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			To Nicole, who made this book possible 

		

	
		

		
			0. AxzleProva 

			
				
					[image: ]
				
			

			[three weeks earlier]

			The barrel-shaped vessel glided down from the sky, landing light as a feather on the silvery rooftop of an unexceptional East Village building. Nine stories tall, the apartment building ran the length of the block between Fourth and Fifth Streets. Seen from above, it looked like a chunky letter E. 

			The night was moonless and overcast, and a sudden neighborhood blackout ensured the extraordinary arrival went unnoticed by any local night owls. 

			Minutes later, when the lights came back on, the roof appeared the same as it always had. Only instead of one water tower, there were now two. Both exactly alike: made of weathered steel with long spindly legs and a narrow ladder welded along the side, leading up to a cone-shaped roof.

			The southernmost tower, in the center of the roof, was the new addition. Inside this tower there was a circular cabin packed with a rather impressive array of sophisticated controls, built around a sleek command chair. Alien invasion movie buffs would have approved of the creature nestled in this sleek chair, as it was not unlike the projected imaginings of their favorite silver screen flicks: It was a bipedal tortoise-like animal with a large round body and two oval heads poking out on sinewy necks from a shell. Each head had two forward-facing heavily lidded eyes, a lipless mouth, and two long antennae protruding from bald skulls. It had four arms—two on each side of its huge shell—each arm ending in an eight-fingered hand, for a grand total of thirty-two digits. 

			

			Its scaly skin was a dappled chartreuse, but it had the ability to change its color to match the surroundings, including its shell, so that when it emerged from the ship its only discernible features were its four yellow eyes, seemingly floating in thin air. And when its eyelids slid shut it became utterly invisible. 

			Even so, this extraplanetary visitor was cautious, venturing out only at night, keeping to the shadows, and always worried that the gamble it had made, by parking in plain sight, might prove to be a costly mistake. 

		

	
		
			

			1. Ollie 
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			[7 a.m., October 13, 1995]

			Ollie and his cat, Pirate, lived in a dreary walk-up on East Fourth Street. It was a pretty enough red brick building as seen from the street—six stories tall, with narrow windows set in rows of eight and a fire escape that zigzagged down the facade. But inside it was all ramshackle apartments with low ceilings and crumbling walls.

			His tiny studio was on the top floor in the back, a space with a worrisome lack of right angles where walls, floor, and ceiling met. Ollie guessed that the building must have settled strangely, throwing the architect’s best efforts completely out of whack. The floor was so heavily tilted, and the apartment such a postage stamp, that Ollie could easily slide on his socks from one end to the other—so long as he was traveling down hill.

			His apartment was sparsely furnished: a twin-size bed, a futon couch, a beat-up coffee table he’d found on the street, and a desk that held a boxy television set and a record player. The walls were bare except for a Yellow Submarine poster pinned above the couch and a plain rectangular mirror hanging on the wall by the front door. He’d hung this mirror from a fat nail that had made an alarming web of cracks in the plaster as he hammered it in. He had balanced the mirror carefully on the nail and then stepped back, holding his breath. Nothing happened. The mirror hung there, dutifully, for the next ten months. Then, at the crack of dawn one October morning, it came crashing down, jolting him awake. 

			

			He leaped out of bed in a panic and stood there, frozen. Ollie was tall and lanky, with a mop of unruly black hair. He snatched his glasses from the nearby desk and dropped the square black frames in place over his light blue eyes. His world came into focus. His gaze followed the trail of scattered glass back to the smashed-up mirror on the floor, and from there to the small crater in the wall where the nail had been. Then he looked around anxiously for Pirate, but his cat was nowhere to be seen. 

			Barefoot, he picked his way carefully past shards of glass, retrieved a dustpan and brush from the closet, and set about sweeping up the mess. Ollie considered himself only moderately superstitious. He wasn’t the kind of person who went into a panic over spilled salt. Still, a broken mirror first thing in the morning gave him pause.

			He disposed of the fragments, ran the vacuum, brushed his teeth, and pulled on his usual white T-shirt and blue jeans. A black leather jacket, hanging on a hook by the door, completed his simple look, which was inspired by the album covers and posters of his punk idols. But instead of heading out to work, he began to pace back and forth in his socks. He was worried about Pirate. There was no sign of that cat anywhere, and his food bowl from last night was untouched. Ollie had installed a pet flap in his fire escape window and Pirate had gone off yesterday for his usual evening ramble. His regular route led him down the fire escape to the third floor, where he would slip through the bars onto a tree branch. From there he could wind up just about anywhere in the neglected courtyards below. Ollie took a peek out the window, but his view was mostly blocked by a mass of dense yellow leaves. He shook his head glumly—autumn was a melancholy time of year to begin with, but if you added missing cats to the equation, things quickly became hopeless. 

			

			He had first set eyes on Pirate a little over a year ago when the tomcat materialized on his fire escape on a stormy September morning. The bedraggled animal had gotten himself caught outside in a downpour, and Ollie, taking pity on him, had opened his window and let him inside. Pirate quickly took a liking to the place, and they’d been roommates ever since. Ollie was new in town back then, and he’d been struggling to adjust to the hard edges of city life. But once Pirate appeared in his life, everything had magically clicked into place.

			He knew that cats sometimes went missing for days without anyone kicking up a fuss, and that they often turned up again later, no worse for the wear. But he had a bad feeling that his whiskered friend was in trouble. Ollie, who was still pacing back and forth, spinning on his heels every time he hit a wall, was stopped in his tracks by a sharp knock on his door. Putting his eye to the peephole, Ollie groaned when he recognized his downstairs neighbor Constance Frizzler. She was a trim woman in her thirties, with grubby hair and beady eyes, who worked as a court stenographer. She liked to wander the building’s hallways and stairs in a pink bathrobe while talking to herself. A robe she was currently wearing.

			

			He grudgingly opened the door. “Hello, Constance.”

			“What the hell are you doing smashing things at the crack of dawn? You nearly gave me a heart attack!” she snapped, glaring at him.

			“I’m very sorry—my mirror fell off the wall this morning. Completely accidental.”

			“And what’s with all the stomping around?”

			“I was just pacing in my socks—it can’t have been very loud.”

			“Easy for you to say. I live downstairs and I can tell you that it sounds like an elephant is clomping back and forth on my ceiling.”

			Ollie sincerely doubted this. He didn’t recall any clomping. He wasn’t sure clomping was even feasible in socks. Constance was just overly sensitive. She frequently trekked up the stairs to bang on his door when he was playing his steel-string acoustic. He suspected her complaints had very little to do with actual noise levels. It was the mere thought of a musician living overhead that drove her crazy.

			Still, he did his best to defuse the situation. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried about my cat. He’s gone missing. And when I get worried I pace.” 

			“That fat cat of yours who likes to climb the tree in the courtyard?” Her eyes narrowed. Ollie nodded, and Constance sniffed. “For the life of me I can’t see why you let that wretched animal roam all over the neighborhood.”

			

			Ollie cleared his throat. “You haven’t seen him anywhere, have you?”

			“I see him all the time. He always seems to be prowling around my fire escape.”

			“But have you seen him recently?” he persisted. 

			“I’m afraid not,” she said, managing to sound not the least bit sorry. “How long has he been gone?”  

			“Since about sundown last night. He missed his midnight dinner, and breakfast, too, which isn’t like him at all. You can always count on him to be front and center come feeding time.” 

			“I can tell he’s a good eater just by looking at him,” she said. “That cat of yours probably snapped a branch of that poor tree.” Constance’s eyebrows knit together once more. “Well if he does turn up, do me a favor and keep him away from my windows. He scares my bunnies something awful. Of course I never let my girls roam around outside. That’s a bad idea.” Constance kept three rabbits in the apartment below, which Ollie suspected was quite a lot of rabbits for a small studio the same size as his own. 

			“Well cats aren’t really like bunnies though, are they?” he pointed out defensively. 

			“Well cats are not like squirrels either,” she snarled. “They shouldn’t be climbing trees!” And with that parting remark she stormed back down the stairs.

			Ollie shook his head and muttered something unintelligible under his breath. Back home neighbors were neighborly. They did things like bake you apple pies, and dress appropriately. Here your downstairs neighbor was practically a mortal enemy. 

		

	
		
			

			2. Zara 
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			[7:30 a.m.]

			Zara was sitting on a two-tone orange bench in the foremost car of an F train that was rattling along a dark tunnel somewhere below Queens. Sitting on the bench opposite her was a grim-faced man wearing a dingy jean jacket. He had graying hair, a wiry beard, and was staring right at her with his one good eye, the other being hidden behind an eyepatch. Or perhaps he was staring through her? It was hard to tell, but either way it was unnerving. He looked like he could step into the role of villain on any Hollywood film set—no questions asked. Zara buried her nose a little further in her book on Exotic Animal Medicine, but in actuality her thoughts were focused on willing an invisible protective bubble around herself.

			She was often ill at ease on the subway, so unlike her familiar Underground back home. The Tube was cleaner, it didn’t smell quite so revolting, and people were generally more polite—as in not staring. Here in New York you needed something called a “subway face.” She was still working on hers. But she’d mastered the trick of scurrying over to the neighboring car to get away from any creeps. A move she might soon need to implement to get away from eyepatch man’s cyclopean glare.

			

			It took about forty-five minutes to get from Forest Hills to Fourteenth Street at Sixth Avenue, and from there it was a ten-minute walk to the veterinary hospital. She was doing clinical rotations in New York for a year, and moving in with her Aunt Zelda in Forest Hills had seemed like the perfect plan. But she hadn’t realized that she would be setting her alarm for before first light every day. 

			Zara had come to New York to put some much-needed distance between herself and her cheating bastard of an ex-boyfriend. What a fool she’d been. Six months had passed since their breakup and she was still gutted. She would never forget the moment her whole world suddenly turned inside out. The day she’d realized it had been nothing but lies from day one. 

			The train swayed back and forth as it hurtled along. The text in her book was suddenly blurred. Zara blinked up at the fluorescent tube lights. God help me. The last thing I need is to burst into tears with eyepatch guy’s one eye locked on me. Taking a deep breath, Zara pushed her tangled thoughts of London betrayals from her mind. She glanced at her watch and was relieved to discover she was more or less on time. She had a long day ahead of her, but at least it was Friday, which meant she would be meeting the boys later for a Friday night jam session—her favorite time of the week. 

			

			Singing had always been a passion of hers, one that had been relegated to the back burner as she focused on finishing her veterinary degree. But new city, new rules, new Zara. After arriving in New York, she had answered a classified ad in the Village Voice for a band in search of a singer. At the audition, she’d met Ollie, Miguel, and Wally, in a converted warehouse in Long Island City. They’d ended up picking her over half a dozen other candidates.

			Out of her three bandmates, it was Ollie who she had warmed to the quickest. He played guitar, wrote songs, and his gentle blue eyes were constantly blinking out SOS signals to the world. After rehearsal, when Wally and Miguel invariably made a beeline for the closest bar, she would always grab dinner with Ollie. Just as friends, of course. He was quite handsome in his rumpled, American guitar boy, kind of way. But she had sworn off men for the near future.

			At each stop they gained a few new passengers. Mostly commuters like herself, on their way to Manhattan. But at one of these stops, Zara was surprised to see three mariachis step on, all of them dressed in black from their cowboy hats down to their boots. Two of the men were clutching guitars, and they all started in on a song as the train began to move again. Zara was entranced by their rich voices and deft guitar skills. This was exactly what she loved about New York. One minute the subway car had been this dreary underworld, and the next it was transformed into an impromptu concert.

			Finished with their first song, the mariachis struck up a fresh tune as they walked down in her direction, collecting donations. As they drew closer, Zara saw eyepatch guy fish a five-dollar bill from his pocket, which he slipped into an outstretched hat. The men were all smiles and kicked their playing up a notch. Zara was left wondering if she would ever figure out this perplexing city. 

		

	
		
			

			3. AxzleProva 
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			[7:30 a.m.]

			The ship remained parked, unnoticed, smack dab in the middle of an open rooftop in one of the most densely packed cities on the planet. During that time the alien went about its business in a conscientious manner. For all the risks, it made sense for them to land in such a crowded area, as opposed to an isolated farm or a barren desert, because there was really no point in traveling light-years just to sit in the middle of nowhere, bored out of your spongy alien mind.

			This particular extraterrestrial was named AxzleProva. The head on the right belonged to a male known as Axzle, while the other one belonged to a female named Prova. Neither Axzle nor Prova dwelled very much on whether they were best thought of as one individual with two heads, or two individuals with a shared shell, since in their native tongue anything less than four was considered singular.

			

			AxzleProva had been tasked by the Amalgamation with identifying intelligent life on planet Earth. But the job wasn’t as simple as reaching out and tapping the most technologically advanced species on the shoulder. There were specific criteria that had to be met, and the prevailing opinion regarding Earth’s dominant species—the warlike and environmentally reckless Homo sapiens—was that they were potentially a class three infestation and that it would be a good idea to keep a close eye on them. 

			AxzleProva had come to Earth not because of humans, but rather in spite of them. Their mission was to focus on one of the other more promising candidates on the list. The particular species assigned to them was the fur-covered quadruped known to Earth biologists as Felis catus, but referred to locally as a house cat. This clever parasitic species had figured out how to get humans to cater to them night and day. While clearly predators and occasionally aggressive, they were not warlike, and they spent most of their free time dozing peacefully, an attribute that was known to be heavily favored by the Inclusion Committee. 

			AxzleProva’s job involved making detailed evaluations, and if the moment presented itself, they had clearance to initiate contact. This had been attempted once or twice before by other operatives, and the unanimous conclusion, highlighted in the field notes, was that these domestic cats were to be considered highly skittish.

			Of the two of them Prova was the more cautious, and she was reluctant to commit to first contact because of the risks involved, whereas Axzle was eager to take advantage of any opportunity to engage. It was not the first time they had failed to see eye to eye on critical issues. A fed up Prova had given Axzle the silent treatment for nearly a whole light-year on the journey over. She had gotten upset with him for impulsively steering the ship through an asteroid belt for what he considered a significant shortcut. He had refused to admit his mistake, maddeningly pointing out that they’d made it through in one piece. His recklessness had raised serious questions in Prova’s mind about what it meant to go through life stuck with a foolhardy shell-mate like Axzle. It wasn’t easy to make judicious decisions when you were literally joined at the hip to someone who behaved like an overgrown child.

			

			But the successful progress of their mission had put them both in better moods, and she’d been reminded of how rewarding it could be to share an adventure like this together. Of course Axzle still needed to work on his impulse control, and she would have to keep a close eye on him to make sure he didn’t pull any ill-advised stunts.

			At the moment they were partaking of a breakfast made up of reconstituted marsh shoots—a regrettable staple for them on missions. While they ate, they were discussing an unfortunate incident from the night before, which threatened to prove a serious setback for their research. Axzle was doing most of the talking, even when his mouth was full, waving two arms about for increased emphasis. He was in mid-gesture when a flashing red light and an urgent beeping alerted them to a breach of the ship’s sensor field.

			They glanced at the monitor, and their suspicions were confirmed. This was not the first time the alarm bell had sounded. Since their arrival it had been triggered several times a day, waking them from sleep, interrupting their work and their meals.

			

			This repeat offender was visible on the screen—a pigeon, innocently perched on the very highest point of the ship. This was not supposed to happen. They couldn’t allow birds or insects to make themselves at home on the ship’s exterior. Which was why they were equipped with the most advanced organism repulsors available—cognitive wards, anti-pheromone scents, obnoxious infrared rays and ultrasonic devices. Keeping local vermin away from the vessel shouldn’t even be an issue. Yet for some reason this pigeon was still soiling the ship’s high tech surface with its sticky excrement. The nose of the ship concealed various important sensors that were critical to entry into planetary atmospheres. Having them covered in pigeon muck was a potentially catastrophic concern.

			AxzleProva had already exhausted the various tweaks and intensity adjustments available to their wards, and nothing had worked for this bird. This pigeon had taken a liking to his perch, and was making a mockery of their sophisticated defenses.

			Axzle was spitting mad about it. He had never been the most patient turtle in the swamp, and it was all Prova could do to calm him down and remind him of the strict regulations against causing harm to local  life-forms. No matter how stubborn and annoying this bird was, they simply couldn’t allow things to escalate to the level of physical violence.

			In desperation Axzle suggested that they take a little stroll outside and look this bird in the eye so that it would have some notion of its proximity to fierce extraterrestrial beings. He pointed out that it was well-documented that local fauna often found encounters with off-planet species highly alarming. 

			

			“You mean we should go outside in broad daylight?” asked Prova. “Are you out of your mind?”

			“Listen, shell of my shell, you do realize we are i-n-v-i-s-i-b-l-e?” he replied. Prova did not much care for his tone. She was not the one floating ridiculous ideas. She reminded him that their guidelines clearly stated that they were to limit excursions to nocturnal hours. He pointed out that this was a flexible rule. She said it would never work. And he countered that everything else they’d tried so far had failed. 

			“Listen, my shell-mate,” she said bluntly. “This Earth pigeon has found a spot he likes, and I don’t think he would so much as blink if we climbed on the ship and got in his face. He is just not going to budge.”

			“Well, my darling shell-sharer—there is only one way to find out!”

			Compromise was the norm on their home planet. Prova just wished Axzle would meet her halfway sometimes. But after a heated back-and-forth she grew resigned to the fact that Axzle was dead set on trying this approach, whatever the risks, so she relented. They would not be visible, except for their eyeballs, so she had to admit that the chances of being noticed during a brief interaction with the local pest was negligible. She only hoped Axzle was not planning on swatting at the dumb bird. 

			Axzle strapped the cloaked utility belt to their waist. It contained any number of emergency tools. They slid open the main exit panel just enough to slip outside, their skin quickly adjusting to match their surroundings. Grabbing on to the narrow ladder they began their short climb to the cone-shaped roof. The pigeon made a gurgling noise. Whether or not this meant he was aware of their presence Prova couldn’t be sure.

			

			Prova, her eyes the narrowest of slits, stayed alert to all possible threats. Maintaining secrecy and staying unobtrusive was paramount to the success of their mission. Slowly they approached the top, getting closer and closer to the obstinate bird. Prova was particularly concerned about a young male human she spotted standing on a nearby fire escape. And when she turned to alert Axzle, she was shocked to see that he had pulled a blaster from a pocket of their cloaked utility belt.

			Instantly she understood his plan. He must have hidden the gun there while he was on watch duty, when she had been fast asleep. He had been planning this for hours, and his intentions were horrifyingly clear. She attempted to gain control of the hand holding the weapon, but Axzle rebuffed her as he was dominant on that side. In desperation she reached over with the free arm she did control and grabbed at his arm, attempting to stop him from raising the weapon. This maneuver infuriated Axzle, and they struggled briefly. 

			Prova could not believe it had come to this. A physical altercation with her own shell-mate on the surface of an alien planet. The shame was almost too much to bear. To make matters worse, staying camouflaged required utmost concentration, so as they grappled they suddenly became fully visible to the outside world.

			It took Prova a few moments to realize that their camouflage had been compromised. With no good options left she immediately gave in to Axzle and did her best to refocus her attention on their concealment. A triumphant Axzle leveled the weapon directly at the pigeon. The bird looked at them curiously, cooed, and cocked his head. The fact that they had materialized out of thin air right next to him did not seem to bother him one bit. Axzle leveled the blaster right at him, and the pigeon cooed once more. Prova wasn’t sure what the cognitive capacity of this bird was, but he clearly did not know a gun when he saw one. Axzle pulled the trigger, and the pigeon was instantly vaporized. A few stray feathers floated down to the roof below. 

			

			Invisible once more, they made their way back down the side of the tower. Prova was fuming. She had never been so furious in her life. She could not believe Axzle would pull a stunt like this. It was harebrained conduct like this that made local species justifiably paranoid about off world beings. Their whole mission was on the line because of Axzle’s vengeful behavior. He had smashed every Amalgamation rule and made a mockery of everything that the Department for Interspecies Contact stood for. How she had ever let herself become attached to a shell-mate like him was a complete mystery to her. 

		

	
		
			

			4. Ollie 
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			[7:45 a.m.]

			Before leaving for work, Ollie decided he would take a look out on the fire escape for his missing cat. He pulled on his combat boots, pushed the window up as far as it would go, and slipped outside, scrambling to his feet. It was a cool October morning and the sun, indifferent to the problems of the world, was peeping out above the city rooftops into a patchy sky. Standing there on the rickety fire escape, his view was of the row of buildings north of him on Fifth Street, and of the garden area between them. He often came out here to climb the skinny ladder leading up to the roof, with his guitar strapped to his back and a couple of beers tucked into his pockets. On the roof, he would sit leaning against a wall and experiment with guitar riffs against the backdrop of the humming metropolis.

			But Pirate always went down, not up. Ollie tightened his grip on the blistered iron railing as he leaned over the edge and peered at the ground five stories beneath him, scanning the greenery for any signs of black-and-white fur. Nothing. A rush of vertigo swept over him, but he held himself steady as his eyes darted from overgrown bushes to rusting patio furniture, to long abandoned bikes, searching for any signs of the missing tomcat. Righting himself, the dizziness was replaced by an unexpected wave of outrage. He had trusted that fleabag to enjoy his
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