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Justine & Lydia’s Apartment

"Mom, the plumber is here!"

That Saturday morning, Justine was still wrestling with the last dregs of sleep. For weeks now, her nights had been a battlefield, her mind held captive by a vice of devouring nightmares. Fatigue draped over her like a lead blanket, pinning her to the threshold between dream and reality.

Lydia, her thirteen-year-old daughter, burst into the gloom of the master bedroom. She stopped, half-surprised to find Justine still sprawled out, one foot trailing on the floor as if she’d been trying to crawl away from the bed. Lydia’s voice jolted her, dragging her painfully from the depths of unconsciousness.

"Shit... already?" Justine muttered, rubbing eyes that felt packed with grit.

Lydia’s voice dropped, a mix of disappointment and concern. "Stop doing that, Mom. It's bad for your eyes." She turned and left, leaving Justine drifting in a semi-waking state.

The tormented nights had been relentless lately—obsessive, anxiety-inducing dreams that clung to her long after waking. She had mentioned it to her doctor, but he had simply scribbled a script for sleeping pills and sent her on her way.

Justine sat up laboriously, rushing to the bathroom to relieve a bladder that felt like it was about to burst. She pressed her palms against her feverish forehead just as Lydia peeked timidly around the doorframe.

"You okay, Mom?" Lydia asked, a thread of juvenile anxiety tightening her voice.

Justine, head buried in her hands, managed a raspy reply. "Yeah, I'm fine. Where is he?"

"In the kitchen. I opened the cabinet under the sink for him," Lydia replied, snapping a quick photo of her mother—for the 'gram, presumably.

The mention of the kitchen seemed to shove Justine into an abyss of confusion. "The kitchen..." she whispered, standing up, her balance wavering.

Unsettled, Lydia pressed on, a shiver of uncertainty running through her. "Mom, are you sure you're okay?"

Justine finally answered, her tone hollow, as if describing something only she could see. "He was there... in the kitchen!"

The words hung in the air like a riddle, hinting at a reality that defied explanation. This time, Lydia was genuinely scared; she had never seen her mother look like this—like she was possessed.
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George Blisken’s House

George wiped the sweat from his brow and stretched his aching muscles as he clicked the front door shut. He’d spent hours under a punishing sun—planting, weeding, pruning. Gardening was a brutal task, but he loved tending to his little patch of paradise.

He was heading for the bathroom to wash up when a noise from the kitchen stopped him dead.

CLANG!

A saucepan hitting the floor, followed by a low, guttural rumble. George’s breath hitched. His mind raced through a thousand rational explanations, but his heart was already hammering a rhythm dangerous for a man of his age. He approached the kitchen slowly.

When he eased the door open, his mind refused to process what he saw.

A colossal figure stood in the center of the room, eyes like voids of vantablack fixed right on him. The gaze was a toxic cocktail of fear and aggression. The entity wore armor that looked filthy and battle-scarred, as if it had absorbed centuries of brutal impacts. His jet-black hair was woven into a single, massive braid that trailed all the way to his feet. George was a well-traveled man—he’d seen the world—but he had never seen anything like this.

"Who... Who are you?" he stammered, his voice betraying him.

The giant straightened up, his head scraping the ceiling, and a sinister grin stretched across his face. "I am Admiral Mobo. I am looking for Sara."

The voice was tectonic—deep and powerful enough to rattle the china in the cupboards and vibrate the old, single-pane windows. It ended in a wet, rasping wheeze, followed by a faint whistle, as if his lungs were fighting through fluid. George, a retired doctor, recognized the sound instantly: chronic bronchitis.

But the clinical diagnosis didn't stop the wave of terror from washing over him. What the hell did this thing want in a quiet suburban house?

He tried to steady himself, projecting a firmness he didn't feel. "How did you get in?"

The giant chuckled, a sound eroded by years of cruelty. "Sara possesses the power. I have come to find her." He took a step forward, ducking his head to avoid taking out the light fixture.

Trying to mask his visceral fear, George stared, fascinated by the sheer scale of the intruder. He must have weighed tons; the tile floor was literally shattering under his boots. Crunch. Grind. The sound of ceramic turning to sand under impossible mechanical pressure.

George straightened, riding a sudden surge of adrenaline. "Get out! Get out or I’m calling the police!" he threatened, puffing out his elderly chest in a spasm of warrior instinct. Old men—they really will try anything.

He didn't truly grasp the situation. He was trying to handle an extraordinary event with ordinary tools. His mind had no reference point for this.

Annoyed, Admiral Mobo casually backhanded the nearest wall. The masonry exploded in a deafening crash. A cloud of dust choked the room, leaving a gaping hole into the living room.

Silence followed, heavy and thick, as dust swirled around the giant’s silhouette. George stood petrified, fists clenched. As the air cleared, the first thing he saw was that dark, predatory gaze locked on him like the barrel of a gun. With a dismissive wave, Admiral Mobo brushed debris and chunks of drywall off his shoulder as if he were merely dusting off dandruff. He sighed, irritated.

"You do not understand, old man. You are nothing against me. I am power, and I will do whatever is necessary to get what I want. Where... is... Sara?"

Mobo advanced slowly. Crunch. Crunch. George’s mind raced. He had to protect her from this monster who was dismantling his house. He thought of his daughter’s room, untouched for years. The photos of his beloved Sara, smiling and innocent, were still in their frames. Had Mobo searched there yet? George couldn't picture this behemoth rifling through a teenage girl’s keepsakes.

He offered a pathetic bargain, desperate to divert the monster’s focus. "If I show you Sara’s room and give you her photos, will you leave us alone?" He threw it out there, grasping at straws.

Admiral Mobo stopped cold and chuckled again. But this time, a spark of interest flickered in those dark, aggressive eyes. "Show me the room, and perhaps I will be... lenient." He closed his fist, miming the crushing of something fragile.

George looked away, unable to hold the malevolent stare. "Give me two seconds. I'll get the key."

He didn't wait for an answer. He focused on his daughter’s face and bolted down the hall. His hands shook as he tore open the closet under the stairs, grabbing his old shotgun and a handful of shells. He loaded it frantically, fumbling two rounds onto the floor. He paused, head cocked, listening. Had the monster realized? But all he heard was that sickly, wheezing respiration. George sucked in a lungful of air and charged back toward the kitchen, knocking over a hallway commode and shattering a vase—a birthday gift from Sara—in his wake.

He planted himself in the kitchen doorway, legs wide for stability, and aimed at the colossus’s head.

"EAT THIS, YOU SON OF A BITCH!"

He fired both barrels at once.

George trembled as he broke the breach to reload, but the recoil had thrown him off balance. When the smoke cleared, he saw Mobo’s face, bloodied but unmoving. The Admiral stared at him, unblinking, silent except for that rasping, whistling breath.

George had hit him point-blank. But the mountain of muscle hadn't flinched. And now George was out of ammo, helpless before an alien force that could crush him like an insect. His act of bravery had drained him. He had barely scratched the paint.

"Is... is that all you want? The photos?" George asked, his voice weak but his mind still scheming.

"I want what you offered, old man," Mobo replied, his bronchial wheeze sounding like it would never end.

George led the Admiral down the dim hallway to his daughter’s room. Mobo had to fold and contort himself to fit, miraculously navigating the tight space. The old man stopped, hand trembling on the doorknob.

"Promise me you won't hurt her," he pleaded, his voice thin. He had zero reason to trust this intruder, but what choice did he have?

Admiral Mobo nodded, impatient. The unsettling smile returned. "I have come to protect her," he rumbled, displacing the air in the narrow corridor.

Terrified and confused by the alien's motive, George pushed the door open. A wave of nostalgia hit him. The walls were still plastered with posters, though time had faded their colors. He walked to the desk and picked up a framed photo. Sara, mid-jump, laughing. It was from her last year in this house. He wiped the dust from the glass with his sleeve and held it out to Admiral Mobo like an offering.

The colossus took the frame in his massive hands. His gaze lingered on Sara’s smiling face. He traced the image slowly with the curve of a hooked fingernail. A flash of sorrow crossed those abyssal eyes. Finally, he handed the photo back to George.

"You have kept your end of the bargain," he said, his voice surprisingly calm, almost soothed. "Take this."

Before George could respond, Admiral Mobo vanished—dissolving into the air itself with a shockwave that slammed every door and window in the house shut.

The old man stood motionless in the room, unable to make sense of the last ten minutes. In his trembling hands, he awkwardly clutched a stone the size of an egg. It looked like a diamond.​
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Flagship

Admiral Mobo stood rigid, unshakeable. His face was a mask of stoicism, but it barely concealed the acid churning in his gut. Standing before a massive viewport, his eyes were locked on a tiny speck in the infinite black—a speck that was slowly growing larger.

Suddenly, the Grand Master’s voice boomed, shattering the silence like a cruel alarm clock ripping a sleeper from a dream.

"Admiral Mobo! Do not stand there gaping. What do you propose?"

Mobo didn't flinch. "I recommend a massive strike on the activation sites I briefed you on. We take them by speed."

The Grand Master sneered, his disdain subtle but cutting. "Admiral Mobo, I expect a more... direct solution from you. More efficient."

Mobo hesitated. "But Grand Master, do we wish to kill her before we have captured her?"

"So what?" the Grand Master roared, shaking the very foundations of the throne room. "I do not care if she lives or dies! All we want is her DNA, is it not?"

Admiral Mobo nodded reluctantly. "That is correct, Grand Master. You are right."

"You are a weak little thing," the Grand Master commented with a smirk. Then he leaned forward, his smile turning predatory. "Have you fallen under the magical spell of this human girl, Mobo?"

Mobo lowered his head. "In tracking her, I have developed... a certain attachment, Grand Master."

The Grand Master raised an eyebrow. "To the point that you defied my order not to intervene physically?"

"I deeply regret it, Grand Master. The impulse was stronger than I."

The Grand Master stared him down, looking for a place to stick the knife. "Admiral Mobo, I want her DNA immediately. You disobeyed orders, and worse, you returned empty-handed. I traveled to this backwater colony personally for this new DNA sequence our sages detected. This sample will trigger a technological leap you cannot even comprehend." He stared out into the void as if reading the ultimate truth in the stars.

"I know the value of this human, Grand Master," Mobo justified himself again. "That is why I sought to preserve her."

"Rubbish! You are relieved of this mission. I am giving it to Admiral Struiz. His methods will be faster than your endless dithering!" he screamed, his patience snapping violently.

"Understood, Grand Master. Thank you for the opportunity to have worked on this crucial mission thus far."

The Grand Master looked away in disgust. "Admiral Mobo, you exhaust me. Get out of my sight."

Admiral Mobo left the throne room, the weight of anxiety crushing his shoulders. He had once been the favorite, but that era was dead.

The Grand Master had recently adopted young Struiz, a fresh recruit straight out of the naval academy. Struiz was one of those ambitious types who had swallowed the textbook How to Colonize a Planet for Dummies and regurgitated it mechanically, passing it off as genius. Mobo couldn't stand him. Mobo was a pioneer; he had written the strategies in those manuals. How many worlds had he conquered? How many resources had he secured? He tasted the bitterness reserved for trailblazers—first mocked, then feared, then taken for granted.

Mobo retreated to his opulent quarters, ignoring his synthetic staff. He locked himself in his office.

With a gesture, he summoned a hologram of the girl. He leaned in, almost hunching, observing her from every angle while sipping a drink through a straw. He studied her for a long time, the silence broken only by his wheezing intake of carbonated liquid. His eyes bulged slightly, moist and fascinated. She had an airy grace, a devastating smile, a sharp wit. She consumed the space. She was his obsession.

Mentally, he dictated a message: "SARA, YOU ARE IN DANGER."

The words hovered in the air in massive letters. Mobo hesitated. He read each word as if sealing a fate. Then, with a disillusioned wave of his hand, he sent it.

​
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Gadgetta Corporate Offices

Sara had given herself a head start for her first day at her new company, Gadgetta. Specializing in the design of electronic accessories, the company offered an eclectic lineup of products—things that lit up, vibrated, made noise, or flew. Objects that were resolutely pointless, yet, in their absolute futility, somehow completely indispensable.

Her position as Head of Procurement would put her in charge of negotiating massive volumes of these gadgets and locking down contracts with suppliers. On this first day, still riding a wave of naive enthusiasm, she waited patiently by the large glass partition facing the elevators in the seventeenth-floor reception area. However, no one seemed to notice her, despite her best efforts to be seen.

She watched a few of her future colleagues file past—faces locked in concentration, folders tucked sharply under their arms. A smirk touched her lips. She knew that tactic well: the files-under-the-arm maneuver, designed to project an aura of intense, studious commitment while walking the halls. A corporate classic. She remembered other variations: holding a phone to your ear even when there’s no call, or hauling a laptop buried under a stack of documents to give the impression that a crucial meeting simply couldn’t start without you. She quickly gathered that at Gadgetta, appearances were everything. The strictly formal attire of her future coworkers seemed to be the baseline here, which made her smile again. "The more pointless the crap you sell, the more seriously you have to take yourself," she thought, growing increasingly tired of waiting.

She couldn't help but feel the already sharp sting of her ended vacation. The idea of starting this new job didn't exactly thrill her. Yet, deep down, she knew this was a rare opportunity. Plenty of other candidates were still at home, wondering what had gone wrong with their applications. Like many of her friends, she had left the wild years behind her. The frenzy of youth and the tyranny of hormones, where every single action was dictated by the primal urge to answer one question: “And at the end of this, do I get laid?” She remembered the nights spent exploring every substance the market had to offer, often in undocumented, experimental cocktails. The days without eating, without sleeping, or without throwing up—depending entirely on the mix and the dosage. All of that had slowly given way to a lack of ambition for the future that bordered on depressing. Without meaning to, she had strictly adhered to that overly simplistic, trendy mantra: live in the present moment. The future had become a vague, abstract, almost quantum concept. And the past was nothing more than a long string of mistakes.

She thought of her father, George. He had just left several voicemails on her phone. He was probably anxious to know if everything was going smoothly. She’d listen to them later.

Finally, the receptionist, Olivia, spotted her and, with a warm wave, invited her in by triggering the glass doors. Sara returned the smile and stepped toward the partition, bracing herself awkwardly in case she walked straight into the glass. But the motion sensors were hyper-sensitive. The moment she moved, the doors glided open gracefully, making her entrance for her first day at Gadgetta official.

Olivia, the young, blonde receptionist, radiated a blinding aura of joy, as if she were living out the absolute peak of her life and working the front desk was the ultimate apotheosis of human existence.

"Hi, are you Sara?" she asked. "I'm Olivia."

"Hi Olivia. Great to meet you. And yes, I know, I’m way early," she replied, casting a discreet glance around the floor.

Olivia reassured her with practiced warmth: "Don’t worry about it, everyone here is super friendly. You’re going to make friends in no time, I’m sure of it," she added, smoothly intercepting the new hire's anxious, darting looks.

Olivia confirmed her ten o'clock meeting with the boss, Paul, in his office. Eager to get the lay of the land before the sit-down, Sara asked politely: "Excuse me, could you point me to the restrooms? I'd like to freshen up before my meeting."

A knowing, almost maternal smile spread across Olivia's face. She lowered her voice slightly. "Oh, I totally get it! My first day, I had to go constantly. It’s just nerves, don’t even sweat it. The restrooms are right over there, on the left, near the coffee machine."

Thanking Olivia, she headed toward the restrooms, genuinely appreciating the receptionist's easygoing nature. She loved people who were straightforward and unfiltered, and she mentally congratulated herself for having already found one in this new company.

When she reached the restroom door, she was instantly blinded.

A fierce flash of light was bleeding through the cracks around the doorframe. The seam of light tracing the door's outline was so intense that it actually illuminated the entire hallway. Blinded, she squeezed her eyes shut—a second too late—and realized the glowing rectangle of the door had already burned itself onto her retinas. What kind of freakish tech could produce light that intense? Intrigued, she stepped closer to investigate, just as the door swung open right in her face.

"Oh, sorry! Excuse me!" she blurted out, startled by the young man stepping out of the restroom directly in front of her.

"Not at all," he said, flashing a massive smile, clearly realizing he had just jump-scared her. "You must be Sara?"

"Yes, Sara Blisken, the new Head of Procurement," she rattled off, her tone instantly snapping to professional.

"Hi, I'm Paul Lessep. I run the company. Welcome to Gadgetta. I’ll be working directly with you. It’s a real pleasure to meet you in person—I've heard a lot of great things," he congratulated her warmly.

She felt a knot of anxiety loosen in her chest, relieved to find Paul so approachable. She replied with dialed-up enthusiasm: "Thank you, that’s incredibly kind. I'm really looking forward to working with you and contributing to the company's success."

It was her standard defense mechanism when facing important strangers: smother them in generous layers of flattery. Paul held out his hand, all five fingers splayed wide. She had clocked that specific handshake style before. It was usually the hallmark of an ego the size of a blimp, coupled with a life completely devoid of anyone ever saying 'no' to them. It was the handshake of winners. Or complete maniacs. She paid close attention to minor details—the little tells that speak volumes. She accepted the firm, hearty, and slightly damp handshake. The second he was gone, she was going straight to the sink. She’d never forgotten her grandmother’s warnings that all men inevitably pissed on their own hands and never actually washed them properly afterward. Then again, Grandma hadn't liked men much. She’d given up on them entirely after a few too many brutal letdowns.

"I'll see you at 10 in my office?" he asked, though he already knew the answer. "I'm sure we're going to have an excellent day. See you in a bit!" he added, his smile radiating encouragement.

"Absolutely, see you then! Thanks again, sir," she replied, completely emptying the first metaphorical tube of brown-nosing ointment. She didn't regret it. Paul, being the boss, had fully earned it.

She watched him stride away down the corridor. His walk was energetic, rhythmic, and loud. He wore metal taps on the toes and heels of his shoes. Winner shoes.

But what in the hell had caused that blinding light to erupt from inside the bathroom?

The incident gnawed at her, and a low hum of unease began to vibrate in her chest. Had she actually seen that light? Or was it some stress-induced hallucination? A mirage?

After chewing it over, she decided to keep the weird event to herself. She needed to get a better read on her new boss first. And to do that, she already had a solid ally in mind.

She gave her head a tiny shake, physically trying to dislodge the thoughts, and forced herself to focus on the upcoming meeting with Paul. There had to be a perfectly logical explanation.

Returning to the reception desk, she noticed Olivia watching her with keen interest, a sly smirk playing on her lips. "Well?" she asked, the smile now crinkling the corners of her eyes.

Olivia clearly knew more than she was letting on.

"Well what?" Sara replied, playing dumb but entirely intrigued.

"Oh, don't play innocent with me. I see everything from up here, you know," Olivia explained, tipping her head discreetly toward the bank of security monitors tucked behind her console.

Sara realized with a jolt of shock that Olivia had watched the entire bathroom encounter unfold via the surveillance cameras. Suspicious now, she wondered if the whole bizarre interaction had been staged without her knowledge.

"Well... that light in the bathroom..." she stammered, tossing out the bait to see
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