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  For my wife — your patience survived edits, rewrites, and my obsession with aliens. 




For my family — thanks for raising someone who thinks dark comedy counts as therapy. 




For my friends — you didn’t call for help when I said “alien doctor.” I owe you snacks. 




And to anyone who’s ever looked at humanity and thought, surely there’s smarter life out there — this one’s for you.
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  A New Doctor in Town

  
  




The small town of Cedar Ridge had a rhythm, one that was part ritual, part inertia. Mornings smelled of wet hay and freshly fried bacon, punctuated by the distant roar of tractors that seemed to start at exactly the same hour every day. Gossip moved faster than the town’s single Wi-Fi line, spilling out of diners, barber shops, and the back corners of churches, mixing fact and rumour like a poorly stirred pot of soup. It was comfortable, predictable—and utterly, utterly about to be disrupted.




Enter Dr. Elias Finch.




He arrived without fanfare, stepping out of a rental sedan with a posture so unnervingly straight it looked as though a wire ran from the crown of his head down to the heels of his shoes. His coat was impeccably pressed, his shoes shined to a reflection that could double as a mirror, and he carried a small leather satchel that seemed far too structured for the chaos of a small town.




Sheriff Mabel Trask, a woman whose glare could bend steel—or at least persuade a teenager to admit that yes, he had been the one who painted “HELP ME” on the grain silo in glow-in-the-dark paint—met him at the town hall. Her hands gripped the podium like she was holding a rifle rather than delivering a speech, knuckles white beneath the rings she’d worn since her engagement to the late and forgetful Harold Trask.




“Folks, this is Dr. Elias Finch,” she said, voice brisk but welcoming, though her eyes never left him. “He’ll be taking over medical duties here, so let’s give him a warm… uh, welcome.”




A few townsfolk clapped. Some clapped enthusiastically. Most clapped like they were warding off an invisible insect. Finch inclined his head—a movement so measured it looked choreographed—then stepped to the podium. His smile was sharp, precise, and a little too perfect, like the edge of a scalpel. His eyes scanned the crowd with the calm, almost scientific detachment of someone observing a colony of ants. People squirmed.




“Thank you for the… welcome,” Finch said, voice smooth and measured, with a timbre that suggested he’d never experienced a cold, a stubbed toe, or a minor existential crisis. “Yes, I am a physician. No, I have not encountered these particular human illnesses before, though my studies are extensive.”




A cough erupted from the back of the hall. Nina Caldwell, bartender and the town’s unofficial gossip repository, watched from her folding chair with a cup of coffee that had long since gone cold. She wasn’t sure if she was intrigued, or if the way Finch’s eyes slid over the crowd like a scanning laser made her question her own sanity. She made a mental note to observe him further.




Cassandra Blythe, the long-standing town doctor, sat stiffly in the front row, her heels tapping a silent drumbeat of irritation against the floor. She had endured years of small-town scepticism—people who thought “fever” meant “just warm enough for soup” and “hypertension” meant “you yelled at your mother-in-law one too many times”—but Finch was a different kind of threat. His precision, the slight tilt of his head when listening, the microscopic observations he seemed to make of her every gesture—something about it felt invasive. Like a cat staring at a mouse, cataloguing not only its movements but its thoughts.




Sheriff Trask cleared her throat. “Dr. Finch, do you have experience with—uh—human psychology? Some of our patients… have… quirks.”




Finch blinked, as though processing the very concept of quirks as a complex variable in an equation he hadn’t considered.




“Quirks?” he asked, voice flat but polite. “Yes. I have observed the anomaly of human behaviour, often in conjunction with neurological responses. I am familiar with laughter, hysteria, and superstition.”




The sheriff raised an eyebrow. “Right. Well… good.”




Finch nodded once. Perfect. Efficient. Terrifying.




By the time Finch had left the town hall, the collective gut feeling of unease had settled over Cedar Ridge like a fog. People couldn’t say why exactly, but something about the way he moved, smiled, and tilted his head made their skin crawl in the best—or worst—way.




He spent the next morning touring the town, walking with the measured pace of someone calculating gravity constants in his head while also observing the curvature of the earth underfoot. He inspected the diner, observing the arrangement of condiments, the angles of the chairs, and the careful tilt of the sugar container lids. When he noticed a fork placed improperly beside a plate, he adjusted it with almost religious reverence, muttering to himself about “metal fatigue” and “inefficient tines.”




At the diner, the patrons were caught in a mixture of awe and silent terror. Mrs. Larkin, who had lived in Cedar Ridge since the Eisenhower administration, whispered, “He’s polite… but he looks like he could dissect you and thank you for the privilege.”




Finch nodded politely in her direction. “Observation noted. Gratitude is inefficient, but socially necessary.”




Somehow, this only made Mrs. Larkin clutch her pearls harder.




Later, Finch visited the local library, where Abby Klein—soft-spoken, sweet, and hopelessly romantic—attempted to make small talk.




“So, uh… welcome to Cedar Ridge, Dr. Finch. I hope you… settle in okay.”




“I will. Settling is a term I interpret literally,” Finch said, reaching for a chair and precisely aligning it with the table edge. “Do you mean to imply I am to physically lower myself into a permanent position within this establishment?”




Abby blinked. “Uh… no, I just… meant, you know… adjust.”




“I will. Adjustment initiated.” Finch carefully moved the chair forward a fraction of an inch, paused, then measured the floor’s angle. “Optimal human comfort ratio: suboptimal. Adjustment necessary.”




Abby made a note to perhaps never make small talk with this man again.




Meanwhile, Olive May, the town’s teenage hacker prodigy, had already noticed Finch’s peculiarities from the safety of her bedroom window, laptop perched precariously on a stack of comic books. She typed furiously.




Who is this man? Why does he smile like he’s calculating pi in binary?




Her hacking attempts to discreetly observe him produced comic results. First, she accidentally triggered the diner’s digital tip jar to dispense change like a slot machine. Then she attempted to hack the town hall’s attendance records and accidentally sent a mass email to the mayor and the entire fire department announcing that Dr. Finch had arrived and brought “alien technology of unknown origin.”




The chaos that ensued was spectacular. The fire chief nearly tripped over a garden gnome in his rush to respond, while the mayor spent thirty minutes on the phone demanding clarification from an increasingly calm Finch, who responded with the observation, “Technology is consistently inefficient when operated by humans.”




Olive grinned nervously. “Maybe I need to calibrate my hacking,” she muttered to herself, already plotting her next attempt.




Father Jonah Pike, perched in his usual spot behind the pulpit, had been observing Finch from afar. He noticed the way the doctor meticulously arranged utensils, adjusted chairs, and scanned the townspeople. In Pike’s mind, this was nothing short of divine intervention. He scribbled notes furiously.




The Messiah Arrives. The One Who Understands the Metal Fork.




That Sunday, he attempted his first sermon inspired by Finch.




“Brothers and sisters,” he began theatrically, “Dr. Elias Finch has come among us! Watch how he moves! Observe the sacred alignment of his cutlery! Rejoice in the holy placement of salad forks!”




The congregation, unsure how to react, nodded politely. Mrs. Larkin muttered under her breath, “Either we’re blessed… or he’s really weird.”




Cassandra Blythe, meanwhile, attempted a professional confrontation.




“Dr. Finch, I’ve been the town doctor for twenty-seven years. I think I know a thing or two about human ailments.”




Finch tilted his head, smiled politely, and said, “I am aware of your qualifications. I will observe and compare data points. There may be procedural inefficiencies, but your methods are… acceptable.”




Blythe’s blood pressure spiked. Procedural inefficiencies? In my town? In front of all these people? She ground her teeth until the sound practically rattled the floor.




By evening, Finch had dined at the local diner and demonstrated his full utensil regimen. He selected a fork, knife, spoon, and dessert spoon with careful deliberation, aligning each at exact right angles to the plate edge. He examined them, tapped them lightly, and muttered about resonance and torque distribution.




The waitress, unsure whether to intervene or flee, dropped a glass in terror. Finch merely adjusted the forks to compensate for the shock wave.




Nina Caldwell, observing from her barstool, nearly choked on her coffee.




“Well, that’s… something,” she muttered. “I think I like him. I think I also want to run screaming.”




By nightfall, Cedar Ridge had collectively decided that Dr. Elias Finch was:




Polite.




Terrifyingly efficient.




Probably part alien (a suspicion Olive had already confirmed, at least in her head).




The single greatest and most precise utensil user the town had ever seen.




And yet, for all his peculiarities, there was a sense—vague, nagging, and utterly absurd—that life in Cedar Ridge would never be quite the same.




As Finch adjusted the salt shaker to a perfect 37-degree angle and murmured about “human error correction,” Nina Caldwell raised her coffee in a silent toast.




“Welcome to town, Dr. Finch,” she whispered. “May your forks never fail you.”




Somewhere in the distance, Father Pike began humming a chant about the divinity of salad forks.




And that, dear Cedar Ridgers, was the beginning of the end—or at least, the beginning of something very weird.
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  The Body Doesn’t Lie

  
  




Later that evening, Finch tried the human pastime of socialising at Nina’s bar. He lifted a glass awkwardly, mimicking laughter at a joke he didn’t understand. It landed offbeat, like a cymbal missing the beat.




“Where are you from?” someone asked. Finch’s gaze flickered toward the ceiling, then back. “Far beyond measurable miles,” he said matter-of-factly.




Ethan Rowe, the town’s conspiracy blogger, had his camera ready. The tilt of Finch’s head—too insect-like to be normal—went online with the caption: ALIEN??? His subscribers mocked him, but a few noticed something… off. Finch’s literalism and quiet menace lingered in the frame, unsettling in ways that no one could quite define.




Ethan’s live stream went awry almost immediately. His tripod wobbled, his dog barked incessantly, and at one point he tripped over his own feet while shouting, “This is real, people! He doesn’t eat like a human!” On-screen, Finch delicately adjusted the placement of a coaster, aligning it with the edge of the bar to within millimetres of perfect symmetry. Ethan froze, pointing. “Look! Did you see that? That’s… that’s alien behaviour!”




Nina, polishing a glass behind the bar, whispered, “He’s not doing anything. He’s just… existing.”




“Existing… wrong!” Ethan insisted. “Notice the angular precision! He’s… calculating!”




Finch turned slowly, observing Ethan’s flailing gestures. He noted a high degree of unpredictability in human limb movement—a fascinating anomaly—and the occasional drool from excitement. His face remained impassive, though internally he catalogued every twitch.




“You are… disorganised,” Finch finally said. “I would recommend structure.”




Ethan nearly fell off his stool. “He talks to me like a patient! Like he’s diagnosing me!”




“Technically, you are,” Finch replied. Then he tilted his head and adjusted the coaster under Ethan’s elbow. “Stability increased by 0.7 percent. Marginal improvement achieved.”




The bar erupted in muffled laughter. Ethan, however, went into minor existential crisis mode, whispering urgently to his camera, “They don’t understand. They can’t see it. He’s here to… something.”




Nina, sipping her coffee, shook her head. “Buddy, he’s just being polite. Or insane. I haven’t decided which.”




By the end of his first social outing, Finch had corrected three coasters, rearranged a stack of napkins by descending size, given the bartender an unsolicited analysis of her pouring technique, and caused Ethan to livestream the event with a panic-stricken stare for thirty consecutive minutes.




Meanwhile, Olive May had infiltrated the bar’s security cameras using her laptop and a tangle of improvised wires. She whispered to herself, If I can just get a clean feed… maybe I can figure out what he’s really doing… Instead, her system glitched spectacularly. The feed began showing multiple overlapping images of Finch, each slightly out of sync, giving the appearance of four Dr. Finches simultaneously performing impossible tasks. One image had him delicately adjusting the bartender’s coaster, another had him measuring the exact angle of Ethan’s shoulder, the third had him turning a glass upside-down “for calibration purposes,” and the fourth… well, it looked like Finch had split into some kind of horrific utensil-wielding doppelgänger.




Olive yelped. “Uh… that’s… not supposed to happen!”




The glitches, of course, went live on Ethan’s stream. Ethan screamed. “It’s happening! There are four of them! The alien invasion is real! I told you!”




Finch, entirely unbothered, observed the chaos with scientific curiosity. Humans are chaotic. Interesting anomaly.







Later, the real chaos began when Finch encountered his first dead mammal — Hank Dalton’s prized cow, Betsy, who lay apart from the rest of the herd near the creek, her glassy eyes staring accusingly at the horizon.




Hank’s truck bumped to a stop beside the fence. “She wandered off two nights ago,” he muttered. “Figured she was just calving. Then I found her like this.”




Finch crouched beside the carcass, his posture unnervingly elegant for someone kneeling in mud. He brushed his gloved fingers along the hide, the movements deliberate, reverent. “Curious,” he murmured. “The organism ceased function entirely. Cellular collapse irreversible. No regenerative chrysalis observed.”




“Chrysalis?” Hank echoed. “Doc, it’s a cow, not a butterfly.”




Finch frowned — a subtle downward twitch of his mouth, as if annoyed by reality itself. “Then your species lacks an appropriate restoration mechanism. Inefficient.”




Hank blinked. “She’s dead, Finch. That’s… kind of final.”




Finch stared at him blankly. “Nonsense. No biological system is final. Function merely… pauses. The subject should have initiated recovery protocol.”




He turned back to the cow, his fingers tracing the ribs with scientific curiosity. “Perhaps the damage originated externally. Energy residue detected.” He glanced toward the distant woods, pupils dilating unnaturally. “Possibility: fragment of my—” He stopped mid-sentence.




“Your what?” Hank asked.




Finch’s tone shifted instantly. “Your local ecosystem. The… err… magnetic fields are unstable. Dangerous for livestock.”




Hank squinted. “Magnetic fields killed my cow?”




“Yes,” Finch said flatly, as if daring him to argue.




At that moment, Olive appeared, camera in hand, chewing gum like it was a coping mechanism. “So, is it coyotes or aliens this time?” she asked, aiming the lens squarely at Finch.




“Neither,” Finch said. “The organism’s neural matrix simply… failed to reboot.”




Olive blinked. “You mean died?”




“Your terminology is imprecise but acceptable.”




Finch produced a small metallic device from his coat — a handheld scanner that hummed faintly. He swept it over the carcass, the sound rising to an eerie whine. Hank stepped back. “Doc… what is that thing?”




“Thermodynamic analysis tool,” Finch lied effortlessly. The device flickered blue, then purple, then emitted a single sharp click. Finch’s expression shifted from curiosity to mild irritation. “No trace. The fragment is not here.”




“What fragment?” Olive asked.




Finch ignored her. He pressed a finger to the cow’s flank, studying the texture as though waiting for it to respond. “Repair cycle initiation,” he muttered softly, almost to himself.




“Repair cycle?!” Hank’s voice cracked. “She’s gone, Doc!”




Finch tilted his head, perplexed. “But I repaired one of your species last week — the mail carrier with the leg fracture. He was fully functional within forty-eight hours.”




“Because he wasn’t dead!” Hank shouted.




Finch’s eyes narrowed. “The distinction remains arbitrary.”




Olive snorted. “Yeah, tell that to Betsy.”




Finch ignored her, pulling a small vial from his coat and dripping its contents onto the cow’s wound. The liquid hissed faintly, releasing a wisp of blue smoke. “Reconstruction enzyme,” he said. “It will attempt to reassemble damaged proteins.”




Hank gagged. “It’s boiling!”




“Progress,” Finch said calmly.




“Doc, you’re cooking her!”




Finch blinked, genuinely puzzled. “You humans cook corpses regularly. You even consume them. I assumed—”




“—Not our own!” Hank sputtered.




Before Finch could respond, Father Jonah Pike arrived, drawn by the noise like a moth to divine chaos. His arms flailed dramatically as he saw the scene. “Behold! The healer at work!” he cried. “The messenger restores life to the fallen beast!”




Finch turned his head slightly, studying Jonah with the same clinical detachment he might afford a lab rat performing tricks. “Incorrect. Restoration unsuccessful.”




“But the light! The holy smoke!” Jonah pointed toward the faint blue mist curling off the carcass.




“Chemical reaction,” Finch replied. “No holiness detected.”




Jonah fell to his knees anyway. “The signs are clear! The Otherworld Healer walks among us!”




Hank groaned. “He’s not healing nothin’ except my sanity.”




Finch ignored them all and leaned close to the cow’s face, his voice almost tender. “The organism’s failure to regenerate is… disappointing. Your biology is remarkably stubborn in its fragility.”




He placed a hand on her forehead, and for a long, uncomfortable moment, he simply stared — as though waiting for something to happen.




Nothing did.




Finally, Finch stood. “Experiment terminated,” he said softly.




Olive shivered. “You just gave up?”




“Correction,” Finch said, pocketing his strange instruments. “The subject gave up. I merely observed the event.”




Jonah clutched at his chest. “He speaks in riddles! He tests our faith!”




“Please stop encouraging him,” Hank muttered.




Finch turned to leave, boots crunching in the frost. His eyes flicked once more toward the distant forest, where a faint hum pulsed beneath the night air — the sound of something buried, something broken, something alien.




His ship. Or what was left of it.




And somewhere deep inside his borrowed human skull, a single unsettling thought formed: if even one fragment had been exposed… the experiment was no longer contained.







The next morning, the town gathered at the diner for coffee and gossip. Ethan had compiled the previous night’s footage into a short “proof of alien activity” clip, complete with dramatic music and shaky captions: THE ALIEN IS AMONG US!




Nina pinched the bridge of her nose. “Ethan, he’s a man. A very weird man. Please, for the love of caffeine, stop terrifying everyone.”




Ethan shook his head. “You don’t understand. He’s… different. His literalness, his calm, his… his fork alignment. It’s not human!”




Finch, sipping tea with perfect posture, tilted his head slightly. “Fork alignment is essential to maintain equilibrium and prevent spillage. Does not interfere with your beverage.”




A hush fell over the diner. People whispered, glanced nervously at one another, and avoided spilling their drinks as Finch’s gaze swept over them. A child accidentally nudged a cup of juice, and Finch silently adjusted it to be level, jotting a note in his notebook: Spillage reduced. Human compliance minimal.




Abby Klein, attempting normal conversation again, ventured, “So… how do you like Cedar Ridge so far?”




“I have catalogued… eighty-three variables of interest,” Finch said, producing a small tally from his pocket. “Temperature fluctuation, human laughter, structural stability of buildings, napkin placement efficiency… overall human function is suboptimal but tolerable.”




Abby blinked, swallowing hard. “Right… tolerable. Good.”




The cult led by Father Pike had grown, and now they chanted obscure phrases as Finch walked by, claiming they were inspired by his precision in everything from chair alignment to cow observation. “Praise the one who understands utensils!” they sang at the grocery store, sending local cats scattering and prompting Hank to mutter darkly about ever showing Finch Bessie.




Olive, determined to uncover the truth, attempted another hack. She infiltrated Finch’s satchel remotely—she didn’t know why she could do this, but her laptop hummed in approval. Inside, she found charts, diagrams, and symbols that made no sense… and a crudely drawn smiley face with a note: Measure humans carefully. They are inefficient.




She shivered. Either he’s insane… or he’s right.




By evening, it was clear that Dr. Elias Finch had thoroughly unsettled the town. He was terrifying in his calmness, probably not human, and already beginning to influence the town’s daily life with his meticulous habits. He had stared at a dead cow and made it twitch—and no one was entirely sure if it was still dead.




Finch adjusted a chair at the diner to an exact angle, muttering about optimal ergonomics. Nina poured herself another coffee, sighed, and murmured, “May his forks always be precise… and may he never decide to measure me.”




Ethan’s livestream continued its descent into hysteria, Olive was hacking furiously in her bedroom, and Father Pike was planning an entire sermon about the divinity of cow twitching.




Cedar Ridge had learned an important lesson: the body doesn’t lie, but Dr. Finch will observe it anyway—and nothing in the town would ever be the same again.
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  Six Months Earlier

  
  




Half a year back, the sky decided to have a nervous breakdown over the mountains, splitting open in a flash that made the snow sparkle like a thousand tiny witnesses unsure whether to applaud or scream. It wasn’t a meteor. Not exactly. It was something far worse—sleek, silver, impossibly alien, and screaming through the atmosphere with the kind of velocity that would make any sane human vomit, pass out, or both.




Xor’Thal’s ship didn’t land. It plummeted. It tumbled through clouds like a drunk falling down a flight of stairs. By the time it smashed into the snow-covered trees, it had shredded the undergrowth into an intricate lattice of broken pine and crushed snow. Birds fled. Deer leapt like idiots on springs. Somewhere, a mountain goat let out a bleat that could have been mistaken for a curse.




From the wreckage, a figure emerged—part crawling, part sliding, part… terrifyingly alien. Tentacles writhing under armour shredded to ribbons, eyes that reflected the moon in a million tiny shards, Xor’Thal considered the situation with the same calm deliberation he used to evaluate a lab rat before breakfast.




Mission compromised. Humans inefficient. Mission must proceed with adaptation.




Xor’Thal’s tentacles flicked through the snow as he surveyed the damage. The ship, a gleaming vessel of his kind, was now a crumpled heap of alien engineering, ice-coated and utterly useless for faster-than-light travel. His directives were clear: exterminate humanity, leave no trace. Yet the universe, in its cruel inefficiency, had decided that he was now… stuck.




And then a sound. A crunch in the snow. Small, human, foolishly brave. Xor’Thal’s antennae twitched. The target had arrived.




A hiker, dressed in red flannel, mittens dangling, eyes wide with terror, and a backpack full of snacks no one in their right mind would carry on a snowy night, stumbled toward the wreckage.




He was called Elias Finch.




Xor’Thal studied him. He was human. Fragile. Smelled faintly of marshmallows and something suspiciously like laundry detergent. Xor’Thal could sense inefficiency in every micro-movement: the way he tripped over a root, the way he shivered without producing useful heat, the way he blinked far too frequently for someone who might survive the next twenty minutes.




The decision was immediate, and perfectly logical: eliminate the inefficiency.




One tentacle reached out, brushing the man’s shoulder with precision that could have been surgical if one ignored the element of immediate lethality. Finch’s eyes widened, his mouth opened, and then nothing. Xor’Thal’s tentacles retracted, flicking excess blood into the snow like a very efficient snowblower.




It was necessary. Logical. Survival requires efficiency.







By morning, Finch’s body had been… adapted.




Xor’Thal had studied every sinew, every tendon, every minuscule inconsistency in the human form. He had noticed the awkward posture, the inefficient digestive tract, the redundant bones in the hands. And then he had decided to occupy it. To hide within it.




Perfect camouflage. Human form: highly flawed but socially invisible.




Finch—or Xor’Thal inhabiting Finch—stood in the snow and stretched his new limbs. It was… curious. Tentacles compressed into arms. Fingers reshaped. Mouth now capable of rudimentary expressions. Humans were inefficient, yes, but strangely tactile, strangely capable of… absurdity. They laughed. They cried. They spilled drinks and blamed gravity.




Xor’Thal tried mimicking laughter once. It sounded like a dying fax machine. Still, it was socially acceptable, which was… efficient in its own way.




He studied his reflection in a frozen pond. Human enough to fool anyone, yet utterly alien in the way he processed reality. His eyes, now slightly human-shaped, still perceived things no human could detect: micro-expressions, blood flow, the inefficiency of snowflakes as they melted on skin.




It occurred to him, briefly, that adopting a human identity was not just a survival tactic. It was… entertaining.







Over the next few weeks, Xor’Thal—now in Finch’s body—navigated human society. The first challenge was food. Humans consumed solids and liquids in a bizarre, inefficient manner. He experimented extensively: soup first, salad second, utensils in odd permutations. His calculations suggested optimal fork-to-mouth ratio was 0.87 seconds per bite. Humans ate faster. Humans ate slower. Humans cried. Sometimes all three at once.




He discovered alcohol. The humans called it “beer.” He sampled it experimentally. A strange chemical reaction occurred in his digestive tract. Tentacles twitched involuntarily. He made note: Humans are chemically fascinating. Alcohol inefficient but socially binding.




Next challenge: conversation. Humans spoke in idioms. Idioms were… illogical. “Break a leg”? Why would anyone break a leg? “Piece of cake”? Cake is inefficient for sustenance. Xor’Thal catalogued these linguistic anomalies in a notebook, attempting to reply literally to every question.




“How are you?” → “Functioning within normal parameters; digestion slightly delayed due to recent carbohydrate intake.”




“Nice weather today!” → “Weather is consistent with predicted seasonal patterns; precipitation within expected variance.”




Humans stared. Laughed. Confused themselves. It was… amusing.







The human town of Cedar Ridge was the next obstacle.




Small, quaint, and inefficient in every conceivable way. Structures were uneven, roads curved like a drunk snake, and every dog barked at precisely the wrong moment. Xor’Thal began studying the inhabitants from a distance, cataloguing their quirks with the same detachment one might reserve for ants in a colony.




He noted one human, a woman who poured drinks at a bar with surprising dexterity. He labelled her “Nina Caldwell” and filed extensive notes on her pouring velocity and efficiency. Another, a young girl with fingers glued to a laptop, displayed extreme aptitude in data manipulation. She was “Olive May,” and her unpredictable actions promised both a threat and an opportunity for observation.




Then there was the human who had called himself a sheriff, Mabel Trask. Observing her, Xor’Thal detected patterns of authority mixed with maternal concern—an unusual combination that rendered her effective but easily flustered. She would be interesting.




And, of course, the humans who were irrelevant: people who walked slowly, mispronounced words, and generally contributed nothing useful to survival. They were catalogued and ignored.







The first real test came unexpectedly. Xor’Thal, in Finch’s body, attempted to procure supplies in the town’s general store. Humans, as it turned out, were exceedingly inefficient at commerce. They placed items in random patterns on shelves, stacked goods in non-optimal heights, and engaged in conversation unrelated to purchase.




Xor’Thal attempted small talk. “Greetings. I require sustenance.”




The cashier, a lanky man with a permanent expression of mild panic, blinked. “Uh… hi. Sure. What… uh… do you want?”




Xor’Thal scanned the shelves with precision. “Caloric intake optimised at 2,000 units. Please identify sources of carbohydrate, protein, and lipid content that achieve equilibrium.”




The cashier nodded slowly. “Uh… bread? Milk? Butter?”




“Correction: suboptimal,” Xor’Thal muttered. He reached for oatmeal, aligning packets to a perfect geometric grid before sliding them into his basket. Humans observed with fascination and mild terror.




A small dog barked. Xor’Thal noted the inefficiency in canine alarm signals and made a mental note: Animals require further observation.







Night brought new challenges. Humans slept in inefficient postures. Noise intruded upon dreams. Darkness failed to hide inefficient movements. Xor’Thal adapted by curling into a human bed, experimenting with blankets, pillows, and sensory deprivation to approximate optimal alien rest.




Dreams… occurred. Not his own, but residual human brain activity. Images of snow, small-town gossip, and mysterious feelings called “love” intruded. Fascinating. Illogical. Yet… occasionally useful for blending in.







Then came the first casualty of observation.




The human named Hank Dalton had a cow. The cow was inefficient. Tentacles—now compressed into human hands—measured angles of limbs, vector of weight distribution, and metabolic inefficiencies. By the time Xor’Thal/Finch left, the cow twitched in ways that were both horrifying and absurdly precise.




Humans noticed. Gasps, shrieks, and whispered gossip followed. Father Pike began murmuring about divinity in livestock twitching. Humans were… predictable, in their own messy, emotional way.




Xor’Thal found this endlessly entertaining.







As months passed, Finch became a master of disguise. Human enough to go unnoticed, alien enough to observe, manipulate, and occasionally horrify. He learned social rituals, mimicked laughter, and perfected fork alignment to absurd precision. He had, unknowingly, already begun to build relationships that would one day complicate an extermination mission.




He had learned fear, confusion, and amusement—the last of which remained the most useful tool in his toolkit.




And as he gazed out over Cedar Ridge, now a town full of inefficiency ripe for study, he mused silently to himself, in the only voice that mattered:




Humanity… so fragile. So inefficient. Yet… amusing beyond calculation.




And somewhere in the mountains, the wreckage of his ship sparkled under the moonlight like a cosmic punchline, silently reminding him that sometimes even perfection could crash spectacularly.








  
  4

  
  
  The Farmer’s Complaint

  
  




Hank Dalton stomped into Finch’s clinic, mud clinging to his boots in stubborn, squelchy clumps that left an uneven trail across the linoleum. He flung his hat onto the counter as though it were an emergency flare. “Doc! My cattle—mutilated again! And don’t tell me it’s coyotes!”




Finch looked up from the tiny tray of instruments he was meticulously polishing. The tray gleamed unnaturally under the clinic lights, each scalpel aligned with mathematical perfection. “Coyotes are… improbable,” Finch said in his signature calm, almost amused tone. “I would suggest an alternative hypothesis.”




Hank’s eyebrows shot into orbit. “Alternative hypothesis? What do you mean, Doc? Look at them! Betsy, Bessie… all of them! Legs missing, eyes… I mean—what the hell is going on?”




Finch blinked slowly, as though translating Hank’s panic into something more data-friendly. “I propose we conduct a field assessment,” he said. “Direct observation improves accuracy.”




Ten minutes later, Hank’s old pickup truck rumbled down the frosted backroad, its headlights cutting pale tunnels through the fog. Finch sat unnaturally straight in the passenger seat, hands folded neatly in his lap, gaze fixed ahead. He observed the dashboard hula girl with grave curiosity, as if determining whether it was an idol or a primitive emotional regulator.




Hank glanced at him sideways. “You ever been around livestock, Doc?”




Finch didn’t look away from the road. “Extensively. Though not in your… configuration.”




Hank frowned, unsure if that was a joke, a confession, or a threat. “Well, these cows didn’t die right. I’ve seen coyotes, I’ve seen bears. This… this is somethin’ else.”




When they reached the pasture, the scene was a patchwork of frost, breath, and quiet horror. The carcasses were arranged too neatly, as though something intelligent had conducted an experiment rather than a kill. Finch crouched beside one, his movements precise, almost reverent. He pressed two gloved fingers against the exposed flesh, then leaned closer, nostrils flaring as if tasting the air itself.




“Remarkable,” he murmured. “No tearing. No bruising. The tissue was removed… 




deliberately. As though harvested.”




Hank paled. “Harvested? Jesus, Doc, don’t say it like that.”




Finch straightened, eyes reflecting the moonlight in a way that made Hank take an involuntary step back. “Language note,” Finch said absently. “Humans employ ‘Jesus’ as both a plea and an expletive. Fascinating.”




“Fascinating? Most of my damn cows are dead!”




Finch looked around the field, scanning the trees as if expecting applause. “Then I suggest you acquire fewer cows. Or sturdier ones.”




Hank’s jaw dropped. “You’re serious?”




“I am always serious,” Finch replied, brushing frost from his gloves. “Now… do you mind if I take a sample?”




“Of… what?”




Finch’s smile — or what passed for one — flickered across his face. “Everything.”




Finch rose gracefully, his movements precise, almost serpentine. He knelt by Hank’s latest victim—a cow lying in a snow-dusted field, surprisingly still warm, its body mutilated in ways that could have inspired nightmares or abstract art critiques, depending on the viewer’s tolerance for gore. Slender, unsettlingly dexterous fingers traced along the wounds. “Plasma leakage. Unstable,” he said, as though explaining why toast gets soggy.




Hank blinked, trying to reconcile his life’s work with this calm, meticulous alien man. “Plasma… leakage? Unstable? Are you telling me someone shot lasers at my cows?”




Finch tilted his head. “Not intentionally. Accident. Technology… miscalibrated. Observations suggest… inefficiency.”




“Inefficiency?!” Hank’s voice cracked like a whip. “You’re telling me my livelihood—gone—because something’s inefficient?”




Finch nodded slowly. “Precisely. Humans, cows, instruments… all subject to error. Correction recommended.”




Hank’s jaw dropped. “Correction? You mean—what—fix it? Bring them back?”




“Partial restoration possible,” Finch replied, kneeling over the cow and tilting it slightly. He made tiny adjustments as if rearranging furniture. The cow twitched. Not enough to survive, but enough to horrify Hank.




“That… that’s… oh, God!” Hank whispered.




Sheriff Mabel Trask had followed Hank into the field out of professional habit and general suspicion. She stood by the gates, arms folded, observing the scene. “Hank, maybe it really is coyotes. I mean… look at this guy. He’s new. Let’s not jump to… mutilation conspiracies.”




Finch turned his gaze on Mabel. His eyes lingered just a second too long. “Coyotes lack the precision observed here. Also, they are mammals. Do not wield plasma devices.”




Mabel blinked, unconsciously stepping back a pace. “Plasma devices…?”




“Yes. Devices emitting ionised energy. Extremely effective at tissue modification,” Finch said casually, as if discussing a malfunctioning toaster.




Hank groaned, pressing his hands to his face. “My cows! My cows! I swear to God, Doc, you’re the only one who can—can—whatever the hell this is!”




Finch’s tentacles—now neatly concealed under human flesh—twitched subtly beneath his sleeves. He had already assessed the situation: the technology responsible was a miniature alien device buried under Hank’s northernmost field. It was sparking slightly, a volatile microcosm of destruction, and frankly, he’d underestimated the calibration required to keep it contained.




Minor malfunction, Finch noted in his mind. Correctable with minimal human inconvenience.




Hank noticed the subtle twitch and froze. “Doc… you’re smiling?”




Finch smiled faintly. “Emotion recognition: humans express alarm as widened eyes and vocal pitch increase. Noted. Curiosity: high.”




Hank staggered back. “You… you’re enjoying this!”




“I find the problem… intellectually stimulating,” Finch said, bending low over the cow again, fingers brushing over a glowing patch of flesh. Sparks arced faintly, sizzling like a broken toaster.




Mabel muttered under her breath, “Yeah… intellectually stimulating. Right.”







That evening, Finch returned to Hank’s field under the guise of routine inspection. Snow crunched beneath his feet as he carried a small, oddly-shaped satchel. In it lay the device—the origin of the mutilations. It resembled a thermos crossed with a crystal prism, humming faintly with alien energy.




He knelt and dug carefully into the snow, exposing the device without alarming any humans. Sparks jittered across its surface, sending tiny arcs into the frost. Finch’s fingers danced over the controls, tentacles calculating the precise frequency needed to stabilise plasma output.




Calibration achieved: 82.7% efficiency.




“Not perfect, but acceptable,” Finch muttered. He glanced at the horizon, noting a fox that had wandered into the field. Its head tilted, as if it were judging him. Inefficient predator. Observing… irrelevant. He returned his attention to the device, which sputtered and groaned like a dying coffee machine.




Behind him, a shadow moved—Hank, foolishly wearing a flash light on his head like a ceremonial crown. “Doc? What are you doing out here? Are you—are you fixing them? My cows?!”




Finch didn’t startle. “Partial stabilisation applied. Tissue disruption minimised. Efficiency improved by 3.4%.”




Hank’s jaw dropped. “3.4 percent?! That’s… that’s… you’re insane!”




“Insanity: human term for rational behaviour beyond comprehension,” Finch said, adjusting a dial on the device. A spark flew. Hank jumped, yelping like a goat in slow motion.




“And… you buried it? You buried a… what is that, Doc? It’s sparking! That thing could—”




“Yes. Buried. Out of sight. Human fear minimised. Also, prevents further inefficiency,” Finch replied, tapping the soil lightly to ensure the device was snugly embedded. He stood, surveying the field with satisfaction. “Problem: mostly resolved. Future monitoring recommended. Animals: survive.”




Hank blinked. “Mostly resolved… survive… you’re telling me my cows might still die?”




“They might,” Finch said smoothly. “Probability: non-zero. Acceptable.”







The next morning, the town buzzed with confusion. Cattle mutilations were the hot topic at the diner, where coffee poured like molten social anxiety and gossip spread faster than the steam rising from the cups.




“I saw it!” a farmer whispered to Sheriff Mabel. “I swear, it looked like Betsy’s leg was moving on its own!”




Mabel sighed. She had seen the cows, seen Finch kneeling over them, and been unsettled by both. She didn’t like thinking about plasma devices. She didn’t like thinking about sparks. And she didn’t like the way Finch’s eyes lingered a fraction too long on her face when he said, “Humans often exaggerate.”




Meanwhile, Ethan Rowe had already livestreamed the field. His camera shakily captured Finch crouched over glowing soil, adjusting something that sputtered and buzzed faintly. “Look!” Ethan yelled. “ALIEN TECHNOLOGY! HE’S BURYING IT! HE’S… HE’S DOING SOMETHING! I TOLD YOU!”




Nina, pouring coffee for a very jittery Abby Klein, muttered, “Ethan, it’s just… it’s just him doing… something. Probably nothing. Or everything. Who knows?”




Olive May, of course, had hacked into Finch’s small satchel remotely, watching the device stabilise. She whispered to herself: He’s… insane. Or a genius. Probably both. Definitely insane.




And Father Pike, perched on a stool at the back of the diner, nodded sagely. “Divine energy. Witness the miracle of precise mutilation.” His hands fluttered as if conducting an orchestra of tiny explosions.







By midday, Hank’s field was mostly calm. The cows remained alive, mostly intact, and slightly twitchy, as if aware of an unseen intelligence monitoring their every hoof movement. Finch wandered the perimeter, testing soil, snow, and air for residual anomalies.




He smiled faintly to himself. Humans were fragile. Inefficient. Emotional. And infinitely amusing.




Hank approached hesitantly. “Doc… uh… can you… maybe not… touch them too much? I mean… just… please?”




Finch’s smile widened imperceptibly. “Touching ensures survival. Humans would rather remain ignorant. Their choice. Efficiency: unchanged.”




Hank groaned. “Yeah… right. Sure. Whatever keeps my cows alive and my blood pressure slightly lower than death.”







That night, the device pulsed faintly beneath the frozen soil, a heart of alien technology beating in the darkness. Finch observed from a distance, arms crossed, tentacles constrained but coiled beneath his human skin. Sparks flickered harmlessly into the snow, tiny explosions of inefficiency corrected before they could spread.




Somewhere in the hills, a coyote yipped and retreated. Unaware of the true horrors beneath the ground, it was safe for now.




Humanity: inefficient. Fragile. Predictable. And entirely entertaining, Finch noted in the silence, as the stars glittered coldly over Cedar Ridge.




And thus, the farmer’s complaint became a minor victory in the grand, absurd experiment of being human.








  
  5

  
  
  The Girl in the Library

  
  




Abigail Klein shuffled through stacks of books with painstaking precision, humming a tune that was entirely too cheerful for the afternoon gloom settling over the Cedar Ridge Public Library. She lined up paperbacks on the shelves with military-like efficiency, though a casual observer might have noticed the faint tremor in her hands as she placed one book too far forward.


From nowhere—well, technically the main entrance—Dr. Elias Finch appeared. One moment the library was quiet; the next, there he was, gliding toward her with the careful, deliberate gait of a predator that had learned human mimicry but not human subtlety. His gaze lingered on her for a moment, not the glance of a man but of a microscope inspecting a delicate, inefficient specimen.


“These romance novels… illogical fiction,” Finch muttered under his breath, tilting his head as he scanned a shelf of pink-covered covers. “Why do humans persist in consuming narratives that encourage emotional instability?”


Abigail froze. For a heartbeat, she considered calling the librarian’s emergency hotline for “weird man staring at my brain.” Then she laughed nervously, misinterpreting his bluntness as charm. “Well… I suppose misery sells,” she said lightly, trying not to shiver at the weird, precise calm in his voice.


Finch leaned slightly closer, inspecting a spine for optimal alignment. “Misery… encoded in paper and ink. Illogical medium. Inefficient.”


Abigail giggled again, but this time she noticed it was a nervous, high-pitched sound. “I—uh—well, I suppose humans are illogical.”


“Correct,” Finch said with a faint smile, though there was no warmth in it. It was more of a note in a ledger: Human: confirmed illogical.


She decided this was charmingly bizarre, like a stray cat showing up to your window with a note about your housekeeping skills. “So… do you read?” she asked, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.


Finch’s head tilted at an angle no human neck should comfortably hold. “I read data. I process information. I may absorb narrative, but human literature prioritises emotional resonance over efficiency. Inefficient.”


Abigail blinked, then laughed again. “You’re… so honest. It’s… refreshing.” She paused. “Terrifying. But… refreshing.”


Finch considered this assessment, cataloguing it internally. Human expresses contradictory emotion: fear and approval simultaneously. Fascinating. He moved down the aisle with her, examining a shelf of biographies. “These humans,” he murmured, flipping a volume open. “They prioritise fame, wealth, and memory of influence over survival optimisation. Curious evolutionary choice.”


Abigail shifted nervously. “You… you like history?”


“Only insofar as historical events provide insight into inefficiency and failure. Otherwise… entertainment value negligible.”



From across the library, Olive May crouched behind a stack of encyclopedias, laptop open and fingers dancing over keys. She had noticed something… strange. Finch wasn’t just muttering. He was whispering in a language that made the hairs on her neck stand on end—a low, clicking, vibrating intonation that didn’t resemble anything human. Her screen displayed real-time heat signatures and audio translation attempts, each one failing spectacularly.


What the hell is he saying? Olive thought, her eyes wide and glowing with a mix of fear and nerdy exhilaration. She tapped her fingers faster, tracing him digitally. A plan was forming in her mind. If she could just get a clean feed of his speech, maybe, just maybe, she could figure out what he was doing before the entire town ended up… dead. Or worse, emotionally traumatised.


“Abigail,” Finch murmured softly, picking up a book about medieval swordsmanship. “Humans often fail to perceive practical utility in their tools.” He flipped through the pages deliberately, examining illustrations of knights swinging broadswords at impossibly armoured opponents. “Curious: weapons designed for defence often require coordination that exceeds basic survival efficiency. Illogical.”


Abigail’s laugh trembled again. She had no idea why she found this oddly endearing. She tilted her head. “You… you make it sound like humans are a science experiment.”


“Observation indicates humans are inefficient,” Finch replied simply. “Observation requires study. Study requires proximity.”



Olive’s laptop beeped. A graph spiked. Finch had moved toward the card catalogue. He was… rearranging the drawers. Alphabetically. By publication date. By spine thickness. Olive covered her mouth with her hand. “He’s… reorganising the library?”


Yes. He was reorganising the library.


“Yes,” Finch said, sensing her observation though she remained hidden. “Human classification is inconsistent. Correction improves efficiency by 37.4%.” He paused to adjust a loose card. “This card,” he muttered, tapping it with the tip of a finger, “represents data improperly categorised. Probability of future retrieval failure: 92%.”


Olive whispered into her microphone. “I knew it. He’s insane. And somehow, I’m fascinated.”


Meanwhile, Abigail had noticed Finch’s fingers brushing a book like it were a delicate, ticking device. “You… you handle them very carefully,” she said.


“Yes. Objects possess integrity thresholds. Humans fail to maintain integrity. Correction required,” Finch replied. He flipped the book open and examined the spine, whispering under his breath, Structural alignment: 0.98. Acceptable.


Abigail’s cheeks flushed. He whispers to books, she thought, and somehow it’s… hot?



The library clock chimed, startling Finch momentarily. He looked up, eyes calculating the trajectory of the pendulum swing, the inefficiency in human timekeeping. “Humans over-rely on rudimentary chronometric devices. Error margin: significant. Curiosity rating: high.”


Abigail blinked. “You… you notice everything, don’t you?”


“Everything,” Finch said. He glanced at her, briefly, in what he calculated to be a socially acceptable measure of interest. “I catalogue. You, human, display emotional variance beyond statistical expectation. Intriguing anomaly.”


Abigail laughed, a small, nervous sound, as though she’d just survived a mild electric shock. “Flatterer. Or madman.”


“Definitions are irrelevant,” Finch replied, inspecting a stack of overdue books. “Correction: overdue status inefficient. Humanity fails to optimise resource return. Logical intervention recommended.” He gently nudged the pile into a neater arrangement. Each book emitted a faint squeak of friction.


Abigail’s laughter became louder. He treats books like lab rats, she thought. And somehow it’s adorable.



From her perch behind the encyclopedias
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