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      Ah, social workers. Geeks to the very last. Dangle a new treatment or diagnosis in front of us and we’re like starving dogs after a steak. Even after getting my doctorate I was still hungry for the new and strange. Leave the mundane cases to other social workers who struggle with learning how to use their iPhones, never mind being up on bleeding edge psychology. My proudest ‘weird’ accomplishment was when I successfully defended a doctoral thesis on clinical lycanthropy and its implications in cultural attitudes and xenophobia. Soon after, I managed to land a professorship in one of the country’s oldest universities where I enjoyed the privilege of making my fellow teachers believe that I was insane.

      The rest of the staff might think I was nuts, and I ate alone in the faculty lounge more often than not. But my classes were always full. I consistently turned out high-performing students and provided clinical supervision for students working in psychopathology internships.

      Despite my fondness for tales best left to Weekly World News, I worked hard to provide the support necessary for properly treating and navigating care for patients with the most complex disorders. The sort of people the medical world had abandoned. The werewolf stuff provided an outlet and an opportunity for inventive therapies, and together my colleagues and I had great success in giving patients peace of mind.

      I had just finished wrapping up a lecture on schizophrenic hallucinations and turned around to see my fan club. They were an ever-changing group of four or five students who stayed after to ask questions. I tried to make my lectures as interesting as possible, and if I ever needed validation that I wasn’t boring my students to sleep in their chairs, this was it. Today’s crop peppered me with questions about the frequent tie-in of biblical and religious figures in hallucinations and the fact that these deities and devils seemed to be a common theme worldwide, regardless of the patient’s country or background. I would have spent another hour with them if I could have, but after fifteen minutes or so I shooed them out the door with promises to e-mail them links to the relevant literature.

      When the last one left, I waited a moment for the click of the door. I loved my job but teaching a few classes a day really took it out of me. My family made good-natured jokes when I first announced my intention to study social work, saying that I was finally taking the initiative to conquer my life-long dislike of other people. They weren’t entirely wrong. I love people, but they exhausted me. I made a habit of keeping that little slice of time between classes sacred for myself. They keep me sane and help me to decompress before the next lecture. I used to smoke between classes but since the campus instituted a no-smoking ban on campus it was too much work to trod outside the grounds and make it back in time, especially during the New England winters.

      Before the door could shut, a large hand stopped it from closing. I rolled my eyes at the intrusion and prepared myself for the worst. If the dean was there to lecture me about how I needed to remain clinically relevant in my coursework again I thought I might experience a little demonic possession of my own.

      The heads of my department kept a sharp eye on me, most of them favoring a more traditional approach. A few colleagues over the years had called for my firing. The rest simply avoided me as much as possible. One or two are friendly, though, and I tried to be as unobtrusive as possible to keep them from catching flak-by-association. The dean usually avoided me, but he seemed to take special pleasure in finding little ways to keep me on my toes.

      Instead of the pudgy middle-aged man I expected, a refrigerator sized monster of a man clad in a black suit and a military buzz cut stepped inside. Rigid. Military, or ex-military. Fucking huge. No gun. Not threatened. I mean, why would he be? There wasn’t a human alive who could even touch this guy without a lot of bullets at their disposal.

      “Are you Ms. King?” the mountain of a man asked.

      Ms? “It’s Dr. King, actually.” I earned that title, he’d better use it. But I feel less confident with each footstep he took toward me. If he looked huge when he stepped into the room, he seemed gargantuan as he got closer. By the time he was within arm’s reach of me I realized that I had to look up to talk to him. I was over six feet tall myself. This guy was a hulk!

      I steeled myself to speak with the Mountain. “And you are?”

      “Are you the woman who published the essay titled Xenopsychological Perspectives on Theoretical First Contact?” The refrigerator had a tired voice, not in a weary way but as if this task was beneath him.

      “Yes,” I say. I felt in my pocket for my phone and contemplated placing a call to security. If there wasn’t a very good reason for this guy being there, I wanted him gone. Even I wasn’t stupid enough to think I could get out of the room with him standing between me and the door.

      The man smiled. Oh good. Mountain man was either a conspiracy nut or the dean had finally called in someone to drag me out of the university and deposit me into a nice padded room for my ‘quirks.’ I enjoyed that putting together that paper, even though it probably did more to hurt my career than help. I was damned proud of it. The paper was an odd one: a study on something that hadn’t happened yet. Despite our looking, we hadn’t yet run into intelligent life on planets other than Earth.

      At the rate humanity was going, I figured the paper might come in handy sooner rather than later. We had found bacteria on Mars over a decade ago and several prominent agencies had claimed to receive radio signals from places too far away to be related to our spacecraft. No little green men had appeared yet, but my paper went over some solid possibilities.

      “Who are you?” I asked. He still hadn’t answered me. “Actually, I have a class to get ready for. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like you to leave.”

      “No such agency,” came a voice from the back of the room. A woman walked down the aisle toward me. When she reached me she held her hand out to shake mine. I stared. She stood a good six inches shorter than me, her hair in a chestnut brown bob. She wore a flawless white blouse and a pencil skirt. Heels, but sensible ones. Unremarkable, cookie cutter department store outfit. No jewelry. I was fully expecting her to introduce herself as the mountain’s secretary or something. This mousy little woman couldn’t possibly be important as the massive jarhead standing behind her.

      She met with my eyes with a little smile, as if expecting me to laugh at the overused joke. I didn’t. Her smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Dr. King, I need you to come with us. Please.”

      Fuck no, I thought. “Could I see some ID? Yours. Not his. He stays back there.” I glanced toward the man who was now behind his colleague, silent and still as a statue.

      The woman took out her badge and flashed it at me. I didn’t catch her name, but the badge looked legitimate enough. Agent Something-or-Other with the National Security Agency. Fantastic.

      “Why do you need me to come with you?” I knew that my computer’s search history probably had raised a few eyebrows with the government but it’s not like I’d done anything illegal. Well, not in a few years, but the statute of limitations was up on those. Maybe one of my papers had been misconstrued. Maybe I had pissed someone off, someone high up. We were suffering from an outbreak of ignorance and racism that seemed to get worse every year. Some people didn’t like that I made a point of encouraging my students to get involved with LGBTQ rights and serving people of color. This was one social worker stereotype that held true for me. One of my former students was even elected to Congress and was battling for a change to Title IX that would cover minority groups the initial law didn’t protect. Throughout my years in practice and in academia I had been confronted with everything from accusations of being an instrument of Satan to death threats. After a particularly nasty brush with a stalker, I decided I wouldn’t allow myself to be scared out of the field. Mental health professionals filled the gaps where physicians and nurses couldn’t. It was our responsibility to lift up the people the system ignored and our personal beliefs did not matter. It was the job.

      “Please,” the woman said. “Time is of the essence.” She tapped her foot insistently on the floor, nervousness creeping through her otherwise professional demeanor.

      “And if I don't want to go with you?”

      The woman jerked her thumb at her hulking colleague. “I’m afraid that is what he’s here for. I’d rather not take that route if it can be helped, but I won’t ask again.”

      I looked from her to him and to the door. The woman caught the flickering of my eyes and sighed. “I promise you, that really won’t work. We have agents surrounding the building. Let’s go.”

      I cursed mentally, starting to feel a little panicked. “Let me at least gather my things,” I said.

      “That really won’t be necessary. John,” the woman nodded toward her giant associate, “will gather them for you.” She stepped toward me. “I need to pat you down.”

      “Look, I’m all for a bit of friendliness but surely you don’t think I’m packing heat in a classroom?” I wasn’t keen on her taking my phone, which I had a feeling she’d do. I remembered what my Dad said when I was just a teenager. “Never fuck with the government, Alex. They’re bigger, they’re stronger, and they sure as shit don’t care about what you think.”

      Back then the government had just instituted the first sweeping violations of the Constitution, passing legislation that permitted agencies like the National Security Agency to tap phone lines, review e-mails, keep records of internet use, and build profiles on every American citizen. We were indoctrinated into believing that losing some freedoms was better than dying in a terrorist attack.

      Dad knew all about how the government operated. He’d spent six years in the Marine Corps, narrowly avoiding being shipped off to war by a sympathetic drill instructor.

      Keep your head down.

      Yes sir, yes ma’am.

      Then you get the hell out of there, first chance you can.

      “I’m afraid it’s my job, Doctor. Do you have anything on you that might be sharp or poke a hole in me?” The woman snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves.

      I shook my head, not appreciate the sarcasm in her tone. Who did these people think I was, a social worker turned spy? Secret drug runner for the rich and privileged? I rolled my eyes and spread my arms and legs, TSA style.

      The woman started with my arms, patting along the sleeves. She made me unbutton the cuffs of my shirt and brushed her fingers under my wrists. Looking under my collar, she paused at my necklace, a jade carving I had received as a gift from a mentor while studying in New Zealand for my Master’s. She handled it delicately, turning it over to ensure what, that I wasn’t hiding anthrax under it? These government types were so overcautious. I suppose it came with the territory.

      Next came the chest, waistline, and the legs of my jeans. She told me to lift my cuffs while she searched. Then my mid-calf leather boots had to come off as well. I’d discovered that most men – and a fair number of women – paid more attention in class whenever I wore them, so they were my go-to footwear. She turned them over, then swiped her fingers underneath the tongues. She handed them back and I pulled them back on, doing my best with the laces while standing.

      The woman nodded to John. He seemed to relax a fraction of an inch. I tried to reassure myself the government goons if they wanted me dead or in a straight-jacket, I would be already. Seeing as I had no choice, I might as well go quietly. I had no idea what the hell the government wanted with a social worker, especially one who spent her career dedicated to the stranger parts of psychology. What could they possibly be after? Maybe they wanted me to look into the motivations of suicide bombers, or to pull a Minority Report on suspicious foreign agents. Just so long as I didn’t end up trapped in a room and being fed terrorist profiles in hopes of predicting their next move. My patience only went so far.

      John shoveled my things into my briefcase. I winced as my brand new laptop clunked against the chair as he shoved it in. I didn’t think that the government would shell out for any repairs.

      I turned toward the female agent and cocked my head toward the door. “Let’s go already.”

      She smirked, then motioned for John to lead the way. He took my briefcase and set out through the door. We were off – to where, I still didn’t know.
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      I breathed a sigh of relief as we walked through the building. It was study period. Most of the students would be lounging around in the library or sipping overpriced coffee in the campus cafe. I really didn’t want to feature on anyone’s Snapchat or Instagram story. If photos or video surfaced of me being led outside by government agents, I could kiss my professorship goodbye, never mind getting tenure.

      As we neared the outer doors of the building I felt a change in the air pressure. The woman pushed the door open and my hair was blown back by a sudden wind. A helicopter sat a short walk from the academic building, big rotors whirling. I froze in place, stunned by the deafening noise. The woman took my arm and gently tugged me toward the aircraft. I was going in there? Shit!

      A large Humvee was parked a little ways behind it, no doubt housing more agents to “help me along” if I balked at taking a ride with them. The grass around the chopper was blown flat as the blades blasted air downwards. Men in dark suits surrounded the open doors and a young soldier carrying a rifle stood speaking to one of Big Brother’s men. He seemed new to me, but trying to look like he wasn’t. He fidgeted with the gun and flicked his gaze about the area. Scanning for trouble? He sure was nervous. Whatever was going on was a big deal. At the sight of us, the soldier straightened and headed around the other side of the helicopter.

      I looked at the agents. “Seriously?” I had to shout to be heard.

      The woman didn’t burn out her voice trying to respond. She just jerked her head toward the helicopter. Thank god I didn’t believe in heels. I stepped on the helicopter’s landing skids and took the hand of the sympathetic looking young soldier who’d climbed in before us. As I was about to step in, my vision was struck by a strange glint on the metal of the helicopter. Looking up, I couldn’t believe what I saw. Where there should have been only the afternoon sun getting ready to slide down behind the hills, I saw two stars. I took off my glasses and blinked. Two suns. One was a different color than the other, the second a tinge of bright blue that stood out from the rest of the sky because of its sheer luminosity.

      That can’t be good, I thought. When did this happen? People weren’t panicking, so it was unlikely that this was the end of the world. But a glance back at Mr. Mountain and his female associate from the NSA told me that this was new to them, too. Had this new light just appeared in the sky while they were in collecting me? How was it connected to their arrival? I didn’t believe in coincidences.

      It made me uneasy to see something so strange up in the sky. Our DNA has been used to the same thing for millennia and when you change it even a little bit, the primal urge to run back to our caves and hope we don’t die creeps in.

      Before I could examine the suns further, the soldier pulled insistently on my arm and guided me into a helicopter seat. He grasped the straps of the safety harness and started to pull them down to buckle me in but stopped at my look.

      I had been manhandled enough today and didn’t want some twenty-something kid buckling me in like a toddler. He froze, indecision plain in his eyes. He definitely got my message, but protocol was protocol. I softened the look and made a show of moving my arms to let him finish strapping me in. The guy was only trying to do his job. If I had to be stuck with these government goons all day, I’d be a bit on edge myself.

      The agents stepped in behind me and took their seats, John’s head scraping the ceiling. The soldier slammed the doors shut, and I had the feeling of being shut in a steel box. The female agent motioned to me to put on a headset that hung from a hook next to my seat as the rotors spun faster and the high-pitched whine of the rudder propeller joined the noise.

      I gripped the side of the chair tightly as the helicopter took off. Definitely not my favorite feeling! It wasn’t like being in an airplane where you had the predictable lifting of the nose to tail. Instead, the helicopter lurched nose-down as it took off. The fuselage wobbled from side to side, then we ascended vertically. I mustered the courage to look down at the campus and grinned at the crowd forming in the area where we’d taken off. Most of the students held their phones up, grabbing photos or video. So much for getting away unseen and unrecorded! But this ought to be a hell of a story. I resisted the urge to wave down at them, though none of them would be able to see my face from this high up. I settled instead for a smug sense of satisfaction as the dean and a senior professor joined the throng. They would be in for a shock when I didn’t show up for my next class. The math wasn’t that hard to figure out. I wanted to crow at them, who’s the crackpot now, suckers? That was too good to pass up. I pulled my phone out of my pocket to snap a shot of their shocked faces before we were too high. But my phone’s screen was dark and didn’t respond. Out of battery? Not likely. But it was dead as doornail. Weird. I put it away to worry about later.

      The female agent and John sat across from me and the young soldier to my right. The soldier was gazing out the window with a smile. It was plain that this was his favorite part of his job. We ascended and veered west toward the city. Once we got going, things settled into a more predictable flight. I started to drift off a little. The sound of the blades was even and regular, making the kind of hum that always put me to sleep as a little girl flying in airplanes. John and the young soldier were chatting on a closed channel. Probably trading war stories. The female agent scrolled on a tablet.

      All of them kept sneaking looks at the second sun. So did I. I wanted to ask what the hell it was, but I was even more afraid of what the answer might be as I was of not knowing. That bluish light had to be connected to the agents’ arrival – right? But how?

      I forced myself to relax. This sure as hell wasn’t a joy ride, but it was going to be an adventure. I hoped it was going to be one of those stories I’d be able to tell for years. The ones you break out to impress. The ones that come from doing something challenging.

      Those are the best kind.
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      “Where the hell are you taking me?” I asked into the headset’s microphone. My earlier patience was fraying fast.

      “I’m not at liberty to say. You’ll be briefed when we arrive, Dr. King.” The woman returned to reading her tablet.

      The feeling that something was very, very wrong nagged at me. That wasn’t helped by the pilot putting the helicopter through some seriously crazy maneuvers. I tried to breathe normally as the helicopter lurched, turning. The treetops below us seemed awfully close and the anxiety I felt when we took off came back with a vengeance. The young soldier accompanying us noticed my discomfort and grinned.

      “It gets worse, ma’am.” His eyes sparking with excitement.

      I looked at John. The corners of his mouth had turned up ever so slightly, the ghost of a smile. It was the first touch of humanity I’d seen in him. If I stretched my mind I could imagine a younger, fresh-faced man in uniform, trying not to look scared shitless as his pilot maneuvered the helicopter to its limits as a warm welcome to the recruits he ferried.

      The female agent looked to me like she’d never been anything but stern, tight lipped and serious. It was clear that helicopters weren’t her favorite thing either. Despite my discomfort, it was nice to know that I wasn’t the only person here who wished we were already on the ground.

      As we flew, the ride got smoother again. I saw the city coming into view. The sun – suns! – were just starting to shine on the buildings, turning them into reflective columns of light.

      It looked like weren’t headed toward the city after all. The helicopter veered southwest. A short distance outside the city limits stood a flat, squat building that screamed “top secret experimental base”. I squinted at a large perimeter fence surrounding the building. The grounds were dotted with spotlights. The fencing had looping lines of barbed wire attached to the top. I could make out vehicles and men moving around the grounds. A single road led up to a gate where two concrete towers sat with spotlights mounted on top of them, looking like an entrance to a poorly designed medieval castle. I had no doubt that there was some nasty firepower sitting in those towers, ready to put a bullet through anyone who got too close.

      The helicopter began its descent. I braced myself, hoping that landings were better than takeoffs but I was getting the feeling that this was one of these things where the opposite was true.

      Then all hell broke loose.

      I felt the helicopter shudder just before sparks erupted in the helicopter’s cockpit, bouncing off the windows and bulkhead. I caught a glimpse of the pilot’s console. The screens that previously displayed information about the helicopter started to glitch, colors flashing and data blinking out of existence. All at once there were far fewer lights on the instrument panel than there had been at takeoff. The pilot slammed his helmet visor down and patted his body, making sure that his clothing hadn’t caught fire.

      John reached for a fire extinguisher bolted under the seat. The pilot waved him off. “Instru—”, the pilot’s voice crackled in the headset and died, replaced by a high-pitched whine. I ripped off my headphones.

      The soldier unbuckled himself and leaned toward the cockpit. The pilot hand signaled for to him to sit down. Alarms blared, mechanical and out of synch, lights flashing on the instrumentation panel.

      

      I didn’t mean this kind of adventure!

      The pilot turned the helicopter away from the buildings toward an open field near the base, looking for a safe place to land. The helicopter shuddered again and then lost altitude fast. I barely had time to process the fact that I was about to die when I saw bright blue bolts of lightning below us.

      Not lightning, I thought. Power lines.

      The lines themselves looked like they had been cut halfway between the pylons and thrashed like a dying animal. Blue bolts of energy arced wildly. We were pitching more and I thought I heard the female agent scream. Maybe it was me.

      The rush of adrenaline slowed time almost to a standstill. The female agent’s hair floated like a halo as the helicopter banked sharply. John’s eyes grew wide when saw the power lines sparking. The young soldier tightened his hands on his seatbelts. Even the bright lines of electricity froze mid-air.

      I sucked in a breath as the lightning arced toward us.

      The world went black.

      I came to seconds later to a helicopter that felt like it was in a tornado, fuselage spinning on its axis, making it impossible to tell which direction we were falling. The cabin smelled like electricity. It reminded me of the lightning bolt that had struck the tree next to my house when I was a child. Outside the window a piece of rotor snapped off and whizzed away.

      Someone slapped my cheek. I felt a pressure against my shoulder and turned my head to see one of John’s staring down at me, an uncharacteristically concerned look in his eyes. I shot him the finger, a clear sign that I was awake and aware. I copied the pilot’s body check. I wasn’t on fire. I was still breathing and could feel my extremities – for the moment at least! That was a good start.

      The pilot still struggled to get his aircraft back under control. Then the engine died. The roaring sound vanished like a switch was flipped. It was replaced with the fading whine of the blades as they slowed down.

      John motioned for me to cross my arms over my chest and tuck my chin. The woman and young soldier were already in crash positions. The ground rushed up with dizzying speed. I shut my eyes. I hoped it wouldn’t hurt too much. Last thoughts raced through my brain. I wished I’d smoked that last cigarette I was thinking about earlier. I wished I had called my parents last week like I meant—

      The helicopter crashed with a sound like the end of the world. My entire body lifted off the seat, held down only by the straps buckling me in. The frame shuddered, plowing itself through dirt and grass. I heard the soldier shout. The woman was quiet.

      When the vibrations finally stopped I opened my eyes and unclamped my hands from the seatbelts. I felt like I’d been kicked in the chest by a horse. My head hurt. I gingerly touched the goose egg forming from when I had gotten knocked out earlier. I felt like I was on a boat in rough seas.

      The pilot unbuckled himself and climbed toward us. His visor was up, and I saw his face for the first time. He was older, likely a career soldier. Definitely not his first flight emergency, judging from how calm and collected he seemed. He grasped my face gently with both hands and stared at my eyes, nodding as he saw them focus. He checked the others and then pushed the side door open.

      I released my straps and tried to stand but dropped to my knees as pain and dizziness overwhelmed me. John reached out and caught me before I could hit the deck. He helped me stand, hoisting my arm over his shoulders. “Come on, doctor. There you go.”

      I coughed as I tried to orient myself in a world that wouldn’t stop spinning. Two Humvees arrived on the scene. Soldiers in firefighting gear jumped out and sprayed down the helicopter, even though I didn’t see any flame or smoke.

      An older man dressed in a featureless black jacket and tie with salt and pepper hair stepped from one of the vehicles. He nodded to me as he approached.

      “Welcome to Camp Duban, Dr. King.”

      I lifted my head and blinked hard. The adrenaline was wearing off and my mind was foggy. Everything felt surreal, like I had stepped into a video game. John helped me into the Humvee. He said something to the man in the suit, his fist pumping up and down horizontally at the wrist.

      Yes, she’s alive and unhurt. Easy enough to understand.

      John shut the door and slapped his palm loudly on the back of the vehicle twice. As we started to drive away from the wreckage, I remembered why I hated these all-terrain vehicles. Every jolt and movement of the car sent pain lancing through my bruised body. I wasn’t looking forward to getting a look at myself later. Right now, I just prayed this ride would end. Soon.

      The older agent reached into the side compartment of the vehicle and offered me a bottle of water. I took it and drank greedily. When the cool water hit my throat and stomach, it cleared the fog from my brain and washed the dryness from my mouth.

      “My name is Director Agarwal,” the man said. “Are you all right, Dr. King?”

      No, not really. What sort of stupid question was that? That wasn’t what he wanted to hear, though. I nodded, finishing off the last of the water.

      “One hell of a ride, huh?” He smiled.

      Despite feeling weaker than a newborn kitten, I wanted to punch him. I had been practically kidnapped out of my classroom by government agents and survived a helicopter crash. To top it all off I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I was tired, achy, and annoyed, and the cloak and dagger routine had officially pissed me off.

      Instead of expressing my feelings with my fists I managed a tight smile. “You could say that.”

      “I appreciate your patience, Doctor, and your understanding. Normally we would reach out in a less dramatic manner but, as I’m sure you’ve heard, we need your help right away.”

      I took my glasses off and rubbed my face. “Why? All you people have done today is tell me over and over that my help is essential. Please. Tell me why I’m here.”

      “We’re almost there. Just a few minutes more, and I promise you’ll be properly briefed.”

      The Humvee neared the base. The compound was much larger than it had looked from the air. The grounds were dotted with smaller structures, most likely troop housing. We passed them, heading instead toward the largest building nestled in the center of the base.

      The building was the very definition of nondescript. Grey concrete walls with a small outer door of heavy-duty steel. The Humvee rolled to a stop and Director Agarwal stepped out. He turned and offered his hand to help me out of the vehicle. He walked ahead of me to the door and scanned a keycard taken from a lanyard around his neck. As I passed through the door, he scanned it again, registering that two people had entered the building under his name. The long corridor inside the door ended at an elevator. I heard sounds coming from through the walls so there must have been other rooms, but this one was isolated and heavily fortified. It was obviously made to keep whoever was in it in and anyone outside out. The director pushed a button next to the elevator and placed his palm on a scanner which turned from a dark blue to green. The elevator opened with a bong and he gestured for me to enter first.

      This way to the secret labs, I thought.

      The elevator descended forever, floor numbers flashing by. The director put his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels, avoiding my gaze as much as possible. When he caught my eyes once or twice, a pained smile crossed his face. In an attempt to avoid the false friendliness, I decided to take a detailed inventory of my surroundings. Two factor entry into the building, and everything heavily fortified. The elevator was built as strongly as the rest of the building with steel walls, floor, and ceiling. Two cameras were mounted in the corners of the ceiling, blank lenses watching our every move. The elevator finally slowed to a stop. When the doors opened, I stared. This wasn’t a laboratory. It was a massive control room. It looked like I had stepped onto the set of Wargames if it had been set in the modern day.

      “The only way to win is not to play,” I murmured to myself, stepping out of the metal box.

      In the middle of the room was a massive monitor showing a map of the world. Varicolored dots specked the map along with code-named designations. There was a large red dot that seemed to track across the map in real time. A satellite, I realized. Maybe even the International Space Station. In front of the monitor were rows of computers set into the floor so it formed a kind of bullpen. People sat behind them, some wearing the pixelated uniforms of a military branch, others in plain white or blue dress attire. Closest to us was an observation platform where several people in suits milled around in a tight group, clearly discussing something they didn’t want the rest of the room to overhear. I recognized one of them-the Congresswoman from my home state. Whatever this was, it was a very big deal. The director led me to a chair and motioned for me to have a seat. I stifled a sigh. More ‘hurry up and wait’. Lovely.

      While I waited, I took in the scene. This complex was enormous. It had to be the main purpose for the existence of the base above. Two main hallways sprouted from the entrance into the control room, blockaded by dual swinging doors. Soldiers scanned their ID badges while coming and going in a rush. Everyone in the room was acting like they were in the middle of a crisis. The politicians formed their own little huddle. Several were seated with laptops balanced on their laps while others tried to make themselves heard on phones over the din. I overheard a few fielding calls from the press. The anxiety radiating from that corner of the room was palpable even at a distance.

      The elevator was the only way back to ground level that I could see. Soldiers stood on either side of the elevator doors at attention and another two soldiers mirrored their positions outside the control room. Tight security. Try to escape and I would find myself on the wrong end of an M-16. That trapped feeling I had been fighting all day came back in a rush, and I had to take a few deep breaths to calm my suddenly racing heart.
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      An Air Force officer climbed the steps out of the computer pit. He came up to me and shook my hand. I blinked hard a couple of times, half convinced that I was dreaming. Like many geeky kids of my generation, I’d had grown up with movies and games that depicted this kind of thing. But never in my life did I think it actually existed, never mind that I would be standing there seeing it. I wasn’t sure whether to feel awed or terrified.

      “Dr. King,” the officer smiled. “I expect you have a few questions.”

      “To start, yes. Where the hell am I?” I tried not to gape at the massive display in front of me. I was staring at classified information on every military flight in the country. The sheer number of planes in the air was mind-boggling. I was tempted to snap a photo on my phone and realized that it was no longer in my pocket. John must have taken it off of me while I was recovering from the crash.

      “You are in a classified government facility designed to protect the human race,” the officer said.

      “How? Is this a nuclear attack response base?” It sure didn’t look like it. There were snapshots of near-Earth orbit on both sides of the central monitor. Numbers above it displayed a countdown next to the current time in GMT.

      “Not exactly. It is designed, for lack of a better term, to protect us from attacks by extraterrestrial life.”

      “What, you mean aliens?” I burst out laughing. “The United States government has thrown millions of dollars into protecting us from aliens?”

      My newfound guide didn’t laugh. “Millions would be underselling it. Come with me.”

      I followed him up the steps to a higher vantage point. From there we could see the entire room. He leaned against the iron railing and took a deep breath, like he was trying to steady his nerves. That didn’t make me feel better.

      “You see that monitor there?” He pointed to a monitor showing a gritty live stream of the moon occluded by what looked like a massive spaceship. Though I could only discern it’s outline, it didn’t resemble anything I’d seen outside of a sci-fi movie.

      “That image is live. We lost most of our satellites in the energy wave. This is our only eye in the sky. As near as we can tell, the blast that we’ve experienced was a massive electromagnetic pulse. Half of the global power grid is down.”

      “The crash…” I said.

      “Your chopper going down wasn’t an isolated incident. Most machines have shut down, anything with electronics.”

      “But not here,” I pointed out.

      “No, not here. We’re so well shielded you could drop an EMP directly over this place and we’d still be able to make our morning coffee.”

      “That’s great and all, but what does any of this have to do with me?”

      The officer gestured toward the ship on the screen. “It seems that not too many people have written professional papers on xenopsychology or first contact, Dr. King. You’re on our list as the subject matter expert. We need your help.”

      “My help? I don’t think this is within…I mean, with what?”

      “To predict the behavior of these visitors and, if possible, communicate with them. The EMP hitting us is an added bonus.” I snorted at his choice of words. “We weren’t expecting you to arrive in such dramatic fashion.”

      “Look, I’ve written theoretical papers. Ideas on what might happen, not what will happen.” I said. “We’re talking about real aliens? Genuine living, intelligent beings from another solar system?” The enormity of the situation dawned on me and suddenly the air in the base felt very thin. “This is real? That is an alien ship near our moon?”

      “That is our assumption, ma’am,” the officer said. “The ship slipped into a near-lunar orbit a few hours before the EMP hit Earth. We were monitoring it but didn’t want to take any action until we knew what was going on. We suspect the alien craft is somehow related to the pulse.”

      “So just after they showed up, you sent your people to get me?”

      “That’s correct. We wanted to be on top of the situation.”

      “Are we under attack?”

      “We have no proof of that or not ma’am. We are on the alert but not yet at DEFCON 3.”

      “What does that mean?” This was spiraling out of control. I hoped we might be dealing with Spielberg’s E.T., not Cameron’s xenomorphs.

      “It means that we might be going to war with an alien race,” the officer said. “There’s another problem. It might even be a bigger one.”

      “Bigger than an alien invasion?”

      “Without power, critical systems failing all over the world. People are dying in hospitals where generators won’t start up. Planes are falling out of the sky. Human civilization as we know it has ground to a halt. The worst part is that we don’t know if we’ll ever get power back. The pulse seems to have originated from a supernova, some nearby aberrant star that imploded unexpectedly, according to the big brains. They’re still trying to figure out if the EMP is the only problem we have to worry about. The rest of the world’s militaries may not know what we know. They may assume that we are the ones responsible for the EMP. We’re scrambling to make sure that we get the word out it wasn’t us. Thus far, any and all radio calls to the ship have gone unanswered. It is possible that they are ignoring us. It’s possible that they lost communications due to the EMP or for another reason. Either way, it’s dead silence all around.”

      “Sir!” a woman called up to us. She pointed at the largest screen.

      The ship was moving. It slid away from the moon and toward us, toward Earth.

      I hardly registered the officer’s words. “Well, shit. Here they come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            David

          

        

      

    

    
      I absolutely despised the heat. It was one of those summers where the last gasp of sweltering humidity seemed determined to see October. At the rate things were going, we would still be wearing our light uniforms in December. Half the reason I signed up for flight school in the first place was because I could spend most of my time in an air-conditioned cockpit.

      I was finishing up a little PT in the gym when the alarm on my watch went off. I jumped. More time had passed than I thought. I grabbed a quick shower and sprinted back to my quarters. I had less than fifteen minutes to get my ass to the hangar. I kept my uniform and gear handy at all times. You never know when the brass was going to call a drill. Even when you do know, it pays to have your shit together.

      It took me just twelve minutes to get to the hangar. I headed to my jet to run maintenance checks. Before I could reach it, every lightbulb in sight exploded all at once. The noise from the breaking glass cut through the hum of computers and engines. I dropped to the ground as blue arcs of current spiderwebbed the room and shattered glass fell everywhere.

      It was over as quickly as it started. Every instrument and electronic in sight had gone dark. I stood and saw a few small fires starting up but they were quickly extinguished by the ground crew. The fighters themselves would be all right; whatever had caused everything to short at once wouldn’t have fried the planes, thanks to their grounding cables.

      My squadron had carried out their training flawlessly. As the airmen recovered our CO rushed in. “Let’s go, boys! Wheels up in five!”

      We ran to our jets. I strapped in and was running pre-flight checks when I noticed that the flight crew was mounting air-to-air missiles on my plane. Standard practice in an attack scenario of course, but I could tell from the markings that they were nuclear tipped.

      There’s something about seeing nuclear missiles in person that no amount of training can prepare you for, and now I had them strapped to my jet.

      Oh, shit. This just got very, very real. This wasn’t a drill. They weren’t scrambling us as a precautionary measure. If they were strapping nukes on our planes, that short wasn’t a short. It must have been an EMP. That meant a foreign power had just made a first strike against the United States.

      I shook my head and finished my checks. My co-pilot jumped in behind me and thumped me twice on the shoulder. He looked familiar but I but didn’t have time to figure out who he was. For now, he was the guy who would watch my back, and I would watch his. Good enough.

      The tug attached itself to my plane and we moved slowly onto the runway. I shut and sealed my cockpit and tested the rudder controls. Once I was sure that everything that should move did move – and nothing that shouldn’t didn’t – I strapped my oxygen mask on and triple-checked that my microphone was active.

      “Flight checks complete, ready for takeoff.” My co-pilot echoed the statement.

      The tow truck disengaged from my jet and I gently pushed the throttle forward to bring the plane to the runway. As the fighter turned, I got a proper view of the hangar where ground crews sprinted across the airfield making sure each fighter was properly fueled and prepped for takeoff. Nonessential vehicles were headed into storage areas. Every jet we had was being suited up for battle. This is what we trained for, but I suspected more than a few people wondered when the other shoe would drop. If someone had taken out our defenses with an EMP, a nuclear detonation was sure to follow.

      We were next in line. The ground control radios were EMP-hardened, so at least I still had air traffic control to get me off the ground safety. The guy’s voice sounded young and scared to my ears. Not that I blamed him. “Alpha, Alpha, Alpha, now’s as good a time as any. Clear to take off. Go fuck them up for us, man.”

      I nodded, gave my ground crew a thumbs-up, and pushed the throttle forward.

      Once I was airborne, another fighter pulled up parallel with us. “Alpha, Alpha, Alpha, this is Little Papa. Good to go?”

      I smiled underneath my mask. It was Jim, one of the guys I’d trained with. We were stationed at the same base and had gone through a lot of shit together. I couldn’t ask for a better partner.

      “Let’s go, man.” I gave him a thumbs up and we raced across the sky together.

      “Flight, this is ground.”

      Finally, maybe we were going to get some answers about why we were up here. “Go ahead, ground.”

      “We’re sending intercept coordinates. You will be engaging a large aircraft entering our atmosphere. You’re to strike while the enemy aircraft is in the blackout zone.”

      Entering the atmosphere? What the hell were we shooting at? “Ground, can you confirm what our target is? Are we shooting down a satellite?”

      “Negative. Target is a large aircraft of unknown origin, presumed extra-terrestrial,” ground control replied.

      Extra-terrestrial, like not from Earth? Was this some kind of elaborate drill after all? “Ground, we’re shooting down a UFO? For real?”

      “Affirmative. The vessel is believed to have initiated the EMP which struck a few moments ago. It made for our atmosphere soon after and appears to be attempting to land. Engage and destroy.”

      Well, shit. This was new. My long-range radar was already picking up the UFO. It was bigger than an aircraft carrier and it was less than a minute from breaking into our atmosphere.

      Hitting the target while it was in blackout made sense. Any radar systems they had would be blind, or at least less functional. That wasn’t a huge window of time to hit the target. Worse, I’d have to rely on a targeting laser instead of radar myself. My fighter was going to be too damned close for comfort when those nukes went off.

      I harbored no delusions that the aliens – if that’s really what this UFO was-were defenseless. For all I knew, they’d blast us out of the air before we could get anywhere near them. I figured at least one of us would be able to get a nuke in before we went down.

      “Alpha, Alpha, Alpha, you get all that shit?” It was Jim, over the radio.

      “Affirmative, LP. We’re going to need to pour some steam on if we want to get within range in time,” I replied.

      “On it. Let’s do this!”

      I shook my head as I throttled up enough to break the sound barrier. If I’d known I’d be shooting down ET this afternoon, I maybe wouldn’t have gotten out of bed this morning. But this was my job. Someone had to stand between my people and anyone who wanted to hurt them. Might as well be me.
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      “Excuse me, Doctor.” The officer hurried down the stairs to attend one of the computers. A flurry of activity from the soldiers and suits around the room told me that this wasn’t a minor problem. A sign on the wall clicked from DEFCON 4 to DEFCON 3. I pressed myself against the wall while soldiers, officers, and politicians rushed past. The man who had been telling me about the ship was speaking into a red landline, his face a picture of concern that bordered on outright fear.

      He must have been speaking to the President. Even I knew that she was the only one with the authority to order a nuclear strike. What a responsibility, especially for such a young President. Alicia Lee was the youngest person elected to the office of POTUS in the history of the country. Her campaign was bolstered by backings from several tenured Congressmen who felt that it was time to shake decades of old politicians occupying the position. Since then she had led a bold administration that had managed to unite both sides of the aisle, even if it sometimes took a heavier hand than her male predecessors would have used.

      “Yes ma’am.” I heard him saying. “That’s correct. We have two birds ready to takeoff.” He nodded and listened for a few moments. “I understand. God be with us. Thank you Madam President.”He stood, placing the handset on the receiver. “Scramble the jets, we are going in hot!” he yelled to the room.

      A few cheers erupted, but the politicians and officers remained stoic. They were about to sentence their servicemen and women to death. It wasn’t something to celebrate. At the back of the bullpen, I spotted a young female officer in USAF blue and wearing a flight cap as she strode away from an older man who seemed to be her superior officer.

      I tapped her on the shoulder. “Hey, can you tell me what’s going on?”

      “We’re going to nuke it, doc,” the woman said. “We were willing to leave the aliens alone while they stayed near the moon but since they’re coming toward us-and after that EMP-we’re going to hit them before they can hit us.”

      I stared.

      “Dr. King,” she addressed me with a quick nod. “Well, looks like we’re going to nuke it,” she said. “We were willing to leave them alone if they stayed near the moon but now that they’re coming toward us and after that EMP, we’re hitting them before they can hit us.”

      I stared at her. “You’re going to blow them up? They didn’t do anything!”

      “We can’t take that chance. We’re talking about the entire human race here. Our birds in the air are going to strike before it can pass through our atmosphere. With any luck, their computers aren’t too different from ours and the blackout phase of entry will scramble any radar or targeting instruments they have. If they reach our lower atmosphere, there won’t be much we can do to stop them.”

      “I thought your team of scientists said the EMP was from a supernova. If that’s true, whoever is on that ship hasn’t done a thing to us.” Leave it to the military goons to toss reason out the window the first chance they get to blow something up.

      The woman licked her lips and peered at the screen.

      I persisted before she could say anything. “We’d be firing the first shot in a war we have no idea how to fight…with very little chance of winning.”

      Someone from the bullpen announced, “The craft has entered Earth’s exosphere.”

      The woman pursed her lips, then said, “I’m sorry, Dr. King. I have work to do.” She turned from me and walked off to rejoin the other personnel in execution of the strike.

      I listened as the radio feeds from the fighter pilots piped into the room. The pilots were issued coordinates for their target. I caught that they were armed with nuclear-tipped missiles, just four of them, but these had several times the power of the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Was it overkill? Not enough? I guessed we were about to see.

      A video feed from the lead pilot was placed alongside the satellite feed showing a bird’s eye view. The pilot was breathing hard and his point of view tilted as he made several passes by the alien ship.

      He must have been getting a better view of what he was up against… Or was it hesitation? After all, he must have known that even going near that ship meant risking his life. I wanted to think he was smart enough to consider his actions, but if the behavior I’d seen today was any indication of the overall military attitude, he was probably gunning to blow the alien invaders out of the sky without a second thought.
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      We were almost to the coordinates of the target, pushing our fighters’ altitude ceiling to the limit. A few minutes before our initial approach we got another confirmation over the radio. This was live fire, not a drill. Updated coordinates came through and I accelerated into my approach.

      That’s when I saw it.

      The massive starship glowed as it fell through the outer atmosphere. It wasn’t like anything I had ever seen, even in movies. It was roughly the shape of a Blackbird aircraft – except hundreds of times the size. It looked like someone had pulled the nose of the plane out ahead of the rest of the fuselage, Pinocchio style. At the very front of the ship was a structure that flared out a little from the rest of the nose. I couldn’t see it closely enough yet, but it was a different color from the rest of the hull and looked a little like a folded-up umbrella.

      A solar sail? Long-term ship, meant for long voyages. I was speculating, but if I had to guess I’d say these guys were a very long way from home.

      Instead of bulky, solid wings, it looked like someone has scooped chunks out of the sides, forming a kind of rounded horn-like wingspan. I spotted guns mounted on the inside of the wings and a bridge that extended above the rest of the craft. I could see an opening on it’s bottom, shielded by gargantuan blast doors. Circular openings on the sides of the ship made it look like an insect with its legs drawn in.

      The word ‘behemoth’ sprang to mind.

      How am I supposed to do anything more than scratch the hull of this thing?

      I flew a few passes to get a better look at what I was up against. The gun emplacements looked like the turrets we used to mount on old WWII bombers. Enough space for a single man and probably a hell of a firing radius.

      Metal plates overlapped most of the hull like an armadillo’s scales. The area around the engines and the structure supporting the bridge were especially reinforced. The wings were similarly armored but the plates did not completely enclose them. I saw at least three weak spots that were possible targets for the missiles.

      It dawned on me that I was about to fire the first shot in a potential war with an alien race.

      Aside from the fact that I would probably be vaporized soon after, I couldn’t help but question my orders. This was the first real proof of alien life in the universe and they were trying to land on our planet. But were they Invading, or just arriving? Did they not approach us before because they feared the very thing that was about to happen, that we would kill them?

      If I shot and the missiles were ineffective, I could be the man responsible for the extinction of the human race. Was taking the chance worth it?

      My finger hovered over the firing switch. When I joined the Air Force, I knew that I might have to kill fellow humans, but even our most grisly war wouldn’t match this if it went badly.

      We were about to detonate nuclear warheads on an alien spacecraft over American soil. The fallout would be felt on the ground and the additional EMP from the blast would fry most of the electronics still operating. We were about to plunge a panicked country into complete darkness on a hunch.

      No matter what happened to me up there, I was about to cause the deaths of a few hundred thousand people. No matter what happened, I would die a villain.

      I opened the onboard closed channel to ask my co-pilot if we should disengage, then saw my wingman drop his first missile, followed closely by his second.

      “Weapons green, weapons green,” came the call over the radio.

      Shit. I took a deep breath and pressed the trigger.

      “Missiles away,” I said. Please, God, let this be the right thing to do.

      I banked as the missiles sped through the upper atmosphere toward the massive alien ship.
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      We were almost to the coordinates of the target, pushing our fighters’ altitude ceiling to the limit. A few minutes before our initial approach we got another confirmation over the radio. This was live fire, not a drill. Updated coordinates came through and I accelerated into my approach.

      That’s when I saw it.

      The massive starship glowed as it fell through the outer atmosphere. It wasn’t like anything I had ever seen, even in movies. It was roughly the shape of a Blackbird aircraft – except hundreds of times the size. It looked like someone had pulled the nose of the craft out ahead of the rest of the fuselage, Pinocchio style. At the very front of the ship was a structure that flared out a little from the rest of the nose. I couldn’t see it closely enough yet, but it was a different color from the rest of the hull and looked a little like a folded-up umbrella.

      A solar sail? Long-term ship, meant for long voyages. I was speculating, but if I had to guess I’d say these guys were a very long way from home.

      Instead of bulky, solid wings, it looked like someone has scooped chunks out of the sides, forming a kind of rounded horn-like wingspan. I spotted guns mounted on the inside of the wings and a bridge that extended above the rest of the craft. I could see an opening on it’s bottom, shielded by gargantuan blast doors. Circular openings on the sides of the ship made it look like an insect with its legs drawn in. Circling most of the craft was a massive ring that must have spun while they were in space to create artificial gravity.

      The word ‘behemoth’ sprang to mind.

      How am I supposed to do anything more than scratch the hull of this thing?

      I flew a few passes to get a better look at what I was up against. The gun emplacements looked like the turrets we used to mount on old WWII bombers. Enough space for a single man and probably a hell of a firing radius.

      Metal plates overlapped most of the hull like an armadillo’s scales. The area around the engines and the structure supporting the bridge were especially reinforced. The wings were similarly armored but the plates did not completely enclose them. I saw at least three weak spots that were possible targets for the missiles.

      It dawned on me that I was about to fire the first shot in a potential war with an alien race.

      Aside from the fact that I would probably be vaporized soon after, I couldn’t help but question my orders. This was the first real proof of alien life in the universe and they were trying to land on our planet. But were they Invading, or just arriving? Did they not approach us before because they feared the very thing that was about to happen, that we would kill them?

      If I shot and the missiles were ineffective, I could be the man responsible for the extinction of the human race. Was taking the chance worth it?

      My finger hovered over the firing switch. When I joined the Air Force, I knew that I might have to kill fellow humans, but even our most grisly war wouldn’t match this if it went badly. We were about to detonate nuclear warheads on an alien spacecraft over American soil. The fallout would be felt on the ground and the additional EMP from the blast would fry most of the electronics still operating. We were about to plunge a panicked country into complete darkness on a hunch.

      No matter what happened to me up there, I was about to cause the deaths of a few hundred thousand people. No matter what happened, I would die a villain.

      I opened the onboard closed channel to ask my co-pilot if we should disengage, then saw my wingman drop his first missile, followed closely by his second.

      “Weapons free, weapons free,” came the call over the radio.

      Shit. I took a deep breath and pressed the trigger.

      “Missiles away,” I said. Please, God, let this be the right thing to do.

      I banked as the missiles sped through the upper atmosphere toward the massive alien ship.
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      I watched with a mix of horror and fascination as the missiles appeared on the radar. I didn’t know if I should be hoping they impact or not; if they missed, you can bet that whoever was piloting that ship wouldn’t take it as a friendly hello. If they hit, well, America had been the first to engage in a nuclear strike before, hadn’t we? We could be obliterating the first contact with extra planetary beings. We could be dooming our species. No matter how this ended, we would be responsible for mass death.

      I held my breath as the missiles cruised toward the massive alien craft on the display. Beams of light emanated from under the ship’s wings, and I felt an odd sense of relief as the beams connected with two of the missiles, detonating them far from their target.

      The two jets that had fired on the ship peeled away. One of the explosions nearly clipped the wing of one fighter and I saw the aircraft wobble as the pilot swerved to avoid the blast.

      The alien ship started firing its thrusters to maneuver but the ship was too big and falling too fast to change course quickly. One of the nuclear missiles connected, sending pieces of the ship tumbling away.

      Cheers erupted as the ship careened out of control started to drop faster. Several smaller crafts jettisoned themselves away from the ship as it dropped. Were they escape pods, or fighters? I was guessing the latter as they zipped around their mothership at high speed.

      A larger craft also jettisoned but did not engage in the fight. It looked like it was trying to reach the ground as quickly as it could. Smoke billowed from the larger craft. It didn’t seem to have any visible weapons mounted on its hull. I was surprised that the smaller craft weren’t escorting it, then saw on another screen they were zooming after the human jets. Alien fighters, then. I swallowed hard.

      The large monitor’s image split from two views into quadrants with feeds from both fighters and two bird’s-eye views of the alien ship. A dogfight broke out as the small ships chased the human ships with astonishing speed. More launched from their mothership as it continued its fall toward the ground.

      Radio broadcasts of the pilot’s communications piped into the large room. The action was moving too quickly for anyone to respond. The soldiers and officers had stopped dead in their tracks, everyone all but holding their breath as we listened while the pilots yelled to each other so quickly I could barely understand their words. Bullets spat from the jets, streaking across the air to tear holes in the wings of the alien fighters. The aliens adapted to the soldiers’ strategies almost as quickly as they could implement them.

      Massive cannons on the main ship fired blasts at the fighters but missed, their guns too slow to target the nimble jets. The human pilots successfully took down two fighters but it was obvious that the aliens were regrouping.

      It fascinated me, in a way. The alien craft synced movements in an irregular pattern, their flight paths reminding me of insect swarms. Perhaps the aliens didn’t rely on the same senses we did, or they weren’t bothered by constant shifts in orientation. When they clustered together, several craft peeled away while others rushed the jets head on, weapons flashing.

      We could all hear the noise the alien beams made as they streaked by the fighters. The radio chatter between the jets changed from tense excitement to unease.

      Things weren’t going well. Both fighters pulled an exceptionally-nauseating spiral maneuver and managed to damage two of the alien craft. Then one of the feeds cut off with a blast of radio static.

      I winced as a jet on the screen disappeared in an explosion of fire.

      “Fuck!” The oath came from the second pilot.

      Now, one pilot faced at least a dozen alien ships. He had to have realized his death was imminent, yet he kept going strong. I had to look away from the monitor after a few seconds because of the dizzying maneuvers he executed to avoid incoming fire from so many ships.

      When I glanced back, part of his plane was on fire. Pilot and crewman were breathing heavily, the radio feed punctuated by moans and grunts as both men fought to stay conscious.

      “Bailout! Bailout! Bailout,” the call came over the radio. Smart choice.

      The two men ejected. The first, who had ejected from behind the pilot, floated above the explosion a moment, then plummeted. As the seconds ticked past, I watched the man flail, desperately trying to fix his equipment. When it became obvious his parachutes weren’t going to deploy, he tucked his arms and legs in, then tucked his head as well. It looked like he was praying.

      A final radio transmission came through. “I’m sorry, Mom…”

      I looked away, tears filling my eyes. I hoped he knew he wasn’t alone in that moment—he had the eyes of the entire United States military on him. I hoped it would be quick, though it probably wasn’t quick enough.

      The alien fighters ignored both humans, returning to their mothership and setting into a formation to guide it down. I almost wished they’d kill the first man. No one deserved to die like that.

      The second pilot’s parachutes had deployed, and he was rotating himself toward the wind. That made sense, it would slow him down enough to not hit the ground at a speed that would kill him. We waited for his call to base. None came.

      Director Agarwal appeared in front of me, his face drawn. I stepped back and wiped my eyes.

      “We’re going to, uh, need your help much sooner than expected, Doctor.”

      I craned my neck to glance behind him, but he stepped in my way to block the screens. “Please,” he said, gesturing for me to accompany him.

      I sniffled, then nodded and followed him. We were joined by a few other officers to discuss what would happen next.
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      “That’s more like it! Hell yeah,” I shouted.

      Fighters had dropped out of the alien ship as soon as my missile connected. We were taking heavy fire. The mothership was falling out of control, flames erupting from where we had blown a hole in it.

      “Damn.” The fighters were unbelievably fast. I was already pushing my jet to its limits, dodging evasively, hoping to stay out of the path of those beams of light. Turning the odds on them was impossible. They moved in strange patterns, like hornets swarming an animal to defend themselves. I tried not to be impressed as their craft zipped around in ways no human pilot could execute.

      The fighters weren’t large. Each of them looked like it could house a single pilot. Unfortunately, this made them more difficult to hit. They moved in concert, too, like the ships—or their pilots—were connected and of the same mind.

      Man, were we outmatched. Jim and I tried to separate the squadron. We took up a flight pattern close to each other and ran straight at them. When it looked like we were about to plow into them, we banked in opposite directions. Sure enough, a few fighters from the group turned to fire at each of us.

      Trouble for them was our jets could roll as fast as their fighters, and we put bullet holes in a few of them. We tried the maneuver again, but the aliens caught on and we were forced to dive sharply as they formed a firing line to catch us.

      Jim and I kept diving, banking in different directions as we dropped altitude big time. If the aliens had radar, moving so erratically should confuse tracking enough to give us a chance to get out of the way.

      I panted like a dog, tensing my body as we ate the G’s. Even with years of experience, pushing a jet like this hurt. If I made it out of this alive, I’d be in for one hell of a recovery week. The hint of a migraine formed in my skull. I blinked hard to keep conscious. We had Auto-GCAS, but if I passed out it would be a one-way ticket to a permanent rest. The fighters eventually broke me away from my wingman and, before I knew it, I was on my own.

      Two alien fighters strafed way too close for comfort, then I saw the fireball that used to be Jim’s jet. Fuck! I’d have to mourn him later, if I got the chance. It was then I realized I wasn’t going to make it home either. I pulled a few more maneuvers to avoid the endless stream of ammunition, but it was so much wasted effort.

      My co-pilot moaned. He was feeling the strain too.

      I had to figure out something or we would both lose consciousness. A dozen fighters closed fast. A shot took out part of my wing. Sparks and smoke billowed. Our chances of survival shifted from ‘not likely’ to ‘definitely not.’ In another five seconds, these bastards were going to turn my plane into shrapnel, and us along with it.

      “Bailout! Bailout! Bailout,” I called.

      I felt the jolt as my RTO pulled the lever to eject from the jet. The rockets under my seat fired, and I tucked my arms and legs in as the world went black.

      I came to as I was jerked backwards, my parachutes deploying to slow my descent. The world beneath me was a seesaw blur, and my mouth felt dry as paper. I squinted above me. It looked like the parachutes had deployed correctly. The lines weren’t tangled. The sound of air rushing past was deafening.

      I blinked hard and rotated my jaw, just trying to get focus back into my vision. I had no idea how I was alive. The alien fighters swarmed above, no longer interested in me. I looked around for my co-pilot’s chute, but couldn’t find him.

      The alien fighters were just specks above now, returning to the mothership in that same insect-like formation they held through the battle. They took positions along the big craft as if trying to guide its fall. Random spurts of blue light ignited along the bottom and rear of the craft, its engines struggling to bring the ship down easy as possible.

      I couldn’t help but gawk at the thing as it fell. It struck me I was still alive, yet being alive at that moment didn’t mean being alive when I hit the ground. I ran through the rest of the checklist drilled into my mind so much I could recite it in my sleep. Canopy, check. Visor, mask, seat kit, check. LPU, check. Now I just had to steer into the wind and prepare to hit ground. I lifted my visor away from my eyes and pulled my mask off. This was going to suck.

      As I fell, I saw the alien ship crash into the earth a few miles away from my location, a massive plume of dirt exploding into the air. A minute later, the air cleared just enough for me to see the massive craft was mostly intact. Debris still fell from the sky around it.

      One of the pieces of debris looked like it was executing a controlled descent. I squinted and saw a smaller jet plume from the back of a large shuttle. Smoke poured from the little craft. From my perspective, the craft wasn’t going to make it to the mothership.

      It came down hard not far from where my landing site would be. I thought about activating my EPIRB, but it was probably not the best idea. I didn’t want to summon human forces to an ambush if I could help it, and I didn’t know if the aliens would be able to track me.

      I’d have to assess the situation after I made it down in one piece. Assuming I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Alexandra

          

        

      

    

    
      The director led me to a large chamber I could only describe as a war room. A massive table in the center had a touchscreen built into it, and decorated officers of every branch sat around scrambling to be heard over each other.

      I heard someone talking about damage estimates and how to best move forces in to contain the alien invaders. I didn’t understand most of what they were saying and my gaze wandered to the side of the room where a group of people of white lab coats were talking heatedly.

      As I walked over to them, a man looked up from furiously scribbling on a clipboard.

      I held out my hand. “Dr. King. Can I help?”

      All five men stopped what they were doing and jostled one another to introduce themselves. A young-looking man in a labcoat stepped in front of his colleagues, took my hand, and gave it a firm shake—firmer than I expected, in fact. “Doctor, a pleasure. My name is Alan. What’s your specialty?” The young man took in my outfit and his smile grew.

      “Social work and clinical psychology.” I tried not to react as the men struggled to keep their faces neutral. Their consternation gave all this a sense of normalcy. Hard science types typically pooh-pooh psychology…or any study of human behavior.

      “Well,” the young scientist said, “that’s a shame. We were hoping you were our incoming astrophysicist. Ed over here,” he gestured at the man in the lab coat who’d returned to scribbling a complex equation on his smart display, “really wants to compare his numbers with someone else.”

      “Numbers?”

      “To figure out the capabilities of the alien craft. My training is more related to astrophysics than astronautics, so I’m analyzing the supernova incident. Quite stupendous and, might I add, stupefying.”

      “Before I was brought here, I saw what looked like two suns in the sky. Does that have anything to do with it?”

      “Yes! That’s right. We can figure out a few things for sure so far. We know that the ship’s original vector is from a similar if not precise orientation with that of the supernova. Right now, we’re conjecturing that it’s got to be from Alpha Centauri. We spotted a planet there not six months ago and if a high-speed black hole shot through the system it could cause perturbations of the triple suns. That could easily knock a bigger star closer to the white dwarf and kick off a nova. Add time and continued contact and you’re looking at a Type Ia supernova. I must say, the supernova must assuredly be the source of the EMP. This white dwarf exploded unexpectedly; you see, these kinds of stars don’t go supernova overnight, and this one was still many millennia from its evolutionary final stage.”

      I didn’t follow all of what he was telling me, but I understood enough. “So something caused it to explode?”

      “I hazard to say so. The tough part is that this star is—or was—close enough to Earth that the EMP is the least of our problems, honestly.”

      “How so?”

      “Well…” Alan peered at his colleagues, all of whom had returned to their discussions or calculations. “The other effects of the supernova will almost certainly,” he took a breath, “kill us all.”

      “The EMP? It’s only the beginning?”

      “I fear so, yes.” Alan fiddled with a pen in his right hand as he spoke, the movements belying the tension thrumming underneath his otherwise calm yet fascinated exterior. “I can’t believe I’m saying this. Theoretically, it shouldn’t be possible.”

      “What can we do?”

      His mind had gone elsewhere. “I’ve got a husband and kids,” he said. “I shouldn’t be here, I should be home with them. I don’t even have a way to reach them.” He started to tremble as he stared into the distance, eyes focused on something far away.

      I struggled to find the right words, the ducked my head into his distracted gaze to bring him back. “Alan, we’ll get you out of here as soon as we can. Right now, stay with us. Help me understand all this so we can help your family together, okay? What do you mean when you’re telling me this stuff? There’s gotta be something we can do.”

      “What I mean is…we’re all dead.” His gaze bored into mine. “I need to go see my family. My kids must be terrified.”

      “Hey.” I put a hand on his cheek and gently turned his face toward mine. “Let’s get to work. The faster we figure things out, the faster we all go home.”

      He nodded weakly and we sat at the side table together. He started to go over his findings while I concentrated on getting a basic understanding of the science. At the same time, I watched the behavior of the other people in the room. I observed signs of anger, anxiety, depression, and panic. All things I could work with. After I got up to speed on the situation with the supernova, I’d need to find a way to calm things down and bring us all together.
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      I hit the ground hard, rolling to avoid breaking anything. When I came to a stop I sat up. The world was still spinning but my eyes were back to normal. I lay back down and concentrated on slowing my breathing. I checked my limbs, wiggling my toes and fingers to make sure that I hadn’t sustained a major break or spinal injury.

      When the nausea and adrenaline finally dissipated, I sat on a nearby tree stump and fetched a canteen from my emergency kit. I took a long drink, then used some water from the container to splash my face. It took a few minutes, but it looked like I was in decent shape. It wasn’t hard to find the path where the alien shuttle had gone down. Limbs of pine trees littered the forest, and I smelled smoke where the craft had ignited their tops. From there I saw a swath of dirt where the ship had plowed into the ground.

      I took out my pistol and followed the path. When I finally came upon the shuttle, it was a smoking pile of wreckage. I gave the craft a wide berth as I investigated. After all, if this were one of our planes, there’d be a serious possibility of an explosion. Small fires burned around it, but none seemed to be in danger of igniting anything big.

      When it remained intact for a few minutes, I decided that this might be my one and only chance to get a look at the enemy up close. The ship was locked up tight, but a section of hull had been grazed off as it fell. It was just big enough for me to fit myself through, taking care not to cut my jumpsuit. I should have worried more about my skin. The metal was razor sharp and I hissed as I cut my thumb on a shard that stuck out a little too far.

      Inside I saw rough approximations of what I’d expect to find in a human spacecraft. Panels dotted the walls, flashing green symbols against a black background. I jumped when one of the panels sparked, then went dead. Large chairs faced the front of the ship, their backs elongated as if meant for something that was extremely tall. The instrumentation and controls were strangely arranged, with two stations that had hand and foot controls in front of the seats. As I moved further into the ship, I smelled something other than burning metal and electronics – burnt flesh.

      It occurred to me that this was probably the most stupid decision I had ever made. If there was anything alive inside this ship, I might find myself spread across the floor as a pile of goo before I could scream. On the other hand, this was probably my one and only chance to make first contact with an alien species – the ones I’d just shot with a nuke. Well, if I was fated to die, at least getting a look at the bastards would be worth it. I cocked my gun and held it in front of me, ready to fire if anything moved.

      The shuttle was big on the outside but massive on the inside, far bigger than I had anticipated. The design of the ship used every inch efficiently. It looked more like a light aircraft than an escape shuttle. A main corridor led to several rooms of the ship. I walked through each one, ensuring that the room was secure before moving on to the next. Panels hung from the ceiling in more than once place. The whole thing reminded me of the creepy thriller video games I had played as a kid. I was just waiting for the tide of alien face huggers to jump out at me and eat me alive.

      I walked into a larger area that looked like a navigation room. It was there that I found the source of the burnt meat smell. Bodies were scattered across the room. Alien bodies. The smell was so strong that I coughed, trying not to gag. Several aliens lay on the floor with blue puddles spread underneath them. One was skewered on a piece of rebar jutting from the side of the ship, the body was so cleanly cut through that I half expected it to still be alive.

      I stayed motionless for what felt like an eternity, convinced that one of them was going to leap out at me. When nothing happened, I ventured a closer look. I’m sure my CO would have warned me that I could get exposed to pathogens or some kind of plague, but if something I couldn’t see was going to kill me, it was already too late.

      The aliens were reptilian, hard scales covering their heads, chests, and legs. They had short, thick tails that looked like they acted as a balance for walking. Like the seats suggested, the creatures were tall-easily 6’4”, if I had to guess. They had legs that were shaped like a dog’s. Impressively muscled thighs and quadriceps that jutted forward and tapered to a smaller point behind them. Their feet were four toed, sharp claws punctuating each toe. Three in the front and one in the back, supported by a thick pad of flesh on their soles. This one’s foot was covered with a kind of black hard material that appeared to be strapped or locked on to its foot, leaving the toes free to move. Armor? A similar kind of material covered the alien’s chest and shoulder blades, if you could call them that. Their arms were similar to human anatomy in that they had a clearly defined upper and lower arm but were set further down from the head than ours were. They also had three fingered hands, but unlike their feet, these looked like they were more dextrous. They wore sidearms, maybe some sort of beam weapon like the ones on their ship.

      Their faces creeped me out the most. Unlike the little green men of Earthly imagination, these aliens had smaller eyes set slightly away from the middle of their heads. Its eyes were open, revealing a bright yellow iris with a vertical pupil, not unlike a cat. The mouths were something else altogether. Their muzzle-like jaws protruded from their heads a couple of inches. Rows of fangs lined along each jaw, and a small hardened ‘beak’ just under what you’d call its lips. Two slits roughly at the top of the muzzle were probably how it would have breathed.

      I found a piece of loose metal and prodded each one of the bodies gently. None of them seemed to be breathing, but maybe they didn’t need to breathe. They didn’t respond to my poking, which was a relief. More bodies slumped in chairs at a pilot’s station. I went to examine the piloting system more closely.

      Then one moved.
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      “Are you absolutely certain?” I asked. Alan had just finished explaining to me that unless we figured out a way to shield ourselves from the effects of the supernova, humanity would be wiped out.

      He hesitated then nodded, setting his jaw. “I am. We are. Humanity won’t die of explosion but poison. Radiation from the supernova may have already irreparably fried our ozone and atmosphere. Next, it will ionize nitrogen and oxygen, turning what should keep us alive into nitrous oxide—think laughing gas turned up to eleven. We’d be hysterically euphoric for a minute or two, then suffocate. Any life that survives will mutate and potentially annihilate entire ecosystems. The climate will change so rapidly it will be hard for anything to survive, though. Nuclear fallout, then nuclear winter.”

      “You hesitated. Is there a chance that you’re wrong?” I wasn’t sure if the hesitation was out of uncertainty or from him being already convinced we were all doomed.

      “A chance? I suppose so. We’re dealing with something that’s never happened in the history of our species, so science is not really prepared to figure out the consequences with any certainty. I wish it were a bigger chance of error than we figure it to be. I guess that’s why we all deflated when we found out you weren’t an astrophysicist. We want to check the math against an outside source. If we’re wrong, humanity will be fine. If we’re right, we’re toast. Literally. I’m trying not to think about it too much.”

      I grabbed his arm.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Stand here,” I said, then I stuck my fingers in my mouth and let loose a shrill whistle that made half the room jump. “Ladies and gentlemen, as you already know, my name is Dr. Alexandra King. You brought me here to help deal with the possible hostile beings from another planet. This is Alan…” I turned to him. “What’s your last name?”

      “Shepard.”

      “Seriously?”

      “It was my parents’ idea of a joke.”

      “This is Alan Shepard. Like his namesake, he is here to guide us through scientific phenomena we’ve never encountered before. Alan and I have just been discussing the other side of our current situation. The fact that humanity is about to be vaporized in a haze of radiation and poisonous gas. You’re going to listen to him now because, let me tell you, this is far more important than the aliens.” I took Alan’s shoulders and shoved him toward the table.

      He took a breath, expecting to be interrupted or at least questioned, yet everyone in the room were all ears. “Ladies…uh…and gentlemen…” He removed his glasses and nervously cleaned them on his coat. “What Dr. King’s saying is correct. This supernova spells the end of our world if we don’t come up with a solution right away. As it is, most of the planet’s countries don’t have the resources to survive this. We’re looking at the mass death of at least two-thirds of the world population. Um, we are currently experiencing a global power outage cause by an electromagnetic pulse that has most likely permanently fried much of our technology. In addition, in a, uh, in a short period of time, we are going to be bombarded by particles which will burn away any part of the ozone layer that isn’t already gone. The Earth’s atmosphere will be reduced by a significant amount…”

      I could see the eyes of most of the military brass glazing over. The end of the world and these order-barkers were already dismissing it.

      I tapped Alan on the shoulder. “I’ve got this,” I whispered to him.

      “But you don’t understand the science,” he protested.

      “I understand the message. These Neanderthals aren’t going to listen to science anyway. Go back and get with the others, figure out a way to get us out of this.”

      He nodded and walked away.

      I raised my voice over the voices that had resumed. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re not finished.”

      A white-haired officer with a lot of medals lowered his bushy white eyebrows at me. “Ma’am, we have issues to discuss, so if you don’t mind…”

      “Yes, sir, I do mind. The point our colleague is trying to make is a two-pronged problem at hand. I agree, it’s important to figure out the nature of this first contact, but the global consequences of the supernova are more dire than any of you can imagine—”

      The man shook his head. “Can someone escort this woman out of here?”

      “Admiral, I suggest we listen to Dr. King,” Director Agarwal spoke up from where he stood on the opposite side of the room. “We brought her here as an expert, so we should let her have her say.”

      I nodded at him as the admiral, frowning, leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

      “Thank you, Director.” I continued. “This is a catastrophe on a scale we’ve never seen, and we all need to come together to protect our country and its citizens from annihilation. If duty cannot compel you, consider that you and your families are in imminent risk of death by nitrous oxide. It will not be painless, and it will not be quick.”

      Several officers narrowed their eyes, some glanced at one another, a few shifted in their seats. Most of them were over fifty. They’d heard the same rhetoric before. After all, people had thought the world was ending a dozen times in my lifetime alone, why should they believe it now?

      “Let me reiterate. If we cannot reach a solution, humanity—not just Americans, but humanity itself—will die. We will be boiled alive by radiation and, if we are somehow still living after that, our atmosphere is going to turn into poisonous gas where we will suffocate and die in incredible pain. These changes coming to our world are permanent and will alter the surface of our planet forever. This isn’t a possible situation; this is the end of our species. We have precious little time to figure out how we can avoid this fate. So, I’m asking, are you going to sit there arguing about the aliens, or are you going to figure out how to save your families and the rest of the world?”

      Right on the mark. On my way into the war room, I’d passed by a number of offices, many with photos of husbands, wives, and children in them.

      One of them yelled for Alan. “Mr. Shepard, is she right?”

      Alan looked from me to the officers. He pursed his lips and nodded his head. “She’s absolutely right.”

      That did the trick. Everyone leapt into action, this time making calls for more scientists to be brought in to confirm these findings. The images on the screen in the table disappeared to make way for statistical data I couldn’t make out from where I was standing. Over the din I heard a few strained voices attempting phone calls to loved ones. They didn’t go through, of course. The infrastructure outside this place had to be falling apart.

      “Thank you.” Alan stepped next to me and extended his hand.

      “Seems like that ‘touchy-feely’ science of mine comes in handy, huh?” I grinned.

      He smiled. “It has its place,” he said.

      A radio transmission erupted from a speaker on the table, the noise halting the commotion. “Jackson to base. Repeat, Jackson to base, come in.”

      One of the military men scrambled to reach a microphone attached to the speaker. “Go ahead, we’re receiving you.”

      “Colonel? Holy shit, is that you? Colonel Oladeru?”

      “It’s me, son. You still there Jackson?”

      “Yeah. Had to bail out from my jet and came down hard in a forest somewhere, sir. Decided to go for a walk and found an alien shuttle. Turns out one of them is alive.”

      The entire room went silent.

      “Colonel? You still with me?”

      “Yeah, I’m still here, Jackson. Is your position secure?”

      “Yeah. The alien’s not a threat, but I need backup soon as possible. It isn’t a great situation down here, Colonel.”

      “Give us a few minutes to scramble a bird, and we’ll come pick you and the alien up. Got that, son?”

      “Roger that. Just don’t come guns blazing when you get here, okay? It’s a little touchy, and I really don’t want to piss it off.”

      “Understood. Give us twenty. Over and out.” Colonel Oladeru set the microphone down and turned to the rest of the table. “Let’s get a fucking bird out there. I want a full squad on it, locked and loaded. We have no idea if that was Lt. Col. Jackson or an alien imitating him. Let’s get those wheels up. We have to move!”

      I raised my hand. The colonel and a few of the others looked at me puzzled. It wasn’t grade school, after all, but I thought it might be the best way to play nice.

      “Yes?”

      “Sir, I’d like to some along.”

      “No offense, Doctor,” Oladeru said, “but you’re a civilian. We can’t risk you getting in the way of our boys or getting yourself shot up.”

      “No offense taken, Colonel. If that’s all, then I’ll just pack up my things and go home.” I turned and began to walk toward the doors of the war room.

      “Wait!” A female officer next to Oladeru called out.

      “Where are you going?”

      “You brought me here for this exact reason. First contact. I just thought you might want to bring someone along who could help understand who they are and what they want. At the very least, I can gather data on the aliens, try to determine if they are hostile. But, since the colonel says you don't need me, I’ll be going home.”

      Oladeru glared at the woman. She seemed nonplussed, the corner of her mouth raising in a subtle smirk he no doubt caught.

      Oladeru turned his glare on me as he laid out his terms. “Get in the way of my men, and they will not hesitate. Put them in danger, and I’ll give them my personal permission to detain or shoot you. Interfere with their operation in any way, and you will spend the rest of your life in a very small, very dark room.”

      “Or you’ll shoot me, if you feel like it? Got it.” I shook my head. Yeah boss, I understand. Sit, stay, take orders. Don’t get in the way of the big men with the guns.

      The surly colonel motioned for a young officer to join me. He approached me and held out his hand. “Stephen Flowers, ma’am. But you can call me Steve.”

      “A pleasure.” I shook it. If this kid was my ticket to the greatest scientific finding of my career—hell, anyone’s career—I would be his new goddamn bestie if need be.
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      I jumped back so fast I hit the side of the shuttle, knocking my already tender head and back against cold metal. Wincing, I raised my gun at the alien moving its head back and forth, trying to wake up from a deep sleep. When it opened its eyes, it saw me and froze, slit-like eyes widening.

      “Qǐng bùyào kāi qiāng. Wǒ bù huì shānghài nǐ. Qǐng bǎ qiāng fàngxià.”

      My face screwed up in confusion. Was this thing speaking Chinese? I didn’t look Asian; I was as dark-skinned as could be. I shook my head, trying to convey I didn’t understand. “What the hell are you saying?” I said, gun still leveled at its head.

      “Please don’t shoot me. I will not harm you,” it said in English with a deep and gravelly voice. “Please, put your weapon down.” It kept its gaze fixed to mine and didn’t move to unbuckle itself from the pilot seat. It flexed its feet and hands. Its claws glinted.

      “Who are you?” I kept my gun high. This stank of a trap. After bombing our planet with an EMP, I doubted this space lizard wanted to chat about the weather.

      “My name is difficult for your human tongue, but you may call me Ko.” Its speech sounded strange, like its jaws had to struggle to make the necessary sounds for English.

      “Why did you speak to me in Chinese?” I felt like if this creature wanted me dead, I’d be lying on the ship floor with my guts ripped out for breakfast.

      “We absorbed Earth’s dominant languages as we approached your solar system. Your radio signals gave us much data. We wanted to make it clear we came peacefully with no wish to harm you. It seemed best to tell you in your language. It seems we are not going to get the chance. Why did your planet attack us?”

      “Because Earthside, ‘we come in peace’ doesn’t involve wiping out the majority of the planet’s tech with an EMP,” I said. “You’re in a lot of shit.”

      The alien made a noise like a sigh. I hadn’t noticed before, but its body was covered in wounds. Most of them appeared to be surface cuts, bleeding but not lethal, though I noticed an unnatural angle in one of its arms. If it was in pain, it didn’t show it.

      “We did not set off the pulse, or EMP, as you call it. It comes from the supernova of a nearby star in the system that you call Alpha Centauri. We were fleeing it. Sol was the nearest system that could provide a planet suitable for us to resupply. As we approached your planet to renew resources, politics became conflicted. Your planet is compatible with our biology and that of our ship. We can consume most life forms here and hydrate with your water. Underneath the crust of your world, we can mine elements to fuel our ships. Some of us wished to warn your people of the supernova threat and lend what help we can.”

      “Why? Why would you do this?” I still hadn’t lowered my pistol.

      “We are not a world-conquering race. You are clearly an intelligent species, if technologically delayed; as such, you deserve the respect and sanctity of all sentient beings. The opposing faction of our people wished to wait until you expired, then harvest what we need. Our bodies are superior to yours, and we have protective equipment that allows us to take what we need after the supernova’s effects. They would have us resupply and move on.”

      It paused, wincing as it took a deep breath. “Now, neither faction is able to complete its mission. Our ship was severely damaged by your attack. Our life support systems were disabled along with our main drive, and we do not have the capability to return to space without the use of our faster-than-light engine. The damage, if not the crash, has likely killed everyone. That is why we,” it gestured to the rest of the bodies, “decided to detach from the ship aboard our shuttle. Please. It is a matter of life and death I return to our ship. I must see to what remains of my people.”

      “I’m…” I trailed off, unsure of what to say. “Look, I’m sorry, Ko, is it? We did what we thought was best. We were trying to protect our people. I was following orders.”

      The alien shot me a glare, quickly extinguished. “I understand. Please lower your weapon. I need help.”

      “Okay. All right. I’m gonna trust you…” I nodded and holstered my gun. “I have to go get my field kit in my pack, okay?” It nodded.

      I ran to grab my kit where I left it in the first room of the ship, then I hurried back to the navigation area. I pulled out some bandages and hesitated, looking at the large alien. I handed them to it. “I’m not even sure if this will help, but it’s better than nothing.”

      The alien tried to open the bandage with its claws but couldn’t get the cloth to unroll. “I can’t,” Ko said. “I cannot reach many of my wounds.”

      I sighed. Jesus. “All right. I’ll help, but I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t kill me.”

      “Lt. Colonel Jackson,” it replied, “if I wished to terminate you, I would have done so by now.” I wondered how it knew my name. This thing freaked me out. Could it read my mind? Was it stalling until its alien buddies came to rip me apart?

      “Fair enough.” I started to bind the alien’s wounds, taking care to avoid its black, razor-sharp claws. Now that I had a good look at them, I was admittedly nervous. When I finished, I bound the alien’s wrists and ankles with the rest of the bandages.

      “What are you doing?” The alien looked down as I finished tying them around its legs. It pulled at the restraints. The bandages started to rip, but I held up my hand.

      “Ko, wait. Look. Humans are coming, probably a lot of them. You’ve convinced me you probably aren’t going to chop me up and eat my organs. I don’t know why, but you have. I have a gut instinct you’re telling the truth. But they’re going to come out of a helicopter ready to fight a monster. It will help if it looks like you’ve been taken captive.”

      “I could snap these easily.”

      “I have no doubt. But I trusted you to not kill me, and you didn’t. Now I’m asking you to trust me to keep you alive.”

      It nodded.

      “I need to bind your arms, too, okay?”

      “Very well.”

      I did so, then assisted it up out of its seat. The alien shook its head and snorted as we made our way to the front of the ship. It was clear it didn’t like seeing its dead companions. I opened my mouth to say something consoling, but I figured right now it would be maybe the worst thing I could do, so we walked toward the entryway into the main section of the shuttle and waited.
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      Two troop helicopters and three gunships touched down about a hundred yards away from the crashed shuttle. A little overkill in my book. Even the biggest, baddest space monster couldn’t be worth this much trouble.

      Once on the ground, infantrymen jumped from the helicopters to set up a perimeter around our landing site. The call came back it was safe to leave the chopper. I stepped out to a scene straight out of a movie. Dozens of trees were downed along both sides of us. I smelled embers but couldn’t see flames. Smoke rose from branches that must have still been on fire. A drag mark was gouged in the earth that seemed to never end.

      Some soldiers jogged ahead of us, guns drawn. I walked with a guard of four men, included Steve, who had equipped me with simple armor back at base.

      “Over here!”

      The vanguard waved us over to the alien shuttle. Just as I had predicted from the speed of its decent it was destroyed—a massive hunk of metal that barely resembled what it once was. A few small fires burned around the ship, one fed by a leaking hose. I hoped there wasn’t much fuel left in the shuttle or we could all be blown sky high any second.

      I followed my escorts to an opening that was torn in the metal. They hung back and all four of them looked at me. Steve nodded at me, then gave the signal, and they rushed inside. Taking a deep breath and looking over the ship one more time, I stepped through after them.

      Immediately, the stink of scorched electronics and burned bodies hit my nose. I clapped my hand over my mouth and fought to keep from losing my breakfast. The soldiers swept through the ship, systematically clearing each room. I stayed back until Steve gave me the all clear to press on.

      The technology in this ship was far ahead of anything we’d developed. As we proceeded through the shuttle, we came across several dead aliens. It was likely they’d died from the impact. I passed by one body held up by a piece of metal jutting from its midsection.

      Humans have certain universal responses to a similar set of queues. Simply put, if it looks like a predatory animal, it freaks us out a bit. These guys did. The dead cat eyes and gore didn’t help. They had scales covering their bodies and sharp claws on their hands and feet. I was surprised Colonel Jackson wasn’t on the floor somewhere in pieces.

      Speaking of Jackson, his voice hailed us from a corridor that likely led into the bridge. “Fellas, you’re gonna want to take a few steps back.”

      The soldiers in front of me backed up five paces, rifles up. I stayed where I was. We heard a thunking noise as the Lt. Colonel and the alien appeared in the threshold.

      I tried to keep my face impassive, but I couldn’t help but gape. It was massive, tall and muscular. Its bright yellow eyes made me think of a snake or a cat. I heard the click of safety switches on the weapons around me.

      “Easy, fellas. Easy.” Lt. Colonel Jackson put his hand up as he stood beside the alien. “Be nice to our guest.” Steve and one other soldier lowered their weapons, but the other two stayed wary, their muzzles trained on the alien’s head.

      Jackson spotted me and recognized me as a civilian. “Who the hell are you? You’re not military.”

      “No, but I’m the woman who might save our asses by playing nice instead of shooting first.” I knew he was the pilot who fired the nukes at the aliens. He deserved it, a little.

      I raised my open palm toward the alien. “My name is Alexandra. I’m a psychologist who specializes in xenopsychology.”

      The alien made a kind of squawking sound that must have been its approximation of laughter. “I was not aware humans studied the psychology of offworlders. I would shake your hand as is the custom with your kind, but I fear Colonel Jackson has me bound.”

      I glanced at Jackson, not knowing whether to be impressed or aghast.

      “Trust me,” Jackson mouthed.

      “Well, I’m here to make sure you are treated fairly. As I’m sure you’ve discovered, Earth’s military isn’t made up of the brightest bulbs in the bunch.”

      The alien blinked. “I do not understand.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I need to remember to speak plainly. That was a metaphorical expression…and maybe a little bias. I hope you understand. It amazes me you can speak English so well.”

      The alien inclined its head.

      Steve cleared his throat and regarded me with a get-on-with-it stare.

      “Right. May I ask you a few questions so my friends here relax and don’t shoot us both?”

      The soldiers looked at me, and I noticed Jackson furrow his brow but say nothing. It all felt so surreal, speaking to an actual alien when just hours ago no one could definitively prove extraterrestrials even existed.

      “You may ask, Alexandra. I am called Ko. My people have come to your solar system because a massive supernova destroyed our homeworld.”

      “I’m very sorry, Ko. That must be awful. I must ask you, is the Earth now in danger?”

      “Yes. Your ozone has already been severely depleted. The next wave of ions will set in motion events that will end all complex life on this planet.”

      A chill ran through me. I held out hope that somehow the hard scientists had forgotten to carry a decimal or something, that they might be wrong. Hearing it from this alien, one who was here because its world was already gone, brought on all the horror and fear I could possibly feel.

      The two remaining soldiers lowered their weapons. I saw a tear on one of their cheeks, while Steve and the others stared into space, trying to comprehend the alien’s words. Earth was doomed?

      I thought of my family. My friends. The trips I meant to take that I never would now. The experiences I should have had, could have had. It was all over. I was sentenced to die in the most horrific way, and there wasn’t a damn thing any of us could do about it.

      Ko made a trilling noise, then spoke, “We are here—”

      Its voice was cut off by a burst of explosions from outside the ship, shaking the floor beneath us. Men yelling and the rattle of gunfire followed.
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      The rest of the men sprinted outside to help their fellow soldiers. One of them turned to me as he was racing out of the ship.

      “I’ve got this, go!” I yelled to him, patting my sidearm in the process.

      Now it was just the three of us, stuck inside a metal shell that could very well be shot through at any moment. The idea of staying with the alien and this touchy-feely therapist woman rankled. I wanted to be out in the action, defending my men. I also couldn’t believe we’d brought in a damned shrink to make nice with the aliens. The brass must be really desperate. Where did they get this chick from, anyway? The wannabe goth club?

      As she and Ko talked, I had to admit she was doing a better job than I would have. A lot of what she discussed was pure polite small-talk, but she took on a sympathetic and concerned tone when she spoke. As she and Ko discussed the supernova, she also managed to get it to disclose details about how many aliens there were, how many were likely still alive, and how we should approach them.

      From the noise outside, it sounded like that last part would be superfluous now. Shit was going down. The military has only one way to approach an enemy: guns blazing and kicking ass. Ooh-rah.

      It was clear that this doctor or whatever she was had been selected for her skills in working her way through a being’s psyche. I had to admit to myself that if she was working that psychobabble mumbo jumbo on me, I’d probably tell her everything she wanted to know too. Even though she was speaking to an alien she controlled the conversation as easily as if she were speaking to any human. That was pretty damn impressive.

      “Your men are fighting our warriors,” Ko said. “They have probably arrived to search the wreckage. It would seem that they have met with more than they expected to find.”

      “Ko, you told me it was a matter of life and death to return to your ship,” I said.

      “It is.”

      “What do you mean by that?” the doc asked.

      Ko turned its head, eyes downcast. Even a dumb grunt like me could see it didn’t want to tell us.

      “Ko, it seems the fate of your people and mine are intertwined at this point,” the woman said. “I’m here because the United States felt like I was the best choice to work with you, rather than against you. If we are going to do that, we need to trust each other. You and Lt. Col. Jackson seem to have established some trust. I ask you to trust me as well. Otherwise, neither of us has any hope of making it out of this situation.”

      Ko clicked its teeth together and hesitated a moment. More gunfire rattled outside. That seemed to help it reach a decision.

      “Very well. Lt. Col., may I have my binds loosened?”

      I shrugged. “Sure, Ko. What the hell, right? You’ve made good on your word so far.” I unwrapped the bandages from its wrists.

      From a pocket, it extracted something and opened its clawed hand to reveal a fist-sized crystal that sparkled with a rainbow of shifting colors. I backed away and itched to pull my pistol. Was it some sort of weapon? I fought my instinct as it held the egg-shaped crystal toward Alexandra. “This is roughly what you humans call a computer. It bears the collected genetic records of all lifeforms from our planet. With this, we can recreate our world. We can restore our civilization. This is the most precious thing we have.”

      “Why eject it with the shuttle then?” Alexandra asked. “Why not put it in some kind of protected container in the bigger ship?”

      “When your missiles damaged our ship, it was not clear if we would make landfall intact. A decision was made to launch the data with the shuttle to preserve it in case the rest of our people died.” Ko’s voice quavered a little at this.

      “There aren’t any backups of the data? Why risk such an important object on the chance that it would arrive here in one piece?”

      “It’s a…what do humans call it…it’s a quantum machine. A quantum computer. It was technology on the bleeding edge of our capabilities when we fled our world. The power and energy to create such a complex item is incredibly difficult to replicate, especially aboard a starship. We did not have the resources available on our ship to make another, sohis is the only one in existence. This is how I demonstrate my trust for you, human.”
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      The explosions and gunfire were getting closer. Successive thumps rocked the ship, and dust fell from the ceiling, the metal groaning above us. I worried the ship might collapse on us any second.

      “We need to get out of here.” Alexandra said.

      “We need to stay put.” I said. “If we go out there, if we aren’t shot on sight, we’ll definitely be torn apart by the aliens who see their buddy tied up next to a couple of humans.”

      Ko nodded its assent.

      “We can’t stay in here, can we? We’ll get blown to pieces anyway!”

      “The piloting area of the ship is reinforced, as are the windows,” Ko said, “If we can barricade the door, the outside of the hull will take care of the rest for us. Nothing short of another missile will breach it.”

      “You sit,” I told Ko. “We’ll get what we need to block the door.”

      “I can help you,” Ko replied.

      I wasn’t keen on letting the alien out of its bonds just yet, but it did highlight to me earlier that it could have snapped them whenever it wanted. All for one and one for all, I guess?

      “All right. You promise not to eat me or the good doctor, right?” I smiled a little.

      “My appetite is largely gone anyway.” Ko drew back its lips in an imitation of a smile, its teeth jutting from its jaws. I shuddered.

      The three of us worked to gather debris from the other parts of the ship. We took as many large pieces of metal we could and made a kind of makeshift barrier blocking the doorway to the pilot area. It wasn’t flush and I could see points of light shining through, but it might help stop bullets, or whatever Ko’s people use for weapons. In any case, I thought it made the doc feel better. We needed her to be able to talk these things down in case they blew through that pile of metal.

      Ko sat itself against the wall of the ship, panting a little. Its eyes looked dull. Were its injuries worse than it had let on?

      “Can you drink water?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Ko said.

      “Good. Doc, could you attend to our friend here? I need to figure out what the hell is going on out there.”

      “Sure,” she replied. “We’ll let you know if we need anything.”

      I stood to peer out of the window. A battle raged outside, and it was a bloodbath. Our troops were crouched down behind pieces of debris, popping up to fire. The bullets ricocheted off the aliens’ armor, some deflecting into the trees surrounding us, some into other soldiers.

      It took the humans time to figure out that the armor didn’t completely protect their torsos. But once they’d spotted that, aliens started going down. The rest of the firing line caught on and the battle looked more even.

      Then I heard the noise.

      The incoming alien soldiers opened their jaws wide, emitting a sound like the impossible offspring of a freight train and a massive lion. They charged, many of them without weapons—they didn’t need them, they had natural ones.

      I covered my ears against the cacophony which was deafening, even within the enclosure of the ship. An alien jumped away from a knife-swinging soldier, pushed itself off a tree, and launched into the man, the claws on its feet extended. They sliced through his body armor, and the soldier’s abdomen ripped open, intestines spilling to the ground. His death scream was cut short as the alien tore out his throat.

      Another alien propelled into a soldier, knocking him down. It crushed his head under its foot, sending the soldier’s helmet rolling across the ground. A third lobbed a shining blue orb behind one of the debris-barriers. The soldiers there dissolved in a cloud of blood and atomized organs. An alien grenade.

      The color must’ve drained from my face as I watched U.S. soldiers get slaughtered. I wondered how all this was even real.

      The aliens with guns only had to hit part of a soldier to take him out, their hand weapons fired beams like that of their ship. No bullets, just blasts of light that sent men crumpling, wounded and cauterized all in one step.

      Blue and red blood splattered across the grass as the humans kept their firing lines level with the vulnerable spots on the aliens. I saw an infantryman employ a two-step solution. He popped up to fire, then used the time as the alien soldier fell to pivot and fast-burst another one. It took an excellent marksman to aim and shoot like that.

      Other soldiers winged the aliens’ legs. One faltered mid-sprint as rounds impacted the lower part of its leg. It tried to get up but failed. A soldier dashed forward and put a bullet through its forehead. I bet that felt good. I know it would if I was out there.

      It looked like there were limitations to the aliens’ movement. Their arms had less range of motion than ours. They launched themselves high and vaulted off surfaces, but they couldn’t climb trees. I heard the bangs of aliens using the ship as a springboard. They relied on their legs to kill the human forces, their hands only good for aiming their beam weapons and slashing at close quarters.

      More aliens dashed through the forest to outflank the soldiers’ positions. They moved impossibly fast, bodies a blur as their powerful legs propelled them forward. Their tails bobbed in step, keeping them balanced as they accelerated. Even adjusting strategies, it seemed as though we were irrevocably fucked. I’ll give it to the men, not a single soldier ran. I clenched and unclenched my hands, my jaw tightening, feeling useless.

      Alexandra jerked me out of it.

      “Do you have any food?”

      “What? No.” I turned, unholstered my gun again, and walked toward Ko.

      “What are you doing?” Alexandra’s eyes went wide. She stepped in front of the alien.

      “Lady, I don’t know about you, but I’m watching its kind slice us apart out there like deli meat. How do we know it won’t do the same to us, now that we’re trapped in here with it?”

      Ko’s gaze met mine. It started to reach for something, and I pushed by the woman and pressed my pistol to its forehead.

      Instead of pulling out a hidden weapon, the alien held up its large hands. “You may shoot me, Lt. Col. Jackson,” it said.

      “Don’t.” Alexandra put a hand on my arm. “If you do, you’ll kill us both.”

      “If I don’t, we’re dead anyway.” That much I knew. If I had to choose between getting sliced open now or later, I’d choose later. I might take a few out with me.

      “You move, you die,” I said to Ko. It kept its eyes level with mine but remained still.

      Another roar permeated the air, this time a familiar one.

      I turned my head to look out and observed the beautiful sight of three of our gunships swooping into battle. The choppers that had landed alongside the troops were airborne, unleashing streaks of fire and launching missiles at the alien line. I whooped with joy as clusters of aliens were blown apart. A soldier at a machine gun inside one of the choppers sprayed the alien line and our ground forces pushed forward, some back to back, picking off stragglers as the gunships obliterated aliens rushing to reinforce their comrades.

      Strobes of their beam weapons and our bullets turned the battlefield into a macabre opera. Death was a flash of light, and it was everywhere. But now at least we were winning.

      “They will not stop,” Ko said. It kept its hands up. “They will not retreat, and they will never tire. They think you have the most valuable object to our race. They will slaughter every last human until they can break into this ship. Then I will not be your worst problem. They will capture you both and devise a hundred ways to make your deaths painful. You will be tortured for endangering our race, and for what your people have done to us.”

      “So why is that a reason I shouldn’t I put you down?” I raised my gun again.

      “It is a reason, Colonel.”

      I heard annoyance in its voice and put my finger on my trigger.

      “It is a reason…because the only hope you have of getting out of this alive is to walk me out of this ship unharmed. Walk me out. I promise you safe passage. Walk me out, and your race may live, but only if you return me to my people.”

      I glanced at Alexandra. As much as I wanted to rack up one more kill for humanity, I figured she was the better one to make the call. This was a diplomatic decision.

      She looked thoughtful, then nodded.

      “Fine.” I put my gun in its holster, and we helped Ko to stand. “Let’s do this.”

      “I’ll go out first,” Alexandra said.

      I wasn’t arguing. If she wanted to get shot first, be my guest. We walked out of the ship in a line. Alexandra first, Ko behind. I stayed in the rear, my pistol aimed at the back of the alien’s head. Hesitantly, Alexandra stepped outside, hands held high.

      We were greeted by a squadron of soldiers. They converged on her, guns drawn.

      “Hold your fire!” I shouted from inside the ship.

      The men stepped back but kept their guns at the ready.

      I prodded Ko in the back. “Move.”

      “Remember what happens if I die,” it said.

      “Just get your ass out there.” I followed it through the opening.

      In less than a second, the soldiers had their guns up again, eyes fixed on the enemy. I stepped in front of Ko. “I’m Lt. Col. Jackson, and this alien is my prisoner, so back up,” I ordered them.

      “But sir—” a corporal started, but shut up as I raised my hand.

      “Hey, Stephen,” Alexandra said, speaking to the leader of the earlier squad. He stood amid the soldiers facing us. “Remember the talk I gave back on base?”

      He nodded, his rifle still aimed at Ko.

      “I sounded like I knew what I was talking about, right?”

      Another nod.

      “All right, you think you can trust me now?”

      A hesitant nod. This girl was good.

      “Could you get your friends to put their guns down? We’re scaring our guest, and the Lt. Col. and I promised to get him out of here in one piece.” Stephen swallowed, then lowered his rifle. He motioned his hand down and every soldier followed suit.

      The woman had something special about her. To be able to talk down a group of pissed-off soldiers with every reason to blow this alien away, having just watched their squadmates and friends ripped apart like tissue paper? No doubt they were harboring murderous feelings at this point. Whatever clout this Alexandra had, it sure was something.

      When their muzzles faced the ground, I saw Ko relax a little.

      A soldier came forward and handed me a set of manacles. I thanked him and ordered Ko to its knees, then fastened the chains around its feet and wrists. I hoped we’d get the chance to return Ko to its people, but we were surrounded. We were forced to break our promise…for now.

      Once the alien stood, Alexandra took up a position behind it. We headed away from the fighting and she walked close enough to the alien I noticed her bag kept swinging against its tail. I spied the blue crystal as it slid from its hand into her bag.

      She closed it with a soft snap. We made eye contact. She glanced uneasily at me, realizing I’d seen what happened, but I just kept walking, and we made our way to the helicopters.
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      The pilot was spinning up the rotors of the helicopter when I saw human soldiers dropping to the ground behind us. A wave of alien reinforcements had arrived. They’d dispensed with the battle cries and used the forest for cover. No ray guns or dinosaur claws either. They blazed away at the human forces with good old fashioned bullets. They must have scavenged the guns from the dead human soldiers.

      “Down!” Jackson yelled. All three of us hit the ground, Ko’s shackles clanging as it fell face forward awkwardly.

      The shots were muffled, like they had put some kind of silencer on the guns. By the time we realized that they were there, they’d already gunned down our rear guard. A huge number of the aliens stood facing the remaining human forces.

      One of the aliens came forward, gun raised overhead in both its arms. “Do not fire! We wish to speak!”

      The helicopter pilot looked at Jackson for direction. I realized with a start that he was probably the senior officer out there. I crossed my fingers, hoping he’d make the right decision.

      The Lt. Colonel raised his hand, turned to the men around in inside the chopper, and said, “Hold your fire. For now.”

      This alien was clearly a commander. It sported a large crest on its head, a mohawk of red spikes that looked like porcupine quills. It was also lightly armored, unlike the infantry. Less armor to mark that it was a more skilled warrior than the others, I assumed. The commander carried a single large gun that required two hands to use. I didn’t want to find out what it did.

      “Return your prisoner,” the alien said.

      “I’m afraid we’re not able to do that.” A. major stepped out from the group of humans. “I just watched a dozen and a half of my men ripped in half by you fuckers. You lost your chance to play nice when you decided to slaughter my people.”

      “Get the alien on the helicopter. Now.” Jackson quietly ordered two men from the squad surrounding us. They hauled Ko from the ground and started to drag toward the chopper. Jackson turned around to face the alien forces, trying to hide the movement.

      “Return your prisoner, humans. This is your final warning,” the commander replied.

      “You alien scumbags don’t know when to quit.” The major raised his right hand, middle finger extended. “Fuck. You.”

      The arrogant asshole! He was willing to kill us all just because of military pride.

      “You can’t say I didn’t try,” the alien commander said. Its voice sounded more resigned than exultant. It made a trilling sound, then opened its mouth and let loose an ear-piercing cry. It raised its weapon as what remained of our infantry raised theirs. Shots fired, and the battle began again.

      “Idiots,” I yelled, covering my ears and falling to the ground. “Jackson!” He wasn’t hearing me. He grabbed a machine gun from a fallen soldier and dashed away to find a firing position.

      I hesitated. I had no weapon, no protection, and no escape. I considered getting in the helicopter, then Ko decided for me.

      “Run, human,” it said. “You will not survive if you remain here. Run while you still can.”

      I pushed to my feet, keeping my head low. The soldiers had outfitted me with a helmet and body armor, but I saw how little protection that was offering the soldiers around me. I ran to the Lt. Colonel and crouched behind him. He was on one knee behind a small embankment. Bullets and beams crisscrossed the air around us. He glanced over at me with a surprised look, then continued firing in brief spurts.

      Pock pock-pock.

      I put my back against the embankment and figured I could at least keep a lookout behind us. I watched the pair of soldiers push Ko onto the floor of the helicopter, and it started to lift off.

      The alien forces were obliterating the humans, the pilots not having enough time to get the gunships in the air. Human soldiers retreated as best they could to form a loose perimeter after the one helicopter that mattered.

      The alien commander led a charge, slicing through humans as it made its way toward the aircraft. I saw it pick up the arrogant major and bury its claws in his chest, lifting him off his feet. The man screamed as the alien sank its teeth into his throat. The alien then tossed him away and he landed near us, blood gushing from his chest and torn-out neck.

      Jackson shouted over the fire, “You have to get out of here!” I opened my mouth to protest. “Now!” he yelled.

      I jumped to my feet and ran away from the firefight toward the nearest patch of trees. As I ran, I cast one last look at the battle. Jackson was down to firing with his pistol as alien forces surrounded him. Out of ammunition, they stood over him and leveled their guns, yet the commander ordered them not to fire.

      Amid the carnage, he was captured.
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      I sprinted, chest heaving, convinced that Ko’s people were running in the forest next to me waiting to cut me off like a deer running from a wolf pack. I managed to run a mile before my body forced me to slow down, reminding me that I wasn’t in high school anymore. I backed up against a tree trunk and crouched, waiting.

      Waiting for what? It wasn’t like I had a weapon or martial arts training. Even if I did, these aliens were eating the guys with guns alive. Literally. The best I could do if they came for me was scream as I became their next meal.

      I laid on my back, trying to slow my breathing. When I had my hyperventilation under control, the shaking went away and my vision gradually returned to normal. I was in pain, but it was the pain of getting thrown around and sprinting more than I had in a very, very long time.

      The sun dipped beneath the horizon before I finally felt I had the strength to stand. I checked my satchel. The crystal, the last blueprints of Ko’s world, glowed safely at the bottom. I covered it with a scarf so it stayed hidden, then squinted up through the pine branches.

      The sun had set, but my path was illuminated by a full moon. I had no idea where I was, but for lack of better options I followed a westward trail. An hour later, I came across a small community—thank god—one of those off the beaten path New England villages you see when driving across state. A single main street ran the length of the town, dotted with the essentials residents would count on, gas stations, diner, a doctor’s office, even an off-brand computer repair shop. Cars on the side of the road sat empty, the signs and lights of the buildings pitch dark. I didn’t see people anywhere. Residential streets fed into the main thoroughfare, but I decided not to venture there just yet. Better to find an open business and hopefully use a phone. I wasn’t sure who to call, but I’d figure it out when I could.

      I went to the diner, the most obvious place where humans would be. I smelled the scent of cheap diner food, so someone must be in there. I pushed the door open. A bell jangled, yet I saw absolutely nothing, not a single soul in the place.

      “Hello?” I hoped someone might hear me. No one appeared, so I walked behind the counter toward the stove. On the griddle sat a few charred hamburger patties, smoke curling from the remains of the meat. Someone must have left them on the grill and gotten out of there in a hurry.

      “Is anybody here?” I yelled.

      I spied a landline phone underneath the cash register, picked it up, and dialed the only number I remembered by heart—my father’s. I clutched the receiver. No dial tone. No ringing. I hit the plunger on the phone a few times, trying to get a tone to come through. None came, so I checked the wire, finding it intact. I found another phone in the diner office, but same story. Nothing. I was stranded. Cold fear crept into my stomach, and every muscle hurt. It was too much.

      I slid to the tiled floor, buried my face in my hands and let go. I sobbed. I’d seen too many things today. I watched a man fall to his death several thousand feet above the ground. I watched humans be eviscerated, the smell of it still clinging in my nose. I shuddered, remembering the horrific ways those men were killed. The aliens hadn’t been just defending themselves. Those were terrorist tactics. Brutally murder your enemy and they’ll think twice about trying to fight you again.

      Now I was stuck in an unknown town with no food, no water, and no idea how to get to safety. When I couldn’t cry anymore, I laid my head against a stack of boxes and breathed deeply.

      After a few calming minutes, I stood and took stock of my surroundings. I needed light. And I was in an unlocked building with too many windows. If desperate humans-or patrolling aliens-came wandering in…

      I locked the door and pushed a table against it. It wouldn’t do anything if someone decided to break the glass, but it made me feel better. I also shut the blinds on all the windows and took the time to flip the sign on the door to ‘Closed.’ People can be extremely suggestible. Even someone looking to break in would look at a shuttered building with a closed sign and assume it might be hard to get in.

      Or so I hoped.

      I dug through a drawer in the office, found a lighter, a pack of cigarettes, and a candle. “Bingo,” I said. Funny how small things in a dire situation take on new significance. It was one of those candles you see on roadside memorials, a sticker of a Catholic saint plastered across the front. I wasn’t a religious woman, but I gave a small prayer of thanks to Saint Whoever and pocketed the cigarettes.

      I lit the candle and walked into the kitchen. The walk-in freezer was still cold, and the grill still worked. I shifted aside some boxes and came across a variety of bottled drinks. Water!

      I dragged a few boxes and chairs from the manager’s office to block the swinging doors from the dining area to the kitchen. The single window in the kitchen, set high off the ground, was far too small for an adult to fit through. I locked it anyway. On second thought, I took the butt of a kitchen knife and knocked a hole in the glass. With the electricity out, the exhaust fans of the stove wouldn’t be working, and I didn’t want to die of carbon monoxide poisoning while I slept.

      As soon as I took care of my need for shelter, a wave of hunger hit me. I ripped open a box of pastries and wolfed a couple down. As I ate, it was as if the weight and tension of the past few hours lifted. After downing a bottle of water, I scavenged some papers from the manager’s office and crumpled them, then added them to a few shards of wood broken off a palette. I used the lighter to make a small fire as close to the window as possible and found a bucket of dirty mop water in case it got out of control.

      I grabbed two sharp paring knives and slid one into my bag, keeping the other one in my hand. In a town, one was used to hearing the sounds of humanity, parents coming home late from work, children called at curfew, or at least the muffled noise of a television or radio. But the night was eerily quiet except for the crackle of my small fire.

      I gathered a few aprons in desperate need of a wash and rolled them into a pillow. I removed the helmet and body armor, keeping both next to me, along with the knife, in case I needed them. I also shoved more pastries and two bottles of water into my bag. If I needed to get away fast, the extra supplies would help me survive a few more days in the forest. I laid down near the fire, its flames low to the tile, and wondered what had become of Colonel Jackson. I didn’t wonder long. Exhausted, within a minute or two, I slept.
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      “Stop pushing, you alien bastards,” I spat.

      A had a guard of four aliens marching me through the forest. Two of them kept their hands on my shoulders, shoving me along, while the other two kept their guns trained on me. After the slaughter ended, the aliens took my gun and helmet but let me keep my clothes and boots. They then put me in restraints of their own design and started marching me through the forest. The restraints were light, but a thin string extended between the shackles, making it impossible for me to move my feet or hands more than six inches at a time, which made their shoves piss me off. How was I supposed to walk any faster?

      “Quiet, human,” the commander said from the head of the line. It didn’t look back.

      We’d walked more than an hour when the mothership came into view. It towered above the forest. As we neared the ship, I spied structures clustered around it—they’d set up a camp. Some aliens gathered around fires, and I started as a few smaller aliens ran across our path. They looked different than their parents, more bird-like than reptilian. Small feathers dotted their bodies and their torsos were more compact, their legs shorter.

      Several aliens stared at me as we passed, a few young ones coming close and making trilling sounds. One of my guards barked at them in their native language, and the juveniles darted off. I was surprised to see some of the aliens wearing clothing, or the approximation of it, with folds of fabric draped around their bodies. Their homeworld must have been warmer than ours, or perhaps togas were their style.

      We reached the ship and I gazed up its gargantuan height, dazzled by the size of it. “Damn,” I muttered as a hatch descended. A towering alien stepped out, taller than all the others around me. It wore the toga-like folds of cloth over its body and some sort of fur pelt over its shoulders. Rings of metal encircled its wrists and parts of its legs, and it wore a snug helmet. I observed the same red spikes like the commander’s on the back of its neck.

      The soldiers around me backed away and lowered their heads in deference. The commander dropped its gaze as well, and the two had a brief exchange in their sibilant, clicking language. The commander put its hands on my shoulders and pushed, causing me to fall to my knees. I kept my gaze down at the alien’s feet. Far be it from me to piss the big one off.

      “You may look up, human,” it said. “I understand you are the one responsible for our current situation.” It gestured around the campsite and the damaged ship.

      I nodded.

      “What do you have to say for yourself? Speak!”

      Here we go. I licked my lips. “Lt. Colonel David Jackson, number 302081730, currently serving the United States Air Force.”

      “We know who you are. You attacked my people. You killed many of us.”

      “Lt. Colonel David Jackson, number 302081730, currently serving the United States Air Force.”

      “You mock me? I shall let my people rip you apart and eat you piece by piece while you still live. We will all enjoy your screams.”

      I blanched and felt sick to my stomach.

      The alien barked, and I realized it was laughter. “Do not worry, human. Unlike your barbaric race, we do not treat our prisoners this way—unless necessary.” The leader nodded at the soldiers behind me and they came forward and assisted me up.

      “Remove his bonds. He is no threat to us.”

      They did as ordered and I rubbed my wrists.

      “Thank you.” I guess?

      “Are you hungry, human? You must be. Thirsty, too, I am certain.” I nodded.

      The alien gestured at my guards as I rubbed my wrists some more. The soldiers turned away as the chief alien stepped toward me. I leaned away, yet it put its massive, clawed hand on my shoulder and led me into their ship. “Come. Food and rest awaits you.”

      Guess I had no choice. I avoided the blank stares as I entered their ship.

      The mothership was the size of a city with honeycombs of passages, rooms, and larger areas for complex machinery, common areas, and other necessities an ark required. As we walked, the chief alien informed me about the ship, its people, and the status of their race.

      We arrived at an infirmary where another alien had me lay down on an exam table where what looked like a ring with lasers pointed down at my body passed over me. Alien medics tended more than a dozen others here, a few with surface wounds like Ko’s, others suffering from more serious injuries. To my dismay, I saw an alien child being attached with a prosthetic limb. It stared ahead as the medic fixed its new leg in place. Then it saw me and started to cry out, the medical technician rushing to calm it. Another young alien was brought in on a stretcher, a gash running down its leg streaming blood. It cried as its parent held its hand, saying something in their language. I looked away.

      When their device finished assessing me, the alien pronounced that I was mostly healthy except for a few cuts and bruises. It sanitized my cuts with a green sticky paste that stung like hydrogen peroxide but hardened into an artificial scab over the cut. They also gave me food and water. The water smelled clean enough, but the food looked a little strange. I sniffed it before I ate it. It reminded me of the time I ate seaweed as a kid when my parents brought me to the beach. I didn’t really like the taste, but food was food, and I needed the energy.

      The alien attending to me never looked me in the eyes. The chief alien stayed with us the entire time, standing a few feet away. It watched me eat with fascination and then led me to another room, hand still on my shoulder. It made me nervous to feel the tips of its claws digging into the fabric of my uniform.

      We were in front of a room that resembled standard crew quarters on a Navy ship—single bed, sink, toilet. These weren’t built for humans, but I recognized their use.

      “You shall remain here, Lt. Col. Jackson.” The alien nudged me inside and raised a hand to press a panel on the wall.

      “Wait!”

      “Yes?”

      “What do I call you?”

      It laughed, the barking sound grating in my ears. “Call me nothing. You are not worthy of my name.” It pressed the panel, and the door shut.

      I had been asleep for what felt like a couple of hours when the door slammed open again. It slid shut once more, but I had the strong sense I was no longer alone. I didn’t move, staying still as possible. Then I smelled the alien in the darkness, a scent of dank, reptilian skin. I blinked, attempting to adjust my eyes.

      “I know you are awake, human. You killed my family.”

      I heard its breathing, raspy and strange. It sounded winded…or maybe injured?

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was under orders. They would have killed me if I didn’t do what I did.” The last sentence was an out and out lie, of course, but this alien didn’t know that. I suspected my life was in danger, so if it got me some sympathy, I’d play that card.

      My body was lifted and shaken violently, then slammed into the wall. My breath rushed from my lungs as an alien hand closed around my throat, and my feet flailed, searching for floor.

      “You killed my son. My mate,” it hissed, its fetid breath hot against the skin of my face.

      I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. The alien’s fingers closed around my neck, and I gasped, unable to breathe. I grasped its thick wrist with both hands and kicked at it, but I might as well be kicking a brick wall. The darkness of the room turned even darker.

      “Please,” I managed to croak. The tunnel was almost dark now.

      Without warning, it dropped me.

      I sprawled on the cool floor and tried not to faint as I gasped for air.

      The alien growled a guttural noise, though I detected it backing away. Weak and ineffective, I crouched into a fighting position I knew wouldn’t do me a damned bit of good if it came at me again.

      “You do not deserve to live. None of your pathetic species deserves to live.”

      I was trapped in an unlit cage with an angry tiger. It spat words at me in its native tongue. I couldn’t understand them, but knew it wasn’t a compliment. “I told them we should never have tried to make contact. We should have taken what we needed and left you worthless humans to your fates.”

      “What do you want?” I asked between breaths.

      “You will cooperate fully. You will withhold nothing. When the time comes to speak, do so quickly. We will know if you lie. Speak truth, and you will receive a clean death. Lie, and I will rip your soft belly open and feed on your insides whole while you yet live. I am hoping you choose to lie, human. I want to taste your flesh myself.”

      The door opened, and I saw the alien’s large silhouette leave the room. I’d let my guard down, forgotten I was a prisoner. I wondered if anyone even knew I was still alive. I expect the brass thought I was chopped liver like the rest of the men at the battle site.

      I backed against the wall as it hit me. I was going to die on this ship. They were only keeping me alive until they could get Ko and the data crystal back…then I remembered Alexandra. She’d fled with the crystal, and who knows what happened to her. Likely, the woman lay dead in that forest somewhere.

      I turned and slammed my fists into the wall, making a massive bang. “God DAMN it!”

      I cried then. I’d been through a couple tours during my time in the military and witnessed some horrific things. I’d seen drones fire missiles into buildings, never being sure of who was in them. I’d accompanied marines on infiltration missions. I’d watched a mother clutch her dead child, screaming. Now I’d seen men die in the most twisted and painful ways. And my options now were to play it right for a quick death, or give the wrong answers and be tortured, killed, and eaten—and maybe not in that order.

      I didn’t have a wife or children, but I had friends and family. There were things I wanted to do and say. Everyone who signs up for the service understands they might die. Hell, they might be at peace with it. But I’d never known a soldier who wasn’t afraid at the end. I crawled back to the bed, letting exhaustion take over. I cried myself to sleep, and I had no dreams.

      At some point, I woke. The room was dimly lit now, so I sat up and took a few deep breaths, wishing this had all been a nightmare. When the door opened, I was ready. I vaulted up and aimed a kick at the alien. The chief stood in the doorway, head cocked at my attack.

      I stumbled, trying to stop my forward motion, and ended up falling flat on the floor. The chief loomed over me.

      “Why did you do that?” the alien asked.

      I lay on my back, looking up. “I thought you were here to kill me.”

      The alien barked a laugh. “If I wished that, don’t you think you’d be dead already? Come.”

      I stood and followed the chief out of my cell. I told it of my attacker.

      “Impossible,” it said as we continued walking. “Your door is keyed to my identification only. It is not possible for another to enter.”

      “Well, someone did. They weren’t friendly.” I showed it the fresh bruises around my throat.

      “Hm. I will set guards outside your door from now on. There is a faction among us that does not wish to help your species. I would apologize for their behavior, but I also cannot blame them. Many of us have died and there is much grief. Most of our population survived your attack—survived being a relative term. Our ship is in worse shape than its passengers. Your missile damaged critical systems. Our life support is destroyed. Most of our propulsion systems are off-line. Those can be repaired, but not without an extensive amount of time, effort, and materials. If we are unable to complete that task, our ship may never fly again. We will be trapped on your planet awaiting the fate our world has already suffered.”

      We arrived at their weapons station, where the chief had me sit in one of the odd-shaped chairs behind a command post. “You can see here that we, too, have weapons. You had a first-hand view of what some of them can do, and those were the least of our capability. Even with the damage you’ve caused our ship, we possess the ability to wipe out your species. Our fighters alone can dot this planet with craters on all major cities. We have weapons that would tear your biologies apart within a matter of weeks. Yet, I am of the mind we should not obliterate you humans. Should your warriors attack us again, I will change my mind.”

      I nodded.

      “I understand you have nuclear capabilities?”

      I nodded again. Shit, how much did this thing know about us?

      “Are your warriors likely to use them again?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Your ship has crashed on United States soil. It wouldn’t look good for us if we fired missiles on our own.”

      “Can you guarantee that?”

      “No. This is an unprecedented event for us as a species. We’ve already done things the military has never thought of doing. We’ve never fired nuclear missiles at an enemy over our own land. We’ve never struck first against an enemy on our own soil.”

      “If you cannot guarantee your species will not attempt to destroy mine, we must take steps to ensure they cannot.”

      “Sorry. I can’t guarantee anything. Not unless you let me talk to my people.” Even then, who knows, but I wasn’t telling it that.

      “If humans do anything else foolish, it is good you are here with us.”

      “I suppose.” We sat a while, staring out a viewscreen at the forest below and at the small fires of the alien camp.

      “Would you like to meet my people?” it said, still staring away from me.

      “They’ll kill me the minute they see me, but why not?”

      “They will not kill you if they think you are regretful. True, judging by the attack, many unhappy with your presence. Some call for your death, say we should send your body back to the humans as proof of our intent.”

      I snorted at this.

      The alien blinked at me, then continued, “I disagree with them. Sending your body to the humans will not make a good impression. I will, instead, teach you things about our society, our gestures, and you can make yourself understood. However, if you make yourself disagreeable, I shall have to kill you as an example, and also so I do not look weak to my people.”

      I thought for a moment and realized the chief was making the best offer I was going to get. Plus, he was the only one between me and a terrible death.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Very good. The first thing we must do is be rid of this clothing. Your uniform signifies you as our enemy, and it frightens our young ones. Besides, you smell foul. We have bathing facilities you will find suitable. Once you are finished, we will feed and outfit you properly. Then we will speak more.”

      Once bathed, I found a length of light tan cloth laid out in front of my door. As I bent to pick it up, I noticed two pairs of eyes staring at me from around a corner. I glanced at them and chanced a smile. The child aliens ran away, jabbering in their native language. So much for civility.

      The garment reminded me of a Greek or Roman toga, designed to drape around the body to cover as much or as little as the wearer wished. I put it on as best I could, folded my uniform, and went back to the weapons station where the leader still sat, staring into the forest, eyes unfocused.

      I recognized that look. The weight of leadership, of someone tasked with making horrible decisions in troubled times. I felt an odd kinship with the creature. It faced the extinction of its people, and here I was, the human responsible for it all, yet it treated me with respect.

      I cleared my throat.

      It turned and observed my attempt at a toga. “Ah. Now you look more like us.” I shrugged, feeling odd with my bare feet and vulnerable skin showing.

      “Are you ready to learn, Lt. Col. Jackson?”

      “Can you tell me something first?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Names are important among humans. I understand you won’t tell me your name, and that’s fine. However, we have genders. Male and female? They’re what we use to differentiate between those who bear our young and those who don’t. Do you have those?”

      “No,” the alien said, “not as such. We differentiate ourselves by dominance. However, much like your species, only certain ones of us can carry children.”

      “Can I call you something other than ‘it’? That’s the only word in our language we have for, well, something gender-less, I guess.”

      “The closest word in your language would be confusing and tiresome for most humans. Though it isn’t entirely accurate, none of us will be offended by ‘he’ or ‘she’.”

      “All right. I figure if I’m going to be among your people, I’d rather not use ‘it.’”

      “Why? After all, were we not an ‘it’ when you launched your missile?”

      I shut my mouth and clenched my jaw. Surely, they understood the concept of following orders. I had seen those fighters put themselves in danger just to protect the primary ship. I wanted to yell it wasn’t my fault, but I could have peeled away. I could have not fired. I could have lied, said that there was a malfunction.

      I turned toward the alien leader. “You have children here. I don’t know what you call them, but you have young here, and those who aren’t warriors. Humans don’t like to kill young people. We generally try not to kill members of a species who care for the young either. Now, I understand I’m your prisoner, and you’ve treated me pretty damn fairly…so I guess what I mean to say is even if some of your people want me dead, I intend to treat you with the same dignity you’ve given me.”

      He nodded. “Let us go outside then. You must keep your eyes downcast. Do not touch anyone who is caring for our young without introduction. I will introduce you as a human, and nothing more. Those who know your identity, or who don’t care, will not harm you while I am with you.”

      “Got it. What about when you aren’t with me?”

      “When I am not with you, it would be advisable to stay out fo the way.”

      We walked through the ship’s corridors and arrived at the doorway I’d come in the day before. He stepped outside and I followed. The crisp air made me shiver and I looked across the camp at the forest, where the first fingers of autumn frost touched the leaves. Then, as instructed, I kept my gaze on the ground.

      The alien leader walked me around the camp, speaking in his native language. A few aliens caring for the young watched me with blank stares. I could tell they were wary, but also trusted their leader.

      Soon, a small gathering of children followed us. They jumped up and down whenever I stopped, hopping on their legs and chirping at me. I smiled at them and opened my arms. I clapped, and they squealed in joy. Then, they glanced and trilled at one another, heads turning back and forth like birds. I clapped again, and they were like popcorn, jumping and squeaking.

      An adult emerged from the gathering crowd and barked at one of the children. He stepped forward and lay a clawed hand on its child, guiding it away, yet they kept his eyes on me the entire time.

      I looked at the leader. “Lower your head,” he said.

      I dipped my head. The alien stopped. He looked at me and grunted, turning and herding his young one away from us. The alien children dispersed, but one alien, a caretaker, came forward.

      “What is your name, human?” she asked.

      “David. Do you have a name I can call you?”

      The alien smiled its predatory smile. “You may call me Ila , if you wish. Come and share my fire, David.” She gestured for me to sit next to her by a fire outside of her tent. I noticed the fabric was unlike the nylon or canvas we use, woven with intricate patterns.

      I sat first and the alien squatted nearby. “Our children think you are strange, David,” Ila said. “They have seen humans in holos, but they have not seen one in the flesh. They talk of how your arms and legs are awkward and odd, and they laugh because they say your teeth are small. They ask us how it is possible you can eat with such small teeth.”

      Two children watched us and chittered a few feet away. When I looked over at them, they trilled and blinked.

      “Tell them that they look strange to me, too, but I think we can be friends.”

      She did so, and one of the young aliens came cautiously to hunker in front of me. One held out it’s hand, and I copied the gesture. It reached out with one finger and tapped my palm with a small claw, running away after it did so.

      I guffawed and several aliens jumped, even the adults. I gestured for the little one to come back, and Ila said something to it. It sidled toward me and I held out both palms this time. I stared at the small creature and waited.

      “Boo!”

      The young alien squeaked and ran, staying away this time. It cowered behind another caregiver, its small tail quivering.

      “They don’t know what happened, do they?” I asked Ila.

      “They only know the ship crashed, and they know there are humans here, but we have not told them humans caused the crash. They are young. They do not need to know such things.”

      I nodded and glanced into the fire. “I understand. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” I peered at Ila. “I’m sorry for my part in all this. I was wrong.” Ila blinked her large eyes and seemed to nod in acceptance of my apology.

      “Our warriors undergo difficult tasks. Very difficult. Sometimes they can be unpleasant. Yet, they too know what it means to follow orders, to have to fight and perhaps kill because our leaders tell them to. My mate is a warrior. I understand that warriors are are sometimes conflicted about the tasks they are asked to carry out. I am among the lucky. I did not lose my loved ones in the crash.” She poked at the fire and watched as the flames leapt higher.. “Be careful, David. There are those here who want to see you slain. They will do much to see you dead. They will use your body as an example for the rest of the humans.”

      The alien leader, who had listened quietly all this time, came forward. “Come, Lt. Col. Jackson. We must go.”

      I stood and smiled. “Thank you for your kindness, Ila.”

      She nodded her head, and I was led back to my cell.
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      “Shit, it’s blocked!”

      I startled awake to a man’s voice just outside the swing doors to the kitchen.

      “Daddy, I’m hungry!” A little girl’s voice joined the man’s.

      “I know baby, just give me a minute, okay? Daddy’s going to get you some food as quick as he can.” The man kept cursing, his voice getting more frantic as he couldn’t force the doors open. “What the hell is blocking this?”

      I stood up and grabbed the knife I had kept with me throughout the night. I thought about the helmet but if these people had any kind of gun, it wouldn’t do me a whole lot of good.

      “Hey out there!” I shouted.

      “Is someone there? Please, help us! I have a little girl with me, I need to get her food and water. Please, open the doors!”

      “I’ll help you, but I need you to do something for me first,” I called. “You have a weapon on you?”

      There was no immediate answer.

      “I can only help you out if I know that I’m gonna walk out of here, friend,” I said.

      “I have a handgun. I grabbed it out of our safe when we left the house.”

      “Okay. What’s your name?”

      “Samuel. Sam. My daughter’s name is Ella.”

      “Okay Sam, I need you to do me a favor. My name is Alex. I’m in here armed, and I don’t want to scare your little girl. I also don’t want her to see anything nasty, so go ahead and slide that gun under the swinging doors, all right? I’ll empty the cartridge and slide it right back to you. Understand?”

      Again, Sam hesitated. “Why should I believe you? You could shoot us while we waited. Maybe I should just kill you first.” I heard the little girl squeak, and her father shushed her.

      “You see the counter out there, right? Slide that gun under the door and then take your girl in front of it. If I were going to shoot you, a bullet won’t pass through all the wall and tile. I know you have no way of making sure that I’m going to do what I say I’ll do but you’re gonna have to trust me. Please, do it for Ella.”

      There was a scraping sound as the gun slid under the doors. I picked it up. I didn’t have the first clue about guns, but I had to make sure I wasn’t about to get shot for a cheese danish. The only thing I knew for certain was that you should avoid the business end. I searched for some way to release the magazine but I couldn’t find it. I laughed.

      “Sam, you’re gonna have to do me one more favor,” I said.

      “What now?”

      “I don’t know the first thing about guns, handguns especially. Could you tell me how to unload this thing?”

      He laughed, then told me how to get the magazine out of the gun. I stood up to the window at the pass with the empty gun in my hands and slid it open.

      “Sam, stand up for me, okay?” I heard him whisper to his daughter to stay down, that dad would be all right. My heart ached for these people. Things were bad enough for me, I hadn’t thought of what the rest of the world was going through. I imagined a father and daughter having everything in their lives shut off, no power, no information. No idea if they were being attacked. Sam had to be one hell of a dad to keep his kid calm.

      Sam stood and I opened the window to show him the empty gun. I saw him visibly relax.

      “Head back to that door for me.” I slid the empty gun under the door. I then pushed aside the detritus I had used to barricade myself in and opened the doors. Sam stood in front of Ella, his hand keeping her behind him. I put the knife I had down on the floor and kicked it away from me. I stepped forward with my hand extended. “It’s nice to meet you, Sam.”

      He shook my hand and I turned to address Ella. “Let’s get you some food, does that sound good?” The girl nodded her head emphatically. “There’s pastries and some snack foods over there. Water in the box next to it. We have a gas griddle, but I haven’t tried to work it yet.”

      Ella shot from behind her father, sprinted to the box of pastries, and ripped one open. “Chocolate croissant, my favorite!”

      “Go easy, honey.” Sam cautioned her.

      “I expect you’re not feeling too great yourself,” I said. “Get something to eat and drink and then we can talk.”

      Sam cast a wary look at me but joined his daughter. While they ate, I gathered some kindling I’d set out last night and lit it. The morning was clear and cool, and the warmth from the fire did as much to restore us as the food and water did. I stood and listened to the silence accompanied by the rustling and crackling of pastry packages.

      I fetched a bottled water and a juice box from a crate and handed the drinks to them. “Hey Ella,” I said, “is it okay with you if your daddy and I talk for a little while?”

      She nodded, mouth full of her second croissant.

      “You all right with that?” I said to him.

      “Sure.” Sam nodded. He had Ella take a croissant and her juice box to another table which she did without question.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly. “We were out all night, trying to find someone who could tell us what’s going on. We had to leave our house. It wasn’t safe. We thought we could get a car and drive to my mom’s but no cars are working. Do you know what’s going on? Are we under attack? Has a nuclear bomb gone off? God, if one has…” He glanced at Ella as she sucked her juice from a straw. “How did you get here anyway?”

      I leaned back in my chair and let out a breath. “It’s a long story. I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Do you know what these ships that have been flying over us are? Some of them look like military helicopters and others, well, I don’t know what the other ones were. We were lucky enough to get a radio working for a bit, but I could only listen. Some people were saying aliens? That’s got to be bullshit, right? They’re covering up for something bigger.”

      I rubbed my forehead and smoothed some loose strands of hair back. I’m sure I looked a mess. I was tired and sore, covered in filth. I’m sure I stank. “Sam, I…I can’t explain it all right now. Heck, I don’t even understand a lot of it myself. I can tell you I was with a military unit and we were investigating the events that started all this. I got separated from my escorts. I’m a civilian consultant. A social worker. I ended up here same as you. I was hungry and looking for somewhere safe.”

      “You were with the military? What the hell is happening?”

      I looked over my shoulder at Ella, and she waved at us.

      “They’re still figuring that out. The best thing for you to do is take Ella someplace safe. I’ll help you load up supplies and see if I can get you something to light your way with. Do you have anywhere you can go?”

      He pursed his lips, thinking. “Ella’s school was a fallout shelter back in the ‘80s. We can try there, maybe hole up for a little while, then head north, I guess. I’d like to make sure those weird ships stop flying all over before we move.”

      “That’s good. There might be other…” I stopped myself from saying ‘survivors.’ “Other people waiting at the school too. When you get there, maybe you can spread my advice. Can you help me answer a few questions of my own?”

      Sam nodded.

      “Where am I? What’s been going on over the past twenty-four hours?”

      “Plainfield. About halfway between Albany and Springfield, Massachusetts. Those weird ships have been flying back and forth all over and there’s a big plume of smoke off to the northeast. Most folks have left, or they’re hiding. I was hoping someone would come for us, rescue workers, soldiers, or something. But with the power out and the ships and no word, I got freaked out. It’s been so hard to be cool and explain things to her. I’m trying to make it like a game, you know? But things seem pretty bad.”

      I nodded, unsure what else to tell him. There was no reason for me to make it worse with what I already knew.

      Sam called Ella over and she snuggled into his arms. She couldn’t have been more than five or six years old. “Hey, sweetie, how are you doing now? Better?”

      “Better.” Sam hugged his daughter close.

      “Daddy, I’m sleepy.” She hid her face in the crook of his neck.

      “She can sleep back in the kitchen where I was. You and I can gather food, water and anything else we can find that might be useful.”

      He nodded and stood, picking her up into his arms. “Okay, baby, I’m gonna bundle you up back there for a little bit while Ms. Alex and I get us some supplies together. Sound good?”

      “Yeah, Daddy.”

      I helped Sam gather up some tablecloths and we set up a makeshift bed for Ella. He tucked her in and despite the hard floor she was asleep almost as soon as her head hit my pillow of folded aprons.

      Sam and I spent some time putting together water and food. We smashed open a snack machine with a fire extinguisher and carried as much as fit into our arms back to the dining room.

      “What’s your plan, Alex? You know you can come with us to the school. It’d be safer for you than going it alone.”

      “I really need to find my way back. I have information they need.”

      “I get it. I guess we’ll rest at the school a couple days, then try to head to my buddy’s cabin an hour north of here—if we can find a working car. If he’s there or not, I know the cabin has supplies. They usually kit the place out to last the winter.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. After Ella’s had a little sleep, we can try to find some working cars.”

      We kept combing through the diner and discovered another candle, a good amount of semi or non-perishable food, crates of water, and even a teddy bear in the manager’s office—maybe they had a child they brought to work sometimes. I felt sure the owner of the bear wouldn’t mind if we borrowed it for Ella.

      We lined up our supplies in the dining area. The sun was high and it was warmer outside. Sam went to wake Ella from her nap. The little girl protested, twisting this way and that to avoid being picked up. Sam scooped her up in his arms and sang to her, “Oh piranha, you are a friend of mine. I like to feed you little Ellas all the time!”

      Ella opened her eyes and giggled. “No piranha!”

      I smiled and felt tears prick the corners of my eyes. It was a relief to see something normal even though I knew things were going to get worse. Sam and I pushed the supplies to the door, the lock now broken from when he had pried his way in earlier. We left the supplies hidden behind one of the tables and set out to find an operable vehicle.

      We opened a mechanic shop garage with some leverage from a plank of wood. We found three cars, one jacked high in the air, the other two parked. Sam found several keys on the wall and through trial and error, we matched them to their respective vehicles. Unfortunately, they were all post-2010- computer-run, needing electric starters. I frowned.

      “Police station?” Sam said.

      “What?”

      “The police station. They’ve got to have some vehicles without a computer in them. There was a push to modernize the cruisers a few years back, but our chief is an old-fashioned guy. He liked things the way they were.”

      Sam was right. We found two police cruisers and two trucks at the station, all with mechanical starters. I had Ella stand next to me as Sam smashed through the station door with a large rock. He used the rock to knock out the remaining pieces of glass and climbed through.

      When he disappeared, Ella turned to me. “Miss Alex?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are bad things going to happen to us?”

      “No, sweetie. You and your dad are going to get into one of these big old stinky trucks, and we’re gonna give you as many chocolate croissants as your little belly can handle. Then you’re gonna go have a campout in a cabin. If you ask me, that sounds pretty fun.”

      She smiled. “Yeah! Camp out! Are you going to come with us?”

      I was close to crying. I sure as hell would’ve liked to go with them. Sam seemed like a great guy, and Ella was downright adorable. “I have friends who need me to get back to them,” I told her. “We’re gonna go check out what those funny planes are and make things all better.”

      “Thank you, Miss Alex.” Ella said in a small voice. She was looking down, thumb to her mouth as if to suck on it but didn’t want to in front of an adult.

      I crouched so we were eye-level. “You gotta do me a favor, okay?” I said, looking mock-seriously into her eyes.

      “What?” Her eyes were big, mystified at being handed such a responsibility.

      I leaned in and whispered, “You’ve gotta look after your dad. You gotta be big and strong for him. He’s worked hard to make sure you’ve been safe this whole time, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay. So now you gotta do the same thing for him. Make sure he eats and sleeps. You tell him that he’s got to be brave, and that you’re gonna be brave, too, okay? Can you do that?”

      She nodded, mouth set, determination shining from behind impossibly blue eyes. Sam came out the police station door with two sets of keys, another handgun, and two rifles. Ella’s eyes widened at the sight of the weapons, but she had grown up around hunters and knew guns were just scary looking, not scary.

      “Here,” Sam said, handing me a handgun and a rifle. “I always told Sarge his armory was going to get broken into someday. It’s a good thing he didn’t listen to me and add better security. Let’s get to the diner and load up. I figure you might need a quick shooting lesson.”

      “You figure right,” I said.

      We started the trucks and drove to the diner. I breathed a sigh of relief that the diner looked undisturbed. I made sure Ella had her new teddy bear and we sat her in the front seat of one truck while Sam and I loaded up. They had enough supplies to make it a solid ten days. Time enough, I hoped.

      Sam opened the door to his truck. “Hey, honey, I’m gonna teach Alex a little about guns so she doesn’t hurt herself. You okay with sitting in the truck for a few minutes? We’ll be right over there where you can see us.”

      Ella nodded and cuddled her bear. Sam set up targets for us—some cans and bottles from the diner garbage—placing them on a tree stump. The handgun was easy to learn, even if I did almost hit myself in the face from the recoil the first time I fired it.

      The rifle gave me more trouble. “Not like that,” Sam said. “Sit the butt here so when it recoils it doesn’t slam into your shoulder.” I wildly missed the bottle again, but winged it on the third try.

      We finished my lesson with two important rules. “Rule number one,” he said. “The business end goes towards the bad guy.”

      I grinned. “Makes sense.”

      “Rule number two. You are holding death in your hands. Toy with it, and it will take your life. Always make sure your safety is engaged when you aren’t about to kill something and, when you can, keep the bullets out of it.”

      I smiled. “Thank you, Sam. I’ll try not to shoot myself in the foot and, hey, now at least I’m a pro at taking magazines out.”

      He laughed. “That you are.” Back at the trucks, I gave them both a hug.

      “Good luck out there,” I said. “Get somewhere safe, then get up north like you said.”

      “I still wish you’d come with us,” he said. “I don’t like the thought of you out here alone.”

      “I have to,” I said.

      “Can’t we just take you where you need to go?”

      I shook my head, then wiped my eyes. “No. Look, you’re doing great, Sam. You’re doing the right thing. You’re an amazing father, keeping your little girl safe and happy through all this. That’s your priority. I need to get back, and you need to keep her safe. I promise I’m going to do as much as I can to help get things back to normal.”

      Sam hugged me again. “If you do, come back to Plainfield.”

      I smiled and nodded.

      “Be safe out there, Alex.”

      I watched as they climbed into the ancient police truck and drove away. I hopped into my own truck, slung my bag into the passenger seat, then sat and wiped more tears away, trying like hell not to break down sobbing at the sudden loneliness.

      I opened my bag and took Ko’s crystal out of it. I held it a moment, watching the colors glow and shift. My encounter with Sam and Ella reminded me of what Ko said about trust, that it must be built from actions on both sides. If Sam had not trusted me, he wouldn’t have been able to feed his daughter. If I hadn’t trusted him, I might have gotten shot.

      I had a decision to make. If I was able to make it to Ko’s people and give them their computer back, it could be viewed as a goodwill gesture from humanity. Maybe it would help them see we were capable of negotiating. On the other hand, if I brought it to the military, it would be the best bargaining chip to broker peace.

      The weight of the decision felt too heavy. This was a matter for the highest of our leaders, the President—if she was still alive. I was just some professor, an idealistic woman who fumbled her way into some weird psychology. Being the one to make this decision seemed ridiculous, yet here I was, the only one who could. I put the crystal into my bag, started the truck, and headed toward the highway.
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      “Wake up, human.” An unfamiliar alien appeared in the silhouette of my cell door. “You are expected.”

      “Who’s expecting me?”

      “Move it! Bathe quickly. There will be clothes provided for you. You have fifteen of your minutes.”

      I stood and took the fastest shower of my life. A new fabric garment had indeed been supplied for me. Like last night, I was given no shoes or underwear. I stepped out of my cell and found the alien who had woken me up standing next to the door. He was holding a spear that was tipped with a black metal and nasty-looking prongs. He used the butt of the spear to hit me across the backs of my calves.

      “Ow! No need for the hostility.”

      “Quiet, human. Move.”

      I walked ahead of my alien guard, surprised to hear almost no noise, as if the ship had been cleared ahead of us.

      “Turn here.”

      I entered what looked like a conference room. At the head of the table sat another red-crested alien in light armor with metal bands encircling his wrists. Other soldiers stood next to him, motionless.

      “Please, sit. Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

      “I would like something to eat, thank you.”

      An alien set a tray of seaweed-like plants and slices of some kind of meat—at least I guessed it was meat. I sniffed at it. The meat definitely smelled strange, and I wasn’t sure it would sit well but, as I did not want to offend them, I put a small piece in my mouth. It tasted like steak well beyond its expiration date, but I somehow got it down and chugged my entire cup of water.

      I nodded across the table. “Thanks.”

      “Lt. Col. Jackson…I understand that this is the proper way to address you, one warrior to another?” The alien removed his crested helm and set it on the table.

      “Sure. So, who are you?”

      “I am the captain of this ship. My name is too complicated for your tongue, so you may address me as Ka’thak.”

      I blanched. I was speaking to the officer in charge of the vessel I downed with a nuclear missile. I doubted the aliens would poison me, but the food sat heavy in my stomach.

      “Lt. Colonel, I have brought you here because, simply put, we need information. Your people have one of ours named Ko in their possession. It is imperative Ko is returned safely to us.”

      It wouldn’t do me any good to admit I knew about the quantum computer, so I nodded in acknowledgement of his words but kept my trap shut.

      The captain continued, “I need to know what we should expect from your people. Most of our warriors believe that because you attacked us without warning, there is no point negotiating with you humans. They wish to accept the loss of our comrade and wipe your species from the face of your planet. It would not be difficult with the destruction to your atmosphere and the ongoing collapse of your civilizations. You are scattered, and largely defenseless.”

      He was right. Their beam weapons could scorch an entire city in less time it took for our forces to muster.

      “However, there are more humans than us. We have pushed your forces back for now, but larger forces are mobilizing. At this rate, it is a matter of time before the humans regroup and return to our ship for another attack. If they do, we will have no choice to use stronger weapons against your countrymen and your species as a whole. We will deploy forces to destroy what is left of humanity, take what resources we need, and we will find our way off your planet before the supernova effects become too severe.”

      I still kept silent. I wasn’t sure if he was bluffing but, given what I had seen during that battle, I knew from experience the aliens wouldn’t back away.

      Ka’thak blinked at me and sighed. “As I said, a faction of us wishes to strike first. I am not one of those people. Your planet will soon be destroyed anyway. As captain, my priority is the safety of our people. In our current situation, it will be difficult to gather resources in time. Ideally, cooperation between our species is best. We can trade some of our technology in return for your help gathering the resources we need. If we do this it’s possible that both our species can survive.”

      I didn’t know what to say. For the second time this week, I was thrust into a situation which could determine the fate of humanity. I thought of Alexandra and the quantum computer the aliens were so desperate to recover. I hoped she was okay. She was a resourceful woman, so maybe she’d made it someplace safe.

      Damn. This situation should be handled by top brass, not some lone pilot. But I was the guy in the hot seat, and I had to come up with something.

      “It…it…” I coughed and cleared my throat, the taste of the ‘meat’ lingering in my mouth. “Maybe I can start a dialogue with our American leaders. Maybe arrange a cease-fire, a truce. I don’t know yet. But I’m willing to try.”

      The captain nodded.

      “That is good. I’m glad to know you humans understand these concepts. You may go, while we discuss how we wish to approach your leaders. You will be consulted if we need further information.” Ka’thak waved me away, and the guards returned me to my cell. It might have been my imagination, but they seemed less rough in their care than they had been before.
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      As I drove toward the alien ship, I listened to the radio. The few snatches of broadcast that I could hear made it sound like it was War of the Worlds come to life. I flipped through the stations and caught the voices of a panicked woman, a minister proclaiming that Armageddon had come, and an angry man who insisted that this was all a government exercise gone wrong. I shut the radio off. Listening to that shit wasn’t doing my mental state any good.

      I’d made my decision. The military had chosen to execute a nuclear strike against a species that until then had taken no hostile action. When that species counter-attacked, human forces hadn’t just fought against them, they massacred them. I felt certain that if I handed this priceless artifact to the American military I would be dooming humanity to a short war and a horrible death.

      The commanders would never negotiate. They were probably too busy discussing whether or not they should use another nuclear bomb to wipe out the rest of an entire civilization. If I was hurt or killed trying to make amends for what my species had done, I would consider it a worthy end.

      I laughed. If this ship had come down over European soil, or hell, anywhere except America, the aliens would be dealing with a very civilized delegation of top politicians. They would be greeted with all the pomp and ceremony still possible after the EMP. Instead, they’d crashed on American soil and now faced war with humanity simply for existing.

      I hadn’t run into any alien forces on the road yet, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t patrolling the area. As if on cue, I heard the whine of one of the alien fighters. It was flying low over the highway toward me.

      I thought about pulling over but that would only draw their attention to me, so I kept driving, hoping they would think I was a random human driver. I revised that expectation after considering that most humans would be cowering in their houses, not driving a police truck down the highway toward the crash site. The fighter glided over me. I watched for it in the rearview mirror. It swiveled around and started back my way. So much for hoping they wouldn’t notice me. It flew above me and slowed.

      I swore under my breath and flipped on the lights and sirens. I wanted to make it clear to the fighter that I saw it and make it easier for it to see me. I might have spooked them. The fighter backed to follow at a distance. I guess it must have figured out that I wasn’t about to attack it because it resumed its watch over the truck a few minutes later. I waggled the truck’s path, swerving to the left and to the right. The fighter mirrored me. Guess I had an escort.

      My tail and I drove ten or so miles together when I found the turn that headed toward the ship. A column of smoke was still streaming from the forest into the sky. I turned my gaze back to the road and slammed on the brakes. Less than a hundred feet ahead of me were four alien soldiers, their guns leveled at the truck.

      I put the vehicle into park and put my hands up. Two of them advanced. on the vehicle, beam weapons aimed upwards. Before they got too close, I grabbed the computer from inside my bag and slipped it underneath the passenger seat. Then I shoved my jacket under there to hide its glow.

      The alien on the driver’s side yanked the door open. “Get out, human.”

      I kept my hands level with my shoulders and carefully stepped out of the truck. The solider kicked me in the back, knocking me to my hands and knees.

      “Hands on your head,” it growled.

      I pushed myself up to my knees. I heard its companion searching the truck. I prayed that it wouldn’t look under the passenger seat. The two aliens who hadn’t approached the truck went around the back of it and threw open the tarp covering my supplies. It barked to its companions and I heard crumpling as it tore into the food I had taken from the diner.

      I rolled my eyes. Introduce a new species to humanity and of course the first thing they’ll do is develop a taste for is pastries and chocolate.

      Its companions ate some croissants while I stayed motionless, waiting for one of the soldiers to discover the quantum computer. When no such exclamation came, I turned my head and watched them stand together speaking their language. One gestured at me. The other three seemed disinterested and chittered in reply, going through more of my supplies.

      The alien that pointed at me walked to where I kneeled and crouched to eye level. “What is your name, human?”

      I hesitated. I could lie, say I was someone else, that I was just a lone traveler trying to get away. Yet, seemed to me these aliens didn’t have much interest in helping humans—pretty evident by them consuming my food and water stores. I gritted my teeth as I heard one of the soldiers tear the passenger side door off the truck. It rummaged in the front of the vehicle, checking the glove box and tossing items out of it onto the seat.

      “My name is Dr. Alexandra King.”

      The alien stood, slit eyes widening. It barked at the others. I imagined something to the effect of “We found her!” Great.

      “The humans have captured one of our people,” the soldier said, peering down at me. “Did you aid in his capture?”

      “No.”

      “Where is the orb of our people?”

      “I don’t know what that is.” Lying wasn’t my best skill, but the truth wasn’t gonna keep me alive. Give them what they were seeking and I would end up sliced, diced, and probably eaten right here on the road. I hoped maybe they were full now.

      The aliens chattered, then the one looming over me hauled me to my feet and shoved me forward. “You’re coming with us.”
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      I couldn’t sleep, so I counted the rivets in the wall until my cell opened. Instead of the alien leader or captain, the alien I assumed had ambushed me my first night and two others entered. I jumped up and backed way, but the two rushed me and snatched hold of my arms.

      The third leaned in, breath stinking of foul meat. “Hello, pathetic human.”

      I didn’t reply.

      “I thought we agreed you would speak quickly when the time came. If you’re not feeling chatty, don’t worry. We’ll get your tongue loosened up soon enough. The time to eradicate your disgusting species has come. We will take what we need from this planet and wipe your species from history. You should be grateful. I am told if we allowed you to live you would all die very nasty deaths. As much as watching that would give me pleasure, slaughtering you like the fattened animals you are will feel much better. Have you a mate, human? Offspring? Tell me, so I can rip them apart first. I’m going to feast on their organs after I get my revenge for what you did.”

      I remained silent, glaring. These weren’t new tactics, but it was different talking to an enemy that could truly back their threats up.

      “Your government has been in touch. They say that they do not want more conflict. They say that they wish a peaceful resolution that benefits our two species. They say they will not take further action against us. What do you make of that?”

      “It’s bullshit. They want to talk you down, but if you don’t play nice, they’ll obliterate this ship and all of you along with it. You might consider us soft, but we humans take an oath when we become warriors; we swear to defend against all enemies, foreign, domestic…and alien. We uphold this oath with our lives and our deaths, if need be, and we will never stop coming for you. I just ask you to take me to a higher deck, so I can see the fireworks when thousands of our missiles come at you assholes.”

      His slit eyes narrowed, and his companions chattered. The alien in front of me barked and they fell silent. My interrogator smirked, baring rows of sharp teeth. “I believe you, human. You may not care about your own death, but what about that of another? One that isn’t a warrior, what you call a ‘her,’ is it? What about the her? Your people value the vessels for your reproduction, yes?”

      A pang of fear raced through me. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I suppose you will find out.” He turned to the other two. “Put him with the her.”

      One of the aliens holding me slammed a fist into my solar plexus. The air rushed from my lungs and I went limp, gasping like a fish. The aliens dragged me out of the cell.

      Then I heard alien ticks and growls and observed the captain and two other soldiers come toward us. My captors dropped me to the floor, drawing weapons. I curled into a fetal position, hands knitted behind my head to protect my neck.

      The rebelling aliens opened fire. The captain and their allies rolled out of the way. I heard the sizzling staccato of beam weapons, so I flipped onto my stomach and crawled towards my cell, careful to stay away from the door. From my low vantage point, I made out one of my captors grasping a burned, bloody leg. He limped as he tried to escape.

      The captain’s soldiers had taken injuries too. Ka’thak bore a searing scar across his right shoulder where the armor had split, and others had been hit as well. One of my rescuers advanced in a swift leap, pounced on his enemy and took them to the floor. It ripped his throat with teeth. I flinched as the alien’s blue blood sprayed my face and spat as some got in my mouth.

      On seeing the death of their fellow rebel, the other two ran. One turned to shoot as they retreated, the beam lancing the sides of the corridor. The captain’s soldiers took up firing positions and sent a couple shots after them as they fled out of sight.

      Ka’thak rushed over to the door of my cell while speaking in its language to the others. He gazed down at me and offered their hand to assist me up. “Are you wounded, Lt. Col. Jackson?”

      I coughed. “In a manner of speaking. I can walk, though.” I accepted their hand and they hauled me to my feet. The motion lit a fire in my stomach, and I gasped. The captain bent so I could put my arm over his shoulders, but I declined. I was hurt, but it wasn’t fatal. Just painful as hell.

      The captain’s companions formed a defensive guard ahead and behind us.

      “What the hell is going on, Ka’thak?” I clutched my chest, wondering if my ribs were fractured. Every breath hurt, so I tried not to take deep ones.

      The captain sighed. “On our way to this planet, many of our people became afraid.”

      “Understandable,” I said with gritted teeth as Ka’thak led me down the corridor.

      “Yes. As such, there was a split among our people. Humans have a corollary to this, I believe. You have your ‘flight monkeys,’ those who err on the side of caution and run away from threats or seek cooperation with others to overcome danger. You also have your ‘fight monkeys,’ such as those you call military.”

      “Uh, okay. Your point?”

      “Both are necessary for survival of a species. The same is largely true of our people. Some of us say it is best to obliterate anything threatening our survival, but others of us disagreed and we maintained a fragile peace.”

      “Until us humans shot your ship down.”

      “Yes, until we crashed.” It was very politic of the alien captain to put things that way. “Our leader is much like your prime ministers. They are elected and kept in power by a council. Last night, those who wish to destroy humanity attempted to force a vote of ‘no confidence’ in our leader. They failed, but it seems they are trying a more violent way to overthrow power. If they succeed, it will be the death of your species…just for a start.”

      “They mentioned they have another prisoner. Have you seen another human aboard the ship?”

      “No, I have not. It may be a ploy.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. They said it was one of our women, a female, a ‘her.’ I know your Ko had contact with a woman after we first met. If she’s the one who’s been captured, you gotta rescue her. She’s in way more danger than I am.”

      “Why do you say this?”

      “Because she has the computer you’re looking for, the quantum thingie. Your data crystal.”

      The captain’s eyes widened. He barked a command at our guards and one ran off. “Come,” Ka’thak said. “We will go to my quarters.”

      I fidgeted. Playing nice was getting harder the more I had to fake diplomacy. Based on the friction between the factions, I thought maybe I could use it to rescue Alexandra.

      The captain’s rooms were like any other home of a career soldier, simply furnished but comfortable. Ka’thak motioned for me to sit on a large floor cushion, then took off his uniform and armor and pulled out a clean set of clothing.

      “Have a drink, Colonel. It might be the last either of us gets for a long time.” He motioned to a container of bright blue liquid on table near me, two glasses adjoining the bottle. I pulled the stopper and sniffed. Whatever was in it smelled like paint thinner laced with blueberries. I shrugged. It was no worse than the rotgut whisky I swigged as a recruit. I poured a glass and slugged it back, coughing as it burned my throat.

      Ka’thak tittered an alien laugh from across the room.

      “Strong stuff,” I said.

      “It is likely much stronger for humans, but it is worth it on the eve of a battle, yes?”

      “You think there’ll be a battle?” I watched the captain dip a sponge in a basin of water, rubbing the sponge over his scaled skin where he had been burned in combat.

      “There can be no peaceful resolution when our—what is it? ‘insane?’—people intend to kill those who stand in their way.”

      “What will we do? What do we need to prepare?” Without meaning to, I had noticed the change in my language. No longer was it ‘you,’ ‘they,’ or ‘them.’ No matter how this ended, my fate was intertwined with those who sided with the captain. We would fight together and, if necessary, die together.

      “We will gather our forces and shelter our civilians until the battle is finished. No matter the outcome, it is imperative we protect our young and non-combatants. Then, we shall live to see another day…or not.”

      Easy enough. I found it refreshing to speak plainly with another soldier. We lived and breathed duty. Sometimes duty meant death. When Ka’thak finished tending his wound, he set about cleaning his armor, then adorned a clean toga and provided me with something resembling a human jumpsuit.

      “I had it made for you, since you did not appear comfortable in our traditional garb.”

      I picked it up and looked it over. Good enough. “Thanks, Ka’thak. That was thoughtful.”
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      I was disappointed to discover instead of entering the main parts of the mothership, I was brought into what looked like a maintenance shaft. Pipes lined the walls and several catwalks ran over inner works and narrow passages. Heat radiated off of everything here and I started to sweat.

      Two of my captors walked in front of me, and the other two behind. One of them jabbed a beam weapon into the small of my back whenever I slowed to look around. Any confidence I felt when this started evaporated in this steam. I kicked myself. Trying to come here alone was a stupid plan. Getting captured was more stupid. I was out of ideas, and hopelessness weighed me down like a stone in my chest, the only thing keeping me going was the need to sate my curiosity about the aliens and their ship.

      We reached a maintenance area lined with larger tubes, pipes, and valves. An alien shoved me, knocking me to the floor. I shot out my manacled hands to break my fall, but I ended up twisting and skidded across the grated floor.

      I coughed and sat up, pressing my back against the wall, knees folded in front of me. The one who did the speaking stood over me, holding its beam weapon pointed down just inches from my feet. “Tell us what you humans are going to do next.”

      “Next? In terms of what?”

      It cocked its head at me. “When will you attack us again?”

      “Why do you think they’re going to attack?”

      The alien stood over me and gnashed its teeth, flashing rows of fangs. I eyed the beam weapon. I could have grabbed it from where I was sitting, but that would have been a fatal choice. These things were too strong and too fast.

      I shifted and felt something hard press into my spine. The pistol. The one Sam had given me. I’d tucked it away and the soldiers, in their arrogance, hadn’t bothered to search my waistband beneath my coat. They’d only emptied my pockets.

      Dammit. Too bad my hands were bound in front of me. Still, if I got the chance to get free, at least I had a weapon.

      The alien’s companions chittered, then the speaking one looked at me again. “Tell us where humans keep their weapons.”

      “If I’m giving you a realistic answer, they’re in silos scattered everywhere for about the next three thousand miles around. If you want to know where the human forces are, I ran away from them while you were all fighting. I have no idea where they went or what they’re doing.”

      I never saw its hand coming before I felt the blow across my face. I saw bright light and next thing I knew, I was pushing myself up from the floor. I glanced up and felt blood streaming down my cheek. The side of my face stung in waves.

      I spat blood. To hell with this. If they’re going to kill me, then kill me. I smiled, showing teeth. “Touched a nerve, did I?”

      The alien grabbed me by my hair and wrenched me up so my eyes were next to its toothy maw. Its teeth were inches from my face, the smell of its breath making me gag as I saw shreds of its last meal threaded between canines as long as my fingers. “You must be especially stupid for your species, human. You stare into the face of death and continue to mock us.”

      The aliens behind it growled and hissed. One snapped its jaws.

      “I’m not mocking you,” I said, somehow getting the words out. “Look, I could potentially help you, but I need to know what you really want from me.”

      I’d made the alien look foolish in front of the others. It turned to them, then looked back at me. “Kill her,” it said, and tossed me toward them. I hit the floor with an oof, the breath pushed out of me, my arms and shoulders rattled.

      “But this is the human that—“ one started to say.

      The leader slammed a clawed foot into its torso, pinning it against a bank of vertical pipeworks. The others stepped back.

      “I said, kill her. Take the body to the humans. Eat some of her if you want, but they must still be able to recognize her.” The leader strode away into the dim light, presumably leaving me to the other three.

      They closed in. My mind raced. I had one shot. “I know where your data crystal is!”

      The alien stopped, turned to look at me. “What data crystal?”

      “The one with the genetic material. The one you need to remake your world. That’s what you want, right? To recover as a people? A chance to make sure your children have a world to grow up in?”

      It came back toward me, head forward, slit eyes boring into me. “Tell me where it is. Give me the orb, and I promise you I will leave enough humans alive to rebuild your civilizations in time. We will even give your science a way to survive the coming doom.”

      Bullshit. This violent one was a liar through and through. “Why would you give us that?”

      The leader snorted. “I have no qualms about wiping your species from history, but that will still take a little time. The egg solves both of my problems. Humans will have no bargaining power, I become a hero. Bringing the orb to my people will win me the favor to shift my faction into power.”

      I swallowed hard, bracing myself. I shifted uncomfortably on the floor. “There isn’t a whole lot of good for me telling you then, is there? How can I trust you won’t rip me apart after I tell you?”

      “You cannot,” it said.

      The soldiers on either side of it barked, and the leader pulled its lips back in a gruesome alien smile. I was the only one unamused. “But you can be assured I’ll kill you otherwise. I haven’t tasted a ‘female’ human. Are you less stringy than males?”

      “You could find out,” I said, “but then you won’t get your crystal. I’ve hidden it somewhere where no one but me can find it, human or alien. I’m your only chance to get it back.”

      The alien stared at me, then hunkered and pressed two claws into the hollow of my throat, raising my head. I held my breath as blood trickled down my neck. I prayed this was a bluff, and kept my eyes focused on the alien’s face.

      Just as wolves win most fights with bravado, I couldn’t afford to look unsure. I lifted my manacled hands. “These are really uncomfortable. Mind taking them off?”

      One of the alien soldiers started forward, growling and baring fangs. The leader held up a hand, and the soldier stopped. “If I vow to return you to your people, you will take me to it.”

      I considered my options. I really didn’t have any. I could die to keep the location of the computer a secret, but there was nothing to stop the aliens from returning to the police truck. If I wanted even a slight chance at staying alive, leading them to the orb was the only choice. “You swear you’ll return me to my people alive and in one piece?”

      The alien licked its teeth as it grumbled deep in its throat, then it nodded. “I will return you to the humans alive and in one piece.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?”
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      I slammed my fists on the table, making the metal ring. “What the hell do you mean you won’t search for her?”

      The leader of the aliens sat across from me, Ka’thak positioned to his left in a neutral position between the two of us.

      “Lt. Col. Jackson, we cannot afford to. We have lost too many, and the faction that wants your kind eliminated may overthrow our government if we spread ourselves too thin. If they kill me, it means the end of our species.”

      I clenched my jaw as I spoke. “Then let me contact my people.”

      We’d spent the last hour debating ways to stay the coup and recover the data crystal. I’d pushed hard for finding Alexandra, but neither captain nor leader seemed too concerned—they had little reason to care about one human when the future of their race was at stake. I champed at the bit to rescue the doctor, but I understood their perspective.

      The captain spoke, “Would they not attack us? They must assume you are dead by now. If you contact them, wouldn’t they send a crew to rescue you?”

      “Not if I tell them everything,” I said. This was my opportunity if Ka’thak was truly willing to listen. “We can’t survive without each other. Have you forgotten we’re still facing the death of the planet, same as what happened to you guys? We need your tech. You need our help to crush the rebel faction. Let me talk to my people. Please. I know I can convince them to help.” Both the social worker and I must have been marked KIA already. If I rose from the supposed dead, it would go a long way in convincing my commanding officers to hear me out, assuming they didn’t have a squad of nuke-carrying fighters already headed our way.

      The captain and leader glanced at each other.

      “Listen,” I said, “If what you’re telling me is accurate, you don’t have the soldiers to defeat these bastards. We do. If I can get the military on your side, there are three times as many planes and firepower within a hundred miles of here than you need to take this entire ship down. But, please, I’m asking you—find Alexandra.”

      The leader sighed and spoke something to Ka’thak, then peered at me. “I understand you wish to help your friend, Lt. Col. Jackson, but even if she can tell us where the egg is, it is wasteful to send soldiers to rescue her rather than simply seek it themselves.” The chief sounded exasperated at having to explain this again.

      Ka’thak leaned forward and turned his head to his chief. “If we rescued the human woman, we would curry favor with the humans. I can take a few soldiers out and—”

      “Absolutely not,” the chief said, raising his hand to end the debate. “That is the final answer. We will speak no more of this.”

      Ka’thak nodded and leaned back. I dug my nails into my palms. The events of the last few days had shown me that these alien beings were more like us than I could’ve ever imagined. I wanted to hold my tongue, but if it meant making sure she was alive and safe, I had to say something. “Okay, Alexandra doesn’t know where your orb-thing is,” I paused to make sure they both listened. “She has it.”

      The two aliens gawked.

      “Yeah. She has it with her,” I repeated. “I saw Ko slip it into her bag just before the next wave of you guys slaughtered us. The last time I saw her, she was sprinting into the forest with it still in her bag.”

      Ka’thak glared at me, lips curling in a toothy snarl, eyes ablaze. “Why didn’t you—”

      The leader raised his hand once more. “Peace, Ka’thak. Let Lt. Col. Jackson explain.”

      “I don’t have much of an explanation to be honest. My introduction to your people was to watch soldiers like myself ripped open like pigs at slaughter. I watched people be eaten. For thousands of years we’ve been the dominant species on Earth, yet deep in our DNA since the dawn of time our greatest fear isn’t death at the hands of another human but in the jaws of a predator. You’ve both treated me well, but that fear is programmed in me. I couldn’t give up my most vital piece of information until now because of that fear.”

      Ka’thak, teeth bared in anger—or maybe frustration—spoke, “We fed you, kept you healthy, protected you. We have every reason to kill you and send your body to the humans; yet, we treated you with dignity. Withholding this from us is an affront.”

      The chief growled in agreement, nodding and saying, “You have endangered not only our people but yours as well. If the others find the orb before we do, you’ve doomed us all. Everything we have done will be for nothing, Lt. Col. Jackson, and you shall have the blood of two worlds on your hands.”

      Great. More guilt. Maybe if I had spoken up sooner we might not be arguing over a bloody coup with the death of humanity creeping ever closer. If I had shown a little trust in these aliens, Alexandra and the orb might be in this very room right now, the four of us joining forces. Instead, we might lose everything. If I lived through this, I would spend a lifetime atoning for my actions here.

      “Where would she go?” Ka’thak spat. He was more angry than I had ever seen them. I fought to remain calm as memories of the battle reminded me that I was likely to end up just like those soldiers on the battlefield if I didn’t find a way out of this.

      “I don’t know. I imagine she would have run until she found a town to hole up in. There’s a town not too far from here. Plainville, Plainfield, I don’t know. Something like that. A small village that is too far from the cities for most people in this state to even remember it exists. They’ll have basic things at best. Maybe a few restaurants, basic utilities. A school, maybe a hospital. There would be other people in town, she would have gotten together with them.”

      “She still has the orb on her?” the chief asked.

      “Not if she ran into trouble. She would hide it somewhere. Your would-be usurpers said they have her. If the egg was here, we wouldn’t be. Your man would have taken over by now. We’d be dog food. They don’t have it, yet. If they have her, they aren’t keeping her here. They’ve either tortured or forced her to show them where it is. If you don’t send out someone to track her down, it sounds like worrying about human forces will be the least of your worries.”

      The captain and leader looked at each other. “The prime minister’s hold on the council is very tenuous,” he said. “If we make the wrong move it won’t matter if they find the orb or not. We’ll have half our people taking up arms against the other half. If we don’t do this right, most of us will be dead within the day. The person leading the opposition party is very popular. He has already been sowing dissent among our people, trying to convince them that it would be the better course to kill us and the humans. If they do find the orb, that will be the end. The opposition force will take over, we will die, and your species will have a swift death.”

      “Perhaps the best way forward is for us to work together,” the prime minister said. “The ship is too damaged already. A war with eight billion humans would do enough additional damage that we would never be able to fix it in time to escape the destruction from the supernova.”

      The door to the room burst open, and a young alien soldier barged in.

      “I thought I said we were not to be disturbed,” Ka’thak snarled.

      “Sir…” the alien panted as she tried to catch her breath. “Sir. My apologies, sir. Turuk has taken a ship. He has twenty soldiers with him. We caught sight of a human female with them.”

      “Why would he take…” the captain trailed off, comprehension dawning.

      “They’ve figured out she knows where your orb is,” I said. “She must be leading them to it. We have to go after them! If they get to that thing, it’s over for all of us, right?”

      “You…” Ka’thak stood and pointed at the soldier. “Gather ten soldiers and get them into a transport right away.”

      The chief sputtered, “Wait! Turuk and his soldiers could be coming for me any minute!”

      The captain whirled. “You think Turuk is coming for you when he just took off with the human female? If we do nothing, our fate is sealed.” He pointed at me. “Come, Lt. Col. Jackson. We must be quick.”

      We took off at a run down the hallways of the ship. Minutes later we arrived outside. To our left, a squad of soldiers waited in a troop transport ship with the lift open. We climbed inside and Ka’thak handed me a beam handgun and tossed me a helmet. Some confused soldiers looked at one another as I joined them. The helmet was too large and fit awkwardly, and the ‘small’ gun would still require me to use both hands, but it would work. I sat between two soldiers, nodded and smiled at them as the lift door shut, and we took off.
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      The soldiers removed my manacles and led me out of the semi-hidden aperture we had come through to get into the ship. They circumvented the camp where the alien refugees were set up and we walked into the forest to a cleared area. Several ships were parked here, hidden amid the trees. I recognized five or six of the small, sleek fighter ships Jackson and the other Air Force pilot had battled, and a large shuttle like the one Ko had been in.

      My captors shoved me towards a mid-sized vessel that bore a resemblance to an Air Force troop carrier. The leader shouted two short bursts of orders and a dozen more aliens appeared from around a corner of the ship. There was no hope for me to use my gun against almost twenty of these creatures.

      One approached and bowed its head. It spoke a moment and turned towards me. I jumped as a ship came to life with a loud whining sound. A soldier shoved me onto the ship’s platform. As I went in and sat on the cold metal floor, a kind of calm washed over me—a strange comfort in knowing I would not live to see the sunrise. I breathed deeply and opened my eyes; instead of seeing hostile aliens, I peered at nothing, lost in thought.

      I wasn’t a religious woman. Raised in an Irish Catholic home, I abandoned divinity for science as soon as I struck out on my own, yet in the face of my demise, I started to pray. I prayed to Jesus, Allah, Amaterasu, Odin, and any god that would listen. I prayed for my parents to never know how their daughter died. I prayed for Jackson, hoping he found peace and forgiveness before his passing. It wasn’t his fault, after all. He had been a soldier. I prayed for my own forgiveness but, most of all, I prayed it would end quickly.

      I watched the soldiers strap on heavy armor and unload large guns from their cargo hold. Finding the computer must be their last step before rebellion. No matter what happened from here on, there would be blood.

      A soldier passed by and kicked me, chuffing its alien laugh. I ignored it. Another spat a gob of greenish spit on my boots. It blinked at me, expecting me to react so they would have reason to further abuse me. I was beyond caring. The spitting alien barked to the commander, gesturing at me.

      It came over and glanced down. “Are you sick, human? Hurt?”

      I said nothing, keeping my gaze straight ahead.

      The commander prodded me with its foot. I kept my leg slack and stared into nothingness.

      It chattered at the spitter, barking an order. It jumped to obey like its life depended on it, fetching a bottle of water and a protein bar from a pouch on its belt. Scavenged from my truck, no doubt. How ironic that they’d taken useless things without ever noticing that which was most precious to them, hidden right under their noses!

      “Here,” The alien hissed and tossed the items on my lap. “Eat, stupid human. Drink.”

      I moved my head to stare at him and said nothing. It blinked at me, then blinked at the commander. “What does it do?”

      The commanding alien shifted its weight from one foot to the other. Good. I hoped I made it nervous. If I was heading to my death, I would not cower or cry. I would face the end head-on and at peace.

      Humanity was lost. We had been given the opportunity to collaborate with the aliens and thrown it away. Then, my decision to play hero had cost us our last possible avenue of negotiation.

      The commander said something in its native tongue to the spitter and walked away. Minutes later, we landed near the truck. The spitter pulled me to my feet and walked me out of the ship with its claw on my shoulder.

      The commander strode to us. It grabbed my other shoulder and pulled me away from the spitter. It lowered its face to mine. “Where is the orb, human?” The commander tightened its grip, the points of its claws dug into my shoulder blade, its interest for my well-being gone.

      “In the truck,” I said.

      It showed its teeth and chuffed its foul breath in my face. “Do not play games with me, human. I have brought you here because you say you know where the computer is. If you wish to keep breathing, you will be more specific, or I will tear out your throat right now.”

      I met its gaze and counted to twenty before answering. It was satisfying to watch the alien twitch. Rather than kill me, it waited.

      “Underneath the seat. On the right side,” I said.

      The commander nodded at the spitter, and it hurried to search the truck. The commander stayed, claws still digging into my back as it filled my view. It studied my face. “I must question why humans are the dominant species on this planet. You are all so weak. Pathetic. You have some weapons but take those away and your flying machines and your technology, and what are you?” It leaned closer to show off its impressive teeth. “Soft little sacks of meat. Merely prey.”

      I met its gaze. “We’re more than that.”

      It chuffed. “Whatever you think you are, human, I know what you are to me. No longer needed.”

      “You’re going to race back to overthrow the leader now, I understand that. But, after you do that, millions of humans will descend on you. We vastly outnumber you. For every one of you, there are thousands of us. Thousands. If you think two of our missiles did damage, wait until every country rains thousands of atomic bombs on your ship. So do your worst. You’ll follow me into the grave soon enough.”

      The commander said nothing, its eyes flickering as it tried to assess how truthful I was being.

      “You want to make it off this rock alive? I can help you. You need someone who can negotiate a relationship with humanity. I could advise you. Or, at the very least, keep you from getting blown into ash on the wind. I can build a bridge between our peoples to benefit everyone, so kill me if you like, or work with me.”

      It smiled. “Bridges? I don’t think you understand, stupid meat sack. I’m not looking to build bridges. I’m looking to burn them. Once we return, I will slay the prime minister, which will be very, very enjoyable for me. I will slay every last sympathizer, and then I will make you pay for what you did to us, and it will not be painless or quick. I’m going to torch every one of your settlements within striking distance and cut open every human within them. Trust me, I will not be needing you for that. Goodbye, human.”

      The alien raised its clawed hand for the killing strike. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t look away. I stared it straight into its slit eyes and waited for death.

      Just then, one of the soldiers searching the truck shouted in triumph. “We have it! The orb!”

      The commander whipped its head around and took off toward the truck. Before he reached it, a beam weapon fired and the soldier’s head exploded, blood and brain spraying everywhere. Its body hit the ground, the orb rolling from its hand.

      The commanding alien barked orders at his soldiers as they took fire. The soldiers clustered around their leader, squawking and gnashing their teeth, discharging their weapons toward whoever was attacking them. The leader rushed to where the egg had fallen and snatched it up, shouting for cover. Soldiers fell in on both sides of it, some of them absorbing hits and falling dead.

      A soldier grabbed me from behind and hauled me over its armored shoulder while shooting beams behind it. I should have fought, should have screamed, but there wasn’t any point. The alien was too strong. Still, the humiliation of being carried like a sack of potatoes was just one more straw on the proverbial camel’s back. It ran up the platform and into the ship as the commander hopped into the cockpit with the pilot.

      Explosions of dirt erupted around us. The scream of beam weapons was deafening. The soldier tossed me onto the floor and moved away to return fire at whoever was attacking us. I noticed they were all firing upwards, and I waited until none of them were paying attention. I bolted. I leapt off the platform and ran as fast as I could toward the forest, beams blasting everywhere down at the ship and up into the sky. Just as I was about to duck into the forest, I chanced a look skyward and gaped at what I saw. Another transport hovered above and, hanging out the side of it, Jackson fired a massive gun alongside other aliens.

      He’s alive! I broke out in laughter and tears. The cavalry has arrived!

      I spied three of my captors at the edge of the transport platform, weapons in hand and pointing at me. They looked like dogs straining on a leash. One hopped to the ground, but climbed back inside as more shots rained down on them.

      I dimly heard the commander’s shout, and I could guess what it was yelling—leave the human, I’m the important one!

      The shuttle rose, and a couple of them fired beams my way. Neither shot came within fifty feet of me so I stood there and gave them all the finger, grinning madly. The commander glared out the cockpit window, teeth bared.

      I waved at him and laughed. It might have the orb for now, but I was free.
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      “Fuck yes!”

      The enemy shuttle managed to lift off the ground, but we had gotten a few good shots off to scare the hell out of them first. We passed their ship as it zoomed by, and I leaned out of my restraints to signal a very clear ‘up yours.’

      This was the best fighting of my life.

      These ships weren’t at all like the jet fighters I flew. These were bigger and slower, but better equipped. They reminded me of a large rotor-less Blackhawk that could throw plenty of firepower, but evasive maneuvers were tricky. I was flying around in a fast air-whale.

      The rebel alien ship matched us maneuver for maneuver. Before long, both ships were streaming smoke. Some of the captain’s soldiers flanked me, firing, and the soldier to my left crumpled when a beam made a blackened crater of their face.

      We banked, and I swung to grab at them as they slid out of the ship. I missed by inches and flinched as the body tumbled out. My fellow soldiers didn’t skip a beat—finish the fight first, mourn the dead after. I could admire that.

      We lost a few more, and I was surprised when the others pushed the bodies out of the aircraft. Maybe there was some religious meaning to it, them not wanting to keep the fallen there during the fight. More likely they were clearing the decks to take the places of the fallen.

      A deafening bang was followed by a keening engine noise as the craft suddenly shuddered. Something had blown a human-sized hole in our ship, rendering the engines useless.

      Ka’thak shouted a command in his native language, then yelled at me in English to brace for impact. I dove towards a cargo net slung in the rear of the ship and tangled myself in it, making sure if I was thrown I wouldn’t be leaving any limbs or my head behind.

      My body flexed as the ship crashed, spinning, our velocity slowed by churned earth. We came to a lurching stop on our side. None of the seats were located close to the edges of the platform, so almost every soldier on board had made it through save for a couple that weren’t strapped in and were flung away.

      I had enough experience with being shot down to know what was coming. We needed to get out of there, fast. I grabbed my knife and cut myself free from the cargo net as soldiers started to release themselves from their seats. I climbed through seats and straps to the cockpit, dismayed to see the alien pilot was dead.

      I checked Ka’thak. He was alive, but out of it. I raced to free him from his chair and helped him up as best I could. The remaining soldiers and I jumped free from the ship, two of them taking over in assisting Ka’thak. We ran, hobbled, or limped to take cover in a sprawling thicket of brush and tall grass, which mostly obscured us as the enemy shuttle cut through sky above the forest, blasting multiple lines of fire that hit the downed shuttle. It exploded in a fireball, and the rebel craft veered away.

      The captain spoke, “Do what the human tells you. This is his territory.”

      The soldiers nodded, heads bobbing as they waited for my command.

      The enemy had flown away, so I yelled, “With me!” and ran from cover.

      The soldiers followed, forming a defensive perimeter. They had to slow their pace for me but kept a sharp watch. After all our misunderstandings and mistrust, these aliens had accepted me as one of their own. We had fought together, eaten together, worked together. I suddenly understood Alexandra’s outlook. These were people who deserved as much respect as human beings.

      As we ran, I tried to get some idea of our surroundings. I knew roughly where we were because of my flight out here but had no way of identifying where the nearest town or even campsite was. We’d been jogging for a while when I picked up the sound of running water. Perfect. After a quarter of a mile, we came upon a river, and I saw to our right a concrete bridge.

      We headed up there and came across a state highway. The soldiers gulped mouthfuls of water from the river, then we heard the rebels passing overhead and took shelter underneath the bridge. I hoped their technology would have a rough time picking us up beneath the concrete. After a few sweeps, it gained more altitude and flew back in the direction of the mothership.

      “We are lost,” Ka’thak said. “Turuk has the egg. When they get back to the ship, they will demand the prime minister’s position. No matter the outcome, Turuk will murder our leader and everyone who supports them. On foot, we will never make it in time. We are lost.”

      A pair of soldiers in the rear of the group suddenly barked and hefted their beam rifles as something emerged from the woods and ran towards us.

      “Hold your fire,” I shouted.

      To my surprise, Alexandra rushed to me and threw her arms around me. I couldn’t believe it. I wasn’t certain she was even alive. She was shaking, on the verge of tears and I let her stay in my arms until she calmed.

      “You have no idea how glad I am to see you,” she said. She drew away from me, looking a little embarrassed, then said, “They have the crystal, the computer.”

      “The egg.”

      “Yes, that’s what they call it.”

      “We figured. Are you all right?” I asked.

      She nodded. She looked awful, covered in dirt, scratches, and bruises. I saw bloodstains on her coat.

      “Are you sure?” I put my hand on her shoulder. She flinched and I pulled it away.

      “You’re injured.”

      “I’ll make it. I’m just happy to be alive.”

      I nodded. “Me too. I mean, I’m happy you’re alive, that is. Now, we need to get back to the mothership.”

      “I think my truck will still run. It’s a little beat up from the firefight.”

      “That was your truck?”

      “Yeah. I was there. I saw you. I’m happy you’re alive, too. I thought they’d killed you back at the crash site when we lost Ko.”

      “I’ve been with these guys. This is Ka’thak. He’s actually the captain of the mothership.”

      She widened her eyes at the captain. “Oh, wow. And he’s letting you live?”

      She leaned toward me and whispered, “He does know what you did, right?”

      I suppressed a laugh. It wasn’t funny, but her demeanor struck me. I turned to the captain, who nodded.

      “I know what he did, yes, and he is atoning for it,” Ka’thak said. “It is good to meet you, Alexandra.”

      “Call me Alex.”

      “Very well.”

      I looked back and forth between them. “Well, truck it is, then.”
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      The truck flew down the road, jumping and landing as we ran over rocks and tree branches. Turuk’s soldiers had done a number on the thing. The passenger door had been torn clean off and the canvas covering the rear of the truck was in shreds. There were a few dents in the cab of the truck where their soldiers had kicked it and the roof had been torn off, but miraculously the vehicle still ran.

      Since the cab was sized for humans, the aliens had to ride in the back. It was a scene straight out of a cowboy movie, the soldiers crammed in the cargo area, holding on for dear life.

      I looked in the review mirror and burst into laughter at the sight of five aliens trying not to fall off the back of the truck. I drove like a bat out of hell, and we burst through a checkpoint that the opposition faction had set up, the wood gate exploding into a thousand splinters. My teeth almost chattered out of my skull.

      One of the aliens in the back made a sound that brought back memories of the family cat puking hairballs on the carpet. No sooner did I think this than the alien vomited foul yellow goo all over Jackson. He swore and tried to wipe the gunk out of his hair and off his face. It definitely smelled like cat barf. After everything we’d been through, I welcomed the comedic relief. I almost wrecked the truck because I was laughing so hard. Jackson scowled at me and flung a gob of alien puke on my shoulder.

      Disgusting! I laughed anyway. I deserved it.

      We skidded to a stop near the ship. Ka’thak and his soldiers jumped from the cargo and set up a perimeter around the truck. Jackson and I got out just as a group of six soldiers from the camp ran up, guns drawn. We put our hands up and stepped back. The captain stepped forward and raised his hand. They exchanged words, then the soldiers lowered their weapons.

      After they spoke some more, Ka’thak turned to us. “They tell me we are too late. Turuk returned and called a meeting. The session has concluded. The council has instilled Turuk as prime minister. They have been ordered to arrest us on sight.”

      “Why haven’t they?” Jackson asked.

      The soldiers looked around cautiously as Ka’thak continued, “Turuk has sworn to kill every sympathizer, but I know these warriors. They are good and loyal.”

      The soldiers bowed their heads, and the other three joined them, patting one another on the shoulders in a warrior’s greeting. “Not everyone supports this insurrection,” Ka’thak said. “Many only wish to flee the approaching supernova wave and be on our way.”

      The captain turned to the soldiers and pointed at us. “Lt. Col. Jackson and Alexandra can help us end the revolt, but only if we are able to contact and cooperate with their human forces. If we contact their military, we will have the power to defeat Turuk.”

      The group of soldiers looked at each other skeptically.

      Jackson stepped close and discreetly nudged me. I glanced at him and realized he wanted me to come forward and convince them.

      “Ka’thak, may I speak?”

      The captain nodded. “Let us hear the human’s words.”

      “I understand why that seems strange to all of you, and I know why you don’t feel like you can trust us,” I said, looking at all ten aliens in turn. “After all, your only involvement with us has led to hundreds of your people wounded or killed, and your entire race stranded here. Humanity has committed a great atrocity against you. They came to me before you left the shadow of our moon. They wanted me to act as a liaison to speak to your leaders. I cannot promise everything will work out, but what I can promise is that the Lt. Col. and I are committed to helping you. We will lay down our lives, if necessary, to atone for what humanity has done.”

      Jackson shot me a look. He pressed his lips together but didn’t say anything more.

      “The Lt. Col. has already put his life on the line when he joined the battle against Turuk,” I said. “And I was Turuk’s captive. I resisted him as best I could, even though he threatened to…” I swallowed. “He was going to eat me, I think.”

      Ka’thak put a gentle hand on my shoulder and peered at the warriors. “We need them. They need us. I am your captain. I have fought alongside you, bled with you, mourned with you. My allegiance to our people has never wavered. I tell you, Turuk is mad with power. He would see the deaths of thousands more of us and the destruction of an entire species. Join me and I promise should we not see this day’s end, we will be remembered. You will be remembered—as those who chose to help our people rather than rule them.”

      The soldiers spoke amongst themselves for only a second or two, then one stepped forward. “We will help you, Captain. What do you need from us?”

      “Lead us to the ex-prime minister.”

      All ten soldiers clustered around us to shield us from view, and I wondered how much the aliens could track us by smell. I was dressed in bloodstained clothing; aside from my coat, it was the same outfit I’d been wearing for days, ever since I was taken from the university. I knew I stank. If I didn’t die alongside these people, I’d be charging the military for one hell of a spa week—maybe two.

      Our group made it to a smaller side entrance to the ship and we spaced out into a smaller, tighter line. One of the soldiers led the group toward the cell where the prime minister was being held.

      It turned back and said softly, “We have reached the detention area where the former prime minister is held. There are a pair of guards. I know them. Rather than fight, they may be talked into joining us, Captain.”

      “It’s risky,” Jackson said. “What if they sound an alarm or alert others?”

      “Captain,” the one said, “I ask you to permit me to try.”

      Ka’thak hesitated, then nodded. “Let us avoid more killing if we can. Go. We will wait.”

      Sooner than expected, the alien returned with a pleased expression.

      “Come,” it said.

      We rounded the corner and approached the two guards. They inclined their heads, and one puffed its chest out. “Captain Ka’thak, when our homeworld was lost, it was you that helped many of us board this ship. I owe you my life and the lives of my broodlings. I am your warrior.”

      “As am I,” said the other.

      Ka’thak clapped them both on the shoulders and said something in his own tongue that made both guards trill. He stepped back, and one of the soldiers put its palm on the security panel to access the cells. The doors slid open, and they took position around the opening.

      Jackson and I accompanied Ka’thak and two other soldiers inside. All along the row of cells the prime minister’s sympathizers stood and greeted us with gasps and smiles. In the last cell, we found the former prime minister chained to the wall.

      “You came for me,” the minister rasped.

      “You will join us and stay in the middle,” the captain addressed him. “Do not speak. Do what the humans say.” The two soldiers broke the door open and unlocked the chains.

      The minister opened his mouth to say something, but Ka’thak cut him off.

      “We speak later. Now is time to act.”

      He complied, and then the captain told the other sympathizers, “We go now to resist Turuk and his rebels. You are safest here. We will return to free you if we are not dead.”

      Several didn’t want to be left behind, but they were diplomats and politicians, not warriors, and most saw the sense in it, wishing us good luck or whatever was equivalent in their native tongue. We followed Ka’thak outside the detention area, and our group of thirteen aliens and two humans headed toward the command center.
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      Turuk sat in the prime minister’s chair surrounded by an honor guard who leveled their guns at us the minute we burst into the room. Our group skidded to a stop. The soldiers who had accompanied us jostled to shove the prime minister to the back of the group. He opened his mouth to protest but one of the soldiers motioned for him to stay quiet.

      Turuk said something in the alien tongue. Ka’thak replied in the same language, but then Turuk glanced past him and saw Alexandra and I. “I’ll use the meat sack tongue, since they’re present. They might as well understand their doom.”

      “Ka’thak. You took your time getting here,” Turuk went on. “I’ve been watching your activities on the monitors. Very impressive, using the human’s vehicle to make it back after we shot you down. There are more of us of than there are you. Lay down your weapons or die.”

      The captain hissed at Turuk, but we were outnumbered two to one. He turned and nodded to the group of soldiers. We dropped our weapons to the floor with a clattering sound. I did the same; what else was there to do? The enemy had the upper hand, at least for the moment.

      “That might be the first time I’ve seen you exercise good judgment, Ka’thak. Don’t worry, you’ll be seeing my way of things soon enough.”

      “Never,” the captain spat.

      “No matter. If you’ll turn your attention to my drone feed,” Turuk gestured to a set of monitors mounted on the wall. “You’ll see a vast human force on their way. This convoy of soldiers and war vehicles has been on their way for the past few hours.”

      The video showed tanks and troop transports moving through a nearby town. The force was massive. There had to be soldiers from at least three or four states on their way. This was no small attack. This was humanity striking back. Bringing in such a large force meant they planned to blow the alien vessel to pieces. Unless we got off this ship, we would all be killed.

      I heard Alexandra gasp. She glanced at me and motioned to herself, then the monitors. That was the town where she’d been taking shelter? Maybe she should have stayed there. Her odds of living much longer here seemed slim.

      “You see?” Turuk gestured at the monitors. “The humans will destroy our entire race unless we act. My first act as prime minister will be to burn the might of our people into the minds of the humans forever.” He turned back to Ka’thak. “While you were away playing rescuer to the humans and this old fool, we got one of the cannons back online. It’s currently locked on to the human settlement the humans are moving through. In a moment, we will fire, wiping this threat to our people away.”

      “No!” Alexandra shouted. I motioned to her to be quiet, but it was too late.

      “What was that human? Too afraid that if I wipe out your soldiers that I’ll go through with flaying you like I promised? Don’t worry. You’re going to die soon as well,” Turuk said.

      “There are non-combatants there,” she blurted. “Humans who don’t even have the slightest idea who you are or that you’re even here. Children. They have nothing to do with this! You cannot punish an entire species for the actions of the few!”

      “Your wrong. I will make every human pay for what you’ve done to us. Bring her here.”

      One of the honor guard came forward to wrest Alexandra from the group and dragged her in front of the monitors. There was little any of the rest of us could do to stop them or to help her. If only she’d kept her mouth shut! The alien’s arms twitched as she put up a fight trying to get free. The soldier was finally able to hook an arm around the front of her, forcing her to stay still.

      Turuk reached down and did something with one of the control panels. Immediately the monitors filled with blinding light. I lifted my hands to shield my eyes. The light was as bright as an atomic bomb blast as the cannon ripped through the town, obliterating roads, buildings, houses, and humans. For minutes, we could see nothing. When the light faded, there was a massive blackened crater where the town used to be. Rage whipped through me and I shut my eyes as the deaths of thousands of people became a reality.

      I heard an unearthly strangled howl and there was a scuffle as Alexandra fought against the soldier holding her. The soldier looked to his leader, who nodded. He let her go and she raced toward Turuk, feral, teeth flashing, eyes wide. Before she could get close to the alien the rest of his guard raised their weapons again and she skidded to a stop.

      “I’ll kill you!” she roared. “You will die for this. I will cut you open myself!”

      Someone needed to do something before that asshole killed her. I pushed past the soldiers in front of me and ran to her. I grabbed her by the arms and held on.

      “Let me go, Jackson,” she snarled, “Let me kill the fucker. It deserves to die.”

      “Yes, he does,” I murmured to her. “But you don’t do anyone good by dying too. We’ll get our chance.”

      Turuk’s eyes flashed, but he said nothing. He motioned for the soldiers to advance. and we were forced back to the waiting group of supporting forces. “That was just a taste of things to come, Ka’thak. As we speak, we are re-targeting the cannon at another human settlement. Of course, this one is much bigger. What do you say? Would the deaths of a few million humans make a lasting impression? Truthfully, I don’t really care. We will kill each and every human if that is what’s required to end the threat to our people.”

      I laughed. Turuk tilted his head toward me. “You think that’s going to stop the humans, moron? If you keep blowing up cities the only thing that the humans will do is bring more warriors. They will never stop, never cease until you are a smear on the surface of the planet. The more people you kill, the worse things will get for you,” I taunted.

      He contemplated this for a moment, resting his chin on a claw. “I’m willing to take that chance.”

      “Turuk, stop this,” the prime minister spoke up from the back of the group and came forward. Ka’thak opened his mouth and tried to stop the prime minister’s advance, but he shook them off.

      “Please,” he continued, “This has gone far enough. Obliterating the humans will not save our people. All you will do is cause mass death for no cause. Worse, you delay our departure from this planet, putting us all at risk. Please, call off your war and I promise you that we can work together to save our people. Call off the war and I will pardon every single one of you who has risen against us. We can still survive this.”

      The prime minister continued forward until he was almost to the chair where Turuk sat. The honor guard shifted nervously and a few of them fingered their guns. Turuk rose from his chair and stepped forward to meet the older alien. When they were eye to eye, Turuk spoke.

      “No.”

      Turuk whipped his arm in front of the prime minister’s face, almost too fast to see. For a moment it appeared as if nothing had happened. The older alien stood confused as he tried to figure out what had happened. A thin line of blue blood appeared on the prime minister’s throat, growing from a trickle to a gush. The prime minister coughed, and blue foam spattered from his mouth. The alien fell to his knees and then crashed to the floor as blood flowed from his throat, eyes fixed in a permanent expression of surprise. Turuk shook droplets of blood from his claws.

      “No!” Alexandra and the captain shouted in unison.

      “Let that be a lesson to you,” Turuk said. “I am our leader now. Follow me and you will be rewarded. Defy me and you’ll be gutted and left to be eaten by scavenging animals on this puny planet.”

      With a roar, Ka’thak rushed toward Turuk. The new prime minister grinned like he welcomed the challenge, and the two aliens closed with each other, kicking, punching, and slashing. Ka’thak’s soldiers used the distraction to regain their weapons and opened fire on Turuk’s guard. In moments the soldiers on both sides were blazing away at each other.

      I grabbed Alexandra and pulled us both behind an outcropping of metal to avoid being shot.

      “Stay here!” I told her. Then I darted out from behind the shelter to grab a weapon from one of the soldiers who had gone down. It was heavy as hell, but I could just manage to aim and fire the thing. I burned down one of Turuk’s guards.

      As the battle raged, Alexandra and I pressed ourselves against the wall of the command center. The large room lit up with the flashes of beam weapons and rang with the screams of alien warriors as they paired off in hand to hand combat. I couldn’t fire again without risking friendly fire. Maybe the best thing I could do would be to get Alexandra out of there.

      My blood pounded in my ears as I searched frantically for a way out.

      Blasting the town off the face of the earth had temporarily halted the assault of human forces on the alien ship, but it wouldn’t be long before the military would regroup. They’d skip the ground forces, knowing now that such an attack was futile. Their next move would be to move straight to the big bombs. Every pilot they could muster would be called in to drop the biggest ordnance we had on this ship. We didn’t have much time.
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      Alexandra pressed herself against the metal wall while I tried to keep an eye on the battle. It wasn’t going well for our side. Besides their numerical advantage, Turuk’s soldiers were better rested, better armed, and better prepared. I watched Ka’thak and Turuk fighting across the room. It was an impressive battle. Both aliens faced off without weapons, again relying on their claws and speed to land a blow or open a wound.

      Sitting on the sidelines went against everything in my heart. I wanted to throw myself into the fight but these guys were faster than I’d ever been. The aliens’ natural weaponry made them deadly in hand to hand combat. I wouldn’t last long if I got too close.

      Turuk managed to whip around in a spinning roundhouse kick that raked his claws across the captain’s front. Ka’thak fell backwards, three gaping wounds in his chest. He clutched at the wounds and fell to one knee while Turuk reared back to land a killing strike.

      That broke my resolve to stay still. I ripped my knife from its sheath and ran toward the fight. I blocked Turuk’s claws with the knife, then slashed wildly at him, forcing him back a few steps. I’d managed to get in a few shallow cuts on Turuk’s arm, but now he had my measure and came in at a blur.

      Turuk landed a kick squarely in the middle of my chest. I flew backwards, the air rushing from my lungs. I slammed into a navigation platform, head cracking against the metal. I ran my hand through my hair and it came away wet with blood. As I tried to push myself to my elbows the room swam, and I fell back to the floor, too dizzy to stand. Concussion, part of my brain told me. I struggled to pull myself upright. I wasn’t going to die on my knees.

      Turuk sauntered over and picked me up by the collar. I swung the knife again, aiming for their neck but he turned his head and snapped at my hand. I managed to twist my hand out of the way before I lost it. He threw me hard against the floor and leaned over me, mouth open, sharp teeth exposed. I pulled my knees into my chest and kicked with all the strength I had. I grinned as I heard a soft whoosh from his lungs.

      “Temper, little human!” Turuk crowed. “We wouldn’t want you to die too quickly on us, would we? Not after everything you’ve done to my people! There is so much more we have in store for you.”

      I lolled my head to the right and saw the opposition guards had beaten back the captain’s soldiers. Ka’thak was on his knees, held by two of Turuk’s guards.

      “Nothing to say?” Turuk laughed, grabbing me by the scruff of my neck like a kitten and forcing my face back toward his, “So much defiance for so very little gain, you pathetic mammal.”

      I spat in the alien’s face. “You ain’t begun to see defiant.”

      “Enough,” Turuk snarled. He wrapped his fingers around my throat and squeezed. My eyes bugged out, my face purpling as the alien’s fingers tightened. I still had my knife in my hand, and I slashed wildly, opening cuts on his arms and face. Turuk flinched but didn’t drop me. The world was greying out as I lost oxygen.

      I knew that I couldn’t win. I wouldn’t even wound him enough to make a difference. It didn’t matter; I’d keep fighting until I was dead and gone. Through this whole ordeal I’d been living on borrowed time. Ever since I launched that missile, my fate was sealed. My entire life had been spent in service of others. I knew the minute I turned eighteen that I was going to join up to defend my country. If I was going to die, the only thing left for me was to fight for the innocents whose lives I had put in danger.

      I flailed my arms, pushing my fingers into any sensitive spots I could think of. I managed to graze a nail across Turuk’s eye which made him hiss. He reached underneath the arm that held me and wrenched the knife from my hands. With a casual flick of his wrist Turuk sent the knife sailing into the wall with enough force to bury the tip into the metal.

      The pain was overwhelming. My broken ribs made every breath burn. I gasped for air as consciousness started to slip away. Through my fuzzy vision I saw Alexandra appear next to us with something in her hands. It looked metallic, the lights glinted off of it. She said something I could barely hear and then blackness stole me away.
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      I stayed hidden behind the wall throughout the battle. There was nothing I could do to help and if I moved, I would only get myself killed. Or worse, I’d distract Jackson or one of Ka’thak’s soldiers and get them killed. A screen displayed what could only be a countdown as the cannon charged up for another strike. The numbers were an alien script I couldn’t read, but the meaning was plan enough. That timer ticked away the lives of millions.

      The captain might be able to stop the cannon from firing, but it was still on its knees, the gouges on its chest bleeding, two soldiers pinning its arms. It struggled against its captors, but was held fast. I thought about reaching for the gun that Jackson had dropped when he rushed in to fight Turuk, but it was just out of reach. I’d have to leave my hiding spot to pick it up. Even if I could grab it undetected, I would only be able to take out one or two soldiers before they killed me.

      The prime minister lay on the floor, blood pooling underneath its still form. Its body was still twitching, fingers and toes jumping but the eyes stared forward, dull. Dead.

      Turuk held Jackson aloft by his throat. Its muscles twitched, alien strength squeezing the life out of the pilot. He had managed to slash dozens of small wounds into its arms, but Turuk ignored the injuries. It was toying with him, prolonging his death. I could see the strength leaving his body as he dangled. His hands eventually fell slack.

      The immediacy of my own end was clear. To my surprise, I didn’t know what to do. Talking my way out of trouble was my strong spot. Convincing others to see my point of view was my strength. Now there was no talking, no diplomacy, no manipulation that could save me.

      It was time to act or die.

      The fog clouding my mind cleared. Time slowed to a crawl. I thought of Sam and Ella, now probably dead, murdered by this monster who threatened both our worlds. I saw Ella’s grimy face, wide with a smile as she downed her chocolate croissants. I thought of the little girl who had put a brave face on for her father and her trust in me, a complete stranger. The little girl who had been through hell and loved her dad so much. She should have had an entire life ahead of her.

      I thought of the thousands who had died in an instant, and the millions more that would die if I didn’t do something.

      The enemy soldiers were wrapped up in watching their captives and their leader. Their victory was guaranteed. This was the defining moment of their new empire.

      Ka’thak stared straight ahead. I saw its gaze flicker toward the gun that still lay on the floor and then to me. It shook its head, pleading with me to stay where I was. It was probably right. I barely knew how to fire a human weapon. What were the odds I could figure out an alien one in time? The thought of my adventure just getting a simple magazine out of a pistol brought a sad smile to my lips.

      The pistol. I reached back under my coat. It was still there, tucked into my waistband. I’d forgotten all about it. I might not know how to fire the massive alien rifles, but I could manage a human handgun.

      My first step brought me out from behind my cover. I was in the open, but at first everyone’s attention remained on Turuk and Jackson. On my second step, a few of Turuk’s soldiers glanced my way, but they paid me no mind. I was just a helpless human ‘meat sack’, after all. Harmless as a fly. I kept walking.

      With my third step, I reached back and withdrew the gun. Again, none of the aliens seemed to register the motion as a threat. I had no claws. Their idea of a gun was something large and bulky.

      A last pair of steps brought me within spitting distance of Turuk. Now I had the attention of its guards. They rose and started toward me, but they were way too late.

      My breaths were even. My eyes felt sharp. The world was in technicolor.

      Turuk looked up. Its eyes met mine.

      “For Ella,” I said. My voice was just loud enough to carry to its ears.

      The pistol’s report was like thunder in comparison. The gun jerked when I fired. I brought the muzzle back into line with Turuk’s face and squeezed the trigger again. Turuk dropped Jackson and reeled back under the impacts. It crashed against the floor, screaming.

      I kept shooting it in the head until the gun clicked empty. Even then I pulled the trigger a few more times, more out of reflex than real thought.
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      Jackson pushed himself up from the floor and came to stand beside me. He placed his hands on the pistol and pushed the muzzle towards the floor.

      “Easy. You’re OK.”

      Ka’thak’s soldiers took the opportunity my distraction gave to rise up against their captors. Turuk’s guards were shocked, in disarray, and were quickly overwhelmed. Ka’thak broke from the group and ran toward the control panel where the countdown was nearly at zero. It keyed in a series of commands and the countdown stopped.

      “Enough!” it bellowed. Every alien in the room stopped moving. “Lay down your weapons and you will be spared. On your knees. Now.”

      The soldiers complied. What choice did they have? It was over.

      “You,” Ka’thak said, gesturing to two of its soldiers, “Go and alert the rest of the warriors. We are taking over the ship until order can be restored.”

      The aliens were quick to obey. The remaining soldiers kept their weapons trained on the enemy troops, most of whom had the good sense to keep their heads and gazes lowered. I sat where I’d fallen, dumbstruck at what I had done. I dropped the gun to the floor and my hands started to shake. The rush of adrenaline wore off in a rush. My legs shook so hard I thought I’d collapse.

      Jackson was in worse shape than I was. He groaned and leaned back against the wall before sliding to the floor. That jerked me back to reality. I rushed to his side. “Help me up,” Jackson said. “The human forces. We have to tell them the threat is over. They’ll be sending bombers next.”

      I nodded and turned to the alien captain. “Ka’thak, I need a radio. Now.”

      Ka’thak nodded and went to a console, turning dials on the thing. Jackson leaned on my shoulder. He weighed a ton, but with my help he was able to reach the radio station.

      “USAF Command, come in. USAF Command, come in. This is Lt. Colonel David Jackson. Please respond. Over.” Static burst from the speaker.

      “USAF Command, this is Lt. Colonel David Jackson. The threat is over. I repeat, the threat has been neutralized. Come in. We have civilians here in need of medical assistance. Over.”

      I stood a few feet away as he tried to raise the human military forces. The command center was a mess. Soldiers’ bodies littered the floor. Turuk’s still form lay where it had fallen, blue blood splattering the walls and floor around it. I turned away from the sight, unable to reconcile what I’d done with the person I’d thought I was.

      Static blasted again from the radio speaker, but this time a voice broke through the noise. “Jac-on. Forces-you-bombers. Say-your last.”

      “Hello?” Jackson said. “Call off the dogs, soldier. We’ve got it under control here.”

      “Jackson? Am I hearing you correctly?” the voice asked. “We have bombers inbound. Are you asking me to call off the attack?”

      “Call it off!” Jackson shouted into the radio. “We have civilians here. The bad guys are dead.”

      The soldier on the other side of the radio said something to someone too far away from the transmitter to hear. “Colonel I really wanna believe you, but I need something more to go on. They wiped out an entire brigade task force a short while ago, so we’re pulling out all the best toys. If you want me to abort, you need to give me a solid reason.”

      “Call off the goddamned planes you idiots!” I shouted. “Bad guys are dead! We need some fucking evac here! There are wounded and this isn’t the time for your dick measuring contest to take priority!”

      The soldier on the other end of the radio was silent. Then another voice spoke. “Little Miss Know-it-All? That you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Oladeru. Congratulations. I didn’t get in the way. Send me some soldiers so I can get these people some help.”

      Oladeru snorted. “Hang tight, Jackson. You keep that smart-ass doctor from punching me in the face when we get there and there’s a promotion in it for you.”

      “No promises, sir,” Jackson said.

      Then he slumped to the floor, whatever energy that had been keeping him upright completely spent. I went to him and tried my best to assess the damage.

      The blood from his head wound covered most of his face and his eyes were unfocused. Even worse, I had a feeling he’d broken something major. Each breath came as a gasp and he sounded like a fish out of water. His eyes briefly focused on mine, then closed.

      “Someone help!” I called out.

      Two of Ka’thak’s soldiers rushed over. They rolled Jackson onto his side and used a large piece of cloth to lift him up. Moments later they were rushing him off into the bowels of the ship. Where were they taking him?

      I followed. They took Jackson to the infirmary where they lay the pilot on a strange-looking bed with an array of devices hanging over it. The alien medics shooed me away as they went to work. One of them closed a curtain, cutting off my view of what was going on.

      Another medic came to my side. “You’re wounded. Come, I will help you.”

      “I am?” I hadn’t even noticed that I was bleeding. Now that it had been pointed out, the shallow cuts which covered my arms stung like hell. It rubbed some kind of green goo on the injuries. Whatever it was took the sting away immediately.

      Once it was done cleaning up my wounds, it hurried off. Probably helping someone else. The infirmary was filling up with aliens who’d been hurt during the coup. I found a quiet corner to park myself. Before long, exhaustion overtook me. I closed my eyes and rested.

      I must have fallen asleep there, because sometime later one of the alien medics was gently prodding my shoulder to wake me.

      “Your friend is awake,” it said.

      “Thanks. May I see him?”

      “Of course.”

      It led me to Jackson’s bedside. He still looked like death warmed over, but they’d cleaned up most of the blood. He was awake, his eyes open and focused on what was around him again. It was a good start.

      “You look like shit,” he coughed.

      “You should talk,” I said.

      He laughed, then winced and held his side. “Ugh. Don’t make me laugh.”

      A rustling from behind me shifted my attention. It was Ka’Thak, coming through the curtains. It paused and then approached the bed. “How is he?”

      “He’ll live,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve gotten the word out to my people that the threat has passed. The new order of things hasn’t been established yet, but it would seem that most of my people who followed Turuk have had a change of heart. The ones who have not will be swiftly dealt with. Are you hurt?”

      “Not badly. I’m sure this is going to feel like hell in a day or two but right now I’m doing all right.”

      “Can he walk?” The captain gestured to Jackson.

      “He can hear you just fine,” Jackson said. “Yes. I can walk, but I’ll need some help.” Two medics rushed forward to help him rise, but he waved them away and held out his hand to me. “Doc, you think you could give me a hand here? I don’t want any of these guys thinking I look like I’m hurt. If we walk out together it’ll look like I’m helping you, not the other way around.”

      “Men. Always worried about their image.” I helped him up, taking his arm in mine.

      “Come with me, if you would.” Ka’thak said. The alien captain led us slowly down corridors in the ship, pausing whenever David needed to catch his breath, and brought us to a main hall where I was surprised to see a massive gathering of aliens. It looked like half the refugees were here, young aliens and old all mixed together.

      Soldiers stood in discreet points of the hall, armor still on and weapons still in their hands. The immediate threat might be over, but Ka’thak wasn’t taking any chances. I felt like that was a wise decision.

      When we turned the corner, the hall erupted. Every being present broke into a deafening display, feet pounding on the floor, heads tilted back in exaltation. The captain motioned for silence.

      “Gathered! We are here to celebrate the overcoming of the one who sought to destroy our people, and the people of this planet. Through the bravery and sacrifice of our soldiers, and the guidance and courage of these humans, our people will survive. We owe them our gratitude and our cooperation. Together we will find a way for both our species to endure the effects of this supernova.”

      The assembled adult aliens bent a knee and lowered their heads. They stayed so for a moment and stood again. It was then that they started coming out of the crowd. Aliens of all ages, draped in the cloth-like garments I had come to associate with the non-soldiers, came forward, their arms laden with herbs, objects, jewelry, food, and more.

      I stepped back to let them lay their gifts at Jackson’s feet, but to my surprise, they started to lay them at mine. One of the alien children hopped forward and held out a string of blue beads arranged in a necklace. I crouched to be level with its eyes and took the necklace, smiling. It chirped twice and hopped away. The gifts kept coming in what seemed like an endless stream and for the first time since the entire ordeal began, I felt hope. Things were far from over, but there was a path forward. There was a future for humanity.

      When the parade of gifts had finally stopped it was the soldiers turn to step forward. One by one, they knelt and laid large ceremonial knives at David’s feet. When each came forward, they adopted that same kneeling position and stood again. The soldiers displayed far more human signs of camaraderie, jostling Jackson before leaving their place in line. A couple of the soldiers even went so far as to ruffle his hair.

      He scowled and elbowed them back the best he could. A few of the soldiers standing near us in a group barked laughter with each other, gesturing to the tops of their heads and then gesturing to Jackson’s head height. Making fun of their shortest newly minted warrior!

      “Tend to your wounded,” Ka’thak said. “Gather our dead. Today we rest from our trials. Tomorrow we look to the future.”
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      Our guys only sent three choppers as the initial delegation, probably being careful to not spook the alien forces. Soldiers disembarked from two of the birds and set up a security perimeter. Special Forces. They were taking this seriously.

      Out of the third helicopter stepped Commander Oladeru and three men wearing the trademark outfits of the Secret Service. Once they were on the ground, President Lee walked out. I sucked in a breath. Taking it seriously? No, this went way beyond that. They were treating Ka’thak like they would any other head of state. That gave me real hope that everything we’d accomplished might just have saved humanity.

      To my surprise, the president wasn’t the last to exit the bird. Ko came out after her. The alien looked like he had been well taken care of, his wounds mostly healed. He had also been outfitted with a modified flak jacket, complete with USAF insignia. He walked toward our group and smiled.

      “It looks like you made yourself at home, little human,” Ko said. He wrinkled his nose. “Maybe a little too much. Who vomited on you?”

      I laughed and threw my arms around Ko. He squeezed me in a hug that made me remember each and every broken rib. Then he turned to Alexandra. “It seems that you got yourself into a little trouble too.” She stepped forward to embrace him.

      Those greetings out of the way, Ka’thak stepped forward. Ko dropped to his knees.

      “Captain,” he said, keeping his gaze on the ground.

      “Stand, friend,” Ka’thak said. “Welcome home.” The two aliens embraced, pressing their foreheads together.

      The President stepped forward from her group and cleared her throat. The secret service soldiers accompanying her stepped forward as well. “Should I call you sir, ma’am, or something else entirely?” the president asked.

      “Sir is fine, if you’d like.” Ka’thak said.

      “Sir, you have my thanks. My officers have informed me that you have played an integral part in quelling a rebellion within your ranks that would have guaranteed the deaths of both our species. You have the gratitude of the human race. How can we assist?”

      “We have wounded aboard our ship. Young. Caregivers. We would appreciate any aid you can supply us. We particularly need medical supplies.”

      The president motioned to the secret service soldiers who spoke into earpieces. From the other airships came soldiers bearing food, water, and medical supplies. The captain motioned for his soldiers to escort the human forces into the ship.

      Commander Oladeru smirked, coming forward to shake my hand. “Well done, soldier.” He turned.

      “You too, know-it-all,” Oladeru said through a forced smile.

      “Stuck up moron,” Alexandra said. They faced off for a moment before the commander broke into a smile. He tapped his forehead toward Alexandra, a little half-salute, before following his soldiers into the alien ship.

      “Dr. King, I could use your assistance,” the President said.

      “Mine?” Alexandra looked baffled, for once. I chuckled, making a mental note of the memory. It wasn’t something I got to see often.

      “Yes. These people need to be treated like we would any other ally. Which means I need someone to head up our diplomatic mission to Ka’thak’s people,” the president said. “A role I believe you’re uniquely suited for.”

      “Seeing as I probably don’t have a job to go back to, I don’t see a problem with that,” she said.

      “Good. You start now,” Lee replied. “Ka’thak, I’m here hoping we can begin to hammer out an agreement between our people. Is there someplace we can go and speak at length?”

      “Of course. This way,” Ka’thak replied.

      What followed was hours exhausting talk. I was invited to attend but didn’t contribute much. Hell, I was a soldier and a pilot. This wasn’t my gig at all. Eventually it came to a close. The Secret Service escorted the president back to her helicopter and whisked her away. Alexandra went with her. I gathered the meeting had been productive, but I was lost in my thoughts for much of it.

      After all I had been through in the past week, it was clear to me that if I was going to deal with the end of the world, I wanted to make a real difference to someone. America had enough grunts out there to make sure that the people would be looked after. The aliens would need someone who could work with the military, not against it, and stand in the way of any humans that might not think that it would be in the species’ best interest to cooperate.

      As Ka’thak was leaving the meeting, I caught up with him.

      I contemplated what I was about to do. If Ka’thak accepted my offer, I would be saying goodbye to humanity, possibly forever. Given that Earth couldn’t be our home for very much longer, that didn’t seem like a bad deal.

      “Yes, David?” Ka’thak replied.

      “Sir. Captain. I have a request, if it is an appropriate time to ask.”

      All the other humans had left the room already. It was just myself, the captain, and a group of his soldiers. I recognized a few of them. Somehow, that made what I was about to do feel easier.

      “Go ahead.”

      I dropped to one knee, keeping my eyes level with the alien’s feet. The position set my legs and back aflame, but I was determined to do this properly.

      “Captain. During my time with your people you have treated me with unending dignity and decency. You have allowed me to live among you and fight alongside you. I have been truly welcomed. I humbly request that you allow me to stay and continue fighting as one of your own. It would be my honor to serve your people and give my life if necessary, for their continuing safety.”

      Ka’thak laughed and reached a hand down to help me rise. I panted a little bit as I stood but managed to stay upright.

      “Little brother, we would be delighted to have you. You have served with honor. I have rarely seen such bravery in battle and such commitment to pursue justice in a warrior. You have shown that you can respect our traditions and live among us, and we love you for it. Stand with us and be counted a soldier of our people.”

      Relief washed over me as the other soldiers came to offer their congratulations, thumping me on the back and shaking my hand. I bit my cheek to keep from yelping as pain shot through my back and ribs.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “It is we who thank you,” Ka’thak said.

      Around the room, the other soldiers hooted their agreement.

      A weight I hadn’t known I was carrying lifted from my shoulders. It was the guilt I’d carried with me ever since firing that damned missile. I’d done something horrible, something I knew was wrong, and it cost many of these beings their lives.

      My whole life had been about service to my country and my fellow citizens. If I was ever to make up for the wrong I’d done, the only way I knew to go forward was to offer them myself. It would take the rest of my life to repay them, but I would gladly give each day to that cause.

      I looked around at the alien faces, all of them brimming with pride and welcome, and they didn’t feel ‘alien’ at all anymore.

      I was home.

      The End
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      Thank you so much for choosing to read my book! Incursion started when I decided to join my husband in becoming an independent author. He had been writing full time for a while and I was desperate to break away from the retail job I had been working for three long years. The summer before this book was written I sat down to write a short story and ended up writing around twenty thousand words-in the first five chapters. So the idea was born.

      I love to tell stories, real or fictional. Stories shape who we are and who we believe we can become. My mission as an author is to tell the stories of people who are often stuck outside the spotlight-the people who have always been there but who haven’t had the opportunity to share their voice. I believe representation is essential. If we write diverse characters, someone will read their story and know that they are seen. There is frequently an assumption that in order to write diversity that it’s necessary to make one single quality of that character the sole focus of who they are. In the real world, Brown and Black people, LGBTQIA+ people, non-neurotypical people, everyone who we label as diverse are just people living their lives the same as the rest of us. I aim to fight “typical” in my books and to illustrate a future where we may not need these labels anymore.

      Full transparency: I’m a cisgender, white, bisexual, Pagan woman. I have had just a glimpse into non-heteronormative and non-Christian life, but I am very aware of my privilege. I seek out advice and input from people who belong to the group I am writing a character in, but I understand that I will never be perfect in my portrayal of someone I am not. I invite and welcome feedback from my readers as to how I can do better. You can reach me at author@thefutureofscifi.com. I will get back to you as soon as I can. It’s everyone’s mission to learn as much as we can and I want to actively participate in the discussion.

      For anyone wishing to pursue a career in writing: do it. You don’t need a fancy computer or an iPad. You don’t even really need a digital device, if you really want to go old school! (Thought you might need to borrow one to upload to Amazon or your platform of choice eventually). But no matter what you use, just write. I started writing on my days off at first, and then transitioned to writing every free moment I had. Fifteen minute break? Great. That’s at least 200 words. Hour lunch? Awesome. 1,000 words, if you can write at a good clip. I will be the first to tell you that it’s not easy and it’s not fun. There were days-and weeks-that I didn’t feel like writing a single word. Those where the days where I made myself write. Even if it was just a few sentences, it’s that much closer to finishing your book.

      Ultimately the Supernova Cycle isn’t just a series about how to save humanity-it’s about how we can save the best parts of humanity. As you’ll see in the next two books, Alex and Jackson will have to face challenges that will test their trust in their fellow man, and themselves.

      Special thanks are due to my husband, Kevin McLaughlin for continuing encouragement, wisdom, and kicks in the butt when necessary. Thanks also to Michael Anderle, Craig Martelle, Judith Anderle, Andries Louws, and so many at 20Booksto50K(R) who helped me to get my start on this path.

      See you in book 2!

      Thank you for reading my books and per aspera ad astra.
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      Hey there! Thanks for reading *Incursion*, first book in the Supernova Cycle! There’s two more books coming up to complete the trilogy, both of which will be coming out over the next few weeks.

      This book was interesting to write, because I didn't actually do the writing part of it. I wrote the plot, and created what’s called the ‘beats’ for this book. That is, I came up with a super-detailed outline.

      But the writing itself was done by Elizabeth. In fact, this was her debut novel! She’s knocked this one out of the park, too. *Incursion* has been read through by a number of folks to make sure the story was ready and up to snuff, and the reviews were stellar.

      This sort of co-author scenario isn’t entirely new to me; I’ve done similar work with Michael Anderle, where I come up with the story, then he takes my 12,000 word outline and turns it into a 60,000 word novel. But it’s the first time I’ve co-written anything with my wife! Elizabeth has been an amazing supporter of my writing throughout our entire relationship, but now it’s my turn to give her the same support for her budding career as a writer.

      Creating stories isn’t always the easiest job in the world. I mean, it’s fun and I love doing it, don’t get me wrong! If I didn't love writing, I’d go find something else to do with my time. It can be a real challenge sometimes, though. Writers put a little piece of themselves into every book we create, after all. We’re taking that slice of our inner selves and showing it to you, our reader, via the story we tell.

      It’s crazy easy to feel fear when pressing ‘publish’. Will people like the book? Will they hate it? Those questions are especially deep for writers because when someone says they like our book, they’re also saying they like that piece of ourselves that we’ve shown them. When they say they hate our book, it’s sort of the opposite. This sort of fear paralyzes many writers and keeps them from ever finishing a book, or from trying to publish it even if they do complete one.

      It’s been said that only one in a hundred people who say they want to write a book actually start. Only about one in a hundred who start one manage to finish. Only one in a hundred who finish a book actually see it through to publishing — or at least, to publishing well, with proper editing and an excellent cover. And perhaps only one in a hundred of those people keep pushing ahead to write another book.

      Elizabeth has done all of those things. She’s finished three novels and she’s working on another series already. That’s an incredible accomplishment all by itself.

      But she’s done a terrific job writing these stories, too. I’ve read the finished work, as have you — if you got this far, I’m pretty sure you liked what you saw! We’re seeing the birth of a new professional artist here, someone who will go on to write tons of books that we can all curl up and enjoy.

      I’m so glad that I was able to give her a leg up during her early days. She won’t need it again; the professionalism and excellence she’s demonstrated creating this trilogy will carry her far into the future.

      Thank you for reading! I can’t wait to bring you the sequel, *Exodus*, and the trilogy finale *Treason*, both coming later this summer!

      

      Kevin McLaughlin
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        The Ragnarok Saga (Military SF)

        Accord of Fire - Free prequel short story, available only to email list fans!

        Book 1 - Accord of Honor

        Book 2 - Accord of Mars

        Book 3 - Accord of Valor

        Book 4 - Ghost Wing

        Book 5 - Ghost Squadron

        Book 6 - Ghost Fleet (2019)

      

        

      
        Valhalla Online Series (A Ragnarok Saga Story)

        Book 1 - Valhalla Online

        Book 2 - Raiding Jotunheim

        Book 3 - Vengeance Over Vanaheim

        Book 4 - Hel Hath No Fury

      

        

      
        Lost Planet Warriors (Military SF with light romance)

        Book 1 - Desperate Times

        Book 2 - Desperate Measures

        Dire Straits - Free short story for email list fans!

      

      

      

      
        
        Adventures of the Starship Satori (Space Opera blended with military SF)

        Finding Satori - prequel short story, available only to email list fans!

        Book 1 - Ad Astra: Book 2 - Stellar Legacy

        Book 3 - Deep Waters

        Book 4 - No Plan Survives Contact

        Book 5 - Liberty

        Book 6 - Satori’s Destiny

        Book 7 - Ashes of War

        Book 8 - Embers of War

        Book 9 - Dust and Iron

      

      

      
        
        Blackwell Magic Series (Urban Fantasy)

        Book 1 - By Darkness Revealed

        Book 2 - Ashes Ascendant

        Book 3 - Dead In Winter

        Book 4 - Claws That Catch

        Book 5 - Darkness Awakes

        Book 6 - Spellbinding Entanglements

        By A Whisker (short story)

        The Raven and the Rose - Free novelette for email list fans!

      

        

      
        Dead Brittania Series:

        Dead Brittania (short prequel story)

        Book 1 - King of the Dead

        Book 2 - Queen of Demons

      

      

      
        
        Raven’s Heart Series (Urban Fantasy)

        Book 1 - Stolen Light

        Book 2 - Webs in the Dark

        Book 3 - Shades of Moonlight

      

      

      
        
        Other Titles:

        Over the Moon (SF romance)

        Midnight Visitors (Steampunk Cat short story)

        Demon Ex Machina (Steampunk Cat short story)

        The Coffee Break Novelist (help for writers!)

        You Must Write (Heinlein’s rules for writers)
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        Exclusive story for fans of the Kevin’s writing!

        When Captain Nicholas Stein set out to stop one enemy ship, and set in motion events which shaped the course of human history for decades to come.

        https://dl.bookfunnel.com/o7sag392n4
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      When she's not playing pirate aboard tall ships or hunting down the best place to grab ramen in whichever country she's found herself in, Liz McLaughlin can be found at her keyboard, bringing to life science fiction stories to change the world. A lifelong avid reader and winner of her seventh grade Young Authors contest (thanks Mom and Dad!), Liz broke into writing in search of a way to bring diversity and representation to science fiction and beyond. Her stories seek to change the genre through normalizing people of color and LGBTQIA+ as participants in the futuristic epics we all know and love.
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      USA Today bestselling author Kevin McLaughlin has written more than five dozen science fiction and fantasy novels, along with more short stories than he can easily count. Kevin can be found most days in downtown Boston, working on the next novel. His bestselling Blackwell Magic fantasy series, Accord science fiction series, Valhalla Online LitRPG series, and the fan-favorite Starship Satori series are ongoing.

      
        
        I love hearing from readers!

        www.kevinomclaughlin.com

        kevins.studio@gmail.com
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