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      It had been a long six months.

      After the alien insurrection was defeated the ensuing months were spent trying to balance concocting a survival plan with smoothing out the relationships between humans and aliens. All things considered, we were able to hammer out a working relationship fairly quickly—being faced with the prospect of a painful and certain death tends to do that. The military commissioned a small ambassadorial team comprised of myself, a pair of anthropologists from Princeton University, a linguist, and a group of engineers and scientists tasked jointly with handling the translation of the alien technology into our systems.

      We worked with a team of career politicians. It wasn’t fun.

      We christened ourselves the Atlantis team—our little inside joke. After all, we were saving the Earth by studying an alien civilization, right? The survival plan was thus; the Americans would supply the resources needed to support the recovery and rebuilding of the alien ship. In return, the aliens would share with us the technology that enabled us to build a starship of our own. If all went well and we could establish cooperation across what remained of humanity, we’d stand a chance.

      As it was, more than a hundred thousand years of tribalism hadn’t magically disappeared. We spent almost as much time settling fights between nations as we did working with the aliens. Several countries absolutely refused to lend a hand. We were accused of trying to save our own people and leaving the rest of the world to die. The President was accused of American imperialism. One of the more popular theories in this vein was that she was somehow working to take over the planet once both ships were constructed. We were accused of selfishness and evil the likes of which I could not have imagined as nations across the globe screamed for their salvation. Others saw the advantage of contributing anything they could. Some countries, primarily Canada and Mexico, saw the advantage in contributing whatever they were able to send. In turn, we supplied both nations with aid and so North America settled into an uneasy peace.

      There were plenty of supplies to go around. Essentially, human civilization had fallen. What was left of the U.S. government kept the loss of life to the tens of millions through extensive use of military forces. Local emergency services worked constantly to keep people safe and alive, but no matter where you went things were falling apart.

      Early on, the President and her cabinet had decided to focus on infrastructure repair in the cities. The majority of the country was still without power or water. The lion’s share of resources was being directed to four strategic locations. Building materials and power supplies were the principle necessities directed to those of us stationed with the aliens. Food, aid, and workers to restore electrical power went to New York City where the best facilities to broadcast media and communications could be found. New York City had become our voice, our hub for transferring and receiving information, both for saving as many American lives as possible and for reaching out to the world. We got a lot done thanks to the people who gave countless hours to man the radios.

      Humanity’s starship—our ark—was being assembled in Florida. There was some debate as to whether or not it should be assembled in Texas or California where the majority of the equipment required to build and repair both ships could be manufactured. Florida was eventually chosen because of the already established facilities. Texas and California quickly developed routes to ship parts and supplies.

      The rest of the world was in far worse shape. Shipments of food and fuel from one continent to another were at a trickle and it was nearly impossible to navigate the new protocols some countries had set up. We were essentially barred from entering China or Russia, both of whom were somehow still convinced that the entire situation was an American plot to take over their countries. Other nations demanded increasingly complicated rituals of entry, sometimes changing their rules and regulations on what felt like a daily basis.

      When it came to humanity as a whole, we were in the dark. The truth was that we did what we could, but no one knew how many dead there were globally. We assumed it must be in the hundreds of millions, at least, but most likely in the billion-plus range. Many would have starved by now. We also were receiving reports from countries that mass migrations were taking place at an alarming rate. Looting and other crimes skyrocketed. Small scale wars had even cropped up. As tragic as this was, there was nothing I or anyone else could do to stop it. We forged ahead at the greater task.

      The American-built ship was almost finished. It was a mirror image of the alien ship for simplicity’s sake but with a few tweaks for human passengers like changes to the cabins and controls. The linguists spent their time devoted to roughing out a translation of the alien language. By now there were a few humans who could say a few words but the translation of the written language was vital. When the hardware was finished it would be useless to have instruments that worked but displayed unreadable gibberish. That was one of the last tasks. Once the ship was completed the linguists and alien ambassadors would work on loading the software and clearing out the bugs before launch. That would be one of the final tasks before our ship was ready to launch.

      At the moment I was trying desperately not to yawn and roll my eyes during another pointless diplomatic meeting. The military ran a tight ship throughout the entire operation, which meant that we were making excellent progress but there were higher-ups who needed to be apprised of every sneeze, snort, or hiccup. This meeting had been called so the military could make one last bid for aid from other countries. Things were progressing a little too slowly for their liking and they wanted to be able to present a picture of just how dire the situation was to the remaining hold-out governments. A security advisor to the President was also here to gather information and notify all the parties he was beholden to of the progress on the ship.

      Security for the meeting was tight. We were set up inside the military base constructed near the alien mothership. The setup was so similar to Camp Duban that I was genuinely starting to believe that the armed forces copied the same blueprints for all of their bases. The meeting was being conducted in the small central structure that functioned as a communications hub and a secure building in case of an emergency. A locked gate formed an entry for personnel and vehicles to travel through and two small huts flanked each side with enough space for a single soldier to act as a guard.

      It was easy to see that everyone was starting to feel nervous. The alien ship was nearing the completion of its repairs and Ka’thak and his council were feeling the time crunch. The aliens wanted to launch as quickly as possible and their seemingly unending patience with humanity was running short. The humans were barely keeping their entire project together and getting more frustrated by the day. The infighting between nations was slowing progress too much. Human soldiers in full kit stood in every corner of the room and two flanked the doors. The aliens had sent soldiers as well, most of whom were standing away from the humans as best they could without looking like they were trying to avoid us.

      From among their group I spied David and ran to catch up. I grabbed him in a surprise hug as he was chatting with one of his fellow soldiers. He reached back and swung me in front of him effortlessly. He shot me a crooked grin, clearly not expecting to see me here.

      I was impressed at how well he had integrated himself with his new chosen people. He had outfitted himself with custom-built armor and wore a modified uniform that was nearly identical to the jumpsuits the Air Force still wore. On his hips were two knives, one around a hand’s span long. It looked like it was made out of the same material the aliens’ claws were made of, but I suspect whatever it was made of was given that appearance on purpose. The other was longer and more ornate, almost the size of a short sword. It had a gilded handle that wove in and out of itself leading to a short handguard. The blade itself was a gleaming silver cut through with black lines, remarkably similar to Damascus steel. They were both beautiful weapons, though I suspect the shorter of the two saw more combat than the ceremonial one.

      He returned the hug with gusto. I pretended to wheeze and gasp—his outfit wasn’t the only thing that had changed in the last half-year. He was in better physical shape than when I had met him and the increase in fitness suited him well.

      “Little sister!” He roared and lifted me into the air. “How have you been?”

      I laughed. Clearly, Jackson had found his true people! “I’ve been well! You can see that I haven’t turned into a complete government zombie, though they’re trying pretty hard. Since my appointment as a liaison to your people, they’ve got me on a team that is responsible for working with your folks to iron out the kinks of the ship in Florida. It’s been slow going, mostly due to bullshit from our side, but I think we’re making progress.”

      “So I heard,” he said. “I’ve been sitting in on some of the meetings with your team when I can. They seem to be the only ones who have gotten it through their heads that humanity needs to get over it. Well, most of them, at least. I wish I could share the mindset with the rest of the human governments. It’s do or die time.”

      “Yes, it is,” I said. “You think that if these morons don’t get the human ship all buttoned up before the end of the world that I could hitch a ride with you guys?”

      He nodded. “Most definitely. I know that Ka’thak would love to have you back with us. Any idea what the plan is from here on out?”

      I opened my mouth to reply but was interrupted by the call that the meeting was about to start. I took my place among the human delegation and stood silently as the officials greeted each other and read out the purpose of the meeting. Ceremony never ends, even in times of crisis. David stood in position across from me and rolled his eyes. I snorted a laugh and quickly covered it with a coughing fit as the human ambassadors turned to glare at me. The alien delegates looked over with curiosity but quickly returned to the business at hand.

      The alien ambassador began. “Gathered delegates, thank you for attending us today. As you have already been informed, repairs and refitting of our ship are nearly completed. Our people will be ready to continue on our journey within the next couple of your weeks. In order for us to be able to make it to the next star system in time to avoid the supernova, we must launch within the month. If we do not, departing this planet will do us no good. The wave of heavy ions from the supernova will rip through our ship in between stars”

      A representative from Earth stepped forward. “Ambassador, we have complete confidence that we will have the human ship finished in time for your departure. We are bringing in resources from every human nation we can reach. We have been able to stabilize our country well enough to execute a final push towards completion of the ship very soon.”

      The alien snorted gently. “We would like you to provide our leaders with reports detailing your progress on your ship. We need something to take to our council to prove that we should stay here any longer. Your people have done much for us, and we are grateful. However, given all that has happened, we simply cannot risk further loss of life.”

      “You have to trust us, Ambassador,” the human diplomat said. He was a man of sixty or so, his bald pate shining in the harsh meeting room lights. “We know what we’re doing. The American government has a long history of managing crises, and we will look after both our peoples.” I snorted and the man looked over sharply. The people who stood in front of us were offering us a path to salvation. They had only been civilized to us, a race of beings who had nearly sentenced their entire species to extinction. Still, the insanity of human bias remained.

      The alien ambassador dipped her head but kept their eyes on her human counterpart. One of the most difficult meetings I had with the alien council was to explain the ridiculousness of hierarchy. In a species where gender, income, and lineage had very little impact on the position one occupied in society, the idea that there were immutable rules based around these qualities was bafflingly foreign. After several long-winded attempts to explain how the human race continued to exist without killing each other, the council agreed that learning human courtesies would be to their advantage. Luckily the humans were too self-absorbed to notice any difference.

      I tuned out while the diplomats did their thing. Normally I would be leading this meeting, but I couldn’t find the energy to pretend to care. As I was contemplating the likelihood of falling asleep on my feet, shots rang out. The next thing I knew I was on the floor. One of the human soldiers who had been assigned to us was on top of me, pushing my head down.

      “Stay down, miss,” he said.

      No shit, moron. What now?

      I looked up from the floor to see that chaos had broken out. Both human and alien diplomats had been shoved to the ground while their respective guards tried to find the source of the threat. As soon as the soldiers realized it wasn’t in the room with us, we were hauled to our feet and shepherded to a back door. I watched as Jackson led the charge out of the room to meet our attackers.
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      The entire gathering dropped to the ground. The human forces moved to set positions over their ambassadors and huddled there, rifles pointing outwards. Our soldiers did the same, grouping up with their ambassadors and herding them into a corner of the room. I joined up with our warriors and several human soldiers to lead the charge while the others evacuated the civilians. We kicked open the doors and sprinted towards the sounds of gunfire.

      I pressed the radio lodged in my ear. “Captain, we have armed combatants in the building. We need evac in here now!”

      “Affirmative, we’re on our way. Eyes sharp, Jackson,” Ka’thak replied.

      We rounded a corner and found ourselves facing at least a dozen men. On the floor were five soldiers, their shirts bloody, torsos riddled with bullet holes. Our attackers were dressed in all black, balaclavas covering their faces and goggles covering their eyes. Each man held an assault rifle pointed towards us.

      “Fuck.” I exhaled sharply. This wasn’t an invasion—this was a slaughter.

      Shots rang out and we dove to the floor. The desks and chairs worked as a bare minimum of cover but because of the close quarters, we couldn’t stay in one place for very long. We quickly abandoned the shelter of the office furniture in favor of just trying to stay alive. All told, we were eight against fifteen or twenty. The odds were not in our favor.

      As I fought, I struggled to place the enemy. They barely spoke, so I couldn’t catch an accent or recognize any terminology. Their uniforms bore no obvious symbols or flags, but they were equipped with cutting edge weaponry and armor. I signaled for our soldiers to circle up. We had to form some kind of firing line. The alien soldiers pushed outwards in a circle around the enemy and formed a phalanx behind me. I dropped to my belly and leveled my gun at the combatants. My comrades followed suit, taking various positions and leveling their beam weapons at the men while firing precise, short bursts. Any human who wasn’t wearing a familiar uniform was cut down immediately, bodies smoking from the energy that had passed through them.

      Still, the enemy pressed forward, more men streaming into the compound. The ones who did make it through the initial firing line rushed us, screaming. We were able to disarm most of them easily enough and the enemy abandoned their weapons for hand to hand combat. The human soldiers tried to mirror our tactics, but the close quarters made it difficult for them to fight effectively. They spread to both sides of the room and formed a kill box, picking off enemy soldiers who escaped as best they could.

      For every man we dropped it seemed like two more appeared, and we were lightly equipped and lightly armored. Even though both our species had run drills and trained together for months now, this kind of fighting was disorderly and it was difficult to coordinate. The enemy kept pushing us back towards where the diplomats were, and it was clear that their only objective was to make it into that room. They wanted whatever, or whoever it was badly enough that they were sacrificing their forces with little thought. A suicide mission, if we had anything to say about it. In order to make sure of that, we had to regroup. We had to retreat.

      Every soldier understood that it was not our job to win. Our job was to buy the civilians enough time to get to the roof. As I dispatched another combatant with a quick cut through his abdomen I felt myself being lifted into the air. I fell to the ground with a crash and skidded across the floor. A big bruiser of a man stood over me, pistol in hand. I whipped my hand forward to shove the gun out of the way, but it wasn’t necessary. The man’s belly opened in a wide red gash. Ripped open by claws. I grinned, face splattered with the man’s blood. Now we were talking. This was what we did best.

      With the enemy abandoning their guns in favor of relying on physiology, the alien warriors had the advantage. I shouted for the human soldiers to stand back—no amount of skill would change the fact that we would be in the way. We formed up in a square and returned to the edges of the fight with our guns raised, reinstating the kill-box. I grabbed a rifle from one of the dead men and turned, dropping to one knee so I could sight any stragglers who tried to rush our group.

      The next few minutes were a beautiful thing. I watched as my commander opened her mouth to scream a battle cry that shook the fillings in my teeth. The enemy soldiers dropped their remaining weapons in shock and put their hands to their ears, but it was no use. I opened my mouth to roar with them and motioned for the humans to follow. Together we brought forth the spirits of our ancestors, mouths wide, our eyes flashing, tongues out, and teeth exposed. The oldest and best way to make the guy trying to kill you believe that you’re about to rip him apart and eat his organs for breakfast. I wrinkled my nose as at least one of the black-clad force wet himself.

      The battle became a bloodbath with the alien soldiers taking advantage of the enemy’s shock to kick their remaining weapons away from them and tear them open. A few of my comrades took special care to make sure the rest of the insurgents had a good view as they gulped bloodied chunks of the fallen. Suddenly, the men who had fought with such zeal minutes before were terrified. They were fighting for their lives and they knew it. The fear made them stupid and more than a few made simple tactical mistakes that cost them a limb or their lives as a result. I caught the sweet notes of at least one enemy soldier screaming as he was cornered by an alien soldier. He opened his jaws and the soldier’s scream was cut off with a wet crunch.

      The few who did manage to make it away from the claws and teeth of my brothers and sisters ran straight into the staccato fire of rifles and crumpled. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. It didn’t take long before our soldiers were finishing off the last man. I picked up a severed head that had rolled my way while we were still engaged and handed it to my commander, blood dripping from the stump of the man’s neck. She ripped the black fabric from the head and held it high by the hair, roaring again. The whole room cheered, stamping their feet, and shouting in triumph. The commanders of both forces sent two soldiers each back to the room where the meeting was being held, to report that the threat was neutralized and instructing them to radio back the confirmation the evacuation was successful.

      Just as the collective group started to breathe again, we heard the sounds of heavy footsteps advancing. Our soldiers kicked the dead aside, clearing the way while the human commander motioned for his group to set positions. Two alien soldiers walked to the head of the group, guns drawn, snarling as they waited for the next wave of attack. As if in slow motion, two huge men burst through the doors of the building. In their hands, they held a massive contraption that at first glance looked like the end of a fire hose hooked up to a battery pack. The moment the doors swung open I could hear more shots and screams from outside.

      We were surrounded. The men we had just defeated were only the first wave. There was an unnatural screeching noise and the room lit up bright white. The soldiers leading our group dropped, their skin charred and blistered where a massive charge of electricity had surged through their bodies. For a fraction of a second, everything was quiet.

      “Run!” I bellowed. The unit turned and retreated through the building, racing to avoid the assault. The enemy took their time pressing forward, progressing down the hallways almost lazily. The men with the electric weapons walked calmly in front of the infantrymen, frying any of our men who got too close. We were able to take the odd shot at the enemy forces but every time one of our guys even looked their way for too long they died. Their bodies were left where they fell.

      We finally came to the large antechamber of the meeting room and threw together a blockade behind us the best we could. What remained of the chairs and tables became cover for our soldiers. We shot out the lights in the ceiling and covered the light shining through the doors from the room behind with a torn strip of cloth. There was still some light that shone through small windows at the top of the walls, but the room was now mostly in shadow. It wasn’t hard to see shapes but the partial darkness helped to obscure how our soldiers were arranged and we hoped that it would help give us some element of surprise.

      Two human soldiers carefully set up next to the doors and waited with combat knives in their hands. The aliens stood next to them, positioned so that they would become plainly visible as the soldiers advanced down the hall. This was so that the alien soldiers would appear as the bigger targets. They would draw the attention and fire of the enemy while the humans would try to take the biggest men down. We didn’t need them dead, we just needed whatever the hell those guns were out of their hands. The rest of us clustered together in formation, two soldiers in the very front, leaving most of us in the back. The idea was to draw the big guys into the room and slash their legs as they came in.

      The silence of preparing for battle settled over the room. Every soldier in the room slowed their breathing. The humans checked their clips and counted ammunition silently. I heard one or two human soldiers quietly murmuring as they prayed. The alien soldiers butted heads or limbs against each other in a bonding gesture that was as clear as day to me. They were saying their goodbyes.

      When I had first fought alongside these warriors against Turuk, I was puzzled as to why the aliens were so perfunctory with their dead. Every soldier that fell was immediately disposed of, their bodies pushed aside or hidden. At the time, I had chalked it up to battle tactics—there wasn’t any room in a flying fighter or on a battlefield for dead bodies, so they got rid of them for utilities’ sake

      After spending the last half year as one of their own, I learned that the attitude towards death in battle was much like the one we humans held thousands of years ago. Death in battle was a ‘good death’ that should be aspired towards. I came to understand that these warriors lived their entire existence knowing that they could die any day and that these gestures and goodbyes were not mournful, they were joyful. They were thanking each other for their company in life and wishing them an easy transition to the next. When they died, it didn’t matter what was done with their bodies as their souls had already left.

      I turned as I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was my commander; she removed her helmet and mine and leaned down to butt my forehead with her own. The tap was a little more forceful than I expected and she chuffed as I pulled my head away to rub it with my hand, still smiling.

      The boom of footsteps marching in lockstep got closer and closer. When the enemy got close enough for us to hit, the human commander shouted.

      “Come and get us, motherfuckers!”

      The enemy remained silent, but the footsteps came faster. The two men who carried the cannons practically barreled down the hallway and I could hear the escalating whine of the devices charging. My commander signaled for her forces to hold their positions as the two soldiers accompanying the hidden humans readied their knives. The aliens waited until they heard the squealing of the charge hit its highest pitch and dived away from the door, hurtling towards the back walls of the room. As the weapons fired, the humans on either side of the door leapt forward from where they crouched, each grabbing one leg of the men and slashing through tendons.

      The men holding the beam weapons shouted, twisted, and stumbled to the floor. As they fell the weapons dropped, firing wildly into the room. The alien soldiers who ran for the back of the room jumped and turned using the wall to spring themselves back at the enemy, claws extended. Soldiers were streaming into the room now and they led the vanguard, ripping into any black uniform that got in their way. They were eventually able to clear a path for the firing lines, but the onslaught was too great. We were losing.
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      “Move it! Everyone to the roof! Move now!”

      The alien guards pushed forward to funnel the ambassadors and their guard through back passageways that led to the roof. The human soldiers went first, clearing each hallway as they went. I stayed behind for a moment to ensure that every human had made it out, then turned and sprinted to catch up with the group. On my way out of the room, I pulled a small electronic device from my pocket that functioned as a distress call. With luck, every friendly soldier within a couple of miles would receive the signal.

      We brought out groups of three with one soldier in front and one behind. Everyone kept a hand on the person in front’s shoulder. I was familiar enough with military operations by now to know that this was both to keep us in step and to stop the civilians from panicking. When we opened the doors to the roof I was able to hear the now-familiar hum of alien troop transports. As we spilled onto the flat platform I spotted two transports hovering perpendicular to each other over the top of the building. Standing on the deck of the transport that was closest to the rooftop was Ka’thak, decked out in full armor and sporting an impressive gun. He smiled at me and jumped to the concrete.

      “You ready to go, little sister?”

      “Man, am I happy to see you.” I grinned. “Let’s get these people out of here.”

      I turned to help one of the American diplomats into the troop transport, but she pulled her hand away, eyes wide with fear at the sight of the alien commander. I could understand that Ka’thak was intimidating when you first met him, but hadn’t these people just spent well over two hours clustered in a room with aliens that looked the exact same way? They weren’t that scary! I reached toward her again but she was still backing away. The civilians had clustered themselves into a group, pointing and chattering.

      “God damn it,” I swore. Panicking humans meant dead humans. I had to get them moving as quickly as possible.

      Both human and alien soldiers were trying to move the crowd into the transports with urgency and as much politeness as they could muster but time was running short. I watched the human soldiers start to argue with the civilians. They were trying to get them to move with words and I felt mounting frustration as the group continued to stay where they were. People move faster when they have a gun pointed at them and I wished that they would hurry up and use that option. As the soldiers argued with the ambassadors I could dimly hear the sounds of battle echoing up the stairways from below. It sounded like there were beam weapons firing too. I hoped that meant our guys were winning. When the diplomats still wouldn’t move, I marched up to one of the ambassadors that had been addressing the gathering earlier and grabbed his shoulder.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I shouted into his ear over the din. “Get your people on the goddamn transport!”

      “We don’t even know who or what is attacking us! For all we know these aliens have been sent to pick off the last of us and take over the base!” the man shouted back. Xenophobic asshole. Some ambassador. I rolled my eyes and grabbed him by the collar. His eyes went wide as I pulled him close to me and pointed at Ka’thak.

      “You see the big alien soldiers over there, right?” I snarled. He nodded. “You see the big alien soldiers with the really big claws and the really big guns?” Another nod. “You think that if they were sent here to kill us that you and I would be having this conversation?” The man hesitated and shook his head slowly. I dropped him and motioned for one of the alien soldiers to give me her gun. She did so with a questioning look but backed away fast as I hefted the gun against my shoulder and went to squeeze the trigger. The gun fired into the air and every human and alien on the rooftop froze.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” I called out. “If you’ll turn to your left and right, you will find our escape route for the day! Those who don’t want to find out what it’s like to be killed by gunfire would do well to move! Now!” I walked to the shuttle where Ka’thak and his soldiers stood waiting and swung myself up and into the aircraft. The remaining humans stared. “If you plan on living through the day, you’d be smart to follow me. Let’s go, people!”

      Sheepishly, the assembled human diplomats moved into the two craft. The human soldiers got over their hesitation in seconds and jumped aboard both vessels to help their charges into the transports. As Ka’thak finished seating the woman who had pulled away from me he took me aside.

      “You see, this is why I insisted you be our principal liaison with the humans,” he said. “You can speak human better than most of the humans can.”

      I chuckled and grabbed a seat of my own. Before both shuttles took off to carry the civilians away from the battle, I heard the pops and screeches of gunfire getting closer. I had no idea about what was going on down there, but I hoped that Jackson and his troops were safe.

      I had to admit to myself that I wasn’t bored anymore. Somebody was trying to crash the only plans that we had to spare some fragment of humanity from a horrific death. I sat and tried to do the math, but it didn’t add up. The people who attacked us might be from one of those countries who believed that we were out to get them or religious extremists that would rather sentence the human race to die than to work with beings from another planet. Whoever they were, they weren’t amateurs to make it onto a United States military base and break into the building we were in. No doubt this incident was going to shatter what fragile trust we managed to establish. Humans and aliens just added one more exceptionally large reason not to trust one another. We had to find out who was behind this attack before the efforts to save both our peoples completely unraveled.

      It started to hit me that yet again, I nearly just died. As much as I pretended to be used to this, I would forever have trouble adjusting to the reality that there were no more guaranteed tomorrows. In a strange way, this was an idea that brought me a lot of peace. A year ago I had entertained the idea of preparing a ten-year plan. That was wiped off the board and now my life was set in ten-day, or even ten-minute plans. I laughed.

      Well, you got into social work to make a difference in the world... I thought. If only my professors could see me now!

      In order to rip myself away from the philosophical implications of it all, I decided to check on my ambassadorial ducklings. The diplomats were seated around the shuttle, some in seats, others making themselves comfortable on the floor. More than a few continued to stare at the alien soldiers, leaning in to whisper to each other. The soldiers in turn reacted by staring back, completely ignoring the gazes of the humans, or finding creative ways to pass the time. A particularly large soldier bent down bringing his face close to the man who had given me so much trouble on the rooftop. I snorted a laugh as the soldier opened his mouth and snarled, saliva dripping from his teeth. The man yelped and nearly wet his pants. The soldier threw back his head and guffawed.

      “Be nice.” I cajoled, laughing alongside the soldier. “They know not what they do.”

      “Klaatu barada nikto, human.” the soldier laughed, forming his hand into an alien approximation of the “live long and prosper” gesture made so famous by Star Trek. The human ambassador glared at both of us. I grinned and shrugged.

      “What do you want me to do? Tell him to knock it off? You’re the guy who just delivered a soliloquy on how these are probably the people who were trying to kill us. They deserve to let off a little steam.”

      The man opened his mouth and raised his hand, index finger extended to tell me off. I shot him my best ‘you’re seriously going to try to fuck with me now?’ look and he shut up. I went to the soldiers and thumped one of them on the shoulder, taking care to look her in the eyes.

      “Thank you. I apologize for my fellow humans’ stupidity. As the official liaison between our peoples, I hereby offer forth that you may fuck with them in any ways you’d like that don’t involve bodily harm.”

      The soldier chuffed and knocked me in the forehead with her skull. She then turned towards the assembled humans and let out a bark. Several people jumped. One woman didn’t. She stood and walked over to us, holding out her hand.

      “My name is Ellen. I too apologize. We humans are a fatefully ignorant species and you deserve better than our fear. May I sit with you and talk a while?”

      The soldier looked at me and I raised my eyebrows. “It’s up to you,” I said. She looked thoughtful for a moment and extended her hand to Ellen. They sat down together and I felt a little relief when I saw Ellen take a photo book from her pocket and started showing the soldier her family. I left them to chat and arranged some bags to make a passable bed. I had just shut my eyes and was about to fall asleep when I heard a soft chuff. I opened my eyes again and Ka’thak’s face appeared above mine.

      “Doctor, I need your help. I know you’ve just been through a lot, but I need you to look after your group. Please. My soldiers are exhausted and as you were just saying, none of them are too fond of your people right now.”

      I pressed my lips together. I could tell the alien commander was trying his best to be polite but that he too was completely devoid of energy. Being in a position with any kind of power right now meant a whole lot of effort with few results and even less sleep. I was tempted to tell him that his soldiers could handle corralling a few humans, but I felt for him. In less than a year he had gone from a skilled warrior to the leader of an entire people, and now we were asking him to defend our people in addition to his own. The least I could do was suck it up and keep an eye on the ambassadors.

      “Yeah, you’ve got it. Don’t worry, my friend. I’ll make sure they don’t do too much damage.”

      He smiled and nodded.

      “Thank you. We will need to prepare for our landing soon and I’d be very grateful if we could make this process go as smoothly as possible.”

      I stood and made my way to each of the diplomats, asking whether or not they needed water, food, or the restroom. They all seemed grateful for the reassurance and as maddening as working with them could be, I felt pity for them. They were people too and deserving of care. If nothing else, it would help them stay calm and organized when we landed. I suspected that the group was in for a bit of a culture shock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Jackson

          

        

      

    

    
      The battle never stopped. If the difference in numbers wasn’t disadvantage enough, our rapidly narrowing battlefield was what was going to kill us. We had managed to take down the men holding the beam cannons, but two more soldiers had taken their places. It was then that our tactical decision to keep the room dark that bit us in the ass. The shit had truly hit the fan.

      Our commanding officers quickly ordered another retreat just barely into the passageways that led out to the roof. I knew that Ka’thak would be staging the evacuation up there and since we found no one in the meeting room, we had to assume that the evacuation was complete. Leading the enemy into a smaller area would give us the opportunity to slow their advance. It also meant that we wouldn’t be able to overpower them by force, but it was still a better idea than getting slaughtered.

      A good portion of the soldiers had been able to make it onto the roof. Only my commander and I remained of the alien forces with a couple of human guards standing on the steps below us. We were all running low on ammunition, and if we had to move further up the stairway hand to hand combat would be impossible. If we could give our people enough time to get away before the enemy broke through, that would be enough. My commander and I reached forward to tap the human soldiers twice on the back of their heads, a “fire when ready” signal that was universal. The soldiers in front of us nodded and leveled their rifles at the staircase below us.

      More black-uniformed soldiers managed to take firing positions behind the furniture in the meeting room. We fired, but carefully, trying to make our remaining ammunition last as long as possible. I grit my teeth as one of the enemies managed to recover the beam cannon and was struggling to level it at our position. Just as they managed to stand, shots rang out from behind the group. Through the falling bodies of the enemy soldiers, I could catch glimpses of green, brown, and tan-Army BDUs. Somehow the surrounding forces must have been alerted to the attack. From the number of grunts making their way into the compound I could tell that the tide was turning.

      “Forward!” I shouted, picking up my weapon and marching down the staircase. My commander and I swept sideways as soon as we hit the entryway into the room, providing covering fire for the human soldiers who were picking off bad guys like it was target practice. The enemy was too distracted with the greater threat and this gave us the perfect opportunity to kill any who wasn’t paying enough attention to his surroundings. Our allies kept coming until the enemy was surrounded. I stepped forward into the middle of the room.

      “Throw us your weapons! It’s over,” I said, addressing the few remaining soldiers who were still behind the cover of furniture. “Kick them away right now and I will guarantee you safe passage from this place. You don’t need to die here.” I was met with nothing but silence until I heard the scrape of a rifle being slid across the floor. I glanced down but remained standing where I was. One of the rifles came to rest in front of my boots. “I’ll give the rest of you five seconds to surrender your weapons. Five, four…”

      A small object flew into the center of the room.

      “Grenade!” I shouted and dove for cover, but I was a second late. The blast caught me mid-air and threw me into the wall. When I managed to stagger to my feet again, I cringed. Every single enemy soldier was dead, including the ones who had been surrendering. Infantrymen were climbing over the mess, checking for survivors. Lucky for them all the people accompanying me were alive or we would be adding a lot more dead people to the room.

      An older man stepped into the room. He was a big guy with closely cropped grey hair and a swagger. He sneered as he looked around the room, taking care to step over a dead enemy soldier’s body.

      “Hey, dickhead!” I yelled, marching up to him. “I had them surrendering, why the hell did you blow them up?”

      “Captain Kyle Vincent.” The officer held out his hand. I didn’t take it. “My orders were to secure the base. The base is secure. Bad guys are dead. You should be thanking me.”

      “Lt. Colonel Jackson,” I spat.

      “Lt. Colonel, you don’t like you’ve been hanging with your Air Force buddies in a while.” Vincent smiled contemptuously. He looked me up and down, pausing at the knives I had hanging at my belt. His eyes narrowed at the sight of the alien weaponry.

      “And you don’t look like you’ve been using your goddamned brain in a while, Captain.” I turned and searched the bodies for any clue as to who these men were. Each soldier carried gear which, while high tech, could be bought anywhere on the internet. Guns with serial numbers filed off and armor that could be made with a high-end 3D printer. I ripped through the dead men’s pockets and found no identification, no names, nothing. These men weren’t meant to survive their mission. That meant one of two things; they were either highly paid or they had a serious bone to pick. I mentally ran through the list of superpowers who had this kind of access.

      There were only three that stuck out—the United States, China, and Russia. If these guys were a foreign agency attempting a hostile take over of either the human or alien ship, we were in for one hell of a fight. It was also possible that these men could be an independent militia. Before the Earth was hit with the first wave of supernova damage, there had been more and more fringe communities who were trying to organize private armies in case the U.S. government ever came for their guns. It wasn’t completely out of the question that a single rich idiot could have equipped these guys and sent them in to try and derail our recovery efforts. Whoever they were, there was nothing to indicate their motivations or associations. Damn.

      I watched Captain Vincent walk around the room searching the dead men himself. He smiled as he kicked one of the dead soldier’s legs out of his way. I was as glad as the next man to still be alive, but it was strange that he took such pleasure in seeing them dead. No matter who these people were, if there was a well trained, well-equipped force out there looking to stop the government and the aliens from working together, our problems were just beginning.

      That prick Vincent bothered me too. I had met my fair share of assholes in my time but this one was above and beyond. Throwing a grenade into a room of enemy targets after they were volunteering to surrender wasn’t just stupid, it was reckless as hell. He could have killed any of my men with a stunt like that. I vowed that if I ever had to deal with him again it would be on my terms.
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      The shuttles landed next to the mothership where a cadre of alien soldiers waited for us. They stood apart to form a protected path for the evacuated to walk through. I had been to the ship enough times to feel welcome by this point and it was a relief to be somewhere that felt safe. The aliens helped their human passengers from the shuttles and the group walked towards the larger ship.

      The ambassadorial team had gone from slightly frightened to freezing like mice facing a cat. Even the human soldiers were looking a little shaky. Several alien children bounded up to us and I grinned, playing the clapping game that Jackson told me they liked. The group behind me stopped and stared as I jumped around, clapping, and then waiting until they stood still to clap again. The children hopped around me, chirping and chattering. I turned to the ambassadors.

      “What? They’re kids. They like to play.”

      The rest of the humans still stared, mouths agape. I opened my arms wide and gestured for the children to follow me. A few dropped back to the rest of the group to sniff and poke at the new humans. I snickered as one of the senior delegates stifled a shriek. The alien child investigating him pulled his head away in confusion and bounded back to the front of the pack to join his brethren.

      “They’re children,” I said. “Don’t scare them.” The delegate scowled at me as if I should be more worried about his comfort than the child’s.

      Ka’thak broke from the group to instruct his soldiers and then fell in step beside me. “I’ve informed our soldiers of what has transpired at the base. They will put the entire ship on high alert. We are locking down. Now.”

      “Understood. I’ll do my best to corral the herd here,” I said, jerking my thumb at the ambassadors. As we walked, another shuttle touched down close to us and Jackson stepped out covered in blood. I ran to him but he held out his hands to stop me.

      “It’s not mine,” he said. “I’ll explain later.” He turned to Ka’thak. “Captain, we should talk.”

      The three of us walked together as alien ambassadors came to escort the human diplomats to their temporary quarters. “The men who attacked the meeting were black-clad soldiers who appeared to have no affiliation with a country or specific branch of military service. I searched their bodies and could find no association with any human country or organization. There were no identifying marks on them either, and they did not carry any identification. We took photos of the dead men and are running them through every facial recognition database we have. But, until we get a hit we have no idea where these men came from or who they are.”

      Ka’thak snorted in frustration. “Why are humans allowed to do things like this? Your species is the most fractured and disorganized that I have ever seen. You war with each other over your gods or over nothing at all, you constantly fight amongst yourselves to the point of tearing apart your own government. Your people have fought ours every step of the way when the only thing we are trying to do is save you. It’s completely illogical. It’s no wonder that your people weren’t able to achieve interstellar travel or cure the simplest diseases. Why would anyone want to impede our progress given the threat you all face?”

      I sighed. “Throughout our history, there have always been humans who believe in conspiracies. There are members of our species who believe that the Earth is a flat disk and that you can fall off the edge. There are people who deny that we’ve landed on our moon and people who are convinced that there is a secret society running the planet. The latest crazy theory is that the whole alien ‘thing’ and ‘the supernova’ are so-called false flags. They believe that the entire situation is made up, that the government is trying to either work with you to take over what is left of the world or a number of other insane ideas.”

      “It could be a foreign power,” David pointed out, veering the conversation back on track. “We’ve been having difficulties with a few of the larger countries that America wasn’t exactly friendly with before the supernova. China and Russia have both threatened to blow us away if we come within five hundred miles of their coastline. If word has gotten out that we have a ship nearing completion it’s entirely probable that one of those countries would send in unaffiliated soldiers to try and take control of the project to gain technology or personnel.”

      Ka’thak shook his head, muttering to himself about how ridiculous humans are. He paused, and then spoke again. “I suppose that it is not completely unheard of.”

      David and I glanced at each other. Both of us had the wisdom to not bring up the recent coup that killed their previous leader.

      I cleared my throat. “Is the human ship secure?”

      “Yes,” David replied. “It is for now at least. There is a problem, though. A big one.” He waved us toward the shuttle where he had touched down. He reached behind the bulkhead and pulled out a large weapon. It was almost half as long as Jackson was tall and looked like a battery was strapped to the end of a fire hose. “This thing fried more of my men than I’d like to consider. It’s some kind of beam weapon.” He turned to Ka’thak, hefting the cannon towards him. “Does this look familiar?”

      The alien captain snarled as he took the weapon from Jackson’s hands. “This looks like one of our weapons, but it’s too simple. It’s like some human tried to pull apart one of our guns and then put it back together again. You said that this functions?”

      Jackson nodded. “It’s not the military. As much of a massive pain in the ass as the American military can be, I can promise you that they are not this subtle. Someone clearly stole alien technology and is using it to develop their own. I would like to put together a team to travel south and make sure that the security around the human ship’s construction site is as tight as it should be. Perhaps we could even discover who is responsible for this cowardly attack.”

      Ka’thak nodded, but he only seemed to be half-listening. “We must protect the ships. We cannot have any more interruptions in the construction. I have the council to report to and it is becoming less easy to keep our people content with their current situation. As I’m sure you can understand, they want to get back into space and to a safe distance away from all of this.” He turned to us and dropped the weapon to the ground. “You will take a team and a shuttle. Get the infantry to resupply and then go. Doctor, tonight you will stay here with your people. Ensure that they do not cause too much disruption, please.” He kept his gaze fixed on the ground, breaths chuffing in frustration.

      “Understood,” I said. David left to regroup with the warriors. Ka’thak followed me and we caught up while he led me to a cabin specially fit for humans. I was brought a small meal and fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow.
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      We were in the air less than an hour later. The best part about joining alien society was that they were efficient in a way that human forces only dreamt about. Ships were kept clean and supplied, with armor and weapons ready to go. These people lived a true warrior’s life, knowing and being prepared to go into battle at a moment’s notice. The attitude on the flight down was somber. We had just lost soldiers not in glorious battle but in slaughter, and the defeat stung. The soldiers were tired, they had been on duty non-stop for months at a time, rotating out only to get sleep or food.

      While we flew some of the soldiers slept but most stayed awake in silent contemplation. I knew that many of them had families. I had even been introduced to some of their children. The idea that their departure from Earth could be delayed and that someone had developed weapons that were capable of killing them with the press of a button was a lot to take in. As the sun set behind the horizon, I wrapped myself in some extra cloth we had with us and went to sleep.

      I was awoken by the tap of a soldier’s claws on my helmet. “We’re almost there, Colonel,” he said.

      I yawned and stretched, feeling the effects of a few hours sleep in an uncomfortable position. It was great to be able to fall asleep whenever you needed to, but I was getting older. I’d be feeling this for the rest of the day, possibly the next few. As the shuttle touched down a small guard of soldiers stepped out ahead of me.

      Although there hadn’t been a government-funded space shuttle launch since my childhood, the place hadn’t changed much. A cluster of buildings lay to the west of us, and a little over a mile away was the launchpad where I had watched privatized shuttles and supply missions take off as a young cadet. We were greeted by a trio of corporate underlings as we stepped onto the  grounds. They were all in their twenties and clad in AstroTech branded polo shirts and matching tan slacks. The one in front stepped forward and extended her hand.

      “Lt. Colonel, we were told you were coming to see us. How can we be of assistance?”

      I took her hand and shook it, trying not to smile as I watched her take in the sight of the hulking soldiers behind me. I guessed that they must not have too many visits from the aliens down here.

      “Nice to meet you, and thanks for being ready for us. What’s your name?” I asked her.

      “Jane, sir.”

      “Jane, a pleasure. My people have some concerns about security around the ship site and we’d like to give it a full inspection.” That’s right lady, the aliens are here to make sure you people haven’t screwed it up.

      She sputtered, stammering out excuses until one of her colleagues interrupted. He was a skinny little thing, complete with nerd glasses—white tape held the bridge together. Had I actually stepped into a movie? These kids were too cliché to be true.

      He cleared his throat. “We would like to help you, Colonel, but that isn’t something we can fully authorize ourselves.”

      I drew myself up to my full height and motioned for one of my soldiers to step closer to me. It was great to see the little puke try to hold his gaze to mine. “That’s perfectly fine,” I said in my sweetest ‘do not fuck with me voice’. “Who can authorize the full inspection that both the alien council and the United States government has ordered me to execute?”

      The puke held up a hand and spoke into a radio for a minute. I looked at my brothers and elbowed them, tilting my head. They chuffed and settled their eyes on the group in front of us. I could have sworn that the little man was shaking. He paused as whoever he was speaking to replied. “Lt. Colonel, we would be honored if you and your soldiers accompanied us inside.”

      I looked at the soldiers with me. They nodded and the trio of interns waved us toward one of the administrative buildings. NASA had gone defunct and the government was all too happy to sell the facility to a private corporation. Since then they had been cooperating with the U.S. government to jointly develop next-generation missions. Re-usable rockets, ironing out the wrinkles in future manned Mars missions, that sort of thing. All things considered, they had hit the jackpot with this one. The government was funneling hundreds of billions of dollars into getting the human ship finished. If we survived the end of the world their CEO would be the richest man to have ever walked the face of the planet.

      The construction site was overseen by more soldiers. Members of the Air Force, Army, and Marines all patrolled the grounds and offices. I nodded to a few of the Army grunts who stood outside the doors to a large structure. They only stared back, mouths agog at the sight of the alien troops. A few of my comrades grinned at them, making sure to show off their impressive teeth.

      Walking into the building with a group of alien soldiers in the middle of the night attracted a lot of attention. Every human in the building stopped dead as soon as they spotted us. To be fair, we were dressed in full armor and carrying very large knives. I would stop too if I spotted us walking into a building.

      Our young guides took us to a cargo elevator. They apologized profusely for the accommodations, explaining that it was the only elevator that could fit all of us. When the elevator opened, the interns took us down a long hall into an ornate waiting room. They gestured to the chairs and asked us to take a seat while we waited for Jessie Proctor, the bonafide billionaire who decided that he wanted to live out his Roy Rogers fantasies by heading AstroTech.

      Proctor had a history typical of many men in his station. He was a ruthless CEO and controversial to boot. He had stirred up a major contention a couple of years back when he bought up Indigenous land in Hawaii. The local tribes had taken him all the way to the state’s Supreme Court and lost. It was rumored that he was untouchable by United States law not because he outmaneuvered the legal system but because he held unique pieces of damning blackmail against most of the top lawmakers in the country. Nice guy.

      I’d seen photos of him on the cover of TIME. He was tall, outstripping me by more than two inches, and his Scandinavian ancestry shone through with blond hair and high cheekbones. He could usually be found wearing designer suits and designer glasses, but it was his eyes that creeped me out. He had bright blue eyes that reminded me of a shark’s. They were dead eyes that stared beyond you. Eyes that searched for prey. The alien soldiers sniffed disdainfully at the chairs and remained standing. They knew that they weren’t welcome here and even pretending that hospitality was being offered them was an insult. Even though I was exhausted and feeling the long day, I joined them and stood at attention. This did not ease the skinny puke’s nerves who was now flickering his eyes back and forth from us to the floor. He was probably wondering which of us thought he looked like a sizable meal.

      Proctor strolled into the room and held out his hand before plunking behind a large desk. “Jessie Proctor, a pleasure to meet you, sir. I’m terribly sorry for the delay, I’m afraid it took me a few minutes to make it out of bed. This is our chief of security, Mr. Ted Cady.”

      I shook his hand as well. Both men reached out to shake the aliens’ hands but they declined, instead dipping their heads in greeting. Proctor frowned, as if my comrades’ discomfort with touching unfamiliar humans was a personal slight. Can’t say I blamed the soldiers. I was feeling a little contaminated myself. He turned again to me.

      “What can we do for you gentlemen? I’ll be happy to help you with anything at all.”

      I reached over to the long duffel bag we had brought with us. The soldiers parted as I hefted the bag onto the table and Cady flinched as it landed with a thud. I unzipped the bag and pulled the sides down to reveal the beam cannon.

      “I’d like you to explain this, please.”
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      By the next morning, the human diplomats were cleaned, fed, and loaded back onto a shuttle. The diplomats hadn’t gotten any more comfortable with the aliens overnight and many of the soldiers rolled their eyes at me as the ambassadors practically quaked in fear. As we flew, I pulled a connected tablet out of my bag and set to researching. While Jackson was in Florida tackling the corporate overlords about their security breach, I wanted to get some idea as to who might behind the attack.

      With my elevation from professor to government liaison came the gift of a shiny new security clearance. The information I now had at my fingertips was nearly endless. I searched intelligence community databases, combing through any groups that tripped the alarm for xenophobia and inciting violence towards immigrants. It was a little bit like diving into the ocean and expecting to only get a little wet. There were hundreds upon hundreds of examples, but when I cross-referenced them with education level, organization cohesion, and most importantly income, I came up with less than ten.

      Three of the groups were predictably situated abroad. There was one out of Macau, a group of mercenaries that a Chinese billionaire had put together to hunt down his romantic rival. It would seem that their activities ran beyond revenge however as they had gotten themselves caught up in several gun-running schemes. Another was a sect of “unofficial” government agents out of Russia. They had been employed by their government to dispatch any unsavory individuals the president wanted to disappear. Unfortunately, most of their targets were people that could disrupt the societal norms favored by their government. Homosexual people and people of color were high on their lists.

      Of the domestic returns I received on my query, there was far less information available. In the last twenty or so years there had been more than a few anti-government and anti-immigrant groups popping up, but most of them were short-lived. I scanned through the results for those but there was nothing to suggest that any of them were still around, never mind still operating.

      When I looked up from my tablet, I caught several of the ambassadors glaring at me. I can’t say that I was surprised. Most of the people in the shuttle with me had years, even decades, more experience of diplomacy than I did. I had heard the whispers. The general consensus appeared to be that I was a jumped-up academic snob, someone who had talked her way into receiving an unearned high honor from what remained of the government. The truth was that I was the best person for the job. As much as I would love to stand up and make the case for myself, it would have been useless. You can’t fix stupid.

      We landed just outside of the old United Nations building in midtown Manhattan. The complex had been in continuous use as a diplomatic center since its inception and was well suited for such efforts after the supernova. The building was abandoned shortly after the EMP due to security concerns. A while later the government decided to refit the place. It now served as headquarters for diplomatic staff once again.

      The entire group was escorted through steel fencing that had been set up after the event. The alien soldiers were asked to wait in their ship. Our new interplanetary cooperation only extended so far, and I mouthed “I’m sorry” to the squad’s commander as I followed the ambassadorial team inside. She gave a short nod and I hoped that she truly understood how much I disagreed with this segregation. It was stunning how bullheaded humanity was when it came to our relationship with our new allies. We shot them down and they chose to help us. We nearly blew their ship into a crater, and they still chose to help us. If this all went sideways, I couldn’t help but think that we might have deserved it, a little bit.

      Once our group was seated inside, a small team of employees appeared to serve us refreshments. I picked up a bottle of water and a sandwich off a tray and thanked the server quietly. As much as the other ambassadors were used to this, I absolutely despised having people wait on me. I always made sure to slip the servers an extra twenty every time I was dragged down here so at the very least they knew that someone appreciated their work. I sat and ate my meal quietly as I tried to summon up the right words for the situation.

      I pondered taking the gentle approach. It was frequently the best way to go; the hand holding usually went over better, especially with men. If I was being honest with myself, I was sick of the gentle approach. Time to do things my way, then.

      Before I started speaking, I excused myself from the gathering to round up a few of the aides I knew who frequented the building. I had always co-opted them from their duties on the premise that I needed help with meetings and presentations. The truth is that I wanted younger people in the room who would be free of the prejudices the ambassadors held on to so fervently. I returned to the meeting with a small pack of them. The ambassador who had done nothing but whine since the attack stood and opened his mouth to protest.

      “You’ll have to forgive the extra bodies, Ambassador. I wanted to bring in some help for our discussion and these people are familiar with the situation. I assure you, they have the proper clearance. If you discover any problems, you may absolutely have my head on a platter.” I turned to the room and continued.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we are here today to discuss two very real threats to our continued survival. As you are aware, yesterday we were attacked by what I can only describe as black-ops soldiers who have no affiliation with any country, government, or organization. These soldiers possess capabilities not previously seen with any human military. They are well armed, well supplied, and have developed weaponry that could put a stop to the construction of both ships.”

      I pressed a button on my tablet and an image of the particle beam weapon projected onto a screen embedded into the wall. “This is a particle beam weapon. Previously it was thought that it would be impossible to develop such a thing. It would seem that previous conclusions were wrong. We recovered one of these from the black-ops soldiers who attacked our meeting yesterday.” Another button press and detailed images of dead alien and human soldiers popped up. I heard gasps from the ambassadors behind me and one retched as she ran for the nearest garbage can. “You can see why someone possessing this kind of weapon is a problem. The particle beam weapon discharges a massive electric charge through its target, quite literally cooking them alive.” I picked up the tablet and manually brought up on-scene and autopsy photos of the dead black-ops soldiers and their gear. “Here is what we have to identify these men. Of course, this isn’t our only problem.”

      I picked up a dry erase marker and walked to the board adjacent to the screen. On it, I drew a massive number 63 in red and circled it. I turned back to the room. “Sixty-three days.” I tapped the marker against the board. “Sixty-three days until our launch window disappears. Sixty-three days until it will be too late to escape the effects of the supernova. Sixty-three days until the end of the world. I am not fucking around here. We have two months to figure out who is trying to stop both ships from being able to launch. If we cannot discover the source of the attacks, they can and will try again. Let me be very clear, anything that slows these ships’ construction will doom our last chance at survival. Let’s get to work, shall we?”
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      Proctor picked up the weapon and turned it over thoughtfully on the table. He looked it over and then turned to his security chief, his brows knitting in concern.

      “The leak is obviously worse than we thought.”

      “What do you mean, the leak is worse than you thought?” I asked through gritted teeth. My patience with this man was quickly waning. The constant calm tone of his voice made me want to tap my foot in impatience.

      “We’ve suspected for about a month that we may have a security breach. We’ve caught clues that suggest that someone has been sneaking alien technology or plans out of the site. You’re a military man, you understand how these things can happen.”

      I shook my head. The more time I spent with the aliens, the more I realized that humanity is inexorably, incurably stupid. You could stick a gun in most of these people’s faces and they’d raise their hands but never believe that they could actually be shot. It was absolutely true that the military had been the victims of information leaks over the years but never in this capacity. At least, not in the last century. I didn’t appreciate the subtle dig at our-their-security measures none the less. Proctor continued.

      “We have stronger and more sophisticated security in place than any branch of the armed forces. We have better measures to protect the IP and actual hardware than you use for top-secret material. It would seem that someone is managing to leak information anyway.” He tapped a button on his watch and a wall screen flickered to life. On it, there was a device that looked like a massive battery. It was circular with rectangles of some kind of material strapped to it. The entire thing glowed with an unearthly blue light.

      “We found a company in China manufacturing these. They’re similar to the energy storage units that our fine friends,” a nod to the soldiers on my left and right, “have been helping us build for the ship. These are essentially a prototype. They function, but not very well. Nasty tendency to overheat and vent into whatever they’re powering.”

      He glanced at the cannon. “It would seem that whoever is attempting to manufacture these devices is improving upon their designs. This looks like a perfect marriage between an alien power supply and human-based particle beam technology. An impressive weapon. It must have done a lot of damage.”

      I felt my blood pressure rising. The fate of the human race hung in the balance and this moron was busy complimenting the manufacturing quality of the people who were working as hard as they could to kill us all?

      “Why wasn’t this reported?” I asked.

      “It has been, Lt. Colonel. I have been personally filing regular reports to the Oval Office regarding the leak and our suspicions that China has been manufacturing alien technology in an effort to derail our shipbuilding efforts. We cannot at this time be certain that it is the Chinese government acting directly or if it is someone taking advantage of their manufacturing capabilities. We suspect that whoever is making these devices is well funded, so we are assuming government backing. It’s the Wild West out there, Colonel Jackson, and we can’t monitor everyone. The whole world wants their hands on a piece of this.”

      I kept my gaze on the weapon. I had been strongly against involving private parties in the shipbuilding efforts for just this reason. Civilians were unpredictable. Too much had gone wrong involving people whose only hunger was for money rather than order. Desperate times called for desperate measures, I suppose. “You will give my men full access to your facilities. You will give me each and everything you have on the leaks. Everything the President has read, I will read. Everything your people have touched, my men will touch,” I said, leveling my gaze with Proctor. He didn’t blink.

      His chief of security huffed. “You can’t just go wandering through our—“ His boss cut him off with a raise of his hand.

      “Give the gentleman everything he wants. Our resources are at your disposal, sir.” Proctor smiled at me. I noticed the smile didn’t reach his eyes. This was going to be fun.

      “Please excuse me,” I said. “I need to make a phone call. Please have your people put together a dossier on what has happened so far. A tablet will work just fine for us.” I nodded to one of the soldiers who stepped forward, grinning. It was nice to see the two men cower just a bit.

      I was handed a tablet a few minutes later. As I scrolled, the headache that had started when we landed here got worse. The information was all over the place. The documents enclosed in the file ran the gamut from blog and forum posts to government communique. Not exactly what I’d call a comprehensive picture of the situation.

      As I scrolled, I noticed two common themes. The first was the rampant fear and hatred of the aliens. Not everything being talked about was meant for the good of humanity; several documents included calls for attacks against any and all aliens encountered. The second was that there was zero consistency to what the rumors purported to share. Whispers of alien technology capable of perpetual motion, limitless energy, and everything else our species had dreamed of achieving in the last century were scattered across everything.

      What Proctor had said about the rudimentary development of technology was absolutely true, however. I found functional plans for batteries and simple weaponry. None of it was particularly notable as the best that had been done so far amounted to practically nothing. There was no way that anyone was hiding their own personal arsenal. Or so I would have thought before today. I thought of my fellow soldiers who had died so horribly, their bodies charred and burnt because of an information leak. I wasn’t a religious man but I sent up a prayer of thanks anyway for their sacrifice.

      More documentation, including letters to the President by Proctor, Cady, and a few others who I assumed I had not yet met. They were indeed reports of an information leak, but they were summaries, not details. That wasn’t too unusual when presenting something to politicians. They trusted you to be the experts and it was your job to get them up to speed. The tone of the letters was the most interesting piece. They were all familiar, not formal. The one Proctor himself had written even called the President by her first name. I quirked an eyebrow at that and the soldier scanning through the information with me looked over.

      “What is it? Did you find something useful?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I’m looking at communications between Proctor, Cady, and the President. Every letter is pretty routine except for how they’re written. You remember how I was telling you about human hierarchy?” The soldier nodded. “Writing a letter to the President in such a familiar matter is akin to playing atlak with one of your elders.”

      The soldier’s eyes widened. “Ah,” he said. “Not very good for the human who is beneath them.”

      I laughed. “No, not very good for the human of lesser ranking. So it stands to reason that even the CEO of a large corporation shouldn’t be addressing the President with such familiarity.”

      My comrade tapped a claw on the tablet he held. “It appears that they went to the same...college?”

      “College is…“ I didn’t exactly know how to explain it. “College is the human equivalent of specialized training. Young adult humans go to college to become specialized in a certain kind of profession. Some humans go to college for as little as two years and some go for ten, depending on what they study. Among humans, going to the same college is much like how you would consider someone who went through training with you. It’s a kind of camaraderie that is expected to last throughout the rest of that human’s lifetime. I could understand it if Mr. Proctor used the fact that they attended the same school as a way to present false familiarity with the President, but even that isn’t typically an excuse to call someone of her standing by her first name.”

      “Do you think they were a mated pair?” the soldier asked.

      I cringed a little at that. It was hard to imagine a man like Proctor in a relationship with anyone at all, never mind a woman that much younger than he was. “I don’t know. Whatever their relationship is, it’s worth looking into. First things first, I want to track down these letters. I want to know what computer or tablet they were sent from and then I want to trace their path to the computers at the White House. I’ll see if Dr. King can do anything for us there.”

      The soldier smiled. “If what I’ve heard of this Doctor is true at all, I have no doubts that she will be able to convince the humans to cooperate.”

      “You’re absolutely right there, my friend. You’re absolutely right.”
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      The interns that I had brought to the meeting were proving to be quite useful. Young and fresh, they were buzzing about the meeting hall with an energy I would kill to be able to muster. We hauled in bags of evidence and spread it across every piece of furniture in the room. Everything lay in various stages of deconstruction. We hung the uniforms on a coat rack that someone found and put the guns, knives, and ammunition on tables.

      I felt some satisfaction from watching the ambassadors while they examined the pieces. The way they were engaging in the situation told me volumes about their personalities, and how seriously they were taking the situation. The older man who had been a pain in my ass since the start of this was squeamishly picking up the bloodied pieces of uniform and turning them over in his hands. Another ambassador, a woman in her forties was handling the weapons with confidence, even going so far as to aim them at the wall while she examined the sight. I decided that I liked her and made a mental note to follow up with her later.

      Knowing which ambassadors could be counted on to work through the problem and those who wanted to avoid it was going to come in handy. We hadn’t yet worked out whether or not this was an outside force pressing an attack and my observations served a double purpose. I fully expected to see reactions of fear, apprehension, or even anger. I was looking for the outlier. Apathy.

      While the ambassador-intern teams worked on the physical evidence, I had assigned another team to scour the intranet and internet for potential suppliers of the equipment. Thus far they had returned a few potential countries, China and Russia both among them, unsurprisingly. Before the event, both had been world powers and rapidly rising tensions were steep. Some had even been predicting a Third World War.

      I was mid-lecture to the diplomats when my phone vibrated. I excused myself and left the room, leaving the interns to the tasks I had assigned them. I checked the caller ID and saw that it was Jackson.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Doc.” A voice crackled over the line. “You busy?”

      “Am I busy? Why would I ever be busy at a time like this, Jackson?” I was fond of the Lt. Colonel, but he was not privy to the inner workings of diplomatic life. Freedom from obligation no longer existed. My waking moments were owned by the U.S. government, and most of my sleeping ones too. I had to admit that I was jealous that he got to go break down doors with guns blazing and I was stuck with mountains of red tape and formalities. The guns sounded way more fun. Then again, so did everything, compared to this.

      “No, of course not, David. Why would I be busy?” I tried to keep the edge of annoyance from my voice but failed. I didn’t mean to be short with him but it had been a very long day and it was far from over. Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice.

      “You’ve got to hear this. Proctor and his goons were aware of the leaks. They’ve been sending reports to the President. Do you remember getting any emails about that? I certainly don’t. I’m down here with a team and we’re going to ransack the place to figure out who has been leaking this stuff.”

      “Great. Glad to hear it. Why are you calling me?”

      “I figure that you can get a hold of the President and find out why the hells she has been keeping this from us. Proctor says that she’s received each and every detail, but I have no way to prove it.” His voice faded as he moved the receiver away and said something to one of his soldiers.

      When he came back, he spoke more softly. “You should see this guy, Alex. He’s like a living shark. Creepy eyes and even creepier talk. Even Turuk didn’t freak me out this badly. Anyway, they’re saying that they think China might be the ones who stole the tech, but we don’t have a smoking gun just yet. Trust but verify, right?”

      “David, I don’t know what the heck you’ve been drinking with those new friends of yours but it’s not as if I can call up the President on a whim and demand information! Come on man, I've had a completely shit day as it is.”

      He laughed. “No, it’s not. I know that you are simply a government peon.” I stuck my tongue out at him, even though he couldn’t see it. “But I figure that’s exactly what you’ll do. I’ve worked with you long enough to know that you hate only one thing more than being a diplomat. Liars.”

      I mumbled a few choice curses under my breath. He was right. “Don’t you be leaving me holding the bag, Jackson. I expect regular updates, twice a day.”

      “You know I’ve got you, sister. We’ll be along with whatever we can give you as soon as we have it, all right?”

      “Mm. Bye Colonel. Don’t get killed.”

      He signed off. I put my phone back into my pocket and sighed. I absolutely hated to admit it but he was right. As I had volunteered to be the only senior diplomat to a very important nation, I, unfortunately, did have the power to call the President. She had been suitably cooperative so far, never impolite, always showing just the right amount of concern. To discover that she had been receiving reports of a sabotage attempt and hadn’t seen fit to tell us anything about it wasn’t particularly amusing.

      I peeked back into the room where the team I had chosen was working and saw that they had sketched out a chart on the whiteboard. I was happy to see that interns had managed to get the ambassadorial team engaged. Most of the group was out of their seats and participating in the discussion.

      I sat down at a desk and opened the program on my tablet for a video call.
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      Proctor sat in his office watching the entire conversation on a security feed. He was sure the pilot knew he would be monitored but was hoping to catch a few bits of information anyway. He tapped a button on his desk to turn up the audio. If the solider was concerned about eavesdropping, he certainly didn’t show it. He was chatting away with the woman on the phone as if they were speaking in a private room. The security feed was turned up loud enough to hear what the woman on the other end of the call was saying and he cursed under his breath. Whoever the soldier was speaking to was obviously well connected to the situation. From his research, it was most likely the social worker. She was the only person who had been working with the aliens as long as he had.

      The bond between the doctor and the soldier was interesting. He wondered if they had been lovers in the past. Their rapport certainly suggested so. He could use that as a pressure point if needed. It was clear that both of them shared a mutual distrust in the government. From his interactions with the soldier, it was equally obvious that his mistrust extended to everyone outside of his circle of alien friends.

      Cady walked up behind him. “Do you really think she’ll call the President?”

      Without looking up from the feed Proctor replied. “Who cares? It will be trouble regardless. It won’t take them long to stop chasing their tails and start eliminating possibilities. We need to start leading them the other way, and quickly. Things are too far gone to let so-called diplomacy stand in our way now.”

      He sat with his chin resting on a hand, half watching the feed. As he listened to the conversation, his mind wandered. He had risen through the ranks of the company by one thing alone—he understood people. The problem was that these weren’t people. These were monsters, beasts straight from a horror movie. They were barely even worth acknowledging. He should have ordered them out of his facility the moment they arrived but doing so would have drawn too much attention. He hated the idea of them crawling through his facility and any humans who sympathized with them were just as disgusting.

      The ultimate goal was for him to be the only one with a spaceship, thus giving Proctor control over who was going to survive the apocalypse. It was the ultimate power. He could handpick who would be taken into space with him and charge whatever he wanted for the privilege. If the alien ship didn’t survive the process he would consider it a bonus, but it wasn’t essential. Let the lizards fight among themselves. The longer he could keep them out of the equation, the better.

      “I told you that attack was too risky.” Cady slapped his hand on the desk but Proctor didn’t flinch. “We were doing well working under the radar. Now we have a building crawling with lizard men and the full attention of the government. This is the epitome of fucked.”

      Proctor glanced towards his head of security. “It was worth it, if only for the shot at taking a hostage. Even without a high-profile captive, they’re too blind and too desperate to consider that this couldn’t have come from outside. A prisoner isn’t off the table. The soldier is an unlikely candidate but keep an eye on the woman. She is well entrenched with the President and nothing in her history suggests that she will be a problem to capture. If necessary, we can use her to exercise some leverage.”

      The soldier ended his conversation with the woman. He stared at the phone in confusion, not understanding why the social worker had been so abrupt with him. His body language shifted from tense to angry. Proctor shook his head. “Moron,” he muttered. He turned to his security chief.

      “Do we have any assets near the United Nations building? The woman isn’t stupid. Her next move will be to call the President or raise the alarm. Get me eyes on her.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cady said. He took a small tablet from a pocket and powered up a bug drone from a storage area in New York City. With a few taps on the screen, he sent the drone on its path to the United Nations. It settled on a branch outside the office Alex was sitting in and unfolded a small antenna. In Florida, both men stared as they saw that she indeed was calling the President.

      The audio on the small drone wasn’t nearly as sensitive as his in-house cameras but Proctor could make out just enough of the conversation to confirm his suspicions. What he heard wasn’t good.
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      I was surprised to find myself nervous about making the call. Damn it, I had taught classes with hundreds of students and even shot an alien about to destroy the world. I had no reason to feel this jittery about a video call. Though I had spoken to the President on numerous occasions, I had never initiated the contact. Any dialogue we had was at her discretion. I found a vase to lean my tablet up against and dialed the White House.

      The call finished ringing and an aide popped up on the screen. He was a young man in his late twenties, dressed in a standard-issue government suit. There were probably twenty or so just like him in the President’s office at any given moment.

      “Hey, Jared, right?” I smiled. Knowing names was one of the easiest things to remember and frequently made the difference between getting what you want and not. This was especially true of any low-level workers in the White House. They worked in a world where they were largely ignored. Giving them special attention had worked miracles for me throughout this ordeal.

      “Hey, Ms. King,” Jared said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I need you to get the lady in charge for me. I’m afraid it can’t wait.”

      “You got it, Doc.” He put me on hold for a moment. The break gave me the chance to second guess myself. I was about to accuse the highest authority in the country of lying. No matter how this conversation went, I was about to blow a serious amount of social capital.

      The President appeared on my screen. “Hello, Dr. King. What’s going on? Jared tells me that there’s something urgent you need to speak with me about.”

      I cut right to it. “Ma’am, were you briefed on the attack two days ago?”

      She blinked at my abrupt tone but composed herself quickly. “Yes, what a horrific tragedy. We’re so thankful that you’re all okay.” I thought of the soldiers who had been shot simply for sitting at their desks in the wrong uniforms and bit my tongue. “I’ve been told that you’re leading the investigation personally. What have you found so far?”

      I hesitated a moment. I was leading the investigation? Since when? I sighed. At least she was taking me seriously. I really should have been used to this government official stuff by now. “We’ve got piles of physical evidence. Uniforms, equipment, weapons, even basic forensics. Unfortunately for us, we don’t have anyone to interrogate. One of the military guys was a little overzealous and threw a grenade into the room. So we’re left with bits of bodies on top of it all. Thus far we haven’t been able to pull a lot from the objects we do have. These uniforms bear no resemblance to any country’s armed forces, that we can find. The weapons too are strange. They don’t appear to be street weapons, or any kind of weapons obtained illegally. They’re almost as if someone manufactured them specifically for this kind of operation—no serial numbers, no information. We’re having trouble even identifying what kind of guns they are.”

      The President nodded. “I truly hate to ask this of you Doctor, but are they…alien?”

      I felt the muscles in my right cheek twitch. The nice-girl act was starting to wear very thin. “What makes you say that, Madam President?”

      “Nothing at all, I was just thinking. Please continue.” Bullshit.

      “So far, they appear to be an array of bleeding-edge specially engineered weapons, though we cannot rule out the involvement or influence of alien tech. Lt. Colonel Jackson has taken a team of soldiers to Florida to meet with the head of AstroTech. Shortly before I contacted you I received details from him that information has been leaking from the site of the human ship for months. The CEO there informs us that he has been filing regular reports with you, so I’m sure you’re apprised of what’s been going on.”

      Her gaze shuttered. Found the lie. “I’m afraid I haven’t, Doctor. I certainly have been trying to keep myself up to date on how the construction of the ship is progressing, but I’m afraid I haven’t had communications from Jesse Proctor or any other of the executives from the site in quite a while.” Talk about obvious. No one could be the President of the United States and remain this ignorant for this long.

      I turned my expression of disbelief into one of concern. “Ah, no matter. Perhaps one of your staff has been managing the communications on your behalf. I can only imagine the number of things you have to balance at once. The short version is that we think that one of the more restrictive countries might be involved—most likely China. There isn’t a lot of evidence to suggest that the Chinese government was involved in this attack, but the sophistication of the equipment points to potential manufacturing or purchasing in the country. It is also entirely possible the attack was privately funded.”

      The President opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. Gotcha “That’s unfortunate,” she responded, distracted.

      “Regardless of who is responsible for this, we have a major problem. Among the equipment recovered from the attack site were two particle beam weapons. Truthfully, they’re more like cannons. These things did an extensive amount of damage to both yours and Ka’thak’s troops during the battle. I am to understand that they are responsible for the deaths of at least a dozen soldiers, human and alien. Lt. Colonel Jackson brought one of these guns to AstroTech in Florida and I have one here with me. The colonel was informed personally by Mr. Proctor that this weapon is the result of leaking alien technology. I’m sorry, Madam President, but I must ask again. Were you informed of this at all? If you were, in any capacity, it would have been very useful for us to know.”

      The President looked away from the screen for a moment. I was struck by how young she looked. Before the event she was one of the youngest people elected President, coming into office on her thirty-seventh birthday. We were of similar age and I had never experienced a fraction of the responsibility this woman bore on her shoulders every day. I had sympathy for her situation, but we needed her to step up.

      “I can honestly say that I haven’t, Doctor. Unfortunately, just because I haven’t heard anything about it doesn’t mean that the information didn’t reach the White House. Not everything that comes in these days actually reaches my desk and it wouldn’t shock me if your theory was correct. It’s possible that I have a staffer who has been fielding the communications. I’ll look into it right away and contact you as soon as I know anything at all. In the mean-time, I’d like you to continue your efforts. You have a keen mind and I trust you to use it. If there is someone out there who is going to threaten the construction of this ship they must be stopped. There isn’t time for error.”

      “Of course, Madam President.” We said our goodbyes and I signed off. Fantastic. The problem with video chats was that I could only get a decent read on someone’s tone and truthfulness. It afforded me the benefit of being able to look them in the eye but I completely lost body language. I also couldn’t see the rest of the environment. For all I knew the President was being coerced into saying those things. We were back exactly where we started. Just me and Jackson against the world.
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      I stared at the phone for a moment, confused. Clearly, I had pissed off the doctor, but I had no idea why. Women. When I returned to the room where I had left the beam cannon I was amused to find my soldiers in the same position I left them in. They stood as tall and still as statues and it was a treat to watch every human in the room constantly checking over their shoulders at their predatory guests. Proctor’s security chief strode through the doors moments after I did, his breath coming quickly as if he had run from another part of the building.

      “Mr. Proctor has been called away on important business,” he said. “I am to inform you that I and any of my staff are at your disposal to help in the investigation.”

      I clenched my jaw. The implications of the statement were clear; they didn’t want us here, but they also didn’t have a lot of choices. For now, they would play along.

      “Mr. Cady, let’s talk.” I motioned him towards a table where one of my soldiers joined us at my right-hand side. This was for practicality’s sake, of course. The fact that it happened to serve as an enjoyable intimidation tactic was just a bonus. “First on the agenda is that I need a comprehensive view of your security. Camera feeds, identification scanners, the works. If someone takes a whiz in this place, I need to know about it.”

      “Yes, sir.” Cady didn’t look particularly happy to be of service. No doubt he and Proctor had a conversation of their own in the other room. “Each room in the main building is outfitted with at least a single high-definition camera and two microphones, with the exception of Mr. Proctor’s office, of course. Secure areas are locked down with handprint and iris scanners. Outsiders are required to produce federal or state identification and are searched before entering any secure areas. Essentially, it should be impossible for anyone to bring anything in, or out.”

      “Clearly, ‘should’ being the operative word here. Any ideas on how they’ve been pulling it off?”

      Cady shook his head. “Honestly, if we had the slightest idea, we’d have stopped the leaks before they became this much of an issue.” He pulled out a tablet and made a few gestures on the screen. When he turned it around there were three photos, two men and a woman. “These are three employees who were fired recently. If you’re looking to the ‘disgruntled employee’ idea as motivation, these would be the people I would look into. The man on the left and the woman on the right both worked in secure areas. The man in the middle was a low-level worker—a janitor. He might have had access into secure areas to take the trash out but we would have noticed if he was poking through anything he shouldn’t have been.”

      I asked Cady to send the data to my tablet and took a moment to review the information. The people who worked in the secure areas were brilliant. The man, Javier Martin according to his dossier, graduated summa cum laude from Princeton at the tender age of sixteen. He then followed it up by going straight into a doctorate program at MIT and a post-doc at Cambridge. A rocket scientist through and through. The woman, Lynette York, had a similar background. Her specialty appeared to be electrical engineering. Fifteen years combined on the development teams for two major technology companies. I was impressed to read that she was one of the founding members of Raygem, a company that had been responsible for the leaps in battery technology that made the flyby of Mars possible. Big names for big roles, they must have messed up in a major way to get fired from this project.

      The second man had fewer letters after his name. Jamison Wallace, an immigrant from Canada. He had been living in the U.S. for a little over a decade. Pretty standard history, though I noted that he did have an arrest record. Two counts of grand theft, though he only served three years in total.

      As obvious as it was to look at the guy with the record for purloining valuables as the culprit, I doubted that the janitor would have the skills, patience, or resources to pull this off. The others would certainly have the means and depending on why they were fired, the motivation to leak the information.

      Cady waited quietly as I finished reading the information he had provided. I felt the soldiers getting restless behind me. They were trained to stand for as long as needed but after the past couple of days, I could understand a little discomfort and impatience. I turned to the group and dismissed all but one of them, a sergeant that I had become close to over my time with the aliens. One of the soldiers reached to zip the cannon back into the bag. He hefted the weapon up and rested it across his chest as he carried it from the room. The rest of the soldiers retreated from the office, following another intern. I chuffed after the group and clicked my tongue. “Don’t be mean,” I called. The soldier at the end of the line turned towards me and grinned. As he turned around, he stamped his feet a little harder and chuckled as the intern jumped.

      “Mr. Cady, if you’d be so kind.”

      The security chief nodded and stood. He took us through the rest of the administrative offices. They bore a strong resemblance to pretty much every other office in the world, with bland cubicles festooned by their occupants with photos and stuffed animals in an attempt at individualism. Next on the list was the assembly lines. I noticed that we were very deliberately kept off the factory floor. Cady claimed that this was for safety reasons and “as to not disturb the assembly process.” I suspected that it had more to do with the hulking alien soldier walking behind us than disturbing the hundreds of workers keeping their heads down.

      “When do your workers come in each day?” I asked.

      “Around 9 a.m.,” Cady answered. I wasn’t in love with the approximation. A secure facility should operate like a well-made clock. Precisely.

      “How do they enter the facility?”

      “There is an entrance located in the northwest corner of the factory building. They can enter there, and only through there, between the hours of 9 a.m. and 7 p.m. every day. The night shift breaks for their breakfast at 8 a.m. before leaving for the day.”

      “And what security measures are there to verify the workers?” Jesus, getting answers out of this man was like pulling teeth. He and Proctor had pledged cooperation but every question I asked got the minimum answer. As we walked, my sergeant tapped his claws against his leg. He had remained silent throughout the tour but I could tell that he wasn’t liking the answers we were getting any better than I was. The weapons storage was secured similarly to the assembly lines, but this one required a code in addition to the scanners. That certainly narrowed down who may have had access, but codes were problematic. Codes could be copied.

      I was starting to smell bullshit. Proctor and his goons certainly had the right to feel about the aliens however they wanted, but they were contracted to do a job. The problem was that I was no longer part of that contract. When I joined Ka’thak’s forces, I had given up my military standing. As difficult as it was to part with that aspect of myself, I realized now that I had also given up my humanity. To these men, I might look like a human soldier in a strange uniform, but the reality was that they were treating me no differently than my alien comrades. I was dead, reborn into a race of people who would never return to this planet once they left.

      “Mind if I get some imaging, Mr. Cady?” If I could get away from the security director, I might be able to sift through the lies better. As it was, we were just wasting our time. I knew enough about security protocols to pinpoint that this wasn’t an outside hacker, this was an inside job. It didn’t make sense. Why would anyone want to put humanity’s only chance at survival at risk? It wasn’t like they could ever be paid enough to make it worth the effort. After all, you can’t take it with you.

      Given the stress of the situation and the sheer number of troops around I wouldn’t have been too surprised if a soldier lost it here or there but to have this kind of leak was unbelievable. I wasn’t an expert in motive, but this was beyond screwed up. My mind raced, trying to puzzle through what would make otherwise sensible humans take on a suicide mission. Whoever had hired them must have guaranteed some kind of refuge—or maybe they threatened to take it away. That would get me moving.
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      I stepped into the command center of the ship and shivered. Even though the coup had been more than half a year ago, it still gave me the creeps to be in here. I could still imagine Turuk’s body on the floor in my mind, blood and brain seeping from a hole in the alien’s head. Nonetheless, this was where I had to be in order to address Ka’thak and the council.

      “Honored council, Commander Ka’thak, thank you for taking the time to see me today. I come to you with a request for help. Our teams have been scouring every available source of information for clues about who perpetrated this heinous attack against both our peoples. Thus far this has been a difficult task, as I am sure you can imagine.”

      There was murmuring from the council. It was obvious by now that there was some consternation from some of the older aliens towards me. They were less than enthusiastic about Ka’thak cooperating so readily with the human government and viewed me only as a member of that administration. The irony. Among humans, I had too much status. Here I had none. I understood, as much as I could. When you reach a certain age, it pays to be a little paranoid and overcautious. It wasn’t personal.

      I picked up the first of the bags. Just as when I had met with the human ambassadors, both electronic and physical evidence was required here. The delegate seated closest to me wrinkled her nose and snorted as I unzipped the duffle. Inside were two bloodied uniforms, one with a different layout than its sibling. The larger had belonged to one of the men wielding the particle beam weapons. After a few days in warm bags the traces of human flesh were starting to stink even to my nose. I lay the clothing on the table, arranging it carefully.

      “Kevlar fiber and ceramic body armor. This stuff isn’t cheap. Neither are the guns they brought.” I removed one of the rifles we had taken off the soldiers from the bag. “These are modified assault rifles that have been outfitted with more accessories than our experts had ever seen. They took a rifle that is meant to kill humans effectively and turned it into a meat grinder.”

      Next from the bags came a tablet taken from one of the bodies. Unfortunately for us, there was a large bullet hole through the middle of it. Our guys weren’t able to pull anything off the storage due to the damage. Flash-based memory can be a real pain.

      “Tablets for communication. Again this is beyond the level of available consumer technology. This stuff is military-grade hardware. Even if this one didn’t have a hole through the middle of it we wouldn’t be able to extract even a single piece of information. As far as our men can tell it’s protected by 512-bit encryption. It would take one of our supercomputers decades to crack that kind of defense.”

      In the second bag was one of the beam weapons. I had let David keep the other so he could show it to the folks down at AstroTech headquarters in Florida. I hefted the weapon up onto the table and stepped back for a moment, almost as if I were presenting the gun to the assembled aliens. Instead of the reaction I expected, there was utter silence.

      Then one of the council members spat a word in his own tongue. Another tightened her claws on the table, setting my teeth on edge. The group turned away from me to face Ka’thak. One by one, each alien spoke in a series of barks and snarls. Their feet pounded the floor in staccato bursts. As I watched the mounting argument I found myself unconsciously stepping away from the table and the gun. The way the aliens were reacting you would think that I brought a bomb into the room. Given that this was modeled after a piece of their own technology, perhaps I had.

      “Doctor,” Ka’thak held up a hand to silence the room and turned to address me directly. “How many do they have?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the wrong answer. More barks from the council.

      “We will assist you, of course. The rest of you, leave us.” A few council members opened their mouths to protest. “Leave. Now!” Ka’thak shouted. I tried to keep my face impassive as the recalcitrant council members skittered from their chairs and left. When the last one had closed the door behind them, I burst out laughing.

      The captain regarded me carefully. “This is no laughing matter, Doctor.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to compose myself as much as possible. “My apologies, Captain. It’s just that after everything that has gone on, watching a group of haughty old people be thrown out of a room by someone much younger is a genuinely funny sight to behold.”

      Ka’thak continued to stare and I met his gaze, trying my best to look genuinely apologetic. We held each other’s eyes for what felt like a full minute before his mouth twitched and he broke out in laughter. “I had you going there for a minute, didn’t I?” He laughed.

      “I hate you.”

      “Come now, after all we’ve been through?” He chuckled, shoving his shoulder playfully into my side. I stumbled from the force and rolled my eyes. No matter what species, at least the men were having fun today. I decided to join in their lightheartedness.

      “To business then?” It was a relief to have even a moment of joviality. We sat and Ka’thak spoke into a tablet built into the table. A young alien soldier appeared with a large gun in her hands. This resembled the rifles I had come to be so familiar with but after it was placed on the table I noticed similar canisters to the beam weapons underneath the outer case of the gun.

      “We’ve spent a considerable amount of time analyzing your weaponry since our arrival. We are aware that humanity has possessed the ability to develop particle beam weaponry for a couple of your decades now. We were not aware that you were in possession of handheld beam weapons, so I asked our scientists to look into it. The long and the short of it is this—the weaponry these men used to slaughter our soldiers emits a vastly different electromagnetic signature than ours.”

      “I kind of figured. Different planets, different science, different signatures. Why exactly is this useful?”

      “This is good news. It means that with detection, we can pinpoint where any other weapons of this kind are located. The only problem is that they have to be live, active, and armed, so our detection would only be useful a few minutes before an attack.”

      “It’s better than nothing. Advanced warning of any kind can mean lives saved. It also means that we can look into defense systems—if that’s even possible.”

      “Indeed.” Ka’thak had gone quiet. He rested his chin on his hands and stared blankly into the distance. I wasn’t sure what exactly tired looked like on an alien face, but he looked exhausted to me.

      “You all right?”

      “Yes, of course.” He snapped out of his trance. “Do you have the time now? I have two of our scientists standing by to go over our findings. We’d like to begin working on a detection system as soon as possible.”

      “Of course. Can I get you something, though? Food? Water? Alcohol?”

      Ka’thak smiled at the last suggestion.

      “I will be all right,” he said. “It’s been a long couple of months, Doctor.”

      “I know, friend. Bring in your scientists, let’s get to work.”

      Two scientists came into the chamber and laid out a series of flexible displays on the table. “We need satellite access, please,” one requested. This was one of the perks that came with my new position; requisitioning access to secure channels. I called my friends in central command and gave them the short version of the plan. The truth was that I could have just told them what to do and it would be done, but it was easier to be polite. That way when I needed something done that was out of their purview they wouldn’t ask too many questions.

      The solider I spoke to wasn’t thrilled that I hadn’t filled out the paperwork ahead of time, but grudgingly complied after I reminded him that I was set on this task personally by the President. After a couple of minutes, I was pinged for authentication on my tablet. As soon as I accepted, a stream of data popped up on my display, the code running by faster than I could even read.

      I handed the tablet to the scientist and watched as the other screens flickered to life. One showed a wireframe outline of the globe that spun slowly on an invisible axis. Dots of red-colored sections of each country as the globe spun, NASA’s passive scanning lighting up different kinds of radiation and electromagnetic frequencies that were constantly monitored. Another screen displayed a skeletal model of the United States with the same markings popping up all over the country. The third displayed a kind of control panel. The other scientist typed on the third display as the map zoomed in to different sections of the country, scanning each area before moving on.

      When the scanning got to the southern United States the screens lit up. There, in the southern tip of Florida was a massive electromagnetic signature. On closer inspection, it was clear that this was only the human ship’s building site. I sighed and was about to ask the scientist to move on when he held up a hand to stop me, frowning.

      “Look there.” He pointed to a smaller mark originating from a warehouse near the site where the ship is being assembled.

      “What is that?” I asked. The massive signature of the ship was masking a smaller but equally bright source of electromagnetic frequency. “Are those more weapons?”

      “It’s certainly possible,” the scientist responded, “but it could be anything really. It could be that there are parts for the ship stored there…”

      “Or it could be another raid.” I finished. I took out my phone and called Jackson. “You’ve got a problem.”

      When we got off the phone, I turned back to Ka’thak. “I must ask for your help yet again.”

      “Of course.”

      I unplugged my tablet from the screens and we ran from the room. A group of guards joined us and we ran for a shuttle. Once aboard a soldier handed me an oversized set of armor and a gun. Both would do me very little good offensively if we were heading into a real battle but it was better than getting ripped in half by gunfire. I dialed Jackson on my phone but got no answer. He was still at AstroTech headquarters. If he wasn’t warned, he’d be walking right into a trap.

      “It’s all right, Doctor,” Ka’thak said, patting me on the shoulder. “I’ll get ahold of him. Radio.”

      “Jackson, it’s a diversion. Get out of there and head towards the construction site. There are more weapons. It’s a raid.” The commander spoke into his radio. I stood rooted to the spot, thoughts racing. If there were more weapons, Jackson and his men weren’t just heading into a raid, they’d be heading into a slaughter. I doubted that the group had brought enough weaponry or armor to stand a chance in a full-on attack. And here I was, stuck on a shuttle without any way to protect a single one of them.
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      “Let’s move!” I called into my radio for the soldiers who had returned to our shuttle and sprinted out of the facility.

      “Where are you going?” Cady called after us. I didn’t answer him. Alexandra had just told me that there was a massive energy signature outside of the ship’s construction area. There was no way of telling what it was but the safest option was to treat it like another imminent attack. The soldiers who were lounging around jumped to attention and got to work. I swore to myself as we took off from where the shuttle was standing. I should have known that the security chief was full of shit. While we were making small talk about security measures these bastards were hiding the source of the beam weapons on their own grounds.

      When we were back in our shuttle and airborne I called over the radio to the construction site to report our flight pattern and request permission to land. The soldier on the other end of the radio gave clearance and asked if there was some kind of problem. I had to wonder if we were flying off on a false alarm. Just because they found some kind of weird electromagnetic energy signature didn’t necessarily mean that another attack was imminent, and it wouldn’t do for us to start blowing holes in things randomly. As we approached the landing site alarms sounded and the blinding blasts of beam weapons flew past our shuttle. Before anyone could prepare two of the beams managed to clip our wings.

      “Not a false alarm after all,” I muttered.

      The aircraft dropped precipitously, engines firing hard as the pilot struggled to maintain course control. When we got close enough to the ground I ran into the cockpit and thumped the alien pilot on the shoulder.

      “I’ve got this! Go!” I shouted. He nodded and ran to join the rest of the soldiers. I sat at the controls and struggled to keep the aircraft level. Behind me, I heard the snick of the soldiers clipping into their harnesses. I managed to hold the shuttle aloft long enough for them to drop to the ground. They hit the ground running, cords snapping back to the fuselage with several large clangs. Once I was satisfied that the last man had freed himself I pushed the throttle forward. There weren’t a lot of great places to land, but I saw a perimeter fence not far away and aimed for it. I managed to drop the ship just in front of the fence and was able to slow my speed enough to execute a controlled crash.

      Once the ship stopped moving, I grabbed a weapon and jumped out. The scene before me was like something out of a movie. The scream of beam weapons and gunshots permeated the air, mixed with the shouts and howls of soldiers on both sides. The alien soldiers were doing their best to hold their position but couldn’t gain any ground against the enemy. For every one of us, there were a dozen of them. The enemy kept themselves too far out of reach for our forces to use their physiology or claws and the weapons we kept on our ships were nothing compared to a fully equipped group with technologically advanced munitions. It was like trying to fend off a wolf with a stick. The wolf only got more angry.

      I ran to the fighting line and dove into the dirt as one of the beams arced over my head. Trying to take cover was useless; the beams left deep scorch marks across everything they touched. One or two of our shots managed to take down a soldier wielding the cannons but when one fell another grabbed the weapon to take his place. Nearby, another group of soldiers were taking shots from on top of an armored vehicle. The sky was dark enough now that I could only see flashes of enemy faces as they fired. No balaclavas this time, their rage and bloodlust were on display for all to witness.

      I readied myself for the next blast of electricity when I heard a faint popping noise coming from ahead of our position. The enemy soldiers who had been steadily working their way forward turned, swinging their weapons with them. Sparks showered over the battle as their beams caught equipment and power lines.

      A few hundred yards away I could see the uniforms of Army infantry as they advanced towards us. One of the black-ops soldiers fired his beam weapon into a group of three grunts who had dropped to take a firing position, the light making me see spots and cutting my depth perception to nothing. When I was finally able to see again there was a massive eruption of energy from the truck. A beam wider than a man shot from a concealed weapon hidden by blacked-out armor. It arced towards the group of human forces fighting side by side and I watched horrified as they disappeared in a haze of blood and bones. The enemy had taken to improving their weapons while we were off playing scavenger hunt.

      This was suicide. The chaos of the initial attack had done its job; it didn’t matter how many they had killed or what information they had or hadn’t managed to get their hands on. This enemy was unstoppable. We weren’t—couldn’t be—prepared for this.

      We had been too busy chasing our tails to realize that by the time the enemy chose to reveal themselves that it was too late. It was dawning on me that it was possible that I would die here, reduced to a cloud of blood and brains by a nameless killer. What a stupid way to go.

      I decided that if I was going to die, my last duty on this earth was going to be keeping them away from the human ship as long as possible. The particle beam weapons made the enemy slow but they could do a lot of damage. If they got close enough to the ship they would easily rip the hull apart and all of this would have been for nothing. The human race would die horrifically, and possibly so would Ka’thak’s people, dead by my own hands. I hadn’t yet escaped my fate as a murderer. I laughed, the high of battle coursing through my veins. The sheer horrible joy of it all was intoxicating. Perhaps I’d go to Valhalla.

      I checked my ammunition. I didn’t have a lot on me to begin with and my supply was running short. I had only two reloads left. After that, it would be hand to hand or nothing. I had to be more judicious with my bullets. I had long discarded the alien pistol. It was too unwieldy in this environment for someone my size.

      The alien troops fell back to regroup, but the fighting was chaos. The emergence of the truck-mounted particle beam gun had spooked the allied soldiers into fighting distracted. Despite our best efforts to keep the enemy penned in, handfuls of them were breaking through the line and sprinting towards the construction site.

      I ran to the side of one of my soldiers, his chest heaving as he tried to stem the steady flow of blood from a wound in his side. There was no helping him. I removed my helmet and pressed my forehead against his, letting my gun fall to my side. The steady tak tak tak of the gunfire faded from my ears as we sat in the dirt together. I could hear him murmuring as he prayed, preparing for the end.

      Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…

      If things had to end, I suppose this was going to be easier than the slow death that awaited the rest of the world. I concentrated on slowing my breathing and thought of my family. The warrior’s breathing was slowing now, his whispered words coming in gasps. He reached to his belt and thrust the short sword into my hands. No words were required. I unbuckled his chest armor and pushed the point of the sword through a soft spot on his belly. The stroke cut through his circulatory system perfectly, stopping his heart.

      After what felt like an eternity a noise pierced the calm in my mind. An enemy soldier bellowed as he ran towards us, gun raised. I said one last goodbye to my brother and stood. I took aim with my pistol and waited. The man took two, three, four steps towards us. I hooked my finger through the trigger well and squeezed.

      Before the bullet hit, the man fell and I stared, uncomprehending. It wasn’t possible that I could have hit him that cleanly. I went to examine the body. Across the man’s back was the scorch of a beam weapon. Through the dark, I saw the glow of another shuttle. Ka’thak. Thank gods.

      The ship screamed through the air. Boom, boom, boom. The sound of the heavy cannon was deafening. I heard the roar from my fellow soldiers go up as the enemy realized they were surrounded on three sides now. The appearance of alien reinforcements brought fresh life to the allied forces and they rushed in, screaming. I saw two aliens and a human leap onto the bed of the truck where the largest gun was hidden and throw the operator to the ground where a well-placed shot kept him there. Another pair of humans ripped the enemy from the truck’s cab and started to drive the truck away. Their pathway led through a clump of remaining black-ops soldiers and cut through the group of men easily.

      In spite of their overwhelming disadvantage, the enemy did not falter. The men rushed outwards, their group splintering into rivulets of black uniforms scattered among the varicolored groups now focusing fire towards them. I had to admire their spirit; most men would have gotten on their knees and given up by now. That didn’t mean that I didn’t enjoy shooting them. The sound of bodies hitting the ground and the shouts of the dying was music to my ears. We lost a few more before the fighting was finished but together the threat was vanquished.
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      “Brother.” Ka’thak walked from the shuttle and head-butted me softly. “I’m sorry. We weren’t here in time.”

      His breathing was irregular and he was trembling. I idly wondered if their species cried. I certainly felt like breaking down myself—the adrenaline of battle was wearing off and I felt my hands starting to shake.

      “Captain, you were here just when we needed you.” I placed my hand on his shoulder and turned to the battlefield behind us, strewn with bodies. The human soldiers were making the rounds, looking for survivors, but from what I’d seen the enemy had fought to their last breaths. I didn’t expect we’d find any of them left alive.

      I saw the alien-human team that had taken over the gun on the truck working busily to dismantle it from the truck bed. I made a mental note that we would have to arrange to transport it back to Ka’thak’s ship. We gathered the remaining soldiers from my squad together and loaded ourselves onto Ka’thak’s shuttle. As I stepped on I was surprised to see Alex settled into a harness in the back of the craft. She was halfway hidden in oversized battle gear, hunched down as she turned an alien handgun back and forth idly.

      “Hey, sister,” I exclaimed, a lopsided grin lighting my face.

      “Hey yourself.” She looked at me from head to toe. “You stink.”

      “I know, blood and brains again. I really have to make a habit of showering after getting attacked by insane men with guns that vaporize you.”

      “Sit down, you moron. What do you need?”

      “A piss, honestly. Turn around, princess.” She rolled her eyes and turned as I found a disposable container that suited as a urinal. Nature’s callings returned with a vengeance after a battle.

      “Anything else, your royal highness?” Alex asked, her fingers tapping impatiently against her leg. A smile played on my lips until I heard the heavy thunk of an alien stepping into the cockpit of the ship.

      “Lt. Colonel.” Ka’thak rumbled. “Catch me up.” The alien sat in a jump seat and ripped open a hydration packet. He gobbled the bioplastic strip and drank deeply.

      “We got led on a wild goose chase, sir. That is to say that while we were busy playing detective, the enemy was able to heavily fortify their position. Had it not been for the human military members and for your timely arrival, our ass would be grass. Sir.”

      Ka’thak sighed, a low growl rippling up from his chest. “I am utterly sick of how stupid your species is. It appears that you lack the forethought to conceptualize of the future. It’s no wonder your people have barely left the planet.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Alexandra mumbled.

      “The time I spent with Mr. Proctor wasn’t terribly enlightening,” I said. “The man’s locked up so tight you couldn’t shove a dog tag up his asshole.” Alexandra snorted a laugh. “He partnered me with some security guard flunky and led us on a fake tour while they were obviously alerting the enemy as to our presence. It’s clear that they’re working together with the people who attacked us. This is only a short halt in the offensive. They’ll come again, and again, and again.”

      Ka’thak snorted.

      “I don’t buy it,” Alexandra said. “This guy has a guaranteed ticket off the face of the Earth. He’s one of the most brilliant businessmen to rise to power in the last century. There’s absolutely no reason for him to sabotage building the human ship. Why risk blowing a hole through it?”

      “I know it sounds insane, but I can’t figure out another angle for these people. There’s obviously something they’re covering up. I was puzzling about what could possibly motivate soldiers of this caliber to fight with such abandon. Proctor must have some reward waiting for them.”

      “Corporate shitbags, I wouldn’t be surprised if they found some bullshit way to turn this fight into profit. Guys like Proctor are only after one thing—cash. They don’t give a rat’s ass if they run over hundreds of people in order to do it. Predation at its finest.”

      “In any case,” Ka’thak interrupted. “We have proven time and time again that we are able to resist them. My only concern is that the next time it won’t be so easy—or that we won’t be so lucky.”

      “It’s a moving target,” Alexandra said, sitting up in her chair. I was finally getting used to her incurable habit of jumping in anytime an idea struck her. It's even almost cute. Almost.

      “It’s a moving target so you can never quite put your finger on it. They’re using an age-old manipulation tactic. First, they’ll sweet-talk you, then they’ll distract you, then they hit you. We just have to figure out a way to keep them from hitting us like this again.”

      “How do you suggest we do that?” Ka’thak spoke up.

      “I cannot believe that these words are coming out of my mouth. Pre-emptive strike. You hit them fast and you hit them hard. Take out their infrastructure so that they can never rebuild enough to attack you ever again.”

      “I thought you hated the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq,” I said. “You were telling me how your boyfriend at the time sig—“ Alexandra held up a hand to stop me. Okay, no boyfriend talk. Oops. Got it loud and clear.

      “My feelings on the ethics or morality of human warfare hardly matter now, do they? The point is that it’s an effective tactic. We’ve got the beam cannon on the main ship and enough fighters to bomb the place into the dirt. Give your men the night to rest and in the morning rain down hell.”

      I could tell this wasn’t sitting well with my commander. His people put a high price on honor and obliterating an opponent that was not actively trying to kill you did not fit his definition of honorable combat.

      “I feel that I must focus my efforts on the defense of our people,” Ka’thak said. “We will assist you as much as possible, of course, but I cannot guarantee that we will be able to come to your rescue should further attacks happen.”
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      “Damn.” Jackson exhaled as we neared the site of the alien ship. Floodlights illuminated the entire area and every gun on the ship was live, muzzles pointed outwards. It looked like something out of an alien apocalypse movie. For all I knew, we were in one now.

      I walked to the edge of the shuttle and stared. It looked like the entire colony was on high alert. Ka’thak returned from the cockpit of the ship.

      “They’ve put the ship on lockdown,” he said. “The council made the best decision that they could in my absence and I happen to agree with them. Apparently one of the humans went live on the internet with the full story of the supernova along with every very detail of our arrival on the planet. Your people know that only a few thousand are going to be saved.”

      “Shit,” I murmured. The truth was bound to get out eventually, but we had assumed that we had more time. I pulled up a browser window and found exactly what he was talking about—it was trending on the front page of YouTube. I pulled the video up and pressed play. A black background was lit with a single spotlight. In it, a slight figure entered the frame. They were clad in a black hoodie and black pants, their face hidden by a fox mask. From the camera angle, it was impossible to tell if they were male or female.

      “Citizens of the world,” the figure announced. I cringed at the sound of the person’s voice. It was distorted, high pitched, and electronic. It sounded like a wildly distorted child’s voice. “We are here to inform you of the truth. We are here to tell you that you have been lied to. You are not safe. Your very way of life is threatened.”

      Jackson and I turned to look at each other. The figure kept speaking.

      “Many of you have been led to believe that the supernova that hit our planet last year has only been responsible for the failure of our electronics. This is not the truth.” The figure paused as clips of starvation, poisoned water, and dying animals flickered across the screen.

      “The planet is dying. In approximately six months, our water will be poisoned. Our crops will die and our animals will starve. Our atmosphere will be chemically altered from a breathable gas into a cloud of poison. Our oxygen will disappear. Humanity will die laughing.”

      Ka’thak stood behind us to watch. The figure continued.

      “The American government has tried to pull the wool over your eyes. President Lee and her cabinet have betrayed you. They have betrayed our species. While you have been waiting for government aid and living under martial law, bigger tasks have been set upon.”

      “Gods.” Ka’thak breathed.

      “The alien empire that has invaded this planet is working to build another ship. This time, they are collaborating directly with the American government to build an ark for the elite. The government is enlisting the help of these foul demons to save a select few. Women and children need not apply.”

      More clips. Screaming, starving babies. Mothers with gaunt faces staring into the camera as they pled for aid. Fathers being ‘forced’ to break into shops, just so they could feed their families. All images designed to evoke universal empathy from the viewer. Simple, timeless tactics that appealed to everyone.

      “We bring you this knowledge for one reason—that you should not die helpless. You should know that your leaders are condemning you to a slow and painful death. The world is not yet doomed. Rise up, my brothers and sisters. Rise up, and drag those who would have you die in agony into the street. For too long we have been at the mercy of our governments, kept in the dark. The time has come for us to take our fate into our own hands. We are worldwide. We are with you. Now is the time to fight.”

      The video ended just as the shuttle touched down in front of the alien ship. My mind raced. A video like this would throw society into chaos. There was no telling what kind of danger this would put our soldiers and our leaders in, never mind the innocents who would undoubtedly suffer and die when full-scale riots broke out. I packed the tablet back in my bag just as a small group of soldiers ran up to us, their tails bobbing in step.

      “Sir.” One of the soldiers dipped his head in a salute. “The council requests your presence.”

      Ka’thak turned to us. “You can find your way from here?”

      Jackson nodded and Ka’thak ran off. I stepped off the shuttle and took in my surroundings. The camp had been completely evacuated. Tools, possessions, and food lay on the ground as their users had dropped them and run. A few fires still smoldered where tents had caught fire. I shivered. The place looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic movie. There wasn’t a single alien to be seen. I could sense Jackson’s demeanor shift from tense to outright alarmed. His people had been attacked and he wasn’t there to defend them. He shifted his rifle into his hands and kept it at his side, ready to fire. I kept my ears perked for any sound or sight of movement but the silence was absolute. When we arrived at the ship we opened the doors to chaos.

      Soldiers ran up and down halls, barking orders at each other and civilians alike. Emergency lights swirled, blue and blinding. The flashing left spots in my eyes. When we caught up with Ka’thak and the council we saw that a full-on war gathering had assembled. Ka’thak ran up to me.

      “Come with me,” he urged.

      We followed him to the bridge of the ship where a small gathering of scientists were waiting for us. Ka’thak turned over the gear they pulled off the dead men to one of them. She murmured that she would look over it and give him the results as soon as they came in. Ka’thak pulled a tablet off the wall and opened it to several video feeds. What we saw wasn’t good.

      “Damn it,” I whispered. The feeds showed a world in turmoil. Streets and buildings on fire. World leaders at podiums threatening war. Everything from invasions to nukes. Looting was common in every major city. Major avenues for transportation were shut down either from damage or by the masses protesting, screaming for answers.

      “Mm,” Ka’thak murmured. “Are your people always like this?”

      Jackson and I looked at each other and cocked our heads. “Unfortunately, yeah,” Jackson replied.

      “The gods know why or how you’ve managed to not obliterate yourselves and everything around you. Your people are filled with hatred and vitriol that I could never have imagined. When our race was faced with imminent destruction we were able to work together to ensure the survival of the species. It wasn’t pretty, nor was it bloodless but it would seem that we’re more focused on continuing our linage than you are of yours.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s sunk in yet. Our people have been so inundated with information over the last three-quarters of a century that they are used to proclamations like this being exaggerated, or outright false. We used to believe that human ignorance was the result of a lack of access to knowledge. Now we know that it’s hard-wired into our genetics. We still kill each other over skin color, religion, language, and every other thing you could dream up. Thanks to the misinformation that surrounds the construction of the human ship, they’re just getting the real scoop. I would be angry too.”

      A sudden vibration from my pocket made all three of us jump. I pulled out my tablet to a call from the President.
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      It had taken long enough, but the President had finally been briefed on both attacks.

      “Congratulations, my dear friends,” she nodded to myself, Alexandra, and Ka’thak in turn. “You have shown true valiance this day.”

      Alexandra opened her mouth and shut it. I didn’t need to ask what she was going to say. She didn’t feel that the deaths of dozens of men and women were anything to be congratulated for. I nodded respectfully and waited for the President to continue. I was no longer her soldier, but I knew enough to respect the chain of command.

      “We’ve found the information that Mr. Proctor was telling you about. It would seem that the portfolio never made it to my desk. We are launching an investigation to find out how it was concealed for so long. Right now it looks like Homeland Security was trying to keep it under the radar to keep it off of my plate,” she looked away, a flash of anger crossing her face. “They finally spoke up when the details about the attacks came in.”

      I was surprised by how frazzled the young President looked. It was clear that the activity of the past months had been taking their toll. This week must have been especially harsh for her. Part of me wanted to empathize with her, but it was the job. The President was the commander-in-chief for a reason, and though she would never see action, she worked just as hard as any other soldier. Now was the time for her to embrace that soldier mentality. If there were people close to her who were stepping out of line it was her duty to make sure they found their way out the door. Quickly.

      “What details can you personally provide me on these attackers?”

      My gaze flickered to Alexandra and she shook her head almost imperceptibly. We didn’t yet know the exact nature of the ties between Proctor and the government. Obviously, if he was allowing the military to operate within his facility there was some kind of partnership there. The fact that the President had been kept out of the loop regarding the data leaks reinforced the idea. To boot, if we started crowing conspiracy theories about a CEO sabotaging the only chance at surviving the apocalypse…well, I’d start doubting my sanity if I hadn’t seen it for myself. Better to keep that particular idea under wraps. For now.

      Alexandra spoke first. “Ma’am, I’m not exactly sure how to say this. I’ve studied cult members pretty extensively over the years and these men scare me with the intensity of their devotion to their cause. They run headlong into certain death without hesitation. Even when given the chance to surrender they prefer to be slaughtered. They were surrounded on all sides by the end of this last battle and fought until the last man. That speaks to a level of fanaticism that is almost unheard of. Even Hitler’s men defected or committed suicide under extreme duress.”

      I nodded my agreement. Fighting the aliens had been less jolting than fighting these people.

      “The men we were able to identify appear to be mostly former United States soldiers,” I said. “There isn’t much of a pattern as to how they were discharged. No common records, no obvious connections, Absolutely zero dishonorable discharges. It looks like they’re just people who left when their tour was up and went on to do something else in civilian life.”

      “They all have families,” Alexandra said. “Each and every one of them. We haven’t been able to correctly identify all the bodies yet so we haven’t even attempted to inform next of kin. Between how their family members died and the unrest—well, I don’t think it’s the best idea. Better to let them think that their mothers and fathers died some other way.”

      The President looked thoughtful for a moment and then shook her head. “You’re right. It won’t bring any peace to their families to know that their loved ones died traitors to their country. In any case, it’ll only add fuel to the fire. Out these people for who they really are—or were—and it’ll just give whoever is running the operation all the more reason to cover their tracks.”

      Alexandra spoke up. “Mhmm.” It was clear that she wasn’t happy with that answer, even though she had put forth the idea. I believe that we both suffered from the same dilemma—how to temper protocol and politeness with bending the situation to our advantage.

      “Please forward all the information you’ve collected to me personally. I’m organizing every intelligence asset at my disposal to hunt these monsters down. We have to stop them. Without that ship, humanity is doomed.”

      No shit.
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      The door slammed open with a bang, a small crack appearing in the thick glass near the hinge. Proctor’s mouth twitched at the damage to his office.

      “I TOLD you!” Cady roared. “I bloody well TOLD you this was going to happen!” He stood halfway between the doorway and Proctor’s desk, breath coming in puffs, seemingly unsure what to do with himself.

      “Calm down.” Proctor waved his hand at his head of security, purposefully fixing his eyes on a screen in front of him instead of the enraged man.

      “Calm down?!” Cady’s face went red, his eyes flashing. Proctor idly wondered whether or not the man was going to have a coronary. He wasn’t in the best shape, after all. The anger might really be the end of him. It would be helpful if he didn’t drop dead in the office. The body would no doubt stain the carpet in some way. “We’re fucked! We’re absolutely fucked.”

      “Close the door and lock it.” Proctor’s eyes flickered up from the screen to watch Cady at last.

      Cady did so and stayed facing the door, breathing hard, clenching his hands into fists at his sides. After a couple of minutes, he turned, his face a mask of calm. The only giveaway that his temper was still running wild was his eyes. He really should learn to lie better, Proctor mused. Cady stepped forward dropped a folder on Proctor’s desk with a slap. Proctor stared at the folder as if it was an insect that might crawl towards him. After a moment he picked it up and flipped through the contents. Documents and photographs littered the inside. Many of them were of his dead mercenaries, their bodies ripped open by gunfire and grenades. The gore didn’t seem to phase him but he sniffed distastefully.

      “The attack you launched against the ship? It failed. Just like I said it would. Turns out that the American soldiers you so graciously let onto our grounds with those disgusting monsters were why. They came to the rescue just as we were about to wipe those filthy abominations from existence. Your people were overrun before they got within a hundred meters of the ship. Now security is even worse, the President has ordered in two Army brigade task forces to patrol the site. There isn’t a single person who can get within miles of the place without them knowing about it. We’re done.”

      Proctor made a noise in his throat. “I’m aware,” he muttered, not looking up from the papers in the folder. He had to hand it to the aliens: when they killed someone, they did it well.

      “You know?” Cady exclaimed. “You know? If you know, why aren’t you more concerned about this!? We’ll never be able to follow through on the plan now.”

      “That would be true,” Proctor said softly, “if our real aim was to blast a hole in the ship. The real goal of that exercise was to get another test of the aliens’ defenses. Both times my men have failed. Both times it’s been only because the aliens were there to save the day.”

      “No shit. Those things are fucking huge.” Cady lifted an arm high above his head to exaggerate the size of the alien soldiers.

      “We’ve created a suitable boogeyman that the government has now made the poster child for their efforts. When no further attacks happen, the President will assume that the Army presence is enough. It’ll fall to our men on the inside then. We’ve certainly got more than enough, thanks to the fact that I’ve secured the entire supply chain.”

      Cady’s jaw clenched so hard he heard his teeth click. Proctor noted the expression of frustration but didn’t comment. This was one of the side effects of working with so-called ‘normal’ people. He had to learn to tolerate their eccentricities. He would tolerate his head of security’s outburst—this time. The next time he lost his temper it had better damned well be for a good reason. He was not one to suffer fools and that was not about to change.

      “You are dismissed,” Proctor said, raising his eyes to Cady’s. “Oh, and Mr. Cady? The next time you barge into my office, it had better be for something more important than assuming I do not have control over a situation.”

      Cady stood rooted to the spot, looking everything like a deer in the headlights. It took him a few minutes but he eventually tore his gaze away from Proctor and left.
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      I looked down at the blocked caller ID on my phone and wondered how easy it would be to disable the calling feature. The thing seemed to ring nonstop these days. I could have just chucked it against the wall as hard as I could but thought better of it. I held up a finger to Jackson and Ka’thak.

      “Hello?” It was Raymond, one of the interns I had assigned to assist the ambassador team in their hunt for clues in the evidence we had brought back from the battle.

      “H-hey Doc,” he stammered. “Everything good?”

      “Sure Ray,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “You remember how you told us to get in touch with you if we found anything, even if we didn’t think it was important?”

      “Yeah, sure do. What did you find?”

      “I rounded up every shred of data I could find on the people involved in this and fed it through my database to see if I could get anything to light up.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “Sorry, old habit of making up my own figures of speech. I fed it through the database to see if I could connect any of these people. Relatives, hometowns, professions, hell, I even ran their social media information to see if they interacted online.”

      “Wow.” The kid was smart. A little scary, but smart.

      “So anyway, when I ran out of things to put through my personal search programs I plugged the information into some of the national databases, I found something weird. Something really weird, like Scooby Doo level weird.”

      “Jinkies,” I said. “Ray, get to the point please, I’m a little bit busy here and I would hate to keep Jackson and Ka’thak waiting any longer.” When I mentioned the alien captain I heard the young intern coughed.

      “You’re with the aliens right now?”

      “Mhm.”

      “Uh, should I call back…?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Raymond, you were about to tell me…?” I put a little edge in my voice. The boy could get over his fear of the big scary aliens later. Right now I needed information from him and this was taking too long.

      “Well, we know that most of the unknown soldiers were ex-military. So I thought that I should take a look at their service histories. More than a few of them are redacted but they’ve all served with a Captain Kyle Vincent. The ones who didn’t serve alongside him directly were stationed with someone who had. Whoever he is, he seems to be the single point of commonality between all these people.”

      “Captain Kyle Vincent?” I cocked my head at Jackson who was staring intently at me, motioning for me to hand the phone over to him. I shook my head and he stepped towards me. I held out a hand and pushed him away.

      “Yes ma’am. You know him?”

      “I might. Thanks, Ray. You give me a shout when you find anything else, okay?”

      “You got it Doc. I’m on it.”

      I signed off and turned to the two soldiers. “Where’s Vincent now?”

      “What did the kid tell you?” Jackson asked.

      “Our mystery men? We were right that they’re in no way connected to each other, except for the asshole in the room. They all served either with or close to Kyle Vincent at various points in their military careers.”

      “Shit, seriously? He’s the company commander for one of the Army units guarding the alien ship. They put him there after his ‘valiant’ killing of enemy soldiers during the first attack. I just figured the guy was a grade-A asshole. You don’t kill people who are surrendering. Hang on, I think I’ve got the file on him somewhere.” He pulled out a tablet from his pocket and tapped the screen a few times. “Easy enough, I’ve got the name of his superior here. Let’s see if I can reach him.” He motioned to me for the phone again and I handed it to him. I guess there wasn’t much call for the new iPhone when you had technology fifty years ahead of everything on Earth.

      “Colonel Richardson, this is Lt. Colonel David Jackson, how are you, sir?” He nodded a few times and made noises of assent. “We’re doing just fine here sir, Ka’thak is doing an excellent job of keeping things in line. Listen, I’m calling to ask after one of your men—a Captain Kyle Vincent? He and I had a short introduction after the first attack by the terrorist forces, but I haven’t seen him around since. I’d like to discuss the raid with him. We have some information that he may be interested in learning.” More nodding. “You aren’t sure where he is at the moment?”

      “What?” I said, a little too loudly. Jackson made a slashing motion across his throat, an indication for me to be quiet.

      “Yes sir, I understand sir. I appreciate your assistance very much. If there is any way I can be of service to you, please do not ever hesitate to reach out and ask.” He hung up the phone and handed it back to me.

      “The colonel says that Vincent is scheduled to be at his company command center. Luckily for us, it’s not too far.” Jackson looked at his commander. “I’d like to go have a chat with him, if I may.”

      “I’m going too.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized that I had said them.

      “Alex…” Jackson started.

      “What, you think that you’re going to get anything out of this goon? Didn’t you nearly shoot him the last time you two met?” I put my hands on my hips and looked pointedly at Jackson.

      “You’re not a combat specialist. If this guy is the real deal and he’s the one organizing this shit it could get very real, very fast. I love you, sister, but I can’t afford to have you trodding underfoot if I get myself stuck in a shit storm.”

      I scoffed. “Who shot the bad guy last time?” He was silent. “That’s what I thought you said. Look, you’re going to need somebody who speaks the language. You’re not going to get a single piece of information. Let me do what I do best and we can make the visit a productive one.”

      Jackson made a noise in his throat that sounded suspiciously close to a growl.

      “She has a point, David.” Ka’thak chimed in. “Regrettably, I will be unable to join you. I’ve been away from my people more than I should have been already. I must remain here, but I can spare a couple of guards.” He tapped a claw against a display and minutes later two hulking alien soldiers arrived. I grinned and inclined my head to each in turn. Danger be damned, it felt good to show up at the bad guy’s hideout with two huge bodyguards. They nodded at Jackson and dipped their heads low to Ka’thak.

      Jackson reached into a pocket on his armor and pulled out a handgun. He checked the chamber and then handed the gun to me. “My old sidearm from the Air Force. Ka’thak has let me keep it on me as something of a good-luck charm. It’s still in good shape. I keep it clean and operational.”

      I looked at the weapon dubiously and took it. After Turuk, I never wanted to fire a weapon ever again, but I wasn’t stupid. This was still a war after all, and war didn’t care about your comfort zone.

      We chose to take separate transports. The soldiers climbed into their single-person fighters and took off, flying a circling pattern above us. Jackson and I hopped into an alien light ship and followed suit. As we flew I watched Jackson. I could see that this was personal in some way for him but I wasn’t exactly sure.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.” He kept his eyes ahead.

      “Is that an actual ‘no’ or a ‘fuck off Alex because I’m uncomfortable talking about it around my soldiers?’” I smiled as I saw the corners of his mouth twitch.

      “It is distinctly a ‘fuck off Alex’ because you wouldn’t understand.”

      “You’re right, I won’t. But I can try. Look, we have some time before we make it anywhere near Vincent. Chances are that the guy will see us coming a mile away and bolt before we even get the chance to interrupt him. If we do manage to find him, I need information. I can’t persuade him if I don’t have data.”

      He stayed silent for a full two minutes before replying. I could hear the guards in the rear of the ship sharpening their weapons and speaking softly to each other.

      “It’s a lot, Doc,” he sighed. “In the past half-year, I’ve gone from a guy just trying to do his job to a full-fledged leader in the military of an alien civilization. That by itself is fine, but the fact that my mission is now under threat—I’m tired. I’ve been on duty for more days than I can even remember. I’ve almost died horribly more than a couple of times. I’ve watched my brothers and sisters in arms be brutally murdered. And now Ka’thak’s sent us to go have a chat with the man who might very well be responsible for all of it.”

      I didn’t say anything. I found that sometimes it was better to be silent and let the person in front of me talk it through themselves.

      “I only spoke to the man for a few minutes Alex,” he continued. “We met because he threw a live grenade into a small room where I had enemy troops preparing to surrender. That grenade could have easily killed me or any of my men and this son of a bitch laughed it off like it was a joke. You don’t do that shit Alex. You don’t toss a grenade into a room full of people surrendering. You sure as hell don’t do it when you know there are friendly soldiers in the room with them.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. A brief expression of pain passed over his face and his knuckles whitened on the controls.

      “You didn’t do it,” he stated.

      “No, I didn’t, but I am still sorry. You’ve been out there risking your life while I’ve been sitting pretty in offices for most of my day. You’ve been asked to push the limits of your body and your mind. You’ve made more life changes in the last half-year than most human beings would be able to make in their entire lifetimes. It’s understandable that this is taking its toll.”

      More silence. I was about to change the subject when he spoke again.

      “…I’m scared, Alexandra. You know how we’ve just been plowing through—staying focused on the mission was keeping me sane. Now that’s been derailed. There aren’t any guarantees anymore. Hell, I don’t know if I’m going to be alive tomorrow. I know it’s part of the job, but—goddamn. It’s a lot.”

      I reached out and touched him on the shoulder. “We’re going to get through it, my friend. One more battle, one more enemy. Let’s go kick his ass.”
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      We arrived at Vincent’s command post a little less than an hour later. Tensions between humans and aliens were running high. The aliens’ seemingly endless patience with our people was understandably running thin, and the humans posted near their ship were definitely getting the vibe. Everyone we passed looked nervous, anxiety showing in their eyes.

      When we approached the door to Vincent’s office, Jackson pulled his weapon from its holster and the guards did the same. They lined up, Jackson and one soldier on the right side of the door, the other guard on the left. Jackson knocked on the door and waited. When no answer came, he tried the doorknob and found that the door pushed open easily. He kicked the door open and the soldiers followed. I stood back as they swept the room systematically.

      “Clear!” Jackson shouted.

      I followed after them and flipped on the light. The office was destroyed. Papers were thrown everywhere and drawers from filing cabinets and the desk were ripped open. The desk chair lay several feet away as if someone had thrown it in their haste to get out. The computer was smashed in, the handle of a hammer left sticking out of the monitor. It looked like someone had grabbed as much as they could and bolted. I tried a locked drawer at Vincent’s desk and one of the alien soldiers pried it open with a claw. It was empty but there were clear discolorations to the wood as if a sheaf of papers had occupied the space for a long time. The alien soldiers looked at Jackson.

      “He knows we’re on to him,” Jackson announced. “He’s running.”

      Jackson turned and bolted down the hall. The guards accompanying us looked at each other and followed. I took a second to try and memorize as much of the scene as I could then sprinted after them. When I arrived outside I saw a large black SUV speeding toward the gates of the base. Jackson fired off a few shots at the car but it was already too late. The vehicle was too far away. We all turned as an MP drove up in his truck. Jackson ran in front of it and held up a hand. The truck screeched to a stop and the officer jumped out.

      “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.

      “Lt. Colonel David Jackson. Get out of the truck.”

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, species betrayer?” the MP snarled. Clearly, not everyone was trying to be friendly to us. On hearing the insult the alien soldiers’ heads snapped up and they returned the gesture. As they did the MP jumped a little and held up his hands.

      “Take it easy, take it easy. Fucking lizards,” the man muttered. The soldiers snapped their jaws at him and jerked their heads. The MP tossed the keys to Jackson and ran, presumably to report the theft of the vehicle to his superiors. Jackson and the soldiers climbed in the truck.

      “Are you coming?” he inquired, holding out a hand.

      “Not again,” I muttered to myself and got in the truck with them. The aliens arranged themselves against the cab of the truck and I saw their claws tighten around the edge of the truck’s windows. Jackson pounded the roof.

      “I swear to gods that if one of you vomits on me again there will be hell to pay for it!”

      I burst out laughing. Thankfully, the truck we were riding in still had a top on it so our chances of getting alien puke on us were relatively small. The SUV was almost too far away for us to see but Jackson’s keen eyes and the alien’s night vision kept us steered in the right direction. I squinted from the passenger seat and saw a dark shape emerge from the drivers’ side of the SUV.

      “Down!” I screamed. Shots rang out as someone aimed back with a pistol. The side mirror of the truck shattered and I heard one of the guards hiss in pain as a bullet seared across their side. They thumped the top of the cab twice and urged us to keep driving. Jackson pressed the gas pedal to the floor and I felt the rear wheels starting to slip as we veer off the road in pursuit. The vehicle shook so badly I thought I was going to lose a tooth.

      The SUV started weaving back and forth through thicker and thicker brush. I heard metal screech as the aliens dug their claws deeper to keep from being knocked off. One of them pulled out a pistol and shot into the dark ahead of us, making the tail lights of the SUV wiggle. Jackson was having a run-on mumbled conversation with himself—or was it into his radio? The answer came when the truck burst onto a major road, narrowly missing a larger convoy. I clapped my hands over my ears as the eighteen-wheelers blared their horns for us to get out of the way.

      Vincent’s car drove straight across the road and into a clearing. The guards unholstered their guns and let loose a volley of shots at the SUV as it executed a wide turn to the left. Our truck had far less of a turning radius and took longer to follow. By the time we had him in our sights, he was almost across the main road again. Jackson swore next to me and gunned the accelerator. We managed to find a small opening in the traffic and crossed the road again only to find that Vincent was pulling to the right, creating a wide arc back towards the traffic.

      For a moment I was confused—why was he repeating the same tactic? There were thick woods on either side of us—there was no need for him to keep crossing the highway. He could easily lose us in the forest. Then it hit me. In high school, I had toyed with the idea of becoming an anthropologist instead of a social worker. One day I was reading an article on the hunting habits of early man and found that there was archeological evidence of Cro-Magnon man copying wolf tactics when hunting dear and other large game.

      Vincent knew he could lose us in the forest but also knew we could follow on foot. His car would run out of gas eventually and he was no match for two alien soldiers in the middle of the night. There was no food or shelter out here for him. Vincent was trapped. Rather than try and lose us in the woods ahead, he—oh, shit.

      “STOP!” I shouted and Jackson slammed on the brakes. The truck skidded in the dirt, narrowly avoiding a rollover thanks to Jackson’s defensive driving skills. The soldiers on the cab barked their anger at the change in direction.

      “What is it?” He turned to me. His eyes were wide and his teeth bared. He looked like a wolf who had just lost its prey. Or an alien.

      “The town,” I panted. “David, he’s running. There is nowhere else.” Jackson stared at me, uncomprehending. “He has to get to the nearest town and disappear,” I repeated. “If we hurry, we can cut him off, but only if you get on the road.” We sat facing each other for what felt like an eternity before he blinked, nodded, and set the truck on a path to join the other traffic heading away from the ship’s construction site.

      We swerved into the road after him, ignoring the shouts and honks from the drivers. David took a hand off the wheel and pressed on a small disk near his temple that I hadn’t noticed before. He murmured a few words and the soldiers hanging onto the truck’s cab thumped the top of the roof twice. Ah, a radio. He then grabbed the standard-issue radio off of his belt and spoke into it.

      “All units, all units, be on the lookout for a black SUV, license plate Charlie Foxtrot Alpha, six nine zero. Possible officer in distress.”

      A chorus of acknowledgment answered.

      “You really think they’re going to hold him if they find him?” I asked, but David’s mind seemed to be elsewhere. He reached into a pocket and handed me a small tablet about the size of a smartphone.

      “In there is a directory. Would you mind pulling up Vincent’s personnel file?”

      “Sure.” I tapped through the directory until I saw the personnel file for Captain Kyle Vincent. Though I had not met the man, he looked the very definition of a psychopath in his personnel photo. “What do you need?”

      “His address.” David kept his eyes forward, jaw set.

      “It’s not too far from here, about seven miles down the road. Want me to give you directions?”

      He nodded and pressed on the disk at his temple again. “I need a flyby,” he said and read off the Captain’s address. I turned my head at the sound of two approaching alien fighters. They screamed past our truck and flew in a wide circle. The ships boomed as they accelerated away from the site of Vincent’s house.

      “It seems the Captain stopped home after all. His SUV is sitting a few hundred yards away from his house. There are lights on inside. Let’s go pay the man a visit, shall we?” Jackson said, a predatory smile lighting his face. I leaned out the window and turned towards the soldiers, giving them a nod and a thumbs up. They chirped and shouted their excitement.

      We were going on a hunt.
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      We pulled into the dirt and gravel driveway and indeed saw Vincent’s SUV pulled to the side of the path. It looked like it had been abandoned; the lights were still on and the driver's door hung open. As we approached the vehicle I sniffed and smelled that the car was still on, its engine rumbling faintly into the night air. My guards and I inspected the car first, ensuring that the man himself had vacated the area and that there were no further dangers.

      I opened the rest of the car doors and took stock of what lay before me. Two duffel bags sat in the back seat, one clearly packed ahead of time—it was zippered and neatly organized—and the other thrown together. On opening the hastily stuffed bag I discovered many of the items that had been missing from the office. Papers were folded in halves or quarters and shoved into pockets. In the larger compartment of the bag, I found folders and flash drives.

      Alex hung back like she was waiting for instructions. A flash of frustration ran through me. If she didn’t know what her place was in this kind of mission, she shouldn’t be here.

      “Alex, would you mind staying with my friend here for a few minutes and taking a closer look at what’s in the car? If the Captain left in as much of a hurry as I think he did there is undoubtedly something valuable in here,” I said.

      She looked at me doubtfully but agreed. The alien soldier gave me an equally dubious look but nodded. I hated to lose one of my people, but it was necessary. I also felt confident that two of us could handle one man with limited firepower at his disposal.

      The other soldier and I approached the house, guns at the ready. Though I lacked the aliens’ physiology, I had picked up their habits and turned my head toward any sound in the forest louder than a mouse. Vincent’s house was a single-story ranch typical for the area. I nodded to myself. One floor, easier to search. No other buildings on the lot.

      When we reached the house I motioned for my comrade to wait behind me and I kicked in the door. I cleared the room and called the soldier in after me. The house was just as destroyed as the office. The kitchen cabinets were thrown open and dishes lay in pieces on the floor. The living room furniture was kicked aside and upon taking a closer look at the entryway I saw scuff marks. There had been a struggle here.

      I jerked my head up at the sound of my comrade sniffing loudly. He motioned for me to take the other side of a doorway into what looked like a home office. Inside I could see a desk with bookcases behind it. My companion entered the room first and shouted an all clear. That’s when I smelled it. Metal. I shut my eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. Not metal, but blood. Human blood.

      I followed and found the soldier standing over Vincent’s body, his snout turned away from the foul smell. The stink of voided bowels joined the smell of the blood and I grimaced. There was no point in checking for signs of life. Kyle Vincent’s head had been blown out one side thanks to a pistol shot to the temple. Inches away from his right hand lay a gun, presumably the one he had used to kill himself with. The weapon was still warm, the smell of fresh gunpowder evident at the end of the muzzle. I unloaded the chamber and clip and pressed a hand against Vincent’s neck. His body was warm too. He must have killed himself minutes before we arrived.

      “Damn it.” I murmured, too low for the soldier to hear.

      I heard Alexandra and the other soldier approaching the house and rushed to stop them before they came upon the grisly scene.

      “He’s dead,” I stated.

      “I figured. Nobody who is still on the run leaves as much evidence as we found in the car as open as he did.” Alex’s face was impassive, like someone who was preparing themselves to encounter something particularly unpleasant.

      “It’s a mess in there. You don’t need to come in.”

      “I do. Even if I can’t talk to the man himself, you could still use my skills. It won’t be the first dead body I’ve ever seen, David. I promise not to lose my lunch.” There was challenge in her gaze. She was not thrilled about being left behind to be babysat. I raised my eyebrows and the soldier who had stayed with her rolled her eyes. She chuffed, murmured a pardon, and pushed past both of us to join the other soldier.

      “Okay. Just don’t say that I didn’t warn you.” I had to trust the woman’s instincts—they hadn’t proven wrong so far. To me, Vincent was no longer a person but a pile of meat with its blood spilled. Alexandra would see a human being whose life had ended tragically. As much as I wanted to, it wasn’t my job—or my right—to protect her from that.

      “Shit,” she swore when she came into the home office. “That’s got to be a nasty way to go.”

      “It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes before we arrived. See how the blood hasn’t even started to get shiny? I’m surprised he isn’t still bleeding.”

      She stepped gingerly around a spatter of blood and brain to examine the rest of the office. “Look there,” she said, pointing at the desk. “There’s discoloration right in the middle of the wood. It looks like maybe dust or discoloration from sunlight, hard to tell in this light, but there was a computer here.”

      “Right. I’d say he left it at work but we searched the office pretty thoroughly. He must have disposed of it a while ago. No matter what happened to it, it isn’t here which makes me wonder why. In any case, we’d better get out of here. No doubt the Captain will be missed at his next change of shift and I’d rather not be here when any of his soldiers arrive to investigate. We’ve already contaminated the crime scene. If anyone asks, we weren’t here. The Captain had an informal meeting with human and alien soldiers at home a few days ago as a gesture of good faith. Everyone understand?”

      Both aliens nodded. Alex chewed the corner of her lip, her focus far away as she thought through something. “Alex,” I said, a little too forcefully. She snapped out of her trance.

      “Yeah, I understand.” She turned abruptly and walked out of the house. The three of us looked at each other, shrugged, and followed. When we arrived back to the truck I found Alex sitting in the passenger seat with her chin resting on her folded hands. She was leaned forward against the dashboard and acknowledged me with a brief glance and a nod.

      The aliens returned to their positions in the truck bed and I started the engine. “You all right?” I asked Alex.

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t seem all right. The whole shot in the head thing?”

      “No. I’ve been at the scene of suicides before. That certainly wasn’t pretty but it isn’t the worst I’ve ever seen.”

      “Then what is it?” I pulled the truck around in the driveway and headed back towards the main road.

      “I feel like a cat who can’t quite catch the mouse,” she grumbled, tilting her head back and closing her eyes.

      “How do you mean?”

      “Vincent was the best lead we’ve had this entire time. The only real lead we’ve had this entire time, and just as we figure out his involvement he decides to kill himself? What a fucking coward move.”

      I resisted the urge to stare. One of the things I had learned about the good doctor was that when she started to break out the ‘f-bombs’ that she was seriously angry.

      “I mean, what the fuck,” she continued, slamming a fist into her knee. “Has our society fallen so far into stupidity as to allow someone to get away with this shit for this long? Is humanity really this fucking stupid?”

      I didn’t reply. I knew she wasn’t talking to me.

      “I mean, for fuck’s sake. They put so much pressure on us to handle this shit for them and then the bad guy is the fucking one they put in charge?” She made a noise in her throat that sounded suspiciously close to a growl. “I mean, come on.”

      “Mhm.”

      “I’m losing it, Jackson, I really am. They’ve kept me on a fucking leash since the start of this whole business and then question endlessly as to why I don’t run faster. I’m about to just say ‘fuck it all’ and see if I can join Ka’thak as, I don’t know, a fucking alien headshrinker or something. Fuck this bullshit.”

      I was torn between the impulse to back away slowly and commiserating with her. At least I got to go in and slaughter the bastards when I had to. She had to sit behind a desk and make nice with people who were undoubtedly far more stupid than she was. Holding a man back while an alien rips his intestines out was far more satisfying.

      “I know,” I said. “I won’t say that I get it because I haven’t had to put up with half the crap you have.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I know that I can’t help you and that’s frustrating for me. At least I get to kill a few of these motherfuckers on occasion.”

      “Yeah, I’m a little jealous. I can’t say that I haven’t fantasized about disemboweling a few of those idiotic ambassadors once or twice.” She smiled.

      “Can confirm that the disemboweling is more fun than politics. You do smell pretty bad after. I can never seem to get the stink completely out of my clothes.”

      “I’ve noticed, remember?”

      “Oh yeah. Sorry about that.”

      She laughed. “Thank god this crap will be over with soon, one way or the other.”

      “Don’t worry, little sister.” I hissed as she punched me in the arm in payback for the moniker. “We’ll get ourselves a nice comfy spot on one starship or another very soon. And then it’ll be another adventure entirely.”

      We settled into a comfortable silence as we headed back to the ship.
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      A week went by without further incident. In the interim the President had redoubled her efforts to defend the human ship, placing naval and Air Force units on guard in addition to the Army troops already stationed there. The appearance of additional personnel had bolstered a sense of cautious optimism and as a result the work had been stepped up. The alien vessel was prepared to leave and despite the attempted attack even the human ship was just about there. As tensions eased, humans and aliens started to cooperate more easily with each other.

      “Madam President, it’s good to hear from you as always.” I straightened up in my chair, adjusting my shirt so that it didn’t look crumpled in the smartphone’s front-facing camera.

      “Alexandra, a pleasure as always. How are you?” We exchanged a few pleasantries and then settled into matters of business. After the release of the anonymous video on YouTube, the barely contained chaos had broken loose. Most countries had declared martial law, but that hadn’t stopped their citizens from trying to overthrow their governments. In the United States, there was still rioting and looting in most major cities. The military, already stretched too thin as things were, reassigned a small task force to the White House in addition to the already established Secret Service. That decision came after a man managed to scale the wall outlining the grounds and threw a canister of argon gas too close to an assembled group of staffers outside. As he was cuffed he was screamed about how he wasn’t the only one, that more were coming to kill the ‘lizard lover’.

      “Are you holding up all right, ma’am?” I asked. For all my frustrations I felt sympathy for the woman.

      “Yes, I’m doing well enough, all things considered. I thank God that no one was hurt when that crazy man made it onto the grounds. Unfortunately, I can’t seem to get a single moment alone as a result; the generals seem to feel that there could be vicious murders waiting for me, even in the bathroom.” She chuckled.

      I wanted to laugh with her, I really did. While she was busy being shuttled around by Army goons who had drawn the lucky straw I was fielding panic from humans and aliens alike. A full night’s sleep was a distant memory. I had taken to downing energy drinks and allotting myself four hours a night so that I didn’t collapse. The alien leadership had been kind enough to let me stay on their ship for the time being, but I was left to look after myself for the most part.

      Jackson stopped by when he could and wasn’t thrilled with my choice to focus on others rather than myself. One night he even brought in a couple of soldier friends and the three of them stood next to my bed. Bastard even snatched my phone and tablet.

      “Given the unrest, have you come to a decision on how you’re going to choose the passengers for the ship?”

      She furrowed her brow. “I’m surprised you would even ask, Alex. Of course you’re already slated for a berth.”

      Wait. What? I had never imagined that I would be afforded a place on the human ship. When I made the joke to Jackson about joining the aliens, I was being half-serious. I figured that would be my only chance at life. It hit me that while I may have a spot, no one I loved would. My mouth went dry and my stomach heaved. I shoved the wave of grief away. I had to focus.

      “You are an integral part of the mission to continue the human race,” the President continued. I snorted. “I’m serious, Doctor King. This isn’t a free pass. You will be expected to continue your duties as liaison to the aliens as well as coordinating the health and well being of our human population. You are one of the most important people on the planet. You’ve more than proven yourself capable of keeping people calm. It’ll come in handy when the majority of the ship’s passengers will not be used to spending an extended time in a big tin can.”

      I was stunned to silence, my mind warring between relief and anger. I wanted to slam my fists on the table but settled for crushing my fingernails into my palms. I didn’t move as I felt a trickle of hot blood run down my palm. This was the ultimate in coercion. I was being offered the opportunity to survive, and thrive, all for the low price of my freedom. I took a deep breath and pushed my emotions into the same lockbox as the grief.

      “I appreciate that, Madam President, very much. And I must agree with you that you’re right about the role I play. However I wasn’t asking about myself, I was pointing out that much of the country’s conflict has been centered around who is going to be picked to live.” I swore that I saw her flinch a little at that. Good. She was condemning hundreds of millions to death. It should hurt a little. “Have you paid any attention to the status of your troops recently? You’ve got men and women running away by the dozens. They’re not going home to give their spouses and kids a goodbye kiss either—they’re disappearing.”

      “Yes, but—“

      “I can’t blame them, ma’am. I’ve thought about it myself a couple of times. If it weren’t for the fact that I know there is no other chance for all of us, I probably would have joined them.” I resisted the urge to dismiss her little offer then, but as I hadn’t personally spoken to Ka’thak about staying on his ship, I held my tongue.

      “That is most likely because they’re afraid of being caught and tried for desertion,” the President said. Her voice had taken on a rough edge. I recognized the change in tone. It was just like the way that Jackson told me my voice sounded when I was angry. Oops.

      “Of course, I have no intention of enforcing that,” she continued. “Wanting to get out to see your loved ones one last time or fulfill that last wish? I can’t blame them.” She certainly sounded like she did. “I’m not going to have them arrested, anyway. Not like we could even if I wanted to. We’re stretched too thin.”

      I sincerely doubted that she meant any of this. If she was fooling herself into believing that her soldiers were going home to their wives and kids that was one thing but deserters were a sign that her power was slipping. The fact that these people were disappearing didn't seem to matter to her. Disappearing wasn’t an overstatement. It was if they had never existed. It was obvious that she was avoiding my question, too.

      “Not that I am remotely qualified to make this decision Madam president, but you could take the young.”

      “The young?” she seemed puzzled.

      “The young, fit, and fertile. From a population standpoint it makes the most sense. Bring the people who are most likely to procreate. The ones with the best life expectancy.”

      “It would certainly be the most logical decision. We are in obvious need of the best and brightest. We should recruit from those who have already proven themselves in their fields.”

      “And the others? This is a terrible burden you face, ma’am. Are you prepared to tell a nation, and a world, that their brothers, sisters, children, parents—that all of them are doomed to death?”

      Her expression fell. She was to be responsible for the death of millions. No one should have that kind of duty. But this was the road we had set out on and it was the one that both of us would walk, together.

      When the call ended I went in search of Jackson. I needed to blow off some steam. I found him in a training area with a group of alien soldiers. Most of the gathering were veteran fighters, their bodies bearing scars and marks from battles past, but a few looked like new recruits. All were dressed in standard armor but instead of live weapons they each held training knives. They stood at attention as Jackson and another soldier walked in front of them, checking and correcting their armor and stances. I smiled and leaned against the doorway.

      Jackson motioned one of the young warriors over to a mat on the floor. They took positions opposite each other and I laughed in surprise as the young soldier launched herself at Jackson, her training knife out. She slashed wildly at him and he feinted out of the way to land two solid punches to her side. She lifted a leg to kick at him and he jumped to the left, drawing his training knife as he did so. I noticed that he kept close to his trainee rather than putting distance between the two of them. It was a smart idea. I had noticed in the past that the aliens’ fighting style relied heavily on their physiology, namely their legs. They certainly possessed more upper body strength than most humans but the way they were built gave them the better advantage when fighting with kicks.

      The recruit smiled as she managed to knock Jackson back with a headbutt that I heard across the room. He reflexively put both hands to his forehead as he stumbled back, dropping his knife. His opponent wasted no time and closed the space between them, knocking him to the floor with a well-placed kick to the chest. She stood over him with a grin and pressed the claws of her foot into his protective gear.

      “Nicely done!” Jackson boomed, patting the soldier’s ankle. She nodded and reached down a hand to help him up. He took her hand and hauled his body up easily. Instead of standing he used the momentum to swing around and put his forearm across her neck. With his other hand he pulled his sidearm from its holster and held it against the side of her head. Even from my vantage point, it was obvious that the pistol wasn’t loaded but the recruit still looked alarmed. Jackson let her go quickly and patted her on the shoulder, making sure that she was all right. “Always make sure your opponent is completely disarmed. Or take his head off first.” She nodded and returned to the line.

      “Come to hone your skills, Doc?” Jackson asked.

      I had been noticed. Uh-oh. I stepped into the training area with as much saunter as I could manage. After what I just witnessed I was hesitant to engage in this particular form of tension release but hell, it might be fun.

      “You promise to go easy on me?” I grinned as I greeted Jackson and offered a cursory nod to the soldiers lined up. A few of the veterans were elbowing each other and pointing. I rolled my eyes at them good-naturedly.

      “Sure, we go easy on people here, isn’t that right, friends?” Jackson turned to address the assembled and was met with cheers and hoots. “I promise I won’t cause any lasting damage,” he said to me. “Go change.” He went to his bag and rooted around for a moment before throwing me a leotard-like garment.

      “It’s one of mine, but it’s been washed recently. They’ll adapt to your shape, so you should have no problems getting it to fit.”

      I hid behind a pillar as I stripped and stepped into the clothing. As promised, it snapped to my skin as soon as I put it on but felt like I was wearing loose-fitting clothing. I idly mused about how the women of Earth would kill for this kind of thing—if the world wasn’t about to end. Still, it wasn’t bad looking. It reminded me of a catsuit I had once worn to a Halloween party on the advice of a couple of girlfriends. They had convinced me to dress as Selena Kyle—Catwoman. Too bad I didn’t have the whip with me now. When I stepped out again I was met with a cacophony of whistles and barks. I shot the finger towards the group of soldiers and stepped onto the sparring mat.

      Jackson stepped forward with something in his hands. A training knife. The thing was ridiculously oversized for my hands. It was even big in his. Better something than nothing I supposed. He handed me the knife with mock ceremony and turned away to take his place across the mat. On his way there I kicked him in his lower back, hard enough to make him trip. More hoots and barks from the soldiers. I raised my hands and clasped them together in mock victory like a boxer who had just won the prize fight.

      Jackson turned and put his hands up in a guard. He reached forward with his dominant hand and flattened his palm, bending the fingers into a “come and get me” gesture. All right, then.

      I ran at him and drew the knife back to stab at his chest. He deftly sidestepped the strike and grabbed my wrist, using my momentum to throw me past him. I hit the floor hard, knife skittering away from me. One of the soldiers picked it up and tossed it back to me as I stood. This time I put my hands up and waited for him to come to me. I knew absolutely nothing about fighting but I could see how he used his body type to his advantage, keeping his weight low and his punches quick. He landed a couple of good strikes to my ribcage and I fell back, clutching my sides and making a show of how badly it hurt.

      Concern washed over his face and he stepped toward me and I kept my face screwed up until he was in range. Before he could react I shifted my weight onto my left foot and launched my knee into his solar plexus. He spun and dropped to the mat, gasping. “Fuck!”

      The assembled soldiers broke out in roars of laughter. I couldn’t resist laughing myself as I reached down to help him up. “A year of self-defense classes, Jackson.” I smirked. He shot me the finger and laughed. He turned towards his trainees and gestured wide-armed towards me.

      “As I said, realize that your opponent has the capability to surprise you, no matter what you think.” The soldiers who had gone quiet erupted in laughter again. “That’s enough! Get back to your duties and we’ll pick this up tomorrow.”
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      Ted Cady fought off a large yawn as he executed yet another walk around the ship. He discreetly checked his watch and reminded himself that he was only putting himself through these “inspections” to ensure that everything would be in line for the engine test tomorrow afternoon. He took special care to check in with each of the guards stationed in the area to shore up the feeling of his authority. Though he wore simple black fatigues none of the soldiers questioned his being there. He looked official, had clearance to be in the area, and sounded official, so they assumed he was official. It helped that many of them had been asked to pull double shifts lately. Even the most dedicated grunts got tired.

      He nodded to one of the men standing near an entrance to the ship.

      “All right, son?” He nodded to the man. The soldier didn’t reply, his gaze steadfastly forward but gave Cady a nod. He doubted that he was much older than any of the men standing before him but projecting an air of age and experience only enhanced the deception. It really wasn’t their fault, Cady thought to himself. They were good people doing their jobs. If he had any other choice, he wouldn’t want anyone hurt. But these were drastic times. Decisions had to be made. In any case, he’d arranged a distraction so he didn’t have to put a bullet through any of these men himself.

      On queue, a loud alarm blared throughout the grounds.

      “Stay here, sir!” one of the soldiers instructed him. He heard shouts and calls over the radio. Someone was trying to breach the perimeter. The assembled soldiers ran to support the troops at the fence. Only one man stayed behind, maintaining his position. As soon as the men were gone, Cady approached the remaining soldier guarding the door. He stiffened almost imperceptibly and gripped his rifle a little more tightly. Good. The whole thing would be easier if the men were intimidated by him.

      “It all right if I make my way inside?”

      The soldier looked hesitant. “I’m not sure if that’s the best idea, sir. No offense intended but I wouldn’t want you to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      My sentiments exactly. Cady thought.

      “You are absolutely right. I promise that I’ll keep to myself. I want to get out of the way so you boys can do your jobs.”

      “I suppose you make a point,” the soldier said. His face said that he wasn’t entirely convinced but he stepped aside and gestured the head of security past him. Cady flattened himself against a wall as another group of soldiers ran down a hallway. He passed through a few halls until coming upon an antechamber to the engine room of the ship. He stuck his head around the corner and noticed that there were still two soldiers standing near the computer system responsible for showing engine status. He waited for a few minutes to see if they too would be drawn to the alarm but had no such luck. He withdrew and thought. There had to be some way to get them to move. Then it hit him.

      “Excuse me, fellas,” he called, clearing his throat as to warn the men of his presence. “I’ve been sent to tell you that you’re needed outside.”

      “You’re not Army,” one of the men stepped forward, his hand straying closer to his sidearm. Cady held up his hands and backed up a step.

      “You’re right, I’m not. I’m AstroTech security. But the guy who sent me to fetch you is most definitely. Scary son of a bitch too. Wentworth, I think his name was?”

      He’d pulled the name off a roster for one of the brigade combat teams on guard duty. Major Wentworth was one of the higher-ups in their unit, and it looked like the ruse was working. Both of the men turned to each other and raised their eyebrows. They approached Cady and one of them grasped his shoulder.

      “Thanks, mate, we appreciate it. We wouldn’t want to piss off the Major. What was your name again?”

      “Smith,” Cady said. “Alan Smith.”

      “Thanks, Smith. You stay safe in here, all right? We won’t let any of those bastards make it that far.”

      “I’m sure you won’t.” Cady nodded and smiled. Once the men were gone he pulled a small flash drive from a compartment in his uniform. He turned the thing over in his hand before interring it into a slot near the computer. “Damn shame that this is all going to go to waste,” he muttered to himself. “Boss coulda had two ships instead of one. Ah well.”

      A line of text appeared on the computer’s monitor with a request for confirmation. Cady’s fingers hovered over the keyboard for an instant before typing Y.

      “That’s that, then,” he said, dusting his hands off.

      He left the ship to return to where the soldier stood near the entrance. “Hey, what’s the story, soldier?” Cady said, injecting a slight waver into his voice. After all, the big brave soldiers were doing their jobs. He was just a glorified security guard.

      “False alarm it would seem, sir. Some clown flew a goddamned toy drone into the defensive net and it set off the alarms. Probably a reporter hoping for a close-up. We shot it down.”

      Cady forced a laugh. “Bet it would be fun to use those things for target practice, eh?”

      The soldier smiled. “You got that right, sir. It’d be a hell of a lot more satisfying than the stuff they’ve got us practicing with.”

      Cady gave the man a solemn nod. “It’s obvious that you boys are doing fine work here. Well done.” He made a show out of stretching and checking the time. “I’m about done here. I think I’ll call it a night. That’s a good job today, son. Get some rack. Big day tomorrow with the engine test and all.”

      The soldier nodded. “Good night, sir.”

      Yeah, tomorrow would be a big day, all right. But not the way anyone thought it would.
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      I sat in the command center of the alien ship, balancing my tablet on my knees as I scrolled through e-mails. No matter the state of this project, the number of notifications in my inbox seemed always to double overnight. My watch’s alarm went off and I closed out the e-mail application and pulled up a stream of live TV. The human ship’s main engine was being tested today and David and I had decided to throw ourselves a little viewing party.

      Jackson came in and I motioned for him to come over and watch the show. The President was seated in the Oval Office, broadcasting from Washington while the engine test was conducted in Florida. She was giving a speech, looking for all the world like this was the best day of her life. I had to hand it to her, the whole event was doing wonders for morale. The speech was interspersed with clips of cheering crowds. Feeds were coming in from Times Square, Vancouver, and the Vatican where simulcasts of the engine test were being broadcast.

      “Today is a historic day not only for our country but for the human race.” She spoke directly to the camera from the Oval Office, a broad smile lighting her face. “Today we will take the next step in human settlement. Today’s test will ensure that the starship Maine is ready and able to carry humanity to the stars.”

      I snorted. From the way she spoke, you’d think that we were about to set off on a grand intergalactic voyage, not picking and choosing what little of humanity would survive.

      “Maine? Seriously?” I rolled my eyes.

      “Something funny about the name?” Jackson asked.

      “The Maine was blown sky-high in Havana harbor back in 1898. Not exactly the name I’d pick to inspire hope.” He laughed.

      “You just know that some staffer at the White House suggested that one to the generals to fuck with them.” He laughed. “Gotta get your kicks where you can these days!”

      “Of course. You’d think that they’d run it by somebody before putting the name on the thing but I guess the world is too busy ending for them to double-check.” It felt good to laugh, especially at such a silly thing. The poor President must have had no idea of the context. A ship of the dead, indeed.

      The camera cut from the President’s speech back to the ship, where steam rose from the launch pad. Small drones were visible circling the vessel and feeds from the observation platform were interspersed with aerial shots of the massive craft. The countdown started from five minutes to launch.

      “Cute speech,” I declared, turning back to Jackson. “Does she actually think that people are going to forget the reality of the situation? It’s not as if the ship is going to save humanity. There are berths for a couple thousand, at most. She’s planning on picking the best and brightest, especially those who are able to reproduce.”

      Jackson made a noncommittal noise in his throat. “Erm, Alex,” he said quietly. “You understand that Ka’thak and the council think the world of you. Everyone understands that you have been following orders and don’t hold you personally accountable for any of the negative consequences. If you ask, I’m sure that you’ll be offered a berth on their ship. You’ve certainly more than earned it.”

      I felt a swell of pride at hearing his remarks. “It’s all right,” I responded, sighing. “The President has already informed that I will be serving out the remainder of my indentured servitude on humanity’s ship. I’m not worried about it, as much as I hate the idea. I have a significant moral compunction against killing billions of people.”

      He was silent a moment. “I understand that. But is there any other choice?”

      “With all the effort being poured into the ship, have any other options even been explored? There must be some other way, something that we haven’t thought of or explored.” I drummed my fingers on my leg. We had run so quickly headfirst into the lifeboat option that I had to comb through my memory to see what we had missed. The tragic thing is that I couldn’t think of a single thing. I hated it when I couldn’t think of a better solution. I shared this with Jackson and he sighed.

      “Don’t worry, Doc. It’s going to be rough but we’ll get through it together. I’ll set my mind to it,” he said softly. He put a hand on my shoulder for a moment but took it away when he felt me tense.

      We turned our attention to the monitors as the countdown continued. I heard the familiar ramblings of mission control as they ran down their list of pre-flight checks. When the timer reached fifteen seconds the engine firing sequence started. Flame spewed from the engine cones and dust was blown high around the launch site. The scale of the thing was staggering. Instead of the five engines I was used to watching as a girl, there were twelve. It was larger than life. Humanity’s last hope.

      I had only been half-listening to the simulcast radio chatter but the change in tone made me sit up and give it my full attention. Something was wrong.

      “Flight, please confirm all engines firing.” A male voice came over the radio. I expected the monotone so common to mission command but this was different. The voice over the radio wavered ever so slightly.

      “That’s a go, all engines firing. EGIL.”

      “Flight, this is PROP, please be advised. Fuel consumption is well above the predicted rate. Recommend full engine shutdown. I repeat, recommend full engine shut down immediately.”

      “We’re taking a look at that now, PROP.”

      Was it me or did the men on the radio sound scared? What were they scared of? The whole thing looked pretty routine to me, just a scaled-up version of what I expected. The cones of flame coming from the engines went from yellow, to orange, to blue. The hull of the ship started to rumble. The countdown was up to fifteen seconds now.

      “Flight, we have to scale back that engine!”

      “PROP, we—“

      The radio transmission cut off and suddenly, there was no ship. A massive explosion filled the screen, the sound nearly deafening, even through the tablet speakers. Flame and ash swept across the small body of water between the observation platform and the launch site. We heard a brief scream and the camera went black.

      I closed and re-opened the stream. Nothing.

      The ship was gone.
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      “Captain.” I stood and snapped to a salute at the doorway to Ka’thak’s quarters. His back was to me, a flexible screen spread across the table in front of him.

      “Come in, Jackson,” he said.

      “Captain, do we have any idea what happened?” After the fires had died down, the site had been locked down. Aerial surveillance showed…not a lot. The hull was still partially intact but most of it was scattered in pieces across several miles.

      “Right now, I don’t particularly care, Lt. Colonel.” Ka’thak snapped. He grimaced, turning towards me. “No offense meant.”

      “None taken, sir. I know where our priorities have to be.” Duty was duty after all. My concerns about my fellow man had to take the back seat.

      “What we can see from our flybys and the human surveillance drones is that this kind of failure is statically unlikely to the point of impossibility,” Ka’thak said, swiping the screen to bring up footage of the smoking remains of the ship. “Our systems have been tested beyond any standards you would have had here on Earth. To re-route that much power…it doesn’t happen naturally.”

      “We thought it might be sabotage,” I stated. “Even if the engines had suffered a catastrophic failure, they should have just blown the engines, not the entire ship. Not like this.”

      “Whatever—or whoever—did this can do it to us, too. I’m finished waiting around for the humans. We will be launching as soon as we can. We will orbit the Earth for a day or two so we can ensure that our systems are working as expected, and then we’ll depart.” His jaw was set and he shifted slightly from leg to leg. Tension expressing itself through his physicality.

      I had known this was coming, but it still hit me harder than expected. In a day or so I would be saying goodbye to my home planet, forever. That was not insignificant. I had no doubts that my place in this society included leaving, but hearing this made it very real.

      “Is there anyone you’d like to see before we go?” Ka’thak asked. “I can send along a solider to retrieve your things from your home if you’d like.”

      Was there anyone I wanted to see? I thought about it. My family thought I was dead. I hadn’t been one much for girlfriends, and I wasn’t married. No kids.

      “No, sir,” I said. “I’ve said my goodbyes already.” Somewhere in my head, a little eight-year-old boy cried out in fear, but I held him and quieted him. I also felt like I was being pulled in two directions. As much as I wanted to pretend as if it was as easy as putting on a different uniform, leaving the rest of humanity to die rankled. I hated to admit it but in some ways, I still felt as though I had a duty to the human race. You can’t be raised for thirty-four years with one set of society and rules and flip a switch to let that all go. No matter how I felt, my course was set. I had made that decision months ago. My debt to these people was lifelong.

      “The social worker may come with us, if she wishes. She has earned my respect, and that of the council. I am not yet sure of what role she can fulfill on the ship, but we find something for her to do. She’s smart. I’m sure she’ll be finding her way quickly enough.” His voice softened a little bit and he chuckled.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Thank you, sir. I will call Alex and extend to her the invitation. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to get away from all the bureaucrats and bullshit. If there’s nothing else right now, sir, may I be excused?”

      “You are dismissed, Lt. Colonel.”

      I nodded and went back to my quarters to call Alex. God only knew how the woman was doing this moment. As soon as the ship blew up she had been called to Washington, whisked away in an Army helicopter. No good deed goes unpunished. When all this was over we both deserved a little rest.

      The video call rang.

      “David?” Alex’s face appeared on screen. She was still dressed in the same clothes I had last seen her in and she slurped what I assumed was coffee from a cheap disposable cup. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah, we’re all right here, Doc. Ka’thak and the council are understandably freaked out. They’re planning to launch the ship as soon as possible, so—“

      Alex’s eyes widened and she shook her head, coughing and making a subtle slashing motion across her neck as she pretended to scratch an itch. She then turned from the camera. “Excuse me for a moment please, Madam President.”

      Keeping her eyes turned away from the screen she pulled a set of earbuds from a pocket and put them in. “That’s better. Can you hear me now?” she asked. I cursed to myself mentally. I should have known that she wouldn’t be left alone.

      “They’re going to launch the ship soon, Alex. Very soon. You should come with us.”

      “Oh, everything’s all right with the aliens? That’s good to hear. Listen, it’s really loud in here, can I switch over to texting you?”

      “Y-yeah, sure.” It took me a minute to figure out why she felt like she couldn’t have this conversation in front of the President and her staff, but I realized that announcing the news that their allies were leaving might not be the best idea right now. My tablet chirped.

      A.KING: I’m in a helicopter with five other people, one of whom is the President. Hearing that the aliens are leaving is not something that is going to go over well right now.

      D.JACKSON: I figured that out. I’m a little slow on the uptake, princess, but I ain’t stupid. Listen, how are you holding up?

      A.KING: I’m…I don’t know, David. I’m spread thin. Too little butter on too much bread. I’m sad, angry, depressed, and seething. I haven’t wanted to wring someone’s neck so badly since Turuk tried to take over the ship.

      D.JACKSON: I can only imagine, sister. You’re a goddamn warrior and when this is over I’m going to talk to Ka’thak about that. Speaking of the captain, you have a berth.

      A.KING: Christ, that’s good to hear. I thought they wouldn’t mind me coming along but it’s a relief to have it in writing. I’ll think about it.

      D.JACKSON: You’ll think about it? What?

      A.KING: The President and her people need me. Like you, I have a duty here.

      D.JACKSON: Lady, are you insane? These people have done nothing but use and abuse you since the start and you’re thinking

      

      My fingers hovered over the ‘send’ key. As much as I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake her, was this really any different than how I felt? Duty was duty after all.

      D.JACKSON: Humanity is toast. Don’t think too long. We’re launching. Today.

      A.KING: …fuck. Hang on. Don’t say anything, got me?

      Before I had time to respond, my tablet rang again. I hit accept and as instructed, kept my mouth shut. Alex was still holding the tablet angled towards her but she was looking over the camera.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to alarm you. Nothing is wrong, I just got a surprise from Lt. Colonel Jackson. He informs me that the alien ship will launch today. They understandably have concerns that whoever rigged the ship to blow could infiltrate theirs.”

      “I expected as much.” I heard the President say faintly. “I can’t say I blame them.” Though I couldn’t see her face, she sounded exhausted too. “You’re certainly free to go, Doctor King. I don’t think I have anything more to ask of you.”

      Alex pursed her lips. “Thank you, ma’am, but I’m staying where I am for the moment. We have a job to do.”

      I ended the call and typed out one last message to her.

      D.JACKSON: We’ll be in orbit for a day or two, so you’ve got a little bit of wiggle room. The sooner you can tell me what you’re doing, the better. Don’t die for these people Alex, you are worth so much more than that. Check in with me as soon as you can.
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      A day. I had a single day to make the biggest decision of my life. Less than a day, if David was telling me the whole story. I clenched my stomach and tried to slow my breathing as a wave of panic raced through me. I told myself to focus on the task at hand. There would be time to figure out the rest later. As the helicopter came in view of the ruined ship my jaw dropped. What I saw took the air from my lungs.

      It looked like a nuclear bomb had gone off. There were still large pieces of the hull intact but the site looked as if a giant had slammed a hammer down. Bits and pieces of the engines, cabins, and instruments lay scattered pell-mell. Every person in the helicopter left their seats to stare at the wreckage. One of the Secret Service guys accompanying us crossed himself.

      I sat back down and rubbed the bridge of my nose. Whereas we had ample time before, the clock had run out. I had a ticket off the planet, but was it worth trying for when David and I would be the only two humans left alive in the universe? What did that mean for the continuance of the species? I had decided years ago that I wasn’t going to have children. I didn’t love the idea of being forced to, especially with a man I barely knew.

      The President jumped a little as her cell phone rang.

      “Hello? Oh, Mr. Cady! I was told to expect a call from you.” Hearing that name snapped me back to the present. Wasn’t that the name of Proctor’s head of security? Why was he calling the President of the United States? The better question is, where the hells did he get the…ah. Forwarded call. I resisted the urge to try and contact Jackson again. After his last brush with AstroTech executives, I was worried that he’d grab the first shuttle out and come down here with guns blazing.

      “You believe you’ve isolated how this happened?” She looked at me questioningly. I shook my head. No, I hadn’t heard anything from the aliens about this. “Yes, of course, we can come by. Tracking down and punishing the person responsible for this will at least provide some closure for the country, and the world.”

      Yeah, right. They’d have to put on one hell of a show to make up for the fact that the entire species was now doomed.

      “Ma’am, I don’t know if this is the best idea.” One of the Secret Service men spoke up. “We’re too small a crew to ensure your safety properly. I don’t like it.”

      The look he got would have made a lesser man shrink but the hulking officer managed to keep looking at the President while she glared at him. “Call some backup, then,” she insisted, her voice deadly calm.

      “…yes, ma’am,” the Secret Service man replied. He pressed the earpiece in his ear and spoke to someone on the radio.

      I lifted my tablet again to studiously peer at the day’s news articles. The headlines were dominated with the destruction of the ship after the engine test. The commentary of the articles was fairly predictable. Fuck it all, the world is ending. Plenty of criticism towards the president and the armed forces. No mention of the men and women who had died horrifically trying to protect humanity’s last chance at survival. Why would there be?

      The flight to AstroTech headquarters wasn’t terribly long but the time stretched out thanks to the utter silence that permeated the helicopter. When we came in sight of the helicopter pad I spotted the man I assumed was Cady standing with a group of armed guards. A chill ran down my spine. Something was most definitely wrong here. Even if I didn’t know anything else about this man, it wasn’t a good sign when someone showed up to a meeting with the President surrounded by men with guns. The Secret Service men tensed but made no move to deviate the helicopter from its path. I thought I saw one or two of the men press where their weapons were holstered as if reassuring themselves that they were still armed. I cursed my unwillingness to at least carry a weapon. If the big burly guys were worried about themselves, I was about to be in for a very bad time.

      The helicopter landed and I sat motionless as the rotors wound down. The President was busy scrolling through something on her phone but I couldn’t miss the tension thrumming between the rest of the occupants of the helicopter. I wanted to tell myself that it was just everyone being jumpy but at this point who knew what could be waiting for us. One of the Secret Service people opened the door and jumped out, her hand raised in greeting. The large man who had taken inventory of his pistol moved to help the President to her feet.

      She flinched as a spray of blood covered her face and arm. The man fell. I jumped to the floor of the helicopter from instinct and saw the first woman’s body sprawled across the helipad, blood pouring from a wound in her chest. I reached up and grabbed the President’s arm, slick with the Secret Service agent’s blood, and pulled her to the floor of the helicopter, covering as much of her body with my own as I could. One of Cady’s men coolly stepped into the chopper and put a bullet through the forehead of the pilot before he could reach his service weapon. When the commotion had died down, I stayed where I was, bear-hugging the President.

      “You can get up, Dr. King,” a voice called from outside the helicopter. “We don’t want to hurt you. Either of you.”

      “Fat fucking chance!” I called, motioning for the President to stay down.

      “Come now, Alexandra.” The voice got closer now and I felt a new set of boots step into the chopper. Cady bent down almost to the floor so I could see his face. Outside of my peripheral vision, I felt the cold muzzle of a gun press against the back of my head. The sensation sent ice spreading outwards down my spine, robbing my lungs of their breath. “Don’t you think that if I wanted you dead I’d have pulled the trigger by now?” His voice was dripping with mockery, a sly smile slid his goons’ way at my heroics.

      I glared at him and slowly rolled away from the President, making sure to keep my hands away from my body.

      “There’s a good girl,” Cady said. I almost caught myself but he grinned as he caught the look of hatred on my face. “You go on and sit right there in that seat while we help the lady up, all right?”

      I did as I was told. Before I sat down one of the armed men patted me down for weapons. When his hands lingered a little too long in a place I didn’t want them lingering, I turned my head and spit in his face. Cady guffawed.

      “See that, boys? Kitty’s got claws!”

      I didn’t see the blow coming before the flat of his hand connected with my cheek. I tasted metal and spat blood onto the helicopter floor as rage whipped through me. The President was on her feet now, holding onto the arm of one of the men for support. She looked like she was in shock. One of the men handed her a somewhat clean cloth to wipe her face with and proffered his jacket to cover the blood on her shirt. She accepted both gestures wordlessly.

      “Now, Doctor,” Cady insisted, unclipping a set of handcuffs from his belt. “If you don’t mind. I’ve heard tales of your ingenuity and I’m going to need you to put these on. Any tricks, we shoot first. There won’t be any questions later.”

      I nodded and turned to let him cuff my wrists. He clicked each on, tightening them down just a little bit too far. Already I could feel the blood flow leaving my fingertips. I tried to flex my hand but the metal bit into my wrists.

      An armed man led the President out of the chopper, helping her step down from the platform to the helipad. Cady stripped off his jacket and put it around my shoulders, presumably to hide the cuffs. It stank of tobacco, the smell making me cough.

      I promised myself that I was never going to get in another helicopter as long as I lived.

      Captured again.
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      I forgot about the world ending as I watched final preparations being made for launch. Civilians had been ordered back to their rooms and I high-fived a few kids as they made their way down the hall to join their parents.

      I was going to space! I couldn’t shake my grin. Ever since I was small I had wanted to fly into space, and when I didn’t make the cut for the astronaut training program it was the biggest disappointment of my life. All things considered, this more than made up for it. When everything was finalized, Ka’thak met me in a corridor.

      “First time going into orbit for you, isn’t it?” He was smiling too—I didn’t know if it was relief to be finally getting away from Earth or amusement at my glee.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Should be fun for you then. Would you like to come up to the bridge and watch the launch from there?”

      “Hell yes, sir.”

      He laughed. “Come on, then.”

      I had spent a good amount of time on the bridge before but this was a whole different situation. Crew sat at every station in full uniform. The chamber had been cleaned within an inch of its life—every inch of the place looked brand new. I always found that you could gauge the mood of a group of soldiers by how put together the unit and their environment was. It was clear that finally getting off the planet had inspired the soldiers.

      I walked through the bridge, touching each soldier on the shoulder as I went. Ka’thak motioned me over to a seat behind his station and told me to buckle in. The ship rumbled as the engines fired up and I was a little surprised to feel some anxiety. I put my hands onto the gel-like cushion and curled and uncurled my fingers to ease the tension. I felt the familiar push of G forces as the ship lifted from the ground. If I was expecting less of a drag because of the size of the craft, I was dead wrong. As we ascended it felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest. None of the other soldiers even blinked an eye. Physiology, I supposed.

      A couple of minutes in, Ka’thak glanced back at me from his station and pressed his lips together, holding back a laugh. “You going to make it over there, Jackson?”

      I pried my hand away from my seat and shot him the finger, my arm getting too heavy to hold as soon as I made the gesture. He laughed and turned back to his station. On one of the monitors there was an external view from the top of the bridge, I watched as sky gave way to clouds, and clouds gave way to black. In less than ten minutes, we were in orbit. I felt the crushing weight of our acceleration disappear and started to float underneath the seatbelt.

      “Problem, little brother?” I heard, then turned. I noticed that every alien had unbuckled themselves and was now standing. Standing, not floating.

      “How…?” I asked.

      The soldier tapped her ankles. I noticed that she was wearing two thin silver bangles around the thinnest part of her legs, much like I had seen the prime minister and Ka’thak wearing before. The rest of them were as well, differently colored. Ka’thak wore gold ones. “Magnets, short stack.” She chuckled.

      “We have gravity plating in the decks and on certain external areas of the hull but they draw a lot of power. We’ll turn them on when we officially leave Earth’s orbit but for now, we’ll activate these to conserve the energy,” Ka’thak explained. “I’ll send someone to get a set for you. Our physiology isn’t so different that they won’t fit. They might just feel a little strange.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said. I couldn’t help unbuckling and laughed nervously as I lifted off the floor. I was careful to keep a hand on the seatbelt so I didn’t go floating into the middle of the room.

      Kuru, a soldier who I had worked with on many missions before, walked over to me. “You can let go,” she said. “I promise I won’t let you float away.” She smiled. I wasn’t feeling particularly keen on the possibility but there wasn’t likely to be another chance for me to do this so…I let go.

      And immediately regretted my choice. My brain which was attuned to experiencing rapid shifts in orientation under pressure lost it and my lunch threatened to make a sudden reappearance. Very unfortunately for me, this did not go unnoticed.

      “Hey, check it out! Jackson’s turning into one of us after all!” Kuru crowed. “You look a little green there, Jackson!”

      I shut my eyes and swallowed hard. My mouth tasted of acid and bile but I managed to keep my lunch in my stomach. Kuru switched off her magnets and pushed gently off the floor to somersault in the air in front of me.

      “What’s the matter, little human? Space a little too much for you?” She laughed. Her tail almost hit me in the face.

      “No. I’m fine,” I conveyed through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, give the human a break, will ya?” an officer called. “Get the man some medicine.”

      A soldier returned minutes later with something that reminded me of the patches they gave baby pilots to not vomit on the planes. I slapped it on my neck and immediately started feeling better. The soldier also handed me a set of magnetic anklets. I slapped them on and my feet were immediately pulled toward the floor.

      I occupied myself with dusting my uniform off while I waited for my mind and ears to get used to the lack of gravity. Ka’thak was calling out orders, calling for the status of the ship’s orbit, and ensuring that there was no debris that would impact us. He ordered a full diagnostic of the ship and its systems and sent a team of two soldiers to run a fine-toothed comb over the interstellar drive—the crucial component that would transport us between star systems. An extremely smart idea, given that we hadn’t had time to go over everything before launch.

      “Sir,” I stood behind him and waited for him to finish his current task.

      “Yes?”

      “Sir, is there some way I could contact Alexandra? She’d want to see this—the view of Earth from space.”

      “Sure. Down the hall, you’ll find a communications hub. You should be able to connect your phone to it and get a message through.”

      I walked down the hall towards the communications room. The anklets they had me strap on were strange. They didn’t cement my feet to the floor but as I lifted each leg it felt like someone was tugging my foot back down. It took me a few steps to get the hang of it without sounding like I was an elephant stomping down the hall.

      The communications room was a tech-head’s dream. This wasn’t my area of expertise, but even I could recognize that this place had all the toys. I found a cord that fit the port of my phone and plugged it in. A touchscreen terminal popped up in front of me that mirrored my phone’s display. I figured that the process couldn’t be too complicated so I brought up my contacts and tapped Alexandra’s name. The system initialized, stating that the laser array was searching for a suitable cellular satellite. It apparently found one because seconds later the screen showed Alex’s face and I heard a dial tone.

      The phone went directly to voicemail. That was weird. Alex never turned her phone off. I was just talking to her. I disconnected from the communications array and made my way back to the command center.

      “How is she?” Ka’thak stepped away from his station when I walked in.

      “Couldn’t reach her. It’s strange, she never turns her phone off.”

      Ka’thak waved a dismissive hand. “I’m sure she’s trying to handle the crisis on the surface as best she can. It makes sense that her phone would be busy, or off.”

      I took my phone back out of my pocket to check for any texts and my screen exploded with notifications. I dismissed them all except for the last one. I blinked my eyes and read the headline twice. I thought I must have been mistaken.

      The President had been kidnapped.

      I must have made a noise because Ka’thak turned.

      “What’s happened?”

      I handed him the phone. He read the article that I had pulled up and cursed softly.

      “I’m glad we took off when we did, then,” he said. “I suspected that things were going to get worse in your country, and quickly. Despite the animosity and strife between our peoples, I liked her. She was young but she made every effort to manage the situation as well as she could.”

      I appreciated the sentiment. Even though the alien leader had everything demanded of him by the American government it was admirable that he could recognize and voice respect for a fellow head of state.

      “And Dr. King? Is she alive?”

      Ice filled my stomach. In reacting to the news of the President’s kidnapping I had forgotten her for a moment.

      “I don’t know,” I breathed.

      “I owe the doctor a great debt. The least I can do is repay it. Attention!” He turned to address the chamber as a whole. “The American President has gone missing. We can assume that Dr. Alexandra King is with her.” A few gasps and murmurs were heard. Alex was dear to many of us, and news of her disappearance was disturbing. “You will scan the planet for them and once found, we will send a shuttle to retrieve them.”

      “Yes sir!” the assembled officers shouted.

      I sat and set in search of every piece of information I could find. The President had last been seen circling the site of the ruined human ship in a military helicopter, but there was no information about where they had landed—or if they had at all.

      As we orbited, I watched flashes of cameras from around the globe flicker past on screens. We were fortunate enough to have the capability to access everything without serious encryption attached to it. Traffic cameras, webcams, security cameras, even the cameras of phones and tablets were open to our search. It was incredible to see. I knew that they were running facial recognition through all of these, but it ran in the background. It would only stop the clip if it thought it recognized someone.

      While I waited for Alex’s face to appear, thousands of moments of human existence flashed before me. I saw men fighting outside a bar in London. A woman clutching her baby and sobbing as she tried to comfort the crying child in Malawi. Riots with crowds of people marching towards the government buildings in Paris. A man somewhere in America picking up a shotgun only to raise it to his mouth. I shuddered. It was one thing to know that the world was ending. Quite another one to see it.

      “Energy signatures,” I said aloud.

      “Hm?” Ka’thak was watching the monitors in the command center. He looked at me, sadness clear in his eyes. The tragedy of it all affected him too.

      “The same way we found the enemy soldiers. If they’re being held by Cady and his people, shouldn’t we be able to find where they are now?”

      “It’s not the worst idea. I can’t say that I want to keep watching humans suffer, anyway,” he said. “I don't think that we’ll be able to pick up the weapons as well if they’re powered down, but it will be far easier to see them from orbit than it was on the ground.”

      He tapped some keys on the keyboard in front of him and the camera feeds were replaced with wireframe maps. Ka’thak scrolled to center the scan over Florida and we were almost blinded by the huge spot that lit up.

      “What the hells is that?” I asked. Whatever it was, it was massive.

      “It can’t be,” Ka’thak exclaimed. He refreshed the image and the bright spot bloomed anew, pulsing and withdrawing like a living thing.

      “It’s another ship.”
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      I was getting really sick of the Bond villain routine. The President and I had been blindfolded and led about a quarter-mile away from the helipad. When the coverings were taken off our heads we were in such a familiar setting that I hoped for a moment that our captors had been interrupted. We had been placed in a nondescript room on the ship. I sat in a spartan steel chair and the President sat across the room from me. Cameras had been set up to face each of us. The red light blinked on the camcorder like a signal in the dim room. I was half expecting a henchman to wheel in with a tray of instruments of torture. All that was missing was the dripping pipes.

      “It’s all right, Dr. King. I’ve been trained well for this situation,” the President said. “I’ll handle this.”

      I wanted to shout at her that she hadn’t. No one had trained for this situation. There was no ‘handling’ this. This situation was beyond fucked and I was absolutely sick of this woman pretending that she had a grasp on the situation while she begged Jackson and me for our help. My sympathy for her position ran out about the time she decided that only the smart survived.

      What we got was worse than any henchman. A man entered the room and sat himself down in a chair between us. I figured out who he was before he opened his mouth. Versace suit, expensive glasses, and cold, dead shark’s eyes. I would have preferred the mindless goon.

      “Jesse Proctor,” the man said, extending his hand. I rolled my eyes and lifted my shackled wrists. He smirked and turned to the President. She regarded him coolly but didn’t move. “Fair enough. I do apologize for the rough treatment, ladies. Mr. Cady can be a little overzealous in his actions.”

      I turned away from Proctor and stared at the wall. I sighed, waiting for him to get on with it.

      “Why…how?” The President asked. “How were you able to keep this from us? From everyone?”

      “Your people saw fit to provide me with an exceptional amount of funding. I’m a businessman. Why would I waste money when I could use it to fund my own insurance?”

      “Why the hell would you blow up the other ship?” I whipped my head back towards him. “You could have saved twice as many people, asshole.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “It’s quite simple Dr. King. If there were two ships, I’d have twice as many people to get in the way. I will be establishing a new world order, after all, and I thought I’d rid myself of one more hindrance. One ship, one chance to survive—well, it means that I’ll have an easy time controlling the fate of the remainder of the human race.” He took his glasses off to clean them with a cloth. When he replaced them his eyes shone unnaturally.

      Sociopath. The word leapt to my mind. Sociopath with psychopathic tendencies. Delusional to boot. I started looking for the door. It was time to figure out an exit. He planned to rule over the rest of the species. Yikes. The problem with people like this was that they were merciless. Proctor would be ready to kill and he wouldn’t think twice about it.

      “You can’t possibly think that you’re going to take off from this planet unharmed,” the President said. She was shivering a little. Shock setting in. If Proctor was going to keep us hostage he should have been paying more attention to the health of his captives. I was starting to feel not so hot myself.

      “We’ll launch tonight. Those who have served me well will get to leave this world and begin anew in the stars.”

      I snorted and Proctor glared at me for an instant, but only for a fraction of a second. His face re-arranged itself into a mask of indifference. Bullseye.

      “Why kidnap me then?” the President asked. “If you’ve already got a plan, why bother killing my people? Why take the social worker?”

      “You’re my guarantee. As we’re finishing our preparations for launch the ship could be vulnerable. Your soldiers have already proven that they can take one of these ships down without much effort. I’d certainly hate for them to mobilize what’s left of their forces and get in the way. With the President on board, it’s highly unlikely they’ll be tempted to bring it down.” He paused, tip of the tongue caught between his teeth. “You’re right though, the social worker is extraneous.”

      “You won’t hurt her,” The President sneered. Her fists were clenched at her sides. I caught her eyes and shook my head imperceptibly. Don’t piss him off.

      “Oh, won’t I?” Proctor said, sliding his chair towards me. He reached behind his waist and pulled out a pistol. He made a show of examining the gun, polishing the metal with a handkerchief from his pocket. He held the gun in front of him as if to check the sight. “A shame how easy it is for your fingers into slip on the trigger of one of these.”

      “You understand that our people will not negotiate with you, right? You’re a terrorist, Jesse. You’re finished.”

      “Quite all right,” Proctor replied. “I’m not interested in negotiating. I intend to cause just enough confusion that they won’t decide on a course of action before we make it to orbit.” He continued to finger the gun, swinging the barrel idly back and forth. I concentrated on keeping my breathing even.

      Fuck. The final piece of the puzzle slid into place. This was the reason for it all. The earlier attempts to kidnap dignitaries, the offensive to attack the original ship, even the explosion. I couldn’t believe that we missed it. This wasn’t something that most sane people did. Scratch that, no sane person did this. Proctor had kept himself purposefully sequestered from it all. No one questioned the zillionaire CEO trying to keep things focused on the construction site.

      “I sincerely regret that we weren’t able to take down the aliens’ ship. We wouldn’t be in this position without them but they are an abomination. Disgusting creatures. I imagine they’ll be headed on their way. After all, it was all well and good to play live and let live when they were stuck here but now things have changed. If nothing else, we have them matched in weaponry. It would be to their advantage to let things lie. For the survival of both our species. Plus, it would seem that their leadership has taken an interest in Dr. King here.” He paused to look me up and down, slowly. “Though I cannot imagine why, but given their affection toward her I doubt they’ll fire on this ship with her aboard. Perhaps I’ll keep her around after all.”

      A wave of fury exploded in my chest. Turuk’s words echoed in my mind. Not worthy to live. I gritted my teeth and promised myself that if I ever had the chance that I would put a bullet through this bastard’s brain just like I did Turuk’s. The problem was that he was right. We already lost a good portion of the species with more to die very soon. Taking the President was the ultimate hostage.

      As he droned, I took stock of my surroundings. If they had copied the alien ship bolt for bolt this was a maintenance room much like the one Turuk had held me in. That meant that the door led to a hallway which meant that if I managed to get past Proctor I would find myself in an enclosed space where I wasn’t likely to make it out alive. I had to figure out something quickly because as soon as the ship lifted off, there was no need for Proctor to keep us alive. Never let them take you to the second location. I was about to be taken to the third. The window for me to see life after Earth was closing quickly.
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      “Sir. We have to find them.”

      “David,” Ka’thak responded softly. “I know she’s your friend, but you have to understand that my duty is to our people. I have already sacrificed so much for the humans. I’ve put everyone in unimaginable danger. I love you my brother, but you cannot ask me to do anything more. We must go. I am sorry.” He turned to walk away.

      “If it wasn’t for her, you wouldn’t be alive.” The sentence was out of my mouth before I could stop myself. Ka’thak stopped, his shoulders tensing. A low growl sounded from his throat.

      “That’s not fair, Jackson,” he said. He turned.

      “All your people would be dead, too.” I was aghast at what I was saying. Every nerve in my body screamed for me to shut the hell up. You never spoke to your commanding officer like this. Ever.

      “Don’t you mean our people?” There was a distinctive edge to his voice and I rooted my feet to the floor as I fought the urge to back away.

      “Sir, yes sir. Our people. No, you don’t owe humanity anything. I’m the last person who has the right to ask you for anything, If anything, I still owe a debt to you.” Shit, I had finally fucked it up this time.

      “That you do.” He paused. “But I would be remiss if I let her die at the hands of criminals. To do so would be to dishonor all that she has done for us.”

      “I agree, sir.”

      “I must consult the council. Ultimately the decision does not rest solely with me.”

      “I understand.”

      He left the bridge and I sat back down. I would need a team. Luckily, I already had who I wanted to take with me in mind.

      Ka’thak returned sometime later. “You can take two soldiers and one stealth shuttle. You get five hours. If you aren’t back by then, we will leave. I’m very sorry, my friend. This is the best I can do.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I kept my gaze down. I knew that what I was asking for was completely unreasonable. My debt was already lifelong. I could never repay this. “I need to go make a call.”

      As I walked down the hall, exhaustion settled over me. For the last half-year, I had held it together. Now that we were so close to escape, we were facing yet another enemy. I went back into the communications hub where a soldier was busy speaking to someone else on the ship. I inclined my head and waited for him to finish. As I stood, I racked my mind as to who exactly I was going to call. I was not favored among a lot of the military brass at this point. Joining Ka’thak’s forces was not looked upon favorably by some of the more conservative generals.

      The only person I could think of was Commander Oladeru. If he was even alive. The soldier finished his call and nodded to me as he left. I plugged my phone back into the communications interface and took a deep breath. This was the longest of long shots.

      “…Jackson?” Oladeru’s face was impassive. “You’re alive.”

      “Yes sir, I am.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Have you received any communication from Jesse Proctor?” I watched as his lips tightened.

      “Yes. He informs us that he has the President hostage. What about it?”

      “We have reason to believe that she is being held on Proctor’s ship.” I could tell that this wasn’t the news he wanted to hear.

      “And how did you know this?”

      “It’s a long story.” I wished I could tell him that I had confirmed anything. I had no direct reports, no evidence, not even a goddamned ransom note.

      “I’ve got time.” He crossed his arms.

      “Proctor built another ship. The fucker cut corners with the funding and knowing that he was going to blow the original ship sky high, built himself a goddamn lifeboat. He’s handpicked his own to make it off the Earth. The same men who executed the attacks with the beam cannons.”

      Oladeru was silent for a long moment as he digested what I’d told him.

      “What the fuck do you want me to do, Jackson?” he sighed. “Things are over. Humanity is dead. The President is lost, or killed. The best I can do for you is blow the ship. I’ve still got a small group of people but I should be able to get a bird in the air and take it down. Hell, I’ll fly it myself.”

      “Alex is with her,” I said.

      “The know it all? Of course, she got herself in the middle of this. Tell me you don’t think that’s a reason I shouldn’t shoot it down.”

      I snorted. “I understand sir, but given that she’s the reason any of us are still alive, I would appreciate it if you’d not kill her.”

      “For you, Jackson, I'll try. I can’t promise if she gets in the way that nothing will happen to her, but I can try. What do you need?”

      “A distraction. I’m on my way with our finest. All I need from you is to keep those motherfuckers busy until we can get inside. We’ll take care of it from there.”

      “If we live through this, you owe me, asshole.” Oladeru smiled, his age showing. His eyes were bloodshot and I could see that his hair had gone a lot more grey in the months since the ship had been shot down.

      “Hell yeah, man. You know I do. I’ll make good on it.

      Oladeru sighed, then seemed to gather his resolve. “I can’t give you much, but I’ll give you everything I’ve got. They’ll make some noise. Make it count.”
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      The ground shook and I exchanged a glance with the President.

      “Fear not, we’re simply moving upwards. We’re underground.”

      Upwards was good. Upwards meant that there was a way out where we weren’t trapped in a facility manned by Proctor’s men. This gave me hope, but not too much. I still had to fight my way through a ship full of armed men with a very compelling reason to shoot me.

      “Let us go, Jesse. Let us go and give us the ship. I can promise you that you will walk out of here. Full amnesty,” the President said.

      “No thanks,” Proctor replied, smirking. “Amnesty doesn’t do me a whole lot of good on a dying world. Trust me, Madam President. I know people. They won’t touch the ship with you on it.” He reached behind his neck to pull an earbud into his ear.

      “Get me a connection to the United States military,” he said and paused. “Ah, Commander Oladeru? Am I to understand that you are the remaining ranking officer in charge? Fantastic. I understand that you’ve already surmised where the President is?” He paused. “Do kindly watch your language, sir. I’d appreciate a gentler tone and more sophisticated vocabulary. Thank you. Now. You’ll be staying at least five hundred meters away from my launchpad. Any closer—if any of your soldiers, if a single one sets foot a single inch closer, your President will be the first to make it off the planet. Permanently. The social worker will follow her.”

      He was quiet for a moment. He pulled a mobile phone from his pocket and handed it to the President. “They want proof of life.” She took the phone and pulled up the dial pad. After tapping in a few numbers she held the phone to her ear.

      “Hello, Commander. Yes, Dr. King and I are alive and relatively well. Proctor has us in some kind of—“ She was cut off as Proctor yanked the phone out of her hand. He held it to his ear and then held the phone out again, this time towards me. I rolled my eyes and lifted my cuffed hands. Proctor shrugged and held the phone near my ear.

      “Go fuck yourself, Oladeru!” I yelled into the handset. I heard a faint laugh. Proctor hung up the phone and returned to his radio.

      “You have your proof of life. Stay back five hundred meters.” He turned to leave the room.

      I heard a rumble. We couldn’t have been that far into the ship if I could hear anything from the outside. Fighter jets.

      “You’re fucked,” I asserted. Proctor didn’t react. “You’re magnificently and truly fucked, you moron. They’ve got jets out there. Probably a couple of hundred soldiers. Remember what our missiles did to the alien ship? That’s going to be you, motherfucker. They won’t give a shit that we’re on board. They’re going to blow this ship out of the sky the second you take off.”

      Proctor stayed turned around and I saw the fingers in his right-hand twitch. Bingo. He was silent a minute longer and turned suddenly.

      “Right. Stand up, ladies! We’re going for a little walk.” He opened the door and motioned to two soldiers who were standing outside. A soldier hauled me to my feet and threw the jacket back over my shoulders. The other soldier held out his hand to help the President up. She stood and accepted the jacket without a word. Proctor’s man pushed me ahead of the group, the President and Proctor himself following behind. As we walked, Proctor droned on.

      “Your military won’t do a thing,” he said. “After all, it would be foolish to annihilate the remainder of the human race over something so small.”

      As we marched through the hallways I counted the doors and turns. I hadn’t spent as much time on the alien ship as Jackson but I knew enough to figure out where we were going. He was taking us to the bridge.

      “You’re seriously going to take us to the bridge? What, are you going to broadcast the two helpless women to the world and hope they let you take off? They don’t care about us. This is the United States military, you moron. They’re not exactly known for their critical thinking skills. They’ll shoot first and fuck questions. The minute you fire up the engines they’re going to blow us out of the sky.”

      Proctor’s man looked back at him and I saw him nod out of the corner of my eye. The man halted our march and drew his fist back. The air whooshed out of my lungs and I doubled over, gasping.

      “Keep talking, woman,” Proctor ground out, his voice menacingly low. I recognized that tone. It was like the growl of a tiger right before it pounced on prey. The goon hauled me upright, my back screaming as he did so. He kept a hand on my manacles and hauled me forward like an errant dog. I grit my teeth and didn’t say another word. My stomach was killing me and every yank of the chain or twist of my back set my muscles aflame.

      We entered the bridge and through the haze of pain, I saw dozens of men and women standing at command stations. They were all clad in the same featureless black uniforms I had grown to know so well. The President was led to a seat directly behind where Proctor stood, two men stood over her with their pistols in their hands.

      The man who had hit me pushed me towards Proctor’s station as well and forced me to my knees. I winced as the metal decking scraped my knees through the fabric of my jeans. As the men and women, the very same men and women who had brutally murdered so many, rushed around the deck, I stared at the various screens. Information. If I was going to survive this, I needed information. I recognized screens showing diagnostics, engine status, and ship status.

      One of the screens flickered to a live view of the outside of the ship and I found myself staring at a battalion made up of every color of uniform I had ever seen. Trucks with groups of soldiers ringed the perimeter and several helicopters stood with their rotors spinning. Each man stood with his rifle trained on the ship in what I assumed was exactly five hundred meters away. The bridge shuddered as more jets flew overhead. Proctor glanced upwards and I saw the same tremor shake his right hand. He snorted gently and flexed his fingers.

      “Start the sequences for launch.”
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      I held onto my harness as the shuttle rocketed towards Earth. This was a significant upgrade from anything I had ridden in before. Kitted out with the best equipment I could ever want on a mission and plenty of space to prepare for an assault. As we re-entered the atmosphere the ship shuddered and rocked but the movements were worlds less violent than I had seen astronauts experience upon re-entry. Turns out that my alien friends had been hiding the fancy stuff.

      “You guys have been keeping the really fun toys from me!” I laughed as we bounced through the atmosphere. This was more of a joy ride than a rollercoaster and man, I loved it.

      “We gave you the technology required to get off the planet. Did you think we’d share everything?” Kuru chuckled as she steered the craft towards our landing site. I had asked for volunteers from soldiers who I had worked with before. People who knew Alex personally. People who knew that this was going to be a tough mission. Perhaps even one they wouldn’t come back from. Having only two wasn’t a lot but I knew Kuru and Tilka better than most.

      We broke through the clouds and I saw the landing site. I couldn’t believe that we had missed it. The ship was just as massive as the others. Proctor must have been using some kind of shielding to keep it off scans. I couldn’t imagine the power it must have drawn.

      “Alex is on that ship,” I said to myself. It was entirely possible that I was going back down to the surface of the planet for the last time but if I failed, it wasn’t going to matter whether or not I made it back up. Since I met her we had been through so much. We were two strangers who had been able to come together from the onset, to adapt and overcome some incredible obstacles—obstacles that others would have died trying to get through. In many ways, I owed her my life.

      The team sat in the back of the shuttle getting ready. They had all volunteered, knowing that they also might not make it back off the surface of the planet. We were headed into a boss fight with low-level characters and no hit points. It didn't escape me that I might be about to get a lot of young men and women killed so I could rescue two people.

      We activated the shuttle’s stealth as we descended toward the ship. This was one of the truly cool pieces of tech the aliens hadn't shared with us. The ship was covered in panels that reflected their surroundings in real-time. Land next to a zebra and we’d be blending in with its stripes. Proctor’s ship had fully ascended to its launch pad and I saw a small battalion surrounding it.

      The troops Oladeru had brought looked like more a show of force than an actual threat to the ship. Understandable, considering the President was aboard. We landed near a repair hatch on the side of the vessel and filed out flat against the dark metal. I looked up as two fighter jets shot overhead. Air support. All right, they weren't fucking around. Someone was going to keep the ship from lifting off, one way or the other. It didn't matter who was aboard.

      We worked our way around the side of the ship, ensuring our path was clear as we walked and came upon a conveyor belt loading equipment into a cargo area. It was mostly unmanned, two carts with robotic arms unloading boxes onto the belt. A single man stood with his back to us, one hand on his manhood as he relieved himself.

      I crouched and removed my combat knife. One of the soldiers with me scraped their claws against the pavement and the man whipped his head around. I took advantage of the distraction to cut his throat. The man fell to the ground, blood frothing forth from his lips. The fastest way into the ship was through the cargo bay. With any luck, the designs would be analogous enough that we could find our way around. We climbed onto the loading belt, careful to avoid the automated loading system. Once inside, I powered up the flashlight I had strapped to my helmet.

      The cargo hold was massive. Crates lined the walls filled with food, water, and machine components. There were rows upon rows of three-dimensional printers, some completely assembled, most awaiting assembly. Raw materials were strapped to each machine, waiting to be used. The soldiers with me swiveled their heads, their nostrils flaring as they searched for more humans. The soldier to my left tapped a claw on the floor four times.

      Four soldiers. Three of us. Bad odds on a good day. Kuru and Tilka split up, signaling me down the middle. The cargo hold was dark so I stood still a moment to let my eyes adjust. Tilka tilted his head back and barked. Two of the soldiers swung their guns around and started firing. A crate Tilka was hiding behind burst into splinters and Kuru and I took the opportunity to shoot the other two soldiers. They fell to the deck in a heap. The remaining soldiers found themselves skewered on alien claws, their lives extinguished in a single gasp. I lifted my boots as the blood from one soldier flowed out over the floor.

      “You fuckers got my boots dirty already? Seriously?” I lifted a foot off the floor and flung my foot forward. The blood made a satisfying arc against the wall and my companions grinned.

      “We have to get to the bridge. They’re holding Alex and the President there.”

      Tilka shook his head. “The engines, Jackson,” he growled. “You know that we have to take out the engines. I remember all too well what those jets above us are capable of and I’d rather not be on board for a second bombing. We must ensure this ship doesn’t leave the ground.”

      Kuru put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “We’ll get her. I promise. She’s a smart woman, David. She’ll be all right.”

      I hated the idea of leaving Alex for five more minutes in that slime-ball’s hands, but they were right. We searched the soldiers and hid their bodies behind some equipment. There was nothing we could do about the blood spatter, but with the light dim and us needing to act quickly before anyone could come to check on the cargo, hopefully, we would get lucky.

      As we left the cargo hold we were able to make our way down the halls with relatively little conflict. What guards we ran into were easily dispatched. They were lightly armed and lightly armored. No one expected to see two alien soldiers and an enemy human pop into view.

      When we reached the engine room I could hear the hum of the drives starting up. Even through the thick doors heat leaked into the corridor. Poor fuckers stuck on duty must have been sweating their asses off in there. Kuru examined the door carefully.

      “Keypad. And a bolt lock. Big bolt lock,” she said. “We could try and find the code, but I don’t know if we have that much time. It might be better to set some charges—”

      I jumped back and covered my eyes as several white-hot spots appeared in the middle of the door and near the floor. Kuru turned to glare at Tilka. “What?” He shrugged. “It’s not like I was going to hit you.” He motioned me behind him as he and Kuru took positions near the slag melting onto the floor. They leveled their guns at where the handles had been and kicked. The metal of the door groaned, but it didn’t budge. From inside I could hear the murmur of voices go silent and the click of guns cocking. I positioned myself behind them and leveled my gun at chest height towards the door.

      The aliens kicked again and this time the doors burst open. We found ourselves face to face with six or seven men, all armed with rifles.

      “Down!” I shouted but the aliens ran forward, shooting as they went. I hit the floor and shot upwards as well as I could. I managed to hit a couple of men. Even the shots that weren’t killing shots distracted them enough so that Kuru and Tilka were able to make short work of them. When things had finally quieted down I pushed myself off the floor and sprinted towards my companions.

      Tilka lay on the floor pressing a hand against his leg where a bullet had grazed it, blood trickling down from the wound. Kuru was standing at a control terminal, keying in commands so quickly I could barely see what she was putting into the system. I hissed as I took Tilka’s hand away from his wound.

      “Eesh.” I inhaled sharply. “That looks nasty.”

      “It’s a scratch,” the alien rumbled. “I’ll be fine.” To demonstrate this he flexed his toes and winced.

      “Mhmm,” I said, grabbing a roll of duct tape from my belt and ripping off a piece. I slapped the strip over the wound and pressed down waiting for the adhesive to fully stick to the skin.

      “Uh, ow?” Tilka said, hands up in a surrendering gesture.

      “Quiet, you big baby. It’s duct tape. You’ll live.”

      “Jackson,” Kuru said quietly. “Go shut the blast door. The attack won’t have gone unnoticed.” Her eyes were glued to the screen, fingers flying over the keyboard as quickly as they would allow. “They’ve got things locked-up tight. It’s going to take me a little while to shut the engines down.”

      I checked on Tilka and hovered my fist over the large button that would manually trigger the blast door. “I need to go get her,” I stressed to them.

      Kuru paused from her typing. I put a hand behind her head and head-butted her softly. I did the same with Tilka and thumped him on the shoulder with my hand. Even if I failed, I could count on the two of them to shut the engines down and get out alive.

      I pressed a button on my radio, opening a channel to the military forces waiting outside and let them know that the engine room was secured. There would be no launch.
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      “Sir, you better listen to this.” One of Proctor’s men raised his hand and waved Proctor away from his station. He put the cup of a headset to his ear and swore. He yanked the auxiliary cord out of its input.

      “Commander Oladeru, this is Lt. Colonel David Jackson. I repeat, the engine room is secure. The ship cannot launch.”

      “How the fuck am I listening to this?” Proctor hissed, turning his attention to the room. I smiled to myself. Of course, Jackson was here. I hoped he wasn’t alone. A man to Proctor’s right started tapping frantically on a keyboard. A camera feed popped into view and I saw Jackson with two alien soldiers. A vein popped satisfyingly out of Proctor’s forehead. As amusing as that was, watching this man become increasingly unstable didn’t bode well for our continued survival.

      Several soldiers clamored over each other to provide answers to their leader but Proctor silenced them with a hand.

      “I don’t care. Get down there, you incompetent morons!” he bellowed.

      The guard standing next to me moved to follow his comrades but froze with a look from his boss. “You stay here. They don’t move. You don’t move.” The guard shifted his weight nervously and shifted his rifle.

      “The blast door is closed, sir.” The call came over the radio. “They’ve locked us out. We can get through but it’s going to take a while.”

      “Fuck.” Proctor hissed. “Open that door. I don’t care if you need to blow a hole in the thing. We are launching and I don’t care if I have to break a piece off the ship to do it.” He typed angrily at a keyboard and I flinched as a radio feed crackled to life over the command center’s speakers. He pressed a button on a console.

      “To the invaders standing in my engine room. There are currently two dozen soldiers amassing outside your door. They will have the blast door open in minutes. I will give you this one chance to stand down and surrender. Lay down your weapons and put your hands behind your heads. Once my men have the door open they will detain you and I guarantee you safe passage.”

      Jackson moved from his spot next to the aliens and stood in front of the camera. He raised his arm and I quickly covered my laugh with a coughing fit as he shot the camera the finger. Proctor clicked his jaw and I could hear his breathing pick up. More typing on the keyboard and I suddenly saw both the President and myself kneeling on the floor. He had activated a camera feed. I resisted the urge to call out to him and chose instead to stare directly at the camera. Proctor snapped his fingers and Cady hauled me to my feet. My cramped legs protested and I grunted as Proctor pulled me in front of the camera. He pulled a pistol from his waistband and held it to my temple. I rolled my eyes. Again with the gun to the head routine? He pressed the intercom once more.

      “You know the drill, Lt. Colonel. Come out with your hands up or the woman dies.”

      I prayed that David could see my lips as I mouthed the words “fuck no.” This guy was a standard psychopath. It didn’t matter what happened from here on out. I was dead.

      “Come now, David,” Proctor crooned over the radio. “Do the right thing.”

      “David, don’t you fucking leave that room!” I shouted. Cady smacked me with the butt of his rifle and I felt my already split lip open again. I licked the wound and spat the blood at Cady’s boots. He jumped back a fraction but kept his gun at the ready. I heard indistinct chattering over his earpiece.

      “Sir, the soldiers outside are on the move. They’re starting to close their perimeter.”

      Proctor ignored Cady’s comment and continued. “Come now, Lt. Colonel. I could use a man like yourself. It’ll be better for everyone if you and your comrades step away from my engine consoles and come out peacefully. I’ll even make room for the good doctor here. It doesn’t matter to me.”

      “Sir—“ Cady said, and then shut his mouth, as Proctor shot him a glare. “Sir, our instruments have picked up that the jets have armed their missiles. They must know that our engines have been disabled.”

      “These people don’t know when to give up, do they? Fuck it.” He turned back to the camera feed. “Last chance Mr. Jackson. Put your weapons on the floor and kick them away. Have your comrades stand up and away from the console. Do it now, or your woman dies.”

      David looked at me. His eyes were wide but his face set, determination warring with fear for my life. I met his gaze and tilted my head down and to the left—a clear “no”.

      “Fuck you, asshole,” David replied over the feed.

      “Fair enough. Perhaps the President will change your mind.” I heard the gun cock. I wish I could say I didn’t flinch. I had come so close to death so many times before that it should have been old hat by now. I took a breath and waited. The sounds of the ship and the sounds of the radio faded. My vision faded until I couldn’t see anything but David’s face.

      The bang was louder than I thought it would be.

      I fell, my ears ringing. I was surprised that I didn’t feel any pain. I took another breath and waited for the end. It didn’t come.

      I pushed myself to my elbows and saw the President wrestling with Proctor. It wasn’t a fair fight. We were both already injured and she was a slight woman. From the way they were wrestling, it looked like she was reaching for his gun. I thought about running to her. Two against one was decent odds, even if the two were women with little fighting experience. I knew that the moment I stood up that Cady would put a bullet through me.

      The President managed to get the upper hand for a moment. Her fingers grazed the grip of the gun and she almost had it until Proctor butted her in the head. She fell back, blood streaming from her nose. Proctor raised the gun and she rushed him, smacking the arm holding the gun out of the way and grabbing his wrist. She twisted and slammed his hand against a metal panel. He dropped the gun to the floor with a clatter and she reached to scoop it up. Before she could close her fingers around the pistol there was another deafening shot.

      When my hearing cleared I heard crying but it wasn’t mine. I pushed myself off the ground and was surprised to see no blood. Cady stood with his mouth open, the end of his rifle smoking. Proctor was picking himself up and dusting his suit off, swearing. He picked up the gun. Several feet away from me lay the President, her hands on her belly, putting pressure on a gaping wound. Blood streamed from it, adding to an ever-growing pool on the metal floor.

      The sight of the young woman bleeding spurred me to my feet. I scrambled up and ran to her, shoes skidding on the floor as I slipped in the blood. The wound was bad. I felt the wetness of an exit wound with my fingers as I lifted her off the ground. Her breathing was coming quick, but her breaths were hoarse.

      “I…I never meant to…” I could hear Cady stutter somewhere behind me. Proctor gripped his pistol and swung it across his face, knocking the younger man to the floor. He was smart enough to stay down.

      “Get a fucking medical team in here!” Proctor called. To me, he said, “Put pressure on the wound.” I could barely hear him.

      “Why the hell did you do that?” I asked the President.

      “You matter,” she gasped.

      “No, I don’t—“ I stopped talking as the President grabbed my wrists.

      “You…you have to understand—“ She paused to swallow and wet her lips. “You are so much more than you think you are. You are the one who will save our people.”

      “No, I’m not.” My voice broke. She was dying, and I knew it.

      “You are. You are the only one who can unite our peoples. Look at the good you have done.” She gestured to the ship. “You are the one who commands respect with humans and aliens alike. You are the one who has brought us a chance at life.” The sentences were coming more slowly now and I could hear her breathing getting more ragged.

      “They won’t listen to me.” Wetness rolled down my cheeks, the tears joining the blood on the floor.

      “You’re—you’re fooling yourself. Ka’thak doesn’t care about a President. Humanity cannot be led by the leader of one nation alone. If you didn’t matter, why are they standing there?” She gestured towards the screen but it had gone to static. Proctor had cut the feed. “You have to finish the job, Alex. You have to make sure that I haven’t died in vain.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out.

      “Thank you.” Her voice was so faint now I had to bend to listen. “I’m sorry.” I felt the breath leave her body and lay her back to the floor. As I turned back towards Proctor and Cady I felt someone grab my arm. Before I could react, Proctor hauled me to my feet and had the pistol held to my temple.

      A team of medics ran through the door and dropped to their knees in front of the President’s body. No matter what they did, they would be too late. I heard them start compressions and a cold blanket of fear settled over me.

      Jackson wasn’t coming. He was doing what he should be doing. It was more important to ground the ship. If that meant that I had to die, so be it.
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      I froze. Just before Proctor cut off the feed I heard the shot and saw Alex’s body fall to the floor. Every nerve in my body screamed at me to fly past the blast doors and run to Alex. Flashes of her laying on the floor, a bullet put through her head. I opened and closed my grip around my sidearm, the motion providing me occupation like a horse champing at the bit.

      Kuru spoke up. “I know that you want to go to her, David. I want to go to her too. We can’t.”

      Tilka coughed. “She’s gone, my friend.”

      I barely heard him. Blood pounded in my ears. I think I now understood the rage Alexandra must have felt when she watched Turuk about to kill me.

      “David,” he spoke again. “You will dishonor her memory if you get yourself killed.”

      “Stay here, and your Commander Oladeru’s men will do the job. We cannot get to her anyway, not with his men outside.” Kuru turned from the console to put a hand on my shoulder. She dug her claws into the fabric of my shirt. A subtle but clear warning that she would keep me here if necessary. The seconds felt like an eternity.

      “Please,” I murmured. “Let me go.”

      I think it was the softness of my voice that surprised her. She loosened her grip and I broke free from it. “Can the two of you handle this?”

      “Jackson,” Tilka insisted.

      “They built this ship just like yours. Ours,” I said. “Which means I can slip past the soldiers outside via the ducts, right?”

      Tilka hesitated, then nodded reluctantly.

      I gave him one last look and punched the duct cover open. It was a narrow space, but I was a determined man. Soon enough I’d slipped past where I figured Proctor’s men would be and peered out through a vent into an empty hall.

      I stepped down into the corridor and took stock of my weapons. One sidearm, with a full clip. One beam rifle. One beam handgun. The armor I had on would do a decent job of keeping me alive if I went up against a shot to the chest but if there were too many men I’d be meat on the floor before I made it to the bridge.

      I smiled as I slipped past the sparse number of guards in the halls. It seemed to me counterintuitive to have so few people roaming the halls but I suppose the hostage situation must have given Proctor and Cady a false sense of security. I took advantage of a maintenance hallway to shortcut to the bridge. On my way, I passed a room with three chairs strewn across the floor. Toppled next to them were two video cameras. I shuddered. I didn’t want to know what freaky shit some of Proctor’s guys were into but they had too much time on their hands if they were getting it on right before a launch.

      The first exit from the maintenance tunnel popped me out near the mess. I could hear the chatter of men and women as they argued what to do about the situation. Then I heard officers shouting and the clatter of trays being dropped to the floor. Before I could be seen by any of the soldiers running towards the engine room I crammed myself back into the maintenance tunnel. Time to move on, then.

      I had to check two more doors before I finally hit on the right one. There were four guards posted to the door. Two with rifles, two without. Shitty odds on a good day. Even if I managed to take one of them down, the other three would have me ripped open before I could turn around. There was a chair next to the door, presumably for one of the men to take a break. I debated whether or not I could grab it and use it as a shield, but I shook my head, dismissing the idea.

      Strategy warred with the urge to blow into the room with guns blazing. I knew that every second I wasted figuring out how to get past the men was another second that Alex could be bleeding out on the floor. I took a step back into the corridor and took a deep breath. I walked myself down the corridor in my mind and envisioned the environment. I knew that the door would be secured by hydraulics but it could be released by a panel on the side of the door. The door I was standing behind was large and heavy. Decent cover until I had to move. Pipes ran along the wall horizontally, ferrying different liquids and gasses necessary for the ship’s function to their destinations.

      I stopped. Pipes. I remembered that once on the alien ship there was a hole in one of the pipes. Another recruit and I were helping to perform some routine maintenance and he suddenly pushed me to the floor. It took me a few seconds to figure it out but once I heard the whistle I knew. The soldier I was working with told me to keep low to the ground as he pulled an expandable baton from his work belt. We crawled along the floor together as he held the baton aloft and suddenly it fell to the floor with a “clink”. The leak was there.

      I counted the pipes and I smiled. Right behind Proctor’s guards was a pipe that vented steam from the heat of the engine room. If I could put a bullet through that pipe at the right point I would have a chance to make it onto the bridge. I checked my weapons. The rifle was too bulky for close quarters but the beam pistol and my sidearm might work. I decided to lead with the sidearm. It would be less noticeable for a moment where the shot was coming from and was better for punching through the pipe’s wall.

      Now or never, I guess. I thought to myself. I leaned around the steel door and fired off a shot. Just as before, the puncture in the pipe let loose a screaming jet of hot steam. I watched as one of the guards turned towards the sound. The other guards looked around wildly for where the shot had originated and I advanced past the door as the inevitable happened. The man who was searching for the sound instead of for the shooter stopped mid-step and blinked. He reached down to his torso and felt with his hands for a wound. His face froze in an expression of surprise as his torso separated from his legs and the upper half of his body slid to the floor, intestines spilling as his torso rolled. I holstered my sidearm and took the opportunity the distraction provided to put two rounds from my beam pistol into the other two guards. They dropped.

      “Fuck!” the last of the men screamed. By the time he turned and realized that I had dispatched his comrades I had closed the distance between the two of us and had leveled my weapon at his head.

      “Drop it,” I demanded. He put his hands in the air and dropped his gun. “The rifle too, nice and slow.” He unhooked the rifle from his torso and put it on the ground. I kicked both guns away and pushed him to his knees, facing away from me. “Open the door, motherfucker.”

      “Fuck you,” the man spat. I sighed.

      “Listen, asshole,” I growled. “You’re standing between me and someone I care about very, very much. Open the fucking door. The faster you do it the faster we’ll be done.”

      “What you can do to me is nothing compared to what Proctor will do if I’m found helping the enemy.”

      I turned my head in exasperation and shot him in the leg. He screamed again. He sounded like a dying rabbit.

      “Door,” I yelled, wrenching an arm up towards the keypad. The man was crying now, wet snuffles coming from him as he keyed in a combination. The door opened with a whoosh and I smashed my gun into the back of his head before he could realize it. As he slumped to the floor, unconscious, I charged through the door—then skidded to a halt as I took in the scene.

      Cady stood with his rifle leveled at my head. The President lay in a heap on the floor, a puddle of blood staining her clothing and still spreading. Proctor was standing with Alex in front of him, one hand pulling the collar of her shirt tight, the other one with a pistol pressed to the back of her head.
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      Jackson stood in front of me, alone. He was covered in blood and I wondered for a moment if he was hurt until I realized that the blood wasn’t his. Cady turned to level his rifle at Jackson, the muzzle shaking slightly.

      “Walk forward,” Proctor told me. When I hesitated, he shoved me. “Move!” Jackson’s eyes went wide and he raised his hands, pointing his gun upwards. “Weapons down, Lt. Colonel. All of them.”

      “All right, all right. Let’s all just calm down,” Jackson replied. He unclipped his rifle from himself and lay it on the floor. Next came the beam pistol. He paused for a moment before unholstering his sidearm and putting it on the ground with his other weapons.

      “Knife, Mr. Jackson. Come now, I’m not stupid, you know that.” Proctor tightened his grip around my collar and I coughed as the fabric restricted my airway even more. Jackson’s lips tightened and he unhooked his knife from his uniform and placed it on the ground where it joined his firearms. I noticed that he only dropped the larger of the two knives I knew he carried. I hoped against hope that he had the other one on him somewhere.

      “Kick them away,” Cady instructed. Jackson did so, sliding the weapons to his right.

      “Smart man,” Proctor said. “First you will radio the forces outside my ship and tell them to halt their approach. I told them to keep five hundred meters away and it’s very frustrating to me that they’ve broken that perimeter. Then you will get in contact with your people in my engine room and command them to stop tampering with my engines.”

      Jackson didn’t say anything, he just kept his eyes locked on mine, looking for instructions. I nodded, coughing hard as my throat caught on the fabric. Proctor twisted his grip even tighter.

      “No moving, Doctor,” he said softly near my ear. I shuddered. The proximity of having this disgusting person so close to me set every hair on the back of my neck standing on end. He moved his head around mine to address Jackson. “Your radio, Lt. Colonel.”

      Jackson nodded and pulled his earpiece into his ear. He pressed the button a couple of times and shook his head.

      “Problem?” Cady called.

      “Fucking reception’s cut out,” Jackson replied. He shook the radio and struck his palm against it a couple of times, showing the two men exactly what was wrong. “Look, give me a minute, I’ll get it working.”

      “I don’t have a minute,” Proctor said, annoyance plain in his voice. Jackson kept glancing at me, then away. No, not away. Down? He was glancing at me and down to his left and I saw his right-hand jerk upwards while he kept his left busy with his radio. I knew him well enough by now to get the message. I only hoped that we could get the timing right. I gathered the chain dangling between my wrists between my fingers and waited.

      “I think I got it going,” Jackson called to the two men. “Just let me…” He trailed off and I saw him reach behind his back and pull his combat knife. With a roar, he rushed straight at Cady and threw the knife at him. Cady jumped and raised his rifle to block the blade. It pinged against the gun’s barrel and flew over Cady’s head, but the distraction was enough. Jackson had closed the distance between the two of them and slammed into the security chief, knocking them both to the ground.

      As soon as I saw the two men connect, I pivoted and swung my arms into Proctor’s outstretched arm, letting the chain of the handcuffs swing close to his face. The force of the blow caused his hand to reflexively open and the pistol dropped to the ground. Before he could recover, I grabbed his head behind his neck and drove my knee into his stomach as hard as I could.

      Proctor went down, wheezing and gasping for air. I scooped the gun off the ground and kicked him in the stomach again, flipping him over and aiming the muzzle at him. His glasses had flown off his face but he could see the weapon well enough and put his hands up. Behind me, I could hear the scuffles and grunts of the two men fighting.

      “You got that, Jackson?” I inquired, turning slightly to see Jackson clicking a set of handcuffs onto Cady.

      “I think so, Doc.” His breathing sounded heavy. “Stop fucking struggling, dickhead, or I’ll shoot you myself.”

      His captive found his way into compliance. Jackson pulled Cady to his feet and shoved him down next to Proctor, pointing his rifle at both men. I whirled around at the sound of boot heels clicking against the metal decking of the ship but when I turned I found Kuru and Tilka standing at the entrance to the bridge.

      “It would seem you have the situation in hand,” Kuru stated, striding forward to take a look at the two men. Cady visibly shrank back. Tilka grinned. He was limping, likely due to the hastily bound wound on his leg. The bandage was just starting to show the smallest signs of bleeding through. His grin faltered when he saw the President’s body, the medical team long having since departed when they realized the woman was dead. The two aliens and their human counterpart turned to me.

      “This is your party, Alex.” Jackson put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. “What do you want us to do with them?”

      I looked down at Proctor and Cady, the two men who had taken away so much from so many. Men who were responsible for the deaths of dozens, who had shot a young woman doing her best to lead her people out of darkness, in cold blood. I thought of the men and women on this ship they had convinced to sacrifice their principles for a false promise of prosperity. They deserved nothing. There could not be mercy for them in this life or any other.

      I turned to Tilka and Kuru. “These are the men who are responsible for the deaths of your brothers and sisters, though they were too cowardly to hold the weapons themselves. They deserve whatever punishment you deem fit for them.” I felt no passion in my declaration, no anger. Just simple and cold calculation.

      The aliens’ eyes flashed and Tilka opened his mouth in a hiss. Without a word, both aliens dragged the men from the bridge and shut the door. Screams echoed through the thick metal. Whatever was happening, I was sure it was a fitting end to an evil life.

      Jackson produced a handcuff key from his belt and unlocked my bonds before radioing to the forces outside that the ship was seized and arranging the peaceful evacuation of Proctor’s soldiers from the vessel.

      We had won, for now.
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      I stood at attention as rain poured down the brim of my hat, the water spilling into my eyes at regular intervals. After Commander Oladeru’s men had taken Proctor’s ship, the President’s body had been recovered and brought back to Washington for burial. Across from the crowd of people, I saw Alex standing underneath a tree, her profile fitted as close to the trunk as she could manage to maximize shelter from the rain. She was outfitted in all black, trying to stay out of the notice of the mourners. Standing in full uniform next to the human mourners stood Ka’thak, Kuru, Tilka, and a chosen group of alien representatives who had come to pay their respects. The aliens not already on the surface had flown down in another shuttle, having deemed this an event worthy of their attendance. President Lee had been the one urging cooperation with them, after all. She had borne great responsibility for getting their ship back into orbit. A priest read passages from the Bible as the casket was lowered into the ground. When it was at rest, the traditional twenty-one gun salute echoed throughout the cemetery.

      The whole thing had happened so quickly. After word that the President was dead reached Washington, Alex and I were called to stand as witnesses for the Vice President being sworn in to his new position. The whole thing was a little surreal with the swearing-in ceremony taking place within a couple of days. Vice President Max Wright had originally been chosen as the President’s running mate to lend his years and wisdom as a Congressman to her young administration. His tenure in Congress had been marked by ruthless negotiation and above and beyond dedication to the causes he believed in. He now stood at the front of the gathering, his hat off and head bowed in tribute to the young woman. When the final echoes of the gunshots had faded, the priest presiding over the service moved aside to let him speak.

      He cleared his throat. “President Alicia Lee was an amazing, courageous, and truly remarkable woman. Moreover, she was my dearest friend. I had the privilege of mentoring Alicia during her tenure in Congress and when she asked me to be her Vice President I can honestly say it was the greatest honor of my life. I never dreamed that I would see the office of President occupied by someone so determined and dedicated to this nation and her people. It is with a heavy heart that I step forward to take her place during humanity’s greatest challenge. Alicia and I shared so many of the same goals and I swear that I will see her vision come to light.” He paused and glanced up at the assembled crowd before continuing.

      “I promise that as your President, we will open our arms to the whole of the world and see humanity’s legacy preserved for generations to come.” Something about his words felt off to me, but then again, so did every politician when they gave a speech. I dismissed it as rhetoric for the masses. A few kind words meant to comfort the grieving and ease the worry of a nation.

      After the funeral had finished and I had been released back to the aliens to prepare for our return to the shuttle, Alex ran up to me. She put a hand on my shoulder while she caught her breath.

      “Hey,” she puffed. “It looks like I’m going to catch a ride with the new President. I wanted to say goodbye. I wanted to ask too—the reason you decided to shut Proctor down. Was it because I was in danger?”

      I smiled. Ever the perceptive one, our dear Doctor. “Yeah. How’d you know?” I asked, expecting a Sherlockian feat of deduction.

      “Alicia told me,” she said.

      “Oh.” I didn’t think the former President would have disclosed that much to her. They must have spoken during her last moments. “She told you the truth.”

      “Oh.” She seemed surprised. I wanted to shake my head. After everything she had accomplished, this brilliant woman still underestimated her value to the world.

      “Alex, how you fail to see your worth even now is perplexing to me.” Her eyes narrowed, suspicious. “Woman, you’ve had a gun held to your head more times than an action movie star. You’ve talked—and fought—your way out of situations that would have me thinking twice about whether or not I was going to make it out. Never mind the fact that you’ve successfully brokered a relationship between an alien race and humanity all while wrangling bureaucratic stupidity. You’re a superhero”

      “Your courage and tenacity is an inspiration to both our peoples,” Ka’thak appeared from behind Jackson. “I don’t think I have encountered a being with such compassion and understanding as you. Nor as patient!”

      She laughed and leaned in conspiratorially. “It’s a trade secret—part of your initiation in social work school. They beat it out of you before they let you out into the world.”

      “I must send more of my warriors to your school,” Ka’thak said. “You are a true leader. You should recognize that in yourself and take pride in it.”

      “Hm.” She nodded. “Well, we’re in it now, my friends. For better or worse.”

      Though the new President and his staff would be taking over the primary response to the supernova, I couldn’t help but feel like it was going to be the three of us who ended up with the responsibility. We were about to oversee the survival of two entire species of people. After all we had been through, the adventure was really just beginning.
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      Working with Liz on these novels has been a terrific experience. It’s not every day that you get to share such a creative endeavor with your partner, and it’s been worth every minute of the effort involved.

      I usually write stuff that you’d call ‘hopepunk’ or ‘noblebright’. The idea of such books is that while some human beings might be terrible, there are still heroes among us who are capable of accomplishing incredible good. The heroes from our stories are the examples of what we aspire toward. I think David Jackson and Alexandra King fit the bill perfectly. Neither of them were anything exceptional to begin with, but each has chosen to rise to the challenges they’re presented with.

      It’s the sort of story I love to read, so it was fun to create it as well. I hope you’ve enjoyed reading this tale as much as we did writing it! Book 3 will be called ‘Treason’, and is coming very soon, so keep your eyes open for the conclusion of the trilogy.

      Will that be the end of the road for Jackson and King? Well, maybe. Maybe not. That’s partly up to you, dear readers. If you’re loving these stories, drop us a review on Amazon. Or you can email directly. I always love hearing from readers, and can be reached at: author@kevinomclaughlin.com
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      Thank you so much for picking up the next book in the Supernova Cycle! I’m so happy to have you along on this journey with me. This book was a little more difficult to write than the first one in the series because just like Alex, I fundamentally believe that humanity is good. The era that I grew up in challenged that notion. I’m a member of the 9/11 generation. Before that horrific day, I was taught that an attack of that magnitude simply wasn’t possible. I woke up one day in a safe, secure world and in the next one a reality where I was in danger. The mindset of the country shifted overnight. I was scared, but children are some of the best able to rebound after something terrible happens. Before long my middle-school friends and I were organizing fund-raising events to benefit the Red Cross. We persisted in our hope.

      Also like Alex, I still find myself trying to seek out the good in the world. We are facing new and difficult challenges these days and I believe that humanity faces an important choice; we can forge ahead together for the greater good or we can allow ourselves to become divided and struggle with the same problems again and again. The answer isn’t so simple, of course, but I believe that we will find a way to leave this world better than we found it.

      The introduction of an evil corporation as the ‘bad guy’ was a lot of fun. It’s not so farfetched anymore. CEOs like Jeff Bezos and Tim Cook travel with their own private teams who make sure they are protected, planned for, and don’t have to lift a finger. Space X and Elon Musk have already privatized space travel with their successful launch of Crew Dragon not long before this book was finalized. NASA ended the shuttle program a long time ago and our outlook for exploring space was bleak without an infusion of civilian involvement. I ended up drawing a lot of the inspiration for Jesse Proctor from Charles Augustus Magnussen of BBC Sherlock fame. His character stood out to me as one of the most slimy, creepy, inhuman villains I had ever seen. Perfect for a secretly insane billionaire with dreams of controlling the human race.

      I wanted to write a story that didn’t deal with as many morality questions as the first book did. Exodus is a story of coming together, if not perfectly. Humans and aliens putting their differences aside to fight a common enemy. It’s an idyllic scenario, and you’ve seen that things don’t run as smoothly as they could. I wanted to play around with the preconceptions and biases we all possess as human beings. I also wanted Alex and Jackson to experience growth that would change them as people.

      Our heroes aren’t out of the woods just yet! Will the new President lead humanity into the stars without more fighting? Have we seen the last of Jesse Proctor and his cronies? Will all go well with the mission?

      Stay tuned for Book 3, Treason.
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