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            THE GOOD, THE BAD AND THE GORGEOUS
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      Alma’s Bar and Grill was the most popular bar and grill in all of Heartsoot Creek because it was the only bar or grill in town. It was where smatterings of local farmers and ranch-hands would come for breakfast, or lunch, or to drown their sorrows Monday through Thursday nights. (It was closed on Sundays because of Jesus.)

      But this was Friday night. Everyone in town had just been paid or received their welfare checks, and the joint was a’hoppin’. Johnny Cash, Toby Keith, Taylor Swift and Tammy Wynette blasted from the souped-up jukebox as Alma’s patrons danced, drank and even brawled the night away. It was a Friday night like any other Friday night, at least that’s how it seemed.

      Julius sat alone at the bar. That is to say that he had no company as of yet. Crowding him on his left was Bobby Joe Mackelroy who was putting the moves on Candy Mae Swinson, and not getting very far. Crowding him on his right were Mikey Johnson and Lenny “Ponyboy” Webster who were arguing the merits of President Addison’s new economic plan even though neither of them really understood it, and it was only a matter of time till their debate devolved into fisticuffs. It was a Friday night like any other Friday night, and Julius was bored.

      He could get any woman he wanted—he barely remembered a time when he didn’t have that skill. He could also get any guy he wanted for that matter but he far preferred women these days. He was a good-looking man, movie-star good-looking. Early thirties and fit with jet-black hair, sleek alabaster skin and dark, hypnotic eyes, he was the coolest dude in the joint right down to his Stetson hat, cowboy boots and tatts. He also owned the sprawling Long Tooth Ranch, making him one of the richest men in southeast Georgia.

      He scoured the dance floor for a prospective mate for the evening, but nothing appealed to him. They all danced the same slutty moves that they had learned from television, wore the same kind of trashy outfits, each girl virtually indistinguishable from the other. He had wanted something special. The only question now was whether he would settle for ordinary or go home unfulfilled.

      Then he saw her. At a small ice cream table in the far corner of the packed space sat a petite little waif of a girl. She had blonde, curly hair, a cute little button nose, and she was all alone. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen, Julius thought, probably less, but there was something so ridiculously sweet about her that he didn’t care. She wore a fancy evening gown and sipped on a colorful umbrella drink. She was so out of place, so didn’t belong, Julius simply had to have her.

      She was looking around everywhere in wonderment, taking it all in, when she caught Julius’s gaze upon her, caught his killer smile, so warm, so hot. She smiled back instinctively then quickly turned away as a good girl would, must. But she couldn’t stop herself from turning back to him to find his sultry, dark eyes still upon her, his killer smile now bigger, warmer, hotter. She blushed as she turned away once more, then back again to find him gone.

      She sighed in disappointment only to realize that he was standing right next to her, his hand held out for her to take, his fantastic smile showering her with a sense of love that she couldn’t remember ever having felt.

      “What?” she asked, referring to his hand, as if she didn’t know.

      “Come,” was all he said in return.

      She blushed, smiled coyly, then took his hand and let him lead her out of the joint. She never had a chance.
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      Her name was Mary, and she was living up to everything Julius had wanted for the evening. They walked along the empty street swinging their hands like little kids as she dodged one of his questions after another, too shy to talk about herself, fascinated to learn more about him. She spoke with a strange accent that Julius couldn’t quite place—and he had been to most everywhere in the world at one point or another. The mystery surrounding her was a massive turn-on.

      He agreed to take her to one of his favorite places so he led her off the road and headed into the Heartsoot Creek Cemetery. It was so quiet at night, he explained, so romantically dark with the only illumination sourcing from the moonlight. The Georgia grass was always perfectly groomed and sweet smelling, and one could truly lose themselves in the peacefulness. But Mary found it amusing.

      “You take I to graveyard?” she said through a small laugh. “Not usual place for to seduce young girl, no?”

      Julius laughed back. He was busted, and he was so rarely busted. This girl was more than special. As much as he was enjoying the seduction, he didn’t know how much longer he could wait before he took her.

      “Your accent is killin’ me, m’darlin’,” he said in his light Southern drawl.

      “No, my accent is bad,” she said, now deadly serious. “But I work hard for it. On it. I work hard on it. One day it will be gone, all gone.”

      “Don’t worry too much about your future, Mary,” he said good-naturedly. “You don’t have one.”

      And with that, he opened his mouth to reveal his long, sharp fangs. He hissed as he grabbed her by the shoulders and bit hard into her neck, devouring her luscious red blood.

      She screamed wretched yelps of shock and agony that only made the vampire’s meal all the more satisfying when, all of a sudden, her girly cries morphed into a hideous, otherworld growl. Her delicious, red blood turned to a slimy, green pus on which the vampire began to gag. She shed her taut, teen body like a trick suit to reveal a terrifying, bug-eyed, insect-like creature within, then grabbed the vampire’s head and snapped it hard across its neck. CRACK! Julius dropped to the ground like a bag of nails.

      She tried to regain her composure but she was in too much pain, and she knew that her wound would have to be treated. Aware that her assignment was now blown, she tapped on alien-symbols on a keypad strapped to her insect-forearm. The ground shook. A tall, black oval roughly the size of a phone booth suddenly materialized beside her. Clutching her gushing wound with one hand and dragging her human-skin costume with the other, she limped into the wormhole, and it snapped shut behind her.

      Barely a moment later, Julius opened one eye to make sure she was gone. He sat up and sighed, thoroughly dumbstruck. Close to three thousand years old, he had never seen anything like this before.
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      “Ding! Ding! Ding!” sounded the alert on a never-ending loop.

      Jean-François dropped his Maxim magazine and leapt up from his chair, knocking over his Angelina Jolie coffee mug and drenching his pants as he raced to his underling’s terminal, barely aware of the intense burn to his thigh.

      “Jeff! It’s another one!” shouted Lance.

      “I know, I know,” he answered, running. “This makes what since he last said no? Fifteen? Sixteen?”

      They were the only two working the Astronomy Wing of NASA’s Johnson Space Center at this late hour, not counting security and janitorial staff. Jean-François, mid-forties, bald, chubby, the brilliant French-Jewish astrophysicist laughed out of the EU for his overly bold theories and now relegated to the Houston graveyard shift as punishment for being smarter than most of his superiors, and also for being French, or Jewish, but probably French; and Lance, the twenty-six-year-old geek whiz kid along for the ride because after selling his app to Google for an ungodly sum of money five years prior, he wanted to do something historically special with his life, and Jean-François’s controversial papers had blown him away.

      (Lance was the creator of the No-More-Crash app, the one that detects and warns users of impending computer crashes early enough for the user to take the steps necessary to avoid crashing entirely. You probably have one.)

      “This makes twenty,” Lance told his adopted mentor as he stared at his monitor and calculated their exorbitant wormhole data. “It’s a perfect match. Again. Dead-on perfect! Less than a minute ago for the one here on Earth, and it’s absolutely identical to the one that’s five-point-three light-years away.”

      “All right then,” Jean-François said as he sighed the kind of sigh one sighs as they embark upon political suicide. “Let’s get the big guy in.”

      “He can’t say no again,” Lance said with certainty. “Not with the data we’ve got.”

      “He can,” answered the Frenchman. “Let’s just hope he doesn’t.”
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      Montana. One hundred million years ago, give or take.

      It was an egg. A large egg but not the kind we’re used to seeing because its shell boasted every color of the spectrum. A rainbow egg, one might say, surrounded by three other rainbow eggs of equal size in a very large nest. But this egg was the first of the four to shake, and with the shaking came a small pecking from within.

      The mother of the eggs lay in the nest snoozing, but she lurched her massive head right up the moment she heard the pecking. She was a proud Deinonychus mother (pronounced “die-NON-ih-kiss”), a colorful, feathered, highly intelligent biped, roughly five feet tall, ten feet long, with three six-inch claws on each of her front paws and hind legs. (The Deinonychus was the real inspiration of Jurassic Park’s Velociraptor which was actually a rather small dinosaur albeit with a much cooler name.) To her new offspring she would be “ma” even though the Deinonychus lacked speech or even the concept of words, but like all animals they recognized each other’s individuality from their actions, their appearance, their smells, their very essence. So for the sake of narrative simplicity, let us call this one Dinah.

      Dinah beamed as her firstborn struggled out of his egg. She instinctively knew not to help him for that would only weaken him to the later struggles of life. She watched as he shook his little feathered body to rid himself of the shell remnants that clung to him, then she looked up to the sky and shrieked as if announcing to the world the blessed event. The hatchling, already tuckered out, laid down and cuddled against his mother who tenderly licked the top of his plume when a second egg began to shake.

      A male Deinonychus, just slightly larger than Dinah, came running out from the woods and leapt into the nest beside her, as if answering his mate’s call. Let’s call this one Claw even though, of course, again, he didn’t really have a name either. Claw dropped to all fours to get a better look at his newly hatched son, then shrieked out a cry of his own. Dinah nestled her sixteen-inch head upon her male’s shoulder and cooed. Claw cooed back as their second hatchling pecked her way out of her shell and entered the world.

      An early American family.
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      Julius stood alone atop the Heartsoot Creek Observatory. The three-minutes-for-fifty-cents-telescopes were useless for his quest, which is why he had brought his own—a super high-powered thing he had bought for fun years ago only because he had more money than he knew what to do with. Still, it was rendering no more results than the touristy crap.

      “What nature of beast are you, my friend?” he asked unto the heavens in his real voice that still had a tiny trace of Brit-German accent. “From where do you come, Mary? What is your purpose? And why can I not see you?”

      He then noticed a lovely young couple in love walking the pathway below, and it reminded him of how hungry he was. Mary’s thrashing had taken so much out of him that it was no longer about the delight of a great meal. Now it was just about sustenance, nutrition.

      “Hey, y’all! Wanna see somethin’ cool?” he shouted out in his best redneck.

      “You talking to us?” asked the young man.

      “Check it out, man!” Julius answered. “It’ll blow your mind!”

      The young couple looked at each other and shrugged—yet another future memory of their wonderful early days together. Why not?

      They climbed the tiny mound as Julius savored his next boring yet nutritious meal. “What is it?” the young man asked.

      “I dunno,” Julius answered. “Just look at it. Maybe y’all can tell me.”

      The young man smiled then looked into the vampire’s telescope. “I don’t see anything. What am I supposed to be looking for?”

      Then in one crazy-fast, fluid motion, Julius jutted out his right arm to grab the young woman by the throat to hold her in place while simultaneously ripping his fangs into the young man’s neck to suck him dry of all his blood. And even though the young woman opened her mouth to scream for help, not a sound came out of her.

      With the young man’s body depleted of all its vampire nourishment, Julius let him drop to the ground like a deflated blow-up doll, then sucked the life out of the young woman, letting her fall to her demise in the same manner.

      Julius burped. A boring meal, but still, maybe he overdid it. Then he returned to his telescope, the true mission at hand, as if nothing of importance had just happened. Still, he saw nothing in the skies.

      “What nature of beast are you, my friend?” he repeated towards the heavens.
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      It was one of the most lavish fund-raisers the Watergate Hotel had ever showcased, and President Michael Addison was eating it up. A former governor of Montana, forty-five years old with a Kennedy-like sex appeal, a Reagan-like geniality, and the political instincts of FDR, he had the billionaires right where he wanted them. No way was he going to be a one-term president.

      The super-rich barraged him with their questions, trying to pin him down to precise answers, but everyone knew it was an idle exercise. They were going to give Michael everything he asked for, no matter what. They had to. The thought of his opponent taking the White House was unacceptable, and the consequences of being the only billionaire who didn’t contribute were even more daunting. All Michael had to do was not offend any of them.

      “But which side are you on, Mr. President?” pleaded a corporate demigod.

      Michael knew the answer they wanted but he also knew what the voters wanted, and he had learned long ago never to say something to one group you didn’t want another to hear—not in this day and age of social media and tiny cameras. Far too easy to get Romney’d.

      “It’s a fallacious debate, Charlie,” he told the demigod. “It’s not a question of big or small government. It’s a question of how to grow big and small businesses while still tending to the lowliest of our citizens so that they too can become proud, productive members of the greatest country on Earth.”

      “And to get the answer to that question,” piped in the stunningly charming forty-year-old woman on his arm, “Just ask him. But I wouldn’t ’cause he’ll tell you.”

      The crowd laughed, just as the First Lady intended. Laurel Addison, dressed to the nines in a fabulous evening gown, subtle diamond earrings, and a sparkling silver crucifix necklace that drew the eye to just a hint of cleavage, was the perfect asset to her husband’s career. Laurel could lighten any mood when Michael seemed too calculating or wonky, good-naturedly teasing the great man, bringing him back down to Earth, and reminding the nation that the Addisons were the couple you wanted at your home barbecue. The most beloved First Lady since Eleanor Roosevelt, she had the ability to make you feel like she truly cared about you—because she did! In fact, the worst her detractors could ever say about her was that she was a bit of a social butterfly, shallow when it came to affairs of state, a college dropout who could never quite finish any project she started. Frivolous. A lightweight. This was all true, of course, but she was so warm and decent that no one really seemed to mind, not even her detractors.

      But if Laurel was the President’s greatest asset, not too far away stood his greatest liability.

      Vice President Peyton Willis, formerly General Peyton Willis, formerly Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Peyton Willis. It had seemed such a no-brainer for Michael to put him on the ticket. A beloved military leader with no political leanings, he could publicly endorse any policy Michael put forth with no accusation of “flip-flopping.” He fully complemented then-Governor Addison’s lack of experience in foreign matters, and Michael genuinely admired the man. Well, till he got to know him.

      For the General had one fatal flaw when it came to national politics—when asked a direct question, he spoke his mind with the honesty and integrity of a soldier. Lacking the cunning nuance that great political leaders like Michael must employ on a daily basis, Peyton actually found the practice distasteful. And although he had been a fine running mate—delivering every electoral state he had been counted on despite his many political blunders—it was clear by the end of the election that his partnership with Michael was to be no partnership at all.

      It was hard on him. Having begun his career as a young lieutenant fighting in the jungles of Vietnam, there had barely been a war since in which he hadn’t been involved be it combat or planning. He was a man of action, catapulted to the second-highest office in the land, without anything to do. His wife of forty years had passed away just a few years prior so, after spending his days doing nothing at all, he would return to a home that was empty.

      And so, the widowed warrior took to drinking, and the drinking made his honesty worse—or better, depending on your point of view—and it really ticked off the President. For there he was, on this all-important fund-raising night, surrounded by his own conclave of one-percenters, shooting off his mouth like the drunken clown that Michael had come to know him to be.

      “You know, it’s tricky what I, as Vice President, can say at a fund-raiser like this,” Peyton began, just slightly tipsy and feeling fine. “Because we don’t want it to look like we’re asking for bribes . . . because let’s face it, we kinda are. And thanks.”

      The captains of industry did not take to the comment well. Of course they wanted access, of course they wanted influence, of course they wanted what they wanted, and they were willing to pay for it. But calling it a “bribe?” That makes it a crime. That makes the President’s administration corrupt, and they part of the corruption. That’s not how the game is played! Their donations are their exercise of free speech as American citizens, and that’s all that should ever be said about it.

      What if something happened to Michael and this bozo had to take the Oval? they began to wonder. And the wondering made them nervous.

      None of this was lost on Michael—very little was ever lost on Michael. How drunk is the old drunk? Next he’ll be telling them we’ll be raising their taxes. Peyton had to be muzzled and fast, but Michael couldn’t walk away from the billionaires in front of him so he looked to Laurel for help.

      “I’m on it,” she mouthed to him then turned to the crowd. “Excuse me, I must go mingle. You can’t have us both to yourselves all night. But I’ll leave you with the one of us that matters.”

      And off she went, whipping across the room as she worked it flawlessly. “Love your gown, Emily . . . Congrats on the big promotion, Tom . . . Still on for lunch next Wednesday, Nora.”

      But she couldn’t get there fast enough because Peyton was on a roll.

      “And I’m the worst bribe there is,” he continued. “I have no power nor purpose in this administration. Give no advice, and I don’t know squat. Plans to get our budget through Congress? Don’t know. Trade negotiations with China? Beats me. Middle East peace talks? Who the fu–”

      “Mr. Vice President!” Laurel called out. “It’s been far too long!” And with that she took his arm and kissed him on the cheek.

      “Ah, the only member of the royal family worth a damn,” Peyton said warmly. “Well, your kids are okay. And the dog.”

      “We must catch up,” she said, then turned to the offended rich. “Excuse us.” None of them seemed to mind as she whisked Peyton off to a quiet, empty spot across the room.

      “How we holding up, General?”

      “Gotta be honest, ma’am,” he began. “This is the most boring bachelor party I’ve ever been to.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. Despite all the friction between Peyton and her husband, she had always respected the ole coot.

      “Think maybe you’ve had enough?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll stop as soon as the strippers get here.”

      “You do know this is really a fund-raiser, right?”

      “Then I guess I’d better keep drinking,” he said with a wink.

      Again, Laurel laughed—it was so hard not to like the man. But her laugh was cut short when she suddenly sensed a strange vibration, an odd feeling that something was off. Wrong. She tilted her head back and sniffed at the air. Sour.

      “Are you all right, Laurel?” Peyton asked, all kidding aside.

      “Yes, fine, fine,” she lied. “Thank you. Excuse me.”

      POTUS would have to put someone else on veep patrol for something far more pressing was at hand. She headed back to her husband to tell him she’d be leaving the party early—another migraine coming on, she’d say—then she shot a fast glance at a large, African American man in a dark suit standing against the wall.

      Secret Service Agent Denison had been protecting Laurel for a very long time and was the only member of the Montana security team that the Addisons had brought with them to Washington. He knew what all her looks meant without the necessity of words, especially this one.

      “Bring up the First Lady’s car,” he said into the microphone on his wrist.
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      He was quite a handsome man actually, thought the crack-addicted streetwalker, if you’re into that whole well-dressed, pale-skinned, shiny-shoes kinda thing. He must be some kind of big-shot political freak coming down to the southeast side for some exciting excitement, but that could be good for her. He probably wouldn’t know the going rate so she could take him for an extra fifty—and that’s fifty her pimp wouldn’t know about, so a real fifty. Maybe she could use it to get into rehab, get herself clean, see her daughter again. It’d been how many years now? Damn, she missed her baby.

      “Hundred bucks, sugar,” she told the mark, hoping he wouldn’t know she’d doubled the price. “Plus hotel.”

      “No hotel,” he grunted as he dashed her into the alley. “Right now, right here.”

      “Simmer down, sugar,” she said with a smile. “Wherever you want it, but it’s the same hundr⁠—“

      But he didn’t care what she had to say. He grabbed her shoulders, pinned her hard against the wall, and then opened his mouth wide to reveal his long, sharp fangs, ready to devour her!

      What the Christ! she thought as she gasped in terror. It’s a goddamn vampire!

      It wasn’t the pending loss of her own pitiful life that made the prostitute scream and struggle in mortal fear but rather the realization that her poor daughter would never know how much her mother actually cared about her.

      So she screamed and struggled, but it was no use. The vampire was just too strong. He leaned in for the kill, his sharp fangs less than an inch from her pimply, tawdry neck when a hand reached out from nowhere and threw him across the alley, sending him crashing into the garbage cans on the other side.

      The whore didn’t understand what had happened, but she didn’t care. She bolted off, certain this was a sign from God, vowing to the Lord Almighty that she’d go into rehab as soon as she could, right after her next hit.

      The vampire laid on the ground, covered with garbage, looking up at his assailant. And what he saw scared him to the depths of his dark soul. For there before him stood one of the most notorious vampire slayers in all of vampire lore.

      First Lady Laurel Addison was fresh from the fund-raiser in her fabulous gown and jewelry. The only difference was a burlap satchel slung over her shoulder, a wooden stake in each of her hands, and a look of sheer determination on her face.

      “Didn’t you get the tweets?” she said to the creature. “D.C. is my town. Clean town. Vampires persona non grata.”

      The vampire knew it was kill or be killed, knew his chances against Laurel were slim—but if he could take her down with him, he would at least perish a hero.

      “Slayer!” he shouted as he charged her.

      Laurel dodged his assault with ease, slashing at his chest with her wooden stakes as he passed, but missing. But her own chest was now wide open to him, and the vampire charged again. Laurel leapt straight up to grab hold of the balcony above her then kicked out her legs for the vampire to rush past her below. She then let go and crashed down upon the creature, knocking him to the ground, pinning his shoulders with her knees to hold him in place. She raised her wooden stake to plunge it into his heart when she heard voices approaching.

      “Slayer!” the voices shouted as two new vampires emerged to save their brother. The first knocked Laurel off the fallen vampire while the second moved in for the final kill. She back-flipped out of his way with lightning speed, grabbing hold of the other who she shoved against the wall. She raised her wooden stake once more, then proceeded to ram it into his heart.

      The vampire hissed and transformed into mist, virtually invisible and utterly incorporeal. Laurel’s wooden stake sailed harmlessly through him, bashing against the brick wall behind him with full force, shattering to dust. The other two then morphed to mist as well, converging upon the First Lady to her imminent doom.

      With all seeming hopeless, she quickly reached into her satchel, grabbed a handful of an ancient beige powder and threw it at the lot of them, rendering their physical forms to return—and just in time to spot one of them flying at her at full speed, fangs poised for the kill, barely a foot away. She buckled her knees and dropped herself prostrate to the ground as she thrust her remaining wooden stake upward, nailing the creature perfectly in his heart as he soared past above her, taking her weapon with him as he crashed against the brick wall, already dead.

      One down, two to go, she thought as she raced toward the corpse to retrieve her weapon, but she was grabbed from behind before she got there. Pinned in a full nelson, helpless! She struggled ferociously but despite her many skills, her impeccable physical training, and her vast knowledge of the creatures’ foibles, she knew she could never overpower one with sheer strength. And although she had a free hand, she held no wooden stake, no weapon with which to fight. The vampire who restrained her sprouted his fangs and salivated as he moved to tear into her infamous neck flesh while the other charged at her fast.

      In one fluid motion, she used her free hand to grab hold of her silver crucifix necklace and whisked it back and upward, jamming it hard into the forehead of the vampire who held her. The creature screamed in mortal agony as his skin sizzled, smoked, burned aflame, a crucifix tattoo permanently embedded above his eyes. And before he even fell to the ground, she kicked out her right leg as the other monster charged chest first into the wooden heel of her Louboutin stiletto.

      It took all her strength to yank her designer shoe out of his heart before he hit the concrete, his evil existence done with forever. Panting, exhausted, two enemies dead and one writhing on the ground, Laurel looked down on the pathetic creature with pity. Then she raised her leg high and stomped down hard upon his chest, driving her expensive wooden-stake heel deep into his heart, ending him too.

      Secret Service Agent Denison stood patiently by the parked limousine outside the alley awaiting his Mistress. The moment he saw Laurel approaching, he opened the back door for her to enter.

      “How’d it go, ma’am?” he asked with polite deference.

      “The usual,” she said with a shrug as she got into the car.
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      “Okay, from the beginning,” said the NASA administrator with the annoyed tone of someone who’d rather be in bed so early on a Monday morning. “Tell me how you’d tell it to the President.”

      Jean-François stood at the front of the conference room, and he knew it was make-or-break time. His budget was already small for NASA, and he needed significantly more funding to take his project to the crucial next level. He also knew that it was on the top of the cut list because Raymond Saticoy, NASA’s fifty-five-year-old head honcho, simply didn’t like him—probably the French thing again.

      “It’s okay,” said Gloria Ames softly with an encouraging smile. Gloria was the deputy administrator, Raymond’s number two, who had initially found Jean-François’s theories preposterous like everyone else. But she went from his biggest critic to his greatest supporter once she saw his data. A true scientist, Jean-François thought admiringly, unlike their boss who was a true bureaucrat.

      “Go ahead, Jeff. It’s okay,” she repeated.

      Jean-François took a deep breath. He was a scientist, not an actor, and he hated these dog and pony shows. Why couldn’t Raymond just read his report? But he knew that life at NASA didn’t work that way, so he took another deep breath and began.

      He nodded to Lance, the only other person in the room. Lance sat alone at the far end of the conference table hovering over his laptop. He pecked at a few keys, prompting a map of the Orion Arm of the galaxy to appear on the LCD television on the wall.

      “We spotted the first wormhole by accident several years ago,” Jean-François began as a red dot popped onto the galactic map.

      “A wormhole is like a shortcut through space and time,” Lance said helpfully.

      “I know what a wormhole is,” Raymond replied annoyed.

      “You said we should say it like we would to the President.”

      “Fine. Go on.”

      Jean-François started again, “It was roughly six light-years away–”

      “Which means that at the moment we saw it open and close, it had actually happened six years earlier,” Lance explained.

      “You do get that I run NASA, don’t you?” Raymond snapped.

      “Let them talk, Ray,” Gloria said insistently.

      “We searched for others, but it was like a needle in a haystack,” the astrophysicist continued. “Two years till we found the next one,” he said as another red dot popped onto the screen. “Then another year till we found two more.” Pop. Pop.

      “Then we noticed something startling. The wormholes were forming a single line.” A curved green line appeared on the galactic map, connecting the dots, visually displaying Jean-François’s thesis. “So we extended the line outward, and we discovered that there were wormhole remnants everywhere along the way.” Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.

      “But how far back, how long ago did these wormholes begin? we wondered. So we extended the line in the opposite direction, backward in space, back in time so to speak. Now that we knew where to look, now that we had a precise track to follow, we were able to scour with precision every photographic plate, print, or sketch of the area from past research of other projects. And lo and behold, in the faint corners and ignored parts of so very many of these images lay the wormhole remnants we had been seeking.” Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.

      “It’s called ‘precovery,’” Lance piped in. “Short for ‘pre-discovery.’ It’s the process of using–”

      “Will you stop already?!” Raymond barked at the boy.

      Jean-François raised his hand to his protégé—he’ll take it from here.

      “The furthest remnant we found was on a photographic plate from research done in 1986, which we calculated at close to fifty light-years away. This is not to say that the wormholes don’t go further back than that, only that we have yet to find any plates to support it.

      “And it all begged the question: if the wormholes in space are akin to one side of a door, where is the other? So, on a hunch, we studied the Earth for the same phenomena.”

      “Wanna hear about the cool equipment I invented to do it?” Lance piped in boastfully.

      “No,” Raymond yawned without even looking at the boy.

      “And our theory proved valid,” Jean-François went on. “Not only were we finding wormholes appearing and disappearing with alarming regularity, but each wormhole on Earth perfectly matched one specific, unique counterpart in space. The size and shape, the spectral composition, the temperature, the duration of its very existence. So this green line—clearly the source of the wormholes—seems to be the pathway of some interplanetary vessel. Which would in turn imply that extraterrestrials have been visiting us for roughly fifty years, if not more.”

      On screen, the green line continued to jut out across the stars, faster, faster, with red dots popping up all along the way, the camera swish-panning across the galaxy to keep up.

      “And if we continue to extend the line forward, we can see that the vessel itself is heading straight . . . toward . . . Earth!”

      And there it was on screen—the green line stopping at our very doorstep.

      The room went silent as they awaited Raymond’s response. It was only a matter of seconds, but to Jean-François it felt like hours.

      “That’s a giant assumption, fellas,” the boss said at last.

      Jean-François and Lance were crushed. Gloria was exasperated, frustrated beyond belief, angry.

      “You gotta be kidding me,” she said forcefully. “You don’t think there’s enough here to warrant amping up this project? Ray, there’s something going on out there and we should know what it is.”

      “Then why haven’t the guys at SETI found it?”

      “For all we know they have!”

      “SETI tracks radio waves,” Jean-François calmly interjected, fully prepared. “We can’t determine what kind of waves the alien vessel emits, if any.”

      “There is no alien vessel!” Raymond shouted with finality. “Guys, this is exactly what you’ve been bringing me for years. I can’t take ‘aliens’ to the President.”

      “Then we should at least bring him the wormhole findings,” Gloria offered as a pale compromise. “I still don’t know why we didn’t years ago.”

      “Because anyone who hears this will make the same unsubstantiated leap you did, and then we’re right back to where we started. Aliens.”

      “Ray, it’s our job to report these kind of findings.”

      “No, it’s your job to do what I tell you. It’s my job to keep this place running. And right now it’s the President’s priority to get his budget through Congress.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?

      “Addison’s going to compromise to get what he wants, he always does. Right now we fly under the radar, but if we go public with this alien nonsense, we’ll be the butt of every late-night comic’s joke. It’s just begging Congress to slash our funds. No more manned mission to Mars, no exploration of Jupiter’s moons. It will be the end of the advancement of mankind for a generation.”

      “The American public will eat this stuff up,” Jean-Francois pleaded.

      “Some will, others will kill us with it,” Raymond said as he stood up and headed to the door. “You guys want to go public with an alien, get me an alien. Till then, the only aliens the President wants to hear about are Mexicans.”

      And he was gone.
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      The jeep was less than a mile from the Fort Brooks Army Base as the two MPs drove their prisoner along the South Dakota dirt road. At the wheel was Staff Sergeant Harve Sedar, a true patriot who just happened to have turned eighteen on September 11, 2001. The Kentucky boy had taken the attack as a personal insult and went to enlist that very day, but everything was closed. He enlisted the day after.

      Eleven years and four stints in Iraq and Afghanistan after that, the buff six-foot-two man was redeployed home and resolved to make the Army his life. He saw no better way to find purpose and meaning, no better way to serve his country and his God. When he learned of a shortage within Army law enforcement, he requested Military Police as his new specialty because his other best career option—drill sergeant—seemed no option at all.

      Harve knew that most of the young boys and girls he would train would be deployed somewhere, someday, and most of them wouldn’t come back—not in one piece anyway. He himself had had no problem killing enemy combatants, and he respected the heck out of the fine men and women by his side who had died for their country—but the notion of looking fresh-faced young recruits in the eye every morning as he prepared them for their end was simply too much for him to stomach.

      It was the right choice. Harve took to his new assignment like a fish to water. The Army couldn’t function without rules, he knew, and those who broke them had to be removed or the whole system would break down. He was protecting the military from collapse, and the local townspeople from the military’s bad seeds. Barely a day went by that he didn’t feel content with the life he had chosen.

      Today was not one of those days.

      “Come on,” cajoled the boyishly handsome, handcuffed prisoner in the backseat as if Harve’s best bud. “One grunt to another, lemme go. No one’ll be the wiser.”

      “It’s not our call, Private,” Harve began with no emotion attached. “You broke the law. You’ll stand trial.”

      “I didn’t though.”

      “You were AWOL.”

      “I just lost track of time,” the prisoner said a little too glibly for Harve’s taste. Perhaps the soldier was too dumb to realize the severity of his situation, or perhaps he really just didn’t care. Either way, his smart-ass attitude combined with his disheveled uniform and longer-than-regulation hair was causing Harve to develop a serious dislike for the man.

      The truth was that the prisoner didn’t care—but he had good reason.

      Johnny Kester once cared about things—cared about the same things as Harve and just as strongly, minus the Jesus part. The Southern Californian boy had served his tours in the Middle East with the same degree of pride and patriotism as his current jailer. Then the
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