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      From a place beyond reality, it comes to consume the world.

      For Barry, getting a transfer to a new position as an electrician aboard the Ketcham Space Station summed up his professional life perfectly: just one dead-end job after another.  Little did he know that job put the fate of the world in his hands.

      Waking up at home with no memory of how he got back from the Station, Barry soon finds that he brought something back with him.  Something hungry.   Now he has to stop it.  Somehow.
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      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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      It came from outer space.

      Well...sort of.

      It actually came out of my lunchbox. But I brought my lunchbox into outer space that day, and trust me, it was not in that lunchbox before I went up. That's how come I can say it came from outer space.

      What was it? Long story, but it starts simply enough.

      So there I was, and this is a no shi-- Erm...sorry. That's the Navy in me coming out. But trust me, this really happened. Really.

      Like I said, it started out as just another day on the job...
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      "Barry!"

      I turned away from my locker to see Clark Haberman, the very last person I wanted to deal with, walking toward me. As usual, he wore his light-gray work coveralls, cinched at the waist with a black web belt that supported a number of tool pouches, and a scowl on his weathered face. Christ, what had I done now? I couldn't think of anything I'd screwed up lately, but Clark never got that look except when something had gone seriously wrong.

      "Yeah, boss," I said, inwardly wincing as I anticipated the diatribe to come. I was amazed when it never did.

      "You've been reassigned."

      I blinked.

      "You hear what I said? You're not working here anymore."

      So that's how it was. I sighed and lowered my eyes. I had been fired before, lots of times, but at least the other bosses didn't screw around trying to make nice about it. "We don't need you anymore." "You messed up one too many things." "Get lost, loser." I had heard them all. But never reassignment. That was rich.

      I let out a bitter laugh before I was able to catch myself. From the corner of my eye, I saw Clark's eyebrows twitch upward in...confusion?

      No way.

      "I ain't joking, dude. They want you up on Ketcham Station, starting today."

      Clark held out a printout as he spoke. Expecting yet another pathetic joke at my expense, I snatched it away and began reading. As I did, my bitterness and fatalism faded, replaced by amazement. And maybe just a smidgen of hope.

      "Congratulations," the note began. I could not recall the last time anyone had congratulated me for anything. It continued, "Your application for service aboard the Ketcham Station has been accepted. You will begin work on 27 April. Report to shuttle station seven at 0930 for transport. Welcome aboard!" The note was unsigned, but it came on company letterhead, and the office code at the top indicated it was from Human Resources.

      "I didn't apply for duty on Ketcham Station," I murmured.

      "I applied for you," Carl said, his scowl becoming more like a sneer. "You're always talking about how you should have stayed in the Navy. Ketcham's a ship. Sort of." He cleared his throat softly. "Anyway, I figured it was time you moved on to something better."

      Better. Right. The Ketcham Station was a hole, and everyone knew it. Old, dilapidated, and about ready to de-orbit any week now, if the rumor-mill was to be believed. So yeah, I was getting fired again. So much for that smidgen of hope.

      Oh well. At least this time I got to keep a paycheck. And, truth be told, if Ketcham Station was as run-down as they said, it would probably have plenty of work to keep an electrician like me busy for a while. Maybe I could rack up some more overtime on this gig.

      "Great." I tried to sound like I meant it. Then I saw the clock: 0900. The shuttle station was a twenty minute walk from the locker room. Crap.

      Wasting no time on chit-chat, I turned back to my locker and pulled out my duffle bag. It did not take long to pack all of my stuff; I only kept my lunchbox, a towel and soap, and the clothes I wore to work - jeans, a t-shirt from a trip to the Alamo, and a pair of beat-up sneakers - in there. Other guys kept their lockers full; I guess I never expected to stay all that long.

      "Well," Carl said as I packed up, "good luck up there. Been nice working with you."

      I knew he was lying, but it was nice of him to say it. Maybe he wasn't a total schmuck after all.

      I stepped back from the locker and stared at it for a minute. I had not worked there long, but I had hoped that maybe this time would be different. Seeing the locker empty like that gave me a weird feeling. You know people say it was like someone was walking over their grave? Sort of like that.

      But I did not have time to dwell on that if I was going to make the shuttle. With a grunt, I shouldered the duffle bag. Then I tugged the front of my gray work coveralls to smooth them out and turned away. My work boots made hollow echoes as I walked out of the deserted room.
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      When I returned to my apartment three days later, I was exhausted. The kind of tired where you see spots and talk to someone only to realize you are totally alone. I barely had the energy and wherewithal to kick my shoes off and drop my duffel before I collapsed onto my old threadbare couch.

      Then I slept the sleep of the dead.

      I came to eighteen hours later. It took a long moment to figure out where I was. I looked one way, then the other, and it was like I was staring at a foreign land.

      Well, almost.

      The pictures on the walls, the stuffed leather chair in the corner, the oversized video display unit on the wall, the kitchenette tucked into the rear corner, the door to the hall off to the left, a small door on the opposite wall leading into the bathroom, and behind me the double-doors that housed my pull-down bed were all familiar, but I could not place them at first. I was still that tired, even after that much sleep. Plus, I felt like hell; I had a sour taste in my mouth, like I'd been sucking on a lemon or something, and I ached all over.

      Eventually it clicked. Home. A crappy little studio in a crappy portion of town.

      No place like it.

      It took a minute to push myself up off the couch. My aching muscles protested all the way. At least that made sense; I had worked hard on the station, though strangely my memories of what exactly I worked on were foggy. I chalked it up to my earlier exhaustion. Add to that the weird transition from full gravity to zero g on the shuttle to .5g on the station to zero g back to full gravity again and I was not the least bit surprised about the soreness.

      I stumbled over to the little bathroom - it was the only separate room in my apartment - and, resting my hands on the sink, stared at myself in the mirror for a moment.

      I looked like hell, too. Hair tussled, shadows under my bloodshot eyes. It was almost like I had been out drinking, except for the lack of headache.

      "Get it together," I told myself, and pulled my toothbrush out of the medicine cabinet.

      I was in the middle of brushing when I heard it. A rattling, or a scratching really, out in the main room.

      More roaches? Sonofa... I just had the place fumigated a month ago. How could they be back so quickly? Muttering angry nothings under my breath, I dropped my toothbrush into the sink and stalked out into the room.

      It was not roaches.

      Whatever it was was shaking my duffle bag, almost as if something was inside and trying to get out. I gulped. I did not want to go see what this was. Killing bugs was one thing, but to make the duffle shake like that...was it a rat?

      I used to play baseball in high school, then for a while in a local league. Though I don't play anymore, I kept my bat, a genuine Louisville Slugger. They are hard to find these days, and it was probably worth a bit of money, so it would have been a shame to get rid of it. Besides, I always told myself I would get back into baseball at some point; I used to be pretty good. In the meantime, the Slugger made for a handy home defense weapon from time to time.

      I darted over and snatched up the Slugger from where it lay propped up against my stuffed chair. It made me feel a bit better to hold the solid wood in my hands. Rats ain't got nothing that can handle this.

      Drawing a deep breath, I eased my way over to the still shaking duffle and, grabbing it by the zipper handle, dumped its contents.

      The items from the bag tumbled out and I retreated a step, the Slugger held up, ready to swing. The clothes and towel landed in a heap, but the lunchbox rolled a foot or so before landing on its side. There was nothing else.

      Ok...what was going on?

      The lunchbox lurched and actually bounced a centimeter or so off the ground. I had to bite back a little yelp of surprise - not sure how well I succeeded - as I retreated another step and ran into the side of the couch.

      The lunchbox lurched again. The rattling and scratching sound was louder now. The top of the box shook, and the latch holding it shut seemed to strain.

      Inwardly, I willed the latch to hold. Whatever was in that lunchbox, I did not want it coming out. I should probably wail on it with the Slugger. I could probably bust the box up pretty good; that would at least knock silly whatever was inside it, give me time to figure out what to do with it. The food macerator under the sink drain sprang to mind, but I shoved that thought down. Too gross.

      But I could not bring myself to move. I watched, Slugger held impotently at my side, as the top lurched and strained against the latch again. And again.

      Then the latch broke and the lunchbox top flopped open, hitting the floor with a tiny metallic thud.

      I gulped again.

      Another rattle issued from the lunchbox and out crawled...a bunny rabbit?
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      What the hell was a bunny doing in my lunchbox? It was silly. Ludicrous.

      But hang it all, it was darn cute.

      A little white bunny, right out of an Easter Egg commercial. It hopped over toward me, its ears flopping in time with its hops in the most adorable manner. I'm no pansy, but I couldn't help it. Nothing that cute could be bad. So I dropped the Slugger and squatted down.

      It hopped over to me and I scooped it up in my arms. Its hair was smooth, soft, just the way you envision a bunny's should be. Its ears were perky, but flexible, and it had little white whiskers growing from its snout. Its eyes were pinkish-red; that made sense. The all-white coat meant it was probably an albino, the eyes just confirmed it.

      The bunny snuggled in against my body and I pet it. It shivered, almost the way a cat will shiver when it purrs, and I could not help smiling. Questions of how it got into my lunchbox faded beneath the pleasure of cuddling it next to me. I sat down on the couch and activated the display. The bunny slid off my lap onto the cushion next to me, still vibrating soothingly.

      The news was on. God, I hate the news. I glanced over at the timepiece on the wall. The game should be starting soon. Better to watch that than...

      "Tragedy on Ketcham station," said the anchor, a severe-faced man in his early middle years who dressed like an undertaker, and I sat bolt upright, a chill going down my spine.

      I could not have heard that right. I gestured for the display volume to increase, certain I was mistaken.

      But I was not.

      An image appeared on the display, clearly shot through a high-power lens, showing Ketcham Station's distinctive egg shape tumbling erratically through space. Gasses were streaming from several holes in the hull and the exterior navigation lights flickered on and off at random intervals, as though the circuitry or power supply had been compromised.

      The anchor continued, his deep monotone speaking over the video. "Middle Earth Orbit Traffic Control lost contact with the station late last night after receiving a number of disturbing transmissions, followed by a distress call. While they struggled to regain contact, a nearby tug was vectored in and shot the video you are now watching. So far Traffic Control has been unable to link another craft with the station, and there is no word on the status of the two hundred and fifty scientists and support personnel who worked onboard. Family and friends of Ketcham Station employees can direct inquiries to..."

      I slumped back against the couch, stunned, and let the rest of the anchor's words slide past without taking note of them. What the hell happened up there? I could not remember anything going seriously wrong. But then, I could not remember much of anything at all. I racked my
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