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Wren Sterling was knee-deep in a philosophical debate with an orphaned raccoon kit named Bartholomew, who was currently attempting to pick her pocket with the focused intensity of a miniature cat burglar.

"I don't care if you saw a shiny wrapper in my pocket, Bartholomew," Wren muttered, gently swatting away a tiny, masked paw smeared with wild blackberry juice. "We do not steal contraband. We rehabilitate. We return to the wild. We do not use cargo pants as a black-market trading post for stolen granola bars."

Bartholomew let out a low, indignant chitter, his tiny fingers hooking desperately into the hem of her pocket before Wren scooped him up and deposited him into the safety of an oversized plastic carrier crate. The rescue center—Sterling’s Safe Haven for Misunderstood and Accident-Prone Fauna—was usually a sanctuary of peaceful woodland sounds: the occasional hoot of an owl, the rustle of pine needles, the soothing gurgle of the nearby creek.

Then the universe decided to throw a temper tantrum.

BOOM.

The entire Northern California redwood reserve shuddered as if Mother Nature had just tripped over an immovable mountain and face-planted into the continental shelf. A blinding flash of turquoise-and-neon-magenta light violently severed the dusk, followed instantly by a sound like a frying pan the size of a continent colliding with a mattress stuffed with megawatt subwoofers.

The air pressure dropped so fast Wren’s ears popped with a sickening pop-pop. The rescue center's resident blue jays erupted into a deafening, chaotic chorus of what could only be translated as avian panic—a flurry of blue feathers launching into the darkening canopy like feathered ballistic missiles.

Bartholomew dove headfirst into an empty oat bucket in the corner of the supply shed and stayed there, vibrating at a frequency usually reserved for industrial-grade concrete mixers.

Wren dropped her telemetry clipboard. It hit the dirt with a hollow thud. She wiped her hands slowly on her canvas cargo pants, staring fixedly through the dense brush toward the property line next door.

The cabin—vacant, dust-choked, and delightfully abandoned for the last three years by an absentee owner who lived in Zurich—now possessed a freshly smoking front porch. More concerningly, the porch railing wasn't just burnt; it was translucent, humming at a physical frequency that made Wren's dental fillings ache, and radiating a stubborn, iridescent glow that made the surrounding ferns look like they had swallowed disco balls.

"You've got to be kidding me," Wren groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose as a familiar, throbbing migraine began to sprout behind her left eye. "If the county zoning board is testing another experimental municipal laser grid or 5G subspace tower on my property line again, I am personally feeding the entire city council to the badgers."

She marched across the pine-needle carpeted dividing line, her heavy-duty work boots crunching with aggressive, unyielding purpose. As she approached the smoking porch, the air grew thick with a bizarre olfactory cocktail: the distinct sharp scent of ozone, the toasted sweetness of roasted marshmallows, and a bizarre, underlying hint of spearmint toothpaste.

At the center of the warped, glowing cedar planks sat a man.

He was tangled inextricably in a white canvas hammock that he had apparently materialized out of thin air—because that hammock definitely had not been hanging there two minutes ago—wearing an impeccably tailored, three-piece silver suit that looked like it had been woven from liquid starlight and high-end Italian silk. His dark hair stood up in wild, static-charged spikes like he had just stuck his finger into a 50,000-volt socket powered by the Andromeda galaxy.

And his skin? His skin was literally—there was no other word for it—illuminated from within. He looked like a high-end luxury aquarium inhabited by glowing neon jellyfish. Every time he blinked, tiny motes of golden starlight drifted off his eyelashes and fizzled out against the porch railing.

"Ow," the man groaned, rubbing his jaw while glowing faintly turquoise every time his thick, elegant fingers brushed his cheek. "That was entirely uncalled for. The orbital drag coefficients in this specific atmospheric quadrant are wildly, unnecessarily hostile. I demand to speak to whoever manages the local gravitational upholstery here. My lumbar region has filed a formal complaint with the cosmos."

Wren stopped at the foot of the charred steps, crossed her arms over her flannel shirt, and clicked her heavy-duty, aircraft-grade aluminum flashlight against her palm with a rhythmic clack-clack-clack.

"You're standing on my private property," Wren said, her voice dripping with the serene, murderous calm of a woman who had dealt with three escaped elk and a bear that learned how to open screen doors. "You fried my entire electrical grid, your fancy jacket is currently singing a very aggressive tune in G-sharp, and you have turned my peace and quiet into a sci-fi convention special effects reel. Who are you, and why does your epidermis look like a glowing rave stick?"

The celestial visitor blinked wide, luminescent eyes at her, completely unfazed by her hostility. In fact, he looked mildly delighted, as if he had just ordered a complex cocktail and found out it came with a tiny paper umbrella.

He threw his arms out in a dramatic, sweeping gesture that accidentally caused a nearby potted fern to float three inches off the ground and spin lazily in a vertical circle like a botanical satellite.

"I am Orion!" he announced proudly, his voice echoing with the faint, surreal resonance of a distant cathedral choir harmonizing inside a cave. "And I am here for one final, highly chaotic earthly summer before my stellar core decides to do whatever it is stellar cores do when they get tired of burning in a perpetual vacuum!"

Wren stared at him for a long, agonizingly silent moment. A gentle breeze rustled the redwoods above them. Bartholomew the raccoon crept out from the bushes behind her leg, poked his head out, and chirped skeptically at the glowing man, as if questioning whether this particular anomaly was edible or poisonous.

"Right," Wren said flatly, tapping her flashlight against her thigh. "A walking neon hazard sign with a major flair for unauthorized property damage and zero understanding of local building codes. Fantastic. Just what my wildlife sanctuary needed to round out a Tuesday."

Orion lowered his arms, letting the floating fern drop back into its terracotta pot with a soft clump. He tilted his head, his luminous eyes narrowing slightly as he took in her practical work boots, mud-splattered trousers, and murderous glare.

"You aren't screaming," Orion observed, sounding genuinely disappointed. "When I dropped into the Andromeda-9 sector three centuries ago, the local carbon-based bipeds shrieked in terror and threw sacred turnips at me. Why are you not throwing turnips?"

"Because turnips cost four dollars a pound at the local co-op, and I'm not wasting produce on a guy who looks like a malfunctioning disco ball," Wren snapped, stepping up onto the warped porch. The wood was warm beneath her boots—uncomfortably warm, like a heated mattress pad set to maximum roast. "Listen, Mr. Celestial Core, or whatever your name is. You broke my fence, you shorted out the incubator for my orphaned blue jays, and you're currently violating about twelve different municipal ordinances regarding unauthorized atmospheric re-entry. So you have two choices: either you pack up your little star-spangled suit and find another uninhabited mountain range to terrorize, or I introduce you to a heavy dose of tranquilizer darts designed for an angry grizzly bear."

Orion gasped, clutching his chest with theatrical offense, his skin flashing a brilliant, indignant shade of hot pink.

"Tranquilizer darts? On a being of pure stellar magnitude?" He scoffed, rising gracefully to his feet—though 'rising' didn't quite cover it, seeing as he sort of levitated two inches above the porch boards for a full three seconds before gravity remembered he was supposed to be anchored. "I will have you know, mortal female, that I am undertaking a vital, highly sophisticated emotional journey. I am experiencing summer. Do you know what a star does for four billion years? We burn. We fuse hydrogen. We collapse. We do not get to eat ice cream on a porch while watching cute little masked bandits steal trash."

Wren pinched the bridge of her nose again, feeling a brand-new headache blossom directly behind her eyeballs. "Ice cream? Is that what you think earth is? A cosmic parlor game?"

"It has sprinkles!" Orion insisted, stepping closer with absolute, manic enthusiasm. The sudden proximity bathed Wren in a warm, lavender-scented glow that smelled faintly of vanilla and solar flares. "I read about them in a subspace data stream intercepted from a satellite dish in New Jersey. Sprinkles represent the ultimate triumph of chaotic human joy over the cold, unfeeling entropy of the universe! And I intend to consume precisely ten thousand of them before my core stabilizes into a boring, permanent terrestrial density!"

Wren stared into his impossibly bright, starry eyes, realizing with sudden, crushing horror that this glowing lunatic wasn't going away. He wasn't a glitch in the radar; he was her new neighbor.

And her summer was officially ruined. Or, alternatively, about to get entirely out of hand.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Celestial Property Damage
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The morning sun filtered through the towering redwoods of Northern California, casting long, peaceful dapples of pale gold across Sterling’s Safe Haven for Misunderstood and Accident-Prone Fauna. Under normal circumstances, dawn was Wren Sterling’s favorite hour of the day. It was supposed to be a sacred, solitary window of time reserved for quiet woodland chores: refilling the heated electrolyte water bowls, checking the saline drips for an injured badger named Barnaby, and nursing a scalding mug of chicory coffee on the back steps while pretending that bills, zoning boards, and the rest of human civilization did not exist.

Instead, Wren was standing at her kitchen window in her wool socks, clutching her coffee mug like a defensive weapon, watching her brand-new celestial neighbor attempt to fight a standard-issue green garden hose to the death.

Orion had apparently decided that morning in rural California required high-concept resort wear. He had swapped the liquid-starlight silver suit from the previous evening for an aggressively loud, neon pink flamingo Hawaiian shirt, paired with immaculate black patent-leather dress shoes that emitted faint, steady wisps of white smoke every time the soles touched the dew-soaked grass. His dark, static-charged hair was still defying every known law of terrestrial aerodynamics, sticking straight up in sharp, luminous spikes that caught the early morning light like a cluster of fiber-optic cables.

At present, he was crouched in a low, predatory combat stance six feet from the outdoor spigot, holding a coiled fifty-foot garden hose at bay with a heavy silver-plated salad fork he had seemingly manifested out of thin air.

"Do not attempt to deceive me with your coiled, deceptively compliant posture, you flexible polyethylene menace!" Orion bellowed at the empty redwood grove. His voice echoed through the trees with the crystalline resonance of a brass bell inside an acoustic chamber. "I recognize an organic snare when I see one! State your operational frequency or prepare to be unmade at the molecular level!"

He lunged forward, executing a theatrical, swashbuckling thrust with the salad fork, aiming straight for the brass nozzle.

Hiss.

The brass nozzle, pressurized by sixty pounds of cold mountain well-water, shifted under the impact of the fork. A violent, uninterrupted stream of ice-cold water erupted from the aperture, catching Orion squarely between the third and fourth plastic buttons of his flamingo shirt.

"Gah! Treason!" Orion shrieked.

The sound was remarkably similar to a copper teakettle reaching terminal velocity on an industrial stovetop. The sudden shock triggered an instantaneous, autonomic defense reflex: his entire torso flashed a blinding, strobe-light shade of radioactive turquoise. The electromagnetic pulse was so sharp that the kitchen microwave clock behind Wren reset to 12:00 with an audible beep, and three local gray squirrels lost their footing on an overhanging oak branch, tumbling through the ferns in a chaotic flurry of tails and high-pitched chitters.

Wren closed her eyes. She took a slow, measured breath, exhaled through her teeth, and pinched the bridge of her nose until she saw spots.

"One day," she whispered to her coffee. "Just one single, unremarkable Tuesday. That’s all I asked for."

She shoved the screen door open with the flat of her hand, letting it slap shut against the cedar frame with a sharp crack that cut right through the morning mist.

"If you melt my heavy-duty garden hose, Orion," Wren shouted, descending the porch steps in her work boots, "I am personally going to lock you in the recovery pen and let the raccoons use your fancy little flamingo shirt as nesting material. And trust me, Bartholomew has been looking for a chew toy with an attitude problem."

Orion dropped the hose, which dropped onto the lawn with a wet thwack and began happily flooding a bed of wild sorrel. He swiped frantically at his glowing cheekbones with both hands, trying to wipe away the freezing water. His Hawaiian shirt was completely plastered to his chest, radiating thick plumes of white steam that smelled distinctly of spearmint, hot iron, and toasted sugar.

He spun around to face her, his luminescent eyes wide with an expression of profound, cosmic betrayal.

"This apparatus is fundamentally defective and maliciously programmed!" Orion declared, marching across the grass toward her. Every step of his shiny patent-leather shoes produced a musical squelch accompanied by a small hiss of vaporized dew. "It wept upon me without provocation! Is this how Earth treats visiting dignitaries from higher energetic planes? With unprovoked, pressurized aquatic ambushes?"

"That’s called turning the spigot on, you
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