Kham scrambled up the ladder, clambering towards the shuttle’s command deck at full speed. His hands slapped against the sturdy carbon nanofiber bars, aching something terrible as they impacted again and again. Yet, he didn’t care. He needed this thing to be finished yesterday and they were no closer to actually getting that accomplished.
There was a mental checklist taking shape within his mind. It was at least a dozen items long. He was already doing the clumsily back of the napkin arithmetic to see what could be cut from this checklist and what could be trimmed, what corners could be reasonably removed without them going nuclear on their ascent off of this planet.
The answer was not a lot. There was a reason that this checklist existed and it wasn’t to be trimmed when there was an emergency.
Breathe…
Kham did so, drawing in a breath and letting it out slowly. It helped… a little… pushing back the impending doom that seemed like it was about to overtake him at a moment’s notice.
So, what if a warlord was heading to Earth at full steam? So, what if his chief science officer was too busy making doe eyes at one of the locals to be helping with this? And so, what if his chief scientist’s assistant was too much of a brownnoser to tell her to grow the fuck up?
He was Kham, a trooper in the intergalactic army and the only military personnel sent on this mission, someone who was meant to rise to the challenge when it was required. If he had to drag that stupid girl onto this ship then he would do so with her kicking and screaming. In the end, the science council would see that he’d done the right thing and give him a post that wasn’t this stupid freaking backwater.
“Kham!” someone called.
Oh joy, speak of the devil and she will arrive. Wasn’t that a human saying? At least, he thought it was a human saying.
“Up here,” Kham shouted, not bothering to look over as he examined the console in front of himself. There was a sea of lights and buttons, switches and charts. This was a craft meant to voyage the stars and its complexity screamed as much.
He flicked a switch and checked the readings that his console read back to him, comparing it against his checklist. The figure was in the yellow, dangerous but not critically so.
Wonderful! Just wonderful!
He barely heard the woman clambering up the ladder, not sparing her even a little of his precious attention as he continued with his work. With grace, he flicked another switch, getting a mercifully green figure back to him as he compared it to his list.
May the stars bless the past him for having the foresight to keep this thing properly maintained throughout their mission.
“Kham,” Evista said as she finally reached the deck. “We need to talk.”
“Talking can wait until we’re not trying to get off of this stupid rock,” Kham replied, flipping a third switch. Another green reading and another step closer to punching through the atmosphere. “I need you to load up whatever data logs and science equipment you can in the next ten minutes. Anything you can’t secure will need to be written off. We can’t have loose material bouncing around when we’re taking off.”
“Kham!” Evista huffed.
Kham snapped his attention towards her, glaring something fierce. He was not in the mood for this. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, sweetheart, but we are currently looking down the barrel of an intergalactic warlord flying here at full steam. They could be here in the next five years or the next five minutes for all we know and I want to be gone before that happens.”
Evista balled her hands into fists. “Which is why I’m not leaving.”
Kham laughed, actually laughed. “Yes, you are. I’m tasked with your safety and I'll be damned if I leave this backwater without you and Adele.”
Another switch and another yellow. Motherfucker, why didn’t he maintain the oxygen filtration systems better? He had gotten complacent considering the planet’s atmosphere. Not a mistake that he would ever make again.
If he even survived and got a chance to be in this situation again.
“And I’ll be damned if you think that I’m just going to leave the humans to their fate without any form of assistance,” Evista replied, planting her hands upon her hips. “You can’t seriously be considering just leaving them to their fate.”
“More than considering it,” Kham replied.
Evista growled and came over, planting her hand down upon the shuttle’s dashboard, stopping him from continuing with his work.
Stupid girl. Stupid stupid stupid STUPID GIRL!
It took all of Kham’s strength not to bolt up and smack her for that. “Evista we currently have a whole fleet that wants us dead bearing down upon us at full thrust,” he said, tilting his head to the side. He tried to keep his tone level even though he very much wanted to shout at her. “Even if I wanted to stay and help, we are a science ship with limited weapons systems. We have enough to keep the local fauna from devouring us but that’s about it. If these thugs mean business then we are going to be a road bump, an annoyance and nothing more.”
“We could share scientific information with the human governments, help them develop the technology to defend themselves,” Evista tried.
Kham growled. “And break first contact protocols? We’d be ruined by the council when we finally return to the core systems.” He shook his head and flipped another switch, seeing a beautiful green light as he checked it off his checklist. “You’re acting like a lovesick school girl who can’t bear to leave her crush behind. Please grow up and help me with this for once in your fucking life.” 
He took a little pride in hearing that shocked gasp from Evista. It did a little to help sooth his soul.
There was the sound of something whooshing up the shuttle, settling into place upon the command deck. Kham knew that it was Adele without even having to look at them. There was only one thing on this planet which had that sort of sound profile.
“Can you start getting this ship ready to leave?” he asked them.
Adele chimed. “Of course.”
“Do not do that!” Evista growled, her grip tensing on the ship’s console. “We are not abandoning this planet and leaving it in the hands of some intergalactic warlord.” She huffed. “Do you think that I’m stupid and don’t know what’s going on here?”
Kham smirked. “Yes.”
Blissfully, this seemed to catch Evista completely off-guard, causing her to flounder like a fish on dry land. It bought him a few blissfully quiet seconds to flip a couple more switches, getting mostly greens with the occasional yellow mixed into the batch. Dangerous but well within the safety threshold for an emergency evacuation.” 
“You’re jealous,” Evista chimed in.
Kham scoffed. “Am I?”
“You can’t stand the fact that the humans like me and that I like the humans. You’d rather bury your head in the sand and just get this whole thing behind us,” Evista said, shaking her head. “Is this about Isaiah?”
It was now Kham’s turn to go silent for a moment, looking at his console. He balled his hand into a fist. There was no time to be wasting on petty relationship bullshit like this.
“If I say yes, will that get you to help us get off this stupid rock?” he asked.
Evista shook her head. “We can help.”
“We can help even more by not being on this plant when that invasion fleet shows up,” Kham said. “I can promise you that I’m a more effective fighter when I’m on a warship and not playing babysitter to you scientists.”
Sadly, it didn’t seem that fate cared about any of these possibilities. 
Instead, the klaxons on board started to blare with a red light flashing repeatedly in the cockpit. The noise was enough to make him tense, feeling his stomach drop. This was the universal sign of something being truly and absolutely fucked.
“What now?” Kham growled, finally losing his composure as he hammered his fist into the console in front of him.
There was a crackle as the ship’s radio activated on its own. A sharp static sound erupted from the speaker and both Kham and Evista screamed, covering their ears as this shrill squeal ruptured forth from it.
“Hello,” a voice said.
It was a familiar voice but Kham couldn’t quite place his finger on it. Where had he heard that voice before? It was nagging at him, dancing on the very tip of his tongue, both familiar and strange at the same time.
“My name is Hiram Krel,” the stranger said, addressing not only them but anyone who might be listening.
“Hiram Krel,” Evista hissed. “That Hiram Krel?”
That Hiram Krel? Who the hell was…
Then it struck him, like a fist. Hiram Krel, the former Council General of the Galactic Alliance. A man who in his prime had been the beacon of galactic law and order.
Now… well… not so much.
He was also the man who had given the speech to Kham’s graduation ceremony from the academy. And now Kham could connect the dots, remembering his distinct style of dictation.
“I thought he was dead?” Evista asked.
Kham sighed. “I think everyone thought that. But they never did find his body at the end of the last war.”
“I have hijacked the network of satellites which orbit the planet known as Terra-3,” Hiram broadcasted. “As we speak, my teams are putting the finishing touches on upgrading them, turning their scientific and communications purposes into a series of defense platforms that will stop any flights in or out of the planet by an intelligent species such as ourselves.”
“Fuck!” Kham growled, hammering his fist into the console again. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”
Evista at least had the courtesy not to seem thrilled about this development.
“I have also opted to obey established first contact laws, allowing the populace native to this planet to live in blissful ignorance of our presence. They will be allowed to maintain their lives as long as they don’t impede our purposes here,” Hiram went on. “I have even allowed them to continue using their barbaric combustion rockets to escape the atmosphere for whatever purposes they deem fit to use them for. This privilege can and will be revoked if my group is denied our claim to this planet.”
Kham watched as a map of the planet appeared on the screen in front of them. There were numerous dots upon it, the many satellites that the humans used. One by one they turned from a neutral white and into a grim red, showing that they were now equipped to shoot them down if they tried to make a run for it.
“To the crew already on this planet, please surrender yourself,” Hiram went on. “You will be treated fairly and will be given your freedom once the council respects my claims.”
“Bullshit,” Kham grumbled.
Evista shivered. “I don’t believe him.”
“To the members of the Galactic Alliance,” Hiram went on. “I beseech you not to try and test my claim. We will defend it regardless of the damage it could do to the local flora and fauna.” A smile was evident in his voice. “I hold the Keys to the Unknown now. Hiram out.”
And with that signal cut out, leaving Kham and Evista to gawk at the screen.
“Keys to the Unknown,” Evista whispered. “What could he possibly mean by that?”
Kham sighed. “I have no idea.” He folded his arms upon the table and rested his head upon them. “This is a big fucking mess.”
“At least he had no intention of harming the humans,” Evista tried.
Kham cackled. “Oh joy, I’m sure that’ll go over smashingly for us once he finds our ship. Good new, dearest Evista, we’ve just become a bargaining chip between a crazed warlord and the rest of the galactic community.”
“Well, there’s nothing that we can do about it right now,” Evista said, moving towards the ladder. “I’ll continue with my research while we await further instruction.”
She grabbed the ladder and slid down, being followed promptly by Adele. 
Kham didn’t mind. He enjoyed the silence, craved it honestly. It gave him time to think and put together some sort of half-assed response to his entire life crashing down around him. Not that any plan was really more proactive than hiding and hoping to wait all of this out.
“What the fuck are we going to do?” he asked no one in particular.
And mercifully it seemed that someone would have an answer for him. A ping from his console, telling him that he had just received a message from high command.
Top Secret – Upsilon-65
To Lieutenant Kham,
We’re working towards a solution for the planetary lock placed upon Terra-3. While we are drafting this strategy, please note that we have not forgotten or abandoned your crew. The situation is still fresh but we are already discussing a means to destroy the planetary lock placed on the system.
Wouldn’t that involve…
He looked at the thousands of red dots. If they destroyed that lock then it would mean blowing up every single human satellite in orbit. There was no way that they could do that without breaking first contact principals.
This is to be considered as a last resort in the event that we are unable to negotiate with the Warlord claiming to be Hiram. In the event that this occurs, you may be tasked with engaging as an official ambassador to undergo first contact with human authorities in an effort to explain the situation to them.
Kham laughed. 
He!? He would be tasked with that? 
That was insane, crazy, absolutely deranged to even consider. There was no one in the universe who was less qualified for something like this. Not in a million years spent in a million different realities would that go over well.
On top of that, he’d have to explain everything in the wake of the entire human communication network literally crashing down around them. Just thinking about that while being this much smaller was a terrifying proposition. Hopefully, it won't come to that.
Just know that we have not forgotten about you and we will not rest until you are safely back in Alliance Territory.
End Message.
Kham closed his eyes, rubbing at the back of his head. He could already feel a migraine approaching, getting so woefully close. 
What would a doctor suggest? Breathing exercises? Well, he was already breathing. 
What about journaling?
…
That wasn’t the worst idea in the world.
Kham pushed himself up and rested his fingers upon his keyboard, going over to a document which contained his own personal thoughts on the expedition. Not all of them were kind but at least it was between the computer and himself, being removed from the more level-headed stuff he wrote for the official channels.
It helped to get his impulsive and toxic thoughts on paper, removing them from his mind.
He cleared his throat and started typing. “That stupid girl…”
[hr]
It was strange how little things changed over the last few weeks.
Kham had assumed that they’d be running into Hiram’s patrols all of the time, evading capture and being on the run across this great big world.
Yet, Terra-3 continued to be impossibly vast. For all he knew, the enemy could be setting up camp thousands of kilometers away, on the whole other side of the planet. Or maybe they hadn’t even landed at all, being nervous about the sheer scale of it all.
He could certainly relate.
Still, it was strange to just be continuing with their research and other run-of-the-mill activities as if the sky wasn’t suddenly going to explode on them at the drop of a hat.
“Is something the matter, Kham?” Adele chimed
Kham shook his head. “Just thinking about the mess we’re in.”
“May I suggest trying to distract yourself with something else?” Adele asked. She seemed serious about this request, as if he were some sort of machine who could just turn off that part of his psyche. It nearly made him laugh. Nearly. “This planet is vast and even with ample ships and soldiers, it will still take Hiram’s battlegroup years if not decades to scour every inch of this planet.”
“Plus, Isaiah said he’d be willing to store our ship in his dorm room if it does come to that!” Evista added.
She was currently drilling into some sort of wooden rock, using a hand crank and diamond tipped bit to work through the thick bark. 
As Kham looked up, he could see the towering plant which claimed to be a tree. Though he wasn’t a fool. He knew a mountain when he saw one. Impossibly large like everything else about this accursed planet.
“I bet you’d like that,” Kham grumbled.
Evista sighed. “You know what, Kham? Yes, yes, I would very much like that. He’s been a great help to our mission and it would be nice to talk to someone else with a science background instead of only having you to bounce ideas off of.” She paused, blowing a puff of air into her cheek. “Even if that background might seem a little rudimentary by our standards.”
Adele beeped. “Atmospheric science is still a stellar background to venture into.”
“Brownnoser,” Kham ribbed.
“I have no nose to brown,” Adele replied. “I am simply stating facts.”
Evista grunted, turning the crank and pushing the diamond-tipped drill bit deep into the wood. She paused halfway through, wiping at the sweat which now glistened upon her brow. “Yo, Kham, can you…”
Kham rolled his eyes and came over, taking over from her and giving the crank a couple of purposeful turns. It fought back like an absolute motherfucker but he kept at it regardless, feeling sweat soon glistening upon his brow. This wasn’t easy work. “Need a man’s help?”
“I mean…” Evista took a sip from her canteen, smirking. “Sure, let’s go with that.”
Kham snarled and continued to turn it, not stopping until the drill bit was all the way inside the tree. Only then did he ease it back, stepping away with the device. 
Evista immediately slipped back into place, collecting a few wood clippings from the ground and then swabbing the interior of the small hole. All of these various samples then went into a series of plastic collection jars.
“What do you hope to learn from this?” Adele asked.
Evista hummed. “Was always curious about what the chemical makeup of this species was. Never planned to really do these sorts of tests but we have more time on our hands than we honestly know what to do with. So, why not distract ourselves by doing them?”
Kham wanted to scoff. Now wasn’t that the understatement of the fucking century. This mission was supposed to last weeks not… however long it was going to take for intergalactic politics to play out with their lives on the line.
He wandered away from the scientists, lazily heading for the edge of the grass. Thankfully, the human in charge of trimming it hadn’t done so, providing them with the perfect amount of cover to hide them away as they performed all of Evista’s little tests. 
It wasn’t that far before he reached the sidewalk with him still able to hear his companions. He peeled back some of the grass and looked out upon the giants who roamed the streets beyond. Most of them he recognized, seeing Isaiah’s former neighbours.
Including Ms. Garcia and her child, walking down the street and chatting with one another.
Kham felt a pang at the sight of her, grimacing. As much as he hated to admit it, she was living proof that not all humans were capable of getting on his nerves.
There was just something about her, the way that she walked, the way that she smiled. It was nearly enough to make him understand why Evista was so obsessed with Isaiah. Nearly. At least, this woman was a Goddess while the boy was this gangly little creature who would do well to stop infecting his crewmate’s sound judgement.
Kham looked at the human matriarch for a good long moment, smiling.
Yet, there was something amiss about this scene, something wrong tickling at the back of his brain. He looked out upon the great expanse, scanning everything and trying to determine what it was.
Then he noticed it, that lurching figure who was following after her as the duo made their way towards Jose’s pre-school. He didn’t seem very natural for a human, jerking and twitching in his movement. It honestly gave Kham uneasy vibes due to how uncomfortable he seemed.
Even a soldier like him knew that this human wasn’t healthy.
“What’s going on?” Kham whispered.
“There you are!” Evista called.
Kham blinked and looked over, seeing that the scientist was looking at him with her hands planted firmly upon her hips. She lifted a brow and tapped her foot on the ground expectantly as if he was supposed to have the answer to some question he couldn’t recall being asked.
“Check this out,” he said, stepping to the side but still holding the grass out of the way.
Evista stepped forward. “Perving on Ms. Garcia, are we?”
“Not that,” Kham said, flushing. Her assessment was spot on though he would never admit as much. “Look at that person following after her.”
Evista narrowed her gaze, visibly cringing. This cold shudder coursed through her. “I don’t like how he looks.”
“Tell me about it,” Kham said, blowing a puff of air into his cheek. He heard Adele whizz over, seeing them hovering in a spot next to Evista. “Adele, can you run a scan or something and tell us what the hell is going on with that guy?”
Adele warbled, flashing a string of colours. Their camera fluttered as they snapped a rapid series of photos, turning to the side and presenting the two of them with a screen built into the side of their metallic body.
“It would seem that he has been infected by some sort of extraterrestrial parasite,” they commented in a monotone robotic voice.
The photo they just took appeared on this panel and quickly zoomed in, focusing in on a spot upon the figure’s shoulder. It took a good while before Kham saw what exactly they were talking about, spotting a trio of small aliens perched upon the human. They were short in stature, barely any taller than themselves with these strange pink bodies that looked vaguely like shrimp.
Carideans.
“What are they doing here?” Evista whispered.
Kham reached for the blaster on his belt. The last thing he wanted to see were other non-humans on this planet. Were they with the invasion force? Were they here to capture Kham… and the others? This was far too close for comfort.
“Carideans are known to latch onto host organisms, using a neurotoxin in order to control and pilot their bodies. It allows them to more effectively blend in while they are feeding upon the creature,” Adele explained, buzzing. “Those markings on its flesh are advanced enough that I can safely state that they are almost completely integrated with their host.”
“Is that bad?” Kham asked.
“Complete integration will cause brain death,” Adele said, humming. “Followed by physical death soon after.”
“We need to help him,” Evista whispered, biting her lip. “Is there anything that we can do to assist him?”
Kham shook his head. “We’d only be drawing attention to ourselves if we tried that.” Yet, he didn’t like the way that the creature was following Ms. Garcia either. “Do you think it’s stalking her in an effort to get another host?”
Adele hummed, vibrating as they did some sort of internal calculation. “There is a distinct possibility that this is the case though that method would be extremely inefficient as it’s much easier to strike when a target is sleeping and their defenses are down. Perhaps, they are trying to blend into human society in an effort to better understand them before first contact.”
“I thought Hiram was going to honour the First Contact principals?” Evista grumbled.
Kham scoffed. “The guy is an outlaw. I trust what he says about as far as I can throw him.” Still, he sighed. “Regardless, what are we supposed to do in this situation?”
“I doubt the entity will be bold enough to make a move in broad daylight,” Adele said, humming. “They are stealth predators and there is nothing stealthy about doing this in the middle of the day. Perhaps we can intervene when they are secluded and there are no witnesses around who might be able to oversee our altercation with them.”
Kham nodded.
Adele went on. “Alternatively, we can intercept them if they come back in this direction. The Carideans are not a threat to something of our size. The waste in biological energy means that we are inefficient for them to feed off of us. It’d be a futile gesture which would likely only harm them by depleting their own energy reserves.”
Evista shook her head. “A silver lining I suppose.”
The group all stood on the edge of the grass, watching as the entity stopped, wobbling back and forth as if he were inebriated. It was a miracle that no one was commenting on his presence near a school, considering how creepy he seemed.
Ms. Garcia waved to her child, watching as young Jose ran off and headed into the hands of a teacher who also seemed oblivious to the creep standing nearby. This left her alone as she turned towards the street. How was she so unaware of the creepy alien currently eying her up like a piece of meat?
She crossed the road and then turned back down the path, heading in the direction of Kham and his associates. And like clockwork, the creepy alien did the same, stepping across the road and following after her. He wasn’t even trying to hide it anymore which made it all the more infuriating that none of the humans seemed to care in the slightest.
Were they all brain dead or was Kham just losing his mind?
He felt his laser against his hand, ready to draw it out at a moment’s notice.
Evista just watched in horror. “Should we inform Isaiah about this?”
“I don’t know what he could possibly accomplish from university,” Kham replied, shaking his head. “This is a matter that needs to be handled locally. He’d only add to the mess.”
The alien suddenly lurched ahead, reaching out and touching a hand to Ms. Garcia’s arm.
Ms. Garcia yelped and quickly wheeled around. She held out her hands, putting them between herself and the creature who was pretending to be human. Yet, she didn’t shove him away, merely putting a buffer between them.
“Oh shit,” she said, chuckling nervously. “Sorry, didn’t mean to yelp. You startled me.”
Kham growled. “Get out of there.”
“Was there something that I could help you with?” Ms. Garcia asked, taking a purposeful step away from the human puppet. At the very least, she didn’t want to be close to it. “Are you okay?”
The man wobbled back and forth, blinking one eye at a time. How was Ms. Garcia so calm in the face of something like this? The sight of the creature made Kham’s skin crawl and he wasn’t the one who was forced to hold a conversation with it. This cold shiver crawled up his spine, activating his fight or flight reflexes on her behalf.
“I was wondering if…” the man cleared his throat, flashing a smile. “I was wondering if I could come back to your place?”
Ms. Garcia blinked. “Uh…”
“You know to…” the man smacked his fists together, winking and even clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “You get me?”
“I…” Ms. Garcia shook her head and looked around. “I think that I’ll pass.” She forced a smile, clutching her bag just a little tighter than before. “But thank you very much for the offer!”
“Come on, I can promise you that it’ll be a good time,” the alien said.
Ms. Garcia placed a hand upon his shoulder and held him back as she instead took a very purposeful step away from him. She allowed her hand to slip away as she instead started to walk in the opposite direction, waving as she departed.
“I’m good,” she called, continuing to briskly walk. “Please don’t follow me again.”
The figure just stood there, blinking one eye at a time. It seemed that this was not the expected outcome. Though what he honestly expected, coming after a woman like that. A shameful display all things considered.
Kham scoffed and pulled out his communication device. “False alarm. He was just horny.”
“That was so freaking creepy,” Evista groaned.
Kham clattered away at the keyboard on his device. He smirked as he started to draft a text to the group chat, ready to twist the knife.
‘Hey human, just thought that you’d like to know that some total stud is going after your girl.’
He grinned.
‘Just thought that you’d like to know that.’
And sent.
Evista’s device pinged and she looked at it, rolling her eyes at what she read. 
“You’re such a fucking dick,” she grumbled.
Kham cackled, wiping at his eyes. “I just thought that our Terran host would like to know that someone is going after his girl. I know that if the table were turned, I’d really like that kind of information.”
Adele chuckled in that robotic fashion of theirs, letting out these hollow notes of faux mirth. “As if the tables would ever be turned in your situation.”
They extended a robotic hand and Evista reached out, slapping it. The humans called this gesture a high five and it was very irritating to see it weaponize against him like that.
Kham huffed, glaring between them. “Just because you two joyless idiots can’t see my appeal doesn’t mean that there isn’t any there.”
He was about to go on but that’s when there was a loud rumble from beside them, the sound of a giant clearing his throat. It made him pause with whatever was on the tip of his tongue as he instead turned back towards the street.
The creepy puppet was kneeling beside the path, looking down at them.
“Thought that I heard some friendly faces,” the figure said.
Kham once more rested a hand upon his blaster. He felt both Adele and Evista duck in behind him. Shocker that they now suddenly wanted his protection. What a fucking surprise!
The puppet went completely still as the little creatures upon its shoulder lifted off, floating towards the ground using some sort of jetpack. They settled into place just before the three of them, standing a good distance away.
“Yo, bro!” one of the shrimps called, waving. “I didn’t realize that they’re other tourists down here.”
Kham’s eyes widened, feeling his comments freeze upon the tip of his tongue. He hadn’t expected that sort of response.
“Tourists?” Evista asked.
“Yeah!” another of the shrimps called, shrugging. “Hiram was looking to make a quick buck and has been renting out shuttles. So, we took him up on the offer.”
“Shame,” the third shrimp said, sighing. “He made it sound exclusive. This doesn’t feel very exclusive.”
“Where are our manners?” the first shrimp said. “I’m Gabriel and these are my brothers: Phillip and Gregory.”
Evista waved. “Uh… nice to meet you.” She motioned to herself. “I’m Evista.” Then she motioned to the other two. “This is Adele and Kham. But we’re not tourists, we’re…”
Don’t give them that sort of information, you stupid…
Phillip stepped forward, his many little beady eyes widening as he offered up one of his claws to Kham. “Thee Kham!”
Kham was knocked right out of his thoughts. He instead took the claw, giving it a firm shake. He was too tickled to care about how slimy it felt. “In the flesh.”
He quickly realized how strange it was that they knew his name. Sure, it wasn’t impossible that he was some sort of secret celebrity but he was pretty sure that he would’ve heard about it before this very second.
“We love your blog, man,” Gabriel said, whistling. “Half the reason that we came to this planet was because of you.”
Gregory chuckled. “When you started talking about how accommodating the locals were and how easy it was to get some intergalactic poon.” He shrugged. “Well, how was any self-respecting alien supposed to resist something like that, right?”
Evista looked at Kham, narrowing her gaze as she glared at him. “What’s going on, Kham?”
Kham would very much like to know that as well. None of his official communications had talked about anything even close to that. As far as he knew, the only place that he really talked about this sort of stuff was in his private diary.
…
Oh no…
Evista tapped a foot against the ground. “Well?”
“I uh…” Kham chuckled nervously, tapping his fingers together. “There may be a slight security breach and our comms might be um…” He sighed, burying his face into his hands. “They might’ve got their hands on my diary.”
“Your diary?” Adele chirped. “I wasn’t aware that you were keeping informal communications regarding this mission.”
One of the shrimps beamed. Kham thought that he might be Gabriel. “Wait, I just realized that you’re Evista. Kham talks about you a lot in his writing.”
Evista forced a smile, still looking right at Kham. She planted those hands upon her hips, lifting a brow as her expression became so very strained. It was clear that she already had some idea about what the nature of those writings might’ve entailed and she looked eager to throttle it out of him. “Does he now? Dare I ask what he talks about?”
“Have you had any luck in courting your human?” Gabriel asked. “We’ve been trying to find one of them for awhile now and haven’t had much luck.”
Gregory nodded and looked back towards Kham. “You made it sound so much easier in your writing, dude.”
“Oh well, who doesn’t like a little bit of a challenge every now and then?” Phillip chided, tutting.  “All we need is a little persistence and we’ll manage to bag one of them before our vacation is over.”
Gregory chuckled. “Man, I can’t wait to see what the rest of the family thinks when we get back to the capital.” His claws chittered as if on reflex. “While they were too busy helping with the council or volunteering at the relief camps, we were out here laying our seed with a whole new species of aliens. Talk about treading new ground and exploring the unknown, right?”
Kham shuddered. Was this… was this the kind of person that his writing attracted?
“Also, I need to ask.” Phillip looked left and the right as if anyone could honestly hear their small voices over the sheer scale of this chaotic world. “Was that woman we were just talking to, thee Ms. Garcia?”
Kham shuddered. “Yeah?”
“Man, I thought that she was supposed to be way more docile, dude,” Gregory grumbled. “How did you describe her again?”
Evista lifted a brow. “How did you describe her, Kham.” Her smile and artificial joy effectively twisted the knife between his ribs. “I am very curious to find out.”
Kham opened and then closed his mouth, glubbing as if he were a fish suffocating on dry land. Honestly, he kind of liked the sound of suffocating right now. He would take anything to get out of having to explain himself.
“His exact words were…” Gregory began.
Kham frantically waved his hands. “Hey, let’s not go around quoting what I wrote, okay?” He glanced at his comrades, seeing Evista’s temper flaring in real time. He very much wanted to avert a womanly blowup as he instead focused his attention exclusively on the shrimps. “Don’t want to spoil the articles, right?”
Philip chuckled, seeming to ignore his request. “I mean I don’t think we’re spoiling anything by mentioning that you called her a…” He cleared his throat, clacking his claws. “What was the term again? Ah right, a ‘voluptuous brood human brimming with untamed desire.’”
Kham groaned and buried his face into his hands. He very much wanted that suffocation right about now. Hell, he even tried to expediate the process by holding his breath, hoping that he’d pass out before his fight or flight reflexes kicked in to save him.
“And I saw the word untamed,” Gabriel said, holding a claw to his chest. He briefly smiled at Evista before focusing back at Kham, brimming with cocksure pride. “And I took that as a challenge.”
“Ditto,” Gregory added. “I do love taming.”
Philip nodded in agreement. “So, we borrowed ourselves a pet human and decided to do something about that whole untamed thing.”
“You can’t be serious,” Evista whispered.
Adele drew a beam of light over them, chittering. “It would say that they are very serious, dear. I detect no signs of lying.”
“Here, do you want to see our plans?” Gabriel asked.
Evista blinked. “What?”
Adele sighed. “The Carideans have the ability to project their thoughts into other living creature’s heads. Think of it as a form of telepathy.” She warbled. “Which has only been enhanced due to the species reliance on bio-modding in recent decades. It kind of works like a form of organic virtual reality at this point.”
“It sounds like they want to hear our plan,” Gregory agreed, nodding towards his brothers.
“I have to warn you that this will be a rather nasty experience,” Adele chirped. “It’s been known to…”
Kham held up his hands, waving them back and forth frantically at the shrimps. “Hey, no one has to beam their thoughts into anyone else’s heads right now!” He took a cautious step towards them. “We can just talk this out and…”
He watched in horror as Phillip held a claw against his forehead. There was a bright flash erupting from his skull.
And then…
[hr]
The collective known as…
What was the collective known as…
To call them Gregory, Gabriel, and Phillip would’ve been too much of a mouthful. Perhaps they should refer to themselves by the name of their host. He’d been kind enough to lend them his body, after all.
Neil… they were known as Neil.
Six human feet tall with red hair, pale skin, a strong build, and all the equipment necessary for accomplishing their mission. It was incredible how a being so large and strong was so susceptible to being controlled in the first place.
It was like the humans hadn’t even built a natural resistance to telepathy at this point. Which was crazy considering how common it was in the universe. 
“Neil?” a feminine voice whispered.
Neil looked over and saw the human broodmare spread out upon his bed. She was just the way that the tourist papers had described her. Full-bodied with tanned skin and black hair. She had obviously borne fruit before, having curves in all the right places.
Hell, there were even those mammalian meat bags hanging from her chest. These were supposedly fun to play with though he would find out for himself soon enough.
“Hello Ms. Garcia,” Neil said, looking down and realizing that he was just as naked as herself. He was already at full-mast with a length that was somehow larger than any of the shrimp's entire bodies. It was strange to reach down and touch it, feeling ebbs of pleasure course through all of their bodies as he manhandled something so unreasonably large. “I see that we’re about to…”
“Copulate?” Ms. Garcia asked.
Neil perked up and nodded, coming over and bracing himself upon the bed. He reached forward with one of his hands and groped at her chest, grabbing hold of her bosom. It was so soft to the touch, fatty and fun to play with. It would seem that the blogs had been correct in their assessment, this really was a lot of fun to toy with. There was even this little nipple upon the tip which he tweaked between his forefinger and thumb.
And just like the guides had promised, this sent the human broodmare into a moaning frenzy. Her body shuddered and shivered, quaking as it brimmed with this poorly concealed glee. Who knew that it was this easy to please one of these creatures?
She spread her legs even further, exposing that sacred flower to him fully. It was glistening with lust, winking and just begging for him to take advantage of it. Honestly, it felt inappropriate to even consider denying her. Perhaps even cruel by this culture’s breeding norms.
To think we wasted our time trying to date in the capital.
Neil positioned himself overtop of her, resting his frame upon the bed and towering above her. It was insane that the air up here was even still breathable. Just one of the many oddities that came with this mammoth world.
This body of his felt powerful, so very powerful to behold.
Ms. Garcia reached up and wrapped her arms around him, leaning in and peppering the side of his neck with gentle little womanly kisses. As if she could provide any other form of kiss was yet to be seen though Neil was very excited to find out.
Those kisses tickled at his carapace… skin… it tickled at his skin, making him let out these deep guttural moans. Not as pleasurable as touching himself between his legs but there were still microbeads of pleasure, little pulses that ran through him.
“I…” Ms. Garcia whispered, breathing against his neck. The warmth of her pleasure tickled at his skin, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. “I want you inside of me, dear.”
And Neil wouldn’t dare deny a request like that. He pushed himself up, kneeling upon the edge of the bed. His cock was already so close to her hole, just begging to be let in.  He reached down and grabbed her hips, lifting them up and bringing her crotch in line with his own. 
The tip of his erection was already glistening with a droplet of something fertile colouring it. This bead of impending lust was a pearly white in colour… much like the tourist journals had claimed.
Not! Tourist! Journals!
Shush… this wasn’t Kham’s narrative to influence. He was merely one of the minds being allowed to witness this glorious display.
Neil rested the tip of his erection against Ms. Garcia’s hole, easing forwards, nice and slow. He pushed inside of her, relatively effortless, inching forwards little by little. This hungry hole took in his erection, almost gleefully, embracing it within her warm walls and drenching it with her rivers of hot lust.
It was a divine hole, a perfect hole, the kind of hole that was meant for a strapping lad like him to claim as his own. This was something that had been perfectly designed with his fun in mind.
“Fuck!” Ms. Garcia yelped, moaning. “Harder?”
Neil looked down and saw the way that she was already writhing upon the sheets, shivering and cooing. She looked like she was the very definition of bliss, dancing precariously on the edge of impending euphoria. It was crazy how much easier this was for a creature like her compared to a more intelligent member of the galactic community.
What the fuck, Kham…
No comments from the peanut gallery.
Neil started to rock his hips, pumping into the human brood mare’s hole. His pace was slow and purposeful, taking his time with plapping away at her lower lips. Each thrust felt as divine as the first, being propelled along by her warmth and natural wetness.
“Give me heirs,” Ms. Garcia whispered.
Neil shivered, feeling this bolt of pleasure crawl up his spine. There was something about that request which was just sinful music to his ears. “Gladly, Ms. Garcia. G-gladly.”
Ms. Garcia reached out and brushed a hand against his cheek, tenderly reaching behind his head and running her fingers through his hair. She grabbed hold of his locks and used them in order to pull him forwards. 
Her objective seemed rather odd until Neil felt her pull him into a kiss. It seemed that she knew at least two forms of kissing as their mouths melded together, becoming one. This time around it was far more intimate, euphoric, and lustful.
His long insectoid… blunted human tongue pushed inside her mouth, dancing around her own. It was this strange oral dance. A ceremony that was overly odd but Neil knew his part in, making hungry and lustful noises as he sucked face with the locals.
Their planet. Their rules, after all.
Though Neil wasn’t fading in his other responsibilities either. He kept pumping forwards, pushing himself inside of her again and again. His hips crashed against her own, plunging into her sex and claiming it as his own. Little by little, his pace was growing quicker, heavier, plapping away against her hole.
There was this warmth inside her core, brewing and building, growing hotter and hotter. It was hard to focus on anything aside from this lust. Honestly, he should’ve been given a medal for trying to make this last as long as possible.
As he drew away from the kiss, he heard Ms. Garcia moan. She was singing her praise, allowing her voice to grow that much louder as if belting out this song. Her back arched away from the sheets and her heavy form rocked and wobbled with each of his potent thrusts inside of her.
“Harder!” Ms. Garcia begged.
Neil snarled and drew back especially far before slamming forwards with all of his exceptional strength. He then did so again, trading away speed for power as he pounded into her body with no hint of reservation.
This was divine, otherworldly, everything that Kham’s sacred texts had claimed it to be. Who knew that there was a whole world out there just waiting to be claimed, a whole society that craved xeno sex to the point of trading away all of their personal liberties.
Neil snarled and closed his eyes, feeling spittle fly from his tightly clenched teeth. The heat in his core continued to grow, intensifying to an increasingly worrying degree as if there was an active pressure cooker brewing within his gut. His muscles quivered, his constraints weakening little-by-little. He couldn’t last much longer.
“Harder!” Ms. Garcia moaned.
The request felt impossible to achieve, truly and utterly impossible. His hips desperately slapped against her body, hitting her again and again with a sinful percussion which seemed to play out across the very cosmos themselves.
“Close,” Neil groaned.
Ms. Garcia clung to him, holding him tight. She pulled him into another kiss, forcing her tongue back into his mouth. This time she took the lead. Her surprising burst of dominance was not unwelcomed as Neil met her tongue with his own. He was a gentleman after all, more than happy to let a woman lead in those fleeting moments when they wanted to.
They danced around one another, yet again, sounding so hungry and lustful as they participated in this sinful tango. The moans and claps of flesh against flesh acted as the perfect background melody. It was a song that they both knew all the moves to, allowing these feral and primitive parts of their beings to take over and have their fun.
Neil’s core was shaking. He couldn’t keep this up. There was only so much that a mere mortal such as himself could really accomplish.
There was sweat glistening upon his body, drenching his brow. Everything about this was so uncivilized but that just made it so much better. It tickled at all those nerves inside of his thin carapace, tingling at those euphoric chittering voices which called out to him and asked him to plow ahead with increasingly reckless abandon.
His hips managed a few more fleeting pumps, tapering off, little by little. Until finally, he clapped his pelvis against her own one last time. His crotch rested against her own as he felt his manhood twitch inside of her, pulsing with sacred life. A strand of his seed came flooding forth, followed quickly by a second.
It seemed that the presence of his climax had triggered a similar reaction in Ms. Garcia. She threw back her head and cried out at the top of her lungs, joining him in these fleeting motions. Her juices gushed against his shaft with her walls cradling around him so very tightly. It was like a sleeve which had been engineered to conform to him, squeezing his girth.
“Fuck,” Neil groaned.
“Fuck!” Ms. Garcia agreed.
They ran through the motions together, gushing against one another. By the time that the euphoria had finally run its course, they were both utterly spent, panting desperately for breath.
She looked divine in this moment, drenched in sweat with her hair mangled in all sorts of directions. There was a quivering smile upon her lips as she giggled, covering her mouth with a hand.
“That felt nice,” Ms. Garcia whispered.
Neil grinned, winking at her. “I’d hope so, doll, we’re biologically compatible after all.”
So biologically compatible in fact that he could actually sense his next generation of spawn taking root within her belly, flowing into her eggs and fertilizing them. It wouldn’t be long before she was swollen with his youth, burgeoning with a hundred of his heirs. 
How long would it be before she laid her roe?
The thought was delicious, making him lick his lips like an Earth wolf salivating over its prey.
“Do you want to cuddle?” Ms. Garcia asked.
Neil drew out of her, nice and slow, feeling the gush of fluids leak out of her. He knew that he probably should’ve done that, as a nicety. But he was a busy man and there were plenty of other humans who required his precious attention.
“Perhaps another time,” he said, nodding as he so eagerly lied. May the stars bless these foolish broodmares. “I have other conquests to accomplish first.”
[hr]
Kham collapsed to the ground, planting his hands into the soil and grabbing hold. He needed the dirt to keep him rooted, to give him something to focus on. 
His stomach roiled over how vivid all of those fantasies had felt. It wasn’t nice to leave your body, no not in the slightest, making everything feel so very wrong. He had felt all of that as if he were really there, like it was all real.
This was impossibly more intense than whatever bullshit Adele managed to cobble together with her simulation.
“It’s okay if you need to spill your lunch,” Adele chirped. “This race’s ability to project artificial realities is noted to have that sort of side effect. It’s why they are generally banned from doing so to non-consenting parties under galactic law.”
Like Kham really needed permission to vomit. Though he held it together just to spite her, growling as he punched the ground repeatedly.
Evista was not nearly as restrained. He couldn’t see her but he could definitely pick up on the sound of her gagging on something before spewing it all over the ground. It punctuated the air with a heavy acidic scent which was just too much to bear.
“Oh stars,” Kham groaned, feeling his stomach tumble and turn. There was no denying the inevitable as he vomited onto the ground as well.
“What the fuck was that,” Evista groaned before pushing Kham to the side. “What the fuck have you been writing?”
“I’m sorry,” Kham wheezed. “I didn’t think that…”
“You disgusting piece of shit!” Evista roared, bolting to her feet and scrambling away from him. The way she looked at him was different than usual, genuine disgust coursing through her. It was mixed with… was that fear he sensed?
Kham hacked and coughed, unable to defend himself while that terrible acidic flavour was crawling up his throat. He hit the ground again and again, trying his best to work through the maelstrom of emotions which were currently trying to tear him apart from inside.
How did they get their hands on his journal? Those were supposed to be encrypted by the ship’s onboard computer. He hadn’t even sent those messages to a central database.
Was there a mole on the crew? Had Hiram managed to locate them and hack their systems?
“I’m sorry,” Kham finally wheezed.
Evista paused. 
“I…” Kham pushed himself up. “I kept those in a private log that I didn’t think would ever see the light of day. They were meant as a pressure release to help me work through my own personal shit, okay?” He shook his head, wiping at his mouth with the back of his hand. He still felt sick but he refused to let it get to him again. “This is just a big fucking mess.”
Evista scoffed. “That’s one way of putting it.”
Kham quickly whipped around towards the sidewalk, ready to shove his fist into a little shrimp face. Only, they were gone and so was their hijacked body. 
How long had they been out for?
Adele chirped. “After projecting that artificial reality into your brain, they left to continue their pursuit of Ms. Garcia.” They warbled. “That was about ten or so minutes ago.”
“Why didn’t you snap us out of it?” Kham growled, running a hand through his haggard hair. “They could be miles away from here by now.”
Evista shook her head. “Don’t snap at them for your fuck up.”
“I didn’t wake you because it could’ve proven lethal,” Adele said, buzzing around him and scanning his body. “The best chance of survival is to allow the simulation to run its course. To end it prematurely could damage the user’s perception of reality to such a degree that it could cause seizures and long-term dissociative episodes.”
Kham balled his hand into a fist. He didn’t like that answer but he couldn’t deny that not having his brain scrambled sounded like a pretty reasonable excuse.
“What are we going to do now?” Evista asked.
Kham sighed and started to pace, walking back and forth. He clutched at his hair with a hand. It was hard to think straight as he still barely felt like himself, his brain buzzing with phantom memories and stomach churning at being used like that.
“Kham?” Adele asked.
Kham growled. “I’m thinking. Give me a fucking second here.”
Back and forth he walked, feeling the second slowly tick by. This was his fault. This was all his fault. If he had encrypted his system better or if he would’ve written his thoughts out on an analog format. HELL! If he would’ve kept them off paper in the first place then those aliens wouldn’t be trying to pester the locals for sex.
“We’re going after them,” he finally said.
Evista scoffed. “Pardon?”
“This is my fault and I need to fix it,” Kham said, shaking his head. “We have the means to stop them, our technology has proven effective at halting humans before. We just go in and out, knock the human over, take care of the shrimps, and get this whole affair behind us.”
Evista looked like she was about to say something, that glare in her eye betraying that it was likely going to be sharp. Yet, she didn’t let it out, instead shaking her head and turning away from him. “I’m only doing this because I like Nina, okay?”
Kham would take that.
“Adele can you…” Kham began.
Adele was already way ahead of him, transforming and shaping their body into a thin platform that was just large enough for the two of them to climb upon. Kham stepped onto it first before offering his hand to Evista. Evista looked at it and simply scoffed, getting on without his assistance.
Baby steps.
“Where are we going?” Adele asked.
Kham sighed as he clipped himself onto an anchor embedded into Adele’s sleek body. “I…”
Shit, he really should’ve thought about that ahead of time. If he was Ms. Garcia, where would he…
“To her store,” Evista said, clipping in as well. “It’s a weekday which means that she’ll be open until the end of the school day. If the shrimps are smart then they’ll know that. If not then we can keep watch until Isaiah or somebody else can intervene and ensure her safety.”
Kham nodded. “What Evista said.”
Adele beeped an affirmation before they zipped ahead, bolting across the landscape so swiftly that the wind threatened to knock Kham right over.
[hr]
It turned out that Adele could cover a shocking amount of distance in a shockingly short amount of time.
Kham was only a little wind burnt by the time they finally settled into place, feeling his world swimming around him. No rational being should ever feel that comfortable going that fast out in the open.
Yet, Evista had the audacity to smile as she stepped off of Adele. “That was fun.”
“Glad to be of service,” Adele said, offering a jaunting little beeping sound.
Kham looked up at the titanic store in front of them. It was so tall that he couldn’t even read the sign above the door. Like everything else about this planet, this building was larger than the mountains back home would’ve been, nearly reaching a height that might’ve been considered a space elevator back in the capital. An impressive feat which was made all the more impressive by the fact this structure was likely a million times thicker than those elevators.
He didn’t allow himself to gawk for very long as he darted his gaze from the left to the right, trying to spot if any humans were out on the street. There were a few off in the distance, far enough away that they probably wouldn’t spot nor trample his crew.
Not that the humans ever really looked down. Part of the reason that they had stayed hidden for as long as they had.
“Adele,” Kham instructed, pointing up. “Can you get up to that window and see if you can spot those shrimps inside?”
Adele chirped and turned back into their usual round self, zipping up and scanning the window. They were gone for a moment before levitating back down and hovering beside him. “The only sapient being inside is Nina Garcia.”
“Maybe the shrimp don’t know where she works?” Evista said.
Kham sighed. “There’s a chance but I’d like to keep a look out just in case.”
He rubbed at his chin, trying to figure out how exactly they were going to get inside. The door was too large for them to enter normally and there weren’t any open windows either.
“Kham,” Evista said, pointing up.
Kham followed her finger and saw that there was a large vent just above the window with a cover that had sizeable grates built into it. Maybe it was designed to carry air from the inside back out?
“Adele can you…” Kham began.
Adele had already turned back into a platform, allowing both of them to climb upon them. They then zipped upwards and moved over to the vents. It was a challenge to disobey that fear of heights as Kham white knuckled during their entire ascent. Yet, he could overcome unease for something like this.
As they reached the vent, Kham could see that the gap was more than large enough for them to slip inside. Adele easily managed to get them through, entering a long metallic corridor with light at the end of it. They followed it.
This store smelled of many pleasant herbs and minerals with vanilla, cinnamon, and cardamon all being prevalent upon the air.
Kham quickly realized that he really didn’t know what Ms. Garcia did for a living, nor much about her beyond Isaiah’s affections. She seemed quite industrious really, selling all manner of products that he wouldn’t normally see.
Adele landed upon a shelf, giving them a perfect view of both Ms. Garcia and also the store’s entrance. All without arousing any sort of suspicion. Now all they had to do was wait and confirm that those little shrimps had buggered off to whatever star they’d been spawned on.
Evista sat upon the edge of a can, kicking out her legs. She seemed difficult to read, resting her face within her hands. Was she still upset?
“Evista,” Kham tried.
Evista grunted. “Confirm that the human isn’t in any danger and perhaps then we can talk.” She shuddered. “Did you really write those things about me?”
“I…” Kham sighed. “I did.”
“I feel dirty,” Evista groaned.
Kham felt something in his chest, this foreboding pang which he didn’t enjoy. He had seriously fucked up, hadn’t he? Sure, Evista was just some dumb lovesick girl but… she was also the only other person here with him. To sabotage that relationship so thoroughly was not a thought that he really liked to think about. It didn’t bode well for the months that he was going to be stuck with her either.
He was about to say something but that’s when the bell above the shop’s door loudly jingled.
Evista swallowed a lump in her throat.
Kham watched at those fucking shrimp piloted their human mech into the establishment. Their host seemed to be in even worse shape than before, starting to go blue in the cheeks and looking grey and cold. That couldn’t have been healthy.
It lurched towards the counter, looking very much like a zombie in one of those movies that Isaiah would’ve watched when he was back home. Kham had never seen the appeal but he very much wished that he was paying attention now. Perhaps those movies had revealed some sort of weakness that he was unaware of.
“Adele,” Kham whispered.
Adele shot out a beam of green light, sending it in the direction of that shambling half-rotten husk of a human.
“It would seem that the human is…” They let out a robotic sigh. “It would seem that the human host was killed about eight to ten hours ago. If I had to guess, I’d imagine that those Carideans had a part to play in that.” They went silent for a moment. “I am surprised that I failed to notice as much with my initial scan.”
“Fucking gross,” Evista hissed.
Ms. Garcia looked back up and rolled her eyes, pushing upwards. “What do you want?”
“I want…” Neil stumbled towards the counter, bumping into a cabinet on the way over. He hit it hard enough that there was a sickening crack as his arm fell out of its socket, sounding like a wet branch snapping under foot. “I want you, baby.”
Ms. Garcia’s eyes widened. “What the fuck is going on?”
“Kham,” Evista hissed.
Kham rested his hand upon his blaster, feeling the cool metal against his fingers. He was ready to draw it, ready to get this thing started if he needed to. “Adele.”
Adele slipped under his feet and whisked him over, doing so at a slow enough pace that they couldn’t easily be overheard. All he could do was watch as this shambling husk of what used to be a human made its way over to the table.
“Come on, baby,” Neil groaned. “I heard that human girls are easy. Why aren’t you being easy?”
He stumbled closer, managing to reach the counter and place his one good hand upon it. His smile was eerie and unnatural, peeled back too far compared to what a regular human was capable of. His eyes were also glassy and dead, staring off into the distance.
“I’d suggest that you leave,” Ms. Garcia tried. Yet, her voice faltered and she seemed frozen in place. 
Neil wheezed. “Why would I want to leave when I’m right where I want to be, baby.” He pursed his waxy lips together. “Come on, why are you playing hard to get?”
Ms. Garcia suddenly pulled something out from under the table, squirting a cloud or orange vapour right into Neil’s face. Yet, the human didn’t even flinch as it impacted, merely breathing in the cloud and letting it out.
“What the fuck?” Nina whispered, looking down at the canister.
“She just used some sort of capsicum gas,” Adele said, chittering in that robotic manner of theirs. “According to my logs, it’s a self-defence tool used by many human females to ward off unwanted mates.”
“Anything I should know?” Kham asked.
Adele sighed. “It’s going to burn like an absolute motherfucker if you want to fly directly into it.”
Kham really didn’t want to do that but he also had no other choice. He wasn’t just about to leave the human to her fate.
“Full steam ahead,” Kham growled.
Adele flew into the last vapours of orange and Kham understood why this was a bad idea. His eyes immediately started to water and his breathing became rasped and difficult. Everything about this burned something fierce and he felt himself wavering on the edge of giving up and leaving this woman to her fate. If this was but a mere whiff of the stuff then he’d hate to find out what the full brunt of this must’ve felt like.
“Come on, baby,” Neil said, reaching forward and placing a hand over Ms. Garcia’s. He used it in order to pull her in against himself, yanking her forwards. If this was the quality of person that Kham was attracting then he didn’t know what to do with himself. Yet, self-reflection could wait until after the threat was removed. “How about just a quick roll in the sack, huh?”
Ms. Garcia growled and yanked her hand away. “I don’t know what…”
Neil tried to clamber over the counter.
Kham took that as his queue to enter the fray. He whipped out his pistol and took aim, firing off a quick shot. It was a small projectile, barely the size of an Earth fly. Yet, when it hit, it did so with all the fury of a thunderclap striking him. Bolts of blue electricity arched through the human’s dead body, causing his skeleton to light up as he spasmed and twitched. More importantly, it ensured that he remained frozen in place, unable to continue his advance.
Ms. Garcia yelped and stumbled back. Once safely away from the frying human, she looked down at Kham. “What the hell?”
“Questions later!” Kham yelled, jumping onto the counter. “After we’ve taken care of the zombie?”
Ms. Garcia blinked, looking like her brain was a few seconds behind on what exactly all of that meant. Yet, she stirred at the word zombie, looking at the figure. “Is he dead?”
Adele zipped away from Kham and moved towards her. “A human body being puppeted by an alien race set on conquering human females.”
“Oh joy,” Ms. Garcia growled. “Sure, that makes total sense.” She shook her head and grabbed her toxic spray once again.
“Not a good idea,” Adele quickly interjected. “That has no effect upon the Carideans but will most likely kill my companion if you dispense a concentrated burst of the stuff.”
Kham chuckled nervously. “Please don’t kill me.”
Ms. Garcia looked at the can and placed it back at her side. Not out of sight but hopefully she wouldn’t feel the need to use it as anything shy of a last resort. 
It looked like Kham would be leading this little shindig now. Though honestly, he kind of liked the sound of that. This was the first time that he’d gotten to see some serious action that wasn’t just scaring away the pesky wildlife trying to take a swing at him.
It was exhilarating with his heart hammering and reflexes honed.
Neil snapped back forward, bracing his one good hand upon the counter. He glowered down at Kham, snarling at him. His anger was so fierce that spittle flew from between his tightly clenched teeth, nearly spraying him. “Why did you do that?”
“Because you’re being a creep!” Kham said, jumping back and dodging Neil as he swept his hand across the counter. 
“I’m being a creep?” Neil asked, scoffing. “I’m just doing what your blog told me to do?”
Kham took aim and fired off another shot. It hit Neil square in the chest and sent him and his parasites stumbling backward, crashing into a cabinet and toppling it over. The whole ordeal was as loud as a bomb with dozens of products crushed underneath it all.
“My store!” Ms. Garcia yelped.
Kham quickly slipped a fresh battery into his pistol, aiming at the sprawled-out body. “First off! That wasn’t a blog, that was a creative writing exercise, asshole. Secondly, no woman wants to deal with your shambling necrophiliac ass.” He scoffed. “So, take the fucking hint and get lost.”
Neil’s body twitched and shuddered as the electricity still coursed through it. It took a bit but slowly he started to sit back up. His hair was spiked, frayed as the arching currents of a static energy crackled through each individual folic.
Kham honestly thought that this might be it, this might be the end. Only, just as he was about to let his breath out, Neil lunged forward and moved towards the counter, rushing towards it at full speed.
He plowed ahead with all the subtlety of a rampaging bull, spasming and twitching as he moved. His useless arm smacked into even more shelves, causing products to tumble. It was a battlefield, a cascade of noises, making it nearly impossible to focus on anything in particular.
Yet, Kham did just that, levelling his weapon and resting his finger upon the trigger. He grimaced, waiting for just the right moment.
If hurting the body didn’t stop them then perhaps it was time to switch up his strategy.
Neil stumbled and fell back against the counter, smacking his hand down and trying to squash Kham under his palm. Yet, Kham was quicker than that, dipping to the side. The shockwave of the air whooshing was enough to send him reeling, nearly causing him to lose his footing.
“Pin him in place!” Kham shouted, managing to brace himself at the last moment.
Ms. Garcia sprung to action, reaching out and pinning the hand down with two of her own. She cringed as she did so, obviously not liking the contact. Kham could only imagine. From what he knew, corpses got a little on the gross side this long after death.
But that was enough as he whipped out his pistol and aimed it not at Neil but at the little shrimps on his shoulder. He squeezed the trigger and his pistol went off, sending white hot electricity directly towards them.
The ball of energy hit true and it hit hard, zapping those little creatures. They spasmed and twitched, screaming at the top of their little lungs. It wouldn’t kill but Kham could only imagine that it hurt like an absolute motherfucker.
By the time that the current had finally sparked out, all three of them were smoking with literal plumes of grey wafting off of them.
“You!” Gregory snarled.
“Haven’t!” Phillip added.
“Seen the last of us,” the final one, who Kham couldn’t recall the name of, added.
Then they blipped out of existence, carried by the distinct sound of a teleporter activating. The fucking cowards had fled from the fight.
The corpse that had once been Neil collapsed to the ground, landing in a useless heap. Ms. Garcia sucked in a breath and yanked her hand away, allowing the body’s hand to sink to the floor with him. He suddenly looked even deader than before, his features sunken and lifeless, staring absently at his surroundings.
A silence settled into place. It was not a silence that Kham very much enjoyed.
“Okay,” Ms. Garcia said. “What the fuck is going on?”
Kham felt a presence next to him, glancing to the side and seeing that both Evista and Adele had joined him. They looked equally hard to read. Were they still mad? Were they happy that he had stepped up and taken care of the problem he created?
“More of your friend?” Ms. Garcia asked, shaking her head.
“My name is Evista!” Evista said, pointing to herself before motioning towards the robot. “This is Adele.” And then at Kham. “And Kham. We’re part of a science team who was sent to your planet to study its peculiar nature.”
Ms. Garcia looked between them. “You’re all so small?”
“Your planet is actually rather big,” Adele chimed in. “As mentioned, Earth is peculiar in the fact that it is unnaturally large when it comes to those capable of hosting life.”
“I see…” Ms. Garcia cradled her brow between a forefinger and thumb, massaging it. She seemed overwhelmed, to put it lightly, with even Kham capable of telling as much. And he fucking sucked at reading people. “And those parasites?”
“Those pricks were tourists who stumbled upon your planet,” Kham explained. “Led astray by writings on the nature of you humans. What they read made them act irrationally.” He looked at the body on the floor, hoping that she wouldn’t ask what they had read that made them think like that in the first place. “If you’d like, I could take care of that corpse.”
Ms. Garcia blinked and looked down at the body. “We should wait for the authorities. They’ll… they’ll want to know about this.”
“They can’t know about us,” Adele quickly said, fluttering red. “It is imperative that our mission remains a secret.”
“What…” Ms. Garcia shook her head. “What were you three even doing in this neighbourhood in the first place?”
Evista shrugged. “We landed in this area due to the relative stability of it in terms of the diverse ecosystems presented by this planet. No extreme weather events predicted, not too cold, not too hot, plus the locals seemed less likely to interfere with our mission. It offered the greatest chance for success.” 
“We’ve been staying with the human known as Isaiah,” Adele said.
“Wait…” Ms. Garcia looked between them. “You three know Isaiah?”
“Yes, he has been assisting us with our research,” Evista said.
Kham scoffed. “Though half the time, he’s getting himself into trouble.”
“Is that why…” Ms. Garcia snickered before devolving into a proper laughing fit. “No wonder he always lied about the bruises. Because who the hell would believe that a bunch of aliens were responsible for them.”
“Exactly,” Kham said.
Ms. Garcia settled down from her fit, looking out upon her shop instead. The sight of the mess seemed to sober her up rather quickly. “Those aliens made quite the mess.” She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t even know where to start with fixing all of this.”
“With a cover story,” Kham said, slotting his weapon back into his belt. “Remember, the authorities can’t know about us.”
“I’ll…” Ms. Garcia shook her head, heading towards the back of her shop. “I’ll think of something to help with that. Not like the police will believe that there are aliens here anyways.” As she walked away, she was still laughing, sounding more than a little shell shocked about all of this. Though who could honestly blame her.
Once she was gone, Kham’s knees finally buckled as he fell to the countertop. It felt like he was utterly drained. “Fucking hell, I almost died.”
“That was some slick moves,” Evista said, settling down beside him. She was closer than before but still pretty distant. “Really thought they were going to get you with one of those swings.”
“Same,” Kham groaned.
He didn’t realize that he was shaking until he felt his limbs vibrating against the ground. It would seem that his adrenaline was utterly spent, sapped in an instant. It was not a nice sensation to contend with, that much was for certain.
“I can’t believe…” Kham sighed. “I can’t believe that my journals leaked to the wider universe.” He clapped a hand to his face, groaning. “We have a security issue.”
“We do,” Adele said.
“I can’t believe that…” Kham shook his head. “Anyone would read those and think that I was being serious about them.”
As he looked at Evista, he saw that she had simply lifted a brow. It appeared that there was one person here who trusted the authenticity of his statements.
“Am I really like that?” Kham asked.
Evista nodded. “Yes. Yes, you are.”
“Absolutely,” Adele agreed. “As prickly as those cacti we were studying a few days ago.”
“And the way that you casually talk about women,” Evista commented. She whistled for good measure. “Well, I won’t twist the knife but you did good in the end.”
Kham groaned. “Fuck me.”
“Never,” Evista teased, snickering. “Kidding, kidding.”
“I’m sorry,” Kham whispered.
Evista froze. “Pardon?”
“I’m sorry,” Kham repeated, growling. “Don’t make me say it a third time or I swear to the stars that I’ll…”
“Sorry for what?” Evista asked.
Kham groaned. “Being an idiot and a pain in the ass and a terrible colleague to work with. I didn’t realize how bad it was until I…” He motioned to the whole situation that had taken place in front of them. “Well until I had to face my consequences coming at me in the form of a bunch of aliens piloting a human like a mech.” He scoffed. “Nothing like facing your death to make you realize how much of an asshole you’ve been.”
“I see…” Evista said.
“I’ll try and do better and make our time together less painful,” Kham said, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “Because like it or not but we’re stuck here and Hiram is obviously not going to make our time together anymore peaceful if he’s letting assholes like this set up shop on this rock. So, we need to work together.”
“Apology accepted,” Evista said, smirking. “Just as long as you’re serious about trying to do better.”
Any further conversation would have to be put on hold as Ms. Garcia came back into the room. She looked pale as if the reality of the situation was catching up with her far too quickly for her own good.
“The police are on their way,” she said, blinking. “The police are uh…”
“We have police back home,” Evista teased, snickering. 
Adele warbled. “What are you going to tell them?”
“Well, I reviewed the security cameras and it kind of looks like those aliens just caused a mess, lunged at the counter a couple of times, and then dropped dead, out of the blue. I’m hoping they just write it off as someone having an episode or maybe a smash and grab that went really wrong,” Ms. Garcia said, sighing. She tapped a finger against her chin as she looked down at the body. “Hopefully, they don’t have any questions about why he’s already so decayed.”
“According to our research, humans will trust what they want to believe,” Adele said. “If the evidence points to something ordinary then they’ll believe the ordinary outcome even if there’s holes in the narrative.”
“I hope you’re right,” Ms. Garcia said.
Evista’s communication device vibrated and she quickly pulled it out, giving it a read. Whatever it was made her smile as she slipped it back into her pocket. “It would seem that Isaiah has decided to cut class early and come back here.”
“He knows about this?” Ms. Garcia asked.
Kham nodded. “I let him know before those shrimps tried to scramble our fucking brains.”
“Though maybe we could talk about it after you’ve spoken with the authorities?” Adele suggested.
As if on queue, there was a strobe of red and blue lights as one of those cars rapidly approached. The joys of a small town it would seem; a constant across every civilized planet.
“Hide in the back,” Ms. Garcia quickly said.
[hr]
Kham looked out upon the ruined shop. Nina had been told not to clean it by the authorities as it was still considered an active crime scene and it looked the part with shattered product and destroyed shelving all over the place. 
At the very least, the body had been shipped away, leaving behind a pale white chalk outline in its place. Unfortunately, while the body was gone, the stink remained.
Nina came back into the room, looking a little less tired than earlier. Apparently, several hours could do wonders when it came to internalizing and overcoming the weirdness of a day like this.
“How is the kid?” Kham asked.
Nina shook her head. “Fine, I suppose. A little worried that something happened to the store but his aunt is looking after him right now.” She groaned as she stepped out from behind the counter, looking out at all of the chaos that had taken place. “This is going to take weeks to clean up.”
“Is your insurance covering any of it?” Evista asked. She was standing upon the ground, observing a dented can of something that was twice as tall as herself. “At least, I assume that you humans use an insurance system.”
“We do,” Nina said.
Kham fiddled with his blaster, toying with the grate on the back of it. It was a little melted from firing three shots in quick succession. The wonders of the council purchasing cheap equipment. “What did you tell the police?”
“I showed them the footage and they seemed confused,” Nina said, bending over and plucking a bag off of the floor. “They were concerned about how he suddenly dropped dead but are writing it off as my pepper spray reacting poorly to something in his system.” She frowned. “As it was self-defence, they don’t seem very interested in pursuing it any further.”
“Any news from the family of the man?” Adele asked.
Nina shook her head. “As far as the police can tell, he was some type of loner. Didn’t have a criminal record or anything but he isn’t somebody that’ll be missed either.” She winced. “That sounds way worse than I intended it to.”
“How are you fairing mentally?” Evista asked.
“Well, I’m still feeling like I’m kind of going insane,” Nina confessed, rubbing at her arm. “Had to pinch myself to prove that I wasn’t dreaming. I don’t know how anyone can really accept that they’re talking with aliens. Especially aliens who are uh… as petite as yourself.”
“Like I said, we’re normal sized amongst the other intelligent races of the known universe,” Kham stated, planting his hands upon his hips. “You humans are just unnaturally large is all.”
“Still!” Nina exclaimed. “This is not how I thought my day was going to go this morning.” She sighed and placed the bag back onto a nearby shelf. In terms of getting this shop back together, it was about as effective as using a thimble to try and remove water from a sinking ship. “Do either of you know where Isaiah is?”
Wasn’t there an Earth saying about speaking of the devil and him appearing.
There was a knock at the door and Kham looked over, seeing that it was Isaiah standing outside. He sheepishly waved from the other side of the door.
Nina came over and unlocked it, opening it for him. He surged ahead and embraced her, squeezing her tight.
“I heard about what happened,” he said. “Is everything okay?”
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Nina said, patting him on the back. “Your little friends saved me.”
“Little friends?” Isaiah whispered before looking towards the counter. Kham lifted his hand and sheepishly waved. “You know about them?”
Evista came over, folding her hands behind her back. “She does, as of earlier today.”
“Kind of needed to in order to save her life,” Kham explained, offering a playful salute. “You’re welcome for that by the way.”
“Don’t thank him,” Evista grumbled. “This is all his fault.”
Isaiah shook his head, clearly not knowing what to say. In the end, he said nothing at all as he peeled himself away from Nina. He instead looked out upon the mess, frowning as his gaze settled upon the chalk outline.
“So, there’s been a development in our mission,” Adele chirped.
“I can tell,” Isaiah muttered, looking towards them. “One of your friends?”
“Something like that,” Kham grumbled.
Isaiah drew over to the chalk outline on the floor, looking down at the stencil of the human who had once been Neil. There were still little splotches of brackish blood which marked where he had impacted the ground as a lifeless husk. It was not a pleasant memory to hold onto.
“What happened?” he asked.
Evista came over. “So, you remember how Hiram cut us off from the galactic community and is putting Earth under lockdown.”
“I’m sorry what?” Nina asked.
Isaiah glanced at her. “You get used to it.”
“We’re under lockdown?” Nina then asked, looking up at the sky. “What does that even mean?”
“Currently, nothing,” Kham explained. “As you are not considered properly spacefaring you are to be left to your own devices. If Hiram has set up operations here then it’ll be small scale compared to whatever you humans are using it for.”
“But in the grand scheme,” Evista took over, sighing. “It means that the council is stuck in a pretty tough spot. On one hand, they can’t just let a warlord claim Earth as his personal fiefdom. On the other hand, their only means of stopping him would be to uh…” She winced. “Blow up all of your satellites.”
Nina scoffed. “Pardon?”
“He is currently using them to enforce his blockade.” Adele explained. “Transformed them into a network of defense platforms capable of shooting down anything between your atmosphere and the moon.”
“And if they did blow them up, it would in turn trigger our First Contact laws,” Kham went on. “Can’t have your race assuming that we did it in bad faith. That could lead to some pretty nasty accusations flying around.”
“Okay, okay, okay,” Nina said, lifting her hands. “But what does all of that have to do with the zombie who tried to make a pass at me?”
Evista toed the chalk outline, looking at the blood. “A group of intergalactic frat boys from the capital hijacked him to enjoy their equivalent of spring break. They got access to a certain somebody’s private logs and assumed they were to be taken at face value.”
Isaiah glared at Kham.
“What?” Kham exclaimed. “I fixed my mistake and apologized for it.”
Evista sighed. “He did apologize.”
“Wait…” Isaiah blinked before staring right at Kham. “You apologized?”
“Yes, I apologized!” Kham yelped, throwing up his hands. “Why is everyone so surprised about that?”
Nina cleared her throat. “I don’t mean to uh… interrupt your discussion but where does this leave us?”
“That’s a fantastic question,” Evista said, rubbing at her chin. “What do you think Adele?”
“Since the cat is out of the bag, I suppose Ms. Garcia will be of some help to our mission,” Adele said.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Nina said, shaking her head. “I didn’t agree to help with any mission.”
Evista frowned. “The situation is rapidly spiralling out of control and we require as much outside assistance as we can get.” She looked around the store. “If Hiram is renting out this planet to people like this then who knows what else he might be capable of.”
Nina looked around the store as well, taking in the chaos of it all. In the end, she let out a tired sigh. “Fine, fine… I’ll help. But I’m just a regular person, I’m not equipped for anything related to first contact stuff or research or anything of the sorts. I just want you to be aware of that.”
Isaiah grinned. “Now you know how I feel.”
“Speaking of which…” Nina suddenly glared at the assorted crew, motioning between them with a finger. “Which one of you is responsible for hurting this boy?”
Kham watched in horror as both Adele and Evista made a show of moving away from him.
“Traitors!” he roared, looking between them. “Both of you!”
