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			I

			Don’t do it, I thought, watching the large kid in the front row throwing his chubby hand in the air.

			“My uncle says he got abducted by aliens,” he started up. 

			He had been in a prior course of mine, memorable only for his penchant for loudly chomping on Doritos every day. His name, unlike his eating habits, was not something I could recall.

			A few chuckles started up around the lecture hall. The dingy, pastel brown carpet served to mute the echo that would have been inevitable in one of the nicer halls with hardwood floors. Those rooms were reserved for larger, not to mention more respectable courses, whereas this room, with a sprawling one hundred seats arranged in stadium conformation, was perfect for a course that enrolled a mere thirty-six. Despite his interruption, I allowed him to continue.

			“Tell us about his story,” I said, only vaguely trying to conceal my condescension. 

			“Well, he was late home one night,” the kid continued in his thick Southern accent, “and my auntie asked him where he was because his hair was all messed up and he looked all undone. He said that on his way back from the bar he had to pass through a field near his house and then a bright light in the sky opened up and it drew him into the sky. He said they did all sorts of experiments on him and then sent him back because he wasn’t what they were looking for and then he walked home.” 

			A louder laugh this time from the other students. I raised my hands to stop them.

			“That’s one hell of a story,” I replied. “I want everyone to turn to page 53 of your text.” I changed the slide on the screen behind me. “Does everyone see that chart there? It outlines just a few reasons as to why people invent abduction myths.” I pointed at a box in the chart. “Someone read me what this one says right here.” I stared blankly at the class, hoping that one brave—or compassionate—student would do the honors.

			“An alibi,” another student finally said, in an obnoxious voice that said this question is delaying my TikTok binge. That tone that said she was pissed to have to stoop to the level of speaking for the sake of progressing the class.

			“Thank you,” I said, feigning gratuity. “Now, I want you to imagine the distinct possibility that your uncle was lying to your aunt as a means of not telling her why he was really late.”

			“I don’t think so,” Dorito Hands replied indignantly. 

			“Well, hang on, let’s break this down,” I continued, believing it my duty as professor. “Your uncle, did he provide any proof? Or show any wounds?”

			“Well—” 

			“And then he, conveniently, understood that the aliens decided that he wasn’t what they were looking for? I’m sure they didn’t speak English, so your uncle must have some very deep insights into the workings of alien body language.” 

			The other students started in again, laughing at the poor kid’s expense. I felt my lips contort into a smirk, almost uncontrollably, before I more appropriately tempered myself. It was humorous, after all, for him to believe such a tale. And what was my role as an educator if not to challenge? 

			The student shook his head and let out a nervous laugh, joining the rest of the class’s chorus, as hopefully even he slowly realized the comedy in the story he told. 

			“I don’t know your uncle,” I finished, “but he is either entirely delusional or you were lied to.”

			“Guest speaker!” another student shouted. 

			Yet again I silenced the resulting uproarious laughter, this time adding a shh to my raised hand. 

			“As entertaining as that was,” I continued, “it is a perfect example of what abduction myths are all about, and thus what this class is about. It will focus on the humans behind these abduction tales and their possible motives for creating them. It focuses on the human obsession with the alien and the other. This is as much a social sciences class as it is about dispelling abduction myths.” 

			I took a gander at the clock in the back of the room and saw that, thanks to the interjection by alien-abductee’s nephew, we were now overtime for the first day of class. I could only hope that I had sufficiently entertained the students with my wit so that they would choose to attend my class again, and that I would not teach the remainder of the semester to an empty classroom. As much as I would like it to be, a class entitled Dispelling Alien Myths: The Truth Behind Abductions can’t be as exciting as it sounds, considering, well, aliens didn’t exist. 

			“We’ll continue this next time,” I said, closing my laptop and blackening the screen behind me. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a hand raised. A girl, still seated and attentive. I could tell by her single spiral notebook and no backpack that she was the type of student that regarded her classes—every single one of them, including mine—as an annoyance. The type of kid that shows up exactly twice for a class—the first day and the exam. I already knew what she was going to ask.

			“Professor,” she called. 

			My first thought was to immediately correct her. It’s adjunct professor, I thought, or possibly just Nick, considering I was only a few years older than she was. Though, being called the prestigious title of professor and pretending I had the added respect and course load reflected in it certainly inflated my ego. 

			I looked down and pretended as though I was doing something. Every bone in my body was telling me to ignore this girl and pretend I didn’t see her, but it was the first day and I figured I would give her the benefit of the doubt. I pointed at her.

			“Is attendance going to be counted?” she asked. 

			There it was, as if the question couldn’t possibly be offensive. Not only that, but it was mentioned on the syllabus that I’d handed to them at the beginning. She had it sitting between the cover and first page of her notebook, and she had clearly ignored it. I forced out a fake smile and shook my head.

			“No. I only teach for myself. Please, attend at your leisure,” I replied sarcastically. 

			“Cool, thanks,” she replied, immediately looking back to her phone, the sarcasm entirely lost on her. 

			Perhaps had I used a meme, it may have been clearer. I hurried out the back of the lecture hall through the creaky fire doors before any of the rest of them could ask me anything. 

			The campus of Whitewood County College was miniscule, so much so that I had memorized the potholes to avoid on the path to my car. Past a few other overpriced buildings with the nicer lecture halls and beyond the single older willow tree that remained on the grounds (emblazoned with a plaque acknowledging as much) was the employee parking lot. 

			I got into my little silver Prius and felt my first tinge of enjoyment the entire day as I knew I was about to escape my little piece of hell and head off to my little piece of heaven—more commonly known as The Whitewood, the local bar. My schedule ended early today, so I got a head start on the college kids. A pleasant surprise for my first drink of the semester. 

			I pulled up to the bar and parked in between two ten-year-old pickup trucks that looked like someone had painted them with mud. Beyond those sit a few older Honda Civics and a Lincoln Town Car with various hubcaps and a rust line along the doors. My car stuck out like a sore thumb, even if you ignored the bright orange P with black tiger stripes denoting that the driver of the car had something to do with Princeton University. The dissonance matched how I felt about my own spot here in my hometown, but after a few beers everyone just recedes into the same plane anyway. 

			At the bar I was greeted by a few of the locals who knew me—or rather knew my father. He had spent hours here, and when he wasn’t here, he was at the other local bars. Sometimes he would bring me along, if my mother wanted a night off. He would say we were going bowling. I didn’t dare say at the time that was never what happened. I didn’t remember the names of these men. I wasn’t sure they had ever told me. I kept track of them by various traits I had picked up on over the years—the one who always wears greasy denim, the one who always smells like shit, the one with fewer teeth every time I saw him.

			The bar was, as you would expect in this area, a dingy dive of a place. The fluorescent lights were dimmed to prevent patrons from viewing the various filthy, broken nooks and crannies and sticky floors that remained as such even after a thorough cleaning. It was an objectively foul place to be, the sort of testosterone-laden watering hole that stands the test of time precisely because once you acquire the taste for a place like this, other bars begin to seem pretentious by comparison. Sure, it didn’t have frilly cocktails—or any cocktails for that matter—and it sometimes (often) smelled, but there was something homey and comforting about being the only place where I can show up and everyone knew my story—and my order. 

			They ordered me three Bud Lights, which was the best of the three beers they had on tap here. As was the norm, they started off reminding me that my father would be embarrassed that I now sounded like a Northerner. As always, I reminded them that perhaps if he had been more functional, I might have picked up a Southern drawl from him.

			“Naw, it was that school you went to up there. Filled your mind with all that propaganda,” one said.

			“They filled your head with so much shit, it fucked up your voice box,” a second chimed in. 

			You would think they would have been proud someone from their local community got to go to Princeton, but judging by the students in my classes, education wasn’t seen as that important here in my home county.

			Next, I was fielded, as I always was, a few questions about my ex-wife. Everyone else seemed to think about my ex-wife more than I did. Had I wanted to maintain a relationship with my ex to the point where I knew what the hell she was doing, we probably would not be divorced, and I’d be at home with her instead of with these assholes.

			I’m not sure how long I was there nor how many drinks deep I was by the time I started pondering my exit. I knew it was late when I left by the arrival of the college students, who usually showed up at this place only after the nice bars closed. The old swinging doors gave me a gentle pat on the back as I passed through, like a familiar friend bidding me farewell until next time. 

			The car let out several faint beeps while I fumblingly hit unlock repeatedly on approach. I considered driving despite my condition, but I knew getting pulled over would bring my dozen or so unpaid parking tickets to light. My house was close anyway, so in my inebriated state, I somehow convinced myself to walk instead. I relocked my Prius and told myself I’d be back to get it in the morning. 

			I assumed that I’d be safe enough on my route. The beginning was just a walk down a populated road, with the end part of my journey being through this large field in the middle of nowhere. It used to be a farm at some point, but it was bought by some Northerners (or carpetbaggers, as the folks around here like to call them) several years ago and turned into a several-acre luxury house with all the farmland turned into a large lawn. After the bank crisis, those Northerners had to sell. Nobody had lived there since, and the house was sitting in disrepair. I wouldn’t risk anyone seeing me, and it would give me some time to sober up before I got home. Not that I really wanted to. I took out my phone, put my headphones in, and pressed Shuffle on my music. 

			The scent of the Alabama summer night emanated from the ground around me as the Earth sweat from the humidity. My footsteps in the grass of the abandoned farm began to match with the beat of the songs pulsing in my headphones, either by coincidence or by my own subconscious motion. By this point I had sobered up a bit, and I became increasingly conscious that I was walking alone, in the dark, in this abandoned area, with only the flickering lightning bugs to keep me company. 

			I took my headphones out and started to pay closer attention to my surroundings. Nothing but crickets and silence. Nobody was around, and even the trees, which sat in the distance, stared silently judging me. As though they knew I had had too much to drink, again, and were embarrassedly trying to look away.

			I had walked this route dozens of times, but this time something felt different. Something felt off. I noticed that I was standing on dirt, which itself wasn’t a cause for alarm, except that I knew this field well and it was normally covered with overgrown grass for the entirety of my walk. I switched on my phone’s flashlight and looked around. The entire area around where I was standing was covered in dirt. Someone had been digging here. Recently. Goose bumps formed on my arms. I picked up my pace.

			Then, a light. It engulfed me. 

			My immediate thought was that it was the cops. The light was so blinding that I could barely see, but I ran as fast as I could out of its range. I didn’t care what it was, I wanted to be out of its sight. The light seemed to follow me regardless, and eventually I noticed that it was shining on me from the sky. I stopped running and stared at the light beaming down at me to make out where it was coming from. As I tried to make out something high in the sky, I uttered the first words that come to any good American’s mouth in a strange situation:

			“What the fuck?”

			I was answered with a booming, electronic voice. “Voice recognition confirmed.”

			Almost on cue, the light stopped shining. I looked around feverishly. I was still standing in the same spot, all my limbs intact. What in the world just happened? I considered the possibility that someone had spiked my drink, retracing the location of my glass closely.

			With barely a moment to think, a loud clank from beneath my feet began a rhythmic rumbling from the ground. It lasted for a few moments before my body was flung into the air by some large metal object beneath me. In a matter of seconds glass had surrounded me on all sides and a seat had appeared from the floor beneath me. As I regained my bearings, I noticed that I was floating a few feet above the ground in some sort of small metal sphere. I felt another rumble, and my floating taxi sped up to breakneck speeds. I clung to my chair, feeling myself being pulled to the floor. I was screaming, but I could barely hear myself over the sound of the engine of…well, of whatever this thing was. 

			The g-forces kept me from looking around, but I could tell I was heading up. My ears popped and I was stuck in an awkward conformation, straddling the chair yet on the floor at the same time. I could feel the pod accelerate, and even though I didn’t think it was possible it kept moving faster.

			And faster.

			And faster.

			Finally, just when I thought that my insides might implode from the sheer force of the pod, there was a loud clank and the pod stopped short. I was flung forward and hit my face on the glass in front of me. I sat back and tried to reorient myself, but the inside of my little chamber was pitch-black except for a small computer console, positioned right next to the chair that I had been clinging to for my life. I leaned over it, expecting to see something familiar, but instead I was met with strange, incomprehensible symbols. I pressed a few buttons. It beeped but nothing happened.

			It felt like hours before a slight hissing sound broke the silence, followed by some clanking coming from directly in front of me. A vertical sliver of light appeared, which then expanded to the left and right in front of me as what appeared to be a metal wall around the glass of my pod opened. The glass quickly followed behind the metal exterior, and I was left standing once again in a blinding light. I could tell there were figures around me, blurred dark shadows in the white abyss. Finally, my eyes adjusted, and I could make out the figures standing around me.

			I was left staring face-to-face with what might have been the ugliest creatures I’d ever seen. 

		


		
			II

			I had been abducted. 

			The irony wasn’t lost on me. Abducted. I thought back to the fat kid in class and his uncle’s ridiculous story. The countless other silly stories I had heard before his. I had made fun of every single one of them. 

			Before I had the chance to move, my thoughts were interrupted by a hiss. Two large mechanical arms quickly shot down from the ceiling carrying hoses at the end. They sat there awkwardly for a few silent moments. Finally, the two hoses began forcefully shooting me with some sort of white steam. It burned like hell. The steam’s hiss drowned out my shouts as it encompassed me. I thought, this could be it. My skin would melt off and this would be my last memory. 

			Eventually the steam stopped, leaving me standing shocked and frightened. Skin intact. Composing myself, I noticed several creatures approach me slowly, standing around me. I let out a compulsive, shocked sigh when I saw the one in front. His face looked like a hideous mix between a lobster and a spider, with six eyes and tentacles coming out from next to his mouth. I noticed scaly and irregular skin, covered in some areas by some sort of green-and-white armor, evidenced by a few small lights blinking near the breastplate. Below that, it had a hunched back and four legs that straddled open beneath his torso. He also had two large, seemingly useless stubs for arms coming out of either side of his chest, where small holes were purposefully left off the armor for them to protrude. 

			There were others standing behind him. If I didn’t know any better, based on their repetitive sounds and motion, I’d say they were laughing. 

			The ugly one turned around and made some strange sounds to the figures behind him, one of whom handed him a small white object that looked like a single AirPod. He turned around and walked closer to me.

			He lifted up his stump of an arm and presented the earpiece sitting on his nub. I stared at it and then back at him.

			“You…uh…want me to take this?” I asked, despite knowing that he probably had no idea what I was saying. 

			Suddenly, his nub gelatinized and formed what looked like a normal human hand, as he held out the earpiece to me. Not wanting to upset the ugly bastard, I grabbed the earpiece and held it between my pointer and thumb.

			The creature grunted and motioned twice with his nub to the side of his head. I inferred that he wanted me to stick this thing in my ear. I knew better than that—I had seen enough movies to know what came next. This thing would either become a worm or a robot centipede and either control my brain or give me an aneurysm. 

			It grunted again, sensing my hesitation. This time it used its nubs to point toward my ear, in case it wasn’t as obvious before. I rolled it around between my fingers, pretending to not understand. 

			One of the other creatures behind the ugly one made an angry growl and stepped around it toward me, forcefully grabbing the small white earpiece from my hand. In a rapid motion, it plunged the device into my ear before I could fight back.

			I immediately felt an odd, comforting pulse in my brain, which left me with a tingling sensation all throughout my head. 

			“Is it working?” I heard someone whisper. 

			Was what working? I wondered. The thing in my ear? I casually pondered the options before I realized…I understood what they had said. It was in English. There was no way these “aliens” spoke English…this must have all been a sick prank. I wouldn’t put it past my dad’s old friends to pull something like this. Though this was a bit more…elaborate than their brains could come up with.

			“He’s hideous,” the atrocious-looking creature in front of me shouted, startling me with the sound of his deep, scraggy voice. Surely this monstrosity of a being couldn’t be referring to me. I was hideous? This guy looked like someone mashed his face with a cheese grater, and he was calling me hideous?

			“Hideous is a bit strong, I think,” I said, defending myself. 

			He let out a quick, shrill shriek and stumbled backward, seemingly shocked that I responded. “What do I do now?” he asked the others as he stepped forward again. “I don’t know what he means.” 

			One of the ones standing behind him, a little red Kirby-looking thing wearing the same green-and-white armor fitted for his size, started looking at a little tablet he held in his hands. Unlike the larger one, the little red one was not what I could consider intimidating. 

			“Um…” the little one started as he stared at the screen, “would you say he is becoming hostile?” 

			The ugly one put his face directly into mine until he was only a few centimeters away. I allowed it and stared back for a few moments before becoming nervous and uncomfortable. I backed up abruptly.

			“What the hell do you want, a kiss?” I said loudly as I pushed away. 

			It grunted.

			“I think he’s becoming hostile,” the ugly one started up again. He sounded panicked. “What do I do?” 

			The small one looked down at his data pad and looked back up. “Um…um…grab him and hold him on the ground,” he replied, looking back up at the two of us. 

			“Grab me?” I asked worriedly. “What are you looking at over there? Why grab me? I’m not being hostile—” 

			Before I could finish, the ugly one grabbed me with his gelatinous stubs and pushed me to the ground. 

			“Let him go, Gartan,” a soothing voice said from a doorway that opened up behind them.

			The ugly one, I guess named Gartan, dropped me to the ground and backed away from me. I stood up and looked at the doorway to see who had just saved me from that thing. 

			This one was more humanoid than Gartan, with three large green talons for feet, a slender body hidden beneath armor with that same green-and-white color pattern, four insect-like wings protruding from his back, and a double-pointed green head. He looked like a cross between a human and a praying mantis. There were two bipedal aliens, which I assumed were guards based on their matching outfits and helmets, on either side of him.

			“Pardon my associates, Professor,” he began as he walked toward me. “Sometimes they are a little too by-the-book for their own good.”

			“Adjunct professor,” I said, not realizing I had done so aloud. He didn’t reply. “But I’ll take the compliment.” 

			I stared at him for a few moments before looking back at the creatures that had been waiting for me when I left my pod. I took in their appearances—from small to large, all wearing the same armor—before I looked back at the praying mantis and grew fully aware that these things really might not be human. This was awful news for a myriad of reasons, but the first thing that came to mind were all of the stories I had heard of people being probed. 

			Anally probed. 

			I had many goals in my life, and forced sodomy, particularly by aliens, was not one of them.

			“How are you talking to me? Where the hell am I?” I asked. As the gravity of the situation set in, my throat balled up and I felt my heart start to race. 

			“You are in a secret space station orbiting a large, unpopulated moon,” he replied in his mellow voice, walking farther into the room to stand between me and the original group of abductees, who knowingly stepped backward. A sign of respect. Is he their leader?

			“Wow,” I replied, shaking my head, “that explains everything.” I wondered if they had sarcasm in space, or if they would actually believe that they addressed my question. 

			“We can understand each other due to the implant that was just inserted into your ear,” he continued. “It is a sort of mental translator. Marvelous technology. It takes the sound of any language and translates it to your native tongue, and similarly translates yours for others.” I stood looking at him awestruck. Dizziness and sweat joined my balling throat. Nausea kicked in.

			“How is that possible?” I asked. “And what the hell is that shit you sprayed me with? I don’t feel so well.”

			“Technology makes anything possible. That spray was a disinfectant. We don’t know what sorts of microbes exist on Terra 7 and we didn’t want them spreading here. You may be feeling some minor side effects. They will wear off shortly.”

			“So, what, I just get to be exposed to all of your alien microbes? I didn’t see anyone else get any damn disinfectant. And what the hell is a Terra 7?” I asked, starting to feel myself hunch over from the nausea.

			“Your home planet. I believe humans call it Earth. The discrepancy is caused by…” His voice faded out. The balling in my throat passed the point of no return. I wanted to keep listening—really, I did—but my nausea disagreed. 

			His explanation was abruptly cut off by a thick vomit spewing from my mouth and landing all over his nice shiny green-and-white armored suit. I coughed a few times as I hunched over and let any remaining saliva out before I stood straight up and gave my lips a good wipe with my arm. The soothing mantis guy was staring at me, covered in my vomit, his gaze locked on mine. His insect-like wings gave a single flap. I couldn’t tell if he was angry, upset, or just in awe. I noticed everyone else in the room staring at me, too, also in shock. 

			“Well, the good news is, now I feel better,” I said happily.

			“The nanites we will place in your bloodstream will ensure that you do not get any infections from unknown microorganisms,” the soothing mantis continued, clearly not amused. “I will be back to speak to you more in depth when the procedure is complete.” 

			Images of various anal probes flashed through my mind. This was the soft sell for the stick-in, I was sure of it. Procedures during alien abductions never ended well in any of the stories. 

			“Wait, procedure? Nanites?” I asked nervously. “Is it necessary?” 

			He didn’t answer, and instead just kept walking, finally wiping a small bit of my vomit off himself. 

			“Can’t I just take a pill or vaccine something?”

			I had barely finished talking before Gartan’s enormous body grabbed me from behind and started carrying me away. Rather than fight it—I knew I couldn’t anyway—I enjoyed my unconventional taxi and ended up rather quickly in what seemed like a super high-tech surgical table. In a matter of moments, I heard a buzzing and felt myself pulled to the table as though my body was interacting with some kind of magnet. I couldn’t even move a finger. 

			Another one of the original aliens walked up to a console next to the operating table and started hitting some buttons. He was a large round red creature, whose head was almost entirely his mouth, with two pointed ears on either side of his head. He was like a pillow-shaped Pac-Man with pointy ears and stubby little arms and legs. There was some hissing and whirring as a few large needles dropped down from the ceiling, forming a perimeter around my body. The needles were enormous; I winced, imagining the pain I was about to endure.

			“Hey, buddy,” I said to the alien at the console. He looked up at me inquisitively. “Is this going to hurt?”

			“I’m not sure,” he replied in a deep, soft voice. “We’ve never done this before.” 

			“You…uh…you guys don’t have to put anything in my rectum, right?” 

			“No, why?”

			“Just making sure.” 

			I saw the needles beginning to lower and attempted to move out of reflex. My body remained still. Realizing the futility, I squinted my eyes in anticipation of the pain. Before the needles fully reached my body, a miniscule version of the hoses that had sprayed me earlier approached my face and sprayed me with some sort of vapor. I instantly fell asleep. 

		


		
			III

			I woke up floating, suspended in the air by some sort of force field. I half expected to open my eyes and see myself back in the field in Alabama. I was disappointed to see the newly familiar gleam of metal all around me. I didn’t feel groggy from any anesthetics or pain from any wounds. In fact, I felt good. 

			Really good. 

			I noticed the small alien that had told Gartan I was hostile earlier sitting in a seat watching me. 

			Then it all came flooding back—the grassy field, the pod up into the sky. It felt more real now but somehow even more surreal at the same time. The novelty—or perhaps surprise—had worn off. My situation was decidedly precarious. I was a fish out of water. Hell, a fish off the planet that even had water. What they wanted of me still wasn’t clear, but it certainly couldn’t be something good. It wasn’t as if I was a world leader with whom they could negotiate, or even someone with a modicum of importance. Any importance I would have to them would be fodder of some kind—either experimental or cannon. 

			I had been abducted, and I had to find a way home. 

			“Good, you’re awake, you’re awake!” the little alien said, clapping. Small and pudgy, with little arms that barely reached all the way around his spherical body and a pair of ankles where his legs should be, he seemed intent on annoying me as he clapped and started a whistling sound. His ears were little pointy things, but his eyes were brown and large and dare I even say cute. His mouth looked like a large nipple on his face that opened and expanded every time he spoke. 

			“Is this a form of torture?” I asked, hoping he would get the hint. 

			“I’m an Oliquot. People of my kind make that sound when they are excited or happy,” he said, turning off the field holding me in the air. 

			I fell to the metal floor with a thud realizing that, despite the speed of its impact, the fall didn’t hurt. I stood up and looked at myself; I didn’t see any scars or signs of entry at all. 

			“My title is Tobit.”

			“What are you happy or excited about?” I asked. 

			“You survived! *whistle* You survived the procedure!”

			“What did you guys do to me?” I asked as he slowly calmed down.

			“We inserted millions of self-sufficient and replicating microscopic machines no larger than a cell into your body,” he answered. “These nanites are programmed to help the body heal, fight infection, and be able to endure and deal with more pain.” 

			I took another look at my hands and arms. I didn’t look any different, but I definitely felt it. I felt stronger, more focused.

			“These nanites are inside me right now? What can I do with them?”

			“You can’t do anything. They do all the work. They just sit in your bloodstream and help your body in the background.”

			“But you said these make me stronger,” I continued, “that they would help me deal with more pain or something.”

			“They do make you stronger *whistle* !” 

			My concern dissipated for a moment, replaced by a mild sense of excitement. If these things are making me stronger, I wanted to see how strong they would make me. Before he could continue talking, I looked at the metal wall next to me and gave it a solid punch. My hand bounced off and I recoiled in pain. 

			“Shit!” I shouted and held my hand. The area of the wall that I had hit didn’t even have a dent. The pain lasted only a few moments. The nanites seemed to be good at reducing pain, but their strength abilities left much to be desired. I heard the little guy whistling like crazy. In his own strange way, Tobit was laughing at me.

			“Not that strong!” he said loudly in between whistles. I laughed a little bit at the absurdity of the fact that I had just punched a metal wall expecting something to happen. I walked back over to Tobit and sighed.

			“Alright, so what happens now?” I asked. “That other thing said it was going to talk to me after the surgery.”

			“That was Crane, our team leader,” he said, motioning for me to follow him. “I’ll take you to him!”

			As I followed him through several well-lit corridors, I thought for the first time about how I was going to get out of here. The surgery had sobered me up from my bar escapades, and my mind now was entirely focused on getting off this satellite and going home—if, of course, that was even possible. I mean, Tobit was pretty small, maybe up to my knees, and was round like a soccer ball. If I gave him a good enough kick he would definitely go flying, and God knows I’d love to kick the little whistling bastard, but then what? I didn’t know where I was or how to get out, and even if maybe I stumbled onto some kind of ship or something I wouldn’t know how to use it. Despite not being able to get the hilarious image of Tobit flying through the air like some whistling Nerf ball, I decided that I had to play my cards right and maybe they’d let me go. Perhaps I could convince them that I wasn’t suitable for…well, whatever it was they wanted me to do.

			I followed him through a large, moderately populated hallway, with a few dozen creatures all wearing that same green-and-white armor standing around talking. The automatic door hissed shut behind me and they all turned and stared. The hall got quiet. My eyes strained in the lights for a moment before adjusting—partially because I had been in such dimly lit areas, but partially because the lights on this spaceship felt off somehow—as though the light pulses emitting from them weren’t designed for human eyes. They lined the ironclad hallway, which was bland and rectangular, a series of pipes lining the high ceiling like a guide rail. 

			As we walked through the group of aliens, I could almost feel them staring at me, a cacophony of shapes and sizes silently judging like the trees in Alabama the night before. I gave a few smiles and nods to the ones I made eye contact with before we stopped in front of a large metal door lined with a dim light. As Tobit approached, a small console swung out from the wall next to us. Tobit started pushing a few buttons while I stood awkwardly behind him, still being watched by literally every other creature in the room. Directly next to me was some large hairy, brutish-looking thing who was drooling all over the place. He was close enough that I could get a whiff of his breath—it was like eggs and motor oil, smells that do not typically go together. Despite making eye contact with me, he wasn’t breaking his attention.

			“How ya’ doin’?” I asked him right before I heard the door finally open. We stepped through the door and, thankfully for me, out of the limelight. “I don’t think they like me,” I said to Tobit.

			“That’s not true!” he replied as we entered the room. “They have just never seen a human before.” 

			The room was as dimly lit as the rest of the place, with a large smooth rectangular table in the center of it. I noticed some lights blinking within the table itself, hinting at some alternative purpose. Crane and the rest of my arrival crew were standing around it. 

			Tobit stood as straight as his little round body could go. “He is all healed from the surgery, sir.” 

			Crane faintly smiled and walked over to me. 

			“I’m glad to see it went well,” he said. He gave me a once-over as though expecting to see something interesting. “Do you feel any different?”

			“I do,” I replied. I didn’t elaborate, the main reason being because I was having a hard time wrapping my head around the many different sensations I felt.

			“Good,” he began. “I suppose I owe you some answers.”

			“I just want to know when I can go home,” I replied honestly. 

			He nodded warmly. “In due time,” he replied, “but first let me explain where, exactly, you are.” I nodded as he motioned toward a seat that Tobit had brought for me to sit on. 

			“So, I guess I am getting a bit more than just a secret space station orbiting an abandoned moon?” I asked sarcastically as I sat down in the seat.

			“Much more,” he began. “This space station is headquarters to the Intergalactic Victory Force.” He hit a button on the table, and a large holographic emblem displayed floating above it. Within a decorative shield was some garbled-looking text—like a combination of braille and a bar code. “My apologies, allow me to translate that for you.” He tapped another button and the emblem changed. The text within it now read IVF.

			I let out a small laugh. The aliens around the table all quickly turned their heads.

			“Is something funny?” Crane asked.

			“Your acronym is IVF?”

			He looked around at a few of the other aliens, who shrugged at him. He looked back at me.

			“That is correct, for Intergalactic Victory Force. Is this amusing for you?”

			“No,” I lied. “Please carry on.”

			“We are an intergalactic, multispecies police force dedicated to making sure that all the countless systems and planets don’t erupt into chaos. Chaos is the natural order, and our role is to combat the constant creep back toward it. Even for you in a lecture hall it can be hard to keep a few hundred in order.” I was flattered he thought I had that many students. “Imagine billions upon billions of different creatures around the universe over centuries. We work hard to monitor events across dozens of galaxies and utilize our knowledge and skills to keep everything running like a well-oiled machine.” 

			At this point, I was mesmerized and confused by what he was telling me. Thank God I was sober by this point, because had I not been this would have been far too much to take in.

			“How is it possible to monitor so much? How could you possibly be able to keep track of a single planet, let alone a galaxy or the universe?”

			“IVF is separated into dozens of teams of agents. Each of our teams is assigned to different missions, spread out across the various star systems as we are required. We do not need to keep track of everyone all the time. We simply need to know when a deviation becomes too far outside of what civilization can sustain.”

			“So, if someone commits a crime on some planet somewhere, you guys send a team after them?” I asked. 

			“No, planets have their own police for petty matters like that. We were formed by the leaders of the most powerful planets of the galactic community to deal with things far more important than that. We deal with issues that threaten the security of entire star systems or the galaxy. Everything we do is for the good of billions, and is completely secret. Civilians have to believe in a natural order. So, only our agents know we exist; well, our agents—and you.” 

			“I don’t understand what I have to do with all of this. I mean, Earth isn’t even a part of your ‘galactic community.’ Humans aren’t going to be in space for a long time. What could I possibly do for you?”

			“It’s true. Your planet is rather backward,” he continued. “Many of us didn’t even know what a human was before this mission. But the mission is exactly why you are here.” 

			I didn’t like the sound of that. 

			“Before I explain that, let me introduce you to my team.” He motioned over to the four other aliens in the room, including Tobit, who were now all standing around the table in the center of the room. They were quite an odd-looking bunch, and they hardly looked like intimidating members of some galactic police force. I was no expert on aliens, but these guys looked more like a motley crew of Japanese anime monster rejects than an elite force, except maybe for Crane. “Professor Nick Bridges, meet Team 13. Team 13, meet our human, Professor Bridges.”

			“It’s a pleasure,” I said, lifting my hand in recognition. 

			“I’m Tobit, but you already knew that,” Tobit said excitedly. “I’m the team xenologist; I study all of the different creatures in the universe so that we always know what we are dealing with. That’s how I found you! *whistle* ” 

			Startled from the whistle sound, I jumped before nodding in acknowledgement. 

			“I’m Gartan, the team heavy,” Gartan said in that same voice as before. “It’s nice to meet you.” One of his gelatinous nubs shaped into a human arm and hand, which he outstretched to shake mine. He stared at me excitedly, and I realized that he probably had read about handshakes from some manual and was excited to try it. I was a bit hesitant to shake his “hand.” It was oozy and gross-looking and, frankly, I wasn’t sure where it had been, but at risk of being body slammed again I gave him a solid handshake before turning my head to the next in line.

			“I’m Thrak, the team technology expert,” said the big guy with the huge mouth who had started my procedure earlier. “It’s very nice to get to officially meet you.” 

			Before I could react, Thrak shoved his fingers into my mouth quite forcefully. I wasn’t sure what to do so I didn’t move, but then I felt Thrak’s thumb and middle finger feeling my tongue and I pulled away. 

			“That’s a hell of a way to meet someone,” I said, spitting on the floor to take out the taste of alien hands. 

			Finally, I saw the fourth and final alien standing in the room, whom I remembered from when I got out of the pod but hadn’t seen since. His appearance leaned more humanoid in gait, like Crane, wearing nearly identical armor and sitting with his legs crossed. His face was strange and almost reptilian, with small horns protruding from his back where his neck and head met. His skin was scaly and gray, and I could see he only had four long fingers on both hands, each with a talon-like nail. I looked at him, following the same rote routine as with the others, but he said nothing, merely looking me up and down.

			“Nice to meet you,” I said, attempting to break the ice. 

			He let out a low snarl and stood up, at which point I noticed that he was probably about seven feet tall. He looked down at me and I got a good look at the sharp teeth in his mouth. Before I could react, he grabbed my arm and slashed it with one of his talons. I let out a shout and instantly started bleeding, attempting to pull my arm away. Within seconds, my arm’s gash was sealing, until within a few more seconds any sign that I had just been cut was gone.

			“So, the nanites do work,” he finally spoke in a slightly raspy voice. He released my arm and looked at me again. “Crane, you didn’t tell me that humans were so ugly.”

			“Again with the ugly,” I spat out angrily. “This is all doing a number on my self-confidence, honestly.”

			“My name is Velos. I am the team specialist and second-in-command,” he finally explained.

			“The pleasure is all mine,” I replied, although pleasure was a strong word for this guy’s company. 

			“This is my team,” Crane continued. “You will be working with us for your mission.”

			“Do I get to find out what that is now?” I asked.

			“Follow me,” Crane said, motioning to both myself and Velos. 

			We walked through a new door on the opposite end of the conference room into an enormous spherical room across the hall. It had an upper catwalk that circled the perimeter, where we were standing, and a lower level that had a dozen or so objects best described as giant metal Hula-Hoops all positioned standing upright in a circle around the room. There were also some guards and a robot standing at a center console dead smack in the middle of the room. 

			What really drew my eye was another new alien. It stood serenely next to the console, wearing long flowing robes in the same green-and-white color scheme. As we walked down the steps, the robed alien gracefully walked toward us and smiled. She was a female by the looks of it. Her head was slightly smaller than the robes and her body would have you think, and her small head was taken up primarily by two large eyes and a tiny mouth. 

			Before I had time to really think, my brain began firing off impulses and suddenly I was picturing this beautiful alien standing in front of me naked. She had an odd attractiveness to her, despite being a different species. I couldn’t help but be drawn to her.

			“This is our current overseer, Valiana,” Crane began, bowing to her. “She has the hard responsibility of watching over the only organization that keeps the entire universe in balance. This is, of course, aided by the fact that she is able to read thoughts.” 

			Read thoughts? Oh shit, I thought. That explained the strange look. In all probability, she read my sexually deviant fantasy right then and considering killing me—or worse, probing me. 

			“Do not panic,” she said in a gentle voice. “My species releases pheromones as a greeting. What you are feeling isn’t unusual.”

			“I’m sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone to read my mind today,” I replied, trying to cover my tracks. 

			“I do not read minds,” she corrected, smiling, “I read thoughts. Thoughts are the mind’s words. It is an important distinction. But again, there is no need to apologize. Humans have never been exposed to a great deal in our galactic community, including our pheromones.” 

			Great. Now she thinks humans are a bunch of perverts. 

			“The human would like to learn about the mission,” Crane interjected. 

			Valiana nodded and motioned for me to step onto an elevator platform that brought us to the lower level. The large metal hollow circles looked much larger from here, almost like billboards back home.

			“Stand here, next to the console,” she started with a smile. 

			I obliged and stood at the console right next to the skinny robot that was standing there. The robot’s head abruptly did a ninety-degree turn and placed its single glowing blue eye on me. 

			His eye remained fixated. Even though it was nothing more than a lightbulb, it felt intense. I began to feel uncomfortable. I opened my mouth to speak, to which he responded with an extremely loud beeping sound.

			“May I continue?” she asked gently. “Or is that mindless console robot too much for you to handle?” 

			Embarrassed, I stood straight and fought my temptation to kick the thing. “Sorry,” I replied humbly.

			“Good,” she continued calmly, focusing my attention on the metal rings throughout the room. “Each of these large rings is a wormhole generator, with the ability to open a passage through space and time to any location in the universe where the other end is set up. All it takes is entering a few codes on the console you are standing next to and we have access to any location in the universe. Because there is no intergalactic governing body, or any sort of oversight on a universal scale, we are all that stands between order and chaos. Without this room, none of this would be possible.” She looked at the robot at the console before continuing. “Terra 7,” she said commandingly as the robot entered a few very quick keystrokes. 

			I heard a hissing sound as in a matter of seconds one of the metal circles lit up. The image within the circle appeared to tear apart as suddenly, with a flash of light, it was replaced by a new image—and this one I recognized.

			“Is that Earth?” I asked. I approached the wormhole with an odd sense of both awe and insignificance all at once. As I peered into that gap that used to be a hollow circle, I saw the blackness of space surrounding the green-and-blue planet that I knew and loved.

			“It is,” she replied, coming behind me. “It is technically Earth several days ago. The wormhole that you are looking at is located on a small asteroid floating near your planet, and because wormholes go through space and often simultaneously time, we don’t always control what time frame we end up in on the other side. If your people were part of the galactic community, we would have a generator like this on both sides that would allow us to control the time of arrival, as well. However, this is a natural one that we can tap into from our side. If you were to walk through this wormhole, you would be standing on that asteroid, circa roughly four days ago in Earth time.”

			“This is unbelievable,” I said, mostly to myself. 

			“One of our wormholes is located on a planet named Ceyron. The planet is one of the most important and unique in all the galactic community. Its population evolved with organic metals in their bodies. They are basically organic machines.”

			“So, they are robots,” I said matter-of-factly, expecting an acknowledging response. 

			“No, they are not robots,” Valiana replied tersely. “They are living things like you and me. They simply evolved in a different manner. With different molecules.”

			“Well, they sound like robots to me.”

			“This is where you come in, so pay attention,” Crane chided. He didn’t seem very happy with me, though it was hard to tell since he had been very cold the entire time since I had arrived here. 

			Valiana hit a few more keys and the image of Earth disappeared into a swirling vortex of plasma, which continued spinning and seemed to be preparing to open, but then abruptly evaporated like a flash of lightning. A small siren beeped for a moment before becoming quiet again.

			“What was that?”

			“The wormhole to Ceyron. It will no longer open and we have lost contact with the agent that we had monitoring the other side. We fear that something has happened on the other end. Right before we lost contact, a tyrant was rising to power. We had been monitoring the events closely since Ceyron is such a large and industrious planet, not to mention powerful. The implications were worrisome. Now we have no way of knowing what is going on over there.”

			“So, you expect me to go to some random planet and figure out what’s going on?” I got angry. They took me from my home, from my planet, and for this? “Isn’t that your fucking job? I just got introduced to a whole multidisciplinary team. Why do you need me?”

			“Since the wormhole we normally use to get there is sealed off our only option would be a strike or approach using ships. We also can’t afford to send recognizable species from other planets. It could expose us and start an intergalactic incident or, worse, a war. We do not know what this maniacal new leader on their planet is capable of or how he would react to such a move. A few months before all this transpired, our agent on Ceyron worked with us to construct an armor modeled after him.” Valiana pushed a button on the console near me and suddenly a small circle of light opened up in the floor. 

			From the circle, a large cylinder of glass slowly hissed upward. Within it was a stunning blue-and-silver robotic suit. It took me a moment to realize that it looked almost as if it was meant for a human, with exactly two arms and two legs right where they should be—worth mentioning considering the odd array of creatures of all shapes and sizes I have had the blessing of knowing since I arrived here.

			“This battle suit was designed to look exactly like the protector of Ceyron whom we lost contact with,” Valiana continued, walking over to the suit, “and it has been calling for you since he fell.”

			Goose bumps shot down my back. I couldn’t tell if they were from fear or some deep buried layer of excitement.

			“Calling for me?” 

			She nodded back silently. “The suit was programmed with some sort of beacon that activated as soon as the protector fell. We had to do some triangulation and adjustments to make out the code, and we tried every translation and permutation. The results were always the same every time we did so. It wanted you.” 

			This suit wanted me? Why? How? I had nothing going on in my life. I didn’t even know Ceyron existed. Why would it want me? I pressed the two aliens. This couldn’t be right.

			“We were hoping you might be able to provide some insight,” Crane answered. “Of all the creatures in the universe, I don’t understand why he wanted you to…” Crane faded off and shook his head. He seemed to not believe what he was saying. 

			“Wanted me to what?”

			“Save him,” Valiana started again. “To save Ceyron.” 

			“There must be a mistake,” I said quickly. “I am not sure why the suit would request me. It doesn’t make sense.”

			“We thought the same thing,” Velos added from the back of the room.

			“Did you know him?” Valiana asked me. “The protector of Ceyron?”

			“I have a very limited selection of people I know,” I answered, “and a machine man didn’t happen to be one of them, unfortunately.” 

			Valiana’s eyes arched, but she persisted, “Regardless of all of our preconceived notions about what should be going on here, the fact that it summoned you here, of every being in the galaxy it could have, is no coincidence, Professor.”

			“Listen, ma’am or madame or whatever, I can’t save a planet,” I lamented. “I can’t even save myself. If you think this is going to end well, you are sorely mistaken. I don’t know what this suit saw in me, but it was wrong.”

			“None of us wanted to bring you here,” Crane said honestly. “Not only because we fear for your life but because we fear for Ceyron. There are countless other agents we could have assigned to this.” 

			“So then why didn’t you?” I shot back. Crane grew angry, standing forcefully and likely ready to say that it wasn’t too late, before Valiana placed her hand on his shoulder. He eased.

			“We tried,” Crane continued. “It wouldn’t activate for anyone. It just kept calling for you.”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. In fact, I didn’t.

			“This is bullshit,” I said angrily. “There is no way that this is the only choice. That taking me from my home was the best way to make this happen.”

			“Trust me,” Velos interjected again, this time approaching from the back of the room, “we tried everything else. If there was any other way, we would never have brought something as pathetic as you up here.”

			“Yeah, well, this ‘pathetic’ thing is about to save planet Cinnamon, I guess.” 

			“Ceyron,” Crane corrected.

			“Whatever.”

			Every word they spoke drove me further from this place. As interesting as all this was for a science fiction afficionado like myself, the responsibility they were throwing upon me felt unbearable. What they wanted me to do sounded dangerous. I felt the pull to be back at my house lying in my bed watching T.V. and sipping bourbon. Planning my class for the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

