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  To my sister

I wish you were here

The way I wish I was there








  
  
  - I -

  
  




The air didn’t smell right. The musky scent of the trees was there, as was the earthy undertone of the damp ground, but it was all dulled by a tasteless extra layer. The woods shouldn’t smell like that.

In Lucy’s list of complaints, however, that was barely in the top five. Her boyfriend Matthew’s idea of a fun hike in the Forest of Dean had already presented her with cold, hunger, and a generous amount of pain at the back of her right heel. It all was made even worse by the daunting awareness that whatever distance she hiked forwards, she’d have to hike back.

Even Frank hadn’t been too convinced about going in the woods on a muggy November day, despite his general enthusiasm for whatever Matthew suggested. Looking at him, Lucy sometimes wondered if it shouldn’t be her brother dating Matthew after all. It had become an inside joke.

Leaning against a tree to catch her breath, Lucy looked ahead. Frank was waiting for her by a giant oak tree. “Are you alright back there?”

Not surprisingly, it was her brother who turned to check on her. After her powerful morning display of passive aggressiveness, Matthew was keeping his distance. She could barely spot him further ahead amongst the fir trees, a smudge of red waterproof fabric amidst the grey hue of the woods on that muggy day.

She still wasn’t going to apologise. She was never going to fall in love with hiking boots and muddy trails just because her boyfriend’s mum had suddenly shown up with a tip on a new trail in the Wye Valley – and she still thought it was rather odd how insistent Mrs Cavell had been about them going that very weekend.

“Is there a reward at the end of this pain or is he leading us to starvation?” she asked as she joined her brother and leaned heavily against the oak trunk.

He raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Are you asking for a piggy ride?”

Lucy glared at him. “Fuck you,” she said, raising her favourite finger, lest he misunderstood her tone.

He laughed at that, and she couldn’t hold back a smile herself. Then Frank’s grin waned, and he cocked his head in that condescending way of his. “Seriously, though, we can stop for a bit, if you need to rest.”

How she hated that tone. “Frank, I can walk.”

He turned away, hands thrown high in a gesture of surrender, but she could still see his eyes rolling.

Annoying tone aside, she was glad he had agreed to join them. He was a buffering force to Matthew’s sulky mood.

Then he tilted his head up, sniffing the air. “Do you smell that?”

“I know, it’s weird.”

“Maybe somebody’s having a bonfire somewhere nearby,” he guessed.

“Why would you think it’s a bonfire?”

“Because it smells like burning, and bonfires are famous for that.” His smirk was infuriating.

She limited her reaction to a dull gaze. “I’m humbled by your superior wisdom, milord.”

He was about to reply when something else caught his attention. Further up the path, Matthew had stopped walking. Standing a few feet off the track, he was gazing at something in the distance. Lucy squinted to catch what it was and for a second the odd scent felt a bit stronger, as if electricity was burning up her nostrils. As if a storm was coming and they were walking amongst the charged clouds. It made her want to sneeze.

Past Matthew, something large and dark nested amongst the trees.

Ignoring the persisting pain up her calves, Lucy scurried forward until she reached the edge of the clearing. Even from there, it didn’t look like anything she’d seen before, starting from the colour – a shade of black that wanted to absorb all the light around it, so much so that a halo of darkness seemed to envelop the whole thing.

The metal structure – because it had to be some kind of metal – took up most of the space, and it seemed to have knocked down a few trees as well, as if it had crashed into them while parking itself there. Something that looked like a wing spread out from a thicker and rounder main body. Aside from that, there was no other indication of what it might be.

“What the hell is that?” she managed, while her brain kept on processing.

“Holy moly,” whispered Frank as he stepped next to her.

She glanced sideways at him. “Frankie, your non-swearing attitude is getting ridiculous. This is clearly a holy fuck kind of moment.”

The only one of them to remain nonplussed seemed to be Matthew. “There’s a few old and new RAF bases in the region,” he said as he walked up to their side. “This is probably one of their prototypes. It must have gotten lost in the woods.”

“Because that sounds likely,” commented Lucy.

“Do you have a better explanation?”

“Better than the army losing their new toy in the middle of a national park? Yes, I think I can come up with something.”

Before Matthew could retort, Frank jumped in between them. “Who wants to go and have a look?”

Bless his heart – or his scientific curiosity, as he liked to call it. Give him a weird shiny trinket in the middle of the woods, and Frank would revert to the recklessness of a six-year-old on a sugar rush, to the point where Lucy had to be the sensible one getting him out of trouble. Given that she was the one with a criminal record, the irony of that wasn’t lost on anybody.

Matthew, on the other hand, wasn’t keen on running towards the flame. “I don’t think so. Better stay away and call the authorities on this one. It’s clearly none of our business.”

Lucy gave him a condescending look. “Are you scared of meeting the little green passengers?”

“Luce, this doesn’t look like a joke. It might be dangerous.”

Once again, Frank stepped in to quell the argument and rested a hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “Ten minutes,” he pleaded.

Lucy grinned at him, in spite of everything. She wasn’t excited about following him into a mysterious and quite certainly dangerous metal container. “Yeah, ten minutes,” she said, then turned to Matthew. “Fifteen tops, then I’ll bring the baby back to the pram, and you can go ahead and call James Bond to examine the relic.”

Frank was already a few steps ahead, waiting for Lucy to join. Matthew sighed. “No way to stop him, is there?”

“You know him. Not a chance.”

She rushed to join her brother, spikes of pain forcing her to slow her pace as she got closer. She was really going to feel it the next day, she thought. She leaned on Frank once she was close enough.

“You really should stop hopping around like that,” he scolded her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Are you going to be okay walking back?”

She shrugged. “Unless we fly this thing out of here, I’ll have to.”

As they walked closer, they tried to stay clear of the overhanging wing-shaped structure, the electricity in the air around them getting stronger, much like how the light of day seemed to be getting dimmer.

When Lucy reached out a hand to touch the metallic surface, she almost expected to get zapped by an electric discharge. She didn’t. It felt warm to the touch.

A layer of dirt covered it. She wiped some off with her hand, then stared at her darkened reflection on the shiny material.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” she asked. Her voice came out muffled, the air as thick as cotton candy as she spoke. She turned to Frank, worried he might not have heard her at all. “We should probably go back,” she said, a bit louder this time. “I have a bad feeling about this.” Her own voice sounded like it was coming from miles away.

Frank scoffed. “Calm your nerves, Han. It’s not like we’re looking at an actual spaceship.”

It would have been a funny Star Wars reference, if Han Solo’s instinct hadn’t been so good at spotting life-threatening danger.

She took a step back, wondering if she was overreacting, and if the Royal Air Force could really have lost something like this and left it to dust. The surface looked smooth from end to end, a master-size metal origami.

“Luce, come look at this.”

When she turned, Frank was standing so close to the surface, his nose was almost brushing against it.

“Have you thought it might be better not to stick your nose in the shiny thing?” she reproached him.

“Yeah, but this is interesting. Come look.” He cocked his head and brushed his thumb against it. “It’s like a panel or something.”

He picked at it with his fingernails, trying to tear it open, but it was no use.

“Let me see,” she said, giving him a slight shove.

He moved aside to make room for her.

The gap was maybe a millimetre wide, barely visible. She ran a finger alongside it, then swung her backpack forward to get her keys out.

“What are you doing?” asked Frank.

“Trying to get this over with, so we can get out of here.”

“I mean with the keys.”

“Oh, that. Leverage – you heard of it?” she replied. “And here was me thinking you were good at science.”

“You think too highly of me,” he joked. “I do chemistry, remember? No need for leverage when you’re distilling vodka from potatoes.”

She picked the smallest and pointiest key, the one to lock the chain of the bike she never used, and started working at the gap, blushing slightly at the pink sloth keyring dangling by her wrist. The colour was faded after years spent in Lucy’s pocket, but the flash drive still worked. It was filled with videos and photos of her childhood, carefully curated by her brother, and gifted to her the night before she left home and never spoke to her parents again. Since then, that well-worn plush toy had been her most valuable possession.

“You’re still carrying that around,” said Frank, noticing the pink fluff.

Lucy shrugged it off. Then, before she could say anything, something went click somewhere behind the panel, which slid aside, opening a square-foot gap into nothing.

She jerked away, holding her hands up. Hairs rose on the back of her neck. “I didn’t do that.”

Frank peered at the dark opening. For him, Christmas had arrived early. “Maybe you hit a switch or something.”

“I don’t like this, Frankie,” she whispered.

They held their breath, and it seemed the woods did too, as if waiting for something to crawl out of the open panel.

Seconds passed, however, and nothing happened, yet Lucy could sense something was waiting just around the corner.

She took a couple of steps back and checked on Matthew. He was facing the other way, probably on the phone with the police. How odd that she couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Sounds carried differently in the woods, she knew that, but she was sure they weren’t standing that far apart.

The sound of feet shuffling by her side startled her – there was still sound in the world, then. Frank had moved closer to the small dark window and was trying to peer inside.

“Frank,” she said, her voice hollow in the padded air. She should have pulled him away, yet she found she couldn’t move. She saw him squinting at something, then leaning closer. “What is it?”

“I’m sure there’s something down there,” he said, as he grabbed the edge of the opening. He looked ready to jump inside.

“Don’t do anything stupid. Whatever it is, it might be dangerous.” She felt it was.

Frank stepped back with a chuckle, then turned towards her. “You’ve seen way too many alien films, you know?”

And you haven’t seen enough, she thought. “Still, you don’t know what’s in there.”

He gave her a cocky smirk. “Precisely. Mine is scientific curiosity.”

There it was again, his favourite line. Even Lucy’s scoff was half-hearted. “We should get back. Matt’s already called the men in black.”

She made to leave, but Frank was once again staring into the dark gap.

Something was going to happen, she could feel it. Part of her wouldn’t have been surprised to see Frank hit by a laser beam, or teleported to a galaxy far, far away.

She swallowed her fear. “What’s wrong, Frankie?”

His response was somewhat absent. “I don’t know.”

Then it happened.

A flash.

A blink-and-you-miss-it sort of event.

Something had shot out of the opening and straight into Frank’s jacket. Lucy shrieked and stepped away, ending up flat against the metal wall behind her.

Frank had bolted away from the opening as well – one springing step – and was now standing still, as if he had forgotten what had made him jump in the first place.

Matthew’s voice reached them from another world on the edge of the clearing. “Guys, is everything okay? What happened?”

Lucy waved at him, opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything. She had no idea how to answer the question.

“Help is on the way!” he shouted. Bless him, he was trying to be reassuring.

She didn’t know what to do. If she raised the alarm and Matthew rushed down to help, he’d be in just as much danger as Lucy and Frank were.

Eventually, she raised her hand and gave him a thumbs-up. Then, under her breath: “Shit.”

Frank still looked as if he had gone into standby mode, a videogame on pause, his gaze unfocussed and his arms hanging limp from his shoulders.

“Frank?” she tried. “Are you okay?”

He tilted his head upwards towards the sky, then lowered it to look at her. For a second, Lucy doubted he recognised her, until the whole system went back online. He gave her the fakest smile in the book and said, “Of course I’m okay. Never been better.”

He was still breathing and talking, so that was a good sign. Whatever animal crept out of the hole didn’t have to be bad news. It could’ve been a squirrel, she thought. Please let it be a squirrel.

“Matthew called the police. They’ll be here any minute,” she said.

The fake smile was still hanging on Frank’s face. He looked okay, and at the same time as far from the shores of Okay Land as a man could be.

She stole another glance at Matthew, who was on the phone once again and looking away from them. Lucy had never liked the police, a feeling she knew was reciprocated, yet this time she felt like throwing them a welcome party.

“I need more time.”

She flinched at Frank’s words. “What do you mean?” she asked, but he was again in standby mode, gaze unfocussed and chin down. Her brother was in front of her, yet it wasn’t her brother looking through those eyes.

Whatever jumped onto him was still hidden somewhere in his jacket. She stepped forward and felt her firsts clenching as a wave of frustration gripped her throat. She was ready to punch whatever worm was crawling over her brother.

“Frank, what’s going on?” she demanded, her voice shakier than she had expected it to be. “What do you need more time for?”

He shook his head slowly, methodically. “There’s too much to learn. I need more time,” he murmured.

“Frankie, this is not funny. You’ve managed to scare me, if that’s what you wanted. Now, please stop.”

“Why are you scared?” he asked.

“Because you’re re-enacting a cheap horror film scene, that’s why,” she replied, her voice rising to a screech. She checked her nerves and tried again. “The police are almost here. They will have it all figured out. Just stop being creepy, okay?”

Her brother turned to glance at Matthew, and Lucy allowed herself a moment of optimism, until he spoke again. “Not the police,” he said. “Does Frankie have a safe place to go? Can you take me there?”

The world stopped turning for a moment. Lucy felt her knees giving in. “Frankie? You are Frank. Are you?”

It couldn’t possibly be, yet either Frank had lost his mind all of a sudden, or a mind-controlling squirrel had jumped out of a mysterious spaceship-looking structure and brainwashed him – or possessed him. No, that was crazy.

“What are you?” she asked. “How are you doing that – how are you talking through my brother?”

Another pause for thought – or whatever else was happening in Frank’s head during that pause – then he said, “This body is not suited to pronounce the name of my kind, but you can call me Gwyn. My species are called Skaara. You wouldn’t be familiar with our solar system, so I won’t waste time explaining where that is.”

Before she knew it, Lucy had stepped forward. “Don’t you dare patronise me, you space leech,” she burst out, reaching to grab her brother’s jacket, eager to get a glimpse of the parasite and a chance to snatch it away.

It was her brother’s arms that stopped her, as he gripped her wrists and kept her away. She had never realised he was so strong. “This body can easily overpower you,” he said calmly. “I suggest you desist and cooperate.”

She sure as hell wasn’t going to desist. “Cooperate with what, you psycho?”

“Can you get me to Frank’s safe place?” he repeated.

Lucy felt her eyes sting with warm tears. The cops couldn’t arrive any faster. She straightened and snatched her hand out of Frank’s grip. Bottling up her emotions, she said, “That depends. Can you explain to me what’s happening, and what you’re doing to my brother?”

The way Frank paused wasn’t hesitation. He was calculating the options. Lucy could see it in his eyes, locked onto hers as if trying to read her mind. He even squinted a little, trying to read it better maybe. She allowed herself a smirk. “What, telepathy doesn’t work at a distance?”

It was a wild guess, firmly belonging to the realm of science-fiction stories. When Frank didn’t react to her words, she knew she hadn’t hit far off the target.

Finally, he said, “Take me there, and I’ll explain.”

No, not yet. She took a step back and squared her feet, trying to convince herself she still had some control over the situation in spite of the lump in her throat. “No deal. Tell me what you’ve done to my brother, or I’m not taking you anywhere.”

There was that stare again, drilling into her forehead, close to a physical assault, a violation of her space, as if hands were jutting out of his eyes and prying her mind open, one brain cell at a time. She turned away.

At the tree line, Matthew was looking at them. She waved again.

“What’s the deal then?” she called out.

“They’re sending a team,” he confirmed. “They locked onto my GPS; they won’t be long. Is your brother okay?”

His words came to her loud and clear, as if normality was restored, at least as far as sound was concerned. Lucy wasn’t sure what that meant for Frank, though. When Lucy looked at him, he hadn’t moved a muscle, gaze still locked on her. She turned back to Matthew, and once again didn’t know how to answer his question.

No, he wasn’t okay. He was being possessed by an alien critter that called itself Gwyn, of all names. He was far from okay.

“How long is a while?” asked Frank.

Lucy tried to ignore his gaze on her. “Don’t know. Ten, fifteen minutes maybe.” A wild exaggeration – or at least she hoped so. “What are you?” she then asked.

He pulled aside his unzipped jacket to show the grey hoody underneath. A small, snake-like creature poked out of his armpit. It wasn’t the whole thing, and Lucy wondered how much more of its body was hidden by the jacket.

“I wished so hard for you to be a squirrel,” she murmured.

If he caught her words, he didn’t catch her meaning. “I mean no harm,” he said.

“Are you saying that with my brother’s mouth?” Lucy scoffed. “You’ve got nerve.”

Her hands itched to grab that thing away from Frank and rip it in half. She couldn’t do that, though. Even if Frank’s arms hadn’t stopped her, she was too afraid to hurt him. Too afraid it would take control of her mind as well. Too afraid of becoming a puppet to some alien overlord, or even just an alien creeper.

“What are you doing to him?” she asked instead.

“He’s fine, only tucked away. You don’t have to worry about him.”

“You’ll have to elaborate on that.”

The alien sighed through Frank’s lips. “I’m only using him to communicate with you. Once I leave him, he will come back to himself.”

“Plus the trauma of having a critter talking through his mouth.”

Frank shook his head. “He won’t remember anything.”

There was still no sign of the police. She had to keep him talking, just for a little bit longer. “Why did you come to Earth? And how many of you are hidden in there anyway?”

Waving at the metal wall, she only realised she had stepped forward when Frank raised an arm to stop her. It was an odd gesture, as if the creature was testing how to move the puppet’s limbs. “It’s only me,” he said. “Nobody else is in the vessel.”

That didn’t sound right. “An alien invasion of one?”

“Invasion,” he muttered. “No, we don’t use that word.”

“What word would you use, then? Holiday? You should have landed in Florida; they’ve got Disneyland.”

There were a couple of seconds of consideration, then he said, “No, that’s beyond my area.”

The alien’s sense of humour was disappointing, yet that wasn’t the most alarming part. “You mean another one is in the States? How many of you have landed?”

Whatever response he was planning to give was cut short as a distorted voice boomed out of a megaphone. “You two over there, don’t move! Hold your hands up and turn your faces towards the wall.”

The man was standing at the edge of the clearing, way too close to actually need a megaphone. A dozen more men were with him, weapons holstered, yet visibly ready to engage. Every one of them was dressed in black, and not one bothered identifying themselves. They didn’t look like police, and it wasn’t the army either, Lucy was sure.

She turned around, ready to do what they said, and by doing so noticed that Frank had barely reacted to the intromission, as if what was happening had nothing to do with him.

“You should do what they say, space genius,” she told him.

“Those are contradicting orders,” he commented.

Lucy threw her eyes to the sky. “Just raise your hands and turn around.”

After a whole year out of trouble, it had taken a spaceship for Lucy to once again be in handcuffs. What a spectacular way to break such a good run.
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After weeks out of town on a recon mission in the worst of weathers, Stephanie’s desk at SafeOp Defence Services’ headquarters looked to her like the most comfortingly boring place to be. Reassuring, almost.

What wasn’t reassuring was Victoria Evans, the latest addition to the operation support team, a snoopy little woman who was already walking towards her holding a mug of coffee in each hand. “Hey, welcome back!”

Stephanie was sure she heard at least three exclamation marks. “Hey, Victoria, how’re things?”

“I got you coffee!” Victoria presented her with one of the mugs, her face begging for approval. “White, one sugar, the way you like it.”

Stephanie was a black-no-sugar kind of person through and through. She wasn’t going to tell Victoria that, though. Instead, she took the mug with a smile and placed it on her desk. “That’s very thoughtful,” she said, already planning her quick escape to re-gift the coffee to the Ficus in the lobby.

“Well, you know, first day back and all, I thought you deserved a treat. I bet Scotland wasn’t exactly a joyride,” Victoria resumed, leaning on the desk with both hands, as if trying to push it down through the floor. She was clearly after something.

“You know I can’t talk about it,” replied Stephanie. There were strict rules about clearance levels, and Victoria’s was as high as the basement.

“Oh, don’t you go all corporate on me!” was the reply, accompanied by a wide grin. “I’ve seen the weather was a nightmare, and that’s on the newscast, so hardly classified information!”

Her fake enthusiasm was starting to get on Stephanie’s nerves. She forced herself to smile back. “Yes, we had quite a bit of rain.” No point in disappointing the audience, she thought.

The comment seemed to be enough to make Victoria rather pleased with the interaction. She made to leave and Stephanie was about to turn on her laptop, when Victoria doubled back and leaned over the desk once again. “I almost forgot. The boss wants to see you.”

That was neither specific nor informative. Also, she should have led with that. “The boss?”

“Mr Cook,” she explained with some extra nodding. “The Chief of Operations. You know, our boss.”

As if we were on the same level, thought Stephanie.

Victoria gave one last smile for the crowd, then was gone, out the door and to her desk in the next room.

Stephanie exhaled. Her hand automatically reached for the mug of coffee and took a sip, only to spit it back into the cup right away. “How do people even drink this?” she murmured to herself.

Leaving the pale brew on her desk, she stood up and marched to the Chief’s office.

While field agents and operations staff shared an open floor office space, Edward Cook was the only one blessed with a door all for himself, the words Chief of Operations engraved on a shiny silver plaque, so as to prevent anyone forgetting who was in charge.

Cook wasn’t at the top of the pyramid, yet Director and CEO Robert Millican was too busy playing golf to pay attention to what was happening at SafeOp Defence Services. Because his golf partners were the main source of business for the agency – and because his personality verged on the obnoxious type – it was a widespread feeling that he could be excused.

As for Stephanie, she didn’t care much for Millican but was grateful for the Chief. He had welcomed her into the agency when she was little more than a teenager and mentored her through the years. It was thanks to him that she had become who she was.

After a couple of knocks, the Chief’s voice invited her inside. She took care to close the door behind her.

“Davis, welcome back to base. I trust you’ve settled back in at your station already.”

Stephanie thanked him politely, noticing how she wasn’t being asked to sit. That was unusual, though she couldn’t decide if it was a good or a bad sign. Either way, her interest was tickled.

“It’s good to be back, sir. Evans even made me coffee,” she offered. Victoria might have been new, but her coffee skills were already quite legendary.

The Chief furrowed his brows. “Oh dear, I’m sorry about that. What are you going to do about it?”

“The Ficus in the lobby looks a bit parched, sir,” she replied.

He nodded, almost to himself. “Quite so, quite so.” He stood up from his chair and walked around the desk, only to lean back against it, facing Stephanie. “What news from the Highlands?”

That all depended on what he meant by news. “No conclusive evidence of approach,” she reported. “If an aircraft landed there, they must have taken off again before we got there.”

“Could you at least confirm the beacon was activated?” he insisted.

She nodded. “We located the signal as originating near the Partridge Estate.”

“I see.” He dropped his head, deep in thought for a moment. “I will need you to leave today for your next assignment.”

“Sir, there won’t be time to complete the report for the last mission,” she pointed out.

“You’ll have to type fast,” he replied. “An extra-terrestrial vehicle was discovered in the Forest of Dean on Sunday. Millican has taken an interest, and the site has been secured. There is an investigation going on. He asked for all resources set on the Highlands case to be redirected to the spacecraft in the Forest of Dean.”

An extra-terrestrial vehicle. A spacecraft. Those words sounded odd in her head. Also, Sunday was three days after the signal from the Highlands’ beacon had ceased. “Should I consider a connection to the Highlands, sir?”

She had been on two recon missions already to investigate suspicious sightings, both times hypothesising smugglers or terrorists. She had never considered something from another planet could be landing instead, and she certainly would have thought it a joke if it had been anybody else talking.

The Chief shook his head. “The beacon in the Highlands might have been a factor in directing them here. I wouldn’t assume any further connection at this stage. As far as we know, the two events remain separate.”

“Yes, sir.”

He paused before adding, “Between you and I, Davis, I don’t like how quickly Millican shut down the Highlands case as soon as he heard of it. Keep an open mind, would you?”

Stephanie nodded. “Was there anything piloting the vehicle?”

“Yes, there was a pilot,” he said. “A small snake-like creature, if a snake had eight legs, that is. A treacherous little thing. Our science division is taking care of it.”

He was choosing his words carefully. There was clearly only so much she was allowed to know. “Who found the vehicle?” she asked. He would tell her when she reached the boundaries of her clearance level.

“Three hikers. Two of them had physical contact with the vehicle, one of them with the pilot,” he explained.

All sorts of alarm bells started ringing in Stephanie’s mind. “What kind of physical contact? Was it an attack?”

The Chief sighed. “Would you call it an attack when the humans went knocking at the spaceship’s door?”

Typical. Trust humans to play Earth ambassadors and poke at what they shouldn’t. “Quarantine protocols?”

“Both of them are now held in a secure facility in the Mendips. They will remain there for four weeks, pending tests.”

“The Mendips are quite a way away,” she commented.

“It was either that or hold them in a room the size of a shoebox,” he replied. “We thought we’d bring them somewhere with a garden space.”

He sounded peeved, so Stephanie dropped the argument. “How are they coping?”

“They’re not significantly worse than they were before meeting E.T.”

With all due respect, that was lame. “Are we really naming the case after an 80s film?”

The Chief glared at her. “The creature calls itself Skaara, or at least a member of a species called Skaara. One of the lab coats seems to have grown quite fond of it and goes around calling it Gwyn, go figure.”

Suppose they had to call it something. “Should I understand the alien is of friendly nature?”

“On the contrary,” he replied. “Anyone who comes in direct contact with the creature seems to lose focus and starts talking as if they were the wretched thing themselves.”

“Are we talking psychosis?”

“More like mind control,” he replied. “Although it seems to disappear as soon as the alien and the human are separated.”

She chose to ignore her own scepticism at hearing the words mind control. “What about the hiker who found it? Was he harmed?”

“He’s physically well, nothing more than a few scratches on his shoulders where the alien was holding on
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