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“Is the popcorn ready yet?” Leo calls in from the theater room. 

“It’s ready when it’s ready!” Lyra calls back, clearly annoyed that Leo has been asking her this question every thirty seconds for the past five minutes. 

“He’s just really excited about movie night,” I remind her. 

“I know,” Lyra says, rolling her eyes at me as she elbows past me to get into the refrigerator for some drinks. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to slap the back of his head when we get in there. He could be in here helping us, you know.”

“Hmm,” Grendia mutters from the other side of the counter, where she is organizing several little bowls of snack foods. “I’ve seen him help with movie night food before. He mixed all the different snack types into one big bowl and insisted that it was better that way.”

Lyra and I pause our preparations and look at Grendia.

“And?” I prod her to go on. 

“And, Jarokin, it was a disaster. The chocolates melted onto the pretzels, and the various nuts were so jumbled that I had no idea what I was eating. I could not tell exactly if I liked a new food, or if something I did not like was hiding out among all the ones I did. It took days to figure it all out.”

Lyra and I stop what we’re doing to listen to Grendia’s rant. 

“You’re welcome!” Leo yells in from the other room, and Lyra and I can’t hold our composure any longer. We both begin to laugh, even as Grendia’s expression sours slightly at our making light of her snack preference discovery difficulties. 

“Leo,” Lyra calls out to him, “that wasn’t very nice, you know. Grendia needs to know what Earth foods she likes and which she does not.”

“Well, yeah,” Leo says as he joins us in the kitchen, “but it sped up the process.”

“It did not,” Grendia answers, but Leo ignores her protests. 

“Are we ready yet?” Leo asks again. “This special presentation isn’t going to watch itself.”

“Special presentation?” I ask. “I thought you said it was a movie.”

“Well,” Leo says, avoiding eye contact, “it’s movie length.”

Lyra and I share a raised eyebrow look, fear present on both our faces. 

“Oh, come on, all of you,” Leo says as he grabs Lyra’s and Grendia’s hands and drags them along out of the kitchen. “Jack, bring the stuff!”

I look at what is left to bring. All of the drinks, the popcorn, and half of Grendia’s snack bowls. I sigh. When, exactly, did I become the servant of a seventeen year old human male?




“Okay, Leo, we’re all here,” I say. 

Lyra and I are snuggled under a blanket on one side of the couch, bogarting the popcorn in what will ultimately be a vain effort to keep most of it from Leo. Grendia is in what I call her Command Chair, an oversized arm chair that she picked out herself from a furniture store we all visited when decking out the new apartments last month. Leo is on the other side of the couch from Lyra and me, pressing buttons on the controls to the entertainment center.

I have no idea what the buttons do or what devices most of the controls operate. Leo insisted on managing the setup and composition of the entertainment and gaming systems, and I suspect it was always a plot from the teenager to make sure he was the only one who knows how it all works. 

“So what is it, exactly, that we’re going to be watching?” Lyra asks. 

“Well,” Leo says, pausing as he hits a few more buttons before setting down all but one of the controllers and turning to look at Lyra and me, “remember a couple months after the con when Jack asked me to use the alien computer stuff to go hack into all of the convention center’s security camera archives and the Lexington police network and delete everything that could possibly be used against any of us in any way?”

That was not what I asked him to do. Well, not all of that, anyway. 

Lyra turns her head to look back at me, her eyebrow raised and lips pressed together. I know that look well, and I am in trouble. 

“I did not ask him to do that,” I protest, holding up my hands. 

Lyra’s other eyebrow joins the first, and I glance to Grendia in a vain attempt to call for help, only to see her expression somewhat matching Lyra’s. No help from the home team, I guess. 

“I did not tell him to do all of that,” I say. “Leo obviously, I am just now learning, took some liberties with his assignment.”

Lyra’s eyes narrow at the revision to my statement, but she thankfully turns back toward Leo, and I let out a silent sigh now that I am, for the moment, safe. I know Lyra will want to discuss this later. I really didn’t have a choice. We’ve been swamped with work setting up the new company, and the security risk of everything that happened at QUASITASTICON 9 is just too much to leave hanging up in the air. 

So yeah, I farmed a couple jobs out to Leo. Low-risk stuff, simple tasks, especially using some alien tech that would ensure that a child even younger than Leo would not get caught. Certainly nothing dangerous. Well, maybe. 

“And?” Lyra asks Leo. 

“Well, uhh,” Leo stammers and looks to me and Grendia before continuing. He then gets a huge grin on his face and starts laughing, “I found some really great footage that I just had to share!”

“Footage of what?” Grendia asks.

“Of you, actually,” Leo says. 

“Me?” Grendia asks as she tilts her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

Leo presses a button on the control, and an image of the convention center hallway flashes up onto the screen. It is a still image for the moment, as Leo has yet to press play on the footage, but it only takes a moment for me to spot two figures standing outside the doors to one of the panel rooms. 

 “That is Jarokin and myself at the con,” Grendia says before I can speak. 

“Yep,” Leo says, a broad smile on his face. He presses play, and the image moves forward. 

Grendia and I are having a conversation as the crowds pass by us, and after a few moments, we part ways. I walk out of the frame, and Grendia stands there for a long while as if wondering what to do. 

“Oh!” Grendia yells out. “I remember this part! Don’t you, Jarokin? It was right after the impromptu picture signings that the rude but cheerful lady showed up at and organized on the fly. It wasn’t really nice what we did to her, you know.”

Ah, yes. Of course. Who could forget my masterful plan to lure Bossy’s bounty hunters to me? My many injuries resulting from this particular string of brilliant decisions did not let me forget this day for a long time. 

“Where did you go?” Lyra asks. 

“To the food trucks,” I say. “I wanted tacos.”

“Yeah,” Leo says, “but that footage is boring. The good stuff stays here, with Grendia.”

We all look to Grendia, and she shrugs. “What? I have a life, too, ya know.”

“The next time I saw you that day,” I say, thinking back to my time being beat up in the alleyway, “is when they opened that door, and you were there, right on time, well, late, actually, and helped me defeat the bounty hunters.”

“Uhh,” Grendia holds up a finger to correct me, “I believe you mean showed up and saved your worthless butt from getting beaten and taken to a slave colony.”

“Semantics,” I say. 

“And boring,” Leo says. “Like I said, the good stuff is with Grendia. So, here it is, I’ve edited it all into a super-cut of security, phone, and other device footage that I scoured the web for and assembled my masterpiece, that I am calling, ‘GRENDIA’S THREE HOURS’.”

Leo pauses for dramatic effect, and when none of us clap or cheer and instead stare at him with blank faces, he frowns and shakes his head. 

“No respect,” he says. “I get no respect.”

“Okay,” I say, “let’s see it.”

“Is this going to make me even more upset about that terrible weekend?” Lyra asks me. 

I shrug. “No. Possibly. Maybe? Yeah.”

Lyra sighs as we watch Grendia move through the crowd. After a few moments, the title that Leo just shouted out to us appears overlaid on the screen, accompanied by suitably dramatic sci-fi music. 

“Does this mean I am a movie star now?” Grendia asks. 

“No,” I say. She gives me a death frown, and I am now scared of the next time I happen to be alone with either of the women in this room. I think I’ll need to hang out with Leo after this. 

“Shh,” Lyra says as she jabs me in the ribs. “It’s starting.”




“I do not remember this part,” Grendia says. 

We are watching her traverse back through the vendor hall. After becoming bored with the crowds in the outside hallways, she had stood in front of a map display of the convention center for almost five minutes before returning to the hall. Leo had not sped up the five minute study session at all, and we all sat there, watching Grendia gain tactical understanding of the building, according to her narration of her thinking.

“I think that’s because of what happens next,” Leo says. 

“No spoilers!” I chide. The cinema isn’t exactly riveting, but I have no idea what Grendia did in the between times where we were separated that weekend, and I am finding it thrilling to see what another Prentian does in order to acclimate to Earth environments and customs. 

As if anticipating what I wanted to see, the cameras switch to another view that shows Grendia stopping at a booth on the other side of the hall from mine, admiring a few costumes before trying one on. 

“Despite what that man said,” Grendia says, “I did not like being an elf princess. The ears alone were murder to fit on mine.”

“Maccomp usually handles that part,” I say. 

“Yes,” Grendia replies, “but I couldn’t exactly dial that in standing right in front of the human huckster.”

“Does that word mean what you intended to say there?” Leo asks. 

“Yes,” Grendia’s answer is forceful enough that none of us, including Leo, question her further. 

A few moments later, Grendia is out of the costume booth and walking toward the hall’s back entrance. 

“Why did you include that part in the movie?” Grendia asks Leo. 

“It was the only time you seemed uncomfortable around us humans,” Leo says. “I thought it added depth and development to the character.”

“What character?” Lyra asks. “She’s just a person walking around at a fandom convention at this point.”

“That’s why it’s called development,” Leo says. “Have to start with nothing before you get something.”

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’?” Grendia asks, her voice going up sharply at the end of her question, which is currently her best imitation of human annoyance.  

“Hold on,” Leo says. “It’s about to get good.”

Grendia narrows her eyes at Leo, but she does not say anything further. She turns her head back to watch the movie. 

“I remember now,” she says. “After the terrible costume trial, I was hungry and went toward the food court next to the main hall.”

We all watch as Grendia makes her way out of the vendor hall, and the camera angles briefly switch to a few social media posts that catch her striding out of the hall and back onto the main concourse. She is temporarily surrounded by a clutch of exuberant fans who notice her from earlier. 

“Aww,” Lyra says, “you patted that one on the head.”

As Grendia walks away, the girl starts stumbling around and needs the assistance of her friends to sit down on a nearby bench. 

“Eek,” I say. “You patted that one a little too hard, Gren.”

Grendia shrugs, “I was very new at being human.”

“Was?” Leo mouths silently in the direction of Lyra and me. 

My eyes get big in response, and Leo snaps his head back around, afraid that Grendia had seen his gesture. She had not, but it was fun to see him panic. 

I feel another gentle nudge in my ribs as Lyra expresses her opinions about me having fun at Leo’s expense. 

“Okay, so I sped this part up,” Leo says as the moving images advance in pace.

We watch Grendia peruse the foods at the food court, ultimately selecting a window from which she orders what looks to be chili cheese fries and a small tray of something fried. 

“What were those little fried things that you got with the fries?” I ask. 

“Jalapeno poppers, I believe is what they called them,” Grendia replies. 

“Did you like them?” Leo asks. 

“No,” Grendia replies firmly. “And yes. I don’t know.”

“Yeah, that matches,” Leo says.

“With what?” Grendia asks. 

Leo points to the screen just as Grendia is sitting down at a table and tries one of the poppers. She recoils as she bites down into it and tosses it back onto the pile, immediately going for her drink and guzzling it half down in one gulp. 

“Well, that’s a reaction,” Lyra says. 

“Just wait,” Leo says. 

We all stare at the screen as Grendia tires a few of the chili cheese fries.

“I really liked those chili cheese fries,” Grendia explains what we can clearly see playing out on the screen. 

“We all could have guessed that one,” I say. “You order them everywhere we go, even at places that clearly do not have chili, or cheese, or fries.”

Grendia on the screen then suddenly pauses and sets the next fry down, her gaze leering over at the pile of jalapeno poppers. She picks up the half-eaten popper and gobbles it up. She then eats four more in quick succession before pushing the rest of the plate away from her and resuming her assault on the chili cheese fries. 

“What was that?” I ask. 

“Like I said, it’s complicated,” Grendia says. “Those are a strange food. After I rejected the first bite, I kept thinking about it. And then I suddenly wanted more. And then, just as suddenly, I wanted none.”

“Welcome to Earth food,” Lyra says. “It’s good to know that it isn’t just us humans who have no idea why we inexplicably both love and hate certain foods.”

Lyra is right. My food like that is peanut butter. 

“Did we just time jump?” Grendia asks as the scene abruptly changes. 

“Yeah,” Leo says. “I got really bored after you got that third order of chili cheese fries and decided to cut out most of your massive food break.”

“Leo!” Lyra chides. “That’s rude.”

“It is okay, Lyra,” Grendia says. “Leo is correct. I also would have preferred to skip over that part.”

“We see why later!” Leo says, and then adds nothing more. 

“Who is that you’re talking to?” I ask, attempting to get us back to the action on the screen. 

“Oh, these two,” Grendia says, clearly remembering them. 

We watch a few more seconds in silence as the conversation between Grendia and two individuals who I swear do not look like they belong there goes through a few more exchanges. Then, almost too quickly for the security camera to catch it, Grendia delivers a swift jab to the midsection of one of them. He crumples to the floor as the other one steps back and looks like he is attempting to draw a weapon. 

But Grendia is too fast, and she advances on him as well, delivering a knife hand to his throat. This individual also drops to the floor. The whole exchange happens so fast that nobody around them appears to notice, for some strange reason. 

“How did nobody see that?” Lyra blurts out. 

“People are in their own little worlds at conventions,” I say. 

On the screen, Grendia looks around her and quietly steps away down the venue hall, doing her best to look nonchalant. She is kinda succeeding, until her head suddenly whips around toward something we can’t see on the screen, and she takes off in the opposite direction. 

“What happened there?” I ask. 

“I heard the one I punched in the guy yell into his communicator that he had a fix on my position,” Grendia explains. “I already knew that them finding me alone meant you were probably in danger, and after I heard him talking to someone, I knew I was right.”

The next few scenes are a running battle of Grendia darting down nearly empty hallways as she finds her way into the service corridors. 

“Wow, you really did study that map,” I say as I watch Grendia take confident turns through the winding maze.

“Yes,” Grendia says as the camera angle shifts to see her almost run right into the two guys from earlier as well as four additional goons. 

“Wow!” I say. “Bossy really had a lot of people in the convention center.”

“More than you know, less than she needed,” Grendia smiles as she nods to the screen. 

Grendia picks these guys apart. It’s not even a fair contest, really. Sure, they have numbers, but that’s all they have. Once her blades are out, Grendia is a whirling dervish of stabby action. One of them gets a shot in on her, and that only serves to make her visibly more angry, as if getting hit unlocks another level of Grendia. 

Super Grendia. 

Ouch. Ooo. Eek. 

It’s like one of the old Batman episodes. 

She pauses for a moment after the last of them have been dispatched. I look to Lyra, who has covered her eyes for this part. I don’t blame her. This kind of violence is something I probably shouldn’t have let Leo watch, either. Not that I could have stopped him. He’s the one who found the footage in the first place. 

“How did you know where to go next?” I ask. “I’m pretty sure you’re about to join up with me again.”

As if in answer to my question, the Grendia on the screen leans down and picks up an earpiece from one of the downed goons and puts it in her ear. She then looks around for a moment before sprinting down the corridor. 

“So that explains why you were bloody and out of breath when…”

“SHHH!” Leo hisses at me. “This is the best part.”

“I was there, ya know,” I say. 

“Well, yeah, but Lyra hasn’t seen this part,” Leo says. 

“Do I have to?” Lyra asks. 

“Maybe we skip ahead a bit,” I suggest to Leo. 

Leo’s face takes on the teenager sulk of disappointment, the one that accompanies the ruination of their whole world, and he throws in a huffy sigh. 

“Fine, but only cause Lyra can’t handle it,” Leo says. 

Leo fast forwards through Grendia’s run to the alleyway and her grand entrance to the fight out back with Bossy and her crew. A moment later, I run back into the building, chasing after the guy that ran away. The action stays with Grendia, who is still fighting Bossy. Then the camera goes dead in a bright flash. 

“What happened there?” I ask. 

“I dunno,” Leo says. “I can’t find any footage until much later. Something happened to the cameras in the area.”

I look to Grendia. 

“Bossy used an energon grenade to escape,” she says. 

“Ah,” I say, looking to the humans. “Pretty much a super flashbang with a tiny bit of EMP added in for good measure.”

“Am I supposed to know what any of that means?” Lyra asks. 

“Bossy gave Grendia the slip,” Leo says. 

Lyra looks to Grendia, concern on her face, “I’m sorry.”

Grendia shrugs, “It let me go find Jarokin, who, it turns out, really needed my help just then.”

“Oh yeah! That was around the time I collapsed in the middle of a bunch of humans who should have all been dead along with me!”

“WHAT?!” Lyra turns on me. “You definitely left that part out!”

“Oh, ah,” I say. 

Dammit. I’m in trouble. I had left that part out of the story I told Lyra about the weekend. No reason to let the humans know that they’re only still here because a gravity grenade somehow malfunctioned after I accidentally hit it with a disruptor bolt.

“It’s fine,” I say and try to wave off the issue. 

Lyra’s lips tighten over her teeth. “Jack. You left some stuff out. Is that all?”

“Yeah,” I say, trying desperately to remember if I’m lying. “Should be. Probably. Let’s go back to the tapes.”

Both of Leo’s eyebrows are raised, and his expression clearly conveys that he knows I’m in the most trouble of all of us. He may even mistakenly believe that he’s in the clear, but I know Lyra better than that. And he should, too. 

On the screen, another time jump has happened, and we see a series of moving shots where Grendia pushes my unconscious body and all of my suitcases on a hotel cart through a hallway. She gets on an elevator and gets off on another floor, eventually depositing me in the room in which I later wake up. 

“I feel like we’ve skipped a lot,” I say.

“That’s all I got,” Leo says. “We’re almost to the end.”

The rest of the footage is Grendia going from place to place in the hotel, getting supplies to help me recover. At one point, she begins to look uncomfortable and places a hand on her stomach. 

“The chili cheese fries,” Leo remarks. 

In her chair, Grendia solemnly nods. “Yes. I learned about chewable antacids that day.”

“Is that why you always have a bottle of those with you?” I ask.

Grendia only looks at me, a severe look on her face as she nods. “And I still do not understand why all of you do not.”

The movie ends as Grendia returns to the hotel room, looks around one last time before entering, and closes the door behind her. We pretty much know the rest of the story past that point. 

The end credits roll, most of which are just Leo giving himself the credit as the Producer, Director of Photography, Visual Effects Supervisor, and so forth. The cast list is short but accurate. It’s too bad he can never show this to anybody. He might have a future as a filmmaker. 

“Well,” Lyra finally says, “that was something, Leo. Definitely something.”

“Thanks!” Leo says, unmoved by his sister’s obvious noncommittal attitude toward what we all just watched. 

“What did you think, Gren?” I ask. 

“It was an accurate representation of the time as presented, yes,” Grendia says. 

“I think that’s the best review you’re going to get,” I say to Leo. 

He beams with pride. 

“Good,” he says. “I’ll put it on the website with the rest!”

“The…WHAT?!!” I scream. 

“The website,” Leo repeats as if nothing is out of the ordinary. “It’s already got like ten thousand views, and people say I should submit the film to one of those independent festivals.”

I sigh, knowing I should have seen this coming, and look to Grendia.

“Leo!” Lyra yells at her brother. “This could expose Jack and Grendia and all the alien stuff! How could you be so reckless as to… No, wait, I know the answer to that. You’re just your own stupid self, aren’t you? Didn’t learn a thing through this whole…”

“Hey, calm down sis,” Leo says. “It’ll be okay.”

“Okay?!!” She is still yelling. “OKAY?!!!”

Leo recoils slightly the louder she gets. Lyra stands up and begins pacing. 

“How in your tiny, teenage boy brain could you ever think that this would be okay?” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Leo says. “I got us all covered.”

“Oh, this I gotta know,” I say. “How, exactly, do you have us all covered?”

“Easy,” Leo smiles. “I didn’t submit the film as a documentary. I submitted it as fiction. See? No problem.”

I open my mouth to respond, but I can’t find a hole in his logic. 

“Humans,” I say.

“Yes,” Grendia agrees. “Humans. This is what they are.”
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