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Chapter 1
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The Keldarian Decapod turned a stalked eye skyward and dipped quietly beneath the water’s surface as Scout Ship Alpha skimmed the Great Northern Ocean, making for an island in the distance. Keldar was a fringe world not often visited by Galactic Ranger scout ships. There was little need. Ninety-three percent of Keldar’s surface was covered by water and filled with aquatic life-forms that a million years ago had evolved to a peaceful, sentient state, and with nearly all of the world’s land mass buried deep under polar icepacks, the only land creatures on Keldar were invasive species that congregated on the few habitable rocks scattered throughout the world in desperate outposts that came and went like the typhoons of summer. 
The Keldarian Collective tolerated these intrusions as a cetacean tolerates a barnacle until it scrapes against the sea bottom to dislodge it, or as a school of explosive gas fish ignores a predator that has wandered into its feeding ground, certain of the fact that the predator will get but one bite before it detonates. This time, however, it was no ordinary intrusion. This was the Goldotti of Deamus, a warrior race of predatory and parasitic gastropods that by an accident of evolution had become their planet’s dominant species. These slug-like creatures, no larger than a man’s thumb and lacking the arms or legs to evolve significantly in any physical or technological sense, nonetheless evolved mentally, and by attaching themselves to the brain stems of Deamus’ dominant homo erectus species, came to rule their planet. Cruel and unforgiving, they turned their world’s primates into mindless robots and waged war on every planet in their system. So, when the Keldarian Collective discovered that the Goldotti had established an outpost on Keldar, they sent for the Galactic Rangers.

In the early days of the galaxy, when the mere separation of worlds and ignorance of each other’s existence was sufficient to keep galactic peace, the planet Argon discovered the secret of faster-than-light travel. It began with the invention by the manufacturing industry of a process called “space compression.” Developed as a cost-saving measure, this process allowed the more efficient storage of inventory by temporarily compressing a given physical space along with every object in it. Warehouses could hold more. Transport vehicles could carry more. The efficiencies of scale seemed limitless. This discovery was a miracle defying all known physics and sparked an industrial revolution of diverse applications in the field of miniaturization. The most significant of these, from a global point of view, was the invention of compressed-space living quarters. Massive structures like hives of ten-by-ten housing cubicles were erected, each with doorways to as much compressed-space as the individual could afford. Millions were housed where thousands were before, and the population of Argon increased tenfold, limited only by the planet’s resources.

As the technology improved, astrophysicists discovered that the same principle could be applied to movement through space and time at faster-than-light speeds. By effectively compressing or folding space in front of a ship and expanding the space behind it, speeds faster than physically possible could be achieved, not by the movement of the ship, but by the movement of space and time themselves through their compression and expansion.

With Argon’s development of faster-than-light propulsion using the “compression drive,” as it was called, the First Era of Exploration commenced, and with the discovery of life on worlds previously thought too distant ever to be explored, came the realization of the need for law and order extending beyond the boundaries of individual worlds, lest the invention that made possible the binding together of all sentient life become the mechanism for its destruction. The five central worlds, the only ones known to hold sentient life at that time, formed the first Congress of Planets, and on Sidereal 1031.42, as time came to be measured, they enacted the Articles, a comprehensive system of laws to govern the galaxy. Those Articles which regulated trade, civil, and interplanetary matters, also authorized the creation of the Galactic Rangers and charged them with three tasks: exploration of the galaxy, discovery of sentient life, and enforcement of the law. 

For over a thousand sidereals, the Galactic Rangers had faithfully carried out their mission. Whenever they charted a new system, the Rangers conducted a scientific assessment of the technological state of any civilizations found. Through proven algorithms, the Division of Mathematics then established a timeline predicting when those civilizations would achieve interstellar capabilities. No further contact by any member planet was permitted with a civilization until it progressed naturally to making the discovery of faster-than-light travel, until it began to expand beyond its own world, and until it became a potential threat to the peace of the galaxy. At such time, emissaries from the Congress of Planets would return to let that world know they were not alone in the universe and to offer them membership in the Congress and peace under the Galactic Rangers’ protection.

At the time of the Rangers’ exploratory mission to Deamus, the Goldotti were as yet unknown and still living in dark places beneath the blind eye of their planet’s dominant species. The timeline established to achieve space compression for their world did not account for this aberration, so when the Goldotti took control of the primates and drove a frenetic development of technology, achieving faster-than-light travel far in advance of projections, they swept across their world and then through their system, subjugating civilizations on three peaceful planets before the Congress and the Rangers became aware of their ascendance to power.

Rangers were ordered to Deamus to negotiate, but the Goldotti refused to cease hostilities and left the Congress of Planets no choice but to declare war. At the outset of the Goldotti War, the more powerful Rangers effected the complete destruction of the Goldotti fleet and the containment of any further aggression. Again, they attempted negotiations but found that the Goldotti could not be reasoned with, could not be subdued, and would under no terms accept peace. When the Rangers destroyed their ships, their enslaved primates built new ones. When the Rangers defeated their armies, they drafted reinforcements, extending their parasitic control beyond primates to other species. They would not negotiate and would not stop until they had subsumed all races, all planets, and all life, until the entire galaxy was Goldotti. 

The Rangers pulled back and the Deamus system was ordered quarantined. Impenetrable force barriers were constructed around the infected planets. No ship was permitted to enter or depart under penalty of death, and for a hundred Deamian years their system remained cut off from any contact with the rest of the galaxy. So, when news of the sighting of a Goldotti ship outside the quarantine zone reached the central planets, Galactic Ranger Scout Ship Alpha was immediately dispatched to Keldar to investigate. 

A scout class ship carries an active crew of four Rangers and a company of warriors in space-compressed cryo-stasis should the need arise for off-ship combat. The scout ship’s exterior is no larger than a B-class freighter, the kind often found ferrying cargo on shorter hauls in the inner systems, but with the latest advances in space compression, the interior of the ship is as large as an M-class star cruiser. It is equipped with firepower sufficient to obliterate a small moon and has a maximum safe speed of one thousand times that of light, limited only by the computational power of the onboard computers used to predict the ship’s real position and reentry into normal space. It has shielding powerful enough to stop the force of a plasma cannon or make the ship invisible. It is the most formidable weapon in the galaxy.

Galactic Rangers themselves are beings from the planet Argon. Long ago, the Argonians evolved to an ethereal state where distinct physical form was no longer a primary requirement of existence and only to be assumed when physical activity demanded it. Most Argonians prefer their natural state, one that can best be described to one not familiar with such things as a cloud of shimmering lights. While on missions, the four Rangers manning the ship — the Captain, First Officer, Communications Officer, and Navigator — assume a physical state called “flight form” in which they coalesce into elongated, bluish humanoids with overly large heads and imposing physiques, a throwback to a previous period in their evolution. Flight form is necessary to operate the ship and interact with any species encountered. 

Captain Kleeg had commanded Scout Ship Alpha since his graduation from the academy. He was a prodigy, a natural leader, a powerful, large figure, and one who never deviated from the law. As he watched the island grow in the view screen, he drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Analysis,” he said to the first officer.

First Officer Gak was not the most physically capable Ranger when he assumed flight form, but what he lacked in stature and hand-to-hand combat skills, he more than made up for in intelligence. He had been assigned to Scout Ship Alpha when its previous first officer, a highly decorated hero, fell in the Battle of the Seven Moons. Gak was young but not ambitious. He was clever, but not devious. He was the perfect first officer and handpicked by Kleeg.

“Captain, I have detected multiple alien life-form readings on the island,” Gak said. “I count at least ten active, and infrared has confirmed the Goldotti parasite on each.” He pressed several buttons on his console and the view screen changed to infrared imaging. It showed a biped patrolling outside a small ship that had set down on a plateau on the island. “Note the predominantly red heat signature throughout the species and the yellowish spot on the back of the neck where the Goldotti is embedded,” Gak said. “The computer identifies the host as a primate of the planet Deamus.”

“The reports said the original hosts all died in the war,” the captain said.

“Apparently, the reports were mistaken.”

“Conjecture?”

“An unlikely possibility is the escape of a ship during the encirclement and prior to installation of the containment barrier. More likely, this is a rogue Goldotti vessel that was on a deep-space mission prior to the war and was unable to return home.”

“Mission to where?”

“Unknown, Captain, but if they came in contact with another world and found a suitable host...”

The navigator on a scout ship also serves as weapons officer. Scout Ship Alpha’s navigator was Klaxon, a hardened veteran of the Goldotti War. “Shall I ready the primary weapon, Captain?” he said without looking up. 

“Negative. Shields up, full invisibility, rig for silent running,” Kleeg said. “Take us in for a closer look.”

“Aye, aye, Captain. Shields up. All power cut to non-essential systems. Engaging stealth mode now.”

The ship flew low over the island while computers and sensors drew topological and tactical maps and collected data on ship configuration, defensive and offensive capabilities, and personnel. After the silent flyby, they took up position a safe distance from the island.

“Captain,” said Klaxon. “An analysis of their weaponry indicates nothing more sophisticated than we saw during the war. They have two low-power plasma cannons, each capable of thirty rounds a minute, and primitive laser technology in the form of heat-seeking missiles and small arms. Nothing we can’t handle.”

“Captain,” Gak said. “I highly recommend contact to determine if they have infected another world. Examination of their ship’s computers and logs could prove useful, as would interrogation of their crew.”

The ship’s communications officer was Lieutenant Sparks. He was fluent in all known artificial languages and an electronics expert. He had lost a brother in the Goldotti War. “You weren’t there, Mr. Gak. You have no idea what these slugs can do. You can’t talk to them,” he said. “You can’t reason with them. They only understand one thing.”

Gak raised an eyebrow. “Neither do we need to reason with their ship’s computer nor with the logs to gather what we need, and the information required of their crew can be extracted without their cooperation, Lieutenant. Keep in mind, the memories of one Goldotti carry the memories of all.”

“With all due respect, sir, we don’t know that the Memory Reader will work on them.” 

“To try and fail is honorable. To fail without trying is not.”

“Any indications that the Goldotti have adapted to Keldar?” the captain asked.

“Negative, Captain,” said Gak. “Wide-range sensors are clear, indicating they have yet to find a way to tolerate the unusually high levels of sulfur and chlorine found in the Keldarian Ocean.”

“Recommendations?”

Scout Ship Alpha held its position, shielded and invisible, near the island. The lone Goldotti guard patrolling the perimeter noticed a shimmering ahead as he rounded his ship’s dorsal section. He drew his laser and faced the assembling molecules of Captain Kleeg, missing a second shimmering that appeared moments later directly behind him. First Officer Gak solidified, fired his weapon, and the Deamus host and its parasite fell unconscious to the ground.

“Ready trans-beamer,” Kleeg said into his wrist communicator. “Lock onto these coordinates. Three to beam. Execute.”

The Goldotti are a race possessed of a collective consciousness, and the others were immediately aware of the unexpected loss of communication with the guard. Their ship’s engines fired, and they lifted off. By the time the two Rangers had secured their prisoner in the brig and returned to the bridge, the Goldotti ship had reached orbit. 

“We don’t want to risk igniting the Keldarian atmosphere. Take us up to firing position, Mr. Klaxon,” Captain Kleeg said, watching the planet drop below them in the view screen.

“Aye, aye, Captain,” said Klaxon.

Gak looked up from his console. “Captain, they have locked onto the island and are preparing to fire. Even setting aside the potential damage to the atmosphere, if the superheated plasma strikes the water, the ocean temperature in this entire sector will rise to unacceptable levels and many indigenous species will perish.”

“Time to firing, Mr. Klaxon?” said Captain Kleeg.

“Our weapons are coming online now, sir.”

“Target their primary weapons and engines. I want to disable them, not destroy them. Fire when ready.”

Scout Ship Alpha reappeared and fired three bursts of blue-white light from its primary weapon. They struck the Goldotti vessel’s port and starboard cannons, and blew the ship’s engines apart, leaving it adrift in a decaying orbit above Keldar.

“Open a hailing channel,” Kleeg commanded.

“Transmitting on all frequencies,” said Sparks. 

Kleeg activated the com unit on his chair. “This is Captain Kleeg of Galactic Ranger Scout Ship Alpha to unknown Goldotti vessel. Surrender and prepare to be boarded.”

“Captain,” said Gak. “They are locking laser targeting on us and preparing to launch missiles.”

“Mr. Klaxon, target their bridge. Disable all systems.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Klaxon said, firing a globe of plasma from Alpha’s secondary bank of weapons. It engulfed the Goldotti bridge in a fireball and exploded, sending the enemy ship spiraling out of control.

“The Goldotti are responding, Captain,” said Sparks.

“On screen.”

The bridge of the Goldotti vessel was a twisted ruin, fire was spreading throughout the electronics, and the ship was out of control. The Goldotti Captain stood defiantly before them with his weapon drawn.

“Goldotti Captain, surrender and prepare to be boarded,” Kleeg said again.

“We would rather die than surrender to you,” the creature-turned-Goldotti mind slave said. 

“So be it,” said the captain. “Kleeg out.” The screen switched to an external view of the crippled ship. “Move us to minimum safe distance and bring primary weapon to bear. Fire when ready, Mr. Klaxon.”

The image of the Goldotti ship began to shrink on the screen.

“With pleasure, sir,” Klaxon said.

Seconds later, there was a blinding flash, and the Goldotti ship exploded in a shower of particles more brilliant than any Argon Independence Day spectacle. 

“Mr. Klaxon, set course for Argon, maximum safe speed. Mr. Sparks, send the standard ‘mission accomplished’ message to the Keldarians and a status report to Ranger Command. Tell them we are returning with a Goldotti prisoner and host in stasis quarantine and request further instructions.”

The application of space compression technology to faster-than-light communications had been one of the last and most difficult achievements before interstellar travel could truly be deemed practical, for what good was communicating with a ship five hundred light years away if any message sent took five hundred years to get there and another five hundred before an answer was received? The discovery of a practical method of the quantum entanglement of photon particles of the type used in subluminal transmissions solved that problem and made communications over any distance nearly instantaneous. 

“Captain,” said Sparks, “the Keldarians send their thanks, and we are receiving a message from Ranger Command.”

“On screen.”

The battle-scarred face of Gandor, leader of the Galactic Rangers, appeared on the view screen. Gandor had been their leader for as long as any Ranger could remember. He preferred to remain in flight form at all times because he honored the old ways. They called him the old man, though never to his face. Name a war, and he had led the Rangers in it. “Captain Kleeg, your message has been received,” he said. “Well done.”

“Thank you, sir,” Kleeg bowed. “Our course and ETA on Argon are being transmitted to Ranger Command now. It will be good to be home again.”

“I have new orders for you,” the old man said.

“Yes sir?”

“A mission to Beta Sector.”

“With all due respect, sir, we’re halfway across the galaxy. Isn’t there a closer ship? And what of our prisoner?”

“Don’t worry about the Goldotti.”

“What can be more important than a possible resurgence of the Goldotti? Sir, if they have somehow infected another world...”

Gandor silenced Kleeg with a raised hand. “We have reason to believe that an old nemesis of ours is hiding on a primitive planet there.” 

When Gandor named the one in hiding, Kleeg’s face darkened and shimmered. “Is this information reliable?”

“The Division of Mathematics calculates the probability at near one hundred percent.”

“Very well, sir. We will divert now.”

“All possible speed, Kleeg. This may be our last chance. Further instructions to follow on an intermediate rendezvous with Scout Ship Gamma to offload your prisoner, Gandor out.”

“Understood, sir. Kleeg out.”

The screen reverted to its view of space with the planet Keldar rotating below.

“Navigator, set new course. Divert all power not designated to essential systems to the forward shields. Give me 1.5 maximum safe speed on my mark.”

The technology behind the view screen sounds simple when explained during a tour of the Space Port on Argon. To the tourist, it essentially takes an image captured by lens, digitizes it, enlarges it, and displays it on a wall. What is not explained on the tour is that during faster-than-light travel, there is no actual light available to create the image of stars and planets flying by the ship. There is only darkness in the void of the compressed space created inside the physical space in which the ship “travels.” The Rangers call it “dark space.” To alleviate the disorientation that would be caused by the lack of a visual representation of travel through dark space, the ship’s computer provides a simulation of stars and planets and movement based on known starting coordinates, known planet and star positions, and rate of speed. This works well enough when traveling at speeds up to maximum safe speed. At speeds above that, the image is an inaccurate blur because neither the ship’s computers nor the ship’s imaging system can keep up with the positional changes of the vessel, which is why such speeds are deemed unsafe. A ship traveling through dark space without proper positioning could collide with an object too large for its shields to deflect. A ship leaving compressed space at such speeds could materialize inside a planet, a sun, or a black hole.

“Sir?” said First Officer Gak. “Congress of Planets Article 3.05.01 specifically states that maximum safe speed shall not be exceeded except in cases of dire emergency.”

“I know the regulations, First Officer. We have our orders.”

“Course set and all non-essential power diverted to the shields, Captain,” said Klaxon.

“Execute.”

A Keldarian Decapod broke the surface of the Great Northern Ocean and turned a stalked eye skyward as Scout Ship Alpha blinked out of orbit upon leaving normal space to begin its journey to Earth.
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At exactly 6:03 a.m., on a planet the dominant indigenous species call Earth, in a town named Pitville, New Jersey, in the United States of America, the alarm clock on Walter Stickle’s nightstand began to buzz. He opened his eyes and sat up in bed as he did every workday morning. He stared at his neighbor’s floodlights beaming through the bedroom window just like they always did, and he wondered, just as he always did, why they left them on all night long and how much electricity they were wasting by doing so. He slid into the slippers that he left on the floor in exactly the same spot every night before going to bed, put on his robe that he always hung neatly on a plastic hanger on his closet door, and by 6:05 a.m. was in the bathroom. He brushed his teeth with an electric toothbrush until it shut off automatically as it always did after the recommended brushing time, washed his face vigorously until he could feel his skin tingling just as the dermatologist said it should, and brushed his hair with no more or less than ten strokes, because that was what his barber had said was needed to bring out the shine. Any less and it would be left dull, any more and it would look greasy.
By 6:15 a.m. he was dressed in the same gray suit, white shirt, blue tie, and black oxfords that he wore to work every day. Not that he only had one suit, shirt, tie and pair of shoes. He had three of exactly the same suit, five of the same shirt, five of the same color tie, and as a result of going wild one day at a sale in the Paylittle shoe store in town, had two pairs of black oxford shoes and one pair of brown, though he almost never wore the brown ones.

His breakfast consisted of a bowl of cold cereal which he ate standing at the kitchen window watching the street for the paperboy. For three-and-a-half years, he had eaten the same brand of cereal the same way every day, and just as he had for three-and-a-half years when he was washing out the bowl in the sink, he heard the thunk of the newspaper against the porch screen door. That was his signal, and just like every other morning for three-and-a-half years, he was out the door and on his way to work at exactly 6:30 a.m. 

It was a normal day in Pitville, New Jersey, but most days were normal there. The sun was coming up as it did every day, the town was just beginning to stir from a good night’s sleep, the train was sounding its horn as it arrived at the Pitville station on time, the bus to Dantford was leaving right on schedule, and the town hall clock was striking the half hour precisely in sync with the U.S. Naval Observatory Clock in Washington, D.C. Everything that happened in Pitville happened because it was supposed to, just that way. Nothing was out of the ordinary, nothing was unusual, and the people there liked it like that.

In fact, for the last ten years, Pitville had been named the most average town in the country. Its mean income was precisely the national average, its unemployment rate, its ratio of males to females, whites to blacks, young to old, all average, average, average. Statisticians referred to it as the “Pitville Number” when quoting any particular average for the media. What was the average number of pizza places per capita? Give them the Pitville Number. That was always a safe bet. Pitville was a normal town in every respect where normal things happened to normal people, people like Walter Stickle.

Walter worked for the Social Security Administration where he was a claims representative. He had finished training three-and-a-half years before and was assigned to the district office in Pitville immediately thereafter. It only made sense. Walter was from Pitville, born and raised there, lived there all his life. He knew the town, knew what made it tick, knew the area, and knew the people. That made him the best at what he did — helping others. He was so good at it that he’d won outstanding service awards three years running at work and was a shoe-in to win a fourth that year. Even the town had recognized his commitment to helping others and had bestowed upon him the Outstanding Citizen of the Year award at the Fourth of July parade that year. It had made all the papers and he’d been interviewed on national news in the spot at the end where they close the half-hour coverage of the depressing state of the world with an upbeat story of American life.

Walter liked helping. It made him feel good. It made him feel important that he was doing something worthwhile. He liked it so much that he had not missed a day of work in three-and-a-half years. He’d accumulated over thirty days of sick time and thirty days of vacation and had not used a day of them. He never got sick, never got sick and tired enough to fake being sick, and had no particular inclination to travel, though as a boy he had always dreamed of going into outer space. 

It had been both his fascination and obsession. Growing up, he watched any TV show that claimed to be science fiction and saw every sci-fi movie that came out at least twice. He built model rockets, even blew one up once by accident when he tried to get it to lift off using a firecracker — his brother’s idea, naturally. He read and saved sci-fi comic books and cut out and pasted into albums every sci-fi comic strip that he could lay his hands on. He had amassed quite a collection of sci-fi action figures and still kept them in his bedroom on a bookcase except for his current favorites, which he placed on the windowsill in the kitchen to keep him company while he ate breakfast. Going into space had been his childhood dream, but somewhere along the line, he had grown up and discovered that he didn’t have the “right stuff” to be an astronaut. So, he gave up on his dream of going into outer space. Now, he was happy going to work every day. That was his adventure. 

On this particular day, Walter walked the ten blocks to work holding the Pitville Times in his left hand away from his body as he always did, not wanting to get newspaper ink on his jacket. That freed his right hand to greet everyone he passed, starting with the grade school kids on the corner: Billy, Jenny, Frank, and Biff. They were waiting for the school bus, not overly happy that it was summer and school was still in session, but Pitville was building a new, bigger school and running the old one on split sessions until construction was finished. That meant classes ran nearly year round — not a popular decision with the younger set. Walter and the kids had become friends of sorts the Halloween before when they toilet-papered his house, he had caught them red-handed, and he didn’t rat them out. That made him cool in their eyes. That morning, they exchanged waves. That was about all Walter could ever get out of them that early in the morning, but that was normal for kids.

Then, there was Mrs. Giamotti, the old Italian lady who ran the corner store. She invariably seemed to be hanging the day’s cheeses and meats in the window when Walter went by, and he always stopped to chat and buy bagels, doughnuts, or Danish just to see how she was doing. On this particular morning, her back was sore and her left knee aching, but she was happy that her daughter had called the previous night. Walter bought two bagels and a doughnut.

Then, there was Jack Weathers, the policeman who walked the morning beat and was always on the corner of Elm and Poplar at that hour to greet Walter. That morning, they talked about last night’s little league baseball game. Jack was a big fan of the Pitville Pirates. His boys were grown, but he still went to every home game. They had gotten thumped again by Dantford — not a pretty sight. Walter had a doughnut for him to ease the pain.

And of course, there was Ralph Minton, the retired army sergeant who threw out his garbage every morning at 6:45 a.m. as an excuse to tell Walter what the weather was going to be that day. Walter was never in the military, but his dad was. Mr. Minton liked that and liked to talk about the good old days. Sergeant Minton predicted another beautiful day in Pitville.

There were others, many others. Walter knew all of their names, and they all knew Walter, and by the time he got to work at 6:59 a.m., he had said “hello” to more people than most would in a week, but that was normal for Walter. 

As usual, he was the first to arrive at the district office. He unlocked the door and propped it open to let out yesterday’s smells, mainly of stale smoke from people who snuck a puff or two in the waiting room though the sign clearly read, “No Smoking.” He started the coffee, made sure all the toilets were flushed, straightened up the waiting room, even though that was the cleaning lady’s job, and sat down at his desk to read the paper. His office was one of several in an area separated from the waiting room by a door, so applicants and beneficiaries could have privacy when discussing their cases.

After a brief look at the front page, Walter went right to the comics. That’s how he’d grown up. That was the section prized and fought over by the four Stickle children, and even though he now had his own paper delivered to his house, things hadn’t changed much. Once his co-workers began arriving, the comics would be up for grabs, just like when he was a kid. 

Walter’s favorite was Galactic Rangers. Captain Kleeg, First Officer Gak, Communications Officer Sparks, and Navigator Klaxon occupied the action figure place of honor on his kitchen windowsill. Galactic Rangers was a twenty-first century version of the Texas Rangers that he used to watch on TV when he was a kid. The difference was that these Rangers were not from Earth and definitely not cowboys. They were from a far away gas planet called Argon, where they had a secret base on the third moon. They were the guardians of law and order in the galaxy, their sworn mission to protect the innocent and serve justice to criminals. That usually meant many outer space battles and plenty of ray guns and explosions. They wore red and yellow superhero uniforms and carried all kinds of high-tech devices on their belts. The best part was that most people were unaware that they even existed. As ethereal beings from a gas planet, they were able to assume various physical forms once acclimated to a particular world, so if they chose, they could blend in with any indigenous population while in pursuit of intergalactic criminals and just as easily disappear into history and legend when the job was done. They were the unsung heroes of the galaxy whose only reward was the knowledge that they were helping others, just like unsung hero, Walter Stickle, claims representative of the Social Security Administration.

Mildred, the cleaning lady, was not a civil servant like Walter. She had been a homeless, penniless panhandler who lived in the alley behind the office. Local authorities tried many times to relocate Mildred to a shelter in the city, but she kept coming back because she liked it there. For the longest time, Walter brought her something to eat every day because he felt sorry for her, but one day it occurred to him that she might be eligible for Social Security benefits. He talked her into filing a claim. After some checking, they found her baptismal record in an old church in town to prove her age and identity. Her Social Security card, they found in a shoebox that she kept in a stolen Big Mart shopping cart that held her worldly belongings. Walter discovered that, a long time ago, she had worked enough to get benefits. They weren’t much, but they were enough for her to afford a room at Mrs. Pensky’s boarding house and meals at the community center. In gratitude, Mildred insisted on coming in every morning, five days a week, and cleaning the Social Security office’s waiting room for free. It wasn’t exactly kosher, and she didn’t work that hard or do that good a job, after all she was seventy-two years old, but that was all right.

That morning, she was right on time, 7:30 a.m., and she kicked the chair holding the door open out of the way, just like she always did. Mildred didn’t like the draft on her neck no matter what the weather. Walter got up from his desk and came into the waiting room. 

“Good morning, Mildred,” he said.

“What’s so good about it? I had cold beans and toast for breakfast.”

Mildred’s only key was to the broom closet. She used it to fetch the push broom.

“I have bagels. Want one?” Walter asked.

Years of living on the street had made Mildred forever suspicious. She wanted to know what kind.

“One raisin and one onion,” Walter said.

“I don’t eat onions. They give me heartburn.”

“But you like raisins. How about that one?”

She push-broomed all the stackable plastic contour chairs into one corner and began sweeping the dirt toward the door to the inner offices.

“Cream cheese?” she asked.

“Butter, too, if you want. You know, maybe you should push that dirt toward the front door so you can just shove it outside. Just an idea.”

“I don’t like drafts. They bother my arthritis.”

“But you’ll have to sweep it up.”

She kept sweeping.

“Okay,” Walter said. “I’ll get the dustpan.” And as he did many mornings, he gave up trying to reason with her, got the dustpan, bent over, and held it while she brushed the dirt and cigarette butts into it. “I don’t understand how people can put their cigarettes out on the floor,” he complained as he usually did when half of the trash was crushed-out cigarettes. “Do they really think the world is their ashtray?”

Mildred was looking at him strangely, even for her.

“What wrong?” he asked.

She pointed to his feet, and he looked down. His left sock was dark blue and the other bright green, and just like that, Walter’s normal day was no longer normal. It was, in fact, very confusing and very not-normal, for Walter did not have any green socks — green didn’t go with anything he owned — nor was he ever in the habit of wearing unmatched socks, especially to work.

He looked at his watch. “I don’t have time to go home and change.”

Mildred just shook her head. “I’m going to have my bagel now and then clean the commodes. I hope you got plenty of cream cheese.”

Walter retreated to his office and sat down with his feet firmly planted behind his desk. There, he went through the facts of the case. That’s how his mind worked. That’s what made him so good at what he did. Fact: He did not own any green socks, and a green sock doesn’t just appear out of nowhere. Fact: He always dressed in the dark. What was the point of turning on the light and wasting energy when everything was already laid out on the guest bed? Fact: He always balled his socks when he did his laundry. The socks on the left side of his sock drawer were blue. The socks on the right were black. That’s how he arranged them. It was neat and orderly. He could understand how he might have chosen a black pair though he had fully intended to
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