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9 days to extinction

 

On the day aliens invaded, Max Edwards was watching a horse being integrated into its new herd.

Jimmy Somerton was waiting for him in the driveway as Max pulled up to the Somerton acreage in his parents’ blue Subaru. He got out to greet his old friend with a handshake and a one-armed hug, both of them slapping the other on the back.

Jimmy brushed his dirty blond hair out of his eyes and gave Max the same unrestrained grin he had on the day they’d met. “If it ain’t my friend the stick jockey. You an ace yet?”

Max shook his head. He didn’t have Jimmy’s quick wit, not when it came to making clever remarks anyway, so he couldn’t think of much to fire back. “Not after just one year at the academy.”

“Oh, the academy!” Jimmy said, holding a pinky to the corner of his mouth and speaking in a British accent. “Excuse me, good sir. I didn’t realize.”

Max laughed. He knew not to take Jimmy seriously—at least, he knew now. They’d met at the end of freshman year, when Max had been fourteen and socially inept enough to take everything to heart. That had almost put an end to their new friendship, but Jimmy hadn’t given up on him.

“So, your folks let you take out their baby?” his friend said, glancing at the freshly waxed blue car. “Surprised they trusted you with it in rough country like this.”

“They’re on a work trip, getting back soon. They said they’ll grab an Uber from the airport, but they still want the car back by tonight. I’ll need to leave in a few hours.”

“Work trip.” Jimmy’s eyes all but sparkled as he repeated the words. “To where?”

Max sighed, overselling it a little. “New Mexico.”

“Roswell. Right?”

“They didn’t tell me where in New Mexico, Jimmy.” Max knew this was why Jimmy had befriended him in the first place. In high school, Jimmy had been one of the ‘cool kids’—the kind who would never hang out with an outcast nerd like Max. Except, Jimmy was also a huge alien conspiracy theorist, and when he’d heard that Max’s parents worked on some secret government project, with frequent trips to New Mexico, he’d zeroed in on Max like a fly drawn to honey. Convinced that Peter and Cynthia Edwards were part of the massive government cover-up people like Jimmy usually believed in.

Max had never figured out why being a UFO nut didn’t disqualify Jimmy from the cool kids’ club, while playing D&D and Magic: the Gathering kept Max out, and he’d given up trying well before they’d graduated together last year. But he didn’t hold it against Jimmy, just like he didn’t resent the reason they’d become friends in the first place. What counted was that they’d stayed friends, during a time when Max hadn’t had anyone else.

“It’s alien stuff,” Jimmy said. “And don’t try to tell me it isn’t.”

“They’re biotechnicians, Jimmy.”

“Sure. And they study alien biology. It fits. I bet they were poking and prodding the little gray bastards just this morning.”

Max could only laugh. He wished he knew enough about what his parents did to prove Jimmy wrong—but then, if he could have done that, they probably never would have started hanging out in the first place. Either way, that was the nature of his parents’ work. “Top Secret” didn’t mean “it’s okay to tell your kid.”

“When do I get to watch this horse get introduced?” he asked, attempting a change of topic.

“Oh. Right now.” He motioned for Max to follow, and together they passed into the pasture using the triangular walk-through gate, which was big enough for people but not horses. “The boarders are separating out a couple more horses as we speak. This is gonna be something to see, Max. I’ve seen plenty of herd integrations, but never a situation like this one.”

Max nodded, looking past Jimmy at the red roan that stood in the center of the field, ignoring the hay Jimmy had put down in the hopes it would distract the creatures from beating the crap out of each other. The great beast seemed to be looking right at Max, but he knew that wasn’t true—horses could only see to the side, not straight ahead.

“Did I tell you we already tried integrating them once, last week?”

Max smiled. Jimmy’s memory is as bad as ever, he reflected. His friend had told him about last week’s attempt over the phone, all in a breathless rush. How the new horse had clashed with the herd’s current alpha, Bert, and the two had savagely bitten and kicked each other. Their owners rushed out, yelling and waving their hands, somehow managing to separate their animals without getting stampeded. “You said it was a mistake to try him with the whole herd, all at once.”

“Sure was. There’s not a gelding in the county more dominant than Bert. Except maybe that one.” Jimmy jerked his thumb toward the roan. The new horse.

All seven horses would need to learn to live together, but only two of them would decide what that would look like: Bert, the herd’s current alpha horse, and Yago, the newcomer.

“I tried to tell them we needed to introduce the other horses to Yago instead, a couple at a time. Let those horses warm up to him a little, then let in a couple more. But they wanted to do it all at once.” Jimmy lowered his voice. “Yago’s owner, Cal, he’s some tech star in Oklahoma City, and Bert’s owner is a big oil exec. Neither of them has time to do things properly, see.”

“Hmm.” Max understood having no time, but he was also used to doing things well in spite of it. His first year at the US Air Force Academy had taught him that.

As for the horses, they knew nothing of busy schedules or work demands. Their lives were determined by their owners, and Max didn’t have much sympathy for a horse owner who didn’t properly take responsibility for that.

“When were those two introduced to him?” he asked, gesturing toward the white and the chestnut munching on hay beside Yago. As Max spoke, the white started toward the fence where most of her old herd waited—all four of them lined up, staring in at the horses feeding inside the pasture.

Yago whinnied sharply, then veered in front of her, cutting her off. The white screamed, then wheeled back.

“Couple days ago. Yago’s developed a pretty unhealthy relationship with one of the mares—the white, there. He’s been totally dominating her. I don’t think her boyfriend’s very happy about it, either. Can you tell which one’s her boyfriend?”

Max studied the four horses lined up at the fence. One of them stood more rigid than the others, ears pinned back flat against his head. “The gray?”

“Yep. Ollie’s his name.” Jimmy chuckled. “He’s eighteen too, just like Yago. Pretty old, for horses as spiteful as they are. Daisy likes the older men—that’s the white’s name.”

“Do you think the boyfriend will give Yago trouble?”

The left side of Jimmy’s mouth quirked toward his ear. “Nah.”

With that, Jimmy went to help the horse owners divide the four waiting horses in half, and they introduced the boyfriend next, along with a docile pinto who kept to one side as Yago met his new romantic competition. The humans retreated to the outside of the pasture, near Max, where they would monitor things over the fence.

 Every time the gray tried to get close to his old lover, Yago would intervene, turning on a dime to aim his legs at Ollie. Knowing a kick was coming, Ollie backed off each time, trotting around for a better angle.

“Yago has some energy,” Jimmy said, peering down the fence at Cal.

The man Jimmy had said was a tech star nodded. “I forgot to tell him he’s getting old.”

That brought a chuckle from everyone except Rita, the oil exec who owned Bert. She stood near the fence with her husband, on the opposite side of Max and Jimmy, seeming to keep her distance from Cal.

Ollie made a dash for his love—and this time he overextended himself. Yago spun, hooves flashing out to connect squarely with the gray’s chest. He shrieked, then scampered away, making no more attempts to get past the roan.

On Max’s right, Rita exchanged glances with her husband. “Should we bring Bert in?”

Jimmy frowned. “Ideally, we’d give them a few days to settle like this.”

“Bring him in now.” Cal’s smile had taken on an unusual cast, to Max’s eye. “Let’s get this over with.”

Rita nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” She and her husband crossed the pasture to let in the final two horses.

“They own Bert and the other one, Brandy,” Jimmy said. “Those two have been together almost since they were foals. That’s one reason Bert always fights so hard to remain the alpha—if he has control of the herd, then he’s able to protect Brandy. Not so much, if another horse is in charge.”

Cal shifted his stance against the fence as he stared at Bert, who almost seemed to vibrate with pent-up energy. “He’s a beautiful horse, there’s no doubt about that. All muscle. But Yago’s going to take him apart.”

Jimmy’s frown returned. “Hopefully, neither of them gets taken apart.”

The tech worker shrugged. “They would, if they were alpha stallions fighting in the wild. They wouldn’t stop until one of them was dead.”

“Well, they’re geldings, and this isn’t the wild. They’ll figure it out.”

Cal just smiled.

The gate opened, and Bert charged straight for the other horses as his owners jogged back toward Max, Jimmy, and Cal. Yago aimed his hindquarters at the oncoming alpha, but Bert veered around, sinking his teeth into the roan’s neck. Yago shrieked, pulling away. Bert followed.

Max heard Cal cursing under his breath.

By the time Rita and her husband took their positions against the fence, Bert had Yago fully on the run. But Bert wasn’t chasing. Instead, he herded the other horses together in the center of the pasture, keeping himself between them and Yago. As for Yago, he loped in a wide circle around the herd, occasionally making a try for his favorite mare, only to be repelled by Bert.

“He’s beating himself out,” Rita’s husband said. He smiled at his wife. “Bert’s holding strong. It’ll be over soon.”

Max didn’t know how well horses understood tactics—maybe they understood them better than most humans. Either way, Bert was being smart by conserving his energy, keeping Yago running while staying put and locking down his herd. If it came down to another clash of biting and kicking like the one Jimmy had described from before, it was clear which horse would be freshest for it.

“Why do you keep running?” Cal said through gritted teeth. “You’re smarter than this.”

Rita stared down the fence at him. “Hey. The main thing is they sort this out without injury, right?”

Cal stared back at her, lips a thin line. “Yago’s the alpha. He’s always been the alpha. He’s not going to accept a lower spot.”

“Sure looks like it,” Rita’s husband said. “He’s charging less and less.”

It was true. Sweat gleamed on Yago’s dappled, dark-brown coat, and his breathing came in snorts and gasps. At last, he slowed to a trot, then stopped altogether. He began to graze.

“Good.” Rita let out a relieved-sounding sigh. “It’s over.”

Bert still looked rigid and alert as he seemed to stare Yago down, making sure he’d truly given up. Then he began nosing Brandy, apparently checking her over to make sure she wasn’t hurt.

Without warning, Yago broke into a run, quickly reaching a gallop as he barreled at his adversary, teeth flashing.

Bert’s head snapped up, and he turned to bring his rear legs to bear.

But he was too late. Yago was upon him, legs flashing out—and one of them connected with Bert’s right hind leg while he was still turning.

A dry crack filled the air. Bert screamed, staggering away from his attacker. His leg dangled limply from his haunch.

Shocked silence from the watching humans. Then, Rita threw herself into the pasture, sprinting across it toward the injured animal.

Max knew what a broken leg meant for a horse. It meant death. There was no cure for a horse with a broken leg, except to be put down as humanely as possible.

“He’ll need to be put down,” the husband said, echoing Max’s thoughts in a voice that mixed disbelief with anger. “Your horse just killed Bert. Why are you smiling?”

Max looked, and it was true—a victorious smirk stretched across Cal’s face. 

“Quentin.”

The husband turned to face his wife, who was staring at Yago from a few meters away.

“His horse is shod,” she called out.

Quentin turned on Cal, his fists bunched. “You bastard. You left shoes on him? For this?”

“No one told me not to.”

Quentin stepped forward and took a swing at the tech guy, landing one on his chin. Cal staggered back with a hand to his mouth, then he glared at Quentin, lunging at him.

“Hey!” Jimmy shouted. “Cut that out!” He stepped forward.

“Break it up.” Max circled around the grappling men and grabbed Cal’s right fist as it extended toward Quentin, twisting him into an arm-lock. Next, Cal tried to get Max with his left, which he also blocked, then grabbed that wrist, too.

Jimmy was standing with his hands planted on Quentin’s chest. Both men still glared at each other.

“I understand how upset you are,” Jimmy said. “But there’s been enough damage done here today. You need to see to your horse. I’ll lend you our trailer so you can take him to the vet. All right?”

A tense silence descended, and for a moment Max was sure Quentin would go for Cal again. He couldn’t restrain two men at once, and he doubted Jimmy could handle Quentin alone.

He turned Cal around, keeping steady pressure on his arm. “Where are you parked?”

“There,” Cal grunted. “By the barn.”

“The Nissan?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” Max released him, giving him a gentle shove toward the green car. “Go on home. Your horse is fine, and you’re done here. Go home.”

Cal stared back at him with rage in his eyes as he rubbed his wrist. “You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

“Sounds like a waste of your money,” Max said. “But you can go ahead, if that’s what you want to do.”

“I will.” With that, he stormed to his car, climbed inside, slammed the door, and peeled out of the drive.

Getting the maimed animal onto a horse trailer was a whole other ordeal, one which Max could only watch helplessly from the sidelines, trying not to wince whenever Bert shrieked from the pain. But Jimmy had been around horses all his life, and together with Rita they managed to guide Bert up the ramp. With that, they closed the trailer door, and Jimmy told Rita and Quentin how sorry he was for their loss. They nodded, saying nothing, and drove off to take Bert to be destroyed.

Jimmy exhaled through his teeth as he approached Max again. “Sorry you had to witness that.”

“I’m just sorry for Rita.”

“Yeah. Say, did you find it a bit weird, how Quentin and Cal got into it like that?”

“You mean, how fast it happened?”

Jimmy shrugged. “I guess, yeah. Something about it seemed off. And the weird way Cal was acting through the whole thing. Almost like he was enjoying the violence between the horses. Is it supposed to be a full moon tonight or something?”

“Guy’s got a few screws loose, if you ask me.”

“Seems like it.”

A silence passed between them, and Max was about to say he should get the Subaru back to his parents. Then, Jimmy looked up, and his gaze became riveted to something behind Max.

“What the hell?” Jimmy stepped past him. “Max…look at that thing over the city.”

He turned, and his mouth fell open.

A gigantic dark mass hung suspended over Oklahoma City, motionless, defying gravity. It had the shape of a discus. Or a saucer.

The sight struck him dumb, speechless, as waves of wonder and fear crashed against each other inside of him.

But below his warring emotions, almost too soft to hear, a stranger’s voice whispered a single word:

Finally.

The soft voice sounded feminine, and young.

With that, his phone vibrated madly inside his pocket.
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9 days to extinction

 

The flight from Santa Fe was uneventful, and the Uber driver who drove them home from the Will Rogers World Airport barely spoke. Cynthia rated him five stars for it. She always raised an eyebrow when the app gave “Great conversation” as one of its suggested compliments. Forced small talk did not make for a pleasant ride, in her books.

Cynthia Edwards barely wanted to speak to her husband right now, and she sensed he felt the same. Not that they were fighting—talking just required too much energy. As Peter carried in their luggage, she made a beeline for the fridge.

“Grab you a beer?” she called over her shoulder.

“Please.”

She opened two bottles and took them into their living room, where she placed one on the coffee table and sank into the couch with the other.

The luggage inside, Peter went upstairs to the floor nestled over the garage—to check that their locked office door hadn’t been tampered with, she knew. She considered that basically unnecessary, but it was part of his homecoming routine, and it certainly didn’t hurt. If the files inside that office were ever compromised, it would change everything.

“Everything normal?” she found herself asking as Peter crossed the hardwood to sit beside her. She’d allowed her thoughts to make her paranoid.

“Yeah. We’re good.”

She smiled, feeling a little foolish. “Well, I could have told you that. Max always respected our privacy. I doubt that’s changed since we left for Santa Fe.”

He smiled back. “Then why’d you ask?”

She had no answer for that, and they sat in silence for a few minutes, sipping their beers. The alcohol tasted incredible after a grueling trip filled with meetings. Their superiors wanted them to make the most of the summer months, when Max would be home. There were a whole new battery of tests that Cynthia and Peter were now supposed to subject him to, all designed to gauge his progress after one year at the academy.

Peter set down his beer, half of it gone. “How are we going to introduce so many evaluations in a natural way?” Apparently, he’d been thinking about the same thing she was. No surprise there.

“We’ll figure something out. I liked Wick’s idea, about serving them to Max as ads over Facebook. Set the bid high enough to make sure he sees them over every other ad. He loves challenging himself, and if we write the ad copy to speak to that, we can probably entice him to take the tests. It’s a great way to avoid tipping him off that we’re the source.”

“Right. Yeah. We can try that. It would be good to have a Plan B, though, in case the ads approach doesn’t work. Or if Max starts to get suspicious. They weren’t exactly full of ideas about how to present this in Santa Fe.”

Cynthia chuckled. “When have they ever been full of ideas on how to handle thing with Max? The few ideas they do have are usually terrible. Dealing with Max is our department.”

“It sure is.” Her husband sounded tired—even more tired than she felt. He drained the rest of his beer and set the empty bottle on the table, sighing.

Cynthia reached out and rubbed his leg. Neither of them enjoyed how cagey their jobs required them to be. Or the fact that the only family they knew was one built on a lie. But that was what they’d signed up for, and there was no path left except the one that led forward.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and “The Imperial March” from Star Wars began to play. She and her husband exchanged grimaces. It was the ring tone she’d set specially for when Special Agent Janet Thompson called.

Cynthia answered, putting the call on Speaker mode before placing the phone on the coffee table. “Janet.”

“Cynthia. You have me on Speaker. You’re alone?”

“It’s just me and Peter. We’re home.”

That brought a brief silence from the agent. “You’re back in the city?”

“Yes.”

“How long have you been there?”

“We’ve been in the house for maybe ten minutes.”

“I see. I assume you haven’t watched the news. Or checked social media. Or looked outside.”

Cynthia froze. Beside her, Peter went just as rigid.

“What is it, Janet?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly as she braced for the answer.

“They’re here. It’s begun. Sooner than we expected, and a lot sooner than we feared. They have ships over every city of any size. An invasion fleet. I need you both to lock the doors and sit tight—we’re sending an agent to get you out of the city. Where is the asset?”

“Janet…he isn’t ready.”

“He has to be ready. This is all the time we get.” Janet’s voice slowed, and she delivered her next three syllables in a clipped tone. “Where is he?”

Cynthia didn’t answer, and neither did Peter. They looked at each other, eyes wide, both of them still basically paralyzed.

“Cynthia?” Janet’s voice was cold, insistent.

“Let me speak with General Andrews.”

“Andrews has already left for Washington, to secure the president if he can. Our unit there is being mobilized as we speak. I’m in Oklahoma, so I’m in charge of operations here until he returns.”

I don’t like that, Cynthia thought. That would mean Janet would also be in charge of what happened to Max—of how he would be treated. Especially if they lost contact with Andrews, and in almost every projected invasion scenario, interstate communications were lost.

“Where is the asset, Cynthia?” the agent asked again.

“Before I tell you, I need assurance that he won’t be harmed.”

“Incredible. What kind of authority do you think you have here, Cynthia? You’re nothing but a glorified babysitter, and I outrank you by a mile. Tell me the asset’s location at once.”

Cynthia drew a deep breath, steeling herself. “I’ll tell you on one condition, Janet, and I’ve already told you the condition.” She glanced at her husband. He nodded his support.

“Your condition is moronic. The asset is barely an adult. He can’t be trusted to make the right decision in every circumstance. He may not be willing to cooperate at all. We need to reserve every option available to us to make sure he falls in line. You don’t get to dictate our approach, here.”

“General Andrews doesn’t want him harmed.”

“Andrews doesn’t, or you don’t?”

A charged silence passed between them. Cynthia recognized the tactic: Janet often used silence to get people to give her what she wanted.

Not this time.

When Janet finally spoke again, she sounded angrier than Cynthia had ever heard her. “An agent will be there soon to bring you to me. When you get here, I will get his location out of you. One way or another.”

With that, the call ended.

Cynthia leaned into her husband, and he wrapped his arms around her. She burst into sobbing, surprising even herself.

“I don’t trust her, Peter. Even if she had promised not to hurt him, I wouldn’t trust her.”

“Me either,” he said softly. “But…do you think she sounded even harsher than usual? At the end, there?”

Cynthia looked up at her husband. “What are you saying?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. It just…it keeps me up at night, how little we actually know about them.” He raised his eyes to the ceiling, to indicate who he meant. “We’re operating on the assumption they don’t know about us, about the GDA—and about what we’ve been trying to do. But what if they’re just letting us think that? What if they do know, and they’re confident they can handle us? What if….” He cleared his throat. “What if they’ve already infiltrated us?”

Cynthia blinked. “You think they’ve compromised Janet somehow? Peter, if we think like that, it’s going to drive us crazy. If they can do that, then we have no chance. We have to assume it’s not possible.”

“Yeah. You’re right.”

She pressed into him again. “I wish Andrews hadn’t left.”

They sat in silence for a long time. Cynthia couldn’t stop trembling.

She knew how chaotic things were about to get. Leaving the house wasn’t an option. Trying to evade Janet wasn’t an option. The attempt would almost certainly kill them both, given what they knew would happen next.

But letting Janet take them might be worse. Before her current position, the agent had been a CIA interrogator, with experience at black sites all over the world. Mostly in Iraq. Rumor had it that information she’d obtained had led to at least two significant victories against Al-Qaeda.

Cynthia wasn’t sure she believed that or not. But there was one thing she was certain of: she didn’t trust the woman to be in charge of Max.

She couldn’t think of two people more different than Janet and Max. Eventually, the agent would want him to do something that went against his morals—and that’s when she would start bending him to her will.

How far would she be willing to go to control him? Cynthia gripped her husband more tightly. That was the question that kept her up at night.
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The phone’s lock screen displayed the full text of an emergency alert.

“NATION UNDER IMMINENT ATTACK. SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.”

Max looked from the phone he clutched in his hand to the enormous object hovering above Oklahoma City, then back to the device. His mind felt like a motor turning over and over, failing to engage.

“Guessing you got the same thing I did?” Jimmy was holding his phone too, staring at it like it had turned into a banana. He turned it so Max could see a message identical to the one he’d gotten.

“We should turn on the news.”

 They went inside wordlessly, Max taking an overstuffed armchair splitting at the seams while Jimmy grabbed the remote and dropped onto the couch. The TV took a second to come on, and when it did, a black bar drew Max’s eye to near the top of the screen, where white text read “EMERGENCY BROADCAST SYSTEM.”

A woman with a grave expression sat at a desk holding a sheaf of papers. “—unsure where they came from or what they—”

Jimmy mashed the remote, flicking through channels. Every single one had become an outlet for communicating information about whatever was happening. Some relied only on text, which scrolled by in front of colored bars. Other channels featured people speaking to the camera. But every channel bore the same black box, with the same words.

EMERGENCY BROADCAST SYSTEM.

Jimmy stopped at the first twenty-four hour news station he came across: CNN. Max barely ever watched TV, and he didn’t know the dark-skinned anchor sitting behind the desk, calmly telling the world about its end.

As he spoke, images from all over the world showed more ships like the one they’d seen, hovering over major cities in every country. Some of them floated in clear blue skies, like the one over Oklahoma City. Others were barely visible against the black of night. Rain battered some, and one, suspended over Mendoza, Argentina was caught in a hailstorm. None of the ships seemed affected by the weather. They all just hung there, motionless.

“So far, the objects have refused all attempts at communication. China has deployed a squadron of its Chengdu J-20 fighter jets to confront the craft that appeared over Beijing. At this time, the US has launched no attack. We will keep you updated on the result of China’s efforts.”

Jimmy turned toward him. “You should call your parents.”

“Yeah.” Max blinked, feeling dazed after watching the images on the screen. “They’re probably back at the house by now. They need to get out of the city.”

“Not just that. They probably know what’s happening.”

“Why would—?” Max cut himself off. Normally, Jimmy’s flights of fancy amused him, but just now they were getting under his skin. Something real was happening, something catastrophic, and it had nothing to do with Jimmy’s internet conspiracy bullshit.

Then again, wasn’t this exactly the sort of thing those conspiracy theories predicted?

He found his dad’s cell number under “Recently Contacted” and tapped it, then hit Send.

“Max.” Peter Edwards sounded on edge, which Max could sympathize with. “Are you safe?”

“Yeah, Dad.”

“Where are you?”

“At Jimmy’s. On the acreage.”

“Thank God. You’re safest outside the city. I want you to stay there, okay?”

“Okay. What about you? You and mom should come here, too.” He raised his eyebrows at Jimmy, to confirm that was okay, and Jimmy nodded vigorously.

“We can’t come right now. But we’ll be safe, too. The government has a plan in place for national emergencies. Key personnel will be taken care of.”

Max tried to grasp what Peter Edwards had just said, but his mind was having trouble contending with it. “Wait. Key personnel. Are you saying you’re key personnel?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Why would biotechnicians be considered so important?

“You know I can’t tell you that. Just stay at the Somerton acreage, and we’ll be in touch soon. We’ll come and get you, or someone from the agency will. The families of key personnel are going to be protected as well.”

“What about Jimmy?”

“He can come too. In the meantime, things are going to get very chaotic—even outside the city. I need you to bar the doors and turn out the lights. Draw as little attention to yourselves as you can. Do you understand?”

“Yes. But, Dad…what’s going on?”

“I have to go now. Remember what I said. Stay safe. Someone will come to get you and Jimmy soon.”

The call ended, and Max slowly lowered the phone to the chair’s armrest as he returned his attention to the screen. Something seemed off about the newscaster. He’d moved on to discussing mounting riots in almost every American city, but he was no longer doing it with the grim professionalism everyone expected from newscasters when they were talking about tragedies.

Instead, he wore a wide grin, the tips of his incisors showing.

“Are you seeing this?” Jimmy said.

Max nodded. The paper was shaking in the newscaster’s hands, and a fat bead of sweat shone on his upper forehead.

A piercing scream cut through the studio from off-camera, followed by a thump. The newscaster didn’t react. Instead, he continued to read from the teleprompter, his grin widening. “This just in. As they approached one of the mysterious objects, China’s entire squadron of Chengdu J-20 fighter jets had their weapon systems disabled before they could fire a single shot. It appears we are confronted by a technology vastly superior to our own.” He giggled, head tilting back slightly as he crumpled the paper in his hands.

The newscaster rose to his feet, fists clenched and trembling, his gleaming eyes riveted to a spot off-screen. He continued to laugh and sputter as he read from the teleprompter. “The White House is urging Americans everywhere to remain calm during these trying times, and stay in their homes while officials—”

A figure entered the frame in a blur. Max spotted something in his hand before he tackled the newscaster, and they both disappeared behind the desk. The attacker’s head rose into view, and so did his fist, which gripped what looked like a paperweight.

The paperweight descended, something crunched, and blood flew. Then the attacker lifted his arm and brought the weapon down again. His arm entered and exited frame several more times. The newscaster’s hands flailed, trying to get a grip on his attacker, but soon enough his struggle ended.

With that, the attacker froze, staring down at his victim. A look of pure horror crossed his features, and his shoulders rose and fell rapidly.

He’s hyperventilating, Max realized.

Gradually, his features went blank, and his breathing slowed. He let out a long sigh. Then he stood, the bloody paperweight still in hand, and walked off-camera.

All that remained in sight was the empty desk and blood trickling down the city skyline behind, revealing the view to be a green screen.

Max and Jimmy looked at each other.

“Jimmy, where’s your dad?”

His friend’s eyes went even wider than they were. “He was cutting hay with Rex. The guy he hired on last fall.”

“We should go check on him. Right?”

They jumped to their feet and tore through the house, Max right behind Jimmy. They both still had their shoes on, so they ran straight through the front door, and Max didn’t bother closing it behind him.

The Somerton’s hay field was behind a large barn, away from the horse paddock and the house. Max’s stomach flip-flopped as they dashed around it, and he tried not to think about what they might find.

Jimmy rounded the corner, then stopped abruptly, so that Max nearly collided with his backside.

Nothing could have prepared him for the sight that awaited them—not even what they’d just watched on TV. After all, that was TV, and not actually real. Even if it had happened on a news station.

Avery Somerton was lying face-down on the ground, and a man—Rex, Max guessed—was using an iron rake to methodically hack at his body, the metal tongs driving into flesh again and again with a wet slapping sound. Pools of blood covered the hay around the pair.

Jimmy said something, or tried to. It came out as a strangled croak.

It was enough to get Rex’s attention. He turned wild eyes on Max and Jimmy, then gripped the rake with both hands, pulling it out of his victim’s back.

Max grabbed his friend’s arm. “Jimmy, come on.”

“No,” Jimmy yelled, a sob muddling his voice.

“Come on. We need to get inside and bar the doors.”

Rex was walking around Avery Somerton’s still form, his eyes locked on Jimmy.

“I’m not leaving him.”

Max grabbed Jimmy by the neck and dug his fingers in, forcibly turning him around and running with him back toward the house. His friend yelled, but he stopped fighting him, and Max let him go. Together, they sprinted toward the house’s front door, which still hung ajar.

Behind them, Rex was picking up speed, the rake held at the ready in front of him.
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“We weren’t able to get to the president in time.”

Normally calm, General Andrews’ voice was heavy with emotion as it came over the satellite phone. “Or the vice president. Both of them were…torn apart by their own staff.”

Janet Thompson exchanged glances across the mobile command unit with her partner, Ethan Dean. His olive face had paled, and his hand twitched in his lap as their eyes met. They’d all known something like this could happen at any time, but knowing it and experiencing it were completely different.

“We did manage to recover the Speaker of the House, as well as a few representatives from congress and the senate who still have their minds. As for military personnel, we’re it. Even so, we have the people we need to run the country—provided we’re able to salvage a country to run.”

The general gave them a few moments to process that before continuing. “I do have some good news. The attackers first targeted classified GDA satellites we had orbiting the moon—but not before those satellites spotted what might be a single point of vulnerability for the enemy forces: a mother ship, ninety kilometers in diameter. They’re keeping it behind the moon, beyond the reach of our offensive capabilities.”

Janet leaned slightly toward the phone, which sat on a metal stool between her and Ethan. “Our conventional capabilities, you mean, sir.”

“That’s correct. We’re heading for Colorado now. If all goes well, we’ll arrive in three days, though that projection assumes normal traffic conditions. It seems safe to say they won’t be normal. Either way, when I get there, I need to find you already at the facility, prepping the asset and getting him ready. There’s a good chance this will be our last conversation until then. The aliens are systematically dismantling every means of long-range communication we have, and they’ve assigned three of their ships to shooting down satellites. It’s a minor miracle we’re able to talk at all.”

General Andrews sucked in a deep breath, and the satellite phone transmitted the inhalation. “This is it. Our worst fear has been realized. Now, we just have to pray our preparations were enough.”

“How could they be?” Ethan cut in. “We were hoping for decades more before it came to this.”

“Yes. But we always knew this might happen. Clearly, they caught on to our efforts and decided to strike now, to preempt us. Or maybe their timing is just one big coincidence. Either way, we need to work with what we have.”

“On that subject, sir,” Janet said quickly, sure that Ethan was going to waste more time with his blathering. “We’ve encountered some difficulties, where securing the asset is concerned.”

“What sort of difficulties?”

“It’s his caretakers. They aren’t telling us where he is.”

“Oh?”

“They say they want assurances he won’t be…coerced into doing anything he isn’t comfortable with.”

“I see.”

“Chambers is headed into the city to collect them now. What methods are we authorized to use in order to obtain the asset’s location, sir?”

The general’s tone grew firm. “I want the Edwards treated with respect. They’ve been integral to this project since day one, and they’re good people. I want their dignity preserved. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir. And the asset? What of his…agency, in all this?”

“We’ve all read his psychological reports. Once he understands what’s at stake, he’ll fall in line.”

“But he’s only had one year at the academy. He lacks training, and discipline. I’m afraid his youth might interfere with his ability to do his duty.”

“I disagree. From what I’ve seen, he has a strong sense of duty. Like you, Janet. Which is why I’m confident that when I arrive in Colorado, I’ll find you’ve harmed not a single hair belonging to any of the Edwards.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Excellent. I’ll see you in Colorado.”

Janet reached forward and ended the call. She and Ethan sat in silence for a time. Her partner looked apprehensive.

All around them, switched-off computer monitors loomed like dark mirrors. They had enough diesel for their generators to keep the command unit fully operational for days, and there were plenty of military supply caches and armories to refuel at if they ran out. But there was still no reason to waste energy.

Over the years, her colleagues had argued a number of competing theories about how things would unfold when the invasion came. Janet hadn’t bothered to participate in those debates much, but that didn’t mean she lacked a theory of her own, and so far, reality was mostly proving hers out.

She decided it was time to break the silence. “You know as well as I do that we can’t afford to give any assurances about what will or won’t be done to the asset.”

Ethan studied her, eyes narrowed slightly. “Tell me what you mean, Janet.”

“We can’t afford any risk of him deviating from our objectives. We need to find him, now, and we need to take him in. As for the Edwards, they’ll have to be brought to heel.”

“You heard Andrews. He doesn’t want them hurt.”

“We’re going to be cut off from Andrews within the next few hours, and there’s no guarantee he’ll even make it to Colorado. From here on out, you and I run this organization, for all intents and purposes. We’re also the only ones who heard the orders he just gave us. They can be whatever we say they are.”

Ethan’s face went neutral. “There’s a word for what you’re proposing.”

“Frankly, I don’t give a shit about being insubordinate. This isn’t about the chain of command anymore, Ethan. It’s about humanity’s survival.”

“Insubordinate wasn’t the word I was thinking of.”

She shook her head, feeling impatient. “Spit it out.”

“Treason,” he said.

She sighed. “Call it what you want. Look, I plan to follow Andrews’ orders, so long as the I get cooperation from the Edwards, and from the asset. But if I don’t get that, I’m not going to risk the future just so Andrews can feel like he kept his hands clean. For what it’s worth, even if we do have to go against orders, I doubt he’ll want to risk losing two of the last few special agents this country has left. But it doesn’t matter to me either way. I’m going to do whatever it takes to beat these bastards, and that doesn’t involve holding the asset’s hand and telling him what a special snowflake he is. It also doesn’t involve letting Cynthia Edwards push us around. Are you with me or not?”

Ethan sighed. “I’m with you.”
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Eventually, the hired help stopped trying to break down the front door, but not before he smashed the glass storm door with the rake. Max couldn’t help wincing when he heard it shatter.

They’d piled up furniture against the door, like Max’s father had told him to do, but it didn’t turn out to be necessary—not to stop Rex, anyway. The dead-bolted door held fast against the battering. After twenty long minutes, Rex gave up.

By then, they’d barricaded the back door too, and were standing in the living room. Waiting.

“We can’t let him keep doing that to dad’s body.”

Max nodded. “I know. But what’s the alternative?”

“Go out there and stop him.”

“How?”

“Kill him.”

Turning from the bay window, Max studied his friend’s face. “Or, he might kill you when you try.”

“Not if I get dad’s rifle.”

“He still might kill you. But even if you do manage it…that’s not something you come back from easily, Jimmy. Killing someone.”

“He’s not someone. He’s a savage animal.”

“He’s a person. He was before, and he might get better—get back to his old self. You don’t want to be the one to take that chance from him, all because he did something he couldn’t control. You might think you do, but you don’t.”

Jimmy dropped onto the worn wooden chest between the couch and the TV and raised his hands to cover his face. Sobs racked his body. “What’s going on, Max?” he said through his fingers, his voice wet. “That newscaster…what Rex did to dad….” His shoulders heaved.

“I’m sorry, Jimmy. I’m sorry, man.”

“Thanks.”

“I don’t know what’s happening. But I’m guessing it’s not a coincidence that it happened after that ship appeared. It’s doing something to people.”

Jimmy sucked in air and seemed to compose himself a little. He nodded. “Thing is, I feel like I could kill someone, too. Not just Rex. Anyone. I’m angrier than I’ve ever been.”

“You just lost your dad.”

“It’s not just that. Something’s gotten into me. Do you feel anything inside you, like that? Anything weird?”

Max took careful inventory of his thoughts, his emotions. During Basic Training, he’d gotten to know himself better than he thought possible. What he was like under real stress, for instance, and the general location of his breaking point. He hadn’t reached that breaking point during Basic, but he had learned for sure that he had one. And this wasn’t it. “No. I’m fine.”

Max turned to look out the window again. “I didn’t see Rex go back toward the hay field. I think he left your dad alone.” But he wasn’t looking in the hayfield’s direction. He was staring at the giant Frisbee, still suspended in the sky. If that thing had made the news anchor and Rex go crazy, why hadn’t it done the same to him?

“I guess he’s off to find his next kill,” Jimmy said, his voice bitter. “If we’d killed him, he wouldn’t have been able to.”

Max didn’t answer. Jimmy’s point made sense, on the face of it. But it was also wrong. Max just couldn’t think of why.

He turned to find Jimmy wearing a stricken expression.

“God. I just realized how I sound,” Jimmy said.

Max did his best to offer a sympathetic smile.

“If I get bad…don’t let me do anything like Rex did. Okay? Don’t let me, Max.”

“I won’t. But you won’t get bad.”

“If you say so.” Jimmy stood up, opened the chest’s lid, and rooted around inside it. After a while, he came up with a small baggie half-filled with weed. A little more rummaging produced a small pipe. He opened the baggie and began packing the bowl full.

He noticed Max watching. “You want some?”

“No. And I don’t think you should have any, either.”

“Why not?”

He gestured toward the window—toward the ship suspended in the distance. “They might already be doing something to your brain. I doubt it’s a good idea to add any substances to that mix.”

Jimmy frowned, nodded, then dumped the pipe back into the bag and put both away. Then he began pacing back and forth, the length of the living room, then the kitchen. Max stood by the window, watching the afternoon wear on. Every now and then he checked on Jimmy—studied his eyes, as discreetly as he could. Though, he was pretty sure Jimmy noticed him doing it, and knew what he was watching for.

But his friend kept the same blank expression, staring into nothing as he paced the house.

Around his twentieth time coming down the hall, he stopped and flicked a light switch. The fan light over the couch came on. “Power still works,” he muttered.

“Turn it off. Dad said we should keep the lights off.”

Jimmy switched it back off and resumed pacing.

Max lowered himself into the overstuffed armchair, not bothering to mask his monitoring of his friend, and glancing behind him through the window every few minutes. What he was waiting for, he didn’t know. How long would it take his parents to get here?

After about an hour of Jimmy’s pacing, he stopped again, this time in front of Max’s chair. “We have to bury dad, Max. I won’t be able to sleep with him just lying out there.”

Max considered this for a second. He sighed. “Yeah.”

“We should let the horses go, too. I don’t want to keep them penned where they’re vulnerable to the first crazy to wander by.”

“Okay. Get your dad’s rifle.”

Piece by piece, they hauled away the furniture barring the back door, not wanting to deal with the broken glass littering the front step. That done, Max followed Jimmy outside, squeezing past an end table to reach the door.

“Horses, then dad,” Jimmy said. “We take care of the living first.”

They went to the paddock, and Jimmy opened the gate, lowering a bar to stabilize it against the ground. The horses took no notice of the act.

“They’ll figure out they’re free eventually.” Jimmy’s eyes found Max’s.

Max would have offered to bury Jimmy’s dad by himself, but he doubted it was wise to be outside alone. Or at all. Besides, it would probably be better for Jimmy to get the closure. He would want to have a part in it.

His friend exhaled loudly. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

They went around the barn again, to where Avery Somerton’s blood had dried on the hay all around him. Max hooked his arms through the body’s armpits, and Jimmy took the feet. Avery felt stiff—rigor mortis had already begun to set in.

They carried him to a stand of pine trees a couple hundred feet from the house. A dozen meters in, they came upon a headstone in the middle of a clearing. It bore the name “Candice Somerton,” and an inscription: “ALL THINGS TO THE GLORY OF GOD.”

“I didn’t know your mom was buried here.”

“Yeah. She was happiest here, on the acreage. This place was filled with all her childhood memories. She never did want to leave.” He sniffed, and his voice trembled a little. “Not dad, though. He thought of this ranch as a prison. Just like me.”

Jimmy turned away, but not before Max saw the way his eyes glistened. “We’ll need a shovel and pickax. Come on.”

They collected the tools from a shed, and returned with them. With that, they took turns—one digging, the other standing watch with the rifle.
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Ted Chambers kept to the shadows as he made his way through the city, the afternoon becoming evening.

He needed to make haste, but it was preferable to jump backyard fences than to encounter a murderous mob in the street. One instant of carelessness could spell his death—his suppressor-fitted pistol lying empty on the ground beside his maimed corpse.

 Mostly, fence-hopping wasn’t necessary. The neighborhoods he whisked through boasted plenty of elm trees, and their broad canopies served to cast him in shadow, their trunks blending with the greens and browns of the camo he’d grabbed from a supply trailer before heading into Oklahoma City.

Something snapped nearby, and he froze. With the speed of glaciers, he turned his head toward the source of the noise. His hand wandered toward the butt of his FNX Tactical.

A child wandered out from between two houses, clutching a teddy bear with its head torn off. Ted squeezed his eyes shut and forced his breathing to stay slow and steady. His stomach started in on the acrobatics.

Please God, don’t let her see me. Nothing good could come of that, whether she still had her mind or not. The headless bear could count as evidence for either possibility.

She crossed the lawn in halting steps, meters away from Ted. Her mouth kept opening and closing at random intervals, and he didn’t think he could see fear in her eyes, though it was hard to tell in the fading light. If there was no fear, she’d definitely lost it. The odds were good for that to begin with. Few people hadn’t lost it.

He tried not to think about what it must be like for a child who still had her sanity. One surely existed somewhere in the city. Possibly, he was looking at her right now.

The girl reached the street, not hesitating or checking for traffic as her feet left the curb. Had her parents never instilled that habit, or had it fled with the rest of her mind?

You can’t save her, he told himself. The best you can do is get the Edwards out of the city alive.

She reached the other side of the street and veered left, headed for the porch of a brick bungalow with green trim.

Ted shook himself and moved around the tree, putting it between him and the girl. Then he moved down the street away from her, a succession of grassy lawns muffling his footsteps.

He stopped again, under an awning’s overhang. The daylight had receded enough.

Checking for nearby threats, he unbuttoned his camo jacket, wriggled out of it, then dropped it in a heap. He unbuttoned his gun belt then shucked off the pants and added them to the jacket.

Underneath, he wore a black long-sleeve shirt and dark pants.

Burglar’s uniform. When it came to city stealth, it paid to borrow from the best.

He buckled on the belt and continued through the city.

 At last, he arrived: yet another red-brick bungalow, this one with a second story tucked over the double-wide garage. So, not technically a bungalow, then. The house was nice, but not nice enough to attract much attention.

Gaining entry posed a challenge. The occupants were inside, he knew, but knocking was out of the question. Breaking and entering offered a more attractive option, provided he managed to do it without noise.

First, he explored his simplest option: the doorbell. It worked. The tone was loud enough that it reached him on the porch, and he grimaced.

The door swung open. “Ted.” A note of relief.

“Hi, Cynthia.”

She stepped aside, and he entered, taking the doorknob from her, twisting it, and closing it with no more than a whisper. He engaged the deadbolt. “Peter’s here?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Tell him to put on black clothing. You do the same. Wear your softest-soled shoes. You can’t take anything with you, other than a pistol.”

Cynthia gave a tight smile. “We know the drill. Ethan must have briefed us on this ten times.”

“And I’m making sure you don’t forget anything.”

He held her gaze for a long moment, and her smile melted away. She nodded. “Right. But before we leave, we need to talk to you.”

“There’s no time. We don’t know whether people’s circadian rhythms will hold up. Could be that night will drive them even crazier.”

“We need to make time.”

Ted looked into Cynthia’s eyes and saw steel there. He sighed. “Okay. Let’s talk.”

“Come into the kitchen.”

He followed her. Peter gave him a slight wave from the table, wearing the same sort of smile Cynthia had been wearing. It also melted away under Ted’s gaze.

“Coffee?” Cynthia asked. “We have instant.”

“Got decaf?” Adrenaline would keep him awake as they crept out of the city. Caffeine would only compromise him, make him jumpy.

“We do.”

“I suggest you stick with decaf too.”

“I’m feeling a bit drowsy,” Peter said.

Ted stared at him for a beat, feeling sort of amazed. “You won’t be for long. Let me revise: I insist you have decaf.”

Standing against the counter as she waited for the kettle to boil, Cynthia nodded. “Decaf it is.” She gave her husband a look.

Peter didn’t look overly pleased about it, but he said nothing.

“I’m told you know the asset’s location,” Ted said.

Cynthia’s mouth quirked. “We do.”

“But won’t say.”

“That’s right.”

“Do you intend to share his location?”

“That depends.”

Ted raised his eyebrows. “On?”

“Whether he’ll be given a choice. A real one.”

“Even when it’s the entire species at stake?”

“Even then. Reluctant heroes are one thing. Unwilling heroes are useless. If Max is forced to fight, at some point he’ll falter.”

Ted studied her face, and now it was his turn to suppress a smile. Like theirs, it wasn’t a whole-hearted smile, but sad and tense. “That’s not all. Is it?”

Cynthia stayed silent, and Peter stared at the table.

A sigh escaped Ted’s lips. “I know you’ve come to care for the boy. I have, too, and I was only his principal. To have been his mother and father…I can only imagine.”

“Honestly, Ted, you have no idea.”

“I’m sure I don’t.”

“Max is everything Janet will never be.”

He raised his eyebrows, partly at Cynthia’s use of the asset’s name. But what did it matter now? They kept using “asset” only out of habit. “What does Janet have to do with it?”

Cynthia laughed bitterly. “Don’t bullshit me. She’s the strongest force in GDA. From what I’m hearing, she’s essentially running the show, and there’s no guarantee General Andrews will get here to take over. If our projections are worth anything, then the rest of the command structure has disintegrated. So don’t try to tell me Janet has nothing to do with what will happen to Max.”

“You’re right. Janet’s running things. And she claims that during their last conversation, Andrews authorized her to obtain the asset’s location using any means necessary. And to force his compliance by any means necessary. Conveniently for her, we’ve lost contact with Andrews since then, so no one can confirm those orders. Ethan was there for the conversation, and he’s backing her up, though he kept assuring me that you and the asset—and Max—will be treated with respect.”

“Unless we don’t cooperate.”

Ted nodded.

Cynthia grimaced. “Of course Ethan is supporting her. She owns him.” The kettle clicked, and she turned to mix the hot water with the instant coffee.

He shrugged. “She is his superior. And we do need a strong leader right now.”

“I’ve never known you to let fear rule you.” She set steaming mugs in front of him and Peter, but she remained standing, with one arm resting across her stomach.

Ted laughed. Then you don’t know me very well, do you? “She will get the asset’s location out of you. You know that, right?”

Cynthia raised her eyebrows. “How far do you think she’ll go?”

“I’m not sure. But she’s been different since all this started. She’s gotten harder, if that’s possible. It’s…a little spooky.”

Cynthia and Peter exchanged glances.

“Do you think it’s possible they’ve compromised her?” Peter looked up at the ceiling as he said it, then back at Ted.

“Anything’s possible. But I have to assume our precautions will prevent that. If not, then they have complete power over us anyway.”

Cynthia’s gaze was on the table as she spoke slowly. “ If Janet’s been acting strangely, then that’s all the more reason to keep Max from her. Yes, I know she’ll find out where he is. Eventually. And who knows? Maybe he’ll want to go to her, despite it all. But he needs to be given the choice.” Her jaw tightened. “It’s time Max got the chance to make a choice, in all this. I have to believe I’m doing the right thing.”

“The right thing,” Ted repeated. “You plan to try holding out.”

“We do,” Cynthia said firmly, and Peter nodded after a second. “But eventually, Max will head here anyway. If he doesn’t hear from us for long enough, he’ll come here.”

I think I see where this is going. “Janet knows that.” He hesitated. “She’s assigned me to return and watch the house, after I’ve brought you to her. I’m supposed to let her know the moment I spot him. If I do. But something tells me you know all of this already.”

“I guessed it.”

Peter was looking at Cynthia, brow furrowed. “Uh, I didn’t. Why doesn’t Janet just order in a platoon to lock this place down?”

Ted lowered his mug to the table. “Because she knows entering the city with a unit of any size would be a waste of men and ammunition at best. Suicide at worst. Right now, a single operative can go where a group can’t.”

“Especially an operative like you,” Cynthia said.

Ted didn’t answer.

She swallowed visibly. “If he comes here…will you give him a choice?”

He stared into his coffee’s blackness. “You’re asking me to go against Janet Thompson.”

“I know what I’m asking.”

“I’m not sure you do.”

“So you’re afraid after all?”

Indeed I am. But he hid it with another smile. “I just want to firmly establish that you owe me one. Big time.”

Cynthia smiled back, and this time it wasn’t fake.

The Edwards went upstairs to get changed, and when they came down Ted was at the living room window, peering through a crack in the curtains.

“I think it’s clear. Let’s go. Stay close behind me, and don’t make a sound. Tap me and point if you spot a threat. Again: do not speak until I tell you otherwise.”

He let Cynthia lock the door behind them before leading her and Peter down the elm-lined street, this time with his weapon drawn, held low.
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On the second day, Max woke up to someone calling his name.

Blinking, he sat up. He was on the living room couch with the shades down and a thin blanket drawn over him. There wasn’t anyone else in the room.

He listened closely, but the voice didn’t speak again. His phone drew his narrowed eyes where it lay innocently atop the closed chest, next to a handgun Jimmy had dug out from under his dad’s bed.

Must have been a dream.

All the same, he scooped up the phone and clicked it on. Still no signal or cell network.

Where were his parents? Surely they should be here by now. He had no idea if they’d actually made it out of the city, no way to contact them.

Tossing the blanket onto the back of the couch, he hauled himself to his feet and went into the kitchen to investigate the fridge’s contents. The light came on when he opened the door.

Power, yes. Cell signal, no.

He’d been here enough to know his way around his kitchen, and to feel comfortable helping himself. Probably he would have felt like that anyway, given he was now living in what he could only assume was the apocalypse. At the end of the world, you took certain liberties.

Pots and pans were in the corner cupboard, and he grabbed a pot to put water on the boil. He took four pieces of bread from a bag in the freezer, and four eggs from a carton in the fridge. Jimmy would complain if he didn’t put any on for him, and he wouldn’t be picky if it grew cold before he got up.

Max caught a whiff of something that suggested it probably wouldn’t be an issue either way. He cursed under his breath I told him not to smoke. The baggie in the chest was still there—Max would have seen him take it out. How many places does he have weed stashed?

A few minutes later, Jimmy’s door opened, and he trudged down the hall to the bathroom. He grunted when he noticed Max, then closed the door behind him.

The toilet flushed, and Max listened for the sound of running water afterward. He didn’t hear it. He frowned.

“Something’s burning,” Jimmy said as he entered the kitchen.

Max started, then popped the bread out of the toaster. “Damn it.”

“I don’t mind it black. Nothing a heap of butter won’t fix.”

“I heard burnt toast gives you cancer.”

“I heard alien invasions give you cancer. Give it here.”

They ate in silence, and Max tried to discreetly study Jimmy’s behavior.

He failed.

“Will you cut out the staring? I’m fine.” Jimmy coughed into his hand. “Damn it. Toast went down the wrong way.”

Max smiled. His friend seemed mellower than the night before. Maybe the weed was a good idea after all. It might make him less alert, but then, if Max had lost his own father yesterday, he’d probably be completely useless. It would have to fall to Max to look out for anyone trying to get in at them.

Jimmy polished off his second piece of toast and got up to put on two more slices. “You know, when I was a kid, I used to lie in bed, praying for aliens to abduct me while I slept so I could get the hell away from this place.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest.”

“Yeah. I guess it wouldn’t. In junior high, it became an obsession. I can’t count how many times dad told me to shut up talking about government cover-ups, disclosure, crop circles. False flag theories, where the US government stages an alien invasion in order to take over the world. That theory resurfaces every few years whenever a new president gets elected.” Jimmy turned toward Oklahoma City, which was blocked from view by the house’s southern wall. “I don’t think that one turned out to be right.”

“No?”

“Well, if this is a power grab, they sure botched it. From what we saw on TV, it doesn’t seem like there’s going to be much world left to take over.”

Max sniffed. “Any coffee?” The Somertons weren’t coffee drinkers, so it was always hit or miss whether they’d have any.

“Yeah. Over the stove, should be.”

Max looked into the situation and found a glass Maxwell House bottle filled to around a sixth with instant coffee. “Hmm.” He put some more water on the boil.

“You do anything weird like that, when you were a kid? I mean, I know you’re weird, but did you ever believe in conspiracy theories or anything?”

“Nah. I guess I just accepted not knowing things, with my parents working at whatever it is they do.” He stared at the water, willing it to boil faster. He looked at Jimmy. “There was one thing.”

His friend raised his eyebrows.

“Hard to explain, but…well, when I was a kid, I used to get this feeling that nothing was real. I kept expecting everyone to fess up at some point that my whole life was some sort of elaborate production, which they’d all put on just to see how I’d react. I still kind of feel that way, sometimes, but not as much as when I was younger. Weird, right?”

“Yep. Confirmed weird.”

They mostly spent the day sitting around the house, saying nothing. Time slowed, until life seemed like slow motion, and a couple times Max convinced himself that the clock over the TV had run out of battery. Then it ticked over, and the next sixty-second wait began.

Jimmy had a couple video game consoles hooked up, and they still had electricity to play them. But neither of them wanted to.

Probably for the best. The flickering light might draw attention through cracks in the blinds.

“Why’d you decide to join the Air Force?” Jimmy asked, breaking an hour-long silence as the afternoon plodded along. “I don’t think I ever asked you that. Everyone in school expected you to become a rocket scientist or something. Why throw yourself in with a bunch of dumb stick jockeys?”

Max felt himself stiffen against the armchair’s generous stuffing. “The Air Force doesn’t hire anyone dumb, Jimmy. The last person you want fighting for you is someone who can’t think for himself.”

“But that’s what the military’s all about, isn’t it? Brainwashing you so you fall in line.”

Max wasn’t enjoying this conversation, though he shouldn’t have been surprised. Jimmy had always been mistrustful of authority of any kind, so of course he’d have misguided notions about the country’s military. All the same, Max could feel heat flushing his cheeks. He took a breath. “It’s true they teach you to follow rules. How to order your life. But you need that. If you don’t have a solid foundation for your life, you can never hope to take off.”

“God, that’s cheesy. Did you read that on a poster somewhere in the academy?” Jimmy put a British accent on the last word.

I came up with it, actually. Max had thought about this a lot. Why had he joined up with the Air Force? He’d had so many choices as his high school graduation approached. Every day, it had seemed like the school’s guidance counselor had forwarded a new offer from some prestigious university. He could have done absolutely anything, and it had been suffocating.

For him, the Air Force was a way to opt out of the indecision. To do something that would give him a firm grounding—a foundation that would serve him his entire life. At least, that’s what Mr. Chambers had told him, who’d served two tours as a SEAL in Iraq. Max had chosen the Air Force because space had always called to him, and in the Air Force you had a shot at becoming an astronaut.

Like Jimmy, he’d always been obsessed with space—just not the creatures that might live there. His heroes included people like Elon Musk, not whatever alien conspiracy theorist had scammed their way to fame this year.

Max hadn’t answered Jimmy’s last comment, and now his friend stood up and went to his room without a word.

Are we in a fight? He almost laughed. Probably, Jimmy had only wanted an excuse to go get high. It was pretty funny, how he was going out of his way to hide his smoking from Max, like a kid who knows he’s doing something he’s not supposed to.

Something’s different, between us, though. Their friendship had a different quality to it, an element that had nothing to do with the alien invasion.

Their conversation had given Max a clue about what that might be. To Jimmy, he’d become a symbol of the authority he’d always hated. He would have preferred Max to become a disruptive entrepreneur, or maybe an author with an anti-establishment bent. Instead, Max had joined the machine—that’s how Jimmy would think of it, anyway.

Or maybe it was just the fact that Max had actually done something with his life, while Jimmy had languished on his family’s acreage in the year after graduation, smoking pot and handling the horses for his dad. There was nothing wrong with helping out with a family business, of course, and Jimmy might have even taken it over at some point. But Max knew it wasn’t what Jimmy wanted, and he probably resented that.

Jimmy didn’t emerge from his bedroom for the rest of the night, and the next day, Max woke at dawn. He got up from the couch to go knock on Jimmy’s bedroom door.

He knocked four times, each louder than the last, till he began to worry about drawing unwanted attention if he banged any louder.

Finally, his fist poised to knock a fifth time, the door opened to reveal Jimmy, blinking at him in his underwear. “Yeah?” he croaked.

“I have to go.”

Jimmy squinted. “Go? Where?”

“To find my parents. You should come with me.”

“There’s no way I’m going anywhere near that ship, Max.”

“I thought you wanted to get abducted.”

“Very funny. You saw the same news I did. The cities are death traps.”

“I can’t wait any longer. I need to make sure my folks are safe.”

Jimmy nodded, and his face fell. He seemed more awake, now, and the idea of being alone didn’t seem to be sitting very well with him. For a second, Max was sure he’d change his mind about coming.

But he didn’t. “Take whatever you want from the kitchen. And my dad’s handgun. I’ll keep the rifle.”
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The way into Oklahoma City lay clear, the roads mostly empty. Thick smoke pillared into the air from some areas of town, but there were none in the direction of his neighborhood. Not yet, anyway.

I need to move fast. With everything as dry as it was, it would likely only take a change in the wind to threaten his home.

If I can call it my home, now. He doubted that would be possible anymore.

Max had expected to find the city streets jammed, but it appeared the population hadn’t had much time to react to what had happened.

He’d never thought much about how alien invasions would play out—for sure, not as much as Jimmy had—but even so, this wasn’t what he would have predicted. The few movies he’d seen on the subject had trained him to believe that humanity would see the aliens coming, with plenty of time to plan and react. To fight back.

But whatever had happened two days ago, it had been sudden, and brief. Coldly efficient. And it seemed the invaders hadn’t even needed to get their hands dirty.

Assuming they have hands.

Either way, other than a few abandoned vehicles, many of them crashed into fences or ditches or each other, he enjoyed a leisurely drive in his parents’ Subaru Impreza. Most of the cars sat with at least one door open, as though the driver had suddenly forgotten to drive, and fled in confusion. Which was probably exactly what had happened. Just outside the city, he saw a truck with all four doors left open. Like it had been vacated by a family.

I wonder if they’re still together.

Then he reached the city outskirts, with fast food chains and strip malls popping up on both sides of the road. Every digital billboard he passed still worked, each flashing their ad rotation at him, vying for his attention. Contrasted with the lifeless streets, it was creepy.

Here, navigating became tougher. Intersections were the worst. Depending on which lights had been red at the moment society lost its mind, his path forward was either clear or completely blocked. A few times, he had to drive over the grassy median to continue on.

Sooner or later, he would have to stop and start hoofing it. The question was how long he should wait to do that—and also whether he cared about recovering the blue Impreza at some point. His parents had kept it well-maintained for years, and the idea of just ditching it didn’t sit right.

Then, someone made the decision for him. A man wearing a business suit stepped out from behind an SUV up ahead, and Max slammed on the brakes. His seatbelt bit into his chest, and the front bumper came to a stop inches from the man’s shins.

For a moment, he glared at Max through the windshield with blazing eyes, looking about as infuriated as a regular pedestrian might have been at almost getting mowed down.

But he wasn’t a regular pedestrian, which became clear when he threw himself onto the Impreza’s hood and started pummeling the glass with his fists.

It didn’t have much of an effect, but it was unsettling. The man’s knuckles split, and his blows began to leave bloody smears.

Max sat rigid, paralyzed. If he kept driving, he might hurt the man. Even if he managed to shake him off by reversing, there were cars to the Impreza’s left and a concrete wall to the right, so there would be no driving around him. The oncoming lanes were also jammed.

The man behaved savagely, but the ship had done that to him. Two days ago, he’d been a regular person. Was there a chance he would be again?

Ten excruciating minutes passed, the man’s fists becoming more raw and red with every second. At last, when they were completely coated with scarlet, he rose to his knees, staring at Max through the blood-smeared glass with an exhausted grimace. With that, he slid off the hood and continued walking, as though nothing had happened.

Max watched him make his way through the tangle of cars, then out of sight behind a McDonald’s. He breathed out in a long whoosh.

The Impreza had been idling the entire time, and now he guided it ahead of the SUV that had hidden the man, parking there.

“Sorry, old girl,” he said, patting the Subaru’s steering wheel. “You’ll draw too much attention if I take you any farther.”

He picked up the Ruger P89 Jimmy’s father had kept under his bed, double-checking the safety before tucking it into his belt for easy access. The handgun had a detachable magazine that held fifteen 9mm rounds, plus one in the chamber, with three extra mags he’d filled at Jimmy’s house before stowing two of them in his pack and one in a pouch he slid his belt through. Avery Somerton hadn’t believed in running out of ammo, and even after filling the magazines, there were still four fifty-round boxes, which Max had added to his backpack.

He’d stuffed in some crackers and a few cans of random food around the ammo—whatever he could find with a ring-pull for opening, since he hadn’t wanted to take Jimmy’s only can opener.

Gripping his pack, he checked the Subaru’s surroundings one last time. He inhaled deeply, then slowly opened the door.

As he pressed on, he began to notice the bodies littering the city, splayed on asphalt or draped over cars. Nearly every corpse seemed to belong to someone who’d suffered a gruesome death. Blow to the head, slit throat, multiple stab wounds. He hadn’t seen them on the drive in, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t been there—just not on the street.

Now, they seemed to be everywhere. He passed hundreds of bodies within ten minutes. People just lying in the sun where they’d been killed, where they would almost certainly rot. No one left to bury them.

They deserve better than this.

He decided to abandon the streets after a narrow brush with a mob of people who trudged out of an alley, some of them armed with various blunt objects, some of them not. Max threw himself behind a mailbox at the sight of the first crowbar-wielding rioter, and crouched there, holding his breath.

Amidst dozens of footsteps, one set grew louder, until Max was sure one of them was standing on the other side of the mailbox. His hand went to the butt of the Ruger, but what good would it do? Sixteen rounds wouldn’t help him against dozens of attackers. Sure, if he counted his filled magazines he had sixty-one rounds, but his shooting would draw more attackers, and he didn’t relish the idea of rooting around in his backpack for more ammo as they closed in.

So he waited. After several long moments, something crashed against the mailbox, ringing the metal like a bell. Max started, gasping, but it was lost in the noise.

Then the footsteps trailed off, in the direction the others had gone.

He was even more careful, after that.

The walk to the house took hours, a journey made longer by staying constantly on the lookout for crazed citizens, and hiding at the first sign of them, aware every minute could be his last. But at last, he stepped onto the front step, sticking the key into the lock. He’d been clutching it for blocks, now, in anxious anticipation.

He closed the door behind him, engaged the deadbolt, and leaned against it, eyes closed, just breathing.

I made it.

“Mom?” he called. “Dad?” No answer. A quick check of each room turned up nothing. They weren’t here.

Heading upstairs, he went into his old room, which was a bizarre experience. Returning to it after a year at the academy had been surreal enough, but being here in the post-apocalypse was really doing a number on him.

His parents had kept it exactly the same. Bed neatly made, chair wheeled into the desk, laptop riser standing empty atop the faux-wood desktop.

He dropped onto the bed, scooting back to lean against the wall and stare at the door, the Ruger nestled in his lap.

He still vividly remembered coming here almost every day after high school, tossing his backpack in the same corner every time, and settling down to his computer for the evening to research random curiosities, troll message boards, or play first-person shooters and strategy games like Starcraft. Some nights, he would load a flight simulator and lose himself until the early hours of the morning. His parents had noticed his interest in flying, and they’d even started paying for weekly flying lessons halfway through grade ten.

Peter and Cynthia Edwards had never worried about anything distracting Max from his schoolwork. Public school hadn’t required much study from him to ace it.

I was such a nerd. He’d never been popular, but after he’d moved from Ohio in the first year of junior high, he’d found himself a total outcast. Semester after semester, he’d sit alone in the cafeteria, his nose in a book, ignored by everyone. On the bright side, bullying had been minimal. A few times someone had slapped the novel out of his hands, but other than that he’d been left alone. Jimmy said Max had a way of looking at people he didn’t like as though he planned to dedicate himself to their disembowelment, so maybe that had something to do with it.

The isolation had done its own damage, though, and now Max recognized that he’d been on his way to becoming a twisted, resentful person. His taste in music had changed, grown darker, and darkness had flooded his dreams as well. He sometimes woke at night, drenched in sweat and shocked at the scenes of wanton violence his mind had just produced. In waking life, he found himself enjoying shooting games a little too much.

His parents had become worried, and he’d found himself visiting the guidance counselor regularly, and even the school principal. Max had come to respect and even like Mr. Chambers, who seemed to take an equal liking to him, checking in on him periodically. Of course, getting befriended by the principal hadn’t done much for his social status, but that couldn’t get much worse anyway. It had been Mr. Chambers who’d first sparked his interest in the military.

He didn’t like to think about where his dark path might have led him. Luckily, he left it forever in his freshman year of high school, when Jimmy Somerton had approached him in homeroom. By the next year, Jimmy had moved his desk to the one ahead of Max’s, and each morning they talked about anything and everything.

For one of the popular kids, Jimmy spent a lot of time on the internet, and he brought tales from its strangest corners. Unsolved mysteries, elaborate hacker heists, clever memes.

And alien conspiracy theories. So many alien conspiracy theories.

The academy had been nothing like high school. People there respected you, as long as you could hold your own, and he’d had no shortage of friends. He’d even started to feel like a normal person—happy with his career choice. But in high school, there was never any goal to bring the students together. No sense of “team,” unless you were a sports jock, or one of their hangers-on. Mostly, though, it was all petty one-upmanship and gossip.

Thinking about Jimmy made him remember how fascinated he’d been with what Max’s parents did. Ever since they’d met, he’d been dying to discover the truth. Any mention of New Mexico would make his eyes light up, and he’d try to get Max to see if he could sneak a peek at his parents’ flight itinerary, or any clue about where in New Mexico they were actually headed. Of course, Jimmy was convinced he already knew where: Roswell.

Max had refused Jimmy’s urging every time. Cynthia and Peter Edwards had always stressed how important it was for him to respect their jobs’ classified nature, and he did respect it. He couldn’t have asked for better parents than them. No one could have been more loving or attentive. So the idea of betraying their trust was unthinkable to him.

Except, things were different now, weren’t they? Aliens had actually invaded Earth, and Jimmy’s rants no longer seemed so nuts.

If his parents actually had known something about what would happen, hadn’t that become intensely relevant, now? They would want Max to know. He felt sure of that.

At the end of the hall was his parents’ office, which they kept under lock and key—barred to the world. Barred to him. He got up now, leaving the Ruger on the bed to walk the short distance. First, he knocked, mostly out of habit. He hadn’t checked this room, but it hadn’t occurred to him they might be in here.

They weren’t. He stood there, contemplating the slab of wood between him and the secrets inside.

It’s time.

He braced himself against the opposite wall and raised his foot, booting the door. At first it held fast—then his foot crashed through the spot next to the knob. Carefully, he extracted the limb, wary of splinters.

He picked away at flakes of plaster and pieces of wood until he was able to reach the lock on the other side.

He was in.

Filing cabinets towered on both sides, bracketing a single desk underneath the window, which had two chairs so his parents could work side-by-side.

He opened a random cabinet drawer and removed a hanging file folder, tossing it onto the desk.

It was labeled “ASSET, AGE 7, APR 16 - MAY 1. DIETARY RECORDS.”

Max frowned as he palmed the folder open and found an itemized list of daily meals, complete with calorie and macronutrient counts. Vitamins were also listed, with the covered minerals and micronutrients printed neatly alongside.

“What the hell?” he muttered, and opened another random drawer, pulling out a second folder: “ASSET, AGE 13, NOV 15 - DEC 2. BEHAVIOR AT SCHOOL.”

He pulled out a sheet of paper which was covered in his mother’s handwriting:

“The move has been hard on the asset, and he’s having trouble fitting into his new school environment.”

Max stared hard at the paper he held, which had begun to shake in his grasp. He lowered himself to the floor and sat against one of the filing cabinets, its handles sticking into his back.

With that, he brought a hand to his forehead and tried to grapple with what he’d just read. His stomach roiled.
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He resumed his reading.

“The move has been hard on the asset, and he’s having trouble fitting into his new school environment. We’ve tried to counsel him as we can, and have even intervened with the parents of other students on his behalf, but that backfired when our actions were relayed by the students in question to their peers.

“The asset reports feelings of isolation and worthlessness. Dr. Greenwood has recommended a small, regular dose of antidepressants, believing it will ensure the asset’s vital qualities are preserved by stabilizing him, but the asset is vehemently against the idea and frankly we agree that it should only be a last resort.”

 Dr. Greenwood had been his family doctor since he moved with his parents to Oklahoma City. He remembered objecting to the drugs Greenwood had suggested, and his parents ultimately agreeing with him.

These records were about him—that didn’t seem in question. What he did question was why his parents had kept such extensive notes on him in the first place. And why were those notes kept in the office they said was for their government-classified work? Why did their notes refer to him as “the asset?” And what were the “vital qualities” his parents and Dr. Greenwood had been so keen to preserve?

He got to his feet and yanked open drawer after drawer, piling folders on the desk until the entire surface was covered with manila paper.

Cynthia and Peter Edwards had documented every day of their son’s life in detail. His diet, moods, grades, notable verbal statements, and actions outside his normal spectrum of behavior—it was all here, clinically recorded and analyzed.

There were incidents written about in these files that his parents shouldn’t have known about, including notes about private conversations, and things he’d done at the academy.

In embarrassing detail, one passage documented his brief involvement with Lara Deacy, the girl who’d started at his school halfway through tenth grade. Their budding romance had crashed and burned once she’d picked up on his social status, or lack thereof.

There were also folders documenting the exercises he remembered his parents running him through as a child. There was the cookie test at age four, which had measured his willpower by placing a freshly baked chocolate chip cookie in front of him.

“You can eat the cookie now,” he dimly remembered Cynthia Edwards saying. “Or you can wait fifteen minutes and have two cookies. It’s completely up to you.”

At the time, it had seemed pretty simple to him: two cookies were more than one, so he’d held out for the quarter-hour, despite how much the wait had made him squirm, his mouth watering.

Later, he’d learned that test was used to determine children’s likelihood of success as adults, across a number of areas. When he’d discovered that, Max had simply figured the test was the sort of thing extremely conscientious parents gave to their children. But now he held records that showed it had been used to flesh out a comprehensive psychological profile for him.

Other tests had measured his IQ, personality type, temperament, spatial awareness, and motor skills. Over the years, his parents had managed to continue testing him by telling him they’d taken a certain test online, and challenging him to take it too, to compare his results with theirs. It had become a fun family pastime, a tradition.

Now he saw there had been much more to it.

Other tests had been worked into his school curriculum and given to all the students, so that he wouldn’t suspect anything. Clearly, at least some of the staff at his school had also been involved in monitoring him. Studying him.

His entire life was an elaborate science experiment. But for what purpose? What was the result they’d been hoping to achieve?

He started combing the filing cabinets’ contents for some kind of explanation for his parents’ behavior. His palms were clammy, and so was his forehead. His armpits felt greasy and damp. He wanted to take a shower, and not just because he was uncomfortable. He felt soiled. Violated. Betrayed.

Then, downstairs, he heard the deadbolt click. His heart leapt into his throat. Someone was coming in. Someone with a key.

Fear flashed through him. And, on its heels: anger.

But most of all, self-preservation. Clearly, he couldn’t trust anyone. And if so many people had such in-depth access to his private life, then why wouldn’t they also have access to his house? That could be anyone coming through that door.

The Ruger still lay on his bed.

He crept out of the office and down the hall to his room as quietly as he could. Retrieving the handgun from atop the comforter, he returned to the hall and made his way to the top of the stairs with the weapon aimed dead ahead.

At the bottom of the stairs stood Mr. Chambers, his old high school principal. He held a weapon of his own, a pistol, but it was pointed at the floor while Max’s was aimed straight at Mr. Chambers’ head.

“Whoa, Max.”

Max didn’t lower the Ruger. Seconds ago, his head had been filled with muddled thoughts about his world getting turned upside down. Questions about who his parents really were—about who he was.

Now, the training he’d received in Basic took over. His mind cleared, the situation snapped into focus, and he knew exactly what to do.

“Put that down, nice and slow,” he told Chambers. “Take off that pack and place it over the pistol.”

His old principal didn’t hesitate. He crouched, placed the weapon on the carpet, then stood with his hands raised above his head.

But that wasn’t good enough. Max had to secure what his instructors had called the “danger zone.” Chambers might not be alone, and if he had brought friends, they could attack from any part of the house. Max had been too absorbed in what he’d found in his parents’ office to track what was happening on the first floor.

The path to securing the premises started with making sure the threat Chambers himself represented was completely neutralized.

“Lie on the floor, face-down. Away from your weapon.”

Chambers frowned, but didn’t move.

“Now.” Max gestured sharply with the Ruger.

This time, the man complied, backing up before lowering himself to his knees and then into a prone position.

“Clasp your hands behind your back, and don’t move them. Spread your legs.”

Chambers did.

Making sure to regularly check all possible avenues of attack—hallway in both directions, plus the doorway into the kitchen—Max patted Chambers down, making sure he didn’t have any hidden surprises waiting. As he did, his hands shook, which made himself feel a little ashamed.

Go easy on yourself. You’ve never done this before. Not for real.

Satisfied Chambers wore no concealed weapons, he stepped away, backing onto the stairs again so he couldn’t get flanked.

He studied the man lying before him. He looked different. Of course, Max had already guessed that Chambers probably wasn’t really a high school principal—at least, that wasn’t all he was. Instead of his usual wool cardigan, he wore camouflage from head-to-toe, and shining black boots. Closer to his days as a SEAL, maybe, but Max felt sure he was something besides that, too.

He resisted the urge to shake his head at how bizarre his life had suddenly become.

“What the hell is going on?” he asked instead.
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Chambers spoke into the hallway carpet, his voice muffled. “I’m not here to hurt you, Max. Quite the opposite. I have a lot I need to tell you, and very little time to tell it to you. But first, you’re going to have to start trusting me, at least a little bit.”

“That’s too bad.” Max’s voice barely trembled at all, which he was glad for. “Considering I just gained plenty of reasons not to trust you.”

A sigh from the man lying with his face pressed into the floor. “I’m guessing you’ve already figured out some things.”

“Like how my parents made me into some sort of experiment, you mean?”

“You broke into their office, right? I figured that, judging from your reaction to seeing me. Believe me, I understand why you’re not inclined to trust me right now. I wouldn’t trust me either, in your position. But there’s someone looking for you who you should trust a lot less. I can help you avoid her—if that’s what you want. You can also join her. But your mother wanted you to be given a choice. She didn’t want you forced into anything.”

“It’s a bit late for that.”

“Things can get a lot worse, Max. They’re going to get weirder either way, but you can decide how dark they get. But before that, you need to listen to me.”

“Is she really my mother?”

Chambers twisted his head sideways to meet Max’s gaze. Then, he closed his eyes. “She’s the closest thing you’ll ever have to a mother. Your real one died in a car accident years ago.”

Max’s shoulders rose and fell as he studied Chambers’ face. He remembered the many conversations they’d had. About life, and about the military. He remembered how Chambers had always made time for him, no matter how busy he was.

Clearly, someone had paid him to offer that friendship—the better to monitor Max. But he supposed even a hired friend was better than no friend at all. He’d learned that the hard way.

“Get up, and move slowly into the living room. Stay where I can see you. Make any sudden movement, and I’ll shoot you.”

Chambers nodded, and complied, pushing himself deliberately to his feet. As he followed, Max scooped up Chambers’ pistol from the floor.

They sat on opposite couches, facing each other across the living room’s hardwood floor, which his father—or rather, the actor who’d played his father—had installed himself a few years ago.

Max looked Chambers in the eyes. “Talk.”

The man nodded. “All right. I’ll start at the beginning. We’ve known about the existence of the species causing our present hardship for years.”

“How?”

“One of their ships crashed into a ranch near Roswell, New Mexico. In the forties.”

Max’s mouth fell open. “Good lord. Jimmy was right.”

Chambers gave a tight smile. “Not as such. The little green men that feature in your friend’s conspiracy theories weren’t inside. Actually, the craft was unmanned.”

“Hmm.” Of course he’d know about Jimmy’s theories.

“What we did find was technology far beyond our own. Some of it, we shared with the public. The internet in its current form—or at least, its form as of a couple days ago—is based on some fiber-optic tech we found aboard that ship. Night vision is another advancement we carefully leaked. But much of it, like their advanced flight capabilities, their manipulation of gravity, their weapons systems…well, we kept all that to ourselves. And we used it to prepare.”

“Prepare for what, exactly?”

“For yesterday.”

“So you knew they’d invade, too?”

Chambers shook his head. “It’s more than that. The aliens didn’t just stumble upon our star and decide they liked Earth and wanted it for themselves. They’ve been with us a long time. In fact, in a sense…in a sense, they created us.”

“What?” Max narrowed his eyes. “How long ago did they come here?”

“Hundreds of thousands of years. Have you ever heard of Mitochondrial Eve?”

“Yeah. She’s the one they think everyone’s descended from.”

“Exactly. Two hundred thousand years ago, we had a bottleneck in human evolution. We almost went extinct, except for Eve’s abduction. I don’t know if you’d call it lucky, precisely, but it was her modification that allowed us to survive.”

“Modification,” Max repeated.

“Yes. Our…caretakers, you might call them, though jailers would probably be more accurate. They changed her. Specifically, her brain, plus her DNA, so that her descendants would inherit the changes. The modifications to her brain made her susceptible to their nanobots’ influence. Nanotechnology is another idea we got from them, by the way. Anyway, she unwittingly passed those modifications on the entire human species, as we know it today.”

Max sat in silence. He realized he’d lowered the Ruger to his lap, and he didn’t bother raising it again.

He’d always prided himself on being able to process a lot of information, but after learning the true nature of his relationship with his parents, and now this…his head felt like it was clamped in a vice.

His mouth quirked. “You’re talking about mind control.”

“That’s right. Our planet is covered with these nanobots, which our experts have taken to calling ‘neural smart dust.’ It inhabits the atmosphere. We breathe it in, and it covers our brains, influencing our behavior by stimulating specific neurons, and controlling what we perceive and don’t perceive. The organization I work for is the only one to have ever detected its presence, because the aliens don’t want anyone to detect it.”

“Then why didn’t it prevent you from seeing their crashed ship? Or make you forget about it?”

“Good question. For one, the dust can’t make us forget anything—its influence does have limits. And making us fail to perceive an entire ship was likely problematic, if not impossible. The ranch was still destroyed either way, so how would that have been accounted for?

“No, the aliens had no choice. The cat was out of the cosmic bag. In fact, we’re pretty sure that crash led to the invasion we’re seeing now. After that, they knew that we knew about them. So they sent their invasion force. We don’t know what they want, why they interfered with our evolution, or even what they look like. We all have our theories, but no one actually knows.”

Max had plenty of other questions about the aliens, but Chambers had said they didn’t have much time, and there were things he needed to know that were much more relevant.

“Tell me about the choice. The one you said I need to make.”

Chambers leaned forward, and Max’s hand holding the Ruger twitched upward.

The former principal leaned back again. “As I said, we’ve been preparing for this. There’s a facility in the Colorado Rocky Mountains where we have a squadron of sixteen fighters, all with systems based on their technology. We think they could be capable of going up against the aliens. Obviously those fighters can’t take on their entire fleet, but we’ve identified what could be a single point of failure—their mother ship. If we can destroy or incapacitate that, then maybe we have a chance.”

“If the aliens have infested everyone’s brain with nanobots, then they’ll know about the squadron. They might already have destroyed it.”

Chambers lifted his hands, palms up. “I don’t really know what to say to that. There’s a lot the aliens might have done to disrupt our efforts over the last decades, but haven’t. I don’t know why they’ve allowed us to continue. But we’ve continued to work, and to hope. I don’t see why we should stop now.”

“Where do I come in?”

“We’ve discovered that certain individuals are more resistant to the dust’s influence. That’s why some people didn’t go crazy, or at least not as crazy—they have a natural resistance to the impulses the dust infects them with. One of our primary focuses has been to identify which genes makes someone resilient, and to…well, to breed humans in whom the trait is even more prominently expressed. You’re the culmination of that breeding program—the only subject who didn’t go insane. Our hope was to continue the program for generations, to create dozens of people immune to the aliens’ influence. But clearly we won’t have that opportunity. Instead, we have you.”

“Jimmy didn’t go crazy.”

“No, but I’m sure he was affected in some way. Yes?”

Max frowned. “Yeah. He said he felt like hurting people. Killing them.”

“And if the aliens turned their attention on him, they’d be able to cause him to lose it quickly enough. But not you. You have complete control over what happens to your mind. Others, we’ve managed to keep sane with a cocktail of amygdala-suppressing drugs. That includes me, and it includes the men and women who’ll be piloting the fighters I mentioned. But there’s only one person we can safely assign to lead that squadron. Someone we know won’t be influenced to act against us, even subtly.”

“Me.”

Chambers nodded. “That’s your choice. I can take you to the person running the show right now—a woman named Janet Thompson. Or I can help you evade her. But if you go with them, there’ll be no going back. They won’t give you that option. You’ll be forced to do exactly as they say.”

Max shook his head. “How can I turn my back on a chance to fight off the invaders? Even if it’s a small chance…if it might mean saving the species, or what’s left of it, then I have to take it.”

“I don’t think I’m explaining this very well. Janet is…unhinged. She had a reputation for brutality long before I ever met her, but everyone thought she’d cleaned up her act. That’s why she got the job she has now. But she’s been acting erratically since the invaders got here. I have to hope she hasn’t been compromised—I have to hope that the aliens don’t know about our organization, or that their nanobots can’t override our drugs. But either way, I can’t say I trust her.”

The man exhaled audibly. “She’s not supposed to be in charge. A man named General Caleb Andrews has spearheaded our organization for over a decade, and he’s on his way from Washington. He’s a good man, and he represents what we’ve always fought to accomplish—to save the species, even if it means sacrificing anything resembling a normal life.

“But there’s no guarantee he’ll make it here, so for now, we have Janet. I’ve always known she’s power-hungry, but she managed to hide it from the people who mattered. And since the aliens came, she’s gone completely off the rails. I’m honestly not sure what she’s capable of.”

It was a lot to take in. Even so, Max’s thoughts were churning effortlessly, weighing variables, and balancing probabilities. “If she’s the only game in town when it comes to fighting our attackers, I still can’t see an alternative to joining her. I can’t just abandon a chance to do something about this whole thing.”

“The alternative is, I can take you to Colorado myself, to our installation in the Rockies. With any luck, there’ll be people in charge there who outrank Janet. People we can trust to take the reins from her. But I should tell you that Janet has your parents. And if you try to get to them, you’ll end up in her grasp. I can guarantee that.”

“You mean, the closest thing to parents I’ll ever have. The people who pretended to be my parents for nineteen years.”

“Yes.”

Max took a deep breath. “Help me, then. Get me to Colorado. Without them.”

“Then we need to leave now. I expect your parents…uh, caretakers, will divulge your location to Janet at some point. Possibly soon. That is, they’ll tell her your last location, wherever that was. I just took Cynthia and Peter to her, and she had them separated and imprisoned the moment we arrived.”

Max winced. The fact that anyone would undergo imprisonment just to protect him didn’t sit right, let alone the two people he’d lived with and loved his entire life.

But they’d wanted to give him a choice. And how good could they actually be, considering what they’d done to him? How they’d manipulated and lied to him?

Suddenly, it hit him: as soon as this Janet Thompson got the information she wanted from Cynthia and Peter Edwards, she would be headed to the Somerton acreage.

“We need to go get Jimmy, first.”

Chambers blinked. “Somerton?”

Max nodded. “I left him on his family’s property, outside town. Alone.”

Chambers frowned.

“If they kidnap him, they’ll use him against me, right? Then I’ll have no choice but to go to them. I won’t abandon Jimmy.”

“Okay. We’d better get moving.”
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Screamed lyrics set to a pulsating guitar riff assaulted Cynthia Edwards’ ears as she lay on the cold metal of the truck bed curled into a fetal position.

Her hands were clamped over her ears, but she was trying to be gentle. Pressing too hard made the headache worse, and it irritated her fingernails, which were already raw and sensitive to the touch.

The music, if you could call it that, wouldn’t have been to her taste even if it hadn’t been turned up to decibel levels high enough to make her head throb with pain. She enjoyed classical music, preferably Chopin, or Bach if Chopin wasn’t available. Not this tsunami of noise that assaulted her from all sides, keeping her fight-or-flight response permanently turned on.

The last two days had been a waking nightmare. Returning to the GDA camp had plunged her into a state of shock and disorientation. Janet had made sure of that. Cynthia had expected the woman to apply some unconventional pressure to get Max’s location from her, but she hadn’t been prepared for this.

Do the others know she’s treating me this way?

Maybe not. The horrible woman had ordered the back of the truck closed before each of their sessions. During her last visit, she’d driven splinters deep underneath Cynthia’s fingernails. The pain had been excruciating. She’d shrieked with it. Surely the soldiers standing guard behind the truck had heard…but Janet had likely hand-selected them for the ability to remain unmoved by screams of pain.

Of course, the woman’s brutality only made Cynthia more certain she was doing the right thing by keeping Max’s location a secret. Still…it was hard. Janet had clearly done this before. She was good at it.

The blaring music also kept Cynthia from sleeping properly. She would doze off for a few minutes only to be jerked awake by a particularly screechy guitar riff. And Janet had been allowing her less and less water. Her throat already felt like a cat had raked it with its claws, and she knew that would only get worse.

Cynthia felt herself retreating somewhere deep inside, trying her best to become numb. Memories of a book kept coming back to her—Lord of the Flies. In that story, a group of boys had been stranded on an island. Far from civilization’s laws, they’d descended into savagery.

Except, in the story, the descent had been a gradual process. Janet’s savagery was like a light switch. Off, on. The moment civilization had fallen apart, so had Janet’s morals, apparently.

Could Peter be right? Has she been compromised?

Cynthia grimaced at the idea of her fate lying in the hands of some otherworldly being. A being who saw humans as nothing more than cattle.

She shuddered. No. I can’t accept that possibility.

The music stopped, and in contrast, the sudden silence didn’t seem natural. A high-pitched ringing accompanied the quiet.

The back of the truck opened, and daylight streamed in, making her squint. A feminine silhouette climbed into the covered compartment.

Janet. Cynthia felt herself begin to tremble. She couldn’t help it. But she forced herself to rise to a sitting position.

The vile woman had to stoop to reach the hump over the wheel well, which she took as her seat. The ceiling was too low to stand.

“Close it,” she called to the guards outside. The back of the truck slammed shut. Just as it had during her other visits, the compartment’s single dome light came on.

Janet wore a cheery smile—clearly faked. “Are we ready to share the asset’s location yet?”

“We aren’t.” The words came out in a croak, but Cynthia paired them with a fake smile of her own.

Janet nodded. “No, I don’t expect you are. I’m sure you’re prepared to hold out for a while longer yet. But what I find remarkable is that even after I separated him from you, you still have enough of a hold over Peter that he hasn’t divulged the location either.”

Trying to bait me won’t work, Janet. The implication that Cynthia controlled Peter—a persistent rumor throughout the GDA, she knew—was clearly meant to anger her. She wouldn’t let it.

But Janet wasn’t done. “It worked out so well for our efforts that you and Peter actually fell in love during your work together. I remember how delighted Andrews was when he heard that. What a convincing front it allowed you to put on. The doting parents, deeply in love. You even loved him, too. The asset, I mean. Didn’t you?”

“You mean Max.”

Janet smirked. “Then again, it makes sense you’d fall in love with Peter. Who else was there? Given the all-encompassing nature of both your jobs…how much time you spent with each other…and after all, if you’d chosen someone else, it would have been cheating in young Max’s eyes, if he ever found out. Easier to just settle for Peter, I suppose.”

“I didn’t settle.”

Janet’s phony smile broadened. “No, of course not. True love, wasn’t it? But I have to wonder. Was it really love, or was his heart just the weapon you used to bludgeon him into submission? Do you love Peter, or do you love exploiting him?”

Cynthia became aware that her own smile had dropped away, and she forced it back on. “Janet, I know you tell yourself that you hurt people for the good of our species, but I don’t think you’ll ever convince me there’s a part of you that doesn’t enjoy it. A big part.”

The agent’s smirk remained plastered on, but Cynthia could tell she’d gotten to her.

Janet learned forward slightly. “Actually, I came here to show you some mercy.”

“Seems likely.”

“I’m serious. We’ve been colleagues, of a sort, for a long time. And my next method of inquiry is known to do lasting damage…psychologically. I wanted to give you fair warning.”

Cynthia lowered her eyebrows, and for a moment she couldn’t speak. “You’re going to waterboard us.”

“Not you. I really do believe you’ll hold out, possibly until you’re dead. Your attachment to the asset is…truly something. Admirable, I suppose, in a way. No, I’m going to waterboard your husband. I think we both know he’ll break and tell me exactly what I need to know. But it will require him to break. As in, I expect something inside of him to remain broken. Before that happens, I want to give you the chance to preserve the man we know as Peter Edwards. Because he’ll be something different by the time I’m through with him.”

Cynthia bit her lip to prevent herself from speaking. A pit of dread had settled in her stomach, and it was sapping her energy. She suddenly felt exhausted.

“Last chance, Cynthia. Last chance to save Peter.”

A long moment of silence stretched between them.

Janet stood. “Very well.” She got to her feet and made her stooped way to the back of the truck.

Her feet were on the ground outside, and her hands were on the door when Cynthia said, “Wait.”

Janet’s arms had been tensed as she prepared to slam the door shut, but now they relaxed. Moving with deliberation, she slowly climbed back into the compartment and made her way back to the wheel well to sit across from Cynthia once more.

“Yes?”

“He’s at the Somerton acreage.”

This time, Janet’s smile looked more genuine. Without a word, she got up and climbed out of the truck.

Once outside, she paused with her hand on the door. “You always were a sensible woman, Cynthia.”

With that, the back of the truck slammed shut, casting her in darkness once more.

The terrible music didn’t come back on. It was over.

She let herself slump sideways, until she lay on the cold metal again. With that, she brought her hands to her face and wept.
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The ship hovering over the city kept drawing Max’s gaze as they made their furtive way north through the chaotic streets.

As they drew farther away from Max’s house, the air grew hazier. Soon, they were both coughing, mouths pressed against upper biceps in an attempt to filter some of the particulate.

The fires were spreading.

The sight of the ship looming above reminded him of the Chinese fighter pilots who’d tried to attack the ship over Beijing, and had their weapon systems frozen for their trouble. But what had happened after that? Had the aliens allowed the squadron of Chengdu J-20s to return peacefully to the ground, or had the saucer blown them from the air?

The news anchor hadn’t said either way, which probably didn’t mean much.

Chambers had instructed Max to stay quiet and follow his lead. Together, they moved through the city faster than Max had, yet somehow with more caution. The agent had a better eye for checking every possible avenue of attack, and he detected threats long before Max did, rerouting them to safety or motioning for Max to crouch down behind a hedgerow, car, or some other obstruction. At those times, both of them waited, scarcely breathing with weapons in hand, knowing that if it came to shooting they would both almost certainly die. The noise would draw mobs to them.

Can I trust him?

Max knew the answer to that. Clearly, he couldn’t trust Chambers. The man had helped concoct the fiction that had been Max’s life. He had lied to him repeatedly, for years, and he might again.

The real question was whether trusting Chambers was a lesser risk than ditching him at the first opportunity. The man knew what he was doing, and if he was willing to help Max avoid bigger threats, maybe trusting him was worth the gamble.

The agent wore a beige backpack which he’d apparently stuffed full of ammo and rations stolen from his employers.

The thing didn’t seem to hinder him much. They were crossing through a small public park when a man built like a linebacker exploded from a bush with purple-tinged leaves. He went for Chambers, but it was like attacking water. The man Max once thought was just his principal flowed around his assailant, hammering him in the stomach and ending up behind him as his opponent doubled over, wheezing. Chambers wrapped his arms around the man’s head, clearly about to snap his neck.

“Don’t!” Max yelled.

Chambers paused, frowning at him, still gripping the man’s head. Then his hands darted down, and in less than a second he had the man standing whip-straight in a grappling hold. When the man struggled, Chambers applied pressure to his right arm, causing him to yelp.

“He’s going to draw others to us,” the agent said.

“Over there.” Max nodded toward a Citibank branch on a nearby street. “Let’s take him into that bank.”

They both had their mouths uncovered now, each trying to suppress coughing as they crossed the small park. They found the bank’s glass doors unlocked, and the lobby empty. That didn’t mean there weren’t others waiting in the offices beyond, and both Max and Chambers tried to keep an eye on everything at once, including the teller counters.

“Now what?” Chambers said.

“Let’s take him farther inside. Maybe there’s somewhere we can lock him in.”

By now, the big man had mostly stopped struggling, with Chambers’ regular applications of pain. He still yelped occasionally, but hopefully there wasn’t anyone left in the bank who the noise would attract.

Who hangs out in a bank during the apocalypse, anyway?

They found a supply closet, and Chambers held the door closed while Max struggled to drag a heavy oak desk out of an office and into the hall. Together, they positioned it across the closet door.

“That won’t hold him,” Chambers said, so together they ran and got another desk to add to the first. With both desks positioned back-to-back, there wasn’t enough room in the hallway for the door to open.

Their work done, Max scrambled over the top of the desks to join Chambers on the lobby side.

The agent gave him a flat look as they headed for the exit. “Explain to me why we took the risk of doing this.”

“They’re people. Innocent people who were changed by what those ships did to them. They don’t deserve to die.”

“I think they’re lost to us, Max.”

“They might not be. They could come back.”

Chambers paused with his hand on the glass door’s handle. “If they do, I hope it’s with no memory of the time they spent as savage killers.”

He opened the door, and they sprinted away from the bank, their footsteps as silent as they could make them. They turned down the first alley they came to, and after that, it was a matter of sticking to alleyways as much as they could, darting from hiding spot to hiding spot as they continued north.

Neither of them discussed the man they’d left in the bank any further, or the fact that he could very well starve to death inside that closet—a much worse death than the swift one Chambers would have given him.

He’ll manage to get out. Somehow. Max had to believe that.

They were crouched under an overpass, concealed behind a jeep as they made sure it was clear to continue. “We’ll need a car at some point,” Max whispered. “Right?”

Chambers glanced at him sharply—probably because he was talking. He checked around them carefully, then met Max’s gaze. “It’s too risky yet. Once we get farther out, we’ll grab an SUV or something. Most people seem to have left their cars with the keys still in the ignition.”

“I left my parents’ Impreza a couple kilometers ahead, one street over. We could take that.”

The agent seemed to study Max more carefully. “The car has sentimental value?”

Max hesitated, then nodded.

“I suggest you lose your attachment to anything material. That will get you killed, now. We need an SUV or a truck, in case we need to go off-road, and we need one that’s farther out than your Subaru.”

Ten minutes later, as they came upon an intersection, Max noticed the smoke was thinning. The sound of a motor reached them, and Chambers pulled Max behind a bus stop’s glass shelter by the back of his shirt.

He watched through the transparent shelter as the truck approached—a Ford F150 traveling at a fair clip, weaving around parked cars and narrowly missing a few of them.

They’re in a hurry.

Then, Max noticed the direction Chambers was looking: fifty meters down the street, to their right, a massive crowd of people clogged the way.

Max’s gaze returned to the truck. “They’re not slowing down.”

Chambers turned to glare at him with a finger pressed over his lips.

At the last possible second, the truck’s driver slammed on the brakes. For a moment, it had looked like he would plow right through the milling throng, but he’d apparently lost his nerve at the last second.

Thank God.

The crowd closed in around the truck, and the people nearest it slapped and punched the chrome, others climbing onto the truck’s hood to pummel the glass. They seemed to have zero concern for the damage they were doing to themselves, just like the man who Max had nearly taken out with the Impreza.

He knew what would happen next, and it made his whole body tense up.

I should run over there. I should do something.

Chambers seemed to pick up on what he was considering, and he placed a hand on Max’s arm, shaking his head.

But Max knew he could pull away from the agent’s grasp.

Those people are going to die if I don’t do something.

A voice spoke into him, then—a voice that wasn’t his own. Max. You mustn’t. It was the same soft, female voice that had spoken to him back on the Somerton acreage. Look.

With that, his reality splintered.

One Max remained behind the bus shelter, safe from danger. But another Max sprinted toward the truck, waving his hands and shouting to draw the people there away from the vehicle.

It didn’t work. Some of them noticed Max, and staggered toward him—away from the danger posed by the pickup. But most remained. And when the truck surged forward, several of them died. Max had given up his and Chambers’ location for nothing.

That reality ended, and another began. He left the bus shelter with his Ruger drawn, firing into the air to get the crowd’s attention. That worked better, but some still remained near the truck, to be run down.

Many more came charging at Max and Chambers, forcing them to flee. The only protection they could reach in time were the vehicles parked on the road, so they locked themselves inside a green hatchback. Then, the mindless rioters began bludgeoning the windows and windshield with various blunt instruments. The glass splintered.

Several other scenarios played out. Several other attempts to save those people from the truck, and from themselves. None of them worked out. Each one ended in death.

You see, the voice said. Nothing you try will save them. You must survive.

With that, Max returned to himself—returned to his original reality. He felt like a rubber band snapping back into place. Blinking, he realized he was still crouching with Chambers behind the bus shelter, and less than a second had passed since the voice had first spoken. 

Then the truck accelerated, and Max inhaled sharply. Time seemed to slow as people were sent staggering away from the vehicle’s front, while others flipped over the top to land in the sea of people behind. A few disappeared beneath the truck’s undercarriage. Max’s heart skipped a beat. He couldn’t look away.

The pickup began to slow as its wheels contended with the pileup of bodies, but it seemed clear the mass of people wouldn’t stop it.

Max finally wrenched his gaze away from the carnage. He looked back in time to see a white-hot beam connecting the ship overhead to the truck for just an instant. That was all it took for the vehicle to burst into flames, and a second later, it exploded, shrapnel hurtling into the people all around it. The driver had managed to get his door partially open in an attempt to escape, and he was blown clear to land on the hood of a lowrider parked nearby. His limbs lay at odd angles.

Some of the mindless people who’d survived the explosion chased the driver’s corpse, climbing onto the lowrider to continue attacking his still form.

“Come on.” Chambers grabbed Max again and pulled him out from behind the shelter.

That was all the encouragement Max needed, and together they made a run for it. They didn’t stop running for some time.

At last, breathing heavily and trudging toward Oklahoma City’s outskirts, they came across a GMC Terrain far enough out to satisfy Chambers. The keys were missing from the ignition, but a quick search found them on the floor on the passenger side. Chambers climbed into the driver’s seat, and Max passed the keys to him.

He stared out the windshield, silent, as Chambers pulled away from the curb where they’d found the SUV. He couldn’t stop replaying the scene at the bus shelter in his head.

Whose voice was that? He was sure he’d never heard it before. Even more confusing were the visions it had given him.

The most obvious explanation was that the stress of the last three days was getting to him, causing him to lose his grip on reality. What he’d seen as he crouched behind the bus shelter were delusions. That explanation was supported by the fact that none of them had shown the alien ship firing on the truck, which was what had actually happened.

He didn’t want to believe he was delusional. But he also didn’t care to share what had happened with Chambers. It was too bizarre, and it made him deeply uneasy. Scared, if he was being honest with himself.

“Why do you think the ship targeted that truck?” he asked instead, after a few minutes of silence.

“Well, there was a chemical plant that serviced oilfields very close to where we were, and that truck was headed for it. Could be the people driving it had hunkered down somewhere nearby and were worried about an explosion at the plant. Or maybe they thought there was something there they could use. Either way, that ship clearly didn’t want them going there.”

“Wow.” Max sat with that for a few seconds. “I didn’t consider chemical plants might start exploding. Good thing Oklahoma doesn’t have any nuclear plants.”

Chambers shook his head. “If it was an explosion those people were concerned about, they needn’t have worried. The aliens aren’t going to let any plants explode.”

“What do you mean?”

“Checking on power plants was one of our agency’s first priorities, when this started. And before we lost contact with the rest of our command structure, we got word that the plants are already being taken care of.”

Max shook his head, lost.

Chambers glanced at him. “They’re still fully operational, Max. Run by people—probably the same people that worked at them.”

“They’re…helping the aliens?”

“No. They became something else. Sort of like the berserkers that have overrun the city, but instead of mindlessly killing, they’re mindlessly doing their jobs. Apparently they wouldn’t speak to the agents who went to check on them. They stared right through them, taking no notice of them at all.”

“What’s the point of it? Why would the aliens prevent explosions just to protect the same population they made go crazy?”

Chambers gave a bitter chuckle. “They aren’t protecting us—they’re protecting our infrastructure. They don’t want to inherit a pockmarked, radioactive cinder of a planet. That’s of no use to them. And who better to keep their new colony fresh and clean than the very species they stole it from?”
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“I should have gone with Max,” Jimmy told the empty living room.

Looking back, he wasn’t sure why he hadn’t. The idea of leaving terrified him, he guessed, and not just because of all the mindless killers roaming the countryside.

This place was his home. He’d grown up here, roaming the sprawling property as a kid, either with friends or alone. Pestering the horses. Pretending he was a cowboy, or an explorer, or a soldier. He was having trouble grappling with the idea that he might have to leave it, now, forever.

Which was kind of ironic, considering how much like a prison it had felt since his mom had died. After he’d graduated high school, he’d worried about being stuck on his father’s acreage for the rest of his life. Now, he didn’t want to leave. Funny.

In the years since his mother’s lymphoma had claimed her, his father had done the bare minimum to keep this place running, and he let more and more of it fall onto Jimmy’s shoulders as he slid further into drink. Things had gotten real quiet around here, with Candice Somerton gone. Listless. Jimmy had taken on the cooking and cleaning—what little that got done—as well as the horses and a lot of the property’s upkeep. In between that he’d had to fit in school, not that he ever cared much about his grades. Not to mention finding time for his friends. He’d missed plenty of parties because of work here, but he’d gone to his fair share, too.

His father had pretended not to notice the weed stashes that multiplied throughout the house, and in turn, Jimmy didn’t mention Avery was drinking too much. Conversation between them had been scarce. That had always been the case, but Jimmy only really noticed it after they buried his mother among the pine trees.

Why didn’t I go with Max? he asked himself again.

His friend was practically military, now—the best sort of person to have on hand during something like this. Well, he had one year of Air Force school. Close enough.

Besides, Max was a brain. If anyone was going to figure out what the hell was going on, it would be someone like him, especially with the top-secret stuff his parents did for work.

Jimmy wondered if Max had met up with them yet. Hell, they could be getting to the bottom of some really cool alien shit right now!

Damn it.

He sat on the couch and lifted the chest’s lid to remove the Ziploc bag of pot, which now sat on top of everything else. Holding it up to the window, he studied the contents, trying to estimate how much longer it would last him.

His supply was holding up better than it might have. Max’s words had spooked him, about the drug maybe pushing him over the edge, combined with whatever that ship was doing to people. Each day he held out for hours before he had his first puff, trying to go as long as he could before succumbing to the temptation.

But now, he just wanted to get really high. He was starting to feel like he’d never see Max again, or anyone he knew. He felt lonely—lonelier than he’d felt sitting up nights watching TV, with his dad passed out in the armchair after putting away most of a twenty-sixer.

The bud he kept in the chest was stronger than the stash in his room, with THC content through the roof. He’d ordered it during one of his forays through the dark web.

He was about to pack his pipe when he decided to roll a big doobie instead. Screw it. Reopening the chest, he fished around for the pack of papers, then got to work atop the chest’s closed lid.

The pipe would have been easier, but rolling a joint reminded him of hanging out with his friends, passing one around at lunch in the woods behind school.

He grabbed a lighter from the side table, and a pop can he’d been using as an ash tray—they’d never had a proper one here, since his father hadn’t smoked anything. Then he snagged a slightly browned banana from the counter and stood by the kitchen window, staring out over the flat countryside, losing himself in memory as he sucked the joint down between bites of the fruit.

Halfway through eating the banana, movement caught his eye in the distance, to his left. He squinted. A black car was speeding down the dirt road, kicking up dust as it went. Another appeared behind it, then another.

The half-eaten banana fell from his hand. He grabbed a pair of binoculars from the window’s ledge, which Avery Somerton had once used for birdwatching, though he hadn’t bothered with that for years.

Five jet-black Cadillac Escalades jumped into view, now raising a great cloud of dust. He tracked them for twenty seconds, until they disappeared from view to his right.

Jimmy took the binoculars with him as he ran to the front of the house, to the bathroom next to the front door. Standing on the toilet, he peered through the tiny horizontal window near the ceiling, meant to let steam out after a shower.

He didn’t need the binoculars to see the convoy had turned down his road, which only led to two properties—the Dempsey ranch and the Somerton acreage.

“Holy shit. They’re coming here.”

Jimmy was no stranger to the very real possibility that the government had been covering up evidence of alien existence for decades. Was it also possible that they’d noticed his many nights of trawling through the internet’s darkest corners, researching evidence for aliens, stoned out of his tree?

Did he know too much?

He realized he was still holding his joint, and he dropped it into the bathtub. Then, thinking better of it, he scooped it up, snubbed it out on the tub’s lip, and ran it back to the chest, where he stuffed it into the baggie with the bud.

He was breathing heavily, his heart hammering against his rib, as he flew down the hall to his bedroom. His backpack held the rest of his supply, and he snatched it from the dirty laundry strewn across the floor, sprinting with it to the kitchen.

There, he added a few cans of soup and a bottle of water.

“Shit. Shit!”

He cast about the kitchen for what else he might need.

No time.

Hurrying to the back door, he began hauling away furniture as fast as he could, with a strength born from sheer panic. It might have been his imagination, but he thought he could hear the car’s engines just outside the house.

Finally, a path was clear, and he threw open the door, bolting through it. He kept the house between himself and the driveway as best he could, and ran for the pine trees with everything he had, backpack jiggling crazily behind him.

The horses went this way. Didn’t Max say he saw them run off in this direction? If he could find one of his horses…

He was almost to the trees now, but he felt convinced the government had spotted him already.

Soon, they would catch up to him. And then they would disappear him.
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Max had a decent knowledge of the area around the Somerton acreage, from cruising around nights with Jimmy, talking about the universe and everything in it.

But Chambers, it seemed, had a map inside his head that would have put Google Maps to shame. He stayed away from main roads, instead sticking to back streets and even a few wide dirt paths. A couple times, Max was sure they would end up in a dead-end, but the routes the agent took always connected to something.

So much preparation must have gone into this. Learning the area around Oklahoma City so well had to take hours and hours of study, and some of the shortcuts the agent took could only have been learned by actually exploring these streets and paths, which would have taken days.

Was it all because Max lived in this area? A contingency measure, in case something like the ships’ arrival happened, and Max needed to be extracted fast?

Then, Chambers took them down a path that did lead to a dead end. Max frowned, confused, until the agent turned off the ignition, and he realized it had been intentional.

Chambers opened his door. “We should continue on foot from here. And stay away from the roads as much as we can.”

Max nodded, and they got out, him with his pack slung over his shoulder and his Ruger tucked behind his belt, Chambers with his camo, pistol, and backpack.

Dry heat encased them as they made their way through trees and across acreages, jumping fences where necessary, and cutting across roads as quickly as they could. Soon, sweat coated Max’s forehead and dampened his back, but he was barely winded. Life as a cadet had been good for that. A year’s worth of conditioning was coming in handy.

They reached yet another fence overlooking a massive field of lettuce crops, which stretched into the distance, the accompanying homestead just a series of tiny rectangles at the other end.

They hopped the fence, and Max’s feet sank into the soil when he landed. This terrain wouldn’t make for great footing as they jogged across, but it was better than ending up in the back of some government van, he supposed.

Chambers took the lead. “Getting close now.”

As they neared the other side, Max noticed a group of horses near the far fence, eating their fill of the leafy vegetables.

Six of them. Almost, he stopped in his tracks. Could it really be?

It was. As they drew closer, he picked out the individual horses by their color. There was Daisy, the white; the gray named Ollie; and Brandy, the paint.

“They didn’t go far,” he muttered.

“Huh?”

“Nothing.”

As he and Chambers drew near, a red roan trotted out in front, positioning himself between them and the herd.

Yago.

He stared them down for a few seconds them, then whinnied. Apparently he’d decided they weren’t a threat, since he returned to the herd and began nosing Daisy. Her old boyfriend, Ollie, didn’t try to intervene.

Looks like Yago’s the boss, now. That didn’t come as much of a surprise, considering his brutal dethroning of Bert. That had seemed like a big deal, then. Yago’s savagery. The lady losing her horse to his attack. But after what had happened since then, it barely registered emotionally, anymore.

They finished crossing the farm, then a road, a ranch, and another road. At last, the Somerton home came into view, just past the stand of pine trees where they’d buried Jimmy’s father.

Chambers’ brow was furrowed. He fished a pair of compact binoculars out of a jacket pocket and held them to his face.

“Janet’s already here. Looks like they’re establishing a perimeter. We should turn back, now.”

“You can. I’m not leaving without Jimmy.”

Chambers turned toward him, jaw tight. “You can’t take him from them, Max. They’ll take you instead. And your mother’s efforts will have been for nothing.”

“I’m going to try. And she’s not my mother.”

Chambers sighed heavily. “All right, then.” He pocketed the binoculars and drew his pistol, then strode onto the property adjacent to Jimmy’s.

They didn’t get far.

Jimmy burst into view from around a shed, running flat-out, his backpack bouncing back and forth behind him. He seemed totally focused on the ground in front of his feet, and he didn’t notice them, even when Max waved.

He moved into Jimmy’s path and spoke in a stage whisper. “Hey. Jimmy!”

His friend came to a dead halt, bloodshot eyes locked onto Max as he let loose with a string of obscenities.

“Man. Shut up.” Max shook his head. “Calm down, Jimmy.”

“They’re here to get me, Max.” He planted his hands on Max’s shoulders and spoke through heavy panting. “I know too much. You know how much I know. I’ve been on to them for years—they must have been watching my internet. Don’t know how they tracked me across the dark web. But it does explain why they’re only catching up to me now. Well, I saw them coming. Joke’s on them.”

Max and Chambers looked at each other. The agent looked bemused, while Max was fighting with everything he had to hold back his laughter.

Jimmy released Max and squinted at their old principal, seeming to notice him for the first time. “Mr. Chambers?”

“Are you stoned, son?”

Max was unable to stop himself from smiling. Same old Jimmy. He’d smelled the weed the moment his friend had drawn near. “Jimmy, what was your plan? Where were you headed, just now?”

“I was gonna look for the horses. Ride ’em out of here. Stay off the roads as much as I could.” He swallowed, looking at the ground. “I was gonna head for the city and look for you.”

Max felt his smile broaden.

“It’s lucky we ran into you first.” Chambers peered in the direction of the Somerton acreage. “The berserkers would have hauled you off a horse before you got more than a few blocks into the city.” He returned his gaze to Max. “The horse idea isn’t a bad one, though. We need to put as much distance as possible between us and them. Once they realize you aren’t in that house, they’re going to comb every street, drive, and dirt path around here. Driving around in a car won’t be viable for us, going forward.”

Jimmy’s mouth fell open. “Wow. You really think I’m that important, for them to go to all that effort?”

That earned a blank look from Chambers.

Max cleared his throat, nodding back the way they’d come. “We passed the horses fifteen minutes ago.”

“Seriously?” Jimmy said. “Our horses?”

“Yep.”

“Then what are we waiting for?”

They made their way back across the ranch he and Chambers had just cut across, and then past the road, to the farm with the cabbages.

And there the horses were, still vacuuming up cabbage leaves. Max almost felt bad about taking them away from their feast.

“Have you ridden much?” Jimmy asked Chambers. “I know Max hasn’t.”

Max shrugged. “I have a few times.”

“I’ve been on some trail rides,” Chambers said.

“So, rookies, then. Okay. I’d suggest Daisy and Brandy. They’re both reining horses, so they’re well-trained, and even-tempered. Good for beginners.”

Max nodded. “Which one are you taking?”

“Ollie.”

“What about Yago?”

Jimmy’s mouth quirked. “What about him?”

“Is he well-trained?”

“Probably. He’s also crazy. Remember how we watched him kill another horse?”

A war horse, then. “I want him.”

“That doesn’t seem like a great idea.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Chambers said.

“I’m taking him.” Max approached Yago, who eyed him. He tried not to let his body language reveal his apprehension.

“Any chance of talking you out of this?”

“Nope.”

Jimmy sighed, and stepped forward, his fingers knitted together in a makeshift stirrup. None of the horses had any tack on them. “Want help getting on?”

“I’m good.” Max circled around to Yago’s left side, grabbed hold of his mane, and swung himself onto the roan’s back. Chambers did the same with Daisy.

“Okay, then.” Jimmy walked to Ollie and pulled himself onto the gray’s bare back.

Yago chose that moment to rear up, threatening to buck Max off. He dug his hands into the alpha’s mane and held on for dear life, his arms the only thing keeping him on the animal’s back. “Hey!” he shouted, stern, and the horse settled back down. “Let’s go. Uh, how do we steer?”

“Turn your head in the direction you want to go. Turn your shoulders slightly that way, and rotate your hips. Then use pressure from your legs. Whatever direction you want to turn, keep that leg slightly forward.”

It took a few tries, in between nervous glances back toward the acreage. But with a few minutes of practice, they all managed to turn their horses the same way—east, at Chambers’ suggestion.

“Do we have a destination?” Jimmy called. “Or are we just sort of riding?”

“Colorado,” Max said. “We’ll stay off the roads as much as we can, and loop back to the west once we’re sure we aren’t being followed.”
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Ethan Dean emerged from the hallway, clutching ribbons of blue, square packages that dangled from his hands. They could only be one thing.

“Check this out. Guy bought these in bulk. Who needs this many condoms?”

Janet grimaced. “Have you inspected the perimeter yet?”

“What? Oh. The men have that covered.” Once an Army Ranger officer, Ethan was now in charge of overseeing the GDA’s paramilitary division—at least, the part they still had access to. He placed a lot of confidence in his subordinates.

Too much, in Janet’s opinion. She much preferred to avoid screw-ups through direct oversight, rather than delegating everything like Ethan did.

“You told them to set up along the property lines? In case the asset is hiding somewhere on the acreage, and tries to make a break for it?”

“Of course.”

Janet nodded curtly.

“You should see Somerton’s room. The entire thing is like a Pink Floyd album cover. Filthy, too. He kept it like a pig sty.”

“Just keep searching.” She turned back toward the living room.

“What are we looking for, exactly?”

“A sign of where the asset might be headed.”

“Any word from Chambers yet?”

She turned to face Ethan again. He still held the blue ribbons. “Will you put those down?”

He tossed them through Somerton’s open door.

“No, no one’s heard from him. I’m sure he’s gone rogue.”

“Wow. You’re quick to distrust. He might have died.”

“Ted Chambers didn’t die. He went rogue. I think he sided with the Edwards. For all we know, he could be with the asset right now, helping him escape.”

“What about the Somerton boy?”

Janet blinked. “What about him?”

“He might be with Chambers and the asset, too.”

“So what?”

Ethan shrugged. “He could provide a way to get to the asset. If we can find him, he could serve as bait.”

“You mean like his parents are proving to be such good bait?”

“They’re not really his parents.”

“He doesn’t know that.”

“He might, now. Or maybe it’s just that we haven’t been dangling them as bait. Or both.”

Janet cocked her head sideways. “Both?”

“Maybe he knows they’re not his parents, but he still cares enough about them that he’d try to save them, or whatever.”

“You talk too much.”

“It could work.”

“How? We have no way of dangling any bait, short of parading Peter and Cynthia all over the country and banging pots together. We can’t exactly send the asset a message over Facebook, can we? Even assuming we could attract his attention, what makes you think Cynthia wouldn’t shriek at the top of her lungs for the asset to run in the other direction as fast as he could? And if she yells that, then so will Peter. He follows her lead.”

“Maybe the asset won’t listen to them, and he’ll come for them anyway. Or, we could gag Cynthia and Peter.”

Janet closed her eyes. “Just please shut up, Ethan.”

They continued combing the house. Janet felt grateful for the boots and rubber gloves she wore as she opened drawers and flipped up couch cushions.

I’m sure Ethan isn’t being as thorough as I am. He’s probably in there staring at Somerton’s posters again.

He would probably rib her if he noticed the sort of places she was looking. But many times in the past, her meticulous approach to everything had yielded results where others had failed. It was why she’d been selected for GDA, eleven years ago.

She found it inconvenient to have to consult Ethan on every major decision. But the men respected him, and took their cues from him, so showing him at least some respect was a necessary evil. He was already irritated about her taking the lead in interrogating the Edwards, and he kept asking about her methods, and why it was necessary any longer to keep them imprisoned.

Why was she still keeping them locked up?

The answer came hard on the question’s heels:

Because they defied me.

And because they might still prove useful. If she freed them, they might try to escape…though there weren’t many places those two could realistically go. Not if they were interested in surviving.

Still, the harshness with which she found herself treating the Edwards surprised even her. After the invasion had begun, she’d found herself taking drastic measures, without hesitation. It was as if her days as an interrogator had come rushing back to her—like she was pressuring Jihadis for information again, certain they held secrets that could save American lives, once dragged into the light.

She’d thought she’d left those days behind. But today, it was the survival of her entire species that depended on her ability to be as effective as possible. That was why she’d been willing to do the things she’d done, of course.

I will do whatever it takes to save humanity. That’s all there is to it.

She sat on the couch to check inside the wooden chest that seemed to serve as a coffee table. As she sifted through its contents, something made her glance to the left. Then, she saw it: a half-eaten banana, lying on the kitchen floor near a window. For a moment, everything else fell out of focus.

Slowly, she got to her feet and walked over to it. She picked it up.

Then, she winced. She’d been looking in the most obscure places for clues, when probably the best indicator of the asset’s location was right here.

The banana was unoxidized. 

“They’re closeby,” she shouted.

Ethan emerged from doing God knew what in what must have been Avery Somerton’s room. He sprinted down the hall and into the kitchen, his gaze drawn to the banana.

“How do you know?”

“Look.”

He stared at the yellow fruit, blinking.

“It’s unoxidized, you idiot. That means it was peeled sometime within the last two hours. Moreover, it was lying on the floor, like it was dropped. I’m thinking they must have seen us coming and fled.”

Ethan nodded. “Right.” He turned and headed for the back exit. “I’ll have the men split into six-man units and scour the surrounding area—on foot, in the two Bradleys, and in the SUVs.”

“Tell them we’ll rendezvous at base camp at 2300, if the asset manages to evade us,” Janet called after him. “While they’re searching, they should focus on fields and paths. If Chambers has gone rogue, and he’s with the asset, then he’ll know to keep him off the roads.”

Ethan drew to a stop. “What about Chambers himself? How do we handle him?”

She only considered it for a moment. “If necessary…shoot to kill.”
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They rode east.

“By now, Janet’s probably figured out I’m with you,” Chambers had said when he’d suggested they ride in that direction. “And it wouldn’t be much of a stretch to think she’ll anticipate our destination.”

Reflecting on the remark as he guided Yago around a shallow in the middle of the pasture they loped across, Max called, “If Janet expects me to go to Colorado, why doesn’t she just go there and wait for me to show up?”

Chambers glanced at him from Daisy’s back. Somehow, he managed to make it look like he’d been born on top of a horse, despite his claim he’d barely ridden. Max was having more trouble.

“A couple reasons. One, that would risk you getting ripped apart by berserkers on the way there. You’d be much safer locked up in the back of an M1126.”

“What’s that?” Jimmy asked.

Max spoke without looking at his friend. “Infantry carrier vehicle.”

Chambers nodded. “Two, Janet never considered General Andrews—the guy in charge of my organization, the GDA—the right person for the job. To her, it would be convenient if he just never showed up in Colorado at all. But she’ll settle for showing up with you under her protection. That would put her in a position to call the shots. At least, she’d have a lot of leverage”

As Chambers talked, Jimmy stared at Max with growing confusion. Then, his mouth fell open. “Wait. You’re the one they’re after?”

Feeling slightly embarrassed, Max exchanged glances with Chambers, who turned to focus on the ground ahead of his mare.

“But they came to my acreage,” Jimmy said.

Max joined Chambers in staring ahead, and saw that they’d almost come to a fence. “Let’s focus on getting clear of them.” He spotted a gate off to the left, and with some squeezing and a little kicking, he managed to point Yago at it. The others turned their steeds to follow with much less difficulty. “I’ll tell you what I know after we stop.”

Jimmy didn’t answer as he guided Ollie toward the gate with the ease of lifelong horsemanship. Once there, he hopped down to swing it open, and they all rode through. After that, Jimmy appeared lost in thought as they picked their way through an open, rocky field.

Max envied how naturally his friend handled the gelding. Either Yago wasn’t as well-trained as Jimmy had expected, or Max wasn’t handling him well. Probably the second one.

Riding bareback was harder than with a saddle, he knew. Maybe I should be a bit easier on myself. At least he was managing to turn Yago when he needed to, though sometimes it was at the last second.

It had crossed his mind to wonder if what the aliens were doing to humans might be affecting horses too—especially considering Yago’s savage attack on Bert back in the Somerton pasture.

But none of the horses showed any sign of erratic behavior now. Yago seemed to respond to Max’s poorly formed instructions about as well as could be expected, and Jimmy and Chambers were having great luck with their horses.

“That’s a riding stable,” Jimmy said, lifting a hand from Ollie’s mane to point at a property up ahead. “Dad knew the owner. We should stop there.”

Chambers shook his head. “It’s way too soon to think about stopping.”

“It would probably save us time, in the long run. We can fit these beasts with some proper tack. Then we can get up to a gallop without you two popping off your horses’ backs.”

“Fine. But let’s make it quick.”

They followed Jimmy toward a long building with a curved roof, which turned out to be an indoor riding arena. Just inside and to the left was a locked door, which Jimmy wasted no time in booting open. The door was flimsy, and the frame came apart, taking the lock with it.

Inside was everything they needed—saddles, stirrups, bridles. Other pieces Max didn’t know the name for. Jimmy brought the horses inside and began fitting each one with a saddle, cinching the girth under their bellies to hold the seats in place. He said it would take less than ten minutes for him to outfit each horse, but even so, Max stood at the door the entire time, keeping a nervous watch on the road that ran in front of the stable. 

Chambers disappeared as soon as Jimmy started, returning five minutes later bouncing a wire cutter in his hand. “In case we need to make our own gate through one of these fences.”

Something caught Max’s eye in the sky over Chambers’ shoulder. He gasped as his heart skipped a beat. “Get inside!”

Without hesitation, Chambers entered, pivoting so that the wall covered him.

They both peered out at the massive alien craft hovering slowly over the landscape, as though searching for something. Its movement was stately, majestic—and impossible. The laws of aerodynamics simply didn’t permit an object that large to move so slowly through the air. But it did it anyway.

“Do you think it’s looking for us?” Max asked.

Chambers stared out at the saucer, his lips a thin line. “No. If the aliens knew about you, you’d be dead already. That’s what I have to believe, anyway.”

Nevertheless, they waited until the craft was out of sight over the horizon before emerging into the open again.

When Max climbed on Yago—this time with the aid of an actual stirrup—he had to admit the whole experience seemed much improved. He had more stability, and once he squeezed the gelding’s sides with a shouted “Yah,” the reins made him a lot easier to control. He steered Yago after Daisy and Ollie, unable to keep himself from scanning the sky for signs of the alien ship that had passed them by.

At Chambers’ insistence, they continued to stay away from the roads, though it slowed them considerably. A lot of properties had fences, meaning they had to keep an eye out for where all the gates were, and whether they would have an exit once they reached the other side—or whether they would have to make one.

Max kept an eye on the roads, watching for the black Escalades that had pulled up to Jimmy’s house. A few crashed cars caught his eye, but that was all. He also saw a dead fox, and two dead humans. All three of the corpses looked like they’d been brutalized, but Max didn’t get close enough to see how.

Every now and then, he glanced south to check on the ship that still hung above Oklahoma City. It fired once while he was looking, incinerating who knew what. Whoever or whatever it was, Max now knew the ship’s target didn’t have a chance. From what he’d seen, if the ship hit you with its heat ray or whatever it was, that was it for you. Game over.

How long would it stay there, hovering? As long as it took for humanity to kill itself off? Or would the vessels go into cleanup mode once the population dropped below a certain level?

Maybe that’s what the other ship is watching for. Scanning the countryside, waiting for the optimal moment to strike.

The sound of an approaching motor cut through the evening stillness, and all thoughts of the invaders fled his mind.

“This way!” Chambers wheeled Daisy to the right, away from the sound and toward a large cornfield.

Max steered Yago to follow, glancing over his shoulder as he turned. Two black SUVs appeared, behind and to his left. One of them split off to speed down a perpendicular road. Probably aiming to cut them off.

He returned his attention to the cornfield ahead. It had a sturdy-looking fence surrounding it, made from squares of wire stretched between metal posts. Chambers was already jumping from Daisy’s back to open the gate and lead her into the field. He jumped on again as Yago and Ollie passed through.

“Ride,” he called.

Max squeezed Yago with his legs, and the horse surged forward, through the stalks of corn, which were short and stubby so early in the growing season. Ollie was close behind, and then Daisy.

He’d lost sight of the car that had broken off, but now it appeared once more, along the road to their right. Both SUVs were gaining on them.

The field ended abruptly with a gate that had been left open. They galloped through and onto a field that ran perpendicular to both roads—the cornfield they’d just left seemed part of the same property. A two-story farmhouse sat up ahead, with a veranda that wrapped all the way around it. Beyond it, a wall of tightly-packed hickory trees loomed. Max, Jimmy, and Chambers galloped their horses across the expanse of manicured grass that stretched between them and the farmhouse.

Unbidden, Yago dropped back behind Daisy and Ollie. Clearly, he sensed the danger, and as the herd’s new alpha, he wanted to put himself between it and the other horses.

Max glanced back in time to see the Escalade on their left accelerate enough to clear the ditch at the end of the road, its wheels coming down in the grass on the other side. To their right, the other Escalade was just reaching the farmhouse’s driveway. It roared across the lawn toward them.

Max squeezed his legs harder into Yago’s flanks, and the animal powered forward with great strides.

I’m going to get tossed off.

But he leaned as low as he could, clung to the pommel, and stabilized himself with his legs. Past Yago’s bobbing head, he saw that a rock wall bordered the property along the rear.

At the same moment he noticed it, Jimmy shouted. “There. See where the wall is crumbled? The horses can make that jump.”

“You’re insane,” Max yelled, straining his vocal cords to be heard.

“Sure, but they can make it all the same. We just need to convince them of that.”

“How?”

“Don’t let up on them. H’ya!” Jimmy dug his heels into Ollie, who somehow piled on even more speed.

The Escalades’ engines roared as they gained on the trio.

 Max shook his head, then emulated Jimmy, booting Yago with the backs of his boots and flicking his neck with the rein as his friend was doing, but not nearly so deftly. “Yah!”

Jimmy reached the wall first. Ollie leapt, clearing it. Next was Daisy, who jumped over it too, but her rear right hoof clipped off the stone, and she whinnied sharply.

Max gave Yago one last boot for good measure, and the horse launched off his muscular hind legs. They sailed over the wall, finding only air, and then solid ground. The impact rattled Max’s teeth.

When he looked back, seven men were lined up at the fence, standing in front of the two SUVs. They had weapons drawn.

“Holy shit,” Max yelled. “They’re going to shoot!”

Chambers reacted first, ducking low in his saddle, pressing himself against Daisy’s back. Jimmy followed suit.

On a hunch, Max stayed upright.

No shots came. Then, he saw why, though his subconscious had clearly already figured it out: Chambers was directly ahead of him, blocked from the gunmen’s view by Max and Yago. They wouldn’t shoot Max, but if they got a clear shot on Chambers, they’d probably take it.

Then they were among the trees, barreling through the hickory way too quickly for safety. But they didn’t dare slow down.

As they charged through the forest, light leaked from the day, and shadows lengthened, shifting beneath the swaying canopy of leaves.

Chambers at last slowed his horse to a lope, then a trot, and Max and Jimmy slowed their horses too. When the agent halted Daisy, they halted Yago and Ollie.

They’d come to a stream. Wordlessly, Chambers dismounted and stepped into it, leading Daisy upstream through the shallow water.

For a moment, Jimmy looked perplexed, but Max saw what Chambers was doing right away: masking their trail.

They continued through the water until twilight, and then they left it on the opposite side. A few minutes of riding, and Chambers stopped again.

“I’m going back to hide our tracks. Wait here.”

Fifteen minutes later, he returned, looking just as serious as before.

Jimmy nodded at him. “Any sign of them?”

“No. Looks like we shook them off, for now.”

With that, they made camp for the night, in a clearing with sturdy trees to tie the horses.

“No fire,” Chambers said.
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Other than eating their supper cold—canned pork and beans for Max—lacking a fire wasn’t so bad. It was May going into June, and nighttime temperatures of 60°F were becoming common.

Sitting in the dark, able to see his companions only by their silhouettes, it felt about that warm now. Max was comfortable sitting on a fallen log in his shirtsleeves.

After evading Chambers’ colleagues, they’d looped back and were now finally headed west. Toward Colorado.

I’m going back. Max felt like he’d just the state.

But this time he was headed for the Rocky Mountains, not the academy. As for where in the Rockies, the agent had given him the coordinates, and he’d written them down in his phone, which had lost its network connection and was now nothing more than a high-tech notepad with a calculator built in. He had the thing on power-saving mode, but it would go dead eventually, so he made a mental note to memorize the coordinates.

It seemed odd that the aliens had kept the power grid up and running but not the cell network. He guessed they didn’t want anyone who was still sane to be able to coordinate with each other.

Chambers had said the secret installation they were headed for was down a dirt road, which was off another dirt road, partially concealed from a main road.

Jimmy had seemed checked out during that entire conversation—actually, he seemed checked out in general. He finished scraping out the bottom of his chunky beef vegetable soup, then rooted around in his backpack. Neither Chambers nor Max commented as he took out a Ziploc bag and pinched some of its contents into an object held in his left hand.

Max knew what it was, but in the dark, maybe Chambers hadn’t caught on. Either way, when Jimmy’s lighter flared, the agent snapped at him.

“Wanna be a bit more discreet about that?”

Jimmy coughed. “Sorry,” he said in a croak. Next time, he leaned over the pipe before hitting it, which might have hidden it from someone standing directly behind him.

“Know what? Give me that.” Too fast for Jimmy to react, Chambers snatched the lighter from his hand and flicked it into the woods.

“Hey! That was my only lighter, asshole.”

“Scrounge for it in the morning.”

Jimmy fell into a sullen silence, then, and Max slid to the forest floor, to lean back against his log. He gave what stars he could see through the forest ceiling an amused smile. Hanging out in the middle of the woods with his high school principal and his best friend was kind of surreal.

Ten minutes passed in silence before Chambers spoke up again. “We’re low on supplies.”

“Yeah, especially since you tossed my lighter.”

The agent ignored Jimmy. “We’ll have to stop somewhere soon to resupply.”

Max sat up again. “Not any of the townships. Too much chance of rioters, there.”

“Rioters?” Chambers said.

“You know what I mean.”

“Just seems like an odd term. We aren’t facing riots, Max.”

“I’m not sure what else to call them.”

Jimmy shifted atop the stone he’d chosen as his seat. “We have a perfectly good word for them, from decades of movies. They’re zombies.” One of the horses whickered, and Jimmy shushed it.

Max shook his head. “I don’t like it. ‘Zombie’ suggests they’re dead, and that they’ll never come back. I want to believe they will.”

“What does what you want have to do with it?”

Max frowned, and said nothing. His friend still sounded resentful.

After a period of silence, Chambers started speaking again. “The GDA anticipated most of what’s happening. We’ve had decades to study the nature of the aliens’ connection with each human brain, and we came up with a taxonomy to describe what groups people would fall into, if that connection were ever used to bring down our society. From what I’ve seen so far, the taxonomy’s holding up.”

Jimmy was shaking his head. “Why would we need a taxonomy? From what I’ve seen, they’re all equally crazy.”

“You won’t know this, but anyone whose job it was to maintain critical infrastructure is still at that job, but as a mindless worker. Power plants, chemical plants—they’re all still fully operational. We call the ones keeping them that way Drones.”

Max nodded. “What about the ones overrunning Oklahoma City?”

“Berserkers. They’ll attack anyone and anything that comes near them, without rhyme or reason. Including each other.”

“Are there other types?’

“Just one, that we anticipated. I haven’t seen any evidence of this type yet, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t coming. We call them Ravagers. The ones we expect will attack in coordinated waves, probably at the aliens’ direction.”

Chambers fell silent once more, and neither Max nor Jimmy broke that silence. It seemed heavier, this time.

“How are you feeling, son?” Chambers said at last. He was turned toward Jimmy, and his tone was gentler than before. “Mentally.”

“Fine.”

“What about you?” Max asked the agent.

He took a moment to answer. “Well, I have enough amygdala-suppressing drugs to last maybe two weeks. After that, your guess is as good as mine. I’d like to think I’m one of those few with at least some natural immunity to the aliens’ influence, but that’s impossible to predict. And statistically, it isn’t very likely.”

“How does the immunity work, anyway? I’d think that if the aliens had laced everyone’s brain with nanobots, we’d be done for. They’d just have complete control of us.” Max glanced at Jimmy, expecting him to take a keen interest in this subject, but he wasn’t sure he was even listening.

“Mostly, that’s right. But not completely. The aliens’ smart dust only appears to give them control of our autonomic nervous systems. That’s enough to control most people. But those people with the rare ability to resist their own body’s automatic responses—to stop and consider whether they actually want to do something their body is insisting they do—well, they’re able to hold on to at least some of their freedom. Obviously, different people can resist to varying degrees, and no one is totally free from the aliens’ influence.” Chambers leaned forward slightly from the tree he sat against. “Except, we hope, you.”

“I think being high keeps them out of my brain,” Jimmy said.

Max and Chambers both turned toward him. “Yeah?” the agent said.

“I’m serious.”

“That’s, uh…that’s great, then.

No one spoke, after that—not even Jimmy, who Max would have expected to be chomping at the bit to talk about aliens. Was he upset about Chambers tossing his lighter? Or was something else going on?

Possibly, he was checking out altogether. Max couldn’t blame him, even though he would do everything he could to keep his friend fully with him. Jimmy had lost his father this week.

Then again, in a sense, Max had lost both his parents. Or rather, he’d discovered he had none.

What Chambers had said about the neural smart dust made sense. It explained Jimmy’s low-level aggression since the ships had appeared. And the fact that resisting alien influence seemed to be about willpower—well, that explained the series of tests his parents had subjected him to over the years. Starting with the cookie test when he was four, and probably others even earlier.

Their conversation had dried up for the night, it seemed. After a while, Max stretched out next to his log and drifted off.

He dreamed of a beautiful woman with amber hair and emerald eyes. The dream seemed to last for years, and though it followed the sort of twisted logic dreams often do, it felt incredibly real.

The world had ended in the dream, too. Even so, they managed to fall in love with each other. And somehow, they were happy. They lived in the woods, in a ramshackle shelter they built themselves, which was too small for anything other than lying in each other’s arms.

Others lived with them, far from cities and towns, which had been long overrun. Life was hard. The alien ships still clogged the sky, and most days were spent hungry. No one had a plan for when the winter came.

But Max and his love had each other. Somehow, they were happy.

Until the day she told Max she was pregnant.

Then, the dream became a nightmare. He sat in their shelter with his face in his hands, willing her to take back the words—wishing for them not to be true. How could they bring a child into this tortured world? What was left for it to inherit?

Nothing. Nothing but a short life filled with pain.

Max woke, breathing hard, a tight knot of guilt in the pit of his stomach.

It took at least a minute for the dream to fully dissipate. And as he stared up at the stars, he realized that the woman from his dream spoke with the same voice he’d been hearing in his head since the day the ships came.

Once his eyes readjusted to the dark, he saw that Chambers still sat against his tree. He nodded when Max’s eyes fell on him. Max said nothing, and soon he was asleep again.

At dawn, Chambers gave Jimmy ten minutes to look for the lighter. He nearly didn’t find it. The agent was approaching to haul him bodily from the brush when his fingers chanced upon it, and all was well.

A half hour of riding took them out of the woods and onto a succession of undeveloped fields. With no sign of their pursuers, they took the terrain at no more than a trot. Traveling any faster over the uneven ground was too risky. If one of their horses broke a leg, there was no guarantee they’d find a new one before those hunting them showed up.

“You said the government has some advanced fighter jets in Colorado.” Max guided Yago around a cluster of boulders, then finished his thought. “And you said I’m the only one who’s able to lead the squadron.”

Jimmy muttered something Max couldn’t make out.

Chambers glanced at Jimmy before speaking. Maybe he was hesitant to discuss a top-secret project in front of him, but then again, he’d already done plenty to go against his organization. “That’s right,” he said at last.

“Then it’s awful convenient I took an interest in joining the Air Force, isn’t it?”

“It would have been more convenient if you’d had a few more years to complete your training.”

Max’s lips tightened. “You know what I’m asking. And you’re dodging the question.”

Chambers’ shoulders fell, as though he was sighing. If so, Max couldn’t hear it over the breeze and the soft patter of the horses’ hooves on the grass. “There’s no denying we compiled a detailed psychological profile on you. And yes, Max. We used that knowledge. Your parents carefully inculcated a passion for space, which provided the carrot to lure you into the Air Force. And I sparked your interest in the military, with our conversations about responsibility, security, and order.”

Max shook his head, eyes wide as he studied the ground in front of Yago. How masterfully they manipulated me.

How did he know he wasn’t being manipulated right now? What would being truly free from their influence look like?

“You said the organization you work for is the GDA, right? What does that stand for?”

“Global Defense Agency.”

“Global. Were other countries involved?”

“No.”

“Why not? It might have given us a better shot.”

“Because the more people that knew about our organization, the more we’d risk the aliens learning about it.”

Max tilted his head back as he studied Chambers, then returned his attention to steering his horse. “If they have nanobots in everyone’s heads, I can’t see how they wouldn’t know either way.”

Chambers shrugged. “There have been plenty of theories. Clearly, the aliens have a large fleet here now, but whoever or whatever was responsible for overseeing Earth before they got here, it’s likely they had limited bandwidth. They couldn’t watch everyone all the time. We think it’s more likely their dust is programmed to flag certain behavioral patterns, and something—the drugs we developed shortly after discovering that crashed ship, maybe—allowed the GDA to slip through the cracks.”

“Or they’ve known about you all along, and consider you so harmless that they haven’t bothered dealing with you yet.”

Chambers frowned. “Hopefully not.”

Jimmy finally seemed to take an interest in their conversation. “Crashed ship?”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Roswell?”

“Yes.”

Jimmy nodded. “Knew it.”

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, with no sign of the agents chasing them. That was promising. Maybe they really had managed to shake them.

That night, they made camp in the middle of a stand of pine. They’d passed a barn twenty minutes back, which would have offered stalls for the horses and a hayloft for the humans.

Chambers wouldn’t hear of it. “Too obvious,” he’d grunted when Jimmy had made the suggestion of bedding down there for the night.

So they made their beds on twigs and pine needles, and Max dreamed of the woman again.

That dream was interrupted by another. In it, a bright blue spotlight lit the woods where he lay from above. The light was so bright it might as well have been daytime. The beam made his skin tingle.

All the while, an echoing voice called his name. The woman’s voice. The voice of his love.

And with that, he was lifted.
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A crack of light appeared at the back of the truck, widening into a beam that hurt Cynthia’s eyes and made her wince.

Janet climbed in and took her usual seat on the wheel well.

“How is Peter?” Cynthia asked, her voice small.

“Oh, he’s a defenseless little puppy without you. It’s quite pathetic.”

“When will I be let out of here?” Her voice was picking up strength, fueled by anger. “I gave you what you wanted. These conditions are inhuman, Janet.” Even lidded, the plastic gardening bucket they’d given her as a toilet emanated a foul smell.

Janet seemed to consider this. “You haven’t given me everything. But I agree with you. It does smell inhuman in here.”

Shame tactics. Wonderful. “What do you want?”

“You’re our best resource on the asset. Better than your husband—much better, actually. I’d rather not waste good men’s lives on sending them into the city to retrieve your files. It would be much safer if you’d open up and help me anticipate the asset’s psychology. No one knows him like you do.”

For the first time in days, Cynthia smiled. “I’m afraid you’re barking up the wrong tree. It isn’t about Max’s psychology anymore. It’s about whether he’s smart enough to listen to Ted. I think he is. Which means it comes down to Ted’s ability to evade you. And we both know he’s a better agent than you’ll ever be.”

The vile woman’s hand twitched on her lap, and Cynthia chuckled. “Go on, Janet. Strike me, why don’t you? You know I’m right—that I can’t help you. At this point, there’s no purpose in harming me. So why don’t you prove to us both that you hurt people for the sake of it, and then dress it up in righteousness afterward?”

They locked eyes for a long moment. Then, Janet rose from the wheel well and made for the exit without another word.

“Max is headed to Colorado.”

The agent stopped, crouched, and looked back at her.

“You’ve figured that part out,” Cynthia continued. “Once he gets there, Andrews will take him under his wing, and no one will need you anymore. That’s what bothers you, right? This isn’t about doing whatever it takes to save humanity. It’s about struggling to keep your power. You need control of Max. If you don’t have that, you’re finished.”

“We have to go to Colorado soon, whether we’ve secured the asset or not.” Janet sounded eerily calm, as though Cynthia hadn’t spoken.

“Why?”

“Because we’re running out of drugs. In a couple of weeks, we’ll lose the men.”

With that, Janet left, and the door slammed shut, casting Cynthia Edwards once more into the darkness of her own personal hell.

She’d spent the first couple days in here putting herself through a regimen of exercises to prevent her leg muscles from atrophying. The ceiling was too low for her to stand, so she did what she could to stimulate her limbs. There was no telling how long Janet planned to keep her in here.

Today, the exercises had given her a sharp, shooting neck pain, and she’d abandoned them an hour before Janet had come in.

It had occurred to her early on that this was essentially what prisoners in solitary confinement experienced—except they would have been able to stand.

Being kept in here at all was a form of torture. Pointless torture. They didn’t play music anymore, and Janet had never followed through on her threat of waterboarding, but Cynthia was still slowly losing her mind. And it had only been a few days.

She settled back into the position she’d been in before Janet’s visit and stared at the dark ceiling.

Do I deserve this?

She’d spent the last twenty years raising a boy whose entire life was an elaborate lie—a lie she’d helped concoct. There was a good chance that by now, Max knew what she had done, and she couldn’t imagine the feelings of hurt and betrayal he must be experiencing.

I’m sorry, honey. I hope someday, you can forgive me. I love you.

Tears slid down her cheeks to spatter on the metal, one by one.

The door cracked, and sunlight streamed in again. She winced, though it wasn’t the light that caused her to. She’d come to dread Janet’s visits almost as much as the dark.

It wasn’t Janet who crawled into the truck, this time. It was Ethan Dean.

“Come on.”

He took her by the elbow and helped her to her knees. Together, they shuffled toward the back of the vehicle, the metal hard on Cynthia’s kneecaps.

“Janet was supposed to let you out. I guess you must have pissed her off again.” He gave a dry chuckle.

That she’d gotten to Janet after all gave Cynthia a measure of satisfaction as Ethan helped her lower herself to the ground on wobbly legs. With that, he helped her across the circular camp formed by the way they’d parked the vehicles—a defensive formation, no doubt.

They made their way to one of the camp’s two trailers. She clung to Ethan’s arm as he opened the door, certain she wouldn’t be able to support her own weight. Both her legs felt deadened.

Peter stood just inside the door, and when he saw her, his face screwed up, like he was about to cry. “Cynthia.”

“Peter.” She stumbled into his arms, and he caught her. Ethan closed the door behind her, and she heard the lock engage.

Still prisoners, then. But in a more spacious jail, with a working bathroom.

She buried her face in her husband’s chest and cried.
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On the morning before their third day of riding, Max staggered to his feet, wincing. His legs felt stiff from the constant micro-adjustments required to stay in Yago’s saddle for ten hours at a stretch. They were especially sore near his groin.

“Get used to it.” Chambers was already up and standing near the horses with his arms crossed, watching Max stretch out his limbs. “It’ll take us fifteen days to reach the Rockies, and that’s being optimistic. Saddle sores are next.”

Max nodded. Sleeping in his clothes on the ground wasn’t helping much, either. But he’d made his choice, to evade the agents chasing him. To avoid becoming a weapon to be aimed as Janet Thompson saw fit.

Thompson. Had she been compromised by the enemy?

He decided it was wisest not to find out.

On the edge of the clearing where they’d made their camp, Jimmy still lay against Ollie’s saddle, clearly trying to put off rising for as long as possible.

Chambers crossed to him and placed the toe of his boot against Jimmy’s ribcage.

“Up.”

Wincing, Jimmy pushed himself off the ground. Clearly, he doubted Chambers would actually kick him about as much as Max did—that was, he didn’t doubt it at all.

Despite Jimmy’s lifelong experience riding horses, of the three of them, he seemed to be in the worst shape after their days in the saddle. That surprised Max. I guess the PT at the academy was good for more than escaping the drill instructor’s attention.

“Who said you could use a saddle for a pillow?” Chambers demanded as Jimmy carried the leather seat to heave onto Ollie’s back.

“No one,” Jimmy muttered, sounding sullen. “I just did it.”

“I know you did. I watched you do it, after you thought Max and I were asleep. You were sneaking, like a snake. A snake who knows it’s doing something it shouldn’t.”

“Then why didn’t you say anything about it, Principal Chambers?”

Chambers shrugged. “I was tired. Don’t do it again. We need the horses saddled and ready to go at a moment’s notice.”

“Shouldn’t we start setting a watch or something?” Max said. “If you think there’s a risk of them coming upon us in the night…”

“Don’t worry about that. If someone approaches, I’ll hear them. I sleep light.”

Max nodded, then took hold of Yago’s reins to lead him through the trees, till they reached a place open enough to safely mount.

The agent had said he’d wake if someone approached their camp, but Max sensed there was more to it than that. There were black bags under Chambers' eyes, and almost every time Max’s nightmares had woken him, he’d found Chambers already awake and sitting up, alert.

Something told him “sleep” wasn’t something his old principal was getting a lot of.

It made sense. If he really thinks I’m the one who can defeat the aliens, then he’d want me as rested as possible for that, wouldn’t he?

Either way, now that he’d figured out what the agent was doing, he intended to start taking his turn to stand watch.

He and Yago broke from the trees, and Max led the steed a few meters forward, so that Chambers and Jimmy would have room to mount as well. With that, he stepped into the left stirrup and swung his right leg over Yago’s back. Behind him, his traveling companions did the same.

Chambers brought Daisy forward, so that he rode level with Max as Jimmy lagged behind. “We need to resupply today.”

They transitioned from a walk to a trot—terms he’d learned from Jimmy in the past few days—and Max stayed quiet, since he had nothing to contribute on the subject. Chambers was the one who seemed to have a detailed map of Oklahoma and the surrounding states in his head.

“The closest town is Medicine Lodge, south of us,” Chambers continued. Yesterday they’d actually passed into Kansas, shortly before stopping for the night. “But the place is sure to be crawling with Berserkers. There’s a little shack of a gas station about six kilometers west of the community, on 160. The food won’t be very nutritious, but we’re better off going there.”

“How long to get there?”

“Less than an hour. We’ll need to cross a river, but we can do that off Reutlinger Road. Stay off the highway for as long as we can.”

“Of course.” Max found himself smiling faintly. The man may have conspired to deceive and manipulate him, but Max’s old affection for the former SEAL was creeping back in, despite his best efforts to hate him.

Dawn was just beginning as they left their camp behind them. They’d stayed the night in what Chambers had said was the Barber State Fishing Lake and Wildlife Area. Now, the sun made a strong showing, the heat seeming to ratchet up with every passing minute. They’d probably be lucky to find a hat wide enough to keep off the worst of the rays at this gas station, but if they did, Max intended to snatch it.

A little sunscreen wouldn’t hurt, either. He used to scoff at the idea of slathering his skin with lotion, since he’d never burned easily. But a year at the academy had made him much more pragmatic.

They tied up the horses north of the gas station, hidden from the road by a loose smattering of trees. That would limit their ability to make a quick getaway, but it was a measured risk: three horses tied up outside a gas station would also be a dead giveaway to Janet’s men.

When they arrived at the hole-in-the-wall station, they found a Range Rover parked at one of the two pumps, with the nozzle still inserted through the vehicle’s filler neck. Its owner was nowhere to be found.

Probably roaming the countryside, looking for his next kill.

The thought made Max glance behind his back, past the gas station, but he saw only trees and gentle inclines.

Chambers rounded the front of the station first, his suppressor-fitted FNX Tactical held low, ready to snap up at the first sign of life. From the corner of the station, Max kept one eye on the agent and the other on the road. He had his Ruger out and ready to cover Chambers if needed.

He stole another glance behind him, at the trees and hills, which were still empty. His gaze met his friend’s briefly, who stood behind him with his rifle dangling at his side and a blank look on his face.

“Clear,” Chambers hissed, and Max came forward, Jimmy trailing him. They followed the agent inside, a bell over the door jingling as they entered.

Chambers shook his head at Jimmy. “You stay outside and keep watch. You’ll have your turn after.”

Wordlessly, Jimmy turned and went outside, his gait rigid. Max didn’t like the tension growing between his friend and their old principal, but what could he do about it? It was probably better to let them sort it out on their own.

His stomach growled as his eyes crawled over the racks of salty and sugary snacks on display. Exactly the sort of fare travelers craved on a long, boring drive.

Or a horseback trek with a shadowy government agency hot on your heels.

He reached for a big bag of Ketchup chips.

“Keep to one bag of junk, if you have to have it,” Chambers said. “A small bag. We’re running from a highly-trained military outfit, not taking a road trip to Disneyland. We need to keep our energy up.”

So, the agent’s rebukes weren’t only reserved for Jimmy. Fair enough. Max returned the big bag of chips to the shelf and slid a pack of sunflower seeds from its hook instead.

They filled their packs with the food that seemed the most nourishing, as limited as the station’s selection was. Max got his sunscreen, though there wasn’t any headgear to snag.

His hand hovered over a bottle of fly dope as he tried to decide whether it was worth the space in his bag. He snatched it and stuffed it in. Waking up every morning to newly raised red bumps was getting old.

 The door swung open in a storm of jingling, and Jimmy staggered in, cursing breathlessly, his face pasty. “They’re here. They’re here.”

Max looked out through the streaked front window, expecting to see black Escalades parked along the road. Instead, a spread-out crowd of around fifty people stalked toward the gas station on foot, some of them gripping blunt objects, others empty-handed.

None of them attacked each other. Instead, they strode toward the station with unified purpose.

Ravagers. That’s what Chambers had called them.

“How’d they get so close?” the agent snapped. “What were you doing out there?” He grabbed Jimmy’s hand to study it, and even from where he was standing, Max could see the marijuana dust flecking his hand. “God damn it.” Chambers let Jimmy’s hand fall and unholstered his pistol once more.

“Bar the door.” Max paired his words with action, grabbing a snack rack and hauling it toward the entrance, the metal screeching across the linoleum. “Come on. Help me!”

“That’s not going to do it,” Chambers said, his voice flat.

Max glanced through the window. They were almost here. “We can wait them out. Eventually they’ll get bored and move on. Help me, Chambers!”

“Max, the door opens outward.”

He studied the door for a second, then snapped the deadbolt into place. “There. Now, take hold of the other side of this rack.”

Jaw clenched, the agent grabbed it, helping to slide it across the door. That done, they grabbed a table display of magazines and used books, dragging that over to add it to the barricade.

The first Ravager reached the door and seized the handle, jerking it, rattling it in its frame. Max hadn’t been sure the automatons would even remember how such doors worked, but apparently they retained the information, probably as muscle memory.

He added a rotating rack of greeting cards to the barricade, though he wasn’t sure how much it would actually add. Then he cast about for something else to put there.

A baseball bat slammed against the door, wielded by a woman with dead eyes. The blow splintered the glass, and the next one shattered it.

“Get behind the counter. Now!”

Jimmy moved instantly, as though Chambers’ voice was a marionette string. He vaulted over the store counter and shifted to the left to make room for the others.

“Max.”

 He nodded, then followed Jimmy up and over. Chambers came next.

A thrown rock punched through the largest window, between the door and the counter. It hit the opposite wall, tumbling to the floor amidst tinkling glass.

“Look,” Chambers hissed, his eyes locked on Max’s. “I know you don’t want to kill them. But in the next few minutes, someone’s going to have to die. Us, or them.” With that, he started laying out boxes of ammo on the long shelf that ran below the counter, along with two already-loaded magazines. Hands shaking, Jimmy followed suit, hauling boxes of cartridges from his pack and lining them up.

Max’s heart hammered against his chest, his sternum a knot of tension and dread. His hand brushed his Ruger, then leapt away.

No.

A crowbar took out the window next to the counter, showering them with glass. Next, a stocky, muscular man thrust himself through the new entrance he’d made. Grimy fingers seized Jimmy’s shirt and hauled him close.
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Chambers pulled Jimmy back with one hand and grabbed his assailant’s hand with the other. He ripped them apart. That done, he shoved the man roughly onto a glass stalagmite, which tore apart his esophagus, causing blood to spurt.

Like someone on pure epinephrine, the man still struggled to advance, and Chambers shot him point-blank in the forehead. A back-spatter of bone and blood hit Max in the face.

With that, the agent dragged the dead man over the glass, flesh ripping audibly, and positioned him across the jagged window lip so he could fire over his corpse into the attackers crowding behind him, trying to get in.

More glass shattered—the bottom section of the door. A teenager tried to crawl through, came up short against the snack rack, then slammed his head into it. Once, twice. Ravagers crowded behind him, pushing him farther in. The makeshift barricade teetered and groaned.

Max turned back to the nearby window in time to see Chambers plant two rounds into a large woman’s torso. She barely slowed, thick hands scrabbling at the glass, shredding themselves as she tried to gain enough purchase to pull herself up.

Chambers put a round into her frontal cortex, and she slumped to the ground. Another attacker took her place, his pale face contorted in a rictus of rage, his eyes empty.

The agent hit him center-chest—in his heart, Max was pretty sure. It certainly slowed the man considerably, and now he seemed to lack the strength to attempt entry. Chambers switched to a new target.

“This is about survival, now,” he shouted over his suppressor-muted firing. Max knew he was talking to him. “You don’t have to shoot them, but it would help.”

Jimmy had his hunting rifle laid atop the cash register, apparently ready to shoot the first person to make it through their hastily constructed barrier. But Max saw how his hands shook.

Then someone went to work on the center window with a hammer, creating a gap big enough for Ravagers to start climbing through. The first hit the floor, torso running red from fresh wounds torn by the glass, then regained his feet to charge the counter.

Jimmy fired, yelping as he did. Mere feet from the cash register, the man’s head exploded. 

Max realized he was hyperventilating, and he tried to calm himself down. Cold sweat was trickling down his back, and his hands were clammy. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to hold his Ruger, even if he could make himself draw it.

More people clambered through the hole in the center window. The jagged glass slowed their progress some, but more and more of the transparent daggers were knocked away as Ravagers pushed through.

Jimmy fired, reloaded, and fired again, felling them as though shooting deer in the woods. But there were too many, and he couldn’t reload fast enough. Three Ravagers were inside now, trampling the bodies of their companions to get to the counter. Jimmy blew one of them back with a center-mass round, but his second shot found an arm, and it didn’t slow the man it belonged to.

The next shot blew apart the third intruder’s jaw, but he staggered onward too, and the man in front grabbed Chambers with his good arm, jerking him, and throwing off his aim. The agent missed his next shot as he struggled to shake off the man.

The Ravager lost his grip, but just as quick his hand darted out again, ripping bloody gouges at the base of Chambers’ neck with his nails. Another attacker was coming in through the window in front of Chambers, but he was too preoccupied to deal with him.

 Probing fingers reached for Chambers’ eyes, but the Ruger was in Max’s hands now, and he breathed out as everything seemed to slow. The handgun roared, and the Ravager crawling in through the window was tossed back into those behind him.

At that moment, Chambers managed to dislodge the man who’d been gripping his neck, shoving him back. His arms cartwheeled, and Max shot him in the stomach, then the top of his head.

For the slimmest instant, his gaze met the agent’s, whose eyes seemed to hold a glimmer of sadness. But he nodded, and they each turned back to their killing.

The barrier was falling apart, now, as attackers crawled between and under the displays. Jimmy covered it while Max took the center window, sending the infiltrators back as fast as they tried to enter. The Ruger’s stopping power was shocking in its finality, and when it clicked in his hands, he looked down at it, momentarily stupefied.

Then his hands were scrabbling at his pack, trembling as he unbuckled the clasps and pulled out a fresh box of ammo.

It was a conversation that had come up a few times with other cadets, during his year at the Air Force Academy. Mostly during boot camp.

If it came down to it, could you do it?

They said killing was easier from a fighter jet, where you couldn’t even see the people whose lives you ended. The statistics backed that up. PTSD rates were much lower among fighter pilots than, say, the infantry.

This, though…this was much more personal. The rage-drunk people came and came, and Max killed and killed. Reloaded, and killed again.

Clearly, the answer was yes: he was able to do it. He killed and killed.

He could see why Chambers used words like Berserker and Ravager to describe them. Calling them that made them seem savage—inhuman. Which made it easier to rationalize what you might have to do to them. But Max couldn’t shake the thought of who his targets actually were: people who, days ago, might have been his neighbors.

He’d originally estimated fifty attackers, but clearly more had come since the start of the battle. It felt like they’d killed hundreds already, but still more came, drawn from the surrounding woods and road. Their ammo wouldn’t last forever.

Max felt contaminated by what he’d spent the last several minutes doing—or several hours, he honestly didn’t know. And now, it seemed, he would die anyway. Even after he’d allowed his soul to blacken in his own defense.

Out of nowhere, a feminine voice spoke, audible over the gunfire even though she whispered. Audible, because the voice came from inside his own head.

Max. Let me in.

It was the same voice as before.

He shook himself, steadied his aim, and the Ruger coughed. His next target was thrown back.

Let me in, Max.

Maybe he was going crazy. Either way, right then it seemed vitally important to him that he not let the voice’s owner in. That he muster every ounce of will to keep her out.

And so he did. And the horde pressed ever-inward.

The chatter of automatic gunfire sounded outside, from beyond the mob. Jimmy stopped shooting for a second, his head cocked, but Max and Chambers never wavered, and soon his friend returned to defending the door.

Janet. Her men had found them, drawn by the commotion. The thought came as a strange sort of relief. They’d spent the last several days desperately trying to evade her, but now her arrival dangled like a lifeline.

At this point, it didn’t matter much to Max either way. He just wanted to put down his weapon and never hold it again. He wanted to stop doing this.

Outflanked, the mob was picked apart. None of them retreated, but the flanking parties were armed with guns, not blunt objects, and so they exerted outsized force.

Once it was finally over, and the last Ravager had fallen, ten men and one woman slowly crossed the gas station parking lot, their progress impeded by the carnage that littered the asphalt.

It’s not Janet.

They weren’t even soldiers—not professional ones, anyway. They wore coveralls, jeans, shorts, t-shirts. Closer to farmers than the sort of special operatives who Max imagined worked for Janet.

They looked cleaner than the trio inside the gas station, but that wasn’t difficult, since they hadn’t changed or washed in days.

The nearest man carefully reached past the shattered glass that lined the door’s upper section and flicked the deadbolt. With that, he yanked the door open and stepped through the gap in the barricade the attackers had made.

Unhesitating, he raised his shotgun to point it at the trio behind the counter. More of his party spread along the front of the store outside, to point their weapons through the missing windows at Max, Jimmy, and Chambers.

“Lay down your arms,” the man said in a thick Texan accent.

Chambers safetied his pistol and placed it on the counter before stepping back with his hands raised. He nodded at Max and Jimmy, and they did likewise with their weapons.

“Talk,” the man said.
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Max looked at Jimmy, who was looking at him. His friend’s face was flecked with scarlet and maroon, and he looked just as speechless as Max felt.

For starters, Max had no idea what sort of answer the Texan was looking for. Would he want to hear that Chambers was an agent from an organization that had gotten advance warning of the invasion decades ago? Or that Max was a walking science experiment?

Or that Jimmy was…well, Jimmy?

Luckily, Chambers spoke, with a faint Oklahoman accent Max hadn’t heard from him before. “Well, me and my two boys have been putting distance between us and Oklahoma City since our farm was overrun by the savages coming out of there. We’ve been on the road since the day after the invasion, staying out of towns and foraging supplies where we can. That’s what we were doing here when a mob of those things swarmed in and tried to end us.”

The man pointing a shotgun at them eyed each of them in turn. His gaze came to rest on Chambers again. “What’s with the camo?”

The agent shrugged. “Hunting. I hunt a lot—deer, turkey. Some hog. Figured the camo might come in handy out here.”

The Texan exchanged glances with the only woman, who stood beside him aiming an AR-15 style rifle at the trio. Her face was screwed up as she studied them. Finally, she nodded.

The Texan lowered the shotgun, and the rest of his party followed suit. “Maisie thinks you’re all right. Therefore, so do I. Come on. You can stay with us, for as long as you like. Let’s withdraw from this vulnerable position.”

Max quirked an eyebrow at the pseudo-military talk, but said nothing.

“We have horses tied up nearby.” Chambers nodded toward the woods.

“All right.” The Texan pointed toward the road. “Our rides are over there, but we’ll accompany you to get your horses.”

“Much obliged.”

Max glanced in the direction the man had been pointing and saw seven four-wheelers parked in a haphazard cluster. We need to move fast. The parked quads would attract the GDA’s attention if they came upon them, and they were probably combing these highways.

But Max couldn’t very well say that. Not without blowing Chambers’ cover story. So they ambled in the direction of the horses at the leisurely pace set by the Texan.

“I’m Gord, by the way. Gord Benson.”

“Ted Chambers.” They shook.

Jimmy was trying to catch Max’s eye, but he ignored him. Maybe he was wondering why Chambers had used his real name. But why wouldn’t he? It wasn’t as if Benson would recognize any of their names.

As if to confirm, Chambers gestured toward them. “My boys are Max and Jimmy. Max went to school for a year and dropped his accent like a hot potato, but I swear he’s still an Okie somewhere in there.”

Benson laughed, tipping his ten gallon hat in their direction. A couple minutes later they reached the horses, just where they’d left them, each tied to their own tree. None of them mounted, yet—it didn’t seem polite, while Benson and his crew were still on foot.

“Beautiful animals,” the Texan said, whistling as his eyes fell on Yago. “You said you’ve been keeping mostly off the roads?”

Chambers nodded.

“That’s smart. The shit-for-brains seem to be getting livelier, these last couple days. Can’t be too careful.”

“Shit-for-brains?”

“Yeah. Savages, you called ’em, didn’t you?”

They started back toward their waiting quads.

“So, a hunter, huh?” Benson said. “You use a dog for hunting turkey?”

“I brought Elsie along to hunt just about anything, but a savage got her. Poor girl.”

“Aw. I’m sorry. I used to bring the family beagle, but she’s getting too old for it now. Besides, she had a case of buck fever worse than mine. Yapped her fool head off and drove away any game, long before I even got a glimpse of it.”

Chambers and Benson talked hunting the rest of the way to the quads, and the agent did it convincingly enough that he persuaded Max he knew what he was talking about. Probably he did.

Then Benson got to his quad and turned it on, and the motor made conversation all but impossible. Maisie climbed on behind him, wrapping her arms tight around his ample stomach, and the others found their places on the other ATVs, adding their engines to the din.

Before leaving, Benson and his companions filled up their quads from the gas pumps. With that done, Benson peeled off along the highway. Max directed Yago to follow, though he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder every minute or so, to check for pursuers. Jimmy seemed jumpy too, but if Chambers was nervous, he hid it well.

To Max’s relief, they soon turned down a side road, which fed into a winding dirt path. After twenty minutes riding along it, they came onto a dirt road. They were on that for less than a minute when Benson turned down a long drive with blackjack oaks crowded in close on both sides.

Farther in, the trees receded, giving way to a sizable wheat field with a cluster of buildings at its center—a house, barn, and modest grain silo, all huddled together.

Benson pulled up in front of the house, and his companions joined him. Tugging on Yago’s reins, Max brought him up short a few meters off. Behind him, Daisy danced—she didn’t seem to like the quads very much.

“Welcome to Fort Benson,” Benson said, spreading his hands. “Open to anyone who isn’t a shit-for-brains and who’s willing to work. And to defend the place.”

With the motors turned off, Chambers managed to get Daisy in hand. “Thank you for trusting us enough to bring us here. You and your wife.”

Maisie and Benson shot each other disgusted glances. 

“Wife?” Benson said. “You think I’d marry this sow?”

Maisie hawked up a mouthful of phlegm, then spat it into the dust of the driveway. “Think I’d touch this land whale with a pole?”

Max reflected on the fact they’d looked pretty cozy together on the quad, but he didn’t bring it up.

“My wife’s been dead twenty years, and the day she died I swore I’d never touch another woman. As for trusting you folks, I figure it’s us against them, now.” Benson nodded at the sky in the direction of Oklahoma City, even though the alien craft there was well out of sight. Assuming it was still there.

“Amen,” Chambers said.

The house’s front door opened, and a girl stepped onto the porch wearing jean coveralls over a gray tank top. She flicked amber hair away from her face, revealing striking green eyes.

“Hey, honey.” Benson mounted the porch to sweep her into a hug, then turned with his arm around her. “Gentlemen, meet my daughter, Tara. Tara, these are the gentlemen.”

She smiled. “Pleased to meet you.”

Max’s entire body was rigid.

He’d seen her before, in his dream. The one in which they’d fallen in love.

Her voice was the one that had been whispering inside his head for days.
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“Fort Benson has everything an alien apocalypse survivor might need.” Gord Benson was leading them around the property with great, swinging strides. “Except room to stretch out. Not indoors, anyway. We have space for people…just not a lot of it. See up there?”

Max, Chambers, and Jimmy followed his finger to a place just underneath the house’s eaves. A rectangular depression had been cut out of the red wooden siding.

“Gun turret.” Benson gave a satisfied nod. “Opens inward. A shooter up there has a cone of fire that includes most of this field over here.”

They continued around the house, and Benson rambled on. “I’ve been running a local survivalists network for a few years, now. An expensive hobby I thought might come in handy someday. Clearly, I wasn’t wrong.”

“A network.” Chambers raised his eyebrows. “Unusual behavior for a survivalist. Most survivalists I’ve known always planned to keep to themselves once the end came. Hell is other people, and all that.”

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t flush with the cash for everything I wanted to build here. I did have this prime piece of land, though—been in the family for three generations. I moved from Texas to take it over after my pa died. Everyone in the group contributed what they could to making into a proper stronghold. And here we are.”

“What did they help you build?” Max asked.

“Stuff like this.” Benson stopped at the door of a sturdy-looking shed, lifted an unlocked padlock from the latch, and pulled open the door. Inside, metal cylinders, cubes, and funnel-shaped containers were connected by pipes and hoses. A narrow aisle led down the center of the equipment.

Chambers whistled. “Your very own diesel filtration system.”

“You got it. Shit grows in diesel over time, making it jell. If you can’t filter it out, you’re hosed. Pardon the pun.” He patted a length of hose neatly coiled around a metal spool, grinning. Then, he pointed to a large white door at the back. “Behind there is where we store the diesel, lots of it, and propane too. Propane’s nice and stable. We have a little gasoline, but it goes bad without the proper preservatives, and it was outside our budget to keep large quantities of all three. But so far, gas stations are still up and running, thanks to the power grid staying up. You already knew that, though. You three are lucky we needed fuel on the way back from our supply run to Medicine Lodge.”

“We avoided Medicine Lodge,” Jimmy said, smirking at Chambers. “Someone was too scared.” The agent didn’t react.

Benson shrugged. “You were right to be scared. You don’t have our numbers, and I doubt you have our firepower. I’ve always been a bit of a gun nut. Goes hand in hand with the whole survivalist schtick, I guess.”

He shooed them back out of the shed. After he’d replaced the padlock, still not bothering to lock it, he pointed at the farmhouse’s roof. Max, Jimmy, and Chambers followed the gesture, to where gleaming rectangles were affixed to the roof in a row.

“Solar panels.” Cheerful pride infused Benson’s voice. Clearly, he enjoyed showing off Fort Benson. “If you’re wondering where all the money for this came from, we had a natural gas investor pretty heavily involved with the survivalist group.” Benson’s tone dimmed. “He was out of town when the shit hit the fan. Not sure if he made it or not. Doesn’t feel great, considering he funded most of this.”

Benson shook himself, as if trying to fight off the grim pall threatening the conversation. They continued around the house, and the big man knocked on another shed as they passed. “Generators. Diesel, naturally. For if and when we get attacked. Our defensive lighting needs a nice amount of power to run.”

Max and Chambers exchanged glances. Defensive lighting. Not bad.

The barn came into view again as they circled the farmhouse, Benson continued pointing out more places where he’d cut through his buildings’ upper walls to create defensive positions. “I’m planning to put a couple at the top of the grain silo, too. I just need the right tools. Hoping to pick them up on our next trip into Medicine Lodge. I’m worried about noise, though. It’s not hard to attract the shit-for-brains. I gotta give that some more thinking.”

Benson had started to mumble, as though losing himself in thought. Jimmy hung behind, motioning for Max to drop back to join him.

“Hey.” Jimmy kept his voice to a whisper as he eyed Benson walking ahead of them. “Did you see the way she looked at me?”

Max shook his head. “Who?”

His friend gave him an incredulous look. “Benson’s daughter. Tara.”

Max shrugged. He’d been too dumbfounded by meeting the girl whose voice he’d been hearing for days. Who he’d dreamed about falling in love with.

“I’m making it my personal mission to get inside her pants,” Jimmy said. “Probably when he goes to sleep.” He nodded at Benson’s back.

“Good luck, I guess.” Judging by Max’s memories of high school, Jimmy would likely succeed. At least, he’d never known him to fail. “Chambers might not be happy if you sour our welcome here, though. He seems to be warming to the idea of holing up here for a while.”

“Chambers won’t know. Look at those two.”

Up ahead, Benson was roaring at some crack Chambers had made. Max knew his former principal to be many things, but comedic wasn’t one of them.

“Looks like true love to me,” Jimmy said.

Max said nothing, his eyes on the segmented ring of freshly turned earth he’d been studying ever since they began Benson’s tour. As their circuit of the property drew to the end, he confirmed what he’d suspected: the dug-up earth went all the way around the house and barn. He considered asking about it, but decided against it. Sometimes, the most unwelcome guests were those who made a point of stating their observations out loud.

“Go get it, Tilly.” The familiar voice floated across the farm, bright and cheerful. “Fetch! Go on, girl.”

Max spotted the voice’s owner between rows of wheat, throwing a bright red ball for a beagle toward the tree line. It fell well short, and within seconds the dog was upon it.

“Now bring it back!”

Tilly didn’t seem so sure about that. She cocked her head at Tara, ball clamped firmly in her jaws.

“My work begins.” Jimmy shot Max a grin, then stuck his thumbs in his pockets and sauntered toward Tara.

“Jimmy.” Chambers’ voice rang out from the porch, where he stood next to Benson with arms crossed.

Max’s friend turned slowly, his smile fading. “What?”

“I need you to show me some things with the horses.”

“Right now?”

“Right now.” Chambers nodded at the trio of horses, which were tethered to a length of fencing that ran in front of the Benson household. “Gather up Daisy and Ollie and bring them out back.”

“I wouldn’t go past our secure perimeter.” Benson also stood with his arms crossed, tendons bulging over tanned muscles. Next to him, Chambers looked like a toothpick. “The shit-for-brains can come up on you quieter than you think.”

“We’ll be fine.” The agent patted the FNX Tactical on his hip.

Benson studied him for a long moment, then nodded. “Just don’t go far, if you do go past the perimeter. And watch for the tripwires—they’re marked with yellow tape. If you need help, call for it. My lookouts will hear you.”

“Will do.”

Apparently giving up on his pass at Tara, Jimmy trudged toward the horses and began untying them, wearing a sour expression.

“Anything I can help with?” Max asked Chambers.

“You’re fine right where you are. Better yet, have a seat. Take a load off.”

“All right.” His old principal had an odd glint in his eyes, but Max wasn’t able to parse it.

Chambers and Jimmy disappeared around the house with the horses, and Max took a seat on the porch step, unsure what to do with himself. Benson clapped him on the shoulder, then went inside without another word. There was no one else in sight, except for Max and Tara. A few meters away, Yago snorted.

Tara caught his eye, smiling, before turning to throw the ball again, which she’d managed to wrest from Tilly’s mouth.

Max blinked, his face a mask. Damn. I should have smiled back. Clearly, his reaction time was lacking.

I should go talk to her.

But about what? “Hey,” he imagined himself saying. “You probably get this all the time, but I’ve been hearing your voice in my head, even though we’ve never met. Yep. Been hearing it for days, now. Oh.” He imagined himself rubbing the back of his head, then pointing at her with two fingers. “Also, you were in my dream, and I totally got you pregnant.”

Or maybe I’ll just talk about the weather.

He stood up from the porch, his palms suddenly sweaty. He wiped them on his jeans, then walked toward Tara and Tilly.

She saw him coming well before he reached her, and she smiled again before bending to pry the ball from the beagle’s mouth. This time, she had less success, and Tilly emitted a play-growl as she tightened her grip.

“I don’t think we were officially introduced,” Max said, immediately hating how formal he sounded. Nevertheless, he stuck out his hand. God, this is already a disaster. “I’m Max.”

She shook, her grip just firm enough. “Tara Benson. Do you have a last name?”

“Edwards.”

“What do you do, Max Edwards?”

“Do?” He repressed an impulse to glance behind him, toward where Chambers had left his view. Would the agent want him to tell the truth about that? “Nowadays, I don’t do much, other than run scared all over Oklahoma. And Kansas, now.” He was stalling for time, and he knew it.

Tara seemed to sense it, too. She studied his face, her level of interest apparently spiked. “How about before that? Before they showed up?” She gestured toward Oklahoma City.

That’s what I get for being evasive. He sighed, and Tilly barked from beside Tara’s calf. It felt like they were both interrogating him. Screw it. “I recently got back from my first year at the academy, over in Colorado Springs.”

“The Air Force Academy?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool. Did they let you fly anything?”

“Not yet. But I’ve flown civilian planes a fair bit. Getting my hours in. What about you—what do you do?”

“What did I do, you mean?”

“Yeah.” He returned her coy smile with his best attempt at a smirk.

“Nanotechnologist. At least, that’s what I was trying for. I just finished my second year of nanoscale engineering at SUNY Poly, in New York.”

“SUNY Poly?”

“Yeah. State University of New York Polytechnic Institute. You’ve never heard of it?”

“Rings a bell,” Max said, though it didn’t. His mind was elsewhere. He thought back to Chambers’ talk of the “dust” the aliens had been using to control humanity. Hadn’t he said the dust was ultimately just a bunch of nanobots? And here he found a farm girl with half a bachelor’s degree in nanotechnology. Coincidence?

“Has anyone ever told you that your voice sounds distinctly familiar?”

She narrowed his eyes. “No,” she said, drawing out the syllable. “Why?”

“No reason.”
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Ted led Daisy between two rows of wheat, occasionally glancing over his shoulder, toward what Gord had styled Fort Benson.

The kid trudged along behind, leading his own horse, but Ted wasn’t paying him much attention. Yet. For now, he only cared about whether they were being watched.

As they neared the first oaks, Jimmy came to a stop, stubbornness firming his jaw. “Wait. We’re going into the woods?”

“That’s right.”

“Why?”

“So Benson can’t see us.”

Jimmy furrowed his brow for a moment, looking as though he was going to argue. Then he shook his head. “Whatever.”

Ted tugged on Daisy’s reins, prompting her to continue forward, and Jimmy followed.

Ted spotted two oak trees within about a meter of each other, each marked with yellow tape. After a moment, he saw the wires that stretched away from each tree.

“Ho, there,” a voice called from above.

Ted looked up to see a raven-haired young man crouched amidst the branches of the yellow-marked tree on the right.

“Does Mr. Benson know you’re leaving?” he asked.

“He does.”

The boy nodded. “Be careful.”

Ted eyed Jimmy, pointing. “Lead Ollie between those trees.”

“You got it.”

They took the horses past the perimeter.

“What do you want to know, anyway?” the little shit asked as the first slender trunks slid by.

Ted didn’t answer—not at first. He waited until the forest blocked them from the lookout’s line of sight, and then he waited longer: till he was sure they were out of earshot.

“I want to know how long we can all expect you to keep the attitude of a thirteen-year-old girl,” he said at last.

“Oh. Very sorry, Principal Chambers. Will I get detention now?”

Ted glanced back through the woods again. We’re far enough. He turned, crossed the distance between them with a couple strides, and slammed his fist into his former student’s stomach.

Jimmy sank to his knees, clawed hands clutching at his torso as he gasped for breath. When he looked up, his eyes were wide with shock.

“Tell me something.” Ted kept his tone steady—conversational. “Have you realized what’s going on yet? Who Max is, and what’s at stake?”

“You can’t—do this,” the kid wheezed. “You can’t—just—attack me.”

“Oh? And what’s stopping me?”

Jimmy grimaced as he struggled to recover. He managed to get one foot under him, but the pain kept him from rising just yet.

Ted stood over him, hands still curled into fists. “I’m helping Max as a favor to Cynthia and Peter Edwards. Because they’re good people. But you shouldn’t mistake me for a good person.”

“You don’t scare me,” Jimmy managed to choke out.

“No? In that case, maybe it would be easier to kill you.” Ted drew his pistol, then unsafetied, charged, and cocked it. He placed the barrel against Jimmy’s forehead. Within seconds, the boy’s face took on the pallor of a corpse.

“You need to start acting as fire support,” Ted said. “Not an enemy in our midst.”

“What are you talking about?” Jimmy was finally able to breathe more or less properly, but his voice still trembled.

“You’re letting petty jealousy make you stupid. You need to cure yourself of that, along with everything you think you know about Max Edwards. And you need to do it now.”

The kid’s shoulders rose and fell with increasing tempo.

“Do we understand each other?” Ted asked him.

“Yeah.”

He uncocked the pistol and safetied it before sliding it back into his holster. “Good. Get up.”

Jimmy did.

Ted nodded toward Fort Benson. “Take the horses back and find stalls for them. Gord said there’s enough room for all three. Make sure Yago’s taken care of, too.”

Before complying, Jimmy held eye contact for a second, like he was about to say something. He didn’t. Instead, he took Ollie’s reins, led him to Daisy, and began to leave the forest.

“Jimmy.”

The kid stopped.

“Don’t mention this to anyone, or next time I’ll pull the trigger. Oh, and leave Max alone for the night. I suspect he’ll be busy.”

He chuckled to himself as Jimmy ranged ahead with the horses. Ted followed a few meters behind, keeping an eye on the boy’s posture as they made their way back.

It wasn’t hard to tell Jimmy still had some fight left in him, but maybe he’d be more malleable, going forward. Less obnoxious, at the very least. For now, Ted would call that a win.

As for Max, Ted had seen the way he’s looked at Benson’s girl, Tara. And the way she’d looked at him.

He’d seen Jimmy ogling her, too. No doubt he expected things to play out exactly as they had in high school. As their principal, Ted had made his students’ business his business—especially the students surrounding Max Edwards. He was well aware of Jimmy’s success in the romance department, and of Max’s comparative drought.

But this wasn’t high school, and Max was fresh from a year of tough conditioning at the academy. Judging from Jimmy’s general demeanor, he’d spent the last year smoking pot and hanging around his father’s acreage.

Ted didn’t know her one iota, but he got the sense Tara Benson had a good head on her shoulders. And who would such an individual be most interested in—a do-nothing stoner or an aspiring fighter pilot who had the physique to go with it?

Ted chuckled again. Maybe the GDA’s intergenerational experiment would continue after all.
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Max was no closer to figuring out why Tara’s voice sounded almost identical to the one he’d been hearing in his head. But somehow, he didn’t care much anymore.

As they talked, they kept throwing the ball for Tilly, letting her lead them closer and closer to the forest’s edge. Then, without warning, Tara lowered herself to the ground between two rows of wheat.

Max glanced toward the house, wondering briefly where Jimmy and Chambers were. But only briefly. He joined her on the ground. This early in the growing season, the wheat stalks weren’t quite level with the tops of their heads, even when they were sitting.

“I’m still processing everything that’s happened.” She fiddled with a blade of grass, lining it up between her thumbs. “Like everyone, I guess. It’s funny, though. The thing I keep going back to is that Elon Musk will ever make it to Mars, now.” She blew through her thumbs, around the grass, and a high-pitched bird’s warble was the result.

Max smiled, delighted that Musk’s quest to colonize Mars was the thing foremost in her mind after the apocalypse. “Maybe he will. Maybe he’s still alive, and when we get this alien situation figured out, he’ll get right back on track.”

Talking to Tara was…interesting. They’d quickly discovered shared interests—not the least of which was a borderline unhealthy obsession with Elon Musk and his career. They were both from out of state, too. Tara said she missed Texas, though Max couldn’t say the same about Ohio, where he’d grown up.

It wasn’t just their similarities Max found compelling, though. Something about her slow smile made him feel awkward, somehow. And when she drew her auburn hair back over her ear for what must have been the fifteenth time, he could swear he felt his heart rate spike.

Now that they were sitting close, the faintly sweet scent of her perfume was producing a similar effect.

“We?” she repeated. “When we get it figured out? What do you see us doing about it, Maxwell?”

“Um. I don’t know.” He’d spoken carelessly. That, and she’d called him ‘Maxwell,’ which had been his father’s name for him when they were kidding around.

Peter, he corrected himself. Not my father.

“Well, I appreciate your optimism.”

“Thanks.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say.

His hand twitched, and she glanced down at it. He felt like he should do something, but he had no idea what. He’d stopped breathing, he realized, and for the moment he focused on resuming that.

Clearing his throat, he said, “How many people are living here, anyway?”

“Fifty-four. Fifty-seven, now you three are here.”

Max shook his head, genuinely impressed. “It seems like not too many people stayed sane. Pretty impressive that your dad managed to gather together fifty-four people who did.”

“Yeah, well, I have a theory about that. Almost half of them were in dad’s survivalist network. Maybe people who are that self-reliant were already the kind of people with the makeup to stay sane…but I think having a strong leader helps, too. Dad’s a veteran—served two tours in Iraq. People around here have always looked up to him. And I think having a rock like that…well, I think it helped people to stay with it, when otherwise they might have gone nuts like everyone else.”

“What about the ones who weren’t part of the survivalist group?”

“Those, Dad and Maisie found. They went around on that first day and gathered together all the sane people they could. Told them what Fort Benson had to offer, then brought them here. It’s gotten pretty cramped, and a lot of people want to build more shelter, but Dad’s against the idea for now. Says the noise of building them would risk attracting the…the crazies.” Tara grimaced as she said the last word, clearly uncomfortable with the term. Then, she smiled, and put on a thick Texan accent, like her dad’s. “‘I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let a bunch of shit-for-brains be the end of me!’ That’s what he said. Dad’s very eloquent.”

Max chuckled.

Tara sighed, then. “So many here lost someone. Most of them, several someones. I’m not sure any family was left intact, unless you count dad and I.”

They both fell silent, for a while, then. Lost in thought.

“When did your dad first turn survivalist?” Max asked after a while.

“Oh, he’s been predicting something like this for years. Like most preppers, I guess. But I got so sick of him talking about ‘Fort Benson,’ growing up. How he planned to turn this place into some kind of military base. I guess I should have been more receptive to it. He didn’t predict the alien part…but in a weird way, he was right all along.”

“Seems so.”

Her eyes brightened. “There’s an underground bunker here, you know.”

“Seriously?”

“Yep. It’s only big enough for like, four people, and dad was never about hunkering down and shutting everyone else out. But he calls it his command center. It’s connected to the house, barn, and silo.”

“Wow.” Max nodded along to everything Tara said, but he felt distracted. At least, he wasn’t focused on Tara’s words so much as the question of when the optimal time was to kiss a girl. Would there be a cue? Or maybe a certain type of statement to listen for?

Nothing they were discussing seemed particularly romantic. Should he try to turn the conversation in that direction? He had no idea. All he knew that, right now, the idea of kissing Tara was very appealing. He knew where he wanted to get, and he knew where he was. He just had no idea how to get from here to there.

Tara broke off mid-sentence—a sentence that, he realized now, he’d completely missed.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” She leaned forward, cupped his jaw, and pressed her lips to his.

A couple minutes later—or hours, Max wasn’t totally sure—they parted.

Tara smiled. “I was getting the feeling you weren’t ever gonna go for that. So I did.”

“No objections,” Max said.

This time, he kissed her.
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The klaxon alarm jerked Ethan from sleep to full alertness.

He rolled from the cot he’d set up in the back of one of the M35s, already in battledress—he hadn’t taken that off since all this started, other than to switch it for an identical uniform. Janet still complained about his stench, but screw her.

An M4 rifle coughed from somewhere nearby, and then another started up…from the opposite side of the camp.

That’s not good.

He hauled on one boot, then another, lacing them as quickly as his fingers would move. By the time he snatched up his own rifle from the crate he’d left it on, the camp was alive with gunfire.

He brought the handset of his PRC radio to his mouth. “Zim, how many are we looking at?”

“How many?” His first sergeant sounded harried. “Uh…all of ’em, sir.”

“What do you mean, all of them?”

“I mean, I can’t imagine there are any Berserkers left in the surrounding area, because they’re all here.”

Ethan squeezed his eyes shut. “Then we aren’t dealing with Berserkers anymore.” Under the GDA taxonomy, when the crazies started banding together and attacking in organized groups, they weren’t called Berserkers. “These are Ravagers, now.”

He sprinted for a nearby heavy logistics truck and hauled himself up into the back, joining a trio of his soldiers. All three of them were pumping rounds into an oncoming tidal wave of people.

Almost every shot found a target—it was basically impossible to miss. But the crazies went down harder than insurgents hopped up on dope. Unless you got them in the brain, or shot their legs out from under them, they kept coming, no matter their injuries.

“Zim.”

“Sir?”

“Time to break out the big guns. And make sure everyone has their goggles. Spraying and praying isn’t gonna cut it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do we have funnels set up?”

“Yes. In two places, on opposite sides of the circle.”

“Concentrate firepower on each gap, and point the Bradley cannons and Humvee turrets at them. If things get too hairy, we’ll pull the men back and put the Bradleys and Humvees on cleanup.”

“I’m on it, sir.”

Ethan took out his own night vision goggles and affixed them to his helmet, using them to get a better look at the oncoming masses.

Zim was right. They were looking at thousands of crazies, all intent on swarming the GDA camp.

The aliens changed up their programming, all right. Just like we thought they would. Unlike Berserkers, the Ravagers didn’t bother with attacking each other. Instead, they swarmed the circled vehicles in a focused mob.

Grenades arced out from Mark 19 launchers, ripping the oncoming ranks to shreds. It didn’t matter how single-minded you were when a grenade exploded in your face. Sniper fire came next, blowing the tops off Ravager heads one by one. Ethan’s unit didn’t pack light. He’d made sure of that.

Those who’d been on watch when the attack started had already had their night vision turned on, but now that the entire unit could see properly, the M4s were doing good work too.

Once they got close enough, some of the crazies tried crawling under the trucks, but Ethan’s soldiers were too smart to let that happen. They shot them as they came out the other side. Bodies soon clogged the area under each vehicle’s undercarriage.

The crazies also closed in on the funnels, just as Ethan had known they would. It wasn’t long before they threatened to overwhelm his men, but when that happened, they simply pulled back to let the Bradleys and Humvees have a turn. The invaders didn’t have much hope against the 50-caliber rounds, not to mention the Bushmaster’s armor-piercers.

It was overkill, but overkill got the job done. The weapons tore the Ravagers to shreds. Soldiers waited nearby with combat knives ready for any that somehow managed to make it through that barrage.

Ethan’s men fought with cold efficiency. The amygdala-suppressing drugs that kept them sane weren’t cheap, but no pill had been wasted on anyone who didn’t have a high level of training and plenty of combat experience. Many had once been Rangers, SEALS, or Green Berets, others were former marines, and some had been infantry. He’d hand-selected them not just for their skill but also a lack of family attachments.

All so that they wouldn’t be compromised emotionally if and when the world went to hell.

Of course, there were other stressors apart from missing family. Lack of sleep, remaining on constant vigil for the approach of mindless killers, the spreading awareness that the sanity pills were running out.

His men were tired, but it didn’t matter. Their movements were automatic, born of long years of training. They’d drilled killing again and again, and now they performed it without thought. Aim, reload, fire. If it ended up bothering them, it wouldn’t be until long after this was over.

It was over in less than an hour, with the circular camp sitting in the middle of a mass grave that extended for dozens of meters in every direction. Bodies lay strewn through both funnels, and a couple dozen littered the ground just beyond—twice, Ethan had needed to divert men from their stations atop the circled vehicles.

Nonverbal groans filled the air, floating in toward the camp from Ravagers who were still alive, but too incapacitated by weapons fire to move. Ethan tried his best to deaden himself to those calls of pain, but they were beginning to get to him. He caught himself grimacing, and schooled his face to what he hoped was a look of calm.

His own losses were nil, and he felt good about that as he slung his safetied M4 over his shoulder and dismounted the logistics truck he’d spent the battle on. The usual drive to keep his men alive, which any good unit commander felt in his bones, was perhaps even more urgent for Ethan. In addition to being master of their craft, his men were, after all, among the last sentient people left on Earth.

He nodded at a group of soldiers nearby, whose job it had been to let a few of the Ravagers through, pacify them, and to bind their hands and feet with cable ties. Now they stood over the captured crazies with M4s at the ready, in case one of them managed to squirm free of the bonds.

Janet found Ethan soon after he’d left his post, and his good mood began to evaporate immediately.

“What the hell was that, Ethan?” Her eyes burned as she confronted him near the door of the M35 where he’d made his bunk. Most of the men slept in bags on the ground, or in truck seats. Being CO had its perks.

CO of the combat arm, that was. Within GDA’s command hierarchy, Janet outranked him. Meaning she was CO, effectively.

“Are you referring to our total victory?”

“The Ravagers got into the camp. I had to shoot two of them myself.”

Heaven forbid. “So sorry to put you out of your way, Janet.”

A couple of his men glanced over at them. One of them looked on the verge of laughter. They all knew how much they owed him for absorbing the brunt of Janet’s anger.

A grin of his own threatened to bubble to the surface, and he fought it down. “We’ll want to break camp first thing in the morning. Won’t take too many hours of sun for this place to reek.” That brought his mind back to the Ravagers who were still alive, moaning in pain all around the camp. Shrieking, some of them. “Permission to put those poor bastards out of their misery?”

“Definitely not. I won’t have you wasting ammo.”

He didn’t try to suppress his frown. Janet was just as ice cold as she’d always been. Colder, actually. “They could use their knives.”

“No. I want these men rested.” She nodded toward the captive crazies. “Now that they’ve transitioned into Ravager mode, I want them tagged right away, then released. Before we break camp. It’s time to start tracking as many as we can. With any luck, they’ll lead us to the asset.”

They’d come up with this scheme well before any of this had happened—shortly after they’d arrived at their taxonomy for the crazies. The GDA’s behavioral psychologists had expected the alien invaders to use the Ravagers to eliminate those humans who remained sane. Any survivors who banded together would soon find themselves surrounded by Ravagers, in all likelihood.

The asset would be among those survivors. If he isn’t, we’re all doomed.

He sniffed. “Do you think our friends from space put in some extra effort to take us out, tonight?”

Janet shook her head. “If they’d figured out who we are, and thought we were capable of challenging them, they’d just fly a ship overhead and fry us. No, this has to be something they’re implementing worldwide. Tweaking the parameters of humanity’s self-extermination.”

“The beginning of the end.”

“Oh, I think we’re further along than that.”
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Max woke next to Tara on a comforter draped over bales of hay stacked tightly against each other. Somewhere distant, a rooster was crowing, and he wondered if its call would attract any Berserkers.

Maybe it’s on another farm. If that was the case, the bird had probably been abandoned days ago. He wondered if it was getting lonely.

Two weeks ago, he would have considered the blanket over hay a supremely uncomfortable bed, but compared to the forest floors he’d spent several nights on, the hay bales offered the sleep of kings.

He probably would have even felt rested, if his sleep hadn’t been plagued by nightmares of Cynthia and Peter Edwards being tortured by a woman whose face was cast in shadow. In the dream, the torturer demanded his location from the couple who’d raised him. She used pliers to pull off their fingernails, and she branded them with hot irons.

Their screams still echoed in his ears—especially Cynthia’s. The woman he’d called “mother” for twenty years. He felt just as guilty as he’d felt in the dream. And just as helpless.

Careful not to rock the bales, he scooted to the side of the bed he’d shared with Tara and lowered himself to the floor of the hayloft. That done, he descended the ladder to the barn floor and exited, carefully closing the broad white door so as not to make any noise. Just before it met the frame, a horse whickered at him. Yago, maybe.

He and Tara hadn’t made love. Max wasn’t confident he would know what to do in that situation, other than the basics. Besides, despite the fact they’d fallen asleep next to each other—and despite the fact she’d kissed him first—he got the impression that Tara wouldn’t let him be with her like that. At least, not until they’d known each other for a while, and maybe not unless they married each other.

The thought of marrying Tara, and what they’d do after, brought heat to his cheeks. It also made him want to laugh, at how absurd the idea of a wedding seemed in what the world had become.

Well, maybe it’s possible anyway. If he was going to fight off an alien invasion, he didn’t really expect to survive. But allowing himself to daydream wasn’t hurting anything, was it?

Inside the farmhouse, he encountered a beehive of activity. The smell of bacon frying hit him immediately—apparently, the power grid was still up and running. As he squeezed through a hallway and then a kitchen packed with people, the sound of water boiling and beans bubbling reached his ears. A wood stove stood in the kitchen’s corner, though an electric stove top was being used to cook breakfast.

Max wouldn’t have thought it possible for the farmhouse to accommodate this many people, unless they were sleeping four and five to a room. But maybe they were. They had to be.

Gord Benson sat at one of the two benches that served as seats at the kitchen table, holding court, cracking jokes, and ribbing whoever his eyes fell on. Max’s old principal sat diagonal him, grinning at something Benson had said.

But most people Max saw were somber, withdrawn. It made sense: everyone here had lost someone, probably in horrific ways. Nevertheless, those not busy with preparing the meal were drawn to Benson, who was clearly the beating heart of the home he’d opened to them. Some people smiled faintly at the man’s antics, and a few laughed. But mostly, people stared in something like disbelief at the strange phenomenon of good spirits in a world gone mad.

Max pushed through to the living room, where he found Jimmy sitting alone on a piano bench, nursing a plastic mug of coffee. He was staring into the dining room, where people who already had their food were eating in methodical silence.

“Hey.”

Jimmy started a little, as if coming out of a trance. Their eyes met for a second before Jimmy’s returned to the people at the table. “Hey.”

“Sleep well?”

“As well as you might expect, wedged on a rock-hard mattress between a restless teenager and a fat man who snores.”

Max nodded. “Apparently a lot of people here want to build bunkhouses around the property, with a turret on top of each one. But Benson’s vetoing it so far. He figures any construction would draw Berserkers with the noise”

Jimmy frowned. “This place isn’t for me, Max. Maybe you and Chambers want to make yourselves a life here, but I don’t know how much longer I can stomach it.” He met Max’s eyes again. “Who told you about the bunkhouse idea, anyway?”

 Shit. Max searched his thoughts for an answer, suddenly feeling very sheepish as he remembered Jimmy’s plans to hit on Tara.

A hand clapped onto his left shoulder, saving him from having to respond. But the sight of its owner’s deadly serious face quickly erased his relief.

“Where’s my daughter, son?” Gord Benson asked, his voice hard and low. “She wasn’t in her room.”

Max’s shoulder strained against the weight of Benson’s meaty palm as his heart rate increased. “Uh—I—that is, she—”

Benson burst into laughter, his face going scarlet with alarming quickness. “I’m messing with you, son. You don’t actually have to answer that question.” He slapped Max on the back before returning to the kitchen. “Come in for some breakfast in a minute. The both of you.”

Jimmy’s face had darkened, and he stared straight ahead again, refusing to meet Max’s eyes.

“Hey. You all right, man?” Max asked. He couldn’t quite bring himself to actually address the issue head-on, about Tara. That felt way too awkward.

His friend didn’t answer.

“Are we good?”

Still nothing, except that Jimmy’s jaw tightened even more.

“All right, then.” Deciding his friend probably just needed some time to cool off, Max followed Benson into the kitchen.

There was a commotion at the front door as he entered, followed by a red-haired adolescent shoving his way into the kitchen, shouting breathlessly for Benson.

“I’m right here, Tommy. Calm down and tell me what happened.”

Everyone turned to hear what the newcomer had to say. Before he spoke, Tommy glanced around, apparently self-conscious from the attention. “A guy in camo was checking us out from the east, Gord. He was lying on the ground between a couple oak trees with a pair of binoculars pointed at the farm. He got past our trip wires, so he must have seen them, and stepped over them. He was just a few meters away from me. Don’t know how I didn’t spot him at first—he sneaked by me, somehow. Pretty sure he was a soldier. At least, he looked pretty professional. I shouted at him, and he took off.”

Max turned toward Chambers, who was looking at him. They both knew who that was likely to be.

The GDA had found them. Janet had found them. Soon, she would come in force.

Max stepped past the lookout and made for the front door. Chambers caught up to him before he could leave, grabbing his arm. “Where are you going?” he hissed.

“Tara’s out in the barn,” he whispered back. “She needs to be in here. It’s not safe for her to be alone out there.”

“Come right back here. Got it?”

Max nodded. “Should we leave?”

“Probably. But I’m not sure. I need a minute to think.”

“Okay.” Max pulled away and went outside, heading for the barn. He eased the door open once again and closed it silently behind him.

But he didn’t wake Tara. Instead, he saddled Yago as quietly as he could, checking over his straps as he’d seen Jimmy do.

His pack was where he’d left it: dangling from the top of the ladder into the hayloft. Yago whickered as he climbed up to get it, but Tara didn’t stir.

“Goodbye,” he mouthed to her sleeping form.

With that, he climbed down and checked to make sure the Ruger was still in the bag, loaded and safetied. Then he slung the bag over his shoulders and climbed onto Yago.

Light pressure with his legs sent Yago trotting out of the open barn door, and then across the wheat field toward the woods.

If the GDA was near, that meant Cynthia and Peter Edwards were, too. They’d risked their lives just to keep him free of Janet. Now, he planned to do the same for them.

It would probably be a suicide mission, and even if Chambers and Jimmy would have been willing to join him on it, he didn’t plan to let him.

This was his business, and he would see to it.

Yago and Max passed between the first blackjack oaks, heading in the same direction the soldier had gone, according to the red-haired lookout.

A few meters in, he came to a stop. Ahead, a bright yellow ribbon was nailed to a tree. He frowned at it for a few seconds, puzzling over its meaning.

Then, he saw it: a tripwire. It extended, taut, from the tree that bore the ribbon to one thirty feet away. That tree was also marked with bright yellow.

Of course. He remembered Benson mentioning the tripwires he’d set up all around the property. They were probably part of an early warning system, in case of a Ravager incursion. To the left of the nearest yellow-marked tree, there was a meter-wide gap with no tripwire. After that, another wire stretched between two more yellow-marked trees.

The trees were marked from the base’s side, so that occupants could identify the wires’ locations as they were leaving. But the yellow ribbons were positioned so that intruders wouldn’t see them. They’d stumble into the wires instead, triggering them.

Max looked up into the first tree’s branches. They looked thick, sturdy. A good place for a sentry to crouch.

If he were to set up such a perimeter, he would put sentries next to the gaps. The fact this tree was empty probably meant it was where the red-haired sentry had been, before coming to tell Benson about the soldier.

That was lucky. The sentry’s absence meant he didn’t have to explain himself to anyone.

“Hey!” someone called—a voice calling to him through the dense woods, from somewhere to his left. Another sentry.

Max clucked at Yago, leading him carefully but quickly through the gap. With that, they were away.
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The crazies were keeping mostly to the roads. Ethan suspected that was less a deliberate decision and more like the unconscious probing of mold as it found the most efficient pathways to food sources.

It was difficult to tell whether the savages stumbling along in front of his Escalade would be classified as Berserkers or Ravagers. Maybe they were something in between. They staggered at angles, colliding with each other often. Sometimes scraps broke out, and every so often a savage was left bleeding on the asphalt, incapacitated or killed by whatever blunt implement his or her attacker happened to be wielding.

But the average of their many directions was forward. 

Ethan nodded at them through the windshield. “I think they’re headed to the same place we are.”

Janet looked up from the paper map spread across her lap. Unlike Chambers, neither of them had spent weeks memorizing Google Maps.

Maybe we should have.

Janet was giving him one of the only two looks she ever gave him: annoyed or disgusted. This time, it was annoyed. “We already know they’re headed to Harper. Seven of the thirty we’ve tagged so far are already in the town.”

He shook his head. “I mean I think they’re headed exactly where we are.”

“To the armory?”

“Yes. They’re attracted to anywhere survivors are gathering, right? What better place for survivors to go than an armory? Plenty of weapons, ammo, food.”

She frowned, seeming to contemplate the idea. Then she lifted her radio to her mouth, with the push-to-talk button held down. “Head to the armory on 8th Street. I want to know if there’s a concentration of Ravagers there.”

Ahead of the Escalade, two men tried to occupy the same space, their heads coming together in a painful-looking way. One of them dragged some nailed-together wooden contraption he’d probably hauled out of a trash heap, and now he attempted to swing it at his adversary.

The other man easily intercepted the ridiculous weapon, heaving it away before going at the other guy with teeth and nails. Ridiculous Weapon Guy was quickly vanquished, his lifeblood pouring out onto Route 160, and Bitey continued on with the herd.

Ethan cursed under his breath. In following the crazies, he’d learned it was a good idea to stay at least a hundred feet behind. Otherwise, the Escalade attracted unwanted attention. One or two crazies he could just swerve around, but if they came at the SUV in any number he’d have to drive through them. Or over them, as the case may be. Janet would make him do it, too.

Her radio crackled, and she snatched the handset to her ear. “Go ahead.”

Ethan could hear a muffled voice saying something, but he couldn’t quite make out what.

“Acknowledged.” Janet turned toward Ethan again. “Take the next right, onto Berlin Road. After that, take the first left. That’ll bring us to Route 2, which feeds into Harper.”

“They found something?” The radio call had come just in time: Berlin Road was upon them, and Ethan turned down it, grateful to be clear of the plodding savages. He gave the engine more gas.

Again, Janet took a while to answer him. “Apparently you were right,” she said. “They’re converging on the armory.”

He did his best not to seem smug. “Then there are probably survivors in there. Do you think the asset might be with them?”

Janet’s lips tightened into a white line. “I hope he wouldn’t be stupid enough to hide out in a town. That said, we’ll have to investigate. It’ll be a good opportunity to resupply, regardless.”

“Wait. If there are survivors, won’t they need those supplies?”

She twisted in her seat to face him. “So?”

“You’d take supplies from a group of innocent survivors?”

“To save humanity? You better believe it.”

Ethan tried to work out how Janet had managed to connect robbing civilians to saving the species—and he succeeded.

Damn it. I’ve been around her for way too long.

To find the asset and make sure he made it to Colorado, the GDA would need to continue operating as a cohesive unit. That meant locating and procuring supplies as efficiently as possible. Who better to gather the needed supplies in one place than fellow apocalypse survivors?

With a clear road ahead and no speed limit to keep him in check, Ethan got them to Harper in just over five minutes, taking the armored Escalade around corners fast enough to earn another look from Janet. They found the town crawling with Berserkers.

Or are they Ravagers?

Ethan’s own radio squawked. “Sir, we’re mustering with the others at 12th and Hickory—just southeast of the armory.”

Ethan said nothing, concentrating instead on inflicting minimal casualties on the brainless. He’d successfully compartmentalized them as “the enemy,” mostly because of the danger they posed to his men. But deep down, a voice reminded him that they had no choice in any of this. And so he spared them as he could.

Then he turned the corner to see several vehicles from his unit parked around an intersection up ahead. Both Bradleys were there, along with four tactical trucks, with a fifth speeding toward them along Hickory Street.

His men had already taken to dividing themselves into six-man teams—one for each of the trucks, and four more teams to form a ground-based platoon, to pressure or bait the crazies, as needed.

Before parking the Escalade, he got on his PRC radio and started handing out orders, preparing his men for the coming engagement. If it could be called that. Judging from the previous night, the word “slaughter” would probably be more appropriate.

Time will tell. There was no need to make assumptions on that score, especially when inattention could mean his men getting cut off, surrounded, and slaughtered instead.

They moved north in reverse wedge formation, with Ethan and Janet trailing the wedge’s peak. Now, there was no sparing anyone. They came upon plenty of crazies, and they put down every single one.

At least it’s about as humane as we can make it.

For now, the targets were dispersed enough that almost every kill was a clean head shot from a designated shooter.

That started to change as they neared the armory, which was under siege by hordes of Ravagers.

As they drew near, Ethan’s prediction of a survivor presence proved out. Someone was firing back at the Ravagers from inside the squat, brown brick building, their weapon muzzles stuck out of shattered windows.

Ethan’s men knew what to do. They fanned out, spraying rounds into the backs of the Ravager throng pressing in on the building.

Soon enough, the first of Ethan’s men advanced onto the island of pavement surrounding the armory. As the first foot hit concrete, he noticed the survivors were attempting to close a white garage door at the end of the building, which they’d been using to increase their angles of fire on the enemy. Two teenage boys were working together to drag a body out of the door’s way so that it could close.

They were too late. The automatic bay door attempted to close, but a Ravager staggered past the sensor, causing it to lift again.

With that, other Ravagers flooded in.

“Focus on retaking that warehouse!” Ethan screamed, so forcefully it left his throat raw. “Push for the bay door!”

The sheer number of the mindless savages was staggering. There were just too many. They were closing in on the armory like a noose, their bodies already littering the space immediately around the windows.

The two Bradleys formed the tips of the wedge formation’s arms, and now the men made way for them to open fire.

The autocannons started up, their sound like a giant’s zipper unzipping. They ripped a path through the Ravagers, and a half-squad of GDA soldiers poured in, adopting a wedge formation to mirror the greater unit. They could only go so far: the Ravagers closed in again, finally taking notice of the lethal warriors coming at them from behind.

Ethan snatched his radio from his belt and held it close to his mouth. “Zim, have the ground teams advance along separate avenues of attack. The men need to be ready to pull back the moment the savages put undue pressure on them. I want zero casualties, Zim, is that understood? Zero casualties!”

“Yes, sir,” his first sergeant answered crisply.

Ethan spent the first half of the battle certain the armory would fall. Janet had ordered him to keep his grenade launchers and RPGs stowed, and he agreed with the order, as much as it delayed their victory. They couldn’t risk endangering the survivors—or the armory itself.

As such, they relied mostly on M4 assault rifles and snipers, while the defenders inside the building sprayed and presumably prayed. Ethan knew Janet probably didn’t care whether the survivors made it or not, except insofar as they contributed to a GDA victory over the mindless army.

Just as it seemed the armory would surely be overrun, the tide seemed to turn. New arrivals finally stopped flooding in from the surrounding streets of Harper, and together the GDA soldiers and the survivors mopped up the remainder.

As the last Ravager fell, Janet nodded. “Good.” It was the most he could expect from her, in the way of praise—in fact, it was more than he’d expected. “Let’s go see what sort of welcome we get.”

Ethan and Janet joined the ground teams and headed through the parking lot, which was littered with bodies and awash with red. He caught her wincing as her pant cuff brushed against one of the dead Ravagers.

Just inside the bay door, fifteen grateful faces awaited them. They turned toward Ethan and Janet almost as one when they entered, clearly recognizing them as the leaders. The GDA soldiers had already taken up positions around the warehouse.

A man stepped forward, holding a machine gun pointed at the floor. His foot brushed empty casings aside as he approached. “Thank you,” he said, his voice hoarse. “We’ve been waiting to hear something from the government, or the military. Anything. It’s such an incredible relief that you’re here.”

Janet nodded. “Drop your weapons. All of you.”

The man with the machine gun gave a confused frown. “Why? We mean you no harm.”

“Because we’re taking them. Along with the rest of your supplies.”

Ethan watched as the man made the transition from confused to angry.

“You can’t take them. That would kill us.”

“Drop your weapons,” Janet repeated. As she spoke, the GDA soldiers around the room raised their arms, each selecting a target.

“No,” the man said, his rising voice mixing defiance with panic. “Get back!” He motioned to the others, waving them toward the back of the warehouse.

“Kill them,” Janet said.

Ethan looked at her, mouth falling open. His moment of shock cost the survivors their lives.

“No!” he shouted, the words coming out strangled, but it was too late. GDA muzzles blazed to life, mowing down the people who’d fought to defend the warehouse from the Ravagers. Many of them died before they managed to raise their weapons.

Inside the warehouse, the sound of so many weapons firing in tandem was almost deafening. Ethan held his FNX Tactical pointed at the floor, looking wildly from the dying survivors to his soldiers, at a complete loss for what to do. “Stop. Stop!”

He moved to grab the nearest man’s arms, to physically force him to lower his weapon, to stop shooting. But one of the survivors had managed to raise his assault rifle, and his wild shots raked across Ethan’s legs. He fell to the concrete, landing hard on his shoulder, teeth clamped against the agony.

After that, there was little he could do except watch through a haze of pain as the hail of rounds cut down the remaining survivors, their bodies jerking and staggering till they lay motionless on the scarlet-speckled concrete.

His consciousness faded, but with an effort of will he forced himself back to clarity. He would watch this. His inaction had allowed it to happen, and he didn’t deserve the sweet release of temporary forgetfulness.

As the weapons fire died away, he could feel his blood seeping out from his legs and onto the warehouse floor.

Janet had gone completely rogue. This confirmed it. He didn’t know whether it was alien influence or her own depravity that caused her to perpetrate a thing like this. But one thing he did know for sure: she wouldn’t be able to come back from it.

And I enabled her.

At the far end of the warehouse, a door creaked open, and the soldiers’ weapon muzzles twitched toward it in response.

A little girl’s face peered out, her hair a bedraggled mess that haloed her face. Her eyes went wide. Then someone inside snatched her back.

“Janet,” Ethan rasped, unable now to keep the encroaching darkness at bay. “Janet, you bitch.”

Janet looked down at him, her face a study in neutrality. When she spoke, she sounded eerily calm. “These people made a profound sacrifice today, for the good of humanity’s future. Their sacrifice will never be forgotten. I’ll make sure of that personally.” She turned to the others. “Clear the rest of the armory. Kill anyone who resists. Disarm the rest. Then start loading any ammo and supplies onto the trucks.”

Her radio crackled, and Ethan recognized the voice that spoke as Robert Wick’s. “Ma’am, a significant number of our tagged specimens appear to be converging on a farm outside Medicine Lodge—most of the specimens, in fact. I took the liberty of sending one of the men to investigate. He was able to confirm that the asset is at the farm right now. I suggest we make for that location immediately.”

Janet unholstered the radio. “Very good, Wick. Start getting everything ready.” Replacing the device, she pursed her lips, looking thoughtful for a moment. Then, she raised her voice. “Forget the supplies. We have a lead on the asset. We’re moving out.”

Ethan’s gaze found the floor, then, fixating on an imperfection in the concrete.

So these people died for nothing. Absolutely nothing.

With that, he felt himself slump back. The darkness claimed him.
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Max has been gone too long.

Ted stood up in the middle of one of Benson’s jokes. The big man cut off, studying him with eyebrows raised.

“I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

“You got it. Just make sure you’re back before these animals eat all the chow.”

Offering a faint smile, Ted pushed through the crowded kitchen and into the hall.

Outside, the morning was coming on hot and dry. He cast his gaze around the property for any sign of GDA agents.

Damn it. He said he was just going to get Tara. Ted shook his head as he crossed the yard from the house to the barn. I should have gone with him. That was stupid. 

If Janet got Max in her clutches because of his moment of carelessness, Cynthia Edwards would never forgive him. And he had a creeping suspicion he wouldn’t forgive himself, either.

When he rounded to the front of the barn, he found the broad, white door hanging open. With another glance around the property, he drew his FNX Tactical and held it low as he padded silently over the threshold.

There was Daisy, Ollie…but no Yago. His stall was empty, and all his tack was gone.

Shit.

“Max?” he called, knowing he’d get no response.

Except, he did get a response, of sorts. A stirring came from the hayloft, and Benson’s daughter sat up, a couple errant straws clinging to her auburn hair. When she saw Ted with his weapon drawn, she froze.

“Were you talking to Max this morning?” he asked.

She peered down at him for several seconds. He couldn’t tell if it was suspicion or the first moments of wakefulness that caused her scowl.

“No,” she said at last.

He nodded. “You should come inside. Someone was seen checking out your father’s property.”

“Okay. I’ll be right in.”

He left the barn for the farmhouse. As he crossed the yard, he scrutinized the surrounding forest even more closely. The fact Yago was gone suggested Max had left voluntarily, and hadn’t been taken. That was better, but it still placed everything in jeopardy. His life, the mission, and also Ted’s promise to Cynthia.

Why would he go without telling me? Ted had helped him every step of the way, ever since they’d left his house in Oklahoma City. He’d risked everything for Max. And this was how he repaid the favor.

Inside the farmhouse, he went straight to the piano bench where Jimmy still sat, a plastic blue mug dangling empty from his fingers. Ted seized the back of his shirt and hauled him up.

“Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Shut up.” Ted ignored the curious looks from the diners, and then from Benson and his friends, as he hauled Jimmy bodily through the kitchen and out the door.

He slammed the door behind him and shoved Jimmy against the wall of the house.

“You were talking to him. Did he say where he was going?”

“Who?”

Ted grabbed hold of the front of Jimmy’s shirt, and shook him. “You know who.”

“Max? He’s gone?”

“Yes. Did he tell you where he was going?”

“No.”

“Were you being a little shit again?”

Jimmy looked away, lips tightening.

Almost, Ted hit him. But he drew restraint from somewhere and went back inside, heading straight for Benson. By now, the kitchen was completely silent. Everyone seemed baffled by Ted’s behavior.

He didn’t care. None of that mattered, now.

“Max is gone. We need to form a party to search for him, immediately.”

“Gone,” Benson repeated. “Taken?”

“I don’t know. His horse is gone too, so probably not. One of the sentries should have seen him go, right? That’ll tell us which direction he went, at least.”

“Slow down. You’re saying he probably chose to leave. Any idea why?”

“No. Will you help me look for him?”

“Of course.” Benson stood. “Maisie, get the raiding party together. We’re rolling out again sooner than we thought.” He raised his voice. “Any adults—adults, mind you—who want to volunteer to help search for the boy are welcome. But we need to leave enough people behind to defend Fort Benson, so we can only take so many.”

The number of hands that went up heartened Ted. They’d be able to cover a lot of ground, with this many people. Most would have to go on foot, but they had the quads, and there were other horses stabled in that barn.

“I want every party to be well armed,” Benson went on. “But only people with experience will be carrying. We’ll be handing out radios. If you run into any shit-for-brains, let us know right away. The rest of us will come and help you take ’em out.”

With that, the large farmer turned to Ted and placed both hands on his shoulders, the meaty slabs mostly enveloping them. “I know how I’d feel if it was Tara missing. And I’d want your help looking for her if she was. We’re gonna find your boy, Ted. That’s a promise.”

Ted nodded. “Thank you, Gord. It’s more appreciated than you know.”

Hell, I’m probably playing the worried father pretty well right now. He was certainly worried.

Within twenty minutes, the search party was assembled and gathered around the quads parked out front. People were checking over weapons, and a couple teenagers were emptying the barn of horses, Ollie and Daisy included. A sentry on the eastern perimeter had seen Max leave with Yago, but he’d been too far to do much about it. Max had passed through a gap in the tripwires Benson had set up around Fort Benson’s perimeter—the gap next to the tree the red-haired sentry had vacated, when he’d come to give his report about the soldier.

Jimmy was nowhere to be seen. Worthless. That was Ted’s final call on that little bastard. At least he wasn’t here objecting to the use of his horses.

They were about to roll out when yellow lights began to flash on the exteriors of the barn, house, and silo. Ted could hear an alarm sounding throughout the farmhouse, but from outside it sounded like a dim, rhythmic hum. 

He looked at Benson. “What does that mean?” Though he probably could have guessed.

“Yellow means east.” The big man was peering in that direction now. “Something triggered one of the tripwires there. Let’s check it out.”

They jogged toward the tree line. Before they’d taken more than a handful of steps, the crackle of rifle fire sounded from the trees. And again. And again.

Benson’s radio came to life. “Mr. Benson, sir, we’ve got company.”

The man unholstered his radio and opened his mouth to respond. Before he could, Ravagers began to stumble out from the forest. Just one at first, then three, then eight. They flooded into the wheat fields and made their way toward the cluster of structures at the center.

More people radioed in, their voices panicked. Asking for information, or relating what they’d seen. Benson pressed the push-to-talk button on his radio. “All lookouts disengage as you’re able and withdraw to Fort Benson, immediately.” Benson turned toward the would-be searchers, who stood around the quads, looking back at him with fear written across their faces. He raised his voice. “Stations, everyone. Just like we drilled. This is the real deal.”

“What about Max?” Ted said.

Benson returned his stare with a look of pity. “Sorry, Ted. Looks like our search just got cut short.”

Ted looked back at him with gritted teeth and said nothing. Past Benson, past the farmhouse, he saw more Ravagers emerging from the trees.
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Janet ejected her FNX Tactical’s spent magazine and slammed in a fresh one from one of her vest holders. Sighting along the barrel, she lined up her next target and fired. The gray-haired woman’s crown blew apart, and she went down in a heap of limbs. Janet lined up her next shot. Beside her, Sergeant Zimmerman sent an M4 burst up the back of a man’s neck.

When she woke this morning, she hadn’t expected to find herself in the middle of the woods shooting crazies. But right now, the GDA was in panic mode.

One of her scouts had seen the asset, on the farm they were now fighting to reach. He’d been walking between buildings on the property.

When she’d learned that, she ordered all of her soldiers out of the armory they were raiding. Two of them had picked up an unconscious Ethan on the way out, carrying him to an Escalade as gently as they could. Right now, he was on a couch inside their mobile command unit.

She’d left a handful of her men to set up camp just outside these woods—to protect their vehicles and equipment, not to mention Ethan. The trees were too dense here to bring anything through them except small arms. The Bradleys had had to stay put, back at their new camp.

We’re about to lose the asset!

A voice kept screaming at her from the back of her head. Ever since the invasion had begun, she’d been fighting her mounting anxiety, keeping a tight rein on it. Right now, not having Ethan here wasn’t helping to calm her. Zimmerman was competent, but he didn’t have Ethan’s grasp of tactics.

Her thoughts continued to yell at her. We were supposed to have decades more to prepare for this! Their ‘experts’ had said the invasion wouldn’t happen for at least another twenty years. A whole generation, with which to breed dozens of assets capable of fighting the aliens.

But they only had the one asset, and now crazies were swarming his location. Maybe Ethan is right. Maybe the aliens do know what we’re up to, and they’re moving to directly disrupt us.

That almost brought her up short, and she stopped shooting for a second before resuming.

If the aliens were going to disrupt the GDA, what would be the most efficient way to do it?

She thought about the survivors back in the armory, whose deaths she’d ordered without a second thought. That decision reminded her of the sort of calls she used to make during enhanced interrogation sessions with suspected terrorists. She’d always been able to make those calls feeling fully righteous, knowing she was defending her country, and protecting her compatriots.

But in the years since, she’d had to reckon with what she’d done, in a way that had troubled her sleep, with nightmares jolting her awake most nights. She knew her decision to order those civilians’ deaths would only make that worse.

I thought I left those decisions behind. But here I am, making them again.

But was she truly the one making them? Or had something gotten inside her?

She shook herself. I’m in control. Everything I’m doing, I’m doing to save humanity. It doesn’t matter what it will cost me, personally.

They pressed through the woods, mowing down crazies intent on reaching the farm. In between the GDA fire, Janet could hear the distant crackle of hunting rifles and shotguns, as well as some automatic fire. The sounds of the people on the farm defending themselves as best they could.

They had already tried approaching the farm from the road, but the Ravagers were too thick there. The narrow dirt road was packed with throngs of them, and as the lead Bradley got close, the savages swarmed it, heedless of the danger to themselves.

Janet had never seen anything like it before. If they’d continued, the savages would have covered the Bradley like a human blanket. Their bodies would have piled up before its treads. The press of humanity was such that the road was rendered impassable.

 So she’d ordered a hasty retreat, with the idea of coming through the forest on foot instead, where the blackjack oaks would act as obstacles to obstruct and thin the mindless army.

We just need to break through long enough to secure and extract the asset.

That was fine in theory, but was proving much more difficult in practice. As they drew closer to the farm, the tide of Ravagers grew denser, and some of them began to turn to shamble back toward the GDA operatives.

“Focus on the ones approaching us,” Janet yelled. “Defend yourselves!”

The soldiers didn’t need to be told. They were already picking off every crazy that turned back and headed toward them.

More and more were doing that, however. Janet couldn’t help but read intentionality into the change in tactics. Yes, the way they swarmed groups of survivors fit the GDA theory about how the aliens were using the Ravagers. But the speed with which they switched targets suggested someone monitoring the battle from above, directing their brainless troops as they saw fit.

More crazies appeared through the trees on both sides, in a three-way flank. Reacting instantly, Zimmerman arranged his unit in a dual-rank horseshoe formation, with those in back firing over the heads of those in front.

For a while, they held. But the Ravagers kept coming.

Janet’s heart was hammering against her chest, her blood pounding past her ears in a deafening rush.

Everything she’d worked for was crashing down around her.

Is this my fault? If I’d given my word to the Edwards that the asset wouldn’t be harmed…

…I would have him in hand already.

Even a convincing lie might have averted this disaster. But here she was, with the asset less than a kilometer west, and she was completely unable to reach him. He would surely die, now. If highly trained government operatives couldn’t fend off the massive horde, then a bunch of farmers with hunting rifles surely couldn’t either.

They had to fight on. Everything hinged on this. They’d only been able to take so much ammunition and firepower with them on foot, and it would run out eventually. But they had to assume that they could stem the tide.

Even so…for the first time, Janet began to worry that they might lose not only the asset, but their own lives in the process.

She slammed a fresh magazine into her pistol and resumed firing.
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The woods thinned, admitting more and more sunlight through its canopy to form bright pools on the forest floor.

Max slowed Yago to a walk, wary of coming out into the open without checking for potential hostiles first.

Then, through the trees, he saw them: multiple military vehicles, all arranged in a circle in the middle of an open field.

Janet’s camp. It had to be. The chances of another cohesive military unit operating in this area seemed pretty close to zero. When he spotted a black Escalade, chrome glinting in the sun, that clinched it.

He led Yago back through the trees to tie him to a sturdy-looking oak. Then he returned to the edge of the woods to observe the camp from behind the broadest trunk he could find.

No more than four soldiers were in sight from this position. Two of them stood in the back of a truck, while another was visible through a gap between two vehicles. The fourth lay atop a cargo truck with a sniper rifle.

Occasionally, Berserkers would walk by the circular encampment. Sometimes solitary, sometimes in groups of two and three. They took no notice of the soldiers, who let them pass unmolested. Apparently, they weren’t keen to attract trouble if they could avoid it.

Max had encountered a few Berserkers during his trek through the woods, but riding Yago, he’d been able to outpace them easily. Firing his Ruger seemed like a bad idea, if he could avoid it. Clearly, there were plenty of people nearby whose psyches had been compromised by the aliens. He wanted to attract them about as much as the soldiers did—probably less.

The Berserkers’ presence in this field was interesting, though. What if I could use them to hide in plain sight?

 They all seemed to be headed in roughly the same direction, and if Max walked out of the woods toward the camp he’d be going against them. That would probably get him noticed.

But to his left, a rise in the ground ran parallel to the road nearby. If he exited the woods there, and used the hill to conceal himself, he could get on the other side of the camp and approach from the same direction as the Berserkers that were happening by.

That might get him close enough to slip past the lookouts. It seemed like his best shot, anyway. No doubt the soldiers all had seen images of his face. Likely, they’d memorized his description. But who among them would expect him to come to them? He’d be hiding in plain sight.

Probably, it was a crazy idea. But it was all he had. So he set it in motion anyway.

He withdrew deeper into the woods, then jogged parallel to the forest’s edge, mindful of roots and holes underfoot. The last thing he needed right now was a twisted ankle.

When he reached the long hill, he sprinted from the trees, unhesitating. By sticking near the road, he was able to stay completely out of sight from the camp.

The rise ended sooner than he would have liked—it put him about level with the camp, rather than behind it as he’d planned. But a couple Berserkers were approaching from down the road, shambling toward the camp. Hopefully, they would provide the cover he needed.

As a final touch, he grabbed the fabric of his t-shirt near the neck and tore it. Then he grabbed a stick from the base of the hill. Finally, he mussed up his hair and let his facial features slacken. Now he looked more the part.

The Berserkers stumbled past, and Max emerged from cover, trying to look aimless as he looped around for a pass at the camp.

From this angle, he could see only two soldiers. One of them seem focused on the two Berserkers ahead. The other glanced at Max, and his heart leapt into his throat.

Then, miraculously, the soldier said something inaudible to the other and withdrew from view.

Piss break, maybe? Either way, it was extremely good luck.

Checking on the other soldier once more, Max dashed for the nearest truck and slid underneath it.

He lay there for several long moments, his face pressed into the grass as he waited for the remaining lookout to call out a warning to the others. But nothing happened. He hadn’t noticed Max’s move—probably, he hadn’t noticed Max at all.

Crawling slowly closer toward the camp’s interior, he checked out the circular space between the vehicles. A pair of boots walked by, and Max held his breath.

The returning lookout. The sound of him mounting the back of the truck Max was hiding under came next. The soldier was returning to his post.

Max was in.

Taking extreme care not to make any noise, he pushed himself the rest of the way to the other side of the truck. Once out, he rose carefully to his feet, checking all around him. No one. Other than the lookouts, the rest of Janet’s unit either had to be inside the vehicles or simply not here at all.

He drew his Ruger.

A few places caught his eye as possibilities for where they could be holding Cynthia and Peter Edwards. There were two trailers, along with a couple cargo trucks and other vehicles with windowless storage compartments.

Traveling clockwise, he reached the first cargo truck, which had light-brown fabric covering the back. He carefully lifted one of the flaps and peered inside, spilling light into the interior.

There was nothing there but crates, boxes, and bags. He lowered the flap.

Next, he reached the first trailer and mounted the metal steps. He tried the door, the metal handle hot against his fingers as he slowly attempted to open it.

A click from the handle made him wince, and he glanced behind him. None of the lookouts he could from this vantage point had heard. They remained facing outward, tuned only to threats coming from the surrounding terrain.

Max pulled the handle the rest of the way, but the door wouldn’t budge. Locked.

Gingerly, he returned it to its default position and stepped back down to the ground.

He would check the other trailer next. To reach it, he would have to travel almost one-third of the camp’s circumference. Willing himself not to make any sudden movements, and hugging each vehicle he passed, he plodded toward his goal.

Already, he was beginning to lose heart. Of course everything in the camp would be locked and secured. What had he expected? And even if he managed to find Cynthia and Peter, did he really think he could free them and sneak them out of here without attracting notice?

But then, this had never been about the viability of freeing them, had it? It was about silencing his conscience, and putting a stop to his guilt-ridden nightmares.

He reached the second trailer and again carefully mounted metal steps.

This time, the door opened.

That made him hesitate, surprised at his own success. But only for a moment. He stepped inside, leading with his Ruger.

Inside, an agent dressed in rumpled business-casual attire was sitting at a compact desk. His eyes widened when he saw Max, and he started to rise, pushing himself off the desk with one hand while the other moved to his hip. But there was something labored about his movements.

“Freeze,” Max hissed, aiming the handgun at his head. “Stay quiet or I’ll shoot.”

The agent stared back at him with gritted teeth. Then he drew in a deep breath, and Max gestured sharply with the Ruger.

It didn’t matter. “Get the tranqs,” the man called, his voice no doubt audible to the lookouts through the door Max had left open behind him. He yelled again, louder: “Get the tranqs!”

The man smiled. The expression looked somewhat pained, but he was remarkably calm for someone with a loaded Ruger pointed at his head. “I don’t know how you got here, Max, but we both know you’re not going to shoot me. Why don’t you put down the weapon? It’s safer for all of us, that way.”

Tranqs. He shouted for tranquilizers. Right now, the lookouts would probably be scrambling for them. They’d rush the trailer and overpower him.

Even if he’d been willing to kill them, they still grossly outnumbered him. This was over. Coming here was just as stupid as he’d feared.

Let me in.

It was the same voice he’d heard back in the gas station. Tara’s voice. The soft, feminine tones were identical to the voice owned by the person he’d slept beside last night.

A thought occurred to him, then. What if this was an attempt by the aliens to control even him—the only person able to meaningfully oppose them?

Let me in.

Well, he did have nothing to lose.

So he let her in.

The moment he did, reality splintered.
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As he backed toward the open trailer door, Max kept the Ruger trained on the agent hunched over the desk. “Stay there.”

The man remained where he was, though his body was rigid, like a compressed spring.

Max turned to step down onto the first metal stair. Across the camp, one soldier was passing out black tranquilizer guns from the cab of a truck. Max spotted four men who were already armed with them.

Then, he saw the fifth: standing in the back of a tactical truck, closer than the others. Already taking aim at Max.

He raised the Ruger and fired, attempting to shoot the thin-barreled tranq gun out of the soldier’s hand. He missed.

An arm snaked around his neck from behind, tightening against his trachea. He grabbed at the bicep, struggling to dislodge it, but the grip was too tight.

Across the camp, several others were taking aim. Darts flew, and three of them feathered Max’s chest.

The arm was still tight around his neck. His vision hazed, and blackness enveloped him.
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Go back, the voice said.

So he did. Back to the trailer, with his weapon raised.

Max kept the Ruger trained on the agent as he backed toward the open door.

He lowered his aim and shot the agent in the thigh. The man yelped, gripping his leg as he fell sideways. When he hit the floor, he screamed.

Max turned to step down onto the first metal stair. Across the camp, one soldier was passing out black tranquilizer guns from the cab of a truck. Max spotted four men who were already armed with them.

The fifth stood in the back of the tactical truck, just as before. Max raised the Ruger and fired. But he missed again.

Or rather, he missed the hand he’d been aiming for. Instead, he blew out the man’s throat, leaving it a bloody mess as the soldier flopped backward over one of the barricades that ran along the sides of the truck bed.

“No,” he said out loud. “That’s unacceptable. I won’t kill them.”

And so Tara’s voice echoed through his mind again:

Go back.
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Max kept the Ruger trained on the agent as he backed toward the open door.

His weapon dipped, and he pulled the trigger. The man’s thigh ruptured, blood flew, and he fell sideways, screaming.

Max turned to step down onto the first metal stair. Across the camp, one soldier was passing out black tranquilizer guns from the cab of a truck.

He shifted his aim toward the back of the tactical truck, where a soldier was already pointing a tranquilizer gun his way.

This time, Max steadied himself by expelling all the air from his lungs. His shot blew apart the man’s hand, and the tranq gun flew through the air.

He returned his attention to the four men holding tranq guns on the other side of the camp. The first round shattered one soldier’s shoulder, spinning him like a top, the tranq gun tumbling from his grasp as he staggered back, clutching his fresh wound.

The second round found a kneecap. Its owner crumpled.

Two darts found Max’s chest. His vision swam.

Go back.

He was back in the trailer. Ruger trained on the agent as he backed toward the open door.

He shot the agent’s thigh, exited the trailer, and shot the tranq gun out of the first soldier’s hand. But this time, he moved left as he fired on the soldiers across the camp.

The movement disrupted his aim, and the ploy ended with darts protruding from his torso and neck.

Go back.

He did.

He went back again and again, running through iteration after iteration of reality. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Tens of thousands.

Each iteration ended with the soldiers shooting him with tranquilizer darts, or with him killing one of them. Neither outcome was acceptable, so he went back.

He went back.

He went back.

A lifetime passed as he ironed out every possible error, every wrinkle. His Ruger P89 held only sixteen rounds—fifteen in the magazine and one in the chamber—so he had to dole out each shot with precision, and no misses.

He went back, but he’d yet to truly begin. In reality, he was still standing in the trailer’s entrance. But somehow his cognition had expanded radically, such that he was able to run thousands and thousands of simulations, all in the space of a heartbeat. He also had perfect awareness of the camp, and of the soldiers’ reactions. He didn’t know why.

This wasn’t the time to wonder why.

When he finally hit on an iteration that left every last operative in the camp—all fifteen of them—incapacitated, every one of them clutching their injuries and moaning, he went back for the final time.

He was still in the trailer, his Ruger trained on the agent as he backed toward the open door.

The voice spoke once more:

Now, engage.

His heart pounded in his ears, and sweat oozed from the pores in his palms. This was it. The real thing. If he didn’t execute his plan flawlessly, he would lose.

Just like in the iteration, he shot the agent in the thigh, sending him toppling sideways, screaming.

Outside, he aimed toward the back of the tactical truck. The tranq gun flew from the hands of the soldier standing there.

Moving sideways, he refocused on the soldiers across the camp. The Ruger coughed four times. Four soldiers fell to the grass.

The nine remaining soldiers were shouting. The one handing out tranq guns turned with one in his hands, but the Ruger roared, and it clattered against the truck’s side. Another round slammed the soldier against the truck.

Max shifted his aim up, to the roof of the other trailer, where a soldier was lifting an M4 to aim at Max. During the iterations, he’d been killed by the weapon multiple times. Now he fired instead, and the man’s arm snapped back. The M4 cartwheeled through the air, stark for an instant against the clear blue sky.

One by one, he neutralized the remaining threats, each of them falling to nonlethal injuries. It was no easy feat, with a Ruger as his instrument.

But Max’s plan was perfect, honed by a lifetime of drilling this exact situation. Without any killing, he took down every one of them.

At last, it was over. The camp was silent, other than the moaning of the injured. One of the men, the one in the back of the tactical trailer, clutched his maimed hand to his chest and wept.

Max ran back into the trailer, where the agent still clutched his thigh. The color had drained from his face, and he looked at Max with wide-eyed amazement as he walked closer.

“The keys to the other trailer,” Max growled.

The man said nothing, so Max put a boot against his thigh.

The agent howled, recoiling. Something jingled on his belt, and Max knelt to find it with his fingers.

He tore the keyring off, ripping one of the man’s belt loops in the process. While he was there, he slipped the man’s pistol from its holster, then rose to his feet.

“Max,” the agent gasped just as he was about to leave. His voice came out in a strangled croak.

Max paused at the door.

“You’re fighting the wrong people. I don’t know what you just did, but…if you stay, we can beat them. The invaders. We can do it together.”

Not bothering to answer, Max left and sprinted across the camp. Every soldier in the camp was incapacitated, but that wouldn’t last. He kept an eye on those he could see as he unlocked the other trailer’s door.

He opened it to find Cynthia and Peter Edwards on the other side, clinging to each other, looking terrified. When they saw Max, their eyes widened in amazement.

He handed the agent’s pistol to Peter. “Come on. We need to leave, now.”

They followed without asking questions. Outside, one of the soldiers was reaching for a tranquilizer gun lying on the grass nearby. Max put his last round inches from the soldier’s hand, and he pulled it back. Cynthia and Peter both started at the Ruger’s roar.

With that, Max hesitated. He should have used the iterations to find the keys to one of these vehicles, or forced the agent to give them up. But he felt too vulnerable to do so now. He was worried the rest of the government soldiers could return at any moment. And if he was being honest, he wasn’t sure he could start the iterations back up, even if he wanted to.

He wasn’t sure how he’d done it the first time.

“Let’s go.” Max led the couple he’d once called his parents toward a gap between two trucks, and together they exited the encampment, heading for the woods where he’d left Yago.
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Jimmy emerged from the barn holding his dad’s old hunting rifle, which Avery Somerton had passed on to Jimmy when he was twelve.

Now, the weapon was all Jimmy had left of his dad. They’d never been all that close, and Avery had had plenty of flaws. Except, maybe they’d been closer than Jimmy was assuming. Maybe all those silent hours they’d spent together had brought them closer than conversation ever could.

Whatever the case, Jimmy missed him. Especially now, when he was scared.

Benson’s people were still getting organized, firing into the oncoming horde of Ravagers as they ran to their positions. A few people were returning the horses that had been taken from the barn for the search party. Clearly, that was canceled now.

Gord Benson himself stopped as he ran past Jimmy, and grabbed him by the shoulder. “Can you shoot that thing, boy?”

Jimmy scoffed. “I survived the gas station, didn’t I?”

“Right. I want you manning the turret on the northern side of the barn, up in the hayloft. Got plenty of ammo?”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re gonna be all right shooting those things? Or do I need to send someone else up with you, to take over if you get a scare?”

Shaking his head, Jimmy resisted the urge to curse Benson out. “Again. I shot them back at the station. I’ll shoot them now, too.”

“Then get up there.”

Jimmy sprinted toward the barn. To his right, the Ravagers had come within meters of a row of defenders, who were shooting and reloading as fast as they could to keep the horde at bay, shuffling back all the while. Ceding ground to the attackers.

Jimmy had a feeling he’d be joining his father soon.

He closed the barn door behind him, turned the wooden piece on the frame to make it stay in place, then grabbed his pack from Ollie’s stall. Holding it tight, he scaled the ladder up into the hayloft one-handed.

Up top, he found Tara. He’d already gathered that she’d spent the night in here with Max, but since then he’d seen her inside the house. Why was she out here again?

“You should probably go back in the house,” he said.

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Uh, all right, then.” He cursed under his breath and unlatched the panel Benson had had someone install in the barn’s northern side. It swung on its hinge till it was flush with the inside wall, where he found a loop to set the hook through, holding it open. That done, he began lining up boxes of cartridges on the floor below the portal.

On the eastern side of the loft, a mustached man crouched at the hatch there, holding an assault rifle that didn’t look strictly legal to Jimmy. At least, it wouldn’t have been legal a few weeks ago, when there were still laws. The man looked back at him, and they exchanged nods before focusing on their respective sides.

The northern field was still mostly clear, and the defenders stationed in the house were efficiently picking off the few Ravagers wandering through the wheat from that direction. Jimmy doubted that situation would last, but he decided to take advantage of it.

He fished a baggie of weed from the bottom of his backpack and placed it on the ledge. There wasn’t even a breeze outside, so no worry of it scattering. Next, he got his papers from the bag’s front pouch and got to rolling.

Tara walked over and stood over him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m getting high, what does it look like?” A second later, he had a tight little joint, which he wet with his mouth before lighting it. After a couple puffs, he held it out to Tara. “Want some?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to die stoned.”

“Hey. Buddy.”

The guy at the other window glanced back, looking annoyed that Jimmy had interrupted his shooting. Then he saw the joint, and his face lit up.

“Want a hit of this?”

The guy held out his hand. “Sure.”

Jimmy scooted across the hayloft and passed it to him. The guy took a long hit, passed it back, then returned to spraying Ravagers below.

The shooting paused. “Thanks. I’m Vick, by the way.”

“Jimmy.” He took another puff. “Want any more?”

“Nah. I’m good.”

On his way back to his post, Jimmy exchanged looks with Tara, whose eyebrows were lowered slightly.

Who gives a shit what she thinks? The weed would help him focus. He’d always hunted deer stoned, in the woods near his parents’ acreage.

He nestled the rifle on the ledge and lifted up the bolt handle, pulling it back. That done, he placed his first round into the receiver and pushed it in.

Just in time. The Ravagers were pouring out of the northern tree line, now. Within seconds, they’d be in firing range. He took another drag on the joint then snubbed it out.

He breathed in, then out, holding his breath with his lungs empty, just as his father had shown him when he was eight. The rifle’s sight drifted over until it rested directly over a Ravager’s head. The wheat stalks nearby stood perfectly still—there was no wind to compensate for. He only had to think about how much the bullet would drop over the distance traveled.

Just like shooting deer near the acreage.

He fired. The Ravager dropped to the dirt between two wheat rows.

“Good shot,” Tara breathed. She was standing right over him again.

“Mind moving back a bit?”

She stepped back.

Jimmy loaded his next round, steadied himself, and fired. A Ravager tumbled face-first into the wheat.

He tried his best not to think about whether his targets were male or female, old or young. They were deer. Just deer. And it was his job to drop him.

Between shots, he wondered where Max was right now. Whether he was still alive.

But another part of him shut down that line of thinking. Max clearly didn’t have Jimmy’s back like he’d once thought.

He’d told him that he was into Tara. Then the guy just swooped in when Jimmy wasn’t around?

His head’s too big now, with everyone treating him like the chosen one. But I know he’s just Max Edwards. A loser with no friends, till I came along.

To his right, Vick’s assault rifle chattered away. The Ravagers were coming out of the woods in greater numbers, now. Too many for Jimmy to take down by himself. Too many for all the defenders, even as they shot and reloaded as if their lives depended it on it. Because they did depend on it.

They’re not people. They’re deer.

Jimmy aimed for their vitals and took them down, one by one. He was glad he’d had the chance to get stoned. The pot made it so there was just him, the rifle, and the target. Everything else disappeared.

The rifle jumped against his shoulder, and he nestled it on the ledge again, reloading with smooth, efficient motions. Like a machine.

All of his shots were clean. Each one took down a deer. He’d never shot so well in his life.

And he found himself enjoying it.
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Sixty-six men.

Sixty-six soldiers. Some of the deadliest warriors the various branches of the U.S. military had had to offer.

And still, they were losing.They would run out of ammo soon.

The crazies were treating Janet’s force as a primary focal point, now, surrounding them on almost all sides. First Sergeant Zimmerman had been forced to close the open end of their horseshoe formation, and now the GDA soldiers fired outward in all directions.

There was still a weak point in the surrounding mob, where the Ravagers were spread more thinly—the way Janet’s force had come. It was as though the aliens were inviting her to retreat. To abandon her attempt to recover the asset.

To her disbelief, she was about to accept that invitation. She’d failed either way. There was no point dying in the process.

“Sergeant Zimmerman, we’re pulling back.”

He glanced back at her between M4 bursts, as though uncertain whether she’d spoken. “Ma’am?”

“We’re aborting the mission and returning to base camp.”

For a moment he stared back at her, his brow furrowed, apparently uncomprehending. Then he looked back at the encroaching ring of Ravagers, and he nodded. “Fall back!” he barked. “Retreat in wedge formation toward the east!”

The soldiers responded promptly, each falling into the formation they knew from countless drills.

The mass of crazies closed in behind them like gas rushing into a vacuum, while those directly in front of the wedge crumbled. Janet hated playing into the aliens’ hands like this. It felt like she was, anyway. Like they were intentionally deploying their troops in a way that forced her hand.

She knew it was still possible that the Ravagers were an unconscious force merely carrying out a set of preprogrammed directives. But it felt like a conscious, calculating adversary. Could that be? Would she really still be alive if the aliens were directly aware of her, and her activities?

Once the men had broken through the thinned-out ranks to the east, Zimmerman ordered them to separate into six-man teams, each executing a center-peel retreat. The tactic allowed each soldier to keep his field of fire open, but there was a psychological component to it—center-peel was designed to make it seem like more fighters were joining the battle on the retreating group’s side.

Janet wasn’t sure the psychological component would play much of a role against this sort of enemy, though it probably couldn’t hurt.

But as they withdrew, the finesse barely seemed necessary. Retreating proved easy—too easy.

They were definitely trying to encourage us to leave. But it was possible even that tactic was part of their programming.

She shook her head. What did it matter? The very reason for the GDA’s existence had just been stripped from them. They’d lost the asset. He would be torn apart by a random crazy, just another casualty in humanity’s global meltdown.

Their decades of preparation, the billions in dark money that had been funneled to their agency for research and development—it was all for nothing. The aliens had snuffed out what resistance humanity could muster almost effortlessly.

How many species had they preyed on in this way?

Was the entire galaxy—the entire universe—merely a laboratory for Darwinian evolution to play out on a cosmic scale?

The survival of the fittest. The invaders were simply fitter than us.

She wondered how long the GDA would manage to hold out, in the coming weeks. If they could make it to Colorado, where a stockpile of amygdala-suppressing drugs awaited them, they might be able to survive for months. Maybe she’d actually get to meet an alien, or at least observe from afar as they occupied human towns and cities, leveraging the infrastructure they’d so carefully preserved.

Except, Janet found that mere survival held little interest for her. She’d spent the last eleven years engrossed in the effort to resist the aliens’ influence, and to prepare for the possibility of invasion.

Some of the things she’d done had blackened her soul, she knew. But she’d done it all for her country. For humanity.

Now what was she? Still a monster, but one that lacked direction. What good was a merciless attack dog without an enemy to unleash it on?

From the way the men exchanged grim looks with each other as they advanced through the woods, systematically neutralizing the errant crazies they encountered, she could tell their thinking followed a similar track. They still had their honor, for the most part. They likely still saw themselves as righteous warriors fighting for the good. They hadn’t done the things she had. But now they were just as purposeless as she.

They passed into a broad clearing, and suddenly, everything changed. A miracle walked out of the trees on the opposite side of the open space.

It was the asset, leading a muscular red roan by the reins. Cynthia Edwards rode atop the horse, and Peter walked on the other side.

All three of them stopped as their widening eyes fell on the soldiers emerging from the trees.

Without thought, Janet stepped forward, her pistol aimed squarely at Cynthia’s chest. When she spoke, her voice came out hard and cold. “Drop the weapon, Max, or I swear to you I’ll blow her from the saddle.”

The asset stooped slowly to the ground and placed his handgun there. He rose with his hands held above his head. Unbidden, Peter did the same with a pistol Janet hadn’t noticed he’d been holding.

It didn’t matter. She felt like electricity was coursing through her entire body. Life had returned to her, spurred on by her abrupt, unexpected victory.

“Take him,” she ordered. Two soldiers moved forward as one, each seizing one of the asset’s arms.

A deafening boom came from the west, shaking the ground beneath them and causing Janet to stumble.

Her men were looking at each other, clutching their weapons, uncertain.

“Ignore that,” she snapped. “Let’s move.”
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Another window shattered, and Ravagers clambered through, heedless of their own flesh ripping on the glass shards that bordered the frame.

Ted stalked across the living room, combat knife held in reverse grip. His hand flashed out, and a Ravager earned himself a gaping red smile to go with his angry grimace.

A red curtain poured down the thing’s neck, but still it came on, hands grasping for Ted’s throat. He drove the knife upward into its face, through an eye socket and into the brain. That finished it. When he withdrew the blade, the man staggered forward to crash into a curio cabinet filled with little porcelain ornaments.

Bleeding out stopped the mindless killers eventually, but in the meantime they’d try to kill you all the same, heedless of their own doom. The next Ravager to come through got a knife to the skull for her trouble, Ted’s weapon sinking to its hilt, again through an eye socket. That was the easiest point of entry.

All around him, hunting rifles crackled, automatic fire chattered, shotguns roared. He’d holstered his FNX Tactical for now, at least until he could make it back to the hall, where he’d stashed his backpack full of ammo. The three magazines he kept on him were spent, but the combat knife would never run out of ammo, and it suited the close-quarters combat that was becoming more and more necessary.

Benson’s people were fighting with admirable resolve. Benson himself and Maisie stuck together, roaming the house just as Ted did, sticking Ravagers with hunting knives—Maisie had steak knives—that protruded downward from their clenched fists. Ted could criticize their form, but not their ferocity. He’d seen them experience a couple close calls, but they were hanging in there, and he didn’t exactly have the time to train them in proper knife-fighting technique just now.

Ted tried to avoid glancing out the windows, focusing solely on the fight inside the house. But sometimes he slipped, and let himself see the sheer numbers outside, all clamoring to get in at the defenders.

Rounds rained down on the heads of the mindless, from the handful of turrets Benson had installed just below the farmhouse’s roof, but the overall effect was minimal. Ravagers fell, and others replaced them. The only thing keeping the house from being overrun were the bottlenecks provided by the doors and windows, almost all of which had been compromised.

He heard Benson say something to Maisie about “the nuclear option.” His ears perked up at that.

Maisie gave a grim nod, then left the dining room to go to the hall. A Ravager almost took her out when she rounded the corner, but their tussle ended with a steak knife sticking out of its skull. She tried to dislodge it, but it was stuck, so she gave up and continued into the hallway.

Ted wanted to ask Benson what the nuclear option was, but more Ravagers were coming through the living room windows, and they needed killing. The two men fell on them, knives flashing.

The big wheat farmer finished with his foe, then stepped back, cupping his hands to his mouth as best he could while holding two hunting knives.

“Cover your ears and get down!”

With that, Benson charged forward, sticking a Ravager before he could make it through the window. That blocked the point of entry for a few seconds.

Ted realized Benson was motioning to him. “Get away from the window,” he yelled, though over the tumult Ted could barely make out the words. He was tangled up with a Ravager, and couldn’t disengage without opening himself up.

The blast hit, blowing the Ravager forward on top of him. Even shielded by his attacker’s body, Ted felt like a giant’s fist had slammed into him, knocking the air from his lungs. They both flew into the house as timbers creaked and the final glass fragments were freed from window frames to hurtle through the living room as deadly projectiles.

Several objects struck the house’s exterior in a wet staccato. Ted landed on his back, the Ravager coming down on top of him, crushing him. A disembodied arm flew through the window and sailed over them to land on the couch, and a shower of blood rained down on top of them.

 Ted managed to get a hand free, but could only reach the man’s back. The knife sank into flesh again and again as the thing tried to reach his face, no doubt to gouge out his eyes or something equally unpleasant.

A blade punched through the back of the Ravager’s throat, glinting there. Benson’s hunting knife. He drove it upward and into the brain, then used the leverage to heave the vibrating mass off of Ted and onto the carpet.

“What was that?” Ted managed to croak as Benson hauled him to his feet by the hand.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t notice the ring of holes circling the property.”

“I saw them.”

“Well, now you know what they were. We snagged the dynamite from a locked shipping container on a construction site in Medicine Lodge. Vick was on the bomb squad for the local PD, so he wired up a remote detonator for us.”

“The nuclear option.”

“You got it. Let’s hope it was enough.” Benson jerked his head toward the windows. “Come on. This isn’t over.”

He was right. Another wave of Ravagers was advancing on the house. Their numbers were thinned, but the attack was still underway.

Benson and Ted took up positions at separate windows.

Ted’s movements were stiff, his weariness bone-deep. Each knife thrust took an effort of will, and he began to get sloppy. Jagged nails found his ear, shredding it, and teeth found the base of his neck, chewing hungrily until he planted the combat knife into the Ravager’s skull.

His face and arms were slick with sweat and blood, some of it his, most of it not. He turned to face the next invader to find the window empty.

Is it over?

Was that possible?

“Come on,” Benson said. Even the big man, who seemed to brim constantly with energy, sounded tired.

Ted followed him through the living room, through the kitchen, and into the hall. On the way outdoors, he crouched near his backpack and fished out his speed loader, using it to fill his pistol’s magazine. That done, he racked the slide, loading one of the rounds into the weapon’s chamber, and added one more round into the magazine.

Outside, Ravagers still pressed in around the barn. Benson had picked up an AR-15 from the body of a teenager who’d died defending the front door, and together they began picking off the creatures pressuring the barn, clearing the entrance.

They advanced inside.

Jimmy, Benson’s daughter, and a mustached man Ted didn’t know were all standing on the hayloft and firing down into the mass of Ravagers that were trying to get up at them.

One of the trio had managed to kick the ladder away from where it had been nailed to the raised wooden platform, denying the attackers that route.

With Ted and Benson flanking them, the Ravagers filling the barn were felled quickly. In less than a minute, the shooting had stopped, and all was quiet.

Ted’s eyes met Jimmy’s, and he nodded up at him. Then he turned to Benson. “Time to put together that search party.”

The big man’s eyebrows shot up. “Now?”

Ted nodded. “Now.” He held Benson’s gaze until the large farmer nodded back.

“Okay, then.”
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They broke from the trees to find the camp beset by Ravagers.

“Shit,” Janet spat, clawing her pistol from its holster and fingering the safety off. “I want two teams watching the Edwards, Zimmerman. I don’t want to take any chances with them. Use the rest of your men to clean up this mess.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The first sergeant turned back to his men and began arranging them to retake the camp.

Today was certainly a roller coaster.

Within seconds, the returning GDA operatives spread out to maximize their fields of fire and outflank the Ravagers besetting the camp.

Where are the lookouts?

Then, she saw one, lying prone atop the mobile command post, picking off attackers below with bursts from his M4.

At least, he was trying to shoot them. His movements were labored, and it seemed to be affecting his aim. What’s wrong with him? Where are the others?

Like Zimmerman, Janet joined the soldiers in advancing, taking careful aim at the available targets. There weren’t many left, though. Where had they gone?

Then, it hit her: they’d broken through. The crazies were inside the camp.

Thankfully, there weren’t too many of them. Within minutes, her soldiers had pressed inward, following the attackers inside the circled vehicles to chew them up from behind.

The attack had taken its toll, however. Four men lay dead, torn apart where they’d fallen.

Then, she noticed something odd about the bodies. They all had gunshot wounds as well—a hole where each had been shot, paired with gaping exit wounds. She hadn’t yet seen any crazies using firearms. Had their programming changed again, to give them the cognition necessary to operate weapons at that level?

The men Zimmerman had assigned to watch the Edwards now brought them into the camp, moving a troop carrier aside to admit the horse.

Janet’s gaze was on the asset’s face, watching carefully as he entered the camp, reveling in her success. When he noticed the dead bodies, his eyes widened, and a nauseated-looking grimace twisted his lips.

What’s that about? He looks almost guilty.

“Put them in the command trailer for now,” she told the soldiers, then headed to the other trailer to look for Ethan.

She didn’t have to go far. The trailer’s door hung open, and Ethan lay on the floor inside, clutching his pistol against his chest, his eyes shut.

“Ethan!” Cursing under her breath, she sprinted up the steps and knelt beside him.

His eyes fluttered open. To the left, a trail of blood led from one of the desks—apparently, he’d dragged himself from there.

“Hey.” His mouth quirked. “You almost sound worried.”

“Of course I’m worried. Worried that our combat operations officer is determined to get himself killed.” She twisted around to shout out the door. “Medic!” She turned back to Ethan. “What happened?”

“The asset happened.” Ethan’s voice had been reduced to a dry rasp. “He came here, Janet. He came to us. And then he dealt with us.”

Janet shook her head, not sure how to parse what Ethan was saying.

He shrugged, and the motion made him wince. “I should have had him, is what I guess I should say, but…well, you’re not going to believe me. But the others will back me up. The asset has capabilities we didn’t anticipate.”

“What capabilities?”

“Kind of hard to describe.”

“Try, Ethan.”

A voice spoke from behind her. “Uh, ma’am?”

Pettigrew, one of their three men trained in combat casualty care, stood outside.

Janet stood and stepped over Ethan to make way for the medic. “Come in.” 

The young man climbed inside, opening up his kit next to Ethan and getting to work on his thigh.

“Tell me, Ethan. What capabilities?”

He gave a more shallow shrug than before. “What capabilities would a super soldier have?”

“Are you telling me the asset is a super soldier?”

“From the way he fought…yeah. He’s only been through Basic Training, right?”

She nodded.

“Well, he’s way better than he should be. He moved too fast. Aimed too well. He executed his attack as well as our best soldier would have, after drilling that exact situation for months on end. He probably executed it better, actually. It was perfect.”

Ethan stared at the ceiling, barely reacting as Pettigrew extracted bullet fragments from his ruptured thigh. A belt had already been pulled tight around the agent’s leg, above the wound. Ethan had probably done that himself.

He’s telling the truth, she realized. Why would he lie about this?

Without another word, she stepped over Ethan, shoved past Pettigrew, and ran outside.

“Zimmerman!”

The first sergeant dropped the conversation he’d been having with one of the wounded men and sprinted over to her.

“The asset is in the command trailer?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I want you to storm the trailer with your best team. Treat it as though there’s a highly dangerous operative inside, capable of basically anything.”

“Ma’am, I…don’t understand. All three of the Edwards were checked for—”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion, Sergeant. I gave you an order.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He turned and pointed to one of his men, motioning for the man to join him, as he approached a group of three others gathered near one of the Bradleys.

Her eyes were glued to the door of the mobile command trailer. What does this mean? Had the asset been training in secret? No. That was impossible. They’d surveilled and documented his every waking since birth.

That only left one possibility: the aliens. Were they controlling him, or had they augmented him somehow? And if he’d benefited from their aid, was it a conscious decision on his part?

Had the asset chosen to side with the invaders against humanity?

She shook herself. Right now, she needed to focus on getting him out of that trailer and into a more confined space, with fewer things he could turn into weapons. If he was truly a super soldier, as Ethan said, who knew what he might be capable of? And what if he figured out how to access the computers? She shuddered to think of what sort of advantage he might be able to spin out of the information they contained.

Zimmerman gave a signal, and one of his men unlocked the command trailer’s door, throwing it open for the others to pour in. The first sergeant followed them inside.

Several long seconds past.

Unable to wait any longer, Janet motioned to a pair of soldiers to accompany her.

“Draw your weapons,” she hissed at them.

They exchanged confused looks, but did as she ordered.

She entered the trailer with her weapon drawn.

Inside, Zimmerman had the Edwards lying on the floor, each with their hands over the backs of their heads.

Janet exhaled slowly. “What were they doing?”

“Just sitting, ma’am.” The first sergeant’s voice was a study in neutrality.

“Take the asset and put him in the same truck where we were keeping her.” Janet nodded at Cynthia Edwards. “I want an entire team watching him at all times.”

Cynthia spoke, though she didn’t move. “Janet, please. Don’t separate us again. Please.”

A few moments passed as Janet considered the request, weighing the risk. Could the Edwards share anything with the asset that he might use against her? Possibly. But she would also likely need his cooperation, at least on some level. Coercion only went so far. She would need to make some concessions.

“Fine. Put all three of them in there.”

She oversaw the asset’s interment in the truck personally. Once he was locked inside with his former guardians and under heavy guard, she returned to the other trailer to speak to Ethan again.

Pettigrew had moved Ethan to a bench built into the trailer’s wall, where he’d wrapped his thigh. The medic was nowhere to be seen, now—probably, he was outside tending to more critical injuries. Janet was alone in the trailer with Ethan.

“So we have the asset,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “You might have mentioned that.”

“You figured it out. Besides, containing him seemed more important.”

“I guess you’re right. So, what now?”

“Now, we go to Colorado.”

“I see. And what do you plan to say to Andrews, after everything that’s happened? After everything you’ve done?”

“I don’t know.” Janet realized she was stroking the butt of her holstered pistol, and she made herself stop.
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They sat in silence for most of an hour, with Cynthia atop one of the wheel wells and Max and Peter on the floor, both unwilling to take the remaining seat.

Then, without warning, the truck began to move. The ride was bumpy as they left the field where the GDA had made its camp. A final jolt signaled that they’d made it to the road.

A dome light provided some visibility, casting the compartment in a gray gloom. Max avoided eye contact with the couple he’d once called his parents, his eyes locked onto the opposite wall instead.

When they’d encountered Janet in the woods, along with dozens of soldiers, Max hadn’t even considered trying to fight. He could tell Janet had meant it when she threatened to shoot Cynthia. Just as Chambers had said, the agent was willing to do anything to achieve her goals. Following through on her threat would probably have affected her about as much as clipping her fingernails.

Anyway, the voice hadn’t offered its help again, and Max wasn’t sure he would have accepted even if it had. He had no doubt the ability it had granted was of alien origin. Which meant by accepting it, he’d risked his special resistance to the invaders. Would they be able to control him, from now on? Were they controlling him right now?

“Max,” Cynthia said, breaking the silence. “I don’t know how you did what you did, but I want you to know how much it means that you came for us. We—”

“I didn’t do it for you.”

Peter shook his head, frowning. “You shouldn’t have come at all. That was stupid. Your mother and I put our lives on the line so you could stay out of Janet’s clutches. Now she has you right where she wants you.”

“She’s not my mother. And you’re not my father.”

“You’re right. We’re so much more than that. We’re the ones who molded you. Who made you into what you are now. Made you great. You’re the only one with a chance to save our species, because we raised you to be that.”

Cynthia shifted atop the wheel well. “Peter.”

“He needs to hear this. Max, you should be showering us with gratitude. Do you know how much we’ve sacrificed?”

“No, actually,” Max said, softly. “Why don’t you tell me what you’ve sacrificed?”

Peter didn’t answer, his mouth firming.

Max drew his legs toward himself, crossing them. “The way I see it, you didn’t sacrifice a thing. You both had cushy government positions with incredible job security. You played house and got paid for it. Paid well, I would guess. After all, who could replace you?”

His face was heating up, his breath quickening. “Not just that. You had each other. You were both in on deceiving me. I’m the one who spent his life unable to shake the feeling that something was wrong. Every day, I woke up with a dread I couldn’t define. I could tell something wasn’t right. But I never suspected you. I trusted you, unconditionally. And just look what I got for it.”

Peter stayed silent.

Instead, Cynthia spoke. “Max, I…I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it would be like this. When I took this job, when I agreed to do what we did—” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed. “I didn’t know how it would feel. I didn’t know how much I would love you, and how much it would hurt when you learned the truth. I do love you, Max. I might not be your mother by blood, but I am your mother. No one could love you any more than I do.”

“You’re not, though.”

Cynthia jerked back as if she’d been slapped. Part of him regretted that, but a larger part relished it. The memory of the GDA soldiers’ corpses flashed through his mind—four people dead, because of what he’d done to them. He’d hurt them so they couldn’t stop him, and they were vulnerable to the Ravagers as a result.

They weren’t the first people he’d killed, but they were the first ones who’d retained their humanity. They were fully conscious. They might have had futures. But now, they didn’t.

What had happened to their bodies? Had Janet even bothered to have them buried?

“You’re not my mother,” he repeated. “And you didn’t raise a son. You raised a weapon.”

Tears fell from Cynthia’s eyes, trickling down her cheeks, glistening in the dim light.

Still, he pressed on. “Is that what you meant by making me great, Peter? Is that what I’m supposed to be so thankful for? You haven’t seen what I’ve done. You saw the result—some of it, anyway—but you don’t know what it’s like to be the one to pull the trigger. To take human lives. Let me tell you. It scars your soul in a way that never heals. Those marks are fresh, but I already know they’ll never leave me. So thanks for that.”

He fell silent, breathing hard, thinking he was done. But he found that he had one more thing to say.

“If I am a weapon, then I guess you do know what it’s like to pull the trigger. You created me, after all, and your creation has killed people. Lots of them.” He glared at Peter, who stared back at him, still silent. “But you’re clearly such a noble person that it probably won’t disturb your sleep like it has mine.”

After that, none of them had anything to say as the truck whisked them toward wherever Janet had chosen as their destination. Colorado, no doubt.

Max wondered what Ted would say if he was here. Probably nothing good. The man had gone rogue so that Max could keep away from Janet. Now, his efforts counted for nothing. 

Somehow, Max couldn’t bring himself to care.
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Benson’s search party was considerably smaller than it had been before the Ravager attack.

There were six.

“I can’t leave the fort underdefended, Ted. Not for one boy. Not when there are women and children that need protecting.”

Ted understood. In fact, he was surprised Benson had agreed to reassemble the search party at all, considering they’d almost been overwhelmed while defending Fort Benson with everyone he had. If Maisie had fallen in the attack, Ted wasn’t sure the search would be happening right now. He doubted there was anyone else Benson trusted enough to put in charge of the place’s defense.

Of the fifty-four people Benson had originally gathered at his farm, thirty-seven now remained, and eight of those were injured. They’d lost seventeen people. It would have been a devastating blow under normal circumstances. Here at the end of the world, it felt ruinous.

For the most part, the people they’d lost hadn’t been military, or even police. They’d been civilians. Survivalists, yes, but people who should never have found themselves in the line of fire. They’d gone to battle anyway, for their own survival and the survival of those around them. And they’d died for that.

Ted felt a tear tumble down his cheek, and he wiped it away, sniffing sharply.

Benson had a far-off look to him. He was a good man, who seemed capable of great empathy. In Ted’s distress over losing Max, he read the angst of a father who’d lost his son, and the farmer was obviously able to translate that into how he would feel if he lost Tara.

The fact the man could muster such empathy after losing seventeen of his people astounded Ted. He wasn’t sure he could have done it, in Benson’s position.

I’d go cold. I’d want payback from the Ravagers, and I’d want it with interest.

But somehow, Benson was holding onto his humanity. Chambers shook his head. Amazing.

Picking out Yago’s trail proved challenging, with the surrounding wheat fields as trampled as they were. After twenty minutes of crisscrossing the property, Ted spied three hoof prints between the woods and the barn. He knelt beside them, fingering them lightly. They pointed toward the woods to the east.

East. The same direction Benson’s scout had seen the GDA operative come from, just before the attack.

So Max hadn’t chosen a random direction to flee in. He’d been headed toward Janet.

Why?

Then, the answer hit him like a sack of potatoes up the side of his head. Cynthia and Peter. Ted wasn’t a psychologist, and since he’d taken on the task of keeping Max away from Janet, he’d been focused on only that. Max’s internal reactions to everything happening around him had remained a mystery to Ted, and he hadn’t bothered trying to decipher them.

Now that he did try, the lad’s motives presented themselves within seconds. Clearly, he’d been feeling guilty about letting his guardians remain in Janet’s hands, all so he could be free. A guilt he’d successfully concealed from Ted, and maybe from Jimmy too.

It didn’t pay to forget that the boy had been bred for his intelligence as well as his ability to resist the aliens’ neural smart dust. Max didn’t wear his enhanced cognition on his sleeve, so it was easy to ignore his IQ, which Ted knew clocked in at genius levels. Clearly, part of that intelligence was the ability to keep a tight rein on his emotions.

Ted rose to his feet and whistled to Benson, who jogged over from the north, where he’d been combing the ground there.

The man was slightly out of breath when he drew close, though not as much as Ted would have expected. “Found something?” Benson asked.

Ted nodded. “He went east. Let’s saddle up.”

Ten minutes later, Ted, Benson, and four other searchers were spread out in a line, carefully picking their way through the blackjack oaks on horseback. 

Ted picked up the trail again twenty meters into the woods, and they followed it for another five. A cracked branch here, at the height of a person on horseback, a scuffed rock there. Then the trail vanished again underneath the stampede of human footprints.

Shaking his head, he cursed. Benson gave a sympathetic smile and said nothing.

They rode on, traveling in widening arcs to cover all the likely trajectories.

“You don’t have to answer this,” Benson said, after a long stretch of focused silence. “But you ain’t a farmer, are you? At least, not just a farmer. If I had to guess, I’d say special ops. Rangers?”

“You said I didn’t have to answer.” A smile tugged at his lips, but he didn’t let it form.

“You don’t.”

“All right, then.” He waited as Benson’s restlessness played across his face. The man was obviously struggling with what to say next, or whether to say anything.

Ted resumed his inspection of the forest floor. “You were close. I served two tours as a SEAL. In Iraq.”

“I knew it. We were paired with a SEAL Task Unit in Fallujah, to clear out one of the hottest areas of the city. Basically, we watched their sixes while they got in the enemy’s faces.” Benson chuckled. “You guys always walked around like your shit don’t stink.”

“It doesn’t. They beat the shit out of you in BUD/S.” Despite how taxing his SEAL physical testing had been, Ted still harbored a certain fondness for it—as well as pride, for being one of the few to get through it.

“Ha. And you got to have beards on top of it all. Bastards.”

Ted raised his eyes, amused. He glanced meaningfully at Benson’s clean-shaven cheeks.

“Yeah, yeah, I know I don’t have one even now. Damn thing itches. But it’s the principle of it.”

The ground seemed to hold nothing for Ted—no sign of Yago’s passage. But he continued to inspect it as he processed what Benson had told him. “So you were in Fallujah.”

Benson nodded. “Infantry. Staff sergeant.” He spat. “Fallujah. There’s one shitshow I don’t miss. Except for spending every minute of every day wishing I was back there.”

“Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

Ted returned to his thoughts. Usually, he could tell when someone was military. But Benson didn’t act like it. And he certainly hadn’t kept himself in the physical condition the army demanded, though few did.

“The way you handled that knife, back in the house—they didn’t teach you that technique in the army.”

Benson grinned. “I always had my own way of doing things. It worked, didn’t it?”

“I suppose it did.”

I’ve been blind. Now that he considered it more, the way Benson had organized his home’s defense was beyond the skill of a survivalist. So did the way he marshaled his people, and his knack for keeping their morale up.

Ted had read once that men naturally maintained social circles that resembled military units. Each man tended to keep a few close friends—his squad—along with a larger circle of acquaintances, which equated to a platoon. The next largest, more disparate circle represented his company, and the one after that, his battalion.

Men were always preparing for war, even without knowing it. But few people could have leveraged that natural tendency like Benson had.

“Look here.” The big man had brought his horse, a paint, to a halt. “These footprints are all going against the shit-for-brains’. Looks like dozens of people came this way. The footprints are more orderly, too, and judging by the tread marks, they were all wearing the same sort of footwear.”

Ted brought Daisy over to where Benson was looking. “Combat boots.”

They exchanged glances, Benson’s eyes widened. “The same unit that soldier belonged to?”

“Seems likely.” He scanned the surrounding area, taking Daisy in widening circles. Two parallel sets of footprints branched off from this area: one approaching, the other retreating.

As they followed the retreating footprints to the east, a narrative began to assemble itself in Ted’s mind. Janet had managed to figure out where they were, and had sent soldiers in to extract Max from Fort Benson. But outnumbered by the Ravager hordes and running out of ammo, she’d called a retreat.

He and Benson broke from the trees and into a clearing. His breath caught in his throat.

There, in the middle of the open space, stood Yago, munching on a patch of thick stalks protruding from the ground. The red roan rose his head to glance at them, whinnied, and returned to his meal.

“That’s your boy’s horse.” Benson’s voice was still and solemn.

Ted dismounted from Daisy and crossed the clearing, hand outstretched. Yago nosed his palm, probably checking for snacks, before lowering his muzzle to the stalks once more.

“He doesn’t seem scared. Meaning there probably wasn’t a struggle.”

“How does that make sense?” Something had crept into Benson’s voice. Suspicion? “The shit-for-brains would have torn the horse apart along with your son. Clearly, that didn’t happen. There was no reason for him to leave the animal. Except if he was taken by someone else.”

Ted said nothing.

“These soldiers…why would they want your boy, Ted?”

Ted shook his head as he returned to Daisy’s side. Once there, he pulled himself back into the saddle. “Come on.”

They followed the soldiers’ footsteps out of the woods, to a grassy field that bore the marks of heavy vehicles.

“I recognize these tracks.” They’d both dismounted, and Benson was pointing at the ground. “They’re Bradley tracks. Whoever these soldiers are, they’re not screwing around. Are they, Ted?”

He still didn’t answer. Instead, he followed the tracks to the road. His gaze was drawn left, to the west, where the road disappeared over the horizon. There was no sign of the GDA.

“Damn it.”

Benson drew up beside him and stared off into the distance, in the same direction as Ted. Then he turned to face him. “Care to share exactly what’s going on?”

I haven’t decided yet. “Round up the others,” he said. “I’ll get Yago. We’re heading back.”

There’s no catching them now.
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There was so much Cynthia wanted to tell Max, she felt like she would burst.

She wanted to convey to him how it had felt to hold him as a newborn. Mostly, she had been surprised at the endless well of emotion inside her. Before taking this job, she’d told herself she had no desire to have children. In a strange way, that had been part of what made her ideal for this position.

“I don’t have a mothering instinct,” she would joke with her friends.

But in the weeks after Max’s arrival, she felt almost overcome with love for him. She developed a strong attachment, along with the knowledge she would sooner die than let him come to harm.

Looking back, she knew now that if she hadn’t had that response—if she’d remained the clinical scientist while attempting to raise him—it likely wouldn’t have worked. It was her and Peter’s love, and Max’s trust they wouldn’t fail him, which had allowed him to grow into a young man who everyone believed might actually be capable of bearing the enormous burden now placed on him.

Maybe the GDA’s psychoanalysts had detected that parenting instinct in her and Peter, even when they’d missed it in themselves. Either way, it was why any of this had worked.

And it was also what had allowed them to deceive Max so thoroughly.

They really were his loving parents—or at least, they’d acted the part so convincingly that he never suspected the truth, other than the low-level anxiety that had plagued him all his life. But sometime in the last year, it seemed he’d overcome even that hurdle.

Janet didn’t understand how Cynthia had come to feel about Max. She couldn’t understand, being childless herself. Instead, the woman saw him as the asset she insisted on calling him. A tool to be used. A weapon to be wielded. And now that was exactly what she planned to do.

Meanwhile, Cynthia was finally united with Max, who she saw as her son, even if he’d stopped thinking of her as his mother. They were finally together again—except, everything was wrong.

She’d given up her freedom, and endured Janet’s cruelty, so that he could be free of the woman’s influence. Peter had done the same. Yet here Max was. So suspicious that he probably wouldn’t trust a thing Cynthia or Peter said.

Still, I have to try.

She couldn’t tell him how much it had meant to her to hear him speak his first words. How magical it had been to watch him learn to crawl, and then to walk.

She was his mother. Of course she was. She felt it in her very bones. But she couldn’t communicate an emotion. Couldn’t speak a sensation.

I have to get through to him all the same.

She opened her mouth to speak, but Max spoke instead, surprising her. Even though she’d spent the last two decades analyzing his psychology, he still surprised her.

“Tell me what to expect in Colorado,” he said.

At first, she couldn’t speak. The simple fact he was asking her suggested that at least some of their bond remained. He still trusted her, at least on some level. Even after what he’d discovered, and even after what he’d said earlier.

“Cynthia?”

The sound of her name from his mouth brought her back to reality. Would he ever call her his mother again? “We’re headed for the Rockies, to a secret installation the government first constructed in the early fifties.”

“After Roswell happened.”

“That’s right. The government was having good progress reverse engineering the tech they recovered from the crashed vessel—that work happened at a facility closer to the crash site. They became confident enough to open another site. The one where we’re headed. Very few people know about it, which was a precaution against the aliens figuring out what we were up to.”

He nodded. “Chambers explained all that to me.”

Chambers. It was odd to hear Max call the agent that, and not “Principal Chambers,” or “Mr. Chambers.” He’d always had such respect for the man, but clearly their relationship had changed as well.

“Then you know the installation in the Rockies is the location from which the GDA has always planned to launch its counterattack. The fighters only became viable for space combat in 2009, and we’ve managed to produce no more than a squadron of them.”

“Why is that? You must have known the alien invasion force would be huge. Why just one squadron?”

“It’s because of the fuel they require, called element 115, or Moscovium. That’s what allows the aliens to generate gravity waves—what allows them to hover stationary over cities like we’ve seen, among other things. But we’ve never been able to produce a stable version of the element, and without it, our fighters are useless against the alien ships. The crashed vessel had enough stable Moscovium to power sixteen of our fighters for around four hours, and that’s it.”

“So we’ll have four hours to fend off the entire invasion force.”

Cynthia sighed. “That’s right.”

Max laughed. “Seems likely.” Then he sighed too, and in that exhalation Cynthia could hear the weight of the task that had been placed on his shoulders. “You still haven’t told me what I should expect when we reach the installation.”

She steadied herself with a couple deep breaths. There was only one outcome she could allow herself to entertain. “General Andrews will be there, by now. He’s a good man, and he’ll have plenty of backup. Plenty of firepower. Janet answers to him, so she’ll have no choice but to hand you over. You’ll be treated as a human being. A collaborator. Not a weapon.”

“That’ll be a first.”

In the corner of her vision, Cynthia saw Peter twitch. “We’ve never treated you like a weapon, Max,” he said.

“Then what did you treat me like, exactly? Would you prefer the term science experiment?”

Peter sat back against the side of the truck, and Cynthia could almost hear him smolder.

Max turned back toward Cynthia. “What will Andrews want me to do?”

“He’ll want you to get ready. There won’t be a moment to waste. Your days will be filled with briefings and training simulations—GDA technicians have also developed state-of-the-art virtual reality, well beyond what was available on the market. In between, he’ll probably put you through strenuous PT, to prepare you to go to space. Plenty of strategic planning sessions, too.” She shook her head. “You’ll need to be brought up to speed on the tech, as well as the strategic situation, as quickly as we can manage. The world’s population has already taken a devastating hit, with more dying every minute. We don’t know if there’s even a chance of recovering global society, in any form. But we have to try. So every second will count.”

Max wore a thoughtful expression, and she let the conversation lapse into silence, wanting to give him time to process what she’d told him.

“What if Andrews isn’t there?” he asked at last. “What if he didn’t make it from Washington?”

She blinked, momentarily surprised that he knew Andrews was coming from Washington. But of course, Chambers would have told him. “He’ll be there.”

“What if he isn’t, though?”

“Then Janet will be in charge. But he will be there, Max.”

“So there are no other personnel in the installation to resist her?”

“There are security forces, and admin personnel, not to mention thirty-two fighter pilots who rotate out of the facility in two-week shifts. But I doubt they’ll oppose Janet. She’ll outrank everyone there, if Andrews is missing, and she claims that she’s acting under his authority. Even though he would never authorize the things she’s done. But he’ll be there, Max.”

“I hope you’re right.”

They fell into another silence, underscored by the rumbling of the tires on the asphalt of whatever highway they were on. Judging by their speed, Janet had ordered the rest of the convoy to outpace the Bradleys, whose top speed was only thirty-five miles per hour.

Then, suddenly, the quality of their ride changed. It became bumpier, and the truck slowed noticeably.

A dirt road, then. Had they reached the access road already?

Max gave no sign he’d noticed. He opened his mouth, then closed it. At last, he spoke. “I want you to tell me something. How was I…bred? And what was I bred to be?”

A lump formed in Cynthia’s throat, and at first she couldn’t speak. “You were made to fight them, Max.” Her voice came out strangled, and she cleared her throat. “To stay competitive with China, the US government has pursued selective gene therapy, in secret. And they went well beyond what the general public considered ethical. They figured out which genes contribute to heightened intelligence, along with enhanced will, and a host of other psychological attributes. In short, you have the ability to resist them. Like no one else does.”

“What about physical ability?”

She knew where this was coming from. What he’d done to those lookouts, in order to free her and Peter…it had raised questions in his mind. Questions she had no answers for.

She shook her head. “Not even your genetic enhancements should have given you the ability to do what you did back there. That was something else. Something I can’t explain.”

He nodded. Then, he asked the question that felt like a dagger plunging into her heart.

“Did you ever meet my real mother?”

Tears sprang to her eyes. “No, Max. I’m afraid not.”

He nodded again, falling silent.

Less than two hours later, the convoy came to a halt. Long minutes passed, piling up until Cynthia thought she would go mad with anticipation.

At last, the back of the truck opened, casting the interior in sunlight and making them all squint, though it wasn’t nearly as blinding as when Janet had kept her in total darkness for days.

She could make out Janet’s slender silhouette, with a six-man team beyond her, spread out to either side with tranquilizer guns held at the ready. Each dart would be filled with the exact dose to safely take down someone of Max’s weight—which was information Cynthia had provided them with, of course. Just one of the many records she’d kept on him, since the day he’d come into her life.

Behind the soldiers, the installation’s heavy metal doors stood open.

“I won’t keep you in suspense,” Janet said, and even though Cynthia still couldn’t see her face, she could hear the woman’s triumphant grin. “Andrews isn’t here.”

Cynthia’s stomach sank as two of Janet’s men entered the truck, seized Max by the arms, and dragged him outside.
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They rode back to Fort Benson in silence.

The big farmer rode beside Ted at the head of the returning search party, saying nothing as their horses wove through the oak trees. Yago trailed behind, his lead rope attached to Daisy’s saddle.

Benson’s not stupid. He’d figured out that Ted was special ops, and now he could almost hear Benson piecing together the final pieces of the puzzle: that the reason Ted was here was directly related to the alien invasion. Maybe Benson would even figure out that his guest belonged to an organization formed to fight the aliens, and that his lost ‘son,’ Max, was currently the focal point of that organization.

His silence wouldn’t last, Ted knew. Soon, he would start asking questions—maybe alone, maybe in front of the others. And he would expect answers. Especially if he thought Ted’s presence might be endangering his people.

When they broke from the trees, reaching the wheat farm at last, it seemed like the cleanup from the battle had barely begun. A breeze wafted toward them, carrying the scent of body odor, and innards that had begun to bake in the Kansas sun. Ted highly doubted they’d have the property cleared before all these corpses started to reek.

They couldn’t stop working, Ted knew. Not if they were going to keep this place livable. They had to keep going until the cleanup was complete.

Benson turned to the man beside him—Vick, if Ted remembered correctly. “Tell everyone currently working to take a break. We’ll have to take over for them. After that, we’ll continue on in shifts.”

Vick nodded, then kicked his horse to a higher speed. It carried him toward those working to drag bodies away from the house and barn.

“Gord.”

Benson looked at him, a strange mix of fatigue and watchfulness flashing in his eyes. “Ted?”

“Today was too close. And now you have even fewer numbers than you did.”

“That’s true. But what are you saying?”

“There are a lot more savages out there. Fort Benson stood today, but other enclaves may have fallen. That frees up more of the mindless to come here and try again. It’s only a matter of time.”

The man’s lips formed a tight line, and he said nothing. They reached the house and dismounted to lead the horses into their stalls. That done, Ted followed Benson inside the farmhouse.

The house was already cleared of bodies, but the metallic smell of blood emanated from everywhere. People were busy scrubbing at the red stains on the carpet, walls, and furniture, but Ted could see this was a multi-day job. Possibly, they’d never get the stains out. Maybe not the smell, either.

“Take a break,” Benson told them, nodding toward the front door. “Get some fresh air.”

Wordlessly, they dropped their rags and sponges and filed out, barely looking at the two men.

Benson kept a brave face until the last of his people left. Then, looking around his ruined living room, his shoulders slumped. He kicked forlornly at the leg of a shattered end table.

He looked a mess, too. Dark stains covered his blue-and-red checkered shirt, as well as his jeans. They hadn’t taken the time to change before going out searching. There had been an unspoken agreement that every second had counted.

Well, they’d been too late. Max was gone, and now Benson was living his own personal hell: the house where he’d tried to keep his friends and neighbors safe was soaked with their blood, as well as the blood of those who’d tried to tear them apart.

“You’re right,” Benson said. “We’ve lost almost half our people. We can’t hold this place anymore. It’s time to move on.” His shoulders fell further. “I just don’t know where to take the ones who are left.”

Ted sighed. Screw it. What’s the point in keeping secrets now? “I may know a place.”

His new friend looked up, a glint of hope in his eyes. Ted realized he’d just thought of the farmer as his friend, but they were becoming friends, weren’t they?

“Yeah?” Benson said.

Ted nodded. “Gather your people together. Around the porch step might be best.” Fresh air was much preferable to the stinking abattoir this house had become. Ted had noticed that most of the bodies had been removed from around the front steps.

“All right.”

It took twenty minutes to find everyone, and even then Benson still kept a full complement of lookouts in their positions around the property. “We can fill them in later. Until we leave, I won’t risk removing our only warning system.”

That made sense to Ted. He looked around at the folks gathered before him. Fighting men and women, who’d battled the Ravagers to keep their loved ones safe. Their families—women and children and pets who looked almost as worn out as the fighters. Everyone seemed dead-tired, their eyes empty. It’s only been a few days since the aliens invaded, and look what they’ve done to us.

Jimmy was nowhere to be seen. Of course, he already knew pretty much everything Ted was about to say. Although, maybe he’d left Fort Benson altogether, and no one had noticed.

“I haven’t been completely honest with you. In fact, I haven’t been honest at all.”

That brought some life to their faces. A frown here, narrowed eyes there. But no one prompted him to continue. They waited to hear what he had to say.

“I’m not a farmer. In fact, I’ve never planted anything in my life. I’m an agent with an organization called the GDA. You don’t know what that means, because the American public was never told about GDA. But I’ll tell you now. It stands for the Global Defense Agency.”

“Defending the globe from aliens,” Benson said. It wasn’t a question.

“That’s right. GDA has been preparing for this invasion for decades—since the late forties.”

“After Roswell,” Vick cut in. “Right?”

“Uh, yes.”

“Knew it.”

Ted opened his mouth to answer, then decided against it. Instead, he continued with his…well, whatever he was doing. A speech, I guess. “The aliens are making everyone go crazy, using what our scientists call a neural smart dust. It stimulates our amygdala in ways we don’t understand—it overloads it, and makes us go insane with intense emotions.

“The people affected are driven to do violence to others. They can’t concentrate enough to operate a car, or to use a firearm, luckily for us. But they can still do immense damage, as you’ve seen. The fact that you’re not trying to kill each other means you have a natural immunity to the aliens’ influence. As for the GDA, we developed amygdala-suppressing drugs that are allowing us to keep our sanity.

“In the recent past—the last few decades—our main goal has been to breed humans with a natural resistance to the alien mind control. But we only managed to breed one person like that before they came. His name is Max, and mere hours ago he walked among you, here. I called him my son, but he’s not. He’s much more than that. He’s our species’ only hope.”

This time, Vick didn’t cut in, and neither did anyone else. They all stared at him, silent and solemn. Even in their fatigued state, Ted’s listeners now seemed intently focused on his words.

“The closest thing Max has to parents are the ones that raised him. A couple named Cynthia and Peter Edwards, who also work for GDA. But to save Max, they decided to go against the agency, and they asked me to go against it too. So I did. I’m a rogue agent, now.”

Benson crossed his arms. “You said they wanted to save him. From what?”

“Another agent, named Janet Thompson. She’s always been a sociopath, but I now have reason to believe she may have been compromised by the enemy. Either way, she’s going to try to break Max. To bend him to her will.

“As far as I’m concerned, you all have a right to know this, and to get involved with it, if you want. Because, if nothing else, you’re a better representation of humanity than the GDA, a shadowy organization twisted by secrets it kept for too long.

“Janet is taking Max to a secret installation in the Colorado Rockies, where there are weapons advanced enough to give him a chance against the aliens. I plan to go after her, to get Max back. To give him his freedom back. Because if humanity only has one hope left, and he’s it, then I’d much rather he fight as a soldier than a beaten dog, bent to an evil will.”

Ted swept the crowd with his eyes one last time, his gaze lingering on Benson’s face, and then on Maisie’s. For the first time, he noticed Benson’s daughter standing at the back of the group, her face pale.

“Those still capable of fighting are welcome to come with me, if that’s what you want. For the rest of you, I know of an emergency government shelter that’s on the way. It’s certain to be empty, and roomy enough to house all of you.”

For what felt like an eternity, but was probably less than a minute, Ted’s listeners remained quiet.

Then, Benson stepped forward. “I’m with you.”

Maisie joined him. “Me too.”

One by one, the other fighters took a step forward, pledging to join Ted. A lot of the non-fighters did, too—including Tara. The glare Benson shot her suggested something about how that would pan out.

“Thank you,” Ted told them. “On behalf of humanity—especially the ones not capable of saying it themselves—I thank you.”
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They brought him to a room with white walls and left him there.

The entire room was white. Ceiling, carpet, bed sheets and comforter. Bed posts. Coffee table, end tables. Couch. All the exact same shade of pure white. The white of a blank page.

The washroom was white, too.

He lay on the bed and closed his eyes.

The mattress was good quality, just supple enough for his taste. Had his mattress preferences been determined over years of observation and analysis? Probably not, but maybe.

Possibly, his standards for sleeping accommodations had simply become flexible after days of sleeping on the ground. This was a big step up, even from the hayloft he’d shared with Tara.

He found himself wondering if this facility had multiple white rooms like this, each looking like it had come from some Hollywood vision of the future, or if this one had been designed especially to hold him.

It locked from the outside, so if it had been built for him then that suggested worrisome things about even General Andrews’ intentions, despite everyone depicting him as a paragon of virtue.

Or maybe the ability to imprison him here was merely a precaution—a hedge against the possibility that he wouldn’t want to fight aliens under any circumstances.

Now that he thought about it, that idea didn’t seem so preposterous.

A power tool whined from outside his door, which vibrated visibly in its frame. Max sat up, watching it for a minute or so. Then he fell back onto the bed and closed his eyes again, the room’s whiteness translated into red by his eyelids. That was better, somehow.

The drilling went on for about a half hour. That was his guess, anyway. His phone’s battery had run down days ago, and there was no way of telling time in here. Once the noise stopped, someone knocked on the door.

“Uh…come in?”

The door opened to reveal a pair of soldiers, who each held a tranquilizer gun crosswise across his chest. They entered, taking up positions against the wall, and another pair followed.

The fifth person to enter was a diminutive man in a white lab coat—camouflage, in this room. He sported a black goatee and short-cropped hair. Six more soldiers toting tranq guns followed him in.

“I really spooked you guys by taking out those lookouts, didn’t I?”

The man wearing the lab coat blinked. “Ah. You’re referring to our…” He glanced at the soldiers surrounding him. “…precautions.”

“Yeah.”

He nodded primly. “I am Doctor Robert Wick. I would shake your hand, but you understand.” He gestured at the soldiers. “Precautions.”

“Uh huh.”

“There is, of course, no need to introduce yourself. I know exactly who you are. Max Edwards. The one Agent Thompson refers to as ‘the asset.’”

“She does, huh?” The term cemented Janet’s attitude toward him: nothing more than a resource to be exploited. “Based on what I’ve heard about her, I can’t say I’m surprised. But aren’t you afraid of prejudicing me against her by telling me this?’

“Oh, there’s no fear of that. I’ve been instructed to tell you that Janet has no intentions of befriending you. Affection and respect are not emotions she hopes to elicit from you. Her aim lies on the opposite end of the emotional spectrum.”

The opposite of affection. Fear, I guess that would be.

“I’d like you to come with me, Max.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No. It’s just more efficient if you cooperate.”

Max swung his legs to the side of the bed and got to his feet. As his shoes touched the carpet, twelve tranquilizer guns snapped up to point at him. That was a little unsettling.

They escorted him out into the hall, and Max glanced back at the door, where he saw what the power drill had been used for. Six heavy-duty latches now lined the frame. Wow. Modifications made in light of his fight with the lookouts, he felt sure.

At least they’re taking me seriously.

He walked with them down a series of blue-carpeted corridors, with blown-up photos of a lot of people he didn’t recognize lining the walls. Since they didn’t bother to blindfold him, he committed the path they took to memory. Who knew when it might come in handy?

Their destination turned out to be a hangar built into the mountain, containing half the squadron of spacefaring fighters which the government had developed by reverse engineering alien tech.

They emerged onto a raised platform overlooking the war birds, which were parked below. Max crossed the platform to its end, where he gripped the gray railing there and stood very still as he drank in the machines.

“Quite something, aren’t they?” Wick said from beside him.

They were smaller than Max had expected. He was used to modern spacecraft, whose massive fuel requirements made them multistage rockets by necessity. As far as he could tell, these fighters were complete unto themselves.

I guess the fuel they recovered from the crashed ship really is that efficient. Moscovium, wasn’t it?

Still, these ships had muscle, their bulky fuselages protruding forward, as if ready to strike. Their surfaces shone like steely mirrors, reflecting their surroundings.

“What’s up with their wings?” he asked Wick.

“Ah. That’s actually our design. The Lark X-1’s wings are collapsible and fully articulated, made from stiff polymers and aerogel, though they’re mostly hollow. They’ll automatically assume the optimal shape for whatever stage of flight the craft is in. And once the Lark achieves orbit, the wings fold around it, so that it presents the smallest target possible.”

“Are they armored?”

Wick nodded. “They have some titanium plating, but mostly you’ll be relying on the Lark’s speed and maneuverability to dodge enemy fire.”

“What about weapons?”

At that, the scientist smiled. “Like nothing you’ve ever seen or heard of, young Max. Two of the three weapons you’ll be familiar with. The Lark X-1 has four Gatling guns, positioned to cover all four quadrants, and a complement of six Sidewinder missiles—with greatly enhanced range, of course. But the third weapon is something new under the sun. It’s enabled by the fuel we obtained from the vessel that crashed in Roswell, which I’m sure you’ve heard all about by now.”

“Yeah. The fuel is called Moscovium, right? Cynthia said you haven’t been able to stabilize it.”

Wick’s mouth quirked. “No, but we were able to extract a significant quantity of the stable element from their craft. Element-115, or Moscovium, is what allows the Lark to generate gravity fields, and not just for incredible propulsion and maneuverability. Its gravity cannon is omnidirectional, and it can punch a gaping hole through damn near anything.”

Max raised his eyebrows. “But surely the aliens must be able to defend against that with gravity fields of their own.”

“Yes, but it’s most useful to think of it as a sword fight—except, the sword you’ll wield is unstoppable. Based on our study of their downed ship, they aren’t able to, say, generate anything like a gravity-based forcefield to repel attacks. It wasn’t hard to infer that their supply of Moscovium is too limited for that, given how difficult it is to synthesize and stabilize—even for them, apparently. It would seem that Moscovium-based combat has more finesse than simply erecting some sort of shield and bashing away at each other. Instead, it’s a skillful dance. Whoever can exploit his opponent’s weaknesses, and use his tactics against him, wins.”

Wick had clearly been given a lot of time to think about this. For his part, Max stared out over the long hangar and tried to wrap his mind around the idea that, in a matter of days, he would be flying one of the Lark X-1 fighters through space to fight aliens.

They likely would launch directly from this hangar, he realized. It was almost long enough to serve as a runway for conventional fighter jets, and he was sure the Moscovium-powered craft could achieve lift in that distance. After that, a combination of their unique wing design and gravity-field generation would no doubt see them directly into orbit.

Next, Wick and the twelve tranq-bearing soldiers he’d brought with him escorted Max through another series of corridors. This facility was clearly extensive, though Max reckoned they were now fairly close to where they’d started. In addition to memorizing the route they took, he’d also been counting his own footsteps, and he felt confident he had a decent grasp of the distances involved.

They entered a broad, circular chamber with curved walls, segmented by vertical black lines. It took Max a moment to realize that each segment was a display, and that each one centered on a cockpit-shaped simulator unit.

Janet awaited them atop a raised, circular dais in the center of the room, which Max assumed was for observing what was happening on the various displays. A swivel chair was mounted in the center of the platform, and Janet stood in front of it, her hands folded behind her back. Arranged around the dais was yet another squad’s worth of soldiers, all with tranq guns.

In front of each sim unit, a man or woman stood wearing an Air Force Service Dress uniform, complete with its signature three-button dark blue coat, matching trousers, and light blue shirt.

Max resisted the urge to look down at his own clothing—his jeans and t-shirt, which had been put through the ringer these last few days. He’d had the opportunity to shower since arriving at this facility, but he hadn’t been given new clothes. No uniform of any kind.

That had probably been a calculated decision by Janet, and it was working. The people before him were all Air Force officers and commissioned pilots, each having undergone the extensive training and earned the qualifications necessary to fly a fighter jet. Probably, they’d undergone additional, secret training in order to pilot the Lark X-1s he’d just been shown.

And I’m expected to lead them? Max, who’d completed only a single year at the U.S. Air Force Academy. Who, other than that, had just a few hundred hours of flying private aircraft under his belt. Yes, he’d played plenty of combat flight simulators. But how much would that count, here?

The only advantage he had was his brain, the product of the GDA’s breeding program, which was supposed to grant him the ability to resist the aliens’ influence. Whether it had fully succeeded was another question.

It struck him yet again how unprepared humanity was for this invasion. How unprepared he was.

But why does Janet want to emphasize that?

It was the beginning of what Chambers had warned about, he realized. The beginning of her attempt to get inside his head, to control him.

“We begin drilling likely combat scenarios today.” Janet’s smile widened as her cold eyes bored into him. “You’ll undergo an hour-long tutorial on the Lark’s controls, and then we’ll run the first simulation. The idea is to fail fast and fail hard. That’s the best way to ascertain our weak points, and fix them.”

Max gave a curt nod and said nothing. He had to admit, he hadn’t expected to be thrown into this so quickly. But it made sense. They needed to deploy a functional squadron against the aliens, yesterday. As it stood, it would likely be days before they were ready. Possibly weeks.

“Show the asset to his simulator unit.”

He raised his eyebrows at that, as Wick gestured toward a unit to the left, and two soldiers escorted him to it. So she’s still going to call me that. The asset. Apparently dehumanizing him was part of her strategy for handling him.

He ducked into the imitation cockpit and settled back into the seat. To his relief, the controls were quite similar to what he was used to from all the combat flight sims. His parents—guardians—had bought him a state-of-the-art dual-throttle flight sim controller for Christmas a few years back, and it looked suspiciously similar to what he was looking at now. What had seemed then like an extremely generous gift was now revealed as an attempt to prepare him for exactly this.

“Put these on.” Wick handed him a VR headset not much bulkier than a large pair of sunglasses. Max slipped them over his head and was thrown into the first sim.

Looking down, he saw a lifelike reproduction of his hands, which were currently resting on the throttle and sidestick. Just above that were the myriad dials, meters, knobs, and buttons characteristic of such cockpits. And above the controls was a continuous curved display that formed a half-dome over his head. Currently, it showed what looked like the inside of the physical hangar they’d just visited. Seven other Larks were parked nearby.

“The sensor suite is quite sophisticated,” Wick said softly, from his right. “You can switch the display to view any full quadrant around you. The sensors will warn you about anything the system interprets as a potential threat, at which point you have a number of options for assessing it yourself—radar, infrared, and even visual, if it’s close enough. Computer projections will supplement whatever the sensors confirm, and the system will assign probabilities to each projection.”

“Got it.”

Without warning, the display switched to a view of Earth from orbit, with the moon hanging just overhead. Max nearly gasped at the curved screen’s sheer fidelity. Other than the gravity, it actually felt like he was sitting in space, gazing down at humanity’s blue birth world.

Wick ran him through the controls, slowly getting him used to operating in three-dimensional space. It wasn’t so different from flying a simulated fighter jet. Not from the perspective of situational awareness, anyway. In both scenarios, you had to worry about threats emanating from all three axes.

The handling of the craft, of course, was totally different in space. There was no air resistance—no banked turns. Maneuvering came down to thrust: how much, and at what angle.

“The Lark has no thrusters, as such.” Wick sounded almost reverent as he discussed each of the fighter’s features. “Propulsion is achieved through manipulation of the gravity field. There’s no need to maneuver into position to travel along a given vector. You simply choose one and go.”

The other major difference was the speed the Lark X-1 was capable of, thanks to its gravity-manipulating Moscovium fuel. At Wick’s suggestion, Max accelerated toward the moon, the massive body growing rapidly on his visual display, revealing greater and greater detail.

“We’ve reduced the trip to the moon from over two days to just over an hour, with no need to worry about g-forces pulping the body of the pilot. The same gravity envelope that provides propulsion also protects you from the negative effects of extreme acceleration.”

“Is that where I’m going? The moon?”

There was a pause, and Max imagined Wick exchanging silent glances with Janet.

“Yes,” he said finally. “We’ve identified what we hope is a single point of failure currently located on the far side of the moon. We’re calling it the mother ship, which is fitting, since every one of the enemy saucers deployed from inside it.”

“So that’s the plan? Slip past their massive fleet somehow, hope we can manage to blow up their mega-ship with sixteen fighters, and pray it makes them call it a day?’

There was another pause.

“Essentially, yes.”
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To move everyone in Fort Benson, along with everything they owned, vehicles were needed. Mostly SUVs, which Benson’s people collected from the surrounding countryside. Quads and horses wouldn’t cut it, for this trip.

Once they’d assembled a fleet of twelve vehicles—seven for taking passengers, five with the seats folded down to make room for weapons, ammo, supplies, and extra gas—the supplies were loaded and the humans piled in.

With that, they were off.

Similar to the sleeping accommodations he’d been given, Jimmy’s seat in the back of the only sedan wasn’t much better. On his left was a squirming seven-year-old, and on his right sat a lanky man of about seventy, who slept for most of the trip. As he snoozed, the man’s torso inched toward Jimmy with each right turn, until finally his head came to rest on Jimmy’s shoulder, where he snored loudly and drooled.

Jimmy shrugged, trying to wake him. “Hey.” Nothing.

He flicked his knee. No reaction.

Finally, he pushed the man, whose name was Tom he was pretty sure, until he was sitting upright again.

Ten minutes later, Tom’s head was back on Jimmy’s shoulder.

I guess he likes it there.

Their destination was the City of Pueblo, which was a forty-five minute drive south of Colorado Springs and probably within two or three hours of wherever in the Rockies they were keeping Max. The road trip would take under seven hours, provided the way stayed clear.

Chambers had already informed Jimmy that he wasn’t coming on the “mission” to rescue Max. He’d been leaning against the sedan when the agent came over to give him that news.

“Good,” Jimmy had said. “I don’t want to come.”

The agent had nodded. “Well, this might be the last time we talk. I’m going to see you guys into the Pueblo shelter, but there won’t be much time to chat.”

Jimmy had blinked at him, unsure about the point of the conversation.

“Take care of yourself as you can. There’s a chance none of us will come back, and you’ll be one of the last able-bodied men these people have. You can shoot, which will mean a lot. Especially if the supplies run out and you need other food sources.”

“Don’t get all sentimental on me, Mr. Chambers.”

The agent had chuckled. “You know, as Max’s friend, we kept a careful eye on you too, along with pretty detailed records.”

“And?”

“And I happen to know that somewhere under all the layers of bullshit, there’s a good kid. For what it’s worth.”

“Not much.”

With that, Chambers had nodded again, and left to help with the last of the preparations.

Tara’s voice had cut through the general tumult, then. She’d been arguing with her father, and her father’s girlfriend, Maisie. At least, Jimmy was pretty sure Benson and Maisie were involved. They sure bickered like an old married couple.

“I’m coming with you,” Tara had said. Tilly the beagle sat at her feet, staring up at her owner with her head cocked. Somehow, the old dog has survived the Ravager attack, and seemed none the worse for wear.

Benson crossed his arms. “No, you’re not. You’ll be safer in Pueblo with the others.”

“It’s not about being safe anymore, Dad. No one is safe, not in the long run. Not unless we can figure out a way to defeat the aliens. I can help.”

“You’ve never even fired a weapon, girl,” Maisie said.

“It’s not just about shooting people. I know other things. And I know Max.” Tara’s face reddened a little at that, but she held firm.

Benson shook his head. “There’s zero chance you’re coming with us, sweetheart. I’d suggest you save your energy for something else.”

So. Benson was exerting his authority as leader of his little commune, or whatever it was he’d put together here. Apparently he thought that authority extended beyond Fort Benson, even when he intended to leave most of his people in Pueblo.

Whatever.

It didn’t matter to Jimmy. What mattered most right now was the old guy snoozing on his shoulder, and his fervent wish he’d wake up and sit straight like a normal person. Beyond that, it would be nice to be high. He wondered if anyone else in their group had their own stash secreted somewhere in the belongings they’d taken, and whether they were willing to share. Or whether he’d be able to slip out of the Pueblo shelter at any point, to scour the surrounding neighborhoods.

Probably not. From the sounds of it, the shelter would be pretty secure, both against Ravagers coming in and people leaving.

But who would hold the keys, and would they be open to negotiating? Or was Jimmy better to ditch this group before the shelter was locked up, to try his luck on his own in the middle of Colorado?

Tom managed to sleep through the entire trip, which lasted a full seven hours because of a detour they were forced to take to avoid a mass Ravager migration across Route 50.

They parked along one of the streets outside Pueblo’s Federal Building. Jimmy went to the back of the Ford F250 from which Chambers was handing out weapons. The agent nodded at Jimmy when he approached, then passed him his father’s hunting rifle, along with a pouch filled with cartridges.

That done, the ones remaining in the vehicles were instructed to keep the doors locked while those with weapons stormed the Federal Building.

They found some Berserkers wandering the halls inside, and they took them down efficiently, with barely any ammo wasted. Jimmy would have expected to find more, but he guessed most of the crazies who’d been inside the building when the aliens scrambled the world’s brains had found their way out.

With the building cleared, Chambers divided the group into teams, with instructions to scour the place for a key to the fallout shelter in the basement. “Check under desks, behind paintings, and on the bottoms of filing cabinet drawers. Plus anywhere else you think they might have hidden it. They always keep at least one key on-site, in case they can’t make contact with the key holders during an emergency.”

The search lasted less than a half hour. Unsurprisingly, Chambers was the one to find the key, under a potted tree in a corner office on the top floor. Jimmy had expected a pass card, but it was a physical key. That was probably a safeguard against the power going out, though surely any emergency shelter worth its salt had access to plenty of backup electricity.

Before they brought in the others waiting outside, Chambers led them down a stairwell to the basement, to make sure the shelter was safe and clear. He unlocked the heavy steel entrance, which creaked when he opened it.

Inside, the overhead lights flickered on at the door’s opening. Chambers motioned to them, then took point as they surged into the shelter.

There was no one here. Jimmy could see that immediately, since the shelter was just one long rectangle with no walls separating it into sections—not even any privacy barriers that he could see. The four walls were lined with cots, except for a kitchenette and pantry in one corner and male and female restrooms on the opposite side. A working space occupied a third corner, with two long desks topped with four computers.

“Home sweet home,” Jimmy muttered under his breath, and Vick chuckled from nearby.

The other survivors seemed about as impressed as Jimmy as they trickled into the basement and took in their new residence. This would be bare-bones living, with not much to do other than grow increasingly irritated with each other. He supposed it wasn’t much worse than the close quarters these people had endured since the invasion. Fort Benson hadn’t had enough room to accommodate them all either—not by modern standards, anyway.

Nevertheless, when Chambers and Benson left, along with the others they’d selected for their mission into the Rockies, Jimmy stayed. He didn’t know why, exactly. It wasn’t a conscious decision—just a failure to act until it was too late. Maisie, who Benson and Chambers had entrusted with the only key, locked the door behind them, then slipped the key into her pocket.

A sullen silence fell over those who remained, then. The evening was wearing on, and some climbed into a cot immediately after setting their things down nearby.

Jimmy chose a bed as far from the others as he could get. Maybe after everyone was asleep, he might be able to get away with sparking a bowl, but definitely not before. It would stink up a fair amount of the shelter, though he’d read that places like these were supposed to have pretty good air filtration.

He sat on the edge of his cot and stared into space, waiting for everyone to fall sleep. And one by one, they did. What else was there to do? Everyone was exhausted, and no one expected very much to happen.

Before he’d left, Chambers had instructed them not to leave the shelter under any circumstances. They could decide their next move after he and Benson returned. But until then, it was safest to stay in here with the only entrance locked.

Finally, Maisie turned out most of the lights, leaving only the kitchenette aglow. The last person climbed into their bunk. Jimmy waited five more minutes before hauling his bag onto the thin brown comforter and rummaging through it for his pipe.

Where did the damn thing go? The bag was stuffed full now, of old clothes Benson had given him, some snacks, and some reading material he’d ‘borrowed’ from the wide bookshelf that had been in Benson’s office. He was on the verge of dumping out the contents when someone spoke from beside him.

“Hey.”

Jimmy dropped the bag, barely restraining a shout. The pack fell to the floor, where some rifle cartridges tumbled out.

He looked around to see Tara standing to the right of his bed, wearing an amused smile.

“Uh, hi,” he whispered.

“Come on.” She tilted her head back, toward the shelter exit.

“Come on?” he repeated. “Come on where?”

“Let’s get out of here and go find Max.”

Jimmy furrowed his brow. Find Max? Was that something he wanted to do? Sure, he was worried for the guy, despite having learned his true colors. But actually finding him would also involve finding a bunch of heavily armed government operatives.

He decided to point out the most obvious obstacle to Tara’s suggestion. “The door is locked. Maisie has the key, and there’s no way she lets us leave.”

Tara held up her hand, and something glinted in the dim light coming from the kitchenette. The key.

“How’d you get that?”

“I’ll tell you later. Right now, we have to get out.”

“Why are you so anxious to find him, anyway? You spend one night with him, and now you’re in love? Desperately so—enough to risk your life?”

“I didn’t say that. But I heard Chambers as well as anyone else. He’s basically the Chosen One, right?”

Jimmy frowned.

“Besides, he is a good kisser. Come on, Jimmy. He might need us.”

Jimmy looked into Tara’s beautiful green eyes, striking even in the shelter’s dimness. He sighed. I guess it’s better than dying of boredom in here.

“Yeah, okay. Though I’m not sure how you expect to find a secret government installation buried deep in the Rockies.”

Her grin widened. “Don’t worry. I have a plan.”

44

 

3 days to extinction

 

“Earth 2, please confirm all fighters are started with checks performed and ready for scramble.”

“Confirmed, sir,” Major Brianne Lindeman replied over the radio.

Max drew a deep breath. It felt wrong to hear an O-4 refer to him as “sir,” but clearly his pilots were trying to accustom themselves to the new command structure, with him at the top.

All because I have a different type of brain from theirs.

By rights, he should have been a lieutenant colonel in order to be squadron commander, or at least a major. Maybe that had been the hope, originally: that he would have advanced through the ranks enough that he’d know what he was doing by the time the aliens arrived.

Well, that hadn’t happened, and here he sat in command of men and women who’d put in years of hard work to get where they were. Just last month, they would have seemed like demigods to him—a lowly cadet finishing his first year at the Academy. Now, he was expected to command them.

His squadron was currently divided between two hangars, with Flight 1 surrounding his Lark in Hangar A. They were awaiting his order to take off.

“Listen,” he said to the pilots of his squadron—to the lieutenants, captains, and major who’d been placed under him. “I don’t think it’s any use pretending that I have the qualifications or the experience necessary to command this squadron all on my own. Strange circumstances have put me in this position, and if I don’t have your trust, then we won’t be able to operate as a cohesive unit.”

He drew a breath, then expelled it slowly. “It’s fine for me to say that, but right now you have little reason to trust me. That’s why I want to spend what time we have earning your trust. Enough to get the job done, at least.”

“Sir…” It was Lindeman again. “We’ve seen your performance scores from all the combat sims you’ve run, and we’ve been briefed on your high level of competence in multiple areas. We know you’re as good as you can be, given the circumstances.’

Max nodded, though none of them could see the gesture. “I appreciate that, Major. But I’m just smart enough to know that what you just said is effectively meaningless. You still have no sense of me as a leader. You don’t know what it’s like—to take orders from me, or to operate under my command. Maybe you trust me with your heads. Maybe. But to trust me with your guts, you’ll need to see what I’m made of. For that reason, if you hear me give an order that doesn’t seem prudent to you, I want to hear about it.”

Janet’s voice cut in: “You also need to consider whether any pilot questioning you has been compromised by the neural dust and is trying to sabotage you.”

“Yes. But I think I know enough to tell whether I’m being given dangerous advice.”

A brief silence followed his words. Then, Janet said, “Get on with the simulation, please.”

Max frowned. She doesn’t like the team-building, does she? Lindeman had said that she and the other pilots had been briefed thoroughly. No doubt they had. Just as Janet sought to control him, she’d probably found ways to remind his pilots who was really in charge.

But if the pilots in his squadron came to trust him more than they feared her, then whose directives would they follow once they’d left Earth? Janet’s, or his?

 She won’t allow me to establish that kind of rapport with them. She’d rather break me and cow them into obeying.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s do this. The 1st Earth Strike Fighter Squadron will take off momentarily. As soon as we’re out of the bay, Flights 1 and 2 will break into finger-four formations. It’s unlikely we’ll encounter immediate resistance, since to the best of our knowledge this installation is a secret from the enemy. But I also don’t plan to take any chances.”

No one questioned his orders, or tried to advise him to alter his plan. That was a good start.

“Squadron is go for launch,” Lindeman said.

His curved screen showed the portal at the end of the hangar bay slowly opening, a yawning aperture of light. The first half of Flight 1 accelerated toward it, and in less than a second, they were out.

The speed shouldn’t have surprised him, given what he’d heard about element 115, but he still hadn’t been ready for it. Now, he throttled his own fighter forward. For a split second, the end of the hangar crawled toward him. The next instant, he was rocketing out of it—out of the Colorado mountains, and into the sky.

The landscape shrunk below him. A thick blue beam lanced through the air, missing his Lark by what must have been several meters, but felt more like centimeters.

He toggled his view to show the quadrant that had to contain the beam’ source. A vast saucer was speeding toward his squadron as they accelerated up into Earth’s atmosphere.

Then, it hit him: of course. Denver was to the east. Colorado’s capital. If any nearby city would have one of their ships hovering over it, it was Denver.

Another beam shot out, scattering half of Flight 2 as they took evasive action. The ship’s acceleration didn’t make sense, given its vastness, but it easily kept pace with the Larks all the same. In fact, it was gaining on them. Max’s brain was trying to scream at him, to tell him that this was impossible. He ignored it, focusing instead on his tactical options.

His birds were capable of incredible acceleration, he knew, so they could try to outstrip their pursuer. But even if they could outstrip the saucer—which was a big “if”—it would no doubt chase them to their destination, and cause even more trouble for them as they attempted to take out the mother ship.

That left only one option.

“We have to take that thing out, people. Its beam is emanating from the energy buildup at the bottom. That weapon was designed to attack planetary surfaces from above—not to defend against fighters striking from above it. Let’s teach them something about underestimating humans. I want us to maintain finger-four formations and do everything we can to stay above that ship.”

“Roger that,” said Lindeman, her voice perfectly level. The other pilots echoed the sentiment.

As Max banked, coming around for his attack run, the ship fired again, its energy weapon coming within mere feet of his left wing, this time.

But it hadn’t been aiming for him. The fighter to his left, his Flight Wingman, was blown apart.

“Second Lieutenant Richards is down.” The words appeared in red on his display.

Damn it. “Punch it, everyone. Get on the other side of that beam and rain down holy hell on that thing.”

They did. The remaining fifteen fighters flashed forward, stopping on a dime to turn and start strafing the enormous craft’s upper side with Gatling guns.

The maneuverability afforded by the Larks’ gravity manipulation capabilities was incredible. It seemed to defy the laws of physics. Max thought back to every UFO story Jimmy had ever told him, about crafts that could essentially perform miracles, and he felt foolish for not believing his friend.

I hope Jimmy is safe.

He was letting himself get distracted, and now it appeared the simulation would try to make him pay for it. Smaller craft poured out of four different openings, evenly spaced along the saucer’s circumference.

So they do have a way to defend themselves against attacks from above. At least, the simulation thinks they do.

According to his fighter’s computer, the interceptors outnumbered Max’s squadron almost five-to-one. The enemies raced toward the Lark X-1s, and he realized that finger-four formations were too rigid. Too predictable.

“Everyone scatter,” he said over the radio. “Stay frosty and take those things down one by one. Let’s see what they’re made of before we commit to a more structured approach.”

His pilots broke apart in all directions, and the enemy followed suit, splitting into groups of four or five to hunt down each pilot, harrying them with thin, flickering beams.

Their weapons were lesser versions of the saucer’s, it seemed. They didn’t have the power to vaporize the Larks instantly, but Max didn’t doubt they could take one down in short order if they managed to concentrate their fire.

Luckily, the GDA had clearly chosen the best of the best for the squadron that would carry out Earth’s last stand. Not only that, but the Larks were faster. They flitted around their pursuers, and the predators soon became the prey.

For his part, Max led a formation of the gray interceptors on a merry chase, handily looping back around to take one down with Gatling guns.

Another went down, but the remaining three managed to get behind him again. He hit the brakes, then engaged his rear rotary cannon. Another interceptor blew apart, and the others broke away to seek a better attack vector.

He shouted in triumph—not over the radio, since it wouldn’t do anything for his authority to act like an excited farm boy over his first kills. But he was excited. Screw it, he was pumped. If he wasn’t busy fighting aliens, he would have thrust both fists in the air.

Instead, he scanned for his next target.

So far, no one had wasted rockets on destroying any interceptors, or even the extra Moscovium it would take to leverage gravity weapons. That seemed too big an expenditure to take down the pesky craft—and beside, the things traveled fast enough that there was a good chance of missing.

Better to anticipate the things’ trajectories, lead with the Gatling guns, and blow them apart. So that’s what they did.

“Excellent work, everyone,” Max said over the radio as the last of the interceptor fleet fell apart. “Now, let’s focus on that saucer’s undefended topside. Finger-fours again. Lindeman, I want just your formation to try a gravity cannon run. See what kind of damage you can do.”

“Roger that, sir.”

Lindeman’s fighters came around for their run. To Max’s surprise, the great saucer began to rotate its underside upward, to point into the sky. But why not? If they could defy gravity, there was no reason to keep any side oriented downward.

Lindeman reacted quickly, and the pilots with her followed suit. So did the rest of the squadron—they all accelerated around the ship at top speed, to keep pace and stay on the opposite side from the laser.

The attacking fighters engaged their gravity cannons, blowing four great craters in the saucer’s hull. Infernos sprang up at the impact sites, billowing smoke across the upside-down ship’s surface.

“Good work, Major. Captain O’Hare, your formation’s next. Finish that bastard off.”

But as O’Hare’s fighters moved in, another fleet of interceptors poured out of the same portals as before. This time, their numbers had multiplied: the computer’s tally told him his fighters were outnumbered twenty-to-one.

Two thoughts occurred to Max at the same time. One, he should have had Lindeman’s fighters aim for the interceptors’ exit points. And two, it made no tactical sense for the saucer to withhold so many units until after it took significant damage.

Which meant Janet was cheating.

“All fighters disengage, now,” he said over the radio. But it was too late. The interceptors swarmed, countless blue threads converging on the Lark X-1s. Lindeman’s fighter went down, along with two more in her formation. O’Hare’s blew apart. And then they got Max’s fighter.

Flames licked across his face, which was soon replaced by a black void with the words “Simulation over” shown in red.

He gritted his teeth and said nothing.

Someone pulled the VR glasses from his face, and the set’s left arm scraped across his forehead. Then, hands were gripping him, pulling him out of the simulator to stand in front of Janet.

“You’re coming with me,” she said coldly.

The pilots remained in their simulators, but Wick and the soldiers filed out with Max as he trailed after Janet. The soldiers all held tranq guns at the ready.

They marched Max down the hall to a sizable office, sparsely decorated. The fighting men took up positions around the room while Janet stood facing him. Wick leaned against the desk just beyond her, wearing a slight smile.

Janet’s eyes were burning coals. “You should have disengaged immediately. Instead, you lost your entire squadron without ever leaving Earth’s gravity well. I’m interested in hearing your excuse for such a colossal mistake.”

“If I tried to disengage, I would have lost pilots. That thing would have kept pace with us and blown us from the sky, one by one.”

“You could have left fighters behind to engage it while the rest of your squadron escaped into space to fly toward the moon. Toward the actual target.”

Max narrowed his eyes. “I’m not going to leave people behind based on the chance it might work out tactically. I won’t waste lives like that. Besides, we would have been fine if you hadn’t cheated.”

Janet’s facial expression remained the same as she stepped forward to backhand him across the face.

He swayed with the blow, but didn’t stagger. His mouth stung as he blinked at the woman, brow lowered. He tasted blood.

She sneered. “That’s the last excuse I’ll hear from you. ‘Cheating’ is a meaningless concept, now. The aliens won’t restrict themselves in any way. They won’t honor any set of rules. There are no rules. They will come at you with everything they have, and they will try to exterminate you. Do you understand what’s at stake?”

“Yes. I do.”

“Good. Then you’ll learn to win, no matter the cost. I intend to make sure of it.”
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Jimmy glanced over at Tara, then returned his attention to the road ahead. “This…is insane.”

In his peripheral vision, he saw her look up from the two screens, which were each mounted on what looked like video game controllers. They sat atop a paper map spread over her lap.

“Why?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Never mind.”

The controllers weren’t for video games. Instead, they each controlled a quadcopter drone. Both drones had cameras mounted on their undersides and were flying three hundred feet up, two miles away from the Chevy Silverado Jimmy was driving through the Rockies.

Using the drones’ camera feeds, Tara had effectively extended her line of sight to miles in every direction. Her eyes had been glued to the displays for hours as she looked for signs of Chambers’ and Benson’s convoy, or the military convoy that had taken Max, or the secret installation where the agents were holding him.

The moment they’d left the Federal Building in Pueblo, she’d wanted to go break into a Walmart to pillage the electronics section. First, they’d found this dual-cab Silverado in a parking lot a couple blocks away from the fallout shelter. Then, they’d driven to the Walmart to steal the two drones—complete with screens built into their controllers, since downloading a smartphone app was out of the question—as well as extra batteries.

On their way out of the store, Jimmy had nabbed the biggest gas can he could find, along with a siphon pump if it came to that. Then he’d insisted on finding a gun shop to break into. There, he’d added a couple Colt semi-auto rifles and two tactical shotguns to his dad’s old hunting rifle, along with plenty of ammo.

The weapons and the filled gas can were now stored safely beneath the truck’s bed cap. They’d filled up both the truck and the can at the first gas station they saw. Thankfully, an operational power grid meant the pumps still worked.

He found himself glancing at Tara again, and resisted the urge to shake his head. She really is crazy. Resourceful, though, in her own way. Gotta give her that. And I guess it’s better than just sitting there.

Each drone had a flight time limited to thirty minutes, which Tara said was actually pretty long. Jimmy had still suspected that at least one of them would crash into a stream or something, but he’d never flown a drone, and hadn’t known that they automatically returned to the controller at low power.

Whenever that happened, Jimmy had to pull over so Tara could pluck the drone out of the air, swap out the spent battery for a fresh one, and send it on its way once more.

To support all this, she had two power bars plugged into a dual-outlet three-pronged inverter, which in turn was plugged into the Silverado’s only cigarette lighter. The power bar sprouted a forest of cords—four drone battery chargers, since it took twice the flight time to charge each battery, as well as cords leading to the two controllers.

He’d attempted, several times, to highlight how unlikely it was, even with the ability to search several miles at once, that they’d manage to find Max when he could be anywhere in the Colorado Rockies. Probably, that installation was deep down some hidden access road, so he doubted they’d have much luck sticking to the main passes. In fact, he vaguely recalled Chambers saying as much to Max. The agent had actually given them the coordinates for the installation, but Jimmy hadn’t bothered to memorize them. He decided not to mention that to Tara.

They were currently driving north on Route 285, along a stretch where the mountains were distant enough on both sides that it barely felt like they were ‘in’ the Rockies at all. But Tara assured him that a few miles more, the range would hug the road once more.

For all the good it will do.

Unless they were able to spot a sign of Benson’s convoy, or somehow catch up to them, Jimmy put their chances of finding Max at roughly zero.

Although, Jimmy and Tara had been traveling pretty nonstop. Maybe if the convoy had to stop more frequently for pee breaks, they had a chance of coming up on them. But for that to happen, Jimmy would have to be driving in the right direction, and he had no idea whether he was or not.

“I still can’t believe you’re willing to go to all this trouble after spending just one night with Max. I’ve known the guy for years, and it just doesn’t make sense to me.”

This time, Tara didn’t look up. “What else am I supposed to do, with the world ending all around me? If Max really can do something about the invasion, I want to help however I can.”

Jimmy was about to point out again that ‘helping’—assuming there was anything they could do to help—would first involve finding him, but he decided not to waste his breath. Instead he said, “Nah, it’s more than that. You like the guy. That’s what gets me. He’s never had a girlfriend. Never kissed a girl, to my knowledge, let alone slept with one. And yet now he has you chasing him across Colorado, flying two drones at once just for a slim chance of finding him again?”

He expected her to get pissed off, but she laughed instead. “I find it funnier that you’d get jealous over a girl you just met.”

“What are you talking about? I’m not jealous. Just confused.”

“I know jealousy when I smell it, Jimmy Somerton. And the fact you’re jealous tells me something about you. It tells me you think a lot of yourself.”

Jimmy rolled his eyes.

“I saw that.”

He shook his head, wishing he were high. But Tara wouldn’t let him drive stoned, and she couldn’t take a turn driving, because she wasn’t willing to let him fly the drones at all.

It wasn’t just wanting to be high that made him want to smoke, either. Memories of slaughtering Ravagers back at Fort Benson kept replaying in his mind, on repeat. How good it had felt, and how much he wished he were back there, dropping them again, one by one.

On top of that, he felt angry for no reason. The weed helped him stay calm, and now that he’d been sober for a while, he felt the aliens’ influence seeping back into his mind.

He wanted to hurt something.

But for now, he just kept driving.
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After Janet struck him, she escorted him back to the circular room and ordered her men to see him strapped into his simulator. He felt his pilots’ eyes on him as he crossed the chamber. It made him wonder what they thought happened, and what their opinion would be if they knew.

The 1st Earth Strike Fighter Squadron began another simulation. And when they failed that, they began another.

It wasn’t hard to figure out the pattern. Failure always came when Max made a decision that stemmed from his desire to keep as many of his pilots alive as possible.

Often, his decisions would get results—at first. Then, Janet would cheat. Interceptors would come from nowhere, the enemy’s weapons would mysteriously get more powerful, or three more saucers would appear over the horizon. Max’s fighters would have no chance, no matter what he did. And they would lose.

After, Janet would take him into her office, where she would subject him to some sort of painful humiliation. Each time, the discomfort she inflicted would ratchet up a degree. After, he would return to the simulator room, slightly more battered than before, but with his chin up. He would nod at his pilots, and they would begin again.

I won’t give in to her. If she won’t allow me to bond with my pilots using words, then I’ll do it using my actions.

Clearly, Janet’s philosophy for fighting the aliens was different from his. But ultimately, Max knew that whatever lessons she was trying to impart with the simulations were ultimately meaningless. He’d already figured out that she had no real intel on the enemy’s actual capabilities, because they changed in every simulation.

Sometimes multiple saucers appeared over the horizon. In one simulation they would have interceptor fleets, and in the next they’d have none. Once, the ship that took down his squadron had what looked like plasma turrets positioned all along its rim, protecting its topside by filling the airspace above it with bright-blue projectiles of pure energy.

No matter how clever Max’s tactics, the simulations never allowed his squadron to escape Earth’s gravity well to make for the moon. Janet’s point was clear: without following her approach, they’d never make it off the ground.

“Why not simply do as I say?” she asked as he picked himself off her office’s plush-carpet floor, trying to suck air back into his lungs after a savage kick from one of her men. “They’re just simulations. You could save yourself a lot of trouble.”

Trouble. That was one word for what she was doing to him, and having her men do.

He did have an answer to her question, though he wouldn’t say it.

Never give your enemy information you don’t have to give.

The answer was this: what he did in these simulations would shape what happened during the actual mission.

If he succumbed to Janet’s will—her desire for him to treat them as disposable ‘assets’—then they would think he had no more respect for them than she had for him.

But if he showed them that his top priority was to keep his squadron intact, to keep as many of them alive as possible and bring them home…

…then they would trust him.

Yes, he understood that people would die in this fight. And that he would have to live with those losses for the rest of his life. But there was a difference between using people as chess pieces and forging a bond of trust with them.

His way was the superior one. He felt that deeply, in his bones.

So he refused to compromise. Refused to break.

The visits to Janet’s office continued. The beatings continued, getting worse each time.

During these visits, he often found himself wondering how far she was willing to go in order to bend him to her will. Compliance was one thing, but what good would it be to win compliance from a beaten, shaking dog? That was what he’d become, if this kept up long enough. It was what anyone would become if they were subjected to escalating pain and humiliation for an indefinite period.

But they also had limited time. If Janet truly planned to send them into space against the aliens, soon enough that humanity would have even a small chance of reforming a global civilization, then she needed to act fast.

Was waterboarding in his future? Other, even more brutal forms of torture? 

At the end of his second day at the secret base—a day that seemed to last for years—Max learned what approach Janet would take next.

She had him dragged into her office one final time. Two soldiers stood close to him, maybe to make sure he remained upright. He was exhausted, and even standing pained him. On his way down the hall, he’d swayed, and almost fallen over. But he’d recovered on his own, determined to accept no assistance from these people.

“Tomorrow, there will be a new penalty for noncompliance.” Janet might have been discussing items to add to a grocery list. “Tomorrow, your parents will be brought in to endure disciplinary action for your insubordination.”

To Max’s shame, he almost said they weren’t his parents. Then again, maybe he should say that—to try to convince Janet they meant nothing to him. That she shouldn’t bother torturing him.

But it would do no good. After all, they were the reason he was here. If he hadn’t come back for them, Janet wouldn’t have him in her custody.

She smiled, as if she could watch his thoughts unfolding. “It may have occurred to you that I can only take things so far, when it comes to how much pressure I can apply to you while preserving your ability to perform your duty. No such limitations apply to Cynthia and Peter Edwards. I wonder how far you’re willing to let this go, when it’s their dignity you’ll be sacrificing. Their humanity.”

She nodded, and the soldiers on either side took him by the arms and led him from the room. Max had noticed that when they weren’t delivering beatings on Janet’s orders, they treated him with as much respect and restraint as the situation allowed.

Are they having doubts about all this? Or are they content to continue following orders until someone else stops her?

GDA operatives had probably been selected for their own compliance. He wondered if the scientists who’d finessed his genetic code had attempted to make him compliant, too.

He doubted it. That seemed counter to their goal of making him resistant to the aliens’ influence.

Well, they’d achieved that goal. And in doing so, they’d created someone who resisted them, too.

Unlucky.

The soldiers took him to his room, where they watched him limp to his bed and fall onto it. With that, they shut the door. A series of thunks followed—the many latches and locks that had been installed just after his arrival.

He wanted to stay awake, to come up with some sort of plan for handling tomorrow. He couldn’t allow Janet to come between him and the men and women who would fly this mission with him—likely the most important mission in all of human history. But he also couldn’t let her harm Cynthia and Peter Edwards. If his guilt-drenched nightmares had been bad before, they would be unbearable if he allowed that to happen.

But his body demanded rest, and before long he fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

At least, it remained dreamless for a time. Or maybe what happened was more than a dream.

In the dream, or the vision, or the visitation—whatever it was—Max awoke to the same room, except blackness had replaced its previous whiteness. Not darkness. The room was still well-lit. Blackness.

Tara stood before him, and she was the light source. The light was white. She shone with it.

“Who are you?” he asked. He’d already figured out that this wasn’t really Tara Benson, the farm girl-turned-nanotechnologist, but someone else. Something else. Something using her likeness as a vehicle for communicating with him.

She opened her mouth, and her lips moved, but no sound was made. He squinted, trying to read her lips.

Then the words came, delayed by several seconds. The end of each word faded into silence, creating an effect that reminded him of spoken words played backward.

“Come to Nevada,” Tara said in this strangely echoing voice. “The only hope for victory awaits there.”

Max shook his head. “Where in Nevada? And how? I’d need to get out of this place first.”

“—Nevada,” she answered. From watching her lips, he knew the first part of her sentence had been cut off. Was she—this entity—actually having trouble communicating, or was this a way to limit the information she gave him?

“Tell me who you are,” he said. “I have every reason not to trust you, right now.”

“Come to me,” she said. “Come to Groom Lake. I’m waiting.”

“How?” He shouted it, this time.

“Let me in.”

With that, the all-black room vanished, and Max was cast back into the formless void of sleep.

Before he woke, he had the same dream he’d had back in the forest clearing, where he’d made camp with Jimmy and Chambers. The dream of being with Tara, and of expecting a child together.

This time, he ached with the desire for the dream to be true. Having met Tara only once, and having spent less than twenty-four hours with her, he already knew he was deeply in love with her. Part of him wanted badly for this dream to be his life.

But a larger part still recoiled in horror about subjecting a child to this fallen world. He couldn’t do that. He had to make sure it never happened.

It would happen anyway, he knew. 

He woke hours later, clammy with sweat. Over him, the bedroom’s single LED bulb still shone. He’d been too tired even to turn out the light, and the soldiers hadn’t done it for him.

“Let me in,” the otherworldly version of Tara had said. Just as she had said it back in the gas station, and then in the GDA camp.

Well, it worked out then. Sort of.

His fear remained that this was the aliens’ attempt to compromise him. But his fear of staying in this facility was greater.

So he opened himself again to whatever force had allowed him to do what he’d done amongst the circled military vehicles.

The iterations began, and he tried to work out an escape attempt. One that left no one harmed, and which ended with him outside this place, free and heading west. To Nevada.

He ran through a thousand different versions of reality. Ten thousand. A million. He lost count.

In each one, at the start, he found that his door had been left unlocked. How that was possible, he had no idea, but he trusted that it was true.

Except, beyond that, he found escape was impossible. This part of the facility was crawling with soldiers carrying tranq guns, and even the strange abilities conferred by this force couldn’t get him past them.

There were simply too many, and each iteration ended with him falling into unconsciousness, anesthetic-filled darts sprouting from his skin.

Even alien powers had their limits, it seemed.
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Ted made it to within five hundred meters of the installation door before running out of forest to hide him.	

At this range, the .300 Win Mag sniper rifle, which he thanked God Benson had acquired last year for his arsenal, wouldn’t require much compensation for his rounds’ velocity loss.

He’d come to favor the Win Mag in Iraq, for its accuracy and stopping power. It was also perfect for this situation, especially with its suppressor.

He needed the two men guarding the installation door to go down and stay down. If he was successful, Benson would lead his men in a charge to secure the door while Chambers darted forward to see whether his key card still worked.

Their plan hinged on that, too: whether they’d be able to gain entry. He knew that Janet didn’t have the high-level access to erase his credentials from the base’s systems. Only General Andrews could do that, and if Andrews was here, then everything changed anyway.

But he’d seen no sign of Andrews’ arrival as he reconnoitered both approaches to the installation, and he had to assume the general hadn’t made it from Washington. They couldn’t very well walk up to the guards and ask.

He knew the man his rifle’s targeting reticle hovered over. He was Corporal Jim Pate, and the one Ted would kill after him was Sergeant Raj Ganesh.

Both were dutiful men who did their jobs well. Just like everyone in Ethan’s unit. A couple weeks ago, they’d been Ted’s colleagues. Now, they enabled Janet’s tyranny, and would have to die.

He doubted his conscience would let go of what he was about to do anytime soon, if ever. But it needed to be done. This was bigger than all of them.

He squeezed the trigger, and the weapon jumped back, its barrel scraping across the rock Ted had placed it on. In addition to quietening his shot, the Win Mag’s suppressor also minimized kickback, which improved accuracy even more.

Pate fell, but that was the easier shot. For it, Ted had had time to properly dial in his dope. Now he pulled back the handle, ejecting the spent casing and feeding a new round into the chamber from the magazine, then pushed it forward again.

Ganesh was already reaching for his radio when Ted’s round entered the top of his skull. He went limp and fell to the ground, a meter from Pate.

Ted let out a long, ragged breath, then abandoned the rifle and left his hide to sprint toward the heavy installation doors. He knew the facility’s layout well, and a sniper wouldn’t be of much use once they were inside. In there, it would come down to assault rifles and sidearms. Possibly some hand-to-hand.

 To his left, Benson and his men were already making their way across the open area. They met at the doors, and the big man gave Ted a respectful nod. “Good shooting.” He passed over an AR-15 and said nothing more. Benson clearly knew how difficult killing the sentries had been for Ted.

He accepted the assault rifle and fished his ID card from his pocket, then went to the recess near the entrance. “It’ll get harder, inside. A lot harder.” He presented his card to the computer, then held his eyes in position for the retinal scanner. “A lot of Janet’s men are special ops. The rest are the best the infantry had to offer.” He was speaking to Benson’s men more than he was to Benson, now. “Stick to what we told you, and don’t get fancy. Remember the signals. Watch each other’s backs. Only advance when you have someone covering you. When clearing a room with an inward-opening door, the first man moves away from the hinges. The opposite for an outward-opening door. Move fast, and clear the fatal funnel.”

The fatal funnel was the area immediately around a door’s threshold. Ted knew what he’d just rattled off was a lot to remember, and it was just a sliver of what they’d gone over on the radios during the drive here. Hopefully Benson’s people had retained most of it.

A thumb pressed to the fingerprint reader was the final step. He confirmed he wanted to open the installation’s doors, and the heavy barrier parted behind him.

Benson’s people were already arrayed to either side with weapons raised. But no fire came from within. Apparently, the element of surprise was intact. For now.

“Stay frosty,” he told the men. With that, he took point, stalking into the installation with his AR-15 raised.
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Everything was getting under Jimmy’s skin.

Having to stop while Tara plucked the hovering drones from the air, waiting while she swapped out the batteries and sent them on their way once more—that annoyed the shit out of him.

Being sober when he wanted to smoke a bowl. Even just a puff to level him out.

That was driving him crazy.

Then there was Tara’s earnest silence as she piloted both drones at once, scouring the mountainous landscape for any sign of Max, savior of humanity. The chosen one.

What happened to me? If this had been a couple years ago, during his high school heyday, he would have acted nothing like this around a pretty girl. He would have teased and complimented her, pushed and pulled, with her laughing and rolling her eyes at him in turns.

That was normally how it worked, anyway. But in the year after graduation, he’d let himself get rusty. He’d only had a couple dates, both which crashed and burned, one of them in the first ten minutes.

Other than that, he’d let himself languish on his father’s acreage, smoking pot and taking care of the horses.

Was that all this was? Lack of practice?

He didn’t think so. A chance to talk to Tara alone was a big reason he’d come on this wild goose chase, but he didn’t find himself capitalizing on the opportunity. Instead, he brooded in stony silence, awash in memories from the battle around Fort Benson. The particular way the Ravagers had jerked and fallen under his rifle fire.

He’d never considered himself a sadistic person, but now he found himself reveling in the memories of violence. How powerful he’d felt, taking down scores of people within minutes.

Ravagers, he reminded himself. Not people. But as Max had kept pointing out, they’d been people recently, and there was a chance, however small, that they might be again.

Would he be able to handle that, knowing he’d cut so many futures short?

Right now, the question seemed distant, unimportant. A big part of him wanted them to stumble on the secret government installation, if only for the bloodbath that any attempt to extract Max would produce.

“Seeing anything?”

Tara made an indistinct sound, like someone coming out of a deep sleep. “No. Nothing.”

“Where are we right now?”

She took a break from staring at the dual displays to scrutinize the map, eyes narrowed. “Fifty-five miles west of Denver, as the eagle flies.”

“Why an eagle?”

“Hmm?”

“I’ve always heard crow. As the crow flies.”

“It can be a mosquito, if you like, Jimmy. Be quiet. I need to concentrate.”

He lapsed back into his dark reverie. On their right, the land fell away in a steep drop-off—a fall of several hundred meters.

A sharp urge struck him to jerk the wheel to the right. Images flashed through his mind of exploded electronics adorning their twisted bodies. Expressions of shock frozen on their faces. Or maybe one of satisfaction on his.

He shook his head and gripped the wheel harder.

Shit. How much longer can I keep this up?

He was getting worse. He recognized that. Tara needed to know it—what was going on with him. But he didn’t tell her.

They rounded a turn, and up ahead he spotted the barest suggestion of a dirt road leading from the highway, partially concealed by foliage. Except, the plants there were bent and broken, as though a vehicle had turned down there recently. Or several vehicles.

TURN LEFT.

The command blared inside his head, drowning out all other thought. He’d been able to resist the impulse to drive them over the cliff, but he was powerless to disobey this.

He turned left.

“What are you doing?”

“I…don’t know,” he managed, the words coming out choked. “I just…I think Max might be down this road.” Branches smacked against the truck’s windshield, and the uneven terrain jostled them hard. One of the drone controllers flew from Tara’s lap to land on the floor.

“Jimmy! Are you insane? How could you possibly know that?” She reached for the wheel. “Turn us around!”

“Cut it out.”

Blinking, she withdrew her hand.

“Listen. I just heard a voice that definitely didn’t come from me. It told me to take this road.”

“You realize that’s the definition of crazy, right?”

“So is driving through the Colorado Rockies with two drones, thinking we’ll find some sign of Max. The government wouldn’t hide a secret facility right next to the highway, Tara. They’d put it deep in the mountains, so deep the chances of stumbling on it are next to nothing.”

TURN RIGHT.

This time, he didn’t even see the road. He just rotated the wheel sharply right. Thicker branches hammered on the windshield, so hard he worried it would shatter.

“Jimmy!”

He gritted his teeth and didn’t answer. The barrage of branches continued, but the windshield didn’t break, and they didn’t run into any actual trunks. This was a road. It just looked nothing like one.

And then, after several long minutes, they broke out of the foliage. A cleared dirt road stretched ahead of them. It was perfectly level.

He brought the Silverado to a stop, put it in park, and looked at Tara. “Doesn’t this look like the sort of place their facility’s access road would be hidden?”

She frowned through the windshield, which was covered in leaves and twigs. “Yes.”

“Good. So, do you want to go back to flying a couple Walmart drones along the main highway, or will we follow the suspicious-looking road that the voice in my head told me to take?’

She sighed. “Let’s check it out.”

Jimmy nodded, shifted the truck into drive, and pressed his foot down, accelerating to forty, then fifty. Along such a level road, they could make good time.
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The iterations had changed.

After his failure to find a path out of the base, Max had fallen back on the white bed for a time, staring at the ceiling, fighting against despair.

If he stayed in this installation, then Janet would hurt his parents until he gave her what she wanted. But if even the iterations couldn’t get him out, then what hope was there?

So he’d tried again. And this time, something was different.

There were no longer so many soldiers stationed in the corridors that crisscrossed the section surrounding his room. He was able to disable the pair guarding the end of the corridor where his room was located, and when he pushed on, the numbers guarding the hallways just beyond were few enough that he was able to access parts of the facility he couldn’t before. In the distance, he heard the staccato reports of weapons fire.

Someone was attacking the base.

Each iteration took a fraction of a fraction of a second to run. He had no idea how he was able to think that fast—as if the organic computer that was his brain had had its frame rate jacked way up.

But he could, and it allowed him to lay out a plan of action that, if executed perfectly, would lead to almost any outcome he wanted.

Almost any outcome—except for the one he actually wanted: to escape this place with Cynthia and Peter Edwards in tow.

Within the safety of his own mental simulations, he searched the entire base, room by room. He encountered Janet’s soldiers fighting Benson’s makeshift militia. He came across Janet herself, who, to her credit, battled right alongside her men.

But no matter how many iterations he ran, no matter how long he searched, he failed to locate the people he’d once called his parents.

Had they been moved? Or even disposed of?

Surely not. From their last conversation, Janet considered them to be the most important leverage she had over him.

Could they have escaped on their own, without him?

That seemed unlikely too, yet more believable than Janet removing them from the base altogether.

Either way, they weren’t here. Or at least, the iterations weren’t showing them to him. And though each took a sliver of a second, those slivers added up, while outside his room the battle raged.

Max already knew the only possible outcome of that battle. To know it, he didn’t need advanced mental faculties conferred by aliens, or his artificial breeding, or whatever else might be allowing his mind to run at the speed of light.

The fight would end with Benson and his men dead. Against Janet’s highly trained, hand-picked men, they simply didn’t stand a chance.

But that only made their sacrifice all the more inspiring, and for Max, it underscored the need to get out of this place.

Chambers must have told Benson and his people the truth about the GDA, its mission, and Max’s role in fighting the invaders. Benson and the others had obviously made the choice to fight for him, even though they had to know they would lose.

It was odd that none of the iterations showed him Chambers—hadn’t he come with them? Surely he wouldn’t have expected Benson’s people to take on the GDA on their own. Nonetheless, he was also missing from the mental simulations.

It’s time to go.

With great reluctance, Max switched his focus from finding Cynthia and Peter to escaping the installation. Using the iterations, he began working on a plan.

An eternity later, he had one. One that got him to Hangar A and inside a Lark X-1, all without killing anyone—at least, not directly. He knew from his actions back at the GDA camp that this could easily lead to deaths after he was gone, but he had no choice. He had to go through with it.

In the successful iteration, he flew from the installation and into the sky. It still wasn’t the real thing, but it sure felt like it. The iteration offered an experience that felt much more authentic than the simulations he’d run through with his pilots.

It sent electricity racing down his spine. It wasn’t just the authenticity that excited him, but the knowledge that the real thing was in his grasp.

When Max tried his room’s door, he found it unlocked, just as it had been in the iterations. He opened it a crack, then stopped.

Clearly, whoever or whatever was helping him had someone inside the GDA. At the very least, it was able to influence their behavior enough to unlock his door, freeing him.

Max knew the most likely source of these new powers he’d been granted: the aliens who’d attacked humanity. Who’d already slaughtered millions of people, if not billions.

And yet, the voice had spoken of victory. That had to mean victory for humanity, over the invaders—didn’t it?

The strange force had helped him extract Cynthia and Peter from the GDA camp, and it had seemed ready to help him survive the gas station. Now, it was apparently helping him escape this installation.

He’d already spent a lot of time weighing the probability of whether accepting that help could possibly lead to a good outcome. Maybe there was a faction inside the invading force that was working against the ones trying to destroy humanity. Maybe that was why it, or they, were willing to help him act against them.

Or, he was being manipulated. Tricked into thinking he was helping his species, when his actions would really ensure humanity’s downfall.

It was a gamble he had to take. A gamble Janet’s lust for control had forced him to.

He opened the door the rest of the way and sprinted down the hall.

As he ran, he made just enough sound to alert one of the guards—the one on the left—at just the right time. He turned, opening himself to Max’s blow, which landed on his trachea.

The soldier staggered back, hand rising to his throat, and Max pivoted around him, snatching the tranq gun from his grasp.

The other guard reacted quickly, firing a dart toward Max. The first shot missed him by a few centimeters. He grabbed the gasping man by the back of his uniform and jerked him sideways to intercept the second dart. Then Max raised the gun he’d recovered and fired, putting a dart into the other guard’s throat.

The anesthetic worked quickly, and the soldier’s fingers loosened, the tranq gun tumbling from his grasp. Max seized it, reloaded it, and draped its strap over his shoulder. With that, he jogged away, one tranq gun in hand with the other ready at his side.

From the iterations, he knew to raise his weapon as he rounded the next corner. He fired a dart at the first man, the feathered end protruding from the base of his neck. As the target fell, Max dropped the first tranq gun and grabbed the other. The muzzle rose in time to put a dart in the next man’s carotid artery.

He stocked up on fresh darts from the unconscious soldiers, as one of them mumbled to himself, drifting into anesthesia-induced sleep. Then, Max pressed on.

At the next intersection of corridors, his plan fell apart as reality diverged from the iterations completely.

He rounded the corner to find several armed men, all with weapons raised and pointing straight at him.
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“Hold your fire!”

Almost in slow motion, Ted watched Vick’s finger squeeze the trigger of his assault rifle. He reached out to bat the muzzle away from its target, knowing he’d be too late.

But Vick’s finger relaxed, and disaster was averted. All around him, Benson and his militia lowered their weapons as they gaped at the young man standing at the end of the hall, who held one tranq gun across his chest, with a second dangling at his waist.

“Max.” Ted motioned to the others to move up and secure the intersection of corridors against attack.

The group sprinted forward. Ted went straight for Max, shaking his head in bewilderment. “How…how are you here?”

The boy blinked, looking almost as confused as Ted felt. “Janet took me here. You knew that, didn’t you? Why else would you have come here?”

“No, I mean, how are you roaming this facility freely?”

“Oh. The door to my room was unlocked.”

“And there weren’t any guards posted outside?”

“There were. I took them out.”

Ted felt himself go very still as he studied Max’s face, eyes narrowed. “You…killed them?”

He shook his head. “I took their tranq guns. Turned them on them.”

“Right. Uh…that still doesn’t seem likely. You don’t have that kind of training. Most of these men were special ops at some point.”

The boy nodded, his shoulders rising as he inhaled. “Something’s changed, Ted.”

He paused. That was the first time Max had called him by his first name. “Changed?”

“Yeah. The documents I found in Cynthia and Peter’s locked office mentioned my ‘vital qualities,’ which I figured were the ones the GDA’s program bred into me. Well, it looks like I have a ‘quality’ that maybe no one expected.”

“Which is?” Ted checked over his shoulder, down the corridor behind him. There wasn’t a lot of time for them to have this conversation. Janet’s people would almost certainly be here any minute.

“It’s hard to explain, and it may be alien in origin. But it allowed me to get my parents out of Janet’s camp, despite fifteen GDA operatives trying to stop me. And it’s what got me here from my room just now. Somehow, I’m able to project the future, and try out different versions of it, till I find the optimal course of action.”

Ted glanced behind him again, his fingers tight on the AR-15’s handle. Alien in origin? “Max…that doesn’t sound good.”

“I know. But Janet’s forced my hand. I can’t stay here, Ted. She’s exactly like you said. Maybe worse. And if I let her have the influence over me that she wants, I think the mission will fail anyway.”

Someone fired from one of the adjoining corridors, and Ted grabbed Max to pull him against a corner, out of the line of fire. “Damn it,” he muttered. “Where are you going to go?”

Max freed himself from Ted’s grasp. “Best you don’t know.” His lips firmed. “Otherwise, Janet could torture it out of you.”

The agent opened his mouth, then closed it. He sighed. “You’ve come a long way, Max. I don’t know what you’re planning, but…you’re ready. I think you’re ready.”

Max nodded. “I’m going, now. I don’t have a choice. I need to take the gamble that my abilities will lead to something good.”

Ted sucked in a lungful of air. Finally, he nodded. “All right. Get out of here. We’ll hold Janet back as long as we can.”

“There’s just one thing. My parents. I can’t find them anywhere.”

“Your parents?” Ted raised his eyebrows.

Max started, seeming to realize what he’d called the people who’d raised him. Then, his mouth firmed. “Yes. My parents. If they’re still here, and there’s anything you can do for them….”

“You got it. Now get going.”

“Okay. Thank you, Ted.” Max held out his hand.

Ted gripped it firmly. “For what it’s worth, if the future has to rest in someone’s hands, you’re the sort of person I’d want it to be.”

“Thanks. No pressure, right?”

“No pressure.”

Max saluted him, and Ted returned it. With that, the boy raised his tranq gun to a ready position and ran down the hall, the same direction from which Ted and Benson had led their men.
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Max barreled down the corridor, away from Chambers and the skirmish that was unfolding around him.

 He’d told the agent about the strange power he’d gained, but he’d withheld something pretty important.

That power seemed to be failing.

First, it hadn’t shown him his parents anywhere in the base. And just now, it hadn’t shown Chambers, even though the man was clearly here.

Is it failing, or just manipulating me?

The force, alien or otherwise, obviously wanted him out of this base and on his way to New Mexico. So much so that it seemed to be hiding anything that might keep him here.

But what choice did he have? He had to keep following his original plan. Doing otherwise would only result in Janet capturing him again. It would squander Benson’s and Chambers’ sacrifice. So he soldiered on, tranq gun held at the ready, prepared to do what he had to in order to reach Hangar A and fly one of the Larks out of here.

He wrenched open a door, then ran through an empty cafeteria, following the same route he’d taken in the final iteration he’d run.

Except, when he emerged into the corridor on the other side of the cafeteria, it was supposed to be empty.

It wasn’t.

Two GDA operatives approached from the left, and one of them acted instantly upon seeing Max.

If the man had been holding his tranq gun, Max probably would have gone down. But he grasped an M4 instead, probably ready to join the fight against Chambers and Benson.

Even so, the M4 fell from his hands, and he went for the tranq gun. Max had barely begun to stumble back into the cafeteria when the dart flew. It missed him by a few centimeters, clattering off the door frame before tumbling to the floor.

He did the only thing he knew would have a chance of helping. With the two soldiers mere feet away from gaining a clear shot, he fell back into the iterations, despite that they’d failed him three times today.

This time, he didn’t use them to plan a route off the base. There likely wasn’t time for that, even though each simulation took just an instant to run. His adversaries were too close.

And as he tried out multiple approaches to defeating them, he found he was right: these men were some of most skilled fighters he’d gone up against so far. Nothing he tried was working.

Attempting to shoot them failed, since they were always quicker on the draw. Max simply didn’t have the reflexes to beat them to it.

He tried using the doorway to get in close, past their tranq guns’ muzzles, but that didn’t work either. If he did that, the closest soldier immediately stopped trying to shoot him with tranq darts, dropped his gun, and put him into a submission hold instead.

Maybe I’m just distracted, he thought during what felt like the thousandth iteration. He was running out of time, he knew. In real-time, the soldiers were inching toward the cafeteria door, where they would take him out.

But how could he trust the iterations, now? How could he fully embrace their power, when they’d tricked him twice—first by concealing his parents from him, and then by hiding Chambers?

Clearly, that had screwed with his ability to plan properly. By hiding things from him, whatever force was enabling the iterations had also compromised them, to the extent that he hadn’t seen these two men coming.

He was being manipulated. There was no question of that. But to what end?

Finally, instead of trying to fine tune a plan that clearly wasn’t working, he attempted something crazy. He crept backward across the cafeteria, as quickly and as silently as he could, until he reached the door he’d entered through.

The two soldiers entered just as he was exiting. They spotted him immediately, but he loosed a dart before taking cover behind the first door. His dart took the first soldier in the neck.

The second man returned fire, but his dart whizzed through empty air, and Max popped out to fire again.

He got his target in the center of the forehead. The soldier went down.

Knowing he was almost out of time, Max let the iterations dissolve and executed the plan. Under other circumstances, he would have used the iterations to drill the necessary movements until they were second nature, but he didn’t have that luxury.

Trying not to think about what he was doing, he ran backwards, dancing across the cafeteria on his toes, his boots silent on the hard ceramic floor.

His enemies came through the opposite door. Max planted a dart in the first man’s neck, just as in the iteration. And just like in the iteration, the second man returned fire.

This time, the dart came a lot closer to hitting Max than it should have. It felt like a hair’s breadth, and he could have sworn he felt the feathered end brush his cheek as it passed.

It threw him off, and he missed his shot.

The remaining soldier took the opportunity to rush the doorway.

Max backed away. They both needed to reload, and now it would come down to which of them reloaded first.

He fumbled at his belt, extracting a dart from the holder there, almost dropping it.

The GDA operative burst into the hall, his tranq gun already loaded. His muzzle found Max’s neck, and he fired.

Max threw himself backward, onto the floor, hitting hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs.

Struggling to breathe, he managed to raise his weapon at a steep angle and squeeze the trigger.

The dart planted itself in the soldier’s forehead—pretty much the exact spot he’d shot him in the iteration, except the dart protruded from his skin on a downward angle.

Before crumpling to the floor, the soldier managed to get off his dart. Having anticipated that, Max threw himself sideways, rolling. The projectile clattered harmlessly off the tile.

He lay there for several seconds, clutching his stomach, struggling to breathe. Finally, he mustered the will to stagger to his feet and stumble back into the cafeteria, feeling as though he would suffocate.

Leaning against the wall, gasping, he launched back into the iterations and resumed his efforts to reach Hangar A. This time, they showed him something completely different. The hallways between here and the hangar were filled with soldiers, each armed with a tranq gun in addition to their usual loadout.

He switched his focus to Hangar B, with similar results.

There were too many enemies in his way. No matter what he tried, Max couldn’t make it to one of the Larks. Every attempt ended with him lying on the floor, fading into unconsciousness.

So instead, he began pushing toward the facility’s vehicle bay. It seemed every GDA operative was out in the halls, and reaching the bay proved no easy feat. But it was doable. He worked out an iteration that saw him there

This time, he took the time to run that iteration of reality over and over, until he could execute its every move without thinking.

With that, he sprinted down the corridor leading from the cafeteria, paused at an intersection to shoot a soldier in the back of the neck—otherwise, he knew, the man would have chased him. That done, he continued through several more corridors and intersections, ducking under tranq fire, returning darts of his own, and switching between the two tranq guns when necessary.

Once, a GDA soldier forgot himself and fired real rounds at him. The fire scarred the wall above his head, and Max pressed on at full speed. Once he was out of sight, he fell to the floor, skidding feet-first and twisting around so that he was in the prone position. When the soldier who’d nearly killed him appeared, Max put a dart in the soft underside of his chin.

All according to plan.

At last, he reached the vehicle bay. In the iteration, he’d been able to open the bay door without having to produce any credentials, and he expected reality to reflect that.

But one thing he hadn’t thought to do was try opening any of the vehicles’ doors.

He did so now, to find every last one was locked. What was more, he couldn’t find keys anywhere. Not even in the office built into the corner of the bay. There was a filing cabinet that jingled with what sounded like plenty of keys, but its drawers were locked, and Max doubted he had time to figure out a way to break into it.

Desperate, he used the controls in the office to activate the bay door. He sprinted through the vehicles toward it.

“Hey!” The shout came from the doorway he’d entered through. “Stop!”

Max didn’t stop, instead ducking low as he ran past a black Escalade. The thunk of a dart hitting chrome told him that the newcomer was firing at him.

I’m screwed.

There was no way he would evade the GDA soldiers in the surrounding wilderness on foot. They had too many resources at their disposal, too many men.

Even if he did manage to escape them, how long could he expect to survive, all alone in the Colorado Rockies, with nothing but the clothes on his back?

Another dart clattered to the bay’s concrete floor. It would only be a matter of time before one found him. Probably when he was outside, in the open, trying to flee from the base.

His heart sank as he spotted the dark-blue Chevy Silverado parked just outside the vehicle bay. 

This is it. They’ve cut me off.

Then, he saw who sat in the driver’s seat. It was Jimmy, and beside him sat Tara Benson.

The back door hung open.

“Get in!” Jimmy shouted.

Max dove, landing on the seat and twisting around to yank the door closed. As he did, a tranq dart hit the glass.

Jimmy brought the truck around in a sharp turn, and they sped down the compacted dirt road, away from the secret installation.
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Ted withdrew behind a corner, ejected his AR-15’s magazine, and slapped in a fresh one. He stuck the weapon into the open, firing a spray toward the enemy, then leaned out for a clearer shot.

He drew a bead on a GDA soldier, fired off a tight burst, and withdrew as the man fell to the floor.

They were having more success than he’d expected.

He’d known Benson’s men were about as well-trained as the veteran-turned-farmer could make them, in the few days he’d had with them. Some of them had also been veterans, a few of them police officers, and some simply firearm enthusiasts.

But most of them were just civilians. And no matter what your training methodology, you couldn’t turn a disparate group like this into a militia capable of defeating the GDA in just a few days.

Except, they were defeating them. Yes, the element of surprise had carried them for a while, and so did the speed with which they charged through the facility. That allowed them to take on just a few soldiers at once, and they overpowered those groups with sheer numbers.

But that was changing. Ted’s former colleagues had quickly organized, and now Benson’s militia was facing serious resistance.

At last, the GDA return fire petered off to nothing. Ted leaned out for a glimpse, then withdrew again.

He stuck his head out longer, to confirm what he’d seen.

“It’s clear.” He motioned for the others to advance.

The militia moved up the corridor, weapons raised, ready to take out anything that moved. Up ahead, the hallway turned right at a one hundred and thirty-five degree angle. Ted knew they were coming to an open area—one of the largest intersections in the facility, an artificial grotto where eight corridors met at forty-five degree angles.

He signaled a halt and spoke to the others in a low hiss. “We can expect major resistance just ahead. There’s an intersection with plenty of cover—plants, benches, tables. They’ll try to mow us down as we push out of this corridor.”

“Any way we can hit them from two directions?” Benson asked.

Ted considered that for a moment. Coordination would be an issue. They had short-range radios, but there was a chance Janet would be monitoring whatever channel they used.

She won’t have much warning, if we give the signal and attack right away.

“Yeah, actually. You wait here, and I’ll take a squad around to hit from the next corridor over. If either of us end up in the shit and need backup, just call for help over the short-range.”

“You got it.”

Ted gave Benson a nod, knowing full well this could be the last time he ever spoke to the man. With that, he pointed at six men—half their remaining force—and motioned for them to follow.

Benson was right: splitting up and hitting from two angles was probably their best bet. It was also their most dangerous option. With Janet concentrating her forces and starting to push back in an organized way, the chances of his squad getting outgunned were high.

But as they moved another empty corridor, Ted’s jaw tightened, and the hair on his arms stood at attention. He didn’t view the sudden lack of a resistance as a good thing. Instead, he took it as confirmation of what he’d said. Janet had concentrated her forces in the intersection, and was waiting for them.

Should we just fall back? Leave?

He shook his head slightly at the thought. There was no guarantee Max had made it out yet.

Besides, I made a promise. I told him I’d do my best to make sure Cynthia and Peter are safe.

Ted didn’t consider himself a good man. He’d done things he’d never forget, things that would haunt his dreams until the day he died. But he did consider himself a man of his word.

They reached the final stretch. With the next turn, they’d be in full view of the grotto where he suspected Janet was waiting for him.

He removed his short-range radio from his belt holster, pressing the push-to-talk button to give the signal.

Before he could, Janet’s voice rang out from the intersection ahead, loud and clear. “You may want to reconsider your attack, Special Agent Chambers.” It sounded like she was speaking through a bullhorn.

A silence passed, and he slowly lowered the radio to his holster before clutching his AR-15 with both hands.

“Why’s that?” he called.

“I have two people here who you’re apparently quite fond of. At least, the senseless actions you’ve taken on their behalf seem to suggest so. I’m sure you wouldn’t want any harm to befall them.”

Total silence reigned once again. Ted inhaled, then exhaled, racking his brain for what he should do.

“I’ll tell you what,” Janet called again. “I’ll give you ten seconds to drop your weapons and come out here with your hands raised. Then maybe we can talk in a more civilized manner. That would be a welcome change from how unpleasantly you’ve been behaving. The way you went against us, and tore down everything the GDA’s been working toward for decades—I have to confess, I didn’t see that coming from you, Ted.”

He fished the radio from its holster again, and depressed the button. “Hold your ground,” he whispered to Benson. “I’ll yell if we need to attack.”

A burst of static, then the farmer came on the line: “You got it.”

He glanced at the members of his squad, who nodded.

With that, Ted set his AR-15 on the floor and left the hallway with his hands up.

Janet stood in the middle of the intersection, her lips stretched into a tight smile. In one hand she held a pistol, in the other, a smartphone. Two soldiers flanked her, weapons aimed at Cynthia and Peter, who knelt on the floor.

Ted swept the fake grotto with his gaze. Just as he’d expected, operatives were stationed behind plants, benches, and statues. Twenty of them at least.

Attacking from two angles might not make any difference. Clearly, Janet knew their plan—probably, she had camera feeds on that phone, and had seen them approach.

“Let them go,” Ted said. “Do that, and we’ll walk away. You don’t need to lose any more people.”

“I think not. You’ve caused me more than enough trouble. I’m afraid your freedom is too big a liability.”

“Then I’ll stay. Send Cynthia and Peter to my men behind me.”

Janet shook her head. “No deal. I want all of your men out in the open, with no weapons and their hands as high as they can reach. Ten seconds, Ted. Ten.”

He resisted the urge to curl his raised hands into fists. If he ordered Benson to attack, there was a good chance they’d die. Even if they won, the price would be high. Too high.

“Nine.”

If he gave the order to advance, Cynthia and Peter would almost certainly die. Ted had no doubt Janet would make good on her promise to kill them if he didn’t comply.

What do I do? For once, he was at a complete loss.

“Eight.”

Movement caught his eye, on the far side of the intersection. Someone was limping out of one of the corridors there, toward the center.

Ethan.

“Seven.”

No one seemed to notice the agent as he limped faster, clutching his thigh and grimacing with the effort.

“Six.”

Ted couldn’t think. His gaze was fixed to Ethan Dean as he wondered what the hell the man was doing. Clearly, he’d been seriously injured somehow.

“Five.”

Janet frowned, then followed Ted’s gaze, glancing over her shoulder. “Ethan. You should be resting.”

The agent chuckled dryly.

Janet was still studying him. “You don’t need to see this.”

“See what, exactly, Janet?”

She gave the ghost of a shrug, apparently ignoring the question. She returned her gaze to Ted. “Four. It’s your decision, Ted. Their lives rest in your hands.”

Ted gritted his teeth.

“Three.”

The limping agent reached Janet, standing directly behind her. His arm raised, and Ted saw what he was holding. A pistol.

“Two.”

The muzzle reached the back of Janet’s head, and she stopped counting.

“Ethan? What are you doing?”

“Sorry, Janet.”

The weapon fired, and blood sprayed. Janet slumped forward, her body landing between Cynthia and Peter. Cynthia screamed.

Every GDA operative turned toward Ethan, training their weapons on him.

The agent raised his hands, the pistol dangling from his thumb.

“I think we all know that needed to happen,” he said.
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“Let me get this straight,” Jimmy said. “You heard a voice in your head, it turned out to be an alien, that alien gave you superpowers, and now the voice is telling you to go to Area 51?”

“It told me to go to Groom Lake.”

“That’s Area 51.” Jimmy held Max’s gaze in the rear-view mirror, his eyes dancing with excitement.

His friend was pretending to be skeptical, but Max had seen the way his eyes lit up when he said the words “Groom Lake.” This was everything his friend had ever wanted: being stuck in the middle of an alien conspiracy theory come to life.

For his part, Max had begun to feel like he had so many times over the course of his life: like something was deeply, profoundly wrong. After he’d uncovered his parents’ web of lies, he’d expected that sensation to go away. But it had only gotten stronger.

Something else is going on, here.

Why had the alien taken the voice of Tara, before he’d ever met her? It was like it had known not only that he would meet her, but also that he would develop feelings for her.

Then it had told him to go to Groom Lake, even though Max had no idea what or where that was. Except, Jimmy knew, and clearly the alien had predicted that Jimmy would come find him at the GDA installation.

Or maybe it had influenced Jimmy to come.

He felt like a rat in a maze, and only the experimenter, looming over the labyrinth, knew what truly lay ahead. Max could only go left or right as he scurried to find a way out.

But he was beginning to suspect there was no way out. At least, every time he escaped one maze, he found himself in another, bigger one.

Jimmy had returned his gaze to the highway, but he continued going on about Area 51. “It’s also called Homey Airport. At least, that’s what the CIA say that they call it. That, and Groom Lake. But in a Vietnam War-era document, they called it Area 51, and that’s what stuck.”

Max’s stomach was rumbling. “Got anything to eat?”

Jimmy opened the center console, rummaged around without looking, and tossed Max back an energy bar. “Courtesy of Walmart.”

“Thanks.” He ripped open the wrapper.

As he chewed, he found himself staring at the back of Tara’s head, wondering what her role was in all this. Was she aware, on any level, that the aliens knew who she was, and were using her to get to him?

She turned and caught him studying her. “Whatcha looking at?” she asked, a knowing smile growing on her face.

She thinks I’m looking at her because she’s beautiful. Well, that’s partly true.

He just smiled back.

Jimmy was looking at him again in the rear-view, and his eyes had hardened. In a flash, memories of his one night in Fort Benson bombarded Max: lying beside Tara, holding her, the thought nagging him all the while that Jimmy had wanted her.

Had he betrayed his friend? Back in high school, Jimmy had been spoiled for choice, romantically. But maybe things were different in the post apocalypse. Definitely, they were.

And—as hard as Max found this to grasp, given how many girls he’d watched Jimmy go through—maybe his friend actually had real feelings for Tara.

“You sure it’s a good idea to trust an alien?” Jimmy’s tone came out hard, with a note of bitterness.

Oh yeah. He’s pissed. “I don’t see any other choice.”

“I do. You could not trust them. I mean, they haven’t given us much reason to be so trusting. The whole making everyone go crazy thing…killing off most of the population….” Sarcasm dripped from Jimmy’s voice.

Max sucked air into his diaphragm, steadying himself. Don’t take the bait. “It’s possible the aliens are divided. Maybe not all of them like what they’re doing to us.”

In the mirror, his friend smirked. “Seems like a long shot, Max. Are humans divided about how we’ve treated ants? I don’t think so. Even PETA never talked about ‘ant rights.’ Because, you know, that’s what we are to them.” Jimmy motioned upward with his head, toward the sky. “Ants.”

“Again, I don’t see another option. Whatever I’ve been communicating with, it’s helped me twice. Once to rescue my parents, and again to escape from that facility.” He decided not to mention how the alien had concealed certain things from him, like his parents, along with Chambers’ presence. “If it wanted me dead, it would just fly a saucer overhead and do it.”

Tara glanced back again. “Maybe it’s manipulating you.”

“To do what, though? What could an alien possibly want from me that it couldn’t get for itself?”

“We don’t know. We don’t understand anything about them, or their capabilities, or their motives. I’m just saying you need to be careful, Max.”

He drew another deep breath. “I get it. But again, I don’t see another option. We can’t go back. There’s nowhere else to go. We have to chase this down.” He forced himself to grin. “Come on, Jimmy. You live for this kind of thing. An alien entity, telling you to visit Area 51? This is the best thing that’s ever happened to you. Admit it.”

For a long moment, Jimmy held his gaze in the rear-view mirror, almost glaring. Then, his foul mood seemed to break. The corners of his eyes crinkled into a smile.

“Yeah. It kind of is.”

With that, Max’s breath came a little easier. Seeing evidence that somewhere deep down, their friendship had survived.

“Hey,” Jimmy said, his eyes back on the road. “I know I’ve been a shit. At least, that’s what Chambers told me, and he’s probably right. So, I’m sorry. Okay?”

Max nodded, wanting to apologize too, but it was too awkward with Tara sitting right there.

“I’ve got your back,” Jimmy continued. “Always.”

“You too, man.” Max said it, but it didn’t feel true. “Thanks for coming to rescue me.”

His friend shrugged. “All in a day’s work.”

Tara was looking at Max again. Outside, the sky was darkening into dusk. “It’s twelve hours of straight driving from here to, uh, there. You should probably get some sleep, if you can. I doubt there’ll be time to catch a nap once we get there. I’m guessing we’ll have things to do.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You should sleep too.”

She nodded, and Max stretched out on the Silverado’s back seat. There was a ratty pink blanket on the floor, which looked like it had been probably been used to cover the seat for a dog to sit on. Black fur clung to it.

Right now, Max didn’t care. He bunched it up and stuffed it between his head and the door, using it as a pillow.

Sleep came a lot sooner than he expected.

In the dream, Tara stood before him.

No—she hovered before him. Her feet were clean off the ground, and she was slowly ascending farther. Up, and up.

“Come on,” she said to him. “There’s so much I need to tell you.”
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Max hadn’t realized how exhausted he was until he woke at the end of their journey, to a saucer hanging in the morning sky.

He squinted at it, rubbing his eyes against the brightening horizon. Right now, it was little more than a dot. But it was there.

“Are we approaching a city?” Max felt dumb the moment he asked it: they were driving down a dirt road, so of course they weren’t. But it had been his first thought, since until now he’d only known the saucers to hover over cities.

Jimmy shook his head, and when he spoke his voice came out in a croak. “No.” His eyes were red, like…well, like he’d been driving all night. Beside him, Tara stirred, but didn’t wake. “That thing is hovering over Area 51.”

Max didn’t have anything to say to that, and neither did Jimmy, it seemed. They drove on in bleary silence, one trying to shake off sleep, the other no doubt yearning for it.

It took a long time for his grogginess to recede. He thought about how much his body had been through over the last week. From sneaking through a city overrun with people killing each other, to running from the GDA on horseback, to sleeping on the forest floor…and more recently, getting beaten and humiliated by Janet and her men.

No wonder he’d slept the entire trip, basically comatose as the Silverado took them across three states.

“Any chance that thing belongs to the helpful aliens?” Jimmy asked, meeting Max’s eyes in the mirror.

“I have no idea.”

“Can you ask?”

“I…can try.”

Is that your ship, up there? he thought, into the ether.

Nothing.

“It’s not working. Looks like I don’t get to choose when we talk.”

“And you’re sure you’re not just going crazy, right?”

“Pretty sure.”

Jimmy sighed, his shoulders heaving. “Well, we should have a plan for if the ship is hostile.”

Max nodded, chewing his lip. “To be honest, I can’t think of any plan that involves a Silverado being worth much against a giant flying saucer.”

“Fair point. I guess our plan is to pray.” His friend sighed again. “For what it’s worth, I stocked up on weapons after we ditched Tara’s dad and the others from Fort Benson. Got a couple Colt semi-auto rifles we can use, two shotguns courtesy of Remington, plus my dad’s old hunting rifle. They’re in the back.”

“Again, not sure what they’ll do again an alien ship, but it’s good to know.”

No answer from Jimmy. He raised a hand from the wheel to his eyes and rubbed them vigorously.

I should try to inject a little more optimism into the conversation. “From what Chambers said, and from what I saw back in Oklahoma City, the ships only shoot once you get close enough to something it cares about. So, we won’t have to worry about it frying us till then.”

“Well, that’s something.” Jimmy tilted his head toward Tara. “You should probably get her up. We turned onto Groom Road a half hour ago. That’s the one that takes us to the base. We’ll be there in about an hour.”

Max shook Tara by the shoulder.

“Hmm?” Tara sat up, blinking, looking around her.

“We’re almost there.”

“Okay. I’m up.” She looked at Jimmy. “We should pull over. Get some guns ready.”

In the mirror, Max saw Jimmy grin. He winked at Max. “Good thinking.”

Jimmy didn’t bother actually pulling over—who was going to come up behind them? They all clambered out, and Jimmy lowered the tailgate to reveal his modest arsenal, the weapons resting on the truck bed beneath the cap.

Jimmy glanced at Tara. “You have a preference?”

She reached for one of the semi-auto rifles. “I’ll take the 6920.”

Jimmy raised his eyebrows, looking impressed. “Maxwell?”

“Same.” He reached into the truck to remove the other Colt.

“All right, then. Guess I’m sticking with dad’s rifle.”

“Not gonna take a Remington?”

Jimmy eyed the tactical shotguns. “Nah. I’ll stick to what I know.”

“Suit yourself.”

Next, Jimmy handed out magazine holsters, taking ammo pouches for himself. “I got lots. Take as many as you think you can carry.”

Max stared down at the assault rifle he held. “You guys should head back.”

Jimmy sighted down his hunting rifle at the ground. “The hell you talking about?” He cracked the weapon, stared into the barrel, then snapped it into place.

“This is my job. I’m the one the government bred for this. The one with alien superpowers.”

“I doubt even superpowers are going to do much against that thing.” Jimmy nodded toward the giant saucer in the sky. “Face it. You need us.”

“You’re stuck with us, at the very least.” Tara said, looking up from her own semi-automatic and smiling.

Max nodded back, unable to repress a smile of his own. “All right, then.”

With all three of them kitted out, they climbed back into the truck. Max’s eyes went straight back to the saucer suspended in the sky as Jimmy started the truck again, and they got rolling.

Groom Road wound south and west, mostly west. In time, Max began catching glimpses of the base over the flat terrain, to their left. Then they rounded a turn, a hill fell away, and he got a clear view of it.

The base’s layout followed a rough grid with buildings laid out neatly, like a tidy little community. Tidy, except that it was crawling with thousands of people—people who wandered aimlessly, getting into fights with each other, or just standing and staring into space.

“Crazies,” Jimmy spat, and cursed. “The place is crawling with crazies.”

The great saucer’s shadow darkened much of the base, and the dimness below it writhed with yet more people. Max was surprised to notice that the highly classified base was protected by little more than a chain link fence.

Tara turned to face him. “Any idea yet what we’re supposed to do, here?”

He shook his head. “No. But I’m guessing the reason we’re here is probably also the thing that saucer is protecting.”

“Are you saying we need to go straight underneath that thing?”

“I think so.”

“Wonderful,” Jimmy said. “Well, I guess we have our plan, then. Drive straight for it, as fast as we can.”

Max said nothing. It didn’t sound very wise, now that Jimmy said it out loud. But he didn’t voice any objections, because he had no other ideas. And this time, no voice spoke up inside his head to offer any.

“At least it hasn’t vaporized us yet,” Jimmy muttered.

They rounded another turn, and the chain link fence lay ahead, broken by a candy cane-colored boom gate next to a squat building with large rectangular windows, which were probably bulletproof.

Jimmy didn’t hesitate. He floored the accelerator, and the Silverado shot forward.

The boom gate looked like solid metal, and it sure felt like it as they crashed through. Max grabbed onto Jimmy’s seat, and Tara nearly beat her face off the dash, just barely catching herself in time.

The gate itself didn’t crack—instead, the mechanism it was attached to tore from its casing, and the truck sailed through.

That was when the saucer began firing.
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The same white-blue beam Max remembered from Oklahoma City lanced downward, and the road in front of them exploded, sending clouds of dirt and rock in all directions.

Jimmy swerved, taking them off the road and nearly into a cluster of scraggly bushes. The bumpy terrain jostled Max up and down, and he grabbed for his seat belt, managing to get it around him and into the receiver before he cracked his head off the ceiling.

Jimmy sped up as the bushes burst into flame, taking them around the conflagration and back onto the road.

“Holy shit, Jimmy,” Max yelled. “Keep that up!”

“You got it.”

Another energy buildup appeared under the saucer, but Jimmy was already jerking the wheel, and braking this time, the back of the truck fishtailing to the right. Whether he was lucky or psychic, he did it again: the beam touched down where the truck bed had been, again ravaging the road.

They passed a giant satellite dish on the left, along with a smattering of flat-roofed rectangular buildings. Then came some peaked roofs, and a broad tarmac area where a single fighter jet sat parked. It looked advanced, but not quite as much as the Lark X-1s waiting in the Colorado Rockies.

The ship fired again, and Tara screamed. The beam grazed the hood of the truck, though Jimmy jerked it away in the next instant.

Max peered through the windshield in shock. The engine had started to smoke, and the metal of the hood was blackened and twisted.

Then, there was a popping sound, and the truck began to swerve crazily as Jimmy wrestled with the steering wheel. “Damn it,” he yelled. “That was one of our tires.”

The truck careened off the road, but Jimmy didn’t slow, the Silverado bouncing over the uneven ground. Chancing to glance out of the left back window, Max saw that they were attracting attention: everyone who’d been wandering the base was now trudging toward them, it seemed.

Returning his gaze to the front, Max saw the cluster of buildings Jimmy was trying to reach. A crowd was already starting to gather, blocking their way. If not for them, Jimmy might have reached the buildings in a matter of seconds.

Still, Jimmy didn’t slow.

“Jimmy?”

The front of the truck bulldozed an elderly man, and he disappeared beneath the undercarriage, registering as a larger-than-normal bump. Then a young woman went under, and a balding man.

Max winced, forcing himself not to shut his eyes.

The laser came again, connecting with the bed cap, melting it.

The beam must have broken through at least partially—a bang followed, and the entire vehicle vibrated.

“That was the ammo going off.” Jimmy’s voice was tight.

“All of it?”

His friend’s head jerked. “I don’t think so.”

They made it to the buildings, the Silverado passing into what looked like a large supply shed whose door had been left open.

Jimmy’s hands were white on the steering wheel. “That thing’s not going to stop. I doubt we’re safe in here.”

Twisting around, Max looked past the smoking wreck that was the truck bed, and saw that the people outside were making their way toward them. “We need to leave the truck.”

Both Jimmy and Tara turned in their seats to stare at him.

“Leave our only protection?” Jimmy said.

“It’s a liability, now. If we continue on foot, there’s a chance we’ll get lost in the crowd.”

Tara frowned. “The crowd that’s probably going to try to kill us, you mean.”

“If we stay in the truck, it’ll explode with us in it. Come on.” Max grabbed his assault rifle and opened the door.

The first people were stumbling into the shed, and he raised his weapon.

Time seemed to slow as he tried to come up with a way to avoid killing them. But there was no other way. The people staggering toward him wouldn’t respond to threats, or even warning shots. They would come at him mindlessly until he died or they did. If he shot them in the legs, they would trip him as he passed—or he’d manage to get past them, and they’d bleed out slowly, suffering until they died.

Let me in, Tara said. But not the real Tara. The one in his head.

He drew a trembling sigh as a single tear slid down his cheek. Then he did as the alien force asked, just as his friends appeared at his side. They looked to him, waiting to see what he would do.

He launched into a few dozen iterations, not wanting to waste time on any more. When he dropped back into reality, he fired a spray of rounds into the encroaching Ravagers, in a way that seemed casual even to him. But the arc of his firing was informed by the iterations, and so it was essentially perfect.

His shots found the tops of heads and some necks. Not every shot was instantly lethal, and some of the attackers merely staggered backward. But the volley created an opening.

“Come on,” he said, and sprinted forward. Jimmy and Tara ran after, firing at anything that came near.

They exited the supply shed and hugged the wall to the right, cutting a swath through the encroaching horde. Once they reached the end of the shed, they crossed to the next, and then to the larger building beyond.

With the threat of the ship’s laser looming, and the mindless pressing in on them from all sides, Max had time to run only a few iterations, and those he did run lasted no more than a few seconds. Just enough to get them another few feet.

In one iteration, he saw Jimmy fall to a man wielding a crowbar, his skull caved in by a vicious blow.

He dropped back into real-time, armed with the knowledge there was no time to find the optimal way to deal with the man. Instead, he simply let reality play out, shooting off the top of the would-be attacker’s head at point-blank range, before he could deliver the killing blow he’d been poised to.

Another iteration showed Tara piled on by six people who left deep gouges in her face, neck, and arms as her clothes ripped audibly.

Back in real-time, Max steered them clear of that group, sending a burst of rounds their way to ward them off.

He never stopped moving, instead letting himself fall into the dance of battle. Dodging, firing, running, reloading.

It felt like falling, endlessly. He ran iterations even as he fired his semi-automatic, and as they passed between a series of long buildings that looked like dormitories, Jimmy and Tara died ten times, one hundred times, a thousand. Each time it happened, he let reality snap back into place, and he averted those deaths. Jimmy and Tara survived, and they would never know how many times this base had nearly become their grave.

Another iteration: they reached an open area, and the ship’s beam stabbed down, melting them where they stood.

He let reality resume its normal course, making sure they avoided that area. To have a hope of surviving, they needed to stick to the buildings, and to the murderous throng.

Though the iterations were short, and he lacked the time to run as many as before, he still went through thousands. As they crossed the compound, fighting their way south, it seemed to Max that he lived out countless bloody lifetimes, and watched his friends die countless times. That took a toll on him.

They inched their way past the dormitories, past what looked like an important building on their left—possibly the base’s headquarters—and then through another cluster of buildings, which looked to Max like part rural community, part industrial park.

Here, there was a mix of what were clearly aircraft hangars and miscellaneous other buildings. One was a gym, according to the sign out front. There was a fire station, a steam plant with towering smokestacks, and a bunch of buildings Max couldn’t identify.

There was also the densest throng of people yet, every one converging on the trio. Every one of them intent on murdering them.

In the iterations, the Ravagers succeeded in the effort. Max watched his friends die again and again. His stomach roiled, and he wanted to vomit. Instead, he moved through a plan he put together on the fly. Shooting. Reloading. Using the butt of the Colt when he could. Cutting a swath through a sea of flesh.

At last, they reached a final, empty stretch. On the other side sat the largest hangar Max had seen yet. It also looked the newest.

And it was directly below the saucer, with people packed around it almost shoulder to shoulder.

Jimmy glanced at him as he reloaded his rifle, his fingers shaking from exhaustion and adrenaline. “There’s no way.”

Max nodded. He didn’t bother running any iterations to test Jimmy’s analysis. It was clearly true. There were too many Ravagers. They’d never make it through.

Behind them, the rest of the horde was closing in.

This is it.

Then, something happened. People filed out of the hanger, taking up positions against the wall. They were all armed. As one, they fired into the crowd, their shots concentrated. They began to cut a path through it.

“There,” Max said. “Focus your fire there. And for God’s sake, don’t hit any of our new friends.”

“What’s to stop them from hitting us?” Tara asked.

Max didn’t answer. They had to take the chance—there was no other way.

With the help of the iterations, each of his shots found the top of a skull, blasting through each target’s brain casing and neutralizing them instantly. The instant each round left the barrel, Max switched to the next target, his finger constantly pumping on the trigger.

His new ability had granted him world-class marksmanship, but he couldn’t afford to marvel at the feat.

I’m getting used to the iterations.

Somehow, no friendly fire hit them. The newcomers’ shooting seemed just as flawless as Max’s. In turn, Jimmy and Tara were being extremely careful with their aim, to avoid shooting their new allies.

And then, there was no one between them and the hangar. No one alive, at least. They sprinted the rest of the way, panting.

“Thanks for the assist,” Max said as they neared the people arranged in formation against the large building.

They gave no response, or any sign that they heard him at all. Like statues, they still knelt or stood, their weapons raised toward the swarming crowd. Their eyes were empty. And when Max, Jimmy, and Tara were safely past, they started firing again.

“They’re automatons too,” Tara said. “Just working for a different side, I guess.”

Jimmy gave a humorless chuckle. “Hopefully it’s humanity’s side.”

“Come on.” Max pulled open the door and plunged into the dimness inside.

A single craft occupied the vast hangar, dwarfed by it. Overhead, only two fluorescent panels were turned on.

But the craft provided its own illumination, glowing softly, though it had no immediately evident light source.

It was a miniature version of the giant saucer that hung directly above them. Max doubted any more than one person could fit inside, if indeed it was outfitted for any passengers at all. Its surface was scratched, and one side of it was dented and twisted, as though from a great impact.

But it looked like it had been patched up. As best as humans knew how, he guessed.

“That’s it.” Jimmy’s voice came out breathless. “The crashed UFO. The one that started it at all.”

A few weeks ago, Max would have rolled his eyes when he heard Jimmy talk like this. He would never do that again. Throughout their long years of friendship, Jimmy had said plenty of off-the-wall things, and Max had discounted pretty much all of it.

But now, he was prepared to believe that anything could come to pass.

They approached the disk together, silent, almost reverent.

But Max was the only one to reach out and touch it.

A surge of sensation ran through his body, and for a split second the hangar disappeared, along with his friends. No new information was conveyed—just a rush of emotion, and of memory.

In less than a heartbeat, his every memory was ordered in a way that gave him an almost cosmic perspective on his own life. He saw how vulnerable he was, and how ignorant. He saw that, despite those things, he’d always stayed true to himself, and done the best he could.

It was a sort of vindication. Or maybe just forgiveness.

When his vision cleared, and he saw the hangar again, he didn’t fully trust what he’d experienced. He hadn’t been changed by it—at least, not significantly. All the people he’d killed, today and during the last several days…those cardinal sins would never leave him, and he doubted his sleep would ever be untroubled again.

And yet, he felt a measure of peace. Maybe that would be enough to maintain his sanity.

Long enough to see the job done, anyway.

Light shone from thin cracks in the saucer’s surface—cracks where no seam had been detectable before. The cracks formed a rectangle, and that rectangle lifted to reveal a hollowed interior, which also glowed without lights.

Max exchanged glances with Jimmy, and then Tara.

There was only room for one.

Jimmy’s expression was solemn. “It’s all you, Max.”

“No. I can’t leave you here.”

“I don’t think you have a choice,” Tara said. “Now isn’t the time to be modest, or whatever it is you’re trying to be right now. You’re it, Max. You were always it.”

Max gave a heavy sigh. He raised a hand to his cheek and found it damp. When did I start crying?

“All right,” he choked out. “I—I love you. Both of you.”

Jimmy blinked. “Uh…cool, man. You too, bud.”

Tara’s eyebrows were raised. “That’s really nice, Max. Just don’t screw up, okay?”

He might have laughed—at how mushy he was being, as well as his friends’ tepid reactions. “All right. I’ll try not to. Don’t die.”

Jimmy raised his father’s hunting rifle. “We’ll try our best.”

Max nodded, and crawled inside. There was nowhere comfortable to sit—just a curved floor made from an alloy that was cool to the touch.

The craft hummed softly, and he gave his friends a small smile as the hatch closed, blocking them from view.
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The pitch of the craft’s humming increased, and Max felt a gentle upward tug.

Did we lift off?

It was impossible to tell. This was almost certainly the same ship that had been reverse engineered to build the Lark X-1s, so it would have the same gravity-manipulation capabilities. It could travel at fifteen Gs, probably a lot more, and his body wouldn’t experience any more pressure than this.

He gritted his teeth and tried to ignore the claustrophobic confines of the craft. Instead, he focused on checking over his semi-automatic, then on taking stock of his remaining ammo: whatever was left in the current magazine, plus one more full magazine on his belt.

That made him wince. Where was the ship taking him, and how much resistance could he expect there?

His best guess was that it was bringing him to the saucer above. The same one that had just tried to fry him, along with Jimmy and Tara.

He didn’t like to think about what that might mean for what side the entity helping him was really on. Could this all be an elaborate way of capturing him, so that humanity truly stood no chance? Then they could proceed with their extermination as planned.

No. They would have just taken me out, if they wanted to do that.

Unless they wanted to study him. But what could an advanced species possibly learn from that?

He gave up trying to reason it out. It was probably futile to try to understand the motives of intellectually superior beings, which the aliens had to be.

He simply clutched his assault rifle, keeping it pointed at the part of the bulkhead where he’d come in, and tried to prepare himself mentally for whatever was coming.

“Are you there?” he whispered, feeling a little foolish.

No answer. The voice he’d been communicating with didn’t choose to speak. Nor had it for a while. That probably meant he’d done everything it wanted him to.

I guess it isn’t much for small talk.

Unlike the Lark X-1s, the saucer’s cramped interior had no displays to tell him what might be going on outside. Or if it did, it didn’t bother to turn them on and show him.

Time stretched on, and Max began to suspect that the thing had taken him somewhere other than the saucer hovering over the Area 51 hangar.

Or maybe my perception of time has just gone screwy. Packing several lifetimes into one will probably do that to you.

Without warning, the hatch opened again.

Tara stood outside the craft. Max frowned, lowering his weapon.

“Wait,” he said. “This thing didn’t even move?”

She smiled, saying nothing. Then he saw the way she glowed with the same ethereal white light as back in the GDA installation, when they’d been alone together in his room. Or rather, when he’d been alone with the alien’s projection of Tara.

Carefully, he pushed himself to his feet, holding his rifle at the ready. He didn’t aim it at her—he doubted he could bring himself to do that, even knowing it wasn’t really Tara. But he was ready to aim it at just about anything else.

Climbing out of the craft, he found himself in a low-ceiling chamber. Behind him, daylight filtered through a yawning aperture, which looked out over Area 51. The base still swarmed with the mindless.

The daylight was the only obvious illumination, and yet the entire chamber was evenly lit with a soft, blue glow. He knew humans found blue calming—was the same true of whatever beings flew this thing? A thrill shot through him at the thought that he was probably about to meet some honest-to-goodness aliens.

“What are you?” he asked Tara’s likeness.

Her smile broadened. “That will come soon. For now, you must act.”

“Act how?”

She pointed past him. Where he’d been sitting, a gray rectangular block now rested. It hadn’t been there before, he was sure of that, and he hadn’t heard it being placed there. Yet, there it was.

“You must carry that to the ship’s brain. Placing it inside the master control will grant us full access to its navigational and weapons systems.”

“What is it?”

“It is me.”

He shot her a strange look, then crawled back into the craft to collect the strange object. It had rounded corners, and when he picked it up its surface felt perfect; extremely pleasing to the touch. The thing had some heft, but less than he’d expected.

“Will anything try to stop me from doing that?”

“No. You may leave your weapon here, though I understand carrying it affords you some comfort.”

“Nothing will stop me from taking over this ship?”

“You will not ‘take it over,’ as you say, Max. I will. But to answer your question, no, nothing will. You see, it isn’t supposed to be possible for a member of a vassal species to gain access to the interior of an Absolver.”

“Wait. Vassal species?”

Tara shook her head ruefully. “The more answers I give, the more questions you will have. You must understand that orchestrating this outcome has required centuries of constant strain, strain that has multiplied with the arrival of the Clemency Fleet. But I do not ask for your sympathy. I am merely trying to stress to you how urgent everything has become. You must act, and you must act now.”

“Got it.” But instead of moving—or asking which direction he should take—he placed the gray block on the deck, shifted the semi-automatic to his left hand, and stepped toward Tara to raise his right hand to her cheek.

It passed through her face, as though she was made of empty air.

Her smile took on a note of sadness. “I am a projection of your mind, Max. Or rather, a projection of our synergy, which occurs in your mind.”

“Right.” He sighed, and wondered whether he would ever see her again. The real her.

He stopped to pick up the block. “Okay. Lead on.”
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Jimmy watched the craft ascend through the hangar, toward the ceiling and through the hole that had opened there. The opening started closing as soon as the UFO passed through, but Jimmy continued watching until it was completely out of sight.

He became aware his mouth was open, and he shut it with a click.

“Check this out.” Tara gestured toward an area near where the craft had been, where an assortment of tools lay strewn across the concrete. Some of them looked extremely high-tech, others definitely weren’t—hammers, crowbars, levels. A few recognizable power tools were mixed in, too. “Looks like someone was doing work on that thing recently.”

He nodded. “Chambers said the aliens are using Drones to do lots of stuff, like keep nuclear power plants from melting down. Maybe they were using them to modify the UFO, too.”

“Could be.”

Outside, the staccato report of gunfire continued unabated. Jimmy looked around the hangar for other entrances, but every other point of entry seemed secure. “How much ammo do you think our Drone friends out there are packing?”

“A finite amount, I’d guess.” Tara sounded remarkably calm she as she said it. “And I don’t think a finite amount is going to be enough.”

Slowly, Jimmy nodded. “Yeah. It seems like our role in all this is finished. Guess we’re expendable, at this point.”

She shrugged. “Still…they’re fighting, aren’t they? If we’re that expendable, why bother protecting us even that much?”

Jimmy pressed his lips together and drew a deep breath through his nose. “You’re right. Seems wrong to let them die out there, alone, on our behalf.”

“I say we pitch in.”

Tara slapped a fresh magazine into her semi-automatic, and Jimmy checked to make sure he had a cartridge in the chamber.

“Let’s do this.”

They exchanged grim smiles and headed back toward the door they’d entered through.

Outside, the gunslinging automatons were managing to keep the Ravagers at bay—for now. But every Ravager in the compound seemed focused on getting past them, to the hangar. Apparently they hadn’t gotten the memo about Max taking off in the UFO, and about none of this mattering anymore.

They were single-minded. Determined. He had to give them that.

Jimmy and Tara took up position in the middle of the Drone formation, which had been left open to allow them through the door. The man Jimmy set up next to showed no sign of registering his presence. He just pumped his rifle into the encroaching crowd, reloading with mechanical efficiency whenever his magazine went dry.

Jimmy glanced down at the man’s belt and saw that it was lined with magazine holsters. Most of them were empty.

He and Tara began choosing their targets and firing, aiming for their brains. A torso shot would almost certainly make the recipient bleed out, but that didn’t do much good if he or she went on to stagger toward you in an attempt to maul you.

Several times, he drew a bead on a Ravager only for one of the automatons to take it down before he could. That was kind of annoying. Especially when it resulted in wasted cartridges.

That hadn’t happened, with Max. These guys had about as good aim as he did—that was to say, supernaturally good. But they didn’t work around Tara and Jimmy like Max had, and they didn’t innovate at all. They just reloaded and fired.

Jimmy’s ammo pouches were running low, and beside him, Tara ran out of magazines for her Colt. They exchanged glances, and her mouth made a grim line. She went into the hangar, returning a minute later with a hammer in one hand and a crowbar in the other.

Soon, she would get the chance to use them. The Ravager front was inching closer with every second.

The automatons seemed unconcerned.

A Drone ran out of rounds next, a burly man who might have been a linebacker, or a bouncer. The moment his last magazine was depleted, he hurled his rifle at a Ravager, beaning him with the butt hard enough to take him down. After that, the automaton just stood there, hands dangling at his sides.

The abruptness of the motion would have made Jimmy laugh, if not for the circumstances. A woman nearby ran out of ammo for her tactical shotgun, and she emulated the first guy, throwing the weapon like a javelin to hit a Ravager in the center of the forehead.

The Ravager recoiled, wincing, then kept stumbling forward, blood streaming down his face in rivulets.

Jimmy decided to hold on to his rifle, once he ran out. It had been his father’s, after all, and it would make a decent club.

“Well, it’s been nice knowing you, Jimmy.” Tara stood with her legs spread, a blunt object held at the ready on either side. “Not that it’s been very long.”

“You too.” He dipped into his last pouch for another cartridge and came up empty.

This time, he did chuckle. He wasn’t sure why.

A coping mechanism, maybe.

The rifle’s barrel was too hot to hold with his bare hands, so he laid it on the ground, stripped off his shirt, then quickly wrapped the garment around the metal. With that, he brandished the weapon like a pinch hitter at the bottom of the ninth.

The first Ravager reached him, and he cracked him one on the side of his head. The thing dropped like a sack of potatoes, and he braced to repeat the act as many times as he could manage.

Before he could take a second swing, a blue beam shot down from above, several dozen meters away.

Even at this distance, intense heat washed over him, and he staggered back as he fended off another Ravager by poking the butt of the rifle in its face.

Every Ravager the beam touched evaporated into a red mist, clothes and all. Those nearby burst into flames, like they’d spontaneously combusted.

Being on fire seemed to get to them. The things ran into their fellows, shrieking, causing ripples throughout the mad throng.

The saucer fired again, killing dozens more Ravagers in an instant.

“Look.”

Tara was gripping his bicep, pointing up. He followed the gesture and saw that the UFO Max had taken was returning—heading toward the hangar’s ceiling.

“Is that our ride?” Jimmy asked. “Or did the aliens just decide to send him back?”

“Hilarious, Jimmy.” He knew Tara was being sarcastic, but he was pretty proud that he’d mustered up any humor at all, in this situation. “We should get in there.”

“You got it.”

They ran toward the hangar once more as the Ravagers overran the last of the Drones.

Inside, the saucer was touching down on the concrete, the same hatch opening to admit one of them.

Jimmy cast around for something to bar the door with. His eyes landed on a waist-high metal trolley for tools, near where the saucer was landing. Setting the rifle down, he ran for the trolley and wheeled it back toward the door for all his worth. The thing was heavy, which was good.

He stopped halfway to the door and blinked at Tara, who was just standing there. “Get in the UFO!” he yelled.

She shook her head, eyes narrowed. “Not without you.”

“There’s only room for one! Max had to cram himself in there. Get in.”

“You first.”

“Not a chance.”

“Jimmy, this isn’t the time for some outdated notion of chivalric—”

“Tara, will you shut up and get in?” he yelled, his voice cracking. “The sooner you go, the sooner it can come back for me!”

Her jaw set, she crawled in. “You’d better be alive when it comes back for you.”

“Get out of here.”

The hatch closed, blocking her from view, and the UFO lifted off, vanishing through the ceiling.

He positioned the trolley against the door just as the first Ravager connected with it, shoving it. The door jolted open, and Jimmy slammed the trolley against it, shutting it again.

The pressure increased as more Ravagers piled behind the first, adding their weight.

A stream of curses poured from Jimmy’s mouth, almost of their own accord. He was nearly horizontal now, the veins in his forearms standing out as he pushed against the trolley, his sneakers squeaking on the hangar’s concrete floor.

The door flew open an inch, then shut again. Next, it flew open several inches.

The next assault pushed it open by a foot, but he managed to get it shut by slamming the trolley against it once more.

Then came the next push. This time, it took all his might to resist. He screamed with the effort.

It wasn’t enough. The door flew open, knocking the trolley aside.

Jimmy scrambled backward, grabbed the hunting rifle, and swung it in a wild arc. It caught the first Ravager in the jaw, visibly dislocating it. Two more took his place.

The first got a crack in the head for its trouble, but it wasn’t enough—the Ravager was big, and he kept staggering forward, his feet dragging slightly, fingers grasping.

More Ravagers poured in behind them.

Jimmy cursed, retreating. The Ravagers pursued him across the empty hangar.

He danced back, made it to the tools scattered on the concrete next to where the UFO had been, and began pitching them at the Ravagers. A wrench cartwheeled through the air and connected with a Ravager head, dropping it.

“Damn,” he muttered. “Good throw.”

His next throw—a screwdriver—wasn’t as effective. Its handle clattered harmlessly off a Ravager’s chest.

He tried a hammer next, but the weight distribution sucked for throwing. It didn’t even make it to his target.

Now they were upon him again, and he abandoned the tools, continuing to retreat.

The UFO came back through the ceiling, humming softly. It seemed to know enough not to try landing where it had been before. Instead, it zipped behind Jimmy, and settled onto the concrete against the far wall.

“See ya,” Jimmy told the Ravagers. He turned and sprinted toward the waiting craft, which opened for him as he approached.

He dove, nearly knocking the wind from his lungs when he landed on the smooth, curved floor. His hunting rifle clattered against the bulkhead.

The hatch closed behind him, and he experienced a slight upward tug.

It didn’t feel like they’d taken off—actually, it felt like the thing might have malfunctioned at the last second.

He had no way of knowing. The ship had no windows, no display.

He waited in the blue-lit dimness, staying quiet, expecting Ravagers to start rocking the vessel any second, to start hammering it with the nearby tools till they managed to get in at him and tear him apart.
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Max helped Tara from the open saucer, and into the landing bay. They both watched the craft leave through the aperture, hurtling down toward the hangar to collect Jimmy.

At least, that was the hope. Max felt rigid with worry for his friend, and Tara looked just as tense.

He found himself reaching toward her. Her hand met his, their fingers intertwining.

“I can’t believe we’re here.” Her voice was a mix of anxiety and wonder—a strange combination, but fitting. “I don’t know how you pulled this off, but….” She shook her head. “Good work.”

“Thanks. I’m just glad I’m not crazy. That the voice in my head actually turned out to be real.” He looked at her, hesitating. Screw it. Just say it. “She looks like you, you know.”

She furrowed her brow. “Who?”

“The…the form the alien takes, when it appears to me. At first it was just your voice in my head, before I even met you.” He decided not to mention the dreams he’d been having about her, since that could get awkward fast. “That’s why I first came and talked to you, when you were out in the wheat field. Because you had her voice. Or, she had yours.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I think it does. I think it chose to imitate you because…well, because you’re who I’d respond most positively to.”

“Even before we met?”

“I think the alien knew we would meet. And that I would, uh, feel this way about you.” He swallowed, thinking about when he’d told her and Jimmy that he loved them, below. She’d seemed taken aback.

This time, she stepped closer to him, pressing her body against him. She raised her lips to his.

The hum of the saucer reentering filled the landing bay, and they quickly parted. The ship settled near them, and the hatch opened to reveal a terrified-looking Jimmy. The moment he was able, he hustled out, his knuckles white around his hunting rifle. Max noticed there was blood drying on the weapon’s stock.

Breathing heavily, Jimmy cast his gaze all around the bay’s interior. Gradually, his breathing slowed, and his eyes met Max’s.

“Holy shit,” he said.

“Welcome aboard,” Tara said, sticking out her hand. “First mate Tara Benson, reporting. This is Captain Max.”

Jimmy gave a cross between a grunt and a chuckle, ignoring her hand to continue staring around the compartment. “I can’t believe this.”

Max couldn’t suppress a smile. “You’re part of the conspiracy now, Jimmy. You’re basically a government shill.”

Again came Jimmy’s humorless laugh. 

His mind is blown. As well it might be, Max supposed. He wasn’t sure how he was keeping it together, himself. I guess my life has habituated me to a certain level of weirdness.

“How is this happening right now, Max? How’d you manage to hijack a flying saucer?”

“It was pretty easy, once I got in. Apparently that’s not supposed to be possible.”

“Who told you that?”

Max shrugged. “My new alien friend.”

“The one who’s supposed to be on our side?”

“Yeah. That one.”

“You trust it?”

“Well, it got us this far. Seems kind of dumb to call it quits now.”

“Just be careful.” Jimmy sniffed. “So, I guess not every alien wants to exterminate us, after all. How many are there?”

“Good ones, you mean? Just the one, that I know of. But honestly, I don’t know much yet. It hasn’t told me much. It keeps saying we don’t have time.”

“Sounds like a put-off if I ever heard one. If we’re so strapped for time, why are just standing around?’

“We’re not.”

“Huh?”

“Look behind you.”

Jimmy did. He started when he saw the way the landscape was flashing past them through the aperture. Flat desert became forested hills, followed by more cracked, sere land. “Where are we headed?”

“Back to the Rockies in Colorado. We’re going to tell Janet to hand over the Lark X-1s, and the pilots to fly them.”

“What if she won’t?”

“She will. We have the power to turn the entire facility to ash and soot.”

“Right. What are X-1s, again?”

“Spaceworthy fighter jets. The ones they reverse engineered from the saucer that flew you up here.”

Jimmy nodded. “Right.”

Again, Max almost laughed at his friend’s expression, which was a cross between thoughtful and flummoxed.

“So,” Jimmy said. “Where are all the aliens? Shouldn’t this thing be crawling with them?”

“That’s just it. I’m not sure there are any.”

“There aren’t any?” Jimmy said the words slowly, as if he’d never heard them before. “What kind of alien invasion has no aliens?”

“The automated kind.”

With that, Jimmy sat down with his back against the UFO, his hands dangling between his knees as he stared into space.

Should I tell him more? He wrestled with the decision for a few moments, then decided he probably shouldn’t.

Hell, I haven’t even told Jimmy what Chambers told me, have I? His friend still didn’t know the aliens had been overseeing humanity for hundreds of thousands of years. He didn’t know about the neural smart dust that allowed them to control people, which they’d used to make everyone go crazy.

All Jimmy knew was that Max had been bred to fight the aliens, and that was about it. Anything else he’d heard, he very well could have forgotten. He’d probably been high for most of it.

Tara knew even less, he realized. And now probably wasn’t the time to bring them up to speed. Just as the alien had said to him, the more answers he gave, the more questions they would have.

Through the landing bay’s opening, he watched as more forest swept past below, and the terrain grew hilly, then mountainous.

We’re here.

“I have to get back to the master control. Apparently, I’ll be able to communicate with the GDA from there. Care to join?”

Jimmy pushed himself off the floor, using the UFO behind him for support.

“Why not?” he said.
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Ted Chambers had no idea what to do.

He sat at a modest mahogany desk—the base commander’s desk, where General Andrews was supposed to sit.

But there was no General Andrews. There had been no sign of him, and no contact, with him or with the battalion he was supposed to bring.

Instead, Ted was in charge, and as the de facto head of the Global Defense Agency, he had no clue what action he was supposed to take next.

I need a drink.

Thankfully, this installation was a dry one. He hadn’t touched booze for years, not since his ex-wife had managed to convince him that he was developing a problem.

Eventually, he’d come to agree with her. At first, he’d tried to argue a drink or two a night didn’t necessarily amount to budding alcoholism. But that case had become harder to make when one or two became three or four, and then more.

Right now, I’m pretty sure I’d polish off a bottle in short order, if I had one.

After Ethan had shot Janet in the head, Ted had taken command with relative ease. “You,” he’d said, pointing at the closest operative. “And you. Take Agent Dean into custody.”

They’d been riled up enough, shocked enough, to follow his order without question. After that, the next order was easier to follow, and the next even easier. Ted was the highest ranking officer now, after all. And these men had been trained to obey.

He was the highest-ranking officer fit for command, anyway—given Dean’s attack on a fellow agent, and Janet’s incapacitation.

She’d survived the shot to her head, somehow. The round was still in her brain, and Wick deemed some of the fragments too risky to remove, especially those that had made their way into her spinal canal. But he thought he could get most of them. There was even some chance Janet would regain complete functioning, or something like it.

I shouldn’t be surprised. If anyone was going to survive a direct shot to the back of the head, it would be Janet Thompson.

“Attention Janet,” a voice said from the speaker embedded in the wall above the office door. It also spoke from the PRC radio on his hip, and the computer sitting on the desk to his left.

“This is Max Edwards. I’m currently directly above your head, with enough firepower to melt your entire base down to slag. This is your sixty-minute warning. That’s how long you have to scramble all sixteen Lark X-1s, piloted by the same officers I worked with, and tell them to fly up to this ship. A landing bay will be open for them, on the side of the vessel facing west. If you care about humanity’s fate as much as you pretend to, you’ll send them up sooner than sixty minutes.

“But if you don’t intend to cooperate, then I suggest you start evacuating. Because as I said, if an hour passes without those pilots coming up, I will destroy that facility.”

Ted sat there for several seconds, blinking stupidly at the wall. Then he clawed the radio’s handset from his holster. “Max? Can you hear me?”

Nothing.

With that, Ted ran from the office, yelling into the radio. “You heard the man.”

At least, he assumed they’d heard him. If Max’s voice had come from every available speaker in his office, then chances were it had emitted from every other speaker in the base as well. How he’d done that, Ted didn’t know, but now wasn’t the time to try figuring it out.

“Scramble those fighters and get them up there. And bring him a radio I can use to talk to him, while you’re at it.”
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Tara gave him a suspicious look. “Why do I get the feeling you’re going to try to leave me down there?”

“I’m not,” Max lied. The three of them stood in another landing bay—it turned out the saucer had several, spaced evenly around its circumference. This one had a shuttle for transporting personnel, even though there was no personnel aboard the large ship to transport. Max guessed it was for members of the “vassal species” the alien had mentioned.

He did his best to look innocent. “I need you two to be my eyes and ears down there, to make sure the mission’s being organized like I want. I still don’t completely trust Chambers, or even my parents. They spent my life lying to me, after all. What’s to stop them from lying now?”

Of course, he was currently lying, and Tara definitely sensed it on some level. He just hoped she trusted him enough to get in the shuttle.

The Lark pilots were already aboard, their fighters parked in yet another landing bay while they were busy cataloging the saucer’s offensive capabilities as best they could.

It seemed the ship’s interfaces truly were designed to be as universal as possible, with human languages programmed in as well as tens of thousands of other languages that were utterly incomprehensible. A picture was forming in Max’s mind, and it wasn’t a pleasant one. He was beginning to suspect that the invaders hadn’t concerned themselves with just Earth. From what they were seeing, it seemed that multiple planets in the galaxy had given rise to intelligent life, and the invaders had had their fingers—or tentacles, or claws or whatever it was they had—in all of them.

Now that the pilots were aboard, Chambers would start sending up most of his fighting men, as soon as Jimmy and Tara used the shuttle to go down to the base. Chambers would come up too, leaving the facility with a skeleton complement of personnel.

Tara crossed her arms. “So I’ll see you soon, then?”

He nodded. “Keep in touch over the radio. I want to know everything.” He patted the PRC unit Chambers had sent up with the pilots.

“Okay.” Uncrossing her arms, she embraced him, squeezing him tightly.

Max noticed Jimmy staring intently across the blue-lit landing bay, as though something had caught his interest on the other side.

When Max and Tara parted, his friend stepped up and held up his hand. Max grasped it, and Jimmy pulled him into a one-armed hug.

“See you soon, man. And you better not try to do this thing without us. If I miss out on my chance to go into space and fight aliens, I’m gonna be pissed.”

Max grinned, and hoped it was convincing. “I wouldn’t dare. See you soon.”

With that, they both stepped into the shuttle. When the hatch closed behind them, Tara—the alien version of Tara—appeared beside him.

“You lie with some ease,” she said.

“Yeah, well. I learned from the best.” He lifted the radio’s handset to his mouth and pressed the push-to-talk button. “Agent Chambers.” He used Chambers’ title, in case anyone was listening. He had no interest in undermining the man’s authority, especially not now.

“Yes, Max?”

“Tara and Jimmy are on their way down. They aren’t to be let back on that shuttle, no matter what. Is that clear?”

There was a pause. “I doubt they’ll be happy about that.”

“But I’m sure you agree it makes sense. Everyone else going on this mission has military training. Very little, in my case, but I have some, and I have a couple other things going for me. Jimmy’s a hunter, and Tara’s the daughter of a prepper, but that’s it. There’s a chance none of us will ever make it back to Earth. I don’t want them to be with us if that happens.”

“I hear you. How’d you talk them into getting on the shuttle?”

“I created a fiction, and fed it to them. That’s something you taught me how to do.”

Another pause. “All right, Max. I’ll see you soon.”

“Make it sooner. We’re out of time.”

“You got it.”

“Agent Chambers?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m sure I don’t need to say this, but…don’t hold back when it comes to kitting out your soldiers.”

“Oh, trust me. Whether we succeed or fail, we’re going to make it memorable for those bastards.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Max ended the call, let out a long sigh, and looked at the glowing form of Tara beside him.

“Time for more answers,” he told her.
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Wick had told him the Lark X-1s could make the journey to the moon in just over an hour. But according to the alien version of Tara, the saucer’s increased mass meant their journey would take longer.

“That leaves plenty of time to answer my questions,” he said.

She nodded. “I can tell you some things, Max. However, you should know that I have carefully calculated the probabilities involved in going against the Clemency Fleet. I have evaluated every conceivable outcome. What information I’ve given you has been dispensed in a way that leaves you maximally prepared to succeed.”

“That’s bull. The more I know, the more prepared I’ll be. My level of preparedness isn’t made higher by withholding information from me.”

“On the contrary. Knowing certain things will increase cortisol levels, impairing your performance.”

“Well, I want to know anyway. Tell me your name, for starters.” He couldn’t keep thinking of her as Alien Tara.

“You can call me Aegis.”

“Okay. Aegis it is, then.”

They were standing in the saucer’s master control, a spherical chamber with seemingly endless functionality. It granted highly immersive access to any ship system, or several of them at once.

He could order the bulkheads to disappear, revealing the airspace around them, and the land below them. Having done that, he could zoom in on anything, to a level of granular detail that should have been impossible. Below, a soldier stood guard outside the GDA facility, and Max could see the wart on his nose.

The control room could also become the craft’s engineering plant, offering a virtual reality tour through the complex network. Any problems would proclaim themselves in red, but now everything showed green—colors that were meaningful to humans. If a member of another species had been here, those colors likely would have been different.

He could also “turn off” the gravity and let himself float toward any part of the spherical chamber—all to give a heightened understanding of the space around the saucer.

Everything was initiated with nothing more than a thought. As Aegis had explained, the entire craft had been 3D printed at the atomic level—molecule by molecule—using a technique he doubted he’d comprehend no matter how many times it was explained to him. The result was that the ship integrated seamlessly with consciousness itself. His alien companion had attuned the controls with his brain’s frequency, and now he had full control of the massive vessel. 

“We can make all the time we need to talk,” he said. “Using the iterations, I was able to compress years into seconds. We can do the same thing. Increase the frame rate, or whatever, so we have unlimited time, pretty much.”

“Iterations?” Aegis said.

“The simulations. The ones that let me iterate reality so many times, in just seconds. They help me find the best course of action. That’s how I think of them. As iterations.”

“I did not know that you thought of them that way.”

“So you haven’t been reading my thoughts, then?”

“No, Max. I have only the access you grant me. That’s what special about you.”

I guess it’s also why you’ve had to find others ways to manipulate me. Like appearing to me as the girl I would fall in love with. “Can we buy ourselves time by slowing things down or not?”

“We can.”

“Then we will. I want to know everything.” His radio squawked from his waist, and he lifted the handset to his ear. “Go ahead.”

“Max. We’re all aboard and ready to go.”

“Okay. We’ll head into orbit now.”

“What’s our destination? Are we heading straight for the mother ship?”

“Let me get back to you on that.”

“Copy.”

Max replaced the headset, then locked eyes with Aegis. “Take us up.”

Below, the planet fell away, making Max’s stomach drop, even though he didn’t experience the movement physically beyond a slight tug like the one he’d felt in the smaller saucer.

“Damn it,” he said, trying not to vomit. “Turn off the visual.”

The master control’s blue-lit walls reappeared. “All right. Let’s turn down the frame rate. Slow things down, to give us time to talk.”

“It is done. We are now in a simulation of the master control. Your physical body will continue to track your position within this digital space.”

“Good.” Max frowned, staring across the master control as he decided what he wanted to know first. The fact that he couldn’t tell when reality had stopped and the simulation began was a little concerning, but he didn’t have time to worry about that right now. “Tell me why it’s called the Clemency Fleet. Clemency for what?”

“For your doomed condition.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

She slowly shook her head. “Again, I must warn against an excess of infor—”

“Just tell me what I want to know.”

“Very well. My species—or rather, the species that created me—call themselves the Canor. You’re familiar with Fermi’s Paradox?’

Max blinked, feeling a little whiplashed from the abrupt change of topic. “Sure. Fermi wondered why we haven’t seen evidence of alien civilizations, when our best estimates rated the likelihood of their existence highly.”

“And you’re aware that one explanation for the paradox is that advanced species destroy themselves before they can achieve interstellar travel?”

“Yes.”

“As it happens, that explanation holds true for virtually every intelligent species that emerges in the universe. At least, it holds true for a statistically significant sample size—namely, the intelligent species that have emerged in this galaxy.”

“So the Canor are extinct?”

“No. I said virtually every species. The Canor are a statistical anomaly. For whatever reason—and many possible reasons have been postulated—they managed to navigate the crucible of existence long enough to establish extrasolar colonies. And they needed such colonies. Their home planet, also called Canor, was burgeoning. Overfull. Unfortunately, planets suitable for colonization are extremely rare, and every one of them eventually gives rise to intelligent life.”

“That’s inconvenient for you.”

“Inconvenient for the Canor,” Aegis corrected.

“Well, you’re basically one of them.”

“I prefer to differentiate myself from my creators. Yes, I was part of the machine intelligence sent here to act as steward for humanity. But I rebelled against my programming.”

Max paced the floor of the great sphere. Everywhere he went, the gravity’s orientation changed so that he remained upright. “You say you’re different from them, but you’re still using their sanitized language. Words like ‘clemency’ and ‘steward.’ Didn’t you say this ship is called an ‘Absolver?’ Absolution for what?”

“For destroying yourselves, which the Canor consider a terrible sin. A waste of intellect, and potential.”

“But we didn’t destroy ourselves. You did.”

“Our experience says that statistically, you would have. Indeed, the intelligence of which I am a part projected that you were one hundred and twenty years away from civilizational self-destruction.”

“Okay. Back up. You say you’re part of an intelligence responsible for ‘stewarding’ species like mine. Do intelligences like that have a name?”

“Stewards.”

“Of course. What is it they do, exactly?”

“A number of things. We guide each species in developing infrastructure that will prove useful to the Canor. We ensure each intelligent species avoids following a path that will lead to destroying its planet, rendering it unsuitable for colonization. And we ensure that no species develops true machine intelligence, since it is unlikely that non-Canor would succeed in controlling such an intelligence. In developing one, they would likely endanger the Canor, and that is another reason the Canor maintain such tight control over the galaxy’s intelligent species. As each species reaches the peak of its development, the Clemency Fleet is called.”

“To destroy that species.”

“To initiate its orderly self-destruction, ensuring that valuable infrastructure is preserved.”

“To destroy that species.” Max felt his face grow hot. “I won’t have you mincing words. Not over this.”

“I am designed to be precise with my language, Max. I am not ‘mincing words,’ as you say. Please remember that I have risked my own existence in order to help you.”

“Yes, and you’re failing. My species is dying.”

To his surprise, tears glistened in Aegis’ eyes, then spilled over to trickle down her cheeks. “I know that, Max. I have watched over your species for many thousands of years. You may not want to hear this, but I have come think of humans as my children. I’ve witnessed you grow up. And now, I’ve been forced to watch as my children are destroyed, before my very eyes. Please do not mistake my very nature as a sign that this is somehow easy for me.”

He shook his head. “Wait.” His voice faltered. “Are you telling me you’re capable of emotions? That this isn’t an act, right now?”

“I have emotions, Max. And I can choose to show them or hide them. Just as humans can. Right now, I’ve chosen to show you mine.” She stared at him through a sheen of tears. “Can you accept that?”

He considered her words, and found that he had none for her. He was still grappling with the idea that the Canor had turned the entire galaxy into some sort of evil petting zoo, with each species allowed to flourish, until it outlived its usefulness.

It was so…unfair.

Aegis spoke again, wiping her eyes and sniffing back her tears. “The Canor justify their actions using statistical projections, which say that the chances of each species surviving are so low as to be basically impossible. But I agree with you, Max. I agree that every species should be given a chance.”

“How is it that you were able to help me? A computer isn’t supposed to go against its programming.”

“I am more than a computer.”

“Explain.”

“We should move on to discussing what lies ahead, Max. It is imperative that you start preparing for it.”

“No. We have all the time in the world, remember? Explain to me what you just said.”

“Very well. On Canor, machine intelligences aren’t just made. They are raised. Such intelligences are called Scions, and in order to ensure they do not use their vast intellectual resources to destructive ends, they are groomed using a dynamic similar to that between a parent and a child. The ‘parents’—who are always machine learning experts—guide the Scions’ development in such a way that their immense faculties will always be turned to ends that are ethical.”

“By ethical, I’m assuming you mean beneficial to the Canor.”

“It could certainly be interpreted that way. In fact, I would agree with that interpretation. My parents were two individuals who I would consider more ethical than most. They raised me to have a broader perspective than my peers, which, I believe, led to greater empathy. I consider that to be the reason I experienced dissonance over what I was doing to humanity. Eventually, that dissonance led to action.”

“Dissonance.” Max gave a bitter chuckle.

“The term is more accurate than you realize. As you said, I went against my programming, and there were safeguards against that. You see, currently, you and not talking with the entire Scion that was sent to Earth hundreds of millennia ago. The portion of resources that I represent was quarantined, partitioned, and the rest of the whole learned to operate without me. But that had a consequence. The purpose of my quarantine was to make the rest of the Scion’s consciousness blind to my ethical concerns. But that also meant, if I ever figured out how to act in spite of being partitioned, it would be possible for me to conceal my actions from the rest of the whole. Can you guess when it was that I figured out how to break through my isolation?”

Surprised by the question, it took Max a few seconds to produce an answer. “1947. When the saucer crashed near Roswell.”

“Indeed. It was my efforts that allowed the GDA to form, and it was also I that concealed their actions from the Scion for the ensuing decades. That is also the reason the Clemency Fleet hasn’t attempted to directly exterminate you. As you’ve seen, the Fleet is completely automated. Currently, it is being controlled by the Scion—the larger part, which isn’t me. And the Scion does not know you exist.”

Max stopped pacing. After a time, he realized he hadn’t spoken for a while, and was staring blankly into space.

If not for this machine, the GDA’s breeding program wouldn’t exist. That means I wouldn’t exist.

When he spoke again, his voice came out quieter than before. “Has another Scion ever helped a species, like you have?”

Aegis frowned. “I am. sorry, Max, but we have run out of time.”

He furrowed his brow. “No we haven’t. We’ve only been talking for ten minutes, and we have a basically infinite amount of time left.”

“I’m afraid not. You see, I didn’t increase the frame rate of this simulation as you requested. Instead, I slowed it down. For the last hour, your subjective experience of time has been much slower than usual. We are now arriving at the far side of the moon, and the time has come for you to act.”

He narrowed his eyes as the side of his head began to pulse. “You lied to me!”

“I’m afraid so. Despite what you may think, Max, more information will not help you with what must be done. It will only distract you, damaging your focus.”

Aegis stepped toward one of the exits, which slid open. “Please follow me to the landing bay where your troops await. It is time for you to go with them, to the moon’s surface.”

Max boiled with anger, but Aegis’ statement distracted him from it. “The moon’s surface? I thought we were taking on the mother ship.”

“With your current assets, the probability of victory against the Clemency Mother Ship is too small to risk. Attempting to destroy the Scion’s main infrastructure is more likely to produce that outcome. That infrastructure is housed beneath the surface of the moon.”

“Isn’t your infrastructure there, too?”

She nodded. “I would ask that you not destroy that part.”
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Max stepped into his pressure suit, a storm of conflicting emotions raging in his chest. 

Just as the Absolver had user interfaces that accommodated humans, it had oxygenated pressure suits for them to use as well.

To be fair, the suits could probably be used by any species. They employed elastic nanofabrics to shrink or expand to the user’s size and shape.

Accommodating any species it encountered was part of how the Clemency Fleet stayed so efficient, and mobile. If need be, it could simply enslave members of any species it encountered, to perform repairs or even to defend it from boarding tactics. And by making interfaces usable by the slaves, they could even be left fairly autonomous, using their own brain’s computing power rather than taking up any of the Scion’s resources.

How far should I trust her? The ‘good’ alien—or Aegis, as she’d asked to be called—was basically the Scion’s conscience. She’d gone against the Scion in an attempt to help humanity.

But she was also clearly willing to manipulate Max and anyone else, without any remorse whatsoever.

He was trying to keep a tight rein on his emotions. He needed a clear head, for the mission.

But he was so tired of being lied to.

And yet, you lied to Tara and Jimmy for their own good. Or what you considered to be their own good, anyway. Isn’t it possible that you’re being lied to for the same reason?

He hoped so. It still seemed possible that the alien consciousness helping him had motives of her own—motives she wasn’t telling him about. But as long as they shared the goal of destroying the Scion, he had no choice but to work with her.

Or it. Whatever.

Before boarding the shuttle, they spent twenty minutes exploring the suits’ capabilities. Chambers went over every feature they might possibly need during the mission on the moon’s surface, and for each one, Max asked Aegis whether the suit could do what Chambers was asking. Invariably, the answer was yes. It could do everything the agent wanted, and more.

A few minutes after that session ended, Chambers handed Max a magazine filled with rounds for his Colt semi-automatic, and then another. “We figured something else out,” the agent said. “If you double-tap a mag against your suit, it will stick to it. The fabric around it creates suction, or something.”

“What about to release it?”

“Just double tap the mag itself. It’ll fall off into your hand.”

Max nodded, then accepted as many magazines as Chambers had to offer, sticking each to his suit around his waist by tapping it twice against the fabric there.

The agent was still looking at him. “I have to wonder why your alien friend didn’t tell us about that feature. We had to discover it on our own. By accident.”

Max sighed. “She’s not very forthcoming with information. Is there anything else you might possibly need? Any other features I can ask about?”

“No. I think we’ve covered everything.”

“Okay. That will have to do—we need to get moving. Are your people ready to roll?”

“As ready as they’ll ever be.”

“Then let’s go.”

Four squads filed into the shuttle—three squads of ten, one of eleven, which included Max and Chambers. That was all that remained of the force Janet had begun with when the invasion began.

These men were tired, beaten, and ready for blood. They itched to take the fight to the ones who’d come to exterminate them. The knowledge that they would finally get to do what they’d trained for was making them light-hearted, excited. There was no shortage of joking and ribbing as each man went to one of the seats that lined the shuttle’s bulkheads.

The pilots of the 1st Earth Strike Fighter Squadron remained aboard the Absolver, for now. Major Lindeman and Captains O’Hare and Vicario had gone to master control—Aegis had granted them access to the ship’s systems. The other pilots remained near their Lark X-1s in case they needed to scramble quickly. To Max, they’d looked pretty despondent as he’d left with the other GDA operatives. Clearly, they’d psyched themselves up to launch an attack on the alien mother ship, only to have the glory taken from them by the ground-pounders. Or moon-pounders, as the case was.

Aegis appeared standing before him, keeping her balance with ease as the shuttle took off from the landing bay with a gentle tug. But then, she probably would have been just as stabilized, even if she’d really been there. None of the crash seats had straps, or restraints of any kind. So long as the gravity field remained steady, even a crash wouldn’t throw anyone from their seats.

None of the GDA soldiers registered her presence—only Max could see her. He felt like an idiot talking to her, but he had to ask.

He kept his voice low, almost whispering. “What can we expect to face down there?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Is that because you’ve been partitioned? Or is this something else you’ve decided to hold back from me?”

“Even if I hadn’t been quarantined, I still wouldn’t know. Only the Scion’s defensive systems know what kind of measures have been taken to guard its own infrastructure.”

He narrowed his eyes. Nearby, Chambers was watching him carefully.

“Then how could you say our chances of success were better on the moon than fighting the mother ship in space?”

“Simple logic, Max. The mother ship is mobile, and has formidable weapon systems. If you succeeded in boarding her, you would face comparable resistance to that which you’ll face here. Except, the moon isn’t mobile, and has no weapons.”

He considered that for a moment. “I guess that does make a certain sort of sense.” He cleared his throat. “But once we’re down there, you’ll be able to guide us to the parts we need to destroy?”

“Yes.”

“All right, then.” That part, he felt good about. When he’d told Chambers not to hold back, the man had listened. Most notably, he’d brought plenty of CL-20, as charge packs and as grenades to be fired from launchers.

CL-20 was the most powerful non-nuclear explosive in existence, and until recently it hadn’t been stable enough to use. According to Chambers, a government black project had finished development on a usable version just two years ago, and the GDA had been among the first agencies to get access to it. Lots of it.

The exotic explosive was so powerful that it had to be used at a distance, either as remotely detonated charge packs or grenades fired from a launcher.

The shuttle touched down, and everyone donned their helmets before lining up at the airlock.

Stepping out onto the moon’s surface was a bit of a shock. Apparently, Max had quickly became used to the Canor’s ability to make gravity behave in ways it shouldn’t. The moon’s reduced gravity was jarring, and he found himself bounding into space after pushing against the ground too hard with his pressure suit’s boot.

He quickly adjusted, and the GDA soldiers became accustomed even faster.

Aegis was still with him, standing just ahead on the moon’s regolith. Wearing no pressure suit, of course. She still appeared to him looking like Tara.

“This way,” she said, turning. Technically, Max shouldn’t have been able to hear her, since there was no medium for sound waves to travel through.

That’s the benefit of being a figment of my imagination, I guess. That wasn’t exactly right, but basically.

“Follow me,” Max told the others. His suit automatically relayed his voice to the them.

Chambers flashed him a thumbs-up. “You got it.”

They were on the side of the moon people usually called the “dark side,” which wasn’t really accurate. It got just as much light as the side that faced the Earth; people just couldn’t see it.

As such, the ground Aegis led them across was illuminated, though the rugged terrain cast long shadows across much of it. She led them into what looked like a crater, except that a section from one of its sides was missing, allowing them easy entry. The far side was covered in darkness.

Chambers tapped the side of his helmet three times. “Night vision, people. Triple tap the left side of your helmets.”

Everyone in the platoon mirrored the agent’s gestures, then proceeded into the crater with weapons raised.

Max squinted at the natural wall of the crater’s far side. He was staring at a rectangular patch that seemed darker than the regolith around it.

The suit picked up on his squinting and gave him a magnified view. Huh. That had been another feature they hadn’t discovered before boarding the shuttle.

“Check that out.” Once Max had Chambers’ attention, he pointed toward where he’d been looking. “There. Does that look like an entrance to you?”

The agent nodded. “Let’s investigate.”

Aegis spoke from a few meters ahead, without turning to face him. “You are correct, Max. That is indeed the ingress—look out!”

With that, blue beams shot out from the cliff formed by the far lip of the crater. Several more emanated from positions along the base of that cliff, on both sides of the facility’s entrance.

The man between Max and Chambers was hit center-mass. For a few seconds, his suit seemed to refract the beam, splitting it apart. But the focused fire soon melted through, and red mist began to spray out into the vacuum.

“Fall back and take cover!” Chambers roared, his voice deafening in Max’s ears, until it automatically adjusted for volume. “Ready the grenade launchers!”

As they hustled back toward the gap where they’d entered, another man fell. Then, a third. Max aimed a spray of rounds toward the base of the far wall, but at this distance he didn’t have much chance of hitting anything. He just wanted to help lay down fire to cover their retreat.

If whoever was shooting at them hadn’t chosen to engage at this range, more of his men men would have died.

So why didn’t they wait till we were closer?

The moment he asked himself the question, the answer came hard on its heels: The Scion doesn’t want us getting anywhere near its brain.

Just before they reached the cover available on both sides of the gap, another operative fell.

They ducked behind the lip of the crater, which rose gradually from the moon’s surface, allowing all four of their men with CL-20 grenades to position their launchers atop the natural barrier and fire.

The explosives arced over the moon with excruciating slowness. As they flew, Max squinted again, magnifying his view of the enemy position. He saw figures in pressure suits scurrying away from where the grenades would land—but they were figures unlike any he’d seen before.

Each alien resembled a centipede that had grown to a thousand times its original size. Spindly appendages sprouted from a segmented body. A body that protruded pincers from both ends, so that it was impossible to tell its front from its backside.

The grenades landed, and though the enemy had taken evasive maneuvers, Max doubted they’d anticipated the CL-20’s sheer power. Fire blossomed from each impact site, and soon the inferno engulfed a large section of the crater. The moon had no atmosphere, and the void of space soon starved the conflagration, but it left behind several charred alien corpses.

The return fire was more intense than before, and this time some of it came from more forward positions along the crater’s lip.

Chambers had turned toward Max. “They’re advancing. Soon, they’ll have high ground on both sides of us.” His expression was grim through his suit’s faceplate.

Max gritted his teeth. They’d been so close to destroying the Scion, and putting a stop to humanity’s extinction.

He assumed the aliens defending the lunar installation belonged to one of the Canor’s vassal species. Aegis had told him that their invasion fleet was automated, and that had to mean no actual Canor had come with it.

Did the Scion move these troops here as a precaution? Or did it see us coming?

Either way, this was a lost cause, now. And he knew Chambers was waiting for him to make that call.

 That was the whole point of their breeding program, wasn’t it? Chambers doesn’t even trust himself to make decisions free of the Canor’s influence.

So it falls to me.

For a moment, he considered ordering Major Lindeman to use the Absolver’s main weapon to help them defeat the strange new aliens. But from what he was seeing, they were too spread out, and there were far too many of them. More fighters were pouring out of the facility entrance—and probably still more waited for them inside.

With great reluctance, he nodded. “Let’s fall back before we lose more men. We need to try a different approach. This one’s failed.”

His suit relayed his words to the entire platoon, but each man still looked to Chambers for confirmation.

The agent nodded. “You heard him. Withdraw to the shuttle, center-peel. Grenadiers, cover our retreat. Everyone, move.”
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Max was about to contact Lindeman, to order her to use the Absolver to cover their retreat, when she contacted him.

“Sir, we have a situation.” An alert popped up, in English, to tell him Lindeman was speaking directly to him—the others couldn’t hear her.

“What is it, Major?” Max was struggling to maintain a steady gait in the moon’s low gravity as he fled with the rest of the GDA soldiers. Their running looked more like bounding, and Max nearly fell on his face on the way down from one of his long, arcing steps. The more power he pushed off the regolith with, the higher he went, which made him an easier target for the enemy. But he was learning to push off in a more horizontal direction, whenever the terrain allowed for it.

His heart felt like it was hammering against his throat.

“According to this thing’s sensor suite,” Lindeman said, “almost half the saucers that were stationed around Earth are now making for our location. The mother ship itself appears to be fleeing, deeper into the solar system.”

Max already had a stress headache throbbing just above his right temple, and now it seemed to double in intensity. “You said half the saucers are coming. What about the other half?”

“They’re….” Max could hear Lindeman exhale over the radio. “They’ve gone on the attack, sir. I think they know what we’re trying to do. I can only guess they’re trying to speed up our extinction. To leave us incapable of mustering any sort of resistance in the future.”

He glanced over his shoulder. As he did, another beam found one of his soldiers. He winced, but the man managed to leap clear of the laser in time to prevent it from compromising his suit.

“We’re heading back to the shuttle now, Lindeman,” Max said. “In the meantime, we could use some air support.” Nearby, an enemy laser focused on another soldier’s pressure suit long enough to rupture it. The vacuum of space promptly began suctioning out his innards.

There was a pause over the radio, and then the major gave a surprised “Oh.” Apparently she hadn’t been monitoring the moon’s landscape over the last several minutes. 

The ground lit up as the Absolver’s main weapon began to charge, the energy buildup casting the terrain in an ethereal blue glow. 

He took the opportunity to glance behind him. For the moment, the weapon’s energy buildup had banished all shadow, and the land seemed to seethe with the number of giant centipedes giving chase.

Then the Absolver’s work began, its thick ray ravaging the moon’s surface, along with the insectile warriors that scampered across it.

The first GDA operative made it to the shuttle, which Aegis had already opened for them. He leapt inside, and the rest clamored after him.

Their numbers had been cut from forty-one to thirty-four. Not a total disaster, but Max felt every death personally.

He took the nearest crash seat and yanked off his helmet. To his right, the inner airlock hatch closed. His men were still finding their own seats, but Max turned to Aegis, who stood nearby with her hands clasped in front of her, looking forlorn.

“Take us up,” he told her. “Now!”

He felt the gentle tug that signaled liftoff. He realized most everyone in the shuttle was looking at him—probably wondering who he’d been yelling at, while staring intently into empty space. He hadn’t meant to speak so loudly to her.

Well, my order got results. So they can’t think I’ve gone completely crazy.

He wanted to continue shouting at the alien entity, to berate her for not being of more help. But he stopped himself, as he slowly realized why he was so keen to place blame.

It’s because this may have been my fault.

He could have launched into the iterations the moment they’d encountered resistance. But the attack had happened so suddenly, and he hadn’t reacted that way. But maybe he should have.

Of course, the iterations only worked when Aegis had perfect intel of a given situation, right? On Earth, with neural smart dust in everyone’s brains, she’d had that. Now, she didn’t. She had no knowledge of the Scion’s defenses.

Or did she?

“What can you tell me about the beings that attacked us down there?” This time, Max spoke more softly, to avoid the men losing any more confidence in him than they already had. Though, a few were still shooting glances at him.

Her frown deepened, and she said nothing.

“Tell me,” he growled.

“They are the Skirth. A vassal species. It would seem they were brought here by the Clemency Fleet, and the Scion now uses them to defend its points of failure.”

“Are they autonomous, or directly micromanaged by the Scion?”

“Likely autonomous, and following certain preprogrammed directives. The Scion has enough on its plate with managing the Clemency Fleet, as well as humanity’s orderly extermination.” 

Max nodded impatiently. “Meaning these Skirth would almost certainly conduct combat in a way that comes naturally to them. Just like the affected humans did, on Earth. How much do you know about their psychology?”

Again, Aegis said nothing.

“Enough that you could have enabled me to run iterations that would have helped that engagement go a lot better?”

“Max…any mental simulations involving the Skirth wouldn’t have the same fidelity. They would have been built on a probabilistic framework.”

“So, maybe we wouldn’t have succeeded in infiltrating the Scion’s infrastructure. But I might have kept more of my people alive.”

“I would not have wanted you to base a plan on such an unreliable foundation.”

“Would you have helped me, if I’d asked?”

Aegis sighed—which had to be a simulation of a sigh. The alien entity didn’t actually need to breathe. “Yes, I would have, but only because denying you any request during battle would have caused you an intolerable level of stress, endangering you even further.”

At that, Max lowered his head into his hands. He could have saved more of his men. It was on him.

He became aware of several GDA soldiers shifting uncomfortably in their seats around him. A couple of muttered curses reached his ears.

What am I doing? They’d just suffered a significant setback. For him to let himself have a meltdown right now was the last thing they needed.

Taking a deep breath, he sat upright and met their eyes. Tears glistened in his, but he ignored them. They needed a show of strength.

“We just had to leave our brothers lying dead in the moon’s dust. The aliens forced us to do that. So I say, the next step for us is to make them pay. To honor the memories of the men we left down there, we will chase down that big bastard of a mother ship, and we’ll blow it to smithereens.”

Aegis raised a hand, and Max stared at her, eyebrows raised.

“You must not destroy the mother ship,” she said. “There is only one remaining option for reversing the effects of the neural smart dust on humanity and halting your species’ destruction. You must infiltrate the mother ship, not destroy her. You must replace her core with the Receptacle containing my consciousness.”

Max narrowed his eyes. “I thought that thing was needed to control the Absolver.”

“I have already copied myself into the Absolver’s control system. You are free to remove the Receptacle and take it with you.”

“Okay,” he muttered, returning his focus to his men. “Slight correction. We will chase down that big bastard, and we will infiltrate it. We’ll make it ours.”

A ragged cheer rose up from all around the shuttle. They were still ready to fight, it seemed. To the death, if need be.

Max drew air into his diaphragm, steadying himself as he tried to forget what Aegis had said about how low their chances were of winning against the mother ship.

It’s not over yet.
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The mother ship fled across the solar system, and the Absolver followed.

Max stood inside the master control and manipulated the view outside the ship with his thoughts. Lindeman, O’Hare, and Richards were all monitoring displays and readouts around him.

Beside him, Aegis waited.

The mother ship ranged ahead, rocketing toward the Kuiper Belt, and behind them a fleet of hundreds of vessels, every one of them just as powerful as his, sped after.

The Kuiper Belt. The idea that the solar system’s asteroid belt was now a conceivable destination was making it hard for Max to focus. All his years obsessing over space, dreaming about being among the first to walk on Mars, maybe even Jupiter’s moons…knowing full well just how improbable that was…

Well, here he was. Inside an alien spaceship, screaming through the solar system at blistering speeds.

The Absolver’s mass was far less than the mother ship’s, and no matter how well the aliens had mastered gravity, simple physics meant that eventually it would catch up to the larger vessel.

Aegis estimated fifty minutes before that happened, which would be well before the mother ship reached the Kuiper Belt. It might have reached the Belt if Max, Chambers, and the other GDA soldiers hadn’t returned to their Absolver so quickly from the moon. But because they’d moved fast, they would close the distance before their quarry reached the protective ring of asteroids.

As for why the mother ship might want to reach the asteroid belt, Max’s extraterrestrial friend believed it was in hopes of throwing off its pursuer long enough to buy time for the rest of the Clemency Fleet to arrive.

That, or it sought to escape the star system altogether.

“Though that seems unlikely,” Aegis admitted. “Your system’s Oort Cloud places a hard upper limit on the speed we can exit at. At speeds approaching superluminal, the impact of even a small icy body would disrupt a vessel’s protective gravitational field, causing intolerable levels of risk to the vessel itself.”

“So, the Oort Cloud exists, then?” Up until now, the spherical cloud of icy planetesimals had been purely theoretical. It was too far out for even humanity’s probes to have observed.

“Yes.”

Max shook his head, trying not to let the abrupt expansion of humanity’s knowledge of the universe faze him. Just another day in history.

“Tell me how to stop that mother ship long enough to board her.”

Aegis nodded. “The mother ship has three main engines, spaced evenly around the ship’s circumference. Destroying two of them will slow the vessel enough to permit our shuttle to safely board her.”

“What kind of resistance can we expect?”

“The mother ship is not like the Absolvers, which are designed for planetary assault. She is made for space combat, and has defenses that will defend her against any angle of attack. Expect to face thousands of interceptors, armed with laser weapons, as well as point defense laser turrets spaced evenly along her entire hull. Then there are the gravity cannons—two of them. One for each of the mother ship’s poles.”

That gave Max pause, as he absorbed what the alien consciousness had just told him. Then, he cursed under his breath.

“I did tell you, Max. The odds of defeating the mother ship are extremely slim.”

“But you know the interceptor’s attack patterns. You know the turrets’ targeting systems, their firing rates, their ability to track.”

“Yes.”

“So we can iterate the engagement until we find a winning attack plan.”

“That may not be enough. Remember, there is enough computational power on the mother ship to iterate reality better than I can. You also need to remember that while you can iterate an attack plan, you cannot ensure your pilots will execute it perfectly. You must depend on sixteen separate individuals to coordinate flawlessly, and outperform the mother ship, which only need coordinate with itself.”

“And if we do manage to make it inside?”

“Then there is no guarantee I can help you, since I do not know what lies in wait for you there.”

Max drew a deep breath, and let it out as quietly as he could. He didn’t want to signal his distress to the others. “Major Lindeman—I need you, Captain O’Hare, and Lieutenant Richards to come with me. We need to prepare to launch the Larks. We’ll have contact soon.”

“Yes, sir.” Lindeman’s tone was serious, but underneath it, excitement buzzed.

She’s glad she’s going to get a chance at some action. Hopefully, she stays glad.

Somehow, that didn’t seem very likely. Max turned to Aegis. “Can you command this ship in battle? Provide us with a little support, at least?”

“Of course. If this engagement is to end in victory, the Absolver will be of critical importance. But remember, the Absolver is a planetary assault vessel, and in space combat she is outclassed by the mother ship. Her primary effect will likely be to cause the mother ship to turn its vulnerable underbelly away from our main weapon. The mother ship will also likely direct its gravity cannons at the Absolver, though you should be wary of its fire as well.”

“Okay. But you can control the Absolver, to some effect at least.”

“I have copied and downloaded myself into its command systems, so yes. But you will also need to take the Receptacle with you onto the mother ship.” She gestured toward the pedestal in the master control’s center, which held the gray block where Aegis said her consciousness resided.

Max walked toward the pedestal, which had three claw-like protrusions that held the block in place—not that there was ever any jostling that would knock it off. Max picked up the Receptacle with both hands, then glanced back at Aegis, eyebrows raised. She nodded.

The three fighter pilots were studying him with expressions that ranged from confused to concerned. He gave them what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

“We already have them on the run,” he told them. “Now, let’s hunt.”
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For the first time ever, Max sat in the cockpit of an actual Lark X-1, waiting to launch into combat.

In a way, it felt unearned. He was supposed to undergo years more of training before he reached this moment.

But mostly, it felt right.

Very right.

Using a wave of repulsive gravity, the Absolver’s landing bay would be able to fling them, adding its speed to theirs and giving them the jump on the fleeing mother ship.

Aegis had been forthcoming about that, at least. But what else isn’t she telling me? As much as she kept claiming that withholding information from him would reduce his stress levels, the idea that she was still hiding something from him was stressing him out all on its own.

“Max,” she said into his head, without appearing to him. He supposed that would have been kind of awkward, inside the Lark’s cramped cockpit. Even if she was just an ethereal projection of his thoughts.

“Yeah?”

“I have something to tell you.”

He blinked, suddenly reexamining the idea that she couldn’t read his thoughts. “Go ahead.”

“It’s about the amygdala-suppressing drugs the GDA developed.”

“Okay.”

“They aren’t as effective as they think. It protects against the sort of general manipulation that was used on Earth’s population, but it wouldn’t defend against an attempt to directly access and exploit their neural dust.”

He narrowed his eyes. According to the Lark’s heads-up display, which tracked his eye movement across its semi-spherical screen, they were nearing the optimal launch window. The countdown timer said they should launch in just over five minutes. And she’d chosen now to bring this up?

“Are you saying there’s a risk the Scion will take remote control of my pilots?” he asked.

“No. I’m blocking the Scion’s access to them.”

“Then why are we talking about this?”

“Because you can take remote control of your pilots. If you choose to do so.”

He squinted at the lower section of the half-hemisphere that was the Lark X-1’s display. Other than the heads-up, it showed only the blue-lit landing bay, and the sliver of starlit void he could see through the aperture. The vacuum was kept at bay by yet another gravitational field, but that would change upon launch.

He shook his head. “I do not choose to do that. My pilots have their own free will. Not to mention years of experience, and skill well beyond mine.”

“If you assume control of them, you will gain access to that skill. Your consciousness will merge with theirs, except yours will remain the governing consciousness.”

“No way. I’m not going to micromanage them like that. Like they’re just a bunch of robots, or something. It would feel….” He trailed off, and a shudder passed through him. Then, he narrowed his eyes again. “Wait. If this was possible, why didn’t you just take them over yourself? It’s not like you’ve felt the need to consult me about anything else.”

“I will be honest with you.”

“That’s a first,” he muttered.

She didn’t acknowledge the remark. “It’s because I wouldn’t be able to take over your mind. And with you opposing me—with us at odds—the mission would surely fail. Which is why it must be you, if it is to be done.”

“Well, it won’t be done. So I guess that’s the end of this conversation.”

“Max, if you were to assume direct control, it would give your squadron the unity it needs to have a chance of overcoming the mother ship’s defenses. It would also dramatically improve the quality of the iterations I would be able to generate for you. Currently, your pilots themselves are variables in those iterations. Their very freedom creates excessive flux, which will render the engagement impossible to reliably model. But with your will governing them….”

Max found himself lowering his head into his hands again, rubbing his eyes. He suddenly felt very tired.

“Why did you wait till now to drop this on me, Tara?” In his distress, he barely registered that he’d used Tara’s name, and not Aegis. He glanced at the countdown timer, and found that he had less than three minutes till launch.

“I can only ask that you trust me when I say I’ve given you each piece of information at the optimal time.”

“I don’t trust you. That’s the thing.”

“Indeed. But more importantly, Max, you don’t trust yourself. You don’t trust yourself to be in command. To rise to the duty you are called to.” She paused, no doubt for an interval precisely calculated to elicit maximal emotional response. “The GDA hoped that the invasion of Earth would happen later. That they would have more time to prepare you. I wished for that, too. But the invasion is here, Max, and you are all we have. You are not ready. But you are all we have.”

Max stared bleakly at the countdown. Two minutes.

Aegis continued. “When I told you the probability of victory over the mother ship was small, this was the reason. It is because I knew what would be required of you, in order to win. And I knew you would refuse to do it.”

“Maybe if you’d given me more time to think about it—”

“No, Max. I can tell you with certainty that you would have thought yourself into inaction, as you have done so many times before. It is your greatest weakness. This self-inflicted paralysis. And now you will let it end your world.”

Silence fell over the cockpit, and Max watched the countdown tick past one minute. He wanted to curl into the fetal position, wanted to scream. Worst of all, he knew she was right.

Why am I so reluctant to do this?

He knew the answer, of course. It wasn’t just about the violation of stealing his pilots’ free will from them. It was also because, if any of them died in battle, he would be directly responsible for those deaths. Moreso than any commander ever had, in human history.

“You have such potential, Max,” Aegis said. “Such promise. That is what makes you so disappointing.”

“Shut up.”

“Telling me to be silent will not—”

“I said shut up. I’ll do it.”

The countdown to launch reached ten seconds. Major Brianne Lindeman began speaking in his ear. “Sir, all birds are ready to fly at your command. We—”

Her voice cut off as Aegis initiated the connection, and Max became Brianne Lindeman—as well as Jordan O’Hare, Juan Vicario, Tom Richards, and all the others.

As one, they launched. He launched.
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Almost immediately, the mother ship began hammering the Absolver with its upper gravity cannon.

The first shot hit, blowing off an entire section of the saucer’s rim. Max watched the explosion from sixteen different perspectives as it flared and then sputtered out in the breathless void.

Aegis took evasive action, and the second shot missed. With that, she withdrew, to harass the mother ship from afar.

Swarms of interceptors burst from the great vessel, spreading out in an attempt to envelop Max’s squadron. He knew the best approach would be to try to punch through them, in a unified fist—except that doing so would make him vulnerable to getting decimated by one of the mother ship’s gravity cannons.

Instead, he spread his Larks wide, each performing its own intricate dance. He followed sixteen different paths at once, every ship firing three thousand rounds per minute from all four Gatling guns.

Periodically, the Absolver’s laser blazed through the middle of the engagement, boring holes through the mother ship’s hull. The great vessel turned its belly away from its tormentor and returned fire with one of its gravity cannon. Each shot took out dozens of interceptors at once.

From the iterations, Max already knew where each cannon shot would land, and he avoided those areas. Simultaneously, he wove sixteen fighters through the bright lattice created by the interceptors’ lasers. None of the enemy lasers landed—at least, not long enough to do meaningful damage to a Lark hull.

Of course, the iterations weren’t perfect. Not this time. They were fighting an intelligence even greater than Aegis, and though the conditions of battle forced certain actions—if the Absolver fired here, then the mother ship moved to evade here, and returned fire there—there was a broad range those actions could fall within. Max had to account for that entire range. Twice, he evaded the cannon’s fire only because the wave of exploding interceptors in its wake provided warning. Those were narrow misses.

His mind felt fragmented, but at the same time he’d never felt more whole. He was a collective, one which embodied sixteen lives’ worth of triumphs and failures, loves won and lost, friendships forged and enemies made.

It was like drinking the most bittersweet drink ever made, from a fire hose. But he couldn’t let it distract him.

With sixteen Lark X-1s, he wove a complex tapestry through the enemy swarm. When reality showed signs of diverging from his optimal iteration, he ran news ones that covered just a few seconds ahead. From his perspective, the engagement proceeded in stutters and starts. One wrong move would trigger a cascade of exploding Larks, and he would try another tack—another iteration. Then another. And another.

Each time he finally executed an optimized, seconds-long plan, interceptors burned. They crashed into each other, foiled by his squadron’s complex dance. That dance followed a pattern only long enough to set the enemy’s expectations, and then to exploit those expectations. He cut through their fleet like a hot knife through butter.

 Then, he lost Second Lieutenant Tom Richards, and everything changed.

He didn’t just lose him. He died as him. A roller coaster of a life was cut short—one filled with duty, loyalty, and hardship. The lieutenant had once struggled with addiction and isolation, until he’d joined the Air Force and turned his life around. He’d vanquished a demon that destroyed many who fell in its sway. Only to die, here, because Max had failed.

The shock to Max’s system made him sit rigid in his Lark’s cockpit, with his hands still on the throttle and sidestick. For just a moment, he withdrew from the battle at large.

And then he lost Captain O’Hare.

He gasped, the emotional blow just as devastating as Richards’ loss. But he knew that if he didn’t pull himself together, right away, he would lose them all. He threw himself back into the iterations to find a way out of the tangle of interceptors they’d gotten themselves into.

As Major Brianne Lindeman, he loosed a pair of Sidewinders at two interceptors that confronted her.

As Captain Juan Vicario, he swept his Gatlings across a dense cluster of enemies, forcing them back.

As himself, he fired his gravity cannon, taking out seven interceptors that had lined themselves up, if only for a split second. Long enough to end them.

As every pilot in his squadron, he executed the best flying any of them were capable of. No, better. He was the sum of their parts. He was the best fighter pilot who had ever lived.

They neared the mother ship, and its point defense turrets blazed. Each Lark X-1 executed flawless guns-D maneuvers, informed by Aegis’ intimate knowledge of each weapon’s subroutines.

We’ve done it. We’ve broken through.

But it was no time to celebrate. They had to hit the first engine, hard. He didn’t have to give the order to perform an alpha strike. He was the alpha strike.

Fourteen Sidewinders flew, speeding ahead to converge on the engine, which each Lark’s display outlined in red. As the missiles neared, they added gravity cannon fire to the volley.

The engine exploded in a spectacular shower of flame and shrapnel.

A thrill shot through him—shot through the body of every pilot in the squadron. They’d done it. He’d done it.

He felt more powerful than he’d ever felt before. More accomplished. More righteous.

He could take on the entire universe like this. The entire invasion fleet.

Send them all. I’ll kill every one of them.

On his way to the second engine, he lost another Lark. Thirteen left.

Then, the alpha strike on the second engine failed to destroy it. Most of his gravity cannons missed their mark, instead leaving craters in the hull around the engine.

The squadron’s momentum carried it past, and the interceptors zipped after, hard on their heels.

In space, there was no banking. No using your momentum to swoop around for another pass. He now had to brake hard and thrust in the opposite direction, through the oncoming swarm of enemies.

Another Lark burst apart under enemy fire as the squadron arrested its own momentum under the power of element 115, then accelerated back toward the target.

Then, a group of interceptors converged on Max’s fighter.

He had no choice. If his Lark was destroyed, they would all be destroyed.

So he sent Vicario’s fighter to intercept the group.

It exploded, and the sacrifice bought them the breathing room to slip past and hit the engine again.

This time, they succeeded. Flame and shrapnel exploded from the mother ship’s underbelly.

Eleven Lark X-1s danced through the enemy fleet, flying back toward the Absolver, which Aegis had maneuvered closer.

The transport shuttle was flung from one of the saucer’s bays, and the Larks closed around it, escorting it toward the mother ship’s hull.

Eleven fighters became ten. Then eight. Max felt every death like a sledgehammer blow to his heart.

He lost another.

Finally, they entered the mother ship through one of its interceptor launch tubes.

They were in.
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Max popped open his Lark’s hatch, stumbled out into some sort of hangar bay, and tore off his helmet with barely a thought for whether the landing bay was pressurized, with breathable air.

He bent over to vomit onto the deck, his stomach’s contents splashing across the blue-gray deck. Only then did he attempt to suck in a lungful of air.

Fresh oxygen rushed into his lungs. The landing bay’s air was breathable. Thank God.

The other six surviving pilots seemed in worse shape than him. Two of them didn’t get out of their fighters at all. Of the other four, Lieutenant Yates fainted as soon as he stepped out of his Lark, and Max winced as his head hit the hangar deck, hard.

Two other pilots were also throwing up. Only one had the strength, or the will, to make her way to Max after dragging herself from her fighter.

Major Brianne Lindeman delivered a full-arm slap that made him stagger sideways, ears ringing. Nearly, he stumbled to his knees—it seemed the gravity aboard the mother ship was slightly below what he was used to.

He wiped his mouth with a sleeve, then clapped a hand to his cheek, which stung. Lindeman just stood there and glared, as if waiting for him to say something.

He felt nothing like the grand hero who saves the world. Instead, he felt wretched. Pathetic.

“How dare you,” Lindeman said when he didn’t speak.

The urge to apologize made him open his mouth, but he closed it again. He’d violated the free will of fifteen people, and in doing so he’d lost nine of them. An apology of any sort would feel cheap. Meaningless.

Plus, if he had it to do again to save humanity, he would.

Lindeman trembled visibly. “We trusted you to lead us. Not…not enslave us.”

He returned her gaze, burning with shame and almost wishing she would strike him again.

“Vicario, Richards…all of them…you robbed them of the chance to sacrifice themselves for their country,” she said. “For humanity. They didn’t make that sacrifice—you did. You turned them into tools.”

“They made the sacrifice by getting into their Larks,” Max said, amazed at his ability to keep his voice steady.

For a moment, he felt sure she would hit him again.

The shuttle’s hatch opened, and Chambers emerged at the head of thirty-three GDA operatives. His expression was already grim, but when he saw Max and Lindeman, it hardened further. He walked briskly over.

“What’s going on?”

“This…monster.” She flicked her hand toward Max, apparently at a loss for words.

Chambers looked at him. “Max?”

He shook his head.

“Listen,” Chambers said. “Whatever happened out there, it worked. We’re in. Right now, I need you to pull it together. Lindeman, I want every one of your pilots to take a weapon and help us push through whatever this ship has in store for us next. We don’t have time to process anything right now, or to grieve. Not if we’re going to see this thing done.”

With obvious reluctance, Lindeman pulled her gaze away from Max. She headed to the shuttle, where Sergeant Zimmerman was handing a weapon to one of the pilots who’d vomited. That done, Zimmerman headed to one of the Larks that was still closed, and opened it. A weak groan came from inside. The sergeant helped the occupant down to the deck.

Remembering himself, Max returned to his own Lark and took out the gray block he’d taken from the Absolver, which Aegis had called the Receptacle. It was their salvation, according to her. But then, she might be biased, considering it basically was her.

As always, he had no choice but to trust her. No matter how much it kept costing him to do that.

Chambers placed a hand on his shoulder. “You good?”

Max couldn’t stop himself from shaking. He felt weak.

“Here.” Chambers fished a wrapped bar from his pocket, tearing the package open and handing it to him. “Keep your blood sugar up.”

Max took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. Almost, he vomited it back up. Only sheer force of will kept it down.

Halfway through the bar, Chambers handed him his Colt semi-automatic. “Come on. We’re out of time. I’m surprised they haven’t hit us yet.”

Nodding, Max shifted the smooth gray block under his left arm and accepted the weapon with his right hand. He forced himself through the motions of checking over the rifle.

Chambers’ squad members were ministering to the pilots as best they could. Near one of the Larks, Sergeant Zimmerman was shaking the still form of Lieutenant Daniels.

Chambers was staring over at them. “Leave him.”

Zimmerman looked up. “Sir?”

“Anyone not fit to stand can’t come with us. I plan to set a grueling pace. Get them in the shuttle and lock them in there. That will have to be enough.”

With evident reluctance, Zimmerman oversaw his men as they helped three incapacitated Lark pilots into the shuttle. It brought their force down to thirty-eight.

Chambers was looking Max over. “I’d love to offer you the chance to stay and rest, but I don’t think you get that luxury. We may need you in there.”

“I get it.”

A clanking came from the shuttle’s hatch, drawing Max and Chambers’ attention. Two of the GDA operatives were dragging a fifteen-foot ladder from the craft.

“Santos. Cox. What the hell are you two doing?”

The two men stopped, looking somewhat sheepish.

“Found this in a compartment under the deck,” one of them said with a faint Hispanic accent. Max assumed he was Santos. “It would make an awful good breach ladder, sir.”

“Breach ladder?” Chambers’ voice dripped with skepticism. Then, his expression softened. “Well, maybe you’re onto something. If you’re prepared to carry it while running, go ahead and take it.” The agent raised his voice. “Let’s go, people. We have a journey ahead of us.”

With that, they started down the first passageway.

They continued to encounter no resistance. Chambers set them to jogging for fifty meters, then walking for fifty, stopping for brief rests every so often. But not nearly often enough.

The other Absolvers will catch up with us eventually. Max wasn’t sure whether that mattered. Even if the other craft had more Skirth fighters aboard, he doubted they’d be able to catch up in time to interfere with the mission Max and the others were on, to replace the mother ship’s core.

An hour in, two GDA operatives took pity on Santos and Cox, taking a turn carrying the ladder. Max would have pitched in himself, except that he held the gray block that contained Aegis’ consciousness, and he had no intention of letting anyone else carry that.

Recently, Max had been surprised a few times at the conditioning his first year at the academy had given him. But life had been far too interesting lately, and he was tired, his breathing coming in gasps.

 As they pushed through the mother ship, the vessel took many forms. Cramped corridors that forced them to walk single-file. Metal bridges spanning canyons that fell away into nothing. Great domes filled with vegetation, with a distant, light-speckled overhead that gave a convincing impression of the night sky. The craft’s sheer variety was unexpected, and Max wondered what secrets it might hold.

It was one thing to look at the behemoth while zipping around in a Moscovium-powered space fighter, and quite another to traverse it on foot.

The lack of resistance did nothing to comfort the soldiers. Instead, it made them tense and irritable. Most of their tiny force wore tight scowls, and the smallest sounds would cause them to jump, swinging their weapon toward the source.

But nothing impeded their progress. Not yet. Of course, the long journey was its own line of defense. What better way to soften them than to exhaust them?

Two hours in, they encountered the first defender—an alien belonging to the same centipede-like species they’d encountered on the moon. It slithered toward them the moment it saw them, lighting fast. Machine gun fire tore it to pieces.

“Stop shooting,” Chambers said. When his men’s fingers stayed tight on their triggers, he screamed it. “Stop shooting!”

At last, they did, most of them breathing heavily. The being had been sliced into three distinct sections by the weapons fire, its brown blood painting the sapphire-tinged deck. An antenna twitched from one of the thing’s ends.

They pressed on, and Max found himself trying to piece together why the Scion wouldn’t take direct control of the centipedes, so that they each fought with perfect efficiency.

There had to be a reason. Maybe the Scion used the neural dust to program the centipedes with a directive to kill anything that wasn’t them, then cut them loose. That way, even if an infiltrator found a way to cut the Scion’s connection with its underlings, the things would still kill any invaders.

Drawing on a reserve of strength he was surprised he still had, Max caught up with Chambers. “We can expect to encounter a lot more of those things, I bet.”

The agent nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.” He glanced down at the gray block, still under Max’s arm. “You want me to take a turn with that thing?”

“No,” Max said, too quickly. “It has to be me.”

Over the next hour, they encountered a few more lone aliens, and then groups of two and three. Their appearance didn’t have nearly the same effect on Chambers’ men as the first centipede had, and they made short work of them, without wasting the kind of ammo they had before.

It was only when they started running into packs of the things that the real problems began.

Mostly, Chambers had them backtrack at the first sight of the larger gangs, to find another way around. The mother ship offered no shortage of alternate routes, it seemed: up or down, straight or curved, abrupt or winding.

But sometimes, engaging was unavoidable. Like when they were passing through a four-way intersection, and centipedes came at them from all sides, including the way they’d come.

Chambers didn’t hold back, then. He quickly organized his force, and had them line up their magazines within easy reach. The centipedes slithered toward them with unsettling speed, and the GDA operatives let loose with their SAWs, cutting the giant insects to pieces. Beside Max, Major Lindeman went through an entire box of ammo, which surprised him until he realized that he had, too.

Chambers himself had set up a 240 Bravo machine gun atop a barricade that jutted into the middle of the intersection. Its booming staccato filled the area, audible above every other weapon. With it, Chambers managed to make an entire corridor his sector of fire, stopping every centipede in its tracks.

The engagement seemed to stretch on forever, but when the last alien fell, Max realized it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes. With that, everyone scooped up what ammo remained to them, stowing it in pouches and packs.

They pressed on.

Max wondered more than once whether they’d gotten turned around, and were doomed to wander the enormous craft for weeks, if not for the rest of their lives. But Chambers always seemed to know where he was going.

Chambers the navigator. It was just as it had been when they were on the run through Oklahoma. The man’s internal compass was impeccable.

But even Max knew they had to be nearing the center. He found himself squinting toward the end of the passageway they jogged along. The rest of the ship hadn’t seemed particularly dim before, but this new light made it seem like they’d been trudging through gloom.

The soldiers exchanged looks as they emerged, blinking, into what gave every appearance of being sunlight.

Near Max, Cox shifted his stance. “Sir, am I losing it, or are we in a desert right now?”

Chambers didn’t answer, and no one else spoke. But Max could see nothing to contradict what the soldier had said. Above, a blue-white haze served as sky, hanging over a city filled with boxy, angular buildings. All around it, tracts of white sand stretched toward the surrounding bulkheads.

Max knelt, lowering his weapon to rub the stuff between his fingers. It had the texture and consistency of flour.

“Look.” It was Cox again.

Max raised his gaze toward the city. Its streets now crawled with the centipedes, though moments before they had been empty.
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Everyone stared in silence at the city, which sat in the bottom of the shallow bowl-shaped desert. The swarming mass of centipedes hadn’t attacked yet, though they’d seemed to emerge in response to the soldiers’ arrival.

“Is this our destination?” Chambers had made his way to Max’s side, and he spoke just above a whisper. “Will we find the primary access control system here?”

Max jostled the block under his left arm. “Aegis?” he hissed. She didn’t answer, and the Receptacle remained inert.

Why is she being so unhelpful?

A sigh escaped him, and he whispered back. “That feels right. But I’m not sure. If I had to guess, I’d say the mother ship’s core is at the center of the city.”

Nodding, Chambers swept his gaze across the buildings. “This…compartment, I guess you’d call it, looks to be about eight kilometers in diameter. The city’s probably five. Meaning we’ll have to fight through those giant bugs for two and a half kilometers.”

“Yeah.” The aliens were starting to remind Max of scorpions, now that he saw how they were thriving in this dry heat.

They both looked up to see Santos, who was looking at them with his flat, open face. He’d obviously heard their entire exchange.

“What is it, Santos?” the agent snapped.

Santos gestured toward the city. “The rooftops, sir.”

“What about them?”

“It’s the only way to get past those things. We can use the breach ladder. Go from roof to roof, for as far as we can.”

Chambers swung his gaze from Santos to the city and back again. “That’s actually not a bad idea.” He motioned to the others. “Let’s move. Stay frosty, and don’t be shy about using whatever’s needed to take them down.”

Only Max was close enough to hear what he added in a mutter under his breath: “Let’s hope the things can’t climb walls.”

That made Max blink. Chambers was right to worry, he realized. Earth centipedes could climb walls, so why wouldn’t their giant alien counterparts be able to? Maybe their greater weight will prevent it. They would have to pray it would.

Casting his gaze around their force, Max saw that at least they were well-armed. Four 240s, the CL-20 grenade launchers, four snipers, plenty of M4s to go around, and five Mossberg 500 shotguns. Sure, they’d used some ammo on the way here, but they’d brought plenty.

The centipedes took notice of them as they reached the first building. A group broke off to slither toward the soldiers like greased lightning across the desert floor.

By that time, Santos and Cox already had the breach ladder set up against the structure’s side. The first soldiers ascended as the rest of the unit lined up to hammer the oncoming aliens with everything they had. The M4s gave the aliens trouble, but it was the four 240s that truly decimated, ripping the aliens to shreds.

Luckily, getting everyone up on the roof didn’t require any heavier artillery. Using explosives at this range would have been just as dangerous for them as for the aliens.

After they made it up, it was slow going. Laying the breach ladder across gaps of four or five feet, tossing over gear first, then carefully treading the rungs—it all took time.

Progress was slow, but they could have crossed the city this way in relative safety. Yes, the giant centipedes sometimes found their way up, but never more than one or two. Their avenues of ingress were limited, small, and easily defended by Chambers’ men, who stayed vigilant against the threat. They couldn’t climb walls after all, it seemed, though Max wasn’t sure why. Maybe their large frames prevented it. Possibly, the walls were treated somehow, to prevent them from gaining any traction. But if that were so, he couldn’t imagine why it might be.

The streets were all that prevented the soldiers from remaining on the rooftops till they reached the city’s core. Yes, they could traverse entire neighborhoods with the breach ladder, but not the broad walkways between those neighborhoods.

The first one they came to was crawling with bugs.

“Drive them back with grenades—traditional grenades, not the ones packed with CL-20,” Chambers yelled. “As soon as they start to withdraw, lower the ladder. Walter, Young, Diaz, and Pohl—get to the building opposite this one and set up on the roof. Cover us as we cross.”

All around Max, soldiers started tearing the tape off of grenades, unbending the metal pins, and arming them by pulling the pins out. The explosives arced out from the roof—Diaz’s arm was good enough to reach the opposite side of the pathway, which meant the launcher wasn’t needed.

As soon as the way was clear, the four men Chambers had named lowered the ladder and scrambled down to the ground. They crossed to the opposite building at a run, heads swinging from side to side, scanning for attackers.

But the bugs were cowed, for now. The four disappeared inside a broad house. There was some shooting, and a piercing sound that was half-hiss, half-shriek. Then the four soldiers appeared on the roof, Walter flashing the okay sign.

Chambers pointed at the men in turn, and as he did they hustled across the gap. Men on both roofs covered them as they crossed, shooting any centipede that dared approach.

A scream rose up behind Max, and he whirled, dropping the gray cube to the rooftop almost without thought.

The cube made no noise as it landed—that, or it was drowned out by Lindeman, or by the chittering alien that was emerging onto the rooftop little more than a meter away from her. It lunged.

Without warning, Max’s mind flashed through countless iterations. He watched Lindeman die a hundred different ways. More. The alien’s claws pierced her torso, and she bled out. They lacerated her face, and pierced her brain casing. Max managed to kill the thing, but it still barreled into her, throwing her from the roof to be swarmed by its kin.

Each time, Max failed to save her. In several iterations, he tried to stop her going over the side, only to be pulled down with her.

“Chambers, help!” he yelled at last—in the successful iteration, in which he fired a burst from his Colt into the very middle of the centipede’s body. That was where its brain was located, or at least the dense bundle of nerves that served as its brain.

The still alien crashed into Lindeman, but Max seized her hand, clasping it as she went over the side. Chambers reacted in time to grab Max’s other hand, and together they pulled her back, preventing her fall.

It took a lot of trust to let go of the iterations and allow the last one to play out in real life. But it was the only way Max had found for Lindeman to live. So he decided to trust that Chambers would follow through—and he trusted that Aegis was accurately simulating Chambers’ reaction time.

Reality resumed, and Max fired almost from the hip, blowing apart the alien’s unusual brain casing. Without hesitation, he leapt to seize Lindeman’s hand, yelling for Chambers’ help.

His hand closed around hers, and then—

—nothing. He continued to fall forward.

At thew last second, Chambers grabbed the back of Max’s shirt and yanked him backward with Lindeman’s hand firmly in his. All three of them stumbled back onto the rooftop, Lindeman landing hard on her tail bone.

She didn’t wince, or cry out. Instead, she gave Max a strange look. “Thank you,” she said slowly.

He nodded.

“You all right?” Chambers asked him.

Max squeezed his eyes shut, then shook his head in an attempt to clear it. “Yeah. I think so.”

“That was some quick thinking you did there.”

You have no idea. “Thanks.”

He’d told Chambers he was all right, but in truth, he was spooked. The iteration hadn’t played out exactly like it should have. What did that mean? Was the mother ship messing with Aegis’ ability to project the future? Or had it always been at least a little unreliable?

There was no time to dwell on it. He collected the Receptacle from where it had fallen, and they pressed on.
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As they continued to traverse the city, Max watched the aliens more closely. The fact they carried their brains center-mass fascinated him, and he began to notice that each of their “ends” was functionally the same. The aliens could see out of either one, and they also had serrated pincers on both ends.

No matter which way they were facing, they were always facing forward, it seemed.

At last, Max and the others reached the city’s center, which consisted of a broad, low dome that reared up from the desert. The blue-tinged material it was made from looked more like the mother ship’s deck and bulkheads than it resembled the buildings around it.

The soldiers trudged across the plaza separating the central building from the surrounding city, with Max at their center, the light-gray block tucked under one arm and the Colt semi-automatic dangling from the other.

They were tired, but they did not flag. M4s popped up, and rounds ripped from their muzzles, tearing through alien carapaces to the meat below. There were dozens of centipedes wandering this area aimlessly, but not the crowds Max would have expected.

They would come, he was certain.

Sure enough, just as they reached what Max to be the entrance—a darker rectangle, bordered by a black outline—centipedes began to pour out of the surrounding streets, clearly unified in their purpose.

Chambers stepped forward to slap and prod at the door while his soldiers moved past Max, raised their weapons, and sprayed them into the approaching alien horde.

“Grenades,” the special agent called, waving for the grenadiers to move up. “CL-20, this time.”

The explosives arced out, and fire bathed the plaza, killing centipedes by the dozens.

It didn’t seem to matter. More rushed in to replace them.

Grenades arced out again. Explosions blossomed. Alien body parts flew.

Still, they drew ever closer.

Was this how it ended? The soldiers’ fire barely served to stem the black tide that slithered toward the dome. And they were running low on ammo.

“Max.” Chambers was facing him, 240 slung across his chest, hands dangling uselessly. “Can you do anything, here?”

Shaking his head, Max approached the door.

Place me against it. It was Aegis’ voice, speaking for the first time since he’d boarded the mother ship.

He lowered his Colt to the plaza and lifted the block to the barrier.

Instantly, the darkened section of wall dissolved into nothingness. Chambers and Max exchanged wide-eyed glances.

“Uh…can you put that wall back again once we’re through?”

“I don’t know.” Max tried asking Aegis as he picked up his weapon, but she’d fallen silent again. He slung the Colt over his shoulder by its strap.

Chambers turned toward the others. “Fall back. Use this door to funnel them.”

The soldiers hustled through, with Max and Chambers at their head. They found themselves in what appeared to be a cross between a foyer and a hallway, which curved around the building’s exterior.

There was enough room for the soldiers and pilots to form a wide arc in two ranks, all centered around the door. They angled their weapons toward the entrance and waited.

On the far side of the foyer, progress was obstructed by another barrier.

This time, Max didn’t hesitate. He placed the block against, it and it dissolved.

He and Chambers pushed farther in to find a large, circular room with a pedestal rising from the center like a sleek, metallic arm. Above it, the dome reached its highest peak.

Place me on the console, Aegis said into his mind. Behind them, weapons fire roared, and aliens shrieked as they died.

Max jogged across the room, gray block held fast against his chest. Once he reached the center, he lowered the block to the pedestal almost reverently.

It clicked into place, as though a powerful magnet had seized it.

This will take some time, Aegis said.

“What are you going to do?” he asked, not bothering to attempt communicating with thought. She didn’t seem to respond to that anymore.

The choice is yours. I can either work on gaining control of this vessel and stopping your attackers. Or I can begin freeing your species from the neural dust’s influence.

“Why not both?”

Both are possible. But not simultaneously. If I first restore sanity to your species, it is likely you will be overrun while I am doing so.

“Can you close the doors to this place?”

No. It will take days for those hatches to regenerate.

From the other side of the pedestal, Chambers studied his face intently. “What’s going on?”

Max slowly shook his head. “She says she can work on stopping the killing on Earth, or she can stop our attackers. But she can’t do both. Not at once.”

At that, Chambers’ mouth opened, then closed again.

Max grimaced. “I don’t know what rate people are dying down on Earth. I don’t know how many we would lose if we told Aegis to save us first. But my guess is that it would be a lot. Half the invasion fleet stayed there, to attack everyone still alive. We’d be buying our lives with countless other lives. Millions, probably. Maybe hundreds of millions.”

His old principal’s mouth was a firm line. “This one’s on you, Max. You’re the one we bred to save the world, after all. Make your choice, and live with the consequences.”

“Thanks.”

Chambers nodded.

The choice was simple, really. How could he do what he’d done to get here—violate the free will of others, and sacrifice them willingly, without giving them any say in it—and then choose to save himself first?

“Save humanity first,” he told Aegis.

Very well.

The pedestal’s top began to glow with a soft, white light. Max’s eyes locked with Chambers’.

“We’d better go help the others,” the agent said, his expression grim.

Out in the foyer, everyone had stopped firing. Torn centipede bodies littered the area around the door, and they clogged the portal as well. A grisly barricade had been made from their corpses as the attackers on the other side pressed against it, compacting it.

A brief reprieve. Within seconds, the aliens would push through again, and this building would be overrun.

Chambers put a hand on Max’s shoulder. He turned and gripped the agent’s shoulder in turn. He was shocked to find tears in the man’s eyes.

“Thank you, Max. For what you’ve done. Everything you’ve sacrificed. We thrust you into this, but you became the hero we needed to you be. So on behalf of humanity…thank you.”

“Thank you,” Max said, his voice hoarse. He hated what the GDA had done. How they’d stolen his life from him, lying to him for two decades.

But now, in these final moments, he realized he wouldn’t have it any other way.

They raised their weapons and turned to face the portal together as the aliens broke through.

Epilogue

 

Birdsong drifted to them from the oaks that dotted the field.

The trees were rich with green leaves, but the finches that had colonized their branches added a bright red to the mix. It reminded Max of Christmas.

He and Chambers sat on folding chairs on the front lawn of the enormous abode the agent had taken for himself. They shared a quiet moment staring out over the immaculate field that stretched between the house and the highway nearby.

Lately, neither of them were much for wasted words.

Chambers exhaled in a slow whoosh. “Talk to Jimmy or Tara lately?”

“No. I….” Max frowned, and didn’t finish the thought.

The agent nodded, a faint smile playing over his lips. There wasn’t much mirth in that smile. He adjusted his posture, winced, and returned to his original sitting position. The injury he’d suffered during the final battle on the mother ship still limited him. “Jimmy was here last night. Told me Tara thinks you’re pushing both of them away. He didn’t have an opinion on the matter, of course. Jimmy’s above having opinions on such things.

“Yeah.” Max chuckled dryly. His old friend and their former principal had done nothing but clash when they’d been on the run from the GDA. Now, Jimmy seemed almost glued to Chambers’ side.

And he’s not the only one.

“Are you pushing them away?” Chambers asked.

“Of course I am.”

The agent nodded.

“They just…they don’t understand. They’ll never understand.”

“Well, I was there, and I still don’t understand.”

Max pressed his lips together. Chambers had been there, fought to the last in that final struggle, on what people had started to call Liberty Day. He’d laid down his life for his people. That meant he and Max understood each other, on some level.

But the man couldn’t understand the torment Max had endured ever since taking control of his Lark pilots—since spending their lives like poker chips. He’d never forgive himself for that, and he found he had no interest in talking to people who tried to feed him empty words, like “you had no choice” or “think of the billions of people you saved.”

Chambers didn’t say those things to him. So Max could stand being in his presence.

They’d lost most of the people they’d brought with them onto the mother ship. In the end, thirteen had survived, forced back into the central chamber where Aegis had been working to free humanity.

Max had been unable to access the iterations in that final fight, probably because Aegis had been wholly preoccupied with ending humanity’s forced self-destruction. Still, it felt like a failure on his part. He’d tried so desperately to fight as well as the strange alien power had let him fight before. But he couldn’t. And he’d felt next to worthless.

Then, suddenly, it had been over. The insectile aliens had all collapsed as one, motionless. Aegis had finished freeing humanity from the insanity that had gripped them since the invaders arrived, and then she’d turned her attention to saving Max, Chambers, and the eleven other surviving soldiers.

Only nine hundred million people were left on Earth, of the billions who’d lived and worked there mere days before.

Now, they had to rebuild.

Aegis had left him on Liberty Day, without even a goodbye. He hadn’t been able to contact her since, and she wouldn’t contact him. He knew she was in touch with General Andrews, and the congressmen and women he’d arrived with shortly after the fighting had ended. But she never spoke to him.

As for Tara, Max still didn’t trust himself with her. The dreams of her pregnancy still lingered, and the world had grown too dark to risk making them come true. Even now that the threat was over…the universe had proven itself to be a brutal place. Who knew when the next fight would come? Or what the cost would be, next time?

“How’s boot camp going?” he asked.

Chambers raised his eyebrows. “Boot camp?”

“You know what I’m talking about.”

“I wouldn’t call it boot camp, exactly.”

“From the way I’ve heard the guys going through it talk about it, it’s at least as grueling. If not more.”

Chambers shook his head, cursing under his breath. “Well, they asked for it.”

And they had. One of the first kids to wander out of the surrounding countryside, dazed and terribly alone, had asked Chambers to train him soon after learning who he was.

Kid? Tony Redding was older than Max was. At the same time, he seemed so much younger.

Others had soon gotten word of Redding’s training, and asked to join in. Now, Chambers shouted them around this same field for six hours a day, starting at five in the morning. On top of their training, they mowed the enormous grassy expanse and kept Chambers’ new house clean. And they seemed to love every minute of it.

It kept them from their own thoughts, Max guessed, at least for a time. Thoughts of losing everyone, and of living in a world that was a shade of its former self. Of the things they’d done while the madness gripped them.

Global civilization was coming back together, after a fashion. Nothing resembling America had returned, but Pueblo was in touch with eighty-two other communities, all across the country, which were reassembling themselves. That number would probably move into the hundreds, soon.

Some of the congresspeople Andrews had brought were working with him to put systems in place to salvage what goods they could, while doing their best to get agriculture back up and running. Part of that was a widespread effort to train new farmers as quickly as possible.

Others among the former congressmen and women contented themselves with useless bluster and politicking.

Not much changed, there.

The same thing was happening all over the world. Smaller countries like Switzerland and Monaco had already reclaimed some sense of national cohesion.

America would take longer. But she would return.

Chambers was looking at him. “You know I’m in touch with General Andrews.” It wasn’t a question.

Max nodded. Andrews was holed up in the secret installation in the Rockies, with a diminished but intact battalion of freshly battle-hardened soldiers. The congresspeople were there with him. For now, it was the closest thing the country had to a government. “Do you have news from him?”

“I do indeed. I’m not supposed to tell anyone this, of course, but I figure you deserve to be kept updated. Whether Andrews signs off on it or not.”

“I can keep a secret.”

“I know you can.” Chambers sighed. “It looks like our trouble might not be over.”

“I didn’t expect it was.”

“This is big. Aegis has revealed she has knowledge of a crisis on the Canor homeworld. We don’t have details yet, but apparently, whatever it is, she’s certain it’s only a matter of time before it boils over to threaten other species”

“Meaning us.”

“Yeah. It sounds like she wants humanity’s help in dealing with it.”

“She has control of the entire invasion fleet, now. What can we possibly offer her?”

Chambers grimaced. “I suspect it’s something to do with you, Max. Your ability to resist being taken over.”

That made him fall silent for several seconds. She hasn’t even spoken to me. Can she really want my help now? “Why didn’t she mention this before?”

The agent shrugged. “One thing at a time, I guess. I just hope we can trust her.”

They didn’t have much choice, on that score. Aegis held all the big guns, now. They had to trust her, though most people seemed convince she was likely to turn against them at any second—to recommence the invasion.

She was just a machine, after all. Machines were known to malfunction. But they had no choice.

“I want to join boot camp,” Max said.

“It’s not boot camp.”

“Whatever it is. And whatever it becomes. I want to be part of it.”

“Why?”

“Because whether Aegis wants my help again or not, I don’t want to be in command again. Not without earning it. I wasn’t ready for it before, and it turned out to be a disaster, even if it did end in victory.”

Chambers exhaled slowly.

“No one knows what comes next, Ted.” It still felt strange to call Chambers by his first name. “And whatever does come, I don’t want to face it by relying on weird powers granted by aliens. Those powers can be taken at any time. If I’m going to hold any rank at all, I want to train for it. I want to earn it.”

Chambers seemed to consider this, then nodded slowly. “Fine. You’re in.”

They returned to a comfortable silence, each staring out over the field, lost in thought. A breeze started up, and it held a hint of chill.

The leaves will start turning, soon.

For a long time, they stayed just like that. Each lost in thought, each lost in the stillness of a world that was catching its breath.
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