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 ONE

Tom Bastion glanced at that part of
the sky where he knew he would find the star Sirius. It was cloudy
tonight, so he couldn’t see it, and he smiled to himself for
looking anyway. He’d lived in California for decades and wondered
exactly how many times he’d reconnoitered the position of the home
sun in the night sky in all that time.

Tom had first arrived in Mexico, as
those of his kind did for this landmass. It was the closest portal
to his destination: there used to be one on the Great Plains, but
it had closed long ago. From Mapimi, he’d journeyed through
Southern California to the Inland Empire, where his Uncle Morry
owned a bookstore in Riverside.

When Morry returned home,
Tom had taken over ownership. It wasn’t like he had to make a
living from it; bookstores make about as much money as blacksmiths
anymore. As he was fond of telling his friends, “My extended family
has been turning a tidy profit on this rock for a long time.
Centuries, to be exact.
I am what you would call independently wealthy, and I’m the last
one left, that I know of.”

But running a bookstore was a lot of
fun, and it allowed Tom to indulge in his passion for literature,
as well as his other passion, that of meeting and interacting with
the people of his adopted planet. Where he was from, there was no
strife, so some of the more adventuresome types came to Earth to
see what was up. It was like a trip to Vegas for them. Some
eventually went back home – like Uncle Morry. Most
stayed.

Not too long after his arrival, Tom
had been fortunate enough to meet a young woman named Maxine. She
was sweet and kind, an old soul, and she would’ve become Tom’s
girlfriend had he wished her to be. But she was just too young. He
was in his early forties then; he’d done a lot of living already,
and desired to explore all the myriad things that this planet had
to offer which the homeworld did not. But Maxine still had her own
living to do, so Tom settled on having her for his best
friend.

On Maxine’s twenty-second birthday,
December 22, 2012, on that night that the world was supposed to
end, but of course did not, she introduced Tom to Liz, a woman
closer to his age. He knew that he’d found the only woman for him
the moment they met. And if one is lucky enough to find one’s other
half, one discloses, eventually, where one is from, and all the
strangeness therein entailed. Eventually. They married and traveled
the world together, but only for ten short years.

Cancer claimed the love of his life at
the age of forty-eight.

Tom’s existence was solitary after
that, his only real friends being Maxine and the man she’d married,
and their child, Janae. Janae had been eight years old when Liz
passed, and in the years that followed, as she grew, she frequently
tried to fix her beloved Tommy up with the various schoolteachers
she admired, or anyone that she thought might be
deserving.

But Tom was steadfast in his grief. He
remained alone. It took a young man named Wiley Royce to show him
his selfishness.

There was a customer that frequented
the bookstore, an end-of-the-world prepper named Dionne. It was
obvious that she had quite the crush on Tom, and Wiley wanted to
know why he wouldn’t give her a tumble.

“It wouldn’t
be fair to Dionne, Wiley. I love someone
else. Liz – she’s waiting for me. I believe that. I have to believe
it.”

Wiley shook his head. “If you believe
it, I’m happy for you. But all I see is a miserable, lonely old
man. Even if she is waiting for you – do you think that she’d want
you to be unhappy and lonely for the rest of your life, until the
time comes for you to join her? I’m sure she was a wonderful woman
– I get that just from your sorrow at her loss. So I’m sure she
wouldn’t want you to be the way you are. I’m sure she’d like to see
you have someone like Dionne for . . . company.”

Tom shook his head, and
Wiley laughed harshly. “You’re ridiculous. It wouldn’t be fair to Dionne that
you’ve decided that you’re gonna meet Liz after you die? Listen to yourself.”

“Still–”

“Why don’t
you explain it to Dionne and
let her decide? I don’t think she’s as metaphysical as all that. I don’t
think she cares about who you want to be with after you’re dead. I
think she cares about who you want to be with now. And she wants it to be
her.”

The young man had a point, one that
Tom, in his despondency, had never considered. “Liz wouldn’t want
me to be lonely . . .”

So the bookstore owner had taken up
with Dionne. They didn’t marry; Dionne liked to keep her name out
of the public record as much as possible. She loved him, and Tom
discovered that Wiley was right. Liz would’ve wanted him to be
happy, and whatever waited after death – Dionne didn’t care about
any of that.

Tom was grateful for Dionne’s company,
and he loved her as much as was possible for him. But sadness still
visited him sometimes: Dionne was not Liz, and she had her own
views of the world, some of which struck Tom as a little bit
off-kilter, if not downright nuts. His new woman whole-heartedly
believed in a myriad of conspiracy theories; she believed the world
was on the brink of collapse, that the end was due as surely as was
the sunrise. That it hadn’t yet happened made no difference to her.
It was coming.

Tom did not tell Dionne that he was
from another planet.

 


 TWO

Not unlike Tom himself, sound
investments on the part of past family members had left Dionne
quite well-off. In the city (Tom liked the city best), the two of
them shared the house that had belonged to Liz, so that he could be
close to the bookstore. In the mountains, Dionne had another house,
complete with HEPA-filtered bomb-shelter and stores of dehydrated
food. When the end came, she aimed to survive it.

Most of the time, Dionne stayed in
town with the man she loved, however. A selective bit of
rationalization on her part had convinced her that there would
always be time to flee to her stronghold when disaster finally
struck, and she relished sleeping beside Tom more than she relished
the smug knowledge that she would survive in the mountains because
she was prepared.

Tonight, when he walked in the door
after work, he found her watching Netflix, learning another chapter
in the canon of All Things Are Not What They Seem.

Dionne paused the screen
and gave him an effusive hug and kiss. Even though she loved him,
to Dionne, her man was too complacent, unwilling to accept all the
ways and means by which a shadowy them attempted to shape their
destinies. He would see, though. Soon enough.

“Did you know that our
world is positively lousy with aliens, Tom?”

His eyebrows went up in surprise,
although he knew he shouldn’t really be surprised. MK-ULTRA, we
didn’t really land on the moon, JFK was set up, Bush knew about
9/11, the presidential election of 2028 was fixed. Dionne believed
all of those, as well as a hundred others. It was only a matter of
time before she got into the whole aliens-are-amongst-us thing. The
fact that it was true concerned Tom not in the least. Whatever she
was watching on Netflix hadn’t revealed the secret to her. No one
here knew the truth.

Dionne pushed a button on
the remote, and a deep voice intoned, Alien Archives. Exposing the biggest secret on Planet
Earth.

This oughta be
good, Tom thought indulgently, and plopped
down beside her on the couch.

This episode of
Alien Archives preached
to the already suspicious choir about the existence of
The Blue Planet Project, a secret but conveniently leaked U.S. government document
which outlined the existence of alien
races visiting Earth, their technology, experimentation, and
underground installations, all pointing to a massive government
cover-up.

Tourism.
Tom smiled to himself. If the U.S. or any other
government knew anything – and Tom was sure that they did not –
then that’s all they’d be covering up. His people came here like a
bunch of clean-living folk from Des Moines on that tour bus to
Vegas: to have fun, to indulge in a little anonymous decadence,
maybe, the type they didn’t have back home.

To those of his race,
Earth was, as Tom had once told Liz: “This unapologetic den of
iniquity, this carnival of strange. I fucking love it here!
Tobacco, liquor. Bacon. T-bones and fast cars. The best music in
the universe. Gambling. Movies. Dirty
movies. Art. Literature. Architecture.
Machinery.”

There was none of that on the
homeworld.

Tom didn’t pay a lot of
attention to the parade of “experts” that spoke of how the Earth’s
entire philosophy would change, once everybody realized that
The Blue Planet Project was indeed gospel. But when they started to describe the
aliens amongst us, his attention was arrested.

They showed a picture of
something called a Reptiloid,
and Tom experienced an uncomfortable recognition.
It was just a flash – a lizard-like creature, but humanoid in
shape, green and scaly, with big black eyes and lots of
teeth.

“Rewind that,” Tom
requested before he realized that he’d even done so. Dionne raised
an eyebrow in surprise. Tom was never interested in the
conspiracies. The truths.

“I want to see the
Reptiloid again. I think I . . . dreamed of him once.”

Dionne did as she was
asked, and paused the screen on the lizard-man. The creature
resembled a member of the race that had once threatened to destroy
Tom’s own people on the homeworld. There had been a war, in the dim
reaches of time. Every child learned the history. The enemy had
been called, perhaps without a lot of imagination, the
Dino People.

Tom nodded and Dionne
pressed the button. Next up, Alien
Archives showed renderings of the more
familiar Grays. Tom knew all about them. They were a servant class
on his planet, the only remnants of the conquered Dino People,
biologically engineered down from those ferocious forebears until
they were harmless. The only thing that looked even remotely like a
Dino on his planet anymore were those Grays. There were
illustrations of the old enemy, of course – everyone on the
homeworld knew what their fearsome adversary had once looked like.
But they didn’t exist anymore.

Yet Alien Archives had flashed an
accurate representation of one of them onscreen. Tom wondered if
one of his fellows worked for the show, and if this quick picture
of a Dino was intended as some kind of inside joke for any
off-worlders that had decided to make themselves a batch of popcorn
and have a good laugh at what the Earthlings thought they knew.
He’d always reckoned that such a trick was how humanity knew about
the Grays – a playful homeworlder had started the story. There were
no Grays visiting Earth. They were simply maids and cooks;
the help.

But seeing a Dino on Netflix had been
a little jarring for Tom, not really funny. These beings had
threatened his entire race at one time.

The episode trotted out an
author for The Blue Planet Project,
a top government scientist with the highest of
clearances, who had jotted down all these notes about the whys and
wherefores of the alien visitations – Where did they come from and what do they want?

Mud wrestling,
Tom thought and grinned to himself.
Drag racing. Disneyland.

Unfortunately, but not
surprisingly, the blabbermouth scientist had disappeared. The wages
of talking about the visitors was death, apparently. But his notes,
compiled as The Blue Planet
Project, were a genie not to be put back
in the bottle, according to Alien
Archives.

Now the Reptiloids took
center stage in the narrative, blinking their black eyes and
looking nightmarish. Thanks to The Blue
Planet Project, details of underground
hybridization experiments – humans combined with Reptiloids – were
now on the internet, for all to see.

Again, Tom smiled to
himself. There had to be a homeworlder on the Alien Archives’ staff. Because here
was another inside joke – hybridization between Earthlings and
aliens had indeed occurred, eons ago. But it hadn’t been the Dinos
that had done the cross-breeding with humanity. It had been the
hominid species, or at least the closest thing the homeworld had to
it.

Yet here was one of Dionne’s
aluminum-foil hat crazy conspiracy shows, talking about shadowy
pacts – the government was allowing alien abductions in order that
there might be Reptiloid-human hybridization. They had even
presented a damn accurate, blinking illustration of a
Dino.

The show ended on an appropriately
chilling note. The 18,000 inhabitant underground city of the
Reptiloids, somewhere in New Mexico, which had been built for the
aliens’ use by the government, was currently turning out hybrids
and secreting them in all walks of life, in many North and South
American cities. It was an experiment to see if they could
assimilate, to see if they could avoid detection. Your co-worker,
your kids’ teacher, your minister, the guy behind you in line at
the supermarket – were they really human, or were they a reptile in
disguise, trying to blend?

There was no way to tell.

Once the aliens were convinced that
the hybridization was working, the infiltration would be stepped
up; the invasion would begin. Perhaps it had begun
already.

“You don’t really believe
that there are Dinos–” Tom quickly corrected himself –
“Reptiloids walking
around on Earth? Masquerading as people?”

“There are more things in
heaven and earth, as they say. For all I know, Wiley could be an
alien. He sure knows a lot about technology.”

“Wiley’s no alien,” Tom
assured her. “He’s just a quick-witted, smart-assed monkey, born
and bred right here in River City.”

The next episode of
Alien Archives would
commence in twenty seconds, but Dionne had lost interest in the
fate of mankind at the hands of lizards from another world. She
clicked off the television and turned her full attention to the guy
that ran the bookstore.

 


THREE

Wiley Royce was dreaming of the
glorious future. Perched on a hill, he viewed the smooth, flowing
freeway below, the glittering city filled with self-driving cars.
Their digital screens glowed colorfully. Ah, the automated future,
already halfway arrived!

Wiley took a deep, satisfied sigh. He
looked down at his hand and found contained therein an
electromagnetic pulse apparatus of his own devising. He sighed,
again with satisfaction, and pointed the EMP at the efficiently
running city. He grinned in his sleep and pushed the button. The
cacophony of screeching metal which followed woke him from his
dream.

Wiley smiled in the darkness. He’d
never disrupt self-driving cars, would never kill his fellow man,
never destroy their property. Just the knowledge that he could, and
effortlessly, was enough for Wiley. That any number of others also
could, served as a cautionary tale. No one would ever find Wiley
Royce inside a car that drove itself.

Brendee stirred in her sleep and he
kissed her on the neck. She opened her eyes and smiled at him. “Why
are you awake?”

“I dreamt that I set the
freeway back a few years.” His grin widened. “A simple thing,
really, just a little electronic disruption.”

“That’s you, Wiley.”
Brendee enfolded him in her arms. “Always smarter than everyone
else.”

“Jack of all trades . .
.”

“Master of all you
survey.”

“If the shoe
fits.”

 


FOUR

Making love with her husband was the
chief joy in Brendee’s life. It had been that way from their first
moments together, and she considered herself fortunate that this
cornerstone of marriage was so awesomely rock solid in hers. Wiley
– sexy, secretive, sometimes infuriatingly superior Wiley – always
knew what she wanted. Beyond satisfied, as always, she returned to
dreamland.

Across the valley from Dionne’s
stronghold, Wiley and Brendee had their own cabin, were staying
there for the weekend. Wiley arose, threw on a set of sweats and
padded, silently barefoot, out into the living room. He reveled in
the silence, the simplicity of the feel of the wooden floor beneath
his seldom shod feet. He waved his hand in front of a switch and
the curtains rolled back with a grand swish, revealing the
September sunrise. He waved his hand again, and through the seeming
magic of proximity technology, two of the glass panels also folded
back.

Wiley walked out onto the deck and
took in a lungful of the crisp air. He stood with his feet together
for a heartbeat, and then began the slow, balanced, intricately
graceful movements of Tai Chi. Brendee tried to catch this daily
performance as often as possible: she found Wiley’s interpretation
of the ancient Chinese martial art to be incredibly, sinuously
arousing.

“You need to get out
more,” he’d tell her with his sly smile.

Wiley had learned Tai Chi and yoga as
part of an unorthodox course of physical therapy after a broken leg
as a teenager. As always, he ended his routine with a handstand,
pointed his toes and stretched his legs out to his sides until they
were almost parallel with the deck. He held the pose for quite some
time – Wiley was very strong, and prided himself on being
exceptionally fit – then he hopped upright again. Snatching a
basket off of a deck chair, he descended the steps to the garden
below to pick some peppers and maybe a little spinach (if there was
any left), dig up a couple onions, to put into omelets for his
family for breakfast.

The eggs were from
chickens that Tom kept in his backyard in the city. Wiley had
always tried to eat as healthy as possible, and the discovery not
long ago of the evils of the additives in our food had driven him
to annoy friends and family alike with strictures and strident
admonitions about what they simply should
not eat. But there was nothing as
ridiculous as raw milk in Wiley’s fridge. There was absolutely
nothing wrong with pasteurization, and modern milk was fortified
with Vitamin D. Just because germs were natural didn’t mean that
Wiley didn’t want them boiled out of his milk. He wasn’t a hippie,
after all.

He danced around in the kitchen whilst
he made breakfast, singing some ancient song that his wife would
not have recognized. He wished idly that they could spend more time
at the cabin, because the air and the veggies were fresh and he was
away from the endlessly simple-minded peccadillos of his
forever-following-the-latest-thing fellow man. When they were up
here, it was as if no one else existed, and that was the way Wiley
liked it best. He’d been a loner all his life, and while he
couldn’t live without Brendee and their son and their small circle
of friends, Wiley could live without his fellow man. They were all
such sheep.

Wiley wasn’t into roughing it;
escaping from the city didn’t mean giving up any of the comforts of
home, just the ignorant baaing sheep and the poisoned food and
unrecycled filth that they heaped around themselves. And of course,
he could always amuse himself with their tragedies and foibles and
stupidities, just by taking out his phone, logging onto the
internet, or turning on one of the big TVs in the cabin. Even
though the place was solar powered, completely off the grid, Wiley
had no desire to withdraw from the world. He still liked to know
what was going on, if for no other reasons than to make fun of it.
He just didn’t want to mingle with the unwashed masses if he didn’t
have to.

Although a simple internal combustion
engine flummoxed him, he was a genius with all things electronic.
All the appliances in the cabin were state of the art, all
controllable from his phone. The place was completely wired for
security, for entertainment, for communication with that outside
world. But still, Wiley thought that he would be amenable to giving
up some comforts – read technologies – if he could also give up
having to return to the city, if he could just stay here. They
stocked any foodstuffs he couldn’t grow at the local market; they
could definitely get rid of one car.

Wiley Royce had it made,
and he felt his good fortune the keenest when he was in Big Bear at
this fully functional modern outpost, far from the madding crowds.
He spent as much time up here as possible with his bride and his
kid and his best friends, and the rest of his time he spent in
town, not working too hard but still making plenty of money,
repairing all those expensive little electronic devices with which
modern man could not live without. He was so good at it that he
could no doubt make a living from it up in the mountains –
I could conduct my business by mail-order,
he sometimes thought stubbornly. But his wife
worked in town, as did his friends; eventually his boy would have
to go to school. These were part of the trade-offs of
having the world by the ass, as his grandfather liked to say. Wiley loved his people, and
so he lived in Riverside when they lived there.

And his friend Tom liked
the city best. He tried to eat only chemical-free food, but he
backslid on that sometimes – even though there was no
International House of Pancakes
in Big Bear – and he loved the noise and the
stink and the people in town. Wiley owed most of the best things he
enjoyed to the old guy’s largesse: Tom had given him the space in
the bookstore from which to run his repair shop, and Tom helped him
do his taxes. For a smart guy, Wiley loathed anything to do with
math. If it hadn’t been for Tom, Wiley wouldn’t have his sanctuary
in the mountains.

But beyond all his fiduciary helps,
Wiley respected Tom for his incredibly keen intellect. He possessed
a vast knowledge of literature and history and art, old movies and
old music; an enjoyment of which Wiley had always found lacking in
his peers. It had been Tom that had clued Wiley to the dangerous
chemicals lurking in our food, and if Wiley had gone completely
around the bend about it, Tom hadn’t chided him too
much.

Sometimes Wiley wished that he’d known
Tom before the death of his beloved Liz, because it was obvious
that the tragedy of that had mellowed him considerably. He was
still the most kicked-back, relaxed person that Wiley had ever
known, however; brilliant, irrepressible, with a dead-on, killer
wit; a disrespectful, know-it-all of an old goat. The bookstore
owner reminded the electronics genius of himself in many ways, and
Wiley encompassed no higher compliment than that.

And Tom was a storyteller, and his
stories were intriguing, thought-provoking, much more so than
today’s celebrity Twitter comment and the online outrage it
engendered, or tomorrow’s political scandal, or the
tempests-in-a-teapot at work with which Wiley’s wife and friends
bored him.

If the old dog barks, he
gives counsel. Tom made Wiley
think.

 


FIVE

He was sitting behind the
counter at Morry’s Books,
with his bare feet up. From his phone, he was
reading something entitled, 50 Simple
Things You Can Do to Save the Earth.

“Use one less paper
napkin. How ‘bout no paper napkins at
all?”

“You’re a hippie.” Tom bid
farewell to the one book-buying customer he’d had for several
days.

“Use both sides of
paper,” Wiley read. “How about not
printing it at all? It’s all on your device. Isn’t that good
enough? I am not a hippie. People are just–”

“Baaa,” Tom finished for
him.

“Here’s another
one. Recycle newspaper.
Seriously? Who reads newspapers
anymore?”

Tom glanced around his
store. Who reads books anymore?
He was glad that Wiley was there to keep him
company, even if he was on a hippie jag this morning.

Tom had never for a moment regretted
offering the kid the space in the bookstore for his repair
business. Because of his education, entirely self-sought, and his
genius for electronics, Wiley considered himself several steps
above his fellow man. It made him an amusing and sometimes
exasperating companion.

“Go vegetarian once a
week. How about go vegetarian all the time, you fat slob?”

“That reminds me. T-Bones
for dinner tonight. Are you in?”

“Of course.” Wiley was a
vegetarian most of the time, but the unkind fates of the cows and
the pigs and the chickens concerned him not at all. He was a
vegetarian for his own health, unless Tom was broiling
T-bones.

“Turn off your computer at
night. You can save $14 a year. Oh, for
Christ’s sake!”

“Energy conservation, my
son. The key to saving the planet.”

“Right. What did you tell
me once? I’m not here to save the planet.
I can’t even save myself?”

Tom gestured at Wiley’s phone. “You
started it.”

“It was on my
feed.”

“Because you’re a
hippie.”

“I’m not here to save the
planet, either. It’s too far gone.”

“That’s what Dionne
says.”

Wiley quoted her.
“We can only save our own. Ain’t that the truth?”

The old-fashioned bell above the door
tinkled, and Wiley looked up from his castigation of world-saving
as the arena of sheep to see who had arrived. A trim young man of
about twenty-three smiled mildly at him. He had dark hair and
large, clear blue eyes. He was accompanied by a beautiful young
woman of about the same age, of similar coloring, except that her
eyes were gray. She blinked expressionlessly at Wiley.

The young man turned his smile to the
store’s proprietor. “I’m looking for Tom Bastion.”

“You’ve found him.” Tom
offered his hand.

“And glad I am!” The young
man pumped Tom’s hand enthusiastically. “I’m sure you received our
message.”

Tom glanced at Wiley, who shook his
head. “What kind of–”

“My name is
Byron.”

“Like the poet?” Wiley
suggested.

No comprehension showed in Byron’s
eyes. He had not heard of the poet.

“And this is my sister,
Viktoria. With a k.’” Byron paused to see if some comment would be made upon his
sister’s unusually spelled name. When the seated stranger remained
silent, Bryon told Tom, “We’re your grandniece and nephew. You
didn’t receive our message? We didn’t expect a reply,
communications being what they are, but we were assured that you
would receive it.”

Tom’s mouth fell open and Wiley stood
up abruptly. “So you’re from . . .”

“Out of town, yes,” Byron
said quickly. Tom remained speechless, so the young man explained
further. “We’re Alba’s grandchildren.”

“Who’s–”

“My sister.” Tom had
finally found his voice.

“Your sister,
from–”

“Yes, Wiley. My sister,
from . . .”

Tom suddenly recalled the night he’d
first broached the truth of his origins to Liz. He’d known her
about a year, had been in love with her from the second they’d met.
He’d wanted to tell her earlier, but the opportunity had not
presented itself. Then the perfect moment arrived.

Maxine was not a
conspiracy theorist like Dionne; she didn’t believe that we’d never
landed on the moon, nor did she believe that aliens currently
stalked the earth. But she did enjoy the aliens-built-the-pyramids
concept, that other-worlders had visited in the distant past. She
was a big fan of Ancient Aliens,
the show, and was disappointed on that Christmas
Eve, because the cable was on the fritz, and she was going to miss
the marathon.

Tom was inspired. The time had at last
arrived, and he knew just how to couch his revelations.

“All might not be lost,
Max. I have a little story that I’ve been thinking of – about all
this Ancient Aliens crap.”

Liz and Maxine both loved to listen to
Tom talk, so they settled in to hear his story. He asked them to
picture a planet similar to Earth. “No need to stretch the
imagination too much – it’s a place a lot like this one: same kind
of atmosphere, same gravity, stuff like that. A little warmer
maybe.”

“Does this other planet
have a name?” Liz asked.

“Let’s call it Sirius,
shall we?”

“Oh, no, Tom, not Sirius.
Every alien story ever told starts with Sirius. Think up some other
planet, some other name. Besides, Sirius is a star.”

“Yes, Sirius is a star,
the brightest star in the night sky. There are actually two stars,
a binary system, Sirius A and Sirius B. Sirius, the Dog
Star, Sopdet, Tishtrya.
What’s in a name?”

“But it’s not a planet,”
Liz insisted.

“This is a long story, and
there are a lot of names. I’m trying to make things as simple as
possible. Let’s just say the planet of which we speak is in the
Sirius star system, so we’ll call it Sirius, just like in every alien story ever told. Agreed?”

Had that really been so long
ago?

Now Tom said, “My sister Alba. From .
. . Sirius.”

Byron and Viktoria’s mouths fell open.
They looked from Tom to Wiley and then back to Tom again. Like
Fight Club, the first rule about being from Sirius was that one
didn’t talk about being from Sirius. Not to the local monkeys,
anyway. They had only just arrived in their cousin’s adopted town
today, and this simplest and most important of commandments had
already been broken.

To ease the incredibly awkward
silence, Wiley came around the counter and shook hands with them.
“Wiley Royce . . . Earthling. Welcome. I’ve never met anyone else
from–”

“He knows about . . .?”
Viktoria asked incredulously.

“Vaguely,” Wiley supplied.
“It came up in conversation once.”

“Yes, Wiley knows that I’m
from . . . that I’m not from around here.” At the continued shocked
expressions on the faces of . . . my
relatives, Tom added, “No one else
knows.”

“Nate knows.”

“Yes, well . . . Yes. Nate
knows, but he doesn’t believe it. But no one else
knows.”

But that wasn’t exactly correct,
either, was it?

Tom didn’t want to go into
the explanation of why Wiley and his friend Nate knew he was
not from around here with . . . There was that word again: my relatives. Byron and Viktoria. My relatives from Sirius. I
guess I’m not the last one in the family that wanted to come here,
after all.

But the circumstances surrounding
Wiley and Nate’s knowledge played through Tom’s mind anyway,
because here were his grandniece and grandnephew, newly arrived
from the homeworld, and Tom had lied to them already. There were
two others who knew where Tom was from, although, like Nate,
neither of them believed it.

On that long-ago Christmas
Eve, when Maxine was prevented from watching the
Ancient Aliens marathon
because of a malfunctioning DirecTV dish, Tom had told her and Liz
the entire history of his planet, as if it was just a tall tale
that he was making up as he went along.

He told his lady-love and his best
friend about the Dino war, that the lizards had finally been
overthrown after a long and bloody conflict, wiped out, in fact.
And afterward, the Sirians that had come to Earth eventually went
home. “But the more adventuresome people still visit.”

“People like . . . you?”
Maxine had asked.

“Maybe.”

Liz would eventually come to believe
that Tom was indeed from Sirius, but Maxine always thought that the
whole panoramic yarn was just a whimsical fantasy that her clever
friend had concocted to amuse them on a television-less Christmas
Eve.

Until the fantasy turned dark. And the
dark part had been Wiley and Nate’s introduction to Tom’s origin
story.

Sol’s third planet being a small world
after all, and the city of Riverside even smaller, after becoming
friends with the bookstore owner, Wiley and Nate had discovered
that they’d gone to high school with his friend Maxine’s daughter,
Janae. They learned that because he was such pals with her mom, Tom
had been like an extra grandpa to Janae.

When Janae introduced Wiley and Nate
to her father, Sam, it was he who laid out the awful truth for
them.

“Tom’s crazy. He’s
delusional. Maybe even schizophrenic. We got him to talk to a
professional once, after . . . They tried to give him
anti-psychotics, but he wouldn’t take them. He wouldn’t talk to the
shrink again, either.”

“I’m not gonna sit here
and listen to you bad-mouth Tommy, Dad.” Janae rose. “There is not
one thing crazy about him. I’m the second door on the left, Wiley.
Come get me when my dad’s done smearing my grandfather.”

“He’s not your
grandfather, Janae.” But she’d already left the room. Sam waited
for the door to slam, then continued. “Tom’s delusional. He thinks
he’s–”

“Napoleon?” Wiley looked
down the empty hall after Janae.

Sam shook his head. “I said he was
crazy, not illogical. Napoleon is dead. Tom’s delusion goes beyond
thinking he’s some historical figure, whose life and death could be
demonstrated to him. It’s much worse than that. The
Federales–”

“Federales?”
Wiley ceased peering down the hall and looked
back at Sam.

He nodded, his eyes full of pain.
“About two months before she died, Tom took his wife to Mapimi,
Mexico. He got into an argument with an old man that lived on a
ranch there – an actual fist fight, essentially. Details are
sketchy, but I guess they restrained Tom on the ranch and called
the law. Apparently Tom knew this old guy that he attempted to
assault – Martin – and he took pity on him. He figured that this
irrational behavior was all over Liz’s illness.

“Martin and the Federales
got in touch with us – my wife speaks a little Spanish – and the
upshot of it was that they escorted Tom and Liz to the border and
we took possession of them in San Diego. Martin refused to press
charges, even though I guess the assault was pretty bad. He didn’t
want to see Tom thrown in a Mexican jail when his wife was
dying.”

“What was the fight
about?”

“Like I say, details are
sketchy, but it shakes out like this. Tom attacked his old friend,
burned his barn to the ground, because Martin refused to help him
return to his homeworld. To the planet
Sirius. If he could get Liz back to Sirius
– that’s where he’s from,
you see – then they’d cure her
cancer.”

“So you’re telling us that
Tom thinks he’s–” Nate began.

“An alien. An
extraterrestrial. From the planet Sirius.”

“Your tale, sir, would
cure deafness.” Wiley raised his eyebrows
mildly. “Is that all? There are worse things to believe you are
than an alien. A righteous man. Your brother’s keeper.” Tom’s
delusion didn’t bother Wiley overly. He surely wasn’t shocked by
it.

Frowning, Sam glared at
him. “Liz was dying, and Tom dragged her all the way to the middle of Mexico for
nothing. Through twelve hundred miles of heat and dust.
For nothing. He dragged
her all the way to Mapimi, because he’s
nuts.”

Wiley remained unconvinced of Tom’s
madness. Eventually, he asked for his friend’s side of the story.
In typical Wiley fashion, he pulled no punches.

“Are you from Sirius, Tom? Sam said you got in a fist fight with
some guy in Mexico, because he wouldn’t help you get back
to–”

“I was misled on that.
Forget about Sirius for a minute – let’s just say that I’m not from
around here, okay? Let’s just say that, in order to get back to
where I’m from, I had to get in touch with Martin, there in Mexico.
So I did. There’d never been any trouble with going back before.
He’d sent Morry back.

“It took about a month for
Martin to get back to me. Communication is not the best between
here and Mapimi – I had to talk to one guy, then he had to talk to
another guy, then they had to go out to the ranch and talk to
Martin. It’s still the third world down there, for Christ’s sake.
But eventually the messages were exchanged: I said I wanted to go
back to . . . to go back home,
and he said he’d make the proper arrangements. I
knew that they could cure Liz there.

“But when we arrived,
Martin said that he hadn’t realized that I wanted to take Liz with
me. ‘Usted ha dicho nada acerca de traer a
esta mujer extranjera. Ninguna persona que haya nacido aquí es
bienvenida allí,’ he told me
indignantly. ‘You said nothing about
bringing this foreign woman. No person who is born here is welcome
there.’

“Like he knew what the
fuck he was talking about. He’s never been there. He’s nothing but
a meet-and-greet, someone who plucks us out of the desert, gives us
some clothes, some money, then sends us on our way. Out of
gratitude for his simple services, I put his fucking granddaughter
through college, for Christ’s sake.” Tom looked guiltily at Nate
and Wiley for a moment, as if he’d said too much.

“I insisted. Martin felt
sorry for me, sorry for Liz. He sent another message to . . . He
sent another message home.
Communications are slow–”

“It’s some distance,”
Wiley opined.

Tom grinned humorlessly.
“Indeed. We stayed at the ranch for a week. But the answer came
back the same. Nadie que nació
aquí. No one who was born
here.”

“So you assaulted
Martin–”

“Is that what Sam told
you?”

Wiley nodded.

“No. That’s not what
happened. Something must’ve gotten lost in translation. I just . .
. threatened him. The communication device was in his barn with the
. . . apparatus for sending us back.”

When his young friends
looked dubious, Tom said, “It wasn’t a transporter, like
from Star Trek, gentlemen, at least not to anyone looking at it. It just
looked like one of those big, old-fashioned satellite dishes, with
a bunch of car batteries hooked up to it in some kind of sequence.
Very third world-looking. We’re not too big on electrical
contrivances . . . where I’m from, and there’s not exactly a
spring-break-in-Cancun rush to go back. They don’t use it very
often. Once we’re here, we tend to stay here. It’s great
here.”

“How exactly does this
transporter work?”

“I don’t know how it
works; only how it goes.”
Tom smiled wryly. “The, for lack of a better
word, operator hooks up the leads on the batteries. Then you take off your
clothes. There’s a big, Frankenstein’s-lab-looking
switch–”

“Why do you have to take
off your clothes?” Nate offered Wiley an Is he for real? look.

“The thing to be
transported has to be at least eighty-five percent organic. Alive,
in other words.”

“So if you’ve got fillings
in your teeth–”

“Or pins and screws . . .”
Wiley touched his left leg. “You can’t go?”

“You’d be okay, my son. A
few nuts and bolts wouldn’t make any difference. I don’t think
you’re twenty percent metal.

“You just do it naked
because that lowers the percentage of possible non-organic
material. The set-up is different on the other side.” Tom grinned.
“No car batteries, but we start off in the buff there, too.
Something about the process, regardless of the
direction.

“You stand in front of the
dish and the operator hooks up the leads, flips the switch. There
is an energization . . .”

“Can you feel it?” Nate
suddenly pictured flashing, red, yellow and blue
electrocution.

“No. You
spread yourself upon the wind, thinner and
thinner, until only the wind remains.” Tom
smiled and Wiley smiled back. Nate didn’t recognize the
reference.

Tom heaved a sad sigh. “But I’m no
engineer – I didn’t know exactly how it worked. Holding Martin at
gunpoint,” he looked guiltily down at the counter, “I tried to hook
it up. But I didn’t know what I was doing. There was a little
humming noise, then the thing burst into flames. The hay and the
old wood caught immediately. My car was in there, too. When we fled
the barn, some of the ranch hands were waiting for us. They jumped
me, tied me up, dragged me back to the house.

“Martin said he was sorry,
over and over again. There was nothing he could do, nothing I could
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