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EARTH MANPART 1
 
    
 
    
 
   THE DOORWAY TO THE UNIVERSE
 
    
 
   Whose woods these are I think I know.
His house is in the village, though;
He will not see me stopping here
To watch his woods fill up with snow.
 
   -        Robert Frost
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   KELOWNA, BRITISH COLUMBIA. Two young male bucks darted through the trees, the white plumes of their breath the only sign of their silent passing. The two men hunting them had no sense of the change that was happening around them, but the deer felt it. Trees seemed to shift and whisper as invisible electricity danced over their leaves. The setting sun sliced the forest into pieces creating shafts of light and shadow that the deer used to their advantage. When they thought they had lost the scent of the hunters, the two deer slowed down. A massive fallen log blocked their way and the deer decided to jump over it rather than turn back and go around. As the second buck’s back hoofs hit the soft soil on the other side a shot rang out. The older deer never even saw it coming; its back hooves had barely touched the fallen leaves when the bullet tore through its heart. It dropped to the forest floor, its legs kicking out as it went through its final convulsions. In a flash the second deer was off and running but another bullet bore through the air, hitting it in the neck. For a moment its legs buckled and it dropped but the deer recovered quickly. It ran off, clipping the nearest tree with its small antlers in anger, leaving a trail of blood behind it. 
 
                 Phil Morrison ran up to the deer’s corpse, breathing heavily, his rifle bouncing off his shoulder. The extra pounds he carried were making it hard for him, but he managed to stay ahead of Danny, who was dragging his feet reluctantly behind him. 
 
                 “You got it Danny! Hurry up!” Phil said, waving to his companion. 
 
   As Danny reached the dead deer he suddenly  felt remorse. 
 
   “That was too easy.” Danny said, disgusted with himself. 
 
   “I told ya it would be! These woods are flush with animals, man.” Phil said enthusiastically. 
 
   Phil was too dense to pick up on Danny’s moral dilemma, so he grabbed his rifle with both hands and followed the second deer’s trail. 
 
   “No I meant it was way too easy to kill.”
 
   Phil ignored him. “We’ve got to keep on the other one. I know I wounded him and if we lose him, we’ll never find him again in the dark.” 
 
   “Phil why don’t we let him go? This is not cool. I’ll buy the beer, let’s just call it a day, okay?” 
 
   “I think I’ve had enough beer, Danny Boy.”
 
   Phil smiled and grabbed Danny by the arm, pulling him along. 
 
   “I wounded it Danny. It’s out there somewhere dying. It would be inhumane to leave it to suffer now. You might not be a hunter yourself, but we have a code you know. I shot it; I have to take responsibility for it. Now come on.” 
 
   Danny nodded and pulled away from Phil, spreading out to cover more area. The deer was in great pain, it was attacking the trees and kicking up dirt as it ran, even Phil with his amateur hunting skills could follow it. Phil liked to shoot, but he rarely ever hit anything. Danny kept up with Phil, keeping him in site for as long as he could but as night fell the forest suddenly seemed to grow thicker. One moment there was light peeking over the horizon and the next it blinked out like someone turned off a switch and darkness dropped over the forest like a cloak. 
 
                 Danny quickly found himself lost in the dark. Turning in circles, he could not make sense of any direction and so he lunged forward, breaking through the trees and tumbling down the side of a steep hill. Sliding fast down the incline Danny tries to grab onto the roots and bushes but he crashed into them instead, rolling over top of them painfully. The ground dropped away as he fell over the ledge, dropping twenty feet down into a cluster of trees. He managed to let out a scream before he hit the ground and passed out.
 
   Hearing Danny’s scream Phil stopped in his tracks. 
 
   “Danny? Where are you, man? DANNY?” 
 
   Phil headed back in the direction he’d come but the forest looked different now. Something seemed to move through the shadows, darting away whenever he looked at it. Phil was not a spiritual man but when a breeze crept up the back of his neck he could swear it was the forest breathing a sigh of relief. 
 
   “Shit Danny COME ON. Helen is going to KILL ME! DANNY!?” 
 
   Phil turned in circles, shouting his friend’s name. As quickly as it had come, the presence left and a cold chill wrapped itself around him.
 
   A voice seemed to call out to Danny, coming not from the ears but from the back of his head to the front of his brain. Danny opened his eyes to the faces of strange white aliens peering down at him.
 
   YEEE-AH. EARTH MAN. IT’S TIME. 
 
   He tried to scream but his chest was restrained and his voice would not come. Their large inhuman eyes blinked and they looked from one another and back and him as if he were a strange curiosity. Pulling with all his strength he broke the straps that restrained him and opened his eyes, shattering the fantastic image before him and revealing the real world. He was on his back in a pile of dried branches, surrounded by old, shrivelled trees. The aliens were gone but their presence seemed to linger, he could still feel something out there in the darkened woods. Even though he suspected what he was feeling was not real, just an overactive imagination, he could not shake the idea that he was being watched. 
 
   “Phil? Phil?” Danny shouted. 
 
   Danny got to his feet and stretched his sore and bruised back. He checked himself for any blood or injuries. Although he was covered in dirt and leaves nothing was broken, everything was still intact. Brushing the dirt off his plaid jacket, he began walking, avoiding bushes and trees as much as possible. It made no difference which direction he headed; he had no sense at all of where he was. There were no stars overhead to guide him as most of the sky that was visible was overcast with dark clouds. He had no way of knowing north from south so he simply walked, pushing through the thick underbrush when he could not go around it, more cautious than the first time. The last thing he wanted was to fall again. The forest was so silent and still that every step he took seemed far too loud, every breaking branch and crunching leaves made him jump out of his skin.
 
   A red light flashed ahead of him and Danny froze. The light was so bright it was impossible to tell if it was close or farther out. When it flashed it blinded him and it was impossible to see anything in the surrounding dark. It was small and intense, like a high powered laser pointer. When it did not move, Danny assumed it was some sort of beacon.
 
   “Phil is that you?” Danny asked. 
 
   As he stood in place he timed the light; it was blinking at four second intervals. The pattern made no sense; it was not recognizable to him at all. Looking back over his shoulder, Danny realized there was nowhere else to go but forward. Reluctantly he took a step closer but the light felt invasive and it was beginning to hurt his head. He took a second step anyway, determined to overcome his fear.
 
   “Phil?” 
 
   ALLAH JESUS MUHAMMAD, GOD YAHWEH SATAN. SHIVA, RESPECTED PERCEPTOR.
 
   “Who is that? Who’s out there?” Danny shouted, holding his rifle tight in his hands. 
 
   There was no answer, just the silence of the trees and the repeating pulse of the light. 
 
   “Alright, relax. It’s probably just a car alarm light blinking, no reason for me to piss my pants.” 
 
   Strangely the light itself was red but the light it gave off with each pulse was white. It was like a flash of a camera, coming from a red point of light that did not seem to get any closer nor move farther away. 
 
   There was a noise like thunder as a massive moose suddenly came out of nowhere. Danny had no time to escape out of the way and it tossed him aside like a child with its massive antlers. Up in the air, feet over face he flew until landing on the ground, the air knocked from his lungs. The moose circled him and he moved out of the way of its huge stomping legs. Danny rolled over, desperately searching for his rifle as the moose continued its fearful retreat. It turned away from Danny and ran; whatever was out there was scary enough to chase the massive male bull out of his own territory. The animal was frightened of something out there, something Danny could not see. Danny dusted himself off a second time and looked around. When the moose had flipped him he’d landed hard on his ankle, he gritted his teeth as soon as he put weight on it. With the ankle swelling up and his heart pounding in his chest he headed toward the light again. Even though the fear in him was growing ever larger he could not bring himself to run away. Beat, beat, beat, and flash, the same repetitive pattern, over and over to the point where it began hypnotic. It was pulling him in, even though all his senses told him to run the opposite way. 
 
                 As he came to a clearing he saw the injured deer lying on the ground. It was breathing heavy, a wet wheezing sound that tore at Danny’s heart. Walking closer to it, he could feel its life ebbing away. The life force within it called to him, pushing away the creeping uneasiness he was feeling. He’d shot the deer, the bullet-hole was his doing; the creature was dying because of his actions. 
 
   “I’m so sorry. What a stupid thing to do,” he said, kneeling down next to the bleeding deer. 
 
   The deer craned its head, trying to look at him as its antlers dug into the soft dirt. He stroked its neck to comfort it but it just stared at him with large wide eyes. All the fear he felt washed away, replaced with a deep heartbreaking guilt. The creature could only stare at him with wet eyes, unable to communicate its frustration as its life drained away. Danny felt pulled in by it, into its darkness. The deer did not seem to want to leave the world alone, something connected them both and pulled Danny in. Down and down, everything seemed to get darker around him; he was falling into the deer somehow. He fought with all his might to break away. Finally he fell back, or perhaps the deer had released him. Danny scrambled backwards in the dirt to get away from the dead creature. The young  deer closed its eyes and the forest became quiet again. 
 
   Danny tried to contain the fear that came crashing down on him. When he had been close to the animal the fear had been pushed away, but now the red light was blinking again and the horror he’d felt was back. Soaked in sweat he considered taking off his plaid jacket but it was giving him at least a little bit of comfort and security. This time as he walked toward the light he held his hands up, hoping it would scare away whatever was out there. The rifle lay discarded on the ground, forgotten and useless.
 
   “I can see you God damn it!” Danny shouted at the light, waving his arms at it. Still the light continued to flash, the same pulsing rhythm over and over. It was beginning to make a noise, a dull throbbing like a deep bass drum. 
 
   WHOOMB.WHOOMB. WHOOMB. 
 
   Danny could feel it in his chest. The entire forest seemed to pulse with the noise, expanding and contracting around the central red light. Danny swept his medium length blonde hair back out of his face and rubbed his eyes. 
 
   “Please. Stop. Please.” Danny begged quietly. His eyes darted back and forth from one shadowy tree to the next, the paranoia overwhelming him.
 
   THIS IS ONLY THE BEGINNING. 
 
   The light disappeared and suddenly reappeared overhead. Danny looks up, covering his eyes. The light seems to circle above him, a red flaming ring of light. Small particles of dirt and grass were lifted off the ground and float upwards. The light seemed to pull everything around him into the air. He watched the rifle fly past toward the light and disappear.  Small stones and bits of the forest begin to float free of gravity, spiralling around him and moving into the center of the light. Danny fought with all his might but he is soon pulled off his feet, lifted gently onto the tips of his toes. He frantically kicked his feet as his chest thrusts forward and a scream bursts out of him and echoes across the forest. The world seems to contract toward him as trees bend inwards and upwards at the same time. Reality shifts and distorts and for a moment a shape moves inside the light, almost as if they were standing behind it. Danny’s scream continued for a long time, long after the light vanished. Whoever stood on the other side of the red light did nothing to help him. Danny continued to scream into the darkness, passing in and out of consciousness. Even unconscious his body remained floating in the air. The light and noise pulled him back to consciousness even as it painfully overwhelmed him.
 
   WHOOMB.WHOOMB.WHOOMB.
 
   Suddenly he is released and he falls to the ground. Wracked with pain and seized by fierce convulsions, Danny could not stand or move. There was a presence in the light, a presence that reached out somehow and touched him. The beam of light stayed on him, even as he tried to crawl away. Alien, yet more than human, the beam seemed to transfer information to him. It was beyond his comprehension and his brain could not handle the influx of new information. His fear was too overwhelming, his panic too frantic for his will to sort through what was really happening to him. When the strange presence finally released its hold on him Danny could only lie on the ground on his side, holding his knees tight to his chin until he blacked out. This time he did not awaken again for a very long time. The light disappeared and the forest remained silence, only the night creatures would ever know the truth of what happened in the forest that night. 
 
   The deer, its wounds healed, stood over Danny and licked his face. It remained by his side until it caught Phil’s scent. Phil’s flashlight beam cut through the trees just as the deer disappeared. Danny’s body was so hot in the cold air it seemed to be steaming. As Phil turned him over, he took a step back in shock. Danny’s face no longer looked human, his eyes were too wide and his mouth stretched open in a way that Phil had never seen before and would never forget for the rest of his life. 
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   The emergency medical staff did everything they could for Danny Boyle. By the time the paramedics had found him and Phil in the woods Danny’s face had returned to normal. The paramedics took them both to Mills Memorial Hospital but once they realized Danny’s vital signs were normal and his injuries appeared to be superficial, they had him air-lifted to Kelowna General. They suspected it was a brain injury and if so the people at Kelowna would be better equipped to deal with it, or at least that is what they told Phil. Phil did not call Helen until the helicopter was in the air and she responded better than he’d expected. Unfortunately things got worse at Mills Memorial; Danny suffered a cardiac arrest minutes before the helicopter touched down. As they rushed Danny to the second emergency room of the night, Phil was forbidden from seeing him. Phil used the time to talk to Helen and explain most of what had happened. When she finally arrived she was beautifully frazzled and obviously worried. Her short cut red hair was pinned back with black clips and her dark brown eyes bore into Phil accusingly, even while her full lips faked a smile around her perfect white teeth. Helen wasn’t very tall, no more than five and a half feet, but she was full figured and strong. Phil had seen her hold her own against men and he certainly feared her more than he’d ever feared Danny. They often exaggerated her temper, making her seem worse than she actually was. She really wasn’t a tough person to deal with; she just didn’t tolerate a lot of bullshit. Phil wasn’t scared she’d overreact; he was scared she’d give him exactly what he deserved. After all, wasn’t it his fault Danny was hurt? 
 
   After a brief hug, Helen started hitting Phil with the questions.
 
   “What happened to him?” Helen asked.
 
   “I’m not sure. I’m guessing he fell, maybe hit his head. We got separated and when I found him he was just lying on the ground. There was no blood or anything, so I think he’s okay, but I don’t know.” Phil replied. 
 
   “Fuck!” Helen said, falling against the wall. “Can I see him?” 
 
   “No. He’s in the emergency room right now. I am sure he’ll be fine. Danny’s tough and takes care of himself.” 
 
   Phil said the words but he did not believe them. He’d seen Danny’s face; whatever had happened to him was not normal. Phil had felt something in the woods and although he couldn’t say what it was or how it had made him feel, there was something. 
 
   Phil hugged Helen again, trying to reassure her. 
 
   “It’ll be okay Helen. Trust me this isn’t how Danny Boyle’s going to die, falling down a hill on a hunting trip. At least you were wrong.” 
 
   “I was wrong? What about?” Helen asked. 
 
   “You said we’d probably end up shooting each other. So let’s be happy nobody got shot.” 
 
   Helen laughed and wiped her eyes, turning away so Phil couldn’t see her cry. 
 
   “Danny will pull through, Helen, don’t worry. He’ll be good as new.”
 
    
 
   Danny lay in the emergency room hooked up to a breathing mask. He suddenly jolted awake, sitting upright and looking around with a dazed expression in his eyes. He startled the Doctor and all three nurses in the room, who tried to lay him back down on the stretcher.  Nobody was wearing face masks but the doctor had on a pair of latex gloves. Using one hand the doctor tried to push Danny back down. As he lay back, they all quickly pulled their masks on over their faces.
 
   “Please lie down sir. You had an accident and suffered a minor heart attack. The EKG is running now and your heart seems to be okay, but we need you to relax and let us run a few tests.”
 
   Danny laid down and breathed in oxygen through the mask. He tried to remember what had happened but his memory seemed fuzzy, like he was hung-over. All he could recall was a deer, perhaps two. It was dead now, because of him and yet for some reason he thought perhaps it was not dead after all. Confused he closed his eyes and listened to the beeping machine and the sound of his breathing, letting it lull him asleep. Just before he passed into the realm of dreams he heard a quiet skittering noise like the sound of a thousand tiny little feet.
 
   “This hospital is falling apart! Ugh!” shouted one of the nurses as she backed away from the sink. A variety of bugs began to climb up out of the sink drain, spreading out into the washbasin. A second nurse saw them and quickly turned the water up as high as it would go. The two women splashed water on the insects, forcing them back down the drain. 
 
   “Call the janitors, tell them to bring some Drano up here, this is disgusting!” the third male nurse shouted. 

“Drano? Call an exterminator!” The second nurse said. 
 
   Neither of them noticed that the variety of the insects they were dealing with. Spiders, earwigs, ants and silverfish all crawled together, acting as if they were one species or of one mind. It took a few minutes but the nurses soon washed them back down the drain. The male nurse dumped hand sanitizer into the sink, letting the water run for a few minutes until it was boiling hot just to be sure they got them all. 
 
    
 
   The Second walked along the beach of the Baja Peninsula wearing the human skin it had borrowed in Africa many weeks earlier. Although it had arrived on Earth first, it was designated the Second, responsible for the protection of the one known as the First. The humans were hiding the First, moving it from place to place but they could not hide it forever. Together they needed to prepare the planet for the arrival of more of their kind. 
 
   It muttered to itself, occasionally stopping to bend down and smell handfuls of dirt. Years had been spent trying to cross the great oceans of this planet and now that it had arrived it was impatient. It had been apart from the other Growth for too long. It needed to find the scent of the First so that it could track it. 
 
   “The First. The First must be found,” was all it said, over and over again.
 
   Somewhere in the maze of lights was the object he sought, that which would allow the others to come and join him and the new, wet rock he had discovered. The Second coughed and wiped its mouth with the back of its ragged sleeves. A streak of dark blood stains its mouth and hand. Using a long crooked finger nail it drew an X in the blood. Looking down at itself it realizes it must find new dressings, the swim across the sea left little of its body or clothing intact. The small, inconsequential parts of its human victim had been eaten away by the sea creatures and it would need new flesh if it were to continue unobserved among the dominant species of the strange blue planet. 
 
   Danny had lost count of how many times he’d opened his eyes to new surroundings in the last twenty-four hours. He would wake up feeling fine, only to feel overwhelming nausea and dizziness. When he closed his eyes to try and make it stop, he’d fall back into the darkness of unconsciousness. This time however he saw his wife Helen standing over him and the darkness faded. As she leaned over him she smiled and swept back her short, curly red hair. His daughter Morgan, who was eight going on eighteen, leapt up onto the bed next to him. Although she looked like her father, Morgan had her mother’s hair with just a touch of Danny’s blonde through it. Morgan also had Danny’s blue eyes, a combination that made her quite striking when she wasn’t a little dishevelled mess. Morgan was all sweetness with ferocity much like a house cat; gentle but armed with her mother’s claws. 
 
   “Careful Morgan!” Helen said, bouncing on the bed, but Danny took his wife’s hand to let her know it was okay.
 
    Danny’s oldest boy Raymond hung back; being thirteen he was no longer comfortable showing affection. Danny waved him over, pointing to the spot on the bed next to his sister. Ray scowled but hopped up next to him anyway. 
 
   “Daddy’s a bit bruised so take it easy, okay guys?” Danny said, pulling Ray close. He kissed his son on the head and although the boy scowled with his mouth, his eyes shined brightly. 
 
   “So you’re okay Dad?” Ray asked, trying to sound cool. 
 
   “Everything seems to be working, but I feel like I got run over by a car full of fat people.” The kids giggled at his joke.
 
   “We thought you were in a coma.” Morgan said. 
 
   Danny looked up at his wife. Obviously she must have overheard the word coma from an adult. 
 
   “You were out for two days.” Helen said matter-of-factly. Danny was once again surprised at her strength, amazed at how calm and cool she was. 
 
   “Two days? Shi. . . shoot. Did my work call?”
 
   “Yeah. You’re fired. But we’re glad you are okay.” Helen replied, throwing her arms around his neck. She kissed him on the temple and whispered in his ear.
 
   “Don’t do that to me again, Dan.” 
 
   As Danny kissed his wife on the lips he suddenly heard a sound from inside the room. It sounded like mice inside the walls, running around frantically behind the cheap plaster. 
 
   “You hear that?” he asked Helen, but she shook her head.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Nothing, sorry.” Danny said, kissing his wife a second time. The sound had stopped.
 
   “What are you wearing Dad?” Ray asked, pointing at the hospital gown. 
 
   “Well this is what they give you when you are in the hospital. Something so ugly no one would ever steal it.” 
 
   “It kind of feels like a napkin.” Ray replied as he rubbed the edge between his two fingers. 
 
   Danny reached out and grabbed the Toronto Blue Jays cap off Ray’s head and put it on. It was too small and sat on top of his hair. Ray didn’t look like either of them, he had Danny’s face structure but his hair was a darker blonde like Danny’s mother. Luckily Ray had his father’s body shape; he was naturally athletic even though he had no interest in any sports.
 
   “Give it back Dad!” Ray said, snatching the hat back. 
 
   Suddenly Morgan threw her arms around her father, squeezing him tight. 
 
   “I knew you’d wake up Daddy. I know you’ll always be there to protect us.” 
 
   A nurse appeared in the doorway so Danny took the opportunity to break his daughter’s choke hold. 
 
   “Doctor Rue is ready to see you now.” The nurse stated.
 
   The doctor entered the room as soon as nurse finished speaking and Danny wondered why he hadn’t just come in. Unless he was heading in their direction and the nurse had taken too long to tell them, Danny couldn’t think of any logical way the doctor could have entered just as the nurse said he would, unless he’d planned it that way. Either way, Danny didn’t like the dreamy young doctor already. When he smiled at them his gaze lingered too long on Helen and it made Danny furious.
 
   “Is it okay to talk in front of the children?” the doctor asked. 
 
   He flashed a big white smile like an actor in toothpaste commercial. Danny and the doctor were the same age and Danny suddenly felt inferior, especially now that he was apparently unemployed. 
 
   “It appears that Mr. Boyle had an idiopathic seizure,” the doctor said with a little too much enthusiasm. “The strain on his body caused him to suffer a heart attack, which occurred during his transfer here from Mills.”
 
   The doctor walked over to Danny and checked his temperature with the back of his hand, placing it gently against Danny’s forehead. Danny rolled his eyes at Helen. 
 
   “The good news is that there was no damage done, at least none that we can see at this point. His brain scans came up clean, his heart looks stronger than mine, all in all he’s in great shape.”
 
   Danny smiled until he realized the doctor was smiling at him. 
 
   “So what’s the bad news?” Helen asked, fiddling with her fingers like she always did when she was nervous. 
 
   “What?” asked the doctor. 
 
   “What’s the bad news? You started with saying ‘the good news is’, that implies there is some bad news as well.” Helen said, narrowing her eyes. 
 
   “Oh, no. I mean we have to keep him here for another couple of days to run some tests. I am not sure why it took him so long to wake up and we have no idea what caused the seizure in the first place. Give me another 48 hours and then I’d say he is good to go home. That’s the bad news, I guess. Lots of tests to run.” 
 
   “Can I stay in a hotel? It’d be cheaper.” Danny stated. 
 
   “Take it easy, I’ll be back in a couple hours for some blood.”  The doctor said as he shook Danny’s leg playfully before walking toward the door.
 
   Danny nodded and the doctor took off, down the hall to another room where another patient waited. Danny wondered if that person had a story as bizarre as his own. 
 
                 Helen and the kids stayed with Danny for a few more hours, but as much as they loved their father, the children grew restless. Danny felt fine while they were there but after Helen and the kids said goodbye the sounds started in the wall again. Anxiety began to build in his chest and when it got close to midnight a new noise started outside the window. It seemed like a dull vibration, a throbbing that grew in intensity every minute. Danny lay in his bed, looking at the curtains, wondering what was outside the window. His room was two floors up and even though it was making him nervous he had to see what it was. 
 
   Breathing in deeply, Danny worked up the courage to go toward the window. He stood there with his hands on the curtain, trying to calm himself down. Something banged against the window, sounding like a thousand tiny little hammers. He threw the curtains open and saw the largest swarm of bees he’d ever seen in his life. They moved as a swarm, banging against the glass repeatedly. Danny had never had seen bees at night and something told him this was far from normal behaviour. Lifting his hand to the window the crowd of bees gathered around the point where his fingers touched the window. Moving his hand back and forth, he watched in awe as the bees followed the path his fingers traced on the glass. Making a fist, he rapped it lightly against the window and the entire swarm suddenly dissipated. He watched the bees split apart and spread out, merging back into the darkness they’d come from.
 
   The rest of the noises faded away and Danny made his way back to bed. Although the sound in the walls had stopped the feeling of uneasiness still lingered. Lying on his side Danny fell asleep reluctantly, unable to shake the feeling that something, somewhere was watching him.
 
                 The next morning Danny began running the gauntlet of tests that Dr. Rue had scheduled him for. For breakfast Danny had a CT scan and an MRI. All he could think of was the dent the tests were going to put in their savings. Canadian health care covered for a lot, but it didn’t cover everything. 
 
   For lunch Danny gave a couple vials of blood and sat in a reclining chair for an incredibly boring EEG scan. Dr. Rue didn’t administer any of the tests himself but he made himself present every hour or so, hammering Danny with questions. At least three times the doctor asked him about his past experiences with recreational street drugs. It was clear Dr. Rue believed this to be the cause of Danny’s seizure, that perhaps Danny and his black friend Phil Morrison were snorting cocaine or popping pills out in the wild. Of course Phil was the most mainstream, least experimental person Danny knew; other than drinking beer Phil hadn’t even tried drugs when they were in college. Phil liked the same things now as he did when he was twelve; guns and girls. Danny had never tried any drugs without his wife present and most of those times occurred out of the country while they were on vacation. He’d tried mushrooms in Peru and smoked a ton of free pot in Jamaica, but beyond that he’d never taken anything so bad or had a trip so terrible that it could come back and haunt him years later. Danny was one of those people that believed if you looked good and felt good, you WERE good. What he’d seen that night was not a drug induced fantasy. Although his memory was fuzzy and confusing, that did not change that fact he was sure that something extraordinary had happened out in the forest. 
 
                 The hospital saved the best test for last, the lumbar puncture. There was simply no other way for the doctor to test his cerebrospinal fluid. No matter how he protested there was no avoiding it, it seemed. Danny didn’t want to complain too much, he didn’t want to seem weak in front of the doctor. It wasn’t that Danny was afraid; he just wasn’t keen on more pain. Luckily the pain was minimal and the procedure was over fairly quickly. 
 
   Danny returned to his room just in time for dinner but halfway through the mashed potatoes he began to develop a terrible spinal headache. Dr. Rue had warned him about it but he did not expect it to come on so fast and so hard. 
 
   “I heard you are getting some headaches?” Dr. Rue said, entering the room. 
 
   “Yeah,” was all Danny said, rubbing his forehead. 
 
   “I’ll get you some stronger painkillers. If the headaches persist, let me know right away. Okay? Otherwise you should be fine to go home tomorrow.”  
 
   “How did you get all these tests scheduled so quickly? Danny asked out of the blue.
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   “I’ve never seen any hospital ever get anything done so quickly. It took six months for a doctor to even look at the lump Helen had in her . . . chest and another seven months for an appointment to get it removed.” 
 
   That wasn’t completely true; Danny had spent a lot of time in hospitals. It was impossible to avoid them when your father was a stunt man. 
 
   “Well I guess we got lucky this time. Rest up, Mr. Boyle.” The doctor gave him that infuriatingly joyful smile and disappeared down the corridor. Danny could hear his loafers happily clacking on the tiles, growing softer and softer until he was gone.
 
   Danny sat up in bed, trying to bring back memories of what had happened in the woods. Between his thumb and finger on his right hand Danny had an ugly scar from a sports accident when he was sixteen. He began to rub his scar nervously, staring out the window until he finally fell asleep. Dreams of running through the Canadian countryside kept his mind busy until morning. 
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   As Danny slept the things that moved unknown and unseen in the universe began to circle the small blue planet called Earth. Humanity, who by its very nature was a species hungry for social interaction, could not have been less prepared for the creatures that would come to hide among them. For they knew no god but themselves, they worshipped nothing but corruption. They did not come to Earth in a space ship or through teleportation; they came as a virus, dropping from the atmosphere after a million years in the cold dark of space. They wanted no allies, no friends, no companions, only hosts for their viral intelligence. 
 
   Descending down through the atmosphere wrapped in a protective shell of ice and compressed space dust, a tiny microbe directed itself toward the place where it believed the watery blue planet would develop an immune response. The planet knew they were coming; even now the living sentient blue orb would be preparing itself. The Growth knew the Earth was aware of it the second it had broke through her airy veil.
 
   Unlike the first and second who arrived before it, this entity wanted only to fight. It was a warrior, one whose ancestors had crushed a thousand worlds throughout the universe. The First had a mission of great importance, while the Second was the one who would lead the others and protect the First. This one, this Third one, as good a name for it as anything else the human language could devise, wanted only one thing; to find the strongest of the humans and devour them. It could sense Danny from 45,000 feet high, somehow knowing which direction it needed to go even as its icy shell melted away in the atmosphere.  The Third saw Danny Boyle lit up brightly among the rest of the animals on the planet and that meant he would become either its host or its first opponent. The Growth did not know pleasure in the way that it was understood among other sentient beings but still its pathogenic body quivered in anticipation. As it drifted down to the hospital it found numerous bodies to choose from, each one offering a different possible configuration. The Third was feeling creative and so it decided one body would not suit it, it would take two hosts simultaneously. Living flesh was clay to it, easily malleable and easily transformed. 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile much farther south in Santo Tomas, Mexico, the Second finally found the scent it had been looking for. It smashed through the front door of a Chem-X Laboratories research facility. The frame of the door exploded inwards, glass flying in every direction.  Alarm bells rang out but it had already torn the security staff apart outside in the parking lot. Its fingers had mutated into strong, armoured black weapons which it used to tear open the steel door of the elevator. The elevator sat forty feet below on the bottom floor and the Second simply leaped down onto it, punching through the hatch and dropping in. It paid no heed to the experiments in the other cell, it smelled its own kind and that was all it could focus on. It was the Second that was responsible for the others; it was the one who must bring them together to ensure complete and total consumption of the planet. A human, slim and weak, tried to run past the Second and it grabbed the man by the throat, slamming him against the wall over its head. 
 
                 “Where is she? Where have you taken her?” The Second screamed. It was confused by its use of a human gender descriptive. In order to identify that which was different from itself its newly corrupted human brain was searching for the only terms it could easily grasp. The Second paid it no mind, it was what it was and humanity’s language was nothing more than a tool. It slammed the human against the wall a second time, repeating its question. The human scientist broke easily, his head splintered and the creature had no choice but to toss him away. It kicked over a nearby metal table and a tank of white lab rats broke open. The rats scurried in every direction, running over the body of the dead scientist. The Second reached down and grabbed one, looking at it with great curiosity. The rat did not move as the creature stared into its pink eyes, moving it back and forth. Earth was different than many of the other world’s its kind had infected; there were so many varieties of life here, so many opportunities to create new things. The creature enjoyed the variety of life forms it had to feed upon. Earth was nothing if not diverse in flavour and abundant with flesh.
 
   Danny was overjoyed to see his family but before they’d even gotten through the doorway the nurse burst in on them.
 
   “Mister and Missus Boyle? The Doctor said Mr. Boyle is free to leave. He’ll meet you at the front desk when you are ready just have them page him,” the nurse said.
 
   “Great, thanks.” Helen replied. 
 
   The kids were overjoyed, they climbed up on the bed and hugging their father. 
 
   “Yay!” Morgan shouted, bouncing on the edge of the bed.
 
   “Well you heard her,” Helen said, lifting Morgan off the bed. 
 
   “Time to go.”
 
   “Can you guys give me a minute? I need to get dressed.” Danny threw the covers off and swung his feet down to the door.  
 
   Ray leaned against the wall, playing his Nintendo DS, looking up occasionally just to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. Danny was annoyed his son had brought his video games to the hospital but on the other hand, at least the boy had come.
 
   “Unless you want to see me naked.” Danny said. Ray shook his head in disgust at his father. 
 
   “Being naked is completely natural, right Mom?” Morgan asked. Ray shoved her, fake puking on his little sister. 
 
   “Yes Morgan, but your Daddy is a little shy.” Helen said, winking at her husband. 
 
   Helen pushed Ray out the door, Morgan following behind them both, turning back to give her father a big smile. He loved his family so much that thinking about it often made his heart feel as if it would explode. Given his recent heart attack, he had to remember to keep calm and relaxed for the next little while. Instead of carrying that anxiety in his chest over his loved ones, he decided he would simply tell them how much he loved them. 
 
   “Love you guys!” Danny shouted out loud. 
 
   Helen had brought him a sports bag with a fresh change of clothes. What he’d worn on his hunting trip was long gone now, only his shoes had survived. Inside the bag Helen had packed a white University of British Columbia shirt and a pair of jeans one size smaller than what he was comfortable with. As he finished buttoning up his jeans he heard a noise that instantly caught his attention. It was very quiet, very distant, but it sounded like monkeys screaming. It was one of those things that you just assumed the movies portrayed accurately, he’d never personally heard animals shrieking madly but he recognized the sound when he heard it. Although the racket seemed distant it was unmistakable and it wasn’t just monkeys he could hear. There were other animal sounds, guttural growls and low roars that seemed to come at him from every direction. As he finished putting on his t-shirt he subconsciously rubbed his thumb scar, a habit he’d picked up during his stay in the hospital when the injury happened. Then he’d been worried about his sports career. Those days seemed very far away in the past. 
 
                 At the front desk Helen had decided to page the doctor, while she waited patiently for him to arrive the kids bought themselves treats at the vending machine. 
 
   “Mrs. Boyle, a pleasure to see you again.” Dr. Rue said, extending his hand.
 
   Helen hadn’t seen him approach so she assumed he must have come out of one of the nearby rooms. It caught her off guard and it took her a minute to take his extended hand and shake it.
 
   “Thank you.” Helen said, stepping back slightly. 
 
   “I was just wondering, you know is it really safe for him to be going home so quickly? What if he has another seizure or something?” Helen asked while still shaking the doctor’s hand. It seemed the young doctor was reluctant to release her. 
 
   “I don’t think we have any reason at this point to be concerned. We’re not even sure what happened to cause his seizure in the first place. I’m still waiting for a few test results but Danny appears to be fine.” 
 
   The doctor finally pulled his hand back and placed them both in his pocket. 
 
   “Only your husband knows for sure what happened out there. We can do our best to figure it out but unless he’s going to be honest with us, there isn’t much we can do.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” Helen said, narrowing her green eyes. “Are you saying he’s keeping something from me?” 
 
   “No, no, not at all. Maybe he really doesn’t remember what happened. Whatever is going on, we’re not going to get any answers here in the hospital. And your insurance doesn’t cover a private room and I just felt you’d be better served letting him rest at home. But if you are concerned. . .” 
 
   “No. No you are probably right.” 
 
   Suddenly Dr. Rue’s phone rang a simple three tweet tone. The doctor pulled it out quickly and when he saw the number calling a dark shadow passed over his face. 
 
   The Doctor gave Helen a slight bob of his head and left, heading back to the nurses desk. Helen checked her watch impatiently wondering what was taking Danny so long. Occasionally the doctor would glance over at her and finally Helen decided to find out exactly what the kids were up to. Handsome or not, the doctor’s overt attention to her was reaching the point of being creepy. Especially since he was keeping the phone stuck to his head the whole time.
 
                 Two meters away Danny walked passed his family straight into the emergency stairwell. Nothing else was on his mind except following the noises he was hearing in his head. Suddenly a lion’s roar assailed him and he almost lost his balance, grabbing onto the railing as his foot slipped off the stair. Righting himself, he continued down, trying his best to dim the noises bouncing around in his head. 
 
   RUN. RUN. RUN. RUN. INFANT.NEW. INCAPABLE!
 
   Finally reaching the bottom Danny slowly pushed open the door. The sounds he was hearing made one final cascade of noise that caused him to wince in pain. He fell against the wall, sliding downwards slowly as he gripped his head. Lashing out in anger he kicked the doors in front of him. As the doors flew opened the noise finally stopped. 
 
   The room on the other side of the doors was coated with plastic drapes; there was some kind of construction going on and the smell of fresh paint was strong. Danny pushed past the plastic drapes into another room. It took him a moment to realize he was in the morgue and that although under construction, it was still being used to hold bodies. 
 
   There was a noise under a nearby counter and Danny froze. Stepping closer, he slowly leaned over and came face to face with what appeared to be a homeless man crouched under the morticians table. There was a smell coming off him and his dark beard was patchy and dishevelled. 
 
   “You the cops?” the homeless man asked. The man was dirty and unkempt and he appeared sickly, his hands were hidden inside his jacket. 
 
   “No. I just got lost.” Danny replied, stepping back away from the man. 
 
   The smell grew stronger and Danny recoiled from it, the stench was repugnant and inhuman. As the homeless man crawled out from under the table Danny saw the man’s dirty hands were purple, swollen and misshapen. The fingers looked ready to burst and the tips were black. 
 
   “Somethin’ bit me. I jus’ wanted some help. You a doctor?” the man asked. Holding up his hands, Danny recoiled in horror. The skin was sloughing off of them, revealing large black pincers that unfolded like deadly scissors. 
 
   “Help me!” 
 
   The man lunged at him but Danny leaped away, faster than he’d ever moved before. As the homeless man landed head first on the floor his flesh make a sickly tearing noise as his face split in half. The skin separated as an alien-like visage pushed through the old human one and blinked its black eyes. When it turned on all fours to face Danny, the homeless man had come to resemble some kind of insect-like creature. The moans coming from its throat turned to clicking noises from its ant-like mandibles that jutted out from the place where it once had a mouth. It moved on all fours at lightning speed but luckily Danny was faster than it was. 
 
   For a split second time seemed to slow down; in the corner of the basement a tiny spider weaved its web, unaware of the monster or the human who seemed to be watching it. Danny reached out with his mind, reaching into the spider and replicated its abilities. It all happened so fast that Danny did not even know consciously what was going on. The alien scurried across the floor toward him and Danny leapt, using the abilities of the spider to cling to the ceiling. Tiny scapulae made of red energy formed on the ends of Danny’s fingers and allowed him to stick to the roof, dangling above the former human that now hosted the Third.  The alien creature was blending the insect and human DNA into various combinations, using the flesh as it saw fit. It scrambled around underneath Danny for a minute, its newly grown antennae twitching in the air, until it remembered its human form and stood up. Danny swung away, landing near the entrance to the morgue. The Third followed him quickly, chasing him into the room of plastic curtains. Danny slipped on the floor, pulling down a plastic cover as he fell that wrapped itself around him. By the time he’d freed himself the alien hybrid was standing over him. 
 
   “INSECTS. ANIMALS. THAT IS ALL. THAT IS ALL THIS WORLD IS,” the creature hissed with a human tongue. 
 
   “WET STICKY CREATURES CRAMMED INTO EVERY ORIFICE OF YOUR WORLD. EASY FOR US. EASY FOR US TO CONSUME.”
 
   It lashed out with its left mandible, no longer even an arm, tearing through the plastic tarp and slashing Danny’s shirt with the sharp spikes formed on its carapace. The creature seemed to grow bigger, swelling and thickening at the same time. Danny did his best to duck behind the plastic as the creature swung at him. The alien’s human skin was quickly turning black and Danny knew there was no way he could ever help the man inside. The homeless man was nothing more than a cocoon for something otherworldly to grow in. The last thing Danny wanted was for it to touch him, or worse, infect him in some way.
 
   Danny felt a strange new strength surging through him again and he kicked the Third with both feet, sending it flying back into the wall. Landing like a cat he quickly scanned the room. The only way out was the emergency staircase behind him or the morgue entrance behind the monster. He was reluctant to flee back up the stairs; if it followed him to a more heavily populated area of the hospital many people would be at risk. His family was up there, he wanted to keep it as far away from them as possible. Whatever had drawn him to the monster, whatever was giving him these strange adaptive abilities wanted him to stand and fight. He believed he could destroy it, he believed he had to. There was no one else that could. 
 
   Danny’s heart was in the right place when he decided to fight back, he faced his enemy with courage. But his bravery alone could not stop the monster. Leaping off the wall he used all his body strength to smash the creature with both fists. As it recoiled back its claw-like hands ripped across his chest and drew blood. Danny managed to dodge the second swipe with incredible speed and for a moment he believed he might actually win. But the alien fought with no sense of self-preservation, no fear of pain. As he swung his fist at it, the Third raised its arm and cut shear through Danny’s right forearm with the razor sharp edge of its armour. The limb fell to the floor with a dull thud. Danny stumbled backwards, his mind racing as shock set in. He thought it was raining and he looked around, then he realized it was his blood spraying on the thick plastic wall covers. 
 
   A pulse of red energy burst from his stump and it blew Danny and the Third into opposite ends of the room. Danny’s blood had turned into pure glowing red energy, blasting out of his wound and his eyes like lasers. As the energy snaked out across the room it did not damage or burn anything, it simply flowed across the objects it came into contact with. The Third had gotten tangled in the plastic tarps and as it tore itself free it shrieked so loud it popped Danny’s ears. Danny crawled across the floor until his back reached the wall, then he gripped his bleeding arm tight. The Third was scared of the strange red energy, it burned and blinded it. Frightened for the first time in over a thousand years, the Third fled the body it inhabited. It took a few minutes for the corpse to fall over but in that moment the alien transferred its consciousness to one of the ants inside it. The instant the body hit the floor the energy faded from Danny’s body and he blacked out. The lights in the room flickered and went out and there was a high pitch whine as the building emergency lights kicked in.
 
                 His eyes flickered open and he saw his own blood pooling around him. Danny heard voices coming down the stairs but he could not call out.
 
   “That you again Norbert? You know you can’t sleep down here. If you’re sleeping in here we’re turning you over to the cops this time.” 
 
   ITSY BITSY SPIDER, EARTH MAN..              
 
   Danny recognized the voice right away; it was the voice from the forest. The sound came from somewhere inside him and jolted him awake. He thought he’d heard it before but he ignored it, but now it was loud and clear. This time the voice would not be ignored and Danny no longer had the strength to fight it.
 
   ARANEAE. IXODIDA. HOME SAPIENS. ALL IS ONE.
 
   Danny’s skin began to ooze a thick clear liquid. The fluid filled in his wounds and tried to cover his mouth but he wiped his face with his good arm. 
 
   A second voice chimed in, deeper than the first. 
 
   “I don’t know why you keep giving this guy another chance, let’s just toss the bum out into the trash and be done with HOLY SHIT!”
 
   Danny couldn’t see them; his vision was fading in and out fast. He tried to call out to them but he couldn’t find his voice. They seemed to radiate a glow like a 3-D image. They were wasting valuable time inspecting the freakish corpse they’d discovered and by the time they’d notice Danny lying at the other end of the room they had already lost valuable seconds. His life was fading and Danny knew it, each beat of his heart sent his life’s blood pumping out onto the floor. The glaze of sweat continued to ooze from his pours and at it touched his wounds the bleeding began to slow.
 
   The security guards were out of their element and they quickly ran upstairs, yelling into their radios for police and paramedics. Danny couldn’t help but be amused by the fact he was dying on the floor of a hospital. Finally the song of the darkness overtook him and he closed his eyes. He could feel the moulting fluid covering him up and he had no more energy to fight. 
 
   OLIGOCHAETA.HUMAN. ALL IS ONE.
 
   Suddenly Danny understood what the voice was saying. Araneae was spiders, Ixodida were also known as ticks. Oligochaeta.
 
   “Oligochaeta.” Danny whispered to himself. 
 
   A common earthworm. What did they mean though? Why was it important? Danny opened his eyes and looked at his wounded arm. The bone had already grown back and he watched in amazement as the meat and skin re-grew over top of his skeleton. The moulting fluid worked as a healing agent, covering his wounds and regenerating them quickly. Danny had no idea if anything in nature could even heal that fast. It was like watching some kind of magical plant bloom before his eyes except he could feel the nerves and the sensations flooding through the new flesh. The paramedics and police burst into the room, waving flashlights in his face. As he held up his hand to block the light, the last pieces of his new hand knitted themselves together. The new bones cracked for the first time and the paramedics put Danny on a stretcher. All he could do is stare at his new arm, the skin pink and fresh. As they put him on the elevator they placed a breathing mask over his face. He moved the fingers on the newly regrown hand, marvelling as the muscles flexed for the first time. Danny held both arms up side by side and while they were mirror images of each other, there was clearly a difference in age between the two limbs. Then the shock set in and Danny fell back unconscious.
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   When the hospital finally cleared Danny to leave it was Phil who came to pick him up. After what happened in the basement Danny and Helen both agreed that it wasn’t safe for the kids to come back to the hospital. They’d barely spoken about it and Danny had no way to explain it. People around the hospital started whispering about the guy with all the bad luck. Helen had missed too much work already and with Danny now unemployed, Phil volunteered to get him so Helen could keep her client happy. It seemed ridiculous to be building an oak wardrobe while her husband was in the hospital but her real estate clients wanted the houses ready in time for their potential buyers. It was a Wednesday anyway and the kids were off at school, whereas Phil’s son was off at college in Los Angeles.
 
    There had been a lot of questions about what had happened and what exactly the creature was they’d found downstairs. But with all Danny had been through and his general lack of cooperation, the police decided he was simply an unlucky guy who’d happened upon a very sick individual. The Center for Disease Control had been called in to remove the body and they could find nothing that could pose a risk to anyone else. The corpse was long gone before Phil showed up and the hospital wanted to put it behind them as quickly and quietly as possible. They even went so far as to wave Danny’s single room costs, wiping it off the bill entirely. Danny said nothing as he got dressed, this time with a plain white t-shirt; his jeans had survived the encounter with the Third in one piece. Phil waited patiently for him to sign himself out and they walked side by side to the car. Phil opened the passenger door for his old friend who he’d known since high school. Although Danny gave him a strange look, still Phil said nothing. 
 
                 Inside the old Volkswagen that smelled like a dirty hockey bag, Phil took off his hat and tossed it in the back. Putting his seatbelt on, Danny watched Phil rub his balding, short cut afro. It looked as if Phil was going to say something, but instead he turned the key to start the engine. Then Phil turned to him, scratching his stubbly beard as the words came tumbling out.
 
    “Look are you going to tell me what the fuck is going on or not, man?” 
 
   Danny was taken aback for a moment. “What are you talking about, exactly?” 
 
   “Look I’m not your wife or that dumb-ass doctor. I was there, Danny. I saw things, heard things. I saw your face, when I found you. It was messed up. I didn’t come to the hospital sooner? Because I didn’t want to talk about it. But they just pulled a monster out of there, didn’t they? So rather than spend the next few days of my life trying to figure it out I’m going right to the source, right now. Whatever is happening is happening to you, Danny. So either you trust me and let me in, now, or I hit the road. I am not going to end up getting killed because you have communication problems.”
 
   “Killed? What are you talking about? Why would you get killed?” Danny asked wryly. 
 
   “I’ve seen more than enough movies and TV shows to know how this is going to go down, I’ve even read a few books. You know what every science fiction and horror story has in common? The victims. Aliens land on Earth and half the town is dead before the guy who suspected they were aliens says anything. Dude sees a vampire eat his neighbour and he doesn’t call the cops until it’s his turn. Ninety nine percent of all movie plots could be shut down right away if the person who is the lead character just shared what the hell he knew with everyone else.” 
 
   Danny burst out laughing but Phil kept on, deadly serious. 
 
   “Why am I the main character here? Maybe YOU are!” Danny said.
 
   “No. You’re the white guy, you’re the hero. More power to you man. I don’t want all this shit following me around. I don’t want all that responsibility and commitment. I just want to keep my head down and get out of this alive.” 
 
   “I think you’re over-reacting a bit Phil.”
 
   “I mean it, you tell me what is going on, to the best of your ability, so I can make an informed decision about which path I take. Otherwise I am just walking blindly into the jaws of death.” 
 
   Danny continued to chuckle until he realized that Phil was truly afraid. Whatever that voice was in the woods, whatever was happening, Phil was a part of it. Danny didn’t even know where to begin with all the odd and terrible things he’d seen. There was no way to put into words what he was experiencing but he owed it to his friend to try. After the monster he’d faced in the morgue he couldn’t ignore the danger all around him. If he was going to protect his friends and family, he’d have to start by telling them the truth. Phil was right in that regard; the more people knew the better prepared they would be. Something big was happening that much Danny was sure of. It was as if something was picking at the edges of the world, trying to peel back a loose piece of reality and climb through.
 
   “Can we at least get some beer first?” Danny asked. 
 
   Phil smiled and started the car engine. 
 
                 After picking up a twelve pack at the Beer Store, Danny and Phil headed for their favourite drinking spot; the curb at the base of Knox Mountain Drive. They parked the car on the dirt shoulder on the opposite site of the intersection and with their beer between their feet they sat on the gray stone curb. 
 
   “You heard the voice too?” Danny asked. 
 
   Phil nodded as he cracked his beer bottle open. 
 
   “Yeah it sounded like T-Pain. I thought there was a car parked somewhere nearby but I didn’t see anything,” Phil replied.
 
   “I did. I saw a light. A red beam, flashing somewhere in the forest.”
 
   “What was it?” 
 
   “I don’t know. I never saw anything. I followed it and I found the dead deer we’d shot and,” Phil cut him off quickly.
 
   “When I found you there was no deer.” 
 
   “What? Really?”
 
   “Yeah man. Just you and your face, all messed up in fear and shock.” 
 
   Phil stretched open his mouth and eyes, hiding his teeth, to show Danny how he’d looked when Phil had found him. Danny just shook his head. 
 
   “Is that what I looked like? Really? I don’t remember anything other than the deer. The voice didn’t sound like T-Pain either.” 
 
   “Well not like T-Pain, exactly, but it was definitely auto tune.” 
 
   “It didn’t sound like that to me at all. If anything, it was more child-like, higher pitch. More alien.”
 
   Phil finished his beer and walked over to the garbage can and threw it out.  
 
   “You mean like those little bug-eyed things?” Phil asked.
 
   “Yeah, the ass-probers.”
 
   “Did you get probed?” 
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   “Well there’s some good news right there. So what happened in the hospital?” 
 
   “Did you see it? The thing, the creature?”
 
   “No, but I overheard the nurses talking about it. Some kind of burn victim, or deformed freak or something.”
 
   “It was a man; at least it was at first. I could see it happening, the change, like right in front of me. From a man into something else, something horrible. It tried to kill me. It chopped off my arm.” 
 
   “What??” 
 
   Phil grabbed the arm as Danny held it up. Unable to pull Danny closer from a sitting position, Phil stood up, took off his hat and tossed it on the curb and took Danny’s arm in both his hands.
 
   Taking the thumb, Phil moved it around, rubbing the skin. 
 
   “Where’s the scar?” Phil asked, turning the hand back and forth. 
 
   “I told you it re-grew, I lost the whole hand, man!” 
 
   “This is totally and completely crazy. It’s impossible.” 
 
   Phil sat back down, put his hat back on and opened another beer. Danny stood up while Phil tried to make sense of what he’d just heard. Regeneration. That was more serious than just hearing voices; this was a serious breach of the rules of the universe. People just did not grow limbs back. People did not get attacked by monsters either, but the exact nature of this monster was still up in the air. A mutated human was not that far outside Phil’s realm of possibility, after all people were born with defects all the time. A new hand meant something else; it meant that things were changing in the world and that the rules were being remade. 
 
   The missing injury on Danny’s old hand was caused by a violent football accident. As the quarterback Danny was hit hard by a strong offensive rush. Phil had been one of the linebackers and had slipped in the mud, letting his man slip past. The horrible weather caused his whole defensive line to crumble and Danny had been mobbed by multiple members of the opposing team. Even with his teammates helping, he was buried beneath a mass of bodies. One of the players had stepped on his thumb, bending it back and snapping the bone. The skin had stretched back and torn open and the surgery to repair the muscle tissue and regain use of the thumb had left a scar as well. There had been no permanent injuries but it had taken months before his hand recuperated. The scar was there long after their football careers, and their career aspirations had moved on. To see that scar, that childhood reminder of the boys they were, wiped away by some strange supernatural force, really hurt Phil in a way he could not explain. It was a piece of their shared history that was now gone forever.
 
                 “The voices I keep hearing, they aren’t mean or scary. They’re distorted and distant, but they seem more frustrated than anything else.” 
 
   The two men sat silently for a moment, watching a pick-up drive slowly by. The driver of the Ford truck, a woman, gave them a curious glance but kept on driving. 
 
   “I’m going to have to explain all this to Helen too when I get home.” Danny said, sighing deeply. 
 
   “How’s she doing? Is she pissed at me?”
 
   “No. She’s been an angel, actually. I figured she was waiting until I was up and around and back home before she went off.”
 
   For some reason Phil found himself thinking about God as Danny paced back and forth and that was when an idea struck him. 
 
   “Angels. Satan. God and Satan.”
 
   Phil jumped up, spilling his beer slightly as he grabbed Danny. 
 
   “Now you’re sounding like the voices, Phil.”
 
   “No I mean look, we heard voices in the forest and SOMETHING happened to you. Now you are drawn to this weird thing in the hospital that is somehow connected. There are TWO things here, Danny! Something in the woods and another thing here, in the hospital. With you in the middle.”
 
   Danny knew what Phil was talking about but he was sceptical. Yet in the hospital hadn’t that voice from the woods talked to him, told him to reach out to the crawling things around him and show him how to heal? Had something been trying to protect him from the mutated monster?
 
   “Angels in the forest, devils in the city. Men, women, life, death. It’s a two-sided coin.” Phil was so happy with his sudden brainstorm he finished off his beer and threw the bottle. The bottle smashed on the rocks on the side of the road.
 
   “Whoops.” Phil said.
 
   “What if you’re wrong?” Danny asked, looking down at the ground. 
 
   “What if it IS two different things and they are both demons?” 
 
   Phil took out two beers, twisted the caps off both and handed one to Danny. 
 
   “Well if that’s the case, we’re all fucked.” 
 
   Phil was laughing and Danny tried his best to see the lighter side of the moment. The best he could do was to give Phil a weakly reassuring smile. 
 
   They finished their beers and spent a few more hours talking, trying their best to come up with a plan of action. Danny did not tell Phil everything and they made little progress, other than getting a bit drunk. There had been something between him, the voices and the insects in the room. Something in him had connected him to the spider. When they bonded, he was aware of its entire being and the energy within him latched onto it somehow. With the alcohol in his system he felt stranger than ever, the whole world seemed to be increasing in intensity and he could not seem to block it out. He could feel a tiny power inside him, growing bigger with each hour that passed. 
 
   Danny’s body had duplicated the abilities of the insects in the hospital morgue; his speed and strength had been increased for the brief time he was in danger. Without that ability he’d certainly have died. Even as he sat and talked with his friend he could feel a weird pull at the corners of his mind. There were things out in the world he was suddenly aware of, that his strange new power seemed to react to. He could sense a caterpillar tasting the sap of a nearby maple tree. A stray cat sniffed around a dumpster, wondering if the scent of the home it was born in could ever be found again. Accepting that reality was changing was one thing, accepting the core of his being was changing was far too much for him to handle. Sharing that would be like stepping away from his humanity, he felt as if verbalizing it would give it form and substance, but if he remained quiet perhaps it would all fade away. Danny was afraid of what was now inside him. If he told Phil and Phil saw it in him, saw that he had changed too, how could he trust Danny anymore? 
 
   The guy in the hospital basement, his name had been Norbert. Danny felt terrible for the man and wondered if anyone in the world would ever look for him. Within a minute Norbert had turned into an alien ant creature, snapping and hissing at him. It happened so fast the man couldn’t have even known what was going on. If whatever was in that man was in him, then he was a danger to everyone around him. It seemed so farfetched, so impossible, that he couldn’t talk about it. It was too horrible to contemplate so Danny kept to himself. 
 
   Phil tried to come up with some sort of plan but all he was really looking for was a way to cope with what he’d experienced. Danny simply nodded and agreed with his ideas until Phil sobered up and drove him home. Phil had given up trying to get any more out of his frind, in the end they’d decided to let Danny handle it. If anything happened he promised he’d let Phil know, but Danny wasn’t sure that there was much Phil could do. 
 
                 When Danny walked in the house Morgan had just gotten out of the bath and she ran to him with soaking wet clumps of curly red hair flopping about. The blonde streaks were more noticeable when her hair was wet and Danny adored the almost platinum blonde streak that ran down the center of her hair.
 
   “Daddy!” Morgan shouted. 
 
   Danny scooped his daughter up in his arms and looked around for his son.
 
   “Where’s Ray?” Danny asked Helen as soon as she appeared, towel flung over one shoulder.
 
   “Hi. He’s in his room.” 
 
   Helen seemed relieved that he was home, which surprised him because he’d spent more time with Phil than he’d intended to. His wife was still wet from taking Morgan out of the bath and she wore only a pair of black shorts and a white tank top. Helen smiled at him and he smiled back, still madly in love with her. He ignored the wrinkles that were appearing at the corners of her eyes. It made him feel guilty whenever he thought of her aging; he always felt like a burden to her whenever he saw her tired or weary. His masculinity could handle the fact she was a carpenter, working with tools he couldn’t even name. It was the children he felt guilt over; no matter how much he tried it always seemed they relied on their mother the most. 
 
   Danny carried Morgan upstairs to her room, his wife trailing behind. As she climbed quietly under the covers he sat down next to her and read Morgan her favourite book, Where the Wild Things Are. Helen left to get ready for bed and Danny read his daughter the story as she curled up under the blanket.
 
    “And they were frightened and called him the most wild thing of all and made him king of all wild things.”
 
   By the time he finished reading Morgan was fast asleep, her tiny chest rising and falling with each little breath. Danny placed a hand over his daughter’s heart and then leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   As he crept quietly out of Morgan’s room, he looked down the hall. He knew his wife was waiting in their room and he walked with his head down in shame. More than anything else that had happened, this was what he been dreading the most. If the choice was offered to him, he’d fight three more of those mutated monsters if it meant he would not have to hear the disappointment in his wife’s voice. Helen had asked him not to go hunting in the first place; there was too much that needed to be done around the house for him to take off for the night on a camping trip. 
 
   After everything he had been through the last three days Danny did not have the energy for a fight even though he knew he deserved what was coming. How many times was she going to have to tolerate his stupidity? For how much longer could she carry the responsibilities of their family alone? Things were changing all around them and during the brief walk down the hall Danny swore to himself that this was going to be the last time she had to yell at him. The universe had opened itself and revealed to him a small fragment of something amazing and terrible, how could he possibly go back to being the same irresponsible ass he’d been? It was his job to keep them safe, all of them.  
 
   As he touched the bedroom door he could almost feel the anxiety and concern flowing out from his wife, through the wood and into his chest. When he stepped into the room he was prepared for anything. Instead Helen ran to him and threw her arms around him, tears bursting out as she sobbed heavily. Somehow seeing her cry was worse than the anger, this was out of character for her and it shocked him. Of all the strange things he’d recently experienced, the tears streaming down Helen’s face and her sobs against his chest made him feel the worst. Even the pain of losing a limb, of watching it regrow in front of him, did not damage him the way his wife’s tears did. To see Helen, who was always so strong and confident, suddenly reduced to a sobbing mess hurt him more than anything he’d ever known. In the back of his mind he could not help but wonder if she too was changing, just as he was. The idea that something might have happened to her stirred the fear that had been growing in his heart since the minute he’d shot the deer. That fear finally overwhelmed him and he clutched Helen tight. They clung to each other for comfort, just two small human hearts beating as one, afraid for their tiny, inconsequential lives that held so much wonder and potential. 
 
   They kissed each other gently at first, through tears and Helen’s soft sobbing. Soon the passion between them ignited a fire and they began to stroke and caress each other roughly. Danny covered Helen in kisses; across her shoulders and neck as she pulled his shirt over his head. Wrapping one arm around her body he lifted her up off the ground and laid Helen on the bed. The strange red energy crackled through him but neither of them noticed. Their eyes were closed and they let their hands find and explore each other as their bodies began to move together. Danny could feel the life force flowing out of her and into him and back like an electrical circuit charging them both. His heartbeat quickened to match hers and she opened her legs for him to climb on top of her. Danny kissed her as he lay chest to chest against her, their hearts beating in unison. Her arousal and hunger was an aphrodisiac to him, it fuelled his own fiery passion like gasoline. Every part of him wanted her and yet as they lay naked, moments before he entered her he stopped and took her head in his hands. 
 
   “I love you Helen. More than anything in this world,” Danny said as he kissed her bottom lip gently. She smiled and let out a breathy response. 
 
   “Show me. Show me how much you love me.” Instead of speaking Danny thrust into her and as she sighed she pulled him deeper in.
 
    
 
   Dr. Rue sat at his desk, nervously tapping his Carmio loafers against the tile floor, his eyes locked on his office phone. He’d never been good with anxiety, it was the reason he was a general practitioner and not a surgeon; his nerves just couldn’t hold up under pressure. 
 
   The Third watched him, eager for his flesh. The ant that served as its host had the ability to grow wings inside its DNA, so it had activated the gene earlier. It buzzed around the corner of the room, a fat bloated mutation of its former self on withered wings. It had purged itself of the fear it had felt before, a side effect of the weak human it had inhabited. It would not accept fear, it had faced defenders before on planets that were stronger and more powerful than Earth. They had all crumbled beneath its black touch. It was adaptable and versatile, free of the restrictive instincts of lesser life forms; it would not be brought low by the basic brains of evolved mammals. It flew toward the doctor and settled on the corner of his desk. This time it would not rush the change; it would wear the human and savour the transformation into a warrior form. 
 
   Just as the phone rang the Third flew into Dr. Rue’s ear. The doctor felt only a slight itch as he placed the phone against his head.
 
   “You were correct. There were no traces in the subject’s bloodstream.” The voice on the other end of the line said.
 
   “Exactly! Whatever it is you are looking for, Mr. Boyle isn’t carrying it.”
 
   The doctor drummed his fingers on the desk.
 
   “What do you want me to do with the other body?” Dr. Rue asked nervously.
 
   “We’ve already sent over a team to clean the contaminated areas and remove the body. Just do your part, Mr. Rue, we’ll handle the rest.” 
 
   “It’s Dr. Rue,” even as the words left his mouth he knew he’d made a mistake. His ear was ringing but he could still hear the voice clearly. 
 
   “No. Doctors have morals and ethics. You have neither, Mr. Rue.” 
 
   “When do I get my money?” 
 
   “Soon.”
 
   The phone clicked and Dr. Rue breathed a sigh of relief. As he placed the phone down he rubbed his earlobe to relieve the pressure that seemed to be building in his head. Finally he got up in search of some painkillers, thinking it was a migraine coming on. The Third nestled into the soft flesh, burrowing deeper inside as it released a neutralizing painkiller into the doctor’s bloodstream. Comfortable and warm, the alien waited patiently for an adversary worthy of its abilities. 
 
    
 
                 Danny flushed the toilet and after checking in on the kids, returned to bed where Helen waited for him. They had spent hours making love, enjoying each other for the first time in a while. It was one of those experiences that was more romantic than sex but too rough to be called making love. It was primitive, animalistic and spiritual at the same time. She was still smiling lazily when he flopped back down on the bed. Helen wore only an Ottawa Rough Riders t-shirt while Danny had on the track pants that matched it. 
 
   “I got three different phone calls you know.” Helen said as she sat up on one elbow. 
 
   “Each one started the same way, ‘there’s been an accident’.” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Danny started to apologize but she placed a hand on his chest and he let her continue. 
 
   “I know it wasn’t your fault. But why are you lying about it? I know you lied to the doctors and the police, it was obvious. You’re not very good at it.”
 
   “It would have made me sound crazy or sick in the head or something. What else could I tell them? I don’t even know what is going on. ” 
 
   “But you know something is, right. Even I can feel it. It’s changed you.”
 
   “It feels like everything is changing.”
 
   “Everything is. But we’ve got each other. It’ll be okay.”
 
   Danny had no response for that and he kissed her on the chin gently. Helen laid her head on his chest, listening to his heart beat until he fell asleep. 
 
   When Danny woke up an hour later, Helen had slid over and circulation was cut off in his arm, the new arm that he’d just grown back the day before. For a moment he panicked, thinking he’d lost it again. Jumping out of bed he flexed his arm repeatedly, grimacing through the pain as the blood worked itself back into the stiff limb. Realizing he was over-reacting, he let go of his arm. Once it was back to normal he moved Helen’s head back onto her pillow and tucked her under the blanket. Once again he felt the call of nature and he headed back to the bathroom. It took longer this time for him to go, his bladder muscles were still asleep and the rest of him was exhausted from the sex so he gazed out the small open window and tried to relax. The neighbourhood was still dark but there was a smell of dawn coming in. A hint of winter hid inside the cold chilly breeze he felt along the floor. For the third year in a row he made a note to get the holes caulked up in the old house. Just as he began to relieve himself something moved below the window. Danny tried to get a better look but he could not stop the urine flow so he wasn’t able to catch another glimpse of it. Someone had run out of the trees and slipped along the side toward the back, sticking close to the side of house. The row of houses on his street faced a large creek and forest area. It wasn’t huge, but it was big enough for a child to get lost in. Or get lured into. Danny ran to Morgan’s room and opened the door slowly. He felt his throat closing and he could barely breathe; the bed was empty. Danny sprinted across the hall to Ray’s room and opened his door. Ray was awake instantly, rubbing his eyes. 
 
   “What the hell Dad??” Ray said quietly. 
 
   “Morgan’s missing,” was all Danny said before running down the stairs. 
 
   Morgan came walking through the back door just as Danny reached it, forcing him to stop quickly so he wouldn’t run into her. 
 
   “Morgan!” Danny shouted, balancing himself on the wall.
 
   “Why were you outside? You know you’re not allowed to leave the house, especially at night!” 
 
   Danny swept her up in his arms, holding her tight.
 
   “Sorry Daddy,” she said, nuzzling against his neck. “There was a man out there. He wanted me to come say hi. He said he’s waiting for you.” 
 
   Danny’s blood froze. As soon as Helen and Raymond appeared at the top of the stairs he sent Morgan up to her mother. 
 
   “What’s up?” Ray asked. The boy was genuinely concerned but Danny did not want him involved. Whoever was waiting for him out there got too close to his kids already.
 
    
 
   “Nothing. I don’t know, stay here. Lock the door.” 
 
   For a moment Danny and Helen stared at each other and then she gave him a gentle nod of her head in approval. Whatever was out there, they both knew he had to face it head on. 
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   As Danny stepped out into the night air, he knew right away he felt as if he was in a different world. The trees, the yard, even the house was still the same as it had always been. Yet he knew, more importantly he felt the subtlest change in the universe. Closing the door behind him, he headed toward the tree line that marked the end of his yard. After a few minutes of walking deeper into the forest something rustled in the trees ahead of him.
 
   EARTH MAN. IT’S TIME. 
 
    A large bush between two thick trees blocked his view but Danny knew there was something on the other side, he could hear it moving. The voice seemed to linger in his mind longer the closer he got to whatever it was that was waiting for him. 
 
   COME.
 
   As he pushed through the bush the world seemed to resist. Reality warped before his hand like plastic, sending out rippling waves as he passed over some invisible threshold. He felt as if he was gliding over the soft grass, everything around him had a far away feeling to it. 
 
   As he looked back over his shoulder to catch a glimpse of the passing ripple effect, something big moved in the trees ahead of him. It pushed out from behind a wall of green very slowly, very dramatically. All Danny could do was watch in awe as the forest seemed to part for whatever it was coming toward him. The hooves appeared first, stepping out of the wilderness like two massive white pillars. The horns followed, so thick and dark Danny thought at first it wore a crown of massive tree branches. The giant male deer stood before him and the forest seemed to bloom at its touch. A rainbow of coloured plants sprouted out of the depressions left by its hooves and as they grew the pedals spread and opened like tiny hungry mouths. The trees around the deer seemed to swell and rattle their leaves in pride at its passing, their branches parting and reaching toward the sky. It took Danny a moment to realize that this was not just any deer; even though it had dramatically changed Danny easily recognized it. Both of them had experienced something strange and frightening, their mutual fear and trauma linked them together. This was the deer that Phil had shot. Even worse, Danny himself had shot the deer’s companion. He’d promised himself that he would never kill another creature as long as he lived and he hoped the deer could sense his guilt and shame. The bullet scar was still visible on the deer’s neck where it had been shot. It wasn’t Danny that had shot him, it was Phil but that didn’t make Danny any more comfortable, considering he’d shot and killed the deer’s friend.
 
   “I’m sorry. . .” Danny started to apologize but the deer trotted toward him and he lost his nerve. 
 
   It was over six feet high, not including the horns and ten feet long.  Its muscles were huge and it exuded power with every step. The antlers were large and thick and the tips looked as sharp as daggers. Yet the deer seemed peaceful, almost friendly. As he reached out a hand it pressed its large wet nose against his palm. After everything that had happened, after all that Phil and Danny had put the deer through, the deer still forgave him. The event in the forest had brought them together and now the deer was there to support him, he could sense it. 
 
   “How did you get so damn big, boy?” Danny said.
 
   The deer suddenly turned and hopped a few paces away. It turned its head and looked at him, waving its antlers forward. As soon as Danny took a step forward, it dashed a few feet away. Once again it waved its antlers forward,  pointing them toward an open field. It was trying to get him to follow it, so he picked up the pace and jogged over. The deer then began to trot and Danny chased after it. It soon became apparent that the deer wanted to run.
 
   Danny felt energized and wide awake even though it was the middle of the night. It was the same energy he’d felt in the hospital, fighting the monster with abilities taken from the nearby insects. Something in his brain was attuning itself to the speed and power of the massive deer. The life force of the animal radiated outwards, flowing through Danny like ocean tides. He could feel the strength and power of its heart beating, his own heart quickening to match the rhythm. 
 
   They began to run together side by side, tearing through the trees recklessly. Faster and faster they went until the trees seemed to blur past. Danny had no problem reacting to the branches and bushes thrown in his way, he was reacting faster than humanly possible, ducking and leaping with superhuman skill. The red energy burned through his skin leaving ephemeral traces of red behind him. As he caught glimpses of the deer he could see its antlers had changed as well, glowing with neon red energy. They were bonded as one, sharing their natural life field while drawing on the life force of the very planet itself. Everything was alive and vibrant, the trees and grass seemed to shout their green and brown color from the darkness. A joy unlike anything he’d ever felt filled him up and he began to laugh and cheer as he ran. The deer felt it as well; he could tell from the way it was playfully leaping in front of him that it was happy too. 
 
   They ran over a hundred miles before they even came to a road. The deer leaped across easily but Danny was moving so fast he did not see the truck coming down the road in front of him. There was only a moment to react before he collided with the side of the truck so he did what the deer had taught him to do, he jumped. The big Mack truck seemed to move in slow motion as he left the ground, legs and arms flailing like a professional long jumper. The driver didn’t even have a chance to catch a glimpse of Danny before he hit the ground on the opposite side. In the blink of an eye he was gone again, a red streak the only sign of his passing. 
 
                 Danny lost all sense of time and distance; the power inside him distorted his senses and his internal clock. Caught up in the moment, he had no idea how far he’d run when the deer finally stopped to let him catch his breath. He doubled over, laughing with joy, trying to breath between fits of laughter and exhaustion. The deer hopped around him playfully, its endurance far greater than his. Rubbing the deer’s neck, he could not help but be in awe of its massive size. As he leaned against it, finally catching his breath, he felt it tense up. The deer turned its head from side to side as it sniffed the air. Danny could feel it too. Something was coming, something powerful. The deer nuzzled his palm to say goodbye, or perhaps good luck, and then bounded off into the woods. As it went, the light went with it and the forest suddenly darkened. The energy he’d felt earlier seemed to evaporate away, leaving only an empty, cold spot within him. 
 
   VILDE CHAYA WE HAVE COME.
 
   The ground began to rumble and the trees parted as four massive giant aliens surrounded him. They came from all directions and stood close to twenty five feet. As they pushed through the trees the forest seemed to push back, hooking into their white skin. The outer shell of the creatures tore easily, but they did not bleed. Fur and feathers sprouted out of the rips in the outer flesh, horns and ears and animal eyes burst from beneath the white outer shell. The skin peeled away from them like clothes being casually shed so that when the four of them reached the clearing they were alien no longer. Their bodies had become amalgams of earthy creatures, mismatched heads and limbs that looked preposterous and monstrous at the same. The largest of them had the body of a bear with an ape-like face, huge curved horns like a ram with a matching goatee that was ten feet long. It had bear paws with chubby little fingers and leaned on a huge oak staff. The second was a female with a walrus like face, tusks and whiskers and all. Her body was covered in gray feathers with rows of white that gave her a striped look and instead of arms she had large wings that flapped uncontrollably. The feathers covered her dog-like legs and stopped short of the gray paws that tore up the dirt as she walked. The third had the head of a bald eagle but a muscular body like an upright bull, with hoofs instead of hands and large ape-like feet. The creatures feathered head was white but its body was a dark brown. It clapped its hooves together and Danny could not help but jump at the sound. The last of the creatures was smaller than the rest and while it had the face of a goat its body was scaly and golden like a fish. Its hands and feet were soft and round like a kitten, fluffy with yellow fur. Danny watched it clean itself like a cat as it walked toward him, smearing slobber and spit across its golden scales. 
 
   NOW WE AM BECOME QUATZACOATL, BUILDER OF WORLDS. NOW WE ARE HERE.
 
   This time the voice was not in Danny’s head, it came out of the ape-like face of the biggest and oldest of the creatures.
 
   “What are you?” Danny asked quietly.
 
   The creatures looked at each other but did not respond. 
 
   YOU ARE THE VISHNU JESUS. WE ARE HERE TO GUIDE YOU. YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN.
 
   “Chosen for what? What do you want from me?”
 
   YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN TO SAVE YOUR WORLD, YOUR KIND. 
 
   This time it was the female that spoke, her voice only slightly higher pitch than the others. 
 
   “From those things, right? But how?” Danny pleaded.
 
   WE HAVE GIVEN YOU GREAT POWER. GREAT RESPONSIBILITY.
 
   “I don’t want it. Why me? Why do I have to do this?” 
 
   WHY NOT? 
 
   This time it was the small one that spoke but when Danny looked at it the creature turned away shyly. Its voice had a child-like quality to it and he spoke faster than the others.
 
   Something was not right. As much as Danny believed what he was seeing, something told him it was wrong. The first time they had appeared to him on a ship as aliens, now all of a sudden they were creatures of nature. It was almost as if they were changing to please him. Or he was changing them. He also found it strange that he had no fear of the creatures at all; they seemed familiar and somehow even comforting. 
 
   “What if I say no? What if I walk away right now?” Danny said.
 
   The creatures began to gnash their teeth and claws, stomping on the ground so hard that Danny almost lost his balance. He had figured it out, even though he didn’t quite realize it, he knew what was wrong.
 
   “Nothing you say makes sense. Not really. Who are you? What are you? Where are from?”
 
   HERE. WE ARE FROM INSIDE.
 
   “Inside what? Where is here? Right here?”
 
   YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN.
 
   “Then I quit.”
 
   THEN WE WILL EAT YOU UP!
 
   The creature with the bald eagle head snapped its beak at him menacingly and Danny burst out laughing. 
 
   ‘This is all fake, isn’t it? All of this. The aliens, the ship, the voice? You guys, the animorphs, whatever the hell you want to call this? All of this is in my head.’ 
 
   Danny had not said the words out loud but still the leader of the creatures responded.
 
   YES.
 
   ‘That’s all this has been about? I’m losing my mind. This is just me going nuts. The red light, the noise, everything, it’s all been in my head.’ 
 
   Danny threw up his arms and began to spin around like a madman. The three large monsters begin to disappear, merging back into the darkness of the trees. Only the ape-faced elder remained, shoulders slumped by age or sadness or perhaps both. 
 
   YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN DANNY. THE DANGER IS REAL.
 
   The monster held out a large bear paw and a small black cloud formed on its open palm. 
 
   A THREAT TO EARTH AND ALL LIFE IS HERE. 
 
   Foul, deformed faces took shape in the cloud including the mutating face of the homeless man from the hospital. 
 
   “What is that? What is threat you keep talking about?” Danny said out loud. 
 
   The giant creature began to shrink suddenly, closing its hand so that the cloud vanished. Its horns became smaller, its face and body became more human-like, the bear fur pulled back inside to reveal dark brown flesh. When it was finished it stood only six feet, the same height as Danny. 
 
   IT HAS NO NAME OF ITS OWN. IN YOUR LANGUAGE, IN OUR LANGUAGE, IT WOULD BE CALLED THE CANCER GROWTH. THEY ARE THE DESTROYERS, THE CORRUPTORS. 
 
   It reached out and placed a hand on Danny’s shoulder.
 
   YOU HAVE NOT GONE MAD. YOU HAVE SIMPLY STEPPED THROUGH A DOORWAY INTO THE BIGGER UNIVERSE. THE TRUE UNIVERSE.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   I AM ALL THINGS.I AM YOU.
 
   “You don’t look like me.”
 
   YOU DON’T LOOK LIKE YOU.
 
   Danny pulled away, recoiling from the creature. 
 
   “Of course, I never realized it before but you’re just plucking words out of my head, aren’t you? All that religious talk, the strange sentences, it’s all just nonsense my brain is throwing back at me, isn’t it? I can feel you in there, scratching at the back of my brain.” 
 
   WE ARE THE SAME DANNY. I AM TRYING TO WARN YOU. 
 
   “Warn me? Of this Growth thing? It’s a little late for that. One of them already CHOPPED MY FUCKING ARM OFF!” 
 
   YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN.
 
   “By who? Who chose me?” 
 
   THAT WHICH WE HAVE DESIGNATED ‘SHE’ HAS AWAKENED. SHE WHO IS KNOWN AS EARTH WILL SPEAK WITH YOU NOW.
 
   Suddenly the creature stepped forward and embraced Danny, the horns pressing against his shaggy hair. When it released him, it blinked its black eyes and shook its head. 
 
   “I wish we had been better prepared,” it said. 
 
   It spoke with a human voice for the first time and Danny was shocked into silence. As the creature turned away from him he felt something at the back of his mind. Like a shadow something was hovering behind him, towering over him, so large he could feel the weight of it. Turning his head, the Earth revealed itself to him in all its glory and he collapsed. 
 
   From the moment Danny had stepped out of the car on the day of the hunting trip, his brain had been preparing itself. From the red light in the woods to the wild things he’d just met, all of it was just a warm-up to the images he was now being bombarded with. Information was downloading into his brain at a superhuman speed, the entire history of the living planet called Earth. Not only was ‘she’ sharing her history with him, but she was sharing the history of the universe. It was not the life on the planets that the universe had been created for, it was the planets themselves. The planets were the children of the Big Bang with stars serving as their guardians, nurturing and providing for them as best they could. Their level of sentience was beyond human understanding, they did not ‘think’ or ‘feel’ yet they experienced the universe in as joyful and painful a way as humanity. All of the universe was a nursery for the developing planets, the creatures who lived on their surface did so with all the importance of ticks on a dog.
 
                 It had begun in the darkness, when all existence was a realm of pain and corruption and nothing good could form. All things change and even evil could not rule forever, not even in a universe without time. The old, dark universe collapsed under its own weight and from its death came a light, a spark that ignited the potential of a new existence. The new universe was born in a Big Bang and with its birth came the concept of life. As the stars began to settle into their orbits they began to attract and compress matter which then formed into new planets. Inside the light of the new universe was HOPE, precious and precariously balanced on the edge of time and space. In that balance the idea of good and evil formed. Hope’s fragility gave all things in the universe a meaning for their existence. 
 
   The planets carried a sentience within them, a small developing form of consciousness much like that of an unborn child. More importantly though they carried in them something that had not existed in any of the previous incarnations of the universe; they carried a piece of universal hope within them. With a stable orbit and a nurturing star, the planets became sentient individuals, with a greater population spread throughout the galaxy than all the people on Earth. Like humans, each was different and unique in their own way. Some remained barren, lonely rocks with no interest in changing their natural formation. Others created massive chemical changes inside themselves which gave them atmospheres and elemental deposits of various colors and hues. Some created life that lived and died symbiotically with them, while other life forms moved on, only remembering their home world as footnote in history. The lives of the planets spanned millions of years and when they died their bodies served as their own tombstones Eventually the parent star would collapse and the cycle would began anew. 
 
                 Visions floated through his mind, drifting him comfortably through history. From the beginning explosion known as the Big Bang to the formation of his own solar system, Danny watched it all as if he sat in space.
 
    Two planets around our Sun formed water, the rarest and most delicate element of all. He saw Mars struggle to hold on to its water, creating life that ended in misery when the liquid evaporated. As it dried up, Mars pulled back into itself and went to sleep. On Earth the water took hold and turned the planet blue, so blue that it could be seen from space. The Earth was proud of itself and when life sprang from its precious liquid it felt complete. Danny could feel the planets pride at what it had done. Water was so abundant on Earth yet so rare an idea to the other worlds. With that life giving liquid the planet experimented with a diversity of different life forms, channelling its own living energy into the different branches of evolution. 
 
   Danny also saw other things in glimpses, barely more than raw flashes of imagery from the farthest reaches of space where the light ended and the forever darkness began. The planets on the fringe grew without love or comfort. The evil that had ruled over the old universe still hid in the edges of creation. It could not manifest itself in another reality, its time had passed and it could not touch another realm directly. It was a stain, a black smear left over from the time before the Big Bang. The shadow’s very presence was enough to corrupt anything that came too close; Danny could feel the Earth’s fear of it. 
 
   On a world ten thousand times the size of the Earth a simple bacteria grew on the side of a massive mountain.  Each time the planet’s orbit brought it into contact with the membrane of the universe, each time it grazed the darkness, the bacteria grew larger. The slow caress of evil at the edge of the universe rotted the planet, forming the Growth on the surface with each rotation of the sick planet’s orbit. It was nothing more than evil seeds, growing with each passing year. Eventually it spread across the entire face of the planet, covering every inch of it until the life force inside was suffocated. That world was home to the earliest incarnation of the Growth and on its own it was only a simple bacterium, virtually powerless. If not for random chance the Growth would have died eventually when its home planet crumbled to dust. The corpse of its world began to crumble, its gravity collapsing as it broke into hundreds of massive pieces. For a hundred thousand years the planet fell out of orbit, pulling away from the edge of the universe. Eventually the remnants fell into a nearby star but before it was incinerated it spread itself through spores into nearby solar systems. The bacteria could live even in the vacuum of space and through the destruction and distance between worlds it waited patiently. 
 
   The Growth was nothing more than a sentient fungus; it did not have the ability to grow beyond that, not until it came into contact with other life forms. To the Growth living DNA was malleable and changeable; the flesh of other living things could be controlled. The tiny spores infected the bodies of other living creatures and used their own genetic advantages to further their own biological imperative. It did not matter if the aliens were made of iron or water, the spores would infect them eventually and immediately change them into a suitable host by mutating and controlling them. Any living thing with DNA was a puppet to be controlled by the Growth. 
 
   Once all life on an infected world was part of their collective they would destroy the planet, the explosion spreading their spores farther into space. The planets tried to defend themselves the only way they could; by creating life. A hero was chosen on every world to stop the spread of the Growth, someone who the planet believed could save it. Some heroes won and purged their world of the taint. Others, far too many, failed and were consumed, corrupted and eventually destroyed. The death of the protector meant that world had fallen, for their flesh too would become part of the Growth. The bigger the planet, the more evolved the technology, the farther the Growth could spread itself. The Earth was proud of its diverse life and it did not hesitate in choosing its defender. Just as the living planet knew that the aliens had reached it, it also chose Danny to protect it. There was no reason given as to why, perhaps it was random chance, the Earth was not saying either way.
 
                 Danny opened his eyes and took a deep breath. The sun blinded him but it was warm and comforting on his skin. The wind stirred the grass and it brushed gently against his face and he decided to lay there a minute longer and enjoy it. All the stress and fear he’d felt the last few days was gone. Although his head hurt and his legs were sore he felt better than he’d ever felt before. There was no urgency to move, nothing more important at that moment than watching the grass sway in the wind. With his eyes closed he could almost feel the planet moving through space beneath him. His mind had been opened to see the larger picture, the bigger universe that existed. Earth was more than just a home; it was the birthplace of all mankind. Knowing how unique the diversity of Earth’s life was, knowing there was other life out there, gave him a feeling of intense joy. Humanity was no longer alone and while there was great danger, he liked feeling as if he was part of something grand and impossible. 
 
   As he stood up he looked down at his feet, wondering where his shoes were. Then he suddenly remembered leaving the house in his pyjama pants the night before. 
 
   “Oh shit! Helen!”
 
   As he took to the air, he’d already forgotten the strange alien/animal people he’d met in the woods. The joy he was feeling numbed him to any regrets or worries. Danny was elated that he was the Avatar of Earth and nothing else that day would break through the haze of happiness he was experiencing. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

EARTH MAN
 
   PART 2
 
    
 
    
 
   WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE
 
    
 
   My little horse must think it queer
to stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen lake
the darkest evening of the year.
 
   -        Robert Frost
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   Danny managed to wave down a burly looking man in a pick-up truck, even though he was standing by the side of the road in a pair of plaid pyjama pants. The large man’s name was Greg. He was kind and believed Danny’s story of sleepwalking during the night. Greg dropped him at the nearest gas station and even gave him a pair of old flip-flops a woman had left in his truck a long, long time ago. The way Greg spoke of the woman made it clear there were still open wounds, it made Danny miss and appreciate Helen even more. As he waved goodbye to the man Danny couldn’t help but feel a small kinship with him. There were few things in life as memorable as love, or more painful. Danny had to call the house collect; he didn’t have it in him to ask the heartbroken trucker for money, not even a quarter. Helen sounded tired when she picked up. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Helen, it’s me. I’m okay. Everything’s fine.”
 
   “Why aren’t you home?” 
 
   “Something strange, something wonderful happened.” Danny replied.
 
   “Well where are you?”
 
   “Edmonton, I think.”
 
   “How the hell? Never mind you can explain when you get home. You’re okay?” Helen’s voice had changed and he could tell she was awake now, probably angry too, but she was doing her best to be understanding.
 
   “Yeah. Helen I’m great, don’t worry about me. Are the kids okay?”
 
   “Yeah. They were worried and didn’t sleep much, wondering where the hell you went, but they’re at school now. Morgan was pretty upset but I gave her cookies for breakfast.” 
 
   “Okay. I’m at a gas station right now but I’ll be home really soon.”
 
   “How soon?”
 
   “I don’t know. How fast does a bird fly?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nevermind. I’ll be home soon, I promise.”
 
   The moment she closed her phone Helen broke out into tears. Her sobs lasted only a moment before she regained her composure. Chastising herself, she grabbed her tool box off the table and headed for the door. 
 
                 Later that day while in the middle of her work, Helen suddenly felt upset, the emotions she’d experienced earlier coming back twice as strong.
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes Mr. Swelter. Just taking a quick break.” She shouted.
 
   There was no reason to even tell the old man, he was oblivious to what was going on, but he was a client and Helen always treated them with decency and respect. It was her livelihood and even though it had been one hell of a tough week for her, she had to keep them happy. Reputation and reliability was the most important part of her job; people needed to know she had the skills required and that she was reliable in getting the work done. 
 
   In her entire life she had never cried as much as she had recently.  Helen had been in love with Danny since the day they’d met in junior high. No matter how irresponsible he’d been she could always forgive his mistakes because she’d always known he had it in him to change. Now that he was finally changing, she found herself more afraid of what the future had in store than she’d ever been before.
 
   Once she was in Mr. Swelter’s backyard she opened her toolbox and took out the pack of cigarettes hidden beneath the top tray. As soon as she took the first puff she immediately felt better. With all the things that had happened, from the accident in the woods to the strange events that followed after, Helen knew she was in over her head. The cigarette was her little secret, her act of rebellion against the organized chaos of her life. As relieved as she was Danny was safe, she had a feeling it was not over. A primal, maternal instinct seemed to have awakened in her. She could not shake the idea that her family was in danger. Not just Danny but her children too, Raymond and Morgan. There was only time to smoke half a cigarette; she had to have the Mr. Swelter’s pipes repaired in time to pick up the kids from school. Looking around for a place to toss it, she finally leaned over and buried in the garden next to the back stairs. Just to be safe, she stepped on the soil and pressed down gently. Just like her feelings she kicked dirt over it and forgot about it, burying it just enough to be sure no one could find it. 
 
                 Danny stood on the asphalt of the parking lot looking up at the sky. Tying up the string on his pyjamas he reached out into the world, using the abilities he’d been given by the planet itself. The power he’d used unintentionally to tap into the natural abilities of animals and insects was now fully under his control. It felt natural and he stretched out his arms as the power spread outwards. He skipped over the insects and animals and focussed completely on the birds. An owl slept in a nearby tree; three miles away an eagle scouted for food on the outskirts of the city. Choosing the eagle he felt the energy surge into his back and up his spine and then in a burst of red sparks two pairs of giant wings burst from his shoulder blades. They flexed themselves, spreading each detailed feather and shaking as if the wings had a life of their own. Danny began to run and immediately the wings responded, flapping until his feet were lifted off the ground. The wings seemed to reach above and pull him up with them. Although he looked as graceful as an albatross, Danny could not help but let out a hearty laugh as he went higher and higher into the sky. Once he reached a few thousand feet he began to glide on his new appendages, looking down on the world from above for the first time in his life. He was not sure how he knew which direction was home, but he had a clear picture of his destination in his head that showed him the way. Then he began to climb higher and higher, up into the clouds until it became hard to breathe. The eagle who’d given him the wings coasted next to him, watching him curiously with its tiny eyes. It had never seen a human in the air and yet the eagle had no fear. There was a bond between them, an understanding between the creatures of the sky that Danny could only barely understand; the power of flight was a miracle and mystery shared by few things on Earth. The eagle approved of him and as soon as he crossed over into British Columbia the eagle turned back.
 
                 Beneath him passed hundreds, perhaps thousands of living creatures. Each of them had a unique signature he could feel, like invisible tags read on a computer game, popping up as you need them. A lynx chased down a wild rabbit. Born from pet shop stock, the rabbit had little chance but it ran even though its heart was ready to burst. A black widow spider, farther north than she would normally travel, had an elaborate web thirty feet in the air between two huge trees. Two large bats living underground had eaten the previous spiders with the same plan. A trio of bears of different ages, their families lost to them, form together to hunt, learning from the older female who had lost her own babies the previous winter. Every living thing seemed to have a story to tell and a power to share. As much as he wanted to meet them all and try all the various combinations of abilities that were at his fingertips, he knew his family had to come first. The world was not in danger, not as far as he knew. Danny wanted nothing more than to get home to them to share his excitement over all that he had discovered. His life was suddenly filled with mystery and he couldn’t wait to bring those he loved into his new world, to share his amazing story with his wife and children. Danny wondered how his kids would react. Would they believe him? He grabbed onto his pyjama pants and pushed himself to fly faster. The flip-flops flew off, disappearing behind him into the blue sky. 
 
                 Helen watched Danny touch down from the driveway. They had just gotten out of the car, Morgan running to catch up to her Mom as Helen dug into her small purse for her house keys. Danny floated out of the sky, bare feet gently touching the grass with red streams of light evaporating off his back and disappearing. With her eyes wide in amazement, Helen pointed to the sky, in shock that Danny had somehow flew home. 
 
   “Daddy!” Morgan shrieked. 
 
   She dropped her Toy Story backpack and running to her father. Her tiny red pigtails bobbed as she ran. Danny swept her up in his arms and her laughter rang out like tiny crystal bells.
 
   “Hey Pumpkin!” Danny said, kissing Morgan on the nose.
 
   Helen walked over to them with a smile on her face and Danny wrapped an arm under her butt and lifted her into his arms as well. 
 
   “Hey!” Helen shouted. She kicked her feet as Danny kissed her and Morgan repeatedly. 
 
   “Flying, Danny? What the hell??” Helen whispered to him. Morgan hadn’t noticed and she didn’t want her to ask the same questions Helen was asking.
 
   “Yeah I’ll explain it later. Where’s Ray? I’ve barely seen him lately,” Danny asked. 
 
   “He’s at a friend’s house. He’ll be home in time for dinner. Put me down please.”
 
   “Nope. It’s just me and my girls!” Danny laughed as he spun them around.
 
   Danny began to walk toward the house but Helen pointed toward the backpack on the driveway. 
 
   “Morgan’s backpack,” Helen said. 
 
   Danny put his daughter down and she ran over and picked it up. With his arm free, he swept up Helen’s legs and carried her toward the house. Morgan dragged her bag behind them, running as fast as he little legs could move. 
 
   “You’re crazy, put me down, I’m too heavy for you,” Helen said, kicking her feet. To impress her, Danny held her under her tail bone, balancing all her body weight with his right hand while opening the door to the house with his left. 
 
   “Okay, what are you on?” Helen asked as he carried her over the threshold of the house. 
 
   Morgan squeezed in beside them, kicking her shoes across the floor. Danny and Helen ignored Morgan as she spread her clothes and school bag across the living room. Instead they kissed, lost in their own world until Morgan fell over her own shoe and let out a loud howl. Danny slowly broke their kiss off and placed his wife on the ground. 
 
   “Daddy, why are you still in your pyjamas?”
 
   Hours later after Danny got dressed he decided to prepare dinner. He was definitely no chef but he was brimming with confidence and wanted to do something for his family. Wearing an old black and white Adidas track suit from his days as an athlete, he tied an apron on over the front. They didn’t have the money to go out to dinner but they had a stocked fridge, which Danny stared into for a few minutes. Helen was willing to wait until after the kids went to bed to hear his explanation of what happened the night before. His optimism was infectious and Helen figured she could wait considering how happy Danny appeared to be. 
 
   Since he’d missed breakfast Danny decided to make French toast and bacon for dinner. The bacon grease could melt the nylon of the track suit so he made sure the apron covered him properly. He looked ridiculous but he didn’t care at all. Taking the eggs and bacon out of the fridge he placed them side by side on the counter. Using a sharp kitchen knife he cut the bacon package open along the bottom seam, peeling back the plastic. As soon as his fingers touched the fatty pork he saw an image in his mind of the animal it had come from. An obese hog with arthritic knees, the creature had managed to avoid slaughter by hiding in the middle of the herd during the cull. Eventually the pain in its legs got so bad that it collapsed and it was dragged away with a meat hook like a sack of potatoes. Seeing it happen firsthand turned his stomach. Sliding the garbage can under the counter, Danny took hold of the bacon gently by the plastic corner, afraid to touch the meat. Then he slowly slid the bacon package across the counter until it fell over the edge into the garbage can. As he put the trash back in its place Helen walked in, dressed in a yellow t-shirt and her favourite jeans. 
 
   “I just bought that,” she said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Oh, the bacon? Yeah it’ll make more sense once I tell you what I can do, what happened I mean.”
 
   “It has something to do with bacon?” 
 
   Danny crossed their tiny kitchen, leaned over and whispered to his wife.
 
   “It has something to do with everything.”
 
    
 
   Raymond raced home on his old customized BMX bike, doing his best to hop as many curbs as possible. He wore a helmet only because his father would take the bicycle away from him if he didn’t. His parents were pretty cool about letting him use Marcus’s half pipe and they never said anything about the risky tricks he attempted all over town, so he figured wearing a helmet was a fair compromise. Dr. Rue sat at the intersection nearby, lost in his own mind. The chemicals the Third pumped into his bloodstream kept him passive and pain free. It had learned from its last host that the human body did not respond well to rapid changes in its form. It needed time to prepare itself properly and so it burrowed deep into the brain of the doctor, slowly changing him into the perfect battle-suit. It could smell the boy was near; the son of its enemy, for it had adapted and improved the human’s olfactory receptors. It shifted nervously and the doctor awoke from his stupor, a sharp stabbing pain in his ear. The light was red and it seemed as if he’d been waiting there forever. 
 
   Dr. Rue finally saw Raymond coming down the road, riding on the sidewalk. As he tried to clean out his ear with his little finger, he saw Raymond slow down as he came to the intersection. The light was still red, with no sign of changing. It seemed to take forever for the boy to cross and the doctor watched him pass in slow motion. The Third was nervous; the enemy’s child was too close. The boy smelled like his father, the one who had escaped its clutches, the one who had hurt it. As the boy passed in front of the car Dr. Rue stepped down on the gas, closing his eyes when he heard the thud as Raymond rolled over the roof. The Third forced him to open his eyes, forced him out of his car to see the boy, to look at what he’d done. 
 
   Raymond was gone. The creature was confused and its human host responded to its strong emotion, searching back and forth on the road. It ran to the front of the car where the bike had left a stain of paint. Finally looking down the road the Third saw Raymond pedalling away. The boy had gotten up and retrieved his bicycle and simply rode off. The son of his enemy was tough and clever. Dr. Rue felt a twinge of guilt as he got back in the car, wondering why he’d pressed down on the gas pedal. Something told him to follow the boy, to mark the house where they lived. The Third spoke directly to the doctor’s brain, he could no longer tell which thoughts were his own and which belonged to the alien inside. Soon it would begin to consume his brain, filling the space with discarded layers of its constantly growing form. It had learned how to use the limbs well enough and it was enjoying mocking the other humans, hiding in their midst. Subtlety was a new experience for the Third, it liked the sensation. Human forms were lacking in so many physical ways but they had developed their own weapons, with hands and science. There was a word it had learned from humans, ‘marinate’. It planned to remain in the doctor and allow his body to marinate in the chemical stew it created. This was a word that pleased it; the human would grow more flavourful in his own fear and waste, screaming in silence as the Third consumed him cell by cell. There was no rush to conquer Earth; it had been hasty to attack its enemy so directly. There was no reason for it to do anything at all. The Growth could wait forever if they must. Dr. Rue turned on the radio and the buzzing in his ears faded away. Turning right, heading in the direction Raymond had headed, he suddenly felt euphoric. He thought it might be a good idea to keep an eye on the child, make sure he was alright. A gym bag in the back seat containing a hundred and fifty thousand dollars was of little interest to Dr. Rue now. 
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   “The stupid doctor hit me with his car!” Raymond shouted as he stormed into the house. 
 
   Danny put a plate of food down for Raymond and then checked his son to see if he was hurt, inspecting him for any blood or bruises.
 
   “I’m okay Dad. But the guy’s an idiot.” Raymond said, flopping down into the wooden chair.
 
   “You’re serious?” Helen said, standing up just as her son sat down.
 
   “Yeah Mom, the guy ran into me on a red light. I had the right of way.”
 
   “Which doctor, Ray? Dr. Rue?” Danny asked. 
 
   Morgan dipped her French toast in ketchup and stuffed it in her mouth. She had little interest in the stuff her older brother talked about.  
 
   “Yeah, you’re doctor. The one from the hospital!” Ray grabbed a piece of toast and stuffed it in his mouth as well, grinning at his little sister who smiled back with ketchup all over her cheeks. 
 
   “You’re okay though, right?” Helen asked, returning to her seat. She tried to see if his face had any bruises while she raised her coffee to her lips. 
 
   “My back is going to look like shit, but I just like, rolled over the car, landing on my feet like BAM! Then I got back on and rode home.”
 
   “You didn’t talk to him?” Danny said.
 
   “No. Why? He’s lucky I don’t sue him.” Ray replied triumphantly. 
 
   “Yeah but does he know you’re okay?”
 
   “I rode away Dad.” 
 
   “You aren’t supposed to just get up and leave when you have an accident, Ray.” Helen added. 
 
   “Yeah well, he’s the idiot who hit me. I can do what I want, I’m fine.” 
 
   Danny just shrugged his shoulders and continued serving dinner. 
 
   “I’ll talk to him tomorrow, Helen. I have to go by the hospital anyway. The bills have started arriving.” 
 
   “Tell them to wait their turn behind the others.” Helen said, raising her mug into the air. 
 
                 After the children went to bed Danny paced back in forth in their bedroom, trying to find the right words to start with. He started to talk about the planets first, about their sentience, about how each was unique. From there it began to pour out of him, all the things he’d seen and felt. He told the story in reverse, ending with when he’d left the house in pursuit of the deer. Helen listened to it all, sitting on the edge of the bed with one foot on the floor. When he’d finished she pulled him down next to her on the bed and said “I need a cigarette.”
 
   A minute later she returned with a pop can as an ashtray and a lit cigarette in her mouth. 
 
   “So you started smoking again.” Danny said.
 
   “So you apparently got superpowers.” Helen replied. 
 
   Danny closed his eyes and let the power of the Earth flow through him. Helen gasped as the tiny red tendrils of light began to form around his shoulders and head. The light seemed to come from inside him, spreading through every cell as if he were a neon sign. An owl was already out, desperate for a morsel of food. Taking its abilities, he began to levitate off the floor. As he opened his eyes he realized there was not enough room for wings to form yet he still floated off the ground. Helen got up slowly from the bed, dropping the cigarette into the can where it fizzled out. 
 
   “Are you really flying?” She asked, circling him.
 
   “I’m flying. I flew home from Edmonton. That’s where I called you from.” 
 
   “Holy shit tell me you are not flying! I mean I saw you in the driveway but I figured it was, I dunno, a trick or something. ”
 
   “It’s like those hippy environmentalists always say, you know? Hakuna Matata, the Lion King, all life is connected. I guess they were right. Circle of Life.” 
 
   “Hakuna Matata means no worries.” 
 
   “For the rest of your days, yeah I know, but how else can I explain it?” 
 
   Danny shrugged his shoulders and suddenly the wings burst forth, crashing into the ceiling. Helen scurried back across the bed and Danny burst out laughing. 
 
   “Come on, Helen. They’re just wings.” Danny held out his hand and helped his wife off the bed. 
 
   “This is what I felt in the hospital. I felt this power reach out and I healed. Completely healed. Tomorrow I’m going to start practicing, training, I don’t know. See what I can do.”
 
   “Should I even ask about work then? I mean, what does this mean?” Helen said, running her fingers along the wings.
 
   “Are we in dire need of money?”
 
   “No more than usual, I guess. We’re okay as long as nothing else goes wrong.” 
 
   “Nothing else is going to go wrong, Helen. We’re going to be okay. This is exciting isn’t it?” Danny said, floating from one wall to the next. Helen tried her best to seem excited rather than show the real fear she was feeling.
 
                 The next day after work Helen went to Phil’s house to meet Danny. Danny had begun training as he’d promised to do and apparently there was something at Phil’s that she had to see personally. The weather was nice and Phil’s girlfriend Linda had invited her over to swim any time so she wore her yellow bathing suit and her sandals. They only lived a few houses down from him so Helen dropped the kids off at home and went to find her husband, a towel around her waist. Helen could see Linda in the backyard so she opened the gate and entered. Phil sat with his back to her, drinking a beer with the rest of the case at his right hand. Linda leaned against him, both of them staring at the pool.  
 
   “Where’s Danny?” Helen asked. Neither Phil nor Linda turned around. 
 
   “In there.” Phil said, pointing with his beer can. Pointing to the swimming pool. 
 
   Helen walked in front of them and sat at the edge of the water. She could see the faint shadow at the bottom, moving back and forth.
 
   “How long has he been down there?”
 
   “Thirty-seven minutes!” Linda said cheerfully. 
 
   Before Helen could say anything Danny suddenly surfaced, spitting a mouthful of water out. Leaping up and grabbing Helen, he pulls her down into the water. As they pop back onto the surface Danny kissed his wife and although she was angry she kisses him back. 
 
   “This is so much fun! I can breathe underwater, no lungs or flippers, my body like, takes the air out of the water. It was so amazing.” Danny said as he helped Helen out of the pool. 
 
   “So he says he’s a superhero now.” Phil said, cracking open a fresh beer. 
 
   “You’re one lucky sonofabitch, Danny. Always have been.”
 
   “Damn right he is.” Helen said, kicking water at him as she tried to climb out. Linda, wanting to be part of the fun, tackled Helen into the pool. Within minutes both women were splashing Danny and he dived below the water to escape. Phil smiled and shook his head at the three of them.
 
   “You guys are worse than the kids.” Phil grumbled. 
 
   After a few minutes Danny got out of the water and breathed with his natural lungs again. He’d been trying to call Dr. Rue all day but every time he got through to someone at the hospital or his private office, they put him on hold until he got tired of waiting. Danny dried himself off with a towel and went inside Phil’s house to call the doctor in private. It took all his patience to keep from losing his temper when the secretary put him on hold again. Eventually he just left a message for the doctor to call him and returned to the pool.
 
                 
 
   A week later Helen stood next to Highway 97, facing Ellison Lake. Suddenly Danny flies past her, laughing hysterically. Turning back around Danny flew toward her but he was moving too fast and headed straight for her. He’d wanted to try flying without wings and while he had less control and maneuverability, his speed had increased tenfold. Helen stepped back quickly, clicking the stopwatch as Danny disappears southward past her. Suddenly he twisted around and begins to spiral out of control. Helen ran in his direction as he bounced full speed off the ground like a tennis ball. Still in motion he flew back up and then down hard into the lake. Helen ran to the water but before she can call his name he came walking out holding his injured arm. A tiny stream of blood pours down out of his elbow where a patch of skin has been grinded off.
 
   “I’m okay. I guess that’s what I get for showing off.” Danny said solemnly. “It was easier with the wings.”
 
   Danny had figured out he didn’t need the wings, they were optional. It was much easier for him to maintain control and it felt more natural to have them pushing him through the air. Flying under his own power made him uncomfortable. Both of them had wondered what would happen if the powers suddenly switched off while he was in the air. Helen was worried about putting her trust in a strange power, but Danny had assured her that she only needed to trust him. He kept his own fears and reservations to himself.
 
   “Well let’s stay on the ground for a while, okay?” Helen said, checking out his arm. It was red from the impact with the water but she was sure nothing was broken. 
 
   “Learn to walk before you try to fly, alright?”
 
                 Even though Danny had only told Phil and Linda, people in Kelowna began to suspect something strange was going on. Danny’s weird behaviour was only half the story, people began to see him doing things, things like flying and digging in the dirt. Soon there were stories everywhere and they had no choice but to tell their kids. People began to watch him with interest, waiting to see if he’d do something remarkable. Danny took Raymond and Helen and the three of them drove south into Washington, DC where they could have more privacy. Morgan was at home, with Linda and Phil; she had not quite understood what they’d told her about her father. 
 
   They found a nice quiet stretch of sand on Rimrock Lake where Danny could practice his abilities without being self-conscious. Morgan had gone to visit her grandmother so they could take as much time as they wanted. Raymond was no longer as interested as he’d been when he’d first found out. After seeing Danny flying and breathing underwater Ray didn’t find smelling things or lifting rocks to be all that exciting. Helen and Danny agreed that they’d probably discovered all they could with the animals and insects that lived in their local area. 
 
   “It’s not natural anymore, it’s not working properly.” Danny said from the passenger seat as they prepared to leave. He’d been agitated all day and Helen decided to ignore him. 
 
   Helen drove them home, the sun was going down and everyone was tired, hungry and whiny.
 
   You have to stop trying. Let’s just relax and see what happens.” Helen said as positively as she could. 
 
   “You need to go into the city, like Vancouver, show everyone all the shit you can do.” Ray said. 
 
   “Watch the language Raymond.” Helen said, glancing at him in the rear view mirror. 
 
   Helen pulled over at the local convenience store just off Boundary Point Rd on the U.S. side of the border. 
 
   “I need a coffee, you guys want anything?” Helen said as she parked. 
 
   “I have to use the washroom.” Danny said, getting out of the car with her. 
 
   The building containing the bathrooms was added to the back of the main structure so Danny headed around the side while Helen entered through the front. Just as he reached the bathrooms a man came out and headed toward the vending machine at the end of the path to Danny’s left. The man was middle aged, black and dressed in a large cape or cloak and fur moccasins. Danny entered the washroom, relieved himself in the urinal and washed his hands. When he came back out the man was holding up a can of cold Coke and staring at it. 
 
   “Looks good.” Danny said, admiring the frosty soda. 
 
   “Perhaps.” The man replied. 
 
   Although clearly a black man, everything else about the man made him seem Native American. His clothes were made of fur and leather and were tanned a dark brown. The stranger’s hair was straight and greying with a headband wrapped around that seemed to be keeping it down. 
 
   “What brings you to Washington?” the older man asked. 
 
   His eyes never left the cola, although his face did change expression. It was as if he were waiting for the can to do something, or say something, which Danny wasn’t in the mood to deal with. Danny saw a bench across from the washrooms and sat down. He could see the car, Ray in the back listening to his mp3 player. 
 
   “Checking out the wildlife I guess.” Danny kept his response short; he didn’t want to get into a long discussion with a stranger at a rest stop. Especially one dressed so oddly.  
 
   “Aren’t the animals the same as in Canada?” 
 
   “How do you know I’m from Canada?” 
 
   “I can recognize one of my own,” with that said the stranger offered Danny the cola with a smile. Danny took it and smiled back, taking a small sip. It was simply too cold and refreshing to ignore. As the man watched him, Danny realized something was off.
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t pay you for this, I don’t have any change on me.” 
 
   “No need, it is my pleasure. My name is Morgan Snowfall.”
 
   Danny shook hands with the man, but immediately the stranger bowed and began to walk away. 
 
   “Morgan’s my daughter’s name.” Danny said.
 
   “It’s a great name.” The older man replied. “Take it easy.” 
 
   Snowfall said as he patted Danny on the shoulder. There was a smoky scent about the man, like a fire of pine wood mixed with marijuana and tobacco. 
 
   “Thanks for the Coke.” Danny said, raising the can in the air. The man nodded in response and continued walking north toward the highway. 
 
   “Sometimes an act of kindness makes all the difference,” said Snowfall, pulling his cloak tight around his shoulders.
 
                 After they crossed over the border, Danny was fed up with just slouching in his seat. During the previous two weeks it had felt like his abilities had started waning, they no longer seemed to provide the spark of energy he’d first experienced. He was becoming accustomed to it. The almost scientific method he’d been using to determine the limits of his power was beginning to bore him. The words of the stranger from the store seemed to bounce around in his head. Finally Danny sat up and turned to Helen.
 
   “Pull over, I want to get out.” Danny said. 
 
   Helen gave him a sharp look and pulled over. 
 
   “I’m going to walk back.” Danny said, getting out. 
 
   “Why would you want to walk Danny?” Helen asked.
 
   “Dad wants to be at one with nature.” Ray said jokingly. 
 
   “Actually that’s pretty much it. It doesn’t feel right, doing things like this. I have to actually do something you know? Even if it just means going for a long run or something.”
 
   “You’re just getting used to it Danny, like everything else. The first rush of excitement soon gives way to familiarity. It’s normal.”
 
   “Maybe. I just need to think about it, clear my head.” Danny replied.
 
   “Fine. Have fun. Only you could get bored of super powers, Danny.” 
 
   Helen pulled away as Ray saluted sarcastically from the back seat. Danny held his soda pop up high as the car kicked up dirt and drove away.
 
   The night air did nothing for his sullen mood. Danny walked along the road, watching the tail lights of their red Volvo until it disappeared into the darkness. Once they were gone he stepped off the road and began to walk east into the wilderness along the border between Canada and the United States. Taking a drink of his cola, he wished he’d never accepted it now that he was stuck carrying it. He’d spent so much time revelling in his new powers he’d lost track of why he was given them in the first place. The threat to the Earth had failed to appear and he wondered if perhaps he was supposed to track it down somehow. Without knowing what to do, he was starting to feel lost. Danny didn’t want to accept that Helen might have been right in the car, that his abilities were starting to feel commonplace. The initial joys of his experiences were fading and it worried him. He wondered if this wasn’t just another one of his half-assed interests that he’d eventually grow bored of. Over the years he’d taken up many new hobbies and challenges that he’d obsess over for a few weeks. Then he’d move onto something else, the hockey gear, half-finished novel and drum set in the garage was proof of how fickle he was with his interests. Those were just from the year before; there was evidence of his aborted ventures gathering dust throughout their house dating back two decades. 
 
   Danny also began to feel guilty for not spending more time with the kids. Morgan and Ray had seen him every day but his attention had been focused on showing off his new powers. With no job, it was no big deal to spend time with them directly, doing what they wanted to do. Yet it seemed like he could never make it happen; either the kids wanted to do something he didn’t want to or he wanted to do something they had no interest in. With Ray, this was a little more acceptable because he was a teenager and reluctant to spend time with his father but Morgan was younger and needed more time with him.  Morgan was nothing but a red-headed angel, she just wanted to be kind and be loved in return. Danny had even forgotten to follow up with Dr. Rue about Ray’s accident and that angered him. When he first heard the young boy shouting, he thought for sure it was one of his own children calling to him. Suddenly he realized it was really happening, at that very moment, out in the darkened forest there was a child crying out.
 
   “Help! Help!”
 
   Danny borrowed the night-vision of a local bobcat and scanned the area. He saw a young boy, no more than a year or two older than Morgan, running toward him waving a tiny little flashlight. The child had a very short, clean haircut and wore a red puffy vest that reminded Danny of Michael J. Fox in the time travel movies. The boy could barely catch his breath as Danny kneeled down to listen to him. 
 
   “There’s . . . a . . . bear. My Mom and. . . . Dad are stuck in . . . . the car.” The young boy grabbed Danny’s hand and pulled him forward. 
 
   “Okay kid, I’m coming.” 
 
   The boy dragged him toward a cluster of trees. Danny could see the van amongst the trees but he saw no sign of a brown bear. Yet his instincts and new abilities told him there was one around, its scent was in the air. Danny had borrowed night-vision from the bobcat and he’d picked up a predator’s instinct as well. He knew there was a threat out there in the night; he could even smell the food that had attracted the bear in the first place.
 
   “What’s your name?” Danny asked, hoping it would calm the kid down.
 
   “Bradley, Bradley Thomas.” The boy wheezed, still out of breath.
 
   “Stay right here, okay Bradley? Do not come closer, no matter what.” 
 
   The young boy nodded in agreement.
 
   “Do you have a phone?” Danny asked. 
 
   The young boy nodded again, trying to hold back tears.
 
   “Call 9-11. Tell them you are just off the highway, near the border.” 
 
   Danny ran around the trees and into the camp site. The bear was circling the old gray van, driven to anger by the smell of food coming from inside. The boy’s parents sat in the front seat, too afraid to take any action. The man in the van looked identical to his son and he was even more scared than the boy had been. The father waved his arms wildly even though it was obvious Danny had seen them. 
 
   
Sniffing the air, the bear growled and smashed its front paws against the windows. Danny snuck around the opposite side, weaving in and out of the trees. 
 
   The bear had already stripped off metal and white paint with its long jagged claws. It slammed itself down unto the van and the woman screamed. The bear then circled to the passenger side and Danny ducked around the front to the driver. 
 
   “My son,” the man said through the window, “Did you see him? Is he okay?”
 
   Danny just nodded and placed a finger to his lips for silence. He suddenly realized he was still holding the can of Coke in his hand. There was no where he could put it and after having spoken to the Earth itself, he felt it would be disgusting to throw it on the ground. Instead of littering, he held onto it and circled back around the rear of the van. Danny had duplicated the bear’s abilities once he’d seen it and he knew it was chasing him. They had each other’s scent but Danny used his senses to stay a step ahead. The bear was alone and hungry; it had lived off human garbage for so long it no longer knew how to hunt. Such a proud beast, forced to live off refuse. The smell of fried food from inside the van was enraging it. Danny felt sorry for the bear but he also knew its power. The energy in his fingertips was almost buzzing, eager to duplicate the bear’s powerful claws. He understood how easily it could kill because he could feel its strength pumping through his veins. Red energy wanted to burst from him but he did not want to hurt the bear. The animal was so lonely and Danny knew why it had been alone so long; the beast was dying. It was rotting slowly from the inside. A blockage that had burst was now causing the rest of the organs to fail. Danny knew it was fatal because he could smell the sickness of it; the bear’s scent was putrid with the smell of death. There was no way he could describe the smell in human terms other than that it was the smell of rot itself. No words could describe it but it was obvious to the other animals. The bear had been abandoned to die by its own kind. 
 
   Danny leaned against the windshield and whispered to the two adults inside. The woman had long curly black hair that was plastered to her face and Danny couldn’t tell if she was listening to him or not. 
 
   “When I say go, you two run,” Danny pointed back to where he’d left their son. 
“Your son is there, head straight from there to the highway.” 
 
   The two parents nodded vigorously and Danny knew it was the best he could hope for from them. The bear went back to prying at the side door and Danny walked into the headlight beams, backing away from the van. As soon as it saw Danny the bear turned toward him, shaking its head as it bound toward him. 
 
   “GO.” Danny shouted as he walked backwards away from the bear.
 
    He heard the doors of the van open but he did not dare take his eyes off the giant predator in front of him. The bear turned around and spotted the two frightened adults running away from the van, the doors left open behind them. 
 
   “Keep your eyes on me, over here. Come on!” Danny said to the bear. 
 
   It charged at him again but he scampered backwards, keeping his hands up in front of him. The bear was not sure how to continue, it was reluctant to leave its meal behind to pursue a human but it did not want to give the appearance of submission to its challenger. It stood on its back legs and roared at Danny. It now had to prove its dominance and he smelled like a rival. Suddenly Danny realized that with all his new-found powers he could not control the bear. Even though he could match the bear, that he could read it and duplicate it, he could not influence it in any way. The words of the stranger from the gas station suddenly came back to him. 
 
   Sometimes an act of kindness makes all the difference.
 
   Danny looked down at the can of Coke in his hand and he threw it at the van. The bear turned around and Danny kneeled slowly in front of it, keeping his eyes on the bear’s feet. With Danny in a submissive position, the bear confidently looked around. It could smell the sticky sweet soda in the air as the can hit the windshield and covered the hood with fizzy foam. Danny couldn’t see the bear enough to get out of the way if it took a swing at him, it was now up to the bear if he lived or died. Danny had no intention of making the animals’ painful existence any worse and while he didn’t want to die, refused to hurt something that had already suffered so much. It just wanted to eat and be left alone. 
 
   The bear went back on all fours, trying to make up its mind as to which direction to go. It began to lick the soda off the van. The smell of the fried American food won out and with the doors open, the bear gleefully jumped inside. Danny breathed out slowly. It crossed his mind to pick up the Coke can but the way the bear was tearing up the van, he thought it was safer to get away from there. 
 
                 The RCMP had thanked him for distracting the bear then he was free to leave. They had no reason to suspect anything out of the ordinary when the truth was so far from the ordinary as to be unbelievable. The bear had run off with its prize, leaving the van a ruined mess. No people or animals had been hurt so everything worked out okay for everyone involved. Danny got home fairly quickly and although he was exhausted, he also felt a sense of physical elation unlike anything he’d experienced before. It was contentment, the sense of finally knowing his place in the world. He found Ray reading a book on animals in his bed, stretched out sideways with his head resting on his wrist. Ray had dirty blonde hair that was always dishevelled, just like Danny and Danny’s mother. The red hair Morgan had come from Helen and her side of the family, the Boyle’s were almost all blonde. In every other way he was clearly Danny’s boy; they were built almost identical with lean muscular swimmer’s legs and broad shoulders. Only the eyes were Helen’s and as he got older, more and more of his expressions began to resemble those of his mother.
 
   “Where’s Mom?” Danny asked.
 
   “In the bath. Morgan’s in bed, she’s sick.” 
 
   “Is it bad? How sick is she?” Danny asked.
 
   “It’s just a cold Dad. She’s all snotty and sounds funny though.” 
 
   Ray flipped the page, his eyes still in the book. Danny sat down on the edge of his bed and pushed his son’s stinky feet aside. 
 
   “You can do some pretty cool stuff, huh?” Ray asked, finally looking up.
 
   “I think so, yeah. Can I ask you a grown-up question Ray?”
 
   Ray shifted and sat up on the bed, drawing his legs up to his chest. Sometimes you could see in Ray’s face the man he was going to become, while other times the small, curious child was still there peeking out. 
 
   “Sure, I guess,” Ray answered, “What is it?”
 
   “Does it bother you that I don’t have a job or that sometimes we don’t have extra money for things?”
 
   Ray shook his head back and forth after a moment of reflection.
 
   “Nah Dad, it’s cool. I mean I have everything I need.” 
 
   Danny said nothing, letting Raymond finish when he was ready.
 
   “I do wish there was a car for me, you know, when I turn sixteen. But I could always get a job too, I guess.” 
 
   “You could.” Danny said kindly.
 
   “Maybe I can do what you do. This superhero stuff.”
 
   “I don’t know, Ray I don’t think it works that way. Anyway I am no superhero.” 
 
   “How did you get home, Dad, after we dropped you off?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean did you call a cab, run, or what?” 
 
   Danny knew where his son was headed with the conversation and he smiled.
 
   “I flew.” Danny said.
 
   “See? Superhero!” 
 
   Ray flopped back on his bed, grinning. Danny hugged him, said goodnight and left. The smile on his face went from ear to ear.
 
   Helen had a job lined up Saturday morning so Danny got up and made breakfast. This time he avoided bacon, instead making eggs and toast. He fried the eggs sunny side up and served them on a bagel. The kids loved the yolk of the egg bursting in the middle of the warm bagel so much they didn’t even notice he’d used whole grain bagels. Helen stood by the door, finishing off her breakfast by cramming it in her mouth. 
 
   “I’m going to talk to Dr. Rue today.” Danny said, sitting at the table with Morgan and Ray. 
 
   Helen slung her tool belt around her waist, adjusting it so it hung at an angle on her hips like a cowboy. 
 
   “Good. Who’s watching them?” Helen asked, waving her hand like a magic wand at her two children.
 
   “Linda and Phil are going to stop in; it’ll only be an hour or so.” Ray answered between mouthfuls of eggs.
 
   “I’m going out anyway.” Raymond said. Egg dripped from the corner of his mouth and he wiped it with his sleeve. 
 
   Helen shook her head at her son and husband who seemed like two peas from the same pod, or perhaps two matching pigs at the trough. She hugged her daughter, wiping her nose for her with a napkin.
 
   “You feeling okay?” Helen asked as she kissed Morgan on the forehead.
 
    “I’m okay.” Morgan said, kissing her Mom back. 
 
   “I’ll get her some ice cream while I am out.” Danny said. 
 
   Morgan grinned at him and nodded her head. 
 
   “Okay,” Helen said, opening the door. “But get the real stuff. Not the soft serve crap.” 
 
   The kids ran up and gave their mother a big hug. Helen waved by to Danny over Morgan’s head and he gave her a big smile in return.
 
   “See you later, honey.”
 
   Phil and Linda didn’t visit just so Linda could babysit. They’d come to hang out with Danny, which explained the twelve pack of beer Phil had brought with him. Danny’s plan was to run over to the doctor’s office, make sure the doctor was not concerned or worried, then hurry back home, kick up his feet and drink a few beers with Phil and Linda. 
 
   “Don’t go Daddy.” Morgan pleaded.
 
   “Why? You feeling sick, baby bear?” 
 
   Danny lifted his daughter up in his arms. The little girl’s nose was red and swollen but otherwise she seemed to be getting over her cold quickly. She had the sniffles but there was no fever or nausea as far as he knew. 
 
   “I just want you to stay home today. With me.” Morgan said sadly.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll have fun. He won’t be long.” Linda popped her gum as she spoke to Morgan, right in Danny’s ear. 
 
   “She’s right, I’ll be right back.” Danny said.
 
   Danny put Morgan on the floor and she sauntered off into the living room. 
 
   “I’ll call you if there’s a problem.” Phil said as he filled Danny’s fridge with beer.
 
   Ray was already out of the house so Danny shouted goodbye to Morgan. He could hear Dora in the background. She’d put on her favourite show and forgotten about him already. 
 
   “I’ll be back in a minute.” Danny said to Phil as he headed out the door. 
 
   There was a September chill in the air, the kind that served as winter’s warning. Even though the sun was bright in the sky so he grabbed his jacket. He was already in the air before he had his arms in the sleeves.
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   Dr. Rue’s promotion to Kelowna General had only happened the previous spring; he still ran his private practice out of his house on the other side of town. Danny flew within a block of the cul-de-sac with the intention of walking the rest of the way. There was a crisp breeze, especially up in the air and he was glad he’d grabbed the jacket. It was a thick old beaten leather thing he’d had for years, inherited from his father. 
 
   There were children in the park playing soccer but they barely noticed when Danny dropped down from the sky and landed behind a tree. Children had a remarkable ability to ignore adults, even when they flew. More than a few people had witnessed him using his abilities but no one ever said a word, almost all of them just assumed their eyes were playing tricks on them. Nobody could accept the fantastic because they had never experienced it before. People doubted themselves so easily that any shift in reality was simply ignored, after all how could the universe change the rules? It was much easier to doubt themselves then their reality. Danny was beginning to see why people were willing to believe ludicrous stories about weather balloons, or blame it all on an overactive imagination, or a trick of the light. No one wanted to accept the world was more amazing and wonderful than they’d thought when it was easier to find some flaw inside them to explain it. Danny didn’t hear their chatter but the kids playing were offended; they thought Danny had been urinating in their park. Why else would he have been hiding behind the trees?
 
   Danny stood outside the doctor’s home, a large sign on the lawn made it clear this was the home and office of Dr. W. Rue. The parking space was designated FOR PATIENTS ONLY and was three cars wide. There was no car in the driveway, but it could have been in the garage. The house was fairly traditional, built in the 1980’s with a small pair of stone stairs leading up a slight hill to the front door. The white door matched the rest of the house and there was a gold doorbell on the right side. The garden next to the stairs had already died, the wilted flowers buried under the weeds. The lawn and bushes alongside the house were landscaped rather nicely. Someone had taken care of the property up until recently. Danny wondered how Dr. Rue found the time to keep the house in such good order. The answer, of course, was money. Obviously the young handsome doctor had been paying someone until recently to keep the property in shape; he might even have hired cleaners for the interior. 
 
   ‘What must it be like to have the money to hire other people to do things for you, people like him and Helen’, Danny thought. 
 
   The doorbell chimed and when no one answered right away, Danny rang it again twice because he was feeling jealous and annoyed. This was the guy who’d run over his son and he was twice as mad now as he’d been then. He was made at himself for not being more concerned when it had happened. There was so much going on and Danny felt as if he’d neglected his son so he decided he’d take it out on the doctor’s doorbell. 
 
   Slowly the door opened and then stopped halfway. There was no one there and no noise came from inside the house. In fact Danny couldn’t hear any noise at all. It was as if the whole world had suddenly gone quiet, except for the squeaking of the door hinges as it hung partially open.
 
   “Dr. Rue?”
 
   OUR ENEMY IS HERE! 
 
   The creature that was once Dr. Wilbur Rue huddled in the shadows of the front entrance, sniffing the air. The doctor and the Third had become as one now, the doctor was a part of the Growth. 
 
   IT IS HIM! 
 
   The beast lopped quickly down the basement stairs, frightened and nervous. It wore a black suit stained with old blood and a fresh, clean new medical coat. The creature could no longer stand erect; it had changed the inside of the human body so drastically that it had warped the doctor’s spine. It had been weeks since they’d faced each other but the monster still remembered Danny’s scent. His sudden appearance had caught it off guard and it was unsure of how to proceed. It had grown comfortable in its nest, taking its time murdering while enjoying the fruits of its labors. 
 
   Danny waited only a few minutes before pushing the door open and slowly, cautiously entering the house. Although he knew he should call out again, something stopped him. The house looked posh, modern and clean but it felt wrong. Just to be safe Danny borrowed the abilities of a stray cat wandering nearby. As soon as the power surged through him his sense of foreboding grew even larger.
 
   “Dr. Rue?” Danny said, unable to bring himself to shout. He was frightened of what might answer. There was a smell in the air, a metallic, sweet smell mixed with something else, something alien. It was hard for him to make out details in the living room, the light coming into the house made his cat-like vision worse. Despite his poor vision, his sense of smell was enhanced and he knew right away where the Third had gone. It had left a chemical trail in the air leading him right to it. Following the scent to the basement door, Danny opened it and saw a trail of blood leading down the stairs. The blood had been cleaned off the top step only; the dried mess covered the stairs like a bad paint job. 
 
   Danny stood in the doorway debating his next move. Sweat was already forming on his brow and when he ran his hand through his hair it came back wet. If it was truly one of those things down there, and he believed it was, then there was no one he could call for help. Neither the police nor the military would be able to take the monster he’d faced in the hospital, not without losing a lot more men than he’d be able to live with. Not when it was his job to face it and destroy it. Danny didn’t know that it had taken Dr. Rue; he just knew it had followed him back to town from the hospital. The more he smelled its rank odour coming from the basement the more he knew for certain what it was. It had almost killed him the last time, his powers had kicked in and saved him but he didn’t know if he could do that again. Then the creature made the decision for him, singing out to him with the best human voice it could muster. A twisted version of the doctor’s voice echoed up the stairs from the dark.
 
   “Come come, Mr. Boyle, come on down.” It said.
 
   Danny took a few steps down tentatively, one foot at a time.
 
   “We might as well talk before we commence with the hostilities. I am the Third of my kind to reach this world. You may address me as such.” 
 
   “You’re certainly more talkative this time.” Danny said as he casually walked around the basement. 
 
   It was taking all Danny’s courage to keep his fear locked down in his gut. He wanted to learn as much as he could about the creature, about what it could do, before trying to destroy it. He pushed all the fear down, almost physically swallowing it as he put each shoe in front of the other. As his feet touched the basement cement he saw what the Third had done to the doctor’s home; it had turned it into a slaughterhouse. There was death all around him; he knew it not just with his human senses, but with his heightened powers as well. It took all his will to keep his eyes on the monster but he could see the blood and gore out of the corners of his eyes.
 
   Even though the monster was almost folded over at the waist due to its twisted spine, it still shared the physical characteristics of Dr. Rue. Beneath its skin something seemed to move and pulse, things pressed out from inside making it appear as if the doctor’s skin was shifting and swelling.  
 
   “Consuming your species has not been overly difficult. I can speak now, with a little more clarity. Do you know what we are?” It asked. 
 
   “Yeah, some kind of space virus,” Danny replied confidently. 
 
   The creature stood up erect, snapping the bones in its back. It then cracked its neck as it were waking up in the morning, a casual imitation of a human gesture that made it all the more revolting. It looked Danny right in the eyes as it adjusted its doctor coat and the human skin it wore. The confidence Danny was feeling when he walked in had evaporated. 
 
   Two bodies, one of a large man in overalls, the other an employee of Molly Maid based on her shirt were chained up and hanging from the far wall. Their heads were removed and sat on the table in front of their corpses. Their organs were also removed, sealed in plastic bags and sitting in Tupperware trays next to the heads. There were no bones left anywhere in the bodies, the bones lay in a pile far across the basement where Dr. Rue’s personal gym used to be. The bones, as well as torn clothing and insulation, formed a small padded layer on top of the workout equipment where the Third slept. Danny could see two human skulls next to the compression in a pile of bloody clothes; a shape left by the creature’s sleeping body. Although there was blood everywhere the hanging bodies were spotlessly clean. The corpses had been stitched up, washed and then hung like laundry. The Third had taken them apart with the precision of a surgeon. 
 
   Danny walked around the makeshift operating table and the creature circled opposite him, blocking his route back to the stairs. He needed to know who its victims were. Kelowna was not a large town and he was certain he would know them. At first he thought the heads were misshapen or crushed but when he looked down at them, squished like soccer balls, he knew what had happened. The doctor, the monster, had somehow removed the skull from the heads. The skin and soft tissue lay there like a Halloween mask. Not only was the Third killing people, but it was experimenting with their bodies. 
 
   The changes in the monster from the raging thing in the hospital that had taken his arm, to this smooth skilled killer, was more frightening than anything else Danny had experienced. Every nerve in his body buzzed with energy at the creature’s very presence. They circled each other in the basement like dancers, each one taking stock of the other. They knew each other now, both of them had become greater than they were before. Both had been babies when they’d first faced off; the alien new to Earth and Danny fresh from the woods and as scared as a fawn. Each of them with a mission of their own; chosen as warriors to defend their kingdoms, a mission that said they must destroy each other. Neither one of them had a problem with that. 
 
   “I have learned much from this host but it is almost empty now,” the Third said. It fought to keep itself erect as it rocked back and forth, twitching with hungry anticipation.
 
   “I am the Third of the Growth, warrior class battle drone. In the tongue of this planet’s dominant species, I claim this Earth as ours.” 
 
   Danny had already absorbed as many animal abilities as he could in the surrounding area. He gritted his teeth and raised his hands like a boxer, holding them in front of his face. 
 
   “Just shut up and fight her murdering, disgusting plague.” 
 
   Two black tentacles burst from the monsters chest in response, armed with jagged spikes on the end. The cat-like abilities Danny had absorbed gave him more than enough time to dodge underneath them and roll away as they ripped up the drywall behind him. Old clutter in the basement was shredded and tossed about as the tentacles flailed back and forth. Danny ducked behind the operating table and flipped it over, using it as cover. The energy gathered around his hands, creating simulations of cat paws over top of his own hands. The paws could stretch, touch or release their claws on command, as natural to him as his own hands. As the tentacles whipped overhead he leaped onto the flipped table and launched himself at the Third. The creature did not move as Danny bounced off it, landing on his feet and slashing at the Third with lightning speed. With one backhand motion the monster connected with Danny as he leapt in the air.  Danny was launched backwards, crashing into the wall above the stairs and landing on them awkwardly. He avoided the tentacles flying toward him by scampering quickly up the stairs to the main floor. There was no safety to be had there, however, as the tentacles burst up through the floorboards. Only his cat-like reflexes kept him moving, leaping from spot to spot toward the window as the wood exploded beneath him. The floor ripped and collapsed as the monster tore through the supports, just inches behind him as he ran. Leaping through the window he felt the glass cut into his hands and face, but his leather jacket protected him from serious injury. The tentacles suddenly wrapped around his feet, he’d been too slow recovering and the monster dragged him hard back inside the house. 
 
   “Don’t. Run. Away!” the creature roared.  
 
   Danny sunk his claws into the window frame, the creature pulling on his legs. The tentacles released him and he landed on the splintered wooden floor inside. It pointed the stingers right at him as the tentacles flew toward him but this time he was faster. His claws lashed out and hooked into the tentacle, with the other hand he sliced through the black flesh. As the creature pulled back the tentacle split in half. The Third pulled the tentacles back into its body, the tip of the injured one dangling off the end. 
 
   As it reabsorbed its injured limb back inside its body, Danny charged at it, slicing the last tentacle clean through.  He hit it hard and low with his shoulder, both of the crashing through the wall into the adjacent office. The two warriors smashed through a cheap computer desk, tripping and separating away from each other. Pieces of smashed computer equipment was scattered across the floor. 
 
   Danny was up first and grabbed the large recliner chair nearby, smashing it over the alien’s back. Tossing the splintered chair away, he kicked the Third as hard as he could, catching it in the jaw with the toe of his hiking boot. There was a loud crack and the creature grabbed its mouth, stumbling back into the wall. Long black nails dug into the plaster as the creature pulled itself back to its feet. Black slime poured from its mouth, splashing unto the floor. Danny stopped in his tracks and the creature turned toward him, smiling. 
 
   The alien’s grin split its face in half; the broken jaw fell off revealing a mouth of small sharp teeth. Ant-like pincers burst from its neck, large vicious mandibles that clattered and snapped. He punched it hard but it took the blow and hit him back directly in the chest even harder. With the air knocked from his lungs he stepped back but it came at him, hitting him a second time. This time it caught him under the chin with an uppercut and he was sent flying back. His teeth had banged together so hard his vision went black and the pain was overwhelming. Suddenly the Third lifted him up and threw him through the outside wall of the house. Landing hard in the dead garden out in the front yard, Danny struggled to remain conscious. Blood dribbled out of the corners of his mouth and he wiped it off with the back of his jacket sleeve. Something inside him had broken, but he could see red in his eyes. He could see power.
 
   The front door of the house exploded into splinters of wood that sailed through the air over Danny’s head as he got to his feet. As the alien walked toward him, it rolled up the sleeves of its coat just as long razor sharp blades formed along his blackened forearms. The doctor’s suit was shredded and it kicked off its shoes, revealing mutated feet with thick claws. Under the coat the shoulders seemed to swell and the stitching on the left side burst, revealing armoured shoulder plates. The eyes that had once belonged to Dr. Rue were now completely black, leaking the same oily gunk that made up the creature’s body. It ran down from the corner of Wilbur Rue’s old eyes like tears. 
 
   Danny stumbled to his feet, bravely facing it as it walked down the stairs toward him. His punch missed and the creature slashed him across the chest with its forearm blades, leaving a deep wound that spurted blood. He still had his flying ability so he launched into the air but the Third was prepared, it grabbed his ankle and held on tight. Kicking it did nothing and he could not pull away and it pulled him slowly closer. Danny roared like a madman but the creature simply dug its nails into his ankle and pulled him down until it could sink its teeth and mandibles into his shin bone. The pain was tremendous and Danny screamed, but he was cut short as the creature slammed him to the ground. 
 
   His injuries were so severe, all over his body, that he could not even register them all anymore; all he wanted was to get to his feet. The alien had slammed him so hard he’d sunk three inches into the soft grass. It climbed on top of him before he could get up, pressing down on his chest with tremendous weight. Spikes jutted from its legs, tearing into his side and hips. Danny knew it was over, he could not struggle or move his arms. It was too heavy and it had pinned him like a child. The Third reached down, opened Danny’s jacket and picked at the perfect slice across his chest. It reached into his shirt and tore a strip of flesh off, holding it in the air over its mouth. 
 
   “You are the second champion I have defeated,” the Third said, “I wonder how you’ll taste in comparison.” 
 
   A putrid yellow human tongue lashed out and slurped down the small piece of Danny’s skin. As it swallowed Danny bucked and fought with all his might. The creature waited until he had exhausted himself and then began to slash at him with its nails. His leather jacket took much of the attack but he instinctively put up his hands to protect his face. The nails sliced through his hands and wrists and one blow caught him across the face, slashing open his forehead. Suddenly there was so much blood in his eyes that he could not see. He felt the creature shift, pulling back its arm for the final blow. Then it was suddenly gone and the air rushed back into his lungs. 
 
   As Danny rolled over on his stomach, wiping the blood from his face, he saw the creature land a dozen feet away. Danny covered his eyes from the blinding sun as a shadow fell over him. He turned and saw the deer standing there in the sun like a mythical beast sent by the Gods. It had come to save him and it had grown even larger than before. The antlers were at least eight feet wide and as thick as steel cables. The Third roared in pain and kicked at the dirt as Danny got to his feet. The blood was so heavy from his face wound that he had to constantly wipe his eyes just to see. The blood caked his hands, front and back. 
 
   The deer lowered its antlers and charged at the alien monster, kicking up chunks of the lawn under its huge hooves. There was a sickening squishing sound as the deer impaled the Third on its antlers, but the alien was still alive. It kicked and screamed, digging its feet into the ground and wrestling with the deer. It began to pull itself closer to the deer’s head, pushing the antlers further through its own chest. The deer tried to shake it loose or pull free but the creature was too strong, too heavy to be moved. The deer had trapped itself and it snorted angrily at its predicament. Danny could hear the alien’s mandibles clicking hungrily and the deer was frightened. He pushed out with his powers, farther and stronger than he ever had before. The Third seemed to ooze over the antlers, forcing the deer to the ground. Everything was happening too fast for him. The alien grabbed the deer’s head and pushed it down. The poor animal began to squeal. 
 
   Danny couldn’t see what was happening; the Third had its back to him when it took the deer down. All he could see were the deer’s feet kicking frantically. A red glow formed on Danny’s skin, trailing off in wisps like steam. There was a pool of blood beneath him, soaking into the grass. Animals were all around him but he couldn’t think of any way to use them, there was nothing he could imagine that would give him the power to conquer the Growth. Deer, squirrel, bear, beaver, ant, wolverine. There seemed to be nothing he could use, nothing that could save them. 
 
   The deer let out a shriek as it died and Danny knew he would soon be next. With his injuries he could barely move, there was no way in hell he was going to run anywhere. A wail of police sirens rose in the distance, heading toward him. With houses on either side of them someone must have called the police; it was the middle of day on a sunny Saturday afternoon and Danny realized he was not alone. As the Third began to pull its body back into a human shape, Danny looked around him. A woman sat in the window in the house on the left, a phone stuck to her head. In the kitchen behind her, her dinner had escaped. The lobster had crawled off the counter and was searching along the floor for water. Lobsters have armour. Lobsters also have claws. The Third turned around and adjusted its doctor coat. It was all theatre, the monster had completely consumed Dr. Rue and it used his gestures to mock his victim’s species. It brushed back its human hair with an armoured black hand, an obscene gesture that imitated the man whose body it had stolen. Danny lifted his hands again into the same boxing stance as before. This time giant red claws formed over his arms. The red energy burning through him created armour over his entire body, only his face was clear. Danny and the Third collided, ripping and tearing at each other. 
 
   Police surrounded them as they slammed their fists into each other, no more skill or finesse was left in them. They battled at a primitive level, relying only on their base instincts and inner capacity for violence. It lasted only a minute but the ending came quickly. The Third backed up into the road and was struck by an oncoming car. As it recovered it grabbed onto Danny, pulling him across the street. That was close enough to for Danny to take advantage and he grabbed the Third with a large claw, squeezing it around the neck. There was a quick snap and the head rolled off. Just to be sure, Danny chopped off both arms as well. Two snaps and the creature could no longer fight back; its body began to falter just as Danny's power faded away. As the last arm hit the ground, Danny caught his breath enough to speak.
 
   “That was . . . for my old .  . arm.” 
 
   Without the armour to protect him any longer, the abuse he’d suffered at the hands of the monster threatened to overtake him. A small crowd had gathered around him but no one seemed willing to help. The police kept the crowd back, unsure of what to do as Danny stumbled about.
 
   Finally Danny managed to fly into the air, although he was barely conscious. When he crashed through his living room window, Phil and Linda thought he was already dead. Laying there in a pile of broken glass, covered in blood, they did the only thing they knew how to do. They called Helen. 
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   THE HEALING SEASON
 
    
 
   He gives his harness bells a shake
to ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound's the sweep
of easy wind and downy flake.
 
   -        Robert Frost
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   Fall seemed to fly into winter while Danny nursed his wounds, spending most of his time in bed. It wasn’t until November that he began to walk again and a foot of snow had fallen on British Columbia. He’d crashed down hard and bloody in his own living room, dying from his injuries. Helen had helped him, got him into the shower so they could wash off his wounds. By the time she’d had a moment to think about what was happening he’d already begun to recover. Danny’s wounds had healed fast enough but there was cost for the superhuman abilities he’d been given. A heavy exhaustion had settled into his bones and muscles, reaching through ever nerve and vein. He felt deeply depressed without any reason for it; it felt as if he was under a shadow that followed him wherever he went. 
 
   The death of the deer hurt Danny deeply, there had been a bond between the two of them and he felt guilty that it had died to protect him. It was not something he was going to easily get over. In his mind the deer had been a mystical creature, a sign of something magical in the world. All he could think was if he’d been better, or smarter, he could have saved it. The Earth had lost something special when it had died. 
 
   Morgan said her father had a dark cloud, like a children’s cartoon, following him around and raining on his head. Helen had bandaged him up but there was little she could do for his motivation. The children hadn’t suspected anything, he’d stayed in bed and they didn’t push the subject. Repairing the house had taken a lot of work, especially for Helen who had to do it all herself, but people had donated the supplies and even brought over food for the family. Nobody knew why exactly what Danny had done, but people had felt something, experienced something in their town that they were curious about. Helen let them feed their curiosity until they grew bored. 
 
   There had been a lot of fighting the first two weeks after his battle with the Third. The media had swarmed their house and between paying the bills and dealing with Danny’s injuries and sudden celebrity, Helen had been carrying all the responsibilities of the house and kids. As well as being the only one of them making any money, Helen had to do all the house repairs, including installing a new window, without any help from Danny.  It made her furious that he’d gotten hurt again and there was no way she was going to take him to a hospital after his last doctor turned into an alien monster. Helen juggled the repairs and nursing Danny back to health all by herself, with only their two young children to lend a hand.
 
   The feeling of being powerless made Helen irritable and she took it out on those around her, which only made her angrier at herself. How could she possibly forbid Danny from saving the world? She’d even threatened divorce during their most heated confrontation, but she had no intention of really leaving him. The paparazzi and all the strangeness surrounding her husband lately was easy enough to deal with. Seeing him injured the way he’d been after the fight had horrified her. How could she ever get used to that level of violence? She wondered if that was how the husbands and wives of astronauts and soldiers felt. Her husband had become the Earth’s chosen champion and they would just have to accept that and work through it. It was overwhelming her yet she knew she would hold them all together, even as their money dried up and jobs became harder to find as winter closed in. 
 
                 Every day that Danny was bedridden his son Raymond had sat with him, reading him books on animals or just talking about all the trivial yet devastating things that teenagers went through. They bonded in a way they’d never done before and Danny was proud of his son. His grades were good and Ray was on his way to becoming the type of man Danny had always hoped he’d be. Danny felt completely uninspired, but the kids brought a light into his world that kept him going through the darker months. Morgan and Raymond’s love broke apart the shell of apathy Danny had developed. Day by day as Danny rested, healed and prepared, he dreaded the next confrontation with the alien invaders.
 
   When Danny began to walk again he started walking the kids to school, as a family. It was a way for them to bond but Danny was also suspicious and overly protective. When Helen was available she went to, although she spent most of her time deflecting questions from the people in town. Everyone wanted to know what had happened to Dr. Rue. There were rumours of course, that the doctor had become an elephant man, or he’d gotten tumours from immigrants, even that he’d become a zombie. The curious death of Dr. Rue was well on its way to becoming a local legend.               
 
                 There had been offers of course; money in exchange for exclusive interviews and photographs. When the family refused the media began to hide and stalk them. After a few weeks they all grew bored, once they realized that the Boyle family had no interest in being famous. Occasionally they would encounter a reporter, usually from a tabloid or gossip rag, but now with the snow coming even they were packing up and leaving town.
 
   Strangely Danny’s power didn’t translate well to electronic devices. Someone, perhaps even one of the police officers that had arrived at the scene, had captured the final minute of Danny’s fight with the Third. While the monster was clearly visible in all its horror, Danny appeared only as a man with a red glow. The lobster armour was not at all visible, or even the claws, none of it. Using every electronic device in their possession, Danny’s family had checked and double-checked this oddity and found it to be true for everything, even VHS cassettes. Even the glorious wings he could manifest when he chose appeared only as a red flash of light. While people at the scene swore they’d seen Danny in some kind of armour with clawed hands, there was never any evidence to prove it. Even though the day time media had moved on to other stories, the internet had not and conspiracy theory sites were having a field day with the video. Raymond had even gotten more attention online as the son of the guy in the strange alien YouTube video. All Danny wanted to do was forget the whole thing. 
 
                 Phil took Danny out in the woods for an expedition, although this time they were not hunting or killing anything. Phil wanted to scout out Christmas trees, but that was really just an excuse to walk around and drink beer. The trees had shifted color since the last time Danny had seen them. The last time they’d been out there Danny had felt like a murderous intruder, stalking his prey. Now Danny felt a sense of calm and peace, a sense of quite solitude within the greenery that felt almost as nice as home. Almost, but not quite.
 
   “Sure is beautiful up here in the winter. Monica used to hate it.” Phil said.
 
   “Have you talked to her recently?” Danny asked.
 
   “Oh yeah. Dennis is moving out now, finally. She came by yesterday to see him, help him pack his stuff.”
 
   “How’d that go?”
 
   Phil raised an eyebrow as he drank his beer.
 
   “How do you think? I don’t think Monica liked white people all that much before I left her for a white girl. Linda could pull her out of the mouth of a shark, stitch her legs back on and give her a heart like the wizard of motherfuckin’ Oz and she’d still hate her.”  
 
   Danny couldn’t help but smile. He’d known Monica for years, but Phil’s stories of her made her seem like a mythical Bigfoot bitch of an ex-wife. 
 
                 Suddenly a large male fox darted out from behind a large stump, its fur more white than orange. It froze and Danny and Phil did the same. Instead of sniffing the air, the fox just glared at them as if daring them to move, threatening them with its golden brown eyes. Danny exhaled slowly and the fox, as if hearing his breath, turned and darted away without a second glance. Both men looked at each other and then continued walking on the beaten trail through the forest.
 
   “How are you doing Danny? You’ve been pretty shitty since that thing almost killed you.” Phil asked.
 
   “Exactly like you’d expect when you almost die. Twice.” Danny sighed. 
 
   “These powers are amazing but I don’t know what to do with them. How do I find these monsters and can I even beat them? In my head I saw worlds full of life, alien beings in the billions, consumed by those disgusting alien things. How can the speed of a beaver stop that?”
 
   “Maybe we need another hunting trip.” Phil said sarcastically.
 
   “I didn’t want to hunt the first time, Phil! I need to figure out a way to make this work for me and my family. I need to start pulling my weight, making some money so Helen doesn’t have to work so hard.” 
 
   “And so you can pay Linda for babysitting,” Phil said jokingly. 
 
   The truth was that Danny was scared. The initial rush of power and importance had faded and now he was looking at the truth; there were horrible monsters out there that could destroy him and his family. The fate of the Earth and all the people living on it were now his responsibility. That was a great weight to bear and he doubted there was anyone who could understand that. There was no one else who had seen what he’d seen and he knew there was no one who could ever really understand.
 
   “But in all seriousness, I think I know who can help.” Phil said. 
 
   “Who?” Danny asked.
 
   “Monica.” 
 
   “Your ex-wife!?”
 
   “Yeah. She was bragging about her new life in Eureka, living the L.A. lifestyle, bragging about all the famous black entertainers she gets to meet. Apparently she’s dating this big shot talent agent for the Conan Jones Show. I guess he’s a talent agent, I don’t know what you call that shit. Either way, I’ll ask her for a favour.”
 
   “You’d do that for me?”
 
   “It will be a whole lot like making a deal with the devil, but why not? It pays a bit of money, somewhere between three hundred to a couple thousand.” 
 
   “You think she’d do it though?” 
 
   “Listen bro, if I beg her for something she is going to gloat over it forever. She’ll do it, with a big shit-eating grin. And what will I lose? A bit of pride? Pride’s overrated. Our boy is all grown up anyway, so I don’t really have much to lose.” 
 
   Danny was speechless, so instead he wrapped his arms around his larger friend and hugged him tight.
 
   “Alright easy,” Phil said awkwardly. 
 
   “Me. On TV.” Danny said, letting his friend go. 
 
   “You’ve already been on TV and all over the internet. Now it’s time to cash in, right?” 
 
   The two men each took a new beer, twisted the bottles open and banged them together; the bubbles foamed up and over their hands. They didn’t care. For the first time in weeks, Danny cracked a smile. 
 
   Conan Jones took the stage and the audience went wild. As Phil had promised it had been easy enough to get Danny a spot on the show. He heard the crowd cheer from backstage as the wild-haired Irishman took the microphone dramatically, giving them all his trademarked ‘jazz-hands’. 
 
   “Ello, Ello, Ello my lovely audience! You are all looking mmmm-marvelous today!” 
 
   Danny was beginning to sweat. Freshly shaven and with his first real haircut in ages, he looked good, his new short military style crew cut suited his face. He’d worn a great suit, gray with a black shirt and blue tie. There were other guests in the room with him but they were all regular people, the movie stars had a private room. One guy sat with a dog that occasionally danced around him. He turned on the TV in the room to see the show live, it made him feel better seeing the comedian rather just hear him through the walls. There is he was in Hollywood, California and it was just as bizarre as he’d expected.
 
   “I’ve decided to stop drinking. I know, I know, they’ll revoke my citizenship back home. But I’ve got no choice. No choice. I’m tired of waking up hung over in my car doin’ ninety on the freeway.”
 
   The cheering crowd seemed to vibrate the walls and the comedian, a true professional, continued the jokes rolling to keep the momentum. 
 
   “Another election coming up here the U.S. Crazy place, this United States. Seems like every year the candidates get dumber and dumber, don’t they? Compare Reagan to Bush, or Al Gore to JFK. At this rate, in twenty years they’ll be voting for dogs. Speaking of which, we’ve got the internet sensation, Caddie the Dancing Dog on the show tonight.” 
 
   Once again the studio reverberated with the sound of applause.
 
   “Of course, I’m sure the cats will do everything they can to oppose the dog candidates, but that’s American politics for you, folks!”
 
   Two men with ear pieces entered the waiting room, one in a suit, the other dressed in khakis and a t-shirt. The man in the t-shirt ushered the owner of Caddie the Dancing Dog toward the stage, while the man in the suit just looked around the room, his intense eyes studying everyone until they landed on Danny. The man said nothing, but Danny could tell there was a flicker of recognition in the man’s face. The man in the t-shirt worked for the show, the logo on his shirt identified him, but the man in the suit was obviously a stranger.
 
                 The second guest after the dancing dog was a mildly famous actress from a daytime sitcom about werewolves called Wolves of Passion. He’d never heard of it, but he was sure at some point Raymond had mentioned it to him. The actress was a fake redhead and Danny wondered what Helen would think of her back at home, watching on TV. The man in the suit was still watching him, occasionally turning his head slightly while he listened to something in his ear piece. The rigid, formal body language and the perfect black suit made Danny think of secret government organizations and Men in Black conspiracies. 
 
   ‘There couldn’t actually be Men in Black,’ Danny thought, but then again he never thought there could ever be real aliens, either. Or living planets. The five hundred dollars they were paying him for his appearance didn’t seem worth it, even though he’d gotten a free airline ticket which he managed to cash in too, using his own powers to fly. His air travel speed was increasing every time he flew. He had reached a point where he didn’t even need to duplicate a bird’s ability, the energy inside him allowed him to simply think himself into the air. Although he had no way of tracking his own speed, he guessed that he was moving at least two hundred miles an hour. 
 
   It was too late for him now, but Danny suddenly realized going to the United States had been a dangerous mistake. Sneaking in had made it even worse. He had no way of knowing what Americans had thought of the video, or what information their government had about the Growth. They could know everything or nothing at all. Or worse, they might even believe he was an alien. After all he was one of a kind now and there was no other like him on Earth. When the man in the khakis ushered him forward, Danny gave the man in the suit a dirty look and walked past him. 
 
                 The crowd gave a modest applause as Danny took a seat between Conan and his co-host, the incredibly huge man with an even bigger beard, Freddie Mack. 
 
   “Danny Boyle, ladies and gentleman! A good strong Irish name!” said Conan as they shook hands. 
 
   The band played bagpipe sounds and Danny tried not to grimace at their upbeat version of Danny Boy. He sat down in the sticky leather chair and waited for the crowd to stop cheering for their host.
 
   “You’re the son of the famous motorcycle stunt man, aren’t you? Ronnie Boyle, the Canadian Evel Knievel?”
 
   “Uh yeah. Yes sir.” Danny replied shyly.
 
   “Now that you’ve got your fifteen minutes, how does it feel?” asked Freddie in his deep baritone voice. 
 
   “Well uh, actually I never even noticed. Not until today anyway.”
 
   “Well now you’re in front of the whole world and I’ll tell you, there’s one question we’ve all got on our minds.” Conan said very quietly. “Let’s roll the clip first, then we’ll get to it. Alright?”
 
   Danny merely nodded and the screen behind him began to show the footage taken from the police cruiser that arrived at the scene, cut with footage taken from someone’s cell phone. 
 
   Sitting there in the hot seat, the crowd in front of him, Danny did his best to keep his eyes on the screen. Watching it unfold from the outside, seeing the black blurry, distorted creature he’d fought, Danny realized how incredibly stupid he’d been to go on television. There was no way he could talk about it, not to some talk show host and a crowd of people who thought a dancing dog was the epitome of entertainment. A few people in the crowd let out a gasp as he seemed to magically defeat the creature, then somehow take to the air to escape. When it was over, the crowd murmured and whispered their theories. The eyes of a hundred people locked on Danny, full of distrust and suspicion. 
 
   With a wave of his hand, Conan silenced the crowd and then very carefully he leaned closer to Danny. The entire stage seemed suddenly too small and everyone seemed to be right close to him, looking at him in shock and horror at what they’d seen. 
 
   “Tell me Mr. Boyle, Danny, was this a bit of magic on your part? Perhaps a set-up?”
 
   Danny looked around, not sure what he meant. He thought he was breathing too fast through his nose and he rubbed it quickly, the cameras moving in closer to him. 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Was it faked? A publicity stunt? I mean if it was, bravo good sir, it worked. But I mean that creature couldn’t have been real.” 
 
   The crowd egged their leader on and he waved his hand at them for silence.
 
   “Well the body speaks for itself. I don’t know what else to tell you.” 
 
   “The body disappeared.” Freddie said casually. “Poof, there it is!” Freddie raised his hands over his head as his large belly jiggled with his laughter.
 
   “Right, right! Very convenient. Are you Canadians pulling our leg here? Having a laugh at the world, so to speak?” Conan asked. 
 
   “No.” Danny said angrily. “No of course not. I was hurt pretty bad.” 
 
   “Yet you’ve got no scars to show for it.” Conan said, leaning back in his chair. The grin on his face made Danny want to punch his teeth in.
 
   “I heal.” 
 
   “I guess so.” Conan said. The host leaned forward again this time his smile disappeared. Danny could feel the anger rising in his face, burning in his cheeks, but he kept his mouth shut. He’d spent months recuperating from his injuries, it was insulting that this slick talk show host believed it was all some kind of gimmick for attention.
 
   “Your father died doing a publicity stunt, didn’t he?” 
 
   A so-called fan from the crowd shouted out at the mention of Danny’s father.
 
   “My father was never in my life, this has nothing to do with him. I know about as much about him as you do.” Danny replied. 
 
   “Still, you know how that old saying goes; the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. I mean you couldn’t have flown away. People don’t fly!” Conan dragged out the last word, letting the crowd cheer as he raised his pitch higher at the end. Then Conan gave the thumbs down and Freddie burst out laughing.
 
   The crowd began to boo and Danny had heard enough. Using the full extent of his powers, he created a pair of large wings and spread them wide for the crowd. The people went silent but almost in conjunction they began to clap loudly. The people at home would not see what happened, but the crowd could not deny what they had witnessed with their own eyes. 
 
   Danny turned away from the crowd and headed straight for the emergency exit, leaving their applause behind. Someone was going to want the microphone back so he removed it from his suit and dropped it on the floor. The wings vanished but he didn’t need them, he was already floating off the ground. It was going to be a long flight home, but he was looking forward to feeling the cool night air on his face. Adjusting his suit and tie, he looked up at the stars, about to push himself into the air when four men in black suits melted out of the darkness and surrounded him. One of them the man in charge, flashed him a badge he'd never seen before.
 
   “Danny Boyle? We’re from the Department of Homeland Security. We’d like you to come with us, please.” 
 
   ‘Well at least they said please,’ Danny thought. 
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   Danny knew he could fight them or even fly away. All he had to do was think it and he’d move. But he pictured himself being shot out of the air like a fat turkey and decided it would be smarter and safer to at least hear them out before giving them an excuse for target practice. Some instinct, powerful and growing stronger, some kind of primitive and bestial urge pushed him to fight back. Danny had been in his share of fights in the past. The attitude of the men surrounding him, their arrogant sense of authority bugged him. Things were different now though, it would not be like his high school rumbles. As much as his body pushed him to react, he kept his cool. With his abilities he could seriously hurt or kill the agents, or they might kill him. There was no reason he could think of to be worried, no cause for fear other than his own imagination running wild. The men looked incredibly serious, even hostile, but it was quite possible they were the kind of men who always looked that way. In fact they might even just be following orders themselves. Like him, maybe they just wanted to get home to their wives and children. 
 
   “Alright guys. Relax I’m coming.” Danny said, holding up his hands.
 
   A black limousine pulled up and the man from the change room opened the door for Danny. Once he climbed in, two of the men climbed in with him while the other one got in the front with the driver. Danny couldn’t see them; they were hidden behind the tinted glass window. As they drove into the night in silence, Danny began to nod off, eventually falling asleep in the soft comfortable limo seat. 
 
                 Danny found himself dreaming of a field of animals. Herds of zebra and deer ran past him, followed by packs of predatory animals such as lions and wolves. The hunters were not pursuing their prey; they were all simply running past him as casually as shoppers in a mall. The sun overhead glowed with the same energy that ran through his body, bathing every living thing in its red light. The grass underfoot was more vibrantly green than anything he’d ever seen before. Instead of clouds overhead there were waves of blue light and in them floated a series of ocean creatures; whales and dolphins, octopi and shark. He tried to reach up and touch it but when he raised his hand toward the strange blue wave his hand became transparent so he pulled it back down quickly. The whales seemed to be singing, a deep sound of warning and he looked away, casting his eyes back down to the ground. 
 
   As he walked he began to see the ghosts of creatures who had disappeared long ago, long before mankind inherited the Earth. Dinosaurs slept peacefully, predator and prey alike, as if waiting for a time when they could live again. There were other things too, things he did not recognize. These were the creatures that had disappeared without a trace, leaving behind no bones, no footprints, no legacy that humanity would ever find. Reaching out to touch a sleeping brontosaurus, his hand suddenly burst with red energy, transforming itself into an eagle claw. Frightened again, he looked at both his hands and saw them shift from bird to cat to alligator paws. The energy spread through him, doubling him over as his body shifted into different animal forms. Danny couldn’t catch his breath as his body shifted shape and he began to panic. The dream he’d been having quickly turned into a nightmare. As he began to cough and choke for air everything seemed to stop and a sense of calm fell over him. A pair of cloven feet suddenly appeared in front of him and as he cast his eyes upwards the changing stopped and Danny was fully human again. Standing over him with a hand extended out to him stood the deer. It was now bipedal, standing like a man with a muscular human physique. It had become human in shape and spirit, Danny could see the intelligence and kindness in its eyes. Yet it also frightened him and he hesitated, unsure of whether to accept its offer of help. The dream became more lucid and surreal but Danny felt safe and comfortable in the presence of the deer. 
 
                 
 
                 The Second was closer than Danny could ever suspect, wandering the back alleys of downtown San Diego. Both of them in the same state, miles apart yet on a collision course that neither of them could avoid. The Second was more careful, more patient than the Third, but even its patience had its limits. It needed to find the First its body screamed for nothing else but to touch its mate again. The Third had made a mistake, it had challenged their opponent alone but the Second knew better. Battle and glory were concerns of lesser life forms; the Growth must spread, that was its nature. It did not know what had happened to its warrior brother but it did not concern itself, there was no compassion, no sympathy in the borrowed heart of the Second. 
 
                 Its face had begun to deteriorate so it had wrapped itself in gauze bandages. It thought that would trick the humans, it was unaware of how much more obvious and dangerous a concealed face was to the public. The reaction this caused in humans pleased it. 
 
   “Where are you? Where have they taken you?” It shouted, sniffing at the ground in a dirty alley outside a small recycling center.
 
   “Nice coat.” A human voiced hissed. 
 
   Two men stepped out of the shadows, one of them brandishing a metal blade. The Second looked down at its coat. It was new dark brown trench coat, taken from a window in a shop in Mexico. The flies that had begun following the Second buzzed around the two men, one of them, a darker skinned man, swiped at them. 
 
   “Gimme it,” said the light skinned man with the knife. “Come on man. Now.”
 
   “Look at his face, man. I don’t want the coat. The dude looks sick, look at the fuckin’ bandages.” The dark skinned man, smarter than his partner, began to walk away. 
 
   “Nah, it’s a movie prop or something, nobody walks around like that. Come on man, gimme the damn coat!” 
 
   The Second merely stood there, watching them, sniffing the air. The light skinned man lunged, plunging the blade into the Second’s chest. It looked down casually and grabbed the man’s wrist. At that moment the more intelligent crook fled just as the Second snapped the captured man’s wrist. A tentacle whipped out of its other arm and wrapped around the fleeing man’s ankle, tripping him so hard his skull cracked against the ground. Both men screamed out in pain. The Second covered his attacker’s mouth with his own distorted, gauze wrapped face and absorbed the thief’s skin and organs, merging their two bodies into one. The monster added the mass and flesh of its attacker to its own. When it was done, it let the old dead husk fall away and it stood admiring its new body. It sapped much of its energy to transfer itself, but it knew the old flesh would not have lasted much longer. 
 
   It reached down, took the coat off its old dead skin, shook it off and placed it onto its new body. The thief had been right, it was a nice coat. There was a sound of footsteps from the end of the alley but it was not the thief’s friend. Instead, it was two police officers. The white rats the Second had carried with it from Mexico scattered about the alley from underneath its old corpse, ravenous and sick with infection. They headed right for the police who had not even had time to pull their guns before the rats were climbing up their legs and arms. They screamed and cursed, shaking themselves to get the rats off. The tiny creatures bit down, releasing their poison into their victim’s bloodstream. It was not enough to corrupt or alter the police, just enough to create a burst of black poison inside their hearts. The male and female cop clutched their chests and died, their guns falling from their hands unfired. 
 
   The Second picked up the female officer’s 9MM handgun. A curious human weapon, it turned it over three times, feeling the weight in its palm. It tossed the gun aside just as the second thief pulled out a gun of his own. The dark-skinned man lay on his back, head bleeding, searching frantically for the monster.  He watched the Second leap over him; he never even had a chance to let off a shot. It climbed the side of the building quickly, pulling itself, one hand over the other, up and up until it vanished over the edge of the rooftops. As the man tried to get to his feet, the rats came for him and although they would not live much longer with the diseases they carried, they lived just long enough to kill one more human.
 
    
 
                 The Deer-Man sad nothing, it simply watched Danny curiously. 
 
   “This is just weird.” Danny said, staring at the Deer-Man. 
 
   The creature merely turned its back to him and marched off. Danny followed the bipedal animal-man into a field of long dry grass. They pushed through to a clearing where a man in a doctor’s coat scrambled around a clear patch of dirt. It was Dr. Rue, grunting and scratching at the dirt. 
 
   “What the hell?” Danny asked in surprise.
 
   Danny directed the question toward the Deer-Man but it paid him no mind. It merely stood with its human eyes staring at the doctor. 
 
   The doctor turned from side to side as if he’d lost something important, faster and faster, turning so quickly it had to hop from foot to foot. Finally the doctor stopped and looked up at Danny. Its eyes were gone, replaced by black pools of blood. Suddenly tentacles burst from inside the creature, more than could be counted, flying through the air toward Danny. The spikes on the end glistened with deadly poison. The doctor’s body was completely destroyed; there was nothing left but a writhing mass of deadly black limbs. Danny stumbled back, reaching out to the Deer-Man for help but the creature was gone. 
 
   Danny awoke shouting in the back of the limousine just as someone opened the door for him to get out. The gave him a curious look but they understood he’d been dreaming. The other two agents had already gotten out and were waiting for him. Danny followed them and found himself deep underground in a secret Chem-X Laboratories facility. 
 
   “Mr. Boyle! Pleasure to meet you!” A voice called out. 
 
   Danny turned and saw a man striding toward him, arms behind his back like a royal dignitary. The man wore black tinted little glasses and his head was completely bald. In his late fifties, the man had a serious expression but he gave Danny a pleasant enough smile. The long white lab coat the man wore drifted about him like a cloak, trailing backwards as he hurried across the parking lot. The man’s bald head was badly scarred with what appeared to be acne or chicken pox scars.  
 
   “Mr. Boyle! It is a pleasure to meet you. I’m Dr. Glass; I’m the head of Genetics here at Chem-X California. If you would follow me please?”
 
   Danny did not have a chance to answer before the doctor headed deeper into the facility. It wasn’t often that Danny had met a doctor who was taller and broader than he was, but this Dr. Glass was obviously a successful and imposing man. 
 
   “I want to hire you, Mr. Boyle. You’ve faced one of these things and that makes you the only other man besides myself to have done so.” 
 
   “So this is about the Growth? Not about me?” Danny asked. 
 
   Dr. Glass stopped abruptly and turned around, looking Danny up and down.
 
   “Of course. Why would it be about you?” 
 
   When Danny didn’t reply the doctor turned back around and headed for the elevator. Two armed guards in containment suits stepped in on either side of them and the doctor hit the button. 
 
   “I’m sorry there wasn’t time to arrange a more professional meeting. I heard you were making an appearance on that awful show this morning and contacted Homeland Security, it was all rather short notice.”
 
   “Why is the government involved?” Danny asked casually. 
 
   One of the guards seemed to turn slightly toward him but he couldn’t tell if the man was looking at him; the mask was tinted too dark to see inside. 
 
   “I work for the government as well, when needed. Essentially they just give me permission to do what I am going to do anyway.”
 
   “And what do you do?” Danny asked.
 
   “Why I kill aliens, of course.”
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   Dr. Glass led Danny into his private office, adjacent to his massive laboratory. There was a huge flat screen display on the back wall and as soon as they entered, the screen clicked on. The room furniture matched the black TV, all black and dark stained wood with a blood colored rug.
 
   “Now I don’t have your remarkable abilities, but I do have science at my disposal. Science and a ton of money. Two very powerful weapons.” Dr. Glass said.
 
   On the TV screen appeared what Danny thought was a black blob, but as the camera steadied itself, he could see it was a Growth. A large, bulbous creature that seemed to puff up and expand as it sucked in air through a large blowhole on the top of its mass. 
 
   “A meteor crash landed in Africa last year. This was found inside. We believe it is part of the same species you faced, the Growth you called them? This one is different than the one that replaced Dr. Rue. For one, this one does not seem to DO anything.” 
 
   Danny stepped closer to the screen, a sick feeling growing in his stomach. 
 
   “This thing was kept here for a while, but we’ve moved it to a more secure location.” 
 
   Dr. Glass turned and ran from the room, waving Danny over to follow him. He seemed to be full of energy and excitement and Danny found it hard to keep up with him. The two guards who’d been following them finally gave up as Dr. Glass ran down an emergency staircase. Danny followed behind him, only to find the Doctor stepping carefully over a metal door. The door had been torn by hand from its hinges and tossed aside. 
 
   “Watch your step Mr. Boyle. This is where the intruder came in. This is why I’ve brought you here.” 
 
   They continued quickly down a dark hallway, the two security guards rushing to catch up with them. Another pair of double doors stood ripped off their hinges; one of them had a palm shaped smear of black blood across it. 
 
   “We experimented with the Growth we have in custody and it was immune to every known type of gas and poison. We even tried getting a genetic sample, but with over 350 million base pairs of DNA, it was taxing our computer systems. Any living thing with a DNA that size should not be able to gestate and grow as fast as these things are. Yet as you’ve seen yourself, they do.” 
 
   The inside of the holding cell was completely trashed, every piece of equipment was in ruins and even the paint on walls was shredded. Something had entered the room and when it had not found what it was looking for, it took out its anger and frustration on its surroundings.
 
   “What did this?” Danny asked quietly. 
 
   “You know what did this,” Dr. Glass said. 
 
   He removed his glasses and began cleaning them with the end of his lab coat. 
 
   “I killed the Growth. It’s finished.” Danny replied.
 
   “Oh yes, I know. I’ve got the body downstairs. This was another one, Mr. Boyle. That means there are now two of these things on this planet. One contained in our secret facility and another that is on the loose and looking for it. Isn’t that amazing?”
 
   “I don’t know if amazing is the word I’d use.”
 
   “We need to find it, Mr. Boyle. We need to find it before they find each other.” 
 
   “I agree. But what can I do? The last one came after me. I don’t have any way to track these things. If I see it, I might recognize it, but other than that, I can’t possibly be more useful than the U.S. military.” 
 
   “That may be true,” Dr. Glass said, rubbing his chin. “Yet I can’t help feel like you are connected in some way. Come; let’s see the body of the other one. Perhaps it will reveal something we previously missed.” 
 
   They headed back down the hall, this time passing the stairwell and heading toward an elevator at the other end. They only descended one more floor, but this floor was active with scientists coming and going from labs on either side of hallway. They walked past four doors on the left and Dr. Glass opened the fifth, holding it for Danny to go first. Reluctantly he stepped into the room. It was small and dark but Dr. Glass quickly turned on the light. The body lay in the center of the room, sealed inside a plastic cell that looked more like a transparent coffin. A large machine was attached to the front of the cell and Danny had no idea what it was for, or why there was a big red button on it. He remembered his dream and suddenly the hair on the back of his neck began to stand on end. 
 
   “You sure it’s dead?” Danny asked, walking around the plastic cell. 
 
   “There are no vital signs that we could detect. If you wish I can show you a thermal scan, there is no heat at all.” 
 
   “You said you faced one of these things? Did you mean the one on the video?”
 
   “Oh, no. That one had no vestigial limbs, no way of communicating. No, I faced the one that broke in here. I was in the lab when he, or it, came looking for the other.” The way Dr. Glass spoke, Danny could tell he was proud of himself. 
 
   “It spoke, quite clearly, WHERE IS SHE, it said. I managed to dodge out of the way as it began throwing the tables around. I hit it with a broom but the broom broke and well, it stood there staring at me for a moment. I think it was debating whether or not to eat me.” 
 
   Like a cartoon character, Dr. Glass described how he’d fought for his life. Danny couldn’t take his eyes off the corpse in the case. 
 
   “It came at me, so I ducked underneath it. Its face kept changing, as if it was made up of different people and couldn’t decide which face to keep. I threw everything I could find at it but nothing worked until I came across a rather large amount of liquid nitrogen. The cold did not hurt it, not exactly, but I believe I surprised it. Its hand froze and shattered so it ran away. We’ve got the fragments around here somewhere.” 
 
   As he finished Dr. Glass took off his glasses and began to clean them off with the end of his medical coat. 
 
   Danny leaned in close to the plastic cell, staring at the corpse inside. It seemed to be moving. As his eyes passed over the exposed bones and blackened flesh he thought he saw something shifting and squirming out of the corner of his eye. When he tried to focus on it, it remained still. It was clearly dead and yet he could not shake the queasy feeling he got looking at it. 
 
   “It’s still alive.” Danny said. 
 
   “Why yes. Unfortunately it escaped back the way it had come in.” 
 
   “No, not the one that broke in here. THIS one.” 
 
   Danny opened his hands, pointing them at the corpse. 
 
   “Impossible. There is no life in that cell, Mr. Boyle.” Dr. Glass’s voice took on a rude tone and he put his glasses back on. 
 
   “No life you recognize, perhaps nothing like anything we’ve ever seen before. But I am telling you, this thing is not dead.” 
 
   In response to his voice, a black tentacle suddenly smashed against the plastic cell leaving a black smear where Danny’s face had been. The two guards immediately raised their guns as Dr. Glass jumped back.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” Dr. Glass shouted. 
 
   The doctor stumbled back, toward the door and the two guards stepped between him and the case. Danny placed his hand against it but it did not come directly for him. Instead the tentacle waved around, banging on both sides of the cell. 
 
   “The consciousness is gone, but the body is still reacting to the environment. We need to get rid of this thing right away.” 
 
   Danny circled the cage until coming around the front. He realized suddenly what the large buttons on the device were for. Reaching out his hand slowly he hit the giant red button. Flames engulfed the creature inside the cell as it roasted and squirmed.
 
   “NO!” Dr. Glass shouted, grabbing Danny’s arm. 
 
   It was too late; the creature stopped moving, its body popping and hissing as it simmered. Black smoke obscured the inside of the transparent cell. 
 
   “Sorry.” Danny said, adjusting his tie. 
 
   He was lying; it felt good to see the creature reduced to a puddle. Dr. Glass saw this on his face and sighed. 
 
   “Yes well it needed to be done. I wish we’d had more time to study it, but that was why I brought you here. Come, let’s leave this room. I’ve had enough of these creatures for today.” 
 
   As the guards escorted Dr. Glass out of the room, Danny stood behind watching the last flames go out on the remains of the Third. Nothing moved or twitched, it was finally dead. Yet out there in the world were two others, perhaps even more. The thought of facing two more of them send a cold chill up Danny’s spine. 
 
                 Dr. Glass flopped himself down in his desk and removed a bottle of water from a fridge hidden beneath it. After drinking back large mouthfuls, he opened the fridge a second time and took out another bottle and handed it to Danny.
 
   “You got any beer in there?” Danny asked sarcastically. 
 
   The doctor paused for a second, then opened the fridge again and removed two cold bottles of Corona. It wasn’t one of Danny’s favourite beers, but he took it, handing the doctor back his bottle of water. 
 
   “Thanks.” Danny said.
 
   “You’re welcome. Now on to the business at hand. Mr. Boyle, you seem to have a keen instinct when it comes to these creatures.” 
 
   Danny choked on his beer slightly. Instinct was not the word that he would have chosen. 
 
   “The reason we brought you here was to hire you, Mr. Boyle. Your insight into the monster, your assessment of the threat, was quite impressive. That was something wasn’t it?” 
 
   The doctor reached into his drawer and removed a white handkerchief and wiped his forehead. Taking off his glasses, he tried to clean them with the handkerchief but when the greasy fingerprints do not come off, he throws his glasses down on the desk. 
 
   “We need to capture this other creature. The idea of it out there makes me very uncomfortable.” Glass said.
 
   “I agree but how exactly do we do that?” Danny asked, finally sitting down across from the Doctor.
 
   “We work together. The full resources of Chem-X are at your disposal. When you locate it, you call us and we will help contain and incarcerate the creature.” 
 
   “Then what?” Danny asked.
 
   “Then we’ll turn it over to the U.S. government. It’s ultimately their prerogative. Who are we to make decisions of this magnitude?” 
 
   Danny scratched his chin, mulling over the offer. He knew what he wanted to say, but he was struggling for a way to say it. 
 
   “What is my compensation?” He finally asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I could die tomorrow and then what? What does my family get? I mean why should I help you? Maybe I can do it myself, I beat the one we just fried alright.” 
 
   Danny was lying of course, defeating the Third had been a fluke and it had left him weak, exhausted and depressed for months. 
 
   “I want $250,000 dollars.” Danny said flatly.
 
   Dr. Glass stared at him, his eyes narrowing. Danny wasn’t sure if he was squinting to see him better, or if he was trying to read his mind.
 
   “That’s possible. In return you tell no one about this arrangement. No media, no police or other government bodies, nobody. Do you understand me?”
 
   Danny was ecstatic. Was it really that simple? 
 
   “Half up front.” Danny said, extending his hand. Dr. Glass seemed angry but the corners of his mouth turned up in a smirk.
 
   “Deal.” Glass replied.
 
   Dr. Glass took a chequebook out of his desk and quickly scribbled out a number. As he handed it to Danny the two men shook hands. 
 
   “I look forward to working with you.” Dr. Glass said. 
 
   “I look forward to spending this.” 
 
   “You are an interesting man, Mr. Boyle.” 
 
   The two men finished their beer and Danny stood up, folding the cheque and placing it in the pocket of his pants. 
 
   “Pleasure doing business with you.” Danny said, shaking Dr. Glass’s hand again. The doctor handed him a business card.
 
   “Call me soon with a contact number and we’ll get to work. We still have the first creature in a secure location so if all else fails you and I will go and pay it a visit. The other one can’t have wandered too far.”  
 
                 Danny left the Chem-X facility and looked up at the night sky. It would be dawn by the time he got home but he did not mind. He took a moment to make sure the cheque was still in his pocket and then with a wide grin on his face he flew into the air. The wind was cold and he wished he’d worn a hat, but he knew he’d be able to buy himself whatever he wanted with the money Dr. Glass had paid him. If they were willing to pay him for something he was going to do anyway, a duty he was given by the planet itself, of course he’d gladly take it. After all, he was saving their lives too and if they could afford it, what was the harm?
 
                 Helen was taking groceries out of the car when Danny flew down and swept her off her feet. She let out a shriek and dropped the bags as he spun her around in the air. It was Saturday morning and the kids were still half asleep
 
   “Danny! Stop! The groceries!” Helen shouted but he was kissing her and smiling. Raymond and Morgan got out of the car and pointed up at their parents. 
 
   “I’ve got a surprise Helen. The best surprise! The kind you like!” Danny shouted. 
 
   “Daddy, bring Mommy back!” Morgan shouted, jumping up and down. Morgan was still wearing a one piece jumper under her thick wool coat.
 
   Danny turned in the air and brought Helen back, putting her down near the kids. He picked up the groceries scattered about the driveway and took all the other bags at once.
 
   “I got this stuff, you guys go in the house. I’ve got something to show you!”
 
   Helen and the kids gathered in the kitchen as Danny put the grocery bags on the counter. Danny showed them the cheque, a wide grin on his face. 
 
   “We’re rich!” he shouted. 
 
   Helen narrowed her eyebrows and took the cheque from his hand. She flipped it over, reading it front and back. Morgan hopped up and down on her toes trying to see what her Mom was reading. 
 
   “Did we win the lottery?” Raymond asked, scratching his head. He wore one of Danny’s old Metallica shirts with a long sleeve white shirt underneath. 
 
   “That says two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.” Raymond reached out his hand to his mother but she shook her head, she was not letting go of it. 
 
   “Yeah, Ray! It’s not the lottery, but it’s still a lot of money!”
 
   “How much is two hundred?” Morgan asked, trying to be part of the conversation. 
 
   “Who is Chem-X?” Helen asked as she handed the slip of paper back to him. 
 
   “A major U.S. company. I don’t really know what they do.” Danny replied.
 
   “Chem-X, Dad? There one of the big evil corporations,” Raymond said. “One of those bad, global monsters like Monsanto or Apple.”
 
   “Apples are bad?” Morgan asked innocently, pulling on her big brother’s hand.
 
   “It’s a quarter of a million dollars Raymond. That’s all I need to know!” 
 
   Danny and Raymond high-fived each other.
 
   “What is it for? I’m guessing they want you to do something for it. Nobody gives away that kind of money.” Helen said, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
   “I just have to do what I was planning on doing already. What I was chosen to do.” 
 
   Danny moved his eyes from Helen to the kids, trying not to say any more. 
 
   “I don’t like that word, chosen.” Helen said.
 
   “Can you kids go watch TV? Your mother and I need to talk about this. Tomorrow we’ll all go shopping okay?” Danny asked, ushering the kids toward the other room.
 
   The kids cheered and Raymond took his little sister by the hand, leading her out to the living room. Danny hadn’t seen him do that since he was a little boy. As soon as they heard the TV come on, Helen spoke.
 
   “Danny that’s a hell of a lot of money.”
 
   “I know. But they want to help me destroy these alien things.” 
 
   “People don’t usually pay you as a means of help. They pay you because they want something.” Helen said dryly.
 
   “You’re right.” Danny said, leaning back against the counter. 
 
   The happiness he’d felt withered away under her questioning. Yet he knew she was right, Mr. Glass had seemed nice enough but there were a lot of things Danny didn’t know. He hadn’t even asked for a phone number, he’d simply taken the cheque and flew home with it. 
 
   “They want the bodies,” Danny said quietly. 
 
   He opened the fridge and took out a single serving Tupperware bowl of chilli. 
 
   “We disposed of the thing that killed Dr. Rue. When I find the others, they’ll clean up the mess and get rid of the bodies. It doesn’t change what I have to do, Helen.” 
 
   “How many of those things are out there?” She took the bowl of chilli from Danny before he could eat it cold and tossed it in the microwave behind her. 
 
   “Two. Or so they think. One of them is already in their custody. I just need to track down the other one.” The microwave beeped and Helen took out the chilli, handing it to Danny. He ate in silence while she thought about what he’d said. 
 
   “At least I’m not alone anymore.” He finished the chilli quickly and began washing the container out in the sink. 
 
   “You’re not alone Danny, you have us.” 
 
   “Honestly Helen, I don’t want you and the kids anywhere near these things.”
 
   The very idea of his children becoming one of them, being consumed by them, made his stomach heave. He forced the horrible thought from his head. 
 
   “I guess,” Helen replied. 
 
   Danny was still wearing his suit and as he finished washing out the chili bowl he wiped his wet hands on his jacket. Helen scowled at him and threw him a tea towel. 
 
   “Aliens, government agencies, mega-corporations, super powers. It’s all too much to handle at once Danny. I don’t even know what I am supposed to do.” 
 
   “You should be happy. We can pay off the house now. We own it!” Danny said with a big grin on his face.
 
   Helen however did not see the humour in any of it and she gave him a scowl. 
 
   Danny wrapped his arms around Helen and tried to make her smile too. He knew he should be more suspicious of what was going on. What she was saying was right; there was a truth in her words that he could not argue with. Power always came with a price, whether that power was success, wealth or fame, there was always a cost to pay. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that he’d been given wealth and power that he had not earned. He’d been running from that thought since he’d first been given his superhuman powers but now with the cheque in his hand he knew it was catching up with him. It made Helen nervous but Danny could not face it, he could not face what the cost might be.  Helen wanted to talk about it, to explain her feelings about it but she knew he was too stubborn, he’d keep running from it as long as he could. Danny simply refused to understand; he was too trusting and naïve to see the larger world around him. If she pushed him or hammered him on it they would end up fighting and she was tired of that. Instead she wrapped her arms around his chest and held him as tight as she could, for as long as she could. 
 
   “I’m going to take a shower, get this monkey suit off. Maybe nap for a couple hours. I was flying all night.” 
 
   Helen hugged him tightly one last time before he kissed her back and then he pulled away. 
 
   She’d watched the video of him fighting the creature over a hundred times in the months he spent recovering, hiding it from the kids as best she could as she obsessed over it. Watching him had filled her with pride but not enough to overcome the fear. As he slid from her arms she had a terrible premonition, a sense of dread that choked the words from her. 
 
   “Get some rest,” she said weakly, holding back her emotions, “I love you.” 
 
   Danny yanked his tie and waved bye to her with it as he left the kitchen. She faked a smile in return and it broke her. The second he disappeared the sobs burst out of her, overwhelming her. Helen leaned on the counter, holding her chest, trying her best to breathe calmly again. The kids were waiting for her to make breakfast, so she wiped away the treacherous tears and let anger rush in to fill the void.
 
   “Raymond! Morgan! Come in here please, help me put this stuff away!”
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   The next day, a cold Sunday in late November, Danny and Helen took the kids shopping as they’d promised. Thanksgiving in the United States had just ended and the Canadian stores were pushing Black Friday sales and early Christmas offers at the same time. Helen spent most of the time at the expensive spa; she’d walked by it every time she’d been to Orchard Plaza but never went in. It would take weeks for the money to clear from Chem-X, but in the meantime they tapped into their savings to cover their shopping trip. 
 
   Helen had peered through the glazed window of LILYPAD’S many times, smelling the oil and soap smell coming from inside. As soon as Danny gave her the nod of approval, she marched in with her head high like a celebrity, breathing in the cucumber scent while she ordered all the services they had available. This gave Danny and the children free reign to shop as they wished and Raymond made sure they hit the electronics store first. The front entrance to the house was full of bags of clothing and gadgets that had caught their eye. Most of what they bought was stuff they needed but had never gotten around to buying due to money constraints. They spent more money than Helen or Danny had ever spent in one day in their entire lives; even their bills and mortgage payments weren’t as much as what they’d blown at the mall. 
 
   Danny bought himself only one thing, but it cost more than everything else they’d gotten. They’d all agreed that it was a good idea; Danny really needed some kind of protection if he was going to be the protector of the Earth. 
 
   “Come on, Daddy! Stop hiding!” Morgan shouted, bouncing up and down on the couch. 
 
   They all fell silent as Danny stepped into the room. The body suit was a standard motorcycle outfit with Kevlar woven in for toughness. It was skin tight and all black but Danny wore a leather jacket over it for extra protection. The jacket was black as well, but there were two yellow stripes on the sleeves as well as matching yellow accents. 
 
   “Put on the helmet!” Raymond yelled, heckling his father. 
 
   It was a black helmet from a company called Del Rosario and it did not look like any of the helmets Danny had seen growing up, and he’d seen a lot of bike helmets. The shape was almost alien and horizontally across the mask were three yellow lines. There was no visor line, no standard helmet shape, so the entire helmet looked like a prop from a science fiction movie. As Danny put it on, he felt as if he’d finally become someone else; the leather clad hero he was meant to be. Morgan shook her head, grabbing her brother’s hand in fear. 
 
   “It’s scary.” Morgan said. 
 
   “I like it!” Danny took it off and handed it to Raymond. “Man it’s even cooler than grandpa’s old helmets!” 
 
   “I like it.” Helen said, getting off the couch. She adjusted the jacket and looked her husband up and down. 
 
   “No one is going to recognize you in that.” 
 
   “What do you guys think,” Danny said, posing for the kids, “is Dad finally cool or what?”
 
   “Very cool Dad.” Raymond said, turning the helmet in his hands. 
 
   “You look like an alien. I don’t like it.” Morgan said. She pushed out her bottom lip to show her discontent.  Raymond held it out toward her and she pulled back. 
 
   “You should get a cape instead.” Morgan moaned. 
 
   “If it’s scary, it’ll scare the bad guys too. Sorry kid, but I can’t wear a cape.” Danny said.
 
   “Come on, let’s go play X-Box!” Raymond shouted, taking his sister’s hand.
 
   “Can you hook it up yourself? You know how?” Helen asked as Danny wrapped his arms around her. 
 
   “I’ve waited a long time for an X-Box, don’t worry Mom I’ll figure it out.” Raymond said. 
 
   As soon as the children were out of the room Danny squeezed Helen’s ass with both hands, almost lifting her off the ground. 
 
   “Easy, tiger!” she said, pulling back. 
 
   “It does look great on you though. But you still can’t ride a motorcycle. That rule is still in effect.” 
 
   “Who needs a motorcycle? I can fly!” 
 
   “Go fly then,” Helen whispered in his ear.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah, I want to play X-Box too. I’ll order a pizza for us; you go have fun in your new work clothes.” 
 
   Danny kissed her quickly and ran out of the house. He slipped on the helmet and was about to take off when he smelled something strong and familiar. He tucked the helmet under his arm and headed for the forest. The smell of his new leather clothes was strong but he could still make out the faint scent of heated wood. Borrowing the powers of a nearby dog, Danny followed the scent to a man leaning against a tree, smoking a pipe. It was a long, thin, pipe, the kind Native people made and Danny knew right away who it was. The chance that there might be another black man dressed in traditional native clothing was very slim. This time he wore a green cloak and as Danny stepped into view the older man removed the hood from his head and gave Danny a cheerful smile. It was the man from the gas station, the one who’d given him the Coke.
 
   “We meet again,” Morgan Snowfall said as he thrust out his worn, muscular hands. 
 
   As Danny shook his hand he noticed he did not wear a shirt under the cloak. All he had for warmth was a pair of lambskin pants and a thick pair of moccasins. There was a belt of small skulls around Snowfall’s waist that Danny had not noticed the first time they’d met. 
 
   “I’m Danny, Danny Boyle.” 
 
   “I know. The Earth Avatar. The Chosen One of this world.”
 
   “This world? You’re from another one?” Danny asked.
 
   Instead of responding Morgan held the pipe out to him. Danny looked at it and waved it away. 
 
   “I am not from this world, but I am human. I’m from an alternate Earth.” 
 
   Snowfall tapped the back of the pipe, knocking the burnt ashes out. He slipped the pipe into his cape. There were no pockets inside and it seemed to vanish. 
 
   “I am an observer. Think of me as the proverbial nosy neighbour.”
 
   “Why are you here Morgan?”
 
   “Please call me Snowfall. Only my parents call me Morgan anymore. I am here because this is where I need to be right now.”
 
   “That’s. . . weird. What do you mean? That makes no sense ”
 
   “Sometimes things seem random until you step back and see the bigger pattern. I’ve yet to see the pattern, but I will. Until then, I’d like to gather as much information on the Growth as possible. I came here for knowledge and I coincidentally met you. I am trying to discover the reason why. I have a role to play here, a minor role I think. Yet who can say? Until we see the bigger picture, all we can do is follow the signs.”
 
   “So what, you are like my own personal Obi-Wan Kenobi?” Danny asked.
 
   “I was thinking more along the lines of Don Juan, but think of it in whatever frame of reference you prefer. This is your story.”
 
   “Can you fly?” Danny slipped his helmet on and floated himself off the ground with his ability, courtesy of a nearby owl. 
 
   “Yes I can.” Danny stated proudly. 
 
   “Then let’s fly.”
 
   As Danny rose higher he looked down to see a gust of wind begin to spin around Snowfall. After a couple seconds the wind lifted him off the ground and he was flying beside Danny like it was the most casual thing in the world.
 
   Nobody saw them as they flew slowly westward. The air was cold but neither of them noticed. The two men flew off, unaware that they would both be instrumental in saving not only one world but the multiverse as well and all life that lay between.
 
    “So is your world like this one?” Danny asked, his voice deepened by the black helmet he wore. 
 
   They flew close to each other, soaring over the forests of British Columbia.
 
   “Similar, but not the same. There are differences. Some large, others small.”
 
   “Like what?” Danny asked.
 
   “You want examples?” Snowfall said, his eyebrows narrowing. 
 
   “Hell yeah! How often will I meet anyone from another universe?”
 
   Snowfall pushed his thick hair out of his face as the wind twisted it around his head as he thought for a moment. 
 
   “Alright,” Snowfall said with a grin, “Michael Jackson is still alive.” 
 
   “Really? He didn’t die?”
 
   “Not only is he alive, he’s got his natural face and his wife is Tina Turner.” 
 
   “Get the fuck out!” Danny said. 
 
   He opened his visor to see Snowfall’s face better. 
 
   “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”
 
   Snowfall laughed loudly, his voice carrying across the night sky. Danny couldn’t help but laugh with him, there was an aura of peace and tranquility that emanated from the man. It was obvious when you met him that he was a good man, the kind of man no one with a good heart could dislike. Danny was glad to have found someone he could talk to honestly, someone who could understand what his life had become.
 
   “I’m not messing with you. Sometime in the eighties at an awards ceremony Michael saw Tina’s ex-husband hit her. Michael knocked Ike Turner out with one punch. After that Michael’s street credit went through the roof. Between his superstar status, his new attitude and the growing audience for rap music, Michael became the King of Hip-Pop.”
 
   “No way! So no plastic surgery, no controversies about touching kids?” Danny shouted over the wind.
 
   “Nope. No Neverland, no surgery. Marrying an older woman after publically humiliating her ex-husband gave him a certain edge he never had in this world.”
 
   Danny though of how small changes could alter so much. 
 
   “He still did Thriller though, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Thriller came out before he met Tina.” 
 
   “What about all the albums that came after?” 
 
   “Who cares?” Snowfall said, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
   “Mediocre at best. Same as your world.”
 
   Danny let out a soft chuckle as Snowfall pointed to a large rock on top of a small hill. They turned in the air and headed toward the spot. 
 
   “You know, I thought I’d been abducted by aliens at first.”
 
   Snowfall raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah seriously.”
 
   “It’s not uncommon. We often interpret ancient mysteries through a modern lens. It won’t be long now until ghosts get into our machines.” 
 
   In awe of the black Indian’s words, even though he didn’t much understand them, Danny just nodded.
 
   “So how’d you do it? Travel from there to here?” 
 
   A serious look crossed Snowfall’s face. 
 
   “I’m sorry Danny, I can’t tell you that. Not yet.” 
 
   “Oh.” Danny said as they landed. “Alright.”
 
   They stood for a moment, breathing in the cool night air. 
 
   “Where do your powers come from?” Danny asked.
 
   “The same place as yours. My world has different rules, there is more . . magic. More science too, I believe.”
 
   “A world of superheroes right?”
 
   Snowfall cocked one eye up, surprised by Danny’s intuitive guess.
 
   “Yes. How did you figure it out?”
 
   “You’re not the least bit impressed by my powers.” 
 
   Snowfall could only nod. For all his wisdom, Snowfall never considered the fact that his knowledge of the unknown revealed him as an outsider. 
 
   “I apologize, Danny. Often when people travel through multiple universes or alien worlds, there is a certain conceit they bring with them. A belief that their world is the best world, that the people and places they have known are more ‘real’ than the things they see in other realms. If I have seemed arrogant in this regard, I sincerely hope you will forgive me.” 
 
   “Actually that sounds like every Italian I’ve ever met. No matter how great a country is, they’ve always got a story about how Italy is better.” 
 
   The two men laughed together as if they had known each other for years. 
 
   “I am honestly impressed by how well you have coped with all this. Even the best of my world have had their moments of panic when they realize they have strange new abilities.” Snowfall said, still smiling.
 
   Danny was still laughing and he had to hold his side as a cramp developed. 
 
   “Hey, after realizing I wasn’t being abducted by aliens, it all became much easier to handle. It just seems natural.” 
 
   Snowfall listened to Danny’s words but his eyebrows narrowed slightly, even while he nodded in agreement. Danny didn’t catch the concern and instead stretched out his arms and back. 
 
   “You know Mother Earth gave you more than just these animal abilities. You are connected to the life energy of the entire planet. To plug you into that directly would probably burn you out like an electrical fuse. Instead you were changed slowly, in a way that your mind and body could cope.”
 
   “I know,” Danny said, leaning back against the large rock, “I was having really strange visions at first and I was hearing things.” 
 
   “You are still being changed Danny. The reason I mention it is because you are being changed into someone who can handle the kind of power you have now. You should be aware of what is happening to you because when it comes to power. .”
 
   “Power corrupts?” 
 
   “Not at all Danny, at least I don’t believe so. Power can make angels of sinners. No. Lies corrupt. Ignorance corrupts. I think you are missing one of the fundamentals here. Truth is the real power Danny.”
 
   “Honestly I have no clue what you are talking about.”
 
   Snowfall sighed softly and suddenly the age in his eyes became apparent. 
 
   “Do you own a cell phone Danny?”
 
   “No. Why, you want to call someone?”
 
   “No, I am trying to explain. Can your phone access the internet?”
 
   “Sure. It connects to something online. I’m not really sure. I can check my e-mail but I can’t surf the web.”
 
   “Exactly. Because you do not have access.”
 
   Snowfall pointed a finger at Danny’s nose. 
 
   “The internet is being buffered by your service provider so that you only have access to what services you pay for. Your animal abilities are a buffer, because you still do not have access to the power directly. Do you understand?”
 
   “I think so,” Danny said, crossing his arms, “but that was the worst analogy I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “I’m a shaman, nothing more. In all honesty I should not even be helping you. I am just here to observe.” 
 
   Snowfall looked up at the sky above as if looking for a sign. His eyebrows narrowed as if he was trying to see something or come to a difficult decision. Danny awkwardly played with his helmet as he waited for the older man to speak again. Finally Snowfall let out a long breath and spoke. 
 
   “This power is going to change you Danny. On my world there are dozens of us who use magic, Earth magic like yours. Few of us ever touch the source; for even the smallest, most harmless of spells can lead to unexpected consequences. The magic changes the wielder; the magician does not change reality. Do you understand?”
 
   Danny nodded but his face only looked confused. 
 
   “You’re plugged directly into the life force of this planet. I don’t think you fully understand what that means.”
 
   “It’s not going to change me into some kind of . . . monster.”
 
   “No. I don’t believe it will. But I don’t think you see this for what it truly is. It’s already begun to change you. Your life, your family, it’s all changing right now and no matter how much you try to fight it, you cannot. Any more than I could stop myself from becoming the man I am today. Life is change and the source of that life is running through you right now. Death and change are inevitable; these two forces determine the course of all life in all the universes of creation.”
 
    “What do you want from me?” Danny said, standing in front of Snowfall.
 
   “I don’t want anything from you my friend. I am just concerned that perhaps you are not seeing the bigger picture.”
 
   “Sometimes an act of kindness makes all the difference.” Danny said to him, repeating back to Snowfall the words he’d said to Danny when they’d first met. Snowfall nodded in response. 
 
   “Show me.” Danny said, almost challenging the older wizard. 
 
   Snowfall placed his hands gently on both sides of Danny’s head. Danny felt a buzz of electricity, pleasant but foreign. Snowfall removed his hands, blew on them and rubbed them together quickly as if he were trying to warm them up. When he placed his hands on Danny’s head the second time, he had to grip Danny hard to keep him from falling backwards as Snowfall used his own magical energy to release the power within Danny.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Snowfall said as Danny convulsed in his hands. 
 
   Magic flowed up Morgan Snowfall’s arms, glistening green and bright in the dark that had crept up on them.  The magic travelled through his hands and into Danny who immediately began to see images of the Earth. 
 
   Danny had already experienced this not once but twice before, when he’d first found something in the woods and later when the Earth had revealed her powerful nature to him. This time was less painful but the images flowed faster and changed more rapidly. Red light began to burst from Danny’s body, fighting to overtake the green magic Snowfall created. The shaman held on, letting himself conduct both energy flows through his body. Snowfall created a mystical circuit between himself and Danny; both were bound now to the Earth beneath them and it was from the Earth that Snowfall pulled the images he revealed to Danny. 
 
                 The visions began with picture of newborn life. Danny witnessed the birth of babies all across the world, from every species that walked on land and flew in the skies. All the crying, crawling, freshly living things seemed so cute and fragile that he felt like his heart would break for them. The scenes began to change and the empathy he’d been feeling quickly turned into horror. Babies began to die by tooth and claw, eaten by their natural predators. Visions of human children starving, dying of disease or crippled by deformity flashed through his mind and he began to weep uncontrollably. The tears poured down his cheeks and over Snowfall’s fingers but the shaman did not let him go, it took all Snowfall’s mystical power to keep the energy from overwhelming Danny’s mind and body. If he absorbed too much, if he took in too much power at one time, it would damage him. There was already red mist rising off Danny’s skin like steam and he was turning a frightening red color as he heated up. 
 
   There was so much diversity in the world, so many varieties of life. Danny saw them all take their first steps, open their eyes to the sun and then fade away as their life cycles came to an end. Every horrible method of death in nature passed before his mind’s eye. He watched carnivores tearing prey apart with their teeth and herbivores fight over a mate until one of them was too wounded to continue.  Rhinos and hippopotamuses gored each other and any humans that got too close, then the image would change to humans with their guns and knives killing the rhinos and hippos and every other living thing they encountered. The flashing images began to slow down but tears still ran down Danny’s face. Snowfall held on to him, keeping him upright even as his knees buckled. 
 
   A large desert appeared in Danny’s mind and millions of rotting corpses stretched out around him in every direction. Every human, every cow, every pig, every animal slaughtered by the millions was left there to rot in the hot sun. Danny could almost smell the hot rank meat all around him. The Earth began to shake under him and his vision changed again as the ground beneath his feet threatened to knock him down. The ground rolled and buckled as it were rubber. A massive fissure opened in the ground and the corpses began to fall in, but as they fell they were suddenly alive again, fighting and flailing against the wave of dirt that buried them. 
 
   Danny’s vision lifted him up in the air, spinning him up and over the world. Buildings suddenly appeared only to shake until they crumbled into dust. From above he watched waves crashing over various cities, propelled by high winds and rain. Over and over nature battered shores and beaches, wiping out homes and dragging people out to sea. The winds came next, tearing plants from the ground and scouring all life from the surface and tossing it aside like discarded garbage. Danny was seeing nature at its worst; lightning, rain, wind, naturally occurring fires that swept through the forests and fields, waves the size of buildings. Finally the last of the visions came in a wave of red heat. From the ground burst massive volcanoes, spewing lava and ash across the country side. Humans and animals were burnt up instantly or died choking in the black soot that filled the air. Not only did Danny watch the people of Pompeii die, but he witnessed all the largest volcanic explosions throughout history. Fire rained down from the sky, killing creatures without thought, without emotion. 
 
    Time flew backwards, all the way back before the time of the dinosaurs to the earliest eruptions of a newborn planet. The soft warm molten soup of the planet seemed to spurt and gush until growing strangely calm as a shadow darkened the sky. A large unknown planet filled Danny’s vision as it seemed to collide with the Earth in slow motion. The Earth burned and split open a large crater and from it, like a newborn baby from the vaginal canal of a celestial body, formed the molten ball that would one day become the Moon. From the collision of two planets, Earth’s only natural satellite was formed and when Danny opened his eyes he found himself staring up at the Earth’s only lifeless child floating above him. It would forever serve as a reminder of the true horrible nature of life. 
 
                 Danny wiped the tears from his face and sat up. Snowfall reached out a hand to help him up but he shook his head. The heat created by the magic both men had harnessed made them steam in the cold night air. Snowfall reached under his cloak and removed his pipe as Danny got to his feet. Danny wiped the last of the tears from his face just as Snowfall finished packing the pipe. 
 
   “Thank you.” Danny said. Snowfall was surprised and only nodded in response. “I know now what you were trying to say, what you wanted me to see.” 
 
   “Yes, people assume the Earth is some sort of Wiccan goddess, a mother eager to provide for us. She is not. She can be as wrathful and vengeful as any God, real or fictional.” Snowfall replied.
 
   Lighting the pipe with a small flame from his hands, Snowfall inhaled deeply. As he spoke the smoke poured from his nose. 
 
   “Nothing is ever that simple. You were chosen to protect her but that does not mean she will protect you. Or humanity.”
 
   “So what do I do now?” Danny asked. “I was so sure. .”
 
   “You do what you think is best and live with the consequences. That was why you were chosen out of all the billions of people on this planet. But you need to have your eyes open if you want to see the truth.”
 
   Snowfall held the pipe out to Danny and this time he did not refuse. After filling his lungs with smoke, he let it out in one long, slow exhale. 
 
   “It’s been a while since I smoked that.” Danny said, coughing only slightly.
 
   “You’ve never smoked anything like this before.” Snowfall replied casually.
 
   They passed the pipe back and forth a few more times in silence. As Snowfall refilled it a second time, Danny spoke again.
 
   “I can feel a difference in the power now. I feel the power you were talking about, the raw unbridled force of the planet. It tingles slightly, like a mild static shock. It’s like a whole new connection.”
 
   “Yes. You are more fully immersed in the life force of this planet. When you connect to the animals, you are using only a small portion of that power. Eventually as you learn to control it, you won’t need the animals anymore to guide you.” 
 
   “So I can do more?”
 
   “You can do anything. The power is yours, you just have to reach within yourself and grab a hold of it.”
 
   Whatever was in Snowfall’s pipe made Danny feel lucid, like he was moving partially out of his body. Danny closed his eyes and reached outwards but this time he also pulled the energy from inside himself, connecting to the planet. Suddenly he was aware of all the animals for miles around him, yet this time it felt different. The animals seemed to feel his presence as well. Their heads seemed to turn, ears perk up, whiskers twitching as if he’d just run his hand over them. They seemed confused by his presence but not afraid; they knew he meant them no harm. 
 
   “Don’t focus on the animals; focus on the connection between them, the life web that binds you to them and to all living things.” Snowfall said in a cool, calming voice.
 
   Although the images of death and destruction he’d seen earlier still haunted him, he pushed those images out of his mind and focused on the positive energy flowing through him. Once again his skin began to glow with red light. He could feel all the life-forms on the planet, so many of them clustered together on a small water-covered planet. It was not surprising that the Growth wanted Earth; there was so much life, so much variety for it to consume. Danny felt as if he could touch the fur, skin, and carapace of all of them. He was no longer just an observer, mimicking their abilities from afar. The power was his now, no longer just on loan but a part of his soul and it really had changed him. He was in touch with how they felt and they responded to him. They seemed to acknowledge his power and his position as their protector. 
 
   “Now open your eyes.”
 
   Danny opened his eyes and saw his body enveloped in red fire. The flames seemed to pour from his skin, covering him without burning him and working as a sort of fiery body armour. It did not physically burn but he could feel the pure power roaring through his veins. It began to spread along the ground beneath his feet like liquid napalm and form the armour like a sculpture of flowing light. 
 
   “This is fantastic.” Danny whispered. 
 
   Danny raised his right hand and red streaks of light launched from his fingertips, blazing outwards like lasers. The beams raced across the countryside in all directions. One beam streaked north, passing by bears, wolves and a lone whale near the Arctic Circle. The second beam travelled westward, all the way to Tokyo in an instant. Danny saw millions of Japanese people all at once, all with their own private plans and dreams. Unlike the animals, the people of Japan did not know he was watching them and it was over in a flash as the light dissipated. The third beam headed south through the U.S. and Mexico in the blink of an eye. It curved slightly toward South America until it crashed through the rain forests of the Amazon. Hidden, secret things hid within the jungle, disturbed by Danny’s intrusion. Something seemed to push back and him, refusing to be seen. He left them to their privacy, smiling to himself as his mind leaped to the next ray of light. The fourth beam travelled east across Canada, over the prairie provinces and snow covered lakes all the way to the small fishing town of Gander, Newfoundland. Danny saw the old men in their boats and although there were few fish to be caught, the men had high spirits and hoped for the best. Their optimism after so many hard years filled Danny with joy and respect. They lived simply and laughed honestly, something Danny had rarely ever seen in his old life. 
 
   Whereas the other images had all happened simultaneously, the fifth red streak headed straight for Danny’s house came last, and he watched it unfold slowly and with great hope. Helen, Morgan and Raymond were playing X-Box together on the couch, laughing and complaining to each other over trivial challenges. Danny was suddenly overwhelmed with his love for them, even as they grimaced and kicked their feet over the virtual game prizes. The tears flowed freely down his face as he watched them from afar. Finally he had to let the image fade and for the second time that night, he wiped away his tears. The tears were the happy kind and he felt good, the energy still burned within him, pulsing with his heartbeat. 
 
   For the first time Danny could see Snowfall’s mystical aura, a soft green color that seemed to be pulled away to some far point in the distance. Somehow Snowfall was still anchored to his own world by a sort of green umbilical cord stretching across dimensions. 
 
   Danny breathed out and let the energy fade, along with all the stress and emotion he’d felt. A cloud of red smoke passed from his lips as he exhaled and he subconsciously wiped it away as it vanished.
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   There was a feeling of elation running through him, an exciting aftershock of the power he wielded. The tears in the corners of his eyes evaporated, burned off from the energy residue surging within him. 
 
   “That was great.” Danny said.
 
   “Then my work here is done.” Snowfall said jokingly, spreading his arms out wide like a stage magician. 
 
   “I don’t even know where to begin to thank you.” Danny said. 
 
   He wrapped his arm around Snowfall and hugged him. Snowfall placed his hands on Danny’s shoulders and gently pushed him back. 
 
   “I don’t envy you Danny. If people discover what you have become, they will be jealous. Resentful.”
 
   Danny stepped back and looked toward the lights of town. 
 
   “You are alone; there are no others like you on this world. Only monsters, lurking in the shadows. I wish I could do more.” Snowfall said, his tone remorseful. 
 
   Danny could see the sadness in the older man’s eyes and he realized what a burden the shaman must carry with him. All those secrets, carried between worlds like unwanted luggage. He hugged Snowfall again and they said nothing this time. 
 
   Snowfall was right of course; Danny had given no thought to his identity at all. Neither Danny nor his family had really made a big deal about what was going on and he found that odd now. Up until that moment he’d been naïve, not concerned with how others would perceive him, or how the world would accept the changes he was just starting to accept himself. Naïve or not, he knew how dangerous people could be when near a little power or fame, he’d seen it firsthand growing up. Danny held his motorcycle helmet up in front of his face. He watched his reflection in the thick glossy shine, wondering if he looked the same as he did a year ago. As he turned the helmet to the left he saw his right hand again, the one that no longer had a scar. The thumb had remained attached only by a bit of muscle tissue and veins after the accident and now that whole hand was gone. In its place there was a whole new appendage. How casually he had accepted that, although he’d been frightened at the time. He’d grown a whole new limb and every day since he’d used it and never even given it a second thought. All the revulsion and fear, the trauma of losing it in the first place, all of that had simply been forgotten. Was it a fault of his, or was it simply human nature? Maybe that was how life was, you simply kept moving on, pushing forward. Either way, he knew he hadn’t been taking it seriously. 
 
   Danny realized that if he could find the Growth fast enough and destroy them, he could return to his old, simpler life. Then none of it would matter anymore. He could keep his abilities a secret and perhaps, in time, they’d fade away. Once the Earth was saved from the alien threat, what more could anyone ask of him? Somehow though Danny knew it would not be that simple. He’d seen their planet, he’d seen the Growth spread across space, seen it all in his mind. All the horror and terror the Growth had spread across the universe was not simply going to go away, even if he purged it from his own planet, it would still be out there. It had been pure luck and chance that Danny had even found the other one; it had possessed Dr. Rue and simply shown up in his town. He needed to have hope and a plan, an idea of what the future had in store for him, something he could control.  Snowfall had shown him that he was no puppet, no mystically guided prophet or saviour. He was just a man, a man with access to the source of all life, but no more special or important than any of the other life on the planet. 
 
                 Snowfall watched Danny stare off at the stars, knowing from experience the kinds of thoughts that might be running through the young man’s head. He removed his pipe from his cloak and began to pack more of his special weed into it. He could see Danny’s brow creasing with worry and concern and he felt somewhat guilty. He’d dropped in on the man and basically ruined his evening and so Snowfall felt the need to at least attempt to cheer him up. It surprised him when Danny suddenly turned, red light flashing in his eyes. 
 
   “Why did you give me that Coke when we first met?” Danny asked.
 
   Snowfall raised his eyebrows and the pipe clenched in his teeth suddenly burst alight. Snowfall took a slow pull off the pipe and then exhaled out of the corner of his mouth.
 
   “You looked like you needed it.” Snowfall said. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly as he tried to conceal a smile. 
 
   “You didn’t know I’d take it with me to face a bear, did you?”
 
   Instead of answering Snowfall handed him the pipe, the trace of a smile still written on his face. Danny tucked his motorcycle helmet under his arm and took a few small quick puffs off the pipe. As he exhaled Danny felt as if his extremities were tingling. 
 
   “I swear I’ve never smoked anything that good in my life.” Danny said as he coughed slightly. 
 
   Danny held it out with one hand while covering his mouth with the other, Snowfall only nodded and took back his pipe. 
 
   “Are you planning on returning home now?” Snowfall asked. The question was asked in a way that Danny knew meant Snowfall had to go. 
 
   “Yeah. I guess tomorrow I start looking for those stupid aliens and end all this. Will I see you around?”
 
   Danny could see a scowl cross Snowfall’s face, once again the weight of all his secrets was pressing down on the shaman. 
 
   “Yes,” he replied, “but it won’t be the same. It won’t be like this.”
 
   Danny refused to let Snowfall’s sudden sour mood bring him down, he was feeling too energized and motivated. He wrapped his arm around the shaman’s shoulder playfully. Danny finally felt as if he had a grasp on his future. Even if he was wrong, if everything went wrong and there was only darkness and pain in store for him, at the very least he could enjoy the present. 
 
   “Show me a trick then, before you go.” Danny asked jovially, hugging the shaman . 
 
   “Come on!” He squeezed the older man’s shoulders and Snowfall gave him a serious look. “You showed me what I could do. Now show me a little of what YOU can do!”
 
   Like the sun breaking out of the clouds Snowfall gave Danny a huge smile and stepped directly in front of him. 
 
   “So be it.” The shaman said. 
 
   Standing face to face, Snowfall began to puff on the pipe. The cloud of smoke began to gather around their heads and faces, making Danny’s eyes burn slightly. Snowfall blew smoke out his nose and the corners of his mouth simultaneously between each breath of air. The smoke began to swirl around them, touching the ground at their feet. Danny could no longer see and the smoke was thick enough that it was obscuring Snowfall right in front of him. 
 
   How doth the little crocodile
 
   Improve his shining tail,
 
   And pour the waters of the Nile
 
   On every golden scale!
 
    
 
   How cheerfully he seems to grin,
 
   How neatly spreads his claws,
 
   And welcomes little fishes in
 
   With gently smiling jaws!
 
    
 
   Danny waved his hand back and forth to disperse the smoke and as it parted he realized Snowfall had vanished. Where he had stood was a tiny plant that Danny had not seen before, pushing up out of the soil as if spring was right around the corner instead of winter. 
 
   “Nice move.” Danny said, smiling. 
 
   He slipped his helmet on and lifted himself off the ground, his power working without any mental effort at all. 
 
   The smoke trailed after him as he flew off, spiralling into its own little cloud under his feet. Flying home with a new determination, Danny was looking forward to seeing his family. Although he did not feel afraid or worried about his mission to save the Earth, he did realize the potential for disaster. Danny had been taught when he was a little boy that fear was a weakness, something to be concealed and ashamed of. Growing up the son of a stunt driver made it hard for him to express himself or his fears. Now with his new role of protector of the Earth, Danny had no healthy way to express what he was feeling, so he pushed it down and pushed forward. Being responsible for every living thing on the planet was more stress than any one person could cope with. 
 
   Danny was all that stood between humanity and an alien race of conquerors. All his worry and stress about why he was chosen had been wasted and in the end was irrelevant. There were no answers to the questions he had. There was no one to give him a reason why he was who he was, or what he was, or why it was his life that had been turned upside down. The choices he had open to him were the same ones he’d had before that night in the forest; whether or not he could be a good husband and father. All the other questions that were buzzing around his mind would simply have to be filed alongside the rest of the mysteries of the universe, the kind most people never find answers to. 
 
   Whether it was the drugs, magic or just being a friend, Snowfall has released the pressure Danny had felt building up inside. Danny had never been the kind of person to worry about day to day concerns, it was why he’d found it so hard to commit to anything long term. Finally he’d found a purpose, a huge reason to live beyond the labour force and bills and family issues and that put him ahead of most of the people he knew. 
 
   People had tried to figure him out growing up, tried to figure out what drove him and why he could not conform to the standards everyone else seemed to accept so easily. It was as if he had been on a different road all along that just now began to reveal itself. He’d never wanted things to live for; he’d wanted something worth dying for. His family had given him that, they had directed him and stabilized him, but it had still not been enough. Finally he’d found a cause worth the fight and the sacrifice, something bigger than himself that he could take pride in.              
 
   As he flew back a pair of sparrows took up a position on either side of him and he spread his arms out like wings to greet them. They flew just under his outspread hands, their heads turned toward him curiously. They stayed with him until he reached his home and he could hear his children laughing even before he reached the door. The two little birds landed in a nearby tree, eager for sleep. Stepping through the front door of his house, he reached back with his powers and connected to the sparrows. As he closed his eyes he could see through their eyes as they scoured the tree for a nice safe branch to sleep. It was a strange feeling but Danny liked knowing there was a bit of security outside. Leaving the birds, he let all remaining traces of his abilities dissipate from his body as he removed his coat and boots. Like the little sparrows, all he wanted was a safe cozy place to rest for the night.
 
   He’d never held a steady job for long, never really had any success at any of his numerous hobbies or start-up ventures. Secretly he’d always envied soldiers and police, men who had knew where they stood and what they needed to do. Finally he felt as if he’d found that part of himself that would guide him to his future. All he had to do was save the Earth. Yet first came his family, greeted him with loving smiles as he entered the living room. One more night with them, giving them all his attention, was the least he could do for them.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ]              
 
    
 
   Helen could see the change in Danny immediately. Most obvious was the fact he came through the door smiling; normally his adventures in the outside world, with or without superpowers, left him down and cranky. She’d known Danny since he was a boy and as soon as he removed his helmet she could tell by his face that he was stoned. It made her want to burst out in laughter, he looked like a goofy kid with a smarmy grin plastered on his face, but she kept her amusement under control. 
 
   His good mood lasted longer than just a drug high however and Danny continued to be patient and attentive to the kids the rest of the evening. Helen listened attentively outside the bedroom as Danny sang to Morgan as he dried her hair and tucked her into bed. Helen couldn’t recall him ever singing to her, although he had sung to Raymond when he was a newborn. Of course he was singing her ‘Free Bird’ but it was the thought that counted, the words of the song didn’t matter it was the love between father and daughter that made her heart swell. Helen didn’t even try to hide her surprise when Ray hugged his father goodnight before heading off to his room. This was something that happened even less often than Danny’s lullabies. He entered the bedroom just as she put her jewellery away and she took a deep breath for courage and turned to face him.
 
   “Danny, are we in danger?” Helen asked.
 
   Danny held one sock in his hand, leaning against the bed frame with the other. He seemed almost wounded by the question, his eyes wide with indignation.
 
   “No of course not. Why would you think that?”
 
   “The way you’ve been acting since you got home. It’s a bit weird Danny. You’re acting like you’re never going to see us again.”
 
   Once she said it, she knew she’d been feeling that way all night and the tears sprang up in her eyes immediately. She pressed her palms hard into her eye sockets, desperate to keep them in, fighting it with all her spirit.
 
   “Helen everything is fine.” He said, walking towards her. 
 
   His voice sounded upset but not angry. Taking both of her hands in his own, he lifted her hands up to meet his lips. He turned them slightly until he found her wedding ring and he kissed it softly. Even though her tears embarrassed her she returned his gaze as he looked into her eyes. She felt like her old high school self, drawn into his blue eyes and crooked smile. She laughed and rubbed his short cropped hair, pushing him back from her slightly and playfully. 
 
   “I’d never let any harm come to you guys. Never. That’s one thing I won’t ever screw up Helen.” Danny said firmly.
 
   She could only nod in response and then she reached out her hands and cupped his face. He responded by moving closer and they kissed. They took their time, kissing slowly until Helen raised herself up on her toes and kissed Danny’s ear.
 
   “Let’s go to bed.” She whispered to him. It sounded more exhausted than sexy but he took her hand and led her to bed with the same eagerness he’d always had for sex. He gave her a child-like grin as he slipped his shirt up over his head. His body was the same as it had been when they started dating. As she ran her fingers along his abdominal muscles she was suddenly grateful for the fact he’d never really worked too hard. His body didn’t show the signs of stress and hardship some of the other men his age had; there was no beer gut, no back injuries, no receding hairline, not even a patch of dry skin. She was aroused by the fact her dry, tough hands were caressing her husband’s soft, supple skin. It worried her sometimes that he aged so well, she didn’t want to end up looking like his mother when they reached middle age. Yet she loved being the hard one, the tough one, she wanted to pamper and pleasure him for as long as she lived.
 
   As his hands ran up and down her body she undressed him and pushed him down on the bed. They made love with Helen on top, slowly and intimately. It was the kind of sex that required years of knowledge about each other, a slow burning and pleasuring that came from their trust and comfort. The bond between them strengthened and bloomed in those precious hours, fed by their passion and love for each other. For a moment Helen almost forgot the feeling of dread that had haunted her for weeks. Afterwards however, in the quiet darkness  as they drifted off to sleep, there was a sliver of fear eating at her. She told herself that she was just being paranoid; even though he was in danger Danny was prepared for it. Just this one time, she told herself, she could choose to believe in him. What other choice did she have?
 
                 The next morning Helen smiled to herself as she slowly stirred her cup of coffee. The kids were eating their breakfast and while they were loud, she easily blocked them out. She was determined not to let them ruin her good mood; sex the night before had left her sore and tired but the afterglow made it all worthwhile. 
 
   The kids were arguing about something but it all seemed very far away, until Morgan suddenly shrieked at the top of her lungs. It scared Helen so much she splashed her coffee all over the counter. How a child so small could scream so loudly, Helen didn’t know, but she turned angrily toward them and saw what had made her daughter shriek. 
 
   Danny stood in the kitchen in his motorcycle gear, the scary black helmet on his head. Morgan stood in her chair and waved her arms at her father. 
 
   “Take it off, Daddy! Take it off!!” Morgan screamed.
 
   Helen picked up her coffee mug and put her other arm around her daughter to keep her from falling off of the chair. Danny removed the helmet and placed it on the table. Morgan shoved it away from her, wrinkling her nose in disgust. 
 
   “Can I try it on, Dad?” Raymond asked, snatching it up. 
 
   Danny took a piece of toast off Ray’s plate and shoving it in his mouth, then gave the boy a nod of approval. Ray swept back his hair that hadn’t been cut since the summer and easily placed the large helmet over his face. Morgan scowled at him and turned away from the table. 
 
   “It’s not scary on you Ray,” Morgan huffed, “You look like a bobble-head!” 
 
   “You’re a bobble-head!” Ray said, raising his hands like a bogey-man. Morgan just turned farther away, curling into the back of the chair.
 
   “Mom!” Morgan wailed. 
 
   “Raymond leave your sister alone.” Helen said half-heartedly as Danny hugged her, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her closer to him.
 
   “I’ve got a meeting with Dr. Glass today. I’m going to stop and get a shave and then I am off to San Diego.” Danny said.
 
   “San Diego? That’s going to take you forever.”
 
   “Not really. I move so quickly up there now, it’s amazing.” Danny said proudly.
 
   “Why so far though?”
 
   “Apparently they moved offices or something. I don’t know, he said he’d explain when I got there. I can’t discuss it in front of the kids anyway.” 
 
   Helen scowled but said nothing.
 
   “You can shave at home?” She finally said. 
 
   “I’ve never had a proper shave from a barber; I figured I’d see what it was like.”
 
   Helen shook her head no but she was teasing, it meant she could get that pedicure she’d always wanted. That might take some of the stiffness out of her hands. 
 
   “Fine.” She said, drinking her coffee. “Get that hair cut too!”
 
   Morgan shrieked and batted her hands at her brother like a little cat as he moved toward her with the helmet on. Danny took it off Raymond’s head and messed up the boy’s hair. 
 
   “Are you going to fight more aliens Dad?” Ray asked. 
 
   “It’s a little more complicated than that, Ray. But. . .” Danny leaned over and whispered into his son’s ear. 
 
   “I’m going to kick some alien butt!”
 
   They waved goodbye as Danny headed for the door. Helen finished off her coffee as she closed the door behind him. He was already in the air before she’d locked it. 
 
                 As Danny flew over the U.S. border he wondered if there was any way he could be caught for sneaking into the country. He was a bit worried that at any minute a helicopter was going to appear on the horizon armed to the teeth with missiles and machine guns. With his helmet in his hands, he flew low to the ground and enjoyed the feeling of the wind on his cleanly shaven face.
 
   Danny seemed to fly in a state of partial consciousness, much like driving a car while tired. When the sound of real gunfire broke the quiet morning it startled him, sending him into a spiral. He corrected himself in a split second and looked around. Below him was Osoyoos Lake and his gut told the gunshot echo must have come from U.S. customs, there was nothing else around.
 
   He was there in a second, no more than a red flash in the sky, but he was wrong about the location of the crime. He saw the man running from the Duty Free Americas store from the sky. Wearing a balaclava on his face, the man looked like a stereotypical television criminal. He was a tall, lanky man, and he seemed to be wounded by the way he lurched forward, stumbling over himself. The scene was almost comical until a police officer burst out of the store behind him. Having already been shot at, the policeman had his gun ready. The robber turned, planted his foot, raised an assault rifle and opened fire. The cop went down hard from multiple wounds but the thief did not release the trigger. Instead he let the gun rip, tearing up the front of the store with bullets. Christmas lights along the windows popped as they were struck but fragments of debris. People screamed from inside the building and Danny knew he had to do something. 
 
   Horrified by the recklessness of the robber he dropped straight down on top of him. Letting gravity take over forty feet above the shooter, he landed on the gunman with his full body weight. There was a loud cracking sound and the man crumbled beneath Danny’s boots. Two security guards pulled the wounded police officer back inside and Danny was inspired by their bravery. Tapping his helmet he saluted them and prayed that the wounded would be okay. A couple of senior citizens had been sitting on the bench outside the store and one of them appeared injured as well. Waving to them suddenly seemed ridiculous and he put his arm down. Stepping  offthe shooter, a guard ran over and cuffed the unconscious man. Danny flew into the air as fast as he could. He hated leaving without doing more to help but he knew experienced paramedics were needed. It wasn’t like the comic books; people were frightened and afraid and a strange man in biker gear wasn’t going to make it any less traumatic. Without his intervention there could have been a lot more deaths and that was enough for him; he was too modest to even consider any form of compensation. Danny was the kind of man who did not believe helping someone in need made you a good person, it was basic human kindness, but he did believe that failing to help was a sign of poor character. He had helped and even though were wounded and dying, he felt good about his role in helping the police and security. At least he had done something, which was more than he’d ever done before. 
 
   ‘Maybe,’ he thought, ‘I can save the world.’ 
 
                 Danny no longer needed to duplicate the wings and abilities of the birds to fly; instead the red energy of the planet was channelled directly through him and he travelled as fast as a magnetic train. He was glad he’d bought the weird motorcycle helmet, it was incredibly streamlined and he felt like a rocket blasting through the sky. It also protected his head from the small bugs and other debris, although it was pretty clear and cold at twenty thousand feet in December. 
 
   He kept his mind occupied as he flew by going over the scene in the parking lot; he was amazed at how fast he’d taken out the gunman. Flying was fun but he’d never considered it a way to help people, not unless you counted carrying them from place to place. Snowfall had asked him if he’d found it odd that he was so calm and accepting of everything. He hadn’t been, not at first, not back in the hospital, but ever since he’d gotten the power of the planet he’d been just sort of gone with the flow. It was if he was surfing a wave that was carrying him away and even though he was in great danger, the waters of unpredictability soothed him rather than scared him. He was settling into a new life, a dangerous life that was pushing him toward a beach he could not see. 
 
   High over the state of California he flew, dressed in biker gear, trying to think of ways he could help people. Yet it didn’t strike him as bizarre at all. Danny was not a religious man, so faith in his destiny was not an accurate description but it was the best he could come up with. Danny had faith that wherever he was being lead, it meant something, it was important and he was glad to be part of it. Maybe that was the reason he was chosen; because he would accept the bizarre changes in his life so easily. There was no way he’d ever know for sure, he doubted the Earth would ever speak to him again. The planet did not care about what Danny had to say. The Earth had felt threatened by an alien virus and it created a solution, a natural vaccine to fight off the sickness. From the deer in the forest, to the angry bear, right up to the gunman at the border, all of it was part of his journey to being a hero. 
 
   A tiny voice in his head suggested he might have been chosen at random, that he was not special at all, but he ignored his doubts. The power felt too good, too important, to be given away randomly. There was no room in his mind for fear; he’d spent enough time worrying. It was time now for him to take action, time for him to take the offensive. 
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   PASSING THROUGH SHADOWS
 
    
 
   The woods are lovely, dark, and deep,
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep.
 
   -        Robert Frost
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   Chem-X had taken every precaution necessary to hide the First, but the Second had found it anyway, by picking up spores of scent in the dirt and garbage of California. The alien biology of the Growth called out to its own in a way humanity could not fathom and could not stop. The human clothing it had worn was torn and dirty, hanging off its mutating body in rags.
 
   “I have found her.” The Second said to itself. 
 
   Its concept of time was entirely dependent on the host body it was in and by earthly time it had taken far, far too long for it to find its mate. The monster's newest body was fresh and easily manipulated and it changed the flesh as it approached the small building Chem-X was using as a front for its biological research. By the time it had reached the brick wall it had changed its bipedal form into something more like a spider; instead of two legs it had four insect-like appendages, with two more jutting from beneath its human arms. Skittering up the side of the building, the Second tore off the metal ventilation cover and threw it over its shoulder. The twisted metal vent cover bounced across the parking lot below, attracting the attention of a security guard. The Second was not afraid; it watched the human below, waving his flashlight back and forth. The Second moved quietly, the guard below had one of the human weapons that made the loud popping sound and the Second knew more humans would come if it was spotted. The duct was too small for a human but the alien easily squeezed through by breaking and remolding the bones of the human body it wore. 
 
   It slithered through the air conditioning vents deeper into the building, moving up toward the sealed penthouse where it knew the First was located. It had smelled the spores of its partner, in the air and in the dirt. The humans did not know that the First left its scent on them, invisible but easily identified by others of its kind. 
 
                 The need to consume was the only real feelings the Growth ever had, but the bodies they infected could also affect them and the Second did not understand the growing need, the human-like longing, to find the First. All that mattered to their species was to feed and to grow, loyalty and companionship were new, dangerous emotions to it. Being so close was making the alien nervous and jittery and it did not know how to handle the human emotions or how to rid itself of them. The urge to spread that had pushed the Growth across the universe was powerful; it drove the monsters to become reckless and vicious. Patience had proven too difficult and the Second was tire of hiding from mankind. 
 
   As it crawled out of the ventilation shaft it began to quietly walk across the ceiling. There were humans below it, working in tiny square cubicles and it rushed across the roof as fast as it could in silence. Making it into the hall, the creature could see the elevator shaft ahead. Before it could reach it, a scream echoed through the hall. The Second turned and hissed at the human woman who stood below it, paralyzed with fear. The woman was small and light skinned with thinning black hair, barely even a meal to the well-fed creature, so it turned back toward the elevator. Using its front legs to pry them open the doors it squeezed through and climbed up into the shaft leading to the penthouse floor. The woman had always been deathly afraid of spiders. She collapsed against the wall, her eyes and mouth stretched wide in absolute fear. Not much farther, it told itself, not much farther until they were reunited. Then their conquest of Earth could begin. 
 
   Danny and Dr. Glass had agreed to meet at the small, unmarked Chem-X building, which Dr. Glass had given him the address to only the night before. Everything had been very secretive and Danny had found the whole situation incredibly frustrating but he felt obligated. He`d already started spending their money; it was inevitable that he would at some point have to earn it. The doctor believed Danny should spend time with the creature they had in captivity and Danny had agreed. Although his new powers hadn`t shown him anything about the aliens yet, he believed it was worth a shot to try. He had no clue how else to track the alien that was on the loose, so he thought it best to start with the one imprisoned and work out from there. Danny had no idea as he flew into San Diego that both of monsters were already inside the Chem-X building. As he got closer he could see a giant white plastic bubble covering the spot where the building was and he was forced to land in a nearby street. There were crowds of people gathered and a couple had seen him drop in, but he ignored them. With his helmet on, they couldn`t recognize him anyway. 
 
   It appeared as if the Center for Disease Control had sealed off the building, but Danny wasn`t sure because there were people running in and out from beneath the plastic cover. It was a bubble, but there were wide double doors in the front and everyone from firemen to office workers were being shuffled in and out. The police were trying to evacuate the building while the CDC people were trying to quarantine the area, with military men shouting at everyone trying to assert their authority. Danny slipped past them easily, moving in quickly as a stretcher was hauled out. The woman on the stretcher appeared to be in a state of shock; her eyes and mouth were frozen open and her body seemed to shake with terror. Danny managed to reach the front door of the building but six soldiers rushed across the parking lot with their guns aimed at him.
 
   “HOLD IT RIGHT THERE!” the Captain shouted. 
 
   United States Marines, Danny recognized their uniforms. Danny’s strange helmet made them nervous and suddenly wished he’d picked something more pleasant. 
 
   “Get on the ground! Face down, now!” one of the other soldiers shouted. 
 
   Danny stepped back away from the door and raised his hands. The animal abilities were still with him, he could pick them out and use them as needed and he found a familiar scent in the crowd. He scanned the chaotic crowd until he spotted Dr. Glass and he waved frantically to him. Wearing black wasn’t the right thing to do, he realized and he humorously thought to himself that perhaps it was time to get a set of colourful spandex costumes instead .
 
   The soldiers were slowly circling him and shouting questions about credentials and who he was but the Doctor ran to them and they lowered their weapons.
 
   “Lower your guns please! He is an employee of Chem-X! He works for us! Let him through!” Dr. Glass shouted.
 
   “Sorry, but no one is allowed in this building until we have further orders. The whole block has been locked down.”
 
   Danny saw the Captain turn to address Dr. Glass and as he did so the other soldiers lowered their weapons slightly. Danny waited until only one of them was still watching him and he slipped quickly and easily through the door into the small corporate building. 
 
                 Obviously something had gone wrong and Danny now realized how out of hand everything had gotten so quickly. There were homes nearby; the facility was hidden in a heavily populated area. Although the building was only eight stories, the size of the quarantine and the massive plastic cover they`d put over it was going to attract a lot of media attention. Danny wasn’t sure where to begin. Then he remembered his cell phone and taking it out, he quickly called Dr. Glass. He wasn`t sure the soldiers weren`t going to storm in any minute so he headed for the staircase across the hall, passed the elevators. 
 
   “What the hell happened?” Danny shouted into his phone.
 
   “Look, the Attorney General and the head of the FBI are coming to speak with me. I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to talk. DHS has come down on us, Danny, along with a line-up of other government bureaucrats. They’ve discovered what I was hiding something here, something dangerous, and they came to shut us down. It’s going to get ugly, I’m afraid. I’ll probably lose my job.” Dr. Glass said matter-of-factly.
 
   “What is going ON, Doctor Glass? Inside here? Why are they sealing it up?” Danny asked angrily. “Did it escape? Is it loose in here somewhere?”
 
   “Danny,” Dr. Glass said calmly, “They are both in there. Two of them. You need to kill them both.” 
 
   Danny had already walked up two flights of stairs and he stopped dead in his tracks. The stairwell was small and clean and he tried to look up to see if he could see anything, any sign of what danger might be waiting up there. 
 
   “What the hell have you people done.” Danny said into the phone.
 
   “There’s no time for that now, Mr. Boyle. You need to handle this. It was what we chose you for. It is what we paid you for. Homeland Security is going to arrest me; the least you could do is prove me correct in believing in you. Only you understand the danger these things pose to life on this planet.” 
 
   “Don’t worry,” Danny said angrily, “today is not the day the human race dies.”
 
   Danny didn’t know what to say after that so he turned his phone off and placed it back in his pocket. He winced slightly as it chimed as it powered down, the noise seemed to echo through the entire stairwell. Then the power went off and Danny was left in the dark.
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                 Ever since he’d snuck through the door he’d sensed the Growth within the building and even in the dark there was a sense of them all around. Danny wasn’t even sure which animal he borrowed abilities from, but the darkness did not impede him, even in pitch black his eyes were able to adjust. The two alien entities seemed to pulse with hostility somewhere above him, almost as if they were boils ready to burst. Their hunger tainted the air within the place, leaving a stench that Danny knew he’d never forget. Danny could sense the animals on the top floor as well; they seemed to react to him as soon as reached the penthouse floor. 
 
   Even with the main power supply off the steel door to the main laboratory was locked so Danny decided to break it down. He kicked the bottom corner of the door until it bent, the steel toe of his boots denting from the blows. He’d gotten so strong that the metal seemed to bend like aluminum and as soon as the corner began to bend he grabbed a hold and peeled it back. The force of him pulling on the door snapped the security lock and the door flew open. The noise had been minimal and Danny was proud of himself, he wiped off his hands and entered the secret room. 
 
                 There was light in the office area from the windows; although they were covered in white plastic for privacy they still lit up the cubicles with a white glow. Danny could hear the cries and screeches of the animals in the laboratories farther deeper inside in a side chamber. The personal items on the desks of the Chem-X employees seemed bizarre when just next door animals were being tortured and experimented on. Danny wanted to avoid the animals at all costs, he could feel their pain but he did not think he could handle seeing it. The fear, horror, pain and suffering that emitted out of the room the animals were locked up was like a thorn in his side that he was forced to ignore. There was nothing he could now to help them; he could tell the animals were doomed without even seeing them. Chem-X had experimented on all of them and none of them would ever return to the natural world again.
 
   Discarded documents covered the dark blue rug and half-eaten lunches still sat in the lunch room. The contrast of light coming in from outside and the shadows within made the whole place seem creepier somehow and he hurried past the computers and desks toward the darkness at the heart of the building. There was another pair of doors on his right that were locked and Danny knew the suffering animals were inside. He borrowed their abilities and continued walking on; there was nothing he could do for them now. Holding aliens prisoner was one thing, but what Chem-X had done to the living animals behind those doors turned his stomach. It was repulsive that anyone could allow such cruelty and Danny regretted ever having met with them. Raymond was right; they were just another big evil corporation. It made him glad to know the government had finally stepped in and he hoped they’d shut them down. If they were put out of business he wouldn’t have to return the money they’d paid him, money that now seemed tainted. 
 
                 Coming to the last laboratory, Danny knew the two aliens were inside waiting for him. As he was about to push open the door he heard a chiming noise and realized it was coming from a phone somewhere. Looking around, he remembered he had his phone with him and although it was not his ring tone, he pulled it out anyway. The phone was blinking and a call was coming through. Somehow the phone had been turned back on and across the front it read: CALLER CANNOT BE IDENTIFIED.
 
   “Hello?” Danny said.
 
   “Danny Boyle?” the voice asked. It was a man, roughly the same age as Danny, perhaps younger. 
 
   “Yes. Who is this?” Danny said, walking away from the lab doors. He tried to whisper as quietly as he could. 
 
   “This is Ian McDaniel, I’m with the Department of Homeland Security. Dr. Glass has been arrested, Mr. Boyle. We need you to come out of there right now.”
 
   The man had a thick accent, one that Danny recognized but had not heard in a very long time; it was the thick brogue of a Scotsman.
 
   “Sorry. Can’t do that. I’ve got a hot date.” Danny replied. 
 
   “This is no time for humor, Mr. Boyle. Glass has already been charged with obstruction of justice and we’re just getting started here. If you want to be able to walk away from this, you’d better do exactly what I say.” 
 
   “I can’t. I have to do this. Trust me, you aren’t the tough guy in the room today, Mr. McDaniel. And you don’t scare me.” 
 
   “What’s in there, Danny? What the hell was Chem-X hiding in there?” the Scotsman shouted. 
 
   Danny couldn’t think of anything smart or sarcastic to say. How would the government react to the knowledge he had? If he could tell them what he had seen, would anyone even believe it? A dozen feet from him were two aliens who sought nothing less the elimination of the human race. Where did he even begin?
 
   “Death,” Danny finally said. 
 
   Removing his phone battery, Danny placed the pieces back in his pocket and headed for the room where the monsters dwelled. The darkness and the buzzing sound of the emergency lights made the whole scene much more ominous than it should have been and it made Danny smile. He wondered what would happen if Helen tried to call him but he had to keep his phone off, the last thing he needed was another distraction. He wasn’t even an American citizen and he wasn’t too sure they could even handle the Growth, even with their impressive military power. Telling them anything would only complicate his life even more. It did give him a sense of satisfaction to know Dr. Glass was under arrest. Hopefully they’d find the laboratory eventually and really stick it to him, he thought. 
 
                 As he stepped through the doors he could feel his heart pounding in his chest. The sudden darkness of the room forced him to use his abilities to see and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Filtering through different animal abilities he could suddenly see the bright red heat of the monsters moving in the center. The animals in the laboratory farther back stopped their cries and howls as if they knew something monumental was about to happen. Even in their pain and misery they knew something worse was near, something that Danny was ready to fight for them, protect them from. They lent him their abilities and he felt as confident as he could. Nothing would ever be the same for him or the planet Earth ever again. He stood in some form of observation room but to get to the creatures he would have to pass through two more swinging doors. The entire world seemed to be holding its breath. Nothing would ever be the same for Danny, or his family, or the people of Earth. This was the moment he’d been chosen for.
 
                 As he pushed open the two swinging doors he saw the First sealed within a cracked clear plastic cell, the same kind Chem-X had kept the Third in after he’d beaten it. There was the same type of incineration device attached to the front of it, a large red button on the front with a warning sticker. The outside of the box was covered in blood, dirt and filth and the Second had tried desperately to crack it open. Danny saw the Second leaning against it, its body human shaped once again. While the First had the same tubular, wormlike shape, the Second seemed almost thin and wiry compared to the Third. Only the Second’s head and neck was still human pink, the rest of its body was made of the black stuff it seemed to be composed of. There was little human tissue left, just black alien skin that shimmered like greasy obsidian. It pressed its naked, hairless body against the cell, slamming its fist against the plastic over and over. The First responded to it, its large bulbous body quivering as it leaned against the inside of its cell. They were communicating with each other somehow, Danny could tell, but how they were doing it he didn’t know. It was as if they both heard a song he could not hear, moving together as they tried to break the First loose. The creatures looked pathetic but Danny wasn’t quite sure they even understood sorrow or loss, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that the two aliens seemed to desperately want to be together. All his pity faded as he walked closer and saw the dead bodies scattered around the laboratory. At least two lab workers and a security guard or police officer had been butchered and dismembered, their parts scattered around the room. The Second had tortured them, killing them slowly when they could not open the prison for it. Danny could not even tell what race or gender the victims had been, there was nothing left but bloody pieces.
 
   “LET HER OUT!” the alien suddenly screamed at him, its face twisting in rage. 
 
   The Second kept its eyes on Danny but it did not attack. It had exhausted itself pounding on the tough plastic and while it had damaged the plexiglass, the Second was beginning to realize it might not be able to free the First itself. Not knowing what else to do, Danny approached it slowly, with his hands up as if it were a wild animal. He had no intention of letting the First out, but if he could get close enough to hit the button, he could destroy it completely. Of course then the Second would attack him in a murderous rage, but Danny figured he would worry about that when the time came. 
 
   Although he did his best to hide his intentions, Danny was terrible at subterfuge and the creature shuffled closer to him, studying him as if he were the alien. Slowly, step by step, he approached the clear plastic cell; the worm-like First seemed to be moving in response. The monkeys down the hall began to scream and Danny could hear a warning in their panicked cries. Stepping around the alien he moved closer, closer, inching towards the big red button on the side of the glass. The Second circled around Danny, gazing at his helmet with an odd curiosity, unable to see the human face hidden behind the black visor. 
 
   “Free her!” the creature hissed, rushing toward him. It stopped inches from him and swung its arms wildly. 
 
   “Her?” Danny asked. He took another step closer. 
 
   “We are of one mind, her and I. One hive. One form. One life. We are the Growth.”
 
   The Second slammed itself against the plastic so hard Danny jumped.
 
   “The new mother. The new father.” It said, barely fazed by the impact. 
 
   Its black body quivered and shifted as it began to caress the plastic wall. The First made a strange cooing sound inside, a sickly kind of gurgling that came from somewhere inside its body. 
 
                 Danny was amazed by how different the two creatures were, not just from each other but from the one he’d faced before. 
 
   “Who are you?” Danny asked.
 
   “I am the Second of the Growth, leader class infiltration drone. Free the First! Free her now!” 
 
   The Second had mutated into its own type of monster, different than the other two. It seemed that there were pieces of the living things still inside it, those that it consumed were assimilated into the Growth but it was not a clean process. Pieces of humanity still remained within the creature, making it even more dangerous than Danny had previously thought. They were not mindless, they were just insane. 
 
   There was something even stranger about the First, something Danny had sensed right away the first time he’d seen it. All of the aliens were obvious foreign and strange, but the First had become something else, something that bothered him at a primal level. It revolted him, more than even the others and although it posed no threat, he felt an overwhelming desire to destroy it. It did not seem to be made of any human flesh, just the same black alien skin that the others had, but shaped into a worm-like, or perhaps plant-like form. It had no means of moving around, no appendages or orifices, it simply stood erect and swayed while making an unbearable cooing noise. It made no sense to Danny, because he’d seen their home world, he knew what they looked like in their original forms. Something on Earth had made the First the way it was and Danny did not want to know how or why. The thing inside the cell had to be destroyed, Danny knew that and he was beginning to sweat as he got closer. Some primal mammalian instinct told him the thing in the cell was the true danger, more than the one next to him, all the thoughts of all the animals in the surrounding area seemed to scream a warning into his head. The leather suit suddenly seemed too tight, too claustrophobic for him but he kept inching closer. The button was only a few feet from him but the Second kept moving around him like an over-eager dog. The Second was clearly berserk and extremely dangerous but the First was pure inhuman horror. 
 
                 The Second began to slam its arms against the cell wall again and while it did not break, it was beginning to bend. 
 
   “Her?” Danny repeated, hoping to distract it with conversation. 
 
   Keeping it talking meant keeping it human. He took another step forward and he knew the red button was now within reach. 
 
   “We are one!” The Second screamed, slamming its fists against the floor. 
 
   Danny lunged, springing like a dog toward button that would fill the plastic jail cell with fire. His speed was faster than any human on the planet but the Second was faster. It caught his wrist an inch from the button, gripping it tight, his fingers wiggling an inch from the button. 
 
   “Do not touch the mother!” The monster hissed at him, black saliva spraying from between its cracked lips. 
 
   Although the alien was shorter and slimmer than Danny, it tossed him across the room with barely any effort at all, twisting his wrist and sending him flying head over heels. Danny hit the concrete wall and fell to the floor, pain shooting up his spine. The air had been knocked from his lungs but he leapt gracefully to his feet, exhaling slowly to regain his composure. Standing up straight, he locked eyes with the alien. It was on to him now, it knew he was not just another human victim. 
 
   “You. You are the Avatar, aren’t you? The protector of this planet?” 
 
   It suddenly turned its back to Danny as if he were inconsequential. Danny froze in his tracks. The sudden change in tone, the body language, all of it changed so rapidly that Danny was unsure of what to do. 
 
   “Yes.” Danny replied, anger in his voice. 
 
   The creature was too unpredictable; one moment it was furiously attacking him, the next it was leaning peacefully against the plastic cell wall. It was causing Danny to constantly pump adrenaline as his fear jumped and spiked, then bottomed out again. Concentrating his will, he focused his power on his own body and tried to calm down his rampaging heart. Danny was getting twitchy and restless and he knew it made him careless, so he kept his distance from the monster. 
 
   “It was smart to send your servants first, to weaken us. Torture us. Did you learn enough about us? Taking the mother from me for so long. Delaying our conquest. That only made us MORE HUNGRY.” The Second snapped.
 
    Its mouth stretching wide revealing shifting, changing white fangs. 
 
   “Keep us apart. Keep us weak. We who are one.” It said, striding toward him.
 
   As long as it was talking, it was not attacking him, so Danny ignored the aching bruise on his back and circled around the creature. The Second kept itself between Danny and the First, close enough to reach him if it wanted to. 
 
   “You know what Chem-X was doing?” Danny bluffed. He wanted to sound tough and in control.
 
   “Oh yes,” the alien replied calmly, “I have been here a long time. Hiding in the shadows of the continent you call Africa.” 
 
   Its face was suddenly placid and contemplative, but Danny was not fooled by its human expression. Its black flesh squirmed on its own, no matter how human it acted the flesh revealed its true nature. Even its breathing was not real; it was an act, nothing but a mockery of life. The Growth had no need for air. 
 
   “Humanity. So weak. Yet so adaptable. And so full of ideas.”
 
   One black hand seemed to constantly caress the plastic cell, it never moved far enough away to give Danny a second chance at getting to the incineration button. 
 
   “She had a form once. Like mine. Black flesh. Our favourite. Strong. Fast.” The Second slurred the end words of its sentences and a monstrous tongue licked its lips. There was a force, an instinct pushing Danny to attack it, every movement of its body was disturbing and angered him. 
 
   “You did this to us!” 
 
   The Second leaped at him and Danny barely got out of the way. Before he could reorient himself he creature was back beside the cell again. For a moment it looked as if the Second was going to leap again, as its muscles tensed up Danny prepared himself. Instead the alien closed its eyes and let its arms go limp. 
 
   “So peculiar, time. So much of it lost. What a burden time is, tied to the flesh and pulling us downwards. Stretching on and on as the meat wastes away.” 
 
   Danny had no idea what the alien was talking about, so he simply ignored it. He had no interest in the history of the species or what it had experienced, not anymore. If there had ever been a time when Danny would have listened that time was long gone. Now all he wanted was to destroy the things. 
 
                 The aliens had been here long before he got his abilities and he resented that. With more time, he could have been better prepared, or perhaps the Growth would not have been so strong. The Second was obviously insane, its behaviour was far more erratic than the last one Danny had faced. The Growth had come to Earth to conquer and instead one major corporation named Chem-X had somehow brought them to a standstill. Danny felt stupid for trusting them, all along they’d known what was going on. He’d taken money from them in good faith and now he wondered if he’d ever really know the cost of that mistake. 
 
   There were cameras in two of the corners of the room, recording everything that had happened. Once again Danny was glad for his helmet, he didn’t want to know what could happen if the internet got a hold of that footage.  Chem-X had been playing with fire and now they’d just gotten burned. Danny couldn’t help but feeling he had been manipulated all along. They must have known the aliens would eventually reunite, that the Second would come and find its partner. Dr. Glass had said nothing to him. Glass had made it seem as if they wanted to learn from Danny’s experience when all they’d wanted was another piece on the chess board. 
 
                 Danny clenched his fists together in anger and he moved toward the Second, but before he could attack he heard something with his enhanced senses. He could smell the metal and rubber, sense the fast moving bodies. Armed men, soldiers, heavily armoured, were coming up the building stairwell fast. When they’d open the stairwell door a gust of wind had caught their scents and pushed it ahead of them. The smell of the men rolled into the room and the Second caught it as well. The military had arrived in the form of six armed and angry United States Army men.
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                 Phil Morrison sat with his feet dangling over the side of the bed, wearing only his undershirt and blue briefs. Wiping the sweat from his face, he shook off the remnants of sleep. He’d been dreaming; something terrible and dark and frightening enough to wake him from an afternoon nap. Downstairs his ex-wife Monica was puttering around in the kitchen. Phil was long past the point of chastising himself over their affair; he’d been sleeping with his ex-wife occasionally since the day they met and regardless of whatever title they gave their relationship, he knew it wasn’t going to end any time soon. Phil wasn’t the kind of man to lie to himself or regret his choices, in fact the reason he hadn’t married Linda was to keep his affair with Monica. They’d been terrible living together, but they had a passion for one another that never seemed to fade.
 
   The day after was always awkward for them and Phil immediately set his mind to getting out of the house as fast as possible. Just as he knew without a doubt they’d sleep together again, he also knew the day after meant a fight. Monica was going to feel guilty and want to hurt him for it. Any moment her sex buzz was going to fade and all the things she’d held back from saying earlier were going to come pouring out of her like a machine gun barrage. Then it would get ugly between them and they wouldn’t talk again for a few months. Her guilt would make her more abrasive and condescending. As he gathered up his clothes he glanced at the clock. He’d only slept for a half hour which meant it had only been about forty five minutes since they’d had sex last. That meant she still might be in a good mood, Phil thought as he pulled on his socks. Once she changed, once Monica let loose, Phil knew it would be hours before he got back on the road. 
 
                 Phil buttoned his beach shirt as he crept down the stairs. The television in the living room was surprisingly loud and Phil didn’t think Monica would hear him. He picked up his shoes but stopped when he heard the news alert. 
 
   MILITARY PERSONNEL HAVE TAKEN UP POSITION AROUND THE BUILDING AND THE CENTER FOR DISEASE CONTROL HAS URGED ALL CITIZENS OF SAN DIEGO TO KEEP THEIR DISTANCE. . .
 
                 Phil slipped his loafers on and grabbed the door handle. 
 
   “Philip!” 
 
   It was Monica in the next room. Phil let go of the door handle and angrily kicked off his shoes. 
 
   “Come in here please.”
 
   AMATUER VIDEO TAKEN FROM ACROSS THE STREET SHOWS A MAN ENTERING THE BUILDING AGAINST THE ORDERS OF ARMY PERSONNEL. . 
 
                 Monica stood in front of the fifty two inch flat screen they’d bought together years ago. She wore a pink slip under a long blue housecoat, the straps for which were in her hands. When she motioned Phil into the room, she did not look at him but used her housecoat straps threateningly.
 
   “Come here, Phil!” She said playfully. Her kindness caught Phil off guard and he stood next to her apprehensively, dragging his feet like a petulant child.
 
   “Is that Danny?” Monica asked, pointing at the screen. She’d frozen the image, which meant she’d upgraded her cable package. Phil didn’t see a control in her hand and he was puzzled by how she’d controlled the television. 
 
   “Look at the screen, Phil. Is that guy Danny?” Monica said, pointing directly at the television. The image was taken off a poor resolution video, but it was easy enough to see a man in black motorcycle gear slipping into what appeared to be a dental office or mail center. When the scene changed to a shot of the same building but from a farther, wider angle, Phil leaned forward and squinted to see it better. The entire building was covered in a large make-shift quarantine bubble. 
 
   “Go back.” He ordered Monica. 
 
   She just held up the controller, as if it was obvious they were watching a live news report and she couldn’t rewind it. 
 
   “It’s hard to be sure. This is from the news?”
 
   “Yes. This is live, I think.”
 
   “It could be him,” Phil said, scratching his chin, “hard to say with the helmet on.”
 
   “I’m sure that was Danny.” Monica stated. 
 
   “Yeah? How can you be sure?” Phil asked.
 
   “How long have we known Helen and Danny? Almost twenty years. I’d recognize that man’s ass in a pair of jeans or leathers any day, Philip.” Monica answered. 
 
   She placed her hands on her hips and looked Phil dead in the eye; he knew there was nothing he could say in response. 
 
   The news broadcast finished and it left Phil deeply troubled. There was no doubt Monica was right. It was Danny and his gut instinct told him he had to go. The danger that had followed Danny since their trip had reached him in the city, a heavily populated American city at that. 
 
   THE EXACT NATURE OF CHEM-X CORP’S ROLE IN THIS INCIDENT, IF ANY, REMAINS TO BE SEEN.
 
   “Danny must have been going to see the guy from Chem-X.” Phil said. 
 
   “So it is him? Holy shit Phil! What the hell had Danny gotten mixed up in now?”
 
   Monica turned the television off and marched toward the kitchen.
 
   “That boy is getting himself into some major shit, Phil.” She said over her shoulder. 
 
   “How far away is that?” Phil asked, running for his shoes.
 
   “That building? Across the city. Why? What are you going to do, run to his rescue?” Monica shouted from the kitchen, Phil could barely hear her as he yanked open the front door. 
 
   “Yeah something like that.” He replied.
 
   “Well do up your pants first, hero.” Monica said, appearing in the doorway behind him. 
 
   Standing on the front step, Phil looked down and saw the top bottom of his pants was open, showing his belly and briefs. As he buttoned them up, he leaned over and kissed his ex-wife passionately. She pulled away, shaking her head, but he saw in the corners of her mouth the trace of a smile. Sucking in his gut, he tucked in his shirt and ran for to the car. Monica waved him off with the back of her hand.
 
   “Same bunch of fools they were in high school.” 
 
    
 
                 Danny could hear all twelve pairs of combat boots as they rushed up the emergency staircase. He could hear the fabric of their clothes rustling together, the clinking of tiny metal parts on belts and buttons, even the hushed whispers of orders as they took up position in the dark. There was only a moment left before they burst through the room and Danny wasn’t sure what to do. All he could think of was what it would look like to them; a man in a weird helmet talking to an alien butcher. With their fingers on the trigger, there was no reason for them to hesitate. 
 
   “Look I can help you.” Danny suddenly said. 
 
   Why he didn’t know but he didn’t think it could hurt to offer the thing a chance. Perhaps somewhere inside it there was still some bit of humanity that he could appeal to. The six soldiers took up positions around the room and the monster just watched them, patient as a viper. 
 
   “Humanity is compassionate. Let us help, you can both be together.”
 
   “Help?” The alien shouted. The soldiers were not speaking; they had no intention of taking anyone or anything alive. 
 
   “Help by letting her out of this house of pain!”
 
                 Five of the soldiers had their guns aimed at the Second, only one covered Danny. The creature hissed at them and sprayed black spittle in their direction. One of them squeezed the trigger as he dodged the black bile and three bullets tore into the Second’s chest. One of the soldiers yelled for the others to cease fire and Danny removed his helmet. 
 
   “Guys you have to run this thing is not going down that easy!” Danny shouted. They flashed their lights from the creature to Danny and back, unsure of what to do. Whatever their orders had been, they had not been prepared for what they’d found and the soldiers began to move backwards. One of them shouted into a microphone on his mask. 
 
   “Get on the ground now!” One of them shouted at Danny, clicking the safety off his gun. Danny stepped back toward the wall, the Second was beginning to move around and Danny knew it was going to attack.
 
   “RUN! RUN!” Danny shouted.
 
   Danny and the Army Captain locked eyes and Danny saw no fear or compassion. The Second began to move and blood suddenly spurted from the soldier’s neck. The other men opened fire and the room exploded with the light from their gun barrels. Bullets tore up whatever was still standing in the already ruined laboratory and Danny moved as fast as he could toward the bulletproof plastic cell. One of the soldiers moved close to stop him and Danny disarmed him quickly, instinctively using the man as a human shield. Amazingly the Second fell over, the bullet wounds in its chest sending tiny curls of smoke into the air. The remaining soldiers suddenly turned their guns on Danny and he froze. The man in Danny’s arms was more calm than Danny expected and he felt terrible using the man as a hostage. 
 
   “Easy guys! Come on now, okay, I’m one of the good ones okay?”
 
   Danny placed his helmet on the ground and released his prisoner. Instead of walking away the former hostage turned and slammed Danny against the wall, twisting his arm behind his back. 
 
   “Whoah, easy okay! Hey!” Danny shouted. 
 
   As he pushed the man off him, the Second leaped to its feet. A long tentacle with a razor sharp barb on the end flew toward Danny and he moved quickly out of the way. The razor nicked his right arm and caught the soldier as it recoiled, severing the man’s head clean off. The tentacle had grown from the center of the monster’s chest and it waved back and forth as it stalked the men. Their bullets ripped through the black flesh and still it continued relentlessly toward them. Its arms had split and spread into large praying mantis style claws and it tore through the men easily with them; grabbing them and crushing them open like walnuts. Danny formed an armoured carapace around himself and lunged for the red incineration button. The cell burst into flame, blinding everyone in the room. The First began to squeal and pop but the sound ended in a split second, the fire inside was hot enough to burn the corpse to ash in moments. 
 
   The Second screamed and walked toward him but there was still one soldier left alive. The remaining soldier shot at both of them and the Second hesitated, trying to decide which one of them deserved to die first. The bullets from the M16 flattened against Danny’s red body armour but he still recoiled, leaning against the now hot plastic. The Second wrapped its tentacle around the man and lifted him into the air. It pulled him into its arms and it snapped him in half, easily breaking his spine. The alien stepped over the soldier but he was still alive and Danny saw the grenade in the soldier’s hand. All he could do was drop to the floor, hoping his armour would protect him. Rather than flee, the Second rammed its arm into the soldier’s chest, pushing it in deep up to the elbow. Its face was so distorted with rage it no longer resembled anything human. The power in the building came on just as the grenade exploded. 
 
   The force blew the Second across the room and took out a large portion of the ceiling above and the floor below it. The plastic cell took a large part of the blast and Danny was safe, but the cell had exploded and the heat and fire within created an inferno when it reacted with the force from the grenade. White halogen lights suddenly flickered on. The ceiling and floor began to collapse simultaneously where the grenade had exploded and Danny pushed himself across the floor, farther away from the flaming hole that had formed. Smoke began to fill the room and the air was rich with the smell of blood. Danny looked around for the alien but he could see nothing in the smoke and flame. Danny found his helmet on the floor while searching for another exit from the room. When he’d first spotted it he’d been startled by it, thinking its black surface was a part of one of the aliens. He was tense, his nerves were rattled and his heart was racing. The helmet was only slightly scuffed up one side and he put it on. Inside it his breathing was amplified, but he managed to calm himself down and look around at the wreckage. The temperature was rising fast from the fires in the room and he could hear exposed electrical wiring buzzing somewhere. 
 
   As he made his way back toward the hallway, Danny spotted the Second running through the flames. They both froze and Danny looked into its eyes. If the monster had a soul it was as black; there was no trace of anything resembling emotion. It was watching him curiously and Danny felt uncomfortable, like he was under a microscope. Even though he stood inches from chemical fuelled flames, the chill the creature’s gaze sent through him numbed him to the core. Danny had connected to every living thing on the planet and there was nothing like the creature that stood before him. It wore stolen parts, watched him with borrowed eyes, but there was nothing in it but hatred. Its body had shifted into a crab form and the long tentacle still grew from the center of its chest. It whipped the sharpened, barbed appendage at Danny but he tore it in half with tiger sharp claws made of red power. The power pulsed through him, granting him a whole new level of enhanced super human abilities. It was building up and he felt justified in using it, letting it loose. 
 
                 “I like your face, hero man.” The Second rasped. 
 
   “Come on and fight you ugly little bastard.” Danny retorted. 
 
   The creature scrambled to the right, looking as if it was going to charge. Instead it leapt sideways and smashed through the soft ceiling panels. It was digging its way up and out and Danny was too slow to stop it. Something exploded in the room and the sealed windows blasted outwards. Danny could see the sun and he headed for it, letting the creature go its own direction. He caught a glimpse of fire fighters below before flying straight into the air, high over top of the burning building. Hitting the quarantine bubble, he swore to himself and prepared to tear through it. Then he realized there were people below, innocent people. The monster had escaped and it could have gone anywhere. The Growth was on the loose again in San Diego.
 
                 Danny continued to pull energy up from the Earth, invisible to anyone else but visible to him as a twisting bright red umbilical cord. It flowed up and around the building and washed over him. Floating on the energy wave, he closed his eyes and raised his left hand. As he spread his fingers open wide he pushed outwards with his power, sending his mind out into the city below him. The anger and frustration boiling inside him pushed his power to new levels, letting him connect and control it far better than he ever had before. New ideas raced through his brain, new ways of manipulating the life force he connected to. 
 
   Suddenly he could see through the eyes of every animal in the city and each of them looked for any glimpse of the Second. Hopping from body to body, animal to animal, Danny saw every inch of the city. He thought he might have glimpsed it once or twice but it was too inefficient, most of the animals were hiding or comfortable at home. As useful as it was, they were not watching, not on guard, so Danny would have to find the alien another way.
 
    Frustrated he opened his eyes and considered a simpler plan. He kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner and then dived back into the burning building. The Second had left a big enough hole for him to drop back through and he scanned the room quickly. Flying above the flames, the entire place seemed considerably less unstable and dangerous than he’d thought it was just a moment before. 
 
                 He borrowed the sense of smell from every animal in the city, finding the most natural level of power he could handle. Just as the influx of scents began to overwhelm him, he picked up the scent of the alien corpse still smouldering on the floor. The Second would smell identical to its mate, or at least as close as anything else on the planet would. It was easy enough for Danny to sniff it out; the air was rich with the scent of its burnt body. He opened the visor on his helmet and breathed in deep through his nose, getting as close and as low to the ground to the remains as he could. With all the dead bodies in the room and the burning toxic fumes Danny reached the limit of what he could tolerate and he raced back out of the building. The smell was oily and sickly, like fish and rotting tomatoes, it made him feel dirty to have it in his nose. As he flew out of the hole in the roof he just missed being doused by water as the building sprinkler system finally kicked in. The burst of steam that came out of the building helped push the scent up and out to him and he found the Second’s trail easily. It was so clear it was almost visible to him, like a trail of vapour suspended in the air. The Second had climbed down two stories and re-entered the building though another window. Danny flew into the window, the splintered broken glass barely scratching his leather outfit. There had been no attempt by the alien to be subtle; it had torn straight through the building offices and straight out the far wall. It had even tore a hole through the quarantine bubble, probably by leaping from the window and slashing straight through it. Danny flew through the torn tarp and out into the city. 
 
                 Five blocks was as far as he got before a vision slammed into his mind. He’d experienced it twice before, but this time it was different, it had crept up on him slowly and then slammed full force into his conscious. Danny spun out of control, crashing into a building air conditioning unit. He’d felt the tingling as soon as he left the building but it struck so fast he was not prepared for it. As he lay curled upon the rooftop, he clutched his head in shock. It did not hurt him, not in the way it had before, but it was strange and unnerving. 
 
   Drawing his power inward, he tried to push back the images that were forcing themselves into his mind. It was not the Earth communicating with him; it was the Growth. Somehow Danny had absorbed fragments of what was left of the dead alien, not just the scent but the essence of the creature itself. Even though it was clearly burnt to a husk, some spark of life had passed on through the cells and skin of it. When he’d breathed in the scent, he’d inhaled pieces of the monster and its memories were downloading into his brain. It had taken just a few minutes for his body to absorb it into his bloodstream and send it up to his brain. Yet it did not hurt him and Danny stopped fighting it, taking a breath as he sat against the air conditioner. Scanning the skyline to see if anyone was watching him, Danny sat firming with his back to the cold metal and he used his power to ease the vision in slowly. Using his Earth powers to control the flow Danny let the flood of memories through, witnessing the life of an alien who had come to destroy the human race.
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   Africa. The two aliens were nothing more than separate parts of the same intelligent virus, slowly descending toward Africa inside burning meteorites. The heat did not bother them, not when they had no flesh. They were no larger than a snowflake, nothing more than spores floating through space. They had travelled together for a long, long, time. A species that shared one mind began to change into separate but inseparable entities.  Each of them began to think of the other as an appendage of itself; two beings amongst a species of millions were left alone and became a union of their own. 
 
   They landed together in a small village caught in the throes of a violent uprising. By moving up the food chain they were able to get close to the humans who seemed to dominate the globe and then they had the bodies they needed. Armed men ran from hut to hut, dragging people out and murdering them in the night. The First managed to take the body of an injured woman as she lay face down in the mud. As the First merged with the dying human, it picked up her rage and anger and unleashed it on everyone within reach. Taking a human hostage, the First held the body while the Second infected him. Together they travelled Africa, biding their time, watching humanity at its most terrible. They watched massacres and murder occur with cold, silent fascination. African men and women tore each other apart in a variety of ways and the Growth watched and remembered it all. 
 
   Eventually the pair grew brave; they had seen no sign of any Avatar to stop them. They moved in amongst humanity in one of the major cities near Egypt. Danny recognized the pyramids when they passed them but he had no clue where they had travelled; his knowledge of the Middle East was limited. Both of them had dark human bodies, their skin almost ebony. They switched bodies minimally, growing fond of each one and mourning over its loss when it was burnt out or destroyed. The Growth was enthralled and perhaps even a little cautious when they learned how cruel humans could be to one another. They imitated everything they saw, everything except rape, that crime they had no comprehension or use for. The concept of sex was as foreign to them as their biology was to humans; it was as useless to them as oxygen. Instead they pushed their bodies to extremes, through burning and piercing and pushing them to physical capacity. Danny saw all of it in his mind, but he could control it, he did not let it overwhelm him. As horrible as some of the images were, he needed to learn all he could about the Growth. 
 
   The aliens constantly looked to the stars, expecting to see their brethren, hoping more of their kind would flutter down and join them in their revelry. Danny knew they were not human but he could not help but see them as a couple; as demented as they were, as psychotic as their actions, they shared a bond between them.  As the aliens grew inside the bodies of humans, they absorbed more than just the human meat and bone. They became like us, in their behaviour and in their affection for each other. There was a dark streak of romance to the way they treated each other. They slept with their limbs entwined in one another, intimately sharing their thoughts and dreams as one mind. 
 
   Controlling the flow of memory, Danny felt a sense of impending doom for the pair. They were so involved in themselves that the Growth never realized humanity had noticed them and were preparing.  Danny saw it all from her point of view, the First, after all he’d seen he could not help but refer to her as a person, a female entity. All of her human bodies had the same look, almost as if she had the same taste. She chose tall, slim, ebony-skinned victims, the darker the skin the more she coveted them.  Every one of her victims had small, doll-like faces, if they didn’t she would change their face to match her view of herself. 
 
   The Chem-X team came for her in the middle of the afternoon as they slept in an abandoned hut, somewhere in the shadow of Mt. Kilimanjaro. They were unprepared for the twelve white men in white plastic suits. The Second fled but the First was too slow. They sprayed her with a chemical weapon that froze the body solid, the limbs utterly paralyzed. They took the frozen meat and sealed it into a box, breaking her down into squares and shipping them off to their secret laboratory. Danny could not help but feel sympathy for her as they took her apart piece by piece. The creature showed no care for itself, the First laughed as it was dissected until it longer had a mouth to mock them with. The black, infected brain was all that remained of it, sitting inside a plastic box for months until the scientists who’d taken her apart could decide what to do with information they’d learned. The body the First had worn was once a human, a beautiful, living, breathing woman but the scientists at Chem-X showed as much concern for the body and who it had been as the Growth. 
 
   After what seemed like ages the First was given eyes again and with them it looked upon a familiar face. Dr. Glass leaned over her/it, his eyes cold and without mercy as they peeked out from behind his darkened glasses. The doctor seemed to smile and then all that remained of the host body was gone and the First was returned to its natural state. Somehow they had found it, removed it and kept it safely locked away. Danny thought the vision would come to an end but the horrific images did not stop there. 
 
   The scientists began by feeding the First, Danny couldn’t see or understand how but they began to give it meat and blood. As it grew it began to change, the flesh it was fed contained no spirit, no soul, no living, malleable DNA it could use. It was dead flesh and inside it the First scream in agony. Soon the alien began to change, to create more of itself inside its own body. The torture of existence inside dead meat forced it to adapt, it began replicating clones to spread out, to survive beyond it once it learned that it had only death to look forward to. Somehow inside the First was the means by which its alien race could multiply, but in the hands of Chem-X its natural cycle was distorted and mutated. The alien had fallen to Earth and lived a human life, as murderous and barbaric as it was, yet it had become nothing more than a swollen, pregnant monster, bloated with the spores of itself inside it. The First had been loved and wanted and it remembered how that felt. It was haunted by the human experience, desperate for a brain and body again, desperate to breathe. All of what it had become was stripped away inside that secret Chem-X laboratory. What it was left as was something far worse than what it had been before coming to Earth. Dr. Glass had taken a strange, beautiful, alien/human hybrid and turned it into a biological weapon, a mindless hungry virus. 
 
   When the doctor finally realized what he had done, he panicked. They sprayed the First with chemicals to sterilize and kill the spores and it felt each tiny clone of itself blink out of existence. Its body created more, each strain more resistant than the last. Finally they simply sealed it into an air tight clear plastic coffin and left it to starve to death. While the Second had searched desperately for it, it had waited patiently for Danny. It had chosen its enemy, not its mate, to be the one to end its pitiful life. Only the Avatar, the chosen defender of the planet, would have the power to truly end her suffering. Danny felt good knowing he’d helped it and by destroying it saved the human race. The creature had known that what it had become threatened even its own kind. While the monsters had taken human bodies and corrupted them, humanity had proven to have the ability to do the exact same thing in return. It was over though, Danny had burned it to ashes and when the visions faded, he knew he’d forget all about the monster. He’d gotten the information he’d needed; he had the Second’s scent and he knew where it was heading. There was only one place it would go now that it was all alone, it would return to where it was safe and most familiar. The Second would try to return to Africa but Danny knew it was not heading to the airport. 
 
   Walking to the edge of the building, Danny reached out with his abilities, letting the red energy flow out of him in small, waving ribbons. He connected to every animal in the city and immediately knew his hunch was right. The animals knew something was among them; a foreign predator had enter the jungle. The animals could feel it and they began to panic. The Second had arrived at the San Diego Zoo and the animals screamed inside their cages. 
 
   Using the energy as a form of rocket propulsion Danny flew like a missile straight toward the Zoo. The scent was different and difficult to track from the air but Danny didn’t need it now; the animals were everywhere. Birds fill the skies overhead, all of them relaying the Second’s arrival to him like a direct video feed. It had run across town to get to the Zoo and was able to leap the outside barrier with ease. It leaped clear over the wall and landed in the petting zoo. It tore the front of a cage off, stepping inside and grabbing the hapless vulture by the neck. It consumed the large bird easily, the wings still flapping as it was eaten alive by the alien. The Second had resumed a human shape and strode through the zoo like it was a buffet laid out just for its arrival. There were only a few families in the petting zoo and they ran at the first sight of the monster, grabbing their children close and fleeing without looking back. The goats and ponies were not so lucky; with no way out of the pen they could not escape the alien's grasp. It dropped the corpse of the bird it had picked clean and smashed through the wooden fence that stood between it and the goats. It was able to use any of the gifts it had absorbed simply by activating the victims DNA inside itself and it easily formed a pair of massive black wings using bones consumed from the vulture itself. The wings lifted it off the ground and it picked off the goats easily. Their meat was young and soft and tender from a life of incarceration. A large black beak formed over its mouth, helping it break the small animal bones into smaller pieces. The Second had no interest in the few humans in the zoo that day, for a variety of Earth’s life-forms lay before it for the taking. It planned on tasting them all. 
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                 When Phil had jumped in his car he figured his plan was going to work, but his every attempt to reach the Chem-X building seemed to end up  turned around. For the life of him he could not understand how he’d ended up on a highway overpass headed toward the San Diego Zoo. Every time he tried to change lanes the traffic would come to a halt. Even as he told himself he was headed the wrong way, he’d find himself slipping back into the same direction or absentmindedly turning away from where he thought he wanted to go. Something was drawing him toward the Zoo but Phil refused to comply with it; he was in charge of his life and the more he lost control, the harder he fought for it. Some force was carefully nudging him along, trying to place him where he needed to be, but Phil was determined to control his own destiny. 
 
   After trying time and again to change directions and finding traffic congestion, disaster or bad luck, he reluctantly let whatever was pushing him take control. All the while telling himself he was not collaborating. Instead he thought of it as trusting in a benevolent force. He was reluctant to think of himself as a servant of the Lord and he was not even sure the God he believed in was involved in all that had happened to him and Danny, but he had to believe that he’d know if he was a vassal for evil. All he wanted to do was help his best friend and if some kind of outside power seemed to know how to do that, he thought it best to listen. The only other option was to continually drive around in circles until he was so confused he couldn’t think. 
 
   From the moment he'd left Monica's he'd felt befuddled and confused. At one point Phil even tried to do a complete U-turn and somehow ended up facing the same direction. The old car was unreliable and finally he had to tell himself that maybe, in some way, it was Danny pulling him to the Zoo. Almost as if they were on the same page, just when he thought he’d gone completely crazy, he saw Danny fly past overhead. He was nothing more than a red blur overhead but Phil knew it was him. He’d flown directly over Phil’s car, headed in the same direction Phil was being drawn. It was too much of a coincidence to be ignored. 
 
   It had all begun with a hunting trip in the woods and now, in the heart of San Diego, Phil had an awful sense of foreboding. He knew as he passed the cars fleeing the Zoo parking lot that whatever had started that day in the forest was coming to an end. Their strange adventure had come full circle, from the quiet solitude of nature to the heart of a bustling city. Phil thought back to the movies he’d seen, running through the scenarios he’d pictured in his head. Every time he’d imagined the human race coming to an end, he thought mankind would be standing side by side, fighting to the last man and woman against their alien aggressors. If they were all to be exterminated, Phil had thought it would have been face to face with their conquerors. The Growth wore human faces and bodies and Phil was deeply worried that no one would even recognize them. Even he was not familiar with them, he had no clue what Danny was up against, but he hoped someone, somewhere with authority and power was aware of what was happening. He’d considered calling the police and warning someone but dialling 911 and sharing everything that had happened seemed like a great way to get himself locked up. Even when there was overwhelming evidence and scientific fact to back up stories, people still disregarded the truth in place of their opinion. Phil had lost most of his trust in humanity after spending a day reading Moon Landing Conspiracies on the internet. 
 
   Danny had made it sound as if Chem-X was in control of the situation, but from what he’d seen on TV, Phil was sure they’d screwed it up. All Phil could think of was the novel he’d read in college, Puppet Masters. While he’d forgotten the authors name and possibly even the books’ title, the way that humanity had assisted and worked with the aliens in the book had stuck with him. To work against your own kind, to betray your own blood or turn your back on your people was something Phil had no tolerance for. Phil was one of those men who were born loyal. When he’d found out that Danny had gained incredibly abilities, he was not the least bit surprised. Danny had a hero’s heart; he was trustworthy in a world where people were far too easily corrupted. Phil had no faith in his fellow man and he knew Danny was in deep. Chem-X was not going to save his friend, he knew that for certain. While he did not know what help he could be, he had to be there. There many things happening  that was beyond his understanding, but he understood loyalty. The Growth was evil and had to be destroyed. Good had to win, that was all there was to it. He was just a divorced ex-jock who only worked half the year; he would leave the cosmic reasoning for someone else. 
 
   The car slid a foot as he slammed on the brakes just inches from the curb. He hopped out, right onto the stone pathway that led into the San Diego Zoo. As he started jogging he heard a scream echoing through the air. There was a security guard yelling into his radio near the front gate, a young blonde haired man with a mop top shock of hair similar to how Danny’s had looked before he’d gone on TV. The young man was thick though, barrel-chested and on his way to becoming a real police officer. As Phil approached him, he looked up and down with suspicion.  
 
   “Listen you have to evacuate the Zoo! Right now!” Phil said. 
 
   “We are handling the matter now sir. Thank you for your concern.” The security guard turned away, trying to hear what was being said on the radio pinned to his chest. He kept eye contact with Phil even as he took a step away. 
 
   “One second sir.” The security guard said as Phil waved his arms in frustration. 
 
   “Did you hear about the explosion across town?” Phil pushed.
 
   “What’s the problem?” The security guard suddenly gave Phil his full attention. 
 
   “The CDC thing, right? You heard about it?”
 
   “Yes, why?” The guard asked sternly.
 
   As the security guard spoke he glanced to the right. Phil followed his gaze and saw two more security men approaching, one of them old enough to be Phil’s father. 
 
   “If you know what is going on you need to tell us right now, sir.” The young man said, taking Phil gently by the elbow. 
 
   Phil pulled away and the other two men stood behind the younger one. The third guard was black and appeared angry and sweating. 
 
   “What’s your name sir?” The black man asked. 
 
   “Phil. Morrison. I am trying to warn you. .” 
 
   At the word warn the three security guards glanced at each other. They kept moving around Phil to keep him in the center of them and it was starting to get him angry. 
 
   “Phil? You have any I.D. on you, Phil?” the old man asked. 
 
   The young guard shifting nervously, hands on his belt. Phil checked his back pocket but his wallet wasn’t there, he’d forgotten it at Monica’s house. So much for the cash he’d left in it, she’d probably already spent it, he thought wryly.
 
   “Why do you come with us, Phil?” The black security guard asked, reaching out to take a hold of him. Phil shoved him back; they were all standing too close to him and it was beginning to piss him off. 
 
   “We just want to get a statement from you somewhere comfortable, okay?” The older guard said calmly. 
 
   “I’m Canadian. My I.D. is back at the hotel. There’s a monster loose in the Zoo, you need to listen to me.” Phil said angrily.
 
   Phil finally lost his temper and he pushed the young guard back as he tried to cut Phil off. The man did not shove him back, but instead the other two men made a move to grab him, so Phil put up his hands in surrender.
 
   “Alright, alright, don’t touch me.” 
 
   The guards’ radios buzzed with chatter constantly. There was panic across the Zoo, animals had gotten out. That was why Phil had seen people running. The Zoo was so big that they couldn’t get a handle on all the incidents popping up. Paramedics and police were on their way. A report came in over the radio of an injured male and Phil used the opportunity to run as fast as he could. With the three angry security guards right behind him, Phil prayed he still had his football legs as he ran full speed into the San Diego Zoo. 
 
   The tiger had escaped his pen but there was no escaping the Second. Every animal in the vicinity of the Growth went into a mad panic. The ones locked in cages without any hope of escape cowered in the cells as far out of sight as they could. The animals in the outdoor exhibits, when they caught the smell of the monster, did everything they could to escape. Many of the deer and birds had injured themselves in their attempts, but many had also gotten out. Both humans and animals ran in fear, both from each other and from the unknown that had suddenly invaded their lives. 
 
                 Danny landed in the Lost Forest just as the monster finished devouring the tiger. It had gained at least a couple hundred pounds of meat and muscle on its black body and as it walked toward Danny orange stripes began to appear on it. The blood that covered it was absorbed into its skin and it began to run at Danny, shrieking like a banshee. Its human face shifted into a feline shape, its body hunching as it ran at him, large sharp claws on the ends of its fingers. It had consumed so much raw meat that it was running hot; it exhaled steam out its nose like a bull. Crouching low to the ground Danny prepared himself, he’d already borrowed the abilities of the rhinoceros nearby. The two bodies collided, both of them sent reeling back. As it recovered the creature did not run at him; inside it circled him, staring him down. 
 
                 They waited and watched each other, looking for the slightest sign of weakness. Crouching low into a football position, Danny waited until the alien jumped at him and then he launched himself at it, the two of them colliding in mid-air. The force carried them through the air and into an ice cream cart. Angrily the alien smashed the cart, kicking it aside as Danny rolled away and stayed low to the ground, squatting and adjusting his helmet like he was back on the field. 
 
   Finally the Second attacked him directly, trying to get its claws into him. Danny was able to dodge and weave it like a professional fighter. It swung too wide over his head and lost balance and he tackled it again, this time ending up on top of it. He raised his elbow, ready to bring it crashing down on the monster’s face when suddenly it threw him off as if he weighed nothing. Flipping awkwardly, arms and legs out like a child, Danny landed hard on the ground. Getting to his feet with the borrowed speed and agility of a cat, he waited until the Second got to its feet and he charged it again. This time he covered his body with an energy carapace, a thick armoured hide similar to a rhinoceros. A large red horn jutted from his head and he drove it directly into the alien’s chest. Finally he managed to stun it, knocking it back into a palm tree. The tree split with the impact and fell over, obscuring the alien from sight. Danny threw the tree aside, not even noticing the weight, but the creature had fled into the grass and trees. He headed toward a nearby bird aviary made of glass, searching in every direction for the Growth. He caught a glimpse of the monster just as it wrapped its hands around his neck. It had come out of nowhere, faster than Danny could defend himself. It carried him toward the aviary and slammed him against the side of the bird house. It held jim in its massive black hands and slammed him down, knocking the air from his lungs. The red armour faded as he struggled to catch his breath. All of the abilities of all of the animals were right at his fingertips but he could not think of a way to get the massive monster off of him. It was impossible for him to focus on one animal; all his mind could think of was AIR! AIR! If he didn’t breathe he knew he’d black out, it was already sneaking up on him, so he used all his enhanced strength and kicked the creature right in the balls. 
 
                 The Growth released him and stepped back, looking down at its groin. The pain hit it a second after and the creature suddenly doubled over. Both of its hands covered its genitalia and it sat on its knees, groaning pitifully in pain. Danny wasted no time and leapt into the air, flying straight at the creature and driving his boot into its solar plexus. It rocked backwards, its hands flying back and Danny kicked it again in the groin. This time the alien fell forward, face down, howling as if it were dying. 
 
   “Guess you didn’t bother to learn human anatomy, huh?” Danny wheezed. “Still got all those humans bit though eh, evil bastard.” 
 
   The creature got to its feet slowly. As Danny moved in to continue his attack, the creature suddenly showed its skeletal wings to Danny. One moment they were not there and then they burst out, pushing Danny back. They were twisted, ugly appendages with no feathers, only leathery skin like a bat. Its face had turned all black and it armoured itself up, forming sharp protective plates over its sensitive areas. It wasn’t hurt at all, but it was enraged. It stamped its feet and the legs suddenly split into two, giving it four pairs of spider legs. With its new limbs it was well over ten feet high and Danny stepped back out of range of its claws and legs. The armour that covered its upper body was as thick as a crab. As it moved toward him it dropped a chunk of meat from its lower abdomen. The black organ fell to the ground with a wet thud and Danny almost puked when he realized what it had done. The slick bloody mess was the creature’s genitalia, discarded as a weakness without a second thought. Even worse, the alien was aware of what it had done; a grin crossed its armoured feline face when it saw Danny recoil in shock. 
 
   Danny was badly shaken and he began to run. He wanted time to think, to regroup, and to come up with a permanent way to rid himself of the monster. It relentlessly pursued him, not letting him have a single second to catch his breath. The ugly wings that flapped on its back made him afraid to fly; he’d rather stay on the ground where at least he knew the rules. The wings might not be able to lift the creature into the air, but they were there and they were intimidating and Danny decided to run with both feet on the ground. 
 
   One of the spider-like legs caught him in the back and he dropped to his knees. He summoned his power and prepared to defend himself. This time the creature kicked him right in the chest, sending Danny back into a wooden fence. He flipped over it, landing on his back in a small pond, surrounded by pink flamingos. At any other time it would have been hilarious, but Danny was not in a laughing mood. The muddy water had soaked him through his leather and into his boots which squashed as he stepped out of the pond. He flipped open the visor of his mask just in time to see the Second leap the fence. Drenched and weak, Danny looked around and saw nothing but flapping pink feathers. The Second hit him again, this time hitting his helmet with its claws. The sound of the sharp nails dragging across it screeched in his ears.
 
                 The flamingos scattered as the alien flew above him on its feeble wings. Danny had no choice but to face it in its own element. The creature crashed into the ground where he had just been but he was already in the air. Going as high as he could, Danny reached out to the animals for guidance. He needed something that would give him an advantage. All he found were butterflies, fleeing the peaceful grass next to the laid back flamingo exhibit. Strangely enough, the delicate insects were incredibly useful. With his power he duplicated the butterflies natural abilities, Danny was suddenly able to feel and sense air displacement. As the Second flew at him, he could feel the changes in the air pressure and he knew where to move to avoid it. Every time it swooped down Danny could feel a push, almost as strong as a physical shove, telling him to move. He dodged for as long as he could until finding the right moment. Gathering all the energy he could into himself, Danny suddenly let the burst flow from his hand into the monsters face, blinding it. It was not hurt, but it was unable to see for just long enough that Danny could disappear.
 
                 The sleeping rhinoceros had no clue Phil was hiding inside its shelter. The other one, hopefully not an overly protective mate, was still outside. Phil tried to catch his breath as quietly as he could, even though he’d outran the security his cardio was nowhere near as good as it should have been and he was breathing in heavy, ragged, gasps. The rhino snorted and shook its head and Phil froze. It watched him with one eye for a moment and then with a sigh the animal laid its huge head back down and returned to sleep. Whatever it had thought of Phil, it did not think he was a threat.
 
   “Sorry Boss.” Phil said quietly to the rhino. It did not respond and he stayed frozen in place until his breathing was more normal. Then he saluted the massive mammal and headed back out into the park. The sun was high and bright overhead and Phil had to cover his eyes to see. There was no sign of anyone but the Zoo was huge. He looked in every direction but found only the other rhino lying in the sun. It seemed to stare at him, batting its lashes with curiosity. Finally it lumbered to its feet and he decided it was time to go. He waved to the rhino then ran to the edge of its pen, carefully climbing over the rocks and the pit that formed the walls of its prison. 
 
   “I’m getting too old for this.” Phil said out loud as he dusted himself off. He looked down at his belly and then patted it. 
 
   “Not too old. Just too damn fat.” 
 
   Whether or not Phil felt the red flash of light or saw it, he wasn’t sure. But he knew it was Danny and he’d run in the opposite direction. He forced himself to jog as fast as his exhaustion would allow, moving as quickly as he could for a man of his age and size. He jogged down Center Street and his heart dropped when he saw the blonde security guard on the Fern Canyon Trail. Now the young man had two large black police officers with him, men with guns. Phil had thought the other incident was a miscommunication; he could excuse the security guards as incompetent or possibly racist. Now that the police were involved, he knew he might be in serious trouble. They really believed he might have something to do with what was happening in the Zoo. In some small way, he was involved. By the way he saw them place their hands on their weapons; he knew they were deadly serious too. Phil sucked in his gut and ran once more. 
 
                 Danny lay flat on his back on the bottom of the Skyfari car. It was more like a bucket, attached to a cable that travelled high above the Zoo. He’d spotted it before he blinded the Second and hid out of sight from it by flying in and lying down quickly. He was not sure how many minutes ticked by as he lay there, too scared to move. He slipped off the outer leather jacket and helmet and placed them on the seat next to him. Inside the suit he was soaked with sweat, while the outside was drenched with dirty pond water. If he closed his eyes he could use a variety of animal abilities and he knew the monster was flying around nearby, searching for him. Danny knew he couldn’t hide for much longer; if it did not find him it would move on to killing innocent people instead. 
 
                 Too late for Danny, it had found him, crashing into the side of the car. It rocked from side to side and the creature climbed up on top of the cables, looking down at Danny cowering on the floor. It raised its long black claws but instead of attacking Danny it cut easily through the cable. There was a moment of weightlessness and then the bucket began to fall. All he could do was brace himself as it hit the ground hard. When the car fell over, Danny rolled out and began to run but his legs were numb from the crash impact. The pain was so intense his body would not respond. Danny stumbled over party hats and discarded garbage on the ground from an event that had been cancelled. Even though his life was at stake and his body battered, Danny couldn’t help but hope that it was an adult’s birthday that had been ruined by his battle with the alien. His thoughts turned to his own children, the different birthday parties over the years and how none of them were ever cancelled due to an alien invasion.
 
   The Second flew overhead and its claws tore along his back, easily cutting through his motorcycle suit. He headed straight ahead to the Reptile House and managed to get through the door. The sound of the alien’s feet on the roof echoed through the building. He entered the second set of doors and felt the warm tropical heat on his face. He could feel the blood pouring down his back, trailing a pool behind him as he went deeper into the warm, misty building. 
 
   Touching his back, his hand came away covered in dark blood. He sat on a bench in front of a series of snake tanks and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, after the burning pain in his back had passed, he finally noticed the two teenagers hiding in the dark. The way they held each other did not show they were afraid, or at least they hadn’t been, instead it appeared as if they had come into the lizard exhibit for a quiet place to make out. Danny nodded to them and winced in pain as he breathed in. It was comical that with all that was going on outside, two sixteen year olds were more afraid they were going to get in trouble. The boy was tall, dark-haired and brown skinned, while the girl had hair just as black but skin as pale as ivory. Her nose was overly large but they were a good looking interracial couple. Danny hoped they’d been hiding because they were a bit secretive, not because they were hiding their relationship. 
 
   “It’s alright, I won’t tell on you guys.” Danny said.
 
   “Is something going on out there?” The boy asked. He seemed to genuinely want to help but the girl held him close, not wanting to let go.
 
   “Some animals got out, it’s crazy out there. Stay here; wait for someone to come help you.” 
 
   “Can’t you help us?” the girl asked. 
 
   “Already doing my best, kid.” Danny said, giving her a smile. Somehow even smiling made his bruises ache and his cuts bleed. He regretted taking off the extra layers in the Skyfari but he’d been so hot he’d felt like he was on fire. Now he was cold and getting chills and he knew that was not a good sign. He looked around, admiring the modern look of the Zoo. There was a wall mural featuring many different kinds of lizards, snakes and frogs. Wiping the blood of his hands onto his pants, he forced himself up closer to the mural. 
 
   The young couple was talking quietly to each other and Danny couldn’t help but smile when he heard the girl chastise her boyfriend. 
 
   “This was a stupid idea. We should have just gone to my place to make out.” He remembered Helen and felt a deep, cold chill. He pushed the thoughts away and focused on the mural. He glanced at the entrance, knowing the monster could walk in at any moment, it had lived as a human for long enough that all it needed to do was remember the door and it could change its shape to enter. Danny leaned against a mural as the pain screamed through his back. 
 
   “Son of a bitch. Of course,” Danny said through gritted teeth. He’d already regenerated once before, in the hospital when he borrowed the abilities of insects.
 
   He pushed outward with his powers and borrowed the abilities of every reptile in the building. The power naturally selected and used what he needed, including the regenerative abilities of the lizards. The wound on his back began to itch like mad, but he ignored it, pushing his knuckles into the wall to focus. It took only a few minutes for the wound to close. His bruises were still there and he still felt drained, but at least he wasn’t going to bleed out. 
 
   “Find a staff room inside this place or a washroom and stay there, okay?” Danny ordered. 
 
   The two teens nodded and headed deeper into the Reptile House, the boy wrapping his arm protectively over his girl. She looked over her shoulder and gave Danny a sad, weak smile of support, the best she could offer. More than enough, the simple act of compassion pushed Danny on.
 
   Danny felt much better with the new reptile abilities. Reptiles, perhaps more than any other species on the planet, had so many diverse and adaptive traits that Danny was able to find a variety of useful abilities he was eager to try out. His back still itched and he took a few seconds to rub it against the corner of the wall near the entrance.
 
                 Once he was sure the teenagers were out of sight he used the chameleon’s abilities of camouflage. At first he thought perhaps it would not work, he could not imagine a way his clothes could actually change color. Then his skin began to flash red and he realized that his power did not give him the animals traits, it simply created an energy equivalent. He did not, for example, gain a dog nose; his powers simply changed the flow of energy so he could duplicate the nose of a dog. A red bubble of light formed around him and then in the blink of an eye he was gone. The air around him vibrated as he blended in completely with the objects behind him. The bubble replicated the skin of a chameleon and as long as he moved slowly enough, he could not be seen. Danny slipped out of the building and stood very still, looking up toward the roof of the building for the Second. The bubble bent the light around him and from above he was just a heat shimmer off the cement. Moving slowly, however, was difficult for him. His body was wounded and full of adrenaline but he took his time, gently placing one foot in front of the other. 
 
                 Danny caught the scent of the creature as it tentatively stepped over the roof edge into view. The alien skittered off the roof and landed on the ground softly. It knew he was there but not being able to see him confused it. Pulling as much power as he could into himself, Danny let it build like an electrical current. The alien whipped from side to side, trying to pinpoint his location. When it finally caught his scent it looked right at him and through him at the same time; it knew he was there even if it could not see him. The camouflage was not going to hold up so Danny let the bubble burst and as the creature roared he released the power he’d been building up in him, letting it flow through his hands and out into the monster. Following up with a right hook, he caught the creature in the ribs and its spider legs went limp. Then it seemed to come at him with an all new determination and Danny stood his ground. Like ancient gladiators they stood toe to toe, knowing this was to be their final battle. 
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                 Helen felt miserable and she could not think of a single reason why. Both her kids were safe at school, as safe as they could be anywhere. Finally she had the peace and quiet she’d been wanting for months. With the money they had and Danny’s new determination, she should have felt better than she had in years. With the sudden wealth and all the crazy things that had happened they’d all pretty much forgotten Christmas, even though the country was covered in snow and the lights were up everywhere. Somehow the entire holiday had snuck right up on them while Danny had been fighting monsters. Helen headed to the computer and pulled up a playlist of Christmas songs she had filed away from last year. She’d always been a huge fan of the holiday season and she was determined to lift herself out of the funk she felt stuck in. The crooning voice of Bing Crosby helped a little, but even the Christmas carols couldn’t cover up the feeling of anger welling up inside her. That she did not want to face, because she could not handle where it was coming from. That anger was directed at Danny and if she opened that door, a thousand more doors would fly open in a rage.
 
                 After Danny’s explanation of events, Helen hadn’t even tried to understand what had been happening the last few months. How could she begin to fathom a living planet? For her it was all distant worries, things that didn’t affect her everyday life. She spent her days taking care of bills and kids and groceries, she didn’t even have time for church anymore, never mind trying to wrap her head around the New Age, Wiccan type of stuff Danny seemed to have experienced. The monsters weren’t real enough to her. They hadn’t touched her yet, she hadn’t seen them with her own eyes. Like sharks present in the water, she knew danger was all around her, she could feel the weight of it in her stomach. Even though she hadn’t been to church since before the children were born, she found herself thinking more and more about God. She had prayed for her husband more times since his accident than she ever had in her life. Not the devout prayers, on her knees like when she was a little girl, talking to God before going to bed. Her prayers were the desperate ones she said to herself, inside her head, pleading with whatever cosmic force might listen to keep Danny and her children safe and healthy. 
 
   She called Danny’s cell phone again and it was still off, so she tossed the phone aside in frustration. He could fly back and forth to the United States but somehow he couldn’t find time to answer the phone. She was about to dial again but she put the phone back down instead. She dumped out her coffee and swore out her frustration. The coffee had been making her jittery and her mood was not improving, so she made up her mind it was time for her to make some changes. It was time for something more drastic, more therapeutic. Helen was a woman who liked to make things, to build things with her hands. If needed, she was also quite good at taking things apart. Grabbing the keys to the car, she headed for the door. It was time to go Christmas shopping. Helen had never frivolously shopped in her entire life, but she couldn’t sit at home with the nagging worry in her gut either. She was worried about Danny and until she knew he was safe, the worry wasn’t going to pass. The worry felt deeper, darker and Helen knew if she dwelt on it too long it was going to pull her in. As the door shut behind her, she said the last prayer she would ever say; asking the Lord to bring Danny home safe. 
 
    
 
                 Using his feet and his flying ability, Danny had managed to keep the creature at bay. He flew at it foot first, sending the monster backwards as he landed softly on the ground. The waves of red energy poured up and over him, cascading out from around his head. As the massive monster righted itself, Danny borrowed and duplicated as much armour as he could think of. The tough leathery skin of elephants and rhinos, turtle shells, the bumpy hide of alligators and crocodiles, whatever he could think of Danny duplicated and created a new variation of armour composed of all of them. Inside it he glowed like a red lamp. The Second pressed down on him but this time Danny pushed back. He caught the creature’s arms and flung them backwards. Then he surprised it with punches in the abdomen, the part of the where the human body merged with the insect-like legs. As it pulled away in pain, Danny grabbed one of the large legs with both arms. Bending the leg he suddenly stomped down on it while yanking with his arms, tearing the limb completely off. The creature kicked at him with its other legs but he covered his face and let the armour protect and shield him.
 
   “Piece by piece if I have to!” Danny shouted at the Second.
 
   The alien managed to stand on three legs and balance awkwardly. It swung its claws at Danny but he blocked it with his forearms. The alien began to retreat back but Danny pressed on, swinging back at it. 
 
                 As the alien fell backwards onto the ground, the three legs merged into one large mass. The snake-like body whipped out its tail as Danny approached, hitting him hard in the knee. His leg suddenly gave out and he dropped on all fours. The wings had also been reabsorbed, pulled back into the creature so it could be smaller, more deadly. The tail whipped out again, crushing a garbage can. Danny rolled aside as the tail swept past him. It came back at him as he stood up, but he kicked the tail aside and leaped over it, ducking behind a coffee kiosk. The Second smashed into the bar, tossing the espresso machine through the air, smashing the flimsy wood into splinters. The alien was still armoured and moving faster than him; he could barely stay ahead of it. Danny picked up a large part of the wooden counter off the ground and cracked it across the alien’s head. It lashed out at him, unaffected by the blow and when he tried to stab it with the wooden shard in his hand, it shattered on the monster’s hard alien carapace. 
 
   The alien’s claws weren’t a problem for Danny, but the tail was low to the ground and he had no way to protect himself or his legs from it. The alien suddenly pushed itself forward using the tail as a spring and grabbed Danny by the shoulders, its claws sinking into the leather. This time Danny had planned ahead with a secret weapon he’d borrowed from one of the reptiles. Danny’s skin began to ooze a clear, toxic liquid. The Second held him off the ground, its mouth stretching wide. 
 
   “No more playing. It ends now, human.”The alien rasped. 
 
   The creature sunk its teeth into Danny’s shoulder, savouring the gush of blood as its teeth tore the leather and flesh.  Danny roared in pain, kicking at the creature with all his might. His hands were pinned to his sides and he could not protect himself. The alien’s mouth stretched even wider and a third row of sharp teeth formed inside its black gaping maw. The liquid excreted from Danny’s skin covered the monsters hands and lips and it licked at the substance with a strange curiosity. As Danny stopped screaming the Second suddenly released him and though he landed on his feet, he collapsed immediately. As he tried to lift himself up with his uninjured arm, he smiled as the alien began rubbing its lips frantically. 
 
   “What have you done now?” The Second shouted.
 
    It began to spit on the ground, rubbing its mouth with the back of its monstrous hands. It saw the poison thick between its fingers and it began to roar. Danny  groaned and straightened his back as the creature came at him. With all the strength and power he could manage Danny hit the creature directly in the nose so hard pain shot up his forearm. Something in the monster’s face broke and it toppled back. All Danny could do was groan as he tried to stop the sudden sharp pain in his wrist. 
 
                 As the monster swayed back and forth, Danny kept on it. The creature shifted into the same smaller, more human form it had worn in the Chem-X building but there was no pink flesh left. The creature was all black and glistened like a fish. Looking like a pair of drunks, they stumbled along, both in pain and agony, shoving and attacking each other. Danny stayed on top of it, hitting it with everything he had. Its nose was an oozing mess and its eyes seethed with hatred. It looked at Danny with an almost human expression, it looked betrayed and offended by what he had done to it, it didn’t understand how he’d weakened it. 
 
   Danny was tired but he caught hold of the creature, gripping it with his hands that dripped with the deadly toxin. 
 
   “Don’t like that, do you?” Danny spat at the monster.  
 
   The alien still had a semblance of a tail and it thudded against Danny’s hip, pushing him away. The tail was quickly absorbed and Danny bounced back fast. 
 
   “That’s the thing with Earth animals,” he said, kicking the monster in the chest, “the little ones are the most fucking dangerous!”
 
   The alien was beginning to twitch and jerk, losing control of the muscles it had stolen from its victims. 
 
   “I bet it hurts like hell, doesn’t it?” Danny screamed at it.
 
   He caught the creature on the temple with the bottom of his dirty boot and they both fell over, but Danny got up quickly. The creature writhed on the ground with its hands over its face, wailing in frustration. Danny felt his borrowed powers beginning to fade away and the alien began to kick its legs out in rage and he was forced to back off. 
 
                 Earlier in the Reptile House Danny had seen a promotional poster for a special exhibit at the Zoo. On it there had been a cute little frog with beautiful yellow skin and big black eyes. He had used his powers to duplicate the frog’s natural ability to produce an alkaloid poison, changing and supercharging it with the power coursing through him. The little creature was called a Golden Poison Frog and was no bigger than a peach pit. The Growth was fighting itself, confused why the body it controlled was not responding, why it felt fire coursing through it. Danny enjoyed watching the poison torture the alien but he didn’t have the juice for another attempt. He leaned over, desperately trying to catch his breath while the monster thrashed in pain. There was enough poison in the alien to have easily killed a thousand people and there was no way for it to purge the parts that were contaminated. Parts of the monster began to stick and merge together, the lines of the limbs become less noticeable, the mouth continuing to grow in size. Finally it stopped twitched and laid flat on its back, staring up at the sky. All the extra armour it had grown melted back into its body and its distorted face sagged as the muscles relaxed. Danny’s body armour faded away too. With his power weakening he was no longer able to sustain it. 
 
   “I see. . .” it gasped, “why humans are the dominant species on this planet.” 
 
   It began to laugh raggedly, the sound rattling out of it like a cough. 
 
   “Your adaptability is . . .astonishing.” The monster let out a gurgling laugh, a sick, wet noise that had no trace of humanity in it. 
 
   The Second suddenly got to its feet, looking right at Danny. He raised his hands to defend himself, ready for another round, but he was dead on his feet. Only willpower was keeping him going and he used it to open the flood gates and let the power race into him. Like a sponge he drained the energy from the planet up into himself, letting it build inside him. 
 
   In the instant the alien moved at him Danny released the energy as a pure beam of heat, straight out of his new arm and right into the Second’s chest. The monster looked down in shock at the smoking hole the size of a golf ball burned straight though its chest. It swung its arms at him but he ducked under them both, but he wasn’t expecting the creature to anticipate his move. It raised its knee and caught him as he ducked, hitting him square in the head. It was fighting him like a man and he was not prepared for it. The blow had knocked him on his ass and the creature kicked at him repeatedly. He kept his hands up to protect his face but the monster stomped on his exposed body with its bare feet. It moved so fast he didn’t know where the blows were coming from, striking him in the front and back unexpectedly. All he could do was cover up as he fell to the ground concentrating enough remaining power to form a protective red shell around him. 
 
                 The bubble folded and popped after the first couple blows and Danny could only cover his head with his arms as the blows rained down on him. Instinctively he reached out desperately with his powers, looking for anything he could use. A nearby garbage can was ripe in the sun and Danny grabbed the abilities of the flies swarming around it. As he rolled along the ground to escape the monster’s feet he found his vision changing, turning red and blinking like a camera. The Second always seemed to be stronger and faster than him but the vision of the fly made the alien appear to be moving in slow motion, each action a still photograph. With the matching speed and reflexes Danny managed to roll out of the way and fly to his feet. It was as if he could see an image of what the monster was going to do just a sliver of a second before the creature did it, letting him move before the attack came. 
 
   Both of them began to move superhumanly fast, throwing punches and blocking their opponents attack in the blink of an eye. Blow after blow they pushed each other to the limit, blood and alien fluid spread across the ground. Finally the creature tried to kick him and he did not dodge, instead he grabbed the Second’s foot and shoved the monster back hard. The alien fell back hard on its back and immediately bounced back, lunging at him. Danny simply flew above it, letting it stumble and fall, his arms crossed like he was Superman. He flew at it with a big right hook and continued to throw combinations of punches at it. His hands began to feel like they weighed a hundred pounds and yet he kept raising them and striking the Growth, over and over, using his whole body and every last bit of strength within him. Although his heart felt like it was going to burst and his lungs burned, he felt great; he was sure he could feel victory within his reach. Danny felt like all the heroes he’d grown up watching; he felt like Rocky or Spider-Man, overcoming his nemesis once at for all. Danny continued to strike the monster with skinned, bloody knuckles, pushed on by pure will and courage. The alien seemed about to collapse but it stayed standing, dazed by the damage it was taking. The vision powers were making his head throb and finally Danny had to stop, squinting to try to regain his vision as the pain in his head burned red hot. The creature looked as if it was about to recover and he hit it with a huge punch to the side of the creature’s head and then he fell over, completely exhausted. Energy poured into him as he hit the ground, pulsing up and around him like a bright flame. Struggling to stand, Danny looked down at his hands. His fingers were glowing from the inside like glow sticks and his vision did not go back to normal; everything he saw was a glowing shade of red. 
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   The Growth’s pummelled greasy flesh seemed to twitch as it struggled to stand. It had lost body mass and solidarity and the creature seemed to be losing its skeletal structure as well. It looked around desperately, hoping to see a target, something it could consume but there was nothing. Then Danny saw the creature’s lips curl back in a grin and he heard the men approaching. Turning his head in the same direction Danny saw a group of security guards and police heading straight him. It looked as if Phil Morrison was leading them, the head of a cavalry charge to save him. Yet he knew if the monster got to them first, they were all going to die. Hoisting himself to one knee, he slammed his fist into the ground. Angry at his own weakness, he slammed his fist into the ground again, cracking the cement. 
 
   “Come on Danny. Get up. GET UP.” He groaned. 
 
   The monster had lost its human form, shifting into a large shapeless black mass. Nothing human remained, not even a face, nothing except a large gaping mouth. It had no intention of chasing the other humans; it was Danny that it planned on eating. Danny looked up as it blocked the sun, before the starfish shaped monster wrapped him in its sticky black embrace.
 
                 Smothering in the dark, the creature’s barbed flesh digging into his own, Danny began to panic. The alien’s skin felt like rubber and he could not get it off of him. It was too durable and stretchable; no matter how he tried he could not tear or injure it. Inside of it he was being attacked by tiny, bone tipped tentacles, he could feel them stabbing into him, digging into his skin. All Danny could do was scream as he tried with all his physical and mental strength to find any reserve of power inside him. In his panic he lost his footing trying to get the disgusting, smothering monster off him. 
 
   Danny was glowing red when he hit the ground and he knew the creature had him, it was already under his skin, shredding him from the inside. Only the power was keeping his body going, filling him with enough life force to keep his heart and mind from going into shock. In his panic Danny released all the power he had left within him, creating a powerful shockwave of light and force. The monster loosened its grip but it had its hooks in him deep. 
 
                  Danny heard a gunshot and pushed hard enough to ignite himself in a burst of red fire. The alien finally recoiled, releasing him from its bloody hold. He hit it with a blast of red fire but the creature pushed forward toward him. The alien hissed and Danny pressed on harder, increasing the energy flowing through his nervous system. The power numbed his limbs and his skeleton seemed to glow within him. The energy of the Earth poured up out of the Earth like a geyser underneath his feet. Danny stood his ground against the Second, crackling like a meteor. The Growth lunged and he levitated away, gliding like a kite out of its reach. The monster was nothing more than a starfish with a massive mouth of teeth, an upright lamprey of black infected flesh. 
 
   Danny was so tired he could not stand on his own; the power was keeping him floating off the ground like a stage magician. He reached out and grabbed the creature with his glowing white hands. The monster’s skin burned immediately and it let out a howl with what remained of its human voice. It tried to squirm out of his grasp, shifting its shape to escape but Danny held on tight. Pieces of his leather clothing began to burn to ash and float off of him, drifting away from him like a flurry of soft snow. 
 
   A sonic boom of sound and force blasted out of Danny and hit the oncoming men like a wave. The police froze when they saw Danny fall, the monster on top of him. Phil ducked when he heard the boom and the wave passed over his head. He was still a long way from Danny, but the wave knocked the cops and security officers down, giving Phil a chance to get a head start. The sound of Danny’s screams echoed through the park and chilled Phil to the bone but he kept moving. The police officers scrambled to their feet, they had no idea what was happening in the Zoo and they pulled their weapons for protection. No one believed what they were seeing, but the black monster was real. It had a man in its clutches and everyone who saw it knew they had to help. No man should die so horribly, it was a natural instinct for all of them to want to save Danny. Not just Phil who was his friend, but every person with a soul of a sliver of empathy. One of the officers fired at the Growth and Phil stopped, but just a moment. The creature was either unharmed or the cop had missed, but Phil knew he had to keep going. He was almost there, he could help Danny, he was sure of it. Phil heard the three security guards swear as Danny suddenly pushed the creature off him. They watched him rise from the ground, all of them suddenly filled with hope. They all knew the monster had to die. Then Danny burst into red fire and Phil stumbled, his eyes filling with tears. 
 
   A burst of red light shot out in all directions from Danny’s body. Then the red light burst out of the Second’s body, shooting through it like a deadly vein. The alien began to burn like charcoal. Black burnt chunks of its body fell to the ground. Pockets of air and blood inside it popped and sizzled. Danny held onto the monster tight even though he was losing all feeling in his arms. Everything was numb and he just wanted to close his eyes but he had to see it through, he had to make sure the monster was stopped. He was hotter than he ever imagined he could be and he felt feverish and sick. The light coming off of them both was blinding. The Second was screaming right up until the moment it exploded into a cascade of sparking ashes. 
 
   Danny fell back unto his side. He glowed so bright that no one had noticed his hair had burned off and his finger nails were melting. The ground beneath him was scorched black and tiny fires burst into life around him. The energy continued to flow up into him, washing over him in waves. He spotted Phil running toward him and he reached for his friend, but the police caught Phil and tackled him. Danny watched the police take down his best friend and he could only shake his head. His vision was almost completely gone, all he could see was red and the edges of his vision was quickly fading to black. He held himself propped up with one arm, trying to lift himself up. A loud, deep groan forced itself up from his empty stomach. The police and security could only stand and watch in shock, unsure how they could help a stranger without realizing they were holding the only person who could have helped him. The two cops held Phil down, Danny could see his friend shouting, his face twisted up but he could not hear the words. There was no way for Danny to stop the energy pouring through him, the dam had broken and he was too weak to stop it. The numbness overwhelmed him and the universe seemed to spin around him as he pleaded with the universe, his arms raised to the sky. Even though the sun was out Danny was sure for a moment that he saw the stars, far off and distant. He realized that he’d won the fight, the Earth was safe, but he was not going to survive.
 
   “No. Not now.” 
 
   “Please. So hot.”
 
                 The energy shot though him and straight up into the sky above. Frantically he looked for water, even as his body began to disintegrate from the center. He was burning like a red star and the energy was consuming him. Danny could no longer think straight all he heard was the sound of blood rushing in his head, a sound like the ocean. Stars and oceans, those were good thoughts to die with. All the pain had faded away; he could no longer feel anything. Everything was numb and moving far away from him, the whole world seemed to be pulling away as he desperately tried to grab on. 
 
   I AM THE EARTH MAN. I DON’T WANT TO LEAVE.
 
                 Danny Boyle exploded in a flash of red and all that he had been evaporated. The blast shook the ground and the spot where he’d stood was incinerated in a two foot circular radius. Everyone around froze in surprise, unable to comprehend what they’d witnessed. Even the police were struck dumb, but they held on to Phil as he struggled to get to his friend, even though it was too late.
 
   Phil kicked and fought the police officers and they were forced to take him away as he screamed out Danny’s name.
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   As Danny’s body transformed into pure energy, the things in the universe unknown and unseen continued to orbit the small blue planet known as Earth. Helen knew the minute her phone rang that Danny was gone but she knew she had to pick it up. It was Phil calling from the police station and as he tried to explain what he’d seen Helen barely heard any of it. Everything seemed to squeeze in on her and the gaudy Christmas decorations around her suddenly seemed menacing and grotesque. She let the phone slip from her hand, dropping the bags she carried in the other. 
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   The kids were there with her but they seemed too far away. They could sense something terrible had happened but they did not want to accept it, not without their mother’s confirmation.
 
   Helen let the phone slip from her hand. It  broke, the ear piece popping off and the battery falling out as it hit the floor. Raymond and Morgan were frightened and they embraced her. 
 
   It was Morgan that kept saying ‘Mommy’, but Helen could not speak. Raymond realized she was not able to help them and he pulled his little sister away as his mother tried to catch her breath. When she finally found her voice only a scream came out and the children began to cry. 
 
   Danny was dead, he was gone. 
 
   Raymond and Morgan watched their mother collapse on the floor, her scream turning into a primal roar of rage. Something amazing had happened to them, some new piece of the universe had opened a door for them, showing them something extraordinary before slamming the door shut on them. What had started as a strange mystery had turned into a twisted tragedy and Helen could not contain her despair and anger. A door had opened into the universe and that door had slammed shut on Danny’s life. 
 
   He was the only man she had ever loved and she knew she would never be the same. The horrific feeling inside her squeezed her gut into knots and she vomited in the kitchen sink. Throwing up cleared her head and she called the children over to her. Although she was still panting, she managed to calm herself and wipe the tears off the face of her precious children. They still needed her; they would need her to be strong. The children helped her to the living room and she told them their father was gone. Helen watched Ray’s face, so much like his father, as it turned red with anger. Morgan could not understand and she could only cry with her mother. Eventually Ray’s rage broke and he too began to cry, hugging his mother and little sister tight. The Christmas gifts they’d bought lay discarded in the open doorway, all the joy of the holidays sapped from their very soul. 
 
                 The funeral was held at Kelowna Township Cemetery. Helen spent a fortune on the massive cross monument and expensive coffin, even though there was no body to bury. She hadn’t known what to tell her friends and family but Phil had stepped up and took care of most of the inquiries. Everyone could see how devastated the family was and few asked any questions. 
 
   The death of their father had already changed the face of his children. It was them who would feel the questions and accusations of their neighbors. People had heard about an incident at the San Diego Zoo and there were others who’d died there that day. Danny was just another name on the list. There were many people wondering what had happened there that day, but few knew the truth. Everything to do with the Growth was covered up, not in the sense that anyone lied, no one even asked any questions about what had happened. It was all too logical, too fantastic a story, too far beyond the range of normal human experience. The aliens had come and drawn first blood, but no one was ready to accept that, not yet.
 
                 As they lowered the empty casket into the ground a light flurry of snow began to fall. Helen stayed strong throughout the funeral service but the tragedy clearly took a toll on her. The news had followed the stories from the Zoo for a few days after Danny’s death and it had torn her apart. No one said anything, no one knew anything. Their family could only mourn alone, their father’s sacrifice unknown to the world he’d saved. Helen leaned on Phil when the service was over and he helped her into a limo he’d paid for. 
 
   After he watched those who knew and loved Danny leave, Phil spent a few minutes alone in the cemetery. There was so much on his mind that he didn’t let any of it in, he simply stared out at the white sky. He avoided Danny’s grave, wherever his friend might be it was not in that box. It was New Year’s Eve and he’d just buried his best friend. There was no holiday joy for him, or for Danny’s family. Phil knew the truth, the whole story; he’d met with Dr. Glass in prison on Boxing Day. There were monsters in the world; things from space that no one knew were there. Phil knew what had happened and he swore that he would not be caught unprepared again. There was no doubt in Phil’s mind that it was not over. Phil had no idea he was being watched by a man with a familiar face hiding nearby.
 
   The strange man tracked Phil quietly, peeking out from behind a large oak tree. Something about the large black man in the suit seemed familiar to the stranger.  The man was naked but impervious to the weather and he prowled from cover to cover, hiding behind even the smallest grave stones. The sky was bright white as the sun shined through the snow and it frightened him. He wanted away from the open spaces but his curiosity won out over his fear. The man was in need of a shave and a haircut, but his skin was as soft and pink as a newborn baby. All his body was fresh and new, all except one arm. The arm was older, much older and there was a mysterious scar running along the inside of his right thumb and pointer finger. He held both arms up and looked at them. While they were mirror images of each other, there was obviously an age difference the arm and the blonde-haired, blue-eyed man it belonged to.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TO BE CONTINUED.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Dedicated to the elephants that danced in the rain for my two boys, Kaidyn and Graesyn.
 
    
 
   - R.E.              
 
    
 
   This book was brought to you by the music of Murray Gold, Rick Ross and Lana Del Rey. 
 
   Special thanks to Dave Wood and Carmine Infantino for their original inspiration.
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