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      Several years ago, Will's best friend ran away with an alien to live happily ever after. They've kept in touch, but Will misses the man that might as well be his brother. So, he decides he's going to go visit. Who cares if visiting requires a trip to outer space? No big deal, right?

      

      Ticheck met Will for the first time while trying to find a friend who had gotten lost. Since then, they've seen him a couple times a year at most. Ticheck wasn't expecting him to be coming for a surprise visit, and they definitely weren't expecting to end up with him as a temporary roommate when cramped quarters on the ship force them to share.

      

      From strangers, to surprise roommates, to friends…and maybe something else? But do they dare to dream of a life together when they literally come from two different worlds?
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            CLEVER PLANS

          

        

      

    

    
      "What do you mean you're coming?" Eric paced in and out of the shadows at the edge of the trail, his dark skin almost seeming to change colors in different patches of light.

      Will crossed his arms, determined. "I mean, I'm going with you."

      "Let me get this straight." Eric pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers. "You scheduled a month off work. You sent coordinates through the transmitter so we'd come to meet everybody. Except everybody isn't here, because it's just you, and you're coming with us."

      Will nodded. "Yeah, man. That is what I explained."

      "Why?" Eric looked confused.

      Will looked confused right back. "Why what?"

      "Why would you do that?"

      Will laughed. "Seriously? You've been gone for years. Galivanting around on a spaceship doing lord knows what." He shoved a hand through his hair, roughing up his already-messy brown hair. "I want some time with my best friend. More than the week with all the guys every summer. I want to meet your in-laws. Shit, man, you just explained that Keeska didn't come because one of you needed to stay on the ship just in case the baby needed something." Will reached out and grabbed Eric's shoulders. "The baby," Will shook him gently, "that I didn't know about. Come on man, that's bullshit and you know it."

      Eric looked pained. "Eet isn't even technically born yet. Eet is still in an incubator. You know we would have brought the kid with us the next time we were here."

      Will threw up his hands and spun away. "So not the point!"

      "Yeah, okay. I'll grant you that." Eric sighed. "It's going to be weird as fuck for you. You and I will be the only humans most of the time. You sure you're up for this?"

      Will slumped, relieved. "Of course. I miss you, man. I want to see what you've been up to. Plus, I would be stupid not to travel to space since my best friend lives on a freaking spaceship."

      Will rolled his eyes. He wished he could say this was the weirdest conversation he'd ever had but there were a few that topped it. Like the one where he and Eric were trying to figure out what to do with an injured alien Eric found in an abandoned store. Or the one where he had to explain to all their friends that Eric had run away to outer space with the love of his life, but it was fine because Eric was bringing the alien back to meet them all the next time everybody went on the annual camping trip. Ugh.

      Eric laughed harshly, drawing Will's attention back to him. "Yeah, there is that."

      "See? My plan makes perfect sense. Are we going or what?"

      Eric groaned, rubbing one hand over his dark curly hair. "We're going. Where's your stuff?"

      "I left it in the truck. I wasn't hauling a month worth of luggage up here if I wasn't sure I was going."

      "You've got to be kidding." Eric looked annoyed, now.

      "What?"

      "The closest place Ticheck could drop me off was right next to your truck. You could have just met us in the parking lot."

      "Shit."

      "You made me hike two miles into the middle of nowhere for no reason."

      Will winced. "Sorry?"

      Eric rolled his eyes and started down the trail they had been standing in the middle of while they argued. "It's fine. It's a pretty walk. But what the hell, man? You know better than to make us land the shuttle in parking lots."

      Will pointed east as he followed Eric. "There's a clearing two hundred feet that way," he said indignantly. "I checked when I was up here in the fall and it's plenty big enough."

      "Well it's spring now, and there are trees in it."

      "Huh?"

      Eric nodded. "Big ones. They're blocking the whole thing. It looks like one of them decided to go in one of the winter storms and took out a bunch of others."

      "Damn it. Sorry, Eric. I'm surprised Ticheck didn't make you jump, though."

      "Eet thought about it." Eric laughed. "But eet said eet didn't want to risk damaging the ramp by letting it down unsupported. And I quote: ‘It's not a fucking military ship. I can't hover like a fucking ichik.’"

      Will snorted. "Eet said that?" he asked, using the same genderless pronouns Eric did to talk about Iska people like Keeska and Ticheck. The pronouns – eet and ta – were so familiar to Will now he didn’t really have to think about it anymore. He just used them automatically.

      "More or less." Eric shrugged. "The cursing doesn't quite translate."

      "What's an ichik?"

      "A really weird bird thing. Looks kind of like a parrot crossed with a hummingbird and dipped in neon paint. Aeka has been keeping one as a pet. It's loud. Kasc and Kek are threatening to make it live in one of the lesser used cargo holds."

      "Your life is weird."

      Eric nodded. "Definitely. Still coming?"

      "Hell, yeah."
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        * * *

      

      It didn't take them long to get back to the parking lot. They filled the time mostly with the comfortable silence of life-long friends. By the time they stepped back onto the pavement, Will had gotten rid of some tension he hadn't even realized he'd been storing up.

      He smiled sadly. It made sense, Will supposed, that you'd get a bit stressed when your best friend was out of contact for months at a time. Especially when said best friend was basically also the closest family you had left. Sure, there was the rest of their little quintet but he and Eric were tighter, and the others were spread out all over living busy lives. He and Eric were the only ones that purposefully stayed near each other. Well, until Eric was abducted by aliens.

      Eric propped himself up against the rear bumper of the truck and shoved his left sleeve up. Will watched as he fiddled with what looked like a million tiny buttons on the armband that went about halfway to his elbow. Will was used to seeing the bit of space tech, because Eric usually had it with him when he visited, but he didn't remember the screen on it being big enough to look actually usable.

      "Did you get a new translator?" Will asked.

      Eric nodded. "A month or so after the camping trip last summer. Somebody finally developed a set of them that communicate nicely between the different models. Keeska, Ticheck, and I dropped a small fortune on them. I think we've finally convinced Aeka that eet needs one, too, since I work with eet even more than Ticheck. Hopefully eet has one by the time we get back."

      Will claimed his own spot on the tailgate and leaned over to get a closer look at the device. "So, this one does everything the other did and what else?"

      Eric tapped the screen near his wrist. "It lets me send messages directly to Keeska and Ticheck. The other one could only link to the main ship systems. And the telepathic link for the translation function is smoother on this one. The old one was starting to give me headaches."

      "Man." Will shook his head. "I still don't get how that works."

      "Me neither. I’m just glad it does. You'll probably be stuck with my old translator if you want one, but you should be fine."

      Will nodded. "Keeska says I'm harder to talk to telepathically, so the translator probably won't bug me as much, right?"

      "Exactly. Apparently, I'm sensitive." Eric rolled his eyes. "You would not believe how much crap I get for that from just about everyone. You'd think they'd like that I'm easy to talk to, but nooo. Pick on the poor not-quite-telepathic human."

      Will snorted. "Were you messaging Ticheck? What'd eet say?"

      "Nothing yet." The armband beeped and Eric poked at the screen. He snorted. "Ticheck says eet has a meeting on the other side of the continent because Kasc wanted to take advantage of the trip. You're stuck with me until tomorrow afternoon."

      Will slapped Eric's shoulder. "Cool." He went to the driver's side and pulled open the door. "We'll head back to my place and hang out. What do you want for dinner?"

      They both climbed into the truck and Eric looked over at him with a weird look on his face. "Can we get pizza? I have been dying for a decent pizza."

      Will laughed and backed out of the parking space. "Sure. Do the Iska not make good pizza?"

      Eric pretended to shudder. "Let's not talk about it."

      "Okay then. Do you need to stop anywhere?"

      "I don't have cash, so no."

      "Dude, you bought half my groceries and gas for two years with the cash you left me. I think I can float you some spending money."

      Eric laughed. "Alright then." He drummed his fingers on his thigh. "Can we stop at a store? Keeska and ta parents would love some grapes. And Keeska has been complaining that eet has watched all the movies we have."

      Will chuckled. What was it with Iska and grapes? So weird. "Do you want Target or Walmart?"
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        * * *

      

      I surveyed the neighborhood from up high before I flew the shuttle toward Sam's back yard. Keeska would have grouched at me for being paranoid, but I had a strong desire to not wind up in some Earth scientist's lab. There wasn't a huge amount of risk involved with this particular contact, but still.

      I settled the small cargo shuttle onto Sam's abysmal-looking grass, activating the cloaking with a sigh of relief. I still didn't understand why Kek had sent me to earth with a shuttle that couldn't cloak while it was moving. Sadistic bastard.

      Eric was lucky that that parking lot had been totally deserted other than Will's truck. If there had been anyone else around, he would have been stuck with me instead of meeting up with his Earth family. Well, friends, but they might as well be family. I'd been invited to stay for dinner once a few years ago. That particular group of human males acted more like Iska brothers than anything else. It was cute. I appreciated that after they'd gotten over the initial shock, Keeska had clearly been accepted as one of them. They had treated me like Keeska's visiting uncle, not letting me in on the running jokes but not casting me as an outsider either.

      Shaking off my distraction, I left the shuttle and made my way through the back yard. I kept my attention trained on the high privacy fence while I dug around the decorations on the patch of cement between the deck and the side of the garage until I found the key Sam always kept hidden there. This time it was speared in a potted plant next to a colorful spinning wheel on a stick.

      I flicked the color wheel and watched it sparkle in what was left of the sunlight. Pretty. I wondered idly if Sam would get met me one. I had no idea what I would do with it, but I wanted it anyway. I made it spin one more time and then let myself into the garage through the side door.

      It didn't take me long to find the plugged-in cell phone left on the work bench against the far wall of the garage. It was tucked discreetly out of sight so that visitors wouldn't notice it and ask questions, but it was always there and I knew Sam checked it regularly. It was part of the deal made between her and my employers.

      It only took a moment to find the phone's messaging application and send through the short code that meant she had an Iska standing in her garage. I dragged the stool over from the other end of the bench and settled in to wait.

      When Aeka, one of Keeska's three parents and one of my three bosses, set Sam up as an Earth contact for the Iska ten or so years ago, we all agreed on a set routine. Since we weren't fond of leaving Iska tech laying around on Earth—Will's communicator being one of very few exceptions—we were never able to give advance warning that one of us was going to show up. This sometimes created problems like wasted trips when our contacts had guests, but usually it was fine. It helped that the kinds of people that did well working with us tended to be eccentric, quirky, loner types.

      Sam was no exception to that, and I adored her. I was her main Iska contact, and she seemed just as fond of me for some reason. Which meant that the phone always had some kind of new game installed on it. I scrolled to the last screen where the newest apps were. I tapped a multi-colored square and was busy making rows of differently sized cats disappear from the screen when Sam's return message came through.

      S: Ticheck?

      I: Yes. Hello, Sam.

      S: I'm at the store, but I'm almost done. I should be home in about an hour. You should be okay to let yourself in. There's the last of a bag of grapes in the fridge.

      I grinned. She was so good to me.

      I: See you in a while.

      S: Try not to scare the kittens.

      I blinked at the last message. What were kittens?

      I shrugged, unplugging the phone and slipping it into the pocket of my dark grey flight suit. Sam would text me again if she was running late or if there was a problem, like unexpected company. I had wound up trapped in her bedroom closet for half a day once when her mother followed her home from the gas station at the corner. That was the last time I left the phone in the garage.

      The door to the house itself was unlocked like usual. I let myself into Sam's immaculate kitchen and left my shoes, similar to Human sandals, in the shoe rack against the wall by the garage door.

      A quick trip to the fridge provided the promised grapes. I dumped most of the bag into a bowl and settled onto a kitchen stool that was much more comfortable than the one in the garage.

      My snack was interrupted almost before it started when my translator beeped insistently to tell me that Eric had sent me a message. I sighed as I put aside my treat, but quickly brought up the view screen that displayed what he had typed in on his end.

      Eric: There isn't a camping trip. It's just Will. He's decided he wants to spend some time on the ship. Unless that would be a problem, can you come pick us up?

      I blinked. Really? I hadn't thought Will was that sneaky. I also hadn't realized that he had any interest at all in following Eric off the planet. I probably should have seen this coming, though, with how close the men were.

      Oh, well. It wouldn't be a problem. Aeka had been making noises about wanting to meet Eric's family, so the only real reservation I had about bringing Will back with us was surprising Kek. Eet handled most of our security and logistics and was understandably not fond of surprises like extra people suddenly popping in for extended stays. But Kek was almost as sweet-hearted as Aeka; eet just hid it better. So, if Will visiting made Aeka happy, which it would, and didn't upset Kasc, which it wouldn't, everything should be fine. I would have to message when we got close enough to the main ship and let everyone know what was going on.

      I tapped out a quick message to Eric. I wasn't skipping a visit with Sam, even if it would be shorter than expected. And she probably had things to give me anyway. Will and Eric would simply have to occupy themselves until tomorrow.

      I closed the message screen and pulled my grapes back towards me with a happy trill. Then something made of stabbing attached itself to my foot and I flailed, sending the bowl flying back across the counter and crashing to the floor.

      I shouted and jerked and stumbled off of the stool. Trying to stay upright, I stepped on something soft. It retaliated by making horrible sounds and becoming sharper. I jerked my foot back up and clung to the counter while I tried to shake it off. Shaking only resulted in the little beast pulling on the feather-like veeka that covered the top of my foot.

      I cursed and dropped to the floor. Stretching my leg out in front of me, I finally got my first look at the tiny creature wrapped around my foot. It wasn't much of a look, as all I could see were claws attached to fur-covered feet curling around my foot as it seemed to chew on the bottom on my largest toe.

      How could something smaller than my foot cause so much pain? I might have to reevaluate my opinion of this planet.

      Groaning, I brought my foot up so I could pry the little beast free. Several bite marks and more than a few scratches later I was holding it in my palm while it chewed on my thumb.

      Oh. Kittens were apparently tiny cats. Baby cats?

      I looked at the spindly tail and the giant ears. Equally disproportionately large eyes looked at me from the other side of my thumb. Definitely a baby.

      Wow. Alright. That was terrifying. Cats were a terrifying species.

      I winced and tried to remove its teeth from my hand. Why would Sam want one of these? It was a little monster.

      About the time I was realizing that Sam had said not to scare the kittens, as in plural, another of the tiny creatures rubbed up against my leg. I froze in mild terror.

      It made a little mew sound and jumped into my lap. It headbutted my stomach a few times while its miniature feet kneaded my thighs. Then it curled into a ball and started to purr.

      I blinked and looked between the tiny ball of adorable baby cat purring on my lap and the tiny tornado of baby cat still half-heartedly chewing on my hand. What?

      I very carefully used my free hand to move the evil kitten to the floor. It meowed, tried to bite my leg, and then curled up in my lap half on-top of the other one. I looked down at the little gray-and-brown-striped balls of fluff and claws. Now what?

      I started to move my legs to stand, but the tornado kitten made a distressed sound. I stilled and considered my options. I didn't really want to activate tornado kitten again, and the other was very sweet. Keeping my legs as still as possible, I turned so that I could lean against the back of the kitchen island next to the stool I'd been sitting on.

      I carefully pulled the phone out of my pocket, opening another one of the games Sam had downloaded.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of the garage door opening and bags crinkling woke me from a light doze. I stretched a bit, careful not to disturb the little beasts still in my lap.

      There was a clatter from the other side of the kitchen island. "What the hell?" Sam muttered.

      I winced. She must have found the bowl and grapes I left on the floor when the kitten attacked me. I had forgotten about the mess. Hopefully the bowl wasn't broken.

      There was some more shuffling. "Ticheck?" Sam called.

      I made a trilling noise. It was basically the equivalent of a human saying aaaaaa, but it got the point across.

      Sam leaned around the side of the kitchen island, frowning when she saw me on the floor. "Are you okay? What the hell happened?"

      I shrugged and pointed to my foot, which was covered in scratches, and then the kittens in my lap.

      Sam blinked at me. "Kittens happened. Okay, then. I'm gonna toss the grapes that rolled all over the floor, but I got more." She straightened and disappeared back around the counter.

      I made a sound that I knew Sam interpreted as happy.

      She laughed softly. "Yeah, I thought you'd like that. They were on sale, so I got a bunch and a couple different kinds. I might have gotten too many actually, because the cashier noticed. He didn't ask, but I could tell he wanted to."

      I could hear Sam moving around in the kitchen, cleaning up my mess and putting away groceries. She suddenly popped back around the end of the island and smiled at me.

      "You do know the little monsters can sleep for hours, right?"

      I frowned down at the kittens. Really? I sighed. Of course they could. They were cats and they were babies. They would sleep on my lap until I starved to death if they wanted to. "Little brats," I muttered.

      Sam couldn't understand Iska, but she laughed at my tone. She leaned over and carefully scooped up the attack kitten. She nuzzled it gently as she carried it over to the couch.

      I looked down at the baby still in my lap. Shrugging, I wiggled my fingers between its furry little body and my legs. I lifted it up to my face and examined it closely. They looked so innocent when they were sleeping.

      Sam snorted, and I looked up to see her trying not to laugh at me. I tilted my head questioningly.

      She giggled. "You look like you expect her to wake up and eat you."

      I lifted my scratched-up foot and wiggled it at her.

      Her shoulders shook slightly. "Yeah, okay. You might have a point." She wandered back into the kitchen. "You can set her on the couch with her sister if you want. They'll be fine until it's time to feed them."

      I clumsily got to my feet, trying not the put too much weight or pressure on the foot the kitten had mauled. I wasn't seriously injured, but the scratches stung. I carried the kitten to the couch and set her down near the other. She didn't wake up but uncurled and sprawled across the cushion adorably. I petted her exposed tummy lightly, grinning when her tiny feet curled. She was very cute.

      "Do you want them?"

      I looked over to see Sam standing in the kitchen smiling fondly at me. I frowned, confused. Weren't they her pets?

      Sam shrugged. "I don't want to separate them, but if you promise to keep them together you can have them."

      I walked into the kitchen and held my hand out, waiting for Sam to take it so we could have a full conversation. Sam quickly put the package of food she was holding in the cupboard. She grasped my hand, making sure that her hand pressed against the bare, plum-colored skin of my palm.

      I wrapped my fingers around the back of her hand to make sure I'd keep contact with her when she jumped. She always jumped. It was harder to talk to Sam telepathically than it was to talk to most people, so I had to push a little more. It was unsettling to be on the receiving end when you weren't used to it or hadn't done it in a while.

      -Why are you trying to give me your pets?- I asked.

      Sam jerked.

      I sighed, wishing I had a translator to loan her. We really needed to get more human compatible units and convince Kek to give approval for their use on Earth trips.

      "Sorry. Sorry. It's just always so weird the first time. Like my brain is being zapped or something."

      -I know. You know I can't help it.-

      "I know. I'm hard to talk to or something. You tell me almost every time I see you because I always freak out and it bothers us. Anyway. What?"

      -Why are you trying to give me your pets?- I asked again.

      "Oh! Sorry. They're not mine."

      I frowned more. -I don't understand.-

      "They're foster kittens. I'm only supposed to take care of them for a little bit. The local animal shelter needed help, so I applied to be a foster home for them."

      -So you are supposed to find them a permanent home?-

      Sam shrugged. "I can, but I don't have to. But if you like them, you could have your businessperson hack the system or whatever so that it would show they'd been adopted, and I wouldn't get in trouble for losing them. But you have to pay the fee, because it helps the shelter take care of the animals."

      -I'm not sure taking them would be a good idea.-

      Sam grinned. "You like them."

      Maybe. -They are cute, but I don't need two baby cats.-

      "Uh huh." Sam raised a brow. "You like them. They're cute and fierce and you think they're adorable. You're totally taking them with you."

      -I am not.-

      "Are too." Sam smiled smugly and released my hand. "I'm going to finish putting away the groceries and then I can cook us dinner. What do you want?"

      I stared at her.

      "Shit. Sorry." She held her hand out again.

      I pressed my fingertips for her palm. -It is fine. I like your stir fry. With chicken?-

      "Rice or noodles?"

      -Noodles, please.-

      Sam nodded. "Sounds good. Go cuddle the kittens. I'll have food done in about half an hour."

      I ignored her smirk and went to cuddle the kittens. They were adorable, after all.
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        * * *

      

      "So, you're just going to take this Will guy back with you and hope it's fine?" Sam asked, a little incredulous.

      She was snuggled against my side on the couch while we ate the last of our stir fry. I was sitting with my legs crossed so that I could press the sole of my foot against her knee, which was bare under the loose shorts she'd changed into. We had to have skin to skin contact for me to talk to her, so that meant my palms or the soles of my feet, since skin under veeka was intimate and reserved for life partners. We'd been friends for years and were comfortable together, so feet it was. Besides, we both were hungry and had better uses for our hands.

      I slurped up a noodle, happy that I didn't have to stop eating to talk. Poor humans. -It should not be a problem. Aeka has been complaining about not being able to meet Eric's family, so this is good. He already knows Keeska and I. And Keeska and Eric tell stories like I do with you, so he sort of knows what he's getting into.-

      She shook her head. "The man is crazy. It's one thing to have an Iska visit me once in a while in my nice comfortable house; it's a totally different thing to go trotting off to space." She munched thoughtfully on a vegetable for a moment. "Eric I kind of understand. He fell in love with Keeska, so that's cool. But I can't imagine wanting to visit for the hell of it."

      I shrugged. -They're family.-

      "I guess. But still." She shuddered. "No thanks."

      -You do not want to fall madly in love with a space alien and have adventures?-

      She laughed. "I've shown you too many movies."

      -Maybe.-

      "Oh, well. Want to watch Firefly before we go to sleep?"

      -What's Firefly?-

      "A really cool TV series. It's in space, so I can listen to you be snarky about everything."

      I shrugged but nodded. Why not? I enjoyed being snarky and it was fun to make her laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Will set his bags down on the kitchen counter. "I think we got enough grapes."

      Eric laughed, setting his overfilled bags down next to Will's. "You think? We have..." Eric counted the bags. "Eight, no nine, bags and I think only four of them are clothes and movies. We have five bags of grapes."

      "Four. You got some crackers."

      Eric snorted. "That's so much better."

      "Eh." Will shrugged. "Ticheck and Keeska's parents will be happy. And maybe some of their friends. And I think you got every superhero movie in the store, so Keeska should be very happy."

      "Hey, you're the one that added the two TV shows."

      "What? They're good. And super cheesy and romantic, so Keeska will love them. I remember how many rom-coms you two watched when eet was stuck in your apartment."

      Eric nodded, peeking into bags. "True. Where are the pajamas I got?"

      "Umm..." Will shuffled through the bag of clothes in front of him and pulled out a pair of flannel sleep pants. "These good?"

      "Yeah. Thanks, man." Eric grabbed the pants Will held out. "Can we still afford pizza, or did we blow your budget for the year on DVDs and grapes?"

      Will scoffed, amused. "I told you, it's fine."

      "Do you mind if I shower while you order food?"

      "Go ahead. You want the usual?"

      "Sounds good. Towels still in the closet?"

      "Yup."

      Eric left to go dig through the hall closet for a towel then disappeared into the bathroom.

      Will leaned his hip against the counter and grinned. Damn, he'd missed Eric. He'd missed one-on-one time with his best friend. He always looked forward to the camping trips, but hanging out with all the guys was different. Shopping for movies and grapes for Keeska had been the most fun Will had had in months.

      It was hilarious that Eric had somehow gotten Keeska hooked on movies. Will had thought at first that it was just something Keeska had done to kill time when eet was waiting for rescue. Apparently not. It didn't take long after getting to know eet to realize eet was a fan. After the first camping trip where everyone had been struck dumb by Eric's magical reappearance with an alien in tow, they had all started bringing a handful of things for Eric and Keeska to take home with them. Everybody always brought at least one random movie. Eric got books, Keeska got movies and the occasional really cool rock.

      The shower turned on, and Will remembered he was supposed to be doing something. He dug his phone out of his pocket and pulled up the website for their favorite pizza place. It may have been about five years, but he still remembered their usual order. He had it entered and paid for before Eric turned the shower off.

      Will poked through the bags on the counter. They should probably be condensed as much as possible. If Ticheck was checking in with a trading partner, there might not be a ton of storage space left over. And he had to fit a month worth of his stuff, too. Granted, that was just a couple duffle bags, but still.

      By the time Eric wandered back into the kitchen, Will had most of the clothes packed into an old printer paper box and was trying to organize the DVDs into another.

      "Why only DVDs?" Will asked. "You have some Blu-rays and stuff in here, but only because they came with DVDs."

      "For some reason the Blu-ray players we have keep shorting out when we try to hook them up to the view screens. But we have a few DVD
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