. Pootrain or whatever. That is why Priya called. They could see you there. If you go down there, you will probably find another doorway," Aerora said while trying to wipe some mud from her thighs resulting in a thin coating covering her legs. "It'll dry," she said as she gave up on the futile task. 
 
      
 
    "Pitcairn," Jona corrected. "You might find a doorway when you go down there," Jona said while watching Aerora lathering herself in the mud. "Let me know." 
 
      
 
    "Why would I go down there?" Aerora asked. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I go down there?" Jona asked. 
 
      
 
    "You are the detective." 
 
      
 
    "You women have been fighting for equality for years. Now is your chance to prove it worked. I'm giving you this opportunity because I care about your cause," Jona said which resulted in a shove that deposited him into the mud.  
 
      
 
    "Ouch. Shit." Jona barked and grabbed his side. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be a pussy," Aerora responded to the profane notification of pain, "and I thought you were trying not to swear because your girlfriend doesn't like it." 
 
      
 
    "I landed on something," Jona said while ignoring Aerora's remark about Priya and digging at the area near his fall. Aerora, not shy of getting dirty, especially not shy of getting Jona's dress shirt dirty, dove in to look. Both of their hands dug a few feet away from the opening which formed in the ground. They failed to find a rhythm and hit hands often. "I go. You go. I go. You go," Jona said after the twenty-seventh time they bumped into each other. 
 
      
 
    "You go," Aerora said as they found something. Sticking up, just a fraction of an inch, stood a piece of metal. "To hell," she added. 
 
      
 
    "It's some sort of wheel," Jona said as the device started to reveal like a skeleton on an archeological dig. After clearing enough of the mud and dirt, they could see the spokes flowering off from the centerpiece which indented itself into Jona's body. It measured about six inches in diameter, and it would not budge. The two of them each tried their hand at getting it to break free, but it felt welded into place. Jona hoped Aerora would not get it to turn, which he knew would result in a reaction akin to someone able to open a jar another struggled with, only amplified. 
 
      
 
    They both tried to grab hold and turn. The first effort resulted in them turning opposite directions. The second in them hitting their heads. The third failed attempt concluded in Jona requesting Aerora to look for something they could use to help pry it loose. "Yes, like a crowbar," he said.  
 
      
 
    "What type of tree do they grow on?" Aerora said to point out the ludicrousness of his request as she looked around the barren field. As Aerora pattered on, Jona noticed a separate piece of metal attached to the wheel via a chain. He pulled at it, and it slid out of a slot. With the locking mechanism out of the way, Jona still could not turn the wheel. He got on the ground and used all the leverage he could by positioning himself in a manner whereby he would be pulling the wheel towards him with his feet anchored. It broke free. 
 
      
 
    The wheel turned clockwise though it never loosened to the point Jona could spin it around without effort. As he continued, he could feel pressure pushing back against his hand, after about a dozen or so revolutions Jona let go, and the small wheel spun back with tremendous force. "Did you see anything moving?" He asked Aerora who said she did not but encouraged him to keep going. Jona took to spinning once again. This time after two dozen revolutions which felt like one hundred, he held onto the wheel and asked Aerora if she noticed anything. As she looked, Jona realized he could place the rod back in to keep the wheel in place.  
 
      
 
    Aerora looked around as Jona took out the pin and resumed spinning. His hands were tired and cramped. She placed her head over the hole. "I don't see anything. Keep going," she said as she squinted into the darkness. As he turned, Aerora began to hear creaking. "Keep going," she said as her focused ears pinpointed a general direction of the sound. The creaking sound made her envision an old woman in a rocking chair. The camera closing in from behind. The woman would, of course, be decomposed once the shot panned to the front. She contemplated whether she watched too many horror movies. 
 
      
 
    Jona put the pin in and took a break. The wheel kept getting increasingly difficult to turn. Aerora asked if he wanted her to take a turn and he continued despite the cramp in his hands.  
 
      
 
    To Jona, it felt like it took another hour of turning the small metal wheel. His hands blistered, and his right one started to bleed. Upon completion, his reward was another, much larger, wheel. This one resembled a wagon wheel from an old abandoned stagecoach forged from metal. It measured two feet in diameter. It sprouted from the ground a few feet away from both them and the hole. Standing perpendicular, half above ground and have below, Jona looked at the wheel, "son of a bitch," he said as he switched his focus to his tender hands.  
 
      
 
    This wheel did not have the same locking mechanic the other one possessed. It proved, however, to be just as difficult to turn. Jona jumped up and down on one of the spokes to break it loose. As he turned the wheel, Aerora could hear something moving. Before long, she could see a platform, in the pit, rising from the darkness. Aerora set a bale of hay from a nearby field next to the wheel so Jona could sit while he turned and turned and swore and turned. 
 
      
 
    After the forty-fourth time Jona felt and heard his phone ringing, Aerora dug into his pocket and answered. "Ok. Thanks, Priya," she said before hanging up and telling Jona, "she said Katie told her that whatever we are doing, we have to stop and run. Now." She emphasized the final word Priya stressed to her. 
 
      
 
    Jona let go of the wheel. The platform dropped like an amusement park ride. They ran back towards Reuben's house. Aerora made a beeline. Jona ran in a zigzag pattern which put him a good hundred yards behind the sprinting girl. The mud did not seem to affect Aerora who ran atop it like an Eskimo in the snow. Jona, on the other hand, struggled. His jagged route took him into the deeper mud. One of his feet, the iron one, sunk into the ground and when it rose from the murk it was bare. One of the shoes Jona borrowed from Bartis remained in the mud. Jona thought he should get it. 
 
      
 
    The pit, now illuminated from the bottom, rocketed the platform to the field. An enormous man with long arms and unholy pale skin stepped off the metal and onto the Earthen sludge. On either side of the man stood a man dressed in black. Their faces protected by shields. The two men held weapons at their side. They watched Jona, one shoe on, as he fell into the mud.  
 
      
 
    A few months back a group of local teenagers thought it would be fun to harass the Amish folk in their town. They were drinking and screaming in the open field. It was late by Amish standards, and nary a light flickered until one of the screams caused a candle to flutter in a room sitting on the top floor of the small home across the way. When Reuben's father appeared on the porch, gun in hand, the boys ran. Johnny, the unspoken leader of the group, cackled and tossed his beer bottle into the air as the boys ran. The bottle broke in the field and lay there peacefully until finding the sole of Jona's foot. 
 
      
 
    The mud mixed with the streaming blood. Jona crawled on the ground after finding the pain of the gash too formidable for him to run. The two men in black approached. "Get the hell out of here," Aerora screamed after reaching the porch and turning, expecting Jona to be close behind. "Don't fucking touch him," she yelled. 
 
      
 
    The two men in black looked at each other. No words could be heard. They looked one more time at Jona, and one shrugged. Before he could lower his shoulder back down, the enormous creature with the long arms blocked their view of the crawling man. Jona began to yell something that could be assumed would have been along the lines of 'what the fuck are you,' but before the first letter could pass the tip of his tongue, the creature lifted one of its long arms and a spike made of bone the diameter of a nickel plunged into Jona. It pierced him just below the collarbone and held him in place. The being's large eyes studied Jona as he squirmed in the mud, unable to move.  
 
      
 
    Aerora almost reached Jona and the creature when it retracted the hollow bone, looked at her causing her to freeze, and returned to the pit. The men in black followed. "Leave us alone," Aerora yelled as a tear left a streak of cleanliness on her face. Jona went dark.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"What the hell is a little person?" 
 
      
 
    "A midget, sir." 
 
      
 
    "Then say midget," Earl Whoppner said while the two men scurried through the hallways of their office building heading towards an unscheduled meeting. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think they like being called that, sir," the man, carrying a pad of paper and staying a step behind his boss said. 
 
      
 
    "Why not?" 
 
      
 
    "I believe they find it offensive." 
 
      
 
    "Huh," Earl said and then dismissed it with a flip of his hands. "You said it did what to the midget?"  
 
      
 
    "It took a sample of his, DNA. Apparently, it thought he was a different lifeform. A non-human." 
 
      
 
    The meeting Earl and his nameless follower rushed to attend was with a group of Caberon who arrived upon hearing about the encounter on Earth. The Caberon were not wanted on Pitcairn, though having created the portals nothing could be done to stop them. Already struggling to keep one Caberon secret, Earl felt great concern over a group of them arriving on Pitcairn. He did not want any of the leaders of the space station to catch wind and interfere with his business. They, for the most part, left him alone because he funded all their campaigns, but something like this could be bigger than they could digest.  
 
      
 
    "We did find one midget at an emergency room nearby, sir. But it turned out he was there from a wrestling accident," Nameless said. 
 
      
 
    "Keep looking and find out who all saw something. This needs to be covered up. Kill whoever you have to," Earl said before opening a door. Inside three Caberon sat in chairs Earl had Starbuck purchase, a task which only took three attempts to get correct. Reuben's father made them. 
 
      
 
    The Caberon were intelligent beings, lagging only behind the Delenoid. For the most part, the determining factor used when claiming a race as intelligent was the percentage of the brain used. Of the big three, Humans ranked third in this race, preceded by the Caberon and then the Delenoid. There were hundreds of other races throughout the universe, but most of those worth mentioning all fall somewhere around the humans, who ranked as high as they did due to their strength in numbers.  
 
      
 
    In the interest of storytelling, it would be best to mention some items now, for from this point forward the story is going to move quickly and the time for details will be less frequent. Both the Delenoid and the Humans were descendants from apelike creatures. The Delenoid, however, had a few million years of evolution to their advantage. The Caberon differed from both those races in that they are descendants of both an apelike creature and a pachyderm, who some believed migrated south each winter. So as the Delenoid developed superior mental ability and their bodies grew smaller as fighting and survival became less of an issue , the Caberon continued to fight and they grew into mighty beasts with skin like armor. They also had intelligence, but their harsh environments and warlike nature kept the need for strength in their development.  
 
      
 
    In a match of chess, the Delenoid would win hands down. In a match of chess and sumo wrestling, the Caberon have no equal. In a match of greed, the humans take the cake. 
 
      
 
    In an all out war, the Delenoid would utilize weapons meant to incapacitate and to cause the least harm. The Caberon still liked to roll in and take the battle in hand to hand combat. A ringside seat for this epic battle would likely result in a great spectacle and death. A seat is reserved for Don King.  
 
      
 
    Therefore, a Caberon on Pitcairn is a big deal. Three Caberon on Pitcairn is a damn nightmare. Earl Whoppner had a meeting with the nightmare. 
 
      
 
    The center Caberon, who preferred to be called Bill, spoke first, "these chairs are marvelous."  
 
      
 
    The Caberon did not need a translator because they learned the language when building the portals, it was difficult for them to speak in it given their different mouth structure, but they managed. Sometimes with a lisp. 
 
      
 
    The men spent several minutes examining one of the chairs they placed atop the table. "The craftsmanship is remarkable," said a second Caberon who used his given name, Xun.  
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you like it," said Earl. "That chair is what I am working on. I plan on getting the man who built it and his factory. I think we will be able to sell trillions of them across the universe. Then I need to work on the beer, but I'm letting Annie buy up all the good ones before I make my move. Then once the Earth is introduced to the rest of us, and you destroy the planet, their products will be in limited supply and high demand. I'll be the richest man in the galaxy." 
 
      
 
    "We are not destroying it. Just using it for storage and training exercises," Bill said after the admiration of the chair wore out. "But it sounds like you are having difficulties keeping your end of the deal." 
 
      
 
    "No. Everything is fine. We just had a minor hiccup. We installed a few safety measures ensuring nobody can enter from Earth. You don't have anything to worry about."  
 
      
 
    "Our man said he encountered an unusual species on your planet." Heaolin, the third Caberon said.  
 
      
 
    "No. That was just a misunderstanding. That was just a midget." 
 
      
 
    "What is a midget?" Bill asked.  
 
      
 
    "It's a human, just smaller." 
 
      
 
    "A little person?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah," Earl said with a nod and a nervous bead of sweat. 
 
      
 
    "Then why not just say little person?" Xun asked.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"What are we doing here? I don't think a horse and buggy is the best emergency vehicle." Jona said as blood poured from his wound. 
 
      
 
    Aerora did her best to stop the bleeding. She recommended he put pressure on the wound, which Jona, despite bleeding, said was like telling someone with bad vision to wear glasses. Reuben and his family proved to be of little help. Unless one considered warm water, rags, and prayers a great deal of support. Jona did not mind the warm water and the rags.  
 
      
 
    "Priya," Aerora said into the phone. "Jona got attacked by." She paused, looked at the Amish family, "something. He is hurt pretty bad. He asked me to call you." 
 
      
 
    Aerora spent a considerable amount of time trying to comfort the Indian beauty. "I think I should take him to a hospital," Aerora said, "but Jona won't let me. He told me you could help." Aerora said while blotting tears from her eyes. This resulted in a smear of watered-down blood sliding down her face. She looked as though she covered herself in war paint. Her current feelings called for the face paint of war.  
 
      
 
    "Hold on, Katie gave me access to something," Priya said before the clicking of a keyboard filled the airwaves between the two women. The seconds felt precious and long before Priya spoke, "okay, I can see Jona's body. I can program the things inside of him. I am sending them to the wound now. How is he doing?" 
 
      
 
    "Just kill me. End it now. Like a racehorse with a broken leg," Jona shouted. 
 
      
 
    "He's doing pretty good," Aerora said with big eyes. "He doesn't seem to be in too much pain." 
 
      
 
    Each mile felt like a continent as she sped along the country road. They left at Jona's request and despite Reuben's family's protests. Aerora called Marcus who said he would meet them after his intense lobbying to take Jona to the hospital failed.  
 
      
 
    "Tell him this wouldn't have happened if he didn't quit," Jona gasped from the backseat of the car moving at an unprecedented pace.  
 
      
 
    "I don't like this, Jona. I'm taking you to the emergency room," Aerora said while passing a car in the oncoming lane. 
 
      
 
    "No," Jona shouted which took more strength and caused more pain. "They will find this stuff in me and who knows what will happen. They will work, give them time." 
 
      
 
    "You are bleeding all over the place," Aerora said while looking in the mirror. "You look terrible. This is stupid, Jona. And, I'm going to have to call Winston Wolf to clean up this car." 
 
      
 
    "Please, Aerora," Jona said amidst a few coughs causing him to wince in pain, "please." Jona lost consciousness after his plea. He could not die. Not in the back seat of a car, with a wound he got on an Amish farm while refusing to go to the hospital, like a fool.  
 
      
 
    "You're doing fine," Aerora lied while she watched him in the mirror once every four seconds. A mathlete would claim this meant her eyes were on the road only seventy-five percent of the time. She passed every car she saw. She took bends that caused the tires to squelch. She drove on the berm, and once in the grass. All the time, watching her new friend fading in and out of consciousness. It was the most challenging drive of her life. 
 
      
 
    "He's lost a lot of blood," Aerora shouted out the window as she saw Marcus pacing in front of Jona's mother's house. The car halted in the driveway. 
 
      
 
    Marcus had prepared Mrs. Jett for the scene soon to be unraveling in front of her house, but strong woman or not, no mother could handle seeing her boy covered in blood in the arms of his best friend. She placed her hand around her son's neck, "Jona, you are going to be alright sweetie." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, Jona," Marcus said as he watched his friend suffering. "This is all my fault."  
 
      
 
    "I know," Jona said before succumbing to sleep once again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"Sleeping on the job," Jona said as he awoke and saw Aerora curled up at the foot of his bed. She, Marcus, and Jona's mother took shifts with the young man throughout the night while Priya monitored his progress from across the planet. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," the young girl said as she snapped from her world between dream and reality, "how do you feel?" Her hair no longer stylishly unkempt, it had dropped the adverb through the night, she rubbed her eyes.  
 
      
 
    "Hungry," the convalescing man said. 
 
      
 
    At the breakfast table, after Aerora reapplied a new bandage to his wound, Jona ate and drank everything in his vicinity. He even forced down two glasses of milk at the request of Priya who noted the machines needed more calcium and iron.  
 
      
 
    "I can't believe those things healed you," Marcus said, catching himself staring at the best friend he almost lost. 
 
      
 
    "Are healing me, I'm not healed yet. It still hurts like hell. I'm just really tough, so you might not be able to tell," Jona advised Marcus who took comfort in his friend's smart mouth still working.  
 
      
 
    After Jona finished his meal and Aerora cleaned up for Mrs. Jett, Jona excused himself to the bathroom. A few steps from the table, he realized something, "please tell me it wasn't Marcus that changed my clothes." 
 
      
 
    Jona inspected the wound, a speck of blood blotted its way through the cotton gauze. He pressed it. The pain shot through him and he sat on the lid of the toilet. The gash was still medium rare. He touched the hole again, the pain shot through him again. As his finger probed for pain the way your tongue seeks a painful tooth, he assessed himself healed enough. He tapped behind his ear. "Jona, I heard you were hurt, do you need me to take care of you?" Katie's voice washed the pain away.  
 
      
 
    "Hi, Katie, I do, but not right now. I need a favor," Jona said, regretting his choice of words. He let her sexual innuendo fly out of the way before saying something else he might regret, "I need to speak to Mengalo." 
 
      
 
    After a short debate, Katie tested the limits of her volume. She beckoned the scientist, roller-skater, gynecologist, and friend to a microphone sitting on the table across from her flat world.  
 
      
 
    "The wheel you found must be some sort of failsafe device. They must trigger it from here, which is why Katie thought you were on Pitcairn when you got near." Mengalo said at the news.  
 
      
 
    "And some weird creature drove some spike through me." 
 
      
 
    Mengalo's words flowed less like a conversation and more like a narration of his inner thoughts, "but how is he doing it. They can't create portals. Nobody can. I'm getting close though, that repair job showed me a lot. Could the Caberon be helping him? Why would they do that?" Mengalo's diatribe faded.  
 
      
 
    "Yeah, and then some guy shot a spike through me." 
 
      
 
    Mengalo's words reemerged, "he has Guida captive. Could he have a Caberon too? But how? And why? Why does he need a new portal when he already has access to one? And why has he become so aggressive?"  
 
      
 
    "It hurt like hell, it still hurts." 
 
      
 
    "The portal he has is a single-entry unit. Perhaps he looks to build something that can move masses of people and equipment. If he has become this aggressive here on Pitcairn, maybe he plans on doing the same there, on Earth. He might be planning on importing from the planet, but that makes no sense, it isn't an assimilated planet, so he can't possibly think he can begin trading their goods yet." Mengalo paused, and Jona could envision the man gliding his hand through his wild orange hair.  
 
      
 
    "It is still bleeding a little. Will it eventually stop?" 
 
      
 
    "If he reveals the rest of the universe to the planet, it will not go over well with the galactic authorities. No. It must be something else." Another pause caused Jona to picture the man, naked under his white lab coat, dancing in his laboratory on skates.  
 
      
 
    "Do you think it caused any permanent damage?" 
 
      
 
    Mengalo's words got louder and faster, "maybe he didn't capture a Caberon. Maybe he is working with them. Either way, this is not good for the space station and potentially catastrophic for Earth." 
 
      
 
    "Do you think it could have damaged my liver? I need that organ in top shape." 
 
      
 
    An interesting note, of the big three species, the Humans have the largest and most overworked livers in the universe. 
 
      
 
    "Are you coming?" Mengalo asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am. I need to take care of something here first," Jona said before spending the rest of the day healing and gathering items for his trip back to Pitcairn. 
 
      
 
    That night, Jona sat in the backseat of the car. Marcus sat behind the steering wheel. Aerora took shotgun and complained several times that she did not actually have a shotgun.  
 
      
 
    Jona led the charge as the three of them walked onto the porch littered with an old glider, random tools, and leaking garbage bags full of cans. The smell of stale beer radiated and the lightbulb above their head flickered. Jona knocked on the door.  
 
      
 
    "A nigger, a midget and a slut. God damn."  The man who answered the door had a scraggly beard and dark hair still clinging to its youth. In between, red eyes, a crooked nose, and thin lips finished his face.  
 
      
 
    Marcus placed the back of his arm across Aerora's chest and grabbed Jona by the shoulder, "we just need to talk to you." 
 
      
 
    "I ain't joining the circus boys. So, you best move on."  The man said as he took a sip from a sixteen-ounce Budweiser can. 
 
      
 
    "We want to ask you a few questions about your daughter. Caylinne."  Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Ain't no business of yours," the man said before guzzling some beer and adding, "now get the hell out of here before you have a problem. 
 
      
 
    Jona felt the floodgates of rage open inside of his body. It burst like a watermelon at a Gallagher show. He leaped up, grabbed the man by his beard, and pulled him to his knees. Spittle dripped out of his mouth, and his beer went flying.  
 
      
 
    He struggled to get to his feet, but Jona proved too strong. The technology inside of Jona, when not busy healing, had attached to his muscles and continued to apply a progressively stronger load of stress on them. Jona had been sore, which he thought was due to his recent workouts with Caylinne, though it was due to the localized muscle damage caused by the tiny machines. During his sleep, the devices gave his body the much-needed rest required to build strength. They worked around his muscles in ways regular exercises would fail to achieve, causing stress and fatigue in his entire structure that would regenerate as he rested. This resulted in much faster muscle generation than possible using standard methods.  
 
      
 
    In addition, they had begun to hone his movements using electric shocks that would manipulate his muscles. So, when Jona punched, he did so with the aid of muscles others could not put behind a punch. His reflexes quickened. All his movements were becoming sharp and exact. To put it in words that everybody will understand, not just the single scientist that will read this book, Jona was growing into a human machine with extraordinary ass-kicking ability.  
 
      
 
    So, when the man threw a wild punch from his knees, Jona dodged it with little effort. Moving with more speed than he remembered having. "I'm not a little girl, you piece of shit. You can't hurt me." Jona kicked the man in the hip, and he heard his bones shatter.  
 
      
 
    "Holy shit," Aerora shouted. "What did you do?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know," Jona said, "I guess I haven't used that foot since, well, since it healed." 
 
      
 
    The man's screams filled the night. "You broke my fucking hip." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, sorry about that, sort of," Jona said as he grabbed the man by the neck and dragged him into the house. "I guess I don't know my own strength," and for the first time in the history of the saying, it was true. 
 
      
 
    His legs dangled as Jona pulled him through the hallway and into the dining room where he dropped him on the floor. Jona put his face by the man, cocked his fist back and punched him in the exact spot where Caylinne wore her bruise. The punch knocked the man out. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Aerora said, "you are an absolute badass." 
 
      
 
    "I think you need to work on some control," Marcus said as he looked at Jona with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Now what?"  Aerora asked as she grabbed some dining room chairs and placed them around the limp body as if it were a table.  
 
      
 
    "I'm not sure, I kind of wanted to kick his ass a bit more, but I don't think he is up for it, plus I think I might be a bit too strong. So, how is the new job, Marcus?" Jona said as he thought of something to say to bide time while the man awoke. 
 
      
 
    "I quit," Marcus responded.  
 
      
 
    They heard tiny footsteps coming their way. "Jona?"   
 
      
 
    "Hey, Caylinne. I'm sorry if we woke you." 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing here?" she asked as she rubbed an eye with her tiny fist. "You really should have called first if you wanted to come over."   
 
      
 
    "I know, I'm sorry. I was in the neighborhood, and it looked like your dad was sleeping on the porch, so we brought him in." Jona said, and Aerora and Marcus frowned at the terrible lie. 
 
      
 
    Caylinne waved her hand at her father. "He is just drunk." She cleared her throat, "Jona, I have not been properly introduced," she said, placing her hand on her hip. 
 
      
 
    "Right, I'm sorry. Caylinne, this is Marcus and Aerora." Jona paused, happy to say the next part, "the three of us work together." 
 
      
 
    Marcus bent and offered his hand to her. She shook it. "It is very nice to meet you, Marcus."   
 
      
 
    Aerora lowered herself, "Hi Caylinne. I'm Aerora, how would you like me to stay with you tonight?" Aerora looked at Jona, her eyes wide and her face pouty. Jona nodded. "Jona and Marcus have to go somewhere, and I don't have anywhere to stay." 
 
      
 
    Caylinne lit up, "oh, okay," she said and began to hop away, "I will get us some books to read." 
 
      
 
    "I had to, she is adorable, and I don't trust him," Aerora said, pointing to the man at her feet. 
 
      
 
    "We will let you know when we are back. You're in charge of the office," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    Aerora let a colossal smile peek out, she gave her colleagues both hugs. "Be careful," she whispered into Jona's ear, "I know Priya worries about you." 
 
      
 
    Jona blushed, "be careful with him." 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry. I don't think he's going to be moving too good after what you did to him," Aerora said, as she reached into her pants and pulled out a tire iron, "plus I have this." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"So, you are officially an ass-kicker now?" Marcus asked as the two men stood in the basement. The same basement once doubling as their secret headquarters when they played superheroes. On Jona's turn to build the narratives, their mission often entailed saving Jona's father. Little did they know how close to reality they hit. How close they stood to a world unknown to most of Earth. A world with Jona's father.  
 
      
 
    "Now?" Jona asked, "What do you mean, now?" Jona said with a grin as he prepared himself for his second trip to Pitcairn. Jona looked at his friend and nodded. It felt like old times.  
 
      
 
    "You are not at all interested in getting revenge for being diced open by that alien?" 
 
      
 
    "Come on, Marcus. You know me better than that." Jona said as the cube transformed into a sword in his hand. "I am definitely interested in getting revenge." 
 
      
 
    "Did you tell Bartis we were coming?" 
 
      
 
    "No way. It will be more fun to just fly into his living room. While you are waiting, make sure Caylinne's dad is safe from Aerora." 
 
      
 
    "Don't you mean, make sure Aerora is safe from Caylinne's dad?" 
 
      
 
    "No. I do not," Jona said before shaking hands and hugging his dear friend. "It is good to have you back, Marcus. I will see you in five minutes. In space." 
 
      
 
    Jona, once again, shot through the dark opening at terminal velocity. His body tangled in something and his force carried him to the ceiling. He hit with a loud thud. All the air shot from his lungs as his momentum took him back in the other direction. He hung from the ceiling, swinging back and forth, unable to breathe. A cracking sound filled the room. Jona, part of the ceiling, and the device entangling him fell to the ground. His old wound barked at him while his new ones growled. 
 
      
 
    Bartis jumped off his sofa and headed to where he kept the broom. This time to clean a mess, not to beat an intruder.  
 
      
 
    Jona struggled to his feet and began pulling at the nylon which helped make his return triumphant. "What the hell is this thing, Bartis?" 
 
      
 
    A woman appeared from the bathroom. She looked frightened. She wore no clothing and her blue skin shimmered. "What the hell happened out here?" 
 
      
 
    "Tash, this is Jona. Jona, this is Tash," Bartis said as he began cleaning the mess.  
 
      
 
    "Where did he come from?" The woman asked, not trying to cover herself. 
 
      
 
    "It's a long story, Tash, but he ruins my apartment when he does show up. You could have told me you were coming, Jona," Bartis said to his unexpected visitor. 
 
      
 
    "What is this thing?" Jona pulled at the nylon. Enough time elapsed for the initial shock to wear off and Jona focused his attention on Bartis. "And what are you wearing?" 
 
      
 
    "It's been a really long time, Jona," Bartis said in a voice, begging for understanding. "She said it got her going." 
 
      
 
    "Is that a diaper?"  
 
      
 
    "Sort of," Bartis said embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    "And this is some kind of sex trapeze?" Jona questioned, as his desire to unbind himself increased tenfold 
 
      
 
    Once the alien sex device released Jona, Bartis dressed, and Jona asked an abundance of inappropriate questions, the two men sat on the sofa. Tash put on clothing as well, and she entered the room wearing a post-coitus look, a sheer top, tiny bottoms, and a smile.  
 
      
 
    Tash and Bartis met after he performed his lounge act at Tellbees. As many restaurant workers do, she stopped for a drink after her shift. She worked as a waitress. Her place of employment was a restaurant that prided itself in offering meats from all over the universe. For the right amount of money, a person could devour just about anything where she worked. There was nothing there from Earth yet, since not allowed, but the cow, or some variant thereof, was prevalent on many a planet. Tash was a vegetarian. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry about this Tash," Jona said, finding himself unable to take his eyes from the blue woman. "You look...nice," he said. 
 
      
 
    Jona explained he came back to help rescue his father and he needed to get to Mengalo's. He did not mention Marcus would be following shortly. He wanted to watch Bartis' reaction. It was disappointing. After declining another ride, Marcus and Jona left the two to their kinky alien sex.  
 
      
 
    They walked a few blocks. Jona needed some time to heal his body from his trip, and his mind from the horror he saw inside Bartis' apartment. Marcus felt fine. The space station looked amazing at night. They did not know how they could walk on the surface without their bodies getting sucked into space, but worried an explanation would take away the magic, not be understandable, or both. With so much of the space station left to explore, let alone a plethora of planets they could now access, Jona felt he needed to save his father quickly, so they could take some time to enjoy the new world now open to them.  
 
      
 
    They turned onto a major street. The road glowed. Vehicles, similar but noticeably different than those found on Earth, illuminated from the street beneath their wheels. The buildings cascaded in a straight line as far as could see. Above, a train enclosed in a cylinder shot off into the distance at an incredible rate of speed.  
 
      
 
    People of all kinds walked about the streets. Many carrying drinks. Some carrying a friend. All having the kind of fun that one has when away from their entire planet and free to let loose. 
 
      
 
    Jona and Marcus boarded one of the cylindrical trains as directed by Katie. The train comprised of five cars, all full. They found a seat next to a handsome man with long dark hair and piercing blue eyes. As the train began to move, Jona saw the tube they were about to enter. He estimated the size of the car they rode in and determined it would not fit. He ducked his head. THWUP. He heard a sucking sound and the train picked up speed like a rocket leaving the station. He felt like he rode inside one of those pneumatic tubes at the bank drive-thru. 
 
      
 
    The man they shared a seat with noticed Jona's look of awe. He explained the train in the simplest terms he could think of, "it is a pneumatic tube, kind of like they have at the bank drive-thru."   
 
      
 
    As the train began to slow, Jona figured a minute or two passed. The doors opened. They exited the train, and Marcus turned to the man, "that did not take long, how far did we go? Like a mile or two?" 
 
      
 
    "Ninety-seven miles," the man replied. 
 
      
 
    As they walked off the platform and before Jona could get directions from Katie, they heard a man shouting, "stop right there. I got you now."  
 
      
 
    Jona ignored the man. Marcus looked in his direction. 
 
      
 
    "I'm talking to you," he yelled.  
 
      
 
    Jona continued to ignore the man.  
 
      
 
    "You, the midget. Freeze." 
 
      
 
    Jona turned to look though he did not need to. "Screw you, Threeskin," he said to the man closing the gap between them. 
 
      
 
    "I know who you are. Earl is going to love when I bring you to him," Threeskin said while pulling a device from his belt.  
 
      
 
    "Aren't you busy being a fake cop in a place with no crime, Threeskin," Jona said moments before something launched from the device in the officer's hand and implanted itself in Jona's chest. In no particular order, Jona passed out, wet himself, and told Marcus to run. 
 
      
 
    Jona woke. A scantily clad woman on the other side of the glass encasing him came into view. The woman leaned forward to get a better look at Jona. She had enormous breasts, but the rest of her was thin.  
 
      
 
    "Who are you and why am I here?" Jona asked. 
 
      
 
    "The name is Jowers, and I don't answer questions, especially not dumb ones," the woman said with great disinterest.  
 
      
 
    "What is this place?" Jona asked.  
 
      
 
    "Your questions aren't my problem." She said offering no help whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be such a bitch," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    Jowers jumped toward the glass. Jona thought her breasts might pop out of her top and for a fleeting moment, he thought he would see nipple. He did not. "What did you say?" 
 
      
 
    "I said," Jona with ample time to rethink his words said, "don't be such a bitch." 
 
      
 
    "Listen here. I do not need to explain anything to you. Starbuck is waiting. Put these on," she said while sliding handcuffs through a small opening in the glass wall separating the two. While she did, she leaned forward and squeezed her breasts between her arms. Jona did his best not to look. His best resulted in a full stare.  
 
      
 
    Jona refocused himself and stammered but managed to get more words out in a discernible manner, "Did Marcus get away?" 
 
      
 
    "I already told you. I am not here to answer your damn questions. Now put the cuffs on." 
 
      
 
    After he did as directed, Jowers wrangled him out of the cell. "Follow me," she said as she turned and walked down the hallway to Jona's left. Jona could not help but notice the material covering her lower half made her upper apparel look like a tarpaulin.  
 
      
 
    "What is going on?" Jona asked.  
 
      
 
    "No words," Jowers said as she opened a door and leaned in, her right leg coming about three feet off the ground. Jona paid great attention to her movements. She took him inside the room and sat him at the far end of a long and thin table. "Wait here," she said, raising her hand, and showing Jona her palm. "No."  
 
      
 
    After a few minutes in which Jona tried to free himself from the handcuffs, a repulsive woman entered the room. She held her head uncomfortably upright, and when she moved it, she did so with her entire upper body as if it could not rotate on its own. "I am a Fugate," she said with all the bravado she could muster. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. I'm sorry." Jona said feigning empathy. "You stay positive and don't let that stop you. A lot of people have diseases or disabilities. I'm a midget. So, I know what it is like to be disfigured. You know, my cousin has Down's Syndrome and he found a job bagging groceries, I am sure you can find something too. I can see if he can put in a good word for you." 
 
      
 
    "Fugate is my name." She growled. 
 
      
 
    "I'll ask him," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Jett." Ugly Fugate said trying not to let her anger show. She failed. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Jona corrected. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Jett," Ugly said, "if it were up to me, you would already be dead." 
 
      
 
    "You know what I hate? When a beautiful person has an ugly personality. You don't have to worry about that though. You match perfectly." 
 
      
 
    Ugly Fugate looked at Jona with confusion and odd mannerisms as she searched for words which would never come. After about ten minutes, a man walked into the room. Fugate perked up and put on a fake expression of utter joy.  
 
      
 
    The man, talking on his phone, tried his hardest to give off an air of importance. He was bald and overweight. He never bothered to look Jona's way and instead asked the woman where he was, despite the options limited to one. He did not listen to her answer. Instead, he turned his attention back to the telephone. "So, paint it! I mean how hard can this whole thing be?"  He said before turning his focus back to the hideous woman pointing in Jona's direction with a well-rehearsed, poorly-executed smile. He put the phone away without another word, he looked in Jona's direction for the first time and then turned back to the woman, "does he know why he is here?" 
 
      
 
    Jona later learned the man's name was Starbuck. Starbuck Whoppner to be more precise. 
 
      
 
    On cue, Jowers entered the room and placed a map in front of Jona. "This is a map from Earth," Jona said surprised. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, it is. That is where we are from. We are here on business. My dad, I mean the board of directors summoned us. We are important people." Starbuck said. 
 
      
 
    "Mr. Whoppner is a great man," Ugly Fugate said. "He does so much for so many people. He is a very important man." 
 
      
 
    "What do you want me to do with this?" Jona asked, and Starbuck made a face to show his offense. Fugate might have done the same, but Jona would not know as he tried his best not to look at her. 
 
      
 
    Jowers placed her hand on Jona's shoulder and bent towards him. She put her mouth near his ear and her enormous breasts in his face. "they want to know what part of Philadelphia the portal is in," she said with a gust of warm breath.  
 
      
 
    Starbuck's phone rang, and he held it in front of Fugate. "Starbuck here," he said as he exited the room. 
 
      
 
    "He has to take a very important call," Ugly Fugate announced.  
 
      
 
    Jona looked at Jowers standing next to him. "Did you know Starbuck once resuscitated his baby?" Ugly said. 
 
      
 
    "I can't talk to her," Jona said to Jowers in a soft voice, forcing her to lean back into him to hear. 
 
      
 
    "It happened again," Starbuck returned with a grin as wide as his hips. "President needs my help." 
 
      
 
    "I thought your phone said it was your wife calling," Ugly Fugate said before realizing she, in an uncharacteristic moment of sincerity, contradicted her boss. She recovered, "that is right, you have the president listed as wife in your phone for privacy reasons." 
 
      
 
    "Of course," he tapped his head with his finger. "Is this all wrapped up then? Did he give us the location?" He asked hopping into a seat placed too high for his squat frame.  
 
      
 
    "I didn't give you shit," Jona shouted the long distance down the table.  
 
      
 
    Starbuck drew his head back and wrinkled his already wrinkled forehead. "You will." 
 
      
 
    The meeting ended. 
 
      
 
    Jowers squeezed her ample breasts between her arms. "Come with me."  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "I did not want to meet this way."  The man said as Jona stared at him. Jowers was standing back after escorting Jona, the prisoner, to a different cell. 
 
      
 
    In all the infinite times Jona envisioned this moment, never once did it occur locked in a moron's makeshift prison. An embrace always took place. Sometimes there were tears. As a boy, Jona imagined the man picking him up and placing him on his shoulder. Strutting around, having found the child he spent his life looking for. They would build structures out of small blocks and make fortresses for their action figures. Jona always playing the hero. Standing just out of view, Mrs. Jett would wash with emotion. The joy of having her family all in one place for the first time.  
 
      
 
    On Christmas morning, Jona would run downstairs, and instead of looking under the tree for his father, he would be sitting in a chair amidst a hundred boxes all wrapped in red and green. Bows and ribbons. Firetrucks and cars. Stockings and nog. A Christmas ham his father would proudly stand at the end of the table and slice would be served. Marcus often there, sitting next to the boy. The room smelling of pine and cheer. Marcus in a green sweater with a reindeer and a poof for a nose. 
 
      
 
    In the summer, the car would sag from weight as they drove to the beach. Jona building castles of sand. His mother yelling at him and applying lotion as if she were forcing it into his skin. Marcus not needing any. Their first family vacation, all together at last. 
 
      
 
    The visions all washed away when Jona saw the man jump to his feet. His face was beaten. His clothes tattered and speckled with blood. "You, apparently, did not want to meet at all."  Jona launched his words at the man he recognized from the picture Mengalo showed him, the man he had dreamt of meeting for every beat of his heart. 
 
      
 
    "It is nice to meet you, Jona. My name is Guida," the man said extending a hand they both knew Jona would not accept. 
 
      
 
    "Well fuck you, Guida."   
 
      
 
    "I deserve that," Guida relented.  
 
      
 
    "You deserve a lot more than that. You do not know how difficult it was growing up, kind of growing up, with my condition. And to not have a father to help me through the tough times. Leaving my mother all alone to fend for herself." 
 
      
 
    "I loved your mother, son," Guida said with both sadness and anger accenting his words. He was a big man. Not exceptionally tall but strong, extraordinarily strong. Even his face had muscles.  
 
      
 
    "No. You do not get to call me that."  Jona stared him in the eyes until he yielded. "You are Guida. I am Jona. And that is where it is going to have to end, Guida." Jona added venom to his name. 
 
      
 
    "Do you know who she is?" Guida asked, motioning his head towards Jowers.  
 
      
 
    Jona lost his almost non-existent cool. "Who gives a shit about her?" He looked at Jowers. "Where were you for all these years? Why the fuck did you abandon us? How about those questions instead of worrying about the buxom bimbo?"  
 
      
 
    "I know we need to work things out, Jona. And I know I have a lot of explaining to do. All I am asking is the chance to talk. Maybe with a little less wrath."  Despite being a ball of muscle, Guida had genuine compassion in his eyes. Jona hated being able to see it, but it was there. Guida moved with grace despite, or because of, his size, and each powerful word from Jona's mouth caused his face to wince. He wore his emotions on his sleeve, as did Jona. 
 
      
 
    "How do you want to do this?" Jona asked the bulky man in front of him. "Rapid fire questions? Screaming and swearing?" 
 
      
 
    "I did love her, Jona. And she loved me. Leaving was the hardest thing I ever did, but I had no choice."  
 
      
 
    "All very noble, Guida, but that changes nothing." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not trying to change the past, Jona. I just want a chance to tell you my side of the story. What is done is done, and don't think a single day has passed that I don't think about what I did to you and your mother and wonder if I made the right decision." Guida looked at Jona with a face that screamed sincerity. 
 
      
 
    Part of Jona wanted it to be easier to hate this man, but he found Guida to be sincere and genuine, two qualities Jona prided himself on despite those two qualities often hurting his career. 
 
      
 
    "That still does not explain why you left." 
 
      
 
    "I could not return. They put something in my blood and tracked my every movement. They would have found the portal, and I couldn't let that happen." Guida looked at the dirty concrete floor and pinched high on his nose trying to prevent tears from falling. "She was pregnant with you at the time, and I had no choice. At first, I thought I could defend her, and you, but it was too risky." 
 
      
 
    Jona stared at the man in front of him. He had no words. He nodded and let the silence hang between them for many a beat. "You only reached out to me when you needed something. When you needed to be saved from your prison. And now I'm stuck here with you. Thanks to you. Guida." 
 
      
 
    "It was not supposed to be like this, Jona. You were always meant to take over for me when the time was right." 
 
      
 
    "Take over for you at what? I don't know anything about you. I don't know what you do. It looks like I won't be able to take over for you in jail because I'm already in here myself." 
 
      
 
    "I help people, Jona. People from all over. I fight for those who cannot." 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at Guida. "In case you have not noticed, I'm kind of..."  Jona held his hand out flat to his side and lowered it. "But you wouldn't know that, would you?" 
 
      
 
    "Is that how it works for you back home? Your mother lets you use your height as an excuse. She has stepstools all around the house, has a little kid's toilet, so you do not have to strain. Babies you?" Jona saw a brief glimpse of where his angry side came from, and it was terrifying.  
 
      
 
    "Well I do get my pants specially made," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "They look terrible," Guida remarked drawing his head back like a chicken preparing to peck. 
 
      
 
    "Not these. They gave me pants because I..." Jona stopped his words, not wanting Guida to think he still needed potty trained. "I don't want to talk about my pants. And no, Mother wouldn't coddle me like that." 
 
      
 
    "You're damn right she wouldn't. You forget I know her. I loved her. Still, love her."  He slammed his fist in his hand, and Jona was fairly sure the whole room shook. "Jona, you can help people. You can explore the universe and help people on planets you never dreamed possible. Your physical attributes make no difference. Anybody can physically do what you will need to do." 
 
      
 
    "Back home, I know this guy without any legs," Jona said. "He wheels around on a rigged-up skateboard or something. He'd probably have a tough time."   
 
      
 
    "Only if there were stairs." Guida proved quick, Jona could not help but give him credit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"Son of a fucking, ouch," Jona yelled as he shook his hand after punching the wall. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that? Why would you do that?" Guida asked. 
 
      
 
    "I am getting out of here," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "I feel like punching through the wall isn't the best plan," Guida said with a look of utter confusion. He was not the smartest man in the universe, but did he father an idiot?  
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to punch through the wall. I'm going to punch through the glass."  
 
      
 
    "I tried, I threw everything I had at it." 
 
      
 
    "Well, Guida. I pack a bit more punch than you."  
 
      
 
    Guida shrugged and smiled, "Well, you aren't going to do it like that. Here, let me show you." Guida moved next to Jona, "it starts from your face. You want to follow a line to your target. Go ahead, practice on me." 
 
      
 
    "You know, I contemplated punching you in the face if I ever met you," Jona said as he pulled his right fist up. 
 
      
 
    "Just in front of the corner of your mouth is a good place to hold it," Guida said before responding to the comment, "well you are going to have to wait to do that, now you just get to hit my hand," he said while holding out a flat palm. "We are going to work on your aim first, and then we will work on power." 
 
      
 
    Jona threw a punch. It landed with a nice crack of skin on skin.  
 
      
 
    "Not bad. Tilt your wrist slightly downward, you want to hit with the knuckles, not a flat fist," Guida said while positioning himself to take another blow. "You know, I've been preparing for this day for a long time now." 
 
      
 
    Jona did as instructed, this time when he hit Guida's hand it did not hurt his wrist and based on the reaction, the punch hit harder. "The day you would teach me how to punch while locked inside a cell?"  
 
      
 
    "The day you would come to Pitcairn to take over for me." Guida said as he shook his hand and prepared for another hit, "again." 
 
      
 
    Jona hit the meaty hand in front of him again. "I never agreed to any of that. I'm just getting us out of here." 
 
      
 
    "You know, what I do is not all that dissimilar to what you do back home. I'm like a detective, just a little more," Guida paused as Jona hit his hand, "aggressive." 
 
      
 
    "How do you know I am a detective?" Jona questioned as he pulled his fist back, he felt as though his aim improved, he no longer hit off center, each shot now landed squarely in the center of the big man's palm. 
 
      
 
    "Of course, I know, Jona. I believe I have a confession to make. Your mother does too. We still stay in touch. Mengalo visits her once a year. We write each other letters." 
 
      
 
    Jona swung with more force than before. He hit the side of Guida's hand, causing the man's wrist to bend and hurt. He shook it while motioning for Jona to stop with his other. "You have to be kidding. Why wouldn't you two tell me?" Jona asked. 
 
      
 
    "We discussed it, and in the end, we both decided we should wait to tell you." 
 
      
 
    Jona closed his eyes and took a large gulp of air into his lungs.  
 
      
 
    "I know you are going to be upset. Be upset with me, not your mother," Guida pleaded. 
 
      
 
    "No," Jona said as he exhaled, "I understand. It's too much to put on a young kid." 
 
      
 
    "Your mother and I aren't psychologists, all we could do was what we felt best for you." Guida placed his hand back in front of Jona. "Now you want to drive forward from your rear foot, rotate your hips as your weight shifts forward. Go slow at first. Get the feel before you unleash." 
 
      
 
    Jona did as directed. Each successive blow a little faster and a little more potent than the last. "You could have told me sooner. You know, before getting locked in here." 
 
      
 
    "We were going to tell you this year, after your birthday. I had a little more work to do on the office before turning it over to you," Guida said as he waved off Jona. "Are you pulling your punches?" 
 
      
 
    "Wait," Jona said. "You work in an office?" 
 
      
 
    "Where else are people going to come when they need help?" 
 
      
 
    "So, you help the people on Pitcairn with different things? Why do you need me for that?" 
 
      
 
    "I help people all over the universe, Jona. Not only on the space station. The space station is just where I keep my office." 
 
      
 
    "How do you help them? I am pulling them. I don't want to hurt you." 
 
      
 
    "I correct injustices. I stop the powerful from preying on the weak. Well, me and my team do." 
 
      
 
    "And you want me to be on the team?" 
 
      
 
    "No, Jona. I want you to be the team, and stop pulling them, I think I can handle a punch from you. Unless you are worried you will hurt your hand when hitting a real man," Guida said with a smirk.  
 
      
 
    Jona stopped holding back. He let the tech inside of him put all his muscles into the blow. The sound rattled off the glass and concrete enclosing the two men. Guida shook his hand, "holy hell. You hit like a truck, kid. How'd you do that? No more. Shit.  
 
      
 
    "You pissed me off," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Your anger is your guide. Your moral compass. Use it." 
 
      
 
    "Most people tell me I need to calm down and suppress my anger." 
 
      
 
    "Those people are trying to live life, not change it." 
 
      
 
    Jona nodded, move forward, and hit the wall as hard as he could. His hand shattered. He left blood on the wall. He hit it again. And again. And again. And again. Each punch hurting more than the last. Jona's eyes starting to close. His hand completely pulverized. He sat down on the metal cot. Guida helping him down. He closed his eyes. The only pain Jona ever felt comparable was from growing up without a father. 
 
      
 
    "Katie," Jona said after pressing behind his ear a few times.  
 
      
 
    "Jona," she said with all the sexy exuberance Jona could stand. "Where have you been?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm in prison."  
 
      
 
    "Oh, that's hot," Katie said in the only voice she possessed, the sexy one. "That should be fun. Usually the guards just want to have sex or, if you are lucky, the female warden." She explained. 
 
      
 
    "You should probably watch some different prison videos," Jona said as he watched Guida pacing back and forth. "Did Marcus make it there?"  
 
      
 
    "He is with Mengalo. They went somewhere." Katie said with an unusual lack of innuendo.  
 
      
 
    "I need him. Son of a..." Jona felt, for the millionth time in his life, that he acted before thinking. "Are you able to get Priya?" 
 
      
 
    "It looks bad, Jona. Does it hurt?" Priya asked after a lengthy conversation with Katie in which Jona promised her a threesome and a long discussion with Guida in which Jona tried to explain Katie and how he could speak with her. 
 
      
 
    "It's not too bad," Jona said. 
 
      
 
    "You passed out. Woke up screaming and crying," Guida said. 
 
      
 
    "You punch the wall, see how you like it," Jona yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Why would I punch a wall?" Priya asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, not you. I'm talking to Guida."  
 
      
 
    "Who is Guida?" The Indian beauty questioned. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you talking to now?" Guida asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nobody, just some old, ugly dude," Jona said with a smirk in the direction of his cellmate while motioning for him to keep quiet.  
 
      
 
    "I don't know if I can do what you want, Jona. I do not know everything about these things yet. I have studied them, but what you are asking is a little beyond my grasp." 
 
      
 
    "I just want a big metal spike coming out of my fist," Jona said with a quick shake of his head and shrug of his shoulders.  
 
      
 
    "I understand what you want, Jona. I just don't know if it is possible." Priya clicked on her keyboard. "Let me first make sure they stop the bleeding before you lose too much blood."  
 
      
 
    "How are things in India?" Jona asked while Priya typed away. "How is your brother?"  
 
      
 
    "He had a dreadful day today," she said. Jona could hear the pain in her voice. "I've been thinking about these things inside of you and wondering if maybe they could help him. They have already improved your muscles in a short amount of time, think what they will continue to do to your body." 
 
      
 
    "If I ever get out of here, and am still alive, I will talk to Mengalo for you, he's nuts, but he built them, so he is at least the genius kind of crazy," Jona said. "You know what? He likes Guida here better than me. I'll have him ask." 
 
      
 
    "Jona, don't talk like that. We are going to get you out of there. And you will be alive. How else would we get to meet?" 
 
      
 
    Jona almost fell over. Priya wanted to meet him. In person. 
 
      
 
    "Jona, something just happened to your blood flow. Are you okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Ahhh. Yes, I am fine Priya. I think my blood pressure might have just spiked a little." 
 
      
 
    "Would you really see if that man can help my brother? You would do that for me, Jona?" 
 
      
 
    "Priya, I would do anything," Jona caught himself before pouring out too much sap, "if it would help your brother. That is what I do now. I help people." He looked at Guida who gave him a smile and a nod.  
 
      
 
    "Jona, I think I can get your hand to heal faster, but I am not sure what it will do to your body. It appears as though there is a protocol programmed in these things that might affect more than just your hand." 
 
      
 
    As soon as she said those words, Jona blacked out. The nanotechnology shut his body down to focus on healing.  
 
      
 
    Jona awoke in Guida's arms. Not a loving or caring embrace, instead he held Jona like a battering ram. "What the hell are you doing?" Jona yelled, "put me down." 
 
      
 
    Guida ignored the question while putting Jona onto his feet. "It was horrible listening to everything that happened. It took hours." 
 
      
 
    "Did it work?" Jona asked, feeling like he had just woken from surgery while the drugs still lingered. 
 
      
 
    "Looks the same to me," Guida said. "How does it feel?" 
 
      
 
    "There is no spike like I wanted," Jona lamented the lack of a protrusion for a moment and then thought it for the best. "And were you trying to ram me into the glass?" 
 
      
 
    "Of course not," Guida said without a lot of conviction. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at the glass and saw a tiny mark on it about the height of Guida's waist. "You sure you didn't try?" 
 
      
 
    "Did I ever tell you about the time your mother and I went skinny-dipping in the fountain outside our hotel?" 
 
      
 
    Jona took a few strides towards the glass. His fist cocked, he threw all his momentum forward and let his fist fly as Guida had shown him. 
 
      
 
    The glass cracked. 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit," Guida said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Amidst flashing lights and a blaring alarm, Jona and Guida stood in the hallway. "Katie," Jona yelled, having trouble hearing himself think let alone speak. "I need you." 
 
      
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Katie interrupted with eagerness, "I need you too, Jona." 
 
      
 
    "I need you to guide me to my sword and then out of this building." 
 
      
 
    When the cube transformed into a sword and soared into Jona's hand, Guida almost shit himself. "What the hell is that? And how did you do that? Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    The first words coming to mind were ones Jona repeatedly said while playing with Marcus. They came out of his mouth with ease, "My name is Jona, and I'm a midget assassin." 
 
      
 
    Before the echo of the words subsided, two men in black appeared in the doorway. "Stop right there," one of the men yelled, their face shields making it impossible to know which. Jona and Guida looked around. Trapped in a room with only one exit, they each surveyed the situation. The door blocked, they turned their attention to each other. Their eyes meeting and speaking without words, the way Marcus and Jona could communicate.  
 
      
 
    Guida darted in front of Jona and slid behind a desk.  
 
      
 
    "Katie, spear," Jona yelled and mysterious cube transformed into a spear.  
 
      
 
    Guida flung the desk across the room with ease, while Jona threw the spear into the thigh of one of the men.  
 
      
 
    Bullets and nozzle flair filled the room, most of the projectiles hitting the ceiling as the man screamed from the pain. Plaster fell, and Guida grabbed hold of the shocked man's gun.  
 
      
 
    Jona, wasting no time, ran in the other direction holding his hand out to retrieve the projectile. "Katie, return." The spear flew back into his hand.  
 
      
 
    Guida and the man struggled over the gun. Jona kicked the downed man in the face, breaking the shield and more. He then turned his attention to Guida, "sword," he yelled while beginning his swing. As the spear approached, it transformed into a blade and sliced through the man's leg. He toppled over. Guida held the gun.  
 
      
 
    The two men walked through the hallways back to back. A couple of men turned the ben with a doctor in tow. They raised their hands. "We just want to tend to our wounded," the man in front said. Guida nodded, and they ran by unabated.  
 
      
 
    They made it outside. 
 
      
 
    Officer Threeskin was trembling. The sights on his gun bounced with his shaking hands. Sometimes Jona could be seen in those sights. Sometimes he could not. "I got you. You son of a bitch. Who is a real cop now? I got you." 
 
      
 
    "I am glad you are here, we were being held prisoner," Guida said. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, can it. I caught you breaking in." Threeskin yelled. "Don't try to change your story." 
 
      
 
    The two men on the wrong side of the gun looked at each other with confusion, "we didn't tell a story." 
 
      
 
    "You're being very difficult. You have been this whole time." Threeskin yelled. 
 
      
 
    "We have only been here for like five seconds," Guida said, "listen, Officer, Thr..." He caught himself. "Three hundred yards that way and you will see what we are talking about. Look at me. I'm all beat up. They held me against my will for weeks." 
 
      
 
    "You did that to yourself," Threeskin yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have a volume besides screaming?" Jona asked. "Besides, you are the damn one who put me here. What is your problem, Threeskin?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm in charge here," Threeskin yelled, ignoring the fact coming from Jona's mouth. 
 
      
 
    "Nobody said you weren't," Guida said. 
 
      
 
    "I'm in charge," Threeskin yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Why the hell did you bring me here?" Jona asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm the one deciding what happens here." Threeskin barked, his throat starting to ache from the continued strain. "Put your hands up." 
 
      
 
    "They are up. Both of us already have our hands up," Guida said in his softest, most accommodating voice. 
 
      
 
    Threeskin fired a shot. The sound reverberated against the surrounding buildings. He fired two more, "you are resisting arrest," he yelled while opening his eyes, which he closed before shooting. 
 
      
 
    Jona and Guida each examined the other for wounds. They found none. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck, Threeskin," Jona said. "Why are you shooting at us? And better yet, how did you miss? We are right in front of you." 
 
      
 
    "I missed on purpose," Threeskin said, but his darting eyes and sweating face said otherwise. "I'm in charge," Threeskin yelled. 
 
      
 
    "You are, we know that. We could use a good man like you. Jona and I, here," Guida pointed to the man who saved him, "we don't have the authority and respect that you have." 
 
      
 
    "I deserve respect," Threeskin yelled while emphasizing each consonant with a wave of his gun. "I am important." 
 
      
 
    "We know you are. We were just talking about how you are the most respected and feared man on the space station," Guida said. Guida was good at talking himself out of situations. He had years of practice and the way he handled situations and the people in said situations kept him and those he protected safe. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, damnit. Now get on the ground and keep your hands up. I caught you breaking in, and you are going down." 
 
      
 
    "Screw this," Jona said as he held his healed hand out. The cube in his pocket transformed into a sword. The blade got thicker as it moved away from the hilt. It landed in Jona's grasp, with what Guida would later claim sounded like a clang when recanting the tale. In one swift movement which began before the sword formed, Jona sliced through the recently fired gun and followed his hand through to land his fist on Threeskin's cheek. The man started to drop to the ground. Jona caught him and let him down gently. 
 
      
 
    "That is one way to do it. I was going to talk our way out of it," Guida said.  
 
      
 
    Jona was not good at talking himself out of situations. He had years of practice letting his anger take control of him. The way he handled situations and the people in said situations usually caused him more harm than good. "You can't talk to stupid, Guida. You can't talk to stupid." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



"I've wanted to punch Threeskin for years," Guida said as he opened the door to his office. "I bet it felt amazing." 
 
      
 
    "It did," Jona said. "I can't believe he tried to shoot us." 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe he missed," Guida said.  
 
      
 
    The building sprouted in the center of town. Not far from Tellbees. The glass front contained a single word in block letters, "Guida." Inside looked like the Shetland Agency prior to Aerora giving it the much-needed facelift. There sat a single desk.  
 
      
 
    Behind the desk as they entered, but running into Guida's arms before their third step was a person Jona did not expect to see. "What the hell is she doing here?" Jona yelled as he took a pugilist's stance. 
 
      
 
    "Jowers works here. Put that thing away. Your damn fist could kill someone," Guida said as he tried to breathe amidst the smothering of greetings.  
 
      
 
    "You think it was an accident you ended up in there with Guida?" Jowers said. "Dumber than you look." 
 
      
 
    "She took the job with Whoppner after he captured me," Guida said. "She is part of my team." 
 
      
 
    "How was she able to get hired so quickly?" Jona questioned and then rescinded the question for two exceptionally large and quite visible reasons. "Never mind."  
 
      
 
    "There are about one million messages for you," Jowers said as she released the big man from her tight grasp.  
 
      
 
    "Those are going to have to wait," Guida said. "Right now, we have something to do..." He paused and watched Jona lament his torn pants, "together." 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't she just help you escape?" Jona questioned. 
 
      
 
    "They have guards and cameras all over the place, Guida did not want me to take any risk," Jowers said, and Jona noticed her smile for the first time. 
 
      
 
    "I need to get changed," Jona said as his hand flung the material aside. "I'm still wearing more than you." 
 
      
 
    Guida and Jona trained over the next several days. "You are a fast learner," Guida told his pupil as the two worked on Jona's footwork. Jona's legs felt more agile and responsive since he spent his nights, after training, working with Katie and Mengalo on the tech inside his body. 
 
      
 
    Marcus explored the space station, met people, tried to understand as much as he could, and spent a lot of time at Chico's. After a few days, he returned home to help Aerora at the agency and to gather and store things at Bartis' apartment. 
 
      
 
    "It takes time, Jona," Guida said. Jona felt anxious. He wanted to improve himself, and he worked to do so. "You can't turn years of inactivity into a fighting machine overnight." 
 
      
 
    Jona ignored the barb, mostly due to the fact it rang entirely true. "Speaking of that, is Mengalo turning me into a machine? Am I like a cyborg or something now?" 
 
      
 
    "Enhanced being is the preferred nomenclature," Guida answered, "cyborg is so passé." 
 
      
 
    "My best friend is gay, and he doesn't use that word," Jona said moments before the two men began to bicker. They still had a bit of relationship strain they needed to work through.  
 
      
 
    "Face me and take a wide stance," Guida said as the two men squared up. "Now don't hit me with that damn sword. In fact, hold on a minute." Guida opened a door and entered. Within a few seconds, Jona heard things breaking, metal clanging, glass breaking, and swearing, lots of swearing. Guida returned with a female mannequin and placed it in front of Jona. 
 
      
 
    Jona looked at the mannequin before turning to Guida, "why do you even have that? You know what, I don't even want to know." 
 
      
 
    "Now face your opponent, wide stance, bend your knees," Guida said from a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    Jona held the sword in his right hand and took his position. Katie dulled the blade bringing the likelihood of him hurting himself or Guida down from one hundred percent.  
 
      
 
    "Now, take the sword and move it from your left to your right." 
 
      
 
    Jona slashed the sword through the air. "I handled myself pretty good before, do you really think I need sword training?" 
 
      
 
    "Whoa. Slow down, Jona. We are just getting into a fighting stance now. Move it across your body slowly. Stare at your opponent. You're trying to intimidate them out of a fight, and those men were nothing compared to what you will face elsewhere. So, yes. Yes, I do." Guida watched Jona and nodded his approval at the second attempt. Pride filled the man as he watched the boy improving. 
 
      
 
    Jona continued practicing the move, working the sword across his body with a momentary, almost imperceptible, pause when the point faced the mannequin. "What's the deal with that Whoppner guy? I don't get it. He owns coffee stores. How do you end up captured by him? Did you tell him tea was better, or something?" 
 
      
 
    "He captured you too. Now you want to hold the sword in both hands and raise it above your head. Tuck your wrists." Guida mimicked the motion. "I feel like I've known you for so long, I keep forgetting how little you know about the world outside of Earth." Guida moved towards Jona and grabbed his wrists. "Like this, do you feel that? Your wrists should feel some strain as they load for the strike." 
 
      
 
    Guida's hands enveloped Jona's grip. He let the man take control of his movements. Their heartbeats synchronized with their proximity.  
 
      
 
    "Good. Now you want to shift your hands. Your wrists should be centered above your left eye." He pulled Jona's hands into position.  
 
      
 
    Jona repeated the process of getting his hands into position over his head, Guida correcting him if not correctly positioned.  
 
      
 
    "I think you are ready to strike. You are going to slash at a slight angle. The blade should travel from your shoulder toward your thigh. Stop the movement with your hands when they reach your hip." 
 
      
 
    "Like this," Jona asked while performing the motion at a slow speed. 
 
      
 
    "Perfect," Guida said with a feeling he never experienced before. He felt he took more joy from the boy's success than he would his own. "Once things calm a bit, I will show you all around the Universe. There is this bar on Winngald that will blow your. Well, it is better I show you. Now try the move on the dummy." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't think you wanted to be hit," Jona said with a glance. "I thought that is why you brought the mannequin." 
 
      
 
    "As for Whoppner, he tries to move into a planet to get their valuable resources locked up before they are opened to the rest of the universe. Then when the planet becomes universal and their products made available, he has a monopoly on them. That is what he is attempting to do with Earth." 
 
      
 
    "So like oil and stuff," Jona said the words as he struck the mannequin. 
 
      
 
    Guida laughed. "Oil. Ha. No. Oil is one of the main reasons Earth is still left in the dark about the rest of the universe. Fossil fuels are taboo everywhere. It is a sign of an immature and dirty culture. You should never cannibalize the planet keeping you afloat in the galaxy, Jona. The people of Earth will come to this realization soon enough." 
 
      
 
    "I think most sane people already know that now. There is just too much money in oil, and the people who control it tend to get some major positions of authority to ensure they keep it." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, your politics are a little out of whack too. Too much fighting and greed. Those things do not go away, but once the curtain of the universe is lifted people find an enemy besides themselves. Nothing unites people like a common hatred." Guida held his hands in a stopping motion, "try another strike. Again, you want to grip the sword in both hands. Now take it back to your right. Waist level. As you swing, turn the blade sideways. It is a horizontal slashing motion. Think about it as though you are trying to disembowel someone." 
 
      
 
    Jona practiced the technique. The mannequin was doing the best it could in its defenseless position. 
 
      
 
    "There are really only three things universally valued. Three things that cut across all species and all races. Do you think you are ready to slice the dummy in half?" 
 
      
 
    Jona nodded. He took his initial stance while turning the blade into a veritable razor. He peered into the eyeless face. He envisioned Threeskin's head on the mannequin. "What are those?" 
 
      
 
    "It is simple, Jona. It isn't anything like oil or gold. It is not diamonds or anything of the sort. Those things are not valued everywhere. Sure, they might have some value in a small economy, but when you consider the whole universe, every race and species out there, there are just too many different commodities from different planets for things like that to be valued by all. But no matter where you go. No matter what planet you are on. Regardless of race or species, you will always find three things. The three things that truly matter. The three things enjoyed by every living being. The three things Whoppner is after on Earth. The things the entire universe truly values are..." 
 
      
 
    Jona swung the sword forward. Sure, to turn the blade sideways and strike with a horizontal blow. The powerful slashing movement caused the sword to enter the mannequin just above where hips would be found. The blade sliced through the mannequin. Jona felt almost no resistance. The top of the dummy fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Coffee, beer, and a good chair."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Despite many protests, flat out refusal, and a stern warning, Jona moved a holographic version of his gorgeous companion to Guida's gym. Now, thanks to Mengalo, Katie appeared in three beautiful dimensions. She loved this updated version of herself, as did Jona. She looked real enough to touch. Her skin was so vibrant and smooth looking. Her movements so lifelike she seemed alive, though one's hand would probably go right through her image if they were to reach out to touch her. Or at least Jona speculated. 
 
      
 
    Guida's gym was under his office. He had an entire world down there. His barren office being the tip of the iceberg. The underground, or possibly under-metal if such a word existed, which it might given the different vocabulary needs of the entire universe, nonetheless, beneath Pitcairn was a city unto itself. There were tunnels veining off in every direction. The things people did not want to be seen existed there, and there were many. The things that took place in the underground were not all on the up and up, which is why they were there, but as long as they remained out of sight, off the surface, they were allowed. Anything and everything could be had in the underbelly of Pitcairn, and it had its own laws, its own rules. It was the dangerous hidden world of a peaceful space station. Guida spent a lot of time there. He was the authority. The law of the unlawful. However, the underground and its people and workings are a tale for another time, an interesting story for sure, but suffice it to say; they were safe there.  
 
      
 
    Jona slept on a small bed in one of the rooms in the belly of the space station. It previously housed various cleaning supplies, weaponry, dangerous chemicals, stacks of money of several varieties, and an inflatable giraffe Jona did not question. Jona grabbed a few piles of cash at Guida's request, each holding $10,000 USD. He planned on surprising Marcus with the money later that night when he returned for dinner at his mother's house. 
 
      
 
    "Jona, Guida is here," the holograph said while hopping up and down in a sheer white top and pink skirt. Jona felt it tacky to have her always nude and asked her to dress the day prior. Her selections were both remarkable and uncomfortable looking, but Jona managed to get her into her current outfit to which she commented, "I feel like a nun in this," which started a whole other conversation best left out of print. 
 
      
 
    "Guida, don't you think it is time to do something about Whoppner and that Caberon that spiked me? Marcus keeps checking with Reuben and nothing has happened yet, but I feel like we are wasting time. Reuben is a dick and all, but I'd feel responsible if something happened to his family." 
 
      
 
    "Training is not wasting time, Jona. But we have been doing a lot of it, how about we do something I've always looked forward to doing with you." 
 
      
 
    "You don't know how long I have been waiting to hear that," Katie said as she began to peel the clothes from her body. 
 
      
 
    The awkward situation left behind, the two men sat at Tellbees, a beer in front of each of them. They raised their glasses and tapped them before taking a sip of the ale infused with carafru berries. 
 
      
 
    "The beer is unbelievable here," Jona said as he took another drink. 
 
      
 
    "It is one of the most important things in the universe, Jona. You tend to do those things right." Guida said, a shimmer in his eye as he sat next to the young man he always hoped to have a drink with. A lifetime apart, only learning about Jona in letter form. Spirited and extensive letters but millions of light years from seeing the boy in the flesh sitting next to him at a bar. "Why don't you just break your whole body and turn it into iron?" 
 
      
 
    "I wanted to," Jona said taking another delicious drink of some of the finest beer the universe had to offer, "Mengalo told me I shouldn't. He said I already had too much iron in my body and something about poison, cancer, diabetes. I don't know. I kind of tuned out. All I know is he made it so those things would repair me with calcium the next time I break something." 
 
      
 
    "That sucks, would have been awesome to be all iron," Guida said as he slammed down his empty glass and motioned for another. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me about it," Jona agreed and did the same. 
 
      
 
    Before the beers arrived, the door to the bar opened and like at any bar, everybody looked. There stood a Caberon in the doorway. He was barely able to duck and squeeze through the doorframe.  
 
      
 
    Jona jumped off his chair, "that's the son of a bitch that spiked me," he yelled, quickly brandishing a blade out of nowhere, and charged.  
 
      
 
    The Caberon shot something at the approaching man, it exploded and flashed when it hit Jona's chest. His body filled with pain and he began to convulse as he fell to the ground. The man stood over him in an instant, speaking in a foreign tongue. He placed his hand on Jona and pressed him into the ground. Jona struggled, but the alien creature was far too strong.  
 
      
 
    "Hey," Guida yelled as he approached the situation with the palms of his hands showing. "It is just a mistake. He thought you were someone else." 
 
      
 
    He turned his attention to Guida. Two big eyes stared at him. The alien creature holding Jona picked him up and held him high in the air with a single arm and little effort. He pulled Jona to his face and sniffed at him as he squirmed in the mighty grip. He then whipped Jona directly at Guida who took the blow directly in the chest, knocking both back five feet and onto the ground. Once his hand no longer brandished a person, it fumbled in a pocket before holding up the same device that lit up Reuben's entire field. It flashed and blinded everyone in the room for the better part of a minute.  
 
      
 
    When the bar patrons all regained their vision, and after a lot of screaming, yelling, and falling, the Caberon was gone. 
 
      
 
    "I thought everybody here was a human," Jona said as he and Guida left the bar.  
 
      
 
    "I don't like this, Jona. Not walking around like that. Whoppner doesn't know what he is getting us into." 
 
      
 
    "That guy was strong," Jona said.  
 
      
 
    "Oh, humans are no match for them, Jona. You see them again. You run the other way." 
 
      
 
    Jona needed to get to Mengalo's and needed to blow off steam, so he and Guida parted ways. Jona thought the walk would give him time to come back from the anger-fueled adrenaline rush he could still feel coursing through his body.  
 
      
 
    It was a beautiful day on the space station, and Jona began to come down from his rage high. "What do you have there?" Jona asked a woman covered in dirt and happiness. She was working on the side of her house. The actual ground proved a rarity on the space station made of glass and metal and Jona wondered where she got it. 
 
      
 
    "Aren't they beautiful?"  She said, inviting Jona to look for himself. "They are a ceremonial flower back on my homeworld. They are called amorida."  She wore a glimmer in her eye, "you give the person you love a single amorida, and if they accept it, the two of you are said to live a thousand lives together." 
 
      
 
    "They are quite lovely," Jona said while watching the woman take pride in planting them around her home. His tension was starting to ease. "Does it work?" 
 
      
 
    "Does what work?"  She asked. 
 
      
 
    "The flower. Do the people of your world live a thousand lives together if the flower is accepted?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh no. People get divorced all the time there. But that does not make it any less beautiful of a gesture. Not all love must be measured in infinite terms. Love can occur for a single hour. It can happen in the park one afternoon and then escape, never to be heard from again. But that moment, that love, does not vanish, it always exists."  She pointed to her head, "here."  She pointed to her heart, "and here." 
 
      
 
    "Take one."  She said, pointing to a flower. It boasted a bright orange center surrounded by a ring of deep, soul-cleansing burgundy. The color from the center faded out into petals of orange and yellow. They reminded Jona of a woman swinging a dress around her knees in Mexico. "Give them to someone special. I am sure she will accept it. Let me find you the perfect one," she said hopping into the fresh dirt.  
 
      
 
    Jona spent the rest of the walk watching people working on their homes, playing with their children, or cooking on an open pit. The words of the woman floating around his head. He enjoyed each step. 
 
      
 
    When he arrived at Mengalo's, he opened the door. Flower in hand.  
 
      
 
    "Hello, Jona." The words greeted him, and his heart stopped. "I hope you don't mind. Doctor Mengalo figured out how to create a portal. He guided me as I worked on my end. " 
 
      
 
    Jona held the flower in front of himself like a teenaged boy picking up a date for a high-school dance. The over spoken man could not find a single word to do justice to his feelings. "Here," he said as he offered the flower to Priya.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Caylinne and Aerora walked to the front door of Jona's mother's house. Caylinne wore a pink dress. It had black and white polka dots. The ribbon in her hair was also pink. Aerora wore a dress. Hers too was pink. It was not often Aerora failed to be the cutest girl present, but she did not stand a chance. "We can't just walk in. We have to ring the bell like proper ladies," Caylinne declared. "Make sure you show Jona's mom the cake we brought. It is polite to bring something." 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Jett answered the door and gasped. 
 
      
 
    Caylinne took her hand from Aerora's and extended it. "I'm Caylinne, Mrs. Jett. Jona's friend." 
 
      
 
    "Why aren't you the most precious thing," she said as her face filled with pure joy. "Please, come in." 
 
      
 
    "We brought cake," Caylinne said while nudging Aerora on the thigh. 
 
      
 
    Jona promised his mother he would return every Thursday night for dinner. He promised to do so after it had been made mandatory. His mother was still in charge. At the table waiting sat Marcus, who gladly accepted the invitation, Aerora, Mrs. Jett and Caylinne who spent a lot of time with Aerora ever since her father's unfortunate accident. 
 
      
 
    Jona wore another of the suits Aerora purchased for him. He fixed his hair and shined his shoes. He even smelled nice. He waited for Priya who was accompanying him to dinner.  
 
      
 
    Jona almost suffered another heart attack when she entered the room. She smiled, and the twinkle in her eyes melted every molecule of composure in his body. "Hello, Jona." She averted her eyes, and a shy look washed over her. "Do you think I look okay, I didn't know what to wear."  
 
      
 
    She wore the oft-stated and seldom pulled off, little black dress which she made look extraordinary. She wore her hair pulled back, and in her hair, a flower Jona recognized accented her look. 
 
      
 
    Jona dove into the portal, hoping to come out the other side more prepared for the landing. He did not. If anything, he crashed through the wall with more force. He stood up and checked his suit for damage. He patted his hair into place and took note of the clock on the wall. Priya would be following in five minutes when the portal would be ready for another. He intended to be there to catch her when she came through.  
 
      
 
    "Jona," a small voice with big feeling said as he heard the slippery clack of a young girl's tiny dress shoes motoring down the stairs. Caylinne barely breathed as she told Jona about all the things he missed while he was gone. She told him about the books she read and how Aerora got into a fight at the shopping mall when they were looking for dresses. 
 
      
 
    Before Jona could do anything but smile, Priya walked into the basement. "I told you it didn't fling me," She said before noticing Jona was not alone. "Oh, my goodness," she said while kneeling, "and you must be Caylinne. My name is Priya. It is very nice to meet you. You are even more beautiful than Jona told me. And that is such a pretty dress." 
 
      
 
    Jona's mother, Caylinne, Aerora, and Priya all carried dishes from the kitchen. "It is so nice to have three beautiful girls around for a change," Mrs. Jett said while placing a platter with a golden-brown turkey on the table.  
 
      
 
    "Four. Don't forget about Marcus," Jona added. 
 
      
 
    "Ha. Ha." Marcus said dryly. Priya gave Jona a gentle slap on the shoulder after placing a bowl of potatoes on the table. Aerora gave Jona a much harder punch. 
 
      
 
    "You don't say things like that at a dinner party, Jona" Caylinne remarked. "Tell Marcus you are sorry." 
 
      
 
    Jona apologized, and they all ate a delicious meal. Priya, still not used to the dangers of saying things in front of Jona made an error when she said, "I prefer the dark meat." 
 
      
 
    Marcus put his head down waiting for Jona's remark. 
 
      
 
    No smartass comment came from his friend. Marcus looked at Jona with a shocked expression. He watched his friend fidgeting in his seat. He could see perspiration beginning to form, and Jona tugged at his jacket. His eyes often drifted to the beautiful woman sitting on his right. The one who lofted the verbal softball he did not hit into the air. He had not even noticed. His brain thumbed through a Rolodex of potential conversation starters. All the cards were blank. Jona could not begin conversations out of thin air. He needed prompting, and then he could fly, but starting with a blank page did not work well for the young man.  
 
      
 
    In his defense, Priya rated a three hundred and thirty-seven out of ten, and she sat only a few inches from him.  
 
      
 
    After dessert, Jona excused himself from the table. Despite his better judgment, he decided to consult Katie about how to handle the Priya situation. He knew it would lead to some hurt feelings and him having to promise her something, but he needed the advice. 
 
      
 
    "Jona," Katie's voice appeared in his head as he looked in the mirror. She did not sound like her normal bubbly self, "they beat Bartis pretty badly, but he made it here to warn us. You cannot go back through the portal. It's a trap." 
 
      
 
    Jona's mind barely went to Admiral Ackbar. This was serious. 
 
      
 
    According to Katie, Whoppner's men found the portal. She believed they put a tracking device on Jona which made the young man beat himself for the lack of foresight. They had done the same to Guida. She said that Mengalo was working to disable the portal. A vital act needed to prevent people from coming through to the basement where the delightful dinner party decayed upstairs.  
 
      
 
    Upstairs, Jona took charge. "Mom, take Caylinne and Priya to my office. Stay there."  
 
      
 
    "What is wrong, Jona?" Caylinne questioned, her eyes big.  
 
      
 
    "Nothing is wrong, I just thought you might like to see where I work," Jona tried hard to downplay his adrenaline rush.  
 
      
 
    The thing about children and animals was their instincts were still strong. They did not have the experience or the mental acuteness to ruin their intuition with thoughts yet. Instincts were seldom wrong. People often were. Both animals and children liked Jona. Caylinne's intuition perked, and she sensed something wrong, but she looked up to Jona and knew it best to follow his instruction. 
 
      
 
    "You can show me your office later, Jona," Priya said with a fixed, hard glare. "I will stay here with you." 
 
      
 
    Jona did not want her to stay, he needed her safe for his own clarity, but he could see the determination in her eyes. He could not win an argument with her. Ever. 
 
      
 
    Once Mrs. Jett took Caylinne outside, and into the car, Jona barked out more orders as he removed his suit jacket and set it on the table, "Marcus. Aerora. You need to protect the portal downstairs. Someone could come through at any time. Mengalo is working to shut it down remotely, but he does not know if he will be able to. They can only come one at a time, and there is a cool down period which should give you time between attacks if it comes to that. Get downstairs and keep watch, build a trap if you can." 
 
      
 
    Aerora saluted, grabbed the knife Jona used to carve the turkey, and ran downstairs. Marcus followed. 
 
      
 
    "Priya, I wish you would have gone with mom. I don't want you to get hurt. You should not even be mixed up in all of this. It is all my fault," Jona said as he looked at her, their eyes connecting.  
 
      
 
    "Stop," Priya said in a slightly raised voice, the most she could muster. "I am not some delicate little flower, Jona. I am here because I want to be. I am involved because I want to help. Now stop being a pussy and tell me what you need me to do." 
 
      
 
    Priya swore. 
 
      
 
    Jona noticed. 
 
      
 
    After a moment coming to grips with all of that, Jona fell back into his role as commander, "my laptop is in a bag I left here." Jona paused at the realization that he directed Priya to use his computer without having time to purge it. She would find a correlation between their meeting and his sudden affinity for the search string of 'Indian sex.' 
 
      
 
    "Marcus uses the internet on it. I barely use it." He caught his eyes drifting downward as he spoke. He, then, directed his eyes back to where they belonged, in lock with Priya's. "Connect with Katie. She is our best eyes and ears on Pitcairn. You are to use the information she gives you and the information you gather here to keep us all on the same page. I will check with you for updates. Also, see if you can work with Mengalo to get the portal offline." 
 
      
 
    "And what about you, Jona? What are you going to do?" 
 
      
 
    "I am going up to Reuben's place. I'm going to try to get through the portal in the field." 
 
      
 
    "Doesn't that lead right to where they will all be?" 
 
      
 
    Jona nodded his head, "if I know Guida, he will already be there." 
 
      
 
    Priya wrapped her arms around Jona. "Be careful," she told him while the embrace lingered.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



"How is he going to get down to the bottom of the pit?" Aerora asked as she finished demolishing the wall Jona started destroying with his face. They needed room to build a trap for anybody coming through the portal.  
 
      
 
    "He didn't say," Priya said, while staring at the laptop's screen. "Is it difficult?" 
 
      
 
    "He can't spin the wheel and be on the platform at the same time. I should have gone with him," Aerora said before hitting a stud and hoping it was not load bearing.  
 
      
 
    Jona drove like Aerora. He weaved in and out of traffic. The car might as well have lacked brakes. When he hit the highway, he attempted to break the land speed record. He tapped behind his ear, "Priya," he said. Katie agreed to keep a direct line to Priya open for him while she helped Mengalo. There needed to be a way to take the portal offline. "Are my mom and Caylinne safe?" 
 
      
 
    "I just spoke with your mother. Everything seems to be alright." Priya said in a very clinical manner as she gathered and balanced all the intelligence she could amass.  
 
      
 
    "Marcus and Aerora?" 
 
      
 
    "They tore down the wall. They are working on building something that will hold, or at least slow someone." 
 
      
 
    "Aerora wants to know if you have a plan to get to the bottom of the pit." 
 
      
 
    "Tell her not to worry and that she still owes me a meatloaf. Have you and Mengalo made any progress disabling the portal from your end?" 
 
      
 
    "Not yet, we are still working." 
 
      
 
    "And Guida?" 
 
      
 
    "Nobody has heard from him. Hurry, Jona. Mengalo said he had a look about him when he left." 
 
      
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
      
 
    "From what I gathered, it was the same look I saw on you before you left. Determination."  
 
      
 
    "I need to speak to Whoppner," Guida said as he entered the building. He strapped his body with guns and ammunition before he left. He expected a fight. 
 
      
 
    The young girl behind the desk never looked up. The top of her head, the only part visible to Guida, bore straight red hair which hung to her shoulders. "Do you have an appointment? Whoppner does not see anyone without an appointment. 
 
      
 
    "I do not have an appointment, just tell him Guida is here and that I am going to speak with him or I will kill everybody I encounter on my way to him." This garnered the girl's attention. She took her blue eyes off her phone and looked at the lumbering man in front of her. Her freckles wanted to run and hide. "Starting with you." 
 
      
 
    Guida did not like to threaten innocent people. He had no intention of harming the cute girl who just happened to take the wrong job, but he needed her attention. It worked. 
 
      
 
    "I need to talk to him. Now." The young girl screamed into the receiver. Her makeup left a trail as a tear rolled down her soft white skin. It was making its way to the corner of her mouth when she caught it with a manicured and trembling fingernail. 
 
      
 
    Guida needed her to keep it together. At least long enough to get Earl Whoppner on the phone. He still needed her to fear him, so he refrained from telling her she would be okay, but he did tell her, "I will be over here sitting. Tell him he has three minutes." Guida walked over to the chair and looked at it. He did not feel comfortable it would support his fully loaded massive frame. Plus, sitting would require him to take the added step of standing if it became necessary to arm himself in a hurry. "I'll be over here standing," he amended. 
 
      
 
    The door to the left of the frightened girl's desk opened. Three men in black armor, helmets, and face shields entered. "Unless one of you is Whoppner, I am not interested," Guida said. "Ma'am, you still need to get him, but I will kill one of them instead of you now." 
 
      
 
    The two men at the rear held some sort of weaponry Guida did not recognize, but the primary point and shoot mechanic was universal. The man in front talked into a device on his shoulder, "we have eyes on him. He is alone, yes."  
 
      
 
    "Excuse me, ma'am," Guida said, ignoring the men with the weapons trained on him. "Can you please let Whoppner know that if I don't see him in the next thirty seconds, I am going to come looking for him?" 
 
      
 
    The girl nodded and relayed the message. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. I have no intention on harming you, Miss." Guida said before adding, "I am sorry."  
 
      
 
    Fifteen seconds later, Guida pulled two guns from his back and fired. The bullet from his right hand hit one of the men in the thigh. The bullet from his left hand hit one of the men in the knee. They both fired some meaningless and dangerous shots that fortunately hit nobody before dropping their guns and reaching for their wounds. The man in the middle scrambled to get his gun, but Guida jumped on him before he had a chance. He kicked both weapons to the side as he held a gun to the man's temple. "Twenty-seven. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine."  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Carl did not expect to see Jona again.  
 
      
 
    "I don't have time to screw around with you Carl," Jona said as he extended his hand which held a stack of the bills he took from Guida, in the amount of $15,000. "Just get that 4x4 wheelchair loaded. The floor model." 
 
      
 
    "Do you have a prescription?" Carl asked from a safe distance. 
 
      
 
    "I'm paying for it. Here is cash. If you don't want to take my cash, I will take the chair myself, and it will cost a whole lot more to repair the damage I will do." Jona suddenly held a sword in his other hand. 
 
      
 
    "But..." Carl stammered. "you need a..." 
 
      
 
    "Don't fucking say it, Carl. Don't you dare fucking say prescription. You say prescription and I swear to God I will ruin your only suit." Carl was wearing the same suit he wore the last time these two graced each other's presence. "And since I seem to need to spell things out for you, Carl. I will ruin it with your blood. Now there is more than enough money in here, keep the rest. Think of it as your commission." 
 
      
 
    "You're all set," Carl said as he patted the trunk a fraction of a moment before Jona peeled out of the gravel parking lot, leaving Carl in a cloud of dust. He lamented the fact he would have to clean his suit before wearing it again.  
 
      
 
    "Update, Priya," Jona said as he drove down a country road. 
 
      
 
    "Marcus and Aerora seem to have built a good trap. Aerora is holding a shotgun, which scares me a little. Marcus has a golf club. I'm not sure what he plans on doing with it." Priya responded and continued, not needing any added prompting. "The portal is still online. We have not been successful shutting it down. Your mother and Caylinne are playing crazy eights, and all seems well there. Still no word from Guida." 
 
      
 
    "Get in contact with Jowers, she might know something," Jona said. "I plan on entering the portal within the next ten minutes. If you can, get him that message." 
 
      
 
    "Be careful, Jona," Priya said, hoping those were not the last words he would hear her speak.  
 
      
 
    Guida walked through the hallways with a human shield who would not stop whining. Most people ran the other way when they saw him coming, but a few had delusions of bravado which he had to suppress.  
 
      
 
    "Sir. Sir." A voice called from behind. Guida turned. He saw the red-haired girl from the front desk. She had her hands up. "I just thought you should know that Mr. Whoppner fled the building in a helicopter." 
 
      
 
    "Thanks," Guida said while adding some added pressure to the man's neck. "Go home now. I don't know what is going to happen, but you shouldn't be here when it does." He watched as the girl turned around and ran in the other direction before turning his attention to the man in his grasp. "Your boss is a coward. You know that, right?" Guida squeezed, so the man had no chance to answer. Once he felt the man go limp, he dropped his body on the ground, ripped the communication device from his shoulder, and stepped over him. 
 
      
 
    "Whoppner," Guida said into the little black rectangle. 
 
      
 
    Many moments of silence lingered between Guida's words and a response, but one came, "Guida, what are you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "You are messing with my family," Guida spat into the comm.  
 
      
 
    "Things have gotten out of hand, Guida," Whoppner said amidst the sound of the propellers. "The Caberon are not happy. I suggest you do what I did and run." 
 
      
 
    Guida became enraged. The giant man filled the hallway with his frame. He punched a hole in the wall. "What have you done, Whoppner?"  
 
      
 
    "They were supposed to wait until I secured Earth's resources, then I promised them the planet. But they met my son and did not think him capable. They said he was a rambling idiot that talked out of his ass. And they said his partner was the most hideous creature they have encountered. Can you believe that?" 
 
      
 
    "That is even low for you, Whoppner, selling out the whole human race for a few dollars. Why are your men still fighting?" 
 
      
 
    "This will all blow over, Guida. There are only three of them, and they aren't launching an attack now. They are just securing the portal. So, I still need exclusive access to the planet. It would be foolish to stop my men now that they found your portal. So, just step aside and let the inevitable happen." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think you understand, Whoppner. I have to stop them. Call your men off, so I don't have to kill them." 
 
      
 
    "Don't be a fool, Guida. All the Caberon want is access to the portal to Earth, so they can use it to store some of their big weapons and to use as a training ground. You can't stop them." 
 
      
 
    "Whoppner," Guida shouted, "if I know my son, he is going to come through that portal, and now he is going to fall into the hands of three Caberon." 
 
      
 
    "Oh yes, we know about him. I guess we knew about him." The line went dead. Guida charged down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    "Just get in the damn chair Reuben. I need help, and you are the only one who can do it," Jona shouted at the Amish boy in the wheelchair.  
 
      
 
    "What are you wearing?" Reuben asked the man standing next to him on the front porch.  
 
      
 
    "It's a shinobi shozoku," Jona said showcasing his maneuverability in his all-black outfit. "It will help me blend into the night." He looked at Reuben. He wore a very plain suit with no collar. "What are you wearing?" 
 
      
 
    "It's a mutza suit. I just got back from church. Where did you even get pants like those that fit? I don't think there are too many midget ninjas around." Reuben questioned as he looked at the brand new 4x4 wheelchair parked off the porch. 
 
      
 
    "My mom sewed them for me. Now get in the damn wheelchair." 
 
      
 
    "I don't need any help," Reuben yelled as Jona tried to awkwardly grab him from the front, his arms under the disabled boy's pits.  
 
      
 
    Jona released the awkward hug. "Then hurry up." 
 
      
 
    Before long, Reuben glided along in wheelchair ecstasy. He ran over stones and fallen branches on his way to the muddy field. "Why do they even make those that fast?" Jona yelled from fifteen feet behind.  
 
      
 
    Reuben's new chair rolled through the mud with ease. The tank-like tracks were devouring the ground as he went. The boy felt complete and total freedom for the first time in his life. He could go anywhere. He still could not do anything, but look out beach, here comes Reuben.  
 
      
 
    "You spin this wheel. A platform raises. I get on it. You lower me down slowly." Jona emphasized the last of his instructions. You cannot let go, Reuben. I'll plummet." Jona did not know how much confidence he had in the kid who was more enemy than friend. "Can you do that?" 
 
      
 
    "Use my hands to spin wheels? Did you just ask a handicapped kid if he can turn a wheel? I don't know, Jona. Why in the world would I ever need to turn a wheel with my hands?" 
 
      
 
    Reuben had the platform up in no time. He was, after all, an expert at the trade. "I'm sure there is another way it works, Reuben. But we don't know it. It probably works from the other side, and this is just a backup. Just hold on and don't let go." Jona stood on the platform. His life, truly, in Reuben's hands. "Lower me slowly. And Reuben, do not fuck around. There are people down there who will kill you if they get the chance." 
 
      
 
    For the first twenty feet, Jona hoped Reuben would not drop him. For the next ten, he wished he brought a flashlight. The following ten feet were filled with anger about Reuben making fun of his shinobi shozoku. The rest of the way, he became determined to stop these people from hurting the people he loved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Jona exploded out of the portal and hit a bag of sand with a thud. He dropped to the ground next to the corpse of a man in all black.  
 
      
 
    Jona looked around. The area, immense and barren, seemed like it could hold an entire army and its equipment, or at least a Wal-Mart. No men could be seen, which Jona found a blessing. The portal entrance loomed over Jona in its infinite darkness. It towered over him. His best estimation calculated it to be more than huge yet not quite enormous, somewhere in between, big enough to fit a dozen tractor trailers through at the same time.  
 
      
 
    "Katie," Jona said after activating the device in his head, something he thought would always remain foreign to him. "Are you able to locate Guida? This place is huge." 
 
      
 
    "I do not like that woman," Katie said. "Do you want to know what she said to me?" 
 
      
 
    "I do not, Katie. I am kind of busy here. Jowers can be a little rough, but she is a nice girl. I didn't like her at first either." Jona said as he got to the door opposite the portal. The door stood solidly between him and the unknown. He tried to listen to see if he could hear someone on the other side. 
 
      
 
    "She said, at least she was all natural. Do you believe that bitch?" 
 
      
 
    With the silence broken, Jona switched off Katie and swung the door open to an empty hallway. As he moved, he could hear fighting in the distance. He followed the sounds, sword in hand. His movements stealth thanks to his outfit. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes wandering the hallways, Jona heard a sound down the hall and around the corner. He braced himself, readied his sword like Guida showed him and waited. He did not have to wait long before three Caberon with big, dark eyes came into view. Jona ducked inside a doorway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aerora had taken lipstick and drawn markings on her face. Marcus politely declined. She looked like a savage. Her eyes unyielding, her pulse elevated, her desire to protect at full tilt, she waited. 
 
      
 
    A man in black came through the portal in the basement. He found himself wrapped in a sheet. He heard the pump of a shotgun load a shell into the barrel. He then heard a female say, "it is about time." 
 
      
 
    He fired his gun despite not being able to see anything through the sheet. It hit something that made a metallic clang in front of him. He could see through the hole he created that he was also inside of some ramshackle enclosure. He did not see the opening on the side of the enclosure. Nor did he see the Taylor Made driver that broke his visor and his nose. He also could not see but assumed his blood, and the bullet hole ruined the sheet. He could, however, hear the same woman speaking before he faded to unconsciousness, "can I shoot him?" 
 
      
 
    Jona heard Guida's words. "Run the other way," repeating in his mind. Jona knew it the right thing to do, but he also knew Guida was inside the building. Jona enjoyed the short amount of time they spent together. There was still so much to learn from the old man. So much of this new world to explore. In the face of danger, Jona was not going to do what Guida had done. He was not going to leave. 
 
      
 
    Jona stepped from the doorway. He stood firmly in the center. "Hey," he yelled, and the three Caberon turned. 
 
      
 
    Jona moved the blade in front of him, horizontal to the ground. The glimmering metal held his reflection. His eyes pierced through the three creatures. He said nothing. He watched as the blade cut across his view. Jona felt his rage. The anger inside the young man gave him a sense of calm. A calm born out of confidence.  
 
      
 
    Jona raised the sword above his head, just off to the side. He watched the first mountain of a being moving towards him. He saw his walk falter, ever so slightly, but he kept moving forward. Jona focused on his breathing, each inhale slow and deep. His unblinking eyes locked on the Caberon, now ten feet away. 
 
    The creature reached for the weapon that had disabled Jona at Tellbees. Before the weapon raised and long before the flash left the device, Jona jumped to the side to change his angle of attack. He dove forward making himself parallel to the ground and a difficult target. The Caberon jerked the weapon and fired off a shot, but the small, moving, target proved too quick to hit. Jona rolled and hopped to his feet. In one motion, he turned his sword into the blunt one he practiced with and stunned the alien with a blow to the face. Jona changed the blade back as he brought the sword down, across the creature's forearm. The weapon and half of an arm dropped to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Jona barely hit the ground when a spike pierced him above the hip. The mammoth beast roared as he lifted Jona and tossed his body onto the floor.  
 
      
 
    "Grab his feet," Aerora said to Marcus as she pulled the man in black's arms. "We need to fling his ass back through the portal. Let them know what happens if you come through." 
 
      
 
    "You know you are kind of frightening, right?" Marcus said as he obliged.  
 
      
 
    They swung the man back and forth while counting aloud. On three, they let go, and he disappeared into the darkness.  
 
      
 
    "Send another one, we are ready," Aerora shouted at the wall. 
 
      
 
    Guida heard the commotion and began to sprint. When he turned the corner, he could barely see Jona laying in a pool of blood with three behemoths surrounding him.         
 
      
 
    He unloaded both clips into the thick skin of the Caberon to little effect. He then threw both guns at them, which had no effect. "Stay away from him. Get me. Leave my son alone." Guida charged at the creatures. The man who was usually calm and precise in a fight lost control when he saw Jona laying in a heap. He swung his arms and connected. He had one creature on the ground through some miraculous act of human strength. Atop him, he wrapped his hands around its large neck. The other two stabbed and hit Guida, but he did not feel it. He watched as the life of the man, the one who lacked part of his arm, the one who had harmed his only son gasped its final breath. 
 
      
 
    The two remaining Caberon stood frozen in horror, giving Guida time to limp his beaten and bloody body over to Jona. He picked him up and slowly began to carry him down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Three men in all black appeared in front of the two bloodied men. "You are clear all the way to the exit, stand back," the first of the men, a former enemy, said.  
 
      
 
    As Guida limped along with Jona in his arms, the men launched everything they had at the two remaining Caberon. 
 
      
 
    A hundred bloody footprints led the way to Guida who now lay on the ground. Jona kneeling beside the fallen man who carried him out of harm's way spoke, "you're going to be alright, Guida." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, Jona." 
 
      
 
    "Son," Jona corrected. "You're sorry, son."  
 
      
 
    Guida smiled. Blood flowing out of his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "I forgive you, Dad." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Jona followed the bloody footprints back. Sword in hand, he measured each step. He let his anger build inside of him but remained focused. He did not let it fly out of him uncontrollably as it always had. Instead, he tried to channel it.  
 
      
 
    Three men in black ran passed him. "They are too tough, turn around," one of them yelled. 
 
      
 
    Instead, Jona continued forward. Only stopping when the two Caberon came into view. The hallway filled with rubble and blood. The two beasts looked in Jona's direction. He readied his sword and balanced his weight.  
 
      
 
    When the creatures burst towards Jona, he stood still and waited. These monsters killed his father. Took away from him that which he had for only a brief time. When close enough, Jona let his anger, his rage, flow from him in controlled bursts of fury. He slashed and stabbed at the creatures. He could not feel any of their blows, his shield of revenge blocking the pain. He drove his sword into the bottom of one of the creature's chins, hitting one of the few soft spots. His sword held its mouth open like an apple in the mouth of a pig on a spit.  
 
      
 
    Jona pulled the blade from his victim. His body fell to the ground. He turned and sliced his sword low to the ground causing the last Caberon to dodge the attack, giving Jona the split second he needed to attack with his newfound speed and channeled anger. Jona met the beast with an iron fist to the face. The sound echoed throughout the space station. The powerful punch sent the monster staggering back. Jona walked towards it and thrust his foot, the one once broken, at the Caberon's knee. His leg fractured, and he fell onto his back. He lay on the ground screaming words Jona could not understand. Jona put a firm foot on its chest, forcing him to look up at him. Waiting for the behemoth to look into his eyes. A tear fell from Jona's eye. "You killed my father." Jona slowly drove his blade into his chest before falling to the ground. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



It took a long time for Jona to heal. Priya nursed him under Katie's watchful eye. Marcus and Aerora took turns tending to his needs while they helped Chico prepare his piece of the space station for Guida's memorial.  
 
      
 
    Mengalo, overcome with the loss of his friend, turned his allegiance to the boy who lay in bed healing. He told Jona people would come to pay their respects and that he, being next of kin, would need to accept those respects.  
 
      
 
    The day of the funeral, Jona walked with Priya, Aerora, and Marcus through the early morning dew. "I just want to go back home and forget about all of this. Before I get somebody else killed."  
 
      
 
    "You didn't get Guida killed, Jona," Priya said, trying to console him as they slowly walked.  
 
      
 
    "My father," Jona corrected.  
 
      
 
    "Jona, you met your father. You wanted that your whole life." Marcus, looking dapper as always, said. "And you gave him what he always wanted, to be your father. Even if just for a little while."  
 
      
 
    "You are everything your father thought you were and more," Aerora said with a tear. Her first trip to Pitcairn not being what she hoped. 
 
      
 
    They rounded a bend and Jona looked down to the field. It looked like people waiting for a rock concert to begin. Thousands of people arrived from all over the universe to pay their respects to his father. 
 
      
 
    The line wrapped around the entire field. Tents scattered the ground. A band began setting up on a stage off to the far side. "Over here, Jona." A voice yelled. Jona looked and saw Bartis standing next to Tash. She wore a tight dress full of vibrant colors. Bartis looked uncomfortable in his tight-fitting clothes. "You need to stand at the base of the totem over there," he said pointing, "I'm going to perform later."   
 
      
 
    Jona took up his place next to Mengalo, who looked slightly less insane than usual. The loss of his friend hit him quite hard, and it showed on his face.  
 
      
 
    "The name is Hank," the first man to great Jona said. Jona watched him slowly fumble and push to the head of the line. They shook hands. He was a big, powerful man. "I worked a job with your father one time. He was a good man," he said as he handed Jona a token valid for one drink at some gentleman's club. 
 
      
 
    Next came a family, long and lean. When they moved, it looked like they floated instead of moving their legs. "My son is here because of your father." The woman said. "He saved him. We are forever in his debt." The boy shyly handed Jona a small box.  
 
      
 
    The next people through all came to me the same way, with stories of how Guida affected their lives, helped them, saved their city, you name it. They all gave Jona gifts, which Priya began to collect.  
 
      
 
    A man with a curly mustache, long nose, and a scar on his face approached Jona. "Your father and I were enemies." Jona jumped into a fighting stance. The man laughed. "He gave me this scar. I never had more respect for anyone. He was a great man. You have my sympathy. The universe is now a worse place now that Guida is gone." He handed Jona a gun. "I stole this from him." 
 
      
 
    Jona heard stories of all kinds. Women hugged him with tears. Men did the same. Entire planets sent representatives and adorned him with gifts. Jona looked at the endless line. Typically it would have pained him to think about the countless hours he was going to spend receiving them, but instead, he looked forward to every tale of his father's life. And for the first time, Jona genuinely believed Guida made the right decision all those years ago. 
 
      
 
    For two days, Jona stood and heard tales of bravery. Pride filled him. How did Guida, his father, expect him to fill his big shoes? The man helped so many people.  
 
      
 
    After the second night, Guida's body rocketed into space. A party to commemorate the beloved man began. Priya stood next to Jona as they watched the rocket tail succumb to space Guida was now a part of. 
 
      
 
    Aerora and Marcus approached. Aerora, unable to contain her excitement shouted, "we have something to show you." 
 
      
 
    When they approached Guida's office, Jona noticed the window was covered with a tarp. Marcus opened the door. The whole place looked incredible, completely remodeled. Jowers sat at the desk wearing a smile and little else. "Welcome to your new office, Jona." 
 
      
 
     "This is where you can store weapons. We don't have any yet, but we are working on them." Priya said as she turned, and here is your office." Three pictures hung on the wall, one of mom and one of Guida, Jona's dad. There was also one of Priya, Marcus, Caylinne, and Jona his mother had taken at the dinner party just before everything changed forever. Priya pointed over to three other doors, "there is an office for Marcus, one for me, and." 
 
      
 
    Aerora interrupted, "and this one is mine," she shouted unable to control her joy. 
 
      
 
    Priya continued, "and here is," she pointed to a pedestal that looked void of a famous sculpture. She clicked a button, and there she stood, a perfect three-dimensional representation of Katie Morgan. "Katie. We worked on the interface for you." 
 
      
 
    "Hello, Jona," Katie said as she curtseyed towards him with her hands on her knees and her lips puckered. She spun around, "do you like my latest look?" 
 
      
 
    "We needed somewhere to work," Marcus said as he put his arm around his friend. "One more thing." He said turning back through the door. Once outside they all turned around. Aerora removed the tarp. Where it once read 'Guida' it now read: 
 
      
 
    Jona Midget Ass. 
 
      
 
    "Assassin would not fit," Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    "And you couldn't think of another word to cut out?" Jona asked. 
 
      
 
    "I thought about it, but I really thought your name belonged there."  
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