Hell to All

Chapter 1
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Yah. 

So there I was sitting in my office, staring at the skyline instead of doing all the work I was supposed to do which had piled up on my desk for the last 4 months while I waste away in the beauty of ignorant bliss... 

Anyway, I was staring out the window when something caught my eye from high up in the sky. I couldn't make it out at first as it was so far away, but as it got closer to earth, I was able to make out the green and purple hues plummeting to earth, succumbing to the forces of gravity. 

"The tubes?" I muttered to myself, as I wondered whether I should unlock the "emergency stress ball" kit lying in my desk for dire occasions. That couldn't be right. The tubes were practically indestructible. Yet there they were, miles away (for now), falling faster than a CEO does for a hooker. It was that fast. 

I was frozen to my seat, in sheer awe of what was happening. Closer and closer, the tubes descended to their final resting place, lower and lower my jaw dropped in disbelief. Then, finally, with an earth shattering crash, they hit. 

Dust and dirt kicked up everywhere and power fluctuated heavily as the tubes made their trail of destruction right through the heart of Houston. The first thing that crossed my mind was, "SHIT! I forgot to save my work!" I hate that, you have 2 days worth of tracking going and you forget to save. Oh well, there would be time for tracking. Right now, it was time for panicking. 

As the dust settled, it was evident that Houston was an unfortunate anomaly, overcoming astronomical odds to have the tubes land smack in the middle of town. Downtown was devastated, with most of the buildings immediately flattened, and the others either toppling or severely damaged. The Reliant Center was flattened. So much for the Super Bowl. Not like the Patriots had much of a chance anyway. 

Then the explosions came. 

Deafening sound teamed up with a brilliant display of light as the tubes were shattered in all directions. One of the shards of the tubes was flung directly for the building I was in. Fortunately, they were a bit too far to the left for me to be worried about it. The shard impacted the building, causing the building to shake briefly. 

It was about then my boss walked by, and noticed I was staring out the window. "What the fuck do you think you're doing? Get your ass back to work." 

While not terribly surprised, this did anger me. "Half of Houston just got crushed by green and purple space tubes, and you want me to work? What a jack ass. Blow me." 

And it was with those words I walked out on my job, as my boss stared in disbelief that I would ever insult her in such away. Bitch. 

As I stepped outside, the air was thick with dust. I walked to my car, not quite sure where to go. At first, I considered the airport to leave town. But then I realized the airport was on the other side of the tubes. Damn. So I decided on home instead. 

The highway was completely empty. Every once in a while, a car would be on the side of the road, making a spectacle out of the destroyed tubes. None of this bothered me. The main thoughts going through my head were, "Damn, I wish I took lunch." and, "Jesse's gonna be pissed." 

But I began to think, how was it possible for the tubes to be destroyed? And what of the tunnel headed to the moon? One thing was certain, though. That was who it was that was behind the destruction of the tubes. 

Dopplegangers. 

Chapter 2
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You broke my indestructible tube! How could you?!

Chapter 3

roncli

Two years ago, an Iranian diplomat, was sitting in his office, stressed to all hell. And, well, he grabbed one of those pretty green and purple balls, and... 

***BOOM*** 

In the aftermath of the explosion, a temporal portal opened up, and through it came these... things. Beings that could become anything at any time. They quickly spread across the globe, posing as average everyday human beings. They learned the language, and had a network of telepathic communication. As awareness crept into society about the existence of these beings, they received the term, "Dopplegangers". 

Anyway, a few of them caught a bit too much radiation from the Iranian explosion, and it drove them mad, hell-bent on taking over (or destroying, whichever was convenient) the world. They separated themselves from the telepathic network, and systematically killed every other Doppleganger that did not think like them. 

The Dopplegangers set their eyes on big targets. The destruction of Los Angeles, while a relief to many people, shocked the world with their heartlessness and capability for mass destruction. People began to go after these Dopplegangers, but after more than 90% of them were killed, they got smart. They would simply morph into someone and hide their true nature from people. 

The tubes were simply a natural target for them. They went after some astronauts, and replaced them on a flight intended to go to the international space station. Instead, they aimed for the tubes... and they did so at such an angle that when the proximity lasers went off from the tunnel going from the Earth to the Moon, it not only clipped the shuttle, but went through the shuttle and into the tube surrounding the Earth. Buckling under the pressure, the tubes surrounding the Earth collapsed and plummeted to the ground. 

Meanwhile, the tube headed to the moon was in big trouble. The explosions that started the collapse made it into the main passageway, and have begun a chain reaction of explosions that, in a few months, will reach the tubes at the moon, causing a similar fate to the tubes there. However, because of the imbalance of mass, from the tube collapsing upon itself little by little, it is expected that within a matter of weeks, the tubes surrounding the moon will move, and bump heavily into the moon itself, moving the moon just enough to knock it out of orbit and send it sprawling down to Earth. 

These bastards are good. 

Chapter 4
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You ain't missed nuthin yet. 

I punched numbers into my phone as fast as I could. It was starting to get really hazy with all the destruction going on around me. For the next 15 minutes, I tried in vain to contact Jesse. I gave up, figuring that he had figured out the tubes were down. I knew I had to get up there... Get up there and find out what the hell was going on. 

All I had to do was load up the car with tons of automatic weapons, explosives, and ammunition, and head over to NASA, where I could take hijack one of their "experimental space vehicles", head up to where the tubes had been, and kick Doppleganger ass. 

Yes. Yes! That is what needed to be done. Now, as for the weapons and explosives, I didn't know what they were called exactly, all I knew is that they hurt when they hit someone. So once the car was all packed, I got in and began to drive towards Clear Lake. 

It was then I realized that Clear Lake, like the airport, was on the other side of the destructed tubes. 

"FUCK!" 

It was time for Plan B. 

Chapter 5

Azo

The email came in at 4:56pm Houston time; that’s yesterday to you and me; tomorrow for the rest of us. As all great tragedies, this one waited until the close of business on Friday afternoon to occur. 

Par for the course, I thought, as I read the email about Houston’s destruction. The Dopplegangers had been cutting a swath of destruction about the Earth for a while now; ever since that bastard Amhudii Mushadiilakishef opened the cage I put them in last time. He had demanded a raise to continue guarding their portal some months back, but I’d given him a pay cut instead. As I recall, it was something about not being able to feed his kids or something. I had them sent into low-level orbit a few days later to alleviate his concerns, which to the best of my knowledge fixed that problem. 

He’d sent me an email the day before he opened the rift. It was sitting in my Inbox unread, but I already knew what it said. He merely wanted to thank me for the glorified post I’d given him, and express his admiration of me, his esteemed boss, regarding the manner in which I’d handled his children and their starvation problems. I’m good at fixing things, and I don’t generally have to read the email to know that people love me. 

This new email was different, however. Houston was all but destroyed, The Green and Purple Tube to the Moon (or GAPTube, as it was known these days) was destroyed, and the moon was in imminent danger of being thrown off-course. 

I responded to the email in a hurry. As suggested, I sold all of my shares of NewEnron, and got the email sent before my accountant’s office closed. Another tragedy averted, I decided to settle down and play some cribbage with my hired muscle. Larry and Chino were recently returned from Australia, where they’d put a solid whooping on Thorn’s Mum for introducing him into the world. They had barely made it back, for the flight that they were on vanished not long after they hijacked it and parachuted into the backyard. Larry spoke of a large spaceship on their flank as they jumped, and Chino reported having seen flashes of blue shortly after jumping from the plane. At that time I had merely assumed that the Dopplegangers had mastered flight, which was not so far-fetched as it may seem. While they were not terribly bright, they did like to try new things. The Doppleganger butler I’d employed for some time had rather enjoyed morphing into a cocktail waitress and…well, that’s a story for another time. 

Larry, Chino, and myself played cribbage for a couple of hours, which resulted in Larry being shot fewer than 4 times, a personal best for him. Somewhere between the thirteenth and sixty-third purple pill the phone rang. Larry normally answers the phone, but he was losing blood and was in no condition to breathe. I put another round in his chest for the frustration and answered the phone myself. 

“This had better be good,” I answered. 

“Is this Azo of Azo’s Interstellar Moving Company?” the voice on the other end questioned. 

“No, it’s Friday,” I answered. 

“Very well.” click. 

“Who was it, boss?” asked Larry, shortly after I’d put the receiver back into the fish tank. 

I surveyed the room, cocked my head to the left a little, struck a pose popular with the alligators, put on my best Ernest Borgnine impression, and answered. 

“It’s an ambush.” 

I won’t bore you with the details, but in the few minutes that followed Larry and Chino killed somewhere between sixteen and two thousand hired assassins while I read a remarkable story on Britney’s new husband. Filing the information away for future reference, I led my hired help from the pile of corpses and into the back yard. We packed enough dirt to fill the crater of Houston into the trunk of my space cruiser and set out for the farm that housed Launch Pad Alpha, nestled quietly between a field and an even bigger field. 

I stepped out of the space cruiser decked in my space villain fighting uniform; my trademark leisure suit made completely of corrugated steel, anti-harmful-microorganism shielding, and crushed velvet shimmered lightly in the moonlight, warning those within glimmershot that this was no time to start a dance competition. Larry straightened the feather on my fedora before cracking his knuckles loudly, prompting Chino to shoot him yet again at point blank range. We all had a good laugh, then set out to save the galaxy. Again. 

I pulled the secret cow head in the barn at launch pad alpha, and was once again teleported into a frightening hallucinatory effect, this time armed not with a turtle shell and banana as normal, but with a Barry White CD and a 3M poster describing the great nature of scotch tape. Combining the two produced a large silver spacecraft, which Larry and Chino immediately blew to smithereens. I shot Larry, just for good measure, then combined the lint from one pocket with a four-dollar bill floating in the wreckage. This produced three small space trikes, which to my amazement were not destroyed. Chino and I helped Larry onto one of them before mounting our own intergalactic transportation and set out to find the one man in space that could help us – Jason Allen Alexander. 

Meanwhile, there was another startling development in the Doppleganger case. On the planet of Cash Money III the superbly talented rap group slash intergalactic crime fighting heroes Bling-187 stopped cutting the new album they had already read in the future would go trillion platinum to don their gold chains and mount up against the Dopplegangers. Led by their fearless leader, Dame Judy Dench, they set out in their lowest low rider spaceship, the Hoompty. 

“Yo, you guys ready to break some shiznit?!” asked Ice-Fro once they were on a course toward Earth. 

“Good Sir, we have left the protective element of our home planet, you mustn’t carry on in that manner within open space. Some stars react violently to Snoop speech, you may recall,” replied Dame Judy Dench. 

“Of course you are correct, Dame,” came the humbled reply from Ice-Fro. 

“Of course I am. Now, let’s get our bearings, find out everything we know about these Dopplegangers, and prepare ourselves to execute an effective downward smacking upon their lower posteriors,” concluded Dame Judy Dench. 

“Sir, we’re receiving a message!” came the voice over the intercom. 

“Put it on-screen, Mr. Notorious Point Five Oh,” said Dame Judy Dench. 

The screen filled with the image of a battle cruiser of unknown origin with markings like none anyone in the galaxy had ever seen. A few seconds of silence passed, then a few more seconds of silence passed. 

Finally a few seconds of much louder silence passed. 

Then a voice came over the intercom. 

“Raiding party from Bling-187, this is your first, last, second, sixteenth, and only warning. You will turn this mutha out, return your ship to the dock of the bay, call off your hunt for the Dopplegangers immediately, and turn this mutha out.” 

“You said turn this mutha out twice,” commanded Dame Judy Dench. 

“No we didn’t. We only said it once, and that was enough to express our point that you should go away. I think you’ve misdeillustrated the potentialness of the situation on hand.” 

“Oh God,” said Creampuff Bill. “It’s the goddamn Georgbushians. We’re done for.” 

Larry, Chino, and myself, who will from this point forward be referred to as The Three Bears, sped along the reaches of space at a dismally slow rate of 420,000 kilometers per hour on our space trikes. We were headed directly toward the Black Hole that liked to hang around on the other side of Venus and confuse the living shit out of Earth astronomers by poking his head out as soon as they looked away. Our only hope of reaching Jason Allen Alexander, hitherto referred to as Greenman, was to piss off the black hole enough to have him suck us up and zing us across space and time. Our odds sat somewhere around 1 in 325,000,000,000,000,000,000 to the 8th power that we’d actually land in the right place, but The Three Bears, hitherto referred to as Tres Hombres, had been up against worse odds at least 5 times that Larry could remember. Chino put the number closer to 8. 

Tres Hombres, who will for the duration of this story be known as Dornkelfisch, Blizamatition, and Clownsniffer, Attorneys at Law, breathed a collective sigh of relief as the black hole came into sight. It had only taken 23 years to make the distance on the space trikes, and it was now time to kick some serious Doppleganger ass. 

Dornkelfisch, Blizamatition, and Clownsniffer, Attorneys at Law, who will now be called me, Larry, and Chino, rode up to the black hole and begin shooting it. A funny thing happened here. 

It seems that by some twist of absolutely horrible intergalactic space-time fate one of the bullets fired into the black hole was sent back in time, emerging magically into Larry’s room when he was a mere lad of seven, and hit him squarely in the chest. Of course nothing happened in the here and now. Later, aboard the space cruiser Hoompty, Larry would tell us the story and would get quite a laugh out of us. 

There is an interesting thing that most people do not know about black holes. Billions and billions of years ago they lived peacefully, laughing and playing in the Ford Galaxy, without a care in the universe. Nobody ever bothered them, and if they did they were eaten and spit out into another time and place where they could not again bother the black holes. Only one man was allowed to speak with them, and even he had a hard time making sense of their ways. It was eventually understood that the number one insult to a black hole was to force things down their throat. To do so would almost guarantee that you’d be sent to a time and place that was not friendly to your species or gender. The one man who was allowed to speak with them had this fate enacted unto him time and time again, until he finally gave up talking to the black holes and decided instead to just stay where and when he had been put, sing some songs, buy a monkey, wear one glove, and set up his own amusement park in his back yard. 

Larry, Chino, and I forced bullet after bullet down the throat of the black hole, knowing that at any moment we might be sucked up and delivered to another part of the time and space. If all went well, and our odds held out, we’d hit the exact time and place we needed to be. It had to work. If it didn’t, we would undoubtedly have to begin again, and again, and again, and again, until we got it right. If that didn’t work we could always take the S-Train back to the beginning and pretend the whole thing didn’t count. In all our years of intergalactic crime fighting we had only attempted to take the S-Train one time, and had failed miserably at boarding it. In the end we had to scam some passing Grublibians out of their identities and swap them for ours. It was difficult work, but we finally got clear of that mess and left the poor Grublibians to face the civil trial. The poor fools jumped right in though, claiming that they’d never rest until they found that poor little white girl’s killer. Then they played golf. 

“Who dares awaken my jolly slumber?” the black hole moaned. 

“It is I, Chino of the planet Earth! We demand to be eaten!” screamed Chino. 

“Very well,” said the black hole, as it swallowed us up, space trikes and all. 

Meanwhile, 23 years earlier, the Hoompty was in trouble. 

The Georgebushians were once a great and dominating species, taking over planet after planet with their army of politically inept clones. They would make war from within, force a planet to destroy itself from the inside out, then move in and mine out all of the resources to continue building their giant statue of their leader. Only one planet had given them trouble – Earth. As much as they tried to incite war, the leaders of the neighboring nations consistently outsmarted the Georgebushians, putting off the planetary destruction generation after generation. It was they who had originally unleashed the Dopplegangers upon Earth thousands of years ago, and it was Larry, Chino, and myself who traveled back in time to cage them in a wondrously fun-filled rift from which it was believed that they would never escape. Of course by the time the three of us were born the Earth had been completely obliterated and there was no possible way that we could have existed, but the mere fact that we traveled back and caged the Dopplegangers before they could destroy the planet a first time made it all okay. Space-time is a pretty simple thing to understand when you eat enough greens. 

“Dame Judy Dench, they’re charging their political misdirection cannons!” screamed Ice-Fro, loudly enough to wake the three-headed gorf from its slumber. It quickly consumed Notorious P.I.G. and went back to sleep. 

“I can see that, my dear,” replied Dame Judy Dench. 

“So what are we gonna do?” asked Creampuff Bill. 

“We’re going to talk them out of shooting us,” Dame Judy Dench responded casually. 

Only one thing went wrong. 

“Hey Larry, when are we?” I asked. 

“Dunno boss. It looks like sometime between 2008 and 2009.” 

“Chino, we need to go back more?” I asked. 

“Yeah, Greenman (who will now be restored to the name Jason Allen Alexander) would never agree this late.” 

“Shit. You’re probably right. Let’s go back to that black hole and start over,” I mused. 

“Ok boss,” my underlings chimed in unison. 

“Wait though. There’s one thing we have to do before we go back,” I explained. “Find me the one who calls himself Idaho.” 

“Your great and powerful Georgebushian highnesseses. We come before you to plead for our lives, our friends’ lives, our ship, and our lives. We have no reason to hide weapons of mass destruction and assure you that we have done all that which is in our power to comply with the orders of the nationalization that have told us to do their biddinging. If you could somehow see it in your heart to leave us be and allow us to continue though space to merely stop by Earth and have a chat with some friends, we promise not to interfere in the lives of the Dopplegangers in any way, shape, form, fashion, way, or form,” began Madam Judy Dench in her plea to the Georgebushians. 

“Furthermore, we will remove all debt owed to us by your nation, and will hereby and thereby allow you unfettereded access to inspecticide our weapons caches and our weapons caches. We are not trying to misdirection you in any way, but are simply attempting to get to Earth for a cup of coffee.” 

“Your plea is well received, Master Rapper, but it has fallen short,” explained the Georgebushians. “You cave failed to convinciate us on this matter, and it will lead to your doom and the doom of your friends, and also to your doom.” 

With that being said, the Georgebushians spent the next half hour in a committee meeting trying to figure out the best way to fire the political misdirection cannons. When they finally got around to firing there was no one left on the Hoompty, which exploded violently, causing great cheer amongst the Georgebushians. 

Dame Judy Dench, Ice-Fro, Creampuff Bill, Notorious Point Five Oh, and Vanilla Fire, meanwhile, watched on from inside the Georgebushian spacecraft. 

“Werd up mutha Dench, that was a home-lickity run you just broke off in dat dere move!” exclaimed Creampuff Bill. 

“Yes, Creamy Pie,” replied Dame Judy Dench. “It was rather badass of me, dig?” 

“So now what?” asked Vanilla Fire. 

“Now we go to the bridge and kick some political ass,” said Dame Judy Dench. At the same time she also pulled a large Green and Purple ray gun from her sock. 

“Oh, now it’s on,” chimed Ice-Fro. “Now it’s on…” 

“Boss, we found Idaho!” yelled Chino from somewhere downstairs. 

“Mmmmmmmm?” I asked. 

“Yeah!” he answered. 

I took the stairs slowly, wanting to draw out the suspense for the poor Idaho. 

“Who are you?” he asked. 

“I’m the man who is about to give the order to have you jettisoned into deep space,” I answered. 

“Oh, that makes sense then,” replied Idaho. 

“Chino, send him off.” 

Chapter 6
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At precisely the same moment yet several years in the past, Dame Judy Dench and her band of rappers stormed the bridge of the Georgebushian spacecraft. None were spared. 

"Damn, honky, you killed them muthas!” shouted Notorious Point Five Oh as Madama Judy Dench finished off the last of the Georgebushian clones. 

“Bastards deserved it. They’ve been overtaxing us for years,” Dame Judy Dench explained. “Vanilla Fire, get on the controls and get us to Earth. We have a Doppleganger or two to stop.” 

“Yes Sir!” shouted Vanilla Fire, taking command of the vessel. 

The Bling-187 crew set the ship in hypertax mode and pointed the missile-tipped craft toward Earth. With their journey back in full swing, they began putting together little rhymes to pass the time. 

Bitches and hos 

Love Ice-Fro 

Cuz I’m the man with money 

Give em ten here 

Give em ten there 

Then send em into hyperspace honey 

My name’s Vanilla Fire, and I rock the mic good 

I handle the spaceships because I should 

My rhymes are so phat 

My beats are so phat 

My flow is so phat 

That I’m just too phat 

Notorious Point Five Oh 

Is here to command 

If I tell you to stand 

You better stand 

I’m the baddest M.C. 

That ever lived 

And if you don’t believe me 

Go fuck yourself 

My name is Bill 

They call me Creampuff 

I like to rhyme 

Because I’m Creampuff 

I rhyme to the left 

Because I’m Creampuff 

I rhyme to the right 

Because I’m Creampuff 

I rhyme all day, all week, and all night 

Because I’m Creampuff 

Yo ladies and gents 

Your fearless leader here 

When I’m not laying beats 

I’m drinking your beer 

I kicked James Bond’s ass 

Screwed his brains plum out 

And we’re here to rap to you 

What it’s all about 

“Damn Dench, that was sweet!” exclaimed Vanilla Fire. 

“That it was, boys,” said Dame Judy Dench, who went on to explain that, “Every good rap has to have an element of truth to it. If we rap about what we know, we’ll always get the bitches and hos.” 

I believe that it’s important to let you all know that rap has seriously degraded in quality across the universe on every planet except for Earth. No one really knows why, but the rhymes laid down by Bling-187 are commonly considered the greatest in the universe. Don’t ask me why, I just live here. 

Vanilla Fire checked the coordinates and estimated travel time on the instrument readout. “Judy, it’s going to take us way too long to get to Earth. By the time we arrive the Dopplegangers will have destroyed everything,” he said. 

“Then we’ll have to find a faster route,” she replied. 

“What do you have in mind?” asked Creampuff Bill from a lounge chair in the corner. 

“We’ll have to find The Author and have him speed things up,” came her answer. 

Everyone gasped. 

Chino and Larry disposed of Idaho and we once again set out for the barn and launch pad Alpha. We stole a car from a rather nice old lady and spent a couple of days on the road. Stinking of beef jerky and potato chips, we emerged from our stolen car outside Alpha and began to make our way toward the barn. 

“Stop! Who goes there?” came a cry from the night. 

“It’s Azo, I own this barn!” I shouted at the phantom voice. 

“Azo’s been gone for years, this barn is now the property of the United States Military,” replied the voice from a closer distance. 

“Oh crap,” I muttered. “Larry, what does your watch say?” 

“Two hundred and forty six thousand, nine hundred eleven, boss,” he replied. 

“Okay, go get them,” I told him. 

There’s an interesting story behind Larry’s watch. We stole it from the living corpse of a Flarsbark some years ago, and have found it a truly useful gadget to have around. The Flarsbarkians are the only species in the known universe to have mastered cloning to the degree that they can instantly reproduce an exact copy of themselves immediately after death. Each clone is born with the subconscious knowledge of their clone number, which is of course incremented by a single number with each successful reproduction. Their watch does all the work, drawing a sample and reanimating the body and mind, and keeps a display of the number of deaths a being has encountered. Of course the process is not completely without flaws. Given 20 or 30 trillion years the number grows so large that the being immediately dies upon being cloned, crushed from within by the sheer weight of the number in their head. Every now and again a space traveler will run across a Flarsbark scout in this animate, die, animate sequence, and will steal their watch, just to put them out of their limbo. 

Larry set out across the field towards the barn, amidst shouts of “Stop!” and “I’ll shoot!” When he was within 30 yards of one of the soldiers he was shot for the first time in a number of days and went down hard. A couple of seconds later he was up again and closing the distance to the soldier who had shot him. Watching Larry at work was a sight to behold. I won’t bore you with the details, but he wiped out an entire brigade of troops, and demolished the tank platoon that was sent in as reinforcements with relative ease. 

Finally we made our way back into the barn, and pulled the cow head to begin the second attempt at traveling back in time. I once again found myself floating in a hallucinatory space, armed with a picture frame and a stapler. Combining these items produced a really nice space ship, nicer even than the one we had the first time, which Chino and Larry promptly blew to smithereens. Once again combining picket lint and a 4-dollar bill floating in the wreckage, I procured our standard space trikes and we set out on the long journey toward the black hole. 

There is an interesting fact regarding infinity. In our universe, which is most certainly infinite, there is nothing that has not happened, is not happening, and did not happen tomorrow. If one can dream it, then it is a reality. Some scientists take the notion so far as to say that the nature of the infinite universe only exists because people think up new and clever things to say about it, thus making them true. 

In any case, as I sit here writing this Dame Judy Dench has a rather large ray gun pointed at the back of my head, and has instructed me to move things along a bit. While I had originally planned to have her combat the entire fleet from the Glazpig Nation of Uranus on her journey toward Earth, that will now be reserved. Incidentally, I doubt she will survive the battle after what she’s putting me through now. 

In any case, Dame Judy Dench and her band of merry rappers left my house seventeen seconds ago and are now taking up an orbit around Earth. They have in their possession the firepower and capabilities of stopping the Dopplegangers with ease, but have just had a major malfunction on their Georgebushian spacecraft. Take that, you bitch! 

As Dame Judy Dench and her band of merry rappers worked diligently to repair the gaping hole in the side of their ship 23 years ago, Larry, Chino, and I reached the black hole for the second time. We once again fired round after round into the black hole, one of them traveling exactly 23 years back in time and ripping a giant hole in the side of the spaceship circling Earth. (Hah! Gotcha!) 

Given enough rounds, the black hole finally got pissed and swallowed us. 

“When are we?” I asked. 

“Dunno boss,” said Chino. 

“Someone check a newspaper.” 

“We’re in 1963 boss,” said Chino. 

“Dammit. Here we go again,” I grunted, wheeling around to issue direct orders to my hired help. “Larry, you go find Idaho and bring him here. Chino, find me the fastest way from here to the barn.” 

“What are you gonna do boss?” asked Chino. 

“Find my Great Grandfather and tell him who wins the next 40 Super Bowls. How do you think I can afford to pay you morons?” 

Brutus sat at his small conveyor belt, trying to look like all the other humans. Being the only Doppleganger ever to escape the rift was an honor, but it was a lonely one. He had almost mastered human life, holding down a job at a factory that produced asbestos and starting a family with a charming young lady. Some years later they would name their first son, who would turn out remarkably human, Jason. He would have no indication that he had Doppleganger blood in him, and with the exception of a few killing sprees in his early childhood would be just like you and me. 

“Chino, have you found us a ride?” 

“Yeah boss, this guy Brutus down the road has a nice car.” 

“Sweet, go tell him we want it. Larry, where’s Idaho?” 

“He’s on his way. I sent the microbots to get him.” 

“Excellent. Keep up the good work, boys.” 

A few minutes later an angry-looking Brutus stormed through the front door of the house we had materialized in, followed by Chino. At precisely the same time Idaho floated down from the skylight, carried by a zillion and a half microbots. I finished jotting down the last of the Super Bowl winners, hugged my Great Grandfather, and sent him on his way. 

“So, Idaho, we meet again,” I casually mentioned, wheeling on him. 

“Again? Who the hell are you?” he asked, visibly shaken. 

“I am the man who is about to give the order to have you jettisoned into deep space. Again,” I told him for the first of the second times. 

“Oh, that explains that,” he mused. 

“Yes. By all accounts you should not even exist today, but I have jettisoned you so many times throughout the years that you now exist in all of space and all of time. Given time you will eventually take the name Nutsack and rule in my honor, long after I am gone,” I explained. 

“Get with it then,” said a now frustrated Idaho. “I have things to do.” 

“Chino, send him off,” I ordered, finally focusing my attention on Brutus. “We need your car, and we need it now. If you resist, I’ll have to kill you, then you’ll never have a son, and we’ll all disappear. Even you.” 

“I’m lost,” stammered Brutus. 

“Let’s just say I’m about to knock you out and steal your car for the good of all universe-kind,” I explained to him, motioning Larry into action. 

“Let’s say I resist?” Brutus returned. 

“Larry, knock him out,” I ordered. 

Larry and Brutus fought for over an hour, the wonderfully enhanced genes of the Doppleganger giving Brutus the obvious advantage. Larry was killed 30 or 40 times, at least, before Brutus finally got tired of killing him and passed out. We made for the car, and finally for the barn nestled between a field and an even bigger field. 

Once back at Alpha, several days later, the cow head was pulled again, I was back in a hallucinatory space again, and I combined the dipstick with the lizard, who was not at all happy with the combination. Rather than being given a spaceship, we were instead teleported to the Georgebushian space craft that was rapidly losing air. 

“Azo, you made it!” exclaimed Crampuff Bill as we materialized. 

“Yeah guys, sorry we’re late,” I casually quipped. “Where’s Dench?” 

“She’s outside trying to patch a big damn hole,” Creampuff Bill explained. “We got hit pretty hard by something and we’re gonna all die soon.” 

“Creampuff, go get all of your people back inside. Larry, go fix the hole,” I ordered. 

“On it boss,” said Larry, who trotted off to die a million deaths in the vacuum of space over the next few days. 

A few minutes later Bling-187 arrived in force on the bridge. We secured the airlocks to provide us enough oxygen to survive the repairs, and settled down to take tea. We made small talk, discussed our adventures since last we met, and had a good time rehashing old tales. 

At long last the hole was fixed. Larry came through the door into the bridge, collapsed from exhaustion, and proclaimed that he felt like dying a million more times after that mess. We all gave him a pat on the back for his effort, set him up with a nice warm blanket, and began piloting the newly restored craft to the black hole from which we had recently just come. 

The Georgebushian spacecraft was far superior to our space trikes. In a mere year and a half we reached the black hole. It only took one shot from the political redirection cannon to piss the black hole off. It swallowed us whole, consumed the ship, and deposited the lot of us on the Hoompty, just off the planet of Cash Money III. 

“Oh dear, we’re back here,” rhymed Notorious Point Five Oh. 

“It would appear so, my friends,” began Dame Judy Dench. 

“No time to chat then, let’s get to Earth quickly and stop the Dopplegangers,” I ordered. 

It’s important to inform you that once again I sit with a ray gun to my head, this time held by none other than myself. I’m telling me to put me back somewhere around Earth, and take me back about a week. Because I know for a fact that I’m not bluffing, I’m going to do that right now, so we now take you live to the action, a week ago, just outside Earth. 

“Now that’s a great way to travel,” I said. “I should do that more often.” 

“It’s the only way to fly,” replied Dame Judy Dench. 

“Right. Let’s get down there and save the universe,” I commanded. 

We suited up, me in my leisure suit, Chino and Larry in their Hawaiian shirts and loafers, Bling-187 in their gold chains. A number of space trikes were nestled firmly in the rear hold of the ship, and it was these that we rode down to the planet surface and landed in the front yard of none other than Jason Allen Alexander. We didn’t even have to knock on the door, as he somehow knew of our imminent arrival and stood waiting for us on the porch with a bottle of Vodka. 

“Jason Allen Alexander?” I asked. 

“That’s me,” he replied. 

“Jason, we desperately need your help. The Dopplegangers are soon to destroy the green and purple tube, and as you know they are already flattening Los Angeles,” pleaded Dame Judy Dench. 

“My Dad told me you’d come one day. What do I get for helping you?” Jason asked. 

“Jason, this is quite simple,” I began. “All you have to do is let us draw a sample of your blood so that we can clone you a couple of billion times to create the army we need to defeat the Dopplegangers. In return you’ll get one night with any woman you want.” 

“Simple enough. Here’s my arm, and I want Britney,” he responded. 

Dame Judy Dench and her crew drew the blood and returned to the Georgebushian craft to begin forming the army, while Larry, Chino, and myself tracked down the very elusive Britney Spears and used a mind ray on her. Britney succumbed to it easily, and went in search of Jason Allen Alexander with one goal in mind. 

Larry, Chino, and myself returned to the Geoorgebushain ship and made preparations to use the black hole one final time. In the time it would take us to get there we would fill the ship completely with clones and hope that we were returned to the moments just before the rift was broken with our army of Jason Allen Alexanders, the only force capable of fighting the Dopplegangers. If only it had turned out that well. 

Along the way one of the clones woke up. A terrible battle took place on the ship, as more and more clones were awakened by their brethren. Larry fended them off to the best of his ability, while the rest of us picked them off with ray guns from a distance. The year-long battle finally culminated in a grand finale as we reached the black hole. Dame Judy Dench pulled the self-destruct lever just before everyone jumped from the burning ship directly into the agitated black hole, leaving the ship to explode behind us as we forced ourselves into the mouth of the beast. Everything went black. 

“What the hell happened?” asked Chino. 

“I haven’t the slightest,” replied Larry. 

“Look guys, I have an email,” I exclaimed, pulling myself from the floor. 

The email came in at 4:56pm Houston time; that’s yesterday to you and me; tomorrow for the rest of us. As all great tragedies, this one waited until the close of business on Friday afternoon to occur. 

Chapter 7

roncli

From: Ronald M. Clifford (roncli@roncli.com) 

To: Jesse "Azo" Worley (azo@jesseworley.com) 

Jesse, 

Fuck. 

The impossible happened today, the GAPTube has collapsed, and crashed, leaving Houston a complete and total mess. Downtown is destroyed, and I have been separated from the airports and NASA. But I have a plan to get around that. 

In any case, there's no doubt that the Dopplegangers are behind such huge destruction, but I am concerned what will happen when what's left of the tubes are outside the influence of Earth's gravity. I fear that we are in grave danger, and I am taking action. Wish me luck. 

-roncli 

Ronald M. Clifford 

Supreme Overlord and High Ruler of OSM, a subsidiary of Azo’s Interstellar Moving Company 

As I clicked the send button on the letter, I glanced over at the clock. 4:56 PM, it read. There was only an hour of daylight left, and there was days of work to be done. It was my intention to cram all that work into one hour. 

Still fully loaded and armed to the teeth, I got into my car and headed over to Jack in the Box. No way was I about to do this on an empty stomach. 

After running through the drive through and bitching and the clerk that I said NO FUCKING TOMATOS ABOUT EIGHTEEN TIMES... bitch... I hopped back on the highway and headed to the wreckage. 

While the highway away from the crashed tubes was empty, the area at the wreckage was jammed with cars. Frustrated, I got out a large tube with a trigger on it, and announced in my PA system, "Alright, if some of you people don't start moving aside, I'm going to launch something from this directly up your tailpipes. Now MOVE!!!" 

The response was excellent. A couple people waved a finger out of their car at me, some honked a little. Amused by the idiocy, I aimed the tube at the first finger I saw, and pulled the trigger. What happened next was horrifying. 

The force from the launch propelled me FORWARD. I nearly fell out of the window of my car before I realized I had the damn thing backwards. I turned around and saw some 18 wheeler burning in a fiery blaze. Oops. Damn Jesse, giving me things I don't know how to use properly. 

Fortunately, that was enough to convince the friendly citizens of Houston to move aside and let me through to the tubes. With the tubes pointed the right way now, I blasted at the tubes repeatedly, and as fast as I could. Eventually, I had cleared enough rubble to pass through. Was rather bumpy though, but my four by four Civic was tough enough to handle it. 

Finally, I made it to the other side of the wreckage. I sped down the highways toward Clear Lake and NASA. It was only a matter of minutes before I got there. I quickly grabbed some lighter gear, parked my car at the visitor center, and then walked in. 

Families and children were there, admiring the Disneyesque amusement park that the visitor center had turned into. I quickly made my way to the back of the center, and demanded that they send a new trolley to pick me up and take me into the center. After killing one of the employees for refusing, they brought me a trolley. I detached all the cars from the first, threw the driver out, and then took the trolley myself into the main NASA compound. 

I made my way over to the building that appeared to have the highest security. The guards were no match for my automatic weapons, and I proceeded inside. Sure enough, there was a big space vehicle sitting inside one of the big rooms there. After killing a few workers around the vehicle, I figured out how to board it. Demanding fuel, I picked off a couple more security guards, as the workers quickly fueled the vessel. Within a few minutes, I used one of the vessel's lasers to blast a hole in the side of the building large enough to fly through. And then, I took off. 

Experimental, my ass. No doubt that NASA has had fully functioning space vehicles for years. The only thing experimental about them was that they were quote unquote "Top Secret". Good thing Jesse knew better, and had the presence of mind to let me in on it. 

5:32. Daylight was fading fast, so I shifted the lever to HIGH, and was forced deep into the seat by the gravitational forces associated with liftoff. Within minutes, I had breached the atmosphere, and started to make my way towards where the tubes would have been. 

Within minutes, I started to see the glimmer of something green and purple ahead. But what shocked me was not the horridness of the nonexistence of the tube. What shocked me was that the tubes were STILL THERE, and, more importantly, intact. 

What the fuck is this shit? 

Not quite sure what was going on, confused, and I was startled when something hit the ship. I caught a brief glance of the face of the person, and it looked alarmingly like Idaho. Shrugging it off, I reentered, and reapproached Houston. Buildings twinkled in the twilight, and the bustle of a busy city and freeway was ever-present. 

Not a single crashed tube in sight. 

Confused, I landed the ship next to my car, and got out of the ship. I was greeted by several dozen federal officers, with guns all pointing right at me. I was screwed. 

"Put your hands on your head and lie down on the ground!" commanded a booming voice. Not quite sure if I had been hallucinating like Jesse or not, I submitted, for it was the only way to get out of the situation alive. 

"Blow me." I replied. Except... it wasn't me. It was my voice, and it came from my car! I chanced a look over at it, and sure enough, there I was, armed with weapons large and small, with a look of defiance on my face. 

Naturally, the federal officers all began firing their weapons at the other me. Except, as soon as they started to do so, the other me disappeared. Reemerging behind the officers, the other me began to open fire on the officers. After a few rounds of disappearing, reappearing, and raping some federal ass, the officers were slaughtered. 

I stood up, and looked over at me. Knowing he must have knowledge of the future, I asked, "What the hell is going on?" 

The other me shrugged helplessly and said, "I don't know. I'm just getting myself out of this jam. Jesse should be here within two minutes to pick you up. He's going to give you this neat little transporter thing, and take you back in time so you can do what I just did. Sound fun?" 

"I guess so," I replied. "But what about the tubes?" 

The other me responded, "Damned if I know. Jesse thinks I'm crazy. But I know what I saw." 

And with that, Jesse made his grand appearance. He teleported in with a transporter of his own. "What the fuck? Two of you? Which of you has the transporter?" 

"I do," the other me responded. Of course, any time his transponder is used, it sends a signal back to him, so he can determine where it is being used. 

Comprehension filled Jesse's face. "Oh, I see. I send you," he said, pointing at me, "back in time to kill these idiots behind me, giving you a transporter so you can do all the work easily." Motioning at the other me, he said, "Toss me that, would you?" 

The other me gave Jesse the transporter. Jesse then walked over to me and asked, "So, mind telling me what you're doing with about six dozen feds on you? And what the fuck do you mean that the tubes are destroyed? It's business as usual up there." 

"Yah," I said, "I figured that much out... but the tubes *DID* crash, I saw it with my own eyes." 

"Whatever," Jesse said as he handed me a transporter. "Just do what you have to do. Are you ready?" 

I nodded, and as Jesse pointed an odd looking device at me, reality shifted and faded around me. Jesse was gone, the feds were gone, and the spacecraft was gone. It got decisively brighter, and my car was still nearby. I jumped into my car and hid there. 

I waited for an eternity. 6 PM came and went, no feds, and no spacecraft. I checked the laptop I brought with me for a date, and the date was today's date. Something was terribly wrong. For the second time today, an event which I was absolutely positive had happened never took place. 

Confused even more than I was to begin with, I got in my car to head home. 

As Ron disappeared, Jesse lowered the device. He walked over towards the other Ron and started, "Now, what has made you think my tubes have crashed? There's no way that those tubes could..." As thoughts raced through Jesse's mind, he stopped suddenly, a ghostly expression on his face. "Oh shit... I just gave him the transporter you gave me..." Panic raced through Jesse's mind as he thought of the possibilities that could occur. "So, either I just caused a paradox that is going to destroy the universe..." 

As he thought of possible outcomes, the other Ron's arm shimmered slightly and changed shape. 

"...or, you're... not... Ron..." 

The other Ron's morphed arm moved swiftly. Now taking the form of a large blade, the arm impacted the side of Jesse's neck, tearing away at bone and flesh, until it reached open air on the other side of the neck. Jesse's now severed head quickly fell to the ground, as did his headless corpse. 

Chapter 8

Azo

From: Jesse "Azo" Worley (azo@jesseworley.com) 

To: Ronald M. Clifford (roncli@roncli.com) 

CC: Dench (damejudy@galacticmail.org) 

Ron, 

I hope this reaches you in time. I just heard the news from my accountant, and you absolutely must sell all of your NewEnron shares immediately. 

Also, do not attempt to take action. I’m copying Dench on this email, and I’m sure she and her band of rappers can handle this with ease. If you and I get involved it will invariably fuck with the space-time continuum so seriously that not even Batman can fix it. 

Also, by the time you read this it will not have happened. 

-Jesse 

Evil Overlord of the Universe and Chairman of the Board 

Azo’s Interstellar Moving Company, Inc. 

“Chino, get Larry,” I called out to my hired help. “We’re on.” 

“Ok boss,” replied Larry. 

I decided to check my email one last time before we set out to launch pad alpha. At 4:55 I received another startling message. 

From: Dench (damejudy@galacticmail.org) 

To: Jesse "Azo" Worley (azo@jesseworley.com) 

CC: Ronald M. Clifford (roncli@roncli.com) 

Boys, 

It’s all taken care of now. Go back to whatever you’re doing and let us know if we can do anything else to help. 

-Dame Judy Dench 

Rapper extraordinaire 

Bling-187 Interstellar Rap Company 

Something was amiss, that much was clear. 

“Larry, what does your watch say?” I asked. 

“Um, six million, three hundred twenty thousand, five hundred and sixteen boss. That’s weird, it was just a couple of hundred thousand a few minutes ago,” came the reply. 

“Yeah Larry, I was afraid of that. We’ve been in a time loop. We have to do something obscene and weird to keep from repeating our actions or it will continue and we’ll just keep getting caught up in it again.” 

“What do you have in mind, boss?” asked Chino. 

“I’m not sure yet,” I responded. “Tell you what, get me Thorn on the phone. Maybe he can help.” 

Larry and Chino set off to figure out how to dial international numbers, talking quietly about that damn airplane disappearing. With a hint of déjà vu appearing at the edges of my mind, I focused my attention on recording a new message on my answering machine. 

“Hey boss, we got him on the phone!” Chino yelled. 

“Put him through here!” I called back, picking up the phone in my office. 

“Hey Jesse, what can I do for you today?” Thorn asked. 

“I need to do something weird, and I think you need to come along,” I answered. 

“Sounds like fun. Did you hear about your tubes?” Thorn replied. 

“Yeah, they’re fixed now though. I think I fixed them, but I‘m not entirely sure.” 

“Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around, mate,” responded Thorn. 

“Hang on, I’ll beam you over,” I said. 

Thorn appeared a few seconds later on my beaming pad, practically bouncing off the walls. Apparently he was excited about the prospect of saving the universe yesterday. 

“Well then, let’s get to it. We need something weird to break the chain of events,” I began. 

“We could shoot Larry,” Chino offered. 

“Nope, too plain,” I replied. 

“We could shoot Thorn,” Chino offered. 

“Tempting, but let’s hold off on that one,” I replied. 

“We could blow up Jupiter,” Thorn suggested. 

“Perfect,” I replied. 

The four of us crammed into my space cruiser and made our way to launch pad alpha, firmly nestled between a field and an even bigger field. We stepped out of the cruiser dressed to kill, me in my trademark leisure suit, threatening those within any intergalactic distance to just go ahead and try to out-pimp me. 

I pulled the secret cow head, and the four of us were instantly transported into the nether hallucinatory nebula. I was wielding a leopard-skin thong in one hand and a bar of soap in the other. 

“I don’t even want to think about the reference this has,” I quipped as I the items were combined. Appearing in front of us was a small box, which looked something like an old Zliphian transporter. 

“This is going to be weird,” I mused. 

We returned to launch pad alpha and climbed back into my space cruiser. With no clear direction, we set out for a clown farm a few miles away. 

“So what’s the plan boss?” asked Chino. 

“I don’t know, Chino,” I replied. 

“Chino?! You’re Chino?! Oh shit, then you must be Larry!” Thorn exclaimed, pointing at Larry. 

“Yeah, that’s us,” Larry explained. “We’ve been here for years.” 

“I just thought you guys were some bums Jesse picked up,” concluded Thorn. “I had no idea I was sitting in the car with the guys who beat my poor mum up.” 

“Oh, that was your mum, was it?” asked Larry. “Sorry about that, mate. We just do what we’re told.” 

“Bastards!” cried Thorn. “I’ll kill you all!” Jumping from the back seat, Thorn wrapped his arms around Larry’s neck and began to strangle him. 

Larry cut his eyes my way for direction, to which I shook my head in a slow ‘no’ motion. Thorn eventually choked Larry to death, soon after which Larry reappeared and grinned. 

“That’s…not…possible…” stammered Thorn. 

“It’s alright, man. Kill him again if you want. Chino, give Thorn your gun,” I said. Chino obliged the order and handed Thorn a nasty-looking ray gun. 

Thorn used the gun over and over on Larry, frying his brain each time. He was astounded each and every time Larry reappeared and grinned at him. 

“That’s stunning,” said Thorn. 

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” I replied. 

“Does it work on Chino too?” Thorn asked, pointing the gun at my hired hand sitting in the back seat with him. 

“Noo!” Larry and I shouted in unison as Thorn pulled the trigger, evaporating poor Chino. 

“You bastard! You killed Chino!” Screamed Larry. 

“Thorn, put the gun down and get out of the car,” I quietly said. 

“What?” Thorn asked. 

“Put the gun down and get out of the car,” I repeated. “Larry is about to kick your ass, and I’d suggest you run. He’ll beat you until he dies of exhaustion several times if you’re not careful.” 

“Oh.” With that Thorn jumped from the moving vehicle. 

“It’s ok, Larry,” I calmly said to my hired help. “We’ll go back in time and stop Thorn.” 

“Oh, ok boss.” 

Larry and I put off our clown killing spree and turned the car around. Once again we stepped into the barn at launch pad alpha and once again we pulled the cow head. Combining a lemon and a massage I was awarded with a nice shiny spaceship, which Larry immediately destroyed. I then combined Larry with a four-dollar bill that was floating in the wreckage, and got four Larrys. 

“That’ll have to do,” I mused. 

We returned to the farm once again. The four Larrys were discussing the nuances of Interstellar Moving Practices in hushed voices, and it was then that I realized how much they relied on Chino. I was going to have to get five copies of Chino to keep them all in line though, and that would be difficult. 

We drove back to the clown farm, where the five Larrys slaughtered the new crop. It was pretty funny. 

We then set out to find Thorn again. We would need him for what was to come. 

“Dame, we’ve got the Dopplegangers in sight,” said Ice-Fro. 

“Shoot to kill then, if it pleases you,” came the command from Dame Judy Dench. 

Dame Dench and her band of merry rappers then proceeded to rid the Earth of the Dopplegangers. With the Dopplegangers gone, they piloted their ultra low rider back to the present time stream to find that the tubes did not crash after all, and humanity was once again saved. 

“What time is it?” asked Dame Judy Dench. 

“Almost three in the afternoon,” Notorious Point Five Oh replied. 

“Excellent, let’s get back home and let Azo know that everything has been taken care of” 

Larry, Larry, Larry, Larry, Larry, and I found Thorn wandering around a small village just outside the launch pad alpha farm. it took some convincing to get him into the car, but he finally agreed to join us, and we set out to restore Chino over and over again. 

We would need the help of Yoda for our goal, and he was currently working on Naboo. Though my space craft was slow by most comparisons, I chose to pilot us to Naboo without going through launch pad alpha. I don’t exactly know why, but something about space trikes would not leave my mind. 

We stopped by Jupiter to light a match on the way. It blew up. 

Finding Yoda was not difficult. He was manning his all-night diner when we arrived. 

“Yoda, how have you been?” I asked as I walked through the door. 

“Oh, Azo. Clearly are you missing one, you are. Chino, where is he?” asked Yoda. 

“Thorn here melted him. We need your help to get him back,” one of the Larrys responded. 

“Thorn here melted him. We need your help to get him back,” one of the Larrys responded. 

“Thorn here melted him. We need your help to get him back,” one of the Larrys responded. 

“Thorn here melted him. We need your help to get him back,” one of the Larrys responded. 

“Thorn here melted him. We need your help to get him back,” one of the Larrys responded. 

“Oh, much trouble is he. Very well then. I shall help you,” decreed the great Yoda, who cleared his throat and invited us all to sit down. 

“Your friend is in great peril,” began Yoda. “Get him back you will, but first save Ronald you must.” 

“So where do we go?” I asked Yoda. 

“Back to Earth. Roncli is waiting for you there. Save him with the leopard and the soap you must,” said Yoda, who then turned and walked back toward the kitchen. “Understaffed we are, must work myself. Come with you I cannot. May the force be with you.” 

“Thank you Yoda!” shouted Thorn to Yoda’s diminishing presence. 

“And jettison that one on your way back!” came Yoda’s response. 

We jettisoned Thorn amongst the remains of Jupiter on the trek home, hoping to hook up with roncli in time. As we grew close to Earth, we could see a disturbance around the entire planet. 

“It’s going through phase shifts,” said Larry. 

“It’s going through phase shifts,” said Larry. 

“It’s going through phase shifts,” said Larry. 

“It’s going through phase shifts,” said Larry. 

“It’s going through phase shifts,” said Larry. 

“That’s enough. None of you may speak from here out,” I replied. 

I sailed my spacecraft into the phase shift, emerging on the other side of the time barrier surrounding the planet. 

“There he is! There’s roncli!” shouted Larry, pointing below us. 

“There he is! There’s roncli!” shouted Larry, pointing below us. 

“There he is! There’s roncli!” shouted Larry, pointing below us. 

“There he is! There’s roncli!” shouted Larry, pointing below us. 

“There he is! There’s roncli!” shouted Larry, pointing below us. 

“That’s quite enough, you guys,” I mentioned. 

I put the spaceship in hover mode and teleported to the surface to save roncli. By the time I arrived, he had saved himself. 

"What the fuck?” I questioned, looking at two identical ronclis. “Two of you? Which of you has the transporter?" 

"I do," one of the ronclis responded. 

"Oh, I see. I send you," I said, pointing at the other one, "back in time to kill these idiots behind me, giving you a transporter so you can do all the work easily." Motioning at the other roncli, I said, "Toss me that, would you?" 

The other roncli went ahead and gave me the transporter. I then walked over to the true roncli and asked, "So, mind telling me what you're doing with about six dozen feds on you? And what the fuck do you mean that the tubes are destroyed? It's business as usual up there." 

"Yah," roncli said, "I figured that much out... but the tubes *DID* crash, I saw it with my own eyes." 

"Whatever," I said as I handed him a transporter. "Just do what you have to do. Are you ready?" 

Roncli nodded, at which point I aimed the device at him and sent him back to save himself. 

As Ron disappeared, I lowered the device and walked over towards the other Ron. "Now, what has made you think my tubes have crashed? There's no way that those tubes could..." As thoughts raced through my mind, I stopped suddenly, a ghostly expression on my face. "Oh shit... I just gave him the transporter you gave me..." Panic raced through my mind as I thought of the possibilities that could occur. "So, either I just caused a paradox that is going to destroy the universe..." 

As I thought of possible outcomes, the other Ron's arm shimmered slightly and changed shape. 

"...or, you're... not... Ron..." 

The other Ron's morphed arm moved swiftly. Now taking the form of a large blade, the arm impacted the side of my neck, tearing away at bone and flesh, until it reached open air on the other side of my neck. My now severed head quickly fell to the ground, as did my headless corpse. 

“Oh shit!” yelled Larry. 

“Oh shit!” yelled Larry. 

“Oh shit!” yelled Larry. 

“Oh shit!” yelled Larry. 

“Oh shit!” yelled Larry. 

The five Larrys descended on the evil roncli immediately, tearing him apart with blasts from their ray gun. One of them pried the transporter from my dead hand and aimed it at the other four. 

“You all go save him. I’ll wait here,” he said as he pushed the button. 

I put the spaceship in hover mode and teleported to the surface to save roncli. By the time I arrived, he had saved himself. 

"What the fuck?” I questioned, looking at two identical ronclis. “Two of you? Which of you has the transporter?" 

"I do," one of the ronclis responded. 

"Oh, I see. I send you," I said, pointing at the other one, "back in time to kill these idiots behind me, giving you a transporter so you can do all the work easily." Motioning at the other roncli, I said, "Toss me that, would you?" 

The other roncli went ahead and gave me the transporter. I then walked over to the true roncli and asked, "So, mind telling me what you're doing with about six dozen feds on you? And what the fuck do you mean that the tubes are destroyed? It's business as usual up there." 

"Yah," roncli said, "I figured that much out... but the tubes *DID* crash, I saw it with my own eyes." 

"Whatever," I said as I handed him a transporter. "Just do what you have to do. Are you ready?" 

Roncli nodded, at which point I aimed the device at him and sent him back to save himself. 

As Ron disappeared, I lowered the device and walked over towards the other Ron. "Now, what has made you think my tubes have crashed? There's no way that those tubes could..." As thoughts raced through my mind, I stopped suddenly, a ghostly expression on my face. "Oh shit... I just gave him the transporter you gave me..." Panic raced through my mind as I thought of the possibilities that could occur. "So, either I just caused a paradox that is going to destroy the universe..." 

As I thought of possible outcomes, the other Ron's arm shimmered slightly and changed shape. 

"...or, you're... not... Ron..." 

The other Ron's morphed arm moved swiftly. Now taking the form of a large blade, the arm flew up and began screaming towards my neck. The end was near, that much was certain. 

“Duck, boss!” came a yell from my left. 

“Duck, boss!” came a yell from my right. 

“Duck, boss!” came a yell from behind me. 

“Duck, boss!” came a yell from behind the evil roncli. 

I dropped to one knee as the four copied Larrys engaged evil roncli, who easily dispatched my hired hands. To my amazement, none of them were reanimated. it was just my luck that the one with the cloning watch had stayed behind. 

“Now, where were we?” he chuckled. 

“aaaaaaaaa….aaaaaa…AAAAAA…AAAAAHHHH…AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!” came the cry from the sky, growing ever-closer with each passing millisecond. 

“I should have stopped you years ago,” laughed evil roncli. “You are a scourge to our kind and must be stopped!” 

“AAAAAHHAAAAHH…AAAAAHAHHAA…AAAAA!!” continued the cry from above, getting even closer. 

Evil roncli raised the blade above his head, preparing to strike me down. I closed my eyes and awaited my fate. 

“AAAAAAHHHH..AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA…” 

Thump. 

Seconds passed. Then more seconds. When finally I opened my eyes I saw Luke dusting himself off in front of me. 

“Oh sweet, you saved the day,” I casually mentioned. 

“Yeah, I had to hold my breath from Jupiter. You know it’s a long way back. I’m lucky this guy broke my fall or I’d have been done for,” Luke explained. “I also passed Idaho a while back. He says hi.” 

“Excellent,” I responded, picking myself up off the wrecked street. I used the transporter to zip Luke and I back to real-time, where Larry met us beside my lifeless corpse. 

“Boss, you’re ok!” 

“Yeah Larry, I’m fine,” I started. “Thanks for coming after me four times.” 

“Anything for you, boss.” 

“Ok boys, mount up,” I said, as the world began to shimmer and return to its constructed focus. “Let’s go get Chino back.” 
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"No!" I screamed into the phone. "I don't want them any more. Sell them ALL. Do you understand this? Sell. All. First thing Monday morning. Or you're fired." I hung up frustration, hoping that he would sell the shares immediately. If not, I had a slam dunk lawsuit on my hands. 

It was already 8:30 at night, though it felt like closer to 10. I tried one last time to dial up Jesse at home. This time, I was successful. 

"Jesse, thank GOODNESS you're home finally. You really need to get a cell... ...He did?... ...He WHAT???... ...Oh my god, is Larry okay?... ...FIVE of them? I don't know how you can stand one, let alone five, geez, you're like a glutton for punishment or something. hehe... ...He WHAT?!?!?... ...Tell Luke I'm going to blow HIM up if he doesn't stop..FUCK!!!" 

I nearly dropped my phone as a ray of light just barely missed me. It impacted into my computer on the far side of the room, shattering it, and sending pieces of technology everywhere. 

I turned to look at the attacker. I did not recognize him, but what I did recognize was a big fat ray gun pointed right at me, charging up for another shot. I had less than half a second to dodge the next shot. 

Fortunately, I did, and this shot impacted the refrigerator, taking it out in a fiery inferno. This time, I did drop the phone, disconnecting the call. Undaunted, the attacker approached me, charging the gun yet again, and fired a shot that guaranteed it would not miss. 

I had time to dig the transporter out of my pocket. I closed my eyes and frantically hit a button on it, but at the exact same instant the next ray of light hit me. The world went dark. 

The next thing I heard was an evil cackling, a hunter had killed the hunted, and a celebration of pure joy rang from the lips of the attacker. I opened my eyes, I was now behind him. He raised his arms in the air in victory, and I immediately grabbed the gun from him. An almost comical look of disbelief crossed the face of my attacker as I quickly aimed the gun at him and fired. He had no chance. 

I found pieces of my phone around the room, destroyed from the last shot the attacker had given. "Bah!" I yelled in disgust. 

Moments later, there was a knock at my door. Cautiously, I checked to see who it might be. It was a uniformed officer, looked like he was from HPD. I opened the door. "Hello?" 

The officer glared at me, and snarled, "I have reports of loud explosions coming from this apartment." He practically barged open the door stating, "Let me take a look around." I froze as he inspected the apartment. Couch against the wall, computer on the table, refrigerator in the kitchen. "Hmmm, everything appears in tact here. Have a good day." The officer slammed the door as he left. 

Suddenly, a ringing sound came from next to the computer. It was my phone, in tact! In shock, I picked it up, answered it, and said, "Hel..lo?... ...Ummm... yah... everything's... fine... ...No, that was nothing, I guess..." Then, I heard some yelling in the background. "Jesse? What's going on? Jesse, is everything okay?" More screaming indicated everything was not okay. I hung up, pocketed my phone, and with ray gun and transporter in hand, beamed myself over to Jesse's. 

The site was astounding. Jesse and Thorn were on one side of the room, while Larry was pounding away on a guy with a ray gun... in fact, the guy looked surprisingly similar to the guy I had just killed. The attacker kept shooting Larry, but Larry shrugged the attack off and kept beating him. 

So, I did the right thing. I aimed my gun at the attacker, and fired. Of course, I hit Larry first, but he didn't notice, his brain was being fried repeatedly to begin with anyway. My second shot hit true, and the attacker was again vaporized. 

"RONCLI!" shouted Thorn. "Thank goodness you're here." 

Jesse smacked Thorn upside the head and said, "Shut up." He turned to me and said, "Did you just get attacked too?" 

I paused for a moment. I know I got attacked, I got a ray gun to prove it. Yet the damage... is gone. For the third time now, something that happened had undone itself. "I... was attacked... but only a few minutes later, it was like it never happened." 

Jesse nodded and said, "I think someone has wrecked the continuum." 

"It would appear that way," I responded. 

Thorn peered at Jesse and I, saying, "You wouldn't think that it would be you two screwing it up, would you?" 

Jesse blinked incredulously at Thorn before plainly answering, "Of course not. We take care not to mess things up this bad. You really should explore the unknown sides of the space-time continuum with a pile of green pills someday, it's very enlig..." 

Then all hell broke loss as a giant pile of flesh flung itself onto Thorn at top speed. Chino began to choke the life out of the helpless crocodile hunter wannabe. "Chino, stop!" yelled Jesse. With a grunt, Chino stood down, and stood up. 

"Boss, you saved Chino!" shouted Larry. 

"Quiet," said Jesse, as he shot a round into Larry's chest. "I didn't save Chino." 

"I LOVE that!" exclaimed Thorn as he shot a beam of light into Larry's chest. 

"Things are getting worse," declared Jesse, "and the worst part is we don't know who or what is causing this. The only thing we can do is leave the center of this disturbance, which seems to be coming from Earth." 

"Then what, boss?" said one of the Larrys. 

"Then what, boss?" said one of the Larrys. 

"Then what, boss?" said one of the Larrys. 

"Then what, boss?" said one of the Larrys. 

"Then what, boss?" said one of the Larrys. 

Jesse fired a round into each of the Five Larrys chests, four of whom fell to their death. "We'll figure out what to do, after we meet up with Dench. Everyone follow me." 

Larry, Chino, Thorn, and I followed Jesse to launch pad alpha. I had heard of this place once before, but never actually had been here. We made our way back into the barn, and Jesse said, "Larry and Chino will go with me. Thorn, you follow Ron. Ron, follow my lead." Jesse then pulled the cow head, and was gone. Nervous, I too pulled the cow head. I found myself floating in some sort of hallucinatory space. Jesse was holding a rubber chicken and a slinky. Combining these items, he produced a modest space ship. To my horror, Chino and Larry blew it up immediately. Jesse then took some pocket lint and a 4-dollar bill floating in the wreckage, combined the two, and there were these space trikes. Jesse, Chino, and Larry boarded the trikes, and were gone. 

I found myself holding a coke can in one hand, and a Trax in Space t-shirt in the other. Not sure how to combine the two, I brought them together in my hands. Miraculously, they combined together, and after some time formed into a giant, intergalactic space ship. 

"Whoa, that's bloody huge, mate!" exclaimed Thorn. 

"This is some form of crazy low grade craq", I replied, as we boarded the ship, and launched it. It wasn't long before we caught up to the Three Bears, and I used the ship's powerful tractor beam to pull the three of them into the ship. Meeting Thorn and I on the bridge, we proceeded to parts unknown. 

As we left the solar system, Thorn pointed at Jupiter and said, "Oh look! It's back!" He lit a match. It blew up again. 
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"RONCLI!", yelled Larry, "Something is being picked up by the sensors!" 

"On screen," I said. 

The image was something humanoid, but I couldn't make out what it was. 

"Magnify," I said. 

Suddenly, the ugly mug of Idaho filled the screen. "Ugh!" Jesse revolted. Chino almost lost his lunch. The counter on Larry's watch increased by one. "Get that off, now!" I commanded. 

Chapter 11
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 “So where are we going?” asked Roncli. 

“We have to get outside of the continuum to really see how the badly it’s damaged,” I explained. “For some reason things are pretty fucked up. I don’t know how it happened, but we have to fix it.” 

“Okay, I think I understand,” began Roncli. “We have to get out of time.” 

“Exactly.” 

“So how is it that we get out of time?” Roncli asked, looking clearly shaken by this point. 

“It’s simple, really. We just travel for an infinite number of years, then exceed that,” I explained. 

“So we have to exceed infinity?” Roncli asked, now looking quite pale. 

“Precisely,” I finished. 

“Shit, how long will that take?” asked Thorn as Roncli hit the ground unconscious. 

“We made it there yesterday,” I explained. 

“Then when are we now?” asked Thorn incredulously. 

“Earlier than before, but still probably too late,” I said. 

“Too late for what?” Thorn asked as he too began shaking. 

“Anything. We’re in nothing, and everything is over there.” I pointed to the video screen, where the time continuum could clearly be seen behind us. Thorn hit the ground beside Roncli. “Chino, full stop. Let’s turn around and have a look.” 

Chino cut the engines and swiveled the ship around so that we could gaze upon time itself. The dark spots were clearly visible in the fabric of time, marks that stood out from the flaring green and purple lights that marked the passing of days, months, years, centuries, and eons. 

“Chino, how far back does it go?” I asked. 

“The sensors indicate that the disruptions started around 2016, boss.” 

“Weird. Zoom out, I want a bigger picture,” I commanded. At this time Thorn and Roncli awoke from their dazed unconsciousness. 

“I need to shoot Larry again,” Thorn said, “just to make sure this is real. 

As Thorn killed Larry a few dozen times the rest of us amused ourselves at the video screen, trying to get a feel for our surroundings. The dark spots were growing in number and size with each passing non-minute, threatening to overtake the green and purple light at any non-time. 

“What now?” asked Roncli. 

“Well, we may have to reload an older copy of the universe. I think I have one backed up at home. I can only hope it’s not been damaged. Before we try that though, we might attempt to file the marks away,” I stated. 

“File?” asked Thorn, lowering the ray gun. 

“Yes, file,” I responded. “Chino, let’s see if we can cram something into that gap right over there,” I said, pointing at a spot in on the video screen. “Fire an unpacked torpedo there, and we’ll watch." 

Chino disarmed a torpedo and aimed it at the coordinates I had specified. The projectile flew true, jamming itself into space-time nicely. 

“Now we wait,” I said. 

Nius stepped through the door and headed directly to the restroom, where he produced a large file. Humming softly to himself, he worked his way into the kitchen, poured himself a glass of milk, and then sat down to file off this terrible hangnail. 

“Boss, there’s the file!” Larry shouted 649 non-years after we’d launched the torpedo. 

“Excellent, maybe he’ll manage to clear off some of the dark spots while he’s pulling that torpedo out,” I said to myself as I climbed out of my bed. 

“What in the hell is happening here?” Thorn questioned. 

“Well, Nius here has a torpedo lodged under his finger that he has mistaken for a hangnail. Hopefully he’ll file the time warps away while he cleans it up,” I explained. 

“So what you’re telling me is that the entire universe, space, time, and all of that is lodged under some guy’s fingernail?” Roncli asked hysterically. 

“Basically, yes,” I sighed. “It’s not that difficult to understand, you know. Read any book on the universe and you’d surely know this.” 

Roncli passed out. 

For the next 1471 non-years we watched as Nius filed the torpedo from under his nail, the file itself blocking our view of time. We would have no indication as to whether our plan would succeed until he was finished. 

The non-years passed slowly. In our boredom we decided to build a doomsday device that was ultimately powerful enough to destroy an entire finger if unleashed upon the hand that held the universe and time. The alternative use was to ram it up Thorn’s ass and blow him up if he didn’t stop cheating at Cribbage. On several occasions Larry loaned his watch to Thorn just so we could try to stop the cheating. It didn’t work. 

“Boss, he’s done!” exclaimed an overly excited Larry when at last the file was removed from the screen. 

“Ok, zoom in, let’s see how things look over when,” Roncli commanded, clearly now more in control of his space-time knowledge. He had read the entire 420,000-volume encyclopedia on space and time fundamentals and was almost ready to graduate into the difference between ironic, unlikely, and improbable. The three are quite different, as you’ll understand in a moment. 

With the video screens zoomed in, we finally got to gaze upon what appeared to be a restored time continuum. The dark spots were all but erased, only a few remaining to mar the beautiful green and purple flows. 

“There are some left, boss,” commented Larry. 

“That’s normal,” I replied. “You always need a few flaws in the continuum, or else we’ll never have any fun. Let’s get back in there and have a look around.” 

Larry piloted us back into time a non-moment later. What we encountered was far different than that which we expected. 

“Boss, we’re being messaged,” Chino pointed out as the video screens were all replaced with a giant head. 

“Idaho!” we all shouted in unison. 

“Yes, mortals, it is I. You have been gone for far too non-long, and it is now time for you to accept your doom,” he explained. 

“What if we resist?” asked Thorn. 

“You can’t resist,” came the voice from directly behind us. “I have mastered all of space and all of time. I rode the file when it scrubbed the universe, and have eaten all of the brown scars. I am now the singular interruption in all of space and time. In short, I am the essence of all that is fucked up. There is no escaping me. Just give up.” 

"Wow, that’s ironic," mused Roncli. 

"No," said Idaho, "its improbable. A Scotsman cloning sheep is ironic." 

"Oh, I get it then," said Roncli. "Then what is unlikely?" 

As few seconds of silence passed. Then a few more. Then a second Idaho appeared on the bridge and shot the first Idaho with a bazooka. He then tipped his cowboy hat to us, grinned broadly, and disappeared. 

"That, my friends," I began as I choked on the billowing smoke rising from Idaho's boots, "was unlikely." 
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The tension was high. It had come down to this final match, and there was no way I was going down easy. I placed the 3 of clubs down, and stated, "Three." 

Thorn looked a little uneasy. He knew what was coming, he fell for it many times. But he was unable to resist it. He placed the 2 of diamonds down, and stated, "Five." 

I smiled. Once again, he was mine. Placing the 4 of diamonds down, I stated, "Nine, for three." 

"Oooo," came the chorus of Jesse, Larry, and Chino as they watched on. 

Thorn knew there was no way out of it. So he tried something... well, not new. More like, expected. Placing the 5 of hearts down, he stated, "Fifteen, for six?" 

"Aww, come on!" I shouted as I threw my cards down. 

Larry had had enough. "You cheating bastard!!! I'm going to kill you!" Larry picked up the laser pistol, and instead of just driving a round into Thorn, he smashed Thorn upside the head several times killing him with every other blow. It had become very apparent that Thorn wasn't going to stop his cheating ways, but it sure was fun to kill him several times before starting again. 

Except, this time, something was different. 

Many non-millennia had passed, and the non-time had come to get back in time. And it just so happened that at the exact instant that Larry hits Thorn over the head for the forty-seventh time, the ship passed the boundary between time and non-time... 

The pistol almost exploded in Larry's hand. A bright flash of light caused both the pistol and Thorn to glow intensely. Suddenly, the light concentrated itself into the watch that Thorn was wearing. A snapping sound of energy accompanied a flash of light, and then everything was back to normal... 

Except for Thorn. He kept twitching on the ground, as if he wanted to regain consciousness, but couldn't. 

"My watch!" yelled Larry. 

"What happened?" I asked. 

"Do I look like a doctor?" snipped Jesse. "He turns into a neon sign then drops dead, what does it look like to you?" Then he turned to Larry. "What does the watch read?" 

"Ummm... Thirty seven... trillion? No. Septillion? No... Googolplex? I'm not sure, boss!" 

"Oh crap," I said. "Whatever just happened shorted the watch, didn't it? Stopped it cold, now that's improbable." 

"No," replied Jesse, "That's unlikely." 

Thorn's body twitched as the watch began to endlessly reanimate him upon every death. 

I pondered this for a moment and challenged, "Isn't unlikely and improbable practically the same thing?" 

Jesse shook his head. "No, improbable means it's far less likely to happen than unlikely." 

"But where's the cutoff? Is something that has a 25% chance unlikely or improbably? 

"Unlikely." 

I peered at Jesse suspiciously. "What about a 5 percent chance, huh? A 1% chance? 1% of a 1% chance? A billionth perce..." 

"I want my watch back, boss!" Larry whined. 

Jesse sighed heavily. "We'll continue this conversation later. In the meantime, we can't just take the watch off and expect him to live. We also can't travel back in non-time, as there's nothing to travel back to. What we need is to find a way to rewind the watch." 

"I have a better idea," I stated. "All we need to do is find out how the watch stores the integer, and roll the integer over 0. How many bytes of memory does it have?" 

"Ah, good idea! Twelve bytes of memory if I remember correctly." 

I smiled and said, "Ah good. That means we only have to get his counter up to 79 octillion, 228 septillion, 162 sextillion, 514 quintillion, 264 quadrillion, 337 trillion, 593 billion, 543 million, 950 thousand, 335, and then kill him once more to roll him back to zero." 

Jesse turned to Larry and Chino. "Think you can do this boys?" 

Larry and Chino needed no more urging, as they began to make Thorn suffer millions and billions and trillions and quadrillions, and quintillions and sextillions and septillions and octillions of times. They were and efficient killers when they wanted to be, and it was only a matter of hours before Larry said "Hey, uh, boss? Something's wrong." 

Thorn sat up and rubbed his head. "!lleh morf ehcadaeh a tog ev'I ,woW" exclaimed Thorn. 

Jesse blinked. "What did he say?" 

"Beats me," I responded. I walked over to look at his watch. The mass amount of weighty numbers, however, did not grab my attention. The symbol in front of the numbers, however, did. "Oh crap, it's a signed integer!!" 

"What's a signed integer, boss?" asked Larry. 

Chino responded, "It's when an integer gets famous, and signs his autograph." 

"No, you morons, that means it flips over to negative numbers before it reaches zero," replied Jesse. 

"There is good news in this," I responded. 

Thorn asked, "?taht s'tahW" 

"At least this means they're halfway done." 

Larry and Chino sniggered evilly, as Thorn gave a horrified look. Thorn screamed backwards as Larry and Chino began to kill him over and over and over and over... 
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The return trip was quite eventful, but not eventful enough to write about. Basically, Thorn was killed another 39 octillion times. Some strange things happened when he hit zero, and when he phased out of reality, Larry cried and thought he had broken the watch. But that soon passed, and Thorn returned with a watch carrying a counter of 1. 

Larry got his watch back, upon which Jesse and Chino tested the watch extensively. It still worked, and after several hours, he was up into the tens of thousands again. It felt good to be back to normal. 

As we pulled into orbit, it was quite apparent that something was missing. 

"My tubes!" Jesse cried at the absence of the green and purple ring around the Earth. 

See, what had happened is that when the dark spots were filed away, the original timeline was restored, which meant the Dopplegangers had succeeded yet again, and the tubes had crashed in Houston and around the world. 

"We must go back in time..." Jesse began. 

"No," I countered, "going back in time is what got us into this mess in the first place." 

Jesse pondered that statement for a moment. "But that's where all the fun is. If you can't go back in time, why live?" 

I responded, "If we keep going back in time, one day those brown spots will take over, and Idaho will be ruler supreme. Do any of you REALLY want that?" 

"ARGH!" screamed Larry as he choked himself to death. 

"It might be fun to blow up Jupiter over and over," commented Thorn. 

"Well it's too late for that, we passed it a while ago," I pointed out. 

"Darn." 

Jesse scratched his head. "Well, if we can't go back in time, what CAN we do?" 

Chino bounced up and down as he replied enthusiastically, "Go forward of course!" 

"Excellent idea, that will be much fun," replied Jesse. 

I shook my head in disbelief as Jesse plugged in a fifteen digit number into the "year" column of the ship's time transporter, shifted into forward all temporal drive, and hit the big red button, marked, "Good luck!" 

The universe seemed to shimmer away, replaced with cold, black nothingness. "Oh great, now you've done it. You've taken us so far into the future, the universe has been destroyed." 

"Hmm," replied Jesse. "Actually, I think we've come so far into the future that the universe has completed the Big Crunch." 

Thorn looked confused. "The big crunch? This doesn't have anything to do with king sized chocolate bars that Nius is eating?" 

"Absolutely nothing," Jesse answered. "What happens in the space time continuum is of no importance to him." 

Larry studied one of the instruments. "Check this out, boss!" 

Jesse walked over and studied the output. "Hmm... Yes, it's the Big Crunch alright. There's a point of infinite density. Let's check it out." 

And so we traveled for another bunch of years to the center of the universe, where this infinite mass was hanging out. Jesse and Larry had many discussions over whether or not the point of mass would act like a black hole. Jesse argued that since the point contained all of the universe's black holes that they would fight over which one would swallow them, potentially separating the group, or worse, tearing the ship apart molecule by molecule. But Larry argued that the black holes all work together, and if we pissed one off, we'd piss them all off, and they'd all work together, sending us somewhere we probably didn't want to go. 

In the end, Jesse had convinced Larry that it was too risky to try to jump through the center of the universe like it was a black hole. Larry muttered to himself, and was generally grumpy for the rest of the trip. He, in fact, killed himself several times. 

We finally arrived at the center of the Big Crunch. Gravity was pretty strong, but the anti gravity and ship's engines were able to counter it. 

"What do you want?!" boomed the center of the universe. 

"Nothing," Jesse responded, "just admiring the view." 

"BASTARD!" yelled Larry. "Your mother eats gas giants!" 

"DIE!" screamed the center of the universe as it tried to suck us in. 

"You moron!" Jesse screamed. "You don't just go and piss off the center of the universe like that!" 

"Succumb to me!" the center of the universe resounded. "You will become one with the Nutsack! You cannot resist!!!" 

"Wait." Jesse said. "Idaho? Is that you?" 

"Of course it's me," replied the center of the universe. "Who did you think it was, George Bush the 483rd? Now GET IN MAH BELLY!!!" 

The center of the universe pulled harder, but it was no match for our super light speed drive. After a while, the center of the universe was unable to suck in any harder, and to make up for it, something marvelous happened. It exploded. 

The force of the explosion, combined with the speed the ship was going at, caused the ship to speed away from the center of the universe, which had lost its pull of gravity. Huge bits of matter spread in all directions, which over the course of the next few billion years would coalesce, and form the stars, planets, galaxies, and especially the Black Holes, which all would have a hint of Idaho to them. 

"I think we just inadvertently disbursed Idaho to every part of the universe," I stated. 

"Cool," replied Jesse calmly. "Let's go a little further into the future." He typed an 11 digit number into the "year" column and hit the "Good Luck!" button again. 

The universe faded in, almost exactly like we had known it. "Interesting," Jesse observed. "This is an exact copy of the universe as we know it, which means if we do this..." 

Jesse piloted the ship towards Earth. A large space ship was orbiting Earth, which looked exactly like the ship we were in. Then it disappeared. 

"Sweet." Jesse proclaimed. "Time is circular! We cause the big bang, and a few hundred trillion years later, every thing ends up in the big crunch. We pop in to cause the big bang, and it starts all over again, exactly as it did before!" 

"There's one paradox to this theory, though," I explained. 

"Problem? The theory is flawless." 

I shook my head. "First of all, you have to remember that Idaho is the center of the universe. That means this universe is all fucked up." 

"Good point..." 

"Second of all," I continued, "we just happened to skip ahead one full rotation of time. If we were to do this again and mess something up from what *we* think was the past, we could rewrite history without affecting our own timeline!" 

"Dangerous." Jesse concluded. "With this knowledge one could easily take over the universe before it was formed, and alter the universe, causing time to no longer be circular, and become out of control. When time is out of control, anything can happen." 

I blinked. "Like?" 

"Like Idaho, for instance. Simply by jettisoning him so many times, he has become the center of existence. If we were to kill him here and now... WAIT A SECOND!!" Jesse yelled as he realized something. "Time already *IS* out of control!" 

"What do you mean?" I asked. 

"Remember when we were in non-time?" 

"Sadly," I replied. 

"And Idaho blew up Idaho?" 

The depth of what he was saying started to sink in. "Yes... Yes!" 

Comprehension filled Jesse's face. "Two Idahos. One must have survived a hundreds of trillions of years journey to stop the second one from destroying us!" 

"But why, boss?" Larry asked. 

Only Idaho had the answer to that question. 
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“So where are we going to find him?” Chino started. “We can’t just hang a big neon sign out asking if anyone’s seen Idaho, now can we?” 

“No, that wouldn’t get us very far,” I explained, “but I do have a pretty good idea as to how we can get his attention without needing neon at all.” 

As I explained the intricacies of my plan to the rest of the crew Thorn began preparing the ship for the journey. Chino watched him from afar, taking great pride in his teaching of interstellar travel practices to a mere Australian. 

When everyone was in agreement, we set out on the journey to find Idaho. Chino, Larry, and myself would be dropped off on the new Earth to procure a new ship, while Roncli and Thorn would take the current cruiser to the capital city of Ice on Cash Money III and explain the situation to the descendents of Dame Judy Dench. 

Hands were shaken, hugs were exchanged, and a few laser zaps were passed along in the teary goodbye ceremony we set up. Over thirty thousand aliens were in attendance in the main cafeteria onboard the galactic cruiser class “J” to see the three of us off to Earth. About half of them stayed on board to serve as crew for Captain Roncli and his First Mate Thorn, while the other half left the ship in their smaller cruisers, drunk off their asses, and were promptly pulled over and given tickets by the intergalactic police force who had been tailing us since we entered this time stream. 

When we had finally hit the ground I turned to my underlings to give instructions. The plan had been simple enough, but there was soon to be a deviation – and a big one at that. 

“Chino, Larry, I need you guys to listen close,” I began. “We’re not going to do what we planned back on the ship. While it is a great plan and would almost certainly save the universe several times over, I have another idea that is destined to be a lot more fun.” 

“Whatcha got in mind boss?” Larry asked. 

“Domination,” I said, and with that I slowly pulled a small box out of my jacket pocket, holding it in front of me for my henchmen to gaze upon. 

“Hey, that’s the doomsday device!” exclaimed Larry. “Why do we need it here?” 

“Because, my dear Larry, we’re going to use it to take over the universe.” 

“Han, get up here! We’ve got incoming fighters!” came the voice over the intercom. 

His dreams of candy and mischief interrupted, Han slowly pulled himself up to his elbows on his cot and blinked his sleepy eyes. He struggled to his feet, laced the velcro straps firmly down on his shiny silver boots, and yawned. How many nights in a row had the fighters been coming? Twenty? Thirty? Every night he fended them off, and yet they kept coming. He would someday have to attack their home planet to make the raids stop, or else live a life without a good night’s sleep. He picked up his comm badge from the floor next to his ray gun and walked sleepily toward the bridge of his small smuggling ship. 

“How many?” he asked as he walked through the hatchway. 

“A couple of dozen this time. All small-class, supported by one superfreighter,” came the response from the woman in the co-pilot chair. 

“Computer, calculate odds of talking them out of it,” Han instructed. 

“One in thirty six billion, four hundred and eighty one million, seven hundred and one thousand, four hundred and ninety six, sir,” came the computer’s reply. 

“That’s a hell of a lot better than last time,” breathed Han. “Alright computer, try to talk them down.” He pointed at the woman in the co-pilot chair. “You’re with me, let’s get to the guns.” 

“Rrrrooooowr!” came a cry from the engineering desk, where a giant furry humanoid sat picking fleas from his shoulders. 

“It’s ok, big guy. We just need to you fly the ship,” Han explained. 

“Grrrrroooooowr,” came the reply. The large furry humanoid appeared to have understood the logic, though his eyes were clearly saddened. Once, long ago on his home planet, this large furry humanoid was left to man the childhood fort while the rest of the large furry humanoids went out to raid the large furry female humanoid fort. They were captured and later devoured by their female counterparts, and this large furry humanoid sat for almost two decades awaiting their return. This memory flashed through his mind like a gigantic sword swung directly from the cosmic heavens, tearing membrane and flesh from its bone, and scattering blood around the room like little droplets of logic, which then ran down the computer-filled walls like the smallest rivers of hope, dashed from the furry confines of the humanoid’s will to live. He breathed deeply, remembered that it was Han who saved him, and decided to hold off on killing the rest of his crew mates until at least dinnertime. 

“Sir, they’re breaching laser zapper range,” interjected the computer. 

“Let’s get up to those guns and give them a welcoming party!” Han yelled. 

Chino procured a car from a passing motorist. To be fair, we let the happy honeymooners shoot Larry, who played dead until we were out of sight. The police would have a great time trying to explain why there were three of us, when the happy couple claimed to have shot one of them repeatedly in the face with a ray gun, should we be caught. We rode the car, cans and all, to the outskirts of the farm 

“Ok Larry, you and me and Chino should be pulling up any moment now. We’ll have to catch us by surprise, else all is lost,” I explained. 

“Should we kill us?” asked Chino. 

“No,” I commanded. “I want us alive, and I want that other Larry’s watch.” 

As if on cue, I pulled up with my hired henchmen at that exact moment and began barking orders. Larry, Chino, and I crept through the bushes with our ray guns, preparing to get the drop on us. It was too easy. 

“Freeze!” I yelled as I stood up less than a dozen yards from myself, aiming the ray gun directly at my own chest. Larry and Chino did the same. 

“Oh my God, what have I done?” I asked. 

“Han, there’s only one left!” 

“Don’t shoot that one, let’s tractor it in and interrogate the prisoner,” Han recommended. “Computer, lock onto that ship and pull it into the cargo bay.” 

The computer did as it was told. Han slid from his gunner’s chair and crept gingerly down the ladder onto the main floor of his smuggling ship, where he met his sister. 

“Gretel, we have to find out why they’re attacking us. I can’t fight them every night like this and expect to maintain this figure. It’s wiping me out,” Han pleaded to his sister. 

“Hansel, we’ve been in tougher pinches,” his sister lovingly explained. “I’ll set Grover on the interrogation. He has a way of putting things to people.” 

“Excellent,” Han sighed. “I’ll be in bed if anyone needs me.” 

“If you shoot me, you’ll create a paradox that will destroy the entire cosmos,” I explained to myself, which only served to irritate and confuse me. 

“But if I let you live, you’ll come for me and destroy all that I have come so far to attain,” I replied. “Unless you’re willing to join me I have to do this, paradox or no paradox.” 

“And if I join you, then what?” I asked. 

“Then we take over the cosmos and install our own rule,” I concluded. 

“Oh. You didn’t tell me I would rule the universe someday,” I said, looking quite shocked. 

“Didn’t I? I’m very sorry. You see I meant to have explained that better,” I offered. 

“I assume that I will someday devise a plan to rule all of humanity?” I asked. 

“Of course,” I replied as I pulled the doomsday device from my pocket. “This little baby can take out an entire finger.” 

“Count us in then,” I concluded. “What do we have to do?” 

“Han, wake up,” Gretel softly called. 

“What do you need, sis?” 

“Grover has tried to talk some sense into the being, but it’s no use. He tried pleading, he tried threats, and finally he just pulled the guy’s legs off,” Gretel explained. 

Hansel jumped from his cot like a man on fire. “He did what?!” 

“Oh, don’t worry. Whoever this guy is, he’s tough. He eventually bled to death, but when we went back in there a little while later we found him sitting on the hood of his fighter ship munching Grover’s animal cookies. You know how he hates that. Well, Grover tore his spine out, and we thought that was it for him. We just came from there, and Grover’s animal cookies are all gone. The guy is asking if we have any more of them.” 

“I need to see him,” Han commanded. 

“I thought you might,” replied Gretel. “He’s in the cargo hold waiting for you.” 

Hansel hurriedly dressed himself and ran to the cargo hold, where he found all of his suspicions to be absolutely and utterly correct. 

“We’re going to need a lot of money,” I explained. 

“You know we’re immensely wealthy,” I countered. 

“No,” I continued, “We’re going to need far more than what you have in the bank.” 

“Boss, what about going into business again?” one of the Larry’s asked. 

“Risky,” I mentioned, even as I pondered the notion in my head. “The damn Dopplegangers simply blew up the last tubes we built, but I suppose we could put some more up and start charging double for the trip. It would take too long though.” 

“I have an idea,” I proclaimed. 

“Let’s hear it,” I said. 

“Ok, we build a fleet of fighter ships and begin raiding smugglers. Since they can’t really complain to anyone that their illegal goods have been stolen smugglers are the perfect target. All we need are a few ships to start us off,” I explained. 

“Sounds good to me,” I concluded. “Chinos, Larrys? Any thoughts?” 

“Let’s do it,” Chino shrugged. 

“Let’s do it,” Chino shrugged. 

“I’m in,” Larry confirmed. 

“I’m in,” Larry confirmed. 

“I’ll call my man on Cash Money III. We should be able to get the ships here within a couple of hours,” I concluded. “This is gonna be a lot of fun, taking over the galaxy with myself.” 

“I know, this should prove interesting, at the very least.” 

We left the newlywed car at the scene and took the space cruiser I had brought back to my house. I placed an order for a thousand small fighter ships and one large superfreighter to carry them in. It cost everything I had, but the investment was sound. I was going to become the most feared and famous space pirate of all-time. 

“Do you think Jesse’s succeeded in finding the real Idaho on Earth yet?” Roncli asked. 

“No, I doubt he’ll even try,” Thorn sighed. 

“What on Earth world make you think that?” 

“Oh, just an instinct. I would guess that Jesse went to find and kill his other self to gain access to his vast wealth. I suspect he’ll probably try to take over the galaxy at that point,” Thorn explained. 

“I think you just lost me,” said Roncli. “What would give you an idea like that?” 

“Well, right before he left Jesse asked me if I’d fetch him the doomsday device we built.” 

“And you gave it to him?!” 

“Yeah, what else was I going to do?” asked Thorn. 

“You fool!” exclaimed Roncli. “Driver, turn the ship around! We have to stop him!” 

“Ok boys, this is our first run!” I yelled at my band of space pirates. “I’ve never been good at pep talks, so I’d like to present my other self to you, who claims to be a great deal better.” 

I stepped up onto the podium. 

“Gentlemen, we are about to embark upon something really groovy,” I began. “We are coming within range of a ship loaded with tons and tons of illegal candy headed for the small mining community of Atkins. We intend to destroy the ship, steal the cargo, and sell it ourselves on Atkins at an inflated price.” 

Cheers came from all around. I continued the pep talk. 

“So today I want to see every one of you out there giving this your all. The ship is defended by a couple of laser turrets, but we have no idea how good the gunners are. You’ll be flying blind, so keep your eyes keen out there, and bring me back some candy!” 

More cheers. 

“Now get out there and loot!” I finished. 

My pilots ran from the mess hall and into the launch pads, where they seated themselves in their fighter craft. Larry and Larry, being experienced fighter pilots, joined the attack alongside the first wave of several dozen attack craft. 

“So do you think they’ll get the candy?” Chino asked. 

“I’d put money on it. That ship isn’t defended well enough to handle our superior fighter ships,” I explained. 

“How long will this take?” Chino questioned. 

“I’d expect them back within the hour.” 

An hour passed. Then another hour passed. Finally, a couple more hours passed. Just when we were preparing to wait another hour there was a knock on the front of the ship. Chino pointed excitedly as I climbed from my chairs and made my way closer to the front of the bridge, only to find two Larry’s floating in space, asking for a way into the ship. They were obviously tired, and had the look of men who had died countless times. Of course we laughed at them, then we let them in. Once they were clear of the hatches and safely inside the inner walls of the superfreighter I asked them a single question. 

“How much candy have you brought me?” 

“None, boss,” one of them replied. “They got us all. We had no chance against them. They’re too good.” 

“Jesse!” yelled. After a few seconds pause I came running around the corner. “They’ve all been destroyed. Launch another attack.” 

“Good call,” I agreed, and set out to launch the next wave, motioning at the same time for the Larry’s to follow along and lead the charge yet again. 

The second set of ships launched, and again we waited. An hour passed. Then another hour passed. Finally, a couple more hours passed. Just when we were preparing to wait another hour there was a knock on the front of the ship. We let Larry and Larry in again, only to find that they had again been destroyed. 

“These bastards are good,” I surmised. 

“Let’s keep at it. They have to sleep sometime,” I decided. 

So we kept at it. 

“Larry, you son of a bitch!” yelled Hansel as he cleared the blast doors of the smuggling ship cargo hold. 

“Hansel? Hansel, is that you?” Larry asked, looking strangely at Han. 

“Yes, you asshole, it’s me,” said Han, clearly frustrated. “You had damn well better have a really fantastic explanation for this, or else it’s into the airlock for you.” 

“Well, you see me and my boss…”began Larry, who did not manage to complete his thought. Grover had come through the door armed with enough explosive to destroy the ship several times. 

“Grover, what are you doing?” asked Han. 

“Grooooowwwrrr,” explained Grover. 

“No, Grover, you can’t,” said Han. 

“Woooooahhhhooarrrr.” 

“What’s up, Han?” asked Larry. 

“He’s going to blow up the ship in the name of Allah,” said Han, shaking. “For some reason or another he believes that we’ve been treading on his homeland for too long and has taken it upon himself to stop us.” 

“Oh. Okay,” said Larry, who didn’t give a good god damn one way or another who blew up whom. 

“Grooooowrrrhrrh,” said Grover. 

“No, you can’t!” screamed Han, lunching for the furry humanoid, who was reaching for the control on his belt to detonate the suicide bomb. 

Han was thrown off-course in mid-lunge as the ship lost gravity. Grover pressed the button, detonating the bomb, but with no gravity the explosion had no idea where to go. Small clusters of explosion congregated to one side of the ship, dragging pieces of Grover’s body with them, and started milling about, obviously uncomfortable in this room full of strangers, and with no gravity to boot. Given time they would undoubtedly have requested some wine and breadsticks while they waited for gravity to come back, so that they might continue their destruction at a later time. I had other plans, however. 

“Shoot them again Chino,” I commanded. 

Chino pressed the button on the console again, lighting up the smuggler ship a second time. 

“That’ll get their attention,” I guessed. “Now put me on-screen and get me the captain of that vessel. I want answers.” 

“Han here, who am I speaking with?” 

“Han? Hansel? Is it you?” I asked, bewildered. 

“Azo?” Han asked. 

“Yeah, man! How long has it been? Like ten years, right? Last time I saw you was back on Pfundklistherd, when you were hooked up with that seven breasted whore! What was her name again?” I asked. 

“Matilda,” he answered, “But look, we have bigger problems here. There’s an explosion in the cargo hold that will be getting hungry in a bit, and if we don’t’ feed it I’m afraid it will revolt. Larry ate all of our animal cookies, and I’m afraid we have no wine on board.” 

“Oh dear, you’re in a jam,” I gasped. 

“Yes, we are,” Han continued. “Plus I just lost my First Mate and I have no idea where Gretel is.” 

“Don’t worry, Han,” I said, trying my best to comfort him, “we’ll send a rescue party aboard and get you and your candy off. We’ll find Gretel if she’s around, and we’ll bring some stuff along for the explosion.” 

“Thank you Azo, you’re a lifesaver,” Han replied. 

“Think nothing of it,” I said. “As a matter of fact…hey, what’s this red light blinking here?” 

The light, as it turns out, was an incoming missile alert. 

“Chino, who’s firing at us?!” I yelled. 

“I don’t know, boss” 

“Well find out, you moron!” I screamed at him. 

“Hey, that’s my Chino,” I declared. “You can yell at your Chino however you want, but you will not speak to my Chino like that.” 

“How do you know that one is yours?” I asked myself. 

“Well…” I began, but then thought better of it and pulled my ray gun on myself instead. 

Of course I saw this coming and pulled my ray gun as well. 

So there we were, in a Mexican standoff, me versus me. 

“Hey boss, we’re in trouble,” said Larry, coming in from the airlock. “Roncli and Thorn are shooting at us and the candy ship is…oh shit.” 

I stood, watching myself for a few moments, cutting my eyes toward the Chino and the Larry on the bridge every now and again for signs of recognition. 

“Larry, I need you to kill that other me,” I said sternly. 

“No Larry, kill that other one,” I countered. 

Another missile hit the ship, destroying life support on several decks. Alarms began wailing, an the computer’s electronic voice began instructing people to make their way toward the support hatches. Still, I stood my ground with my ray gun aimed once again at myself. 

“I knew I would be more trouble than I’m worth,” I said. 

“You always were a pussy,” I countered. 

“Boys, we’ve got a problem here,” said Han, still on the video screen. 

The third missile hit, setting off even more alarms and beginning a chain reaction that destroyed the remaining decks, and very nearly sliced the ship in two. The life support functions were almost all completely diverted to the bridge on which we were standing now. 

“Life support expected to be intact for twenty seconds longer,” the computer chimed in. 

“Bosses,” Larry began, “This is bad news. One of you has to prove who you are or we’re all toast.” 

“Fifteen seconds,” said the computer. 

“We’re done for,” said Chino, slumping into his chair. 

“Ten seconds,” said the computer. 

“Bosses, I need an answer now,” Larry said. 

“Five seconds until life support interruption,” concluded the computer. 

“Boss!” Larry yelled. 

“Four.” 

I reached into my pocket… 

“Three. 

…and pulled out the doomsday device. 

“Two.” 

In a blur of activity, Larry disarmed the other me, shot me with my own zap gun, and slapped his watch onto my wrist, taking great pains not to activate the doomsday device in my hand. 

“One.” 

“Good job, boss.” said Larry, an instant before the life support systems went dead. 

Chapter 15

roncli

"Well, I searched the entire planet," Thorn stated. "Jesse's gone." 

"Well hell. Where is that bastard?" I asked. "And more importantly, where is the doomsday device?" 

"Not on Earth!" answered Thorn enthusiastically. I groaned. 

It was not like Jesse to just go off and do his own thing like that. When he had plans, he took great care to execute them with the perfection of a Timex watch. Which is why he often didn't have plans, because no plans meant fun. 

But this was of utmost importance, saving the universe and all. Oh well, something bigger was on his mind, and it was up to us to find out what. 

It was then, the next attack began. "Sir! Ships are approaching, firing lasers and stuff!" 

"Who is it?" I demanded to know. 

Thorn responded, "It's those bloody Dopplegangers!! Should I give them the what for?" 

"What for?" I asked. 

"Because they're shooting at us, maybe?!" Thorn said, flapping his arms madly. 

"Hmmm. Yah, why not?" I said. 

"BECAUSE THEY'RE BLOODY FUCKING SHOOTING AT US!!!" Thorn screamed. 

"Jeez, it's just a phrase. Now settle down and fire already," I responded. 

Thorn stopped his rampage, let out an "Oh...", and returned to his console. 

The fighting was fierce and raged on for days, with many fighters dying. Finally, they broke through our defenses and stormed the ship. Not good. 

"We need to get out of here!" yelled Thorn. 

"Agreed," I said, as I pressed the big red button that says, "Get us out of here!" Instantly, Thorn, myself, and 15000 of the bravest intergalactic troops were back at Launch Pad Alpha. 

"What do you think they're going to do?" asked Thorn. 

"Hmmm..." I said thoughtfully. "Probably find Jesse and blow him to smithereens." 

"Oh," Thorn responded. "That's not so bad." 

Then, suddenly, I appeared out of nowhere, with a smile on my face. I obviously knew what I was doing here, and was expecting myself to be here at this exact time and place. "Are you from the future?" I asked. 

"Of course not," I responded, taking a small device from my pocket. "I'm from the past. One cyclical revolution ago, I received this from the me from the cyclical revolution before that. I now am passing it on to you.” I handed the device to me. 

I looked at it, noticing that it was exactly the same type of watch that Larry has! I looked at the counter on it, and it said 1. "Where did you get this from?" I asked, eyes wide in disbelief. 

I laughed for a moment, expecting the question. "I don't know where it originated. I got it from me, who got it from me, and he got it from me." 

"But..." I said, pondering further about the cyclical universe theory, "you can't simply create matter out of nowhere... It had to have come from SOMEWHERE..." I thought to myself briefly. Knowing that this time around was not the same as the last, because of what Idaho had been doing to mess up the cyclical rotation, I asked, "Are you aware that this cycle is different than the last?" 

"No it's not," I replied calmly with a smile. "The space time continuum is fine. The universe is fine. And this cycle is an exact copy of the previous one, which is a cop..." 

"No." I stated sternly, which caused me to give a grave look of horror, not remembering this from the conversation last time. "You can't create a watch from out of nowhere. That's a paradox to begin with. Secondly, the Big Bang was caused by us coming from the PAST, which is a paradox when you ask the question how did the first Big Bang start. Finally, Idaho *IS* a paradox, what do you suggest we do about that?" 

Visibly shaken, I backed off. "It can't be... It wasn't supposed to go like this..." And with that, I vanished. 

I looked at the watch for a moment. It looked real. But was it? Was this just another one of the Doppleganger's tricks to try to get me to kill myself? Probably. I put the watch on anyway, and blasted myself with the ray gun. As the numbing sensation spread through my body, I smiled in relief as the counter on the watch increased to 2. Real enough for me. 

I turned to Thorn. "OK, I thought of something. Generally, going back in time is bad if you mess stuff up and cause real paradoxes. You know, like going back to kill yourself. That's bad." 

"I wouldn't mind it," replied Thorn. 

"That's because you're Thorn. Here's the plan. At the end of this adventure, assuming you survive, you're going to go back in time and... change things. The thing is, you're going to change them to our advantage." I got out a notepad and a pen. "I'm going to write down everything that needs to be changed in this notepad, along with the time and place. For example..." 

I began to scribble on the paper. Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere, obviously exhausted. "You bloody well better be happy when all of this is over! I'm BEAT!" Thorn removed the watch he was wearing and gave it to Thorn. 

"Oh!" exclaimed Thorn, "Another watch!" 

"No," I explained. "Not another watch, it's my watch, but it's come back in time. I'm going to give you the watch when this is all over. You're going to use it while you do all of the necessary things you need to do to fix things, and then you're going to come back here, and give the watch to yourself. When it's all done, you'll give the watch back to me. Simple?" 

"I'm confused," said Thorn. 

I rolled my eyes, and thanked Thorn who went on his way. Then, I started formulating a plan on how to find Jesse, Larry, and Chino. 

"This ship was headed to Cash Money III before it turned around and came back here. That must be where Jesse is hiding." 

"Very well. Set course for Cash Money III. We'll be sure to give him a nice... surprise. BWAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!" 

Chapter 16

roncli

As we began to stroll over to Jesse's place for any clues leading to his disappearance, my phone rang. I answered, "Roncli Productions, roncli here... ...Karmann?! Is that you?... ...I'm doing great! I'm up at Jesse's right now, though... ...No, he's not here, he's out on business...I think... ...You haven't changed a bit either!... ...OK, I'll talk to you later, bye!" Talk about your timing. 

As we approached the house, we immediately noticed something was wrong. There was thousands of people storming the place. My 15000 men panicked, and ran from the scene. I knew we had to take them out, but I also knew we couldn't do it alone. I began to write down on my paper the time, place, and the words, "I need an army." 

When I looked up, what I saw was shocking. Thousands of Thorns had appeared, apparently from the future. I suddenly had an army of virtually indestructible Thorns, ready to go to war with whatever evil was before us. 

"Hi Thorn, how are you doing?" said Thorn. 

"I'm doing well Thorn, what about you?" said Thorn. 

"I'm bloody tired, I think I've been fighting these guys for two years!" said Thorn. 

"Really? Well, it's all worth it in the end, right?" said Thorn. 

"It bloody well better be!" said Thorn. 

The Thorn standing next to me blinked. "This is crazy." 

"I know," I replied. Then, I directed my attention to the army of Thorns. "Take out every living being in that house that's not Jesse, Larry, Chino, or Becca. Especially don't take out Becca, Jesse will likely kill you if you do." 

The Australian accented roar of the crowd before me gave their acceptance, and then marched on to their deaths. Curious, I asked my Thorn, "Out of curiosity, what does your watch say?" 

Thorn glanced at his watch and said, "Four hundred eighty-three billion, eight hundred ten million, nine hundred twenty-one thousand, sixteen." 

I replied, "I wouldn't be surprised if half of them happen here." 

The ensuing battle took about half a day. It wasn't long before we realized that these were Dopplegangers raiding Jesse's place. Thorn took care of every last Doppleganger without suffering a single casualty. When it was over, the Thorns said, "Good day, mate!" in unison, and then they all disappeared. 

"Cool." I stated. 

None of Jesse, Larry, Chino, or Becca were found. But we did find a computer that was on screensaver mode. I took it out of screensaver mode to see a window that said, "Locate Henchmen". Apparently, Jesse, Larry, and Chino had just about made it to Cash Money III. But for some reason, they weren't moving at the moment. "Odd," I thought to myself. Thorn, who was at my side the whole time nodded his head for no reason. 

Suddenly, I heard a loud roar. I quickly turned around to see a Doppleganger, arms shaped like wicked blades, running right for me. Then Thorn appeared out of nowhere, died twice to the Doppleganger, and then finally killed it, said "Good day, mate!", and disappeared. "Perhaps I should write that down," I said calmly, as I quickly penned the time and location of the incident. 

Knowing where we should be heading, we made it back to Launch Pad Alpha. Our original ship hijacked, I knew we would need another in order to make it to Cash Money III. We went into the secret barn, pulled the secret cow head, and showed up in illusionary space, where I was holding an Intel Pentium 90 processor (cue promo music) and a plate of Sezuwan Cat. I contemplated eating the Chinese delicacy for a moment, but knew there was work to be done, so I combined the Pentium with the dish, which produced two space trikes. 

I scratched my head for a moment. "This can't be right," stated Thorn. 

"No it's not," I said, as I penned the time and place, and wrote down the words, "No space trikes." 

Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere and demolished the space trikes. "Good day, mate!" he replied, as he disappeared. I then took a piece of pocket lint and combined it with a four dollar bill from the wreckage... 

As the lint touched the picture of Jesse Worley, the whole area began to shake violently. The lint and the bill combined, and the resulting object started to GROW. Hues of deep purple and forest green filled the room as the largest space ship I have ever seen filled the area. 

"WOAH!" exclaimed Thorn. "Triple neutrino powered warp drive, with super aft thrusters!" 

"Look at the weapons array," I admired. "Twin rapid fire heat seeking torpedoes, and super shield sapping lasers. This ride is hip, man." 

"Yes!" Thorn agreed as we boarded the green and purple ship. 

The inside was as strange and impressive as the outside. Everything was either green or purple, and made for a nice relaxing environment to wage war in. Surely, the Dopplegangers were going to be no match for us. We took off from Launch Pad Alpha at Maximum Triple Warp, heading towards Cash Money III. 

About half way there, we caught up to the bastard Dopplegangers that stole our first ship. But boy did we have a surprise for them. "Fire a volley of rapid fire torpedoes at them," I commanded. The first volley left the ship, and headed straight for our old ship. It hit the aft of the shift with a force of three nuclear warheads. It was cool, but it didn't blow up just yet. 

The ship stopped, turned around, and fired its volley of torpedoes right at us. "SHIELDS!" I yelled, and Thorn brought up our shields. "Fire back at them, use the lasers." 

Of all the idiotic things I could have said at that moment, I said it. With the shields online, our super shield sapping lasers sapped our shields out of existence before punching a minor hole in our former vehicle, causing them to retreat. 

The torpedo, however, was headed straight for us, with our shields completely drained. It could not have picked a worse location to hit, right next to the bridge, causing a gaping hole in space to appear beside us. Air was rapidly depressurizing, and I think I died once, but wasn't too sure. I got out the notepad and began writing franticly the time and the coordinates, and the words, "Fix our ship." And thus, the ballet began. 

Thorn appeared out of nowhere. He was instantly sucked towards the void, and with nothing to hold on to, would have floated out into space to die millions of deaths... that is, if Thorn hadn't appeared out of nowhere, hanging on for dear life at the edge of the hole. He grabbed Thorn by the arm, saving him from the void of space. But as he lost his grip, another Thorn appeared out of nowhere to save them both. "I got ya, mate!" he assured them. Two more Thorns appeared out of nowhere, also sucked towards the void, threatening to send all of them sprawling out into space. But four Thorns appeared, and instantly stood hand in hand, blocking the rest of the Thorns from flying out of the ship. 

The nine Thorns began to quickly weld, dying many times to lack of pressure. Within hours, they had died a few billion times, got the hole patched, the bridge pressurized, and were on their way. "Good day, mate!" they said in unison as they all disappeared. 

Saved by Thorn, the Army of One, we proceeded on in pursuit of the ship, hoping to find Jesse before he did something rash... assuming he hadn't ALREADY done anything rash. 

Chapter 17

Azo

“Han, how the hell have you been?” I asked, sucking air through the still opening airlock door. I had always believed Larry when he told me being reanimated was painful, but only now did I know the absolute truth. 

“Not bad, man, but you guys blew my ship up pretty good,” Han answered. “We’ve got an explosion contained in the cargo hold, but I don’t know that it’ll stay confused for long. Pretty soon it’s going to want to know what for, and if we can’t give it an answer we’ll all be floating.” 

“Easy enough,” I replied. “Where’s Larry?” 

“He’s in the cockpit with Chino. We beamed him aboard a few seconds before your ship imploded. He went a few minutes without oxygen, but he seems well enough,” Hansel explained. 

“Ok then, I’m going to need to see them first, then I’ll deal with the explosion,” I said, turning to float away. 

“There’s more that you should know,” Han continued, regaining my attention. 

“What?” 

“That ship is still out there, and it has a lock on us. We’ve already been scanned and tapped by a couple of laser blasts. If they fire one of those torpedoes we’ll not stand a chance,” he moaned. 

“Alright then. I’ll put that on the list,” I decided, turning again to float away. 

“Wait, something else,” Han continued. 

“Now what?” 

“Well, when we beamed Chino aboard we apparently picked up a stray as well. It’s confined to the kitchen right now, but it’s chewing through the walls. I’m pretty sure it’s going to eat us,” Han explained. 

“Gotcha. Alien in the kitchen,” I noted, turning to float away. 

“There’s also the air shortage. We’re down to twenty minutes of oxygen in the tanks,” Han said to my back. 

I raised my hand in mid-float to indicate that I would put that on my to-do list and continued toward the cockpit. 

“You’re mother is on the phone as well,” Han commented to my quickly-fading back. 

I raised my hand in understanding again, and continued floating. 

“We have leeches on the power cables that’ll need to get cleaned off if we want to power up the thrusters again,” Han called to me. 

Again with the hand. 

“The computer is offline too, and without that we can’t regain the gravitational field,” Han continued. 

The hand kept doing its work. 

“We’re also on a floating trajectory with a star, so we only have about a half hour to get moving again or we’ll burn up,” Han continued. 

My wrist was tired. 

“Wait, Azo, there’s one more thing you should know,” Han continued, a pained look coming over his worn smuggler face. I wheeled on him in mid-float and tapped my foot on the wall next to me impatiently. 

“Han, we’re facing imminent and certain doom from several simultaneous sources, any one of which might not think it kindly if we ignore them for too long a time. What in the hell could be so important that I should ignore the explosion in the cargo hold, the alien in the kitchen, the ship aiming its torpedoes at us, the star we’re chasing, the leeches on the power cables, the oxygen shortage, or the computer repairs for?” 

“Gretel is missing. And you forgot that your Mom’s on the phone.” 

Cole woke up drenched in sweat, his heart racing and his head pounding. Never in his life had he experienced a nightmare like the one he just woke from, and never in his life had he been so sure that something he saw in his sleep was true. 

The whole thing seemed incredibly strange, watching his own brother being outwitted by his own brother in a battle to the death, and then watching the wittier of the two his brothers perish time and time again in a valiant swim through open space toward a crippled ship. If that wasn’t difficult enough to grasp there was the matter of the woman, of which he had no memory but somehow knew. She needed help, but not before his brother needed help. How to help them though? 

Cole climbed out of his waterbed and slipped into a pair of old work jeans and a long t-shirt. He slipped his keys in his pocket, fit his hat snugly on his head, tied the laces on his beat up boots, and sighed deeply. How would he find a way to help them? Where was he supposed to go? Would he need cash there? Not wanting to take a chance, he stocked his front pockets with the spare change from his dresser before walking into the cold night in search of answers. 

His first stop was his brother’s house, which sat on the top of a small hill surrounded completely by a classic moat. He crossed the bridge in his beat up truck and pulled into the visitors parking area. It had been several years since he’d visited this place, his brother’s attention being focused almost completely on that damn green and purple tube. 

Cole locked his truck and walked the 700 yards to the front door. Even before he came to the metal knocker the size of a small bus he saw signs of struggle. Corpses, shell casings, and scorched holes littered the landscape. He was pretty sure that a fight had taken place. 

With a cautious hand he pushed the front door completely open. More bodies littered the gargantuan entryway; some of them were still gripping what looked like toy guns in their cold fingers. He carefully pried loose the digits of one such hand and examined the weapon. It looked real enough, but would it fire? Four seconds later, with a tremendous grin on his face and the remains of a Bentley smoking in the front yard, he knew the answer to that question. 

It took searching a few more corpses to locate a holster for the weapon. Each one of them had one, but he did not recognize the functionality of them until he accidentally pulled a ray gun from one. The holsters for these incredible weapons were no larger than a pager, yet fit an oversized ray gun snugly and securely. Bewildered by the technology, he examined the weapon more closely, hoping to determine its origins. The tag on the bottom of the barrel quite clearly indicated its reason for existing: 

Plasma-Fed Ray Gun Mk. III (Version 1.21) 

Manufactured by Azo Interstellar Moving Company, Inc. 

Mfg Date: Junetember 3051 

WARNING: Do not point this device at anything you like. It might explode. (the thing you like, not the gun) This weapon was manufactured using recycled parts, and is guaranteed to be compatible with all Thermonuclear Stressballs Version 3.5 and up. Use of this weapon for anything other than destroying other civilizations is considered a violation of Universal Ordinance 28747399013.4387P and carries a maximum penalty of up to 500,000,000,000 years in prison, a $20 fine, or both. 

**Note: This weapon is not functional in Canada. 

He tucked the weapon into its holster, now armed with the knowledge that it had been built by his own brother. Ignoring the urge to gather more ray guns, he stepped over the piled bodies and worked his way into the office, where yet another surprise awaited him. 

Nobody really understands the unpredictability of space-time and its various cycles. One man claimed to have a pretty fundamental grasp on it some years ago, but his theories were disproved when he was caught cheating on his wife. It is fair to say that things almost always happen the same way in each universe cycle, but the very nature of the infinite universe makes that almost a very big almost. Dividing almost into infinity is sufficient to make almost and always almost identical, thus rendering each universe cycle roughly a complete copy of the first by sheer luck alone. It is only through these infinite variations that almost happen constantly throughout the cycles that time scientists have almost developed a means of determining the infinitely possible almost contained within any infinite and somewhat identical universe cycle. Without such knowledge, we would almost certainly be lost. 

It is very important that the concept above be understood to really grasp what happened to Cole when he walked through the office door. In all previous time cycles he had almost been warped aboard Roncli’s ship and had almost always saved humanity all by himself in the hours that followed. On a couple of infinite occasions he had simply found himself waking up again, almost sure that he had just dreamed that whole thing, only to find the universe ending within the hour. In one almost infinite occasion he had actually been placed into a giant star and found himself capable of controlling its actions. This time was almost infinitely different, and most probably the least unlikely possibility to almost not happen. 

As Cole walked through the door, which seemed to almost shimmer with its own light in the dense darkness of the hallway a tingling sensation began at the bottom of his spine. The tingling sensation worked its way almost to the top of his head before it subsided, and then nothing else out of the ordinary happened. He walked to the computer on the desk, which was almost on, and began reading through the emails his brother had sent and received over the past few weeks. While they were all almost interesting, and he very easily could have found himself enthralled for several hours, he pried himself from the monitor after determining that his very own brother was somewhere in space, trying valiantly to save the green and purple tubes from being blown up yesterday. The answer he was after was almost certainly to be found at a farm repeatedly mentioned in the emails, housing something called launch pad alpha, which to the best of his recollection was said to be nested between a big field and an even bigger field less than a hundred miles away. 

Determined to track down his ailing brother, Cole stepped back through the front door only to find that the Bentley was in quite good shape for a car that had been blasted with a zap gun only a few minutes before. From the look of it, someone had even taken the time to put a nice wax job on it. Rather than taking his truck, he chose to climb into the luxurious car instead, grinning broadly as the motor came to life the moment his hands touched the wheel. he put the car in drive, stepped on the gas, and was whisked away, seeking adventure and almost certain doom. 

I pulled Chino, Larry, and Hansel into a tight circle outside the kitchen to explain my plan to them. A kitchen-wall-eating alien was a difficult enough adversary for an entire galactic legion, and was certainly going to prove tantamount to suicide for the four of us. My ace in the hole was a pair of reanimating watches rather than the single watch Larry wore regularly. 

“Guys, we have to do this quickly, and we have to be smart about it,” I explained. “Larry is safe, and whoever has this other watch on will be just as safe, but the remaining two people will be in heaps of danger. These kitchen aliens are fast and mean, and will step right over a reanimating corpse to find a dinner they only have to kill once. I’ve seen it happen.” 

“So who gets the other watch?” asked Chino. 

“You do,” I told him. 

I handed Chino the watch, which he carefully wrapped around his right wrist. He and Larry looked at each other for a few minutes, silently placing their bets on who would die the fewest times in this encounter. 

“Han, you and I will stand in the doorway as a last line of defense. If this bugger gets past them we’ll have to hold it off with whatever we can to keep it from getting loose on the ship,” I explained. “We only have a couple of zap guns, so Larry and Chino will be charging the alien with chairs. If they can knock it down, we should be able to zap it good.” 

“Do you really think this will work?” asked Han. 

“It had better,” I said, pressing the button to open the kitchen door. Surprise filled the faces of my comrades, who had but a mere second to react to the scream from within the kitchen. The alien knew we were there, and knew we were coming for it. 

“I’ve got him, I’ve got him!” yelled Chino, engaging the kitchen alien with his chair. Both he and the chair were cut down by one mighty swipe from the alien’s nineteenth arm. 

“Over here, you bastard!” shouted Larry, drawing the attention of the beast. It was a short-lived attention. One swing of its tail and pieces of Larry were dripping from the half-chewed walls. 

“Oh no you don’t!” screamed Chino, now reanimated. He lunged majestically for the alien with the remains of his shattered chair, but was easily cut down by the sheer surprise of the alien. In case you’ve never seen anyone perish from the surprise of another, let me just tell you it’s one of the funniest things one can possibly see. 

It was so funny, in fact, that Han and I stopped firing our zap guns and retreated into the hallway, closing the kitchen door behind us. Larry and Chino would be trapped, but would keep the alien from chewing through the walls. It bought us time, if nothing else. 

“How are we going to ever beat that thing?” Han asked between fits of laughter. 

“I have absolutely no idea,” I replied. 

We pondered the issue at hand until our sides stopped hurting. Our air supply was diminishing quickly, and there were other matters to attend to, so we began to think of outrageous plans. 

“How about we suit up and float over to Roncli’s ship?” Han suggested. 

“No, they know I’ve broken from our plan. They’d just throw me in the brig,” I answered. 

“What about that doomsday device?” Han suggested. 

“No, Roncli would come back in time and stop me from using it, and then throw me in the brig,” I answered. 

“How about asking the explosion for help?” Han suggested. 

“No, I’d just piss it off, and it would blow us to smithereens,” I answered. 

“But it wouldn’t land you in Roncli’s brig,” Han countered. 

“Good point,” I said after a moment’s consideration. “Let’s go get some help then.” 

Chapter 18

Thorn

Meanwhile, back on Roncli's ship, not a whole lot was happening. Thorn and Roncli were whiling away the hours playing cards whilst en route to Cash Money III, in pursuit of Jesse. Thorn had to be very careful not to cheat. At least, that's what Roncli told him. Thorn knew that, in reality, what he had to be careful of was not to get caught cheating. He didn't want to have to go through the experience of dying a few octillion times again. Silently, he was thankful Larry and Chino weren't around.

"Ah, crap," exclaimed Roncli. "Beaten again. I swear, you'd better not be cheating, or..." His hand reached for his gun. 

"Nonono!" Thorn yelled, waving his hands. "I'm not! Fair and square, man!" He shifted his foot, covering the card he'd dropped on to the floor. Roncli had never seen him switch the cards. 

Roncli eyed him suspiciously. "Dude, I'm not going to shoot you. I just want to check that..." 

"..'that I'm locked and loaded, and my gun is clean.' How many times do you need to clean that thing before you're satisfied that it is, in actual fact, clean?" 

"How many times have I cleaned it so far?" 

"Around five hundred times." 

Roncli looked indignant. "At least five-hundred and one, then!" He stood up and was about to stalk off when there was a slight buzzing noise, and Thorn appeared in mid-air. 

"Woah!" said Roncli. 

"Woah!" said Thorn. 

"Woah!" said Thorn. "I think I accidentally switched it on! Hey! You guys! Whatever you do, DON'T LET JESSE kzzzTTTtkkzzrrrcchhhzztttccchhhhHbrztztz.." Thorn flickered, much like a corrupt hologram, and then disappeared. 

"Don't let him WHAT?" asked Thorn, eyebrows raised in surprise and forehead furrowed in complete confusion. 

"I think there was some interference causing static. That, or your signal was being jammed," replied Roncli, his face thoughtful. 

"Hang on. Ok, let's say this message WAS sent to us from the future by myself. Why would I bother sending it at all, now that I know it was never going to get through?" 

"Probably for the same reason Ted told himself to wind his watch, in 'Bill and Ted's Excellent Adventure'," Roncli answered. 

Thorn paused. "I'm stupid?" 

"No! Well, yes," Roncli grinned at Thorn's glare. "But what I mean is that if you don't give this message, it'll create a catastrophic paradox..." 

"What DOESN'T, these days, hm?" 

"Plus," Roncli continued, ignoring Thorn, "your expression was pretty panicked. Maybe you were about to die or something, and just forgot about the message never getting through?" Roncli grinned. 

Thorn crossed his arms, annoyed. "Maybe," he said icily, "I was about to tell myself not to let Jesse give you the chance of staying alive." 

Roncli's grin faltered. "Err. Heheh. Yeah. Uh, so, how about another game?" 

Thorn brightened. "Ok!" he said, bending down to pick up the card from under his foot. 

Roncli gasped and pointed. "A-HAH!" 

Thorn looked at the exposed card, then back at Roncli. His face fell. 

"Aw, fuck." 

Chapter 19

roncli

I rested comfortably in the captain's chair, bored out of my mind. I could kill Thorn for cheating again, but he had suffered enough for one day. And the hologram that appeared earlier was still haunting at the corner of my mind. I was really nervous for the past hour or so, and sitting in this chair was driving me up a wall. It was almost as if the green and purple interior of this new ship was calling to me to do something, anything. I thumbed through the notepad out of sheer boredom. Then I had an idea. 

I looked back at Thorn, who was casually sleeping on top of the navigational controls. Occasionally, a loud snore would reverberate through the cabin. I turned back to my notepad, and started writing quietly and quickly, so he wouldn't notice. "Fix me a big meal," I wrote. I gave the exact time and place, but was astonished he hadn't shown up right away. 

Suddenly, I heard a beeping noise behind me. It sounded very much like an alarm. Thorn woke up to it as I hid my notepad from view. Thorn glanced at the controls, turned the alarm off, stood up, and made his way around the cabin until he was standing in front of me. He stared at me for a few seconds, before I finally asked him, "What?" Thorn promptly unholstered his ray gun, pointed it at me, and fired. He then put the gun away, and calmly walked back to his station.

I blinked once or twice, the pain of the reanimation still lingering. "What the hell was that for?" 

Thorn shrugged. "I don't know to be honest, but it has something to do with me not being a cook."

I chuckled to myself as I got my notepad back out with the intention of scribbling out the command. Unfortunately, I seemed to had misplaced my pen. "Damn it," I said to myself, "Where the hell did my pen go?" 

"Beats me," said Thorn. "Now, if you would bloody keep it down, I'm trying to sleep." 

"Um, can't do that," I said. "I need my pen. Where did it go?" 

"Do I look like your bloody keeper? I don't know where your pen is." 

I responded impatiently, "Well can you help me look?" 

Thorn was beginning to get annoyed with me. "Why don't you just write it down in that silly notepad of yours." Thorn settled down on the panel to go to sleep. 

I blinked incredulously. "That requires a pen." 

Thorn looked up, a puzzled expression on his face. "Oh," he said as he joined me in my search for the pen. 

Hours passed, but no luck. I was certain the pen had disappeared off the face of the universe. "Turn us around," I ordered. "We need to go back for another pen. I'm sure Jesse has one, so land us at Launch Pad Alpha." 

"Right," replied Thorn as he turned us around, as I slumped back into my chair and started to doze off. That is, until the air flickered once again, a buzzing noise preceding the entrance of Thorn. 

"Woah!" I said. 

"Woah!" said Thorn. 

"Woah!" said Thorn. "I think it's working this time! OK... *ahem* Hey! You guys! Whatever you do, DON'T LET JESSE LEAVE THE SHIP AND RETURN TO EARTH! He's going to try to take over the universe with a doomsday device!" 

"Ummmm," I replied. "That already happened." 

An expression of frustration filled the face of the hologram. He said, "Aw, fuck!" before he phased out. 

"What in the bloody fucking hell..?" greeted my ears and woke me from my slumber. I opened my eyes to the wonderful fragile image of the Earth from orbit... along with the lovely green and purple ring circling it. 

"The tubes?" I said softly to myself. "This can't be..." 

Then another attack. "Sir! More ships and stuff are being flung at us!" 

Determined not to mess this one up, I took control of the situation. "Fire at them... kill them all." 

Thorn looked at the screen, full of ships and explosives headed our way. He then looked down at the control panel. Screen, control panel. Screen, control panel. Finally, he pressed a single button on his panel. 

The screen lit up with lock boxes surrounding every single ship and projectile, and then started shooting lasers at each target. The closest target was blown up first, and almost instantaneously, the next target would get blown up. This went on for two or three minutes, a brilliant outer space laser show unfolding before our eyes. Unlike our last ship, this ship was armed with some of the strongest lasers a four dollar bill can buy. Amazing what four bucks can get you these days. 

Satisfied with the result, we piloted the ship back to Launch Pad Alpha and landed nearby. To our amazement, Jesse's Bentley was outside the farm. "What's that doing here? Was that here when we left?" I asked. 

Thorn shook his head. "I don't think so," he stated. He then noticed the barn door open. "Look! Someone's inside!" 

We ran for the barn, and headed for the secret cow head, where we saw someone about to pull it! "STOP!" Thorn and I yelled in unison. To our amazement, the guy turned around and blasted me first, then Thorn with the ray gun, propelling us backwards from the force of the ray, all the while frying our brains. He then turned back towards the cow head again. "NO!" I screamed as I made a mad dash towards the guy. He turned around to fire again, but I was able to dodge the incoming fire. I leaped into the air to tackle him to the ground, but he fired again, knocking me out of midair. I landed painfully, but not as painful as the bolt of energy that was just sent through my body. Fortunately, my heroics gave Thorn enough time run up to the man, disarm him, and hold him to the ground. 

Then, I got a good look at him. "Cole?!" I asked in amazement. Then I thought for a moment and asked him, "Do you have a pen I can borrow?" 

Chapter 20

Azo

“Ok Han, this explosion is undoubtedly confused and lost here without any gravity, so let me do all the talking,” I said, just before opening the cargo hold doors. I prefer not to give those around me a chance to think about things before the matter starts, you see, because giving them a choice in the matter only complicates the aforementioned matter. 

The explosion was milling about on the left side of the cargo hold, talking amongst itself and wondering when someone would be around to offer it snacks. When we began to float toward it the explosion grew from its initial size of about 10 square feet to a size three times that. We approached carefully. 

“Have you brought us snacks?” it demanded. 

“My dear explosion,” I began, “I would like to be the first to welcome you aboard this ship, and sincerely hope your stay with us will be a pleasant one.” 

“Yes, yes, what about our snacks?” it asked again. 

“Your snacks will be along shortly, for you see we are in a ship hauling outrageous quantities of candy to a planet that very rarely receives such. I would be more than happy to offer this candy to you right now, but there are matters that are mutually devastating to both you and I that require more immediate attention,” I explained. 

“What matters?” the explosion asked. 

“Our air supply is running very short, and as you are well aware neither of us can survive without oxygen. Before the air supply runs out, though, a kitchen alien will have chewed through the walls and devoured us,” I told it. 

“And so you would like my help with these problems?” the always-intuitive explosion questioned. 

“Yes, my friend, I would very much like your assistance,” I said, throwing a smile in Han’s direction. 

“So you’re telling me Jesse came here to hold the planet hostage?” Cole asked, obviously confused. 

“Yeah, we built a doomsday device a couple of not-days ago and he’s apparently decided that it’s his free ride,” Roncli responded. 

“But I saw one of Jesse’s goons blow up another Jesse on a spaceship,” Cole said, starting to get really confused. 

“Yeah, he must have hooked up with himself in this Cycle and talked himself into joining his evil plot. I guess in the end he didn’t want to have anything to do with himself, so he had his henchman kill the other him,” Thorn said, waving his arms frantically to illustrate his lack of understanding in the matter. 

“So what do you need from me?” Cole asked, looking between Roncli and Thorn. 

“We need you to help us find your brother. We don’t want to have to blow him up, but we will if there’s no alternative. We can’t risk letting him use that doomsday device,” said Roncli. 

“Ok, I’ll help you,” replied Cole, “but on one condition.” 

“What’s that, mate?” asked Thorn. 

“What’s what?” asked Cole 

“The condition,” said Thorn. 

“What condition?” asked Cole. 

“The condition on which you’ll agree to help us,” demanded Roncli. “You said you’d help us on one condition, and we need to know what your condition is!” 

“My condition?” asked Cole. 

“Yes, damn it, your condition!” yelled Thorn. 

“Oh, my condition,” said Cole. “I’m quite well, thank you.” 

“No, we need to know the condition that is tied to your helping us find your brother!” yelled Roncli, obviously irate. 

“I would think that we could find him regardless of what kind of condition I was in,” Cole began, “and I don’t see how being tied to anything changes that.” 

Roncli took a long, hard look at Cole. This would be a problem. “Thorn, step outside with me a moment, would you?” he asked, motioning Thorn with his head. They two walked outside to discuss the situation. 

“So what do you suppose he’s up to? He can’t really be that stupid, can he?” asked Roncli. 

“I have no idea,” replied Thorn. “I just want to know what he wants from us.” 

“Oh jeez, you’re no smarter than he is,” said Roncli. 

“Look, I’m not the one who told him about the doomsday device,” explained Thorn, trying his best to look intelligent in the matter. 

“What does that have to do with anything?” 

“Well…I don’t know, but you still shouldn’t have told him. Now he’ll probably want to find Jesse himself and join his evil plan. They are brothers, you know,” said Thorn. 

“Yes, but you’re forgetting that we have him with us now, so there’s no possible way he can esca…” 

Thorn and Roncli stared at one another for a long second, Roncli’s mouth still hanging open, drawing out a little “aaaawwwww” sound. Thorn just shook his head, kicked a dirt clod lightly, and sighed. 

Finally, they went back into the barn. Neither of them expected Cole to be there. Neither was surprised when it turned out that he wasn’t. 

Han and I were just about to enter the kitchen to do battle with the alien again when Cole appeared next to us. 

“Hey bro,” I said. 

“What’s up?” he asked. 

“Not much, just about to lay a smack down on this kitchen alien with help from our friend here, ahhh…what did you say your name was?” I asked, looking at the explosion. 

“My name is Kronk,” the explosion told us all. 

“Pleased to meet you then, Kronk,” said Cole, extending his hand. 

Of course I quickly snatched his wrist away. “You don’t’ want to do that,” I explained. 

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “So what is this kitchen alien thing, anyway?” 

Han decided to explain the alien to Cole. 

“A kitchen alien is the worst kind of vermin in space, besides the warriors from the Glazpig nation of Uranus,” he began. “The buggers float around in deep space, waiting to be picked up by some unsuspecting traveler. When they’re beamed aboard they materialize in the kitchen and begin eating the walls. Once they’re free, they come after the people on board. When there’s no one left to defend the ship, they’ll eat the whole thing in a matter of days, leaving them floating once again in deep space.” 

“Are they pretty tough then?” Cole inquired. 

“Yeah,” Han went on. “They’re terribly tough. They have twenty arms and a tail lined with spikes. Their teeth are razor sharp, all four million of them. I’ve heard stories of a kitchen alien eating entire military transport ships.” 

“So how does one remove a kitchen alien from a ship?” Cole asked. 

“Well, one blast from a zap gun should be more than sufficient to disintegrate one,” I said, reaching for the door button. 

“Wait!” called Cole. “One zap would stop it? Why haven’t you zapped it yet then?” 

“Get your gun out,” I said, motioning toward Cole’s holster. “You’re about to find out.” 

The four of us prepared ourselves for the battle, and I pressed the door button. We stormed the kitchen, Kronk taking the lead. The room was a disaster, as Larry and Chino had apparently been keeping the kitchen alien busy. As we stormed in we caught a glimpse of Larry raising a table over his head, but Chino was nowhere to be seen. 

“Where’s Chino?!” I screamed at Larry as Han and Cole circled the room and the explosion swelled and charged the alien. 

“Under the sink!” Larry called back before getting cut down again. He appeared a second later and continued with, “The bastard alien bit his arm off!” He then fell again, and the next reanimation of Larry finished the dreadful explanation. “He swallowed the watch, we’ll never be able to stop him.” 

“Where is the fucker?!” screamed Cole. 

“On the floor in front of me, you moron,” called Larry. 

“Where?!” yelled Cole again, craning his neck to see over a pile of debris. What he saw was utterly astounding. 

The kitchen alien we were battling was a large one by most accounts. It stood a full four inches tall and was a dull shade of transparent. Its many arms were flailing in all directions; its tail perched solidly for balance. Every so often it would leap from the floor, slash Larry to bits, then jump from the falling body back onto the floor, where it would mildly tap its foot and await the next round. It almost seemed to be enjoying its time with Larry. The truly amazing aspect of this acrobatic routine was the simple fact that the alien was behaving as if gravity was not a problem on the ship. 

“Get your friends and get out of the kitchen,” commanded Kronk as he got in striking range of the alien. 

I crossed the destroyed room in three strokes, pulled Chino, who was definitely minus one arm, from under the sink, and dragged him toward the door. “Han, Larry, Cole, get out of there!” I called as I dragged Chino into the hall. 

We regrouped in the medical bay. 

“Chino, let’s get you fitted with a temporary arm. Kronk should have the kitchen alien dealt with soon, and maybe we can get your back when he’s done,” Han said, laying Kronk down on the operating table. 

“Cole and I will take care of the oxygen problem,” I said, turning to float from the room. Cole followed me. We passed the kitchen on the way to the storage tanks, and could clearly hear the sounds of exploding Kronk from within. Kronk would have to keep the act up until the reanimation watch rolled over. We would be out of the kitchen for days, at least. 

“I need you to reboot the computer from that console over there,” I told Cole, pointing in the proper direction. “I’ll check the tanks to see if the reserves are damaged.” 

“Wait bro, you forget I’ve never been on one of these things. How do I reboot the computer on a spaceship?” Cole asked. 

“Han’s a cheapskate. It’s running a Microsoft flight computer. Just press Control-Alt-Delete a couple of times,” I explained, still floating down the hall. 

Stifling a laugh, Cole floated into the room he’d been directed to. The many computer consoles and flashing buttons lining the walls were nothing new to him, and it didn’t take him long to find the keyboard. He pressed the proper key combination several times in a row, and the lights went off in the room, only to return a moment later. The large monitor in front of him lit up, counted memory, and began loading Windows 3050 Starship Edition. When the desktop had finally loaded, Cole began noticing changes in the ship. A dull hum began, growing louder with each passing second. Suddenly gravity was restored. He picked himself up off the floor, brushed his arms for effect, and smiled at himself for having just saved the ship. 

I meanwhile was having a terribly difficult time locating air. With the restored gravity field I could move around a little easier, but each gauge showed the same as the last. We had about thirty seconds of oxygen left with the way Kronk was sucking it up in the kitchen. We would never last with an open explosion on board, so I did the only think I could. 

“Computer, are you there?” I asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Shut off all air flow to the kitchen,” I commanded. 

“It is done,” replied the computer, less than a second later. 

I walked back to find Cole with my head hung low. By enlisting Kronk and sending him in to do battle with the alien I had doomed him to a fate worse than deep space floatation. I had ct his oxygen supply, rendering him useless. We had four minutes of air without him, but I was beginning to realize that we were doomed. We would never be able to destroy the kitchen alien in time. 

I found Cole in the computer room playing solitaire on the oversized monitor. 

“We’re doomed,” I told him. 

“Howsat?” he asked. 

“Well, the air in the kitchen is shut off, so the alien will have started tearing the walls up again without Kronk to stop him. We have four minutes to stop the alien, get the leeches off the power cables, and get the thrusters going again or we’ll burn up in a star, assuming we can hold our breath after we run out of air,” I explained in a dismal tone. 

“You forgot about your mom,” said Han, walking into the room with Chino and Larry in tow. “She’s still on hold.” 

“What are we going to do then?” asked Chino. 

“I say we break out the six million year old wine and enjoy the end of our lives,” I responded, again in my dismal tone. 

“We can’t go down without a fight,” Cole prompted. 

“So what do you suggest then?” asked Han. 

“Let’s start by getting rid of the leeches,” Cole said. 

“That should be relatively easy,” Hansel explained, opening a panel on the wall next to him. He reached in and pulled a fist-sized green leech from the compartment and threw it on the floor, and Chino promptly stepped on it. 

Chino, Han, and Cole got to work on the leech infestation, and I left the room. There was no hope in sight, and I was determined to have a glass of wine before I perished. The wine, of course, was in the kitchen. 

I sulked down the hallway toward the kitchen. I was going to have to open the door, get past the kitchen alien, and get the wine from the cabinet. I put my chances at somewhere around one in sixty trillion, but plodded on regardless. There would be no surviving this ride. We were done for. I was halfway to the kitchen when I heard the ship’s engines fire up again. Still, I continued on my path. We were still less than three minutes from a complete oxygen situation, if the kitchen alien didn’t get us first. 

I was no more than twenty feet from the door to the kitchen when I noticed the first crack. The alien had broken almost completely through the wall, and would be entering the main halls of the ship within seconds. I kneeled on the floor, pulled my ray gun from its holster, and prepared myself for a fight. 

Another crack appeared six inches from the first. Then another appeared a whole foot from either of the previous cracks. A fourth appeared near the ceiling. The alien was almost free, but was choosing to gnaw multiple holes for some reason. Either way, he was going to come out soon. 

Han, Cole, Larry, and Chino flanked my position and saw the predicament about the time the fifth crack appeared. 

“What the hell is that?” Larry asked. 

“He’s coming through,” I explained. 

“Why is he cutting so many different holes?” asked Han. 

“Don’t ask me, I just want a glass of wine,” I responded smugly. 

“Chino, Larry, Han, listen up,” began Cole, getting their attention. “From what I see, we’re about to get eaten by a really mean alien, and all my brother wants is a glass of wine. When this bastard breaks through the three of us will hold him off long enough for him to get that wine. Got it?” 

Chino and Han nodded their approval. Larry smiled. 

So there crouched we five, weapons drawn, waiting for the most horrible monster in all of space to come through the wall in front of us. We were down to two minutes of oxygen, at the most, and my mother would have undoubtedly hung up the phone by now. We looked upon one another, brothers in arms, all of us knowing this would be the end. A little nod here, the beginnings of a tear there, and a bond that we all knew would never be broken formed between us at that very moment. Even Chino, who had been my least favorite henchman behind Larry, rose a notch, even if it would only last a moment. 

The alien broke through. We all pressed the triggers. The fight was on. 

“Wait, wait, stop that you curs!” shouted the alien, climbing through the rubble of what was once the kitchen wall. 

Our kitchen alien had grown to a height of six feet, and was undoubtedly the most menacing sight anyone in space had ever gazed upon. His many arms were all in front of him, palms up, pleading with us to stop firing at him. Flames dripped from his mouth, sending puffs of black smoke over his blood-red eyes. His tail was a long whip of pure fire, burning like the remains of a planet shot with a melt-o-ray cannon. We were unable to move. Guns clattered to the floor around me. 

Only Cole managed his composure. 

“Die, you bastard!” he yelled, sending another volley of ray blasts in the direction of the beast. He struck true, and the alien crumbled before us, only to be reanimated a moment later, again with its hands stretched before him. 

“Wait guys, it’s me, Kronk!” it yelled. 

Cole shot it again. 

Again it stood up. 

“It’s really me!” the alien yelled. 

Cole shot it again. 

Again it stood up. 

“Stop that, you moron!” the alien yelled. 

Cole shot it again. 

Again it stood up. 

“I’d rather eat the candy, but if you insist on keeping this up I’ll put my teeth into you,” it said. 

Before Cole could shoot again, I reached over and pushed his gun down. 

“Kronk?” I asked. 

“Yeah, this bugger ate me right as I was extinguished. Don’t ask me how, but I think we’re fused together,” the alien explained, its many arms waving in illustrative gestures. 

“But…how?” I asked. 

“Don’t ask me, I just want candy,” Kronk replied, raising his very menacing eyebrows. 

The four of us stood up apprehensively as Kronk the Giant Kitchen Alien walked toward us, explaining. 

“I think the kitchen alien part of me has no need for oxygen, but the explosion part of me does. When the oxygen went off in the kitchen I was in the belly of the alien just about to swell up again. Somehow we got fused together, and for some reason I got control of this body. I can make it shrink or grow, too,” he said, illustrating his point by reducing his size to a mere inch tall. 

“So do you need oxygen now?” I asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Kronk the Tiny Kitchen Alien replied. 

“Thirty seconds to oxygen depletion,” came the voice from the speakers. 

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Cole quipped, smiling at his own joke. 

“Twenty seconds to torpedo impact,” the computer then told us. 

“Well, that’s it then,” I said. “It’s been nice knowing you Kronk, but we’re about to get vaporized here. You and Larry have fun being reanimated all over space, you hear?” 

“It doesn’t have to end like that,” said Kronk the Tiny Kitchen alien, once again becoming Kronk the Giant Kitchen Alien. “I think that if you all climb into my mouth we can float away from here.” 

“You mean to eat us after all,” said Han, depressed as I’d ever seen him. 

“No, not at all, my friends,” said Kronk. “I don’t think you’ll need any air in my belly, and I can grow to accommodate you as well as any space ship ever could. There’s also the added bonus that I can’t be destroyed permanently.” He then grew another size, and held out his arms as a ladder. 

I exchanged glances with my henchmen. They didn’t offer much help. Cole, however, was the voice of reason once again. 

“Well, we have five seconds either way,” he said, reaching up to take hold of one of the many arms in front of him. “I’m climbing into this fellow, whether you’re joining me or not.” 

Han, Larry, Chino, and I followed my brother into the mouth of Kronk the Now Really Giant Kitchen Alien just before the torpedo struck the ship. 

“Are we alright?” Han asked in the darkness. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “Are we all here?” 

“Check,” said Cole. 

“Yeah boss,” said Larry and Chino in unison. 

“I’m here too,” said Kronk, his voice reverberating in the hollowness of the dark. 

“Think we can get some light in here Kronk?” asked Cole. 

Flames coated the ceiling, lighting the belly of Kronk and throwing devious shadows across my companions and I. 

“So now what?” asked Cole. 

“Kronk, is that ship still there, the one that shot us?” I asked. 

“Yup, it’s sitting right out there in space,” he answered. 

“Plot a course for their docking bay,” I commanded. “Let’s get some answers. 

Chapter 21

roncli

For the fifth time, I impatiently scribbled out the instruction that I had just written down. Either Thorn wasn't getting the idea, or there was some other reason he didn't come back in time and stopped Cole. Whatever the reason, it didn't seem to matter how I wrote my request on there, it just wasn't happening. 

Armed with a crate of pens, Thorn and I reboarded the ship. "Shall I plot a course to Cash Money III?" asked Thorn expectantly. 

"No..." I replied. "I have a different idea. If you and I can find out why time is messed up again and fix it, there's a good chance that anything Jesse does will be averted. We'll save the universe from time phasings, Jesse, and Idaho all at once." 

"I like that idea!" Thorn stated enthusiastically. "If only because the outcome is good." 

I rolled my eyes, just about the time another buzzing sound filled the air, and Thorn appeared once again on the bridge. 

"Woah," I said. 

"Woah," said Thorn. 

"Woah," said Thorn. "OK, I think I got the right time. Guys, whatever you do, DON'T LEAVE COLE ALONE!" 

Thorn and I looked at each other briefly. I then turned to Thorn and said, "I think it's safe to say that whatever you're doing with that holographic image time thingy of yours isn't working. That already happened." 

"Aww, fuck!" yelled Thorn as he blinked out of existence. 

"Alright," Thorn began ranting, "I may be a little not with it, but I'm not that bloody dumb. Why am I getting my times wrong?" 

"Beats me," I said, shrugging my shoulders helplessly. "In any case, let's have a good look at time here. Computer, probe on screen." 

In the waning non-centuries of our visit to non-time, I had secretly left a probe in non-time, so that I could see the state of time whenever and wherever I wanted. It was pretty neat in the fact that it was always focused on the space-time continuum. That is, whenever Nius was at his desk. 

Sadly, that was not the case. All we got was a shot of the back of an empty chair. "Curse these damned non-moments," I stated as the image flicked off the screen. 

"Now what?" asked Thorn. 

"We'll have to deal with space and time later. For now, let's rescue-slash-capture Jesse." 

"What about Cole?" 

I thought for a moment. Cole simply disappeared after we told him about the doomsday device, so it was very possible that he somehow found a way to transport himself to Jesse's ship. But how? 

Thorn and I went to the ship's bar, and we each sat down to a cup of tea, musing over ideas about how Cole was capable of leaving the area. We easily came up with the idea of him having a teleportation device, but had no idea where he would be taken to, and if he was taken anywhere, it wouldn't be to Jesse's ship. Not even Jesse had figured out how to beam matter faster than the speed of light. At some point during the conversation, we mused about where Jesse might be. It was then that I remembered Jesse's "Locate Henchmen" program. I had the program uploaded to this ship, turned it on, and noticed that Larry and Chino were relatively unmoved. We pondered this for a while, discussing what possible actions would cause them to not be moving. We both generally agreed that the Dopplegangers that took over our ship had found that we were originally headed to Cash Money III, and must have found Jesse's ship, and that there is some battle going on over there. About five minutes or so passed when I made a suggestion that was so wild, so unlikely... no... so improbable, that it was guaranteed to fail if we tried. 

"What if we flew this thing into a black hole?" I asked. 

Thorn's expression went pale. "What? Are you bloody insane?" 

I began to think about the idea for a moment. "No, seriously. Black holes are all just a part of Idaho, right?" 

"Yes," responded Thorn. 

"What if... just what if we were able to convince one to swallow us whole at a trajectory that would warp us directly to Jesse's ship?" 

Thorn shook his head in utter panic and disbelief. "No. No way. I'm not doing it. There's no way you are going to order me to pilot this ship into a black hole." 

"Take us in!" said Thorn jubilantly, still freshly excited about being the captain of the ship. 

"Aye aye, sir," I played along, smiling and punching in a course to this black hole that was detected behind Venus. I knew Thorn wouldn't be able to resist captaincy at any price. 

Within mere minutes, we were at the black hole, ready to talk. "What do you want?" boomed the black hole in anger. 

"We would like your help," I said. "The one known as Jesse is planning to take over the universe with a doomsday device that can blow off the finger that the space time continuum resides on. That means your doom, my doom, the doom of the entire continuum is at stake if we don't stop him." 

The black hole laughed maniacally. "All of the energy in the universe wouldn't do that." 

"No," I said, "It wouldn't. But have you ever seen ten pounds of antimatter be sent out in all directions, traveling at fourteen thousand times the speed of light, destroying everything in its path?" 

The black hole shifted uncomfortably. "Alright," it said. "Name your destination." I read off the coordinates that were currently on the "Locate Henchmen" program to the black hole. The black hole shifted again, almost peering at us. "Be careful what you wish for," it said as it began to pull us in. "You just might get it." And that was the last thing we heard before the ship was sucked completely into the black hole. 

We materialized in a room surrounded by computers. One of them had a Solitare game open. "Oh, well, would you lookie here," Thorn said as he took the controls and began playing. 

My eyes focused on another screen. The words of the black hole still fresh in my mind, I read aloud the screen. "Time to celestial impact. Ten minutes, twelve seconds." 

Thorn nodded his head and said, "Toasty." 

"Time to oxygen depletion. Twenty-six seconds." 

Thorn quipped, "Good thing for these watches." 

"Time to torpedo impact. thirteen seconds." 

"That might hurt a bit," commented Thorn. 

"Call holding on line one. Hold time, Nineteen minutes and fifty-four seconds." 

"What do I look like, an operator?" 

"Sounds like a job for my notepad." I pulled the notepad out, with two pens attached to it by a string, just in case. I began to frantically write what I was reading on the screen. 

Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere. Quickly, he rudely shoved Thorn out of the way and closed the Solitare game. 

"HEY!" yelled Thorn. "Bastard, I was winning!" 

Thorn began to work frantically, transferring power from here to there. With two seconds left before torpedo impact, Thorn got over the intercom and said, "Engines, now... air... now!" 

The ship shook violently as explosions rocked the already crippled ship in response to the incoming torpedoes. It almost sounded as if the ship was disintegrating into pieces around us, but somehow it held together. The air got thin, and it became difficult to breathe. Amazingly, the computers were still functional, and Thorn was still hammering away on the keyboard as fast as he could. "Hang in there, mates, we'll have this up and running in no time." 

At this point, things were getting painful. I choked to death, and painfully reanimated. I looked down at my watch. It read six. No, seven. No, nine. This was becoming dismal. I opened my mouth to encourage Thorn to hurry up, but to no avail. Thirty-three. Forty-six. Seventy-one. One hundred fourteen. My limbs were virtually locked up in the vacuum of painful reanimation. Yet Thorn kept hammering away on the keyboard, his watch counting up just as fast as ours. I guess when you've gone through reanimation octillions of times, you get used to it. 

Four hundred sixteen. Five hundred seventy-nine. Seven hundred fifty-two. It seemed like ages before air was finally restored to the ship. Yet Thorn continued pounding away, trying to get the ship's engines back online. While I was waiting for this, I picked up the phone and answered line one. 

"Hello?... ...Oh, hi Mrs. Worley... ...No, he's not here right now, I don't think... ...He did? How rude of him, skipping dinner with his own mother, I'll be sure to talk to him about it... ...heh, yes, that was a great dinner, with the new aliens and all... ...Hey, listen, I gotta go, we seem to be having trouble getting these engines up and running, and it looks like another torpedo is headed our way... ...I will, don't worry... ...Take care, Mrs. Worley... ...Bye!" 

"I can't believe he skipped out on dinner with his own mother," I quipped. 

Thorn continued his typing as he said, "That's because the Jesse from this timeline is dead. The Jesse from our timeline knows nothing of such plans." 

"Wait a minute," I said, "Timeline?" 

Thorn continued to give us information he probably shouldn't have. "Yes, something about a Mexican standoff. Apparently, the Jesse from this timeline doesn't go into the next timeline for some reason, and the Jesse from our timeline ends up killing him." 

I blinked incredulously. "But why?" 

Thorn typed the last keystrokes into the computer, stood up, and ran for the door. "Unfortunately, can't talk now. Need to save us from this torpedo and star we're about to fall into." Before he left, he looked at me and said, "You owe me... big time. Good day, mate!" 

With Thorn gone, I said to Thorn, "Let's make it to the bridge." 

To make a long story short, Thorn, the Army of One, managed to activate the engines, and was able to save us from the torpedo, as well as steer us clear of Cash Money III's home star. As we reached the bridge, it was already manned by Thorn, Thorn, Thorn, Thorn, and Thorn. 

"Are the shields online yet?" demanded Captain Thorn. 

"Not yet, sir, we're still diverting energy to the engines," responded Engineer Thorn. "But we have repaired the breach near the kitchen. If there was anyone there, though, they are undoubtedly lost." 

"Sir," boomed Crewman Thorn over the intercom, "Our jury rigged torpedo bays have been installed in the airlocks. We're ready to deploy." 

"Excellent," said Captain Thorn, "Bring us around. Let's show them what we've got." 

"Yes, sir," responded Navigator Thorn, tapping controls into his panel. 

"There seems to be some sort of small object entering the ship, sir. There are lifeforms inside," stated Science Officer Thorn. 

"Ready to fire torpedoes," informed Weapons Chief Thorn. 

"Sir!" yelled Engineer Thorn. "Shields are online!" 

"Yes!" enthused Captain Thorn. "This is what I'm bloody fuckin' talking about! Give those Doppleganger's hell!" 

"Woot!" shouted the Army. 

I was confused. "What just happened?" I asked Captain Thorn. 

"Well, your dumb ass decided to feed us to a black hole that got us stuck on an ailing ship," he explained. "Fortunately, you at least had the presence of mind to write for help. And you're lucky we had enough time to fix everything. This ship is a mess." 

"It is?" I asked. 

"Well, laser fights, explosions in the cargo bay... the kitchen is completely destroyed. We had to bring all new air tanks with us, completely replace the engines, repair a ship breach about 200 feet long, and arm the ship to the teeth with torpedoes so that we can at least fight these bastards. All in under 20 minutes. Thankfully, we did it in four and a half." As he finished his rant, a large multitude of torpedoes met with the Doppleganger's ship they had stolen from us, causing a huge fiery explosion. It was a wonderful sight seeing more Dopplegangers get blown up. 

"Wow," I said, "You're amazing." 

The Thorn next to me chuckled and stated, "First I've heard that out of you." 

"Sixth for me," said Captain Thorn. "Don't expect it again." He then turned to me and said, "If you hadn't saved my life..." He then looked sadly at the ground and sighed. "Go easy on me, would ya?" 

Confused, as I hadn't saved Thorn from anything yet, I nodded my head in agreement. 

Thorn perked up, saying, "The bridge is yours," said Captain Thorn, as the rest of the bridge crew stood up and said, "Good day, mate!" before blinking out of existence. 

"What IS that thing?" I asked, staring at the magnified image of the creature heading straight for us. 

"I'm not sure," replied Thorn. "Whatever it is, it's very strange looking. You can almost see right through it... and it looks like it has people inside." 

"Get a tractor beam on it, and pull it into the cargo bay," I said. Not one of my better moves. 

The cargo bay was a complete mess. It looked as though an explosion had rocked the left side of the bay, but hadn't done much damage elsewhere. There were remains of a furry creature all over the place, but the rest of the bay was largely untouched. 

The thing that we had tractored in was huge. It stood about thirty feet tall, filling the room from floor to ceiling completely, as if it was intended to fit exactly in this room. It was a frightening beast, with twenty arms, and a spiked tail that was about the size of my leg. And its mouth was fearsome, I couldn't count the number of teeth it had. 

The most startling thing was what we could see inside of it. Being a dull shade of transparent, I made out the forms of Jesse, Larry, Chino, and Cole, along with a fifth person I did not recognize. "Bloody fuckin' hell?" said Thorn. "What are you guys doing inside that thing?" 

It was then the creature turned to notice us. It roared fiercely and moved at us with incredible speed, fire blazing out of its mouth. Its fourth and thirteenth arms managed to pull me apart completely, while its head turned and breathed fire at Thorn, disintegrating him from the waist down. Reanimated, I headed for the door, and got a nice push by its spiky tail, with one of its spikes hitting me in the back of the head. Thorn, confused by the initial attack, was splattered against the wall next to the door after being whacked by the seventh arm. Before it could attack again, I opened the door and kicked the reanimating remains of Thorn through it. After my head was completely disintegrated by scorching heat, I myself ran through the door and closed it behind me. Loud beating rang up and down the walls of the cargo bay as I asked, "That was close." 

"No," corrected Thorn. "That was quite dead on." 

I chuckled, as a now familiar buzzing noise cleaved through the air, followed by the appearance of holographic Thorn. 

"Woah," I said. 

"Woah," said Thorn. 

"Woah," said Thorn. "I got it right this time. Anyway, whatever you do, DO NOT LET THAT FIRE BREATHING, KITCHEN WALL EATING, TWENTY ARMED MONSTER ON BOARD THE SHIP!" 

"Thanks," I replied, "but I'm quite familiar with the fire breathing at this point." 

"Aww, fuck!" yelled Thorn as he blinked out of existence. 

Chapter 22

Azo

The sirens sounded throughout the city, a sickly bleating sound that promised doom, destruction, and the beginning of another tragedy. The rain was coming again, and the citizens of Move Grove were preparing hastily for the one-day event. 

It did not rain in Move Grove like it rained anywhere else in the universe. Even the greatest minds in the universal scientific community, who were normally against any sort of blanket statement such as that due to the never-ending possibilities of the infinite nature of space, believed that the rain in Move Grove was a singular event in the existence of everything. Time and time again they had set up a research laboratory within the city to study the rains, and time and time again they had been utterly destroyed by that which they so valiantly attempted to study. 

You see, the rains in Move Grove were different, in case that hasn’t been established already. Rather than flinging random droplets of water toward the ground in an unknown pattern, the rains in Move Grove came all at once, the storm lasting somewhere between two and five seconds. On the journey down the sheet of water would conform itself to the contour of the ground, even taking into account the structures built upon the aforementioned ground, so that it would impact each and every element within the city at precisely the same moment. The results were both spectacular and terrifying. 

Every sixty years, or somewhere thereabouts, the rain would come and destroy the city in its entirety. A handful of survivors would gather in the barren town square and set out to rebuild their city, this time stronger and more rain-resistant. So it had been for over seven hundred billion years, and so it would be for another few hours. The residents of Move Grove had long since stopped praying that the rains would end, focusing instead on building more sturdy huts. The idea of life without the rain was more than their feeble minds could take after over seven hundred billion years of ingrained monotony. 

It was in Move Grove that this entire tale really begins, about five years prior to the tubes ever having been conceived. The rain was coming again, and the citizens of Move Grove were preparing hastily for the one-day event. 

Chino ushered his wife and two small children into the shelter and strapped them securely into their harnesses. He kissed his wife lovingly, patted his son’s head, and gave his daughter a pinch on the cheek. Without a word spoken between them, he was then off on a mission of his own, pausing only momentarily to lock the hatch of the shelter. 

The sirens continued to wail their warning, growing ever louder in Move Grove as he ran at top speed through the barren streets. The few people left on the streets were the Rain Watchers, a religious institution that was wiped out with each coming rain, yet somehow managed to come to life again after the tragedy. They were equally feared and hated by the residents. Some even thought them responsible for the disaster. 

Chino ignored these zealots, which was a rather simple task. Most of the Rain Watchers were staring straight up, awaiting the massive brick of water to claim them and shuttle them off to a better place. A dry place. 

He reached his intended destination in rather short order. His parents were, of course, expecting him. In all the rains over the more than seven hundred billion years only one family had a surviving descendant in each and every event. In the last rain that had come his father had survived in a shelter much like his family was strapped into now. When the rain had fallen it crushed the shelter like a can, but miraculously spared his father, who emerged wet and hungry, but otherwise quite well. He took a wife from the few remaining villagers and helped rebuild the city. 

Chino helped his mother to her feet and ushered her to the door, where she waited. He picked his father up from his lounge chair next, and then motioned for his mother to lead the way. The two of them took turns carrying the old man down the streets, which were now quiet in that eerie sort of way that precludes only disasters of unspeakable proportion and random sexual encounters. The sirens were off, meaning that the rain was coming – well, that’s been established. The sirens being off meant that the rain was falling. In another few seconds they would start hearing it, and a few seconds after would be feeling it. 

Chino rounded the final corner with his mother in tow and his father slung over his shoulder. The shelter was as he had left it only a hundred yards away. The sounds of the rain had still not come. It appeared that he was going to make it, and with time to spare. 

“Come on, Mom,” he said sternly, pulling her arm much more gently than his voice prompted. She followed his orders and followed him to the shelter. He broke the seal on the hatch, helped his mother inside, laid his father down on the floor through the hatch, and finally climbed inside himself just as the sound came pouring down from the sky. 

There were few residents of Move Grove who had experienced the rain. The handful of survivors who had survived almost always warned of the sound, speaking in slow and menacing tones. 

“If you stop to listen, it will be your doom,” they would say. 

Chino had heard this speech hundreds, if not thousands, of times. As the father of the household maintaining the only perfect record in Move Grove history, he had listened well, and knew that he would heed his father’s words when the rain came. There would be no hesitation when the sound came, he knew. This was his destiny, and he would face it with blind courage. 

So, of course, he stopped to listen. With the hatch half closed he paused only briefly, not so much shocked as enthralled by the deep rumbling sound made by the wall of rain closing in with lethal speed. His pause was not for more than a half second, but it was enough to turn the tides of fate. He locked the bolts on the hatch and bent over to scoop his father up from the floor when the rain hit the shelter. 

Shelter construction varied from family to family, but one design was most common in Move Grove. That most common of designs was a rectangle, with as little surface area on the top of the shelter as could be achieved. Every few rains someone would come up with the brilliant idea of designing their shelter as a triangle, believing that the rain would simply deflect from the angles aimed at the sky. These triangle shelters were crushed first. The density of the wall of water falling from the sky left no expansion, so a large surface area of these shelters was hit instantaneously by untold tons of rain. It would take several generations for the idea to resurface. 

Chino’s shelter had been masterfully constructed under the instruction of his father, utilizing all of the knowledge passed down through his family. It was thin and tall, with chairs lining one wall, and harnesses allowing for the family inside to strap themselves down. There was little room in front of the chairs for movement, and this small area is precisely where Chino found himself when the rain hit, bending at the waist to pick his father up from the floor. 

The wall of water collapsed upon the town of Move Grove, striking every surface available instantly. The shock of the impact rocked the shelter, cracking the ceiling and obliterating the lamps inside providing the much-needed light. The impact sunk the very earth supporting the town, compacting the soil and lowering the city a further nine feet into the hole it sat in. 

The shelter was driven down as well, sending Chino to the ceiling in a weightless climb. He struck the top of the shelter with his father still in his arms, and was shortly thereafter flung back down onto the floor again, where he landed hard and flat on his father’s back. 

The weight of the rain was still pressing furiously on the town after more than six seconds, driving the shelter ever deeper into the hole the city sat within, and further compacting the very ground beneath them. The ceiling cracks were growing, and trickles of water were beginning to run down the walls. Chino could not see this happening, but he heard it all the same. If the rain didn’t stop soon the shelter would undoubtedly be crushed. He heard his daughter whimper and felt the shallow breathing from his father under him. All was silent from outside the shelter. All of the rain had fallen, and it was quickly running into the caves dug into the mountains surrounding the city, where it would be stored for use in the years to come. 

Chino stood up gingerly, feeling the makings of a very bad bruise on his back. He carefully stepped toward the hatch, where he would listen for the water to run off before letting the light back in, after which he would emerge from the shelter with his entire family intact. It was an unprecedented event, his shelter maintaining through the rain. It had withstood until the end, and theirs would be the first complete family to emerge from a shelter in the seven hundred billion years since the rain had begun. His shelter would be studied and copied, and future generations would expand upon its design, eventually eliminating the toll of the rain completely. The damn Rain Watchers might even get in on the action if the shelters were sturdy enough. 

Chino listened for several minutes to the sound of raging water with his ear pressed against the hatch. The trickles inside the shelter were no longer present, which meant that the water level was subsiding quickly. He listened for a few further minutes, and when he was completely sure that there was no danger he popped the hatch. 

The water had run off into the caves, leaving a thin layer of mud on the ground. The soil had been compacted so heavily over the last seven hundred billion years that the rain had very little ability to soak into the ground. The mud was nothing serious, and would dry up under the warm sun within the hour. A gargantuan rainbow hung over the city, stretching across the blue sky above the hole the remains of Move Grove sat within. 

Warm sunlight streamed through the hatch, now fully open. Chino took a deep breath of fresh air and turned around, where he fully expected to find his very terrified but very intact family. The smile slid from his face as he came to realize that something was amiss, and a frown replaced it as he realized exactly what that was. His family, who should have been strapped into the chairs or sprawled out on the floor, was gone. Their harnesses were still buckled and intact, but there were no people in those harnesses. Even his mother and father were missing from the floor of the shelter. 

Chino looked under the chairs for his family, calling their names as he did. They were, of course, not in the shelter, so he did not find them. The mind-boggling thing, Chino would later realize, was that he didn’t find remains of the shattered lamps either. 

Eventually he emerged from the shelter. The mud had dried on the ground, leaving flat brown field that stretched for miles in all direction. The once prosperous city of Move Grove had been leveled and reduced to nothing yet again. He began plodding across the barren land toward what was once the town square, where he would meet with the other survivors, have his pick of the women to take as a wife first due to his heritage, and begin the task of rebuilding the city with the remaining survivors. By the time the rain came again the city would be built anew and the population would be preparing for disaster. As much as Chino wanted to search for his family, he knew that the fate of Move Grove rested on those who were to meet in the town square. He reached his destination easily enough, and sat down in the warm sun to wait for the others. By nightfall the remaining citizens would be planting seeds, searching for driftwood, and collecting mud to rebuild their homes. 

And so he sat that afternoon, and waited. Night fell. 

Still he sat, and waited further. 

The sun rose, painting the cliffs surrounding the hole that once held Move Grove with light. 

Still, he waited. 

The sun climbed high into the sky, beating down its warmth directly on his bruised back. And even still, he waited. 

Night fell again, and with it came a chill that caused Chino to shiver as he slept…and waited. 

The sun rose on the third day, again painting the walls, and Chino began to realize that no one was coming. Still, to be sure, he waited. 

As the sun went down on that third day, Chino finally resolved himself to the fact that he was the sole survivor of the Move Grove rain, and that the city could not be rebuilt without others. Cold and hungry, Chino stood up and began to walk toward the cliffs. 

In the entire history of Move Grove, not one resident had ever left the city. It was originally built in a valley, making travel out difficult, but possible. On the coming of the first rain, the ground on which the city sat was sunk a full hundred feet into a hole, which no survivor tried to escape, though it was certainly possible with proper climbing gear. By the time the fifth rain came, the city was buried so deeply into the hole that escape was relatively impossible. 

Now, seven hundred billion years later, Chino was preparing his attempt at being the first resident to ever leave the city, staring at a climb of unthinkable proportions up an almost entirely flat surface. 

Chino camped next to his first handhold on that final evening, sleeping very little. He was hungry and cold, and utterly terrified at the prospect of leaving Move Grove. When his family was found, he promised himself, they would return here and live out their days as the last residents of a once-great city. 

When morning finally came it woke Chino from his light sleep. He waited until the sun was up enough to shed light on the cliff he was facing, and took hold of the first small outcropping. He climbed no more than ten feet up the cliff before falling and landing painfully on his bruised back. 

He spat in his hands and started again. This time he got fifteen feet before coming down hard again. 

He rubbed his hands in the dirt, sighed heavily, and set out yet again. 

Chino climbed for hours, painfully reaching for each miniscule handhold to hoist his big frame to the next level. He lost his grip many times over, but did not fall. It didn’t take long for Chino to realize that a fall from this height would be his last. 

He climbed on well through the afternoon, growing increasingly tired and increasingly hungry with each rock he grabbed. As the sun’s rays began fading he began to question the sanity of his climb. In his full day of climbing he had only managed a couple of hundred feet. At the rate he was climbing he would die of hunger before reaching the halfway point, assuming he didn’t lose his grip and fall like the rain that had decimated his fair city. Still, he climbed on, fighting with each hoist the urge to just let go and let fate deal its course. He climbed by moonlight when the sun’s light had finally disappeared, pushing his battered body to extremes he never believed possible. 

The sun rose on the second day of his climb to find him still hard at work, fighting out of sheer desperation. His muscles no longer ached and his stomach had long since stopped grumbling. Chino was, in all aspects of the phrase, a dead man climbing. if he slipped and fell now his mind would never know it. 

It was on this second afternoon that Chino began talking to the rocks he was climbing. It started as a plea for more grip, followed with a nice chat about his wife’s excellent apple pies, and finally reached a level at which Chino was actually learning things from these rocks. When the moon came out on the second day Chino was still climbing, even as he was receiving lessons from the cliff itself on interstellar travel and time bending. 

On the fourth day, just before hunger would have undoubtedly claimed its reward, Chino came across an outcropping large enough for a rest. Upon hoisting himself up and onto the outcropping Chino found a nest full of eggs beside a small pool of rainwater. 

And so he dined with his friend, the cliff, discussing over eggs and water the finer aspects of tuning a Barklay Systems Fission Reactor Thrusting Apparatus, which was undoubtedly the finest spaceship engine known within the universe. He slept on this outcropping when night fell, but only after the cliff promised to catch him if he rolled in his sleep and began falling. 

He woke with the sun on the following morning, said a cheery hello to the cliff, who was apparently just rousing from a deep slumber itself, and began climbing again, this time with a newfound sense of strength and determination. 

His conversations with the cliff continued as he climbed the remaining distance. Over the final five days of his climb he was taught how to design and manufacture a spacecraft from bits of sticks and some hides that were readily available on the planet. He was given a verbal description of the universe as well, along with point of interest that he would want to visit in his search for his family. 

Chino finally reached the top of his climb. He stood looking down into the hole Move Grove once thrived in and marveled at the distance he had come. Bidding his friend the cliff a final farewell, he set out on the second part of his journey. 

It took Chino less than an hour to find a readily available source of food. Small five-legged furry creatures seemed to roam freely a short distance from the hole, and it had been well over seven hundred billion years since these creatures had seen humans. As such, Chino merely had to walk up to one of them, kick it in the head, and gather the unconscious creature up in his arms for a meal. Using the skills taught to him by the cliff, Chino built a fire and forged a knife, which he used to skin the creature. 

Over the many months that Chino found himself on the surface of this planet he never once came across another human or sign of civilization. He walked longer distances with each passing day, his body growing in strength and stamina. Along the way he gathered the proper scraps of wood and additional skins to construct his spaceship. When he had accumulated the proper supplies he halted his trek and manufactured his first ship. 

It wasn’t much to look at by any account, but the craft was sturdy. Fueled by a small Particle-Accelerated Fission Neutron Collapsible Reaction Chamber crafted from furry creature intestines and large rocks, his ship would not fly fast, but it would get him to a proper planet, where he would be easily capable of finding employment as a scientist or loader. He would then save every penny he could and purchase a proper ship, which he would use to locate his family. It would be almost too easy. 

On the eve of his launch Chino said goodbye to his home planet. He hugged a nearby tree, kissed a large rock, and kicked a few small furry five-legged creatures around for good measure. Finally the moment of launch was upon him. He set the controls for the heart of the sun, and pressed launch. 

Within moments Chino was weightless and flying across the vast emptiness of space. He calculated his position using the stars, as the cliff had taught him, and aimed his ship at the closest civilized planet on which he might find employment – Earth. 

The flight went well enough, but the landing was a disaster. His ship broke up on entering the atmosphere of this alien planet, leaving him tumbling through open air amidst rocks, small scraps of wood, and partially burned skins. 

The experience of the past several months had taught Chino a great deal about survival. Even after he found himself falling, he kept a cool composure. If he looked hard enough he would find a way out of this current predicament, much as he had managed to survive the last several, any one of which was infinitely worse than this. 

He spotted his means of escape pretty easily. It was a gigantic green and purple spot floating below him, which appeared solid enough to take his rather considerable weight. He aimed his falling body for that green and purple spot below him and continued to fall. As he grew closer it became clear to him that his salvation was indeed moving, but nowhere near the speed at which he was moving. This came as a surprise and a welcome addition to his free fall. Not only would this floating toadstool stop his fall, but it would take him all the way to the surface below. 

He landed on the toadstool hard, wrapping himself up in it instantly. He stifled a scream, focusing his attention instead on making his way out of yet another mess. The toadstool had now captured him, and had indeed not stopped his rapid descent. His mind could not comprehend such a monster that would wait for a passing being to fall into it, only to grab an easy meal. 

He fought hard against the monster, but he was tangled tightly in a web of tentacles and skin that would not break, despite his attempts to chew through them. His rate of descent continued at an extreme for a short time, then jerked heavily, then finally slowed. 

Chino continued his biting and clawing, knowing that he was now being taken to the toadstool’s lair, where he would be fed to the young toadstools. He pulled at the tentacles with all his might, but only managed to wrap himself tighter into the mess. He bit at the skin, which bent and punctured lightly, but would not tear. 

He continued his fight for a full minute, at which time it was cut abruptly short by a hard jolt. The toadstool had delivered him home, and had given him a rough jostle upon landing. He saw the green and purple world spinning around him, heard some voices calling for help, presumably with the unloading of the meal, and felt himself being unwrapped before passing out. 

Chino woke up though, much to his own surprise. Even as he woke he expected to find himself in chains within a cage, heavily seasoned and ready for cooking. He was, however, laying on an extremely comfortable couch within a small room. He sat up gingerly and looked at his surroundings. Everything was made of some kind of wood or another, which was so precious in Move Grove that not even the wealthiest of citizens used it to build. There were ornamental decorations on the walls containing what appeared to be the trapped souls of people and a whole tribe of miniature slaves acting inside a box on a shelf in front of him. He stood, planning to make his escape from this crazy world, but was hindered by another person invading his captivity. 

“Hey, you’re awake,” said the strange man. 

“I am,” Chino responded coolly, “and if you plan to eat me you’ll find that I have intentions of fighting.” 

“Eat you? What, hey, that’s not how it goes,” the man said. “I saved you, buddy. You fell into my parachute. I was about to cut it loose when I realized there was a person in there. The backup chute didn’t give us much in the way of a soft landing, but we’re both alive to talk about it.” 

“Parachute?” Chino asked. “I don’t understand. My ship broke up on entry and I was captured by a green and purple toadstool.” 

“Oh boy,” the strange man said. 

“I need to leave here,” pleaded Chino. “I’ve got to find some work so I can buy a better spaceship, one that won’t come apart. I have to find my family.” 

“You’ve lost your family, then?” the strange man asked with wide eyes. 

“Yes, they disappeared in Move Grove when the rain fell. The cliff told me to start looking here for them,” said Chino. 

“Er, listen,” began the strange man, “I was sort of, um, foretold of your coming here.” He fidgeted a bit, and then continued. “I had no idea you’d fall on my parachute, but I need to take you to meet someone. He can help you, I think.” 

“Who is this person who can help me?” Chino asked, suspecting the trap was about to be sprung. 

“Eat this pill,” the strange man said, taking a small blue pill from a bag on his table. “It will take you to him. I’ll be right behind you.” 

“Um, well, you see I don’t think so,” said Chino, raising his hands in defense. 

“No, wait! Listen, I’ll eat one first. You have to eat one though and follow me,” said the strange man. “Promise me that after I eat this and you see that I’m alright you’ll eat one too.” 

Chino nodded, but with his hands still out in a defensive position. The strange man ate the pill easily enough, and then sat down on the couch. 

“Listen, what’s your name?” he asked. 

“Chino.” 

“Well Chino, I’m Jesse.” 

Chino nodded. 

“Here in a minute I’m going to get really sleepy and pass out. It doesn’t mean I’m sick or anything; it just puts my mind in a different place. You’re welcome to hang around here a bit and watch to make sure I’m ok, but I really need you to follow me,” Jesse explained. 

“You say this man can help me?” asked Chino. 

“Yes, I think he can,” answered Jesse, yawning. “He’s helped me out a few times, so I’m sure he can help you too.” 

“If you are well I will follow you then,” said Chino, “but I’m warning you – one false move and I’ll tear your arms off.” 

“Fair enough,” said Jesse, who promptly fell asleep. 

Chino watched Jesse’s breathing slow down to a crawl, but it did not stop. He sat on the couch and watched the slaves perform some comedy routines, checking on the condition of his would-be guide now and again. Finally, apprehensively, he took a pill from the bag on the table and swallowed it. 

His vision blurred almost immediately. The powerful drug took hold of his body, calming it into an almost unmovable state. With his mind he fought against it, screaming and demanding that this trap be released. He slipped further and further under, fighting the whole way. Finally, he passed out. 

Chapter 23

Azo

 “Easy there, you’re all right,” said a voice from beside Chino. 

Fighting back an urge to lash out and seriously wound the voice, Chino raised his head and let the world around him come into focus. His last memory was falling asleep on a plush couch. He was now standing in a desert populated by giant rocks being eaten by small creatures and terribly large blue structures made of what appeared to be glass. 

“Where are we?” asked Chino. 

“We’re on my table,” Jesse answered. 

“What are we doing here?” 

“There’s a tower here, or at least there was last time I was here. I didn’t think to look before I took the pill to make sure it was still about. Your answers will be in the tower, I think,” Jesse explained. 

“What tower is this that you speak of?” Chino inquired as the world continued focusing around him. 

“The Tower of Pepsi,” Jesse answered, “and within it, Santa Claus.” 

“Then lead on, Jesse. Take me to this Tower, and to this Santa Claus,” said Chino, now becoming terribly aware of his surroundings. 

Jesse took the lead and began crossing the tanned desert in strides, leaving the myriad small creatures trying to tie them to the ground to a life consumed by slow decay. Chino followed in his footsteps, more apprehensive of the creatures, but feeling curiously safe in this dreamed of world. The pair walked for a short bit, and son enough the Tower was in sight, looming against the horizon. They walked on toward the tower with only the interruption of with a single solitary word being spoken between them. 

“Sorry,” Chino had said, after stepping clumsily on the back of Jesse’s foot. 

They reached the base of the giant Tower in short order and marveled together at its brilliance. It stood thousands of feet high, and was painted in a red and blue pattern that seemed to welcome would-be passers-by inside. Mouths agape, the pair stared at the Tower with wide eyes for some time before Jesse broke the long silence. 

“Whatever he tells you in there is for you alone.” 

“Whatever who tells me?” Chino asked, still staring at the Tower. 

“The Oracle. You must see him,” Jesse answered. 

Chino looked finally at Jesse with the same sort of bewildered expression he had expressed to the Tower itself. 

“You’re not coming in with me?” he asked. 

“No,” Jesse answered. 

Chino took the light shove on the back and stepped through the arched doors into the Tower of Pepsi. The silver walls were smooth and sleek, climbing the entire height of the building. The smallest footstep echoed through the massive hall, which sent chills up Chino’s spine. In the center of the round room was a thin man wearing a striped multicolored robe. What it was about the man that made Chino trust him instinctively he did not know, but the loud echo and the marvelous size of the Tower were forgotten immediately as Chino laid eyes on the man. He walked with a purpose to within five feet of the fat man in the multicolored robe. 

“So you’re here then,” the man said. 

“I’m Chino,” he answered, ”and it would appear so.” 

“You may call me Tim.” 

“Very well, Tim.” 

“You have come to ask me something,” Tim said. 

“Yes, I think I have,” said Chino, still fixated on Tim. “My family has disappeared, and I desperately need to find them.” 

“Yes, I see that,” said Tim. 

“Can you help me?” Chino asked. 

“No, I cannot,” Tim replied, looking down at his feet. 

“Then who can?” 

“You will find your family again one day, Chino,” Tim began. “But I must warn you, the road is treacherous and the risks are great.” 

“I’ll do whatever needs to be done,” Chino replied. 

“Good,” said Tim, “because there will be a lot to be done. Jesse has been putting together an idea that will be opening the Earth up to a new dimension and he’ll need some help on the way,” he further explained. “You will need to stand by his side and assist him. Do not tell him of the knowledge you have gained from the cliff, but assist him in the construction of his company and his products, for he will come to rely on you as an engineer as much as he will rely on you as a bodyguard, which I sense you’ll be very good at.” 

“So Jesse will lead me to my family?” Chino asked. 

“Not intentionally, but he will lead you to them one day,” Time replied. 

Chino gathered his thoughts for a moment before responding. 

“So you’re telling me all I have to do is follow Jesse around, do what he needs me to do, and one day he’ll drop me in front of my family?” he asked. 

“Pretty much,” replied Tim. “And I’m sure you’ll have a lot of fun on the way too.” 

“Sounds all right then, I guess,” said Chino. “Anything else?” 

“Yes,” Tim replied. “There is one more thing.” 

Chino raised his eyebrows at Santa. 

“You will be joined by another soon, and you must give him a message for me,” Tim explained. 

“What is the message?” asked Chino. 

“Do not give him the message until the time is right, and before you ask just let me say that you will know when that time is.” 

“Ok then, what is the message?” asked Chino. 

“And let me further explain that if you give him the message too early it will mean the doom of the entire universe,” continued Tim. 

“So what is the message?” asked Chino. 

“And as one further note, I need to tell you that the message is for his ears alone. Do not speak of this to anyone, and when you deliver the message be sure that only he hears it.” 

“Just give me the fucking message!” demanded Chino. 

“Very well. The message is ‘push the button.’” 

Chino nodded his complete lack of understanding at Tim. 

“Now that we’ve taken care of that, there is one last thing you must do,” said Tim. 

“And that is?” 

“Wake up.” 

Chino sat up in a flurry on the couch, the world coming into focus around him for the third time in a matter of hours. Jesse was rousing from sleep next to him. He looked at the table with certain awe, his eyes finally resting on the empty can of Pepsi on the left corner. He let the events wash over him and hoped that he’d remember the message clearly when the time was right. 

Jesse sat up after a moment’s tossing. 

“Get anything good out of him?” he asked. 

“Yes, but I can’t tell you,” Chino answered. 

“That’s par for the course,” Jesse responded. “Man, I’m hungry now. Do you need to go or do you want to grab a bite?” 

“I’m going to be around a while. I can tell you that the Oracle asked me to stay with you some time,” Chino explained. 

“Oh, cool. Let’s go grab a beer then and I’ll tell you all about my idea for this really cool tube I want to build.” 

Jesse locked the door behind them as he began explaining the basics of a rail system and a green a purple tube to the moon. It was horribly engineered, but Chino easily conjured means to correct all of the details the Jesse poured out. So long as it was green and purple and Jesse got credit for its invention everything seemed to be in order. 

Chino climbed into his first car, and watched carefully as Jesse threw it in drive and pulled them into the road. Listening intently to the terribly inaccurate engineering model was rather simple compared to learning the finer points of driving with Jesse behind the wheel. They whipped through parking lots, ran stop signs, and were obligated to throw many other motorists a strange sign with one finger on their trip, which was almost ended when Jesse came to a complete stop only because he had firmly parked the nose of his vehicle into the side of another. 

Jesse stormed out from behind the wheel and began screaming at the other driver immediately, who promptly turned from his examination of the damage and screamed back. Jesse was outmatched by at least sixty pounds in the situation, so Chino climbed out of the broken car and began his duties as bodyguard by intervening in the obvious mess. 

“Hey, ahh, can I talk to you a minute over here?” he asked the other driver. 

The other driver walked away from Jesse’s fits of rage to talk to Chino. 

“What do you want, buddy?” the driver asked. 

“Well, I can’t help but notice that my, um, boss just ran into your ship,” Chino explained. 

“My ship?” asked the other driver. “What’s this about a ship? You maybe mean he ran into my car?” 

“Um, yeah, your car,” answered Chino, feeling that this would turn ugly. He was pretty sure he could take this guy, but it would be a close fight. 

“Say, where are you from anyway?” asked the other driver. 

“Well, I come from a city called Move Grove originally, but I’ve been here for a few hours now,” Chino answered. 

“Not the Move Grove that gets that horrible rain every so often?!” asked the other driver, eyes wide. 

“The very same,” replied Chino, surprised that the driver knew as much. 

“I’m Larry,” the driver said, holding out his hand. 

“Chino,” he replied, extending his own hand or reasons unknown. He shook back, but would wonder for quite some time what the exchange meant. 

“My dad went out to your city a long time ago to study the rains there, you see,” Larry explained. “He never came back though.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” replied Chino. The rain came again only a few months back. I was the only one left and my family disappeared, so I came here in search of them.” 

“No kidding?” asked Larry. 

“No, none at all. I met up with this fellow,” he said, motioning to Jesse, “earlier today, and he took me to see some Oracle. I’m supposed to stick with him for a while, and he’s supposed to take me to my family sometime.” 

“Mind if I tag along then?” Larry asked. 

“You’ll have to ask Jesse, but I don’t mind at all,” Chino said. 

”Hey Jesse,” called Larry. 

Jesse turned to the pair, surprised to hear his name from someone who should have, by now, been lying in a pool of his own fluids. “What do you want?” he called back. 

“Chino here says I can tag along with you guys. What do you think?” he called in return. 

Jesse looked at the size of the two men together. Ever since the green and purple tube idea had come forth he’d been the target of a number of NASA assassinations. There was no way he could turn down not one, but two, henchmen in one day. 

“Sure, you can come,” he called back. 

The three of them left the scene of the accident, ignoring the yells and threats of the those stuck in traffic, and walked to a nearby bar as Jesse started over with his green and purple tube proposition. Larry and Chino listened intently, both silently vowing to help him in the endeavor, and both for different reasons. 

It was the beginning of something special – a bond between boss and henchmen that would last throughout the reaches of time and space. The trio would find themselves time and time again in harm’s way, and only by working as a team would they find their way free again. The tube was, of course, eventually built, and Azo’s Interstellar Moving Company grew to become a major success, largely due to Chino’s technical knowledge and Larry’s expert abilities with a crowbar. 

“They’re boarding us, man,” said Thorn. 

“Get those lasers turned around and hold them at the door. We can’t let them get through,” replied Roncli. 

A few minutes prior to this particular exchange Larry, Chino, Jesse, Han, and Cole had emerged from the belly of Kronk the Enormous Kitchen Alien, who had soon after shrunk to human size, and were pleasantly surprised to find Thorn and Roncli aboard Han’s very much intact ship. Introductions were made all around. 

“So Jesse, I understand you still have the doomsday device?” asked Roncli. 

“No, not anymore,” Jesse replied. 

“Then where is it?” asked Thorn. 

“It’s safe,” explained Jesse. The truth of the matter was that Larry had the doomsday device in his pocket, and had strict instructions to guard it with his many lives. 

“Look man, we know you got off the plan,” Thorn started. “You sent us to go find Dench while you went out to take over the universe. That’s not cool.” 

“I can explain,” Jesse started. 

“There will be plenty of time for that later,” said Roncli, pulling a notebook and a pen from his pocket. He scribbled in it for a moment. “I hate to do this, Jesse, but we have to take you in,” he concluded. 

“Wait, I didn’t do anything wrong!” Jesse protested. 

Larry and Chino puffed up their enormous chests, preparing themselves to defend their boss. 

“Pipe down, boys. You can’t win here,” said Roncli. “I don’t want to do this, but I have to.” 

At that precise moment a hundred or more Thorns appeared out of thin air and jumped on the unsuspecting Cole, Jesse, Larry, Chino, Han, and Kronk the Large Kitchen Alien. Kronk was sedated with no more than ten kills under his belt, and the remainder of the cadre was easily overpowered and tied up. 

When the skirmish was complete, which took no more than a few minutes, the multitude of Thorns disappeared. 

“Ok then, let’s take these guys to Galaga. They’ll have to see a judge about their crimes,” said Roncli. 

“Gotcha,” said Thorn, programming the coordinates into the computer. 

“Why aren’t we moving?” asked Roncli. 

“I don’t know,” responded Thorn. “I have the coordinates in the computer. Let me pull up the scope.” 

“Just get us there.” 

“Holy crap!” Thorn shouted, seconds after the scope view had come up. Roncli ran to look at the scope as well. 

“There must be a thousand Doppleganger ships out there!” Thorn exclaimed. “We’re in deep shit!” 

“Computer, take evasive action!” shouted Roncli. 

“It’s too late for that,” said Thorn. 

“It’s never too late,” responded Roncli. 

“No, it’s too late,” Thorn repeated. 

Roncli looked at him with his eyebrows raised. “Why?” he asked. 

“They’re boarding us, man,” said Thorn. 

“Get those lasers turned around and hold them at the door. We can’t let them get through,” replied Roncli. 

Thorn spun the cabin lasers toward the main hatch just in time to incinerate the first wave of Doppleganger attackers. Wave after wave poured through the door, and the lasers cut down wave after wave. With each passing wave the Dopplegangers gained ground, however, and it soon became evident that the ship would be overrun. 

“Untie us!” Jesse shouted 

“No!” Roncli called back. “You’re a criminal!” 

“We can help!” Chino shouted. 

“We’ve got it under control!” shouted Thorn. 

Jesse looked at Chino with dismay. “These clowns are going to get us killed,” he said. “We need to do something.” 

“What do you have in mind, boss?” Chino asked. 

“I have no idea,” Jesse replied, as an incoming Doppleganger wave almost reached the main controls. “If they shut the lasers off, we’re toast.” 

Chino and Larry struggled with their ropes while Jesse and Cole tried to talk Thorn and Roncli into setting them loose. It was all for naught, however, as the Dopplegangers finally reached the laser controls and took command of the ship. 

Within moments Thorn and Roncli sat bound next to Larry, Chino, Cole, Jesse, and the sleeping Kronk. A Doppleganger General was looking them over as he walked from one of them to the next. After examining his prisoners, he finally addressed the group. 

“You are now all prisoners of war,” he commanded. “As such, you will be put to work as slaves on our ships until we have completely destroyed your planet. You will then be dipped in Glazpig shit until you are dead.” 

“I don’t suppose there’s any way we could talk you out of it,” Jesse replied. 

“You may try, human, but if you fail you will be shot here and now,” the Doppleganger General decreed. 

“Oh. Well then I’d like to try, if I may,” Jesse decided, much to everyone’s disdain. 

“Very well,” said the Doppleganger general. “You have ten seconds. Begin…now.” 

“Wait, ten seconds?” Jesse exclaimed. “How am I supposed to talk anyone into anything in ten seconds? I’ve changed my mind, I’d rather be a slave!” 

The Doppleganger General stood for a further six seconds staring at his watch after Jesse had finished. He then raised his head and smiled at the captives. “You have failed to convince,” he said. 

The Dopplegangers on the bridge drew their weapons. 

“We will now execute you all for failing to convince us that you should not be killed,” the General explained. “Ready…” 

The Dopplegangers readied their weapons. 

“Aim…” 

The Dopplegangers aimed their weapons. 

Chino leaned over to Larry and whispered lightly in his ear. 

“Push the button.” 

A light went off in Larry’s eyes, and he simply did what he was told. 

Nius was peacefully munching on a carrot when his finger exploded. 

“I told you I could explain,” said Jesse, helping Roncli to his feet. 

“What in the hell happened?” Roncli asked. 

“Larry pushed the button on the doomsday device. We had to destroy the universe anyway, so that was as good a time as any,” Jesse explained. 

“How did we survive?” Thorn asked. 

“Chino built the device to place anyone within a hundred feet that we like with us inside a protective stasis shield until we were picked up,” Jesse explained. 

“How long were we in it?” Thorn asked. 

“Not how long,” Chino replied, “but how non-long. Time was destroyed when the button was pressed.” 

“Oh. How non-long were we in it?” Thorn asked. 

“Not long enough to get picked up,” Jesse said, smiling. 

“Ok, let me get this straight,” said Roncli. “You were going to blow the universe up anyway, but waited until we were facing certain doom. That much I can understand, we all like to have a little fun. What I don’t understand is why you had to blow it up in the first place, and who the fuck picked us up?” 

“That’s easy,” replied Chino, pointing. 

Idaho sat in a lounge chair, watching with great interest. 

“So this whole thing was to get his attention?” Thorn asked. 

Jesse chuckled lightly, prompting a grin from Chino and Larry. “It’s was a hell of a lot better plan than hanging a neon sign out, don’t you think?” 

Chapter 24

roncli

Sometimes, there are fates worse than death. 

The octet finally quieted down, all eyes fixated on Idaho. Idaho just sat there, beaming broadly, and waiting with infinite patience for everyone's full attention before speaking. 

"Congratulations!" he enthused. Looking at the grim faces around him, he questioned, "Your mission is completely successful, no? Let's see. You prevented the GAPTube from being destroyed by Dopplegangers. You've saved yourself from certain doom countless times. And, you've got the attention of the one and only Nutsack." 

Thorn muttered, "Bastards blew up the universe in the process." 

"Oh!" I recalled as I turned to Jesse, "I forgot to tell you, you missed dinner with your mom." 

"I did? Well crap," replied Jesse. "Kinda late now." 

I nodded as Idaho turned his attention to Thorn. "Ah, Thorn, from the land down under... or more like land fall down and go boom, no?" Idaho smirked in annoyance. "You think there is a better way? Come. I now offer you a chance to make everything right." 

We all gaped in disbelief. There had to be a catch. Idaho led Thorn to behind the lounge chair. "Just plug in a date, time, and general location, step into this machine here, and talk away. You only have about 10 non-seconds though... with a destroyed space and time, there's not much non-time to work with." 

Thorn glanced cautiously at Idaho, who beamed broadly. Thorn did as he was told... He suddenly realized that this machine was a temporal holographic projector, and knew that this was the machine he used to go back into time and warn himself of various impending dooms. He knew not to mess this up, so he plugged in the time and place before he they found Cole to deliver his first warning. 

Thorn entered the machine, which was virtually soundproof. The lights came on, and a loud whirring sound covered up any other sound that could possibly escape the machine. About ten non-seconds later, Thorn left the machine in disappointment. "I think I need to try that again," he said. 

Idaho smiled mischievously and said, "Surely!" As Thorn reentered the machine, Idaho jubilantly altered the time and place before the machine began whirring again. 

Eight non-seconds into the whir, the completely air tight soundproof room emitted Thorn's yelling, "Awww, fuck!" as the machine came to a stop. A look of determination crossed his face as he left the machine. "No way did I plug in the wrong time. Let me see that!" He viewed the screen, and it indeed showed the time he had input, which was correct. "Dammit, let me try this one," he said as he plugged in more coordinates and entered the machine. Again, Idaho giggled as he altered what Thorn had typed in. The machine began to whir once more. 

I eyed Idaho, and I had a pretty good idea at this point that Idaho was altering the time and place Thorn was plugging things into. If I could stop him from doing it once, it would get us out of this mess. Yes, it would mess up space and time, but the alternative was having NO space and time, which was unacceptable. 

Eight non-seconds into the whir, the phrase "Awww, fuck!" once again emerged from the machine. Thorn stormed out, red hot. He knew he got the coordinates right this time. "One more time," he demanded. 

"Sure!" smiled Idaho, as Thorn plugged in the new coordinates, and as I began to jot down a phrase on my notepad. As Thorn entered the machine, Idaho approached the controls once again. Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere, blocking Idaho from the machine. "What the..." said Idaho, confused at first. But then he decided to merely shove Thorn out of the way. Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere, exactly where the first one was standing, and just as the machine started to whir. "This isn't right..." he said, pushing the second Thorn out of the way, making way for a third to appear. 

It seemed like several non-years that Thorn after Thorn appeared, blocking Idaho's way to the machine. Idaho got more desperate with each shove. Finally, with two non-seconds left before the machine shut off, Idaho shouted, "ENOUGH!", made a grand gesture, and all of the Thorns disappeared. Idaho approached the controls, just as the machine shut itself off... 

"What IS that thing?" I asked, staring at the magnified image of the creature heading straight for us. 

"I'm not sure," replied Thorn. "Whatever it is, it's very strange looking. You can almost see right through it... and it looks like it has people inside." 

"Get a tractor beam on it, and pull it into the cargo bay," I said. Not one of my better moves. 

Fortunately, a buzzing noise provided relief from my decision, as Thorn appeared out of nowhere, as holographic as ever. 

"Woah," I said. 

"Woah," said Thorn. 

"Woah," said Thorn. "I got it right this time. Anyway, whatever you do, DO NOT LET THAT FIRE BREATHING, KITCHEN WALL EATING, TWENTY ARMED MONSTER ON BOARD THE SHIP!" 

For once, Thorn's holographic image had told us something we didn't know. I stared at the screen, and said to Thorn, "Is that what that is?" 

Thorn replied "Guess so," as he thanked himself before he phased out of existence. 

"Well," asked Thorn, "if we can't bring it aboard, what DO we do with it?" 

"I'm not sure," I replied. "If it's a kitchen wall eating alien, though, we should just be able to shoot it." The alien was getting closer, and the magnified image showed that there were definitely people inside of it. "Well, have at it... If that alien and those people inside of it are bad for us, they can't be good for much of anything... Fire lasers." 

"We don't have lasers," replied Thorn. "Just the jury rigged torpedoes." 

"Oh," I replied. "Well, fire those then." 

"Oh, OK!" Thorn fired the torpedoes at the alien, each scoring a direct hit. The monster appeared to be unphased. "The bloody fuckin' hell?" asked Thorn. 

"I don't know," I replied. "It's not phasing the damn thing, they should be tearing it apart." The alien got closer still, and I could almost make out faces inside of the alien. "Whatever's in that thing it cant be good for us. Tractor it, and send it on a collision course with Cash Money III's home star." 

"Sounds good to me!" replied Thorn. 

Just as we let go of the tractor beam, an alarm signaled on the bridge. "Sir! It's a Doppleganger fleet! They're headed right for us!" 

The ensuing battle was short. Torpedoes weren't enough to handle a thousand Doppleganger ships, and they very quickly started to tear our ship apart. Soon, we lost control of the ship, and began to fall into the star. "This is disastrous! We have to think quick." 

"I don't think a million Thorns could help right now," said Thorn dismally. Suddenly, through a miraculous fate of coincidence, we collided with the kitchen wall alien. At this point, it was fairly clear to make out the images of Jesse, his henchmen, and his brother. There was a fifth person we did not recognize, but they were all nestled perfectly inside the alien's belly. 

"Holy crap, it's Jesse. How neat, we're all going to fry together." 

Thorn wondered, "But what about the doomsday device?" 

The star was wandering closer and closer, and it was starting to get uncomfortably hot. There was no way out of this one. Chino finally leaned over to Larry and whispered lightly in his ear. 

"Push the button." 

A light went off in Larry's eyes, and he simply did what he was told. 

Nius was in the bathroom at the time, battling Klingons, so to speak. Needless to say, he had to be rushed to the hospital, where he was to make a hole recovery. 

"What in the hell happened?" Roncli asked. 

"Larry pushed the button on the doomsday device. We had to destroy the universe anyway, so that was as good a time as any," Jesse explained. 

"How did we survive?" Thorn asked. 

"Chino built the device to place anyone within a hundred feet that we like with us insi..." Jesse began. 

Somehow knowing what was coming, I finished, "...inside a protective stasis shield until we were picked up." 

Jesse blinked. "How did you know about that?" 

Ignoring him I continued, "You simply blew up the universe to get Idaho's attention." 

Jesse nodded. "You're quick." 

"Thanks," I responded, as I turned my gaze towards Idaho. 

The octet finally quieted down, all eyes fixated on Idaho. Idaho just sat there, beaming broadly, and waiting with infinite patience for everyone's full attention before speaking. 

"Congratulations!" he enthused. Looking at the grim faces around him, he questioned, "Your mission is completely successful, no? Let's see. You prevented the GAPTube from being destroyed by Dopplegangers. You've saved yourself from certain doom countless times. And, you've got the attention of the one and only Nutsack." 

Thorn muttered, "Bastards blew up the universe in the process." 

"Oh!" I recalled as I turned to Jesse, "I forgot to tell you..." 

"I know, I know, dinner with mom," replied Jesse. "Kinda late now." 

I shrugged as Idaho turned his attention to Thorn. "Ah, Thorn, from the land down under... or more like land fall down and go boom, no?" Idaho smirked in annoyance. "You think there is a better way? Come. I now offer you a chance to make everything right." 

We all gaped in disbelief. There had to be a catch. Idaho led Thorn to behind the lounge chair. "Just plug in a date, time, and general location, step into this machine here, and talk away. You only have about 10 non-seconds though... with a destroyed space and time, there's not much non-time to work with." 

Thorn glanced cautiously at Idaho, who beamed broadly. Thorn did as he was told... He suddenly realized that this machine was a temporal holographic projector, and knew that this was the machine he used to go back into time and warn himself of various impending dooms. He knew not to mess this up, so he plugged in the time and place before he they found Cole to deliver his first warning. 

Thorn entered the machine, which was virtually soundproof. The lights came on, and a loud whirring sound covered up any other sound that could possibly escape the machine. About ten non-seconds later, Thorn left the machine in disappointment. "I think I need to try that again," he said. 

Idaho smiled mischievously and said, "Surely!" As Thorn reentered the machine, Idaho jubilantly altered the time and place before the machine began whirring again. 

Eight non-seconds into the whir, the completely air tight soundproof room emitted Thorn's yelling, "Awww, fuck!" as the machine came to a stop. A look of determination crossed his face as he left the machine. "No way did I plug in the wrong time. Let me see that!" He viewed the screen, and it indeed showed the time he had input, which was correct. "Dammit, let me try this one," he said as he plugged in more coordinates and entered the machine. 

I quickly eyed Idaho, and I already knew what he was doing. I quickly penned a phrase onto my notepad, and immediately Thorn appeared out of nowhere, blocking Idaho from the machine. "What the..." said Idaho, confused at first. But then he decided to merely shove Thorn out of the way. Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere, exactly where the first one was standing, and just as the machine started to whir. "This isn't right..." he said, pushing the second Thorn out of the way, making way for a third to appear. 

It seemed like several non-years that Thorn after Thorn appeared, blocking Idaho's way to the machine. Idaho got more desperate with each shove. Finally, with two non-seconds left before the machine shut off, Idaho shouted, "ENOUGH!", made a grand gesture, and all of the Thorns disappeared. Idaho approached the controls, just as the machine shut itself off... 

Satisfied with the result, we piloted the ship back to Launch Pad Alpha and landed nearby. Moments before landing, a buzzing sound filled the air, followed by the presence of the holograph himself. 

"Woah," I said. 

"Woah," said Thorn. 

"Woah," said Thorn. "OK, I think I got the right time. Guys, whatever you do, DON'T LEAVE COLE ALONE!" 

"Cole?" I asked. 

"Jesse's brother?" Thorn assumed as he thanked himself before he blinked out of existence. 

Sure enough, Jesse's Bentley was outside the farm. "It must be Cole, that wasn't there when I left." I stated. 

Thorn shook his head. "No, it wasn't." He then noticed the barn door open. "Look! He's inside!" 

We ran for the barn, and headed for the secret cow head, where we saw someone about to pull it! "STOP!" Thorn and I yelled in unison. To our amazement, the guy turned around and blasted me first, then Thorn with the ray gun, propelling us backwards from the force of the ray, all the while frying our brains. He then turned back towards the cow head again. "NO!" I screamed as I made a mad dash towards the guy. He turned around to fire again, but I was able to dodge the incoming fire. I leaped into the air to tackle him to the ground, but he fired again, knocking me out of midair. I landed painfully, but not as painful as the bolt of energy that was just sent through my body. Fortunately, my heroics gave Thorn enough time run up to the man, disarm him, and hold him to the ground. 

"Cole!" I enthused. Then I thought for a moment and asked him, "Do you have a pen I can borrow?" 

"Why would I have a pen?" asked Cole. "I'm just trying to save my brother." 

"For some reason, I'm getting this increasingly bad feeling that we need to save more than your brother. We think he is holding the planet hostage, and we need to stop him." 

"So you're telling me Jesse came here to hold the planet hostage?" Cole asked, obviously confused. 

"Yeah, we built a doomsday device a couple of not-days ago and he's apparently decided that it's his free ride," I responded. 

"But I saw one of Jesse's goons blow up another Jesse on a spaceship," Cole said, starting to get really confused. 

"Yeah, he must have hooked up with himself in this Cycle and talked himself into joining his evil plot. I guess in the end he didn't want to have anything to do with himself, so he had his henchmen kill the other him," Thorn said, waving his arms frantically to illustrate his lack of understanding in the matter. 

"So what do you need from me?" Cole asked, looking between Roncli and Thorn. 

"We need you to help us find your brother. We don't want to have to blow him up, but we will if there's no alternative. We can't risk letting him use that doomsday device," said Roncli. 

"OK, I'll help you," replied Cole, "but on one condition." 

Thorn and I looked at each other in silent agreement. "I'm afraid there will be no condition. We can't have you wandering off alone," said Thorn. 

"Oh well," replied Cole. "Promise me you won't hurt Jesse?" 

"Promise me he won't blow up the universe," I replied. 

"I can't do that," replied Cole. This was going to be more difficult than I thought. 

There was no wine. There was no gravity. There was no voice of reason. There was no hope. And soon, there was to be no air. 

Kronk, the Now Really Giant Kitchen Alien, was waiting for them to crawl into his belly, of which none of them was willing to do. The computer counted down from five, and as it reached one, Chino leaned over to Larry and whispered lightly in his ear. 

"Push the button." 

A light went off in Larry's eyes, and he simply did what he was told. 

Just before that, the black hole swallowed the ship, sending Roncli, Thorn, and Cole into the computer room, just under 100 feet from the kitchen. 

Nius often liked a little self stimulation. This time, though, the experience was a bit unpleasant... and painful. 

Thorn and I looked at each other, not startled by our surroundings, which included Idaho beaming broadly on the lounge chair. 

"You can't escape the Nutsack!" said Idaho, as he began to laugh in evil tones. 

Something was up. 

Chapter 25

roncli

The universe is, or more appropriately, was, supposedly full of infinite possibilities. It had long been believed that anything that was imaginable has happened in the universe at some point in time. 

The problem with that theory is that there is a great paradox that lies within. Namely, the end of the universe. By definition, the end of the universe can only happen once, and if, as many theorists speculated (especially the ones working for AIMC), it is completely true that the universe was full of infinite possibilities, then this would mean that all possibilities had already happened, except for the possibility of the universe ending. However, the paradox becomes that infinity is now finite, with a definitive beginning point and a definitive ending point. 

Roncli never really believed that it was possible for the universe to end, and thus he refuted the idea that the universe contained infinite possibilities, because either the universe has to begin and end to account for all of the possibilities creating the paradox listed above, or the universe does not begin or end, and thus does not contain all possibilities. 

But Jesse had managed it. The mass introduction of antimatter into the universe at incomprehensible speeds was too much for the continuum to handle, and thus the large boom. And for the first time he could recall, one of Jesse's theories was proven to be incorrect. This was not a time to call him out on it, however. 

Han was obviously grief stricken. It was painfully obvious to him that he would not see Gretel again, alive or otherwise. 

Kronk was fuming. Literally. Plumes of smoke arose from his fiery tail, and circled out of his lips every once in a while. He was quite the sight to see. His existence a near impossibility, he appeared to be ready to attack at a moment's notice. He was not happy. 

Jesse remained calm and collected, as usual, in complete control of the situation. He struck a conversation with Idaho first. "Hello again, Idaho." 

Idaho gave an impish smile. "And hello again, Azo." Idaho got right to the point. "You have a question for me?" 

"Indeed," replied Jesse casually. "I wish to know where the *other* Idaho is." 

"The other Idaho?" Thorn asked. 

"Ah, yes!" replied Idaho. "The other Idaho. I like to call him Hedaho." 

We collectively rolled our eyes. "Funny stuff," Jesse replied sarcastically. "Look, we don't have non-time for shenanigans. Show me where Idaho is." 

"Very well," replied Idaho. He led us through his mansion in non-time. Every room was excellently decorated, each from a different era of humanity than the last. One would be from the middle ages, the other would be from the eleventh millennium, followed by some World War IX decor. It was quite astonishing to watch. 

Idaho led us down into a dark cellar, and opened up a small door within. As he opened the door, we could instantly make out the figure of a man inside, completely bound and gagged, and tied down to a chair. "Hello, Idaho," said Idaho. 

"MMMFMMMMFFFF!! MFFFMMMMFMFMMMMMM!!!!! MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMFFFFFFFF!!!" warned Idaho. 

"Is that so?" replied Idaho, pretending to comprehend the muffled voice of Idaho. 

"You fiend!" snapped Larry, poised for a fight. "Let him go, NOW!" 

Idaho sniggered as he raised his arm. Suddenly, the watch around Larry's wrist detached, and floated its way over to Idaho. Larry gasped, but kept his anger in check, knowing one wrong move would now be his last. 

Idaho then turned his attention to me and Thorn. "You two don't get a free ride either, boys." He raised his arm in a similar fashion, causing our watches to float helplessly to Idaho. 

Kronk had enough. "WHERE'S MY CANDY!!!" I looked at Kronk in alarm, not expecting such a violent reaction. Surely he did not want to feel the wrath of Idaho. "It is because of YOU that I don't have candy right now, and I'm getting pissed!" 

"Uh oh," said Idaho sarcastically. "The little bity kitchen alien is hungry! Whatever shall we do?" 

Kronk roared fiercely, and then sprung into action. One tail, twenty arms, and four million teeth charged directly for Idaho. Idaho then began to dismember Kronk, one at a time, first with his tail, then with his arms, and then pulled each of his four million teeth in a matter of microseconds. Finally, Idaho snapped Kronk's body in two. 

Kronk stood up, confused at first, but then even more angry than the first time. "What the hell??" said Idaho. "A reincarnating Kitchen Monster? Where the hell did this bastard come from?" 

His senses heightened, Kronk launched himself again at Idaho, this time dodging Idaho's dismembering attempt. As his tail closed within three and a half nanometers of Idaho's body, he dodged the blow. Unfortunately, this landed Idaho directly into Kronk's seventh arm. A microsecond and a half later, Kronk had closed his second, ninth, and sixteenth arms in on Idaho, preparing to give him a very painful experience. Idaho had to drop the three watches as he writhed free from Kronk's arms. On his feet again, it was Idaho this time that charged Kronk. Idaho lunged for Kronk's throat, but Kronk had another surprise for Idaho... he shrunk. Just a couple of inches, mind you, but that was all that was needed for Idaho to no longer be lunging for Kronk's neck, and instead be lunging for millions of razor sharp... 

The blur in front of us stopped suddenly with a sickening splattering sound. For a moment, the image of Idaho's half eaten body sticking out of Kronk's mouth sent chills down my back. Suddenly, a large burst of flame enveloped the rest of his body, charring it nicely as Kronk chewed and swallowed the remainder of Idaho's body. Licking his chops and attempting to dislodge a piece of something from his tooth, he asked, "Do all humanoids taste like potatoes?" 

Larry, Thorn, and I each picked up our watch. We double checked the numbers on the watch to make sure it was ours. Mine read a thousand, three hundred and twenty-two. Thorn's read a few billion. Larry's was up in the trillions. It was pretty easy to determine whose was whose. 

Jesse had already released the other Idaho from his imprisonment. Idaho left the small room and said, "Thank you guys. Wow, he's an unbelievable monster." 

"Thanks!" replied Kronk. 

"Not you," responded Idaho. "The copy of me." 

"Copy of you?" replied Jesse. "So you're the original." 

"Yes," replied Idaho. "Yes, I am. I have overseen more cycles of the universe than it is likely possible for you to comprehend. I have also been able to destroy and overcome my copy in every cycle... until now." 

"Ah," said Jesse. "How was he created?" 

"He is created by you in every cycle of the universe I have seen. You send me off twice in every timeline, and the paradox creates a new me, a me who is hateful and resentful of everything and everyone around him." 

"Cool." said Jesse. 

"Indeed. Well, if there's anything I can do to get you guys out of here... let's see if I remember what you need done." Idaho thought for a moment. "OK, destroy the Dopplegangers..." 

"Check," said Jesse. "In fact, everything is destroyed." 

"WHAT?" replied Idaho in disbelief. "You used the doomsday device already?!" 

Larry quickly defended himself. "He told me to!" he said, pointing at Chino. 

Chino, confused at first, defended himself as well. "The Oracle told me to, and HE made me take the pill to see him!" he said, pointing at Jesse. 

Idaho gasped as he said, "Oh no, you told him too soon?" 

Chino blinked a couple of times before saying, "I did?" 

"Shit," muttered Jesse to himself as he pulled a 3 1/4" floppy disk from his pocket. "Idaho, we'll need to restore with this backup..." 

"Jesse," interjected Cole. 

"Not now, Cole! As I was saying, we just need to restore..." 

"Um, Jesse?" Cole interrupted again. 

"Shh! Now, we can use this disk to rest..." 

"It's important," Cole stated. 

"What is it?!" asked Jesse in annoyance. 

"That's not the backup disk," observed Cole. "That's your Windows 3050 boot disk." 

A stunned silence descended upon the cellar. 

Chapter 26

Azo

The shadows lifted to reveal a chair, empty from the legs up. 

Four months had passed since existence itself had been nearly destroyed by a myriad of beings from other whens and wheres, and not one survivor had yet to truly tell the tale of what had passed. There were scattered reports of a universal reboot, if one were to believe the whimsical ramblings of the black holes; likewise, the stars themselves told an entirely different tale. The inhabitants of Earth had experienced a series of small linear inconsistencies, none of which stuck in their mind to any great degree. The UFO sightings were finally starting to die away, as the intergalactic police force continued their pullout of the Milky Way. Time and Space were restored to their former states, but the facts had not been recounted. The case was still open. 

Still, the chair sat silent. 

Jesse and his brother Cole had long since given up the conversation, as the many inconsistencies and inaccuracies had all but driven them to murder. Even Roncli and Thorn, who had once sworn daily that they had been a part of the saving of existence as we know it, were silent these days. Chino and Larry had long since forgotten their parts in the great conflict, as work was plentiful for hired goons, and they had far more pressing matters on their mind these days. 

The chair watched all of this with a tired fascination. 

Kronk was lost. After parting ways with the Earthlings he had gone in search of Gretel and candy with Han. After a short but bitter spat with Han over what had actually occurred he found himself ejected into deep space, which at that time had suited him just fine. He devoured several smallish planets quickly enough, but was quickly running out of sustenance. In deep space, with no food, Kronk was quite literally going insane. 

The chair knew this, yet offered nothing. 

Han had visited every port within his ship’s range, but still had no idea where Gretel was. His search was growing ever closer to its conclusion, whereby he would finally give up hope and abandon her for all-time. Soon enough, he believed, he would settle down on a little rock and live out his days in confusion. 

At this the chair only laughed. 

And so it seemed that life was back to normal. 

The chair knew otherwise. 

The real test, it would appear, was soon to begin. 

“Azo’s Interstellar Mowing Company,” Becca cheerfully chimed into the phone receiver. 

“Mowing company?” the voice asked. 

“Yes Sir,” Becca answered. “We can mow anything from wildworm infestations to plaguegrass! Did you want to schedule an appointment?” 

“Interesting,” replied the voice. “Was Azo not in the moving business prior to his entrance into the mowing business?” 

Becca paused, something very familiar passing across her mind. “That sounds strangely familiar, but I have no recollection of any moving business. As far as I know, Azo has been mowing for some number of years now.” 

“Very well,” replied the voice. “Is he available?” 

“Who?” 

“Azo.” 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

“He’s mowing.” 

“Do tell him Idaho called, then,” sighed the voice. “I have most urgent news for him, so please have him call me at his earliest convenience.” 

“I’ll let him know,” said Becca, hanging up. 

Cole cut the power to his UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System and peeked to his right to ensure that he was squarely parked in the loading bay. Jesse pulled in a few moments later in his John Deere Power Leveler and evened out the treads squarely behind those of the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System. Both climbed down from their leather interior climate-controlled operating cockpits and into the loading bay to secure the travel straps for high-speed interspace travel. 

“Nice job on those hedges, bro,” Jesse commented. 

“Yeah, they were really grown up. I had to break out the arm to knock a couple of Pterodactyl nests down early on, but once they were cleared the shaping went well,” Cole commented. “Still, I wish the laser worked on this bad-boy,” he continued, patting the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System fondly. “I could have shaped out those corners in a matter of minutes with a couple of good blasts.” 

“We’ll get it looked at when we get home,” Jesse replied, plugging the 425,000-volt electrical charge coupler into the wireless feed system. “We don’t have any job until next Wednesday, so it shouldn’t be a problem to get that repaired between now and then.” 

Cole nodded his approval and walked toward the control room, while Jesse finished securing the equipment. As he was closing the loading bay, the ship slowly lifted from the back grounds of Reverend Herman Muldoon’s planet-wide personal retreat and began its slow ascent into the purple sky. 

Jesse joined Cole in the control room about the time they passed from the small retreat world’s atmosphere and took his spot at the navigation table. 

“Beer?” Jesse asked, pulling a cold can from a cooler beneath his table. 

“I’m driving.” replied Cole. “Better make it a margarita.” 

“Done and done,” came Jesse’s reply. Soon the margaritas were flowing, and the two were playing Super Mario Brothers on the in-ship emulator, getting their asses royally trounced time and time again by the in-ship autopilot. 

The com light went red right as Jesse entered dungeon 4-4. 

“Oh man, I suck at this level. Get that phone, will you?” Jesse said between pulls on his beer. 

“Azo’s Interstellar Mowing Company,” answered Cole. 

“Cole, it’s Becca.” 

“Hey Bec, Jesse’s on 4-4 and says to hang on a second,” Cole returned, noticing Jesse’s left hand giving him the universal sign for wait. 

“Did you guys finish up Muldoon’s shrubs?” Becca asked. 

“Yeah, but the stupid laser on the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System still doesn’t work,” Cole sighed in reply. 

“I’ll call the mechanic and see if you guys can just drop it off on the way in,” Becca said, writing herself a note to call Gary, the mechanic. 

“That’d be swell,” said Cole quickly, noticing Mario’s untimely demise on the main screen. “Jesse just got hosed, I’ll hand him the com.” 

“Hey babe, what’s up?” asked Jesse, taking the com from Cole. 

“Idaho called. He said it was urgent.” 

“I wonder what he could possibly want,” mused Jesse, watching as Cole easily stomped some turtle duck things on the main screen. 

“I don’t know, he just said it was urgent,” replied Becca. 

“Yeah. I’ll call him right away then,” said Jesse, half-lost in thought. “Listen, did Cole tell you the laser was down on the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System?” 

“Yup, I’ll see if I can get Gary to look at it when you guys get home,” she answered. 

“Ok, well, Cole just ate a turtle and I need to see what Idaho has on his mind. We’ll be home in a bit.” 

Jesse hung up the com, and with a confused look on his face turned to Cole. 

“Idaho called,” he began. 

“Oh crap, not that again,” resigned Cole. 

“I’m gonna call him back.” 

“What about your man?” 

“Play him for me, this might be important,” said Jesse, dialing Idaho on the com. 

“If you tell that fucking story one more fucking time I’m going to fucking rip your fucking head off your fucking shoulders and fucking toss the fucking thing down the fucking drain and flip the fucking disposal on,” said Nick, half asleep. 

“You don’t understand, Mate…it really happened,” said a highly agitated Thorn. “I just can’t remember all of the details now. I know something happened though.” 

“I’m sick and tired of that fucking story, man, seriously.” 

“I know you are, but it’s driving me insane,” cried Thorn. “Jesse won’t speak of it any more and Roncli’s been admitted to a damn asylum over it.” 

“That’s where you’re going to end up if you don’t fucking shut the fuck up and leave well enough…” started Nick, who was promptly cut off by the phone. 

Thorn picked up the receiver. “Hello?” 

“Thorn, it’s me,” said Idaho at the other end of the telephone. 

“You’ve got a lot of nerve calling me,” Thorn spat. 

“I know, but something is wrong,” Idaho said apologetically. “I just got off the phone with Jesse. He and Cole are on their way here, and I want him to pick you up on the way.” 

“Where are you these days?” asked Thorn, more than a little apprehensively. 

“I can’t tell you that now,” said Idaho. 

“Why not?” asked Thorn. 

“Because I know very well that you and Jesse would try to jettison me into space.” 

“You know, I have no idea why, but that really does sound like something we’d do,” Thorn responded. “I just can’t seem to place…” 

“In any case, Jesse will pick you up in a little while. Be ready to travel,” Idaho interrupted. 

“Can I bring Nick?” asked Thorn. 

“If you want him dead, sure,” answered Idaho, hanging up the phone. 

Thorn set his own receiver down and lost himself in his own thoughts for a few moments. 

“Mate, you alright?” asked Nick. 

“Yeah,” replied Thorn, still with a faraway look in his eyes. A moment later he seemed to snap back to reality. “Yeah, I’m fine.” 

“Who was that?” 

“Nobody,” Thorn answered. “Hey, you wanna go on a trip?” 

* * * 

“Elmdale Mental Recovery Institution, how may I direct your call?” answered the plump nurse behind her bulletproof glass kiosk. 

“Hi there, I’d like to report a breakout,” came the reply over the phone. 

The plump nurse laughed lightly, then replied: “Sir, there hasn’t been a breakout here at Elmdale in over fifty years!” 

“Oh no,” replied the voice on the telephone, “It’s not a breakout that has happened yet, but it will soon.” 

The nurse began losing her cheerful demeanor immediately. “Sir, it is a federal crime to threaten this institution. Ever since former president Bush was admitted this has become a military-controlled complex. Who are you?” 

“My name is Idaho, and I’m only warning you that there will be a breakout shortly. You might want to have the guards stand down so that no one gets hurt.” 

“I assure you that they will do no such thing, young man,” replied the nurse. “One would need an army to break into this place, and even then, one would need a miracle to get out alive,” she finished with a tight smirk. 

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you…” finished Idaho, who then cut off yet another call. 

The nurse looked around the lobby suspiciously before putting the phone back into the cradle. Once she had calmed herself and returned to her usual cheerful self, she dialed security. 

“Security. Kronk speaking,” came the answer. 

“Listen, uh…err….Kronk. Um, do I know you? Shouldn’t Wilfred be in right now?” stammered the nurse. 

“Um, no. Wilfred isn’t here anymore. Um. I, um…I ate him,” came the gruff reply from Kronk. 

“Now see here, Mr. Kronk,” began the nurse. 

“No, not Mr. Kronk, just Kronk.” 

“Very well then! See here, Kronk, that sort of talk is neither amusing nor beneficial. I have just received a serious threat of a possible breakout, and I need to speak to Wilfred immediately,” stated the nurse. 

“No, he’s not here. I told you I ate him.” 

“Mr. Kro…” began the nurse. 

“Just Kronk.” 

“Kronk! Listen carefully to me right this instant!” 

“What?” 

“I have received a phone call, and someone claims that there will be a breakout today. Do you know anything of it?” asked the nurse, slowly and deliberately. 

“Probably,” answered Kronk. 

The nurse stood up at this point, clearly agitated. “Kronk, if you know about the breakout attempt, then why haven’t you sounded the alarm?” 

“No need,” replied Kronk. 

“Whatever do you mean?” asked the nurse. “This is serious!” 

“No, it’s ok,” answered Kronk. “We’re just getting Roncli out. It’ll all be over in a few minutes. I think I see Jesse on the radar now.” 

“On the rada…oh…wha…you mean the breakout is happ…WHAT IN THE BLUE FUCK IS GOING ON DOWN THERE?!” the nurse screamed into the phone. 

“Sorry nurse, I gotta go. It’s been fun. Tell Wilfred’s family I’m sorry for eating him.” 
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“Cole, we aren’t going home,” said Jesse, hanging up the phone. 

“Why not?” asked Cole suspiciously. 

“That was Idaho.” 

“Oh Christ, now what?” Cole cried, throwing his hands up. 

“I know, but we have to go see him,” Jesse resigned himself to explaining. 

“I thought we had all of that behind us. You know we’ll never really know what happened, right?” Cole mused. 

Jesse stared at the dead Mario on the screen, deep in thought. “You’re right,” he finally said, “We may never know what happened, but we need to go see him anyway.” 

“As long as we’re home in time to get that laser fixed before the next job,” Cole decided. 

“We will be. First though we need to go pick up Thorn,” Jesse explained, punching the coordinates into the computer. 

“That fuck-stick?” Cole asked. “I suppose we’ve got to pick Roncli up too.” 

“Yeah, Idaho said he’d be waiting for us at the asylum.” 

“Great,” said Cole, reaching for the com. “I’ll call Becca and let her know we’ll be late.” 

“Where are we going?” asked Nick. 

“Jesse’s going to pick us up shortly and take us to see Idaho,” Thorn explained while packing his things. 

“That’s the guy you’ve been prattling on about for months now,” considered Nick. “I’m not sure I care to meet him. 

“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Thorn said. 

“When do we leave?” asked Nick. Shortly before Thorn could answer a deep hum began to develop in the sky above them. 

Luke pointed up at the ceiling and winked. “That’ll be Jesse and Cole now.” 

Luke and Nick packed their few things into a backpack and ran out into the street. The mowing ship was a couple of hundred yards above them, producing a sound that was neither quiet nor pleasant. As the neighbors began to walk out to examine the source of the noise, Luke and Nick were beamed directly to the bridge of the mowing ship. 

Jesse, Cole, Luke, and Nick stood staring at one another for a few moments before Luke finally broke the silence. 

“This is Nick.” 

Pleasantries were then exchanged, hands shaken, and margaritas mixed. 

“So what’s the plan?” asked Luke once the chit-chat had subsided. 

“We’re going to break Roncli out of that damn asylum, then we have to go see Idaho,” Cole interjected. 

“I know that much,” Luke countered. “Where is Idaho, anyway?” 

“He wouldn’t tell me,” said Jesse. “We’re supposed to call him when we’re all together, and he’ll tell us how to get to him.” 

Nick spoke up. “Sounds like a sketchy plan.” 

“You don’t know the half of it,” Cole explained. “There is a really big possibility that we’re going to fly to some place none of us have ever heard of only to risk our necks fixing the multitude of time and space fluxes we’ll create in the process of figuring out what we’re supposed to be doing.” 

Nick just stared at him. 

“We’ll undoubtedly create a number of paradoxes, any of which could easily destroy the entirety of the timeline,” continued Cole. “Our only real reason for going isn’t really known to us any more than it is to you guys, and we’re pretty sure Roncli is as clueless as the rest of us are. However, we have to go to find out why we have to go. When we figure it out, we’ll go back and see if we can get away with repairing the holes we’ve created and maybe save mankind in the process.” 

“You make it all sound so simple,” remarked Thorn, who was lounging by that point in the holochair with a big-breasted animation. 

“It is, really,” Jesse picked up. “I have reason to believe we’ve done this all before, but I haven’t the foggiest notion of why or when. All I know is that we have to see Idaho.” 

“Well, that should be coming up shortly,” said Cole, pointing. “Look, there’s the asylum.” 

“Land us over there in the exercise yard if you will, Cole,” Jesse said, pointing. “Luke, Nick, crack open that hatch there and grab us some weapons. We might need to go in hard.” 

Cole landed the ship easily enough, and the four donned their protective shield generators. After a final weapons check, Cole led the way out of the cargo bay and right into the biggest fucking firefight any of them could remember. 

“Chino, I need you and Larry to come back here immediately,” Becca commanded. 

“Bass-lady, we’re on location in Singapore right now,” Chino explained in a whisper. “Jesse said not to come home until we’d found that little guy who tried to assassinate him last month.” 

“That’s cancelled,” replied Becca. “Jesse and Cole have been called out to see Idaho, and I think they’ll need your assistance. Get your asses to Houston, to the Elmdale Mental Recovery Institution, and help them out.” 

“Are they in trouble?” asked Chino, again in a whisper. 

“I’m not sure yet, Chino, but I need you to get there right now. They’re going to need you two.” 

“Roger that, boss-lady, we’re on our way,” whispered Chino. 

He tapped Larry lightly on the shoulder and made some motions with his hands. 

“No shit?” asked Larry. 

“None.” 

“Ok, let me pack this rifle up and we’ll head out,” said Larry, sitting up from his sniping crouch. 

“Leave it. There’s no time,” commanded Chino. 

The two caught a bus to the super-secret spy airport a few miles away and purchased one-way tickets to Houston. They hit the ground nine minutes later, cut their parachutes away, and ran toward the sound of fighting coming from within the Elmdale Mental Recovery Institution walls. 

The first reports of fire came less than one second after Thorn, who was bringing up the rear, stepped off of the loading ramp. 

Cole rolled right, fired left, and cut the first pair of orderlies down with his ray gun on instinct alone. He flashed a couple of hand symbols back at Jesse, who fired up his shield, then showed Luke and Nick how to do the same. 

Cole and Jesse swept right around the nose of the mowing ship while Thorn and Nick cut left for long range cover. Nick landed a stressball grenade against a car, incinerating two poor crazy people inside, while he and Thorn ducked behind a pile of straight-jackets for cover. 

Jesse split toward the main door while Cole climbed the guard tower ladder. Ricochets bounced from his energy shield as Nick and Thorn picked off the unsuspecting guards from a distance. At or around the time Cole reached the top of the ladder the Presidential Mental Health Professional Guards Association joined the action. 

The PMHPGA was no joke, and everyone knew it. Those guys were serious commandos, charged with the protection of men who would wander into an assassination attempt knowingly just for the sheer thrill of the fight. Several dozen of them poured from the main door before Jesse could get into position, and he had to take quick cover to keep from being caught by their laser weapons, against which their energy shields were useless. 

Cole maintained his sniper position, raining fire down upon the PMHPGA commandos, while Luke and Nick, who were not initially spotted by the commandos, retreated to the ship to board the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System. It was the understanding of both of them that the laser on the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System would make easy work of their foes. 

Jesse fell back another few feet as the commandos continued closing the distance. Cole, despite his training and steady shot, could not seem to get a single shot on against the PMHPGA commandos, who literally dodged lasers for breakfast. Another quick burst from Cole’s rifle reported nothing but air, and Jesse fell behind the last remaining cover he had available for twenty feet, a soccer bench. 

The situation had gotten grim in seconds. The PMHPGA was closing steadily on Jesse, with a small contingent branch making for the ladder to assault Cole’s position. 

Without warning, a yell went up from the back of the mowing ship. Luke and Nick had commandeered the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System and were moving it around the hull into firing position. The PMHPGA commandos fell back to solid cover and began firing at the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System, even as Nick and Thorn continued to laugh and yell from the cockpit. 

Nick took control of the firing arm, aimed it squarely at a truck hiding several commandos, and depressed the trigger. Nothing happened. 

“Mate, shoot them!” Thorn yelled. 

“I’m trying!” screamed Nick, continuing to press the trigger time and time again. 

“Bloody laser must be hosed!” yelled Luke. 

A laser blast from a commando rifle ripped the top of the cockpit from the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System, and another disabled the steering mechanism with a clean shot to the engine. Luke and Nick dropped from the cockpit and made haste back into the mowing ship, where they cowered in fear. 

The PMHPGA commandos continued their assault against Jesse and Cole, moving closer with covering fire, easily dodging every shot fired in defense. Just as Jesse was about to stand and make a final bid for the freedom of the ship, two things happened. 

Kronk the Kitchen Alien tore easily through a concrete wall directly behind a flanking PMHPGA commando and ate him on the spot, followed closely by Chino and Larry, who came through the hole behind Kronk carrying acid spray guns. Kronk dispatched another commando with his tail, even as he shrunk to avoid the incoming laser fire. Chino and Larry split toward the commandos climbing the ladder and melted them with acid as they tried to escape the confines of the upward climb. Kronk crossed the yard at less than half an inch tall, devouring commandos all the way. 

The battle ended with an abrupt belch from Kronk. 

Nick and Thorn, hearing the firefight close, peeked out from the cargo hold. 

“What the hell is THAT?!” cried Nick. 

“KRONK!” yelled Thorn, as he climbed from the ship and began running toward the ever-deadly Kitchen Alien. 

Cole came down from his sniper perch and met Jesse, Thorn, Chino, Larry, Kronk, and a terrified Nick in the middle of the scorched yard. 

“What are you doing here, man?” he asked as he approached the jovial circle of old friends. 

“I was just telling Thorn here,” Kronk began, “I was floating around in deep space, clinging to sanity, and considering eating my tail. Next thing I know Idaho picks me up in a 1959 Chevy and drops me off in St. Louis, telling me to get down here and prepare for your arrival.” 

“So where is Idaho now?” Thorn asked. 

“No idea, he dropped me off and left.” 

“Where’s Roncli then?” Jesse asked. 

“Oh, he’s in here somewhere,” Kronk said, slamming one of his twenty fists down his throat. He dug around for a moment, then when he was sure he had the proper leg, extracted Roncli from his belly. He sat Roncli down carefully in the yard next to Cole. 

Roncli babbled something incoherent and just gazed out into nowhere. 

“Great, he’s a vegetable,” Thorn commented. 

“He’ll come around,” Cole offered, flashing and hand in front of Roncli’s eyes. Roncli made no indication that he even noticed. 

“Well, let’s get this crazy on-board and give Idaho a ring,” Jesse decided. 

Thorn and Nick helped Roncli to board the mowing ship as Jesse and Cole repaired the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System. After it was parked once again in the cargo hold of the ship Cole issued the order for automatic orbit and the ship leapt from the ground. 

Once in orbit around Earth Jesse placed the call to Idaho. He sat listening for a few moments, nodding every once in a while. The other watched in mild fascination, torn between the call and the autopilot blazing through Super Mario Brothers. Finally Jesse hung up. 

“Where are we headed, bro?” asked Cole. 

“We’ve got to fly all the way out to Gangrene Omega,” replied Jesse. 

“That’s like 2 weeks away,” Chino said quietly. 

“Plus we’ll probably never survive the trip,” said Thorn. 

“We have to go anyway,” Jesse decided. 

“How will we get through the blockade?” asked Cole. 

“We’ll stop at Fort Nixon and swap ships for something with a little more firepower,” Jesse explained. 

“Is that not a military installation?” Thorn asked. 

“It’s suicide,” Cole commented. 

“Yeah, it’s a military base,” Jesse explained. “But if we can get inside we can just pick whatever ship we want.” 

“What do you want us to do, boss?” asked Chino. 

“Take a scout cruiser out and check the base for attack angles,” Jesse ordered. 

Chino saluted crisply and followed Larry out the door. 

“So how are we just going to raid a military base and make off with a fighter ship?” Thorn asked. 

Jesse just pointed at Kronk, who was carefully cleaning the excess strips of metal and rubber from his four million teeth with a cutting torch. 

“To Fort Nixon!” Thorn laughed. 

“To Fort Nixon!” answered all, with the exception of Roncli. He was far too busy watching the stars, no doubt dreaming of what might or might not have happened. 

Cole pointed the bulky mowing ship toward Fort Nixon and lit up every available thruster. It would take just over six hours to reach the heavily guarded military installation, and there was no need to conserve fuel any longer. Nick and Thorn got to work on bringing Roncli around, while Cole retired to the cargo hold with hopes of repairing the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System. Kronk went exploring, no doubt looking for hidden candy caches in the ship. Jesse took a nap. 

“So what happened to him anyway?” asked Nick. 

“You know all of those stories you keep telling me to shut up about?” Thorn quizzed. 

“Yeah, though I’m starting to think that maybe you were telling the truth.” 

“Starting to think?” Thorn looked at his friend with surprise. “What the hell do you think you’ve been in the middle of these last hours?” 

“I might be dreaming.” Nick answered. 

Roncli babbled something about a watch and Thorn getting killed. 

“What’s he talking about now?” asked Nick. 

“No idea.” 

In the cargo hold Cole was busy reattaching the roof to his beloved UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System. He worked slowly, paying great care to the seals that would maintain the climate controlled goodness inside the cockpit. He made a quick weld with his portable torch and bent the front-right corner into its former place. As he moved around to the front of the cockpit he noticed a shape move quickly in the shadows on the floor of the cargo bay. 

“Who’s there?” asked Cole, raising his torch over his head. 

There came no answer from the shadows. Cole stood ready for another moment, then cautiously turned back to his work. He flattened out the front panel of the cockpit roof and made a couple of quick spot welds to hold it in place. There was a wide rip a few feet from the front windshield, and his torch would not be able to repair it. He climbed from the UltraBlade 2655 Extreme Luxury SLT Power Drive Hemi Advance Mowing System to fetch a piece of patch metal with which to cover the hole, and in the process noticed the moving again. 

This time he said nothing. Silently walking across the cargo hold on the balls of his feet he worked toward the weapons cabinet. If it was just Kronk playing a practical joke, he’d soon be playing it one arm short. 

The weapons cabinet was only a few feet away, so Cole stole a look behind him as he crept ever closer. Seeing nothing moving, he turned his head back towards the weapons cabinet. There was something sitting on it though, and it did not look friendly. 

The small alien being was around 12 inches tall, a shade of green that resembled guacamole, and entirely ugly. It had a completely bald head with a single ear sitting directly in the middle of its face, and a snout that appeared to protrude from the lower regions of that ear. Its eyes were mounted on either side of the long snout, which now watched Cole with interest. 

The alien lifted one of its two bony arms and pointed a finger the size of a pencil at Cole. It then ran that same finger across where its throat might be slowly. The end of its snout opened up to show a very small mouth with few teeth. 

“You want some of this?” Cole asked. 

The alien maintained its sly grin as it shifted its head first to one side, then the other, cracking its neck. It bobbed a couple of times, throwing short hooks across its body, then bounced on its feet, rolling its bony shoulders in their sockets. Finally, it turned slightly to one side and put up its balled fists. 
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“You actually want to box?” Cole asked incredulously. “Man, I’ve got a good five feet on you. I’ll stomp you into the dirt.” 

The alien continued bobbing and twitched his head backwards, urging Cole to get into the fight. 

“Alright then,” Cole decided. He loosened up in much the same way the alien did, then removed his watch from his wrist and cell phone from his belt. He backed up a few feet to allow the alien room to leap from the weapons hold, which the alien did lazily and without the slightest hint of grace. 

“Oh, I’m gonna tear you apart,” Cole said, moving in on the alien. 

The alien circled him, drawing closer itself. 

Cole threw the first punch from his knees, a shot that was intended to take the snout right off the alien’s bony body. The alien dodged right quickly, avoiding the lightning-fast jab and countered with a vicious left hook, which caught Cole square in the chest. Cole flew from his crouch, crossed the cargo hold, and hit the wall on the other side with a thud. He slid down the opposite wall and landed in a crumpled heap, conscious only long enough to watch the small ugly alien steal his cell phone and disappear into the shadows again. 

Three hours later Cole found himself on a table in the medical closet. The ship had a fully equipped medical laboratory, but neither Cole nor Jesse had the desire to learn how to work any of the stuff, so it had long ago been converted to a lounge area with a mini-bar. 

Jesse and Nick stood over him, both of them showing little smiles of support as he cleared his groggy head. 

“Did you get him?” Cole asked, hit head swimming a bit. 

“Get who?” asked Nick. 

“The little alien who jumped me…” 

“No, but Thorn and Kronk are searching for whatever it is that beat you up. We thought you had just fallen at first, but that bruise on your chest says otherwise,” Jesse answered, motioning toward Cole’s chest while handing him a mirror. 

Cole stared at his bruise for a moment in disbelief. He looked up at Jesse and Nick for answers, but both just shook their heads. 

“I am Vee,” he read from his chest. “I have your phone. I’m running your bill up,” he finished. 

Jesse stifled the slightest of laughs. 

“How in the hell could he have written that on me?” Cole wondered aloud. “He hit me hard, but this is insane.” 

“Right now we have to worry about stopping this little guy Vee,” Jesse replied. “That phone is on the corporate account, and Becca will have both our asses if that bill gets out of control.” 

Nick helped Cole to his feet. Cole staggered a bit under his own weight, still hazy and still very much at a loss over the message written on his chest. He let Nick help him as far as the door before shrugging off the assistance and giving it a go on his own. A few painful steps later Cole was very much himself again. 

The three walked down the hall toward the lounge for a drink in silence. 

Thorn and Kronk had searched the cargo hold, but had turned up no sign of the little alien Vee. The continued their search in the engine room, where they too were met with disaster. 

They entered cautiously, Kronk leading a very-heavily armed Thorn into the room silently. They split up, Thorn going left and Kronk right. The two kept each other in sight at all times, covering the room carefully. After a few tense minutes of searching they reached the door on the other side of the room and prepared to search the gauge closet. 

“Wait,” Thorn said, glancing behind him. 

“What?” 

“Did you hear that?” asked Thorn, turning back toward the engine room. 

“No,” said Kronk. “I’ll check it out though. Wait here.” 

“Shouldn’t we stick together?” asked Thorn. 

“I can take this thing, whatever it is,” replied Kronk, walking away. 

Thorn watched Kronk make his way between the pillars of equipment, wondering if he shouldn’t be following Kronk. Even if Kronk could take whatever it was on board, he couldn’t. He decided quickly to follow Kronk. 

He didn’t get far. 

A little guacamole creature dropped in front of him and put his fists up, challenging Thorn. In his left fist the alien held Cole’s cell phone. Rather than fight, however, Thorn decided to yell at Kronk. 

“Over here!” 

The little alien made quick work of Thorn, closing the distance and whacking him hard on the side of the leg on the fly. Thorn rolled twice in the air before crashing into an instrument panel, where he too slid down and lay in a crumpled heap. 

Kronk was on the scene in a flash. He caught sight of the alien running quickly into the gauge room and looked at Thorn with dismay. 

“I’m alright,” Thorn coughed. “Go get him.” 

Kronk followed the little guacamole alien into the gauge room, senses on high alert. He passed through the door only to find the alien waiting for him, fists up. He had put Cole’s cell phone down next to him. 

Kronk shrunk himself to about twice the size of the little alien and put his own fists up. The two aliens circled one another for a moment. Kronk winked. Both lunged. 

Kronk flipped in the air and launched his tail in a wild arc, which the little guacamole alien deflected with his bony left arm. He countered with a high kick which was meant to catch Kronk still flying, but Kronk reacted quickly enough to turn the blow aside with one of his many arms. He landed softly, turned and fired a twenty-arm barrage, Kung-Fu style. Vee blocked all of his punches with ease. 

Both stepped back and reassessed the fight. Kronk grew himself another six inches. Vee stretched his long arms out to his sides and rolled his head around to stretch. He turned sideways to Kronk, slowly waved his arms into position, then flicked his long fingers at Kronk, urging him to try again. 

Kronk obliged him, flying quickly into the air with a spinning tail lash, immediately followed by a round kick. Vee deflected the tail, but the kick caught him squarely in the snout, knocking him to the ground. 

Vee stood up slowly. He wiped a small dab of orange blood from his snout, looked at it, then spit to his right. He again settled himself into a Kung-Fu stance and awaited the next attack. 

Kronk decided to take the fight up a notch. He set his body aflame and moved in for the kill. He ducked left and threw seven wicked right flaming punches at various places on Vee’s body. Vee rolled out of the way with ease and came to a stand a few feet away, a look of boredom creeping over his horrid face. Slowly, meticulously, he reached into a pocket under his left arm with his right hand and drew forth a small metal rod. 

He leveled this rod out in front of him and pressed a button. A beam of pure purple light shot forth, expanding to a good two feet of substance. He waved the beam around a bit, getting a feel for it, then settled once again into his stance. 

Kronk attacked again, this time with everything he had. He breathed fire, swung his twenty arms wildly, and lashed with his left leg and tail simultaneously. His four million razor-sharp teeth glittered briefly in the dim light of the gauge room as he launched his attack. 

Vee cut him to pieces and kicked him in the small of his spiny back as he fell to the floor. He packed the gruesome weapon away quickly, picked up Cole’s cell phone, and walked back into the shadows while Kronk bled on the floor, regenerating far too slowly to catch up. 

“So we know his name is Vee, and we know he’s tough,” Nick started, after margaritas had been dispensed. 

“Tough? That’s not the half of it,” Cole commented, rubbing his sore chest. 

“Kronk can take him though. Of that I have no doubt,” Jesse proclaimed. 

The com light went on in the lounge. Nick answered the call. 

“Nick here,” he said into the receiver. 

“Nick, it’s Thorn. I’m beat up pretty badly and Kronk is hurt bad. We need help in the gauge room.” 

“We’re on our way,” Nick said, hanging up. 

“What’s up?” Cole asked excitedly. 

“Thorn and Kronk are down in the gauge room,” Nick said. 

Cole downed his margarita in one gulp and reached for an old musket hanging above the fireplace. “Let’s go get this bastard,” he said through clenched teeth. 

Jesse, Cole, and Nick had no problem finding Thorn and Kronk. Carrying them back to the medical closet was something of a chore though. Kronk was regenerating nicely, but had long since passed out. Even still Nick collected his severed appendages, still smoking from the flame and the light weapon. They carried their wounded comrades to the closet, hearing every detail about their encounter from Thorn, who had not seen the fight between Vee and Kronk, but had heard it quite well. They set Thorn atop the medical table and placed Kronk in a bathtub. 

“Thorn, lift your pants leg up,” Cole ordered. “I want to see your bruise.” 

“Why?” Thorn asked. 

Cole was in no mood. He leveled his rifle at Thorn. “Lift it up now.” 

Thorn raised his pants leg to his knee, displaying a clear message on his right leg. Jesse read it aloud. 

“I just called Idaho. He knows you’re not going to make it today.” 

“That bastard,” spat Cole. “That call had to cost a fortune.” 

“We’ll get him,” said Jesse. “Don’t worry.” 

“How?” asked Thorn, rolling his pants leg back down. 

“Well Kronk here apparently had the best chance, so we’ll see if he’s willing to try again when he’s regenerated,” explained Jesse. 

“And if he isn’t?” Nick questioned. 

“Then we’ll get him ourselves,” Cole finished, raising his laser rifle. 

With Thorn’s message read, they turned to Kronk, who was almost completely regenerated. Being just over two feet tall, he was easily rolled around until his dark bruise was spotted. 

“I’m in the yard,” Cole read aloud. 

“That’s settled then,” Jesse decided. “Once Kronk is up and moving, we’ll all go get him together.” 

“What is the yard?” asked Nick. 

“It’s where we practice cutting nasty grass,” Cole explained. 

Kronk came around slowly while the others drank a few margaritas and prepared for battle. Weapons were checked and test fired. Energy shields were charged, and backup body armor was distributed. Thorn told bad jokes to pass the time. 

When Kronk finally stood up in the bathtub Jesse and Thorn were pretty thoroughly soused. Nick wasn’t far behind, leaving only Cole to sobriety. Kronk and Cole spoke silently for a few moments, and it was clearly understood that Kronk would fight the alien again, but it was conditional upon them stopping to take on a load of candy once they’d procured their new ship. 

Cole took point, with Jesse and Thorn stumbling behind him. The two were engaged in a drunken rendition of “Danny Boy,” singing at the top of their lungs. Nick and Kronk tailed behind, bringing up the rear. Despite Kronk’s fear, there was no surprise attack on the walk to the yard. 

They entered from the south, through the bearbrush. It parted easily, and soon opened to a large field, recently cut. Vee was standing in the center of the field, his full 12 inches towering over a very unconscious Roncli. 

“That bastard,” Thorn growled. 

“Calm down,” Kronk whispered. “He’s fine.” 

Cole and Kronk walked silently toward Vee in a straight line. Nick, who was beginning to really feel the effects of the margaritas, went right. Thorn and Jesse, still holding one another up and singing, flanked left. Vee stood his ground. 

“We’ve got you surrounded,” called Kronk. 

Vee held up his finger, staying the approaching assault. “Hang on,” he said, “I’ve got a call.” 

Everyone stopped moving to listen. Even Thorn and Jesse, who had not long ago began singing “99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall” froze in place and listened. 

Vee held the cell phone up to his face and listened intently for a moment. He nodded a couple of times, then held the phone out to Cole. 

“It’s for you,” he said. 

Cole cautiously walked up and took the phone from Vee’s hands, then stepped back to the relative safety of Kronk. 

“Hello?” he asked the phone. 

“It’s Becca. I just got a call from Sprint claiming that you’ve been making calls all over the universe?” 

“It’s kind of a bad time, Bec,” Cole started. 

“Well, I just want you to know that’s coming out of your check,” Becca explained. 

“Alright,” Cole sighed. “I gotta go now though, we’re about to fight this tough little bastard Kung-Fu alien thing.” 

“Ok, have fun,” replied Becca, who promptly hung up. 

Vee once again rolled his head around and threw some quick punches into the air, no doubt loosening up for the final showdown. When he was finally settled and ready to fight, he nodded at Kronk. 

“Alright everyone, keep your guard up,” Kronk commanded. “On the count of three.” 

Everyone nodded. Jesse and Thorn started singing “Eye of the Tiger.” 

“One” 

The chair now began to hum with excitement. 

“Two” 

The chair lifted itself from the ground and began to spin. 

“Three!” 

The chair disappeared from the corner of Idaho’s palace on Gangrene Omega and appeared directly in front of Vee. 

“You!” Vee shouted. 

“You will do no further harm,” the chair commanded in a booming voice. 

“No, this can’t be!” screamed Vee, backing away from the hovering chair. 

The chair closed the distance between itself and Vee, getting right in the snout of the little alien. 

“You will take your extra v and go home,” the chair boomed. 

“No!” yelled Vee, “Make them keep the v! They’re good mowers.” 

Jesse and Thorn looked at each other with a thin strand of understanding. 

“You will restore them immediately, or I will destroy you,” commanded the chair, now close enough to Vee to ripple the little alien’s guacamole colored skin. 

“Mowers…movvers…movers?” Cole asked himself. 

“It’s the extra v!” yelled Jesse. 

“We’re not mowers!” shouted Cole with glee. “We’re movers!” 

“No!” screamed Vee. “Make them keep the v, chair. You must! They’ll destroy the universe!” 

“It is done,” boomed the chair. “Now leave this place, and do not return.” 

Vee sighed and lowered his shoulders. He flipped the chair off defiantly, and finally disappeared into thin air. 

The chair turned to Jesse. “I have done all that I may. Now go forth and move, and for Christ’s sake stop mowing.” 

Jesse grinned a very drunk grin and nodded. The chair spun again, forming a ball of light, then disappeared itself, leaving the ship, the galaxy, and the timeline itself. It landed roughly in its own yard fourteen billion years into the future. It climbed its steps and walked through its front door, where it was greeted by Mrs. door and a whole group of booster seats. 

“Well, that’s settled,” said Roncli. 

“Hey, um, you’re awake!” Thorn stammered. 

“Yeah, I think I’m starting to come around,” said Roncli, who then promptly passed out once again. 

“Boss?” came the call over the ship’s intercom. “We’re on the bridge. You need to get up here.” 

Thorn and Jesse dragged one another to the bridge while the others carried Roncli to the medical closet. The drunken pair entered the bridge to find Chino and Larry being held by a group of six heavily armed PMHPGA commandos. 

“They followed us, boss,” cried Chino. One of the commandos kicked him in the gut, silencing him. 

The commando in charge spoke up. “You are hereby charged under intergalactic law 1386732.3734.238A, failing to report intent to assault presidential asylum. The penalty is death.” 

“Oooooooohhhh!” cawed Thorn. 

“Men, raise your weapons. We will execute these two right here, right now,” the commando commander ordered. 

Thorn and Jesse, too drunk to move, simply stood and watched the guns level in their faces. 

“Ready!” 

Thorn actually laughed. Stupid bastard. 

“Aim!” 

As if a three-foot shot required aiming. 

“Fi…” 

A violent shock rocked the ship as the commando commander gave his execution order. A few guns were discharged, but the lasers went idly by, causing no more damage than a light singe on Thorn’s hair. 

“What’s happening?!” called the commando commander. 

“It’s Fort Nixon!” screamed one of the PMHPGA commandos. “They’re firing on us!” 

Chapter 29
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It was a cool, rainy summer day in Manchester. Distraught over placing poorly in the latest one hour compo, roncli began to tell stories of the Dopplegangers, a feared race of shapeshifters bent on taking over the universe, of Azo's Interstellar Moving Company, and of some green and purple tubes to the moon. 

"You're bloody insane," came Martin's distinctly British accent. 

roncli sighed. He felt like he was the only one who knew what was going on anymore. No one would listen to what he had to say, no one believed that the universe did not exist so much as 4 months ago. It was as if things never happened, and his own memory was altered, not the other way around. 

Martin continued, "Really, you should go see like a shrink or something. I don't know what you're going on about, with this dodgy space-time stuff." 

"I know it happened," roncli replied. "Why would I remember something that didn't happen?" 

"You've been dreaming, no doubt," he returned. 

roncli stared blankly at the wall, trying to sort out his thoughts. Nothing made sense anymore. He said, "He told me we'd be back together in the distant future to discuss what went wrong, but he never told me what went wrong. The world shouldn't be like this. And she knows this too." 

Martin shook his head, as talking sense obviously wasn't working. "And the two of you should both be locked in an asylum or something. You couldn't write this kind of story," he said, hoping not to provoke the Author's anger. 

Sighing heavily, roncli turned to leave. "Well, I need to get back to the hotel. Thanks for having me, I'll see you again tomorrow." 

Martin nodded and smiled, "Cheers." 

roncli gathered his things opened up his umbrella, and prepared for a brief walk in the rain. The rain was falling in waves, making him wonder what became of Move Grove in this timeline. Suddenly, he caught a flash out of the corner of his left eye. roncli turned to meet it, and what he saw was terrifying. 

"Good day, roncli," said the mysterious 7 foot tall man. "I am Jeffrey Eriks of the Presidential Mental Health Professional Guards Association, Early Correction division. Prepare to be annihilated." Jeffrey raised his gun at roncli as he nearly froze in fear. 

"YOU DUMB SHIT!" yelled Martin as he seemingly came out of nowhere to viciously tackle the commando, sending them sprawling into a puddle, creating a sizable splash, and knocking loose the gun, which roncli promptly picked up. Martin stood up and backed away from the commando as roncli quickly aimed the gun and let forth a futuristic blast of laser goodness to completely disintegrate the attacker. 

Martin and roncli looked at each other for a moment, roncli having a smirk on his face. "Believe me now?" 

The ride back to the hotel was anything but quiet. Martin had changed into a dryer set of clothing, and when they started out, the rain poured down even more. Every once in a while, Martin would remind roncli that you need to drive on the left side of the road, although after a few intersections, he would forget and end up on the wrong side of the road again, prompting another reminder. After several near fatal incidents, neither were worse for the wear, and they arrived at the hotel. 

Gretel was waiting just inside the lobby. "roncli, you're alive!" she exclaimed cheerfully. 

"You knew about the attack?" he asked. 

"Yes," replied Gretel, "I was down here getting a drink from the vending machine, and..." 

"My GOD," interrupted roncli, "Gretel, those things are expensive as all hell, what were you thinking?" 

Gretel rolled her eyes. "I was thirsty... It's only a few pounds. Anyway, I..." 

"A FEW POUNDS?!" roncli exclaimed angrily. "I don't have a few pounds to be throwing around when there's perfectly good tap water. Without Azo's Interstellar Moving Company..." 

"...Mowing Company..." interjected Martin. 

"...to work for, we have to hold on to what little money we've got." 

"Stop it," Gretel stated firmly as she glared at roncli. "I'm trying to tell you what happened." 

"...oh." 

Gretel took a deep breath before starting again. "Anyway, I was down here getting a drink, and some huge guy marched in, demanding to know where you were. The hotel clerk said that you had left... I tried to look away, and fortunately he didn't see me or knew who I was, so he stormed out, and when I went after him, he seemed to be communicating using some device, and disappeared in a flash." 

"Hmmm..." roncli pondered. "Why would they be after me? And what is the Presidential Mental Health Professional Guards Association, Early Correction division?" 

No one had the answer. 

Back in the hotel room, roncli and Martin enjoyed a tall plastic cup of ice water, while Gretel sipped her Sprite. Martin was asking all kinds of questions about what happened. 

"...so, Larry made Chino destroy the universe, and Azo lost the backup disk?" 

roncli nodded as he responded. "He then asked if anyone had a backup disk, but as none of us meticulously back up space-time on a daily basis, we were unable to produce backup disks, let alone have one on us at that time. 

Martin scratched his head. "So what did he do?" 

"Well, he took the Windows 3050 boot disk, and we found a spare computer laying around. Cole began working with the wireless universal network, and managed to capture a copy of the universe floating about in non-space-time. After two or three non-years of work, we finally got a full copy of the universe, and began to restore it, which took another two or three non-years..." 

"What's a non-year?" Martin asked naively. 

roncli paused at the question, not knowing quite how to explain it simply. So, he offered, "It's... like a year... except it's not." 

"Huh?" Martin asked in confusion. 

roncli rephrased. "It acts just like a year... except it's not." 

"I don't get it." 

roncli scratched his head in confusion. "Hmmm. Think of it like this. You know how margarine is like butter, except it's not?" 

"Ooooooohhhhh," responded Martin as comprehension briefly filled his face, before he fell back into a confused state. "Not really." 

roncli sighed. "That's not important. What is important is that before we restored it, Idaho came up with a brilliant idea... He modified the universe and everything in it so that there would be no more cycles. If the universe were to shrink and collapse and go through the Big Bang again, it would be an *entirely* different universe the next time around." 

Martin blinked. "That sounds dangerous, tampering with reality." 

roncli shook his head, replying, "Idaho *IS* reality. Or at least he was. He said he knew what changes are good and what changes are bad." 

Gretel frowned as she added, "He was wrong." 

"What happened?" asked Martin. 

"Well," roncli explained, "he made a lot of typos. For instance, Azo's Interstellar Mowing Company instead of the Moving Company. That may explain why you had your handle changed from Slammin Vinyl to Slammy. He just didn't feel like writing out the whole name, I bet." 

"Hey, I changed that yourself!" exclaimed Martin in defiance. 

"That's what he wants you to think," responded Gretel with a wink. 

roncli continued, "So, once the restore was complete, we began to return to the universe. It's a very non-time consuming process. I was the last one to leave, and while I was waiting for Han to phase back into reality, I had a nice long talk with Idaho about the universe. That's when things got weird." 

Martin asked curiously, "How so?" 

"Well, Idaho wanted to prove a point to me, so we went over to a copy of the universe, and he started changing things... little things, mind you, but he showed me how the universe could change completely with the lack or inclusion of one event. Then he realized... it wasn't the copy he was playing with." 

"Ack!" exclaimed Martin. 

"Fortunately, he was able to fix most of the damage, but trying to do so is like trying to stop a ripple in a pond after you've thrown a stone into it, impossible. Thus, the memories of everyone who had gone back into the universe were altered. Han's was the least altered, as he was just phasing in when all this happened. Jesse's was the most, being first to return." 

"Interesting," replied Martin. "But where does Gretel fit into all of this?" 

Gretel blushed for a moment, not wanting to share the details. roncli filled him in instead. "She became a client at the credit counseling company I work for. I had been doing searches on names, and hers came up. I called her, and we got together. She's the only one who doesn't think I'm completely insane." 

"Why not?" asked Martin. 

At this, Gretel smiled impishly. "For the same reason I know about the porn you downloaded onto a client's computer that they discovered." 

"Err," stumbled Martin as he turned a rosy shade of red. "How did you know that?" 

Gretel stated plainly, "I'm telepathic." 

"And she hasn't always been that way, either," explained roncli. "It was one of the effects of Idaho's messing up." 

"So you can tell what anyone in the world's thinking?" asked Martin. 

Gretel shook her head. "I have to concentrate on the person, and they have to be at a reasonably close range." 

"Hmmm..." thought Martin, "so now what?" 

"We wait," replied roncli. "That's all we can do." 

Many years passed. roncli, Gretel, and Martin became best friends, but began discovering that there was more wrong than just the world becoming messed up. Over time, many things changed. "Geedub" was impeached and declared incompetently insane. Gretel's telepathy became unusually strong. Martin developed a passion for technology, and soon they began coming up with a plan to be able to master space and time. They formed a small business, and began selling audio tapes for $39.95 on late night television as they learned more and more. 

Armed with roncli's knowledge, Gretel's uncanny telepathy, and Martin's studies, they were close to coming to an understanding about the ripples that were affecting space-time. Unfortunately, the rest of the unadvanced scientific community did not find logic in their research. roncli, being the front PR man, was declared incompetently insane, and the company broke up officially, only to have underground research continue by Gretel and Martin. 

"What do we do?" said one of the PMHPGA commandos. 

"Fire back on the Fort, what do you think?" replied the commander. 

Jesse interjected, "You don't want to do that." 

"Why not?" asked Thorn. 

"Because," explained Jesse, "they will open up with everything they've got. That was just a warning shot." 

"Do you smell something burning, sir?" asked one of the commandos. 

Everyone's attention focused on Thorn, whose hair was fully in flames after the shot that grazed his hair. At this point, the commando's panicked, running about the bridge like confused little chickens with their heads cut off. This amused Jesse momentarily. Then he realized, "Hey, we gotta get Kronk over there to get us a ship." 

"Of course!" replied Cole, as him and his brother broke into a round of "Lean on Me". Cole paused as he spoke into the intercom, "Kronk, we're at the fort. Get us a ship!" 

"AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!" screamed Thorn, as he began to feel the fire. He quickly tore his shirt off and padded down the flames on his head. 

The three of them snuck off the bridge amid the confusion, and made it back to the medical closet. Nick was there waiting for them, not quite sure he understood what was going on, but played along. 

Jesse explained the plan. "So now we just wait for Kronk to return with the ship, and we can blow this ship up, destroying the commandos." 

"An excellent plan, boss!" said Larry. 

There are only a few things in this world that can render you instantly insane. Spending hours on end listening to an incoherent "Geedub" while drugged up is one of them. For the most part, Gretel had been in constant communication with Roncli telepathically during all this, making sure there was a part of him that hung on. As the effects of the drugs wore off after being rescued, two things happened. First, he became more coherent. Second, he went through nasty withdrawal. 

Laying unconscious in the medical closet, Roncli began to explain to Gretel what he saw. 

"...I don't know where I am, or what is going on. All I know is that I was in someone's lawn, surrounded by Jesse, Cole, Thorn, Kronk, Larry, and Chino.... and some guy Nick I didn't recognize. Everything is black right now, so I can't tell much more." 

"I'm glad to hear that you're getting better, roncli. Martin and I miss you greatly, and look forward to your return. You had us worried for a while." 

"No one should have to go through what I just did... no one." 

"You'll be happy to know Martin and I are on the verge of quantum teleportation, when we're done I'll send you the technical schematics, I think you'll be fascinated by our work." 

"Wow, I already am. Nice work. You ever find Han?" 

"No, still working on that one. I feel as though he is looking for me in all the wrong places. I fear that he may be in trouble, this is unlike him to not return phone calls." 

"Well, good luck... right now, I just gotta wait for consciousness, and I'll give you a better idea what's going on. I think it's good." 

"OK, you take care... Say hi to Jesse for me!" 

Cole paced nervously about the closet. "What's taking that kitchen eater so long? He should be out by now." 

Jesse also showed concern. "I hope he didn't sustain any injuries fighting Vee." 

"I doubt he did," replied Thorn. "He's one tough..." 

Suddenly, their surroundings disappeared, and were replaced with a much very futuristically designed bridge, sporting all the latest hardware and software. Kronk was in the center, munching on what's left of the last security officer. "Welcome aboard!" 

Jesse smiled as everyone took their positions. "Blow us out of here, onward to Gangrene Omega!" 

As the door to the docking bay of the fort was blown off, Cole began to turn the ship's weapons on the Fort, and within minutes the Fort was completely destroyed. 

The ship and its crew proceeded to Gangrene Omega with haste, awaiting their fate.

Chapter 30
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Martin shut off the alarm as he woke up. As he sleepily rubbed his eyes, he thought to himself that today was an important day, although he couldn't put his finger on why. 

A shower, some food, and a half hour later, he was ready to go. A little more coherent than he woke up, he realized that he was finishing up a major project today, but still was unable to clearly think why. 

He began to realize there were a lot of blanks in his mind. He knew that he worked in the same building he was living in, but couldn't remember what he did, who he worked with, or why. He could only remember Gretel, and even the details of her were sketchy. It was as if someone had went through his mind and hit the delete key. 

He wandered upstairs to the office, going through all the regular motions, but not knowing why. As he entered the main lab, he saw a woman in the far corner with long, curly red hair. He didn't recognize her, but his instincts kicked in. "Good morning, Gretel." 

The woman turned to look at him, with a confused look on her face. "Gretel?" she asked. "I'm Marion, silly. I think you need to hit the red button." 

Martin looked at her, a lack of familiarity of the woman or what she was talking about showing strongly in his face. "Oh... I'm sorry, I... I'm a little lost today." 

Martin sat down, and began to read documents that made no sense. He looked up at a computer monitor, and saw a post it note that said "Confused? Press the RED button," and had an arrow pointing to the left. To the left was, of course, a red button. Curiously, Martin pressed it, and the surrounding world went blank. 

Details began to flood his mind. He remembered that the Quantum Teleportation project was to be finished today, and that Gretel would be sending the schematics to roncli. He also remembered why he had lost most of his memory, and that the red button returned his memory to him, as it was protected in a non-pocket that couldn't be affected by space-time. He also knew that there was a danger that, if anything were ever to happen to the universe because of these constant lapses in reality, that Gretel, whose mind was seemingly unaffected by the changes, would sort everything out. 

"MARTIN!" shouted Gretel. Martin opened his eyes, familiarity once again taking over his senses. Gretel had just entered the office, running excitedly. "You HAVE to check this out!" She grabbed him by the arm, pulling him off to another lab in the office. "This is nothing like we had expected." 

"What?" Martin asked, overwhelmed by the sudden rush of knowledge, combined with the sudden rush to the other lab. 

Gretel blinked, and in that split second, even more knowledge filled the mind of Martin. 

Martin saw a schematic of a single Quantum Hub, stationed in the lab that he was headed for. The Quantum Hub received waves, just as he had theorized, but the frequency of the waves were not transmitted by any man made equipment... they received brain waves, which transcend space-time. The Quantum Hub would then empower the person with the ability to, with a single thought, transport them to another location. However, the process was not instant as theorized, but the travel time was still under a minute in most cases. 

Martin opened his eyes. "And you discovered this overnight?" 

Gretel responded, "When I checked the frequency that would allow the Hub to receive data instantaneously, I began to HEAR the transmissions in my head, as if they were telepathic. Instead of using a transporter, I just..... thought.... and then.... You MUST experience this for yourself." 

Martin was confused. "But I'm not telepathic!" 

Gretel just smiled and giggled as they entered the second lab. "We can build transmitters for you later... But when you're with me, you don't need transmitters! Watch." 

Gretel powered up the Hub, which began to whir with a very unearthly sound, and began to glow almost impossible colors. A green light, indicating that the Hub was ready to receive transmissions, began to flash brightly. Gretel, ecstatic with the discovery, said, "Get ready for the ride of your life!" She blinked again, and suddenly, her and Martin were weightless. 

Martin suddenly panicked, trying to open his mouth to say something, but could not. "Relax..." came Gretel's voice in his mind. "Just follow me." 

Martin looked over to Gretel, and watched as she started floating up into - and through - the ceiling. Martin had no idea how to follow, until he realized the mere thought of trying allowed him to do so. He rose through the final stories of the building, and joined Gretel outside, floating in the air. 

Gretel smiled at him as she stated, "All you have to do is think of your destination. Let's go visit Marion!" She and Martin rose some more, and as they did so, it became clear that they were flying towards an oddly angled, yet invisible plane of energy. They picked up speed, and entered the plane with incredible velocity. What happened next was, to say the least, unimaginable. 

Their surroundings disappeared, and they were suddenly inside a cube. The place was a bright red, and I mean bright. Undescribable and impossible objects floated through the ether of the cube at quick but random paces. It didn't take long to realize that the cube's color was changing, slowly from red to orange, then to yellow. Gretel spoke in Martin's mind, "Let's keep moving." 

They started floating through the ether to the far wall of the cube, avoiding the objects floating around them. One managed to clip Martin on the leg. Although they didn't collide at great speed, the pain was almost unbearable, yet his leg appeared to be fine. Then, after a second or two, the pain was washed out. 

They floated through the far wall, and they entered another cube, this time deep and dark blue, yet still extremely bright, and changing towards violet. They continued to float at a quickeningly slow pace, and made the other side of the cube in a very long five and a half seconds. They emerged back outside, above the building, and began to float down. Entering the building through the top stories, they landed in the lab, where Marion was checking out some settings. 

Feeling came back, and Martin was finally able to express himself. "Bloody unbelievable! That was shocking!" 

Marion jumped in surprise, not expecting the outburst. Gretel just giggled to herself in amusement at Martin's reaction. 

"Oooooooohhhhhhhh.....", I stated, clutching my head. It was about time I felt something other than a drug hazed emptiness. The feeling of a collision with a semi was very much welcome. 

"roncli! You're alive!" Larry's excited voice filled my ears, and I knew that everything was going to be okay. Without a word, I sat up. "Boss is going to be happy to see you." 

I looked up at Larry. The first thing I noticed was a missing watch. "Where's your watch?" I asked. 

"Watch?" Larry asked with confusion. 

"Yes, watch... wait, you have no idea what I'm talking about do you." 

Larry shook his head in confusion. 

"Fair enough," I responded. "Jesse is around though, yes?" 

Larry smiled and nodded. "He's on the bridge." 

"Hmmm..." I replied, realizing I was on a ship. "Where are we headed?" 

"Gangrene Omega," he responded. 

"Hey Gretel," I asked, "Where is Gangrene Omega?" 

"I don't know," came her reply, "but I can certainly check for you. Give me about 20 minutes." 

"OK." 

"What's in Gangrene Omega?" I asked. 

Larry said, "I'm not sure, but Idaho's going to meet us there." 

I was surprised to hear the good news. "Idaho?! He's meeting with us at last?!" 

Larry continued, "Yes, he said it was important." 

"Of course it's important, if it's coming from Idaho. I can't wait to find out what he messed up." 

Suddenly, the doors opened as Cole limped into the room. "Dammit! I think I busted my leg while practicing moving a box in one of the simu... RONCLI!!" 

I smiled. "Cole, how are you doing?" 

"Pretty well, save for this leg." He sat on a table as Larry looked him over. "I'll be fine in a moment, though. How about yourself?" 

I chuckled, replying, "I have a migraine the size of an angry kitchen alien, but doing fine otherwise." 

Cole and I stared at each other, our gleeful smiles reducing to frowns. Cole began, "You still think this is all wrong, don't you." 

As I frowned, I replied, "You know I've never given that up. I know what happened, I just don't know why." 

Cole began to describe his experience with Vee, and how they realized that they were indeed movers, and not mowers. "I never believed it until that moment. And I must say moving is painful." Larry began to apply a quick treatment to the leg that would seal the fracture, and yet only leave him with a slight limp for a few hours. 

"You don't actually move boxes," I explained. "You move PEOPLE. Green and purple tubes to the moon, unbelievable tales of space exploration and exploitation, unlimited corporate success, and jealous enemies at every turn. Azo's Interstellar Moving Company was like nothing that's around in this timeline." 

Cole frowned, "But I don't remember it, we've been mowers for almost 5 years now, after Chino helped Azo build the first mower. We've never been movers. What you're saying simply did not happen." 

I sighed. It was the age old argument we all had with each other since we had last returned from non-space-time. Everyone had their own idea of what the truth was, yet only I knew what the real truth was. "Look," I started, "we are all headed to meet Idaho. He will tell us what is going on, and fix whatever will need fixing." 

Cole, too, sighed. "You know, I always thought you were a crazy, crazy man... But too many things have been happening these last few days that lead me to believe that..." Cole bowed his head, almost in shame. "...you are right." 

I paused briefly before continuing. "This is all for one end," I said. "And only Idaho knows what that is." 

Gretel and Martin had just finished decking themselves out into a full space suit. Gretel asked, "Are you ready?" 

"You better believe it!" responded Martin. 

Gretel blinked, and they were off. After a brief minute and two brightly glowing cubes, they found themselves on a foreign world, with a yellowish-green sky and bright and puffy red clouds. The landscape was barren and dusty, a pale shade of blue. For a second, Martin thought to himself that they hadn't yet finished the Quantum Teleport. 

"We're out," Gretel answered out loud in response to his thought. Her instruments showing that the air outside was safe, she removed her helmet, and Martin did the same. 

Martin nodded, and they began walking about. They quickly realized that the so-called planet they were on was only a mile or two in diameter, with features on the ground entering and leaving view at a quick pace. Gravity was strangely normal, for reasons they could not yet comprehend. Soon, they saw a house not so far ahead in the distance, and they approached it with caution. 

Martin knocked. A few seconds later, an imposing man answered the door, peering at the two of them. "Who the hell are you?" he asked. 

"Ah," replied Martin. "I'm Martin, and this here is Gretel." 

The man looked scornfully at them. "You shouldn't be here. Why are you here." 

Gretel responded, "We are merely exploring, we did not mean to..." Gretel paused in mid sentence as she began to open her mind to the man's. Her gaze fixed on the man, and she entered a trance. 

Martin was puzzled. "Gretel, are you okay?" 

The man, now obviously in pain, looked at Martin in rage, and replied in anger, "She's going to ruin everything, get this telepath out of here!" 

Martin didn't know what to do. Gretel rarely talked about her telepathic ability, she only used it to what was usually her advantage. This time, she suddenly locked up, and Martin was at a loss. "I don't know how," he responded. 

"ARRRRRRRRRRGGGGGGGGHHHHH!!!!!!" screamed the man as he lunged for the helpless Gretel. 

"STOP!" yelled Martin, as he charged the man, but merely bounced off of him unexpectedly. As the man nearly tackled Gretel, she disappeared in a quantum flux, leaving Martin alone with the man. 

"BAH!" he said, as he picked himself off the ground. "She knows everything, now..." He began to head back towards the house. "I'm going to have to change this before they arrive..." 

Martin was confused, being stranded on this alien world. "Before who arrives? And who are you anyway?" 

The man paused, turned around, and stated, "I am Idaho." 

Suddenly, something unexpected went off in Martin's mind, something that was not his, yet was the right thing to do. As Idaho turned to return to the house, Martin removed the rocket pack from his suit, and attached it to Idaho as his back was turned to him. 

"What the hell are you doing!" he asked. 

Martin simply responded by flicking a switch, and watched gleefully as the rocket activated, jettisoning Idaho helplessly into space. 

Then Martin realized, he was alone. 

So he waited. 

Chapter 31
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So there they were. 

Martin, sitting on a chair in Idaho's house, waiting. 

Gretel, stuck in a telepathic trance in the middle of Quantum nowhere. 

Idaho, jettisoned once again into deep space. 

It was time for decisive action. 

"You know, it doesn't seem to matter what timeline we're in, one thing remains constant. YOU'RE A CHEATING BASTARD!!!" I lunged at Thorn, grabbed him by the neck, and began beating on him, sending playing cards everywhere. 

"roncli!" yelled Jesse, as Larry and Chino pulled me away. 

I sighed heavily. "I can't help it," I said as I squirmed out of their grasp, "I'm used to him having a watch. Does this timeline even HAVE Flarsbarkians?" 

Jesse thought for a moment. "I think I heard of them once... Don't they have, like, really small heads?" 

I sighed. Fortunately, we were within range of Gangrene Omega, perhaps one of the smallest planets ever heard of. Jesse cut the engines, and hit a high orbit over the planet, 4 miles. We all beamed down to the surface, except for Nick who made sure that nothing happened to the ship. 

We headed towards the small house in the distance. We got there and knocked on the door several times. After a few moments, we heard the door unlock, and saw it open, revealing the person behind the door. 

"Martin?!" I asked in amazement. 

"roncli!" He shouted in surprise. "Holy shit, mate, it's you!" 

I laughed in disbelief. "What the hell are you doing here?" 

Jesse frowned. "Yes, why the hell are you here... and not Idaho?" 

"Oh," explained Martin, "I jettisoned him into space." 

Jesse nodded in approval. "Fair enough." 

"But what about Idaho?" interjected Thorn. "He wanted us all here, and didn't tell us why." 

"He did?" asked Martin. "He's a curious chap, that Idaho. He looked like he wanted to kill Gretel, and..." 

"Gretel?" I asked. 

"Gretel?" Jesse asked. 

"Gretel?" Cole asked. 

"Gretel?" Thorn asked. 

"Gretel?" Kronk asked. 

"Gretel?" Larry asked. 

"Gretel?" Chino asked. 

"You know her?" asked Martin to the others. 

"Han's been looking for her for YEARS!" exclaimed Jesse. "He will be so glad that we found her." 

"Not exactly..." began Martin. 

"What do you mean, not exactly?" I asked suspiciously. 

Chino spoke up. "He means we haven't exactly found her ju..." His sentence was broken up by a smack upside the head from Jesse, his way of saying, "Shut the fuck up you moron." 

"Well, she must've tried to read his mind," explained Martin. 

"Read his mind?" asked Jesse. "How did she manage to do that?" 

I explained briefly, "She's telepathic in this timeline." 

"Yes," continued Martin. "Well, she just locked up for no reason at all. Idaho wanted her to stop, and she didn't respond. When he lunged for her, she disappeared. I imagine she teleported somewhere, but I figured she'd be around by now. But she hasn't so much as let me know where she is. Frankly, I'm worried about her." 

"Hmmm..." I thought to myself. "This indeed is bad. We need to find her." 

"We also need to find Idaho," added Jesse. "Fortunately, that's the easy part." 

Back on board, Chino scanned the surrounding space for Idaho. He found him quickly, and beamed him on board the ship. 

"Bah!" retorted Idaho. "Whose bloody idea was it to keep jettisoning me into space like that." 

Martin only chuckled to himself. 

"Idaho," said Jesse, "you called?" 

"Indeed I did," replied Idaho. He appeared to be taking a seat in thin air, sure to fall on his ass and get everyone laughing at him. But just before he fell, the chair appeared out of nowhere, ensuring he arrived in a perfectly safe and contoured seating position. "I have studied this copy of space-time intently for the past few non-millennia. I have learned things about each of you that even you don't know. But most of all, I learned that, even through my best efforts, I can no longer restore things to their natural state anymore." 

"I kinda figured that out," I said. 

"Yah," added Jesse, "we didn't need to come all the way out to east bum fuck to find that out." 

Idaho shook his head. "There's more." The chair moved effortlessly across the floor, carrying Idaho with it, until he was sitting in front of the main screen. Suddenly, the main screen turned into a shot of Nius, except he was much, much older now. In fact, he was deathly ill. Slowly, the picture panned to under his fingernail, where vicious assaults on space-time from forces unknown were taking place. "If Nius dies, it's game over. These aliens will take over space-time, and divide it up, destroying the fabric in which we live, ending all life as we know it. Even as we speak, these things are altering space-time in subtle ways. If they are allowed to continue, we are kaput." 

"Cool! End of the universe party!" shouted Cole in glee. 

"We also have another problem, now," explained Idaho. "The telepath known as Gretel holds some very, very dangerous information in her mind. She is currently trying to figure out what she has learned from me, and is in a vegetative state while she tries to comprehend this. Once her mind accepts what she has learned, she will once again command her own actions, and when that happens, it will begin." 

"What will begin?" asked Thorn inquisitively. 

"Imagine you're looking into a clear glass of 7up or something. Space-time is a bubble in that glass. When Gretel becomes coherent, the bubble will rise to the top, shifting everything within it. When it gets to the top, the bubble pops, and everything will blend together." 

Cole blinked. "I don't understand." 

"Well, Gretel tried to read my mind..." 

Jesse said, "Didn't take long I imagine?" 

Idaho glared at Jesse as he continued. "What she read was essentially the schematic of the original timeline. The schematic took hold of her mind, and, for now, she doesn't know how to handle it." 

From my years of experience in the field, I knew where this was heading. "When she does learn how to handle it, her mind will, in essence, be of two realities." 

Jesse's face lit up. "A paradox!" 

"...or another one anyway..." I quipped. 

"One of the highest degree," said Idaho. "Two things in one place. It was not meant to be, and cannot happen, not without severe consequences for space-time. In this case, space-time will literally ripple, the center of the ripple being her mind. When the edge of the ripple meets the edge of the boundary of time and non-time, the boundary will collapse." 

"Crikey!" shouted Thorn. "Is there any way to stop that?" 

Idaho paused, as if trying to think of the answer to the question. "There is one. We have to turn off the affected mind." 

I gasped. "Kill her?! I won't let you touch her." 

Idaho cast his gaze at me as he said, "If we don't kill her, she will die anyway when the universe is diluted into the non-time around it." 

I wanted to say something, but words did not meet me. I had known Gretel for years now, and to think of her dying defied my logic. 

"Now... Where is she?" demanded Idaho. 

No one had the answer. 

Idaho peered at Martin. "You saw her disappear, where did she go?" 

Martin returned the peer with a glare of his own. "How am I bloody supposed to know? Do I look like a telepath?" 

Sensing the tension in the room, Jesse stepped in. "OK, enough guys. We need to find Gretel. Where would be a good place to start looking?" 

Martin, still angry, spouted, "How would I know, she's the one that discovered the Quantum Teleporter could work off brain waves." 

"OK, that's a start," said Jesse calmly. "Where is this Quantum Teleporter?" 

"Back home, in Manchester." replied Martin. 

Jesse nodded. "Then it's off to Manchester we go." 

Idaho scowled, and stormed off the bridge, at least as well as you can storm off of something while in a chair. 

Jesse waited for the door to close behind him before he said, "OK, listen up guys. I have a plan." 

"Oh fuck," said Thorn. 

Jesse's plan was reasonable. Becca, however, was not. "What do you mean you LOST IT? Do you have any idea how much that ship cost us? I can't believe you!" 

"Look," said Jesse calmly, "there are some things more important than ships and money. Making sure the universe doesn't suddenly disappear tomorrow is one of those things. We need to use the Mowtown Express." 

I chuckled. I still couldn't believe he actually named a ship that. 

"NO!" shouted Becca. "There's absolutely no way on Earth I'm going to let you take that ship after you just lost our biggest and best ship!" 

Jesse only smirked, saying, "I bet there's a way in Andromeda." 

Becca gasped for a moment. "I thought you said you wouldn't go to Andromeda with me?" 

Jesse said, "I promise I'll take you to Andromeda if you let me use the ship. It's only for a few hours, I'll be right back with it." 

"Oooooohhhh!" Becca submitted to the pressure. She got the keys out of the desk, gave them to Jesse, and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "You better be careful, and bring that back in one piece, or else YOU won't be in one piece!" 

"Will do," said Jesse as we took our leave. 

Once outside, Jesse promptly tossed me the keys. "Get your ass to Manchester fast. I gotta get back to Idaho. If he suspects anything, we're toast. Remember, stay on the far side of the planet until you're out of the solar system, and then floor it. You know the coordinates?" 

I smiled and replied, "They're pretty obvious, aren't they? Zero, zero, zero." 

Jesse grinned. "You're alright for a crazy man. I'm outta here." Jesse then disappeared as I ran for the most ridiculously named ship in the universe. 

Martin and Cole worked frantically on the electronic device in front of them. No way could Martin had done this alone. 

"So where does this thing send you when you activate it?" asked Cole. 

Martin soldered two pieces together quickly as he responded, "A place unimaginable. It's brilliant, one of the most beautiful yet frightening things I've ever seen." 

Cole nodded as he helped Martin put the cover on the device. The only thing left was to find a pair of AAA batteries. "What happens if the batteries run out while you're in this state of quantum flux?" 

Martin replied, "The remote only sends a signal to the teleportation device. Once the signal is sent, the device does all the work. It's really amazing." 

Cole nodded as the two left the one lab. "What about if the device is switched off during transit? You said the process takes up to a minute, anything can happen in a minute's time." 

Martin thought for a moment and then replied, "I guess the person is lost forever." 

"Then why don't you just shut it off now and find out?" suggested Cole. 

Martin shook his head. "That's not Jesse's plan. There's a chance to save Gretel, and I'm going to take that chance." 

"If you're wrong," reminded Cole, "space-time ceases to exist." 

"I understand the risks, but roncli and Jesse know far more about this kind of space-time stuff than I do." Martin unlocked the door to the supply closet, and began searching. "I am going to trust their judgment before I trust the judgment of a raving lunatic." 

Cole laughed to himself. "Idaho is far from a raving lunatic. He's the center of the universe, you know." 

Martin accompanied his sarcastic expression with, "Yah, and everything revolves around him, doesn't it?" He searched one last shelf. "Where the hell are the bloody batteries?" He closed and locked the closet, and proceeded to the break room. 

"Well," said Cole, "I just think it would be awful if Jesse and roncli are wrong, and the universe goes poof." 

They entered the break room, where Martin quickly found the remote to the TV. He emptied the remote of its batteries, and put it into the remote for the Quantum Teleporter. "Well, here goes nothing." He pressed a button on the Teleporter and found himself weightless again. 

There was no sign of Gretel initially. He floated up through the ceiling, and then into the first cube, pulsating a brilliant emerald green. Still seeing nothing, he proceeded to the second cube, approaching deep violet. Within this cube he saw Gretel floating about in the ether, objects crawling by at amazingly fast speeds. One passed right through her, and she didn't even flinch. 

He floated up to her, and realized that in the ether he could touch her. He grabbed her hand, and went back to the first cube. However, when he reached the wall, he bounced off it quite painfully, a pain which was quickly washed away. Martin started to panic, thinking he was trapped inside. No worries, he thought, he would just proceed to the other end and exit normally. He did that, and out he came. 

Everything was black. His eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness, and then he realized he had a lit star field around him. There was nothing in sight other than stars. He realized that he had not properly given a destination. This could prove to be a problem. 

He pulled out the remote, still with Gretel's arm in hand. He pressed the button, but nothing happened. Martin sighed. 

"Help me," he began to plead in his mind, trying to get Gretel's attention. 

While she did not move a muscle, she did respond. "Martin?" 

"Yes, it's me. I need your help." 

The voice he heard sounded weak. "I don't know if I can help right now, something terrible has happened to me." 

"I know," he responded, "and I'm trying to get you home. I need you to think of the lab." 

Silence prevailed in his mind for what seemed like hours. Suddenly Martin and Gretel were propelled back into and through the cubes, and landed safely back in the lab. 

Upon rematerializing, Martin's grasp on Gretel's arm wasn't enough, and she collapsed to the floor. 

"Gretel!" called out Cole. 

Martin picked her up off the floor. "Where is roncli?" he asked. 

"He's outside," responded Cole. "Let me get him." Cole whipped out his cellphone and frantically punched numbers. "Ron?... ...Get Martin, he's got Gretel... ...Bye." He hung up, and Martin and Gretel materialized out of sight. "Good luck you two." 

Jesse sat on the bridge, watching Larry and Chino discuss the possibility of a thermonuclear stressball powered lawn mower. The two of them were fascinating to listen to at times. So brilliant, yet so uninformed. Thermonuclear stressballs, what a joke. 

Jesse knew there was one great flaw in his plan. Actually there were two, but only one would ever materialize. The first, and least likely, would be that roncli would not reach the center of the universe in time, and Gretel would regain consciousness, starting the rippling of space-time too soon. 

The second possibility, and far more likely, was that they would get there with too much time to spare. Idaho was not a very patient man, and would not stand for being put off. Soon, he'd realize what happened and seek out roncli in order to kill Gretel before she went off. While this was the most likely possibility, it, at least, had a better end for the universe. 

But this gives Gretel seven days to begin the ripples after Idaho finds out, and learns where they are to be tracked down. Assuming he doesn't have a method of instantaneously transporting himself to the ship. In that case, he would have to take drastic measures. 

Idaho sat on his chair, arms folded impatiently. "I grow tired," he said. "Get me a status report." 

"OK," responded Jesse. "Cole, what's going on down there?" 

"They haven't returned yet," responded Cole. 

"Alright, be sure to let us know when they do." Jesse looked at Idaho for approval. 

Idaho met Jesse with a deep, suspicious gaze. "It shouldn't be taking this long." 

"It is," responded Jesse. "Keep your pants on. They'll be back soon enough." 

The Mowtown Express was truly something. Designed to offer same day service anywhere in the world except Iraq and Uranus, the capsule-shaped Mowtown Express was the fastest vessel known to man. It took 3 hours to traverse to the center of the universe, and gave them plenty of time to inch Gretel into the proper position. 

But this waiting was ridiculous. It had been 9 days now, and Gretel had still not began the ripples. For all he knew, the process could take years. 

But the better part was that Idaho had either not caught on, or Jesse came up with a damn good story why both Martin and I were missing. I suspected that it would be the latter. 

Gretel did not communicate the whole time. Despite giving words of encouragement through our mind, we could not get any response from her. It was quite sad, actually. Some nights, I wouldn't sleep in my quarters, I'd just stay on the bridge, watching her rest on the makeshift bunk at the front of the bridge. 

Martin spoke for the first time. "You realized you haven't said anything to me this whole trip. You're not mad at me, are you mate?" 

I shook my head without a word. 

"Are you okay?" 

I did not respond, neither with voice or action. 

"You're not." 

Again, a silent pause. I just couldn't bring myself to answer him. 

"You love her, don't you?" 

How ridiculous! Here we are at the center of the universe waiting for its fate to be decided, and Martin start babbling on about love? At any moment, Gretel's mind could create a paradox never before seen. Or, Idaho could appear out of nowhere and kill us all. Or, a random space rock could crush us in an instant. Besides, Han would kill me if I fell in love with her. I cast a glance at Martin and almost began to wildly object to the accusation. 

Before the sirens went off, though, I realized that I could not lie to him. 

I jumped into action. "It's the warship. Idaho's found us." 

"Arming the shields!" yelled Martin from behind me. 

I put a thought in my mind. "Come on, Gretel, it's now or never." 

"You have to be absolutely ridiculous," retorted Cole, "I am NOT shooting on roncli while he's in that ship." 

Idaho, standing upright, sent the chair to fly by Cole, knocking him painfully to the ground. "You will do as I say, and you will live." 

"Leave him alone!" yelled Jesse, who was tied up in the corner. The chair promptly swooped down and slammed into him. "Owww!" yelled Jesse, sure his nose was broken. 

"The fate of the universe will not be decided on inaction, it will be decided on action." Idaho stormed up to where Cole was. "Fire on that ship or lose your life right here." 

Cole looked at the panel, then looked at Idaho, then down at the panel. "Not until they are safely off the ship. Then I will fire." 

"Don't do it, Cole!" shouted Jesse, prompting another sandwiching by the chair. 

"Then beam them off the ship!" demanded Idaho. 

"I can't," he responded, "their shields are up." 

"Tell them to take them down." 

Cole gulped nervously as he opened the comm link. "roncli? It's us... Take your shields down so we can beam you aboard." 

"No can do, bud," I replied. "I'm under orders to leave them up." 

Idaho shouted into the comm, "This is your last chance. Take the shields down, or face your doom." 

Martin's voice came over the comm, "Piss off, bloody bastard!" 

"ARRRRGGGHHH!!!" shouted Idaho in frustration. He threw Cole out of the way and fired the weapons himself. 

The first volley slammed into the shields. "Shields at 78%!" said Martin. 

"Steady as she goes," I replied. "Cmon, Gretel, cmon..." 

Laser bursts followed by a torpedo rocked the ship heavily. "42%!" called Martin. 

I began to think with my mind. "Gretel, we are to face certain death if you do not overcome what is ailing you and wake up. Please, we need you." 

A weak voice returned, "I cannot control when I..." 

I interrupted with, "Yes you can control, you have an amazing mind, and I know you can use it, I've seen you. Cmon, Gretel, WAKE UP!" 

Another round of laser bursts and a torpedo fired up warnings. "Shields are out completely!!" 

"Ooooohhhhh...." came Gretel's voice from the bunk in front of us. Unable to move, she began clutching her head. Then all hell broke loose. 

A blinding flash of light began to emit from Gretel. I closed my eyes, but the light got brighter and brighter. I put my hands in front of my eyes, to no use. The ship began to shake, no doubt hit with another volley. "This is it," I thought to myself, as everything went black. 

"Ready..." 

Wait... maybe this wasn't it? A voice in my head explained, "Remember to write this down." 

"Aim..." 

Confused, I opened my eyes, and saw a row of men with laser weapons, one pointed right at me. 

Suddenly, Thorn appeared out of nowhere. In fact, a lot of Thorns appeared out of nowhere. My mind raced to match the familiarity of where I was in combination with the events transpiring. Everything was happening so fast, I couldn't understand what was going on. 

Thorns had materialized in front of each prisoner, including myself, ready to step in the way of laser death. An additional Thorn had also materialized between Larry and Chino. I did not understand this at first. 

Well, it was pretty simple to understand what ensued next. The Army of One began to kill off every last man aboard the bridge. As one of the Thorns came to untie me, one of the men screamed, "NO!" and reached for Thorn. He grabbed his arm, ripping the watch clean off. He then leveled his weapon at Thorn. 

I was not fully aware of the situation, but I knew what to do. "BASTARD!" All tied up, I lunged at Thorn best I could to move him out of the way. Being disintegrated was terribly painful, and for the second time in as many minutes, I thought I was a goner. 

I collapsed on top of Thorn as another Thorn suddenly appeared out of nowhere and dispatched the threat. He then picked up the watch and gave it to himself. He looked at me and said, "You saved me... Thanks mate!" 

I looked at Thorn and smiled, "Just doing my job." 

He chuckled and smiled back before standing up, putting the watch back on, and resuming the fight. When it was down, the Thorns came to untie us, then said, "Good day, mate!" and disappeared. 

Jesse looked at me and blinked several times. "What just happened? One minute, I'm tied up and Idaho's about to destroy you... the next, I'm tied up and these men were trying to destroy us. And why do I all of a sudden have this horrible image in my mind of an Interstellar *Mowing* Company?" 

I started laughing uncontrollably to myself. "Jesse..." I stated, "Your plan worked." 

Jesse blinked, almost not knowing what I was talking about at first. Then realization began to sink in. 

When Gretel began to ripple space-time, it had the effect of restoring space-time. When the ripple hit the boundary of space-time, instead of breaking through, it merely strengthened the boundary, thus keeping the universe in tact. 

Just like Jesse had predicted. 

The two of us began to laugh like little kids who got our way through impossible odds. Cole interrupted, "I hate to bring this up, but we still have to figure out how we're going to keep Nius alive." 

"And," said Larry, "we may want to pick up those Martin and Nick fellows for the ride as well." 

"And," added Han, "we need to find my sister." 

I looked at Han and smiled. "That, my friend, will not be a problem." In my mind, I relayed to Gretel that Han was here. 

Han had a nearly clueless expression, wondering what I meant. But a second later Gretel contacted him in his mind. His jaw dropped, nearly to the floor, and his eyes lit up. "Gretel..." he said with a smile on his face. 

Things were finally back to normal. 

Almost.

Chapter 32
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We quickly dispatched the Doppleganger ships surrounding us, with a little help from the Army of One, as Gretel collected Martin and Nick, and boarded the first charter to Cash Money III.  Things were mostly uneventful while we awaited their arrival.  I was just having fun shooting Larry and Thorn again, watching them reanimate over and over.  Jesse thought I was having a little too much fun and took my laser away.  Oh well.

We met at a small café on the surface of Cash Money III in the Upper West Side district.  Cash Money III is an odd planet that has a strict code of grammar, where everything you say must rhyme, or otherwise fit in a phat beat.  If you were caught speaking out of rhyme, it meant certain doom.  Jesse warned us of the implications of saying the wrong thing at the wrong time, but he just knew that someone was going to be a dumbass and mess up.

So Jesse came up with a better idea.  He created a device that he would give each of us.  It came in the form of a necklace.  It would pick up whatever the person was saying, and then come up with a rhyme for it.  It was a fairly simple device, but it would serve its purpose.

While we were waiting for Gretel, Martin, and Nick to arrive, we had a chat.

Jesse thought aloud, “I wonder what it would be like to be a mower.”  His device mimicked him, saying, “Because we certainly can’t get this bitch any lower.”

I shook my head.  “I don’t think that’s something you should consider.”  My device concluded, “People may think you’re just bitter.”

Cole said, “I hate grass.” The device, “I’m such an ass.”

Thorn chuckled to himself.  “You got that right.”  “This rhyme is tight.”

I was mildly amused.  “These things are pretty lame.  You could probably make a one-hit wonder with them.”  “So we better get in the game.  Our licks are so bright, they shine like a gem.”

“Nah,” began Jesse, “these things could sell shit.”  “We be representing the number one hit.”

Suddenly, the charter had arrived.  Given their devices by Larry and Chino on board Han’s broken and battered ship, Gretel, Martin, and Nick proceeded to the surface.  They beamed into the café with us.

Han’s eyes lit up.  “GRETEL!!! I’ve missed you!”  “Let me show you what I wanna do.”

Gretel, excited at first, was a bit disturbed by the message his device gave.  “I missed you too, but I’m not sure I want to touch you right now.”  “So whatcha gonna do, instead of sitting and staring at this fat cow.”

Gretel eyed her device.  “I’m not a cow!”  “Oh, let me show you how!”

Jesse interrupted before she provoked it more.  “Just don’t talk to it.”  “Because you’re full of shit.”

Gretel wordlessly eyed Jesse.  I was tittering in the corner, but abruptly stopped when Gretel turned her gaze to me.

Martin broke the uncomfortable silence.  “So,” he began, “who wants to eat?”  “Because I’ve got a sweet treat.”

Thorn stated, “I do, though Nick, aren’t you on a diet?”  “The food here’s sick, you know you wanna try it.”

Nick nodded and said, “Yah, but I could have some fruit… like an orange.”

The device fell silent as all eyes focused on Nick.  Something was wrong, why wasn’t it replying?  At first Nick didn’t know what was going on, but then remembered things were supposed to rhyme, and his device wasn’t providing the next line.

“Uh… because… I can’t eat… uh… normalage?”

Suddenly, one of the servers pushed a button on the wall, sounding an alarm.

“Oh great,” said Jesse, “Now you’ve done it.”  “You’re really gonna be in deep shit.”

Thorn rolled his eyes.  “Leave it to him to use the only word in the English language that doesn’t rhyme.”  “He’d be better off not talking at all and acting like a mime.”

“I hate mimes…” I commented.  “At least they don’t rhyme.”

Suddenly, a guard burst into the café.  The woman who pushed the button spoke quietly with him.  The guard nodded his head, and pointed his laser at Nick.  “You sir are under arrest, these lack of rhymes we do detest!”

Nick stuttered, “Hey… wait… I didn’t mean it!”  “But you won’t shoot, you’re chicken shit!”

This angered the guard, as he pulled his trigger, vaporizing Nick into thin air.  The guard tipped his hat.  “Sorry folks for the interruption, you may resume your daily consumption.”  He then left the café.

A stunned silence fell upon us, except for Thorn, who was casually reading over the menu.  I looked at him, incredulously.  “Sorry about your friend.”  “He met an untimely end.”

Thorn shrugged.  “Ah, I didn’t like him anyway.”  “Besides, I’m pretty sure he was gay.”

Chapter 33
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Thorn casually got up, after watching his good friend disintegrate into a pile of ashes.  He spoke with a girl behind the counter (the others could hear his device echo rhymes for him as need be), and he returned to the table carrying a small, white ice-cream container – empty, with no lid – and a small brush.  He knelt beside the pile of ashes, and with the utmost care, swept them into the empty container.
Roncli stared at him.  “Thorn, what are you doing?”  “You’ve ruined the food I was chewing.”

“Never you mind,” Thorn replied.  “All in good time.”

“Make sure you collect all the ash,” said Jesse.  “We’ll sell it all off for cash!”

Thorn cast a dark glare at the device around Jesse’s neck, but nodded.

Roncli looked between Thorn and Jesse – both of their faces grim.  He didn’t understand what was going on, but he was sure he’d get some answers later.  Now that everyone had been assembled, the most important thing was to continue on with saving the universe – or what was left of it.  After lunch, of course.

Staying eerily silent after the shock killing, the group finished their meals, and then Jesse radioed Larry, getting him to beam them back aboard the ship.

“Okay, so would one of you two mind telling me why we’ve brought an ice-cream container full of ashes on board with us?” Roncli demanded, switching off his device.  The novelty of a rhyming box had grown thin in the last few hours on the planet.

“No,” Thorn stated simply, glaring at Roncli, before turning around and heading for the ship’s bridge.

“Come on man, have a little heart,” said Cole, after Thorn was out of earshot.  “His best friend’s just been turned into a pile of ash.”

“Yeah, but still, what gives?” Roncli turned to Jesse.

“Well, it’s a little hard to explain,” began Jesse.

“Oh, so you can explain Quantum Flux, the nature of the Space-Time Continuum, and how to program a VCR, but you can’t tell me why we’ve just brought an ice-cream container full of ashes on board our sh…”

“Nick isn’t human.  Does that help?” Jesse interjected.


Roncli paused, startled.  “Um.  A little.”

“He is, in fact, one of the lesser-known Polymorphi Regeneratum.”

“Ah!  Ha-ha.  Of course.  Well, yes, obviously.  That explains things, yes,” said Roncli, before realizing that he hadn’t spoken the sentence in either a sarcastic tone, or one which would give the impression things were – to him, anyway – explained.

Jesse looked at him with a combined expression of puzzled worry and bemusement, before continuing.  “He comes back to life.  He can change shape.”

“Wherever did he come from?” asked Martin, quite astonished at the news.

“Chino found him in one of the crates we shipped back from the moon.  He was a rubber duck at the time, as I recall,” replied Jesse.  “Until someone stepped on him, and he popped.  The next day, a stack of paper was in place of the duck.  I didn’t know how the hell it had gotten there, so I just chucked it in the fire.  The day after that, I found a moose loose about the hoose.”  Jesse paused, with an odd expression on his face, before shaking himself a little and continuing.  “Of course, Larry and Chino had fun with that.  Chased it all over, and eventually shot it dead.  By that time, I was a little suspicious, so I made them leave the body in a shed overnight.”

“We wanted to cut off its head and mount it on the wall,” Chino remembered, sadly.

“Nick, as you knew him, was lying on my floor, naked and unconscious, in place of the moose.  Once the initial grogginess had worn off, he was able to pick up English pretty quickly, and relate to me his nature and history.  Interesting creatures, really.  After a while he became kind of lonely – I certainly didn’t have a lot of time to look after him.  So I introduced him to Thorn, hooked him up with a place to stay, and let Thorn know the deal about him.  The two have been best friends ever since.”

“So you’ve no idea what he’s going to turn into now, then?” inquired Gretel.

“He’s not dangerous, is he?” asked Han, suddenly panicked.  “What if he turns into some kind of horrible creature?”

“I suppose it’s possible, but so far he’s not turned into anything dangerous.  Unless you count a human being as dangerous.  But no, I’ve no idea what he’ll turn into tomorrow.”

The group stood, collectively silent, pondering this new development.

Jesse sighed.  “Look, I understand that you might be a bit apprehensive, but things’ll be fine.  However, I can’t make any promises.  We plan to go through a black hole – which we may not survive – battle an unknown alien race – which may defeat us – many of which are currently trying to destroy or take over the wider multiverse.  If any of you want to bail, I’ll understand.”
Han looked at Gretel.  Gretel looked at Martin.  Martin looked at Roncli.

“I’m still in,” said Roncli.

Roncli looked at Martin.  Martin looked at Gretel, then at Han.  Han was still looking at Gretel, and Gretel turned and met his eyes.  Larry looked at Chino.  Chino rolled his eyes.  Larry giggled.  So did Chino.  Jesse glared at Larry and Chino.  Larry and Chino shut up.

Jesse looked at Cole.  “I’m with you, bro,” said Cole.  Jesse smiled.

Cole looked at Kronk.  Kronk looked at Jesse.  “You still haven’t delivered on your promise of candy.  I shall stay until then, at least.”  Jesse chuckled.

Roncli looked at the door Thorn had walked through, back to the bridge.  Jesse looked at Roncli.  “He’s in,” he said simply.  Roncli nodded.

Jesse and Roncli looked at Martin, Han, and Gretel.  Martin, Han, and Gretel looked back.

“I think,” Martin said, with a sideways glance at Han and Gretel, “You can count us out.  I’m not really sure how much use we’d be to you anyway.  Han and Gretel have been separated once already.  I’m sure they wouldn’t want to be separated again.  And I want to get back to my research.  If the world was to end tomorrow, that’s where I’d like to be.  Besides, if you ever really need us,” he said, turning to Roncli, “All you need to do is call.”

Roncli smiled softly, remembering all the time he’d spent talking to Gretel from the nightmarish hell of his padded cell.

“With the Quantum Teleporter, we could be at your location as quick as a flash,” Gretel said, smiling.


There was a pause, before Roncli nodded.  “Okay then.  I guess that’s that.  Jesse, let’s get these guys home.  And then,” Roncli grinned, “Let’s go annoy the shit out of a black hole.”

Azrael Zakonovich, captin of the battleship “Morning Star”, stared languidly at the schematics displayed on the view screen in front of him.  Actually, his name wasn’t Azrael Zakonovich.  Nor was his battleship named “Morning Star”, for that matter.  Well, it was – in our language.  But since there’s no possible way for me to narrate using their native tongue, I’m just gonna go ahead and translate all of this for you.  Aren’t you lucky you’ve got me here, eh?
Azrael’s eyes flicked momentarily from his view screen to a smaller holographic display.  It depicted a lot of red dots buzzing around a large, blue humanoid shape.  Flashes of white were streaking from the red dots and striking the humanoid shape.  Azrael smiled.  The armada’s attack on Nius was, slowly but surely, succeeding.  He shifted his eyes back to the schematic in front of him, and stood up.

This took a considerable amount of time to do, considering Azrael, and the rest of his species, have eight legs.  You may mistakenly liken this to arachnids, which also walk the Earth using eight legs.  It would be a mistake because, unlike arachnids, the Zillion species has yet to walk our Earth.  And, unlike arachnids, any one of them would pick you up, hurl you against the nearest available surface, stomp on your head repeatedly and then detach your body from it, without hesitating or breaking a sweat, if you heard you liken them to anything else with eight appendages.  Zillions really don’t like spiders.  Oh, and don’t mispronounce their name, either.  It’s zill-ee-unn. Not zill-yon.  They get pretty miffed over that one, too.

Azrael clanked forward on his robotically enhanced legs to get a closer look at the schematic.  He was quite proud of his legs.  Only the most high-ranked Zillions were ever granted leg enhancements, and Azrael’s were some of the best.  Silver-plated and bullet-proof by our standards, each one had an independent shield that could withstand quite a barrage of weaponry, should he ever be under fire.  They were also fitted with random gadgets, instruments, weapons, and other utilities, some of which would only ever be revealed during a battle.  Each Zillion bestowed with such enhancements are given powerful weapons which are closely guarded secrets.  When a Zillion uses their secret weaponry, the life form it is used on rarely lives long enough to appreciate, fear, or report on them.

“So primitive,” Azrael mused quietly, his mind registering the extent and method of the changes to the current space-time continuum as a result of the ripple.  “Mowers, to moves.  I mean, really.  Come on.”  He chuckled to himself, and continued to scan the diagram, when a pulsing blue light, accompanied by a soft humming noise, requested his attention.  He reached over – with his arm, and he only has two of those – look, I’ll get around to describing the upper half of the Zillions some other time, okay?  Cheers – and flipped a lever on the comm unit next to the light.  The comm’s video screen switched on, bringing up a display of the ship’s commander with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Yes?”

“Sir, I have the latest report from our sensor drones, and an update on the attack.”

“What is the update?”

“Nius has sustained serious damage to his right hand.  An attack is being launched to take out his left foot, concentrating on the big toe, and our squadrons are lining up behind his head to begin the assault on the cranium, sir.”

“Excellent.  And the sensor drones?”

“The drones reported back shortly after picking up an ion trail originating from Gangrene Omega, sir.  It was Idaho attached to what we guess may have been a make-shift jetpack, though we haven’t been able to determine why he was using it, or what his destination might have been.  He was beamed on board one of the ships at the center of the STC Replication Ripple.  After the event we lost our trace on him, sir.”

“Idaho is of no consequence for the time being.  Did you manage to get a lock on the other humanoids?”

“Sir, as you specifically requested, we focused our TrayArcs on to the genetic code we have in our database, and located the one known as Nick.  We recorded his DNA along with other genetical and tactical data, and should be able to trace his whereabouts in the current universe with relative ease.”

“Ease, yes – but time is still a factor.”

“Yes, captain.  Although we have the latest TrayArcs on board, it will still take a considerable amount of time to scan and obtain a lock.  However, after that, we are free to use the transponders in any way you see fit.”

Azrael smiled.  “Indeed.  Although,” his smile faded slightly, “I still have not decided on the best course of action upon that occurance.”

“I imagine that will depend on the current state of our battle, sir.”

“You are not here to imagine, commander.”  Azrael’s smile seemed frozen on his face, matching the icy stare of his eyes.

The younger Zillion lowered his eyes in a gesture of apology – but also to avoid staring into Azrael’s.  “No, sir.”  Those eyes were disconcerting for any being.  Cold and calculating, seeming to see through a person and into his future, while still remembering the past.  The commander had a lot of respect for his captain, and some of that was borne from a healthy dose of fear.  There were plenty of stories about Azrael.  The commander’s hope of never displeasing his captain was matched only by his satisfaction to be serving on Azrael’s ship – to learn from the great Zillion himself was an opportunity many would give their right legs for.

Azrael finally stirred from his reverie.  “Very well.  Keep me posted on further developments, commander.”

The commander bowed slightly.  “Of course, captain.”  The comm screen flickered back to black.

So, Nick was alive.  Undoubtedly aware of the genetic code that lay dormant within him, recapturing Nick would prove most useful in the Zillion takeover bid.  His very existence was a highly classified military secret.  The recorded DNA on his ship’s TrayArcs was priceless, but none of his crew suspected a thing – except perhaps for his commander, but Azrael knew the Zillion was – although young – exceptionally bright, quick of mind, and loyal.  He would not mention the data the drones had recently recorded.  Indeed, he would most probably make sure that no one was looking over his shoulder the next time he accessed a TrayArc terminal.  The beauty of keeping the information hidden in the TrayArc was that hundreds of Zillions accessed them on his ship everyday.  Only he and his commander could access the restricted information, of course, but still – no one would dream of saving such highly classified data on to a TrayArc network, and thus, no one would think to look for it there.

Azrael sat back down on his chair, in the peace of his living quarters, and continued to study the new STC schematic.  His eyes flicked momentarily to the holographic display, noticing the attack on Nius’s cranium had begun.  He smiled.  It was only a matter of time, now.  And he wouldn’t even have to go looking.  Nick would come to him.

Cole decided he would take it upon himself to drag Thorn out of his current depression.  He walked into the room they had set aside for Nick’s ice-cream container.  Thorn hadn’t left the container alone, keeping a silent watch over it.  He looked up as Cole entered the room.

“Man, you’re not gonna be able to do anything for him until he’s changed.  And you can’t just sit around here moping.  What’s coming up is gonna be a serious battle.  Are you ready for it?”

“I’m sure I’ll survive,” Thorn said quietly, glancing at his wrist-watch.

“Still, you could use a little more training.  And you haven’t checked out the ship’s awesome weapons training room yet.”

Thorn looked up, interested.  “We have a weapons training room?”

“Oh yeah, man!  It’s awesome!  Come on, I’ll show you.”

Thorn looked at the container for a few seconds, making up his mind.  Finally he stood up and turned to Cole.  “Lead the way.”

Cole and Thorn hopped the nearest grav-lift down to the holo-deck, where the weapons chamber was situated.

The weapons chamber was a large, black, cylindrical room with assorted weapons attached to the walls at interspaced lengths.  In the middle of the room were two small silver cones, one attached to the floor and one to the roof.  In the center between the two points was a small, dull, white-noise fuzz, indicating the holo-simulator was currently active.

Cole walked over to a control panel in the wall, and punched in a few commands.  The white-noise fuzz suddenly changed into a bright white ball which expanded rapidly into a globe, quickly dimming to become more bearable on the retinas.  The ball spun slowly and turned a pleasant shade of blue and green, while displaying the words “Weapons Simulator Now Loading – powered by Windows 3050.  Who do you want to shoot today?™”
“Oooooh,” cooed Thorn, impressed.

“Ha, just you wait,” said Cole, grinning.  He waited until the simulator program had loaded before punching some more commands into the console.  The globe went black for a few seconds, before a game-like interface showed up.  Cole punched in the details it requested – player name, age (It increases or decreases the amount of gore accordingly.  I’ve found the best age to put in for max gore is 35, don’t know why.), until he finally got to weapon type.

“Okay!  Here’s the fun bit.  Choose a weapon.”

Thorn wandered around the room, checking out all the different types of weapons available to use in the simulation.  There were so many to choose from, he could easily be occupied for hours just browsing the weapons selection.  There was the MicroExpander 3000, with detachable satellite muzzle extension.  The gun increased the mass and volume of a target, until it either exploded or collapsed underneath its own weight.  There was the AstroLink 500 in the XG Series, where you could punch in a specific height, and the small matter transporter would disassemble and reassemble the target at that height.  Good for lifting people into space, where they’d explode, or dropping them from great heights.  There was the AntiGrav Z8 2020.  There was the PopTart Triple H with the Jam Enhancer attachment.  There were more weapons than you could poke a sharp, pointy stick at.

Thorn chose a small, black ray gun, sleek and deadly looking.  He clicked the power setting on to “Max”, and looked over at Cole.  He’d chosen a larger, shiny silver-chrome pump-action gun that looked like it was a dual standard firing pulse rifle with rocket launcher attached.

“The deal is, while we’re using the weapons simulator, all the weapons are deactivated.  The simulation will deal with the type of weapon, and monitor your trajectory, to simulate the effect the gun would have if fired normally.”

“What about kickback?” inquired Thorn.

“That’s about the only part the simulation doesn’t cover.”

“What if we get shot, though?”


“You’ll get a minute electric shock at the point of impact.  This is a game after all, don’t want to take away too much of the enjoyment.  You can set modes that are more realistic, and will deliver knockout amounts of electricity.  Pretty funky, though I wouldn’t ever mess with it.  Okay, ready to begin?” Cole asked, double checking the game settings.

“Sure, fire her up,” Thorn said, his heart beating a little faster than normal, adrenaline beginning to enter his veins and heighten his senses.

Cole clicked a few keys on the keypad, and the globe expanded to cover the entire room.  Then, suddenly, they were standing on the streets of a deserted city – what looked like New York, or Los Angeles, it was all the same to Thorn – and a horde of aliens were racing towards them on foot down the main street.  Cole lifted his gun and smacked it down on to his left palm, before pumping it.  “Let’s rock and roll.”

Thorn took aim and fired a quick volley towards the first horde.  The street in front of them exploded, concrete and asphalt flying backwards towards the aliens and shredding them in mid-stride.  He aimed the weapon a little higher, and curved the blast behind the next row of oncoming aliens.  It blasted them forward and knocked them to the ground, which Thorn erased with a few quick blasts.  Cole looked momentarily impressed.  “Cool,” he said.  As the smoke cleared, Thorn could see more aliens pouring up, over the top of the craters, and towards them.

Cole took aim with his own weapon, marking points on a digital readout, before firing.  A rocket sped from his gun with a loud hiss, suddenly breaking into four smaller rockets after a number of meters.  The rockets moved erratically, branching away from the horde diagonally.  They were going to miss completely.  Thorn glanced at Cole, but he was still staring determinedly down the street at the rockets, so Thorn watched in silence.  As they steamed ever closer to the horde, they veered sharply away, towards the buildings on either side of the street.  The explosion made by the quad-impact was deafening.  Thorn couldn’t see the horde due to the brick, concrete, and plaster that had blown into the streets, but he could see the two buildings start to buckle, leaning sideways after having most of their support blown out from underneath them.  Slowly but surely both buildings toppled over into the street, completely crushing the horde underneath them.  Thorn, grinning, turned to Cole.  “Cool,” he said.

A loud bleep from the intercom in the room interrupted them.  “Thorn, you’d better get up here,” came Jesse’s voice.

“How do you feel, mate?” Luke asked Nick.

“A little wooden,” he replied.

“Come on mate, I’m serious.  How do you feel?”

“I feel pine, but my face looks like ash though, don’t you think?”

Thorn sighed.

Nick’s ice-cream container lay broken at the side of the room, the ashes gone.  He had regenerated and morphed, finally.

“You should thank your lucky stars he’s ambivalent,” said Jesse wisely.

“Yeah, I know.  I know he could have turned into anything at all.  But, I mean…”  He grabbed one of Nick’s branches.  “A walking, talking tree?” 

“Well it’s more like slithering, really,” said Nick, demonstrating the way he could move his large, thick roots backwards and forwards to gain momentum.  He was definitely an old tree, sporting a massive, thick trunk, yet only standing ten or so feet tall.  The two round brown eyes, nose-shaped protrusion and hollow mouth-like crack were the only way to tell this tree was no ordinary oak.

“Gee, that’s great, would you like a tree snake to go with your “slithering”?” mocked Thorn scornfully.

“Oh come on!  You’re not the one who’s a tree!  I’ve accepted it, why can’t you?” said Nick, annoyed.  He was swishing his limbs around and waving his leaves.  “It feels quite nice actually,” he added.

Thorn went over and picked off one of his leaves.

“Ouch!  Hey, what’d you do that for?”

“Because it “felt quite nice”,” he said, mimicking Nick, before turning around and walking out of the room.  Jesse turned to Nick, grinning.  “Don’t worry.  He’ll get used to it.  Besides… his bark is worse than his bite!”

Nick stared at Jesse for a few seconds.  “Leave now, before I pummel you.”

Chapter 34

Azo

Azrael Zakonovich took note of his currently deployed forces swarming around the still body of Nius.  His operational assessment was short and direct.

“We’ve got it won,” he explained to his commander, President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin, via holoconference.  He walked quietly to the other end of the conference table, where a fully functional replica of his commanding officer sat.  The lights came back on in the room, dimming the holographic, yet still physically dominating presence that was President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin.  Azrael sat next to him, on a stool that allowed his mechanical legs to splay out around him.

“So we have encountered no resistance whatsoever?” asked President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin.

“None at all,” answered Azrael.  “We had half expected Idaho and his bunch of cronies to interfere, but they’re caught up in something or another in a completely unrelated time stream.  Even if they wanted to they could not stop us now.”  With this he halfway hid the sinister grin creeping across his chin.

“Very good, Captain,” declared President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin, with a look of uncertain satisfaction.  “You have done your job well, and for that you should be commended.”

Azrael Zakonovich beamed with pride.

“However, I’m afraid I simply cannot award you a medal until this operation is concluded,” President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin explained.

Azrael had expected this.  “I understand, Sir,” he began.  “We will be finished here within the next two Earth hours, after which we will return home directly.”

President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin smiled ever so slightly at the mechanical legs attached to Captain Azrael Zakonovich.  “We go back a long way, Azrael,” he mused.  “That’s what makes what I’m about to do all the more difficult.”

Azrael did not show any signs of understanding, yet he did not question his President either.  Somewhere deep in his mind, hidden away from the mental sensors and thought-driven machinery, alarm bells were ringing.

“Five bucks.”

“Make it ten.”

“You’re on.”

Chino reached into his pocket and extracted a crisp ten dollar bill, which he handed to Cole.  Larry did likewise, handing a second bill to Cole for safekeeping.

“If you’re caught, you lose,” laughed Chino.

“I won’t be caught,” came Larry’s reply, in his usual cool-as-ice voice.  “The only one who would have a chance at busting me is Kronk, and he’s out munching stars right now.”

With Chino and Cole tailing him at a safe distance Larry strode comfortably down the narrow hall and into the bar, which had become a makeshift bridge over the course of their travels aboard this particular ship.  The real bridge had an autonomous voice interaction system that simply would not shut up, despite the crew’s efforts to quiet it.  Roncli was steering the vessel with a modified beer tap while talking to a holographic whore who would appear every so often.  Jesse was reading “Guns and Ammo” on one of the many leather couches, oblivious to Larry’s entrance.  Thorn was playing a game at the bar, but was rapidly losing.

Larry ignored everyone on the bridge except Nick, who had planted his wooden body beside Thorn and was enjoying a green drink of some kind or another.  He said nothing to alert the bar to his presence, but instead snuck up behind the great wooden tree that we now called Nick – and unzipped his pants.

It started first as a trickle bouncing lightly off Nick’s uprooted base; it soon turned into a light flood rolling down the trunk of Nick’s frame even as he stood and laughed at Thorn’s misfortune.  No one on the bridge noticed.  Larry finished pissing on Nick, zipped up his pants, and walked away.  He collected his $10 from Cole alongside the $10 in holding from Chino.

Larry, Chino, and Col managed to hold their laughter until they were outside of the bridge and the door had been securely sealed behind them.  They laughed heartily as they walked toward the weapons training room, all three instantly sure that Larry’s pissing on Nick would be an event none of them would ever forget.

They couldn’t have been more right.

Zepsi drained the last of his chocolate milk and burped lightly.  He had gotten lost in this conversation with the giant clothes hanger long ago.  Now he wasn’t even trying.  A quick glance up found the clothes hanger still prattling on.  Zepsi decided to interject again.

“That’s all fine and good, but what I really want to know is how I can get into that story,” groaned Zepsi.

“I was just coming to that,” said the giant clothes hanger.  “You and I have a bond, you see…”

“Oh Christ, now you’re starting over,” complained Zepsi, loud enough to get the attention of the waitress.

She came over to his table.  “Son, can I help you with anything?”

“No, me and my hanger are talking here.  We don’t need your help,” explained Zepsi, his eyes never leaving the hanger sitting silently on the table in front of him.

“Alright then, dear,” the waitress replied, her voice full of false kindness.  As she walked away from the table she caught the eye of the head cook through the serving window.  Without even thinking she rolled her eyes about, stuck out her tongue, and twirled her finger around her temple.

“Pardon me,” came a voice from behind her.  She turned around.

“Yes?”

“We’re not crazy, you know,” announced Zepsi.

“I’m sure you’re not, dear,” said the waitress, turning away again.

“Wait,” Zepsi pleaded.  The waitress turned her attention back in one fluid movement.

“I want another chocolate milk.”
The waitress nodded and started to turn away again.

“Wait.” Zepsi pleaded again.  The waitress turned around to face him again, for the last time.

“What now, honey?” she asked.

“You didn’t ask my friend here if he wanted anything,” Zepsi explained.

The waitress walked up to the edge of the table and leaned down toward the clothes hanger.  “Do you want anything?” she shouted at the hanger, from less than six inches away.

The hanger sat silently for a long while, and the waitress finally raised her head.  She gave Zepsi one final annoyed look, then went on about her business of fetching another glass of chocolate milk.

“Stupid bitch…” the hanger muttered, a little too loudly.  It stood up, bent itself into the shape of a stick figure, and hopped off the table, where it then proceeded to baffle police for years to come by stabbing the waitress and head cook over seven hundred times each with its pointy hands.

Zepsi and the hanger left together.  They had a plan.

Less than an hour had passed since Captian Azrael Zakonovich and President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin had parted holo-ways.  The President had important matters to attend to, and Azrael needed time to think.  Now, finally back in direct control of his troops, he made a decision.

“Attention, troops,” he commanded from the global intercom relay unit attached to one of his many legs, “I need Corporal Melywither Flapmacwagglebeck, Sergeant Grover Plickelknickenslow, Specialist Poppiken Skilibleckmanhands, Private Abutenskipollet Khobibowlsplerkwithertoo, and Private Joe Meek to meet me at the coordinates shown on your holoscreens.”

Azrael himself was already at the meeting point, where he waited silently until all five of the other Zillions had gathered.  He herded them all closely together and explained the situation.

“I’ve just come from a meeting with President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin, during which he said something that I’ve been thinking a lot about.  Have any of you given any thought to what might happen should this being we’re attacking be destroyed after the portal closes?”


He received nothing but silence from the other five Zillions, yet their faces betrayed them.

“I have reason to believe that they intend to close the portal prior to our work being completed,” said Azrael.  “If Nius is destroyed, this universe, along with every other universe connected, will be destroyed.  If we don’t have a portal, we’ll be destroyed as well.”

The other five Zillions apparently understood the predicament.  In fact, they had all been contemplating this point for some time.  Specialist Poppiken Skilibleckmanhands decided to speak up.

“I think we should secure an additional portal,” he said quietly.  All eyes focused on him.

“Do you know how that might be done?” asked Azrael.

“Well,” said Specialist Poppiken Skilibleckmanhands, hands trembling, “It’s treasonous to think this, but I think we should enter the time stream we are set to destroy and find another way to save ourselves.  If we can finish the job, fine.  If not, we disappear and turn mercenary.”

Azrael smiled brightly.  He might not have to work so hard to convince these guys after all…

“What do you mean someone pissed on you?” asked Thorn.

“I mean somewhere in all that time you spent playing video poker I got pissed on,” Nick explained again.

“Any idea who did it?” Jesse asked.

“Well, there were only a few people not in the room at the time, so it had to be Cole, Larry, or Chino,” Roncli interjected.

Jesse thumbed the intercom switch on his belt.  “Larry, Chino, Cole, we need you in the wet bridge.”

Thorn and Roncli looked at each other, stifling laughs.  “Maybe we shouldn’t call it the wet bridge anymore?” Roncli burst.

“It’s like an Irish Pub,” Thorn laughed back.  “Get drunk and just piss anywhere!”

“That’s not funny,” warned Nick.  He was very difficult to read as a tree, but no one doubted his level of anger over having been pissed on.

“I’m sorry, Nick,” Thorn replied sheepishly.  “We really didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

“It’s alright, Mate,” Nick responded.  “I’m just a little worked up over this, and you two are not helping.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry too,” said Roncli.

“You’re forgiven as well,” Nick said, without even looking Roncli’s direction.

There was a moment of silence as everyone waited for Cole, Chino, and Larry to arrive.  It was awkward.  Too awkward.  It couldn’t last.
“You look great though,” Jesse said, motioning to the top of Nick’s branches.  “I’d say you’ve grown at least two inches since this morning.  You’re getting plenty of watering then?”

Thorn lost it.  He grabbed Roncli for support on his way to the floor, where the two of them rolled until the 3 accused entered the bar.

Zepsi walked briskly down the sidewalk toward his house, the hanger in-hand.  He chattered to himself all the way.  The hanger just listened.  Nobody seemed to notice the thin sheen of solid madness enveloping him.  Only one old woman saw him slowly lift from his feet and fly away, carried by a solid bubble of externalized madness.  She was eventually tried and convicted for the stabbing murders of a waitress and a cook in a nearby deli.

Azrael and his elite commando Zillion squad met beside a small landing craft that looked mysteriously like a red Lego brick.  The complete destruction of Nius would be complete in less than half an hour, so they quickly climbed aboard without a word and set a course for the black spot under one of his rapidly-fading fingernails.

“Guys, have a seat over there in the accused chairs,” Jesse motioned to his brother and henchmen.

Roncli and Thorn had regained their composure, and were standing on either side of Nick behind the bar.  They were quite prepared to restrain him, should he choose to launch an attack against any of the three accused.

“You know why you’re here,” explained Jesse after the three had taken their seats.

“No, boss, what gives?” asked Larry.

“Don’t give me that shit!” Nick shouted.  “You know damn well who pissed on me!”

Thorn and Roncli hit the floor.  Nick attacked.


Within seconds, Chino, Larry, and Cole were wrapped within Nick’s nether branches.  Nick was whipping the three of them simultaneously.  Thorn and Roncli were of no use, rolling behind the bar.  Jesse, having just spotted a 6-man commando team of small mechanical spiders scuttling across the floor, no longer had time for the proceedings.

“Put them down, we’ve got Zillions on board!” Jesse shouted at Nick while reaching for his pistol.

The Zillions stopped their advancement.  One of them projected a human-sized image of himself in holographic form in front of Jesse.

“You will not need that pistol, friend,” the Captain Azrael Zakonovich hologram said calmly.

Jesse lowered his pistol.  Nick lowered the three accused from his branches.  Roncli and Thorn peered over the bar.

“What can we do for you?” asked Jesse apprehensively.

“It is not so much a case of what you can do for us,” explained Captain Azrael Zakonovich, “but rather a case of what we might do for each other.”

“I’m listening,” said Jesse, holstering his weapon.

“Before I begin, however, I would like to introduce you to my men,” explained Captain Azrael Zakonovich.

The five Zillions projected their own human-sized holograms into the room.

“I am Captain Azrael Zakonovich, captain of the battleship Morning Star.  The men with me are Sergeant Grover Plickelknickenslow, Specialist Poppiken Skilibleckmanhands, Corporal Melywither Flapmacwagglebeck, Private Abutenskipollet Khobibowlsplerkwithertoo, and Private Joe Meek.”

“Pleased to meet you all,” Thorn called quietly from behind the bar.

“That’s Thorn,” Jesse explained.  “I’m Jesse, that guy over there is my brother Cole, the other behind the bar is Roncli, those two over there are Larry and Chino, and the tree is Nick.”

“Then we have met well,” Azrael decided.  “And now, we shall get to business before it is too late.”

“Wait, you can’t just expect us to help you after you show up unannounced on our ship,” Nick demanded.

“I’m afraid we can,” Azrael groaned.  “You see my army is currently destroying Nius.  Less than ten minutes from now all of this.”

He motioned to our bridge.

“Will be gone.”

“And how do you suggest we help one another then?” asked Thorn, climbing over the bar.

“Are any of you familiar with distortion-based time-patternistic shallow-stream of travel on the photonic lanes?” asked Azrael.

“Of course,” replied Roncli.  Jesse nodded.  Chino and Larry rolled their eyes.  Thorn looked at his feet.  Nick swayed in the breeze of the climate system.

“Then you understand non-time?” Azrael asked.

“This isn’t twenty questions,” Jesse sighed.  “Yes, we know non-time and all of the relative quirks therein.”

“Good,” Azrael concluded.  “We will need for you to arrange our pickup at the foot of Nius soon then.”

“And what do we get in return?” Roncli asked.

“In exchange I will take you to the one who ordered the destruction of Nius,” Azrael answered.

“How many Zillions are we talking about?” asked Chino.

“Half a million,” Azrael concluded after a moment of checking with his commando squad.  “Please know that we have no other choice.  Without your help we will all perish, and there will be no one left to right the wrong taking place.”

“No problem, Captain,” Roncli decided.  “We’ll be there at the moment of implosion.  You have our word.”

Jesse nodded.

“Very good then,” Azrael concluded.  “We will leave you now and return to Nius.”

“See you in a few minutes,” Chino laughed, then under his breath, “If this fucking tree doesn’t kill us first.”

Chapter 35

roncli

Time for a history lesson.

It was another time, and another place.

It was the city Qorn, Iran to be exact, two years before the demise of the GAPTube.  The opening minutes after Mushadiilakishef squeezed the stressball, obliterating himself, several nearby houses, and opening the rift.

Actually, it was Verdal, Norway, seven years before the opening of the rift.

“I don’t think that’s right…” He stood at the oozing green liquid in the container in front of him.  “It’s kind of… green.”

Zepsi smiled to himself.  “It looks green now… but watch.”  He added a drop of some other chemical to the liquid.  It was just enough to start a chemical reaction.  Mildly poisonous gas simmered violently off of the liquid and up into the ventilators, keeping the two safe from inhalation.  The liquid began changing, first to blue, then to brown, and finally to tan.

Zepsi waited a minute to make sure the reaction had stopped.  He then took the container the liquid was in, sniffed it for any foul odor, and then took a long drink of the liquid in the container.

His friend stared at Zepsi in amazement, expecting him to either pass out and fall over dead, or have an acidic hole ripped right through him.

“Mmmmm,” Zepsi enthused, finishing off the liquid with no ill effects.  “I call it, Zepsi Cola.”

His friend asked, “Ummm, won’t Pepsi sue you for using the name?”

“Nah,” said Zepsi, “they’re an American company.  They can’t touch us.”

Zepsi picked up the chemicals to make another batch.  However, fate would change the course of the space-time continuum forever.  He was ready to drop a volatile chemical into the container, but did not realize he picked up the wrong chemical.

The ensuing explosion was fantastic.  Shards of glass rained upon the entire room.  Zepsi, wearing proper equipment, was spared, but his friend was for all intents and purposes ripped to shreds.  The force of the explosion was great, and sent Zepsi flying into the wall behind him.  He was a bit stunned at first, but then he realized that the explosion wasn’t stopping.  Something other than a chemical reaction was happening.

The explosion became large, three times the size that it was.  Just before it threatened Zepsi with death unless he had some candy, a portal opened up, and a being, about 3 foot high, walked thorugh.  The portal promptly closed, and…

Wait, I need to go back another year.  This time, back to Qorn.

Ten years before the demise of the GAPTube, everything was normal in Qorn.  That is, until Azo showed up.

Azo was researching interstellar travel, and his search led him to a man in Qorn, a man known as Amhudii Mushadiilakishef.  He was a relatively unknown physicist, with ideas that no scientist in their right mind would accept.  This, naturally, gave him credibility to Azo, and he knew that he could learn much by cooperating, sharing information, and working together.

Azo kicked open the front door.  “Amhudii!  I know you’re in here!  Come out with your hands clearly in the air, and I’ll consider keeping you alive!”

Amhudii’s child had been playing happily on the floor when Azo broke into the house.  The kid instantly got up and screamed at the top of his lungs.  Azo had to quelch the sonic attack by raising his hands to his ears to block the sound.  Fortunately, the initial shock of Azo was over, and the child ran off, screaming at improbable frequencies.  (See argument: ironic, unlikely, improbable)

A man came into the room, hands up as requested.  “What do you want from me!  I am just a peaceful physicist.”

Azo lowered his weapon and walked forward to shake the man’s hand.  “Jesse Worley, nice to meet you.”

Confused, the man returned the greeting.  “Amhudii Mushadiilakishef.”

“That name is almost impossible to pronounce,” said Azo.  “How bout I call you Amu?”  The man glared at him angrily.  “Good.  Amu, I’d like to speak with you about…”

Explosions often take place in the least likely of scenarios.  However, when an experiment that relies on constant monitoring is no longer being monitored, the scenario of an explosion becomes more and more likely.  Such an explosion took place from one of Amu’s experiments.

It wasn’t terrible, though.  Just rocked the house slightly.  Shortly after, Amu’s kid ran into the room yelling, “Daddy!  Daddy!  There’s bad men in there!”

“Oh no,” exclaimed Amu, “The rift!”

“The rift?” Azo asked casually.

“Come!” said Amu.  “You must help!”  Amu ran into the back.  Azo followed him, not knowing what to expect.

When he got there, everything was obvious.  The rift was a small temporal portal, widened by the explosion, allowing beings from another multiverse to enter ours.  These beings were the size of Amu’s child… until they got a look at the size of Azo and Amu.  Then they grew to a full six and a half feet.  “Oh fuck,” exclaimed Azo as the Dopplegangers made their first ever attack on mankind.

The attack went horrible.  The Dopplegangers at the time knew nothing of human firepower, and were beat back by Azo’s weaponry he had brought with him.  Eventually, he managed to kill every last one of them without taking a hit, and then proceeded to cage off the rift.  Every once in a while a Doppleganger would try to get through, but the cage prevented this from happening.

Azo would go on to employ Amu, which most would say was akin to slavery, except he got paid.  It was all the same to Azo.

This brings us back to Verdal, where Zepsi and the being exchanged pleasantries.

“Hi, I’m Zepsi.”

The being grew a couple feet and made itself look like his friend before saying, “My name is Cloothang.”

“Woah, cool!” exclaimed Zepsi.  “Now if I bury the body, you can take his place, and no one will know the difference.”

“Unlikely,” stated Cloothang, as he walked over to the fallen human, shards of glass all over his face and upper torso.  He prodded the body for signs of life, but got nothing.


“What… are you?” asked Zepsi.

“I am a Doppleganger,” explained Cloothang.  “A race of shape shifters.  Few know of our existence, as we reside on a multiverse other than this one.”

“An alien?”

“You can say that,” answered Cloothang.

Zepsi was a bit scared for a moment.  “You’re not going to, like, change into something scary and eat me, are you?”


“Of course not,” replied Cloothang.  “We are largely a peaceful race, and a very curious folk.  We learn much about things by observing them.”

“Hmmm,” responded Zepsi, shaking off his nerves.  “Are you going to go home?”

“Well, that portal was very improbable, I doubt that’ll happen again any time soon.”  Obviously, the Doppleganger didn’t understand the difference between ironic, unlikely, and improbable very well.

To make a long story short, Zepsi sued the company that sold him the chemicals, made millions, and began the world renowned Zepsi Industries, where he would produce Zepsi Cola en masse and sell it to the world.  Considering how it is made, it is a surprisingly safe drink, and very tasty.  Cloothang became Zepsi’s best friend, of course, and because of his odd name, liked to hang out with Zepsi as a clothes hanger.  He would soon take a cynical view of the world, which drove him mildly mad, but always remained loyal to Zepsi.

Which brings us back to Qorn, two years before the demise of the GAPTube.  Amu was sitting in his office, stressed to all hell, because his kids were in low-level orbit, no thanks to Azo.  And, well, he grabbed one of those pretty green and purple balls, and…

***BOOM***

“I think we’re going to need your help,” I thought to Gretel.

“I’m sorry Roncli…” returned Gretel, “but I forgot that there is no Quantum Teleporter in this timeline!”

I cursed the author who thought there was as I continued, “But if you call up Becca, she should be able to get you out here, no?”

“Hmm,” she thought, deep in thought.  “I’ll give that a try.”

“Good,” I mused, “because the universe may end yet again.  And this time, there’s no backing it up.”

Chapter 36

roncli

Jesse, his normally calm and collected self, was becoming rapidly annoyed.  “It’s been twenty non-minutes, they said ten.  Is this some kind of setup?”

Roncli was disturbed by Jesse’s lack of self-confidence.  “What is wrong, man?  You’re just about as worked up as Nick has been.”  Roncli eyed Nick to make sure he wasn’t going to lunge for him or do something equally disturbing.

Jesse sighed.  “It’s the Zillions.  They are never to be trusted, and yet they have put us in a position where we must trust them.  They don’t need to be setting us up like this, they could have had their way with Nius and we’d never had known.”

“What happens if they destroy Nius?” asked Larry.

“First of all,” started Jesse, “they’re not physically destroying Nius.  It is clear that whatever they are doing to him is causing him to…”  Jesse scratched his head, words eluding him.  “I don’t know how to describe it…”

Roncli picked up where he had left off.  “There are very few ways that we can interact with him, and those that do take enormous amounts of energy.  Whatever the Zillions are doing to him, it’s killing him from the inside, and the denizens of non-time are never going to find out what killed him, because it is impossible to trace back to us.”

“But why kill Nius?” asked Thorn.  “What’s the purpose of destroying everything?  Surely the Zillions realize what they are doing.”

Jesse shook his head.  “We may never know the reason behind this, and non-time is running out for us to figure that out.”

Zepsi and Cloothang burst through the barrier at an incomprehensible speed.  After they realized they were on the other side, it appeared as though their pace had slowed to half a mile a non-hour.  “We’re in,” stated Zepsi.

“We’re out,” corrected Cloothang.

“I meant in the story.”

“Oh.”

No one will ever know for sure whether or not Zepsi actually knew what he was talking about, but for the sake of completion, we will assume that he had no idea what was about to take place when he travelled out of time and into Nius’s bloodstream.

Cloothang poked lightly at the bubble a number of times, wondering what would happen if the bubble were to pop and they were left dangling in non-time.  Zepsi looked over at him and stated, “You probably don’t want to do that.”

Cloothang nodded at Zepsi in a way only a clothes hanger can.  Zepsi returned the nod with an almost sinister smile as Cloothang then proceeded to violently tear away at the bubble surrounding them.

Their protection gone, they were left floating through the bloodstream.  “We must get to the brain,” Zepsi reminded himself.  With Cloothang as his guide, they made their way through vessel after vessel, until they arrived at their destination.

They entered the brain, a frightfully empty place.  “Something’s wrong,” commented Zepsi.  Cloothand looked up curiously as Zepsi qualified his statement.  “There are things here… that are supposed to be not here.”  Cloothang quickly understood, shifting himself into a much pointier clothes hanger.  Zepsi reached for his gun at his side, but before he could unholster it, they were attacked.

Blindingly fast, unknown objects came from everywhere, swarming around Zepsi and Cloothang.  Unwavering, they defended themselves in perfect form.  Cloothang shishkabobed about three dozen of them, while Zepsi fought a pair of them off with his ray gone.  After Zepsi blew away another pair attacking him, he had realized that Cloothang had already finished off several hundred.  “I envy your efficiency,” Zepsi quirked.

“I call it a will to live.  Where’s yours?” responded the makeshift hanger as it stabbed a few dozen effortlessly.

Zepsi thought for a moment, blasted a few objects, and replied, “It’s there.  It’s just slow.”

The battle ensued for another two hours, the objects no match for Cloothang and the occasional blast from Zepsi.

Meanwhile…

Jesse had enough.  “This is ridiculous, we’re going back.”

“But the Zillions?” asked Thorn.  “What happens if they don’t find us here?”

“Simple, they’re S.O.L.  They can’t be trusted, they said it would be ten non-minutes, it’s been two non-hours.”  Jesse motioned for Thorn to fire up the engines and get moving.  “We’re not waiting around to get blasted to hell.”

The ship began to speed back towards space-time under the fingernail when something unusual happened – it moved.

“What the…?” said Thorn.

But the truth was too obvious to deny.  The fingernail, space-time underneath it, and Nius himself began to shift and move.  At first, this was believed to be it, that Nius was a goner, and that space-time would be no more.  But Nius just casually sat up, as if he had awakened from a comfortable night’s sleep, ready to begin the day.

Jesse blinked incredulously.  “Idaho’s got some explaining to do.”

“No I don’t,” came his voice from the back corner of the lounge.  All eyes focused on his smiling face.  “In fact, I think you’ve got some explaining to do.  Like why weren’t you stopping Nius’s destruction?  Because you wanted to help secure a portal to the Zillion home world, only to have it and all of space-time blend into non-time behind you?”  Idaho was almost in shock Jesse didn’t see the setup.  “You know those Zillions are worried about one thing and one thing only – their asses.  Why would they try to secure a portal from you guys?  They could get one at any time if they wanted one from their home world.”
Cole’s eyes lit up.  “Unless their home world wasn’t going to give them one!”

Idaho smiled at Cole.  “Well done.  Now, explain to me why Nius is alive and well.”

Cole scratched his head in confusion.

“Their plan… failed?” asked Thorn.

Idaho nodded at Thorn.  “Essentially.  There was a minor variable that they – nor I – anticipated, that rapidly reversed the infection and…”

“Infection?” I interrupted.


Jesse nodded, “It’s the only way we can kill Nius.  Remember, we can affect him, but it takes unreal amounts of energy to do.  Killing him, even by a simple infection, would take almost infinite power…”

Idaho added, “Not almost inifinite.  Absolute infinite power is required.”

“Get out of here,” Jesse stated, “Infinite power is impossible, and even if it were obtainable, infinite power is infinite power to everything.”

“Infinite power,” Idaho added, “is only infinite in time.  This, my friends, is non-time.”

“Well non-fuck me,” said Chino sarcastically.

“That still doesn’t explain how they got infinite power,” I said.

“And,” Jesse added, “how the fuck do you know this?”

“A little birdie told me,” said Idaho sarcastically, though completely unamused.  “Now, unless you want some pissed off Zillions on your tail, I suggest you…”

The ship shook violently, indicating that the Zillions didn’t care what they wanted.

“Fuck,” said Jesse.  He motioned to Larry.  “Hit the transporter and beam this moron into deep non-space.  I’m through listening to this twit.  If I wanna fuck up space-time, I’m gonna do it.”

“Aye boss!” responded Larry as he punched a few buttons.

“No, wait…” trailed off Idaho’s voice as he was suddenly transported out of the ship and jettisoned into deep non-space.

A chorus of cheering was heard throughout the wet bridge after Idaho was beamed off.  “Alright, we’re faster than these guys, let’s get out of here.”

The ship raced away from the approaching Zillion fleet, towards the space-time continuum.  Non-seconds seemed like non-years – and in fact they were – as the ship dodged many incoming volleys of fire from the other ship.  Faster and faster the ship sped towards the green and purple dot under the fingernail of Nius.  Just as they were about to cross back into space-time…

***WHAM!!!***

The ship jolted violently as alarms sounded, indicating a hull breach.

“Shields!” yelled Jesse.

Thorn shook his head.  “Offline.  We’ll never make it to the barrier in time!”

“We’re doomed!” yelled Larry.

Chino leaned over to Larry and whispered lightly in his ear.

“Push the button.”

A light went off in Larry’s eyes, and he simply did what he was told.

The doomsday device, still perfectly intact, began making whirring sounds, as though it was about to do something.  A computerized voice came from the device, “Five non-seconds to detonation.”

“What the hell?” yelled Jesse.  “My doomsday device!  Get that thing off the ship!”

Another barrage of fire rammed into the ship, threatening to tear it apart.  Everyone lost their balance, including Larry, who lost control of the doomsday device.  But the gravity system was offline, and it simply floated away from him in midair.  A tear in the hull just outside the wet bridge opened, beginning to suck air – and everything else that wasn’t nailed down – through it.  The first object to leave the ship was, of course, the doomsday device.

Then, the ironic happened.  Through the breach in the ship’s hull came a man holding a clothes hanger surrounded by a strange-looking bubble.  “Hey, can I hitch a ride out with you guys?” he said.

“He means a ride in,” corrected the clothes hanger.

“I meant out of non-time.”

“Oh.”

We could hardly respond, much less argue, as we were all hanging on to anything we could to avoid being sucked out into space.  A few non-seconds passed and then the most awesome of explosions occurred.

The doomsday device, now somewhere amid the Zillion ships, exploded, taking out the entire fleet that had been chasing us.  This being non-time, the explosion was not enough to cause any further damage to the ship we were on – not that it could take any more damage – but it was enough to propel us through the barrier and back into space-time.  Our entry being uncontrolled, however, we could not control exactly where or when we had returned, and it wasn’t going to be long before our crippled ship would just fall apart, leaving us in the cold of space.

Yet upon our return to space-time, the escaping of air stopped completely as gravity returned.  The only explanation was that somehow our ship returned to our continuum within a planet’s atmosphere, but as for when and where we were, there was no way to know, as the ship’s electronics were all but destroyed.

“We’re saved!” yelled Larry, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“Not yet,” Jesse cautioned as he peered through the windows on the other side of the bar, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.  His expression became panicked as he realized what was about to happen.  “I suggest everyone hang on to something sturdy, this ship’s about to crash!”

Never have I seen Jesse move so fast as he dove over the bar next to me and grabbed on to one of Nick’s branches for dear life, who had rooted himself next to me.

And then, the ship crashed.

It was so loud that you could barely hear anything but the sound of millions of tons of metal twisting, turning, snapping, and breaking.  If the ship wasn’t yet destroyed, it certainly wasn’t surviving this.

What was left of the ship began sliding across the planet’s surface at first, which wasn’t too bad.  But when it slowed down, it began rolling over and over and over.  What happened after that, I don’t know, because I’m pretty sure I lost consciousness.  When I came to, I realized I was looking up at the bar.

I stood up on the ceiling, looking around for the others in the now upside down wet bridge.  Larry and Chino were still hanging on to a table above me.  Nick was still rooted behind the bar and was now holding Jesse, preventing him from falling.  Hovering ominously in a bubble in the middle of the room was the strange man and his talking clothes hanger.  I found Thorn in the corner of the ceiling, some shards of glass from the windows protruding out of him.  I removed the shards as his watch incremented by 1 and he regained consciousness.

“Well, this is just great.  How am I going to get down?” asked Nick.

As if in response, the floor he was rooted to gave way, sending him, Jesse, and the entire bar tumbling to the ceiling.  It looked most painful to both Nick, who probably lost a couple of good branches in the encounter, and to Jesse, who probably gained a couple.

“Owwww,” cried Jesse, unable to move.  “Get me out of here, please?”

Thorn walked over and sighed.  “You’ll have to wait a day.”

Jesse, unable to see through the tangle of branches and leaves, asked, “What do you mean by that?”

Thorn just sadly looked at the part of the bar that had fallen on Nick’s trunk, splitting it in half, and turning him into a lifeless corpse.

The man in the bubble introduced himself, “Hi, I’m Zepsi.”

“I don’t want to hear your unforeseen contingencies, Captain,” yelled President Blafstikavstoff Pekchinordoofkin through his holographic projection.  “The bottom line is that you and your men failed.”

“But Mister President,” responded Captain Azrael Zakonovich, “there was no way for us to know that the infection would be fought off in his brain.  Our scientists are still trying to figure out how tha…”

“I DON’T WANT EXCUSES.”  The President slammed his right fist on the table and tapped his left four legs on the ground, indicating his vast frustration.  “You failed to destroy Nius, lost an entire fleet of 64 ships, and failed to destroy invaders from an insignificant continuum.  For that you will be executed upon your return.”

Azrael pleaded, “Mister President, please, all is not lost.  We have the one known as Idaho in custody.”  He knew his life was on the line here, and he hoped that letting the President know that Idaho was on board the ship would appease him.

The President raised a curious eyebrow.  “What do you mean you have Idaho in custody?”

“He was among the fleet when the explosion occurred.  We recovered his body and have him on board the ship.”  Azrael looked for a hint that the President was pleased, but was not surprised when he didn’t find one.

“Find out what we can do with him.  If it’s anything short of destroying Nius, you can expect your execution to be swift.”  The President’s image disappeared from the room.

“Fool.”  Idaho phased in, commenting on the President’s reaction.  “He has not the power to stop you.”

Captain Azrael Zakonovich grinned.  “And he doesn’t even know it.  He will send army upon army to destroy us.”

Idaho smiled.  “And I will turn them away with the blink of an eye.  Order your men to resume the infection.  I will take care of the rest.”

