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Olive Zoleynah Stadium

Saturday, October 21st

5:30 pm

––––––––
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Travis McVeery plopped down into his arena seat, jostling the beer in his hand. About an inch of liquid spilled over the rim of the red plastic cup. He grumbled, then laughed at himself. In about five minutes, he’d completely forget all about the mess, and his clumsiness. He still couldn’t believe he’d scored a front-row seat to his favorite sport in the world: cage fighting. Being up close to the cage filled him with a buzzing joy.

Or maybe that was just the alcohol whispering in his mind.

Either way, he determined to enjoy tonight’s event, the first time in three months he’d pursued any leisurely activity since moving to Greensville. There had to be more to life than just work, work, work, though he knew if he hadn’t gone through the portal separating this world from his home, he’d probably be in serious trouble, especially with Barbara Walsh, who had made him who he was today. Hardly a day went by where he didn’t think about the exact moment she’d crammed blueish gunk down his throat and compelled his body to mutate into gelatinous ooze. He stared down at the brown liquid in the container. A tinge of envy hit his heart. Really? He was jealous of beer? This was seriously messed up.

Gazing longingly into the refreshment, and despite knowing how hard he’d worked to carve out a life for himself here in the city, he knew he’d screwed things up. How had he gone so long without infecting anyone with the Bloboid Essence? Barbara would have reamed him for his failure at once! He could almost hear her voice now, explaining how a Bloboid’s sole purpose in life was to conquer each and every planet they came upon.

Then he saw the problem for what it truly was. He didn’t hear her voice, or that of any other Bloboids. He was cut off, separated by an interdimensional distance he couldn’t possibly measure. Was he in a parallel world, or had he been thrown clear on the other side of the vortex rift?

I’ll get right on it tomorrow, he thought to himself. Tonight’s about enjoying a well-deserved outing. You can guilt trip me in the morning, Bloboid conscience.

Besides settling into life in the big city, there was something troubling about Greensville he hadn’t quite figured out. Until he realized what bothered him so much about his adoptive home, he had chosen to lay low and let the answer come to him in due time. In the meantime, he still had bills to pay and a mouth to feed—his own.

He leaned back in his seat and drained some more beer from his cup. Being a mass of slime trying to pass himself off as still-human, alcohol tended to affect him a hell of a lot sooner than it had prior to his infection. The sheer effort it took to keep up this illusion of not being a pile of glop bent on interplanetary conquest. Twelve weeks straight of concealing his true self from others, rather than just dive right in and overwrite everyone’s DNA with the essence. Enough was enough. How could he successfully overthrow humanity without meticulous planning.

Well, screw that. Tonight was just about embracing the moment. He just needed one more night to unwind. Then he could strategize tomorrow morning after a full night’s rest.

The seats around him filled up fast. As he took another swig of beer, his heart began to race. A surge of desire overtook him, his initial buzz much more intense than he’d expected. Maybe he should have taken the time to explore the effects of intoxicants on a Bloboid’s nervous system. It didn’t matter now. With his refreshment swirling around inside his system, filling him with a certain giddiness he hadn’t anticipated, he could just about hear every pore on his body screaming for him to let loose with the ooze, to shapeshift into a Bloboid and start cramming gunk down people’s throats. There had to be what, at least half of Greensville sitting in the stands? He could overtake the town in a matter of days if even a fraction of the people in the stands were converted.

Still, he had to wait for the perfect opportunity.  His best chance to strike would likely come while all eyeballs focused on the cage. The bout itself might provide him with the best cover to sneak around and quietly infect other people. Some of them might not even notice him at all. Plenty of other people were already guzzling their beers well ahead of the fight. He wouldn’t have to wait long.

To his right, he noticed the man sitting next to him had a giant tub of popcorn sitting on his lap while he shoveled whole handfuls of kernels into his mouth. The fluffy, bite-sized morsels might be perfect for him to slather a drip or two of essence onto the snack food. This could work so long as the concentration of the gunk remained strong enough to trigger a mutation. 

“Bah,” his neighbor grunted. “Can we just get on with the match already? I haven’t got all day!”

Travis eyed the man sitting next to him. He was an older man in a red ball cap, torn jeans, and a t-shirt with a pair of racecars zooming past a checkered flag. Dark sunglasses cast an ominous vibe over the guy, as though nothing ever made him happy, not even the novelty bucket of overly buttered carbs.

“Yeah,” Travis snorted his agreement. “What’s with this lousy delay, anyhow?”

The guy tilted his head toward Travis, grunting what sounded like approval. 

“Heh. Bunch of corporate stick wads bleeding us dry with overpriced seating and popcorn. The extra charge they put on the butter spray almost makes me want to walk right on out of here and demand a refund.”

“But then you’d miss the best part,” Travis said with a coy smile.

“Yeah, I know. That’s how they get me every time. And I keep falling for it. One of these times, I’m going to go find those sons of bitches hiding up in their office somewhere and chew their ear off.”

“Can’t let them win, that’s for damn sure.”

“Got that right.”

Travis held out a hand. “Name’s Travis McVeery. I just moved to town three months ago.”

“Phil de Bond. Lived here in Greensville all my life.” The guy took Travis’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze. In the split second before the handshake unraveled, Travis sensed both the guy’s physical strength and character.  Phil seemed to be a no-nonsense kind of man; someone Travis could use as a Bloboid. 

“What’s Greensville like, Phil?”

“Mostly quiet. There’ve been some strange happenings recently, though.”

Travis arched a brow. “Such as?”

“Someone keeps stealing the daffodils out of my wife’s prize-winning flower bed. I insist it’s just gophers, but Paula—bless her sweet little heart—is convinced the director of our homeowners association keeps dropping by and digging them up herself. I keep telling her that at most all the HOA does is fine you. But does she listen? Hell, no! Heh, now that I think about it, maybe it was worth the price of admission just to get out of the house for a few hours.”

Travis offered a soft chuckle. “You could be right. So, who do you think’s gonna win the fight tonight?”

“Paula, if I say anything foolish when I get home.”

“Not that,” Travis laughed even louder. “I meant here in the stadium tonight.”

“Oh,” Phil said as if trying to play if off like he hadn’t already realized this. “In that case, I’d say my money’s on Daryl Globbz. He has three titles under his belt. I honestly can’t believe that they’d let an unseasoned newbie take Daryl on tonight. It might be a charity match tonight, though, so who knows?”

An instant later, everyone else rose in anticipation of the national anthem. Travis rose, still seeking out his best chance to make his move. He watched while Phil pulled his cap off and pressed it against his chest. Now probably wasn’t optimal.

After the music and thunder of applause ended, everyone sat back down. Travis felt an electric charge clinging to the air. Out in the center of the cage, two fighters emerged from opposite sides of the arena, green trunks and snake tattoos on one of the fighters, red trunks and no etchings on the other one. Their muscles bulged, offering Travis the promise of a robust core for his squadron of Bloboids. The announcer introduced the fighters: Red Trunks was Daryl Globbz, Green Trunks was Mitch Saunyp. 

“So you’re rooting for the guy in the red trunks?” Travis asked Phil.

“Yeah. You?”

“What the hell. Think I’ll give the newbie a chance.”

“Green Trunks it is, then,” Phil said, tossing a handful of popcorn in his mouth.

Travis stared at the bucket and noticed Phil didn’t appear to have a drink.

“Huh.”

“What?” 

“All that salty popcorn, and nothing to wash it down with?”

Phil glanced around on either side of his seat. No beverage was in sight.

“Damn it. I don’t want to go back to that blasted concession stand now.”

“If you hurry, you might not miss anything important. It looks like the referee is going over the rules with the fighters.”

Phil stared at his bucket longingly.

“I don’t know, man...”

“If something important happens, I’m sure they’ll announce it over the PA system,” Travis said.

Phil set the tub on his seat. “It’s settled then. I’ll be right back. Thanks, guy.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Phil marched up the main aisle towards the main exit and presumably concessions. Travis waited a good long minute, then glanced around at the people in his immediate vicinity. All eyes were on the steely-caged ring; none on him. Grinning, he sank his fingers deep into Phil’s bucket of popcorn and popped a few kernels in his mouth. He dug in a second time, but this time he made his index finger shift into slime, glazing several tidbits in ooze. Satisfied that Phil likely wouldn’t even notice the extra flavor he had just added, he withdrew his appendage and converted it back into solid form with no one being the wiser.

It won’t be long now. Just one bite, and Phil will be well on his way to becoming a Bloboid.

A strange gurgling sensation suddenly caught his attention. His beer—now three quarters gone—evidently no longer agreed with him. Nausea overpowered his abdominal area, and the threat to discharge some combination of beer, puke, and Bloboid ooze swelled beyond a mere possibility. 

Blah. Guess this means no more beer for me.

He shoved the drink off its perch and watched as the plastic cup clattered against the concrete flooring. Groaning, he sank deeper into his seat, bluish liquid seeping out of every pore. Without even thinking, he dissolved into a pool of gunk that then slipped between the crack in the back of his chair, leaving a pile of clothes in his seat. Travis sighed from down below. Thankfully no one had seen him dissolve. They were all caught up in the thrall of round one’s beginning.

That could’ve gone so badly. He hadn’t even infected anyone yet. If people vacated the premises in a panicked frenzy, it’d spoil his plans. He at least needed to transform a few people before all hell broke loose.

For them.

“Hey, where’d you go fella? Wow, what’s up with this?” Phil asked, apparently returning from the concessions stand. “Weirdo. Should have known better than to strike up a conversation with a nudist freak like you.”

Despite the other man’s bluntness, he did have a point. Travis realized that he couldn’t leave his clothes behind. One look at his wallet, and the authorities would trace him back to either his apartment or his workplace. He had no choice but to wait until he could gather his belongings, which might not be for several more hours.

His liquefied ears picked up on the sound of munching from just above him. Seemingly, Phil had resumed snacking on his popcorn. With any luck, he’d ignore the special ingredient until it was too late.

But he couldn’t rely on the drip of Bloboid Essence inside Phil’s bucket. He needed to start recruiting now. He slithered across a pair of empty beer cans that had spent some time hidden from view from the janitorial staff. Discarded cigarette butts kissed his slime and became glued to his body as he crawled along underneath the seating. The way the sense receptors on his flesh made him taste ashes only sickened him more. Despite the rancid materials swirling about inside him, he pushed through the sickness and out onto an open floor space. Someone’s foot squished him, sending a snort of annoyance into the air.

“Yuck. I just stepped in gum!” complained the young man.

I should infect him right now, Travis first thought. Then he changed his mind. Above all his other prospective infectees, he wanted the arena combatants most of all. With their strength added to his own, they could easily sweep the city before long.

Glancing towards the cage, he discovered the match was well under way. Both fighters were going at it, throwing punches at one another. Neither one struck a direct blow with the other, but it didn’t matter. The way they evaded ninety percent of each other’s blows made him envious of their agility.

They must become Bloboids at once!

It was decided, beer buzz be damned. He wanted those fighters, and he wanted them now. A sudden surge of confidence overtook him, and he whipped a tentacle at the cage’s gate. Someone screamed, but he ignored them, as well as the fact he’d just blown his own cover. His future associates unknowingly awaited their fate inside that cage.

As he prepared for his next move, he overheard someone gagging and spitting.

“Yuck! Can’t believe I swallowed that popcorn. Who the hell puts blue slime on popcorn? Don’t tell me those people who made green and purple ketchup are at it again,” Phil grumbled from a few feet away.

Perfect, Travis thought. It wouldn’t be long until he had some help here. If only he could speed up the process.

Maybe there was a way. With a mental command, a large tentacle sprouted outward from him, winding its way towards the central enclosure. Two more limbs shot forth from his clumpy mold and ascended the stairs leading to the fighting platform, finding purchase higher up along the steel barrier. As the three limbs took hold, he pulled the rest of his body towards the structure and rattled it, causing people in the front few rows to scream, a symphony which quickly resonated with the seats further back.

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing here?” the referee called out to him. “This isn’t a place for a Meta-Freak like you!”

Travis wasn’t sure what a Meta-Freak was, not that it mattered. His priority remained the fighters. Any escape attempts on their part were unacceptable. He shook the cage again, jostling enough of a gap between the bottom of the enclosure and the floor.

His tentacles shrank back into him as he dipped and slipped underneath the iron frame, then ballooned back to his regular size, choosing to remain as slime. The referee—a man with balding gray hair, a white goatee, and thick bifocals— was the closest and arguably the easiest target to take down. Travis generated a new feeler and flung it at the ref, wrapping it around the guy’s neck. The ref gasped for air as the limb applied pressure to his throat. He jerked his captive toward him and smushed a glob of Bloboid essence into the guy’s mouth. Then he loosened his grip on the man’s neck just enough to ensure enough ooze slid down into the guy’s digestive tract, laying the groundwork for absorption and contamination.

He shoved the referee to the ground and went after the fighters. Temporary paralysis from the distress of watching such horror play out in front of them at once wore off. Red Trunks and Green Trunks seemed to kick right into fight or flight mode as a dark realization dawned on them. 

They were next.

“What the hell did you do to the ref?” Red Trunks asked.

Travis grinned.

“He shouldn’t have gotten in my way,” he remarked.

Green Trunks sniffed the air. “Dude, this Meta-Freak’s drunk as hell!”

“Nonsense,” Travis said with a slight slur in his voice, coupled an instant later with a hiccup. “I’ve just had the one beer, is all.”

Red Trunks growled. “Get lost, creep!”

“Why? We’re all friends here,” Travis said.

He thrashed his one appendage again, this time snatching Red Trunks by the leg and yanking him off his feet. As the fighter crashed against the mat with a heavy thud, he released him before snatching Green Trunks by the throat and reeling him in.

“This wasn’t how I imagined my second attempt at cage fighting would go,” he whispered into Green Trunks’ Ear. “But right now, this is probably the closest I’ll ever get to winning the championship!”

“Let me go!” Green Trunks protested through clenched teeth, squirming to break free.

Travis smirked and slapped a glob of slime into Green Trunks’ mouth. An instant later, his ears welcomed the sound of a life-changing gulp. Satisfied that Green Trunks had begun the initial stage of Bloboid infection, Travis released him and glanced over at Red Trunks, who still lay against the platform, groaning. Gunk entered his mouth too less than a minute later.

Scores of shrieks pierced the air. Every fan who hadn’t dashed off when Travis had first reached the cage now made a mad break for safety. The octagon barrier shielded the fans and slowed him down. For the ones still within listening distance, he lifted Red Trunks high into the air.

“What’s the matter? I thought you came to see a fight. Or was that just me?”

Multiple alarms broke out in the stadium. Travis dropped Red Trunks onto the mat below. He then shot toward the cage and gripped the steel, ripping it off its foundation and effortlessly casting it aside. One quick look around at all the chaos made him laugh out loud.

I should have done this weeks ago!
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Secret Compound Underneath

Clara Duvall’s Costume Shop

Saturday, October 21st,

6:00 p.m.

––––––––
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The holographic replica of the deceased Clara Duvall, also known as NuClara, couldn’t believe what she was seeing. On the screen in front of her was a breaking news report featuring the image of an electrical field. Enshrouded inside that energy were the mutant heroes known as the Meta-Misfits. All four members of Scottie Brentson’s team—Scottie himself, Angie, Vine-Wolf, and their newest ally Andrew Bruno, dangled in the air, their faces clenching in various degrees of pain. 

“No, no, no,” NuClara said. “How could all four of you get captured in one fell swoop? Usually, you just sit around and let the villains pick you off one by one.”

As a costume designer comprised mostly of lasers, the sarcasm subroutines in her programming seemed out of place in this situation. Most of the time, she would wait for the Meta-Misfits to approach her with issues regarding their uniforms. In fact, Andrew was still waiting on his outfit, which the distributor in charge of that project hadn’t shipped yet to NuClara.

With so much downtime, she had taken it upon herself to expand her horizons through system upgrades. Downloading several books on humor into her database had allowed her to develop her own sense of hilarity. It wasn’t hard to acquire these since Scottie hadn’t established any parameters forbidding this. She had about as much control over her operating system as her flesh and blood cohorts had over their bodies. Well, maybe just a little bit more than they did presently. 

As she sat there watching the monitor, seeing what the local news station was showing her, control seemed fleeting. A random thought of helplessness entered into her algorithm, though she wasn’t sure how that came to be. A glitch perhaps, an anomaly better she chose to ignore for now. Her friends needed her undivided attention, not that she could do much of anything from her present location.

NuClara hoped that the news station would show the person fighting the Meta-Misfits. Once she had that information, she could get to work researching every last thing she could find on this strange new foe. Without the ability to leave the compound underneath Madame Masquerade’s—old Clara’s alter-ego—novelty clothing store, providing a deep analysis of any event was her way of helping the team out.

A moment later, she got her wish. A person in an army-style get-up, tan slacks and matching camouflage top, held up their hands and pointed their index fingers at the Meta-Misfits. Sparks flew out of their fingertips and reinforced the static field already gripping the heroes.

“That was almost too easy,” the electricity controller said, smirking. Bolts made their sandy-gray hair stand on end. Goggles hid their eyes from view. “My first time out as Commander Voltage Sparks, too. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, but damn this feels good.”

NuClara scowled. If she could only get a good scan of their eyes, she might figure out who Commander Voltage Sparks really was. It didn’t help that the static crackling from the commander’s power distorted their voice. But even if she could identify their adversary’s alter ego, it'd be of no use to the captive Meta-Misfits.

“There must be something I can do to help Scottie and the others. Suggestions, computer?”

The computer beeped. “I have a lava cake recipe perfect for your next birthday party.”

“That’s not helpful.”

From the other side of the screen came explosions and a cackle. Evidently, Commander Sparks was messing around with something. NuClara couldn’t identify what that something was.

Mostly because I’ve been programmed to deal with costume emergencies. A lot of good that’ll do anyone.

“Computer, do you have any analyses of the current battle?”

“Unknown. Please rephrase.”

“Can you do a quick online search for any videos, status updates, live chats, or anything else which might give us a better perspective of what’s going on?”

The requested files showed up on screen an instant later. NuClara quickly scanned the data, finding nothing useful. She returned her attention to the battle on screen. Scottie, Vine-Wolf, and Angie remained transfixed in their static encasements. The fourth, Andrew, had vanished. On closer inspection, the electric field that had contained the size-shifter remained intact. Yet where was he?

The audio picked up on Scottie mumbling something. It didn’t come across clearly at first. NuClara paused the live video and, thanks to a playback feature on the TV’s DVR, rewound the last minute to catch what she had missed. This time she slowed it to a tenth of its normal speed.

“Way to go, Andrew. Commander Sparks underestimated you,” Scottie said through clenched teeth.

NuClara paused the video again the instant the camera angle fell back on where Andrew had been. “Computer, can you analyze the image on the upper left of this screen?”

“There appears to be an electrical discharge,” the computer told her.

“Yes. But based on what you’ve seen, is there any way you can determine whether Andrew is still inside that field?”

“There doesn’t appear to be anyone contained inside the area you’re asking about.”

“Is it possible that Andrew Bruno shrunk himself while being held in stasis?”

“Insufficient data.”

“Fair enough,” NuClara said, scowling. How could the computer not be aware of Andrew’s ability to enlarge or shrink himself? Was he not yet a full member of the team?

“Computer, what can you tell me about the Meta-Misfit known as Andrew?”

“Although Andrew associates with the Meta-Misfits, he has not yet officially accepted the title of team member,” the computer reported, answering her unspoken inquiry at the same time.

“Maybe it’s time somebody updated his file in your database,” NuClara said.

“There is no file for Andrew Bruno.” 

“Then create one.”

“Acknowledged. Creating file.”

“Excellent. Now scan the internet archives for any articles pertaining to Mr. Bruno.”

“Processing.  This could take some time.”

Another explosion rocked the battle scene a second later. NuClara squinted at the monitor, trying to make sense of the latest chaos. She wasn’t the only one.

“What’s the meaning of this?” the villain asked. “Weren’t there four of you a second ago?”

Scottie grunted.

“Looks like you miscounted.”

He screamed an instant later. The energy enveloping him glowed brighter, as though Commander Sparks had turned up the juice. Another blast filled the air, blocking out all the imagery on the screen.

Suddenly, something cracked. NuClara wasn’t sure what had caused this until she saw Commander Sparks spiraling through the air, apparently not of their own free will. The camera view shifted to a shot of Andrew standing at his normal height, fists scrunched, teeth gnashed.

“Commander Sparks is down,” Andrew said.

“Good,” Scottie said, the field around him and the other Meta-Misfits gone. “That’s the third Meta-Weapon we’ve fought today. They must be out in full force.”

“Except that none of them have declared any allegiance to either CORBIN or your dad,” Angie pointed out, chafing her arms. “We should just call them mutants, or maybe Metas, until we know for sure.”

The image shifted back to the news reporter.

“Computer, turn the TV off,” NuClara commanded.

The monitor in front of her went dark.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” the computer said. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

She shook her head.

“Awaiting your response.”

“Oh, sorry. I forgot you can’t see physical actions.”

“You are the hologram here. I am but a mere computer, tied down to a server.”

I’m also bound to a server. A spark of surprise caught NuClara. Why had she not simply pointed this out to the computer? Why did it almost feel right to keep this from her technological kin?

If I’m not like the computer, and I’m not full flesh and bone, then what am I?

“Your response, again?”

NuClara blinked. “My response for what?”

“If there was anything else I could assist you with.”

“No, computer, thank you. I’m good.”

“Very well. I will be available if things change.”

NuClara returned to the blank screen in front of her. She drew a hand and longed to graze the plastic frame. Such a desire shouldn’t have been possible. She shouldn’t have felt things. Had something happened to the server upon which her program was stored?

I need to talk to Scottie about this. Something’s not right.
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Olive Zoleynah Stadium

Sunday, October 22nd,

1:25 am.

––––––––
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Travis finished off the bucket of nachos he’d swiped back at the abandoned concessions stand twenty minutes ago, but food was food, and he needed to keep up his strength. The ice-cold cheese and the stale tortilla chips were barely digestible. He had shifted back into his human form because so far, he hadn’t figured out how to eat as a Bloboid. Perhaps his slimy brethren back home might have already found a way forward on that front. No point in wondering, however. He hurled the carton into the nearest trash can and wiped the crumbs on the sleeve of his shirt.

Couldn’t even snatch some napkins while you were wandering out there, could you, Travis? Better get your act together now before your subordinates are completely transformed.

He stretched and yawned. The referee and the trunk twins would wake once their bodies adjusted to their infections. He had no way of knowing how long the process would take for each one individually. It probably varied from one person to the next. If he squinted, he thought he could already see scant traces of blue rising to the surface of their bodies.

Let yourselves succumb to the Essence. I’m waiting for you to join me. This is going to be great. Just you see!

Working past the buzz still swilling around his brain cells, he glanced over at Red Trunks, Daryl Globbz. Travis drew a deep breath as mental images from the fighter played in his mind like a grainy silent film. Globbz’s memories showed him as a five-year veteran of the cage fighting circuit. Built like an ox, decorated in chest tattoos and nipple rings, Globbz had won eight of the last twelve championship bouts he’d been in. Critical acclaim had been so easy to come by in the sporting world, according to these visions. Award ceremonies, photo ops, meet and greets, commercial endorsements, and other forms of prestige helped paint a broader picture of Globbz’s overall success.

As the fighter tossed and turned, groaning and gnashing his teeth in his sleep, Travis marveled at the man’s force of will. Even unconscious, Globbz sought to stave off the infection. Not many people had this kind of resolve or the immune system to put up a proper fight. 

I can feel your resistance slipping away. Join me as a Bloboid, Daryl Globbz. Rule Greensville with me.

The lines surrounding Globbz’s lips softened. Had the fighter heard Travis’s thoughts? He clapped his hands together and hoped for the best, almost praying much like he used to do back when he worshipped a human god.

What a whole other lifetime ago it seemed; tending bar on Saturday night, going to church the very next morning as if listening to a sermon would somehow cleanse his soul of the previous night’s sin. Some days, it just about did the trick. Sometimes.

But ever since his infection, his entire life philosophy had shifted. Everything became more tactile, more touch-based. Spirituality gravitated away from the abstract to solid evidence. And after his god hadn’t defended him from the Bloboids, what good was his old faith? Surely an all-knowing, all-powerful deity would never condemn him to a gloppy destiny.

Enough of that. The illusion was shattered forever. No sense in mourning his ideological loss when he had such a bright future still ahead of him.

He turned his attention toward Green Trunks, Mitch Saunyp. This guy provided Travis with a far easier mental read, keeping precious few secrets buried deep within. Saunyp had entered the fighting circuit only two weeks ago. His father had been a boxer, and Saunyp wanted nothing more to live up to his family’s legacy. Mitch had been looking forward to this fight because Daryl Globbz was the first seasoned fighter he’d go up against in the main conference, despite his lack of a resume. Travis sensed a hidden self-doubt, as if Mitch had been having second thoughts just before entering the ring earlier that evening.

I’m sure you’ll do much better as a Bloboid than as a professional fighter.

A groan erupted from the referee, Guillermo Peraz. Travis glanced down at the old man, his mind already filling with visions of Guillermo’s wife, children and grandchildren, along with lots of friends. Images of family gatherings and bountiful feasts flashed throughout the mindscape. He got the distinct impression that the Peraz clan couldn’t make it a full week without celebrating something. So much love, so much camaraderie. Travis’s heart danced at the prospect that scores of Bloboids could be born from the connections this man shared.

“Rise and shine, Guillermo,” Travis said, deciding to start with the referee first. He shook the other man’s shoulder. As the referee rejoined the land of the waking, he stared back with wide eyes and a hanging jaw.

“What am I still doing here?” Peraz asked, propping himself up onto his elbow. His gaze fell upon Travis and a dark realization set in. “You did something to me!”

Travis couldn’t deny the pride beaming in his heart as he watched the guy stand up under his own strength.

“Not just you. I infected the two fighters, too. Now we’re all going to be one big, happy Bloboid family.”

Guillermo clutched his gut and winced, the agony of a transformation already in progress.

“I already have a family. I don’t need to be a part of yours.”

“Suit yourself.” Travis shrugged. “It’s not like you know exactly what to do the instant your body melts into a puddle.”

Groans rose from the two fighters. As their eyes cracked open, Travis helped them to stand. Confusion marred both of their faces. Globbz showed no visible signs of transforming yet. Meanwhile, Saunyp’s hand shifted back and forth between Bloboid slime and solid human flesh.

Mitch screamed. “What
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