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Prologue

Synopsis of Book 1: Earthweeds 

––––––––

Looking back:

In Earthweeds we saw the disappearance of the human populations in Pittsburgh and in every major city center, followed by the appearance of large lizards, strange aberrations swarming the streets. 

Sam and his brother escaped the city and took shelter in the countryside at the Peak Castle Lodge, a ski resort in the mountains of Northern Pennsylvania. It provided them some refuge from the creatures now ravaging the world.

It didn’t take long for the dregs of humanity to surface, and our group encountered a sadistic gang of men following Dexter, a man who was eventually revealed to be an outcast alien scientist from Neptune’s moon.

Finding Bohai was a game changer. With his ability to communicate with birds, spiders, and other unique animals, he was able to forge an alliance between the mutated, over-sized spiders and the humans in their fight against the lizards.

After Sam’s group discovered pockets of alien probes that were the root cause of the great vanishing, transforming humans into reptilian creatures, they sought the help of a scientist named Walter, already leading a team of Earth scientists. With his help, they hatched a plan to draw out the aliens and confront them head on.

Together with Walter’s team, Sam and his group attacked Pittsburgh, destroyed part of its city skyline and damaged part of its infrastructure. Sam displayed his incredible sparking powers by killing a large number of the mutated dragons with his electric charge. When the aliens, called Sayans, landed to stop any further destruction, Dexter sided with the humans instead of his own people who once cast him aside. After killing the enemy commander, he temporarily agreed to help Sam and his friends rid the planet of the mutations created by the invasion from his former planet. 

The survivors on Earth won some time to fight back, but there is much work to be done.  

Looking forward:

Now the Earth group needs a plan to spread Dexter’s toxin in order to wipe out the lizards. Information surfaces of an ancient Earthian warship buried in the Arctic at a location known only to one man. Meanwhile, the Sayans continue to patrol the skies and subdue the rest of Earth’s cities — and now even the countryside, helping the lizards purge the planet of human life. 

Little stands in the way of a Sayan victory over the entire planet. Time is running out for Sam and Bohai’s plans to succeed.
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Revenge of the Spiders

Part I

––––––––

“And so, in silence, we walked the surface of a dying world...”

― Edgar Rice Burroughs, A Princess of Mars
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​Chapter 1
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Silver and blue gliders, small spaceships with crews of two and three, crisscrossed the open sky. Some flew at extremely low altitudes, and one even clipped the flagpole from the highest tower of the Peak Lodge. Other than attacking the nerves and spirits of the humans below them, so far the ships had done nothing more than pass over the land. No bombs were dropped, no weapons discharged... thus far.

As more Sayan ships whisked over the hotel, their distinctive whir, a high-pitched buzz, woke Sam early in the morning. He tucked his head under two pillows, but soon gave up and tossed them aside.

He popped his head out of the second-story window to see another ship swoop down and fly past the building. Low and steady at less than two hundred feet, its engine hummed softly, yet with that same irritating buzz he had grown to hate. Much like a beautiful cobalt-blue marlin slicing through the sea, it owned its own space, and today it owned the skies. The morning was starting out clear and warm for its flight to terrorize the humans. The sun hatched a sparkle off its wings.

Scanning us, he thought. The invasion continues for them.

After their first victory against the Sayans from Neptune’s largest moon, Sam’s confidence was high. Not all the others shared his optimism, but they worked to hide it. He was sure they would leverage help from Dexter into a winning move, or at least a compromise with the enemy, and he had convinced his friends to stand by him. While they might not get their planet back entirely, they could at least share it with the aliens.

If Sayans do indeed share.

That was yet to be seen.

Now that he was back at the Peak Castle Lodge, he had enjoyed a peaceful night of sleep that carried him long past the sunrise. He might have slept longer had the choir of spaceships not broken his dreams.

Sam looked down at his hands and flickered a blue spark between them. The odd circumstance of his alien heritage had not yet found a resting place within him. Much about it still troubled his heart and mind. He told himself nothing had changed; he was still the same young man from Earth, the same he’d always been. Just a boy who grew up on Jethro Tull and Rush music, Steelers games, D&D, and all forms of things “Star,” both Wars and Trek. 

When all the dust settles, the facts remain. I was born on Earth. I am an Earthling. 

And another voice in his head kept taunting him: Yeah, keep telling yourself that, kid. The voice sounded like Kermit the frog. Your dad was an alien.

After a quick shower, he slipped into his favorite blue flannel shirt—now torn at the pocket and right sleeve, and showing far too much wear—and crept downstairs to the hotel dining room. Tina was already awake and making instant coffee. Bohai, wearing a tight black t-shirt that showed off his athletic build, was helping her.

Mark was eating cereal with powdered milk and reading the back of the box; both of his sneakers were untied. His deck of Magic: The Gathering cards lay next to him on the table, never far from his hand. The scene could easily have been from a normal world, one that was not twisting toward a grisly end. The three of them looked unsuitably tranquil for the apocalypse. It made Sam laugh inside.

But then the whir of another alien glider faintly drifted in from somewhere above. The aliens were always there to tug him back to reality.

I already hate them.

“Who’s in the tower?”

“Jason,” Tina said, pouring hot water into a cup of instant grounds. “It’s his second home, but at least his arm is healing fast. Stu’s out front with George, fixing one of the tanks, or at least trying to. The others are still sleeping.”

“How was it here, while we were gone?” Sam asked.

“It was nerve-wracking, but okay.” She forced a smile, which looked partly genuine. “We worried a lot, and Lucy detoxed a little. The kids played in the yard, and sometimes Mark helped keep watch.”

Sam ran his hand over Mark’s head and ruffled his hair. “Is that right, Mark-o Polo?”

Mark made a “thumbs up” sign and continued reading his cereal box. There was a Frooty Loopy challenge to solve a puzzle on the back.

Bohai stirred sugar into his instant coffee, tasted it, and grimaced. “This is Earth’s greatest loss. No more real cafes.”

“Did you really bring down two buildings?” Tina asked.

Sam stirred his own cup and sat down. “Not completely. Just a couple of floors.”

“What do you mean?”

Bohai continued his rant. “I mean, I’m not asking for a caramel mocha latte, but a real cup of java would go a long way toward healing my inner spirit.”

“Not you! I’m asking Sam, what happened?”

“We sliced a few layers off the Steel Tower.”

“High floors,” Bohai confirmed. “From floors fifty to sixty.”

“No way,” Mark said. He pulled himself from the cereal box and scooted closer. “Did you bomb them with the tanks?”

“Sort of.”

“Cool. Can I see?”

Sam leaned in and whispered, “No.”

“Aw, I never get to see anything.”

“Seems to me you’ve seen too much,” said Tina. “Kids shouldn’t even be touching guns, let alone shooting them.”

“I’m helping,” Mark informed her. He went back to eating his cereal and reading the box. His hand subconsciously pulled his deck of cards closer to his bowl.

“So, is this all done?” Tina asked. “We’re safe now? We can start living again, and rebuilding?”

“Not exactly,” Sam said, sharing a troubled look with Bohai. “We’re just safe in our area. For now, anyway. The rest of the world still has millions of lizards to deal with.”

“Assuming Dexter’s plan worked,” Bohai pointed out. “We don’t have proof yet that even the lizards around here are all dead.”

Sam stared ahead and drank his coffee. He didn’t want to answer too many questions about the events in the city. Best to keep the conversation focused on the future.

“We’ll send the drone out again soon.”

“Assuming it did work,” Tina pressed him. “That Dexter man will move around and spread his... his chemicals, his potion or whatever? He will clear the rest of the creatures out, right? Get rid of them?”

Bohai formed an uncomfortable frown. He hated to be the one to break the bad news. “It’s a big planet, Tina. He can’t hit every region. I doubt he can even clear North America before the Sayans come up with a new plan. And he can’t just get on a plane or a train and spread it.”

“We could drive him,” Sam suggested. “We could split up, take his weapon, or anti-weapon, in all directions.”

“It’s possible,” Bohai said, running a hand through his black hair, now getting a bit long. “But we don’t even know his own plans yet—what he has in mind. After he gets his little box, he might just communicate with the mother ship and leave us high and dry.”

“Yeah, I heard he was an alien.” Tina whispered the last word.

“Guess what,” Sam whispered jokingly, “so am I.” 

“Not the same thing. You’ve never left Earth. He was born at that other place. Right?”

That broke Mark from his cereal box again. “What?”

Sam ruffled the boy’s hair once more and said, “Never mind, kid.”

––––––––
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Sam and Bohai gathered a set of empty containers and stepped behind the wall to fetch more water for their drinking supply. At the stream, Bohai questioned Sam again about practicing the art of his spark.

“But there isn’t much of a point, is there?” Sam asked. “Now we know the invaders have the same power. The Sayans can do what I can do, and probably better.”

“More reason for you to get stronger, man. We need to counter them. Besides, something on Earth made you stronger already, I can tell. That man, that Sayan, Commander Kiern, wasn’t as strong as you. I saw the look on his face. If you hadn’t been drained, you might have hurt him.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Sam conceded. “I’ll keep practicing, if you think it’ll help. But our first priority is to help Dexter spread his toxin and get rid of the billions of mutations covering the planet.”

“I don’t think it’s a toxin. But I know what you mean. Like I said, North American Airlines doesn’t exactly fly anymore. That’s a lot of ground to cover without a plane.”

Sam dipped his container into the stream and watched the water bubbles escape as it filled up. He noticed a few minnows darting back and forth beneath the surface. “Why can’t we just drink the tap water in the hotel? It’s the same water we shower in.”

“I don’t think it’s safe, man. The pipes... I don’t know. Stu knows more about this stuff, and he said to wait until we get some filters on a supply run.” Bohai waded into the stream and filled another container. “We need to find a pilot and a plane.”

Sam snapped his fingers. “Wait. We have a plane!”

“We do?”

“We have Kiern’s ship.”

“We don’t.”

“Listen.” Sam’s voice pitched higher in his excitement. “When we left, the hatch was still open. We can get inside. We can fly it around the Earth and spread Dexter’s formula.”

“And you can fly it? An alien spaceship? Because I can’t pilot a flying saucer, and I’m pretty sure it’s not like in the movies.”

“Dexter!” Sam said. “I bet he can fly it. He’s actually from their planet; he’s an alien scientist. Think about it. He probably knows a lot of things.”

Bohai screwed the lid on his container. “This plan has more holes than Swiss cheese. Even if you might be right, why would he help us? Why would he fly it?”

“Why not? He hates the Sayans, and he put that formula together just to spite them. He wouldn’t have concocted it if he didn’t want to use it. Right?”

“I guess so.” Bohai lifted his water container and looked inside. “I think I accidentally got a minnow in there.”

“Well, that’s protein, I guess. So what do you think of my plan?”

“It’s not great. But if you really want to try it, we need to go find him, and quickly. Who knows if he’s even still on Earth?”

They had gathered the water and started to leave, when Sam saw movement across the stream. An animal lurked in the shadows. As it crept into the light, Sam tapped Bohai’s shoulder.

“Is that Zeus?”

Bohai looked across the stream and shared a silent moment with his old friend. “It’s him.”

“Is he hurt or something? Why doesn’t he come back with us?”

“He has a few things to take care of. He has to care for his own family. We’ll see him again, someday.”

Another two Sayan gliders strafed overhead at an alarmingly low altitude. The tops of the trees rattled, and birds scattered in all directions. The big cat stopped drinking from the stream and disappeared back into the forest. A few crows stood their ground and squawked angrily at the flying machines. The ships did not care. They circled one more time before disappearing.

“I’d give real money if they’d stop that!” Sam griped. He pulled out his wallet and fished out all the bills he had. “I’ve got twenty, ten, one, two, three... thirty-four dollars. It’s yours if you can stop them from all this flying madness.”

“Dude, you still carry a wallet?”

Sam looked surprised at the question. “Yeah, of course I do.”

“Why?” Bohai laughed. “Money isn’t good anymore, and you won’t need any ID. Are you worried about driving without your license?”

That thought hadn’t occurred to Sam. He always carried his wallet out of habit. But now he saw how ridiculous it was. “Old habit,” he said. “I hadn’t thought about it. I suppose I can just toss it. I don’t need my credit card. I guess.”

“Toss it away, man,” Bohai said. “It’ll be cathartic. Cleansing. Rid yourself of the evils of the old world.”

Sam started to toss his wallet into the stream, and a part of him wanted to see it float away. But then he closed it instead and returned it to the back pocket of his disheveled, well-worn jeans. It belonged there.

“No, I can’t do it. I feel naked without it.”

Bohai smiled. He loved how human Sam could be. For a half-breed alien, he was more grounded than most full-blown Earthlings.

“Besides,” said Sam, “it would be like polluting the stream. We can’t do that. I can’t do that.”

“Good for you,” Bohai said, and slapped him on the back. “I know who to go to if I ever need a bonus-miles credit card... or a Cafe Leaf loyalty punch card.”

Sam laughed. But he kept his wallet.
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Two Russian helicopters circled the snow-covered landscape surrounding the classified A6 U.S. Research Compound at Nunavut, Canada, site of the project code-named: Helium. The soldiers were heavily armed and prepared to take the lab and its station by force, if necessary. And force would almost certainly be necessary. 

Blissfully unaware of events unfolding back home in Moscow, they still thought their mission was active. They had been hiding deep in the Arctic Circle with total radio silence for three weeks, and now the men were anxious to capture their target and report their success back to headquarters. The captain was eager to collect his accolades, and maybe even a promotion.

“Glory awaits us,” shouted the captain over the noise of the turning rotors. His body leaned forward in its seat, both hands on the gear strapped to his chest. He was ready to disembark the moment the helicopter touched ground.

No one tried to hail them on the radio. No voice warned them to wait for clearance. There was a disturbing absence of life at the camp. No soldiers walked outside on the field to confront them. Zero resistance thus far, and that unsettled the Russians even more than a big show of force would have done. This didn’t feel right to the mission’s captain or his team.

The two helicopters landed on the soft field of snow to the left of the laboratory, sinking into powder before hitting the frozen ground beneath. The blades spun the top layer of snow around them like a swirl of cold dust.

The helicopters shut down slowly. The last blade gyrated to a stop, and a strange silence moved in to take the place of the motors. Soldiers stepped from the machines in single file and fanned out across the white plain. The sound of their boots crunching into the frozen snow competed with the howl of the wind. No Americans, Dutch or Swedes came out to oppose their incursion. The Russians had crossed over restricted airspace and landed in a highly controlled zone, but no one tried to stop them. Not even a radio warning.

Is this a trap? Do they know who we are?

The captain’s concern deepened.

Two faces appeared in the first building’s window, visible through filmy glass, staring back at the invaders. They watched the Russians with no expression or movement. Two soldiers raised their rifles and aimed for the faces but did not shoot. They waited for orders.

The captain was first to enter the laboratory building, followed by his right guard. The two American scientists stared back at him. He spouted a few words in Russian, and the two scientists raised their hands, noticeably frightened. They looked to be in their thirties, but the lines at the corners of their eyes were those of an octogenarian. Whatever had happened in this place, this had been a bad week for them. Judging by the emptiness, it was a bad week for everyone.

“We are scientists, here on research,” one of them said. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“Trouble?” the captain asked.

“Are you back from Elk station? You have some information for us? What’s happening back home?”

“What you are babbling about...?” asked the captain. “Is what? Where is the artifact? You know what I mean.”

“The artifact? That’s why you’re here?” As he spoke, the scientist glanced out the window. To the Russians, he had just betrayed the base’s biggest secret with a single look in the wrong direction, but the Americans still seemed confused about the Russians’ presence, why they were here. 

“Now we know direction to look,” said the captain’s right guard lieutenant.

“Thank you.” The captain smiled widely at the two American scientists. “You look tired. Please rest.”

He raised his rifle and fired two bullets. Both of the American scientists fell dead to the ground, each with a hole in the head. The captain turned to his guard and said in Russian, “Precision. I am the best shot. The best.”

The right guard emphatically agreed and called in two men to help remove the dead bodies.

Outside, the captain took six of his men and trekked forward on foot across the ice into an expanse of nothingness. The cold sweeping wind bit at their faces, bitterly so, but they did not even adjust their thick parka hoods. They forged on, tracking their target. An orange rectangular flag in a snowbank proved they were on the right trail. 

After an hour of trudging through the snow, they could see a dark shape in the distance. Little doubt remained that this was where the artifact was buried. The captain could feel success within his grasp. On this day, he still thought a promotion was waiting for him back home. For that matter, he still thought a home was waiting for him back home. Clueless, they marched on.

As they closed the distance, they could see the shape they chased was a dark-green tarpaulin covering something the size of a passenger jet, with a dozen tent poles underneath to prop up the corners and the center. Upon reaching the first opening, the soldiers stood on either side and waited for their commander. It was his privilege to go inside first.

The captain pulled back the tent flap and shined his light inside. The bright white beam flickered off something bronze, and the captain’s smile grew. This was the glory of their mission.

They had found it.

“The artifact, comrades. It is ours.”

His lieutenant stared ahead into the tent, his eyes wide with a mixture of wonder and fear, and he whispered, “Victory is ours, my Captain.”

Another man made the sign of the cross. And silently, he prayed.
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Dexter’s compound lay nearly empty, abandoned like an amusement park at the end of summer. Closing time, go home. See you next year. Bring the kids again! 

Except there would be no new season, and this wasn’t a carnival. It was a place of hardship and torment. For Dexter, it served as a refuge and a workplace. The moment the invasion started, the minute he saw the clouds of green, he knew what was happening, and he had grabbed his gear. He had moved quickly to secure this place, and to employ the bottom-feeding Grinners. He always knew the invasion would come. His doomsday plan had taken shape over a year ago, and unfolded like a road map: easy to open, difficult to close back up.

He hoped to never see any of the Grinners again, ever. Those men were a blight on the world, at least as bad as his brother, the great and powerful Loxtan Vhar of Neptune II. Maybe the Grinners were worse, in a different way. But now they were far up north in Buffalo, or even farther, and he was glad of that. If any returned, he would kill them.

Or maybe he wouldn’t.

He would let the moment guide itself. But he held those men in a special position of disregard. The invasion had saved some of the worst of humanity by sheer coincidence, or by reasons of geography. The fact that he had used them for his own means, that was something he was not proud of, but they had been so easy to manipulate. Those men and women resided one IQ point above a tadpole. And they disgusted him.

All except for Mitch, who was still useful. That scruffy nine-fingered man continued to lurk somewhere within the compound, and Dexter was almost happy to have him around. Happy was too strong a word; nothing made Dexter happy anymore. These days, he was just shooting for being “content.”

Now Dexter was back in the basement, again. 

It was his third time today. 

Under the dim light of a dirty glass hexagonal lamp hanging precariously from the ceiling, Dexter glared down at his communication box. He stared as if he might sear holes in it with his eyes. Thus far, he had received no reply from his message to his wife, and no reply to a second message sent to his brother, the President of Neptune’s moon. 

He waited. 

Hour after hour, the box remained silent. 

Something is not right. 

While he understood that his brother might not be so keen to send a quick response, formulating a calculated reply with care, there was no reason for the silence from his wife. She should have answered the call immediately. She would have, if she could. He was certain of this. Something had gone very wrong on his cold homeworld moon. His wife was in trouble, restricted in some way, another fact of which Dexter had no doubt.

Earth was not the only planet in the middle of a major transformation. With the invasion in full swing, political changes back home would be inevitable. The opposition to war had obviously lost, and the pro-invasion party was surely in control. Dexter thought his brother was pro-invasion, so now he wondered what his silence meant. Perhaps a third party was now in power.

War brings forth strange bedfellows. And chaos.

He fidgeted with a coin, rolled it in between his fingers, shifting it back and forth like a magician. Missing his wife was natural, but now he wondered why he had started to miss his brother. If given the chance, he would certainly kill his sibling, but now he didn’t understand his mind’s maudlin state.

Is it possible to miss someone you hate?

He brushed the thought aside and focused on a picture of his wife that was burned into his mind. An image of her holding a fabric flower, fashioned to mimic those on Earth. A real flower was something most Sayans only ever saw in photos. How he longed to show her a real one: a rose or a tulip. The plants here offered no disappointment. They were far more marvelous than any Sayan might imagine.

An idea then occurred to him. He crafted another coded message and sent it directly to the Sayan Council itself. Some tricks he had brought with him to Earth included codes to reach the very highest members of his government. If those had not changed in a decade—a great likelihood they had—he might be able to reach someone else on the Council.

Dexter sent a general message to his government, informing them of his identity and promising them some inside information on the first stages of the invasion of Earth. A promise of war secrets would get someone’s attention.

Done. The message is out there.

It would take a day to reach Neptune, and another day for any reply, assuming a reply was sent right away. Dexter tucked the small box into a satchel and brought it back upstairs with him. He hid it among other pieces of equipment scattered around his lab. 

Now I wait.

Again.

For a man uniquely and markedly endowed with the gift of patience, this particular waiting game was wearing thin on him. Once more, he felt the anger building up inside his soul, threatening to bloom or burst. A decade of hate was in danger of getting loose, and that disappointed him. He had finally gotten it bottled up again, and the killing of Kiern had done so much to cleanse his inner darkness.

I can’t go back to that state.

Move forward. Backward is only a dead-end. 

The future. Only the future.

“Positive thinking,” he told himself out loud. He wanted to hear the words, not just think them. “I will see you again, my dear, my wife. Soon you will send me a reply. I know it. We will be together again.”

The scientist was not a sentimental man, but in this moment, he felt deeply wounded.
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The group agreed that Sam, Shane, and Bohai would take the van to find Dexter, and they would be escorted by George in one of the tanks. Even though they were not sure the tank would be able to take down a spaceship, they wanted it beside them. Everyone else would stay at the Peak and make preparations for a possible attack. They had no idea what the Sayans’ next move might be, but some kind of assault was a safe bet.

“If you’re not prepared for the worst, you’re not prepared at all,” Stu told them. It was his dad’s most frequent advice.

The group said their goodbyes, and Tina hugged everyone in that tight way she did, like a mother or older sister. Camila passed on a few curses for Dexter. Lucy woke up in time to wave sleepily from her second-floor window. Lily, accompanied by Snowball, kissed everyone on the cheek.

Mark handed out his own advice on being careful and shooting first, and then solemnly and seriously—like a young adult—he wished them good luck.

“Take care of this place,” Shane told Jason. They fist-bumped, and then he shook hands with Stuart. 

“You’re in charge while we’re gone,” he told Stu. “Whatever happens, I’m glad you joined us.”

“Right,” said Stu. He was a man of few words.

Jason said, “If you need our help, use the flare gun. I don’t know if we’ll see it, or if we’ll be able to come to your rescue, but we’ll try.”

“Damn right you will.”

“Let’s roll,” George said. He made a loud whistle with his fingers in his mouth, the kind of sound only soldiers and football coaches know how to make. Then he descended into his tank and closed the hatch.

Shane took the driver’s seat in the van, and the two-vehicle patrol headed down the road with high hopes and mediocre expectations. Sam watched the Peak get smaller in the mirror. He thought he saw Mark waving from the main tower, until they turned the corner and the Peak vanished from sight. He prayed for their safety.

The road presented no surprises. They had traveled this route three times by now, except this time there were no obstacles or creatures in their way. Any dead lizards were routinely hauled away and eaten by the spiders. The spacecraft remained in the open field halfway to Dexter’s place. It continued to spy on the world around it like a colossal dragonfly on a lily pad surveying the pond it rules. While it made no sound or motion, the lights on the wings continually blinked. It served as a stark reminder to Sam’s group that they were now on occupied land.

“We should have George blast that ship,” Shane said, as they passed it. “Just one big pop might do it. That thing creeps me out.”

Sam shook his head. “Let’s talk to Dexter first.”

“You assume he wants to help us, Sammy.”

“We’re assuming a lot of things, bro. And I know about assumptions making an ass of you and me, but it’s all we’ve got.” 

Bohai cleared his throat, and said, “So tell me, where would an alien park his spaceship?”

Sam shrugged.

“At a parking meteor.” Bohai smiled, pleased with his joke. “Get it? Meteor! Okay, so what was wrong with the restaurant on the moon?” He paused, then answered, “No atmosphere!”

“How long have you been holding on to those?” Shane asked.

“Too long. But I’ve got one that strikes closer to home, as of today. What kind of songs do planets sing?”

“Moon river?”

“No, they sing Nep-tunes!”

“Kill me now,” Shane groaned. “Please.” But he was glad someone was trying to lighten the mood. His nerves were on the very edge. 

They reached the dirt road that led to Dexter’s compound, but no guards met them, not even at the front gate. The men had already left, leaving an empty cluster of buildings and the gate wide open. They drove the van inside and parked it near the first building. The tank remained outside with George. He jumped out of the hatch and planted himself firmly next to it, just in case any lurking Grinners might get the bright idea to steal it. 

The others stepped out of the van and started walking along the lonely street. A bearded man with a durag on his head and a sleeveless leather vest walked past them. As he passed, he spat on the ground, fully intending to walk on and ignore the intruders.

Sam tried to get his attention. “Excuse me! Where’s Dexter? Can you tell us?”

The man pointed to a small two-story building tucked into the middle of the block. He glanced at them but kept walking. He didn’t care, anymore. This camp was a skeleton of its former hell-raising glory, and he seemed to be among the few, if not the only one left behind.

They walked cautiously to the building, keeping an eye on their flank and all sides of the street. The setting was off-beat and gave them a sense of vulnerability. Nothing looked right anymore, but this place looked especially bleak. Sam knocked on the door. When no one answered, he turned the handle and found it unlocked. Warily, he pushed the door in, and the hinges complained with a high-pitched squeak. The boys crossed the threshold on light feet.

Dexter sat behind his desk, poring over papers and muttering to himself. Test tubes bubbled and steamed on a workbench to the left. He didn’t look up. He was in a foul mood today, partly because of the silence to his messages back home, partly due to other problems. Bitterness was his new mantra.

“What do you want?”

“We want your help,” Sam said.

“With what?” He made a note on a paper, but still hadn’t looked up.

“It’s me, Sam.”

That brought Dexter out of his paperwork. He looked up as though he had just been swimming and now surfaced for air, realizing he wasn’t where he thought he was. His eyes focused and stared at the three boys for a moment.

“You’re here,” he said. “I wondered if I would see you again.”

“We are here,” said Sam. Silence. When no one else spoke, he continued, “We need to talk to you, sir.”

“Of that I am sure,” Dexter snickered, leaning forward. “You have some questions, no doubt. Maybe questions about your father?” 

“Well, that and other things...”

“But I have no answers for you, Samuel. I had no personal acquaintance with your father. Soren Jayden and I never met, neither on Earth nor on Neptune. Sorry, I cannot help you.”

“At the moment, we have other concerns, sir.” Sam hesitated, then pushed on. “What are your plans for helping Earth? How will you continue to spread your chemicals? Your formula?”

“My anti-X02, you mean. There’s not much I can do, kid. I’ve spread it as far as it will go, and please stop calling me sir.” 

“But you said it will only affect a hundred miles or so,” Bohai said, stepping forward to stand beside Sam. “What about the rest of the planet?”

Dexter blinked. “What about it? I intend to keep this area safe, don’t worry. But I cannot help the rest of your world. It is simply too vast.”

“There might be other survivors,” Shane said, growing angry. “We need to help them, help the other parts of the country. The world!”

“We were thinking about an idea,” Sam said. He nudged his brother aside to get him to be quiet. Hot heads would not prevail here. “We thought we might take that dead commander’s ship, Kiern’s ship. Fly it around the globe and spread your... anti-X02. To free the world from the mutations.”

Amused, Dexter sat back in his chair. “Interesting. And you can fly a Sayan glider?”

“Well, no, but... you can. Can’t you?”

Dexter smiled and put a pen in his mouth. “I can indeed. But you do not have a glider, am I right?”

“We can get one,” Bohai said. “With your help.”

“How will you get one?”

“Kiern’s ship. It’s still there. The hatch is open.”

“Indeed.” Dexter put the pen down and stared up at them. He was suddenly amused by the trio of boys. Their tenacity had piqued his interest. “It might still be there, yes. And you want me to fly it around the world and destroy the mutations, essentially killing billions of Earthlings? Your people are the mutations, you realize. We would be killing your own people.”

“Is there any hope of saving them?” Sam asked.

“No,” Dexter answered flatly. “I just wanted to be clear on that point. To be blunt with you, we’d be wiping out ninety-eight per cent of your planet... Are you okay with that?”

“So that the rest of us can live,” Sam finished. “Wiping out their miserable existence... so the other survivors have a chance to live, rebuild, repopulate our world.”

“Indeed?” Dexter raised an eyebrow. “High expectations for a world such as this.”

“Yes,” was all Sam could think of in reply. “Yes.”

Dexter paused again, a wry smile on his face. Finally, he spoke. “It’s a fool’s errand. But I do not relish handing my brother this planet. There is a chance I might consider helping you.”

“Really?” Bohai was unable to hide his surprise and a bit of excitement. He felt a little like a kid who was just promised a trip to the state fair.

“How can I turn down a son of Neptune?” Dexter said with a somewhat cryptic glow of amusement on his face. “First, we get the ship, then come back here for my genius-inspired chemical agent. I can have Mitchell make more while we are gone.”

“Mitch!” Shane grunted.

“You know he shot me,” Sam said. “He shot right at me.”

“And yet you remain alive,” Dexter stated as a matter of fact. He waved his hand impatiently and stood up. “Let’s get past that, shall we? You have bigger enemies than Mitchell, I can assure you. By the way...” He paused and turned to Sam. “How did you get the over-sized spiders to help you? That part... that truly intrigues me.”

“It was Bohai,” Sam told him. “He can speak to them. He can speak to a lot of animals. Well, some of them, I guess.”

Dexter regarded Bohai as if he now saw him for the first time. A man discovering that the cheap dime-store painting in the hallway is really a genuine Renoir. He examined him from his silky black hair to his white sneakers. “Fascinating. And you proposed they help you? How enterprising... and brave.”

“Actually, they came to me,” said Bohai. “It was their idea.”

“Indeed?” Dexter smirked and stared at the wall for a moment. “How incredible. I guess Earth still has some surprises left, after all.”

“Should we get the ship now?” As ever, Shane was impatient.

Dexter broke out of his reverie, told them to wait, then walked outside. He called a man over and whispered something to him, then rejoined the boys inside the room. Without speaking, he stacked a series of containers in a very specific order on the workbench, making sure they lined up perfectly. The boys watched in awkward silence.

“Perfect,” Dexter said. 

He took a step back and looked around his lab. He rummaged through a box of tools and retrieved a few more items. Then he stuffed them into a blue backpack and threw it at Shane. “If you don’t mind.”

Shane slung the backpack over his shoulder. The tools were lighter than he had expected.

Mitch burst into the room, and stopped short. He could never have guessed that the boys from the Peak would be in the compound, let alone in Dexter’s office. He eyed them with open suspicion, but only addressed his boss. 

“You called for me?”

“Mitchell, I need you to make some more anti-X02 solution. You remember how?”

“Sure, I remember.” Mitch had assisted Dexter with the first batches. “Where will you be?”

“I’m going with these young gentlemen to get us a ship. We should be back in a couple of hours.”

“Right on,” Mitch said. That was his go-to phrase when he didn’t know what else to say. The whole situation had caught him by surprise. He didn’t really know what his boss was talking about. Does he mean the alien ship?

“Keep things in line while I’m gone please, Mitchell.”

“You got it, boss,” he said, saluting with the hand missing a finger. He still would not address the others. “How much of the stuff should I make?”

“As much as you can with the chemicals we have left. There’s not much.”

“You got it, Boss.”

Shane glared at Mitch as they left the room. Mitch didn’t acknowledge the look. Instead, he turned to start measuring the first ingredients of the solution. Dexter gathered a few things into another bag, including his communication box, although no one knew it. The contents of his travel bag were a mystery to the others, and they took little interest in such. 

“The color of underwear a man packs for travel, I don’t need to know that,” Shane often said.

Once outside, Dexter asked, “You have a vehicle?”

“We have a van,” Sam replied, then shouted, “To the Batmobile!”

This was met with a blank stare from Dexter, so Sam clarified. “I mean: the van. Although, I guess the spaceship, too.” As this was only appreciated by Shane and Bohai, he gave up and pointed to the van. 

Together they rolled out through the gate and onto the road. George followed in the Stingray tank.
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​Chapter 5
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Commander Lusus of the fourth Sayan regiment was considered to be second only to Axius, leader of the rebel faction on the moon world of Neptune II. Since Axius remained in Los Angeles to capture the west coast, that made Lusus the highest-ranking officer of the rebel forces here in the eastern region. And he intended to take this part of the planet by force within two weeks.

The rest of the Sayan squads had either joined his rebel forces or scattered temporarily to the sidelines. Many did not want to commit, in case the rebel faction failed, but they were encouraged to see the rebels using weapons to achieve their goal of conquering Earth. Some were even delighted.

Others considered it heresy and devoted themselves to prayer and meditation. While they had no means to stop the rebels, they did wield great influence with their people back home—the sheep who followed their dogma without question. However, Axius was already securing that loose end. New laws were clamping down on the Sayan people even now, today, and religion would no longer be allowed as a means of questioning the government on Neptune. Allegiance to the President was first above all else.

A lieutenant approached the commander.

“There is movement,” he said quietly in his ear.

“What? Where?”

“An armored vehicle and a passenger vehicle. They are crossing over the bridge into the city.”

“What for?” Lusus couldn’t imagine why any of these Earthling mice would come out of
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