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Chapter 1: Taboo You!
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The softest of cautious knocks at the wood garage door announced a visitor. A strange, odd, and mostly quirky visitor. A too smart, not cool enough to hang with all the school celebrities, fellow. Few friends, but those he had were solid.

A twist of the dented brass doorknob and the moaning of the hinges proclaimed his entry. A ghostly whoosh of outside air to the inner sanctum was in cadence with the visitor. The odd one was now within the sacred confines of the garage sanctuary. Where the spiders hung out, the ants fed out, and the smell of car oil arose from the concrete floor. A woody, oily, inviting stink permeated the entire garage, creating a mystical steampunk oracle. The odors merged with the slight hint of a decayed mouse somewhere in one of the plasterboard walls to finish the odiferous welcome.

“You really got it?” Aidan cautiously inquired.

“Would I ask you to come over just for your company? You really aren’t that much fun you know. Kidding.” Tannin snickered.

“Aidan, sometimes I wonder about you. So cautious. Yeah, I got it. Didn’t your dad teach you that God favors the bold?” Tannin went all the way to full erudite chuckle. 

They sat on the Scandinavian wood box seats. The well-worn wood complained with short twips of random squeaks. The smells of the garage added to the lost techno ambience. No lights on. Just sunbeam streams through the cloudy, uncleaned window. Between them was another slightly larger wooden crate box. Encased within the confines of this well used place of science fiction worship they now sat with the most recent issue of Taboo You!

Taboo You! went full retro. They refused to have any of their works of investigative and transgressive research appear in electronic social media of any sort. No website. Covert forces were jealous of Taboo You’s! remarkable, revealing, one finger salute to the technofascist media industry. The mag was only in print form. You either buy the rag or you’re not one of the hot, cool, connected eccentric people. 

Tannin liked the smell and feel of real ink on paper. It added to the surreptitious nature of hands-on, fragrant entertainment. Cellulose with the scent of sulphury inks.

Aidan on the other paw, so to speak, was delighted that there was no indication of an electronic trail of this modern civility transgression. 

Tannin pulled it from its comfy protective plastic bag. Always the one to be geeky dramatic he savored teasing Aidan’s inquisitive hormones. He opened the mag to its center and held it up to his face. With a smirk he said, “Nothing like the smell of dastardly evil in the afternoon!” A loud, snorty-sniff followed with little care for clandestine protocol. 

“This is so awesome! Thanks a giga for letting me come over. The last issue was something else! It was radtastic when Bilik the Brave decimated the poisonous, giant salamanders in Florida!” Aidan excitedly whispered to his best-ever friend, Tannin.

Tannin, always going for the dramatic flair, took his time to get closer to Aidan so they could read the nastiness of a world gone horrible together. He took his time to open to the first page just to poke Aidan to get him to fidget like he had to go pee.

“C’mon Tannin! Stop the big tease. Open it up and let’s see the eye candy.”

With the camaraderic prod, Tannin kicked the sleight of hand reveal into a more reasonable speed. He flapped to the first page of twenty-seven and they witnessed the incredible and the horrific with reckless, feckless abandon. Tannin lit up like a rocket engine. Eyes wide open, brain-eyes wide shut. Time to get off on the newest issue of Taboo You!

Suddenly, the doorway from the kitchen opened, jaws agape. 

Aidan froze. He was caught. How would he ever explain this to his mom? Whiter than a slice of Wonder bread painted white, Aidan bleached. His hands went clammy-chowder, and his brain went flagrante delicto. Crap, ... he thought, ... I’ll be grounded for a week. No phone. No computer. And he probably would be forced to eat plain raw broccoli. Eeyuck!

Tannin calmly asked his mom, “What’s up?” No beads of sweat, stuttering, or eyeball whiplash. Just collected and cool as a naked North Pole Santa. 

“Oh, I knew I heard someone out here. Hi Aidan. What are you hard cases up to?”

Aidan went from freaky almost dump a lump in his jockeys to visions of the consequences of what they were doing.

“Are you alright Aidan.” Mrs. Bettelheim inquired of their guest.

“I, ah, ... I, I guess I’m okay.”

“Hey, Aidan. Chillax man. It’s all good. Take a blue pill on ice.”

Tannin’s mom smiled and chuckled. “I don’t know what’s going on here. Are you guys doing something you’re not supposed to do?”

“Mrs. Bettelheim, yes, we are. I apologize. I asked Tannin to have me over.”

“I don’t understand. Why are you apologizing? Okay, what did you guys do?”

Tannin shrugged. “Mom, sometimes Aidan’s quirky. He’s fine. His moral standards though could benefit from psychedelic shrooms. He has these strange thoughts of fear of being discovered.”

To that last word, Aidan hooked his verbal caboose onto the train of words.

“I’m sorry about this.” Aidan pointed at the open magazine.

“The magazine?” She looked at Tannin and back to Aidan. “I’m fine with Tannin reading anything and everything he can. Reading and words are the mind’s magic power. He can read anything he wants. Too many videos and all the details spelled out to your eyes will not ever compare to the visions you create in your own mind. Reading makes new brain memory wrinkles. I think all my propaganda about being your own story, your own movie, has affected Tannin. He’s a bit quirky too. Actually, probably more than just a bit.” With that gentle, motherly jibe, she snickered. 

Aidan grasped the magazine and opened it up to the middle centerfold. In gorious three extended pages, there she was. He looked down in embarrassment.

“Look, it’s all fine. You boys have fun and enjoy yourselves. And Tannin, don’t forget, I signed you up for the webinar on forensic chemistry. It’s on in about an hour. After that we need to go see Doctor Ganesh. Nice to see you Aidan. Tell your mom I said hello.”

Aidan was shocked. He couldn’t believe that Tannin’s mom was okay with what they were doing. He asked Tannin if this was for real.

“She’s fine with this. She just wants me to read everything I can get my hands on. She’s not a fan of monitors, TVs, and graphic videos. Any book I want, she gets through Amazon. And if not Amazon, she orders it through some other online seller. Not the Kindle stuff, real books. Real books have their own stink and when you read them, they fill you up with all kinds of visions. At least, that’s what she says.”

“But this is really risky stuff.”

“Risky?” Tannin wrinkled his brow. “Whaevvah.”

He delicately folded the centerfold’s image up and opened the magazine to the first page.

“Let’s breeze through this. I didn’t want you to get me over here for a reading lesson. I don’t care about the words. I just look at the pictures.”
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“C’MON. LET’S GO AND dig the garden weeds like mom told us to do.” Nastya directed her brother, Telos. 

She was always bossing him around. He was bigger than her, but for some reason when his little sis said move it, that’s exactly what he did. 

“I want to go look under the barn. We haven’t snuck there in a while.”

“Hey, sis, how about if we at least start digging over there and mess with the weeds and then rake them up. Ya’ know mom is going to check on us. Then we can go under the barn.” 

Under the barn was a webby, foreboding place. All the terrors and fears of a young mind play out like a kiddy piano doing honky-tonk all by itself. Every scrapy sound is loud and in the imagination of the developing brain it’s a mutant vampire rat with creepy eyes. 

“Okay. But let’s dig near the barn first.”

They picked up their shovels and started to dig in the soft soil next to the grey stone foundation of the barn. Telos’s shovel thudded against something hard. He dug around it and saw that it went more deeply than he wished to dig.

“Nastya, check this out.” He pointed his shovel at a large, weird, root thing.

“Cool!” What is it?”

“Dunno. But it goes out into the pasture and here under the barn. Dig just a little bit more and check it out.”

“Okay.”

A shovel load here and a shovel load there of the minerally smelling soil and before they knew it, they could see where the root thing branched out all over the small pasture. 

“Let’s do it.” Nastya offered up. 

They turned and knelt next to a loose foundation stone and worked to remove it from its resting place. “Do you have a flashlight?” Telos asked.

“Duh. Would I go exploring in a dark, creepy place without a flashlight? Telos, that’s why you’re the muscle and I’m the brains.”

They persuaded the stone to thump down and get out of the way. Nastya stuck her red head through the opening and flashed the light to scan the dark, soft barn underbelly. 

The root went on the dirt floor like a yellow brick road in brown.

“Looks okay to me. No bogey men and no Freddy. Let’s go in and see if there are any old coins or something in there.”

Telos did the head shake from left to right as he said, “Sounds great.”

They squirmy-crawled through the hole, dirty knees and all, and landed on the dry, cushy soil inside the foundation half wall. Small poofs of dust swirled up to their noses. In tandem, a quiet sneeze popped out from each of them. 

They slowly inched forward and focused the flashlight on the root-path ahead. The silence was smacked again with a loud sneeze from Telos. The underworld was now on alert to the two interlopers. 

“Did you hear that?” Nastya asked.

“My sneeze? Of course, I heard my sneeze.”

“No numbhead, that other noise. Shut up and listen.”

“It’s nothing. Just residual farmland farting or something.”

A low-pitch raspy sound from beneath their hands and knees teased its presence. 

“Yeah. I can hear it now, real clear. I can feel it. Wonder what it is.”

Nastya swept the light across the darkness and squinted to see if something was there.

“What’s that?” She said as she pointed her Streamlight to the little shapes sticking up from the dirt.

“Mushrooms.”

“No. They’re not mushrooms. They’re moving.”

“Sis, you’re crazy. Mushrooms don’t move. They don’t have Nikes. They have gills like fish, but they don’t swim, and they sure don’t move. Maybe you have dirt in your eyes.”

“Look. They’re swaying.”

She held the light steady and Telos saw the moving lumps. “Let’s see what they are.” As always, she took the lead.

She slid her knees and feet through the dirt and crawled toward the animated shrooms. The soil underneath the fungi was a dark red-brown. It was different from the other dirt in this man made cavern.

Telos was bolted shoulder to shoulder with her. The only sounds were their breaths, the grating wood sound, and a very soft sirenic concert from the lumps in the corner. They sounded like meowing kittens.

They stopped about a half meter from the edge of the first lump. “Look. There’s exactly twenty-seven of them. They look like little wax dolls in some kind of clear pod-thing. Weird for sure.”

“Super creepy.” On the exit of the sometimes-vowel from his last word, Nastya reached out and touched one of them. “Don’t do that!” Telos tossed out a hefty whisper.

The touch was a touch too much. A puff of dust arose from the nearest podded mushroom, and it spread to the others. As though they spoke to each other, more and more of the waxy podded figures spewed forth airborne particles. The delicate mewing became scratchier.

Telos turned his head to talk to Nastya. He mumbled a few words and then became totally motionless. They became human statues rendered immobile from the swirling, acrid pod dust.

Upon the cessation of their movement, large green tendrils rose and enveloped them. They couldn’t move and breathing was doable, but labored. 

The barn basement invaders became wrapped in loosely-fitting rooty fibers. Slowly the fibers pulled them deeper into the soft, quicksandy dirt. 

***
[image: image]


THEY WERE PULLED THROUGH the dirt floor into a large, underground earthen chamber. They weren’t alone. They could smell the pungent odor of turpentines, the dirtiness of geosmin, and most surprising was a sweet metallic odor. Telos and Nastya recognized the smell. It was of wet and dry blood.

As the effects of the hypnotic powder wore off, Telos struggled against his bonds to regain his ability to move about and test its mettle.

He could see his sister was on the chamber floor next to him. Like two pastries wrapped in viny, woody-sinewy dough. Telos could move his eyes and what he saw iced him to his marrow. Fear and confusion dominated the ambience. 

From his blurry vision he could see three people. As they came closer to him, he realized they weren’t people. They kind of looked like people. Two feet, two legs, and the rest of the humanoid trappings. They were olive green with khaki blotches, and their faces were animated woody sculptures. There were small leaves encircling their heads. The shortest of them was over two and a half meters.

They walked over to him and tapped his head. They sniffed and shook their heads in unison. They then walked to Nastya who was still completely motionless. 

One of them tapped her on the head and then sniffed her. He nodded his head up and down and made a windy harmonious sound as though a woodwind instrument was playing a dirge. He waved his hand toward a fourth seated resident who had his arm on a chair armrest. The entire limb was neatly and finely wrapped with a series of green sinews. 

The other two beings picked up Nastya and placed her on a wooden rack next to the seated one. One of the delivery creatures grasped a flexible green tube with a pointy-ouchy hollow tip. He looked at the seated one and then stabbed Nastya in the heart. Telos could see the tube turn from green to purply-red as Nastya’s blood went from her to it. She was motionless as her life moved on to a new venue.

Telos frantically shook to struggle free, but the best he could do was just move his eyes and wiggle the very end of his right-hand left pinky. Fear and revulsion tsunamied through him. 

He stared at the seated one. The transfusion recipient started to turn red and then pinkish. The subterranean ghoul began to take on the features of an older version of his sister. Next to the  ghoul were four large pea-pods. His sister’s blood also ran to them.

Telos slowly turned his head and looked through the underground labyrinth. He could see all kinds of animals and people neatly adhered to the walls. They all had tubes running to some unseen location. 
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TANNIN OPENED UP THE next page to the graphic, gritty beauty of the centerfold. A large underground chamber with humans and animals being blood bags for the planty-looking beings. You could almost see the blood traveling through the green tubes on the printed page.

Holography in two dimensions.

“Reminds me of Giger.” Tannin calmly stated a fact.

“Maybe he ghost wrote it.” Aiden responded.

At that moment, Tannin’s mom knocked on the door and stuck her head in to the talk of fantastic tales. “Tannin, the webinar? I paid for it, ... you asked for it.”

“I’ll be right there.” Tannin responded. “Can’t finish this right now. Why don’t you take it home and give it back to me at school tomorrow?”

“Whoa, Noah! Are you kidding me? Why do you think I had to come over here to read this thing? You know the bad rep this publisher has!” He pointed to the Taboo You! magazine cover that had a naked woman on it with a reddish man-like snake wrapped around her with everything provocative in the right place. The strategically placed snake tongue was located above the woman’s privates. Or was it a big lizard with red dust on it? “Your mom is really okay with you reading stuff like this? My mom would kill me slowly. Probably make me babysit for a week for my little sister. Or worse.” Aidan shared his astonishment.

“Why would she get lit up?” Tannin asked.

“She thinks all kids these days see too much gore. They get used to it and then act out. She’d never let me see this stuff. She’s one of those conservative bible thumpers who thinks we’re all going to hell in a bucket loader in the movie Soylent Green.

Tannin laughed. “It’s just a magazine. It’s not real. Plant people using human blood for some nefarious purpose? Hey, look at what your religion thinks about Jesus’ blood.”

“Yeah. You and I know that. Heck, what does she think we’re going to do? Become MythBusters and chase after alien plant people.” Aidan nervously laughed. 

Tannin had a distant look in his eye as he laughed with him. He went full Hubble space scope.

“Pretty funny. Just think if this was real.”

“As in real creepy.” 

“Yeah, creepy-nuts for sure. How about tomorrow afternoon I come over and we finish the story?”

“Yup, ... tomorrow.” Tannin chirped out.
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Chapter 2: Sometimes You Feel Like a Nut, Sometimes You Don’t
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After all that happened last year, you’d think we’d be partnered. There you’re tracking the lost and stolen people and here I am monitoring conspiracy theory nut jobs. Tannin texted to Aidan

Who would’ve thought? Aidan texted back.

So how goes it? Any forty-four hundred mysteries solved? Tannin flecked back.

Funny man you are. Hey, who writes your stuff? I think you need a new ghost writer without the sticky tissue sheets. So go off a good comedic writer and then connect with their ghost.

In answer to your absurd question, if only what I’m looking at had that small a number of issues. The numbers are bigger. I’ve chunked data from hundreds of sites and created several subroutines to sort through all kinds of datum. Like, how many similar incidences or occurrences of any items. Even used ChatGPT and if I could have, I would have tapped BabelPhish.

I’ve sorted the numbers of lost folks, children, custody cases, straight up disappearances. Even some of the alien stuff. 

Being concise, it’s staggering how many people cease to publicly exist. In the US, 600,000 disappear each year. Worldwide, way over three million. That’s a lot of gone girls and boys.

All kinds of reasons on why they zapped out. Regardless, I’m focused on missing kids, abductions, that lovely, hot, disgusting mess. Aidan followed his wordy text with a 😔.

Long text. I almost fell asleep reading it. Tannin closed the sentence with a 🥱

Tannin texted on. Yikes. I thought I had a downer of an assignment. That’s a lot of milk carton pictures. 🐲 Did you check to see if there were large shipments of used body parts to the elite of China? Maybe a BOGO sale – bring your own ice chest.”

You dumbass. Who’s trying to be funny now? Everybody’s funny, now you funny too. 👿

Oh, you want to see something funny? I gotchyur funny right here! I’ve got thirty screens of unsolved everything. All day, all night. Let me share a screen or three with you. Don’t worry, it’ll be secure. It’s all in-house connections. Besides, all this textin’ makes my fingers ache. 🙊

Use your left-hand Tannin. It’ll feel like someone else. 🤣

Send the link to my office address. All this crazy train talk made Aidan’s throat dry. He thought, How come this stuff makes me so thirsty? My brain must need electrolytes. A thirst mutilator would be great right now. Too bad I don’t have a Brawndo in the minifridge. An internal guffaw carbonatiously bubbled up.

His head spun a bit on that thought. He recalled some of the snappy repartee from the movie Idiocracy. Funny stuff.

Aidan’s thought train went full brake when Tannin’s smiling visage appeared on his left screen.

“Hey, Tannin, how’s the chain hangin’?”

“Same place, same length, same, same.”

“Do you remember that crazy ass movie Idiocracy?” Aidan queried his Yiddish buddy.

“Of course, I do! That was a riot! How can you forget that one? So many great lines.” 

“Brawndo has electrolytes...”

“...Brawndo’s got what plants crave. It’s got electrolytes, ...”

They simultaneously burst out in button-popping-level laughter. 

“What a crazy train that vid was. That was so long ago. But you just can’t forget the bizarre truisms they trotted out.” 

“Yah, that’s a fact. You quaff Brawndo, right? 

“Of course, I do. I usually have at least twelve cans in my office fridge. I use it to tame my ADHD.”

“You don’t have ADHD. You’re just an excitable boy. So hey, you brought this up. Plants. How about if you play Tannin Jeopardy and go for the Plant category.”

“Huh?”

“Humor me migo. Let’s go to the Plant category. Let me pull up the latest stuff on Plants. And I ain’t talkin’ avocado sex or a raw ugly broccoli mating with lead-laden kale here. Maybe a killer tomato or six. I would be remiss to not mention triffids and the mushroom people in Japan. Or at the very least pod people who snatch your body. And where else would that happen?”

They stated in perfect synchronicity, “San Francisco, where else?”

“The interesting thought on that item. Check out this guy I’m spoolin’ up to you. He claims that the pod takeovers really occurred. Not just once. Tag this. 

He claims Alabama had its share. A military base that was going Area 51 in ‘bammy.

They were experimenting on the topic of discussion now.

A supposedly fictional place in California, Santa Mira. Oddly, this city was on some old census and geo documents. And then, mid-fifties or so, gone-zo. No record anywhere that Santa Mira existed. Pennyroyal spilled the English Breakfast that he knows where the hidden city is. 

Indulge me for a few more tasty items. He keeps on stating that those were real events.

Migo, I don’t need comedies, dramas, and nightmare flicks on Hulu or Amazon. I have entertainment that is light years past the Outer Limits.

Check it out.

This dingleberry has a whole set of short vids about different smart species walking the dirt we play in.

Super intelligent trees that have been here for millions of years, some are good trees, and some are not so good trees; giant salamanders that eat people and drink blood, ...”

“Like in V? Or maybe that hilarious They Live with that wrestling dude, what’s his name?”

“Roddy Piper.” Tannin had a memory that just wouldn’t quit. See it once? Never forget.

“Yeah, yeah, that’s the guy. Funny movie talking about aliens making us breed and do what they program us to do.”

“So that means you know the rest of the story about the salamanders, reptiles, and other things that slither in the night?”

“Huh? I only remember the crazy sci-fi movies. 

Whoa. You mean Pennyroyal claims stuff like this is already in play?”

“Bingo. That’s his whole spiel. You saw the movies; he claims they’re a massive mind numbing cover up for horrendous outrageous occurrences. All because no one appears to be able to handle even less gravitas truths.

Give the man a new card to put his little bingo chips on the numbers that keep changing.”

“Geez. This guy believes in all that stuff?”

“He lives it. Let’s see what candy bar this nut ends up in tonight.

This will blow your mind. Check it out.” 

Tannin brought up one of his favorite channels, Shadows In the Mist. The lead buffoon was this guy Dr. Griffin Pennyroyal. Tannin thought of him as the Pope of Poop cuz he tossed so much shit up in the air you’d need a toilet paper factory to catch it all. The net thinks this guy is one smart padre. He has a doctorate in Botany and Genetics. Maybe his big brain sprung a leak and tipped him over to the wild side.

Nobody knows exactly where this guy is. His signals bounce on multi-continent rotating ISPs. As soon as you latched on to one location to track him down, it would shift, and you would lose your connection. Tannin thought to himself, One day sucker I’ll be faster than you. Most assuredly that would happen one day, but not today. Tannin had rapid thinking memory skills that rivaled the most sophisticated hardware. He claims he can remember looking up at his mom when he was born. No Oedipus nonsense. He simply reflexively recalled minute details. When he started talking complete sentences at two, he shared his profound recollections with his mom. 

He even talked about how he was here more than once. Tannin would go blank stare and talk about what a specific previous life was like. Lots of lives in the military and secret societies.

She wasn’t surprised at all. She just told him that the talent runs in the family and that it’s best to keep it within the family. One time she shared with him that she could remember her in utero thoughts, impressions, and a host of actions. When she shared that with Tannin, she laughed.

Tannin was never sure if the laugh was because she made up that memory ability or if it was just a laugh. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar, Tannin thought to himself.

“Here’s the skinny on what I have for you. This nut job covers all kinds of the world is going to end topics. He claims to have access to all types of modern relics that prove his theories. If he were on the streets of Brooklyn, he’d have a The End is Near sandwich sign on with the long, untrimmed beard. Complete getup with pieces of the last meal he dined on embedded in it. Accessorized with random flies and lice. Some living, some dead.

He supposedly has in-depth reviews on just about any funky, potential hurtful incident that has been in his words, a cover up. His big one right now is that over the course of a couple hundred years, from about the early 1700s, as civilization was transitioning to the Industrial Age, media began its tentacly-grasp upon the awareness of all people. Pennyroyal told his devotees that when the world adopted to using machines, some sort of notice was taken of planet Earth. Actually, a couple of his videos trace things back way further than that, but his most promising premise is that we drew the attention of more than one extraterrestrial civilization. He also is insistent that we awakened and drew the attention of intraterrestrials.” Before Tannin could continue, Aidan popped out a half-laugh, guttural-hiccup-spit-your-Brawndo guffaw. It bounced on the floor a couple of times and then came to a halt with a throaty squeak.

“What the freak are intraterrestrials.” Aidan was confused and ready for a myth-busting tangent.

“Hollow Earth stories and legends.” Tannin dryly stated. 

“Seriously?”

“Deadly seriously. We can park some chatter on that one later though. Right now, Griffin is getting ready to go live. We have a few more minutes though, let me fill you in on some specially-brewed kombucha juicy backstory.”

As they chit-chatted, An image came on the Pennyroyal screen. It was a birdlike man with its wings open as though ready to fly.

“Griffin claims to have the world’s only true tech reliquary warehouse containing all kinds of trophies from bizarre phenomena. Not just mementos from the present. He has items that are speculated at being over 100 hundred million years old.”

“You mean like some of the people in Congress?”

Tannin frowned. Here he was spilling the oolong and Aidan went nitrous jokester. 

Can’t really place blame upon Aidan and his perspective. It felt like Pennyroyal was creating an X Files script to sell. Except, the doc’s issues of interest are claimed to be real.

“Yup, oh, everyone wants to be funny now. Yah, go ahead and see what you think after we view a Night on Pennyroyal Mountain. 

The fruity cakes think that the Ringling site in Florida contains his storage facility in the dark depths of the buildings. Of course, nobody has ever proven that his warehouse of the odd and spooky even exists. But occasionally, he has a prop to add to his poop talk. He supposedly has technology from Area 51, some weird stuff from the Mariana Trench, multigovernmental agency conspiracy documents that instruct how to keep the general populace at ease, dead-in-the-head and sleeping, reinforcing a myth that everything is just fine. Read here, fat, and happy corn chip-fed humans playing video games and immersing themselves into phones and synthetic relationship drama.

Pennyroyal points out that Earth has been invaded multiple times. From above, below, and from under the oceans. Along with borderline Illuminati-type control of all the media. From words, to books, to audios, all the way to today’s electronic media. Would you like some musky brain chips with your salsa? Elon has them on sale, according to our entertainer for the evening.

Oh, the invasion phenomena. Every extraterrestrial has their eyes, or their reasonable facsimiles, focused upon Earth. Nothing new. I think it’s invader du jeur. Everyone thinks that everyone else is an invader. Everyone wants to own the blue pearl, Earth. The water planet.”

“That’s kind of true. We’re all invaders. Sometimes when I think about the human race, I think we’re the invasive species. Look at the stupid crap we do.” 

Tannin was most intrigued by Pennyroyal’s comments about a huge, worldwide conspiracy that has as its mission to not let humans know just how fragile their existence truly is. His argument even makes some sense. The big picture thing. He has made it clear that a dark conspirational group founded in the early 1800s, called the League of Truth, was first to convene the leaders of all kinds of foundational organizations to discuss how they should protect humanity from dangerous truths. And of course, stay in power. Good intent. Not-so-good execution of the mission statement over time according to Griffin.

The major religions, country ruling classes, businesses, the entire structure of society depends on believing that there are no catastrophic threats to the sapiens. Putting pure fear and uncertainty into the minds of the populace creates the sharp-toothed, very hungry maw of self-preservation. Anarchy would be the universal unwritten rule of the land. You only eat if you kill it. No doggy bags either.

The new enlightened ones thought differently. They believed that the vast majority of people were quite primitive in their thoughts, actions, and deeds. The masses needed to be directed and above all be productive societal cogs. Thought control on the grandest of scales.

The League knew that a time machine had been invented, that there was a group of people who had built a fantastic underwater craft to attack the world’s ruling elite, multiple islands with secret societies, an island that tapped the ability to create huge plants and animals, that the world had been invaded by Martians, and on, and on. 

I’ve had the illustrious opportunity to view all of his vids. He had an interesting prerecorded one about invading humanoid plants in the fifties. I looked into it and was able to access a private Q&A blog. I commented that the supposed invasion in the fifties, which was recently speculated upon in an exposé, stated that there was a misdirectional movie made to embed in the minds of good citizens thoughts of confusion. The goal was to insure that any fringe-type story would be attributed to a person’s misconceptions. Not the reality. Fog, within fog.

I shared that a conspiracy on that level about some fictitious invasion was beyond anyone’s ability to execute.

I closed with the entire alarming story in the fifties that was extracted from a book in the thirties. 

His response, the book in the thirties, was to cover up the first point of the spear attack by human-like extraterrestrial plants in Italy. He added that the movie was about the subsequent second attack. And there were others.

Aidan, tonight, Pennyroyal is going to go deeply into coverups by various governments and societies, secret and otherwise, that used the media to feed their charges a potent, mind-numbing, awareness-abating behavioral opium regarding the rise of plant beings who have invaded the Earth. This should be rich.

The centerpiece for this feast of the senses tonight is his revelation about something he calls The Book of Arbor.”

“Book of Arbor? Is that like the Farmer’s Almanac?”

“Again, with trying to be funny. Just stop so I don’t have to squeegee too many brain wrinkles.

Nope. This larger book supposedly has a journal in it from a military reporter at the North Pole sometime around 1950.

Pennyroyal claims that the journal talks about visitors from another planet who are super-intelligent vegetables. The most outrageous comments from him are that a guy named Kantrowitz, a military intelligence guy Pottie, and a further cast of characters made a film called The Thing From Another Planet. The reason they made the film was to cover up an actual extraterrestrial visit. He goes on and on, and maybe that’s why I’m on this path of covering conspiracies is because he’s one of many who is adamant that the powers in charge of this planet don’t want the average citizen to realize that almost all their institutions, beliefs, and guiding principles are an illusion. Created and supported by other unknown groups, clans, tribes, triads, and such.

According to him we’re not the most intelligent species on Earth. The super carrots have taken that mantle.

And, that normal folks would go berserk if they realized that our leaders and millennium old religions got it all wrong. Maslow’s Hierarchy becomes a slippery slope when the societal Gorilla Glue disintegrates. If that were to happen in any form, you and I would be immensely busier. Civilization would re-sort and, in that restructuring, a good number of people would be determined to simply survive in a turned upside-down world. No matter what it would take.”

“And this chap has a special journal, ... a book? How’s he proven it’s real?”

“That migo may be answered tonight. He’s been quite public about this stream. I guess we might just find out.”

“Time for two cans of Brawndo.”

“And I’m fresh out. When you get the cans popped, remember to dribble some onto the office plants. Brawndo has what plants crave! It’s got electrolytes!” Tannin laughed.

Short moments later Pennyroyal was on-screen. And this one was a livestream, not a prerecorded vid. Odd. Usually, you pick and choose which short or long rant you wish to expose yourself to with this guy. Tonight, the Pope of Poop is the MC of madness.

“Sharing now.”

“Got it!” Aidan chirped. Aidan was on the far-right screen. In the middle screen was a set of video tiles scrolling through hundreds of connections. Pennyroyal’s feed dominated the left screen. 

“Hey, funny thing. I signed on with the name underthebarn. Remember/’

“Will never forget it migo. My horror sci-fi cherry was popped.”

“You never forget the first one, do ya?”

“Aidan, I forgot to mention, and don’t laugh too hard, he always starts his pontifications at either nine-eleven in the morning or nine-eleven in the evening. Cute, huh? This guy is quite the showman. Every hook in the book and then some to snag his viewers. His journalism is purely bombastic.”

Nine-eleven PM right on the dot.
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Chapter 3: A Pennyroyal for Your Thoughts
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“You’ve all been deceived, ... lulled to sleep! You’ve traded freedom for safety and the Universe is getting ready to pass a verdict on all of us. The natural world and eons of evolution show us that freedom is only yours when you use it. There is a balance between freedom and safety and the pendulum has swung too far to safety. 

We’re all in incredible danger. Oh yes, I know you’ve heard that all this information I share is just some crazy bag of drunk monkeys spitting razor blades on the needle. But it isn’t. Now you’re going to be privy to exactly what’s going on. 

We’ve been invaded by highly intelligent humanoid plants. Not once, but several times! I urge you to use the restroom now if you need to because what I will share with you will glue you to your seat!”

Sounds like a good idea, thought Tannin. At this rate he might piss his pants laughing at this mashugana. If this guy was around when his great grandmother was alive, he would’ve been chained to a wall in an asylum with a mouthguard and his brain scrambled with electroshock therapy. What blasphemy! Plant creatures invading and taking control of Earth. Balderdash and poppydoodle. 

Tannin drew the short straw for the grand assignment of monitoring the nut cases. With all the crazy conspiracy theories being made bad and nationwide, someone or someones had to monitor the social weather reports. Then pop them into a set of algorithms to determine which might be the boil that spews social pus-goo on everyone. 

Tannin calls Pennyroyal an informational snake oil salesman, but snake oil actually has benefits. His animated chatter was nothing more than exhausted greenhouse gas blabber.

“Take a look at the upper right quadrant of your monitor. Here’s the footage that people were shown in the fifties. It was a grade B science fiction masterpiece about the reconnaissance of a UFO crash in the arctic. From that UFO came a humanoid plant, or plants, that was sent here to continue the mission to work on an invasion by Plant cogitandi.”

In the lower-left quadrant of the monitor screen the antique video of the first The Thing From Another World movie streamed away. In all its black and white glory. This is what Pennyroyal brought as prima facie evidence of a plant creature invasion. Well, if that’s true, then I guess The Men in Black, Godzilla, The Matrix, King Kong, and of course, Swamp Thing are real too. Tannin pungently thought as he quaffed another Kosher Red Bull. He would rather have had a can of Brawndo!

“Now look at the lower left quadrant of the monitor, this is how Hollywood bowed down to government forces. This and the other movies about the plant monsters are all cover ups.

The power brokers, the decision-makers, decided long ago that you and I, the populace, couldn’t handle the truths.”

A brief splash-screen shot exploded in Nicholson imagery stating you already have the truth.

It’s true that if people become fearful and fail to follow the directions of more informed others, there is a risk of sliding down into barbarism and focusing solely on self-preservation. Day-to-day survival would be the dawn’s early light mission and that beacon would be on red alert all day and night. Anarchy would be the rule, and the ruled would be the weak, the timid, the innocent, and the fearful. They would collect themselves and sell freedom for safety in toto.

My loyal viewers have faith! We can make a difference. Knowledge and genuine truth will win out!

The very existence of humankind depends on each and every one of you to awake from the sleep that the media has put you in!

The invasive plant people, they call themselves Uholdea Combine and I think of them as weeds in the garden of the universe, have invaded Earth no less than a dozen times. In pre-history prior to the Great Flood, Mesoamerica outposts, in the early 1800s, and several times during the 1950s, in the 70s, the 90s, and even as recently as the beginning of the millennium, 2006.

All has been memorialized in what I call, the Book of Arbor. 

You have been brainwashed by the media-controlling propaganda machine. All those movies you saw were intended to embed in your thoughts that any instance or conversation regarding the real attacks would be attributed to a science fiction video memory. 

Then it’s back to sleep in a warm bed while rough men protect your awake sleep-walking.

If you tell someone something over and over and over, it can become their perception of reality. For them at least. 

Truth and fiction mixed together in just the right amounts leads to all things being gray and nothing is definitive.

They have bombarded you with fiction to obscure the facts. Your memory is fiction, and the League of Truth holds the scientific reality in their greedy hands.

If you knew that the veneer of civilization of being in-control has no substance whatsoever, could you handle that truth? 

Would you become a doomsday prepper like some of the crazies in southern California?

Would you build a fortified shelter and stock it with enough provisions to last, ... how long? A year? Ten years? 

And to protect yourself would you buy stockpiles of bullets and firearms?

It’s simply agreed upon group beliefs that everything is all clear. I can assure you it’s not. You are the modern-day sheep, and the predators are the Morlocks who herd the flock for their own purposes. And most assuredly not for the benefit of you, the sheep. The sheep sleep and the predators eat.

The invaders come from interstellar places. They assault our planet as often as they wish or need. Earth is a unique celestial body. A living water planet. The Uholdea have traveled from water planet to water planet and literally seized control of those orbs with the single goal of consuming all the resources they have to offer. They leave a trail of dead, dry, hot planets behind. We have been visited by their scouts and advanced landing parties.

The time to act has passed. We need to take control of our future, now. For the sake of humanity, for our children’s children. Acting now will deter future tragedy. 

Acting upon something requires awareness of the issues and transgressions.

Tonight, eyes that are opened can never be truly shut again.” 

Aidan texted Tannin that this guy was en fuego! He was so good at this he truly could influence huge numbers of people that the agreed upon reality is a pure fiction with the single intent to control the masses. What they think, eat, act out, and even dream. The masses become a footnote in the legends of others. Or so it was postulated by Pennyroyal.

“Tonight, I have something very special to present to you. It’s an original, one-of-a-kind hand-written journal that was given to me. 

The journal is about a specific plant invasion incident that occurred in 1950. It was inserted in this copy of the Book of Arbor. 

In my hands is the only copy of the military journalist’s observations.

It’s a handwritten journal from a reporter who was on-site when alien plants crashed their craft at the North Pole. It’s not a fake. I’ve had the ink and the paper analyzed and it’s truly from the 1950s. There was another original, but it has been lost along with almost all of the evidence of the alien presence. This was a duplicate that the journalist kept in his possession as an insurance policy. Many of the people who were at the incident in the 50s are either deceased or can no longer be found. MPI, missing with prejudicial intent.

This copy was given to me early in 1960 by that very same journalist, Scotty who was in the propaganda movie. His true persona, the man who was actually there during the alien confrontation, oddly, passed away in 1960 supposedly from diabetes. Some believe that his health was tenuous after meeting with some men in black suits. No proof of that. But I do have proof to show you tonight. Here is the Book of Arbor in my very hand and the scribed journal inside. It’s the truth-telling of what actually happened at that North Pole. Take note here, this was the second recent alien plant incursion we have clear evidence of. In the 1930s there was also a major incident at the South Pole as well as in Italy.

Let me show you what’s inside this technorelic.”

Upon the screen was a small handwritten journal entitled Bheur. He only opened the small book to the first entry.

A running stream of announcements about future Pennyroyal events and sound-bite factoids in yellow font moved across the bottom of the monitor. The wordstream floated the words, Next week we explore the Pod People and the Invasion of the Body Snatchers. After that it was, Deadly walking plants, Day of the Triffids is not science fiction, random seeds sent to the US from China are from the Uholdea, ... destroy them immediately! The Last of Us True Story, Hollow Earth true tales – they live beneath us, the Nazca Lines are Interplanetary Gang Tags, the Arbors Live, and so on. No wonder this fellow has over thirty-three million subscribers. There was a counter at the top center of the monitor displaying that over thirty million people had dropped-in to see this evening’s revelations.

Nice payday.
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Chapter 4: One Tall Tale on Ice, Please
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Journal Entry Bheur: November 18, 1950. Time stamp: 0300. Swiss time becomes irrelevant in the land of the midnight sun.

We were all trapped in our own soulful maelstrom. And with that wicked, stormy mass we were smack dab between a frosty Scylla and a chilling Charybdis. The biggest issue was that being stuck in the middle of forces not of our doing would drive us mad thinking that civilization actually controlled anything. 

And by all means and all betters at Churchill Downs, odds were heavily favored on those foreign forces that would eventually destroy all of us. The whole nuclear cloud of imminent doom hung heavily over humanity. Oppenheimer didn’t do much more than signal to the universe that we were eminently capable of annihilating ourselves in a casual manner. World War II never ended. It just got colder. Not sure where this adventure will eventually go. The universe may know, but not I.

My taking notes were a direct command from the President of the USA, I’m proud to say. Almost directly. They went from Eisenhower’s lips down a chain of coverts, to secret do-or-die intelligence officers, to the single most tip of the sword communicator of merit and power, Laren Pottie. Why this guy? Well, the rumors are hotter and heavier than a summer night in the red-light district of Singapore with a menage a dix if you catch my drift. This young OSS buck had been working with the Ritchie Boys. Not only did the shady whispers talk OSS, they suggested MacArthur personally requested him to jump the line and work on a troublesome project in the Pacific Theater. A guy who does that kind of thing must be a major firestarter. So hot you could catcha’ suntan with your outside parka.

I did my best to dig into who he was when I found out about him being our new big dog. If he was a phony, he could get us in real trouble. At the northern part of the planet, it’s not like you can just pick up the phone and contact the local constabulary. 

I heard from someone who heard from someone that MacArthur had been setting up a forward outpost near a skull-shaped Indonesian island. It appears that MacArthur wanting the island was different from what the island was thinking. Crazy claims about all the spooks and science guys he sent there for recon were never heard from again. 

They sent this Pottie guy over there and when he came back all we heard from him was don’t use the island. The local inhabitants there liked their privacy. The other bizarro thing was that Pottie supposedly had a journal of his efforts and the inhabitants worshipped a god called Kong and the deity Batara Kali. Crazy stuff like the book in the 30s. Bottom line was that Pottie sarcastically stated to MacArthur that if the Japanese want that island, have at it. The island will win the war for us.

But all that is just scuttlebutt. GIs with too much time on their hands waiting for fate to let them know what’s in store for them. The war was over, but it really just shifted locations and loyalties. The Paperclip thing and such.

The scars would take a full lifetime to approach any kind of healing. And if the Hindus are right, maybe more than one lifetime. That whole reincarnation nonsense.

Pottie was the only person on this ball of dirt that supposedly knew all the pieces and he was the Grand Puzzle Master. And why now and him? All because we were afraid of the Russkies. This far up on the globe sometimes it’s a game of who gets there first. With Pottie, whatever was to be gotten, at least whenever he was kicked into action, was more top secret than a message written in lemon oil on bond paper inside a hermetically sealed mayonnaises jar on Funk and Wagnalls’ porch. Or more aptly, maybe a guarded warehouse bunker in some future Cheyenne mountain fortress. But who’d want to be buried under thousands of tons of rock to see the end of the world as we know it? Better to be cooked in a nuclear blast than to be stuck underground with people who God only knows what agenda they would have. And if they did that, maybe construct a giant underground village or city, they might even build a whole lot more of the subterranean bunkers. Crazy thoughts. Right now, I need to memorialize what happens here.

Pottie’s work was more than outstanding for the war effort. It changed the course of the war. Even now his exploits are buried deeper than a sub sunk in the Mariana Trench.

Regardless. When the word came down from the side of chaos that an unknown flying object had crashed near the North Pole, that was the trigger that lit the fuse to Ike, who further snap-crackled-and-popped the whole issue to Pottie. We knew it wasn’t ours, we thought it could be some secret Russian thing, or? Chaos never reveals its cards prematurely.

It was requested that I accompany the team to the hit point and to not keep a copy of my notes. Not the kind of thing you tell a reporter. Well, you can tell him, just don’t expect him to do what you say. After all, I’m not government issue. 

Captain Pat Hendry was the boots on the icy tip of the spear. Or more aptly stated, the sharp tip of a great big icicle. He directed traffic and actions. A no-nonsense guy who wasn’t to be crossed.

So here we are in the world of colder than a Witchestitsville following up on what happened on November 12. It was a great day then. For something. Just maybe not us. I was the hang-around guy who was in no uncertain terms, directed that if word of anything that goes on here gets out, I would have a reservation at Leavenworth. Single occupancy room and under constant surveillance until I died. I thought of that lovely catchy vision as the Last Resort Leavenworth. Once you check in, you never check out; vertical that is.

We’re here as boots on the ice and we snow trek to the site tomorrow prior to dark-thirty.

No room service and the coffee is always cold when you get it. 

Occupational hazard at Mother Earth’s icebox.
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Chapter 5: Slam, Bam, Thanks for the Memories, Mother Earth
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Journal Entry Bheur: November 19, 1950. Time stamp: dark-thirty hours. It’s always dark-thirty hours here. I should probably just indicate got up time.

Cold? You don’t know shit about cold. Cold is when the iceman cometh, knocks at your door, and asks if he can come inside and have a warm blanket. It was so frigid I don’t think they have thermometers that go low enough.

Rumor drifted to all of us that the object appeared to have targeted its landing very near the true North Pole. The magnetic field probably was what made a beacon to the visitor craft. 

Good thing we had local talent. Great guides and spectacular dogs. Oh, yeah, we had two skied-tracked APCs and a fairly large trailer bed. 

Maybe we could cut a deal with the Smithsonian for a display when we return to the continental states. 

It took a while to get here. Not like the Berlin Turnpike where you could zip along at thirty miles per hour. This was trudging to grandma’s house with frozen vapor stuck to our nose hairs. If you shook your head, you could hear the tinkle-tinkle of hairy stalactites.

We could see the path the craft took when it landed. Must have had the pitch off a bit because instead of a graceful long jump and a sliding landing it was a hot dart thrown at a frozen target. If it was the Olympics of Big Unidentified Objects with the Landing Event, this was less than zero style points. The execution of the event may have become moribund, and the travelers went from yippie ki-yay to oh shit. 

The impact point was quite a sight. The back end of the craft was higher than a feather on an eagle’s butt. The front end was pitched at almost forty degrees. It was easy to see the incredible foreign-looking details of the vessel through the blue tint, crystalline ice. When it smacked into the snow and ice it instantaneously melted the frozen crystals, sunk, and went mosquito-in-amber once again. And cold up here is not forgiving. It froze the melted water as clear as glass. 

We surveyed the craft. Looked like about thirty feet long and bulbed out in the middle to about forty feet across. Almost a saucer. The tip looked like it had some type of weirdly colored alloy on it. At least it looked different from the rest of the craft.

As we completed a view of the north side, one of our leads yelled out something. It sounded like he said body. 

Sure enough, when we reached where he was, we looked down through the ice and could see what looked like a body. A big body. It had the basic body parts. A head, two arms, two legs, and a large torso. Very symmetrical, intact and it sure did look like a person. Maybe it was a big Russian in an experimental craft.

Cap instructed the team to get the saws and cut the guy, or whatever it was, out from the ice. He was thoughtful enough to make sure they understood the word, intact. Not ribeyed. And no small trophy parts. They knew what he meant.

As for the craft, he wanted a healthy amount of thermite. Small amounts liberally placed at the perimeter of the frozen prize. The big idea was to use the thermite to melt away the ice so that the craft could be hoisted up, out, and moved. Tricky act. As fast as they could melt the ice it could freeze over. But Cap had a trick ace card up his sleeve. One of the APCs had an insulated generator in the box that could run at the low temperatures. 

Thermite is about as hot as it gets. Dr. Carrington told me, as they peppered the area, that this stuff burns at thousands of degrees. He was very concerned that it could damage the craft. Maybe even destroy it. Hey, there’s an idea. If we destroy it, we get out of this hell frozen-over wasteland. I’m all in, that’s for sure on that approach.

Turns out the Doc was right though. Even the small amount that was surgically placed scorched the craft’s surface. Carrington was not happy. He was pissed. But out here you let your dick dingle a tinkle and before you can shake your dragon for the last drop your member will be frozen solid along with the piss stream. Hope this doesn’t escalate. When big brains meets big military ego, it never goes well. 

It felt like Cap had done this before. We had the right equipment and team, and he had a plan before we needed one. Thank Christ this guy is leading us! He really has this stitched up. 

The team pulled out a large set of blankets with wires embedded in the fibers from the second APC. Cap was going to provide a nice warm blankie to be quickly rolled over the area melted with the thermite. 

I guess that’s why he’s a captain and gets the aged bourbon, the Montecristos, the girls, and a fat paycheck. Hope it’s worth it.
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Chapter 6: Mr. Potato Head
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Journal Entry Bheur: November 19, 1950. Time stamp: other side of dark-thirty hours. Somewhere just shy of it getting dark. But it’s almost dark here all the time anyway.

It took the whole day just to check the site out and secure it. And we now had a toasty spaceship under a blankie. Cap decided to let the APC with the generator stay here overnight. He left three GIs and one of the local talent Eskimos with the APC. The Eskimo took charge and used some of the emergency supplies that had a tent and other cold weather gear in it. 

Shit. I thought it was bad enough being out here, but to spend a night outside a toasty building, no thanks. 

At this time, with all the excitement, I needed to take a dump and that’s not something you do here in the ice cube open-air facilities. I’ll need an Ex-Lax when we get back to base. Or maybe two. Not a lot of vegetables served up here.

Carrington offered to stay with the resident icicle squad, but Cap said no way. He only wanted his GIs and the Eskimo on watch. Not sure why he didn’t want the Doc here. If it was a security thing than why let the Eskimo hang out here? 

We packed up ice cube man and put him in the other APC. It was going to be a crowded taxi. Damn, it took the rest of us and a winch to get him inside. 

Carrington wanted a ring side seat, so he sat next to our frosty passenger. He just kept glaze-eyed staring at it. Must be one of those genius things. Who knows where his brain goes when he’s fixated? Above my pay grade. I’m just a glorified, underpaid steno.

Not sure what he saw in this thing. It was butt ugly. The face reminded me of a mangled Mr. Potato head. 

The coloring was dark green splotched with occasional blue patches and a splash of tan. At least from what I could see. Looked like it had no clothes. How screwed up is that? Travel from somewhere way out there and not even getting dressed up for the dance. Peculiar. 

The ride back was uneventful. Except at one point Carrington shrieked that he saw the thing blink its eyes and look at him. Yeah, it was all about him. He gets a wink and no one else does. I got something to wink at him. 

Maybe he’s got some kind of cold-shock or something. I prefer getting winks from beautiful dames in places that have a fire on a Cuban and one in the fireplace, and good booze. Lots of it.

Talk about letting your bats out of your belfry. I think the Doc was seeing things. Nothing moves when it’s frozen solid in ice. No matter what place it came from. We all told Doc to calm down, we’d be back at the base soon and a couple of snorts with a good night’s sleep would cure even high IQ hallucinations. 

I fell asleep on the way back. Not a good sleep. A troubled sleep that wasn’t just due to the uncomfortable cold. Crazy ideas went twirly in my head. 

Not every day you go out on a mysterious top-secret mission near the North Pole and pick up a passenger from another place, another planet.

Visions of sugar plums were not in my thoughts. It was an eggbeater mess of troubled feelings combined with angry barbs slicing my deluded dream visions. But that was just bad dreamy stuff. Dreams are dreams. Inside though, I hoped this would not be a prelude to a nightmare. Who knows what the popsicle boy had in mind? We already have trouble with the Russians and we’re all human. We don’t talk it out. We fight it out and threaten. We’ve gotten really good at killing each other in ever larger numbers. Hiroshima? Nagasaki? The biggest flash bangs ever that incinerated a couple hundred thousand people. 

Humans are great, violent killers. 

Could this thing be a threat? He sure wasn’t the milkman delivering early in the morning. 

Frozen things can’t blink, can they? 

Blink or no blink, we’d be back tomorrow way before sunrise. Hopefully, sunrise had no surprises.
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Chapter 7: Surprise, Surprise, Surprise
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Journal Entry Bheur: November 20, 1950. Time stamp: 0400.

Everyone’s in a hurry to see what’s been unwrapped as a preholiday gift. Not me. I’d rather be at the Cascades in Mechanicsville having my share of scotch and beer. Maybe a bag of the over-cooked, brown Wise potato chips to salt the pig in me.

Daylight runs slim up here. Only about four hours. If you blink, it’s gone. We have about eight hours to take care of business. 

With all the creepy things going on, not one soul desires to venture out at night. We were squeezing everything we could into the few daylight hours.

The only victims to trod out at night were those that Cap assigned to perimeter guard duty. At least they could get a little warmed up when they entered the outbuildings to check them out. Not much of a consolation.

We took the APC and the trailer to get to the landing site. Slow going. Tried to use the compass because the visibility wasn’t that great. 

Using a compass up here is just hayseed dumb. If you’re over the pole it would point down, That is not a direction we wished to go in. 

A dead-reckoning road trip. We were lucky we had a couple of Eskimos with us. They didn’t need a compass. They told us they could feel the direction to travel. We weren’t going to debate the topic. Proof was in the outcome. We either die in the frozen or we live to freeze our nuts off another day. I cheered on the latter.

We had no idea in hell to anticipate what we discovered. No one greeted us. No changing of the guard. No anybody. The only sounds we could hear were the hum from the generator and a frozen siren’s wind howl.

The only human noise was the crunching of the ice beneath our well-sharpened cramponed boots. And that’s not good. The silence here sent more than a frozen lightning bolt shiver up my spine. A cold, puckering event. My turtle went way back in his shell.

All my thoughts about why I helped the war effort as a reporter flashed for a second. Not a front line, put-em-up guy. I’m a lover, not a fighter. My ex-wife may not agree. But that’s okay, that’s why she’s an ex.

Cap had everyone pull their 1911s and take the safeties off, rack ‘em. Three of the GIs were our point guards handling Garands all jungle style. Evidently Cap thought this was the time to chew bubblegum and be locked and loaded. And he was fresh out of Bazooka and was ready to go Red Hots. 

We split into two groups. I got a lucky draw. Me and Carrington had three GIs. Except for the fact that Carrington refused to carry a gun or any weapon for that matter. He was sharing his thoughts about new life forms and communicating with them. On and on, how much we could learn from them. I wanted to tell him to stop beating his gums, but what good would it do? He was a windup toy who kept talking about crazy things. Like one of those little Jap Crap toys that always broke. Except he never broke his monologue.

Carrington was going deep in the hole talking about something he called convergent evolution. Made no-never-mind to me. My job was scribe. I was the pencil-sharpening note taker. 

Cap had Nanuq, Pana, Tulok, and two GIs in tow. The Eskimos had taken out their own small caliber rifles. Cap tried to convince them to take Garands so they would have more firepower. They smiled and refused the offer. Pana held his rifle up and simply said, better. Cap shook his head. The smaller caliber rifles were meant to preserve pelts. The Garands had a more unforgiving manner of expressing themselves. You hunt men with Garands, not warm furry animals. You don’t shoot men with the intent to use their skin. Although the Nazis did have some disgustingly different views.

As expected, Cap took point.

Our little fearsome warrior group circled the now-exposed craft from a counterclockwise direction. The electric blanket was flapping hello in the light wind. Or maybe signaling danger. 

The vessel looked smaller than before. The scorch marks from the thermite were gone. The color of the surface in those areas took on the color of the nose of the craft. It was as though someone or something had conducted ship repairs during the night. A scab over the damage. A healing ship? 

I ran my glove down the side of the craft. It was the smoothest thing I have ever felt. In the smoothness though were almost imperceptible little bumps. And I swear that I felt an electric vibration through my gloves. As I was thinking about how odd the surface was, the moment was broken with a loud holler from Cap’s team. 

We scooted over to where he was, and no one said anything. Four corpses are worth a million words. Especially out here.

The three GIs and Hanta were laid out like ears of corn sans husks. Buck naked. They each had a sizeable hole bored into their chests. Their hearts had been removed and not a drop of blood anywhere. My literary mind went to oranges in Florida where you buy a little plastic-toothed doo-hicky to stick in the fruit and suck out the juice. Looks like our comrades were blood oranges for something nasty this way comes. That’s what writers do. Make odd mental connections. 
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