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          Prologue

        

        International Space Station

      

    
    
      Yuri Novitskiy awoke to pounding.

      He tried to roll over, but remembered he was stuck in a cocoon that was Velcroed to a wall. Or, as Sheppard liked to call it, being mummified for eight hours. One of the hardest parts about living in zero-g was that it didn't matter which direction you faced. There was no gravity to tell you which way was up and which way was down.

      The familiar machine shop smell of the space station came back to him: a combination of oil, recycled air, and ionization particles. Then there were the constant noises of moving air and machinery humming away as the space station kept its occupants alive.

      His thin door threatened to buckle as someone beat on it.

      "Go away, zombie. I just closed my eyes," he muttered, and tried to bury his face in the confines of his sleeping bag.

      "Yuri. We need you, man, there's an emergency."

      "Tell Oleg to take care of it. I am sleeping."

      The pounding ceased, and the door pushed open. Light flooded into his tiny space, illuminating his laptop, the floating paperback of a Tolstoy classic, and a package that had contained a Snickers--the greatest invention in the known world, as far as Yuri was concerned.

      He looked at his watch, which was set to UTC, and shook his head. Why couldn't the Americans take care of their own problem? It was always Yuri, we need this. Yuri, we need that. Yuri, you're the only one who knows this system.

      "Sheppard, what is so important that you must have Russia's greatest mind awoken at…" He looked at his watch again. "It's not even eleven. I've had less than an hour of sleep."

      "I'd tell you, bud, but you wouldn't believe me. Trust me, Yuri, if this weren't an emergency I'd be sound asleep too. You just gotta see this shit.” Sheppard’s lined face was split by a cocky smile.

      "If this is another spore breakthrough, I am going to be very angry. You know what happened last time I got angry?"

      "It's not like that, Yuri. I promise. No prank this time."

      The prank war had begun with Sheppard appearing naked--with the exception of a well-placed cowboy hat over his genitals--riding an imaginary bull through the science pod.

      Yuri had come back by playing a female voice that described how to perform a breast inspection for cancer into Sheppard’s radio while the man was on a space walk.

      Ever the over-achiever, Sheppard had retaliated by breaking into a call Yuri made to his family back on earth, and had piped in a recording of how to do a proper testicle inspection.

      There were the usual pranks after that, like switching the liquid salt with liquid pepper. One thing that wasn’t allowed in space was little particles of spice.

      Yuri had ended the escalating war by crafting a little alien head out of PVC and a chunk of freeze-dried steak that hadn't properly sealed before the trip to the space station. A few minutes with a knife had given it shape.

      With liberal use of ketchup, he'd scared Sheppard half to death with his Alien movie imitation. The only downside had been cleaning up the little red drops that had drifted in zero gravity.

      Yuri sighed and unzipped his sleeping bag. He caught a glimpse of his unshaven face and the wild, curly hair that rose about his head like a Jewish afro.

      He could shave it like Sheppard's, but he liked how it brought character to the station. Six people living 330 km above the earth on a vessel that orbited the earth every ninety minutes needed to have fun. He considered his clown hair fun, because it did not match his very Slavic and downturned features.

      "We have to get to Cupola to see it."

      "It's shuttered for the night."

      "Not now, it ain't," Sheppard said. "Bring a camera. The boys back home might take issue, so snap 'em while you can."

      "Such a rebel," Yuri said, but he grabbed his compact anyway, just in case this was actually something interesting.

      They zipped through habitation, hit a node, and then slid up toward Cupola. The other astronauts would all be asleep, except for Ryu. He enjoyed his all-night research, but really he just didn't need as much sleep as the others. As a fisherman's son, he hadn't slept more than six hours a night as a kid. Now, nearly thirty years later, he was functional on four, but he could be downright wired on five.

      Yuri nearly bashed his head on another laptop, and pushed the computer  back on its rotating joint so it wouldn't catch one of the other astronauts.

      "I was working on that," Ryu said from the corner of the space. He had a white blanket wrapped around his shoulders, and had blended right in with one of the spacesuits they'd had to store temporarily while he pulled out and went over a computer system.

      Suzie had reported some anomalies on a spacewalk to secure a loose solar panel two days ago, and Yuri had spent two days going over the systems before realizing it was simply a miscalculation he'd made. Instead of explaining the mix-up, he'd informed the rest of the crew that he had fixed some code.

      "Sorry. I almost hit it."

      "My apologies," Ryu said. "You go to see it?"

      "It?" Yuri asked.

      "He doesn't know," Sheppard interjected.

      "Better to sleep. Bad news can wait."

      "What does that mean?" Yuri asked.

      "He's just being melodramatic. Come on," said Sheppard, tugging at Yuri's shirt.

      Ryu's eyes held something like sadness. He showed occasional bouts of humor though he was normally very serious, but now was most certainly not one of those times. The Japanese man turned his gaze away and focused on the circuit board he'd pulled out of a spacesuit.

      He moved along another corridor and caught a handgrip with the top of his foot, which was well calloused thanks to living on the ISS. Ironically, the harden skin on the bottom of his feet had fallen off.

      They floated up the narrow passageway until they were in the nearly three-meter diameter portal that looked into space. Just as Sheppard had said, the shutters were open, which was indeed against protocol. It was important to maintain a standard nighttime environment, so the astronauts were on a regular sleep schedule.

      They were over the Sahara, with the sun's glare shining on their home below. The huge desert extended in every direction, but would soon give way to vegetated land, then ocean as they spun around Earth's low orbit.

      "There," Sheppard said, and pointed to three o'clock.

      Yuri sucked in his breath when he saw… it.

      From their viewpoint, space had ceased to exist in the direction of the moon. Something blotted it out as wide as they could see.

      "Chinese?"

      "Not on your life. According to Houston it's not theirs, and we know it's not yours."

      "Ah, comrade, it's been many years since the Soviet Union launch secret craft." Yuri tried to think of an English word equivalent to what he was seeing, but could only come up with one thing. "It's fucking huge."

      "What's that?"

      Another shape moved behind the anomaly, this one shimmering in and out like it was caught in a haze. The craft was black, with long, grey, pulsing lines like veins. It was elongated, and had to be at least sixty or seventy kilometers in length. It spun along one axis, but the rotation was slowing.

      Then something ejected from its side.

      "What in the--" Sheppard didn't finish his sentence, because the smaller object emitted beams of light that swept over the first craft, the sun's radiance reflecting off earth's atmosphere causing a confusion of refracted images.

      "It's above us, but moving. How can it move like this?" Yuri wondered out loud. Remaining in apogee was an art. Sliding in and out was the stuff of science fiction.

      An explosion lit their view. Yuri looked away, because the flash had been bright enough to remind him of catching a glimpse of the sun without a spacesuit's visor down--something that could ruin your vision for good.

      "Well, goodnight!" Sheppard exclaimed.

      Ryu slid into the Cupola and didn't utter a word.

      Pieces leapt away from each object. Some accelerated the short distance to make impact with explosive effect, while beams leapt out and obliterated others. The ISS was rocked by one shockwave after another.

      "This is no good," Yuri said. He had the overriding desire to rush off and do a full systems inspection. The solar panels maintained a very tenuous grip on the space station due to the nature of zero-g, and shockwaves were not the kind of thing they were built to withstand.

      Lights erupted in space behind them, and for the first time they got a look at the larger object.

      Sleek: that was the best way to describe it. The object was oblong with rounded ends, like a giant cigar. There were no discernible lines except for the random veins. Ports snapped open to emit jagged objects that raced away, with points of light glowing from their rears.

      The other craft was much smaller, but danced circles around the first. Its signature was not as smooth, but rounder, and there were a number of protrusions like blisters along the hull.

      "India and Pakistan?" Yuri said, and knew immediately how silly it sounded. If those two nations ever got craft into space, he doubted they'd start a war up there. They were more likely to start nuking each other back on good old Earth. So what did that leave?

      "That is some shit right there," Sheppard said.

      Yuri closed his mouth, raised his camera and took pictures as fast as the device could ready itself.

      A massive shock raced along the smaller craft's hull and it fell away suddenly, but not before a pod the size of a sports stadium broke away and became invisible. The larger craft hovered in place for a few seconds before withdrawing over the horizon of the space station until it could be seen no longer.

      Another wave hit the ISS, and something snapped. Yuri didn't hear it, but he felt it. The station thrummed and shook with something that was wrong.

      "Not good," Ryu said, and dove through the hatch.

      Sheppard was next, and Yuri was right behind him. Alarms echoed up and down the passageways.

      Yuri slid out of the lab and went to the Russian side of the space station. He floated in front of his computer and stared at the readout. His radio crackled to life, and a voice from home requested an immediate sitrep.

      Yuri paused to collect his thoughts, then said something that they would never believe back home. When he was done he rejoined Sheppard and Ryu.

      "Something else is moving. It's that big round thing," Yuri observed.

      A second explosion occurred half a minute later, in the direction the first ship had departed from.

      "What was that?" Sheppard yelled.

      "I believe it is called revenge. Now both objects have gone," Yuri replied. “No, not gone. They are in pieces.”

      He stood stock still as he considered the implications. The planet Earth may have just been visited by aliens, but instead of coming in peace or for conquest, the two had eliminated each other from space.

      He took a deep breath, and prepared to issue an order to evacuate the space station.
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      The glowing red numbers on his alarm clock rolled over to 12:00, and Victor contemplated murder. He wouldn't really kill his downstairs neighbors--that would be crazy--but he could dream about it for a very long time.

      When he and Laura had moved into the little apartment complex, the first floor room below theirs had been occupied by a nice older woman named Charlene. She'd talked to Victor several times, and even cooed over the little ones.

      Vic Jr. and Chloe hadn't been old enough to understand that the praise was for them, and had simply shied away from the strange woman. But after Charlene had continued her efforts to get to know the "cuties," as she'd called them, they'd warmed to her with their childish innocence.

      Charlene had moved out a few months later without a goodbye, and that had been fine by Victor. After all, he'd said all of a few hundred words to her in all the time he'd known her. Not like they were good friends or anything. Besides, the woman had worked the night shift, and they'd rarely run into each other.

      The apartment he, Laura, and the children had taken over was a small two-bedroom with aging appliances. The carpet was a deep brown that was ugly as sin, but perfect for children.

      Got a spill? Just wipe that stuff up, and no one would be the wiser. Kids tracked in the craziest stuff. Take them on a trip to the mall and they'd manage to bring back at least four differently-colored substances on their shoes and clothing.

      Victor and Laura's room was technically the master bedroom, even though it was nearly the same size as the one the kids slept in. They had a queen-sized bed that had seen better days, and a couple of old dressers made of particleboard that had a shiny finish. Still, hand-me-downs were better than living in boxes.

      Laura wanted new furniture as soon as they could afford it, but things like car trouble, food, bills, and the occasional bottle or three of alcohol kept getting in the way.

      Victor didn't blame Laura for wanting to stay with the kids, and the truth was that he made a decent amount of money…when he worked.

      But that was the rub: construction jobs would come and go until he'd built up some seniority. After that, he'd have a job round the year. For now, it was week-to-week for income, and there were more than enough weeks when he stayed at home because there was no contract job, keeping them nearly in the poorhouse.

      Still. The new apartment was an upgrade to the trailer they’d occupied for a disastrous six months with Laura’s mother. It wasn’t that she was hard to live with; it was simply too cramped in the tiny space for both she and the family of four. The second they’d had enough money saved for a deposit and first and last months' rent, they’d moved.

      Laura stirred next to him. She extended one willowy arm out from under the covers and tossed it over his midsection. Victor didn't move, so he wouldn’t wake her up. There were worse things in the world than having your wife's arm over you while her body was pressed to your side.

      He also didn't understand how the hell she could sleep with the fucking noise blaring away downstairs. It wasn't even the music; it was the rhythmic 'bump-bump-bump' of the bass that was keeping him awake.

      The new neighbors had moved in a month after Charlene had left. Victor had tried to engage with them, get their measure, and see if they were cool. Barely out of college kids, the downstairs apartment now had a steady influx of losers, each more annoying than the last.

      The noise--and smell of weed--had started appearing the night after they'd moved in.

      Victor had taken to stomping around his apartment when his downstairs neighbors were being particularly dickish. He'd call the management to complain, and a few minutes later the music would die down, but the next day it would start up again, and Victor would be on the phone again, bitching.

      "Jerks," he muttered, and considered putting on clothes, going downstairs, and confronting them.

      "What?" Laura asked.

      She wiped her eyes, and blinked at him in the pale light. The moon cast shadows across the room, thanks to the wide slats of their half-closed blinds, blinds so old that once closed, they had to be wrestled open again.

      "Sorry, baby. The people downstairs."

      She took her earplugs out and nodded at him, then snuggled closer.

      "Earplugs. Wear them."

      "One of us has to listen, in case Vic Jr. or Chloe cries," he said. He didn't say it in an accusing voice. Laura was confident that the brats were perfectly capable of sleeping on their own and that they knew how to get out of bed and find their parents, if there was an issue.

      It wasn't the earplugs; it was the principle. Why should he be forced to deal with the complete lack of consideration from their neighbors?

      He had to get up in five hours and make the trek to work. Five goddamn hours, then he'd be working his ass off in the rain and cold.

      At least he had a warm bed now, and his wife's body pressed next to him. He rolled to his side and covered his ears with his pillow. It drowned out some of the beat, but not enough to let him sink into sleep.

      It was another hour before that happened.
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      Bryon called out a goodbye to his mother, even though she was probably still asleep and wouldn’t hear him. It was important to put up a front today, just in case.

      He slapped his backpack on, pulled the straps tight, and strode out the door with a Pop-Tart hanging out of his mouth. He took the walk to his bus stop, spotted the other kids waiting around, and then ducked behind some bushes.

      Bryon, sixteen, was not the most popular kid at school. Mom said that he'd come into his man's body in a few years, and that most kids were a little bit "big-boned."

      He thought that he was pudgy, with his belly that demanded shopping in the Big and Tall section at Walmart, his shirts that had to be in the XL range--or 2XL, more often than not.

      The day he'd turned thirteen, his face had broken out with acne, and he'd never been the same since. He used to have smooth, pink skin, but since that first pimple, he normally looked like someone had taken a cheese grater to his cheeks.

      Bryon didn't really like the other kids, except for Al. Al went by Al because his real name was Aleister and his Mom was fucking insane. She'd named him after some old actor or writer or something. Said it was cool and dark.

      She'd only been seventeen when she'd gotten pregnant with Al, and hadn't really wanted to keep him, but her boyfriend at the time had talked her into it. Then he'd supposedly disappeared one day, but Al said he was pretty sure his Dad had joined the Army and shipped out. Wherever the deadbeat had gone, Bryon bet he was happy not to be in lame-ass Burien, Washington.

      He texted Al and told him he wouldn't be in school today. Al texted him back, calling him a bunch of creative names, but ended with "jealous, bro."

      He went to a donut shop and ordered a pair of chocolate-covered old fashioneds and a hot cocoa. He found a corner booth, took out his six-pound laptop, and worked on a comic strip. The hero he'd created was The Vulture: a man with a hooked nose whose super powers came from the things that he created with his billions of dollars.

      Sure, it was like his favorite superhero, Batman, but Bryon's idea was to make his hero a man of the people, who had a hopeful message.

      His current scene had The Vulture fighting Idioman: a mastermind who controlled the mobs by manipulating their diseases. A bully, who deserved to be put in a grave. Bryon tried to keep his prose fresh and real, but there was a young man's innocence to his writing, and he knew it. Once he got into a proper writing workshop, he'd clean it up.

      The issue was finding a workshop that wasn't filled with crazy science fiction writers.

      The last writing group he'd tried had been filled with nothing but drama: who was sleeping with who, who was talking behind whose back, and who needed to be excluded from the community.

      They'd met in basements, and Bryon--accepted, but sort of pushed into a corner in the popularity triangle--had tried to fit in. Instead he'd left the group after a few meetings, and joined an online one that was only slightly less crazy. More importantly he didn’t have to see anyone’s face.

      Bryon waited another hour, then packed up his laptop, sucked down the rest of his cocoa, and left for home. He rounded the corner and stuck to a wild growth of rhododendrons that had taken over a neighbor's front yard.

      He eyed the house. The garage door was closed, but Mom might still be home, so he had to be extra cautious. The last thing he needed was a curse-word-filled yelling lecture where he wouldn't get a word in.

      His reasons would be lame anyway. He hated school, and Mom knew that. But that was a poor excuse for skipping out. She might take his laptop away, which was about the worst punishment in the world. No writing and no gaming. He'd be like a man in a waking coma, counting the hours until she returned the device.

      He walked between a pair of his neighbor's houses. The little white home on the left had a big brown pit bull that loved to bark his fool head off whenever anyone walked by. The pooch wasn't outside right now; that was a bonus. The house had a trellis with vines that crept up the side. He suspected the owners kept the barrier in place because they both liked to walk around naked.

      On more than one occasion, he had snuck around the side of the house to watch the woman. She was old, probably in her forties, and had sagging boobs, but they were the only boobs he got to see in real life, so it was hard to complain.

      The dude was another story. That guy was in his fifties, and sported a pair of wrinkly balls that made Bryon think seriously about never peeping on the woman again. Not if seeing that guy was the price he had to pay for a quick thrill.

      He approached his home from the side. He didn't want to be a creeper, in case his neighbors were watching--even though he was one, technically--so he crept around the back.

      He made it to the garage and looked in the dusty window to find that Mom's car was gone. He breathed a sigh of relief, unlocked the side door and moved through the garage.

      There were piles of boxes almost to the ceiling, and an old shelving system that contained what seemed like an endless supply of makeup samples for a company his mother had worked for in the early 00s.

      Now they were covered in dust.

      What blew Bryon's mind was that even though she had enough makeup to open a boutique, she still insisted on buying new products every month.

      If Bryon had to take that much time applying crap to his face, he'd probably hang himself. She'd tried to get him to use face cleanser, to help with the severe acne, and he had for a few days, but it was too much work in the morning, when he could be catching a few extra minutes of sleep.

      He paused in the kitchen and rummaged around inside the nearly-bare refrigerator. It was only Tuesday and they were already low on the good stuff, with no resupply until Friday, when his mother got paid.

      He found an energy drink in the back and took it. There was a bag of red seedless grapes in a produce drawer, but they'd been there, untouched, for weeks. Bryon had a stash of Belgian chocolate bars in his room, which sounded way more satisfying than grapes.

      Safe in his room, he plugged his laptop into the charger and his external monitor, booted up his game, and logged in. His guild wasn't very active right now, because they had a raid scheduled for tonight, so he spent a few hours working on leveling up his character.

      Later, he flopped on his bed and stared at the ceiling. He thought about masturbating, but he couldn't work up the energy to unzip his pants, so he dozed.

      After an hour, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Wiping his eyes, he lifted the device to check his messages.

      Al had texted him that school sucked. Bryon messaged him back "sucks to be you, dude." Then he got back to his game, and pretty soon, the entire afternoon was gone.
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          Elise

        

      

    
    
      They kept the battleground confined to a coffee shop.

      Starbucks would have been okay with Elise, but being the true metrosexual, complete with man-bun and infinity scarf, Jeremy thought that the chain was too corporate.

      They chose a spot on Second Avenue called The Pipes, which served coffee, pastries, and overpriced breakfast sandwiches that featured meat and cheese with nearly unpronounceable names. They offered gluten-free--for a dollar more, of course--and that's what Elise chose. She wasn't into a trend, and she wasn't intolerant. It was simply that she preferred the consistency of the springy bread.

      Her best friend Colleen had ended up in the hospital with encephalitis before it was found that she couldn't eat wheat products. Being a good friend, Elise had done everything she could to support Colleen, including keeping gluten-free products in her condo.

      Elise was small and felt like she had a nice body, even if she thought like her hips were a little too wide and her thighs a little too thick. Throughout high school she’d been shy and kept her hair in a ponytail and her body covered by sweatshirts and loose pants  Her hair color had changed constantly, going from bright shades of red to lighter greens and blues.

      When she'd moved on to college, Colleen--then her roommate--had encouraged her to embrace her femininity and put on high heels and makeup. Wear a shirt with the top button undone; there was nothing wrong with having a guy check you out. Feminist was a bad word in college, but all it meant was that she could do any job or take any class a man could.

      Showing a little cleavage was the same as a buff guy wearing a t-shirt that rode his muscular frame… or so Colleen had preached.

      That had led to a number of bad decisions with men. Then Jeremy had come along in her last year of college, and wiped the floor with the losers who had come before.

      He was polite, sweet, and always well-spoken. When she'd told him she was going to nursing school, he'd cheered her on. His family was from San Francisco and had a lot of money. He'd floated through school with a grin and a bank account. She'd incurred debt and worked side jobs whenever possible, to pay for food and a box of cheap wine.

      She and Colleen didn't drink in excess, but there were always girl nights, when they got drunk and bitched about classes while watching B-movies on Netflix.

      Jeremy was majoring in English and Poetry: a double major in useful and useless. He quoted her romantic lines from the likes of Byron, Keats, and Rossetti.

      His own poetry, though.

      While earnest, it was simply horrible. She made polite noises of encouragement when he read to her over the phone, all the while rolling her eyes and wishing the moments would end. She always attempted to change the subject as soon as possible.

      The trouble had started over spring break last year, when, to put it mildly, he'd become obsessive about what she was doing and who she was talking to.

      Her parents lived in Boise, Idaho, in a tiny house that had been in the family for two generations. They had been supportive of her ambitions, and showed their love for her when she was home, partly because they suffered from empty nest syndrome.

      She had tried to be polite with her parents' probes about Jeremy, but it had been hard. He'd called a dozen times a day, wanting to know exactly what she was up to. After a few days, she'd started to avoid him, claiming she was busy with her aunts and uncles.

      Toward the end of the week, Jeremy had informed her that he was flying to Boise to see her. She'd panicked and lied, telling him she was going to go to the lake with some friends and wouldn't be in town. He'd flown off the handle then, accusing her of fucking around on him. He'd called her names and told her they were finished.

      Elise had sat in shocked silence for thirty minutes before her mother had asked if she was okay.

      "I'm fine, Mom, just boy problems," she'd said.

      Her mother had nodded sagely.

      "I had boy problems before I met your father. You'll do fine. Just remember that there is a difference between a boy and a man. When you meet a man--the right man--you'll know. Until then, be careful with the boys."

      Elise and Jeremy's relationship had hung in the balance. She'd made the mistake of checking Facebook that night and found a rant from Jeremy about women and how they cheated at the first opportunity. His friends had chimed in and said truly horrible things, knowing full well that he was dating Elise. People she'd thought she'd known had turned into assholes in the blink of an eye.

      The worst was that he'd changed his relationship status to Single. That was how things were done, nowadays: you announced to the world when you were seeing someone on freaking Facebook. She'd had enough of his bullshit, and refused to call him for the rest of her visit with her parents.

      When she'd returned to Seattle, he'd been apologetic. He'd constructed an epic poem that was shit, but it was sweet. He'd sent her flowers and messages. He'd showed up after one of her classes, actually getting on one knee and begging her for forgiveness.

      She'd relented, smiling at his efforts, because she'd felt it was truly something she'd remember for a long time.

      After that, he'd told her that he was going to therapy, and promised not to be so overbearing. After another six months, he'd talked her into sharing an apartment. She'd signed the papers, and her mother and father had offered enough money to get them started on furniture, pots, pans, dishes, and an old set of silverware that had been passed down from her grandparents.

      Jeremy hadn't provided that much, claiming his family was withholding money until he actually finished school. It had turned out to be a lie, like so many others, as she'd later learned. He'd had money the entire time, but had seemed to delight in having her pay for things.

      Asshole.

      Still, she was determined to keep things civil now no matter what, and now they were meeting to discuss terms.

      

      He strode into the coffee shop fifteen minutes late and breezed past her table, with barely a nod in her direction. She'd sat in a chair near the entrance, in case she needed to make a speedy getaway. In case his abusiveness came out.

      She suspected that she needn't worry, though. He was a narcissist. He wanted to be liked by everyone. There was no way he was going to show his true colors in this place.

      She sipped her latte while he ordered something douchey.

      Once they were seated, he hit her with one of his magnanimous smiles.

      "Thanks for agreeing to see me today," he said.

      "I asked for this meeting."

      "Oh, a meeting is it? I thought we were going to discuss our things," he said, putting the emphasis on our.

      "The only things in the condo that belong to you are a few clothes. I bagged them up. Play it cool and I won't toss them in the street when I leave."

      He sat back, as if miffed.

      "Elise. Please don't be childish. We can discuss this like adults."

      "We can't discuss this like adults, because you aren’t anything like an adult. You gave up your right to peaceful negotiations when you grabbed me and shoved me into the refrigerator," she said, seething.

      Her voice had risen enough for other patrons to take notice. A big guy wearing a hunting cap studied Jeremy like he was a piece of shit. But she didn't need protecting, not from this asshole. She'd done the damage, by showing their audience what a jerk he was. She was being manipulative, because this was the kind of attention he hated.

      He shrunk back in his chair.

      "Can't we talk? I swear, Elise, I'm back in therapy and things are going great. Really great. Give me another chance," he said.

      "No," she replied simply.

      "But I--"

      "No more, Jeremy. I'm here to give you fair notice. If you come near me or the condo again, I will get a restraining order. Is that clear?"

      He stared daggers at her.

      "You know what? Fuck you, Elise. You and your stupid needlepoint weeknights. That was when you weren't studying. You never really loved me, you know. I gave you everything. I gave you my heart, and so many words of endearment. So many," he said. His eyes dropped down for the pity play.

      "I'm not falling for that again. And for the record, your poetry is worse than something a Vogon would write," she said.

      "A Vogon? I don't follow."

      "It's in a book. Read one for a change. I'm leaving, Jeremy. Here are some of your bills and the rest of your crap."

      Elise handed him a plastic Safeway bag filled with his stuff, offered him a tight smile, and then strode out of the shop.

      "You'll be back, Elise," he said to her departing form.

      She smirked as the door closed behind her.

      Jeremy was fast. She gave him that much. He was on her in a flash.

      He practically flew out of the coffee shop and grabbed her arm. He pulled hard, dragged her resisting body into his. He wrapped his arms around her and tried to kiss her. She put her hands in front of her body and shoved, but he wouldn’t let go.

      “Stop fighting me, Elise. We’re meant to be together.”

      Elise performed the move she’d learned when she was nine years old: she drove her knee into his balls. Jeremy’s expression went from mad to shocked. He dropped his hands and fell back against the storefront, his hands covering his sac.

      “That’s it, Jeremy," said Elise. "I’m getting the restraining order. Don’t you dare come near me again!” she said, and stormed off.
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      Martin Thayer stood in front of the dirty mirror, put his hands on the small of his back and leaned forward slowly until one of his vertebrae gave up the ghost and cracked. He straightened his spine and rubbed his skin beneath a red-checkered flannel shirt that he'd picked up a few weeks ago during a Goodwill run.

      Martin stooped over another few inches and studied his craggy, grey-haired face.

      Lines. Nothing but lines.

      His mirror image split between his eyes, because of a crack that ran from the ceiling, through the glass, and then off to one side, shifting one eye higher than the other. The crack had happened a few years ago, and Martin hadn't had the money to pay for a new mirror.

      It wouldn't help, anyway. The damn thing was old, just like him, and his image wasn't getting prettier anytime soon, so why spend any of his limited income on a new mirror?

      He had been close to five foot nine once, but age had stooped him, and played hell with his hips and lower back. Some mornings it hurt just to get out of bed. Some mornings he preferred to just lay there and stare at the ceiling, rather than face wracking pain.

      The rheumatoid arthritis was getting worse. Three of the knuckles on his right hand were enlarged to the size of shooter marbles. Bending his fingers was an exercise in agony.

      The state quack had given him a few options, including painkillers. Those had been fun for a while, until they'd determined that he was addicted. Addicted! Assholes had gotten him hooked on the junk in the first place, and then they'd cut him off, just like that. No warning. No lowering of his dose.

      He'd suddenly found himself with a quarter bottle of opioids and no hope of getting more unless he figured out how to find them on the street. Couldn't afford them anyway. Not with the pittance that Social Security brought in. The VA hospital had turned him away and offered in-home care. He took it. He wasn't proud.

      Then a nurse had started to visit once a week: moldy old woman, a few years younger than him. Couldn't even send over a hot piece of ass for him to ogle. After he grumped about the bitch, she told him that he was a mean old fart and she was putting in for reassignment.

      "Good," he'd told her as she'd marched out the door. "Hope they make you take care of someone who's older than me so you can check his diapers."

      The man who'd replaced her was black, and built like a quarterback. Darius had had a soft, soothing voice, and had seemed genuinely concerned with Martin… until Martin had been flip with the man. Then his angry side had come out, and he'd told the old man that if he ever talked to him like that again, he'd break Martin like a twig.

      After that, he and Darius had been nothing civil with each other.

      Martin's doorbell buzzed.

      He turned and stared at the door for a few seconds, wondering who in the blue blazes would be visiting at this hour. Visiting at all, for that matter.

      Martin dug out a t-shirt from a pile on the floor. He sniffed it and tossed it aside, then found one that didn't smell like rotten eggs and slipped it on. The front had a logo for one of the big warehouse stores. Something he'd gotten in a donated package. It was bright green, and two sizes too large.

      He didn't bother with pants. If boxers were good enough for God, they were good enough for whoever was buzzing at his door.

      "Just a minute," he called.

      Martin stared at the refrigerator for a few seconds. Just a nip. Wouldn't take long, and it would calm his nerves. Just a little sip from his plastic jug of vodka, to settle his stomach.

      Nah, he'd wait a few minutes, and then, right after he'd chased the punk down the apartment hallway, he'd take a few sips. Shit cost so much, and he was down to half a bottle.

      Soon he'd have to put on real clothes and venture down to the corner liquor mart. Damn kids and druggies hanging around outside. Hustling at all hours of the morning. He'd get up and go early on Friday, that was it. He'd crawl out of bed, ignore the aching of his joints, go spend a little of his limited cash on booze.

      The pain came first, then the shortness of breath. He leaned forward, planted his hand on the wall, and coughed until he thought he was going to pass out. Martin navigated to the kitchen sink and spit out a ball of phlegm, and washed it down with water from the tap.

      He shook as he tried to catch his breath.

      The doorbell dinged again, and was followed by a pounding on the front door.

      Shit. Had he forgotten to pay his rent?

      He could try to wait out the landlord, but then the old Greek would be back in an hour, ringing and ringing until Martin came up with some apology. The grump couldn’t kick him out right away, thanks to the state-assisted senior living apartment he resided in.

      Better to get it over with now.

      He opened the door with an excuse on the tip of his tongue.

      It never made it out of his mouth, because there stood his pride and joy: Benjamin, his only child.

      "What the fucking hell do you want?" Martin demanded.

      

      Benjamin had aged. He wore his hair close-cropped, and it was going grey, just like his old man's. He wore a pair of dark, thick-rimmed glasses, and a bushy brown mustache kissed his upper lip. He was dressed in a sweater and jeans, with a heavy rain jacket over the ensemble. The coat was blue and green, and prominently displayed the Seattle Seahawks logo on the front.

      "Real nice language, Dad."

      "If you're looking for a handout, I got nothing."

      "I just came to say hi and to give you some news, then I'll be out of your hair," Benjamin said.

      "Not much hair to get out of. Take a look at my pate, son. You got a lot to look forward to."

      "Are you going to invite me in?" Benjamin asked.

      "Just tell me what you have to say. I have a full schedule today. I'm hoping for a soft BM later in the afternoon."

      Benjamin sighed and looked his father up and down.

      Martin hadn't seen his son in close to seven years. The two had parted on bad terms, and neither wanted to admit that the other was right or wrong. The argument was lost to Martin now, so it didn't really matter what it had concerned. His own son had turned his back on his old man. To the fishes with this ungrateful kid.

      "Mom's dead," Benjamin said.

      "You came all this way to tell me that? Couldn't you just send a letter?"

      "I wanted to tell you in person. She died surrounded by family. She had cancer."

      "That's sad, son. Very sad. Haven't spoken to her in almost twenty years, so I can't say I'm real broken up. She was going to be the death of me, and that's why I left."

      "Yeah, you left, we got over it. Now I'm leaving," Benjamin said.

      "I got cancer too. Doc's given me a few months to live, so I won't be a bother for much longer."

      That got to his son. Benjamin's eyes crinkled slightly. Then he shook his head, but he couldn't look his father in the face.

      "Right. See you at my funeral," Martin said.

      "Guess so," Benjamin said. His son turned, and walked down the hallway.

      

      Martin closed the door and took a seat. Hard words between a father and son were never easy. He thought about opening the door and calling Benjamin back. Maybe they could work out their differences. Martin knew he didn’t have much time left. Who would his son deliver news of his fathers death too?

      Martha had been a hard woman to live with, and it had gotten worse after he'd come back from Nam. He'd tried to explain to her one night what it was like to live with all the shit in his head. The explosions, men screaming, holding in their guts, dying in the jungle, and him begging them to be quiet while expecting to be shot at any second.

      She'd told him to man up. Lots of guys had gone to fight and come back and made something of their lives, instead of wallowing in self-pity.

      He'd taken her words hard, and never really forgiven her. When he'd left to take a job in Alaska, he'd promised he'd be back, but he'd decided to stay on and work the pipeline instead. The thrill of being on the road, drinking in bars, and living in hotels had been fun for the first few months. Then he'd sunk into depression and found his only help in a bottle.

      The years had rolled by.

      After that, it had been odd jobs and travel. Always travel. When he'd finally made it back to Seattle, she'd spit in his face and told him she'd moved on. Well, he moved on too: right into a shitty apartment.

      So she was dead.

      Martin tried to feel something, but the only thing that came to his mind was the need to take a drink.
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      "It's all a matter of perspective," Shawn James said. "You think something's happening up there, and I think it's bullshit. Don't change the fact that we got some crazy fucking reports coming in. Crazy reports that can, incidentally, kiss my black ass."

      He was tired of arguing with Charles in Indiana. The guy was a conspiracy nut of the highest order, but when he was lucid--and not drunk--he and Shawn usually had pretty good chats over their ham radios.

      Charles regularly tried calling the International Space Station to chat with whichever astronaut was hanging around and not busy doing whatever the hell those Earth-jumpers did in space. Not that they always answered, but sometimes someone did. Sometimes they randomly called down to Earth.

      The first time Shawn had talked to Astronaut Sheppard, he'd been in complete awe. Here was a man two hundred and forty miles up, encased in an aluminum shell that was three quarters of an inch thick and rotated the earth every ninety-two minutes, give or take, taking a moment to ask him what the latest must-watch TV series was about.

      "All my dumb white ass knows is that it's like they just shut everything down up there," Charles in Indiana said over the receiver. "Unless there's a sunspot we don't know about, those radios should be online."

      It wasn't a secret, and a lot of people knew how to do it. The key was not to be an asshole when one of the astronauts actually answered.

      Shawn was on his desktop, because his laptop's battery was low and he was too lazy to run upstairs and find the charger. He'd run the little MacBook Air into the ground after a few nights of reading reports from astronomers and listening to feedback from the ISS. He'd probably be a lot happier if he were working on the new firmware for his newest robot.

      She was eighteen inches tall, and built with nothing but love and about five thousand dollars in parts. She had a bulbous belly, short legs, and arms that could double as pistons in case she got stuck. The little robot could launch herself into the air a full four to six inches, then land on all four limbs.

      After Sofia had left him, he'd devoted all of his free time to the little beast. He'd ordered parts on eBay and from Chinese manufacturers. For over two months, he'd received pieces on a daily basis.

      The hard part was the programming. He was a computer design specialist, and coming up with all of the lines of code to "teach" the robot how to behave had taken over a year to master. Then had come the cleanup, because his programming had been too basic, and had needed to be streamlined.

      His phone buzzed on the counter. He'd been poring over a block of code, because Charles in Indiana had gone silent. Even Charles needed sleep, and frequently passed out in his chair… or so he'd informed Shawn.

      "Can we talk?"

      "What about?" he messaged back.

      Sofia had hated his hobbies. She'd been from a rural area of Oregon and they'd met in college. She'd been beautiful, with short hair and a fiery temper. After marriage, they'd settled into a nice home with nice cars, and she'd foregone getting a job, because they'd planned to have kids.

      Children had never happened. As it had turned out, he was infertile, and that discovery had been when the trouble had started. He'd asked her to get a job. She'd gone to school to become a therapist, but hadn't finished her degree. She’d tried her hand at writing a novel that was never completed while he begged her to go back to school, or at least find a way to contribute to the household besides spending money on clothes and shoes.

      His money.

      Her temper had always flared, and he'd always backed down… until the incident.

      She'd blamed him for her lack of motivation, his pushback on getting tested at a fertility clinic. She'd said he'd put it off because he'd known all along that they couldn't have children.

      For the next week, they'd slept in different rooms.

      Then, that fateful Friday had arrived.

      He hadn't meant to snoop. He'd logged onto their computer and found her Facebook was open, with a chat window blinking below. A man had told her he couldn't wait to fuck her the next day. At first, Shawn had thought it was just an asshole hitting on her, but then he'd scrolled up and found that the affair had been going on for months.

      Not only that, but she’d been screwing a white guy.

      After the divorce she’d moved out, and hadn’t been in touch since, except to occasionally ask how the cat was doing. Elmore must have found life without Sofia boring, because the little beast had left him one day and never come home. Just like Sofia.

      His cell phone buzzed across the desk. He picked it up and looked at the screen.

      "I miss you," Sofia messaged.

      I don't miss you, he wanted to message back.

      Shawn stared at his phone for a few minutes. When he reached for the device, the lights in the house flickered out. He glanced upward just as they popped back on.

      "What the shit?" he muttered.

      Shawn's house was a two-story that had been built in the 60s. He and Sofia had found it on the outskirts of Seattle five years ago and paid a fair price for it, thanks to a foreclosure sale. The bank had been slow in getting the paperwork done, so it had been three months before they could move in.

      Renovations had taken up most of the first year. He and Sofia had started in the main bathroom by replacing the old tub with a garden tub. They'd used it a few times, but now he barely went into that bathroom. The walls were maroon, which drove him nuts because it looked like a future murder room. Is that blood? Nope, just fucking maroon. Sofia had picked the colors, and he'd been powerless to stop her.

      Now that she was gone, he was free to paint it whatever color he wanted, but he had to be honest with himself: the smartest thing he could do was sell the house and move into something smaller.

      The lights flickered again.

      He wandered through the living room, past the light blue sectional and the glass top coffee table, which was covered in electronic parts. There was also a bin containing additional resistors, capacitors, and diodes. He had three little CPUs that he planned to test over the next few months. A couple of Raspberry PI computers lay in pieces--two more items that he planned to experiment with at some point.

      A pair of pictures hung on the east-facing wall. They weren't exactly art deco, but they featured women in profile against alternating dark and light blue backgrounds. He'd meant to take them down and replace them with framed movie posters of Predator 2 and Lethal Weapon, because both featured the greatest actor in the world: Danny Glover.

      Sofia had picked the art when they'd taken a trip to Port Townsend for their six-month anniversary. They'd stayed indoors for most of the week, and made love by firelight. The bed and breakfast had been equipped with a kitchen, so they'd found little reason to leave their room except to stroll on the beach and try out restaurants for the occasional dinner. He'd been in love with her then. All-consuming and passionate.

      She missed him, though--or so she claimed. Maybe if they tried again. Maybe if he gave her another chance. The word counseling had come up more than once before she'd moved out, but she had said there was no point. The worst thing had been her clichéd, "It's me. Not you."

      He pushed the drapes aside, slid open the glass door, and went onto the deck. His property wasn't much; less than half an acre, and butted up against a neighbor's yard. His was unkempt and overgrown.

      It was time to call a gardener, because fixing it up himself was not in the cards. He'd rather spend his precious free time doing anything but pulling weeds and mowing the grass.

      He gazed up at a cloudy sky. Based on the time of night, the ISS wouldn't be overhead for another six hours. Didn't matter anyway. It was so overcast, there was no chance of seeing the blip of light.

      The ham radio crackled.

      Shawn moved back into the kitchen and plopped down at the table.

      "Charles?" Shawn asked.

      "Seattle, you there? Come back, Seattle."

      "Seattle here. Come back, Indiana," Shawn said.

      "Something's up. Get your bug-out bag and make for the hills, my friend. I can't say more. I wish I could, but this info comes from darknet," Charles in Indiana said.

      Darknet? The so-called seedy underbelly of the internet? Christ, Charles had really lost it.

      "Are you bugging out?"

      "When I go dark, I probably won't talk to you again. It's bad, Shawn. They're here and there's nothing we can do about it," Charles said.

      “They? You realize how crazy that sounds, right?”

      “Crazy my ass. This day was coming and we all knew it. Best of luck, Shawn.”

      "Yeah. Okay, Charles. Look, man. If you change your mind and come back, let me know," Shawn said.

      Charles didn't answer.

      

      Morning came far too soon for Shawn’s liking.

      Coffee. Donuts--the powdered kind that were just as bad for you as a sausage biscuit from McDonald's. He devoured half of the bag before he realized what he'd done. Shawn usually took care to keep his weight down.

      After he and Sofia had married, he'd started eating everything in sight. He'd called it the food honeymoon. It had set in around the third month as he and Sofia--who hadn't lived with him until after their nuptials--had gotten into the habit of being around each other all of the time.

      Sharing bathroom time was something he'd resisted, because he liked his privacy. Sofia on the other hand had had no issue with plopping down on the toilet to urinate while he'd brushed his teeth.

      "What?" she had asked. "You've seen every inch of me hundreds of times. What's a little pee?"

      “Just think we should have a few boundaries, you know? Like bathroom time.”

      “You’re silly, Shawn. That’s why I love you,” she had replied with a smile before wiping.

      They'd taken to buying easy-to-cook dinners: foods that came in bags and could be tossed in a skillet before being heated up. Then there had been sweets, and a lot of red wine. After a while, it had seemed like they were drinking every night.

      Sofia's depression had set in, and it had been hard to get her to recognize that the booze was probably the problem. Turned out there had been more problems than that.

      She'd left out crucial details about her childhood, such as that she'd lived with an abusive mother who'd had a heavy hand.

      Why was he dwelling on Sofia so much today? Was it the message she’d texted him? He'd turned his phone off and gone to bed, then tossed and turned for what had felt like hours.

      Sleep had come eventually, but not nearly enough. He was tired from staying up most of the damn night listening for Charles in Indiana, but true to his word, Shawn's friend had gone dark.

      Shawn should have gone to bed before 2AM. Now he was paying the price, and there wasn't enough coffee in the world to wake his ass up. He'd discounted Charles' warning, and had gotten up and readied himself for work at Boeing.

      Shawn loved his job. Most mornings, he couldn't wait to get behind his desk and work on computer-designed prototypes for the company.

      He should have called in sick.

      Later, he would wish he had.

      

      The morning traffic wasn't as bad as it could be. One of the worst mornings of his life had occurred a couple of years ago when he'd been stuck in a massive string of cars that stretched from Tukwila to Seattle. He'd attempted to follow his GPS's suggestion for another way to make his way to work, but he'd ended up stuck worse than before, and two hours late.

      That wasn't the worst thing. He'd also had to go to the bathroom so bad that he'd seriously using his coffee cup to pee in.

      But traffic was traffic, and this was the price he paid for living outside of Seattle, so he dealt with it as his wipers whisked back and forth, keeping his windshield clear of water.

      The Boeing plant was a few miles from the big city, and today was one of the days he needed to visit that location instead of going to his office in Renton. He needed to take a look at a machine that created parts. There was no way around it. There was an issue with a fitting, and it required him to get hands-on.

      The little compact ahead of him slammed on its brakes, forcing Shawn to come to a screeching halt. His big SUV could stop on a dime, but it came at the cost of almost smacking his head into the steering wheel.

      He could lay on the horn, but what good would that do? The cars ahead were also at a complete standstill. Besides, he was so tired that he'd drifted for a few seconds--that hazy, fatigued feeling that made a person feel like they were floating in a pool of cotton balls.

      "This is some shit right here," he muttered, and tuned into the news radio station.

      The local guys were talking about one of their crew, who was up in a helicopter over the Sound, but had lost contact on a few occasions. They promised to get him back on as soon as possible.

      The ominous thing in the sky, as Charles in Indiana had suggested, had never appeared. The only thing up in the sky was a shitload of rain, and it was coming down fast and heavy.

      Shawn sucked down a quarter of his coffee in one go and placed the disposable cup back in the drink holder. The plastic lid had been the last one in the container, and there was a crack along its backside, so he had to be extra cautious every time he took a drink or risk getting stains on his starched cornflower blue shirt.

      Movement! They were moving again. He smiled, and accelerated, and found the next mile slow but easygoing.
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      Victor was already having a bad day, thanks to the noisy downstairs neighbors who’d kept him and Laura up half the night. Then the sky opened up and tried to kill him.

      Rain pelted the overhang in a steady rhythm that washed away the sounds of cars racing along 1st Avenue. The downfall came so fast and heavy that at times Victor wondered if a marching band had taken up residence above and decided to use the shelter's roof as practice for a college football game.

      He dared not look up, because his rain jacket had seen better days, and if a hint of wind caught his hood, he would likely end up with a face full of water. He wished he could have stayed in bed with Laura and ridden out the storm.

      A woman hustled to the overhang. Her hood was black, and her face was barely visible in the dark confines. She carried a silver-colored coffee mug in one hand and a closed umbrella in the other. Tucked up under her arm, her purse displayed some kind of designer label--probably something Laura would like, if he could afford it.

      She pressed herself next to Victor and looked up, like she'd never seen so much rain in her life. The woman pushed back, to the dismay of those jammed inside the tiny space. She ignored their sighs and curses and sipped her coffee while staring straight ahead.

      If this kept up, Victor was sure to catch a cold, and that would mean fighting for a day off from work, which he could not afford. Victor's boss Jacob didn't believe in sick days, even if his employees were dead on their feet. No sense in arguing that it was a good idea to keep everyone else from coming down with the same thing.

      To take his mind off his misery, he imagined sitting in his warm apartment, a cup of coffee in one hand, the other on his wife's leg. They'd be sitting on the couch while a fire roared away in the fireplace ten feet away. Maybe the brats would even sleep late, and let them enjoy an hour of silence. Maybe he'd ask Laura to join him in bed for an intimate break, her legs wrapped around his waist while he stared into her jade-hued eyes.

      A 4X4 barreled down the avenue and shattered his little daydream. It swerved near the curb and hit a puddle the size of Lake Michigan. Water flew in a wave and pelted everyone under the bus shelter.

      A guy wearing a black pea coat and hustling down the street managed to turn his head and get his umbrella into the path of destruction, but it was too late, and he ended up wearing a gallon.

      "Son of a bitch!"

      He glared after the car, shook water off his now-soaking pants, and stalked toward the truck as it stopped at a red light.

      What was the man going to do about the guy in the truck, anyway? Pull him out and beat the shit out of him? The truck spun hard to the right and was gone before the man was remotely close. He shook his fist, middle finger extended, and screamed profanity.

      Victor's already crappy day became worse, because his own pants were now completely soaked, and there was absolutely nothing he could do about it. That was exactly how his luck had gone from the moment he'd stepped out of the apartment.

      His days always started early, but today he'd had to hustle a half hour early, thanks to a bus schedule change... that, and he couldn’t sleep, thanks to the assholes downstairs.

      He knew Laura was right. He couldn't stand his job much longer, but the market was dry right now, so he'd have to continue his construction job for the time being. Why even bother applying for something else? His inquiries had gone unanswered.

      She'd harped on him for quitting school, reminding him over and over that he'd be somewhere right now if he hadn't, and they wouldn't be living paycheck to paycheck.

      When he'd tried to leave the apartment this morning, he’d found himself blocked in.

      The jerk on the first floor spent his days smoking weed. In the summer, when the back door had to be open to keep the upstairs apartment cool, the smell wafted up and filled Victor's living room on an hourly basis. Even though it was improbably early, it seemed that the downstairs neighbor's buddy had shown up, probably to sell him more pot, and in the process had impeded Victor's car.

      That had led to a near-fight, when the Cubans visiting the apartment had told him to go get fucked. The only thing had that stopped him from storming into the apartment and probably getting beaten to a pulp was the fact that Laura had been upstairs with the brats.

      So this morning, he'd had to walk to the bus stop instead of driving to a park and ride, just to avoid a confrontation. Of course the bus had been late, packed to the gills, and had gotten him to Seattle just in time to miss his connecting ride.

      September had a mean streak this year that didn't want to let up. As the month marched toward October, it brought nothing but vicious storms, clouds, and cold, and Vic wanted nothing more than to stay in bed until June.

      Seattle weather was notoriously wet. Ask someone about living in the state of Washington, and they inevitably mentioned that it rained all of the time, which wasn't much of an exaggeration.

      A bus finally moved through the intersection and came into view. The bright numbers displayed on the side display told him that it wouldn't get him anywhere near his job.

      How could both be so late on a Wednesday morning?

      An angry man who'd been shaking his fist stormed toward the bus, was cut off by a pair of teenage girls in bright rain slickers, and sighed loud enough for even the bus driver to hear. The girls leaned close together as they ran up the bus's stairs, oblivious to the dude's anger.

      The bus pulled away, and Victor was left with a dozen other miserable commuters, who checked their watches or phones while they waited. None of them moved an inch to let him into the bus shelter, so he stood and waited. Stood and waited. Christ on a crutch, was he sick of standing and waiting.

      Another bus made the turn from 5th Avenue, and for a split second he thought it was his, but the numbers changed to TERMINAL and it sped away toward home base.

      Miserable, Victor turned his attention back to the crossroad. Any second now, any second, and his bus would come around the corner.

      His cell phone buzzed against his leg. Shifting his backpack around, he reached beneath his jacket and dug out the device. As he lifted the phone, his wet fingers lost their grip and the device clattered across the ground.

      Even through the sound of the heavy rain, he knew what that cracking noise meant. He leaned over to pick his phone up, and nearly fell straight into the deluge. Water staccatoed across his back and hood, but he stood up, otherwise none the worse for wear.

      The same could not be said for his phone.

      Victor got a look at his shattered screen and lack of power, and found he was no longer in the mood to be a nice guy. He backed into his old spot, oblivious to the cries of indignation from the woman he pushed out of his way.

      "That was rude," she said.

      Victor ignored her and stared straight ahead, just as she had done a moment ago. He could passive-aggressive with the best of them.

      Whoever had called would have to wait until Victor arrived at the work site and could get to a working phone. Assuming he could see the number on his broken phone screen.

      As another bus came into view, he realized it was his and moved back into the rain, but not before the angry woman with the fancy purse could dash around Victor and cut him off. She seemed to delight in stepping in front of him, judging by the way she straightened her back.

      His phone buzzed again. He stared at the dead screen and realized there was a little bit of life left in the device. After trying several times to push the answer icon, the phone finally relented.

      "Hello?" He pressed the phone to his ear. "Laura?"

      "Victor? Did you see it?"

      "Laura? What's wrong?"

      "It's all over the news, baby. Please..."

      "Oh hon, you wouldn’t believe the morning I’m having… Hello?"

      The call cut off. He tried to call her back, but the remains of his screen refused to cooperate with his fingers.

      The bus windows were completely fogged over from condensate. It rolled to a stop, tires kissing the curb, and the door shot open, letting out a blessedly warm blast of air.

      People streamed out, but just when he thought his line was going to move, a mother with two small children moved to the front and asked the bus driver a question while the little ones--no older than three and four--tried to go in two different directions.

      She got her hands on them, but her bag fell off her shoulder, items spilling across the floor. She yelled at her kids, apologized to the bus driver, and shoved things back into her purse as quickly as possible. An older gentleman grabbed a tube of lipstick off the floor and offered it to her.

      Rain continued to pour into Victor's jacket, and he decided that he was never getting on this damn bus; he was going to stand here, trapped in purgatory until the day was done. He was concerned about Laura's call, but whatever she been talking about probably wasn't going to effect him in the city. He'd just call her as soon as he was on his lunch break.

      The busy woman with two children managed to catch both kids' hands and help them down the two stairs. The pair were dressed in miniature, colorful rain gear, complete with knee-length yellow slickers.

      The woman who'd cut him off stepped onto the bus and--of course--had to pause to find her bus pass.

      Victor's considerable patience came to an end as he groaned out loud, "Oh, come on."

      What came on wasn't the lady moving her ass, though; it was a massive boom that thundered around them.

      "What was that?" she said, and actually took a step back down the stairs.

      He didn't make it on the bus.

      Instead, the impossible happened: the dark sky opened, pushing fat grey clouds out of the way. Bright light replaced the haze, casting the city in bright hues of yellow and orange. Oddly, rain continued to strike his jacket and hood in a rapid-fire pattern.

      Victor raised his head. His hood was blown back, and rain hit his face and rolled down his neck, but it didn't matter now.

      As the clouds were shoved aside, a section of sky revealed itself, now bright red. The rain faded to a mist, and then was completely gone.

      Around him, the city was silent… until a driver ran a red light and was promptly crushed by a semi that had the right of way. The car screeched across the asphalt until both vehicles rammed into a concrete divider.

      Brake lights lit up as cars slammed to a halt. Accidents all around him as heads gawked upward.

      The rude woman who'd cut him off leaned her head back and almost tripped off the first step. For all his earlier anger, Victor reached out mechanically and got his hand in the middle of her back. She stumbled into him, didn't acknowledge his action, and took a step to the side while still staring upward.

      Voices rose in alarm from every direction as the shapes crossed the sky. Hands frantically wiped across bus windows as the occupants struggled to look out and up. One of the passengers wore a pair of oversized headphones, and nodded, eyes closed, oblivious to the madness that was occurring.

      Victor panicked, grabbing his phone and beating it against his palm. Laura! He had to reach her and tell her that he loved her, just one more time. When was the last time he'd even said the words out loud instead of shooting a "Back atcha" or "Me too" whenever she said that she loved him? Too long; far too long, was his guess.

      But his phone was barely responsive beneath a spider web of shattered glass.

      The woman who had seemed intent on making his day terrible had her phone out, and he nearly ripped it from her, but she dashed away, her travel mug sloshing coffee.

      "What do I do now?" he muttered, and looked at the bus. The driver stared back at him in shock.

      "What's going on out there?"

      "I don't know, man. Something in the sky. Look up," Victor yelled.

      The bus driver slipped out of his seat and then down the stairs. He craned his neck back and gasped.

      A roar built, then intensified until Victor had to slap his hands against his ears. The driver did the same, and staggered back onto his bus.

      Victor opened his mouth to cry out in terror, but if any sound came out, it was washed away by the screaming horror above. Day became brighter still as the object continued its march across the sky. It was so large, it defied thought. As it ripped the morning apart, it did so on a trail of fire that scorched the atmosphere.

      The sound reached a crescendo and then started to fade. Victor made for the bus, but the driver was having none of that. He panicked, dove into his seat and slammed the door closed. The bus lurched forward, rolled onto the curb and then rumbled off with a trail of smoke belching from its exhaust.

      The departing bus left the curb with a crunch, sped through a red light and smashed into another bus that had been forced to stop in the middle of an intersection.

      Whatever the object in the sky was, Victor had to find somewhere to hide. He looked around in a dread and found a few concrete barricades that were being used to keep cars from cheating a parking lot out of money. He rushed to one and crouched behind it. Another man followed him and did the same. Victor looked into the guy’s eyes and they exchanged an unspoken glance filled with fear and revulsion.

      The sky was still as bright as a summer day, and across it roared the object, until a shadow passed over the entire city. Smaller balls of flame followed behind, but veered until they were aimed at the ground below.

      Victor screamed as a flaming object the size of a small car bombarded the city.

      He should run, but what if he ran into wherever the thing struck? He was terrified, stuck in place. Every ounce of willpower was trying to convince him to haul ass to anywhere but here.

      "This is not fucking good!" the man next to him yelled.

      A small object fell like a lead weight and smashed into the building they were cowering in front of.

      Victor thanked his luck and God.

      Then something punched him in the back, and he was propelled into the concrete barrier. He didn't have time to question what had struck him before he fell, limply. Just like that, consciousness was gone.

      

      Victor came to, and regretted it.

      The world rumbled around him, but along with the noise came a sensation like he was on a slide and about to fall off the edge of the world. His shoulder hurt like crazy! He reached for it and found blood, and an object protruding from the wound.

      Rain pelted him in the face, so it became a struggle to keep his elbow over his eyes while feeling at the damage. He gave up soon enough, because touching the protrusion caused pain to race up and down his arm, neck, and chest.

      "You okay, buddy?" an unfamiliar voice asked.

      Where was he? Hospital? Hell? Purgatory?

      Vic looked around and found that he'd been dragged under the overhang of a building. This part of the city wasn't well-known to him, because he usually just caught his bus and didn't stick around any longer than he had to.

      Someone grabbed his leg near his ankle, and then he was pulled again. At least that explained the feeling of riding a slide.

      "Stop!" he yelled.

      "We're almost there. Sorry, buddy, I didn't know what else to do. You were lying on the sidewalk in the rain, with blood pouring out of your shoulder. You okay? I tried to call an ambulance, but they didn't pick up."

      Blood? Ambulance? Then it came back to him. The object in the sky, and something falling toward him. Something silvery that caught the sun's reflection and temporarily blinded him.

      "The asteroid? Did it hit?" he asked, though he knew the answer already, since he was still alive and breathing.

      "I don't think it was an asteroid, but whatever it was passed over the city and kept heading toward the coast. Damnedest thing I ever saw."

      The man was in his early fifties, going by his appearance. Grey beard, and hair to match, which had well and truly receded into a bowl cut. His eyes were sharp, though, and that made Victor feel a hell of a lot better.

      "What happened to me?"

      "I don't know, buddy, but I'm real sorry to say this is all I can do. I gotta figure out how to get back to my family. You understand, right? You got a family?"

      "I do, but please don't leave me, man. I'm bleeding."

      "Not much. I'd stay, I really would. You have a cell phone, right?"

      "I dropped it and the screen broke."

      "Bad luck." He looked up and caught the eye of an Asian woman hurrying past.

      "Miss, miss!" the man called. She looked at them and doubled her step.

      The old guy got to his feet and rushed after her. He moved into her path and spoke with the diminutive figure.

      "He's hurt. Call an ambulance, please!" he said, and then the guy was off like a shot.

      "Oh, fuck me," Victor said. He knew the woman wasn't going to stick around and help some stranger. She'd be off just like the older guy, but was Victor any better? If someone stopped him on the street and begged him to call 911, would he do it, or make it anyone's problem but theirs?

      Something buzzed around in the back of his mind like an annoying fly. Strange. Victor was overcome by lethargy. No. Something was talking to him back there. Something--or someone--and it was genuinely bizarre.

      Much to his surprise, the woman came toward him. Her step was tentative, and when she got closer, he saw that she was young and cute. If this was about to be his Mother Teresa, at least he was in good company. She had short, dark hair that covered one eye. Must be weird having one eye always behind a veil, Victor reflected.

      "You okay?" she asked as she leaned over and looked at the blood. Her lips pulled back in a gasp.

      "No, I'm not okay. Please call 911. Something's stuck in my shoulder."

      She knelt beside him even though it was into a puddle, and touched his jacket. She slid the zipper down so she could slip the coat open, then pulled the left side open until she could see his wound.

      "Nothing here. Blood," she said, and their eyes met.

      "It must have come out. Christ, it hurts so bad! I don't guess you have some Tylenol or something stronger on you?" He tried to sound flippant, but he hurt too much to be in a humorous spirit.

      The buzzing wouldn’t go away, and it was driving him crazy. He clenched his eyes and rubbed his temples. Was he dying? Was this how his world ended? Bleeding out on a sidewalk in Seattle?

      She took a handkerchief from her pocket and looked at it. Oh no, if she was sneezing on that thing, he didn't want it on his flesh. She might be a looker, but that wouldn't save him from an infection.

      She dug around in her bag and came out with a package of tissues. The girl pulled out a wad of them, then slipped her cold hand inside his shirt until she had the tissues over the wound. She pressed down hard enough to make him see stars.

      "Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!" he gasped, again and again.

      "Sorry," she said, and she did look sorry. She looked downright miserable as she took his hand in hers and guided it to the wound. "Hold here. Help comes."

      "Thank you. What's your name?"

      "Kimiko. I'm Kimiko. Nice to meet you."

      "You're very kind, but I can't imagine this is in any way nice," he said.

      She looked at him quizzically, but he didn't offer any follow-up questions. What was wrong with him? He’d been stabbed by something, left to bleed out, and all he could think about was being a smartass.

      She glanced over her shoulder and up at the sky, worry etched on her face.

      "You know, finding a guy on the ground with all this stuff going on overhead. It's just nice of you to stop. Thank you for helping me."

      "You are welcome." She smiled and pushed a wet strand of black hair out of her eyes, leaving a streak of his blood across her brow.

      "Oh no. I'm sorry," he said.

      His words sounded hollow, and he had the urge to take the tissue from his shoulder and wipe her face. Then something lurched inside him, near the wound, and pain made him nauseous. It started in his shoulder and sent pulsing waves along his spine and sides. He tried to wave at her face, unthinking, only to find that his arm wouldn't respond.

      Kimiko had her phone out, and dialed over and over again. She hunched over and used her jacket’s hood to keep the phone from getting soaked.

      "Oh, oh! Answer," she said, and handed him the phone.

      Victor gave her a tight smile, took the phone in his left hand, and slowly tilted his head to avoid straining the damaged muscle too much, but it wasn't enough: he saw stars. He wanted to bite down on his tongue. His teeth ached as the pain overrode all other senses.

      The buzzing was still in the back of his head. It whispered to him, and tried to reassure him, but there were still no words, just the feeling of peace.

      Something wrenched in his arm again and he cried out. He reached out and grabbed hold of the curb, squeezed, and wept as the waves of pain built and washed over his body.

      Then the ache faded and he felt—better? Not better; he felt different. It was the same feeling he used to get when he'd been a runner. After the first few miles, he’d reached a state of mind that was almost like ecstasy. It was called "runner’s high," but that made absolutely no sense.

      “Sir? Hello?” A female voice on the phone said.

      "Ah crap, sorry, sorry. My name is Victor Barnes and I'm at the corner of..." He kept talking until he felt like he was going to pass out. Ten minutes later, the glare of flashing lights and the sound of a siren brought him out of his near-fugue state.

      "Saved at last."

      When he looked around, Kimiko was nowhere to be found, nor was the phone he'd been talking into. At least she'd stuck around until she knew help was on the way.

      The Victor noticed that the small section of curb he’d been clutching in pain had been crushed into chunks of concrete and powder.
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          Bryon

        

      

    
    
      Bryon had gotten away with a free day at home yesterday, but now he was back at school and his morning had been a hair's width shy of being the worst of his life.

      His report was due in second period English, and after blowing off school to spend the day gaming yesterday, he was going to have to scramble to keep up. His teacher had not been impressed that he'd picked a couple of comic book writers as his literary heroes, but he'd worked on his paper for weeks, and didn't think he should have to write about novelists.

      Comic book writers were every bit as important to literature as some stuffy jerk who liked to spend pages on flowery speeches and anything but tight dialog that carried a story forward.

      His books were filled with action, sly looks, and occasional speeches, but only when absolutely necessary.

      His class was probably going to be empty today. There had been talk on the news of an explosion or something in Seattle, but his mom was making him go to school anyway, because she had to work and didn't have a sitter available.

      Bryon had argued that he didn't need a sitter. He was sixteen and would be taking driving lessons soon, but she had not relented. He hadn't told her that a few times a month he blew off school, snuck back home to play video games, and then forged an excuse letter to turn in to the front office.

      "Mom, what if they send us home?"

      "I'm sure they won't," she'd said. She'd zipped up the side of her skirt and smoothed down the sides.

      His mother, Anne, could be very sweet, but not in the morning, and especially not before she'd had her first cup of coffee. She always looked harried, though, because she never managed to leave the house on time. She screamed out of the garage with a piece of toast hanging out of her mouth and a mug tucked into her car's drink holder. She worked at a stock firm, but she was a receptionist, and had to answer to five different bosses throughout any given day.

      Bryon was pretty sure one of her married bosses was seeing her on the side, because she always cast furtive glances Bryon's way when she got late-night texts. Sometimes she had to run out for an "errand" that took an hour or more.

      Bryon kept his mouth shut. As for his judgment he kept that to himself, but if she was sleeping with some old married guy and they got caught, she was going to lose her job.

      "But what if the thing in Seattle is really big and they cancel school?" he'd whined. As much as he loved the subject of his report, he didn't relish getting in front of his class and being embarrassed when they made fun of him for his chosen subject.

      "It's nothing. Eat your eggs and go, shoo," she'd said, and leaned over to kiss the top of his head like he was five again.

      Jeez, mom.

      

      The walk to the bus stop was annoying, because rain had started up a minute after he'd left the house, and didn’t shown any sign of quitting. His hood had seen better days and kept getting blown off of his head.

      He considered going back home, but it was risky to take two days off in a row. The chance of them calling his mother increased every time he played hooky, so he kept his free days to a minimum.

      Bryon stood at an intersection and got splashed by an old blue Ford sedan rushing by. It might have even swerved to hit the puddle. Jerk!

      The sky was getting brighter by the second, as if the sun was about to appear, but the cursed rain just would not let up! He hated it, hated school, hated the kids that teased him. He hated that he had to walk a mile to a bus stop because the district had to cut back on stops to save fuel.

      He stepped off the curb, and something punched him in the side.

      Bryon swung around, thinking that a bully had shot him with a rubber band or maybe even one of those airsoft guns.

      He stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and dropped his backpack. He put his cold hand under his shirt and felt around for damage. His hand rubbed over his back and butt cheek. He tried to look over his shoulder, keep his head down so rain didn't drench his hood, and turn all at the same time, and nearly ended up on his face.

      He pulled his hand out from under his shirt and saw red. Lots of red. He was bleeding? Jesus Christ on a jalopy!

      That should've been the clue right there that this day would be a complete wash. First the news of an explosion near the freeway, then all the damn rain. His mother still didn’t believe that school would be canceled, or that his few friends had reported on Twitter with gleeful tweets stating they were "Off ‘cause Dad freaked about stuff blowing up. Snow day in September!"

      Bryon dropped his backpack and lifted his shirt. He found red smeared across his back and some soaked into his shirt, but he needed a mirror to see what kind of damage had been done.

      He wanted to freak out and return home, but when he ran his hand over the area that had been stung, he didn’t feel a wound, just a little bit of a bump, and then even the pain was already fading.

      He was embarrassed by the fat that rode his waist like a tire's inner tube. He hated that he couldn't see his junk because it was under a belly big enough to stuff a rack of ribs and half a cake into, like he'd done on his birthday a few months ago.

      Mom had said not to overeat, but Bryon hadn't been having any of that on his birthday, and had gorged himself with abandon. Then he'd felt sick for the rest of the night.

      Bryon dug around, but there didn't seem to be any fresh blood. He was all too familiar with how even a little could spread around and feel like a gallon. He'd popped enough zits in his day to make a full coat of warpaint.

      Bryon held his hand out and let water run over it, washing his blood onto the sidewalk. His eyes followed the flow to the ground, and then around his Nikes. By then, the crimson was diluted enough not to matter.

      "Whatcha doin, fatass?"

      Jesus! Rod Steckman was the worst of the bullies, and today of all days he'd decided to cross paths with Bryon.

      Rod took any chance to pick on Bryon, any chance at all, whether it was slamming him into a locker--no mean feat considering Bryon's weight--or spitting in Bryon's hair. He had a group of cronies--on the football team, no less--and if it got any more cliché than that, Bryon didn't know what else would qualify.

      They'd once surrounded Bryon and made him crawl around while snorting like a piggy. The guys had pelted him with food, books, paper, trash--anything they could get ahold of.

      Bryon had lost it and cried until they'd left him alone. One of the guys had been unzipping his pants, threatening to piss on Bryon, but a teacher had intervened and chased the kids off. He hadn't exactly been nice to Bryon, either; more like a father scolding a child about being nicer to people if Bryon wanted to be treated with respect. The entire experience had left a sour taste in his mouth, and he'd stopped reporting the bullying to the school staff.

      What he dreamed about was taking a bat to Rod Steckman and beating the jerk black and blue. He'd read articles on the internet that offered advice on how to deal with bullies. Some of them spoke of standing up to tormenters, because once you took a stand, they backed down.

      He didn't want to just take a stand; he wanted to hurt Steckman and his cronies. The Vulture could handle this guy with one hand tied behind his back.

      Bryon launched himself forward, pretending like he hadn't heard the bully. Rod picked on the guys who didn't fight back, just like a bully. Bryon had plans for him, someday.

      He was going to stand up to him by delivering a line like Batman, something along the lines of: "I'll break you in half," even though The Vulture came up with better dialog. He'd be all menace and hate, then he'd throw a pair of haymakers that would put Rod on his ass.

      He'd hit the jerk so hard that teeth would fly and Rod would slide across the school hallway--because all of his fantasy fights took place in the school hallways. That way the girls could see what a badass he was.

      Today was not his day to have a battle, but he did intend to fight back, one day, after he'd lost some of his girth and learned how to actually throw a punch. Right now Bryon had to get his project to school in one piece.

      "I was talking to you, fatass!"

      Rod's voice was closer. Bryon pressed on, swinging his arms faster and faster as he launched into hyper mode. He only had another block to go before he could hop on the Metro bus so he could avoid the public school bus and the ridicule attached to riding the yellow behemoth.

      More importantly, he would be at a bus stop where other commuters could be his silent sentinels.

      A swish of air, and then Bryon was flung forward. Rod was on a bicycle, and when he was close enough, he grabbed Bryon's backpack and pulled.

      Then Rod was past, with his close-cropped hair gleaming with rain water, his giant American flag sewn onto the back of his old Levi's jacket, his NRA patch on one shoulder and pot leaf on the other, his legs pumping as he howled laughter. Rod looked back as he pedaled away, and shot a middle finger in Bryon's direction.

      Bryon had gotten his hands out as he'd fallen--that was instinct. He'd had his head up, but impact with the ground had never actually happened.

      As he'd been tossed toward the sidewalk, a tremendously painful pinching had occurred where he'd been stung a moment before, and his back had wrenched in agony as a muscle had spasmed, and pain had ripped through his right leg all the way down to his foot. The torment had raced up his side, and it had felt like his heart had been clenched in a tight fist.

      But he hadn't struck the ground. He hadn't torn the skin off his palms, his jacket hadn't been soaked by the standing water, and the breath had not been knocked out of his body.

      Bryon stared down at the concrete, a few inches from his face. He looked from one hand to the other, where his outstretched fingers hovered nearly half a foot off the ground. Then he looked down, and his mind was truly blown.

      Bryon was floating.
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          Elise

        

      

    
    
      Two years down the drain, thanks to Jeremy the Idiot Man-Boy. Two years of her life spent with a guy who was meaner than an abused dog. Now he was gone, and it was time to move on. After yesterday’s meeting at the coffee shop, she'd sworn she was never going to contact that man again.

      Elise had done everything by the books. Her lock was changed, restraining order properly filed, and she even had a neighbor, Mrs. Burnside, looking out for her condo while Elise was at work.

      The widow had been married to a wealthy man, and at seventy-three years old, she was used to spending her deceased husband's money and her time on whatever she liked.

      Mrs. Burnside was sweet when she wanted to be, but had an acid tongue for those who did not do her bidding. One morning a FedEx driver had arrived late, and she’d laid into him like he was an errant child who’d spoiled dinner.

      Elise tested the door for what seemed like the fifteenth time that night, but it was just as she'd left it: locked and double-locked, and the metal bar she'd had installed to replace the chain was also in place. There was no way Jeremy was getting back into her home.

      They'd lived together for six months before she'd finally called the cops. One month of bliss and love had been followed by five months of abuse that had culminated in her ending up in the hospital with a cracked collarbone, bruises on her arms and neck, and a broken nose.

      The last attack had happened when she'd dropped a bottle of perfume in the bathroom. He'd come unglued at the smell, and hit her in the face. It hadn't been a slap, but an all-out assault by a man who outweighed her by seventy pounds.

      After that, Elise’s best friend Colleen had stepped in and talked her into seeking help--real help, not just calling Colleen late at night and weeping into the phone. Concern had peppered those conversations with the long-standing advice to either get the hell out of her situation, or kill the bastard.

      Over and over, Colleen had pointed out that Elise should know the signs, know about abuse and how to handle it. Elise was training to be a nurse, and had already started her clinicals.

      Working at a small walk-in clinic in the heart of Seattle brought her into contact with a variety of people, most down on their luck or living on the streets, because there was nothing else for them: drug addicts, pimps, prostitutes, and the occasional family of four that had been chased out of their house by an aggressive landlord wanting their back rent.

      Sometimes people just came up with excuses so they had a warm place to sit and stare into space for a few hours.

      Elise was familiar with the abused wives, girlfriends, or prostitutes that fled to the clinic, so her friend had had every right to call her on her bullshit. Now that she looked back on their relationship, she knew Jeremy had been controlling and abusive.

      Elise would never have hurt Jeremy, though. It was just a phase after all; a time in his life when he didn't know how to behave toward women. Colleen had told her to stab the asshole while he was asleep, but Elise had had other plans. She'd been planning to talk to him soon.

      Very soon. She'd told Colleen that during every conversation, but never one to keep her mouth shut, her friend had called her a liar each and every time.

      Elise sat at a card table that had replaced the fine walnut dinner table Jeremy had taken. She'd come home after the restraining order had been served and found that all of the furniture they'd purchased together was missing. He'd even taken the big flat-screen television she'd bought him a few months ago--the one he'd told her they needed.

      She didn't care, because she didn't live for the boob tube the way he did. Besides, the old TV in the bedroom was more than she needed to pick up one of the cooking channels and occasionally the nightly news, or for binging on the latest Netflix series. Not that she'd ever told him he watched too much television; that would've been a sure way to get thrown to the ground or smacked across the face.

      Now, with the exception of the missing furniture, her apartment was almost back to normal. She'd even updated the kitchen wallpaper, to something bright and flowery. Two days ago she'd noticed spots of blood on the old wall, and thought a new start was in order.

      So many memories, and none of them good. If she didn't move out she'd probably go crazy, but for now she was happy to be alone here. Her life had been fine before she'd invited Jeremy in. Just fine and dandy. Her job at the clinic paid enough to afford a fine house outside the city, but then she would need a car, and worry about the commute.

      The condo was right in the heart of downtown, so she rarely had to call a taxi or even rely on the bus service.

      She jumped when she heard the teapot whistling. It didn't start quietly; that meant that she'd been daydreaming for a minute or two. She jumped from her chair and pulled the pot off the stove.

      The glass cabinet over the counter showed her face. Mousy: that was the best way to describe her current look. Elise had been told many times that she was beautiful, but that had been before she'd adopted curly bangs over her eyes, thick glasses instead of her prescription contacts, and no makeup to speak of.

      She wore loose clothing to obscure her figure now: skirts that reached her ankles, and sweaters that were as nondescript as she could manage to find at Target. At first the sweaters had been a comfort, after one of Jeremy's beatings. Now they were her norm.

      There was a knock at the door, and she nearly dropped her teacup. When had she even taken it down?

      Elise carefully set the cup on the counter and crept down the hallway, toward the door. She was cautious around the middle section, because a couple of boards tended to squeak, and if Jeremy was back, she didn’t want him to know she was home.

      She planted her hands on either side of the peephole, but glanced behind to check the light level. If it was bright in the apartment, the visitor would likely catch on after she blocked it out with her head.

      Satisfied that it was as dark as twilight, she put her forehead against the door and peered out to find her friend Colleen. Elise got her head out of the way just in time to avoid more frantic pounding.

      "Okay, hold on a sec," Elise said.

      She undid the metal hook, slid the bolt back and unlocked the doorknob. Colleen practically barreled over her in her haste to get inside.

      "Are you watching it?" Colleen asked. As if Elise had any idea what in the hell her friend was talking about.

      Colleen had a bag of store-bought popcorn in one hand and a bottle of sweetened tea in the other. Her eyes darted around Elise's apartment, then settled on Elise.

      "Watching what?" Elise asked.

      "The thing, the huge fucking thing in the sky. Oh God, Elise, turn on that big screen."

      "Jeremy took it."

      "Asshole." She pushed past Elise and made for the bedroom, trailing popcorn in her wake. "Just come watch it with me. It's like some crazy science fiction movie."

      Elise followed her friend. "What're you talking about?"

      Colleen sat at the foot of Elise's bed, right on the comforter that Elise had been working on since Jeremy left. It had come from a kit she'd purchased online, but at least it had been something to keep her busy, even if it had been easy to assemble.

      Colleen glanced around the room, then looked at Elise.

      "What?"

      "Remote!"

      "It got lost. You have to turn it on manually."

      "Do I look like I know the first thing about a twenty-year-old television set?"

      And she didn't. Colleen was tall and built thin like a model. She kept her blonde hair in a bob that bounced around her face when she walked. She wore too much eye shadow for Elise's taste, but her friend seemed to enjoy the raccoon-eyed look, and said it helped her look like some internet celebrity that Elise wasn't familiar with.

      Colleen was dressed in her usual work clothes--a bright blouse tucked into a long skirt that slit up her long legs--and had probably been on her way there, before whatever in the world had brought her down here.

      She said she liked to strut, but Elise was sure her friend just enjoyed being checked out. If men only knew that she lived with a beautiful co-worker named Alice, they might look twice as hard.

      "You have to hit the button."

      "So hit the damn button, bitch," Colleen said through a mouthful of popcorn.

      A roaring noise overhead tugged Elise's attention upward, but the ceiling held no answers. Colleen bounced off the bed and pushed buttons on the little television until it flickered to life.

      "Which channel?" Elise asked. "I'll do it."

      "Every channel!"

      Sure enough, whatever awful morning programming had been on had been interrupted by a newscaster standing in the pelting rain and talking about something that lit the sky behind him.

      It was huge, and it glowed orange.

      "What in the world?"

      "I don't know what it is. No one does. They keep saying that it's moving too slow to be an asteroid, and doesn't present a danger, since the--whatever they call it, apogee or some shit--will take it over the ocean."

      "Trajectory. Apogee refers to orbit."

      "Whatever, college nerd. Come sit by me, I'm in no hurry to go to work. Streets will be a mess anyway. Free sick day, girl."

      Colleen smiled, but behind her façade lay a tightening of her eyes, a quirk of her lips. Colleen was trying to be brave for her friend, but she was just as scared as Elise.

      Elise moved to the bed and joined her friend in watching the tiny screen. They sat together for a few moments as the newscaster read from a teleprompter and tried to talk over the pounding rain and roaring noise. When Elise's building shook, she put her hands on the bed to steady herself.

      "What?"

      Colleen tossed the bag of popcorn to the side, put her hand on Elise's and held on.

      The building continued to shake like they were caught in a giant blender. Elise gasped as something smashed to the floor in the living room. Then the shadowbox she'd filled with seashells fell off the wall and hit the floor with a crash. Glass and broken shells showered their feet. She looked up and saw dust falling from places she'd never even thought of cleaning.

      "Earthquake?" Elise said.

      "Skyquake?" Colleen asked.

      Elise dropped to the floor, and wrapped her arms around her knees and put her back against the bed. Colleen joined her, but put an arm around her friend. Elise was thankful for the comfort, but couldn't help but sob as the room did its best to come apart around her.

      After what seemed an eternity, the quake subsided. Elise didn't want to get up. She wanted to crawl into the closet and stay there for the rest of the day.

      "It's over, it's over," Colleen promised, helping Elise to her feet.

      They stood together in the room as the dust continued to fall. From the living room came the sound of a picture coming off the wall and smashing to the floor.

      Elise sobbed once, then nodded and broke away from her friend’s embrace. If she'd learned one thing with Jeremy, it was that a blow could come at any time. She looked at her friend and smiled.

      What a silly thought. Colleen would never do anything to hurt her.

      Something whizzed through the room like a buzzing insect. Then came another. The two women looked at each other in surprise. Debris showered the room from the ceiling as tiny holes opened up. One of the light fixtures shattered, spraying the room with broken light bulbs.

      "What the hell?" Elise had to raise her voice over the roar of the object in the sky. Another object buzzed through the air.

      Something ricocheted off her metal bedpost, and she went down as if she'd been kicked in the leg. She reached for her thigh, and then the pain hit. It was like someone had stabbed her just above the knee and twisted the knife.

      "Honey?" Colleen asked with genuine concern. She dropped next to Elise.

      "Ow! God, something hit me," Elise said.

      Elise reached down and grasped her leg. An object poked out, and when she touched the item, fresh agony made her see stars. Pain started at the spot and spread up her leg until it found her hip and back. When she was a kid, she'd fallen out of a tree and broken her wrist. That had been painful, but this was ridiculous.

      "Oh god! I'm going to pull it out, 'Lise. Get something to stop the blood."

      "No, don't touch it! Don't you touch it," Elise gasped. Pain, so much pain. She tried to move, but fell to her side.

      "But look, it's moving. Oh holy Christ, it's moving!"

      Elise gathered her courage, blinked away tears, and looked at her leg. Her pants had been tan, but a dark red stain spread out around the object in her leg. What if it had hit an artery? What if she was going to lie here and bleed out? She needed something to use as a tourniquet.

      In the center of the crimson there was something shiny, almost like quicksilver, but it was solid. Or was it? As she stared in horror, the tip shimmered, then folded over, as if seeking her flesh.

      Unmindful that it might lead to more blood loss, Elise screamed and grabbed the piece, then ripped it out and threw it across the room. The metal chunk hit the floor and clattered under her dresser.

      Blood pooled out of the wound in a tiny puddle, ran down the side of her pants and dripped onto the floor. Elise pressed her hand to the wound, but she didn't have a chance to ask Colleen for her belt to use as a tourniquet, because a roaring assaulted the building, even louder than before.

      Colleen's mouth opened to scream in terror, but the sound was washed away when the ceiling came down around them.
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          Martin

        

      

    
    
      "Put my damn shows back on, stupid idiotic, goddamn television!" Martin struggled to his feet, and hobbled to his closet-sized excuse for a kitchen. The coffeemaker had been heating an old pot for hours, but that was okay. Stuff like overcooked joe was nothing compared to the shit of being in Vietnam.

      Benjamin, his son, had been gone for hours, and Martin has sipped on his vodka and coffee, alternating the pair as chasers. Martha was still gone. He was still alone. No, not alone. He still had his lung cancer to deal with. His son was back with his family, and good riddance to the ungrateful little shit.

      He gingerly sniffed the coffee pot contents and considered pouring it out. He really didn't have enough grounds to make it until the end of the week. If he splurged on a fresh pot now, there was no way he was making his way to the local coffee shop to blow three bucks on something he could make for pennies.

      Martin changed the local channels in an endless loop. Over and over again, he hit the channel button on his remote until he'd passed every one: the bullshit PBS station, and the one that showed nighttime soap operas about vampires and superheroes all portrayed by boys and girls too good-looking to get into anything resembling a real fight.

      But he did love to tune in at night to look at the girls, if nothing else. The stories were dumb--the epitome of dumb, as a matter of fact--but it wasn't like he could afford HBO or some other premium channel. If it weren't for this subsidized room, he'd probably be on the street, and he was far to old for that shit.

      "Put my damn shows back on!" he yelled, and did a full circuit of his twenty-one channels yet again.

      News, news, everywhere he looked news, and none of it good. Some crap had been happening, or so they claimed, right above his head. Sure, there had been an unholy racket, but it was gone now, and that's what the crying and whining on TV should be doing: going the hell away.

      Martin's father had told him about the greatest hoax ever played. Orson Welles had been at the heart of that one, telling folks that an alien invasion was underway.

      That's just what they were trying to recreate on the tube now, only this was no invasion; it was just a bunch of crap flying around. Something big and orange that didn't look all that scary. He'd seen special effects at the two-dollar movie theater that put it to shame.

      A second rumbling built around him, so Martin decided that prank or not, if the city had decided to have a real earthquake today, he was going to sit on his ass and ride it out. He got to his feet and went to the archway into his kitchen so he could stand under it if the earthquake got any stronger.

      Something bumped the ground hard, and he stumbled. Christ, what was that? Charlie had found him, after all these years. The explosion had been like something from his war days, years ago--another lifetime ago. The sound too familiar, like an M26 hand grenade tossed by someone in his platoon.

      The lemon grenade, as it was called, was a nasty son of a bitch. Toss it in the right place, and you could decimate a squad of enemy. Don't toss it far enough and you kissed the ground, hoping shrapnel didn't rip your ass off.

      He hit the floor, rolled toward his couch and cowered. The old hula doll he’d acquired in Hawaii a half-century ago fell off a shelf as did an old Budweiser bottle he’d stored nuts and bolts in. The glass shattered and metal flew.

      Where was his M16? Where had he left the damn thing? Images of a jungle fought for control of his mind. Why had he had to go and leave the thing somewhere else? He reached for his 1911 Colt .45, but it wasn't at his side, and nor was the familiar feel of his pack against his back.

      No: he was here, in modern-day America--Seattle, to be exact, and it was the year 2016, not 1968.

      He shook uncontrollably, breath coming in and going out as fast as his lungs sucked could work. The old wounds to his back and shoulder flared to life, and he wanted nothing more than to crawl into his kitchen and down a few painkillers, even though he was low on those as well; not even close to enough to make it until the end of the month.

      "Something new has appeared in the skies over the city. Folks, I don't know how else to describe it, except to say that it is massive, it's on fire, and it is wreaking havoc."

      Martin's eyes were drawn to the television as it shook on his rickety stand, antenna bouncing left and right, signal fading in and out. The man on the screen held center stage until he fell to his side, and the screen jumbled as the camera was shifted around, but he managed to scramble back to his feet.

      Martin got that. While most of the pansy-ass reporters they sent out to the jungle in Nam were scared of the slightest sound, small explosion or pop of a gun, and tended to hit the deck, this guy was a real trooper.

      "Something is falling. We'll stay on the air as long as we can, but folks, it's time to find some shelter. Do that now. Get out of the high-rises and find somewhere to hide..."

      The camera shifted to the sky, and Martin got his first clear look at the anomaly, because he couldn't reach the clicker.

      The sky was red, completely red. Whatever was up there blotted it out and ripped apart the clouds. Flames trailed along its path for hundreds of feet--make that miles--behind the object. Martin gasped when he realized that this shit was here and it was real.

      Debris rained down.

      An object the size of a small building fell, smashing into one of the skyscrapers that marred the Seattle skyline. The building took the hit and shuddered for a few seconds. Then it began to collapse.

      "Ah hell, we been hit again, goddamn terrorists!" Martin screamed, and realized that he was yelling because the roaring had become his world. It was so loud that all he could do was cover his ears and curl up in a ball.

      The building bounced up and down, and something struck it repeatedly, like a bunch of trucks had run off the road and pile-driven into it.

      As the shaking began to subside, Martin rolled over, happy to just be alive.

      Then something tore through a wall and struck his face.

      The misery was immediate, and it was all-encompassing. He howled in fury as the side of his head felt like it had been set on fire. His ear burned like he'd pressed it with a hot iron. His face was torn by streaks of pain. Martin rolled over again and tried to crawl into a corner, but the agony overrode his other senses, and he collapsed.

      Unable to see out of his left eye, Martin howled and felt at the damage, fearful that he would find just a bloody socket and no eye. Red met his fingertips, as did huge furrows in the side of his face. What had been his ear now hung like a piece of shredded beef.

      Martin summoned all the strength he had left and pulled his body along the floor. Every time he planted his hand and pulled, it tugged at the muscles along his arms, which reached for the ones in his neck. Those sent a middle finger of pain to his face.

      After an eternity of crawling, he found the bathroom sink. Martin pulled himself up by the lip of the beat-up old porcelain, grabbed a hand towel and tossed it in. He ran cold water over it and used his free hand to soak the towel, because the other was busy keeping him steady. He wrung out water with a shaking hand before gingerly placing the towel on the damage to his head.

      Martin cried out again as the water and rough cloth touched his wounds.

      He managed to gently trace the injury with his towel-clad fingers. Furrows now ran along his jaw and cheek, ending at his shredded right ear. He snapped his fingers next to the ear and heard a hollow thump. He was sure his ear was filled with blood.

      He touched the wound again and gasped.

      There was something there. Something stuck in his head.

      Martin withdrew his fingers and looked at the coating of blood. He should try to get to the emergency room, or call 911. That was it: he'd call 911.

      But first he had to know how bad the mutilation was.

      Martin tugged himself up by the sink until his forehead came into view in the mirror. His face burning in agony, he forced his old legs to comply and get him up. Up, dammit! This was no time for quitters.

      He managed to get to his feet, and leaned over the counter. Blood dripped and pooled around the drain, so he ran the water to get rid of it.

      Martin slowly raised his head, and looked into the eyes of a stranger.

      As he'd feared, the damage was horrendous. Something had torn his face open and flayed the skin. Blood dribbled from the wounds to run down his neck. He knew that he needed to stop the flow, or he was likely to be found pale and quite dead.

      Something lay along his forehead. Martin was terrified that it was part of his skull, that if he moved the towel, his brains would ooze out of the wound.

      He slid the towel aside ever-so-gently, and found that the object was flat and rounded. Some kind of debris from the thing in the sky; had it been an airplane on fire? The thing was shiny, and might just have come from a fuselage.

      He touched it, and the object seemed to recoil. It dug into his skin, and he screamed in pain again. He grabbed the metal chunk, ripped it free, and flung it into the sink.

      As he watched in absolute dread, the thing in his sink first went flat, stretching out like a piece of aluminum foil. Then it curled up and flowed together until it formed a long strand about a quarter of an inch thick.

      Had someone slipped something into his one-a-day vitamins? That damn male nurse Darius didn't like him, had given him fucking LSD. He'd sue the bastard, the service, and anyone else who got in his way.

      The metal object stretched until it was eight, ten, twelve inches long. It grew skinnier and skinnier. With his pain half-forgotten, he reached out to touch the flowing metal.

      It moved whip-quick, lashed out, and wrapped itself around his wrist. Martin fell back, flailing his arm as he went. He came down hard on his bony ass, and that sent yet another jolt of pain swarming up his body, but did nothing to loosen the strand.

      "Get off me!" Martin batted at the air, but the strand slithered up his arm until it touched his neck. He recoiled and reached for it, but it felt like he was trying to grasp a river of quicksilver. It slithered up his neck and across his damaged cheek, then made contact with the wound near his ear.

      The feeling of the strand slipping under his skin was all it took to make him run screaming from the apartment.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          10

        

        

    
    






          Joe Rivers

        

      

    
    
      The seaplane was a beast to fly. Of all the poorly-planned, hare-brained on-air schemes 103.7 KQRR had attempted, this one took the cake.

      The idea was to get Joe--a registered pilot--into one of the Cessna 260 Floatplane 206s capable of landing on the water, and let him have a half hour of talk show time to hype up the company's tours.

      He was supposed to stick to the usual morning banter, but boss man Eddie Falover--a twenty-year veteran of the radio scene--would lead the show as usual, and Joe would chime in when they needed to ask how smooth the flight was.

      "So smooth that I, an amateur pilot, can take off and land with little instruction."

      "Would you say, Joe," Eddie asked, "that this would be the perfect way to get your wings?"

      "Certainly, although it takes a lot of work to get up here. I didn't just wake up a few days ago and decide to fly. I've been studying for months."

      "I've seen you studying the bottom of beer mugs, that's for sure." Laugh track.

      He wanted to punch Eddie in the goddamn mouth.

      The plane was heavy, but she was fun to fly. His flight instructor was a regular at Skyline Resort and Flights, who'd kind of brushed off the whole "Got an instructor's license?" question. Joshua knew his way around the plane, and also knew his way around a shiny silver flask that bore the inscription: "Fuck it all and fucking no regrets."

      Joe wished he could take a slug of whatever the flask contained, but he was too straight-laced to risk it. He might have a wild on-air persona, but he was just as regular a guy as could be. The best part about being on the radio was that it carried the weight of being some kind of celebrity; unfortunately, he wasn't recognized when he went out unless he'd recently done a TV commercial, and those didn't come around as often as they used to.

      Fifteen years ago he'd been one of the hottest commodities in Seattle, but the boom had been lowered due to a disagreement with the radio station's program manager, and when it had come time to renew his contract, the station had passed.

      The next ten years had been spent moving from city to city as he'd lugged his family and on-air crew from one job to another. Coming back to Seattle had been one of the highlights of his life, but everyone had forgotten him by then, and he'd had to start over at building his brand.

      The sky opened up above him, casting aside the piss-grey that had made up his world for the last half hour--piss-grey that had felt like it reflected his mood.

      From the moment they'd taken off, under fifteen-knot winds--Hello, I did not sign up to crash on my first ocean take-off--to the moment they were out of sight of land, the trip had tested every ounce of his ability not to puke. If he'd known it was going to be this bad, he would have dosed up on Dramamine first thing, or at least mixed some into his tea.

      But the glorious sun had decided to make an appearance, so his luck was turning. Before he knew it, he might once again see land.

      "Watch your altitude," his flight instructor warned.

      "Oops," he said, and corrected, moving the yoke a hair.

      The sun shone brighter and brighter until he was looking around the cabin for a pair of sunglasses.

      "That's fucking weird," Joshua observed.

      "The sun?"

      "No, how bright it is. Wasn't supposed to turn over for a few more hours. I love it when the weatherman comes in hungover. Says one thing, and an hour later realizes it was wrong, but it's too late to change his story."

      "Maybe this is a surprise."

      "The weather? Nah, our guy's a drunk," Joe said. He was. The man was usually blasted by six pm on a daily basis. Sometimes he just read the weather from another service and called it scripture.

      Something whizzed past the plane's window. Joe leaned forward but couldn't make out the object, because it was long gone.

      "What?" Joshua asked.

      "Something just..." Joe trailed off, because a piece of whatever was falling from the sky struck the craft. The yoke was ripped down, and nearly out of his hand. He fought for control.

      "Steady!" the instructor said.

      After feeling like he was going to toss his cookies, Joe managed to pull up. The horizon had shifted to the ocean below. Then, Joe gently pulled the yoke back, fighting pressure, gravity, and outright fear to yank the stick as hard as he could because holy hell, he did not want to crash this airplane and have his body dragged out of the cold sea a few days later.

      The sky was bright orange. He keyed the radio a few times, a signal to the station that he had something interesting to say. A few seconds later, Eddie came on.

      "What's up?" Eddie asked over the radio. They must've been on a commercial, or station identification.

      "Weird stuff up here, man. The sky is orange and stuff is falling. We just got hit by an object."

      "Seriously? Are you sure you were hit by something? Planes and objects usually result in crashes. Look, man, these guys are paying a shitload in advertising, so say your piece, but don't say anything negative, okay?"

      "I'm not an idiot, Eddie."

      "I know, just be cautious and do an advertising spot when you come back on."

      "My heart is racing a hundred miles an hour, Eddie. I'm freaking the hell out up here and you want me to advertise?"

      "We gotta pay the bills, buddy."

      "You understand that I just saw something unexplained hurtling toward the ocean, something huge and--and, gnarly, for lack of a better word? This is actual news, and I should at least try to report it."

      "Okay, Joe. Just don't freak out any more and please, for the love of god, do a spot before you start with the doom and gloom."

      The radio clicked a couple of times to tell Joe they were about to be back on the air.

      "Howdy do, Joe Rivers. How are the clouds looking, out there?"

      "Hello all," Joe said with something approaching calmness in his voice. "Things have changed out here, but before I get to that, I'd like to once again thank Skyline Resort and Flights for taking me up on such a gorgeous flight. Remember, if you need to book a trip to Ketchikan, Victoria, or even Anchorage, you could do a lot worse than these fine folks. So be sure to visit their website at--ah, shit!"

      Something else flew past the craft, and it was not a damn bird. The shape was ovoid, and it had to be at least a hundred feet wide. Like a big, glistening football that was tipped after a pass, it fell end over end until it was out of sight.

      "Well, we had to beep Joe, sorry about that friends," Eddie said.

      "I can't believe what I just saw. It was huge and it just fell past the plane. Not huge--it was enormous. I don't know what's going on out there, but it's not good."

      "Joe, this is Lisa in the newsroom. Can you describe the object? Was it another airplane? Did you see an explosion?"

      "Make that objects, and they are still falling around us. It's hard to tell just how big they are--a hundred feet across, or maybe two hundred. They are shaped like footballs, and I don't see any writing. Wait, one looks different, it has what looks like a bunch of long cables trailing out of both sides. Long cables. There goes another one, and it's..."

      "It's what?" Eddie asked. "Is it an airplane, parts of an airplane? Folks, we are live with Joe Rivers, who is providing some pretty amazing news. When you need the most accurate news reports, remember to tune into 103.7 KQRR. Traffic and weather on the tens."

      "Oh Christ, one of them is opening up and the cables are feeding out. I don't know what this is, but it's scaring the shit out of me."

      "No, Joe, hold your course," Joshua said.

      "Fuck that," Joe replied, aware that he'd probably just gotten beeped again. He didn't give a rat's ass.

      Joe hauled the stick around, following the compass with his eyes. Land came into view on the horizon, and so did one of the ovoids. This one floated at eye level and didn't budge, so Joe had to rip the stick to the side to avoid flying into it.

      "Oh no!" he yelled, as Joshua fought for the control.

      Then one of the cables extended and smashed into the airplane. The left wing sheared off and the fuselage cracked. Joe gasped as his observation of the clouds became a view of the ocean below. He reached for his seatbelt's release, but another cable came at them, and finished batting the plane out of the sky.

      "Joe? Joe? You there, Joe?" Eddie tried, over and over.
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          Shawn

        

      

    
    
      The world exploded around Shawn James.

      He'd been creeping up the interstate when the first hint of just how messed up his day was about to become had appeared in the sky.

      It was bad enough that the clouds had formed a solid grey curtain of "screw you," but when they'd parted to reveal that the sky was on fire, he'd almost jumped out of his skin.

      Cars slid to a stop around him--some more successfully than others, judging by the sounds of crumpling metal and shattered glass tinkling to the ground. But Shawn was prepared, and stopped with something like a half foot to spare away from the bumper of the Prius ahead of him.

      Would have been a shame to crush the little battery-powered remote-control car with his Suburban. But Shawn knew the weight of his car and the type of tires on his wheels. He knew that if he slid the car to a halt at 55 miles an hour it would take approximately 267 feet to stop his beast.

      Shawn cursed heavily when someone ran into him.

      Not the most auspicious of mornings, and certainly a better heart-jumper than a triple shot of overpriced espresso at the local coffee shop.

      The crash wasn't that bad; more of a heavy bump, but enough to toss him forward against his seatbelt. At six foot one he had a lot of mass, but the seatbelt did its job and kept him from smashing into his steering wheel.

      Shawn instinctively reached up to feel his neck, because there was always the fear of whiplash when a car was struck from behind. He massaged his skin for a few seconds, and decided that he might feel sore later. Right now, adrenaline roared through his body and made his ears clog up like they were filled with the sound of the ocean.

      Shawn looked in his rearview mirror to see who'd been staring up when they should have been looking down and not tailgating, but the car behind him was stopped at least ten feet back. It was an older sedan, with a very confused-looking, grandmotherly figure behind the wheel.

      Then another shock stuck his car, and metal crumpled. The roof ripped open with a rending noise. The new and unintentional sunroof allowed rain to pour into the vehicle. Shawn looked back at the damage and immediately wondered how in the hell he was going to explain that to his insurer.

      Another crash hit the side of his car, and knocked it into a stalled Dodge Challenger with a horrendous bang. Shawn wondered if he should get out and try to crawl under his SUV, but would that even help? If something struck with as much force as his vehicle could, at an angle, he would likely have his head crushed by a tire as the car rolled over him.

      Yet another something smashed into the back of his car. Christ, someone had hit the car behind him, pushing him forward. A few vehicles back, something orange flared. He looked in his rearview mirror, but had to crane his head around to see out the back window eight feet away. A car had caught on fire, and now it went up in a fireball. Passengers exited their cars and ran from the explosion.

      "What the fuck is going on out there?" he said, and decided he'd had enough; sitting in his car seemed like a death wish.

      Shawn reached for his seatbelt and slid the buckle out. He had his hand on the door handle when yet another blow struck the SUV. This time he wasn't as lucky; something went through the front window, pierced the dash and kept on going.

      The last thing he remembered was his car being picked up and tossed onto its roof, which happened to intersect with little Toyota Prius. Calculations formed in the engineer's head as he was thrown into the windshield. He struck it hard enough to make him forget the numbers.

      Shawn roared in agony, because something had also pierced his side--something sharp and hot.

      He roared again as he became aware of pain in his legs. His ankle was caught next to the stop pedal, and the force of his body being battered around had snapped bone and crushed his lower leg to a pulp. The worst was the sound as bones smashed together, ground and broken, tendons snapped, and skin tore.

      The car came to a ripping stop atop the Prius he’d first hit, but by that point Shawn was already out like a light.

      

      Shawn came to only to find himself pinned against his steering wheel. His Suburban was upside-down, and the only thing he could make out through the spider-webbed windshield was a Toyota logo. Seeing something familiar meant he was still alive, and this was good.

      The car was on fire, and that was bad.

      Shawn tried to shake his leg loose. The more he struggled, the more it hurt. As he came out of his blackout, he found that being trapped wasn't the only problem. His foot hurt. More precisely, it blazed like a mother.

      Agony emanated up his leg, (even though up was down) and into his hip. Shawn waited to the count of five for the pain to subside.

      He also became aware of something pressing against his stomach. He looked up and found blood.

      "Oh shit," he muttered.

      Trapped, and there was a fire breaking out less than five feet away. At least the Prius was partially battery-powered, so even if its gas did leak, with any luck, the car didn't have a full tank of gas.

      Shawn's mind latched onto the idea of gasoline in an enclosed space. His engineer brain knew that there would be no Hollywood explosion. Fire needed air, which made the spreading puddle his real enemy.

      He reached up and felt along his leg until he could grab the steering wheel, and pulled himself down. Pain punched him in the gut around the wound, and made him regret his plan. He tugged his green t-shirt aside and inspected the damage.

      Something silver glinted. It was buried in his abdomen, a few inches below his navel. When he moved, it hurt like hell. What was he supposed to do now? Pull it out? Would that leave him gushing blood?

      He remembered his cell phone and reached for it. Amber was probably in the office, and could WebMD him some info. He almost laughed at how absurd that conversation would go. "Yeah, it's a big ole chunk of metal and it's stuck right in my stomach. Now do I pull it out, and if I do will my guts tumble out, or will I just bleed to death? Oh yeah, and I'm upside-down."

      "Screw it."

      Shawn reached for the object and took a few deep breaths. If he was going to pull it out, he'd need to gather his courage.

      When his fingers touched the sliver, he gasped in shock. The thing moved--not moved because he had shifted it, but moved of its own volition, like it was afraid of his touch.

      He jerked his hand away, then grabbed the object again. This time it molded to his touch. It became malleable, and felt like it was trying to flow away--but that was impossible. No metals reacted like that.

      The closest thing he could think of would be a liquid of sorts that was suspended in water yet maintained enough cohesiveness to move under any kind of pressure. Nothing like that existed in the world, that he was aware of. It was purely in the realm of science fiction, for now.

      The object twisted, turned into a spike, and then dove into his stomach.

      Shawn looked around until the sedan that had been behind him came into view. The older woman who had stared back at him wasn't looking at anything anymore. A chunk of metal had sheared into the car and removed part of her head.

      "Not gonna be me!" he said.

      Shawn struggled to pull himself up so he could undo the laces. Maybe if he got his foot out, he would be able to slide out of the vehicle.

      Worried about the thing stuck in his stomach and its ridiculous properties--probably brought on as a hallucination--he made the decision to tackle that one as soon as he'd extracted himself from the Suburban.

      He unlaced his shoe, but he found another problem almost immediately. He was unable to shift his foot enough to get it out. The brake pedal and floor had created a perfect trap.

      He twisted, pulled, and kicked, but it was no use. Each time he moved, it sent a bolt of agony up his leg.

      Sudden heat emanated from his center. Warmth suffused his body and spread outward. Was this how it ended? With a peaceful feeling, then pearly gates? What would his ex-wife Sofia say at his funeral? She'd probably say she missed him, just like she had in her text last night.

      He lay back and floated for a moment, then really thought about his options. If his foot was really caught at this angle, there was one way he could get free, but he didn't know if he had the balls for it.

      He'd seen a movie once where a guy was stuck in a crevice while a rock smashed his wrist, trapping him. The man had broken his own arm, then used a Swiss army knife to cut it off, and wandered around until he'd found help.

      Shawn didn't have the option of sawing his own leg off. Besides, that was a surefire way to die from blood loss. But he might be able to do the next-worst thing.

      The warmth in his center eased up. He decided not to look at the object stuck in his belly. It was easier to ignore it for now. Yeah, just ignore the fact that he was probably going to die here unless he got the hell out of the SUV.

      The sedan behind him caught fire. He looked in the rearview mirror and saw flames lick the back of the car, then advance to the interior. That wasn't good at all. Shawn did not relish the thought of sitting in his car and roasting alive.

      A pair of people ran past, holding hands as they fled. He was salt and pepper, and she younger with long and wavy auburn hair, but they obviously were a couple. He called to them, but either they didn't hear him or they ignored his cries.

      The earth shifted, and he was sliding again.

      The Suburban was a beast of a transport. When it started to move, the only thing that stopped it was another car. But that also brought him dangerously close to the already-burning sedan.

      The heat that had been building in his gut around the wound seemed to pulse with the fire outside. He wanted to reach out and knock the other cars aside. He had the strangest urge to just pick them up and fling them away from his location, which was crazy.

      More people streaming past him meant that something had spooked them. Oh yeah, real smart, genius. What in the world could have scared them besides the crazy shit in the sky, the earthquake and now a mile-long pileup?

      It happened again:

      The metal in the car called to him.

      He sensed it and saw problems. The rear axle had a loose bearing, and if it wasn't tended to, the coupler would give way in ten or fifteen thousand miles. It was a manufacturing defect; that much he was certain of.

      What in the seven goddamn hells?!

      "Hey man, are you okay?"

      A guy pounded at Shawn's window and tried the door, but it wouldn't budge.

      "Help me!" Shawn yelled, now torn away from whatever strange daydream had taken over.

      The man wore a Detroit Tigers hat and a thick raincoat. He hit the window a few more times, but kept glancing over his shoulder. Another person ran into him, but recovered and pounded up the street toward the overpass.

      Shawn followed the man's path with his eyes, but when he looked back for Mr. Tigers, the guy was gone.

      "Come back!"

      Flames roared ahead. They advanced up the street like someone was hitting it with a huge flame thrower. Cars caught on fire and exploded. Screaming men and women, children held to chests. Behind them an advancing wave of destruction.

      Minutes. No--less than a minute!

      The urge to live was all it took. He twisted his leg hard to the right, until his ankle was wedged right up against the brake pedal. He planted his hands on the roof of his car and took a deep breath. Then, with every ounce of courage Shawn had, he lifted his good leg, took a deep "fuck it" breath, and slammed his heel into his calf, just above the ankle.

      The sharp crack told him just as much as the wave of fresh agony that flooded up his leg, overwhelming and brutal. He fought not to pass out, not to turn his head and vomit. The pain was so intense, he screamed.

      With his shoe already unlaced, it was just a matter of sliding his shattered ankle out. Bones ground on each other as he tugged his limb loose. It sent waves of fresh suffering through his body. Out of the car's grip, he fell on what had been his ceiling.

      Shawn rolled to his side and tried the door handle, but it didn't budge. He took a second to check the advancing wave and found that he was about to find out what a New York strip felt like when it was tossed over a flame.

      He hit the window, but it didn't shatter. Automatic windows needed power, but the car was dead. He reached for the ignition, and got the car to go into auxiliary mode. The radio came on; a hissing annoyance that had been Beyoncé a minute ago, but he had power. Well, hallelujah, the angels sang.

      The damage from having his car tossed over must have been too great, because even with juice, the windows wouldn't budge.

      Shawn caught a glimpse of his approaching fate in the side window. He slammed the handle. Punched at the door. Slapped the window.

      There was a buzzing in the back of his head, like the chittering of insects. Warmth flooded his senses, and a sense of calm overcame his panic.

      He tried the door handle one more time, and felt something give--not in the door, but in himself. Like he was suddenly one with the device. He saw the way the handle had become wedged against the door on the inside. No amount of pulling would force it free, but that was okay, because he could do it from here, yes he could.

      Shawn told the bar to move, and it did. Then he told the door to open, and the hinges responded by applying negative pressure to force it to grind against the pavement.

      Shawn didn't have time to ponder the strange power, and strange it was. He started to thank God, then realized that must have been it all along: God had seen fit to lift a finger and help him, a mortal man.

      But the help wouldn't last for long. The river of flame was almost here.

      A puttering like a gas mower announced the woman's arrival. She slid to a halt just as he fell out of the car. If she'd kept going, her little scooter would have hit him, and probably thrown her off.

      "Get on, we don't have any time!" she called.

      Shawn struggled to his hands and one good foot, then used the seat of her scooter. He swung his broken left foot over the seat and howled in fresh pain as it hit the side of the Vespa.

      He got one hand around her waist and held on for dear life.

      The minibike didn't exactly shoot forward, but it was a hell of a lot faster than he would have been able to hobble.

      Shawn glanced back at his Suburban just as it was engulfed in flames.
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          Victor

        

      

    
    
      The medics tried to be polite, but they kept glancing skyward as they hastily loaded him onto a gurney and into the back of an ambulance. The space was smaller than he would have imagined. His moving bed took up more than half of the space, leaving the med tech very little room to sit.

      "What hit you?" she'd asked when they'd first arrived. "Are you in pain?"

      He'd tried to talk, but the thing moving inside him had jostled his pain receptors and made him screech in agony. He'd pointed at his shoulder. She'd cut away some of the cloth, and that was a real damn shame. His wife had given him the shirt for Christmas, and it was one of his favorites.

      His arguments that he didn't need to go to the hospital fell on deaf ears. He knew he did need to go, and that was the real rub. He feared for the bill that would get rung up.

      He had insurance, if you could call it that, but there was cut-rate and then there was the crap he had, which mainly covered catastrophic accidents.

      Shit falling from the sky, raining down and crashing into him… they'd probably figure out a way to screw him on the deductible.

      Once, he'd been struck by a car at a crosswalk; not too hard, but he'd mangled his wrist. After spending a few days in the hospital, they'd sent him home with some painkillers and a bill that had totaled nearly twenty grand. His insurance had made him pay the first five of that.

      Who in the hell was he kidding? If this wasn't catastrophic, then what was?

      Speaking of which, why hadn't it happened already?

      In the movies, the asteroid arrived, burned across the sky for a few seconds, and then smashed into the earth, causing tidal waves as high as skyscrapers. That hadn't occurred yet, and he couldn't for the life of him figure out why, but he was thankful for it.

      The medic's name was Tina, and she was about his mom's age. She had greying hair done up in a bun. Her eyes swam before him behind huge, thick glasses, and though softened with a light dusting of makeup, the lines on her face were scrunched up as she tried to pay attention to him.

      She didn't seem very interested in doing much more than taking his vitals.

      "It's not bad," she'd said, after doing a cursory examination of the wound in his shoulder. He'd tried to tell her that something flat and silvery had burrowed under his skin--or so he thought--but she'd said it was just a delusional reaction to the event.

      "So, what do you do for a living?"

      "I help dig holes and build buildings," he'd replied.

      "I had an uncle that did that for a while. He worked on the Bank of America thing, what's it called?"

      "Not sure."

      She had her phone out again and typed on it with one hand while she tried to open a heavy laptop with the other.

      "Nice and easy, Frank," she said to the driver, who looked back at her like she was fucking retarded.

      "No shit. I can't exactly drive over all these cars, now, can I?” the medic said. “We’re about to become a hot commodity with falling out of the sky. Half the cities gonna need us in a few minutes.”

      "Where is it, Frank? Can you see it?"

      "The thing that was on fire?" Victor asked.

      "Yeah, what happened to it?" the medic inquired, and finally got the laptop to open.

      "I saw it," Victor said. "But then I lost sight when a piece of it hit me. Is it bad? The wound?"

      "Just rest. We'll be there soon, and the emergency room folks will have something to help with pain management."

      Funny she mentioned that. Since they had loaded him onto the gurney and into the ambulance, the pain had started to fade.

      Just a few minutes ago he’d crushed the side of a sidewalk like it was a cookie. Victor pushed the image out of his mind. He’d probably been seeing things, thanks to the injury.

      The lack of pain was easy to explain away. Guys got shot and didn't even realize a bullet with their name on it had found them.

      He moved his arm an inch, and was surprised that he could. What about the gaping hole the hunk of metal should have left behind? When he'd grasped the object and pulled it out, part of it had broken away. It had felt like the thing had flowed inside his wound.

      No bump, no chunk of metal. Just blood.

      "If that was an asteroid we'd all be toast by now, right?"

      She looked up, staring at the windshield, and didn't say a word.

      "That's how it happens. A meteor hits and that's it: lights out, literally."

      "I don't know," she said. "I've only seen the movies."

      Victor nodded and worked his hand out of the straps they'd used to secure him to the gurney. She didn't even look at him when he had his right arm free and reached up to scratch his cheek, then push his long brown hair off his forehead. He watched her as she watched the world through the windshield.

      When he'd been hit a few years ago he'd been in an ambulance, but not one as nice as this. He was certain he'd seen a Mercedes-Benz logo on the outside as they'd thrown the doors open.

      The stupid driver who'd been fumbling a cup of hot coffee and his phone had barely apologized to Victor after slamming on his brakes and hitting Victor in the middle of a crosswalk. The guy had been too worried about some dumb meeting he was going to be late for. He'd only called 911 before roaring off. Victor had been too stunned to even think to get the guy's license plate number.

      At that time, the ambulance attendant had kept him company and done everything she could to keep his mind off the wound and ride.

      This one didn't say anything for several minutes, right up until the time they came to a roaring halt. The driver kicked the flashing lights and siren on, but didn't seem to be able to get any traction.

      Victor reached under the blanket and felt at his wound, fearful of what he would find. He touched the area around it gingerly, and was rewarded with the feel of blood soaked into his shirt.

      "Did you give me something?" he asked, because the pain was completely gone.

      She didn't answer. The medic had leaned over the front seat and watched the sky. She and the driver spoke in hushed tones.

      The ambulance couldn't move for a few more minutes, even though its lights and sirens were going at full blast. Then it pushed through whatever mess they'd run into and roared down the center of the four-lane downtown street before slamming on the brakes again.

      "Shit!" the driver exclaimed.

      Victor craned his head around and saw the problem. The road was blocked as far as the eye could see, and there was no way around the mess. A bus had become stuck coming around the corner. After that, it had just been a matter of time before cars and trucks had tried to weasel around the behemoth and ended up clogging the sidewalks.

      Now pedestrians slid around cars as horns blared.

      "Hey. Just let me out. It’s not that bad, see?" Victor worked at the buckles securing him to the seat and tugged the blanket back to reveal what his fingers had told him. He stared down at what had been a gaping wound a few moments ago. Still fresh but drying blood coated the area.

      "What happened?" The tech slid blue latex-gloved hands over the spot where the metal piece had been stuck in Victor.

      "I don't know. Just let me out of here. I need to call my wife and check on my family. You have a family, right? I dropped my cell phone and it broke."

      "You can't call anyone."

      "The hell I can't! Just let me out of here and I'll find a phone if you don't have one."

      She took out her cell phone--an older, heavy flip phone--and popped it open. She dialed a number and showed him the display.

      "See? Nothing. The anomaly short-circuited the cell towers or something."

      "Then I need to get home!"

      She shook her head, as if coming to some decision, then relented and undid the rest of the buckles. As he sat up, something hit the ambulance and slammed him back into the padded seat. The med tech who had been helping him was tossed across the cabin and struck the back of the drivers seat.

      An overhead cabinet door popped open, and gauze showered onto his torso.

      Victor practically tore the straps loose, finding them not as secure around his chest as he'd thought they were. When he reached for the belt holding his foot in place, he was pleased to see it was just as loose, and ripped off with a little pressure. He shook his head, glad he hadn't been relying on those things to keep him safe during a real accident.

      "What?" The driver shook his head. He was staring back around the corner while undoing his own seatbelt.

      "You okay?" Victor asked, and reached over to help the medic who had been leaning over him not too long ago. She moaned when he touched her arm, but at least she moved her head. She had a streak of blood across one cheek and a gash in her forehead.

      Victor ripped open one of the gauze pads from his lap and applied it to her head. He took her hand and pressed it tightly against the gauze. She frowned in pain, but got the message and held the thick fabric in place.

      The driver leaned over and tried the passenger side door.

      "What's wrong?" Victor asked.

      "We're pinned. A truck crushed us from behind and pushed us between a pair of stalled cars. I can't open either door."

      "Shit!" Victor tore the blanket off his lap and tossed it to the floor. On second thought, he straightened it out and laid it over Tina.

      "Can you back up?"

      "I'll try. This bitch has a lot of power."

      The driver cranked the key and sighed with relief when the engine turned over. He put the ambulance in gear and pressed down on the gas. The ambulance didn't budge, but the tires roared as they spun against pavement.

      "Tin can, man. That's what we're stuck in."

      Victor got onto his knees in the tiny cabin and braced one arm against the wall to the left. He struck the window a few times and yelled, "Hey, back up!"

      Nothing.

      The medic hit his siren, flashed the lights, and gawked into the side view mirror. After a moment of alternately hitting his siren and horn, he looked in the rearview mirror. Victor met his gaze, and the driver shrugged.

      Victor hit the door in frustration. Then he hit it again, because it felt good to hit something. He didn't need this right now. If he had to walk all the way home, he would, because there was nothing more important in his life than Laura and the kids. Nothing.

      "Dude," the ambulance driver said. He had taken off his belt, and half-swung into the cabin of the ambulance.

      "What?"

      "How did you do that?"

      "Do what?" Victor asked. His frustration level was just about peaked, and now this guy wanted to know how he'd gotten free?

      “That,” the med tech said, nodding at the gurney.

      The noise chittered in the back of Victor’s head again. He tried to ignore it.

      "I don't have time for this bullshit!" Victor said in frustration, and hit the door as hard as he could with the base of his palm.

      The door didn't so much budge as it did come off its hinges and fall to the ground.

      Victor dropped to his butt and kicked out with both feet. If he'd gotten this far, maybe this would free them. After all, the damage couldn't be as bad as he'd thought if he was able to remove the door.

      There was a brown UPS truck a foot away, the hood damaged from impact. The driver was covered in small packages. He grabbed one from behind his neck and tossed it onto the truck's floorboard.

      The UPS driver was in his mid-twenties, and his hair was jet black, to match his perfectly-trimmed beard. Filled with metal disks that had stretched them out a good two inches, his earlobes slapped the sides of his heck. The driver must have managed to put the truck in neutral, since Victor was able to make any progress at all.

      Fine, then: he was getting out of here, even if he had to shimmy over the door and through a ten-inch space.

      When he hit the now dislocated door with both feet, the metal buckled, and the delivery truck pushed back five or six feet. Victor smiled back at the medic.

      "Dude!"

      "How did I do that?" Victor said. He dropped to the pavement and moved around the crumpled door to get a better look at the truck.

      Rain pelted him, so he reached back inside and felt around until he found his jacket, and slipped it back on. He raised the wet hood and lifted it to cover his head from the fresh drizzle.

      The chittering in the back of his head grew louder. He shook his head. Must be from the impact earlier. Just something that would go away in time. He’d take a couple of Tylenol when he got home, and then sleep for the rest of the day.

      Victor moved around the truck to find out how he'd managed to push it out of the way.

      What he saw left him speechless.
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          Bryon

        

      

    
    
      The rest of Bryon’s commute to school was no fun. Bad enough the rain had soaked him to the bone; he'd also been tossed on the ground, and he'd missed the bus. He could wait half an hour for the next one, but then he'd be even later than if he just walked. Fifteen minutes on foot or thirty minutes on his ass followed by a five-minute bus ride. He carefully considered the benefits of both.

      As he walked over the grey-on-grey sidewalk, he studied cracks--meant for his mother, of course. Most of those had some species of plant breaking through, eager to seek the sun even though it wouldn't be back until May or June.

      He sloshed through standing water, stepped around larger puddles, and moved onto the grass when he sensed any passing cars hoping to splash him.

      Bryon had floated just a few minutes ago; he was sure of that. He'd been pushed to the sidewalk and his knees had struck. He knew that because they both ached from kissing the concrete. But the rest of him had never hit the ground.

      And what about the weird feeling he'd experienced before he'd fallen, like a bolt of lightning had raced up his body? Intense, overbearing pain that had challenged his ability to retain urine had struck and taken his breath away.

      Bryon hadn't known what to do next. He'd kept looking at the ground and then down at himself so he could see the space between his rotund body and the same sidewalk he'd been walking on a moment before.

      "Son of a bitch!"

      He'd rolled to his side, then struggled back to his feet. They'd ended up planted on good old terra firma, and he was actually thankful for that. Bryon was in no shape to turn into Superman, and quite frankly, he'd look ridiculous in the outfit.

      Bryon rushed the rest of the way to school. He wanted to play it off, the whole floating thing, and as he got closer and closer to Snoqualmie High School he knew that what he'd experienced was just a hallucination--a phase he was going through, brought on by too much sugar.

      Maybe it was the energy drinks. A few months ago he'd found that the rush of sugar, caffeine, and things that were unpronounceable really got him going in the morning.

      He arrived at school and found the hallways half-occupied, just as he'd suspected. There was noise from every corner as the events of the morning were discussed: explosions, weird things in the sky… the after-effects were still being seen even out in shitty Burien, Washington.

      He'd already missed most of first period, so he checked into the office and got a ration of crap about showing up on time. They were going to call his mother, they had to--the office bitch said, without even the hint of an apologetic tone--they were going to have to note it on his record.

      He stood in the garishly-lit room while a pair of kids his own age worked as slaves but earned credit like they were in class. Must be rough, sitting in the climate-controlled office while all the other dorks had to sit in class and memorize stuff.

      School wasn't really about learning; it was simply about being able to recall facts a few days later. He tried to remember the last time he'd used algebra, and came up blank.

      His pants were wet. His shoes were soaked through. Bryon just wanted to go back home and sit in his room and forget about the whole morning.

      The bell sounded, the second one, and that meant he was also late, thanks to the assistant dickhead who'd pretended like he couldn't find a sign-in sheet. Thanks a lot, jerk-weed. Bryon wished he could go back and punch the guy.

      He'd had that tornado hair look, and a cool shirt with a fancy logo advertising whatever mall store his rich parents had taken him to. Bryon wasn't envious of the clothes, but he hated to admit the hair was pretty sweet. Kind of like Justin Bieber's a couple of years ago. Not that he listened to that twerp... anymore.

      Bryon trudged through the hallways. Again. His school was two levels, with a large atrium in the middle. They always had school spirit shit down there, but sometimes they had an extra push for money and they'd have donuts and juice bottles. Bryon might hate ninety-nine percent of the school, but he loved anyone who would sell him a donut.

      Bryon groaned as he looked up the stairs. Rubber lips on the edges of linoleum steps--thirteen of them on the first flight, but only eight on the second. He'd done this walk so many times; he should have lost a few pounds from his legs by now.

      Float. He'd floated.

      Bryon paused before the first step and thought very carefully about what had happened. He’d been levitating. No. It was a figment of his imagination. There was no way on God’s green earth that he had floated. He couldn’t even do a summersault, must less hover a few inches off the ground.

      But what if it had been real?

      Bryon stepped on the first stair, carefully, with just the toe of his shoe, because he didn't want to start floating again and find himself falling on the floor. Or back down the stairs like a parade blimp just before he bashed his head into a table.

      He didn't lift off, so he took another step, and then one more. As he proceeded upward, he breathed in deeply, because he knew he'd have to do it soon enough anyway. Might as well get ready for it.

      He reached the landing, and a dizzy spell hit him. Bryon's right hand went to his head, while his left stayed on the railing. He wanted to pitch forward and lay there for a few minutes, just to recover from vertigo.

      He'd never had a spell this bad before. That's when he realized: that was how he could explain the sensation of floating. Vertigo was an intense feeling of falling, always falling, like the ground was right there, rushing up to find him.

      He wanted to faint right then and there, but he pushed on.

      Bryon reached the second floor and leaned over. The hallway was empty, and doors were closed. He dreaded walking into Mrs. Simpson's room.

      "Piggy," someone whispered. He spun around, but there was no one there.

      "Piggy." There it was again. He put his head down and advanced toward the foyer as if he hadn’t heard a thing.

      He got halfway there before someone darted out of a hallway. He turned but the figure was already past. He felt but didn't see something strike his legs, and let out a scream.

      There he was: Rod Steckman. He was at the top of the stairs, and he carried a yardstick. Asshole! Bryon wanted to yell, but moved toward his class. He could put up with one blow and call it good. He'd suffered worse. Someone else lurked behind Rod. One of his henchmen. This day was getting worse by the second.

      Bryon could even see the classroom. If he just hurried...

      "Piggy!" Another cry, and this time he was stuck harder.

      When he spun around, Rod was nowhere to be found, but Bryon heard whispers and giggles.

      The bullies came at him again, sticks wielded high like they were about to play hockey. Rod's eyes weren't crazy, nor were they angry. He was just doing what he liked most of all: being an asshole.

      "Jerks!" Bryon yelled, and tried to run, but tripped on his own feet and fell to his side.

      Bryon tried to control the fall, but he ended up sideways, and that meant his backpack bore the brunt of the fall as he slid into the railing. His school essay fell out of his bag and crumpled under the backpack’s weight. Judging by the crunch, his laptop might have broken.

      "Damn, double goddamn!" he yelled.

      Rod dashed back, picked up Bryon’s essay, and then tossed it over the side of the stairwell. Someone below hooted and ripped the pages in half.

      The sense of vertigo overwhelmed him again and he nearly pitched forward onto his face. He got his hands out, and then something roared in the back of his mind. It was like a banshee, shrieking for blood. An image came to him of how to defend himself. It was as clear as day, but also like a waking dream, the kind of thing that happens on the edge of sleep when the mind drifts.

      We are strong. The voice was distant, but it was clearly speaking to him.

      Strong, my ass. He didn't care--didn't give a damn, because now all of his work was for nothing. He didn't have a project, and that meant he would get an incomplete, and that meant his average was going to drop into the D range. He'd have to put up with hours of lectures from his mother about how he was just like his father.

      "Piggy piggy!" the jocks taunted, then ran in and swatted him with the yardsticks.

      Bryon pushed himself against the wall. "Stop it, stop it, please!" he begged them, but his pleas fell on deaf ears and the slap of wood on his belly and sides made him break down.

      The sob came first, and then the tear, and with the tear came one more. He was going to cry, right here in the hallway.

      Bryon howled in frustration and slammed his palm against the floor.

      He didn't feel the blow, even though it was hard enough to sting--or should have stung.

      The force of his hand cracked the floor.

      He stared in shock, as did the two guys who were beating him. Bryon concentrated on getting up, just getting up, and just like that he was: up!

      Bryon floated, several feet off the ground.

      "The fuck?" Rod Steckman said, and backed up.

      Bryon closed his mouth and thought about getting his feet back on the floor, and they obeyed. His body hurt from the blows he'd suffered, but he pushed it aside, because something had come to him. It arrived like a revelation, and shook him to the core: he had been hurt earlier in the day, had even bled. Like the heroes in his book--that was his story, his origin story.

      We are strong. The voice was back.

      Bryon swung his arm out with fist extended, and pushed at Rod Steckman.

      The boy backed away, but a force that Bryon could not see picked him up and hurled him against the wall. Bryon stared as Rod crumpled to the ground.

      The other kid dropped his yardstick and turned to run.

      Bryon moved toward him. He grabbed him as he hovered past, redirected the guy’s momentum, and hurled him against the railing.

      The jock's name was Brett Munson, and he was second-in-command of the bully squad. He was a big kid, but his weight was distributed in the right places, because he probably worked out all of the time, and he was a linebacker on the high school football team.

      Brett let out a cough, maybe of surprise, yellow hair thrown back as his mouth opened up to yell. Bryon advanced on him and swung his arm again.

      Brett went over the railing, but he didn't exactly fall. Whatever force Bryon had thrown was converted to some kind of energy that changed Brett's momentum and threw him across the hallway. He hit a pillar and fell in a heap.

      Bryon wanted to be horrified. He wanted to feel as if he'd overdone it. He didn't hurt people, not ever, but not because of some moral or ethical code. He’d always been overweight and he’d always let people pick on him.

      Bryon turned on Rod Steckman.

      He wasn't so tough now, curled up in a ball with blood bubbling out of his mouth. He didn't look like he could pick on a fly now, much less Bryon.

      Rod tried to stagger to his feet, but couldn't seem to get his bearings.

      "What's wrong, piggy? Yeah, who's the piggy now? Who? Squeal for me," Bryon muttered.

      "Bryon, I'm sorry. Please help me. I think something's broken."

      "That would be me, Rod." Bryon swung his arm again, and Rod was picked up and deposited fifteen feet away.

      Bryon smiled.

      Bryon struck again, and then one more time hurtling his nemesis down the hallway until he was only twenty or so feet from the back wall.

      Bryon finessed Rod into an upright position with a gentle flick of his fingers. He lifted Rod off the ground, and Rod groaned as he came to his feet like a puppet.

      Bryon snapped his hand forward one more time, as hard as he could.

      The force of the invisible blow picked Rod up and threw him against the far wall so hard that the boy collapsed in a heap.

      Bryon stared at his hands, then down at the ground over which he hovered.

      "I guess not every hero is all that super," he muttered to himself.
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      Elise threw herself over her friend Colleen as the building fell around them. Being on the second of five floors, Elise was all too aware that they didn't stand a chance of surviving, but she had to at least try to protect her friend. Tons of building material, possessions, and people would crush them like a bug.

      Colleen screamed as she fell, and Elise screamed as well, but it was hard to hear anything in the cacophony. She caught flashes of her falling items: a vase smashing into the hardwood floor, flowers scattering with a hail of water, a picture shattering as it struck the ground.

      It was the one from when she and Jeremy had been on a picnic to Mt. Rainier last summer. The frame had cost a pretty penny, so instead of removing it, she'd affixed a sticky note over dickhead's face out of spite. Why should she have to change the gorgeous image just to get his face out of the room?

      The yellow slip of paper fluttered to the floor and she caught a glimpse of his eyes. They shone in the room as if in scorn, as if to say "see what you get for leaving me?"

      A glint of light caught her attention. The object she'd ripped from her leg smoothed into a pool, then zipped across the hard floor until it found her again. She wanted to slap it, but the shaking was so bad. She couldn't let go of Colleen.

      The metal object slimmed to something like a needle.. Tiny feelers like caterpillar legs erupted along its sides and it advanced up her slacks. The thing moved with lightning speed and found her wound. Elise screamed as it slithered back inside her.

      Then the ceiling caved in.

      She held herself locked over Colleen, no longer mindful of the object in her leg. That was a minor concern considering they were about to be crushed to death. She wanted to be in her friend’s embrace when she died, because it was better than dying alone.

      Warmth built in her center and suffused her chest. For all its inevitability, time seemed to pause as she watched her last seconds unfold. The pain in her leg became something like an angry, hot dagger that had stabbed her. It spread with lethal force to encompass her entire being.

      She cried out and tried to push the agony away.

      A bubble formed, first on the periphery of her vision, then a shimmering curtain as it shifted and encompassed her. Time sped up again with great alacrity. The noise was all-consuming as it built, but even as it struggled to reach a crescendo it faded to muffled shrieks, then was muted altogether.

      Through the mass of debris, Elise made out the horrifying sight of others caught up in the collapse, screaming mouths that echoed her own. Men, women, and worst of all, children. Then the glimpse was gone and her world was surrounded in black. She fought to hold onto reality, and also her friend.

      Elise screamed until her throat was raw, but she never let go of Colleen, who was clutched to her chest like a doll.
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      Martin Thayer was terrified. He made a close approximation of a dash from his assisted living apartment, then hung a hard right toward the elevators. Heads poked out of partially-opened doors, but no one tried to stop him.

      There was another retired person on his floor, an older gal named Mrs. Blank who had iron-grey hair and was built like a Soviet-era Olympic track runner. She had a sweet southern accent under all that gruffness.

      They'd tried to talk a few times, but they were two angry old people who would probably kill each other if they tried to get something going on between them. Besides, she had her own problems with pain pills, and didn't want to share. She had loads of other pharmaceuticals, too, including antidepressants and her favorite: Xanax.

      Martin had tried those once because the doc said he was prone to panic attacks. No shit, Doc. He was also prone to jumping when a car backfired. Besides, the damned pills had put him in a waking coma. He'd felt like he'd sat in front of the television all day, dozing in and out while he'd drooled all over his shirt.

      Martin slammed his palm against the elevator call button and took a few deep breaths.

      Since the cancer, it had become more and more difficult to get a full amount of oxygen into his lungs. He stood, gasping, and willing the doors to open. To hell with this place. He was getting out. If his son had been worth a damn, he'd have called the boy and asked him to pick him up ASAP. But after yesterday's visit, that door was well and truly shut.

      The elevator arrived, but he kept slapping the button even after the door was open. No one inside--good.

      Martin was dressed in an old pair of sweatpants, a beat up, thrift store t-shirt that featured a beer bottle on the front, and a checkered robe.

      Not much else to wear during the day. Why get all dressed up when he rarely got visitors? His nurse wasn't scheduled to make a stop for a few more days. On those occasions, Martin at least put on a pair of jeans, but today just didn't seem like a "put on your good duds" kind of day.

      He hit L, then backed up until his ass was to the back wall. Always best to have something solid at your back with your eyes front and center in the event of being stuck in the jungle with slant-eyed bastards firing.

      No one opened fire when the elevator deposited him at the lobby level. He sighed with relief, then walked as quickly as he could past the front desk. Sometimes it was manned by a manager, but most of the time there was an old wooden sign with his phone number on it, for use in case of emergencies. Today it was empty.

      The doorway to the staircase was wide open. Probably the rest of the schlubs had already evacuated. Martin took one look at the stairwell and decided to take his chances on a metal tomb.

      He moved past the row of mailboxes. Wouldn't be anything arriving today. Not with all the ruckus and buildings falling over. No siree. Rain, sleet or snow. Not debris and chaos.

      He stopped at the front door and peered through the old metal bars that protected the glass beneath. Nothing moving up in the sky, but there were more than a few gawkers out on the street. He hit the power-assisted door release and strolled out with as much dignity as a seventy-two year old man dressed in a robe could achieve.

      The city was in anarchy.

      A group of men ran down one side of the street and broke a window. They proceeded inside and started clearing the place out.

      There was a passerby dressed in a pair of slacks, a white button-down shirt, a red tie, and an open rain jacket. He'd been busy staring at his phone, but he took notice at the sound of breaking glass. He looked inside the shop. Then he glanced left and right as if looking for a cop. He proceeded into the store and joined the looting.

      He moved down the block until he was able to get a clear view. The afterglow of the object extended across the sky until it disappeared on the horizon.

      "Damned odd," he said out loud.

      "No kidding. Hey man, you okay?"

      A skinny kid in dirty jeans and a jacket that hadn't been new in over a decade smiled at the old man like they were best friends.

      "Don't you try anything."

      "Dude. It's cool. I came out to check it too. Not the looting, shit, fuck that noise. Good way to get your ass shot off when the national reserve shows up.”

      “So you’re a good guy. That’s great, kid. What have you heard about the thing in the sky?”

      “It started over there." The kid turned to the east and pointed along toward Mt. Rainier, which may have been visible if it hadn't been pissing down rain. "And then, like, just kept the fuck on going. If it's a comet here to wipe us all out, well sayonara, know what I'm saying?"

      "About every third word."

      "You're hurt. Should get to the hospital. All that blood on your clothes," the kid said.

      "I'm fine. Just fine. Had worse back in the shit," Martin muttered. "You wouldn't know anything about that."

      "Just because I live on the street don't mean I ain't smart. Learned about extinction-level events back in high school. ELEs, they call ‘em. That's when something terrible is about to happen. Terrible because it's gonna kill everyone. People bitch about climate change and shit, but one thing's for sure: when we're all gone, the planet Earth will be just fine and dandy and still spinning around the sun."

      The sound of whistling stopped the kid from saying any more, thank God. Martin had had enough of his blabbering.

      "What?" Martin used his hand as a visor to block out the drizzle of rain that was starting to fall.

      "That don't sound right."

      Something obliterated a building a few blocks to the south. Martin watched the trajectory as the object shot across the city, and then as it made impact. The explosion was immense and made him suck in a breath as the air shifted. The atmosphere around him changed, and then an unholy wind arrived, practically knocking him down.

      Debris rained down in all directions as what was left of the building imploded. When Martin had seen the twin towers fall, he'd been horrified. This wasn't the same at all. One minute the building was there; the next, it was nothing but rubble. The soundwaves did the job of knocking him off his feet.

      Martin hit a puddle of water, and regretted that he'd left the safety of his room for this. The temperature couldn't be above fifty degrees, and now his ass was stuck in ice-cold water and he didn't have anything resembling a change of clothes--or a jacket, for that matter.

      He didn't have anything except his robe, and a lot of pain from the wound on the side of his face. He tried to get up and fell back down. Water splashed up and hit the place where his ear had practically been torn away, where the weird silver thing had crept up his neck and touched him.

      But that hadn't been real. It had been a flashback to some wacky tobaccy he'd smoked when he was in Nam. All the guys had done it, and him most of all. He'd loved the feeling, because it was better than the feeling of fear that someone was about to shoot you in the head with a Soviet AK-47, or toss a grenade in your foxhole.

      "Son of a bitch!" he exclaimed.

      The kid stepped over a puddle, then reached down to help Martin get up.

      A car roared around the corner, saw them, and slammed on its brakes. The wet road wasn't kind to the old import, and shifted the car off the road and up onto a sidewalk. It slid to a stop, but only because there was a power pole in the way.

      The bumper impacted with a solid thunk that shook the building next to it. The pole was already bent--maybe from the debris falling from the sky. Martin looked on in horror as it cracked and fell in the middle of the street.

      He tried to scramble back out of the water, but his feet were encased in a pair of slippers that were as old as the kid's beat-up jacket. They provided about as much traction as bare feet. He kicked back, but one of the slippers flew off.

      "No no NO!" he yelled.

      The pole trailed thick wires, and when they hit the road, there was a huge flash as sparks flew. The car that had slammed into the pole was the first to get it. Power arced and dazzled the surface of the vehicle. Then a second cable hit the water, and Martin was practically thrown out of his own skin.

      The electricity rode his body, and made him go prone. He clenched his jaws together and tried to scream in agony, but nothing came out, because his tongue was pressed against his teeth so hard he thought they would break.

      The power washed over him, and by rights, Martin knew that he should be dead and gone. It wasn't every day that a spry young electrician could take a jolt, but he was in his 70s, had cancer, and hadn't been anywhere north of healthy in two decades.

      When his eyeballs didn't immediately fry and he was able to unclench his sphincter, Martin figured he hadn't been hit with nearly as much electricity as he could have been.

      He sat up. Cold raced along his body, making him want to go back inside and take a scalding hot bath. He knew that he should be dead, and yet somehow he'd dodged the reaper once again.

      He planted his other hand and eased himself to the side so he could get his knees down. Then he was on his feet a second later, but he felt oddly contorted, as if something were dragging his hands down.

      He stared to either side and saw the craziest thing he'd ever seen in all of his years: from the palm of left hand, a visible crackling column of electricity arced to the water, and then back to his right hand in a closed loop. He didn't just see the electricity; he felt it pulsing there.

      A sense of calm engulfed him for a split second. Then something like a hand reached through him and showed him how to control the energy.

      Martin gasped and lifted his left hand in front of his eyes. The beam of sparkling power followed. He stared at pure energy and knew that he could do anything he wanted with it. For some reason, he now possessed the ability to command the arc.

      "Whoa," the kid said. "You totally saved me."

      A smaller object hissed out of the sky and struck the minimart across the street, the shop that the looters had taken over. It went through the front window and took out the metal gate that had been strung closed. Then he counted three or four more objects of similar size that smashed into the street and buildings.

      One pulverized a car as it sped up Mercer Avenue. The vehicle was moving one minute, and the front end was annihilated the next. Gas poured out of the fuel tank, mixing with air and the velocity of the object that had just struck it. A spark was all it took to send a fireball into the sky.

      Martin was all too aware of the energy unleashed, because much like the electricity he now possessed, he knew that he would have been able to reach out and harness the fireball as it formed.

      The minimart's door exploded outward, and something crept out.

      Martin backed away, and nearly lost his hold on the electricity as he stared in shock.

      Moving low to the ground was something that could not exist. It was like a creeping black form had fallen in a puddle and then inflated to hover a few inches from the pavement. It had a small, bulbous head with no eyes, and nothing like a nose. It moved, independent of its body, along two axes, and was about a yard long.

      The thing stopped a dozen feet from Martin and then flowed backward, curving its shape to match whatever debris it floated over.

      Martin shuddered at the horror, and didn't wait around for some universal peace sign. He lifted his hand, and with a thought, fried the nightmare where it lay.
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          Shawn

        

      

    
    
      "Can we outrun it?" Shawn called.

      "I sure hope so!" the woman driving the scooter called back. She wore a helmet, and he'd been unable to make out her features, but judging by her slim waist, Shawn could have been in worse company.

      He risked another look over his shoulder, and regretted it. Flames still raced across the highway, and that didn't make any sense at all. Even if every single car had somehow been coated in a layer of gasoline, there was no way the fire could jump from car to car.

      Then he saw the source. Something had left a trail of smoke and debris as it tore across the sky at less than a thousand feet. The object was still falling, but so slow it almost looked like it was hovering in midair.

      He stared and stared, and finally realized it had some kind of engine underneath that was emitting a massive blast of flame for propulsion. He couldn't believe he'd missed it in the first place, because the craft was larger than any flying machine he’d ever seen. It was grey, though, and had a dull surface that was pitted with tiny holes, as if it had been pelted with golf balls.

      The object fell into a proper hover. The freeway below was already an inferno, but as it dropped lower and lower, the engines flared brighter, and whatever had been below was either melted or turned to dust. A tornado of wreckage whirled and spun away as the object came to a rest.

      Flames fading behind them, Shawn tapped his rescuer's shoulder and yelled at her helmet. "It's done. You can slow down now."

      The woman risked a look over her shoulder and seemed to agree; she came to a slow halt. She waited for him to get off, then popped out the kickstand and jumped off, although she left the vehicle running.

      Shawn kept one hand on the Vespa seat so he didn't fall over. Pain flared along his leg as he left a sitting position, even though he was cautious not to put any kind of weight on it.

      "What the fuck is that?" the woman said, and leaned forward to slide her helmet off.

      She had dark hair that was wild after being confined, and it didn't seem interested in laying flat. Her features were smooth and dark. She had a slight Latino accent that sent a chill along Shawn's spine. He hadn't just been rescued; he'd been rescued by one of the most beautiful women he'd ever seen.

      "I don't know, but I need to sit. My ankle is busted."

      "Oh god, I'm sorry. I'm Penelope by the way," she said, and held out her hand. He looked from his right hand--which was the only thing preventing him from falling over--to the broken leg that he kept cocked up in the air.

      "Uh." He grimaced.

      "I'm an idiot. Please sit down," she said, and steadied the bike with one hand.

      Shawn hopped in a circle on his one good foot until he could take a seat.

      "That thing isn't real. It can't be," Shawn said.

      It was an oval at least a hundred feet across at its widest part. Dark, glistening bubbles protruded along the bottom, and from some of those, flames had poured forth. Other protrusions on the top shifted like it was a giant Jell-O mold.

      Shawn stared in disbelief. His mind swirled at the sight of the thing, but overriding even that and the fear it brought was the image of metal responding to him in the truck. Now, sitting on the scooter, he sensed the mechanics underneath him: the combustion engine with its pistons moving up and down in idle, the energy created when tiny squirts of gasoline were ignited by spark plugs. One of the pistons was in bad shape, and would need to be machined or replaced in the next six months.

      How in the world was he sensing this?

      A new sound roared across the sky. This one was familiar and comforting, though: out of the clouds, a pair of US military jets soared. They passed over the huge object, and a moment later, a boom echoed across the sky as they broke the speed of sound.

      "Good lord," Penelope said as she stared up. "Should we go?"

      "Yeah, we should. This shit ain't right."

      "I don't know you. I helped you get away from that mess, so don't take it the wrong way."

      "Lady--I mean Penelope--I appreciated it, but can you at least get me away from this shit? Please? I'm just an engineer on my way to work. I don't know the first thing about being a dick to damsels helping a guy in distress."

      "Christ. I'm sorry. Just hang on when I punch it."

      "Right, because your Vespa can do sixty? How did you even get this on the freeway?"

      "It was strapped to my trailer. I can always leave you here if you want to wait for something faster."

      "No ma'am. This is perfect," he said as he watched her loop one leg over the seat.

      Survivors fled past them in a steady stream. They carried whatever they could as they made an exodus from vehicles either stalled, or worse, destroyed in the flames. Children looked up at their parents in fear while their parents looked back at the object with the same look upon their faces.

      A woman struggled to carry a baby, a purse, and a backpack. Along her side she also wore a diaper bag. As she nearly went down, a pair of men running alongside her paused to help. The larger one took two of the bags while a guy in a suit took the diaper bag. The mother smiled and sobbed as she moved between the pair.

      Penelope twisted the accelerator and they zipped away. Shawn put his hands on her hips, but then decided that they were already properly acquainted, so he wrapped them around her waist again.

      "Careful, compadre. I don't know you that well."

      He grinned even though the pain in his foot made him want to throw up.

      "I'll send you my birth certificate, driver's license, and complete background check when this is over. I'm in your debt, after all."

      "Anyone would have stopped."

      "Maybe. But you did."

      The strange ship came around in another pass.

      The object's pods shifted along the top, and from the surface out extended a pair of long arms that were just as slick as the craft. They protruded from the top and stretched at least a fifty feet into the air. A few seconds later, another pair extruded along the bottom.

      A military jet came in hot. It streaked across the sky leaving a sonic boom. Then it came around, lined up, and fired missiles at the alien ship.

      The impact shook the huge craft and one of the feeler arms blew off. Explosions popped along the top and side of the craft.

      The pods on the bottom also shifted, allowing more of the strange arms to feed out. The pod rose into the air, higher than the Space Needle. When the planes passed overhead, one of the feelers straightened out, and a bolt of crackling energy shot forth and blew the plane out of the sky. Pieces fell, but the shot had been so quick and damage so massive that the pilot didn't even have time to eject.

      The second plane shot up into the air, jinking left and right. Another feeler extended and fired, but missed the pilot, who was lucky enough to pull left. He didn't wait around, and pulled up in a maneuver that must have felt like he was under a brick wall, thanks to g-force.

      "What's happening?"

      "Nothing good, so keep going," Shawn yelled.

      He didn't mean to sound hysterical, but after witnessing something that was clearly not of this world rise over the freeway and shoot a high-tech fighter jet out of the air, he wasn't exactly in his right mind.

      Images of movies from his youth fought against the real horror he'd just seen. It was like J.J. Abrams was shooting his latest movie right over Seattle.

      Penelope turned her head. The scooter swayed to the left as she gawked. Shawn reached out and straightened the handlebars before she drove into a stalled Honda.

      The jet came out of the clouds even faster than before, and opened up with machine guns. The bullets' staccato pattern ripped pavement and cars apart before smashing into the ovoid.

      Shawn had half-expected to see some kind of shield come to life and deflect the bullets. Instead, they made impact and inflicted damage. The craft swayed to the right, and one of the another feeler came loose and fell to the ground.

      The ovoid righted itself, performed a graceful flip as the plane raced away, and came around with dozens of arms shooting beams of blue energy at the plane. It hove forward, and if they didn't get the hell out of there, it would be on their position in seconds. The giant craft was only a few football field lengths away to begin with, and they weren't moving nearly fast enough to escape it.

      "What's it doing?" Penelope had turned her attention back to the road.

      "Shooting and... shit, it's coming our way."

      "Can we outrun it?"

      "I doubt it. Just go, and I'll tell you what to do."

      "So you're one of those take-charge sorts?"

      Shawn didn't reply. Instead, he hugged her tighter around her waist. She nodded and hit the gas.

      By rights, she should just kick his ass off the Vespa. She'd be able to make nearly twice the time then, even if she had to slow down to maneuver around stalled vehicles and the mass exodus of people who were running.

      How much farther did the traffic snarl-up extend? Surely drivers were aware of what was happening, and were doing their best to avoid the mess or turn around and exit the freeway.

      They wove between an oil tanker and a semi that had nearly kissed each other. Shawn put his hands out to either side to steady them, as she did her best to pick her way through the five feet of space the near-accident had left.

      When Shawn touched the two trucks, he felt them react. Hulking metal and engines were silent now, but they would respond to him if need be. He shook his head again and then was thrown forward as Penelope slammed on her brakes. He grasped her waist and slapped his good foot down to stop from being tossed over her. His other foot hit the side of the scooter and he gasped as pain ran up his leg.

      "Ah, shit!" Penelope said.

      They were trapped, thanks to a large pickup that had just slammed into the back of the semi and wrapped itself sideways. Shawn steadied them by getting his hand on a ladder along the side of the oil tanker. The metal was cool and sang to him. It waited, just as the semi had. Just as his Suburban had.

      "I can feel it," he muttered in wonder.

      "Feel what? I feel scared enough to take a crap in my pants right now," Penelope said, and put her feet down. She let go of the accelerator, and started to back up by pedaling her feet on the ground.

      That reminded Shawn that his bladder needed relief. At this rate he was going to have to spoil the nice material of the Vespa’s seat, not to mention his slacks.

      Shawn looked back and found the ovoid was moving toward them. The plane was nowhere to be seen, but he didn't pick out a puff of smoke, either. It should be fine, unless it'd been shot down low and possibly hit Puget Sound.

      There came a roar as a second pair of jets ripped across the sky and fired on the craft. It shuddered, shifted long feelers and then opened up with multiple rays. One of the planes had its wing sheared away, while the second one dove toward the earth at ear-shattering volume. The first plane's flier ejected, but as his chute opened, a new beam swept out and cut it down, sending the pilot plummeting to earth.

      Less than a hundred feet away, the craft flew toward them. Huge feelers lifted and moved, sweeping cars and trucks aside as the craft came on. Inexorably, Shawn felt fate closing in on him. One narrow escape after another had led up to this moment: his final one. When it was close enough, they would be crushed between the two giant trucks like a couple of bugs.

      His body tingled and the place where the object had entered him throbbed with sharp pain for a split second. An image came to him of the alien craft. It was in space, and part of a large armada. They were in pursuit of a smaller ship, and fired on it. Dread swept through him as the two clashed.

      Something like sadness overcame him, but it was swept away by a reassuring feeling that his newfound power had been freely given.

      “I’m gonna need a whole lot of therapy after this,” Shawn muttered to himself.

      The engine thrummed beneath them, eagerly, as if waiting for him to ask it to perform, but the tiny two-stroke didn't have enough power to carry them anywhere. He touched the tanker again as Penelope stopped the Vespa. She turned, her face a mass of worry and indecision.

      Just as the scooter had offered itself, so did the tanker. Shawn studied it for a few seconds and saw a possibility. If this crazy day had taught him one thing, it was that the impossible was anything but.

      Mentally, he delved into the truck and found its ignition system. With a thought, the truck roared to life. His engineering mind went into overdrive as he studied the cars in its path. He saw a pattern--a small one, just a tiny crack, really--between the two cars ahead.

      They were separated by barely three feet, but the cars after that had swerved away from each other and left a larger path.

      He asked, and the tanker responded.

      With a roar, the truck shifted into gear and rolled forward. The cars parted, and the pair after that were batted aside as well. The tanker had a little bit of momentum now, and the gears shifted up.

      As Shawn lost contact with the metal, he found that he could still feel it responding, but the link was tenuous. He closed his eyes and concentrated to hold onto the connection.

      Other cars and trucks were in the way as well, and when the tanker made contact, he was able to expand his link. He realized that if he'd had enough time, he would have been able to corral and move them like a herd. He didn't have time, though; the craft was moving in on them.

      "Let's go!" Penelope said, and gunned the engine.

      "Wait, please, just another few seconds," he said, but gripped her tightly.

      She didn't push the issue and stayed, even though panic must have been bubbling up in her.

      Shawn directed the tanker until it was rolling forward fast enough to continue without his guidance. It pushed aside cars like a train barreling down the tracks. The ovoid was under attack again by a jet, and had its attention diverted when the truck hit it.

      The tanker barreled into a set of feelers and practically knocked the craft over, but that wasn't really the goal.

      "Take the bait, goddamn it!"

      A jet--an F16, if he didn't miss his guess--was setting up a new strafing run while a second craft played chicken with the ovoid's rays of death. The first must have seen the tanker roll forward and knock the object off balance. It didn't fire its machine gun this time; instead it released a missile.

      "Go go GO!" Shawn yelled, and Penelope complied.

      The spear flew straight and true and ripped into the tanker.

      The explosion was massive, and seemed to rip Shawn's world apart. Penelope had found a path and was accelerating. He risked a glance behind and saw the ship tossed aside. Feelers flew from the mass and fire raced up its flanks. The damage was astonishing as it ripped part of the ovoid away. Then it fell over, and the planes descended on it and opened up with lethal firepower.

      "Where to, chief?" Penelope asked, but he barely heard her over multiple shockwaves that arrived, one right after another.

      He didn't have an answer. He just pointed straight ahead.
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      Victor Jr. and his sister Chloe fought over building blocks. Chloe had built a tower, and Victor Jr., probably just being spiteful, had knocked over the building and tossed the largest part into the bedroom the siblings shared.

      Laura had to cool little Chloe down and scold Junior, but she did it half-heartedly, because she couldn't take her eyes off the screen.

      Her omelet was already burned, and had been tossed in the sink. The pan had been cleaned up in a jiffy, and she'd completely forgotten about the hole in her stomach that had been aching for food just thirty minutes ago. All she could do was sip a lukewarm cup of coffee while she watched the images on the television.

      Chloe screamed when Vic Jr. tossed a block at his little sister and muttered gibberish.

      "Be nice to your sister or I'll put you in a--" She wanted to say timeout, but her attention was sucked back onto the TV.

      Newscasters, experts, meteorologists, national and local professors; it was an endless parade of talking heads that competed for her attention. She'd flipped the channel once, settled on the same scene the last channel had shown her, and then flipped back, because that was the channel that she and Victor watched every night.

      Not really watched; more like had the damn thing tuned to the local news because it provided background noise while they worked, or ate dinner, or tried to entertain two little boundless balls of energy called Vic Jr. and Chloe.

      "The object hasn't been seen since it splashed down several hundred miles from the coast of Washington. The military has been quiet, but a source close to the Department of Defense reported that it wasn't one of theirs. Again, I have to caution our viewers that the report was a leak, and may not be entirely accurate."

      She wandered into the kitchen to refill her coffee cup, but found that it was still half full. She turned off the stove and wondered how she’d forgotten it was still on.

      "Vic Jr., get off your sister," she said as she wandered back to her well-warmed place on the couch.

      Vic Jr. looked up at his mom and rolled off his sister. Chloe wasn't screaming, and looked none the worse for wear. A few minutes later, it would be little Chloe on Victor Jr. That's when the real screaming would start.

      She hadn't bothered to put clothes on; she was sitting around in her slutty nightshirt--as Victor called it, because it was so short it barely covered her bottom, and if there was one thing in this world that Vic loved to keep his eyes glued to, it was her ass.

      "You wear that thing and you know I'm going to take you to bed" was his standard line.

      "If I wear this thing, you better take me to bed" was her standard response.

      "If you are just joining us, we have some nearly unbelievable news to share. At approximately 7AM Pacific Standard Time, a craft of unknown origin shook the sky and made a path of fire before crashing into the Pacific Ocean. While the President's office and Homeland Security haven't released an official statement, we can tell you that countless cameras have been pointed at and captured images of the object. More troubling are a pair of large craft that have split away and attacked--I say again, attacked or been attacked by the military."

      Laura sighed as the same news was repeated for what seemed like the tenth time. When would they have something new?

      Fighting, over the streets of Seattle. She'd even heard what she thought were some explosions from the direction of the freeway. She'd gone out on the balcony, but it faced the water, and she didn't feel like braving the rain just yet; not when she was waiting for Vic to return her call. If she left the apartment, even for a few minutes, she was likely to miss him.

      Where was he? She'd called over and over, but he wouldn't answer, and now the city was in chaos. What if he were trapped--or worse, what if he were hurt? The news showed the destruction in the city, but most of it was glancing shots, because the cameras kept showing the skyline, and not the city as much. Were they covering up the real extent of the attacks?

      She checked Facebook, and was even more concerned when some of her downtown friends reported that buildings were collapsing, or on fire.

      "Victor, you better call me or I'll kick your ass," she said, fretting.

      It was close to nine; he should have been at work for at least an hour by now. She would call the site foreman, but she'd lost the phone list last week. They tended to toss junk mail, receipts, and fliers into one big pile and then clean it out a few times a year. This weekend had been one of those times, and now she couldn't find the blue slip of paper with scrawled phone numbers on it.

      She dialed again, and listened to Vic's phone go to voicemail.

      Patriotic music blared from the television, and she found that they were going live to the White House. The image of the President took over. He looked harried, which was odd for him. She’d never seen the man look so frazzled.

      Reporters were arrayed before him while others filed in and took seats.

      “My fellow Americans,” he started. “At approximately 7:15AM Pacific Standard Time, an object of unknown origin appeared in the sky over Seattle, Washington. The initial reports of a meteor…”

      Something clicked against the door. The doorknob turned and the door opened.

      She was on her feet in a heartbeat, because there in the doorway stood her idiot of a husband. His hood had been blown back, and his long brown hair was plastered to the side of his face. His winter jacket was held closed by one hand. His pants were soaked, and he looked almost crazed.

      "Babe!" she said and flew into his arms.

      He sobbed, wrapping his arms around her waist and lifting her off the ground in a tight embrace.

      "Are you okay?"

      "Oh god. What a day. I don't know if I'm okay. I think I am, I think I'm fine, but maybe not. Maybe it was just a dream."

      "What, what happened?" Laura pulled him into the warmth of the apartment and closed and locked the door behind him. “The President’s on now, talking about the thing in the sky.”

      “I saw it, and I don’t know what the hell it was. I’m scared, babe. We should pack up and leave, but I don’t know how safe it will be out there.”

      “Please remain in your homes," the President said from the other room, like he’d heard Victor. "The National Guard are being mobilized, as well as the full might of the United States military…”

      "I need a hot bath. I'll tell you all about it, babe. I promise."

      "I'll get it going. You get out of those wet clothes. There's hot coffee. Did you call Mitch?"

      "My phone broke. I don't think they'll miss me today. The city is a mess--it's just crazy right now."

      "What happened? You look terrible. Are you sure you're okay? I can change and take you to the emergency room."

      "I've had enough with doctors today."

      "You're scaring me, Victor. Tell me what happened."

      Little Vic Jr. jumped on his Dad, expecting an airplane ride, while Chloe hugged his leg and was dragged around the little apartment as he walked around in circles. He pressed his hands to his forehead, and kept looking at them like he'd never seen them before.

      "I didn't ask for this," he muttered cryptically, and went to the bedroom.

      Laura poured him a cup of coffee and followed. She disentangled the kids and scooted them out to play for a few minutes, saying that she needed to talk with Daddy about adult stuff.

      "Will you make those funny noises, Mommy?" Chloe asked.

      "What?"

      "Like when you and Daddy need alone time."

      Laura blushed to her roots and escorted them back to the living room. She grabbed a freshly-filled bucket of building blocks and set it in front of them. That would give her a few minutes. She glanced over her shoulder to find them dumping the toys out in a pile.

      She found Victor standing in the middle of the bedroom, his hands over his head while he tried to get his shirt off. Their bed was still a rumpled mess, and his clothes from yesterday were strewn across the floor on his side of it.

      They had a full-length mirror built into each closet door--something that was probably fashionable in the 80s. She caught sight of red on his chest, and came around to stare at a bloodstain on his shoulder.

      "Honey, what happened? Should I call an ambulance?" she said, and turned, but he caught her wrist in a surprisingly strong grip. She instinctively tried to pull away, and he let her go, but stared at his hands again with the strange look.

      "No more ambulances.," he said. "I didn't ask for it. I didn't ask for any of it."

      She rubbed her arm where he'd grabbed her. She'd have a bruise there for sure, and that wasn't like Victor at all. He'd do anything not to hurt a person, particularly her or the kids. He'd always been a large man, but he'd also always been aware of his size and taken pains to be polite, kind, and above all, gentle, almost to the point of being too cautious.

      He saw her rubbing her wrist and grimaced.

      "Did I do that? I'm sorry, baby. So sorry."

      He reached for her, but pulled back at the last second, turned and went into the bathroom. He closed the door behind him. A few minutes later, while she was still standing there trying to decide what to say, she heard the water running.
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      The hot water ran out before the bathtub was three-quarters full. Victor luxuriated in it anyway, because he'd been cold since he'd left the apartment that morning. Steam rose toward the ceiling and was sucked away by the overhead fan.

      His standing in the rain, then being hit by the debris, and then enduring the incident in the ambulance had all led to his running in the water to get back home. When he arrived, he was soaked to the bone and shivering.

      He felt the scar tissue that'd pulled closed over his wound. He dug his fingers in around it, but couldn't feel the metal piece.

      But it had been there; it had!

      He'd seen it with his own eyes as it had protruded from his shoulder. He'd torn it loose and flung the piece away, but he was sure a part of it had slithered beneath his skin. The flesh had buckled and then closed. How else was he supposed to explain the wound?

      Blood had soaked into shirt and jacket, which had sent Laura into a fit. She'd wanted to see the wound, and had been seconds from calling an ambulance when he'd taken off his clothing to show her he was unhurt.

      Laura barged into the bathroom and took a seat on the toilet. "Are you going to tell me what happened, now?" She rubbed at her wrist again, and Victor's eyes were drawn to the red marks he'd left on her skin.

      "I'm sorry about that," he said again, taking her hand in his and kissing her palm.

      "It's nothing. Tell me what happened out there."

      "You won't believe me," he said. He barely believed it himself.

      "We've been married for nine years. I'm pretty sure I'll believe you."

      So he recounted what had happened, but left out the parts about being hit by the strange device, some of it getting under his skin, and his battering his way out of an ambulance that had been jammed against a truck.

      He felt the change as he sat in the warm water. He felt something pulsing beneath his skin, like a lion waiting to break free. He knew that he could crush the side of the bathtub with one hand if he wanted to, but would he be able to control it, and be gentle with his family.

      He'd seen the effect when he'd stepped out of the ambulance. The truck that had rammed the ambulance had been pushed back at least half a dozen feet, smashing into the car behind it.

      Like a big brown accordion, the UPS delivery truck had been scrunched in the middle. The driver--who'd fallen out of the truck in a daze amidst a pile of packages--had stared at Victor like he was a demon.

      Victor had stared back. How had the ambulance become a battering ram? No--how had he become a battering ram?

      "I'm just glad you're home."

      "I'm glad too," he said. "The way that thing came out of the sky. It was like a huge meteor, but it just hung there for a while before slowly collapsing toward the ocean. I've never seen anything like it in my life, except in movies."

      "What was it? And what about that blood on you? I don't see a wound," she said.

      He splashed water over his upper body, being sure to scrub at the place where the injury had been. The wound. The thing that had penetrated him. They were simply gone.

      "I don't know what it was. No goddamn clue," he said, shaking his head. "As far as the blood goes, I don't think it was mine."

      He hated lying to her, but if he told her he'd been pierced by an object and he'd somehow sucked it into his body, she'd probably toss him in their car and drive him straight to the loony bin.

      She leaned over and kissed him. She slid her hand in the water and ran it over his legs and upper body like she was looking for mutilation.

      "Seriously, honey. I'm okay," he said.

      "The kids should be ready for a nap in about an hour. Why don't you take a nap too? Are you sure you shouldn’t call Mitch?"

      "It's crazy down there. No one's working today. Trust me on this one," he said. “Whole city's going to be deserted soon.”

      She smiled and nodded, but her eyes were haunted by something he couldn't identify. Maybe she was more scared than she was letting on.

      He rose from the bath a few minutes after she left, dried off and then collapsed in their bed. He stared at the ceiling and tried to think of anything but what had happened. His mind betrayed him, though, and he remembered punching his way out of the ambulance.

      He'd torn the door off the hinges like it was attached with rubber bands, and then he'd moved a truck that must have weighed three tons out of the way. He'd just pushed, and it had slid on locked wheels. Then he'd run for a mile before hailing a cab out of the city.

      That mile had literally flown by in less than thirty seconds. He thought and thought about the way he'd been filled with adrenaline, and how he'd run. Cars and buildings had been a blur, but he couldn't explain how he'd covered the distance so quickly.

      What had happened to him?

      Questions swirled around his head until he passed out.
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      Bryon didn't have much time.

      The sound of his beating the bully to a pulp was going to bring a lot of attention. He looked over his shoulder for the fifth time. Rod didn't move, but he could just be unconscious. Maybe he was playing it up, like war survivors who hide among the bodies, unmoving, waiting for the enemy to pass.

      Once one of the teachers found Rod--or Brett, for that matter--the school would go into a state of lockdown. They had drills every few months. Practicing for an event, like a school shooter.

      Bryon breathed a sigh of relief when Rod moved an arm and rolled onto his back.

      Bryon hurried down the hallway. He huffed as he ran, then stopped in his tracks, closed his eyes and lifted off the ground. As before, the sensation of hovering was just like being on terra firma. He felt something under him, something hard, and if he flexed his feet up and down he didn't drop, nor fly higher; he simply stayed pressed to the spot.

      Gravity was not going to be screwed over without a fight.

      He thought of moving faster, and it happened: he zipped past one stairwell after another, one class and then a second. He crossed his arms over his chest, like Magneto from The X-Men, and tried to remain calm. Inside, his mind was gibbering, and outside, his hands were shaking.

      He reached Mrs. Simpson's class and practically ripped the door off the hinges trying to open it. He poked his head in and found the class to be half full. Mrs. Simpson looked out of sorts. Her blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a mass of curls that didn't hurt her looks at all, in Bryon's opinion. Now that he had super powers, could he get a girl like her?

      The rest of the class stared at him. There was Sondra with her indifferent glance. She didn't say anything to Bryon, ever. She sat next to him, but as far as her eyes were concerned, he did not exist.

      The twins, Earl and George, flipped him off at the same time. They sat at opposite ends of the class to make it easier on the teacher to discern which twin was which, but Bryon was sure they did that stupid thing where they traded seats sometimes, just to mess with her.

      Matt and Jessica leaned over and whispered back and forth. That was all they did, when they could get away with it. She looked twelve and he looked nineteen, and if they weren't doing the deed after school he'd be surprised, because they sure as hell weren't discussing history class.

      Tonia had her greasy hair slicked back. She wore overalls today, with enough flair lining the suspenders to open a button store.

      "You're late, Mr. Hoskins," Mrs. Simpson said, staring over the rims of her glasses. She'd forgotten to put on makeup, and he caught a series of crow's feet around her eyes.

      "Sorry. I just need Al." He turned his attention to his friend's seat. "AL!"

      "Dude." Al gave him the universal "it's not cool" hand gesture, with his hand flat, fingers wagging back and forth.

      "Now, Al. I need you."

      The kids tittered with giggles and catcalls.

      "I knew you two butt pirates would hook up someday," Matt called from the back of the room.

      Bryon resisted the urge to lift the kid up and throw his body against the wall, right next to what was left of Rod Steckman. He could do it, too, but then he might hurt others, and superheroes were all about helping, weren’t they? They were all about the good of others and how they could make the world a better place, and that was exactly what he'd done: he'd temporarily taken Steckman out of existence, and the world would be a much better place for it.

      Al shook his head and looked miserable.

      "Now, Al!" Bryon said again, and floated into the room.

      Whatever jeers had been going on dropped like a rock. Mrs. Simpson tugged her glasses off and stared at the floor under Bryon's feet.

      "Oh, shit. Sorry about that," Bryon said, and concentrated until he was back on the ground.

      Al rose from his seat and stuffed a book, a notepad, and a few pencils into his backpack, then scurried to the door, head down. Bryon gently closed the door behind them. No one in the classroom had said a word.

      "Okay, dude. What's going on?"

      "We have to get the shit out of here, man. Now. I've done something, and I don't have time to explain it all. Just come on." Bryon took off, hoping his friend followed.

      They raced through hallways, then down stairs. Bryon picked a route that wouldn't bring them anywhere near Rod or Brett. That would be a sure-fire way to have to answer questions if either of them were conscious and spotted him.

      The intercom crackled to life, and the nurse and principal were called. Bustling feet above them as they fled toward the door. Al slung his backpack over his shoulders as they ran, and nearly went down as his feet got wrapped up.

      "What was that?" Al asked Bryon as they broke into sunlight.

      They were at the back of the school, and a parking lot half-filled with cars stretched ahead of them. Bryon walked between a beat-up Toyota from the eighties and an expensive Subaru. He didn't stop moving and glanced over his shoulder, sure that someone was going to rush out of the school in pursuit. When that happened, he'd have to figure out how to escape, and his newfound powers meant that someone would probably get hurt.

      "Which part?" Bryon asked.

      "Why are we running, and how the hell were you floating? Do it again, so I can get a picture for Facebook."

      "Fuck Facebook," Bryon said.

      "Dude, just stop!" Al grabbed Bryon's shirtsleeve and pulled until Bryon got the message.

      "We have to get out of here. Seriously."

      "Man, you just scared Mrs. Simpson's class half to death, and now you're freaking me out, too."

      "The freakout is just beginning, my friend," Bryon said, and lifted off his feet again. He concentrated, rising a few feet into the air and zipping forward until he was fifteen feet away. Then he settled back on his feet, knees nearly buckling as his weight settled.

      Al didn't follow.

      Rain started up again, just a dribble, and like a warning it brought the sound of sirens. Bryon's panic peaked as he considered the ramifications of the morning. He hadn't even been aware of just how angry he'd been. He'd reacted, plain and simple.

      He was still a kid, and if they took him to jail he'd probably end up in juvie. Sure, they wouldn't put him in the big house. He was simply too young. Besides, what had his real crime been? He'd fought back, that was all. Self-defense brought on by years of bullying.

      Bryon wasn't the same person he'd been this morning. He was stronger, he could fly, and he could do devastating damage with his fists. Bryon didn't even have to be taken in, if he didn't want to go.

      Al had finally made up his mind and come to Bryon.

      Another siren echoed toward the other side of the school.

      "We have to go."

      Bryon grabbed his friend in an embrace and then lifted off. He hovered higher than he'd attempted before, and marveled that having an additional person clutched to him didn't affect his ability. How much could he carry?

      "Put me fucking down!" Al yelled.

      "Not so loud, man, if you upset my equilibrium we'll fall," Bryon yelled back, to shut his friend up. "We have to go, because of what I did. I didn't mean to, or maybe I did. I don't know. Rod Steckman was doing his thing again and I snapped, dude. I couldn't help it."

      "Let's go back then, and tell them that. I'm sure they’ll understand. Now put me down! Please!"

      "You don't get it. There's no understanding what I did." Bryon hovered at least fifty feet above the ground, and flew toward his house. He knew how to get there, but he was having trouble keeping his flight straight. His body seemed to have no sense of direction, so he spun in a slow circle as he floated.

      "I'm gonna puke," Al said.

      "Hold it together. I need you. What are the rules for superheroes, you know, how do they get their start?"

      Al seemed to latch onto that and think about it for a second, so Bryon gave him some relief by dropping back to the ground. They'd covered at least a half mile in a few seconds, and if he stayed on this course, he'd be home in a few more heartbeats.

      "Uh. Heroes need an origin story."

      "I don't have that."

      "Huh? What do you mean?"

      "I mean that I don't even know how I got the powers.

      "Wait, what else can you do?"

      "I can hit stuff really hard, but not really with my hands. It's more of a force."

      "Huh? Man, this stuff can't be real. Did you slip me shrooms or something?"

      "It's real man, all real, and I think it’s related to that thing in the sky this morning."

      "The lights?"

      "Come on, dude. It was more than lights. It was like the sky was on fire."

      "My mom said it was nothing, and went off to work. I wanted to stay home, but I called your house and no one answered. I thought that if you went to school, I'd look dumb for not going."

      "What?"

      "'Cause we're pals. Whatever. Just show me this other power thing, and what happened to Rod again?"

      "I think I hurt him pretty bad," Bryon said, and waited for a rush of guilt to wash over him.

      When that didn't happen, he turned his attention to the cars along the street. He picked a nice one, a Lexus, and thinking about the way he'd tossed Rod across the hallway, he swung his arm forward. He wasn't sure if he needed the fist for this to work, but suspected it would look dumb if he didn't.

      The Lexus was white and sparkling clean. It had black and silver trim, and it was what his mom would have called a fancy-ass ride. They'd never had a fancy-ass ride; he'd always been stuck in the back of a crappy minivan that had been new two decades ago.

      Bryon understood that new cars were expensive, but it wasn't his car, so who gave two flying fucks?

      He smirked.

      He and Al were two flying fucks.

      He put his feet back on the ground and let Al down.

      “See that car?” Bryon pointed at the Lexus. “Watch this.”

      Bryon threw his hand forward. The Lexus was lifted onto its side, ripped over the curb, and then slid across the sidewalk before finally coming to a stop on the grass. Honking filled the air as the car alarm went off. Bryon flew toward the car and swung his arms even harder at its underside, which was now the side.

      This time he gave it a powerful one-two, like he was a prizefighter. The car took the blows and flipped sideways. The second one sent it sailing into the air. It smashed into an old oak and hung over a branch before tilting forward and smashing to the ground with a rending crash of metal. The alarm kept sounding.

      He knifed his hand forward, concentrated on the crumpled car and then released the power. He tried to imagine his hand having a rubber-band effect, as if adding to the power, and boy, did that work.

      The car bent around the blow, piled into the tree it'd just fallen out of, and broke it a few feet from the ground. The old oak fell back with a groan and snapping of branches.

      "Is that all you can do?" Al asked once he closed his mouth.

      "Isn't that enough?"

      "I didn't mean it like that. Shit. Goddamn. That was impressive."

      "It's all I can do so far," Bryon said. "That's why I dragged you out of class. I need your help. You're an expert on this stuff, right?"

      "Bryon, I read comics as an escape, just like you. Besides, you write them. You know more than me. They aren't real, and neither are superheroes. It would be cool if they were real, though."

      Bryon worried about the sirens, and tugged his friend away from the street. They kept their heads down as they walked.

      "Okay. What are the stages of superheroes?" Bryon asked.

      "Traumatic event, new power, practice new power, go out and defeat an enemy more powerful than you."

      "Well, hell, son. I guess I did all that."

      "Really? What was your traumatic event?"

      "It was a few months ago," Bryon said. "I don't want to talk about it," and he didn't, but the echo of piggy piggy piggy rolled through his mind.

      So much for my enemy, Bryon thought, and smiled.
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      Elise wondered how she was still alive.

      The building had completely collapsed around her, but Elise was unharmed; she didn't even have debris in her hair. She pushed her hands up. She felt like she was trapped in a coffin, all six feet of earth pressing against her. Something shimmered in the darkness, something that surrounded her.

      Colleen shook in Elise's grasp. She sobbed in one breath after another.

      "It's so dark. How are we alive, Elise?"

      "I don't know. I don't know."

      "Something saved us, like an angel. I saw it, Elise--a force like nothing I've ever experienced. It enveloped us and kept us safe. Was it God? Did He reach down and touch us somehow?"

      "There's no such thing as God. You've told me that after every girl that ever dumped you."

      "I may have been wrong, Elise."

      Elise smiled at her friend’s gallows humor.

      "It's probably just something that fell on top of us, like a dresser," Elise said, as much to assure herself as to assure Colleen. "I bet we're just stuck under someone's furniture." Dust fell around them, but it did not reach them. It fell away, as if cascading off a translucent umbrella.

      "Bullshit."

      Elise had to agree with that assessment. Three stories of building had just crushed them, but somehow they'd found a way to survive? It didn't make sense, and unfortunately they would have a long time to contemplate what had saved them; they had a small shelter, but there was absolutely nowhere to go from there, and it was pitch black.

      Debris continued to shift and tilt. The sound had been horrendous, but now there was only the muffled sound of things falling. She heard water somewhere, and knew a water main had burst.

      "What is that?" Colleen asked.

      "What?"

      "It's all around us. Can't you see it?"

      "No, but I can feel it," Elise said with wonder, because she could.

      The object was round, and it felt as if it pulsed with the beat of her heart. It surrounded them, and if she concentrated hard enough, she could see it. The curve was like nothing she had ever seen before: glowing, yet at the same time muted, as if it shimmered in and out of reality.

      Whatever it was, it was currently holding them in thrall, and keeping them alive.

      But what if it also trapped oxygen, and they would soon suffocate? How long had it been, anyway? Had it even been a minute? Two? They didn't have long if that was the case, because two bodies would burn through this little bit of air in no time.

      The building shifted again, and suddenly they were falling forward.

      Elise reached out to grasp something, anything, but there was nothing there. She hit the curve of whatever encased them, and slid down it like she was trapped in a giant hamster ball. Worse, the building continued tilting, and they were thrust forward until the ball felt like it was moving, too.

      "What's happening?" Colleen yelled, which didn't help the situation one bit.

      Panic ate at Elise, shook her foundation, and made her want to run until tomorrow. But she was trapped. Trapped! She hadn't ever suspected that she was claustrophobic, but this nightmare was quickly teaching her that she was in fact terrified of small spaces, and this one in particular.

      She put her hands up again to find out how far their space extended and found it much closer than before. How was that possible?

      "It's shrinking," Elise moaned in disbelief.

      "It's not shrinking, that's impossible," Colleen assured her.

      "It is, a minute ago I could sit up straight, but now it's too small."

      "Oh God. Pray, Elise, pray."

      Don't be silly, she wanted to say, but didn't. If her friend wanted to suddenly find religion, that was her prerogative. Right now, all Elise wanted was to get out of here. She raised her head and it hit the top of the sphere.

      "Oh shit! It's even closer now."

      "Do something, Elise."

      "How can I do anything?"

      "You can, Elise. I saw it with my own eyes, and don't you deny it. I didn't want to say anything, because I couldn't believe it myself. When the building was collapsing, I closed my eyes, because I knew it would hurt when we were crushed, but I saw you moving toward me, holding me, and then I saw it. The shield thing. I think it came from you."

      "That's ridiculous," Elise said, and of course it was. She wasn't some wizard in a fairytale, able to pull magic shields out of thin air. She was just herself, just Elise.

      But was that all there was to it?

      The thing that had penetrated her leg--it had been there, and then it hadn't. The strange warmth that had suffused her body had been something new. Something unexpected. When the building had come down, her mind had been flooded with thoughts of her dear friend--of protecting her from being crushed--and hadn't that been the catalyst?

      "It's not possible, and it's not logical."

      "No, it's not, and that's fine. It's a miracle, and that's just what we need now, so get us out of here, Elise!"

      Elise shook her head. It wasn't possible, no matter how hard Colleen tried to convince her--but what other explanation was there?

      "Faith."

      "Right, faith," Colleen echoed.

      "Not the same kind," Elise muttered, but not loud.

      She had to have faith in herself--something she had lacked through the months with Jeremy. He'd been such an asshole, but she'd been so scared to be alone that she'd put up with the abuse. If she had truly created the shield, maybe she could make another one.

      Elise took a deep breath and put her hands on the invisible smooth surface above. It was slightly curved, and when she made contact with it, she willed herself to believe it was something she had created.

      Nothing happened.

      Her leg ached with pain where the piece of metal had pierced it. She focused on that pain and asked her body to use it. She forced herself to remember what it had been like when she'd thought the floor above was about to crush her best friend. She concentrated on that feeling, and felt for the thing that had saved them.

      It was there, gibbering at her in a language she couldn't fathom. Like a digital sonata that wanted to become words.

      She reached out from her center and felt the bubble. It responded almost immediately; it called to her, even as she called to it. She told the bubble to expand, and it did.

      Debris shifted as the sphere grew in size.

      She walked toward what thought had been the kitchen, because that was the way to the front door. On second thought, that wasn't a good idea. She needed to find the quickest way out, and that was toward the living room, where the main window that faced the ocean used to be.

      Large amounts of rubble shifted as she turned. She reached down to grasp Colleen around the waist, and lifted her friend.

      "Stay close, Colleen. Don't let go of me."

      "I won't, Elise. I won't let go of my angel."

      "Don't call me that."

      Elise concentrated on the bubble and willed her foot to move, just one step. She strode forward, and thousands of tons above her responded by shifting out of her way. She took one short stride after another until she felt at one with the sphere that surrounded them. Colleen held on for dear life, and was careful to move with Elise's steps.

      "It's not far."

      "What about the people trapped in the building?"

      That gave Elise pause. What about the people trapped in the building? If she was shifting multiple floors of debris, what effect would that have on any survivors? With any luck, they had gotten out before the building collapsed.

      Elise frowned, and willed the sphere to move faster.

      The building tilted again and she was thrown forward. She lost her grip on Colleen, who hit the warped surface and then slid to the bottom. Her head had impacted hard enough for Elise to hear it.

      The translucent orb shot through the wreckage, and she found herself rolling into the street. The sphere's momentum didn't stop, and shoved a pair of cars out of the way like they were Matchbox toys.

      One was an older Blazer that had somehow missed being crushed. The other was a sports car of some sort that had been compacted, thanks to a chunk of wall.

      She thought away the shield and dropped to Colleen's side. Her leg complained where she'd been hit by the metal object, but it didn't buckle.

      Colleen was out cold, and she had blood on her forehead. It ran down her face and onto her silk blouse. Elise smeared her hand in the crimson fluid as she attempted to wipe it out of Colleen's eyes.

      "Are you okay? Colleen?" she said, but her friend didn't answer.

      The same way she'd called forth the shield, she used her newfound power to study the wound on Colleen's head. She found the issue immediately. She had struck a hard surface, and that had resulted in a nasty concussion.

      The more she studied, though, the more she could see what else was going on. Several blood vessels in Colleen's brain had been broken, and her frontal lobe was filling with blood.

      Images flashed through her head of how to repair her friend, like someone was showing her something from her past. An intense feeling of peace and calm rushed through her body and she was suddenly warm. A guiding hand seemed to show her what to do.

      Elise reached in and used a smaller version of the shield to stop the flow of blood. Then she redirected the gathering pool to dissipate. She worked from need, not from any deep understanding of the human brain. She saw damage and did her best to put things right, but the guiding force was there, in the back of her head, showing her what to do.

      Elise wanted to weep, but there was no time. She couldn’t spend another second analyzing what was happening to her. Colleen needed her help, and so she gave it.

      Colleen moaned and thrashed in her grip, but at least she was still alive. After all they'd been through, it would have been such a waste to see Colleen die.

      "We're out," Elise said.

      Colleen blinked several times, looking up at Elise. Then she nodded once, and her eyes rolled back in her head.

      Six or seven men and women had left the building across the street, and began to shift debris, and drag people out who'd been trapped in the rubble.

      Elise became aware of crying from the wreckage. She stared for a moment at what had been her home. It and the low-rise next to it had been struck by a large object. The piece had passed through the top east corner of the other building, sheared it off, and then flattened Elise's condo. Wreckage still fell, but she ignored it, and listened to the calls for help.

      Elise formed a shield to protect her body--this one small and snug. Then she formed two more, one for each hand. With her newfound powers, she went to help.

      

      An hour later, Elise stepped aside when emergency services arrived. Colleen had gone to help some of those hurt in the falling debris, but her friend was unsteady on her feet, and should probably have sat down.

      Elise moved among the survivors, whispering words and applying pressure where she could. Some of the bodies didn't move. Others did, but strangely, due to broken bones. There were cries from the survivors, weeping, and in more than one case, screaming, but Elise was satisfied that she'd done everything in her power to save as many as possible.

      It was after noon, and the rain had finally stopped. The clouds were back to something approaching normalcy, and no longer glowed red and orange.

      To the south, some kind of battle had taken place. A few aircraft had streaked through the sky to engage something she couldn't make out in the haze. A huge explosion had echoed across the city, and a fireball had risen into the sky.

      Elise took it all in stride. After having a building dropped on her and learning that she had amazing powers, explosions could be brushed off.

      She dropped down beside an older woman who held a child to her chest. Both were coated in dust, and blood. There was no way to tell who the blood had come from--the woman or the child. Elise brushed hair out of the woman's eyes.

      "You're the one that saved us. Please don't be too late for my grandson." She held the child tight. "He was breathing a few seconds ago. Please, get someone, please."

      Elise touched the back of the child's head and found it was warm. The body was small and appeared frail, but didn't stir. She delved deep, as she'd done with Colleen, and found that the child had a crushed rib cage and a collapsed lung. She used her powers to expand the child's chest and knit the bones back to normal, then withdrew from him.

      As she pulled back, she felt a snap, as if her soul had been stretched too far and then popped. She staggered, exhausted and ready to drop. Her feet betrayed her, and she did go down. On all fours, she crawled to the woman and put her hands on the child's chest. With a push from both her new powers and her hand, she restarted his breathing.

      The kid coughed, gasped, and then coughed a few more times.

      Colleen found Elise. Her friend was exhausted, and covered in dirt and blood. She'd taken a seat next to an ambulance, but the wounded took priority, so Colleen had been waiting and watching.

      "Are you doing all right?" Elise asked.

      "I'm okay," Elise said. "I just hurt everywhere. My head is pounding. I want a half-dozen ibuprofen and a gin and tonic."

      She helped Colleen up, looping her friend's hand over her shoulder and getting her around a corner. They staggered up the street until they were a block away, then found a place that was relatively dry.

      "People are talking, Elise. They're saying that you saved all of the people on the street. They're talking about how you did it, how you went in and were able to move rubble aside. You can't stay. If anyone learns about this gift from God, they'll want to take you away."

      "It's not from God. It's from them," she said, and pointed up.

      "Them?"

      "Whoever fell from the sky."

      "Oh my God. Do you think they're angels?"

      "I don't think they're angels," Elise said. “I don’t know what they are, but one of them seems to be inside me.”

      Colleen’s mouth dropped open. She stared at her friend, then shook her head. “Crazy. All of this is crazy. I need a drink.”

      “You and me both,” Elise said.

      Her home was gone. Destroyed. Where was she supposed to go? Colleen wouldn't be any help, because her place was probably gone as well.

      The flood of ambulances continued to arrive, and sirens inundated the area. A pair of firetrucks also pulled up, but it seemed like a small turnout for a crumpled building. She wondered how bad it was in the rest of the city, if this was all they could muster.

      "I'm so tired, Coll. So freaking tired. I don't think I can do any more for these people."

      "You've done enough, hon, just rest."

      She wanted to rest. She wanted to find a spot on the street and just collapse and sleep until tomorrow. Everything that she'd done in the past few hours came crashing down. She staggered to the ground, and couldn't move.

      It was like a bad stroke of fate that he showed up when he did.

      His SUV was somehow shiny even after all the destruction in the city, like he'd just had it washed and waxed. Black, with dark windows. He hopped out and stared out at the destruction. He even bothered to tilt his sunglasses back.

      Jeremy was tall and slick. He wore a dark sport coat over a pressed white shirt, and his hair was perfectly coifed. Elise wanted to hide. She wanted to cower. She wanted to find a hole and crawl in it.

      Jeremy seemed to have a GPS that was keyed to her. He was half a block away, but managed to walk toward her like he'd planned it all along.

      "Go away, Jeremy," Colleen said.

      He brushed her off and leaned over.

      "Are you hurt, baby? I came over as soon as I heard. Are you okay?"

      "Leave me alone." She tried to push him away, but she had nothing left.

      "Jeremy, she doesn't want to have anything to do with you. Just go."

      "Shut up, you nitwit. You're the reason she left me in the first place."

      "She left you because you're an asshole who gets off on hitting women."

      "I never hit her. Never."

      Elise fought against a rising tide of darkness that threatened to engulf her. She pushed Jeremy, but it was like pushing a mountain. He leaned over and got one hand under her legs, then the other around her waist. He stood with her slim body cupped to his like she was a baby.

      "I got ya, love," he said, and moved toward his car. "I'll make it right."

      "Let her go!" Colleen said, struggling to her feet.

      Elise pushed back against his iron hold, but it was like fighting a straightjacket. He held on, and refused to put her down. She thought of summoning the protective bubble again, but she was exhausted. Her body was limp, and her head dulled. Even her alien entity seemed unresponsive, or simply didn’t care.

      "Let me go, dickhead," she said, but it came out barely a whisper. “We will hurt you.”

      “We? Have you lost your mind, Elise? I’ll take care of you, I promise.”

      Jeremy looked left and right, then put out his foot and pushed Colleen back to the ground.

      He took Elise to his SUV, popped the door open and put her in the back. Then he rushed to the other side of the car, hopped in and roared up the street. Elise tried to open the door, but she didn't even have the strength to pull the door handle.

      Elise caught sight of Colleen in the side mirror. Her friend managed to get back to her feet and pursue for a few yards before she leaned over and put her hands on her knees. Colleen's parting shot was a middle finger, but that wasn't going to save Elise.

      She closed her eyes and willed her abduction away, but she had nothing left, and passed out.
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      His body pulsing with energy, Martin strode forward to inspect the creature. He'd reacted, simple as that. When he'd seen the threat, the bizarre drug trip that was advancing on their position, he'd sent the energy that was harnessed within his body arcing out.

      At first the smell was clean but ionized, like an air filter had swept over the area. Then the reek of burning flesh hit him, and he was back in Nam. People burned in place. Stuck in foxholes and turned into crisped shapes that had once been human.

      The blast had been barely controlled, because Martin had no idea what he was doing. He'd simply pointed, and the energy had followed his gesture.

      The creature's body had curled up like a thin piece of cardboard that had been tossed on a fire. It had shaken for a few seconds, and then, smoke had risen in thin wisps from its husk.

      Martin had never seen anything like it in his life. The shroud-like figure had been moving with a sly subtleness, mere inches from the ground. It might not have been a threat, but Martin had been in a war, and had learned that it was better to shoot first and ask questions later.

      "Dude," the kid said, moving away from Martin.

      Martin didn't know how to let go. He was still pulsing inside a bubble of ferocity. It flowed around him, up one hand and back down the other. He lifted his arm experimentally and let a blast of electricity skitter toward the clouds, which ate it up like hungry children.

      He wanted to banish the power, but had no idea how to do it.

      Water. He could sense it as well, and knew that if he wasn't full of electricity, he would be able to manipulate it the same way. It wasn't as if the knowledge had suddenly flooded his brain; it was just a sense of knowing how to operate it. Heat lay deep beneath the city, and he knew it would respond to his call as well.

      "What do I do with this?" he said, and raised both hands to eye level.

      "Put it back," the kid said, and pointed at the pole.

      Martin didn't understand at first. He studied the downed power lines where they lay in the water. Wait--was that it?

      "Get out of the water, kid," he said.

      "Name's Austin."

      "Then get out of the fucking water, little Texas," Martin said.

      Austin complied by moving out of the puddles and finding a spot near the shattered storefront. Rain had let up for a few moments--or maybe the shattered sky was the reason for the sudden lack of precipitation. Up there, the sky still glowed orange and red, like a nightmare.

      A car pulled out onto the street. The driver must have seen Martin standing with an aura of pure electricity pulsing around his body, and decided that he or she wanted to be somewhere else. Tires burned rubber as the car backed up the way it had come.

      Martin felt along the ground with his senses and found the conduit. He reached out and used his power to lift the cable into the air and loop it over another cable far above. It was as easy as a thought.

      When he felt that he had a complete loop, he concentrated on letting go, and just like that, the power discharged. It raced along the cables, and lights flickered in window fronts and grew very bright. Bulbs exploded in bursts of light all along the block.

      Free, he staggered to his side and almost went down. Martin's leg was already weak, and he hadn't had much to eat today, because it was still early. He'd barely had a full cup of coffee before going out in the cold and rain.

      "You okay, dude?"

      "Do I look okay?"

      "You look like shit, man. What happened to your face?" Austin asked.

      "I got hit by something in my room. Ripped through the wall and almost took off my damn ear. It hurts like the dickens."

      Austin approached, shrugging out of his beat-up jacket. He looped it over Martin's frail shoulders, and was rewarded with an audible pop as static electricity hit him.

      "Gah!" Austin cried and jumped back. "Dude, don't fry me like that thing."

      "Sorry."

      Martin was thankful for the jacket, even if it did smell like ass. He nodded at the kid, then moved toward what was left of the creature.

      A police car shot around the corner, and came to a skidding halt in front of Martin and Austin. A harried-looking female cop jumped out of the vehicle. She had a radio in one hand, and the other on her holstered weapon.

      "Stay back!" she yelled.

      "Thing's dead," Martin said, but not loud enough to be heard over another siren as a second car arrived.

      "I think we should go, man. You said you have a room here?"

      They backed away from the scene.

      "I do, but I'm not going back. Nothing for me there."

      "Except maybe some better pants?"

      "Hah. Smart thinking, kid."

      "Austin."

      "Right. You take your coat back, and I'll just be on my way after I gather up my crap," Martin said, and shrugged back out of the heavy jacket.

      The cold and rain hit him right away, even though his body was still suffused with warmth from handling so much power a moment ago.

      He'd been elated then, wired, about to jump out of his skin with his old bones, but now he was deflated. In fact, wouldn't having a nap be the best thing to do right now?

      "What happened here?" Another officer had arrived and stood scratching his head while he considered the damage to the buildings around them.

      "He did it man," said Austin, "just killed the thing with a giant stun gun or something."

      "Are you guys on drugs?" the cop asked.

      A dark van arrived and crept upon the scene. It came to a stop, and men in blue jackets and light khakis hopped out. They flashed badges of some sort. One of the men had to be six foot five, and was built like he was used to running down the end zone for the NFL. He approached Austin and Martin.

      Martin backed up a step. He was aware of his crappy slippers in the cold water. His feet were numb and his legs shook. Goosebumps rode his arms and legs. Water soaked his robe as well, and if he didn't get dry soon, he was sure to catch his death via pneumonia.

      "Sir, if I could just ask you a few questions," the man said, and put a hand on Martin's skinny arm. He was polite, but left little doubt that he wanted Martin to accompany him.

      "What's this? I need to get back to my room. I'm cold and I forgot my medicine," he said, thinking that if he appeared to be a confused old man--which was about one straw short of the truth--they'd let him go back inside without any fuss. He was not ready to explain what had happened here a few moments ago.

      "No problem, sir, this won't take a moment. We have blankets and a place to warm up. We even have coffee." The man smiled, which really set Martin on edge.

      He tried to turn back toward his building, but the man was insistent.

      "Yeah, cool. I'd love some coffee," the kid said, and tried to slip his jacket back on. When the man let go of his arm, he bolted like he was on fire. The guy spoke into an earpiece hanging near his face, but Martin knew they'd never catch the kid.

      "Shit."

      "Shit is right. Let me go, you big gorilla. I ain’t done wrong."

      "I'm sure that's the case, sir, but something strange happened here, and Homeland will need a statement. I promise it won't be more than a few minutes."

      They helped him into the back, gave him a blanket, and then locked the door. He was in a nondescript van that had wire mesh over the windows. A pile of handcuffs and chains lay on the floor, and when he looked down, he noticed a pair of hooks to secure passengers.

      "A few questions my ass," Martin muttered.

      A second van arrived and men exited from it, carrying heavy plastic. They covered the creature with it. A pair of them gestured at the power line over and over, but didn't even bother to look toward him.

      Whatever had happened, they didn't know he'd killed the thing. If they were lucky, they'd let him go soon and they wouldn't have to experience what the creature had a few moments ago.
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      They ran out of freeway a few miles later. The flow of cars had been a steady maze that they'd had to navigate through. They zipped down an exit ramp against the flow of traffic and came out around an arterial road that wasn't familiar to Shawn.

      "This is where you get off," Penelope said.

      "I can't walk."

      "Oh shit, I forgot about that. I live near here, but I don't know you, or I'd invite you over for a beer."

      "Is that a black thing?"

      "It's a woman watching her ass thing," Penelope said.

      "I haven't had a lot of chances, but I'd watch your ass too," he said. She elbowed him, but not that hard. He couldn't see her face, but was sure she smiled.

      "I can take you to a hospital."

      "Sure. Where's a hospital around here?"

      "Hell if I know. I'll just all an ambulance."

      "How about from a bar? I need a drink," Shawn said. “And I need to pee like a race horse.”

      "Think there's a place that hasn’t shut its doors yet?"

      "Good point. This is some end-of-the-world shit right here, but I guess coffee would work."

      She sat at the intersection for a few seconds, watching cars scramble to get out of the way as they backed off the onramp. An older Cadillac had trouble turning its wheels, and managed to get stuck. A second car backed into it, and then it was bedlam.

      Another explosion occurred on the onramp, and they both flinched.

      "Oh, Jesus. Just tell me you're not a murderer or rapist."

      "Penelope, I promise, I'm just a normal guy. Like I said. I'm an engineer, mechanical engineer. I make stuff work for Boeing," he said.

      I also seem to be able to exert control over metallic objects, he didn't add out loud. Now that they were away from the battle, he had a moment to think about what he had done.

      As far as he understood, he had made the tanker move just by willing it to. He had done something that was impossible. Not only that, but he'd been pierced by something that had fallen from the sky, and now there was no sign of it, and the wound he'd had--which had bled--was now just a scar. Something was not right in the Land of Oz. Not right at all.

      On top of all that, there seems to be something in my mind that’s guiding me. As far as I know there are no schizophrenics in the family. I’ll be the first one in the loony bin.

      "We can go to my apartment and I'll call an ambulance, but that's it. Afterward, you have to go."

      "I'll be cool, promise. If your husband's around, I'll explain what happened. Once he sees my foot, he'll understand I'm not going to hurt anyone."

      "What happened to your leg, anyway?"

      "I was stuck in my Suburban, and the only was out was to snap my own leg. Then I was able to pull myself free. You showed up two seconds later, and then the world exploded."

      "Oh Christ, Shawn, I had no idea." She turned to study his face, and glanced down toward his foot, which he held out to the side of the scooter. "I can't imagine the courage that would have taken!"

      "I call it survival, but thanks just the same."

      She smiled at him, then turned and put her helmet back on over her long brown hair. Shawn smiled back, but she didn't see it. It was probably a scary sight anyway, because his grin had been half in pain and half in maniacal wonder at the feats he’d just accomplished with nothing more than thoughts.

      The ground shuddered under them. Shawn gripped Penelope's slim waist again as she got her legs planted so the bike wouldn't fall over. He looked over his shoulder, but one of the ovoid things did not suddenly reappear.

      They zipped along backroads for several minutes before pulling into a mobile home complex. The place had a lot of older buildings, but there were also quite a few modern recreational vehicles that were connected to power and water. A broken-down Buick sat in front of one camper while a newer Acura sat in front of another.

      Shawn bit his tongue and decided not to judge.

      She pulled into the parking lot, then went around the back of the building until they found a second smaller parking place. A newer yellow Volkswagen Beetle sat in front of a small house labeled 'office.'

      Penelope stopped next to the Bug and swung one leg over the Vespa’s seat, being careful not to knock Shawn in the face with her knee. He took a few deep breaths, then shifted his weight to his left leg and tried to stand.

      "Wait, I've got you," she said, looping an arm under his waist.

      "You've got me? I outweigh you by a full person."

      "Then don't fall over," she said.

      Shawn grimaced in pain but studied the green motes in her deep-set brown eyes. Smoky--no, dusky, that was a good way to describe them. Shawn had an affinity for remembering things in colors and patterns, and immediately ascribed 'dusky' to Penelope.

      He got his broken foot over the back of the scooter and stood on one leg while she tried to help him limp toward the office door.

      "I manage this place and one other RV park, but this is where I live."

      "You live in your office?"

      "It's not much, but I don't need much. I'm more of an outdoors girl."

      "Then what are you doing in this city?" Rain pelted down, soaking his head and shoulders. He shook it off, but the precipitation was soon replaced.

      "I know, right?"

      They hobbled together toward the front door. The overhang was dilapidated, like the front of the building, and provided a half-measure of protection from the rain. The building was a light blue that had probably been much darker at one time. A neon sign hung dark and forlorn over the roof. The Aloha, it read.

      She managed to get the door open with him looping one arm over her shoulder and the other braced against the doorframe. His senses told him that the building was old but sound. He felt as if he could sense struts driven deep. Even if there were a large earthquake, the building would most likely react by flexing and bowing where it needed to, with little structural damage.

      He pulled his consciousness back, because that shit was freaking him out. How was he able to do that? He could spend a day with a flashlight and an inspection crew and never come close to this level of analysis.

      They staggered into her office.

      She hit a light, then helped him to a small love seat in the center of the room. A card table lay off to one side, folded against a wall that was covered in concert ticket stubs.

      Penelope moved around the small apartment, turning on lights and picking up cups and plates.

      "Maid's day..." she mumbled as she worked.

      Shawn couldn’t wait any longer. He hobbled to one foot and hopped across the ground to a door he hoped was the bathroom. It was.

      He staggered inside, sat on the toilet after lifting the lid, and peed for what felt like five minutes.

      When he came back out he found Penelope moving around the little office/home space.

      She deposited a load of dishes into the sink, then lifted a phone from a cradle on the wall and listened for a dial tone. She hit a few numbers and waited.

      "Weird. I'm getting a busy signal."

      "Not so weird. Half the city is probably trying to call each other."

      "Probably," she said.

      Shawn struggled to find a comfortable place to sit. His ankle ached, but he found that if he didn't move it, the discomfort wasn't so bad. It was when he thought about the damage that the pain really flared to life.

      "I don't suppose I can trouble you for a bag of ice and a dozen Tylenol?"

      "I have something better," she said, and disappeared into a side room.

      The apartment couldn't have been more than five hundred square feet. There was another room that Shawn assumed was the bedroom. The furnishings were sparse, and as he looked around, he didn't see a television.

      There was a workbench of some sort, but it was covered by a large white sheet stained with oil and dirt. Shawn wondered if she had some crazy side business making torture devices. He'd seen a welding torch out front.

      There was a simple picture on one wall: an old photo of a little girl playing in a field of flowers while an older man sat under a tree and watched her. He assumed that was Penelope and her father.

      She came back with a bottle in one hand. She turned and squinted as she held it up to the light.

      "I think these expired, but should still work," she said, and tossed him the bottle. He caught it and tilted it to the side to see a number of warning labels.

      "What are they?"

      "Can't remember the non-generic name, but they were from surgery I had a few years ago. Popped my meniscus," she said.

      "How many do I take?"

      "One, if you want to take the edge off. Four if you want to sleep for a few," she said, and looked him in the eye. "Don't even think about that."

      "I think we've already established that I'm harmless," he said, and pointed at his foot.

      Shawn unscrewed the lid, removed a pair of pills and dry-swallowed them.

      "If you say so," she replied, and went back into the other room. He heard rummaging around, and a minute later she re-emerged, tugging a dry shirt on.

      "Everything okay?"

      "Sure, except that I have a stranger in my house, there's some kind of war being fought near the city by things that I don't understand, and we just escaped a massive explosion that seems to have killed one of the strangest things I have ever seen in my life."

      "Not your typical day, I take it." Shawn tried to keep it light.

      "I wasn't done. See, before that tanker exploded, I could have sworn you were touching it or talking to it, and as much as I keep thinking that I was hallucinating, I thought you had something to do with it moving. Now how is that possible?"

      Shawn stared at her for a moment. He'd been wondering the same thing since the moment a piece of metal had pierced his truck and stuck in his gut and then he'd suddenly felt the structures and devices around himself as if he had a secret decoder ring set to "show me your secrets”.

      That's when it had gotten really weird, because metal and tools didn't have thoughts or secrets, but somehow he had been able to draw on them to do his bidding. Yes: he was now an evil genius out of a comic book, complete with super powers.

      Shawn actually laughed out loud.

      "It's not funny,” she said.

      "It's not to you, but it is to me. What would you say if I told you that something hit me in my car today? Something hard and sharp that later disappeared under my skin. A few minutes after that, I felt strange, like an affinity for the things around me. I didn't understand how to use it at first, and I didn't have time to learn, or I wouldn't have this busted ankle." He pointed down at it again.

      "What are you saying?"

      "I'm saying that something happened out there. Something that I don't understand, but I can tell you this: I know there is a beat-up lawnmower that we passed out front. Its gears seized up, because it didn't get enough oil in the gas. Plus it's old, and this is the Pacific Northwest, so things rust. But I know that if I had a wrench and half an hour, I could unlock it and have a half-functioning device in no time.

      "I also know that the bike out there has a few weaknesses where the rear wheel's bearings spin. In a year, maybe eighteen months, they will break free and that bike will go over. If it's yours, I'd suggest getting it fixed right away. And don't get me started on the engine. That thing needs some work."

      "It's not mine. The jerk who lived in spot 102 stole it from a transient and passed it off as his own. Let him crash. But that is a bunch of bullshit."

      "I also know that you went into the other room and took out a gun. It's a revolver, nice piece too. I can assure you there are no structural problems with it at all. If you pulled it out and shot me in the face, I would be one dead asshole."

      "It's a .38, so the point about your face is valid." She took a seat on the plush chair across from him. "I don't know if you're an crazy, but you seem to be nice, and you've already crossed over into my comfort zone. I don't plan to shoot you anytime soon."

      "Thank you, Penelope," he said, and he meant it.

      Shawn sensed the gun, and knew that if he called to it the way he'd called to the tanker, it would respond. He might not be able to properly control it, but he'd at least have it out of her hands.

      That was not a great idea, though. If she continued to feel safe, he'd continue to have a place to rest until they could either get him to a hospital or call an ambulance.

      "Don't mention it, and don't try anything. Besides. Your story sounds like bullshit. Also, alien craft dropping out of the sky and attacking our Air Force are also bullshit, and yet, here we are."

      "Here we are."

      "Hmm."

      “Do you have a television? We can find out what’s going on out there. I’d love to think we’re sharing some delusion, but my SUV got blown to hell and it appears we’re at war with an alien vessel.”

      “No TV in the office, but I have one in storage. I used to live for nighttime dramas, but I didn’t get any work done, so I put it away.”

      “That’s a bummer. Radio?”

      “Somewhere. I’ll dig it out in a little bit. Let me get you some water.”

      Penelope went back to the kitchen. She returned a moment later with a couple of glasses. She handed him one and he took a sip from it.

      "Thank you."

      She nodded and sat back across from him.

      "You got a Mrs. Suburban at home?"

      "Not anymore. She left me a few years ago for a guy named Chet. A white guy. The first time he saw me, he looked like he was going to have a heart attack."

      "I can see how someone might think you're an intimidating presence."

      "I'm a teddy bear. I'd never hurt another person, even if he was screwing my wife. We didn't have kids, and frankly, we never got along all that well. Our marriage was complicated."

      "I hear that," she said, and drained her glass.

      They chatted about this and that for a few more minutes before Shawn felt the painkillers kick in. His head grew light and his eyelids heavy. The aching in his busted ankle fell away on a sea of warmth.

      "I feel better," he said.

      "I bet you do. Those things would put a horse to sleep."

      He tried to make a sound like a horse whinnying, but it came out sounding like he was blowing his nose.

      Shawn decided to close his eyes for a few minutes.
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      He and Laura were glued to the television while the kids alternated between clinging to their parents' legs, showing off their toys, or running laps around the old rocking chair in earnest. Little Victor Jr. had constructed a gun out of Legos and was aiming it at everything in the room. He even aimed it at Dad, who took a bullet from the kid and collapsed in his wife's lap, eyes rolling back in his head for a few seconds.

      Victor did not maintain the pose for long, because he didn't want to miss a single second of the coverage. Laura chatted while she watched, asking him questions about what he'd seen and what he'd done. Were others hurt? Had he actually seen the thing in the sky?

      The speculation was that the object had been a comet that had broken up in the atmosphere, thus negating the chance of a massive impact. Victor didn't buy it. The talking heads rotated between science and filler as they tried to tell the same story over and over again to keep viewers interested enough not to change the channel.

      He drank coffee, peed, drank more coffee, and watched the tube--or appeared to. He couldn't stop going over in his head what had happened just a few hours ago.

      Laura tried to touch him, but he shied away. She'd already mentioned that he felt like he was burning up. She'd made him take a couple of ibuprofen, but it hadn't been needed. He felt fine--no, better than fine. He wasn't hot, the way a fever made him feel.

      Instead, he felt like he was ready for another mile-long run at breakneck speed. He felt like he wanted to go outside and rip a few trees down. Maybe pound them into a pulp.

      There was something inside that pulsed with the beat of his heart. One moment he felt off-kilter, like he was falling. The next moment he wanted to jump out of his skin, because he felt like it was on fire.

      On the outside he remained calm, he remained collected. He was the rock of the family; that's what he told himself, even though without Laura he'd be screwed. She was the real timekeeper and watch-tuner here. If anything ever happened to her, they would all be sunk, because he didn't even know where she kept the extra baby wipes.

      She grabbed his hand and held it. Victor found an excuse to disentangle himself from her touch and get a drink of water. She let go, but watched him closely. Then she stood and hugged the kids. She moved around the apartment from one end to the other, eyes never leaving the TV screen. Then she was back on the couch and reaching for his hand again.

      "Should we go? Should we just pack up and leave? I'm scared, Vic."

      "Maybe. I wonder how bad the roads are,” he said. “Even if we can get to the freeway, it might be at a standstill.”

      "But what do we do? What if the thing returns?"

      "You're safe with me."

      "I know, you're bigger than most guys, and strong, but not against that," she said, and pointed at the screen.

      Victor rubbed at his shoulder. When the object had pierced him, he'd been thrown to the ground and pain had made him scream. He'd pinched at it, and even dug around the area, but he hadn't been able to feel the metal chunk that had somehow made itself at home in his body.

      "Why don't we eat? I'm hungry. It might take our minds off this stuff."

      "I'll make hot dogs, but I don’t think that will help with my anxiety."

      "That sounds great, honey," he said. “I’ll massage your feet when you’re done.”

      Victor rose and smiled at Laura. He kissed her cheek, then wandered nonchalantly into the bedroom.

      Victor slid the closet door aside and moved a plastic bag of old clothes out of the way. He pulled aside a pair of boxes that had God knew what in them. Then he shifted another bag, and found what he was looking for.

      The plastic container had been heavy. He'd struggled to push it back in the corner a few years ago, but now it was light, as if the weights inside had been removed.

      He popped the two plastic latches and lifted the top. Inside lay a set of flat weights he used to add to a pair of bars so he could build up his arms and shoulders.

      They didn't get that much use, because his job with Meyer's Construction ended up taking up most of his day. By the time he got home, the last thing he wanted to do was more heavy lifting, so they'd sat in a box, collecting dust.

      The downstairs neighbors were in full swing, and it wasn't even four in the afternoon. There stereo system was already on at full blast, and if he wasn't mistaken, the smell of pot was drifting toward his front window again.

      "Jerks," he muttered.

      He took the heavy metal bar out and studied it. Both ends were smooth so they could accept the weights, while the center was rough and solid.

      Victor put his hands on either side of the bar and bent it. He didn't even have to strain. He just moved his hands down and toward each other, and the metal complied. Chunks of cheap chrome coating split in the middle, revealing that solid iron lay underneath.

      Victor took the other bar out and bent it as well.

      "How did you do that?"

      Laura stood in the doorway with her arms were crossed. Her face bore a look of intense consternation.

      "Was that some trick for the kids?"

      Victor tossed the bar near her feet. She leaned over to pick it up, then stared at it as she considered the heft.

      "Something happened out there."

      She waited.

      "It's too weird, and you won't believe it."

      "I won't believe it? How about that, Vic?" She held the bent bar aloft. "How about if we just skip over all the bullshit and you tell me what happened."

      He sighed and stood. His left knee popped as he came to his feet. Victor took his wife by the hand, being careful to treat her like a delicate silk flower, and drew her into the bedroom. They both sat on the side of the bed, but he let go, because he was afraid of hurting her again.

      "I don't really know what it was. I got hit by something this morning while I was waiting for the bus. It got me here," he pulled his shirt aside to show her the smooth skin. "It was at the start of the fire in the sky. Stuff must have been falling, because I was fine one moment and then bleeding the next. An ambulance picked me up, because a passerby called 911."

      "Okay."

      "There was an object about this big," he held his thumb and forefinger three inches apart. "It was sharp and had all these weird scribbles on it. I pulled it out--or tried to, but it flattened out and then went under my skin. I grabbed for it, but it was gone and I couldn't feel it anymore. I thought I was hallucinating. In shock."

      "Okay."

      He went on to recount the incident in the ambulance, and how he'd busted the door open and pushed a truck out of the way. She nodded, but didn't challenge any part of his story.

      "Then I came home."

      "How did you get home if the streets were completely clogged?"

      "I ran," he said simply.

      "You ran eight miles after all of that," she said flatly. "You have to go to the hospital. You don't know what that thing was. This isn't normal, Vic, none of it is."

      "Hospitals are probably full today. Maybe tomorrow."

      "You can't wait. I'll get the kids ready. Just go warm up the car. I think Chloe is coming down with a cold."

      Oh, great; that meant they'd all be coming down with a cold shortly.

      The music intensified from below, but the beat of the bass felt like it was aimed at his head, which was suddenly pounding. He'd hit the floor, but he was concerned that his foot or fist would go through the layer. It might look cool to punch through the building, but the financial repercussions would be dire indeed.

      "They can't do anything for me, honey. Just let me rest and think." He lay back and propped his head on a pillow. The ceiling held no answers, and his wife's face hovering over his a few seconds later didn't, either.

      "They can help. Please, Victor."

      The music below fell silent for a few seconds, and then picked up even louder than before. A bottle fell somewhere and shattered. Then there was laughter.

      "What are those idiots doing down there?" Victor swung his legs off the bed and sat up.

      "I'll get the kids."

      "I'm not going to the hospital, Laura."

      "You have to go, Victor!" she said, and grabbed his upper arm. He looked up at her and she let go.

      Was that fear in her eyes?

      "I'm the same guy I was when I left this morning. Just give it some time, okay?"

      She did not look satisfied in the least, and turned away.

      Something downstairs hit the wall; Victor's patience ran out.

      He departed the bedroom and carefully opened the front door, hands calm at his sides. He took the stairs one at a time, counting them as he went. He was going to be polite with his neighbors. He'd only said a few words to them over the course of the past few months, never enough to even consider them acquaintances, but he was sure the guys downstairs would be reasonable.

      They were not.

      Victor knocked on the door with one knuckle. The sound of techno something or other thumped from within.

      The man who answered the door was white and had dreadlocks that had to have been unintentional. He had a joint in one hand and a beer in the other.

      "'Sup."

      "Hey, man. I live upstairs--we met once."

      "So?"

      "So your music is kind of loud. I have kids and it's disturbing them."

      "What, they don't like my music?"

      Victor smiled. He took a breath and slowly let it out. The guy stood there, all six foot four, staring Vic right in the eye.

      "Maybe they will someday. The point is, friend, it's not polite to be disrespectful of your neighbors. Wouldn't you agree?"

      "Your brats run around upstairs all the time. How do you think I feel about that, son?" The guy extended his hand and poked a finger into Vic's chest.

      "You really don't care about our feelings, do you?"

      "Man, fuck your feelings." He paused as a woman's voice interrupted him.

      "Who is it?"

      "Some guy from upstairs, said the music is too loud."

      "Fuck that guy," the woman said.

      "I'm not in a civilized mood, hombre," said Victor's neighbor. "See that shit in the sky today? Well, things are about to change, and the pussies of the world are about to learn. I got food, I got knives, and I got a shitload of ganja, so go back upstairs to your pretty wife and prepare for whatever's coming next."

      Each time he made a point, he punctuated it by poking Vic in the chest. When he was done with his speech, Vic grabbed the dreadlock 'dude' by the collar of his ratty t-shirt and threw him into his apartment. He landed on his back and let out a groan.

      Victor walked into the room and stepped over the guy. He shut right up after that. In fact, he didn't look interested in saying anything; instead, he rolled to his side and coughed a few times.

      The girlfriend was sitting on the couch with a bong near her mouth. She was dressed in jeans and nothing else. Her tits hung halfway down her chest. Her hair was a bird's nest. That explained where Mr. Dreadlocks had learned the delicate art of hairstyling.

      To say that the apartment was a shithole would have been an insult to porta-potties everywhere. Empty Walmart bags, an overflowing cat litter box, fast food packaging, and used condom wrappers covered the carpet. Vic tried to avoid the worst of the crap, but it was hard.

      "Hey!" the girl said, but much to Victor's horror, she made no attempt to cover herself.

      He approached one of their oversized speakers, which was thumping so hard that it practically bounced off the floor. Victor put his hand thought the wood enclosure like it was constructed of papier-mâché. He picked it up and smashed it into the other speaker.

      They exploded in a shower of wood, paper cones, and magnets, but the sound stopped, except for one sorry tweeter that hissed away on the ground. He picked it up and crushed it in one hand until it stopped too.

      "Hey, man!" The woman threw her bong at him. Victor slid to the side to avoid the glass bottle. It struck the wall, which didn't do much for the paint.

      Victor picked up the guy by one foot and hauled him into the air. He marched to the door, dragging his captive along so that his head struck the floor repeatedly.

      When they were outside, he dropped the stoner, grabbed him around the neck and hauled him into the air one more time. When they were once again face-to-face, Victor decided to see if Mr. Dreadlocks would change his tune.

      "Are you going to keep it down from now on?" he asked. The man nodded as his face turned red.

      "Am I going to have to come down here again?"

      The guy shook his head.

      "What's going to happen if I have to come down here again?"

      The guy shrugged and then beat his hand at Victor's wrist.

      "If I have to come down here again, I'm going to stuff you in the toilet and flush. If you even think about reporting this little altercation, I’ll use you to beat your girlfriend to a fucking pulp. Got it?" Victor threw the man into the remains of last year's rhododendrons--five feet away--and went back upstairs to his wife and kids.

      With each step, his legs felt heavier. What had he done? What if the guy decided to come back with some friends with guns? Victor could take care of himself, but what about his wife and kids?

      “That was really stupid, Victor,” he muttered to himself.

      Inside of him, something shifted, and something like a feeling of reassurance flooded through until he felt peace subsume him. Victor didn’t like that one bit. The powers were one thing; having his emotions fucked with was quite another.

      It might be time to go to the hospital after all.

      The problem was, they’d probably toss him in the mental ward.
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      Bryon tossed and turned, and couldn't find any way to fall asleep. He'd tried playing an online game, but the internet connection kept going out. He'd messaged Al a few times, but his friend hadn't responded since they'd made their escape from school.

      After Bryon had left Al's house, he'd gone back to the donut shop and purchased a couple of old-fashioneds. They'd been out of the chocolate glazed ones, so he'd settled for plain. They also hadn't been as fresh as they had in the morning, but he'd let it slide. If Bryon had wanted to, he could have smashed the building to the ground and then tossed the wreckage across the street.

      But he'd been feeling benevolent.

      Instead he'd brooded all the way home, worried the entire time that he would be arrested the moment he set foot in his house. The cops would be waiting because of what he'd done to Steckman and Steckman's crony. At least they were still alive, or so he hoped.

      Screw those guys, Bryon had thought. They had it coming.

      If there had been any cop cars outside the house, he'd have found a place to hide until he could go back home. Or he'd have gone toe-to-toe with them, and found out what the cops were made of--more importantly, found out what he was made of.

      He'd arrived to find his mother already home, and pounding on the television in the living room. She'd changed out of her work clothes in favor of floral pajama bottoms and a thick, fluffy white robe. He'd caught the faint hint of cigarette smoke, but hadn't commented. If Mom wanted to sneak out and have a smoke from time to time, it wasn't really his business.

      "I can't get a clear picture, Bryon. Can you fix it? Where have you been? Don't go outside again," she'd shot off in a rush.

      "Switch to rabbit ears, Mom," he'd offered.

      That had set off a quest to find an old box in the garage. He'd finally dug it out and helped her hook up the ancient antenna. When they'd started trying to tune into channels, however, most were dark or showed fuzzy snow. One local news station had displayed the "WE ARE EXPERIENCING TECHNICAL DIFFICULTIES. PLEASE STAND BY" message.

      He'd eaten a turkey sandwich with extra mustard on wheat bread in the kitchen and sipped diet Mountain Dew. His mother had fretted over everything in the living room, even going so far as to break out a can of Lysol and start cleaning all of the flat surfaces. She'd finally settled down when she'd turned on the radio and could listen to news reports. Bryon had stood near the doorway to hear what was being said, but it had been the same-old, same-old. They hadn't changed their tune all day.

      “Mom, I’m going to listen to the radio and keep trying to get the internet working again. I’ll be in my room."

      She'd nodded and waved. She'd been sitting on the couch with the old radio pulled close, staring into space, sipping a gin and tonic; her third of the evening, by Bryon's count. He'd waved and gone upstairs.

      

      Two hours later, his Mom knocked on the door. He opened it and offered her a reassuring smile.

      “I’m worried. Are you okay?”

      “Fine, Mom. Just listening to the news. The stuff is still pretty far away from us. Do you think it's terrorists?”

      “I don’t know.” His mother’s words came out slurred. “I’m going to lay down for a little bit. Do your homework and don’t stay up too late.”

      “Mom. I don’t think we’ll have school tomorrow. You probably can’t go to work either.”

      “I have to. There’s a report due and I didn’t have time to finish it today,” she said. Her breath smelled strongly of alcohol.

      “Okay. See you in the morning, Mom,” Bryon said, to get her out of his hair.

      “I mean it. Do your homework. This will probably all blow over tonight and everything will be back to normal tomorrow.”

      “I don’t think so, Mom. There’s like a war or something going on. We might have to dig in or run.”

      “Don’t be silly. I don’t pay tax dollars so we have to run. I pay tax dollars so we are protected,” she said, and smiled, then staggered down the hallway toward her room.

      Bryon shook his head in dismay. She was drunk, that much was clear, but she should know that this was anything but normal.

      He’d been trying to use his phone as a hotspot while their high-speed was down, but it kept disconnecting, so his internet was intermittent at best. His home computer was a hand-me-down from five years ago, useless for gaming. He used it only when he had to, but with a broken laptop, it was the best he could do for now.

      Bryon practiced floating, a few times. It was easy to rise, but not so easy to set his feet back down. He had to concentrate, and will himself to drop like a feather, but he was not a small guy. More often than not, his efforts found him slamming to the floor. Finally, his mother came to investigate. He knew this because from the noise outside his bedroom door, it sounded like she stumbled up the stairs.

      She looked harried. Her hair, normally swept back and brushed, stood out in places. She'd tied a hasty ponytail, but the curls in front weren't playing along.

      "Bryon, what is all that noise?" she said.

      "Sorry, Mom. I can't sleep."

      "Well, I can't sleep either, with all this racket. And take a shower. Your hair is a greasy mess," she said and slammed the door.

      He should be out practicing with his new powers, but he was scared to leave the house. What if the stuff in Seattle was spreading? What if the cops were coming for him? What if an actual alien showed up and tried to destroy him?

      He was nowhere close to being ready to test his powers in a battle. In his mind, he needed a trainer. Or lots of practice, like Spider-Man. Not that he was going to start climbing walls anytime soon, but he sure as hell might be able to float up the side of one.

      He dug out his laptop and a screwdriver so he could get his hard drive out. At least his data would be safe, if nothing else.

      The screen wasn't the same. There were two lines running vertically from top to bottom that flickered while he tried to get an internet connection. His smartphone finally established a slow link, so he joined his laptop to the limited bandwidth.

      Images of objects descending over the city of Seattle flashed on the screen. Some had crashed into the ocean. Others had impacted with the earth and destroyed buildings. So far, no one was saying what exactly had occurred, but it was pretty clear from witnesses' cell phone videos that this wasn't from asteroids.

      Bryon was convinced that they were being invaded by aliens.

      It wasn't a classic invasion, with armies of little green men descending on the world. Earlier in the evening, Al had told him that a ham radio operator had heard someone on the International Space Station reporting some kind of battle in space.

      He stared at his computer screen in frustration and considered how he was going to buy a new one. Mom wasn't going to shell out a thousand dollars.

      Then he realized that he no longer had to pay for shit.

      The hardest part would be sneaking out of his window. Sure, he could risk the creaky hardwood outside his door, not to mention the stairs that groaned under him, but what superhero doesn’t just fly out the window?

      It wasn't that he was afraid to float down to the ground; it was that he was worried he wouldn't fit without bumping into the frame or knocking something off the wall. He finally settled on opening it as wide as it would go. This was agonizing, because it creaked and rubbed against the metal runner with each inch he forced it up.

      He finally got the stubborn window open, then paused to listen. Mom must have fallen asleep or passed out, because she didn't come out of her room to check out the noise again.

      Just before he departed, he grabbed an old white ski mask with huge red snowflakes printed across the material, and tucked it into his back pocket.

      Once he cleared his nightstand of action figures, his alarm clock, lip balm, Legos, and an assortment of coins and wadded-up tissues, he ended up crawling out of the window.

      When his upper body was sticking out of the portal and into the night, he concentrated and floated forward. His ankle banged against the bottom of the window frame. He turned quickly and listened, but his mother didn't come to investigate.

      He stuck to the sidewalk, but found trees and shrubs to hide behind. He paused next to a copse, and watched a small rambler one of his neighbors had been upgrading for the last two years. The house had started off ramshackle--and that was being nice. Now it had a fresh coat of paint and a full porch. A man stood in profile, light shining behind him as he stared out into the night. He held an assault rifle and scanned the skies.

      Bryon moved on.

      He wanted to shoot upward, but he was terrified he'd fall. What if he lost his nerve and concentration? If he went into a downward spiral, he might not be able to recover, and Bryon did not want to find out what his guts would look like splattered all over the road.

      If he'd taken his bike, he could have made it to Best Buy. It would have taken half an hour, but it might have been worth it, if he'd been sure he could get away with his plans. He could fly the five or six miles, but there was every chance he’d be caught. Plus, his absence might be discovered by his mother.

      For now, the old computer repair shop on Oak Avenue would have to do.

      The store was shuttered for the night, so he wandered around the back, trying to stick to shadows as he came upon them. The store had taken over the old building a few years ago. Paint flaked in large patches and hung off walls. He found the doorway in back and tested the lock. Then he remembered why he was there and hastily scanned the back side of the building. If they had a security camera, he couldn't see it.

      He took out his ski mask, pulled it over his lank hair, and positioned the eyeholes so he could actually see.

      The door was thick, heavy, and protected by a keypad. He pushed on the door handle, but it didn't give. He glanced left and right. Then he concentrated, formed what felt like a ball of energy, and slammed his hand down.

      He'd intended to simply knock the lock off, but the end result was anything but subtle. The door bowed and exploded inward, scattering pieces of wood in all directions. An alarm sounded, loud and piercing.

      He didn't have much time.

      Bryon had visited this store a few times, normally to buy some RAM or a larger hard drive as he tried to keep his aging laptop up to par. They kept the expensive shit in an office storage room in the back.

      He moved fast, ducking around a counter, ignoring the computer parts and expensive video cards.

      Outside, a car sped by.

      The alarm overhead continued to yowl like a cat in heat. He considered finding the source controls and smashing them.

      The door to the storage area had a wimpy doorknob and lock. It occurred to Bryon that he was leaving fingerprints on everything he touched, but that was probably okay. He'd never been in trouble with the police, and so had never been fingerprinted. Still, he wrapped his hand with the sleeve of his hoodie and put his hand on the knob. He concentrated and pushed down.

      This time he focused his energy into a tighter ball of energy and the doorknob broke, but he smashed most of the wood surrounding it. The door popped open and he was inside.

      Shit. If he only had a truck.

      The shelves were stocked with boxes of parts, whole computer cases, and even a few house-built PCs with receipts taped to them. A couple of laptops in boxes caught his eye, but it was a pure gaming rig he was after.

      He finally located a box that was unopened. The specs on the side told him all he needed to know. The computer had an Intel i7, 16 gigs of RAM, and a solid-state hard drive. Damn, it was his lucky day.

      Bryon's cell phone buzzed in his back pocket.

      Fearing his mother was looking for him, he dug out the device, but he found it was Al.

      Bryon answered the phone. "Dude. I'm kinda busy right now."

      "Sorry. Just wanted to check up on you and make sure you didn't sprout tentacles or something."

      "Do you want a new laptop?" Bryon asked.

      "What? Why?"

      "Just tell me. I'll bring you one in the morning."

      "Uh. Like… brand new? What's that screeching noise? Did you do something bad?"

      "No way, man. Just picking up a few things. I'll get you one," Bryon said, and scanned the specs. There was a high-end Dell, so he stuck it under his arm with the other laptop box.

      "If you're doing some bad stuff, I don't want to get in trouble," Al whined.

      The cell phone connection crackled, then died.

      Bryon didn't waste any more time. He tucked the boxes close, then fled the building.

      He'd been inside for too long. He expected a force of police to be waiting for him. They'd be arrayed outside of the building with guns drawn, and they'd force a confrontation. He suddenly worried: was he vulnerable? Would they be able to shoot him in the head and erase him?

      But there was no one there. The alarm continued blaring in the night as he leapt into the air and settled on flying twenty-five feet above the ground. He pushed his speed up and zipped over a parking lot crowded with early-morning shoppers. It was only a mile to his house, so he decided to risk flying over running.

      Scratch that. Looters. Assholes.

      As soon as he thought it, he realized the irony.

      No police. Of course there were no police. Half of Seattle had been wiped out, and everyone who could help would be at ground zero, helping, protecting the city's citizens, fighting the aliens.

      Something rocketed overhead, creating a sonic boom. He nearly dropped to the ground as his attention fumbled between staying aloft and concentrating on the jet in the air.

      F-15s--more than one. They'd flown in low and ripped across the sky toward Seattle. In the distance came the unmistakable sounds of many rotors thumping in the night air. Helicopters.

      Could he help in some way?

      Nah. If the military was involved, they didn't need some pudgy, pimply-faced kid in the mix. They needed soldiers to take care of whatever in the hell was happening in Seattle.

      A twinge of guilt struck, but he pushed it aside. Then there was another twinge in the back of his mind, but this one stronger.

      No, not guilt.

      A calling.

      Something was calling him, like a whisper in the back of his mind. It was an instinct to seek out someone or something, but it wasn't that strong. He ignored it, and fled home.
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      Elise drifted.

      She’d been dreaming. Images of places and people she’d known had flashed in her mind. Now her dreams turned to the unfamiliar. She was inside a cabin, and around her were dark organic panels that pulsed with red and blue veins. Something moved near her--a shape that was almost indistinguishable. It moved like a mist, but it was silver and merged with the walls. Other shapes drifted near her.

      There were no voices, but there was sound like digital garbage; clicks and short tones that ran so fast they were a blur of sound. Was someone talking to her?

      “Alone. Together,” a deep voice intoned in her head.

      “What?” she asked, but there was no one there.

      “Alone. We. Now. Together,” it said again. Woman or man? She couldn’t tell.

      “I don’t understand.”

      The voice ceased and images replaced it. They presented her with a history of sorts. The scenes were from the recent past. Some she recognized and some were unfamiliar. There was a human body and a silvery mist next to it. The two merged and moved in unison.

      The next image was from space. A dark craft pursued and unleashed weapons on the smaller vessel. The mists panicked and formed silvery shards that attached to the blue- and red-veined walls.

      “War,” the voice said.

      The mists fought to keep the craft together. That was it. They were able to merge with the vessel, and that’s how they controlled it. That was how they lived. It was a form of symbiosis.

      “Death,” the voice spoke. There was no sadness; just the inevitability of a fate they had anticipated.

      Images of the mists coalescing again, forming shapes, and then abandoning ship as the craft broke through Earth’s atmosphere and plummeted. The air was unfamiliar, but the shapes merged with sections of the craft and shifted their biology to adapt.

      The gravity was harsh. They found ways to fight back against the punishing force by reshaping themselves, but it came at the cost of using up the organic matter that remained in their ship before it burned away. They created protective shells and fed while they could, but the cost was high. Nanoscopic-sized pieces were ripped away and lost in the clouds.

      The final part was finding hosts. The newly-formed shapes flexed and became circular, billowing fronds to slow their descent. Upon earth and greatly reduced in size, they hastily found humans, and their symbiosis began all over again.

      Elise knew this because she now understood that she carried an alien inside of herself. She felt repulsed. She wanted it out. Elise did not want anything foreign using her as a goddamn guinea pig.

      On the other hand, she would be dead without it. The remaining dead debris from the ship had crashed to earth.

      No!

      A new image formed. The tiny vessel had been used up. The things that had impacted Earth were from the aggressive aliens who’d tried to destroy the thing that now rode inside her. That was the threat.

      The dream grew faint, as well as the voice.

      “Help. Learn,” the deep voice said from somewhere in the back of her mind.

      The dream-state faded, but she could not let go of the images. They ran through her mind in a haunting kaleidoscope of colors and feelings.

      But she needed to wake up. She needed to figure out what to do about the thing inside her. Would doctors be able to remove it? Would they lock her up and dissect her? Could she simply ask it to leave?

      “Get out of me,” she spoke to the voice, but there was no reply.

      

      Elise’s hazy mind returned to the present.

      It was cold and dark, so she turned her body toward a blanket and wrapped herself in it. She was suffused with warmth, and thought that there was no better place in the world than a comfortable bed.

      During the early weeks of her relationship with Jeremy, after they'd started sleeping together, her favorite thing had been to wake up early on a Saturday morning, roll over, and conform the shape of her body to his. If he didn't wake up for a while, that was fine, because she'd felt safe there.

      A few months later, he'd never been in bed. He'd gone out at night to take care of visiting clients, and then slept on the couch. Saturdays had become the days he'd woken her up with demands for sex. She hadn't minded at first, had even liked the thought of him barging in and taking her while she'd lain naked under his sheets.

      After he'd grew increasingly rough with her, though, it had only made her feel dirty and sick inside, like she'd been living some lie. Jeremy hadn't taken kindly to her news that he'd at least needed to sleep in the same bed with her, if he wanted to have sex with her.

      He'd stormed out of the apartment and hadn't returned for a week, and when he had, he'd been drunk, and reeking of beer and cigars. He'd tried to take her to bed, and might have succeeded, but he'd been so drunk he couldn't even get it up.

      She'd thought it was her fault. Maybe she'd been too needy. Maybe he'd wanted things to be hot and spicy, like they'd been at the beginning of the relationship. Colleen had taken her to the mall to pick up some frilly things. She'd come home with a bag full of lingerie, but Jeremy had barely shown any interest in the show she'd put on.

      "You like dressing like a slut?"

      "For you, if that's what you want," she'd said.

      "You just look so fat and stupid in that stuff," he'd said, and that was another rub. He'd never mentioned her weight before then, and even though she hadn't gained or lost a single pound in the last six weeks, she'd thought that maybe the scale at the apartment was wrong. She'd gone on a diet and lost five or six pounds, just to keep him happy.

      When he'd mentioned her weight after that, it had been a spark that had led to a firestorm of arguments. When they'd screamed until they were both hoarse and she'd said he was being an unreasonable asshole with no respect for her or her feelings, he'd stormed out, and they hadn't spoken for several days.

      That had been just the beginning of the nightmare that had become her life, which had culminated in Jeremy locking her in the apartment. When she'd tried to escape, he'd hit her so hard she'd seen stars.

      After the blow had rocked her head back, she'd fallen to the floor, mouth open, because it had suddenly been hard to breathe. She hadn't known it at the time, but he'd broken her nose. She had looked down to see blood pooling on her favorite silk blouse. The blouse had been blue--sky blue, to be exact--and hadn't been cheap.

      It had been ruined, and when he'd apologized, he'd presented her with a gift-wrapped box containing a new shirt that hadn't even been the same color. It had also not been as nice, and they'd both known it.

      But she'd gotten out of the relationship, and had been happy without the constant abuse. She had a life now; her own life.

      "Hey, baby. How are you feeling?" a familiar voice asked.

      "Mmm," was all she could say in reply.

      Elise was so tired she could barely move, but that was okay, because she was in a happy place. She was back in bed, and the whole terrible day had just been a nightmare. That was it: a very intense nightmare.

      Elise had taken melatonin supplements on more than one occasion to help with falling asleep, and whenever she did, she could always count on vivid dreams that night. Well, this one had been the most lively of them all, from the collapsing building to dreams of being able to form a shielding bubble that had the ability to withstand anything in her path.

      Wait.

      The dream she’d had of the aliens.

      The invasive thing that was inside of her.

      Reality slammed into place, and her heart raced.

      "I'll get you some water." A hand on her forehead. It lingered, then pulled the sheet down from her chest. She rolled over, taking the cover with her.

      "Get out of me," she mumbled.

      "I’m not in you, baby but I can be.”

      "Who..." Elise trailed off, and then, realization dawned.

      Elise rolled onto her back and sat straight up in bed. The sheet fell down, and she found that she was completely nude.

      "I've missed that hot bod of yours."

      "You said I was fat," she said dumbly, and pulled the sheet back up. Oh Christ, oh hell, she was back with Jeremy? Had she lost her mind?

      "I told you I was sorry. You're happy I rescued you, right?"

      "Rescued?"

      "Got you out of there. Away from your collapsed building and that nitwit who hates me. I saw blood, Elise, were you hurt? I looked you over, but I couldn't find a wound.

      She glanced toward her leg where the thing had pierced her, but it was safely covered by the sheets. She wanted to look for an open wound or scar, but she didn't trust Jeremy. Oh god, how long had he kept her here? Had he drugged her?

      "What did you do to me, Jeremy? What did you do!?" she yelled.

      "Easy, baby. I cleaned you up, took care of you. You were exhausted and kept moaning about the weight or something like that, so I gave you a muscle relaxant when we got here. I guess it did the trick, eh? You slept all night even though the city was tearing itself apart out there. But I didn’t want to move you and besides the guys on TV keep saying to stay in your homes.”

      "You didn't do anything to me, did you, you crazy fucking asshole?"

      She was in his bedroom; that much was certain. Hard to mistake his taste in all things IKEA.

      Jeremy had changed some of the pictures, including the one of her in 1890s clothing, holding a six-shooter. He'd laughed at a similar picture while they'd browsed at an antique store on their second date, so she'd been bold and had it made for him. She'd thought it was a joke, but he'd treated it almost reverently, had even put it in a gorgeous ash frame.

      Yep. There was Jeremy. She hadn't seen him in a few days, but he'd managed to change. His hair was shorter and darker, except for a streak of blonde down the center of his head, like a bleached skunk. She almost laughed, but his eyes left no doubt that nothing about this situation was a laughing matter.

      Elise's eyes darted around the room, but she didn't see her clothing neatly folded anywhere. She didn't see her jacket hanging by the door. She didn't even see her panties and bra in a pile on the floor. She tugged the covers up to her neck and wrapped them around her bare back.

      "Jeremy. Get my clothes. You had no right to do this to me."

      "Right? You want to tell me about right? I had every right. You left me, and then you were in danger. You should be thanking me. You should be blowing me!"

      Elise wondered who this man was. Oh, right, he was the formerly nice guy who'd beat the shit out of her, and now he was mad again.

      Her eyes darted around the room, desperately, but she didn't see any machine guns or swords to snatch up and use to effect an escape. She had a sheet. A nice one, too; if she didn't miss her guess. It was one of hers that she'd left because it was better than coming back to the asshole's apartment to collect it.

      She might be able to kick him in the shin, slide a cheap drawer out of a dresser and smash it over his head. With any luck, the particle board would slice him from neck to groin, and he'd bleed out on his own floor.

      "You can't do this!"

      "You can go when you realize what you mean to me. What you left me for. Is that clear, Elise? Is that clear?"

      She tucked the sheet around herself, swung her legs off the bed, and stood up. She'd sworn that she'd never put herself in a situation like this again. A situation where she was trapped and unable to defend herself.

      She went to the door as if Jeremy wasn't even there. Surely he wasn't stupid enough to try assaulting her again. She hadn't pressed charges, but a very serious police officer had said he would talk with Jeremy and put the fear of God into him.

      Clearly that conversation was long-forgotten, as was the restraining order.

      "Get my clothes, Jeremy. I'm leaving now. Please don't try to stop me."

      "But I came back for you, Elise. I saw what was happening on the news and I rushed over. I skipped work for you."

      "That's nice, Jeremy. I know, why don't I get dressed, and we can go discuss things over a cup of coffee?"

      "I have coffee here," he said. His face even had a bewildered look.

      "I don't want--" she didn't finish, because he reached out, grasped the sheet and ripped it off her body. She was too shocked to do more than cover her breasts and pubic hair.

      "Why are you being like this, Elise? I've seen you naked a hundred times."

      She wanted to take a shower for a week.

      "Please don't make me mad," he whispered.

      Elise wanted to go now. She'd had enough of this stupid game.

      "Okay, Jeremy. Come here." She dropped her arm from her breasts and held her hand out to him.

      Jeremy didn't look convinced, but he moved in. She put her hand on his shoulder, then slammed her knee up toward his groin.

      Maybe he'd been expecting it, or maybe men were just overly defensive of that move. Whatever the case, he slid to the side, and her leg hit his hip with a smack. A bolt of pain shot up her thigh and she stumbled back. The bed clipped her leg, and she was sitting down again.

      "Stupid bitch," he snarled, and moved in on her.

      Elise rolled across the bed, determined to get to the other side, thinking that while he scrambled after her, she'd get around the front and make it to the door. But he was slick, and snatched her ankle in an iron grip. She kicked back, but he slapped her ass in retaliation, hard. She couldn't believe she was being spanked by Jeremy the limp-dickhead on his bed. He might have mentioned roleplaying once, but this was ridiculous.

      She lashed out with a foot and caught him across the face. The kick had been a beaut, but it had been done in fear, so there'd been nothing but adrenaline behind it. She was surprised, but not as surprised as old Jeremy, whose nose cracked under her ankle.

      She was on her feet, while he knelt on the bed. Blood dripped from his cupped hand and onto the bed. He looked at it with a stupid, childish grin, as if he couldn't believe it.

      "Hah! Hah! How do you like that, Jeremy? You like getting clocked in the nose?"

      She skirted around the bed and snapped up the sheet on her way to the door. She had her palm on the handle before something clamped like an iron vice on her shoulder. Then she was hauled back and tossed on the bed, this time on her stomach. Jeremy fell on her, and a warm fluid dripped onto her back, which she prayed was blood.

      She lashed out with her elbow, but he hit her in the back of the head, hard enough so that she saw stars.

      Elise was not going to give in, not again, but what choice did she have? What choice? He was going to rape her, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      Then she remembered.

      “You better be back there,” she sent to the voice that had been attempting to talk to her a few minutes ago.

      Her mind cleared from the after-effects of the drugs he had slipped her, and she saw the bubble inside. She made out the form that had answered her this morning, and called it forth again.

      Jeremy didn't know what hit him.

      One minute he was on top of her, squatting on the backs of her thighs while he worked at loosening his pants, and the next, he was on the floor.

      Elise embraced the power, expanding it around her in a protective bubble. Then she advanced on Jeremy the limp-dick.
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          Martin

        

      

    
    
      They put him in a white room with a table and chair. They gave him a cup of chicken noodle soup, hot cocoa (even though he'd asked for coffee), and a lot of assurances: he'd done nothing wrong; he'd be going home soon; he'd be able to call his family and let them know he was fine.

      He didn't bother to tell them that he'd talked to his son the day before and it hadn't gone well. They were very polite to him, smiling when they entered the room and smiling when they left.

      So far, apart from that, they hadn't done squat.

      They'd dropped off a thick, fuzzy white robe and a new pair of slippers, which he'd gratefully donned. His feet were shaking and numb in his old ones, and the new shoes had a soft interior that warmed them in a few minutes.

      After sitting in the room for a half hour he’d had to lean over and have a proper coughing fit. He couldn’t find anywhere to spit the phlegm so he used the hot cocoa cup.

      The ride had been bumpy at best. They'd taken him to a building on the outskirts of Seattle, but it had taken over an hour to get there. They'd had to speed up, take side streets, stop and go. Martin had been worried that he'd piss the seat before they arrived.

      They'd pulled into a driveway under a four-story building, taken a couple of winding roads down a few levels, and finally stopped outside of an elevator. He'd been helped out of the van, then accompanied to the door.

      A pair of men had escorted him, but they'd refused to answer any questions. They hadn't even told him why he was there, but he had a good idea that it was something to do with the shroud-like creature he'd killed.

      Of course, they didn't know that he'd been the one to fry the beast; if they had any idea what he'd done, this probably would have been a very different kind of trip.

      "Let me out of here!" he yelled, but no one answered. If they had some kind of hidden camera or microphone, then no one was paying attention to him. He wanted to throw something, but he didn't even have a few coins in his pocket.

      There was no clock on the wall, and he didn't have a watch, so there was no way to tell how long he'd been in the room. Martin was good at being able to tell the general time based on how long he'd been awake, but something had thrown him off today, so he thought it was currently between 8AM and 8PM. Hah. Take that, time.

      Back in Nam he'd had a Timex that he'd picked up at the commissary. Some of the other guys had told him to stick to a plain old watch that needed to be wound up every day. It kept your mind focused. Wake up, shit, eat, wind the damn watch. Every day meant having a ritual, and if the ritual wasn't followed, that was the best way to start the slide toward madness.

      In this shitty little room, he felt certain that he was about to start that ride.

      His cup of soup was cold, and there was nothing to do about it. The food sucked anyway; not enough salt. He might be seventy-two years old, and couldn't get a hard-on if a bevy of Victoria's Secret models walked in right now, but he did like his food to have flavor.

      It was the little things in life that got you up each morning for one more soft BM.

      Thinking that they might forget him down here, he covered the soup with his empty cup, in case he needed to eat it later.

      "Not even a magazine or a book?" he muttered. "Christ."

      The door clicked open, and a man slipped inside. He carried a clipboard with several pages attached. He was just as slick as the others had been, in their dark suits and dark ties. Pressed white shirt and shiny shoes. If he wasn't a G-man, who was?

      "Mr. Thayer. I apologize for keeping you here for so long. We just need to ask a few questions, and then we can talk about your story."

      "My story? Aren't you supposed to ask me that first, boy?" He added the last word just to sound ornery.

      "We know your story, up until this point. We know all about you, your service to your country, your war record. We know you were involved in petty crime in seventy-four, but paid your dues. We know that you normally cheat on your taxes. Oh, not enough to be worth the IRS's time, but we know. See, we know all about you, except for one thing."

      If they were trying to rattle him, they were doing a damn fine job.

      "What might that be? I still prefer tighty-whiteys to those trendy boxer briefs. Did you know that?"

      "We did not know that, sir. We also don't know if you saw something this morning. Tell me about that."

      "I saw a lot of things this morning. I saw something in the sky, but that was on the tube. Everyone saw that. I saw a guy who I didn't know, and he offered me his jacket. You guys tried to catch him, but he was sneaky."

      "Tell me about the other thing."

      Martin paused, because he wasn't sure which of the other things he'd seen that they were asking about. He took a chance that it was the least interesting of the two, even though that had been one hell of a sight.

      "I saw it."

      "It?"

      "I call it a shroud, because it was really close to the ground and kinda crept along. It got fried, though."

      The man looked him over and wrote a few notes on his clipboard.

      "But I know it wasn't real. I'm an old man, and I have to take a lot of old man pills. I'm pretty sure I took some Ambien this morning by mistake. I meant to take a stool softener. See? Those things cause hallucinations."

      "I knew you were a smart man." The guy wrote down a few more notes. "This 'hallucination'. Tell me more about it."

      "Damnedest thing. Its head rolled around like a bowling ball. I wish I could tell you more, but then a power line fell, and it flopped around like it was on fire--my hallucination, that is."

      The man wrote a few more notes, then pulled a small device from an inner jacket pocket. It was larger than a phone, but smaller than one of those iPads that Martin had seen advertised on TV. Bad enough the kids carried phones everywhere; now they had portable computer screens to give them brain cancer.

      "That a pad thing?"

      "Something like that," he said, poking at the screen.

      The building shook and Martin instinctively reached for power. He found it in the conduits and knew that he could draw on it, if he had to.

      It was a disconcerting feeling, even though he'd experienced it a few hours ago. It should have been the ultimate hallucination, drawing in and controlling all that power, but it had been real, and he'd been able to control it.

      The man shook his tablet and stared at the screen.

      "Damn."

      "You know my name," said Martin. "What's yours?"

      "Bill, you can call me Bill."

      "Okay, Agent Bill. We done here?"

      "Not quite. I have a few more questions."

      "Of course you do."

      The building thumped again, bouncing up and down. Martin's chair tipped back; if he hadn't had his hand on the tabletop, he would have fallen right over. He had the urge to gather as much power as the building contained, and blast his way out.

      Sure, he could do that, piece of cake.

      "Stupid thing," Bill said, and shook his tablet again.

      "Was that an earthquake?"

      "Anomaly. They've been coming and going since the object in the sky this morning."

      "That's a good word right there. Anomaly. Sounds like Government work."

      "Actually, I got it from Star Trek."

      Martin sat back and nearly grinned. Agent Bill might be a hardass, but at least he had a sense of humor.

      "This is going to be a strange question. Please bear with me and answer truthfully."

      "Okay."

      Bill leaned forward, placing his notebook and tablet on the tabletop. He put his hands on the table and interlaced his fingers.

      "Some have reported strange effects from the thing in the sky. Have you had any strange effects?"

      "Like did I grow a horn?"

      "More along the line of abilities. Have you had any strange new abilities?"

      "Just one," Martin said honestly.

      "Tell me about it."

      "I have a better idea."

      Bill leaned in even closer and studied Martin's face. He was intent as if he meant to hang on every word. After a quarter of a minute, the man leaned back in shock.

      "Bingo," Martin crowed. "Silent but deadly."

      "Oh, Christ, that is really foul!"

      "You think that's bad? You should let me use the damn bathroom."

      "I apologize, Mr. Thayer. I'll have someone take you right away, and then we'll get you back home."

      The man stood, but kept the clipboard by his face, as if to ward off the smell.

      They shook hands and Bill departed.

      Martin sat back down, and after half a minute, broke into a toothy grin.

      

      The agent in charge had an unpronounceable name. It might have been LiftVeider or something similar, but Martin was without his bifocals, so he couldn't see shit in two different planes.

      At least they'd fetched some of his clothes from his apartment, and a bag of medication. He picked through brown bottles until he found a couple of winners, and dry-swallowed.

      The pain from his burned face and lacerated ear were something else. They had brought in a very young and attractive nurse to work over his wounds. She was tall, and smelled like roses. She apologized as she dressed his wounds, and he didn't mind the pain so much…

      …but as soon as she left, they started to hurt like the dickens again.

      He dressed in clothes that appeared to be his, except that they were cleaned and pressed. The smell of the crappy detergent he used was gone from them. He almost missed it, but the remembrance of roses from a few minutes ago kept him moving.

      His shoes were comfortable loafers that a foot doc had fixed him up with. He slipped into them and sighed, because they were like wearing a second skin. He hadn't always had good shoes, had dealt with significant blisters and even a bout of fungus, in the military, which had almost left him two toes shy.

      Always take care of your feet: that's what they'd taught him in the military, and that's what he'd always done.

      The agent escorted him through hallways that twisted and turned and would've maybe landed them both on at least one level of the inferno, but they actually made it to an elevator. If someone put a gun to Martin's head and demanded that he take them back to the room he'd been stashed in, he would have had to eat a bullet.

      The agent--who didn't speak, though whether due to an impediment or because he was an agent--put Martin in an elevator, slid his ID card into a reader of some sort, then punched a button.

      "What do I do now?"

      The agent shrugged, turned away and walked back down the hallway, presumably to disappear back into the inferno.

      The elevator doors slid shut, and Martin was left to his own devices for a few seconds, so he did what any old veteran of the Vietnam War would do who was familiar with the military and all the ridiculous stuff they'd pulled while he was enlisted. He dropped his drawers and inspected his junk.

      Everything was still in place down there, and buried in grey and black. A sock puppet in an old forest.

      He slid himself back into his sweatpants--thanks, Mr. Agent Man--and then slipped a jacket over his shoulders. The elevator hummed, and when he dared to reach out with his consciousness to take in what was running through the buildings, he felt the electric current.

      It pulsed and called to him, asked him to reach in and take control. He expanded his thoughts, once again feeling like he was high as a kite, and felt the ocean. As he delved deeper, he sensed a great deal of the heat far below.

      Something shifted against his neck; no, not against his neck, inside his neck. He felt along the side of his jugular with his fingers, and then along his carotid. There was something there that wasn't quite natural, and it was--undulating, that was the word.

      It beckoned, but there was nothing he could do about it, short of finding a very sharp knife and learning surgery.

      Martin had lived a good many years, and knew that life was fleeting. He'd seen men--no, boys--ripped apart in their prime, fighting a war they didn't believe in. Some had believed, but most of his friends had thought it was shit, just plain shit, and that they had had no reason to be cleaning up for Nixon.

      They'd gone out on patrol, shaking in their boots but counting the days until they'd be shipped back stateside, and then come back missing parts--or worse, in a body bag.

      If he'd been granted some crazy fucking power, maybe it was for a reason. Maybe it was a calling of sorts. Maybe it was God's way of making up for the cancer. He only had months to live, so why not live them well?

      He moved down a sterile hallway until he found an open door and poked his head inside. There was a table, two chairs, and a cot. Was he supposed to just stay here? When he wandered inside, the door shut behind him and the lock clicked.

      Now, that wouldn't do. That wouldn't do at all.

      Did they intend to keep him here indefinitely? He had things to do, like watch the afternoon shows. Damn these agents and their agenda. He was a free man in a free country.

      He inspected the rest of the room, but there wasn't anything to write home about. No food, just a couple of water bottles. He cracked the plastic cap on one and sucked down it down like it was vodka.

      That's what he needed. A stiff double, and one thing was for certain: he was not going to get it here.

      Martin tested the door, but it was locked tight.

      He sucked in some of the energy from the room and overloaded the lock. The door sprang open just as the lights dimmed.

      Well, hallelujah.

      The power stabilized, and the lights came back on full force. He strode into the hallway and walked back the way he'd come. He passed the elevator, then continued down the most boring corridor in the world. No pictures. No color except for a puke-taupe that was probably meant to soothe.

      Martin found another door and performed his little trick again. This time he redirected some of the energy at a security camera. The red light flickered brightly, then died.

      He snuck around a corner and found double glass doors that led outside.

      The walk to the doors was only fifteen or so feet. There were other doors along the hallway, but all of them were closed, and none of them were numbered. What in the hell kind of place was this?

      He approached the glass portal and tested the entryway. It didn't budge, so he summoned more energy, but he couldn't sense where to send it, because the lock wasn't evident.

      There: a little black box on the wall that probably responded to a keycard. He pushed a trickle of juice into the device, and it fried. Sparks shot out and smoke poured from the pad.

      The locks clicked, so he pushed his way outside.

      He walked to the one-way road and glanced in both directions. He turned and looked back at the doorway.

      "Where's my damn ride?"
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      His dreams were filled with terrible visions.

      The alien ship was back, and it was larger than ever. Shawn called on cars and trucks and propelled them like missiles, but each was batted aside, and ignited like kindling. He tossed more and more of them, but they had no effect, or were thrown aside. Shawn lifted a refinery and threw it. The explosion obliterated his eyesight, and he came awake with a cry.

      "Shh, something's out there." Penelope was a shadowy figure in the room.

      Shawn let out a gasp, because at first she appeared to hover. Then she came into view properly, and he realized that she was wearing a blanket over her shoulders. The room was dark, but as his vision adjusted, he realized that he was still in her apartment.

      Had he heard it as well? Sounds of clanking, like something was right outside the door, or had that been an illusion?

      He sat up, and made the mistake of putting his bad foot on the ground. A bolt of agony raced up it.

      "Stay put," she said.

      Shawn had no doubt that she had her gun, and he didn't care to be mistaken for anything besides a houseguest. As he watched her creep toward the door, he was intimately aware of the metal she carried. The bullets with their copper jackets.

      He could reach out and take the weapon with a thought, have it in his hands in a blink. He was also aware of the devices outside. The old mower was one of them, as were a crowbar and a toolbox.

      Shawn sighed when he realized what had happened.

      "I think it's safe," he said.

      "This neighborhood. Sometimes crazies wander by and want to start trouble. I'd call the cops, but the phone lines are still dead,” she said. “I found my old radio and listened to the news for a while. President is freaking out. Congress is demanding he go to war. People are advising caution. The National Guard and Army are on the way. It’s generally a big freakout session out there.”

      “Have there been more battles? Evacuations? Why didn’t you wake me?”

      “Yeah evacuations are in effect. I’ve heard jets but not so many explosions. Maybe they already killed the alien bastards.”

      “Jeez,” Shawn said. “I hope they’re gone but I have a feeling this isn’t over. Far from it. What do they want, though?”

      “Them? Little green men?” Penelope asked.

      “You saw the alien craft. It wasn’t interested in asking for peace. Of course, the Air Force did fire on it first,” Shawn said.

      “I’m thinking I need to pack as much as I can fit in a backpack, hop on my Vespa, and head for the mountains. This is ridiculous, and it’s overhead. I was about to wake you up, because this shit is freaking me out,” Penelope said.

      Shawn nodded, but he didn’t know what to say to reassure her.

      What Shawn needed was to get to a hospital before he thought about running away, and that wasn’t going to happen while he sat here in a dark room and slept.

      His ankle was busted, and there was nothing he could do about it except have it attended to by a professional. Painkillers weren't going to get his leg reset, but he didn't have his car, and didn't look forward to another trip on the back of Penelope's Vespa, bouncing up and down.

      "Maybe they’re out there,” Penelope said.

      She popped the door open and shone a huge flashlight around the area before closing the door again and turning on the light.

      "Damn. Someone made a mess, tools scattered everywhere, and the mower's in pieces. I wish they were like ET. That guy just wanted pizza and to call his folks to come pick him up,” Penelope said.

      Shawn was pretty sure that no one had come to Penelope's parking lot and tinkered with the mower. That had been him. The dream--all of it--had been his repressed powers manifesting while he wandered around his dream world.

      Penelope wore a thick blanket around her shoulders that fell almost to the ground, but it was open in the front, and all she had under it was a long t-shirt. Her dark legs drew his eyes.

      "Hmm," she said, and went to the kitchen.

      "I should probably get to a hospital," he said.

      "I know. I was going to wake you, but I drifted off after my shower. It's late, almost 4 AM. We can go right after I get some clothes on."

      "If you have to," he said, grinning.

      "Don't get too cozy," she said, and took a seat across from him, blanket demurely covering her legs, much to Shawn's consternation. “I’m scared, Shawn. I’m really, truly terrified. I’ve been hearing noises out there all night. Cars leaving, horns honking, and I’ve heard what sounded like explosions in Seattle.”

      “Is there a hospital or urgent care nearby?" Shawn asked. "You can drop me off on your way out of town. But I’d prefer we stick together, truth be told. I feel like you got my back, and I’ll return the favor.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t have whatever the hell you have. I can’t just make stuff move and fling trucks around. All I’ve got is a little revolver and this shitty house. But I agree: it is probably safer if we stick together. Just remember, no funny business.”

      "Sorry. Your house, your legs, your rules."

      "It's lines like that that make me worry about the human race."

      "You can't blame a guy. You brought me to your apartment, drugged me, let me sleep on your couch, and then took your pants off."

      "I do have a gun," she said and offered a weak smile.

      "Right. Your house, your gun, your rules,” Shawn said. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

      "Thank you, and don't worry, I'm not going to shoot you. I'll throw some pants on and we can go."

      "I'm not looking forward to bouncing around on your little bike. Each time we hit a bump I thought I was going to pass out from the pain."

      "I have a few more painkillers if you need 'em."

      "I don't really like feeling this foggy," he said, and reached up to his head. The metal in the room called to him. His head swam as he considered the devices all around. An image came to him of shifting pieces of metal around. Something or someone was trying to tell him something.

      "I want to try something, please don't freak out."

      "Pardon?"

      "Can you just help me outside?"

      "What for?"

      "Just... just trust me, Penelope. I need to try and make something."

      He came to his good foot and held his other off the ground, doing his best to maintain his balance, but vertigo reached for him and he staggered. Penelope was on her feet in an instant, and caught his flailing arm. He didn't go down, and ended up a foot away with both hands on her shoulders as he regained his balance.

      He looked down into her brown eyes, and she up into his. For a few seconds they didn't speak; they just fell into the awkward moment and closeness. Shawn hadn't had a relationship since his wife had left, and that didn't look likely to change anytime soon. He worked too much, even on the weekends.

      "Thank you for everything, Penelope," he said with a genuine smile.

      "You're welcome," she said, and turned to help him hobble to the door. When he was outside, in the cold air, he realized that he had no jacket, and rubbed his arms as he took a seat on an old and rusting metal chair.

      "Wind really kicked up."

      She glanced around, then slid her blanket off and draped it over his shoulders. "Here," she said, wrapping her hands around her chest and rubbing her arms.

      "Give me about five minutes. If this doesn't work, I'll know soon."

      "Yeah. Okay, Mr. Mysterious."

      His eyes were not shy about following her as she went back inside. They might be fried by alien deathrays in the next few hours. Might as well enjoy life while he could.

      

      Shawn concentrated on the images in his head.

      He started with the mower. Shawn ripped the bars off with a thought and wrapped them into something resembling a weird pretzel. He tried to influence a straight bar of metal tubing but it was unresponsive. Soon enough he found that if there was at least one moving part he could completely control it.

      He fitted the sides to his leg by feel alone. When he had two parts ready, he set them aside. They clanked as they fell to the ground. He was still aware of them, but mainly aware of his connection to them.

      There was a beat up elliptical machine under an overhang. It was black, and there were some useful parts inside the torture machine. He tore the hydraulics off, and grinned as they were dragged across the ground by their bolts.

      Shawn marveled at his power, at his ability to manipulate anything metal-based or mechanical.

      The machine practically tore itself apart as he concentrated. The sound was like a tornado, and when a light in an RV at the end of the row turned on behind a drawn window shade, he let go and listened to the wheel spinning down.

      He borrowed the handlebars from an old bike and bent them until they were shaped like his boot. When he realized that he'd have a lump under his foot, he found a hammer and flattened the hollow bar until it was as flat as it would go without losing too much structural integrity.

      He focused on the lawnmower he’d commented on earlier in the day. He took apart the mower's drive shaft. It sounded like someone had tossed a toolbox against the wall.

      Another light snapped on, and a face looked outside with furtive glances.

      "Turn off the light and you'll see outside better, dummy," Shawn muttered to himself with glee. He was more excited than he'd been in years. Building his little robots was a hobby, but it required reading manuals and testing parts and connectors. Now he was doing this as if he’d been born to it.

      The assembly went together with another thought. Then he fitted the device against the side of his leg. Damn, he'd made a mistake in his hasty plans, and now the hydraulics ran along the inside of his thigh. That would not do for long, but it would get him mobile.

      Shawn stood up, and smiled as the hydraulic took his weight. He adjusted the piston with a twist until it cinched up tight along the rod, then took a step forward.

      There was some pain, but all of his weight was passed from below his knee to the strut that touched the ground. He took another step, and made a minor adjustment so the brace took pressure off the break in his ankle.

      Shawn opened Penelope's door and strode back in.

      "Honey, I'm home," he said.

      Penelope sat on the edge of the couch, staring at a small television. The local news was running a story about the battle that had played out on the freeway, but it also flashed images of a strange shape--quite similar to the one Shawn had helped destroy--rising out of the ocean.

      A fisherman had taken them with a low-resolution cell phone, and sent them to a loved one. The ship hadn't been seen since, and reports were coming in that planes sent over the area weren't reporting back, and may have even disappeared.

      “Decided to break out the television?”

      “I didn’t want to rummage around in the closet while you were asleep,” Penelope said. “Now I wish I hadn’t. Bad shit happening in town.”

      Shawn lumbered to the couch and took a seat. The metal brace responded and bent at the knee.

      "What is that?" she asked, nodding at the contraption.

      "It's how I'm going to get around. I used some of the old crap in the back to make a hydraulic brace, except the hydraulics are on the wrong side."

      "You think? I thought that was a male statement," she said pointing to the valve between his legs.

      "Well, I am black," he said.

      "Maybe half-black. I'm more Latino than you are black. Look at that pasty skin."

      "I don't get out much. I'm kind of like a vampire. I work best at night."

      "Please tell me you aren't trying to come onto me with that lame line."

      "Oh no, sorry Penelope, I'd never try that. Unless you, you know, sent me a sign or something. Unless there is a Mr. Penelope somewhere."

      "I buried him in the backyard," she said, smirking.

      Shawn thought about that for a moment, then burst into laughter.

      "You won't be laughing when you end up there next."

      "Married to you?" he said, nodding his head up and down several times. "Or buried?"

      "Take your pick, and I base that on my ex-husband's desertion. He said one thing to me before he left. Care to guess what that was?"

      "Not really, but I bet it's something like my ex said before she took possession of my ex-house: 'Get the fuck out.'"

      "That's terrible."

      "It was, but I really hated the wallpaper color. Besides, I got a better place."

      She grinned, and then laughed.

      "Mine wasn't that bad. He just said ‘You’re boring’, and then he was gone. I didn't hear from him for another year, and by then he was in prison for trying to rob a bank. He wanted to be a bad guy. I probably married him because he had that streak in him, but he's not the kind of guy you bring home to Mom, know what I mean?"

      “You’re boring?” Shawn said. “What a dick.”

      “That he was.”

      Shawn chose to nod. He did not understand at all, but he wanted her to just keep talking. He found something beautiful in the lilt of her voice, the way she tried to hide her Latino heritage and appear to be a good Seattleite, with the hard As that punctuated those words.

      "He didn't like me, because I wanted something better. I wanted to go to school and be a better person. He wanted to dress in baggy pants and wear bandanas and smoke pot all day. I hated it. Hated it!

      "Anyway, he and a pair of other guys went in with guns blazing and a guard got off a lucky shot. His accomplice was hit in the head and died a few hours later. Idiot man-boy was picked up an hour after that, and is now doing ten years. I don't expect to ever see him again."

      "I'm sorry, Penelope," Shawn said, and moved across the room, his leg brace making a puff and snick noise as he walked. When he lifted his foot, it pulled the hydraulic open, and when his foot touched the ground it was pushed back in, his weight smartly balanced long enough for him to swing his functioning foot ahead.

      He took a seat next to her and sat for all of ten seconds.

      "Don't shoot me," he said, and reached around to rub her arm in something he hoped was protective and reassuring.

      "I won't. I think you are a good guy, Shawn. Plus, I bet you can fix the shit out of my broken garbage disposal."

      Shawn laughed and was rewarded with her head on his shoulder. He left her in that position for a few minutes, and just stared at the TV as impossible images of alien craft hovering around Seattle earlier in the day before ducking beneath the ocean flickered across the screen.
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      Victor wasn't used to going to sleep before eleven or midnight, but after he and his family had eaten he found himself exhausted and basically crawled into bed. The twerps downstairs never made a sound. He was pretty sure they'd tried to call the cops, but like most of Seattle--or so Victor surmised, anyway--the cops were too busy dealing with the crazy shit happening to the city.

      It seemed nuts that he was even contemplating going to bed. Alien invasion, newfound powers, and his wife thought he needed to be put in the nuthouse.

      After he'd returned from Mr. Dreadlocks' place, once again Laura had stared at him like he was a complete fucking stranger. She had been standing on the deck above when he'd gone downstairs. She'd seen his temper flare.

      She hadn't said anything, and that was something for long minutes. She'd just paced in the kitchen and tossed things into a pot for soup since the kids had devoured the hot dogs.

      Then she'd laid into him about his actions. How he was jeopardizing the family.

      "The only thing he's going to be looking for tonight is his pride," Victor had said with a grin.

      He should have felt bad about tossing the guy around like a tiny bag of potatoes. He should have been more careful. If he'd killed Mr. Dreadlocks, he might have been headed for jail. But it ate at the back of his mind as well. Guilt. Why had he been so hell bent on making his neighbor miserable? Sure, he’d been pissed off more than once, but the guy had a point. His kids probably did drive them crazy as they bounced around the place.

      Victor fell asleep thinking about the speakers he'd crushed and the way he'd lifted Mr. Dreadlocks off the ground with one hand. He'd peeked out later in the evening to scope out the situation, but the car that normally sat next to his was gone.

      Victor dreamed of a willowy figure who drifted above him. He reached for her, but she batted his hands aside and rode his lap. She had long hair that obscured her face as she swayed back and forth. He became aware of the fact that he was dreaming, and that was enough to drag him back to consciousness.

      He opened his eyes and found that it hadn't been a dream. There was a figure, a pleasantly-shaped one, hovering over him. She slipped her nightshirt off, and he found himself staring at her form. Two kids had done nothing to her body, except perhaps make it better.

      He and Laura had been together for a few years before tying the knot, but the lovemaking had taken on a life of its own after they were married. She was Catholic, and even though they'd had sex in high school, she'd always expressed how guilty she felt for it.

      Much like any newlyweds Victor had ever heard of, after the deed was done and they'd both said 'I do', they had had sex daily--sometimes several times a day--and it had been amazing. Not just that they'd had sex; it was that they were always connected. There was no place on earth he'd rather be than in bed with his bride, even if they were just laying together, legs entwined, while they feasted on the latest TV series.

      The last week had been a misery as he'd trudged to a job he hated and tried to maintain calm with downstairs neighbors who didn't seem to have the slightest sense of decency about those around them. Then the incident in Seattle, the chaos he'd fled from… all of it had come crashing down tonight.

      But there was Laura rising above him, and she was beautiful, so beautiful. He cupped her breasts and pulled her toward him. She yanked the sheets down, and tugged down his pajama pants. He didn't need much more urging before he was ready for her.

      Shadows played across the wall as a car pulled into the long parking lot and poked along until it was past. Branches outside the window caught the light and cast a web of shadows over Laura's body. He sat up and kissed her, and she returned it like she was hungry.

      They started slow, her on top of him, Laura's hand on his chest while she took him inside. Then she pulled at him as she rolled over, and invited him between her legs. He moved in her, but she did not respond like she usually did. She didn't clutch at his back, and she made noises that were anything but normal.

      "Is everything okay?"

      "You're hurting me," she said in a small voice.

      Victor was horrified. He rolled to the side and sat up, upper body cocked up on an elbow.

      "What? I hurt you? Oh honey, no. I didn't mean to."

      He struggled to understand what she was telling him, and then he realized what he'd done.

      Before today, Victor had been an average, everyday sorta guy, who got up with his alarm clock, worked an honest day's labor, came home to a beautiful family and indulged in a beer or two. He would never, under any circumstances lay hands on any of them. Not in anger, and certainly not in rage as he'd done with their neighbor earlier in the day.

      "Baby, what? Oh my god, please tell me you're okay," Victor said.

      Victor switched on the tiny light and looked down at Laura. She pulled the sheet up and curled her legs up as she moved onto her side. She wouldn't look at him.

      He touched her hair, but she shied away from him, just like he'd done with her earlier in the evening when she'd tried to hold his hand as they watched the television.

      "Don't," she said.

      "I'm sorry. What can I do?"

      "I love you, Victor, but that was too much. You could have done serious damage. Please don't it like that again," she said.

      "My god, Laura, I'm so sorry."

      "I know, baby, I know. It just hurts a little, okay? It's not bad, so don't beat yourself up. Get me some water, please?"

      He nodded, thankful for something to do for Laura.

      Victor slipped on his pajama bottoms. He gently closed the door behind him and moved toward the kitchen. The television had been left on, but the volume was so low he could barely hear it. He stopped to watch the action in the city.

      Whatever had come down near Seattle had made a mess of things. A terrible mess. His eyes were glued to the images as they came in. A large building had collapsed, and they were dragging people out. Search crews were working late into the night, and giant lights had been set up to illuminate the damage. They cut to a new scene of a helicopter's view of a fire that was enveloping buildings on the waterfront.

      He realized what was wrong with the picture. The power was out in large blocks, leaving everything in pale moonlight, thanks to the clouds parting and taking the rain along with them. An explosion in the distance got the helicopter's attention and the camera swung around to focus on the blast.

      Then the camera feed went out, but it quickly switched to a view from the street, where a pair of cars had been crushed under a semi.

      "Christ. They need help," he muttered to himself.

      Then it hit him: he could go help. That's what people did. They helped out. He'd be perfect for the job, with his new powers. No one had to know who he was. He could keep his hood up and help out wherever he was needed.

      He retrieved the water for his wife, then dressed in the dark while she quietly sipped from the glass.

      "I'm going out for a little bit," he said.

      "I'm fine. Come back to bed," she said.

      He took a seat on the mattress next to her and placed his hand gently on her head. In the pale light, she stared up at him. He met her eyes, then leaned over and placed a kiss on her forehead.

      "What happened tonight… I'll be more careful, I promise. Do you think you should see a doctor?" he asked.

      "Why? You won't go see one. I'm okay. It was just shocking. I'm not holding it against you. You get passionate sometimes, but this time you were like a bear or something. I thought you were going to tear me in half.”

      “Jesus Christ, Laura. I had no idea, truly.”

      “Baby, I’m not a porcelain doll," she said. "You just need to be more careful. Whatever happened to you out there is probably the cause. Let’s just talk about it in the morning. I’m so tired.”

      "I need to do something. I'll be back as soon as I can," he said and rose.

      "Please, Victor. Don't leave us," she pleaded. “Just hold me for a little while until we go to sleep.”

      "Listen. What I did tonight to our downstairs neighbors was stupid. What I did to you was just as stupid. But there is something happening, and I’m scared for you and the kids.”

      “It’s so far away. We’ll be safe here until the authorities figure out what’s going on,” she said.

      “I don’t think it’s that simple, Laura. Will you please go to your mother's? Pack up the children and leave now. The thing in Seattle is pretty far from us, but we don't know how far it will spread. I would feel safer if you weren't here."

      "Just pack up and go?"

      "Just for a few days. I'll call you as soon as I know what's happening here. Please, Laura. We have to think about your safety and the kids'."

      "What about your safety, and what about the traffic? You were worried a few hours ago that you wouldn't be able to get to the hospital."

      "It won't be so bad if you take 18 out of town," Victor said. "And apparently, I can take care of myself for now. I need to go help. Okay? I need to do something."

      They argued for a few minutes, but in the end he convinced Laura that it was for the best. Her mother lived near Chehalis; that would put about a hundred miles between them and the craziness in the city, not to mention any potential retaliation from their downstairs neighbors.

      He could stop and warn them not to fuck with his family, but that might just be an invitation for them to do something really dumb.

      They woke Vic Jr. and Chloe as Laura packed a few things. With the car loaded, he leaned into the window and tried to kiss her.

      "No. You don't get that from me until you're back from wherever you're going."

      "I won't be far," he explained. "I need to make up for some of today. Whatever is happening to me… I need to contribute. I need to help.”

      "Help who?"

      "I'll explain later," he said.

      "Please don't go," she pleaded again.

      He almost relented. He almost took the kids out of the car and returned the luggage to the apartment. But he was too miserable now to do the deed. He needed to help. It was almost like something inside of him required it.

      Victor kissed her one more time. She shied away but then relented.

      "I guess I can't stop you. So go do whatever asshole thing you have to do," she said.

      "I'll be back."

      "Yeah. My father said that once," she muttered and turned her head away from him.

      Victor closed his eyes and clenched his fists until his nails bit into the palms of his hand. He tried not to look back as she departed, but it was hard. In the end, he watched the car accelerate up the road until it was out of sight.

      

      He ran like a cheetah.

      The world was a blur as he turned on the jets. Running at this speed was something he'd never dreamed of. It was exhilarating, but it was also frightening. He'd seen The Flash on television, even read the comic books when he was a kid, but this was nothing like that.

      His feet flew in front of him as he accelerated up the street. His heart pounded in his chest as he strove to make better time. The city was still seven miles away--a distance he covered in less than ten minutes.

      His forehead broke out in a cold sweat, and tucked within a sweatshirt, jeans, and a rain jacket, his body chilled as he began to sweat. Not just a few drops; there was enough perspiration to fill a bottle. He slowed at the halfway mark and fought down his hammering heart.

      Victor was used to working hard at his job. One day he might break up concrete and push it into piles. Sometimes he maneuvered big steel girders into place while a crane dangled the piece in the air. A hard day's work that left him exhausted was something he had grown used to. This left him feeling completely drained.

      He stopped at a convenience store along the way and purchased a pay-as-you-go phone, and a half-liter of a sports drink. The clerk's nametag read Kurt. He looked scared half to death, kept running to the front of the store and looking upward, but he had rung Victor up and taken his cash.

      "You okay, man?" he asked.

      "Yeah," Victor had said. "Late night is all. Lost my phone."

      "I meant you. You look like you're about to collapse."

      "Never felt better in my life," Victor said. "How about you?"

      "Fuck, bro. They don't pay me enough for this. Like, what about these assholes are from outer space? What if they come down and destroy everything?"

      "I don't know, man. Maybe you should lock up and go home," Victor suggested.

      "Yeah. Good idea. But they'd fire me," Kurt said.

      “I don’t know what to tell you except, good luck, man,” Victor said, and left the store.

      He stopped next to a trash can outside of the store, cracked open the phone box and found the phone to be a piece of crap, but it was better than nothing. It was a flip-style device with a dialpad, and wasn’t anything like the expensive device he’d broken earlier today.

      Victor shot a quick message to Laura that this was his number for the time being. The message had not been returned, so he decided try to call her in an hour and let her know he was okay.

      That was, if she even answered the damn phone. He understood her anger but this was something he had to do. He would explain it all later. Make it right. One thing Laura and he had was a no-bullshit policy--something he had probably broken today. She would see reason, though. He was sure of it.

      Victor chugged the sports drink down and dropped the bottle in a recycle bin next to the overflowing trashcan, and then broke into a fast run again. His feet become a blur underneath him as he accelerated up the road.

      Cars in a long line along the freeway were stalled or just stuck. People loitered around the mess. Victor hoped that Laura had found some backroad out of town. He hated to think she and the kids might be stuck in this traffic jam. Guilt hit him because he had abandoned them.

      But there was something else he could not explain. It wasn’t just the desire to help. For the last hour he’d tried to deny it, but he felt as if he were being drawn toward Seattle. A chittering voice in the back of his head kept nudging at him, but he pushed it down and did his best to ignore it.

      Still, the draw was so strong it was pressing down on his emotions. Fear was replaced by deep anxiety.

      He leaned over and panted, hands on his knees as he sucked in breath before running a few more miles.

      

      The city of Seattle lay before him. He was on the West Seattle Bridge. It would be another minute before he was close to the wreckage of buildings and vehicles. Rain had returned, and continued to fall over the city--greying out sections that had already lost power. Spotlights beamed out from various and hastily-constructed aid stations. Sirens sounded from all corners as vehicles raced here and there.

      Cars were backed up as far as he could see, and the majority of them were abandoned. A few faces behind fogged windows looked back at him.

      Something in his chest shifted, and he suddenly had his energy back. Victor stood up, and there was once again peace in his mind. Then the feeling of calm became something different.

      He lurched forward, and nearly fell as awareness came over him. Like he was reaching out to scan the damage to the city, he felt like a radar beam had lashed out. The thing he’d been suppressing was calling to something, or something was calling to him.

      Like little pinpoints of light, he became aware of the objects in the city that were searching for him.

      Victor placed his hand on his shoulder where the object had pierced him. The skin was still hot there.

      "What's happening to me?" he asked.

      There was no one around to answer.

      

      He was about to depart for the center of the city when he noticed that a pair of cars had crunched a subcompact. A hand pawed at the back window.

      He moved to the little car and found the problem. There was someone inside, and the doors were jammed in the body of the car because it had been struck from behind and driven into a Red Mustang. He yanked at the door handle, but it ripped off the metal. He stared at the slim piece of plastic, then dropped it.

      "Cover your eyes," he said loudly, and waited a second for the person to comply.

      Victor smashed his fist through the window like it was made of millimeter-thick glass. It trickled to the ground and inside the car. He grabbed the inside of the door, and yanked it open with a wrenching noise. The odor from inside told him she'd been trapped for a while; she'd had to use part of the car as a bathroom.

      "You okay?" he asked and grimaced at the smell.

      The girl couldn't have been older than eighteen. She stared at him with big dark eyes behind a mop of equally-black hair. She eased herself over the backseat.

      "Oh my god. Thank you. How did you do that with your bare hand? Please help me." The words came out fast.

      "Use my phone, but hurry," he said, and handed her the device.

      After a quick call, the girl hung up.

      "I can't thank you enough, sir. I've been trapped all night. My iPhone was already dead and I didn't have a way to charge it. No one could hear me. I pounded on the window until I fell asleep."

      "You're safe now. Are your parents coming to get you?"

      "No, my boyfriend. He's on his way on a motorcycle. I'm going to meet him at the onramp."

      "Stay safe," Victor said.

      He pocketed his cell phone, but before he could leave, she grabbed him and gave him a powerful hug. He patted her back gently, unsure of what to say. After disentangling himself, he jogged at a normal clip until he was out of sight. Then he turned on the jets again and raced toward the city.

      Below the bridge, the streets were covered in cars trying to get out of the city. He found an overpass and raced down it to see if he could assist anyone else and for the rest of the night he just did that. When it was morning he looked up and found the oncoming light cast a hazy glow on the Seattle. Victor sat down, took a breather, and watched the sun rise.
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      Bryon's intention was to hightail it home and spend the rest of the night getting his new laptop ready. He'd have to load up his games, as well as countless software and operating system updates. He was potentially looking at hours of work if he was to be ready to meet his online guild the next day. It was easier to focus on something like playing a game than to think about what he’d seen on television.

      He willed himself lower and skimmed treetops before finding a street that was dark. He came to the ground in a running stop, and nearly dropped his boxes. They weren't heavy, but it was a pain to carry them both clutched to his chest. If he faltered they'd fall to the ground, and he'd be out yet another laptop.

      He'd fled the scene of the looters smashing in a storefront and descending past cops and clerks to take whatever they could get their hands on. Then a helicopter had arrived, and a booming voice had come forth, warning people to disperse. They had, all right, but not before they'd cleaned the place out.

      He thought he should call Al, but his friend was probably asleep now. Bryon hadn't even been to bed yet and it was close to 2 AM. Weariness dragged at him, and his eyes burned--whether from flying or from being tired, he wasn't sure. He'd put some drops in as soon as he was back at home.

      Something buzzed overhead.

      Bryon found a copse of trees and ducked. He'd taken off his ski mask, but he was dressed in dark colors, so he'd hopefully be invisible if that was another helicopter looking for looters.

      Something else whizzed through the air, but he couldn't make out a distinct shape.

      Then something blotted out the moon. It was dark and ovoid, and clearly not of this earth. The craft was probably a good four hundred feet in length and half that in the center. The creepy part was that it moved silently.

      Bryon hunkered down as fear ate at his stomach. If these were aliens, he was not prepared for them. No one was. He might have powers, but he didn't know if they'd be a match for something like this, because he had no way to measure how he'd do in a fight. What if they broke out ray guns and reduced him to ash?

      A feeler shot out of the side of the craft and whipped back and forth, as if sniffing the air. It settled over his location for a few seconds before moving on. The craft moved with an eerie sureness that made Bryon quiver with fear.

      He considered summoning a blow like he'd used on the car earlier in the day. Could he even hit or do damage to the alien craft? There was only one way to find out, but this was not the night for it.

      Something skittered across the street, leaping from the curb to the road. It was hard to make out, but it moved too fast to be human. Another shape followed, and then there were a dozen more. They found the intersection, and thankfully moved away from Bryon's position. He breathed a sigh of relief, and considered taking to the air again.

      “Destroy,” a voice intoned in his head.

      Bryon whipped his head around, seeking the source. Had that really been inside his mind?

      “What?” he said out loud.

      “Slow learn/we care/help/please fight.” The words were a smattering of different tones this time, high to low, and they ran together with barely a pause.

      “Help fight who?”

      Images of the vessel flashed through his head. He was shown where the engine was and precisely how hard he would have to hit it to disrupt the craft. A proper blow would crack the power plant and destroy the ship.

      Something thumped overhead. It was distant still, but it had an unmistakable sound. Helicopters.

      Bryon pushed the images of the ship out of his mind. What in the crap was happening to him?

      They came in with lights shining onto the street as they sought the aliens. There were three of them in an arrow formation, and they strove through the night air as they nearly brushed the tops of houses.

      A light passed over him, then came back. He waved back, weakly, as if to say, "See, just a civilian minding my own business and not breaking and entering.”

      When the helicopter tired of checking him out, the light darted ahead in the direction the aliens had taken.

      Furious bursts of light shot out of its hull and pierced one of the craft. The helicopter keeled to the left, and then soldiers leapt out. In the murk of night, it was obvious they had been rappelling down long ropes, but the chopper dragged them as it settled into a slow pirouette.

      Bryon ducked back into gloom and hoped the helicopter didn't smash into him and end his burgeoning superhero career before it really began.

      More human figures swarmed toward the ground, but one fell and hit a car. The vehicle's horn sounded loudly as its alarm was triggered.

      The soldier rolled off the car and hit the ground. He was on all fours, and he was obviously hurt. One of the men went to his side and helped his comrade to his feet.

      Gunfire erupted. That's when Bryon decided he'd had enough of this bullshit. The only thing he was going to find here was either a bullet or a blast of laser in his head or gut.

      Bryon leapt into the air and accelerated away from the battlefield. Behind him, automatic weapons sounded, and bright lights lit the night as the aliens fought back.

      He hovered fifteen feet off the ground and leaned forward to gather momentum. That's when a small ovoid nearly decapitated him. Byron had been so focused on keeping his head turned to watch the action that he hadn't even seen the silent craft.

      It was longer than a school bus, and pulsed with some sort of energy. Jagged grey lines marked the shape, and throbbed like veins. He ducked and nearly hit the ground. The shape came to a halt above him, and feelers extended from the hull.

      "Oh crap!" Bryon cried out.

      He set foot back on earth and found a car to hide behind. The late-model Chevy was sleek and white, and would offer little protection from those beams if they all started firing at him.

      He spun toward the front, then formed a blow with his mind.

      Bryon was panicked, nearly out of his mind with dread. He could either stand here and get fried while he shit his pants, or he could fight. There were no rules of engagement except him or the craft.

      He swept his left hand up, and the ball of energy followed. It ripped through the air, but missed the craft.

      Rays of light dazzled his eyes as they swept over the Chevy and tore it to shreds. With heart pounding and lungs choking, he turned and dove out of the way. As he rolled to his side, he swept his right hand up and threw another blast.

      This time the craft took the full brunt and staggered in the air. It bowed in the center, and cracks appeared. Several of the feelers were blown off the side and fell to the ground below. The craft shuddered as it strove to starboard, but Bryon was ready. He swept his left hand up again, this time with focus on where the images had shown the power plant to be located.

      This blow wasn't as strong, but the craft must have already been weakened, because it split in half and blew apart. Pieces rained down, but Bryon was already on the move. He ran as fast as he could from the expected explosion, but it never came. Machinery and parts cascaded to the road, and then there was a firefight behind him. The military must have seen the battle and closed in.

      Machine guns fired, and whatever was on the ground managed to shoot back. Men screamed in pain, but the remains of the craft were ripped by gunfire and explosions.

      He took a right on a cross street, sucking in deep panicked breaths, and realized he'd dropped the laptops back at the tree he'd been hiding behind. Well, shit.

      He pounded to a halt and leaned over, putting his hands on his knees and trying not to puke. Bryon wanted to collapse, but he also wanted those laptops.

      It's not like you're going to be doing any online gaming, idiot, he admonished himself. Whole goddamn city's about to be in a firefight.

      “Open self/help/power,” the voice said.

      “You guys are about useless. Learn some damn communication skills,” Bryon muttered to himself unphased for now by the fact that something was talking inside of his head.

      There was no way he was going to go back and retrieve the laptops now. Not with all the guns shooting and people dying. He was just as likely to get shot down by the military as he was to get shot by one of those alien things.

      Something skittered across the ground. He looked around in panic, unsure of where the noise was coming from. Then something knocked over a garbage can. The lid rolled into the middle of the street, and garbage ended up strewn around the container.

      Darker than the street, the shapes folded and relaxed. They moved by some locomotion that Bryon simply could not make out. The edges of the creatures didn't touch the ground at all, but the centers might. Round shapes riding on the shrouds zipped one way and then another way, always reaching the end of the shape before coming back to the center.

      “Kill/anger/hate.”

      “Just shut up,” Bryon groaned.

      One of the things must have caught sight of him, because it moved in his direction. It was utterly silent as it hovered over the ground; it was like there was nothing there. Black on black, and evil through and through: that's how they appeared to Bryon.

      He hadn't caught his breath, but he was only a few blocks from his house, so he ran again. He could take to the air, but what if they could also fly, and they were faster than he was? Would they just shoot him out of the sky?

      He pounded up the street, feet moving as fast as they could. Bryon was out of breath after a block, but he pressed on, because he was sure the things were right behind them. He cried out in relief when he rounded a corner and came across a squad of military who'd begun setting up a checkpoint.

      There were at least a dozen soldiers there, and they were done up in military gear the likes of which he hadn't seen since playing Call of Duty. They had a couple of big transports with big guns mounted on the top.

      "They're right behind me," he yelled as he ran toward the military.

      They took up defensive positions, moving behind the trucks and arraying themselves on the streets. That was reassuring. What sucked was, they were pointing their guns at him.
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      Elise crushed Jeremy against the wall like a bug. She'd thought about it, and the shield had simply appeared.

      Jeremy looked terrified.

      She leaned over to pick up the sheet and was thrilled to see that she could easily reach through her shield and effect objects on the outside. If she grabbed someone, would she be able to pull them in? Elise dragged the sheet over her nude body, cinched it up around her breasts, and tied it like a toga. What would her superhero name be: Galigulette?

      Jeremy looked like he wanted to pass out.

      Elise inspected her arms and found a bruise below her elbow. For that, she increased the size of the shield. Jeremy gasped as she pressed him into the wall. She found another bruise on her left upper arm, but that might have happened when she'd hit a wall during the flight from her crushed condo. She blamed Jeremy anyway and pushed him up the wall until his feet hovered a foot off the floor.

      "How you doing, Jeremy?" she asked.

      Jeremy didn't answer, but he let out a keening noise.

      "So, wonder-dick. How does it feel to be on the other end?"

      Jeremy stared at her, eyes wide with fear. There was also irritation there--something she was used to seeing, something that a month or two ago would have meant he was close to an explosion of anger.

      He would have gotten away with it then, but not now. Now he was going to just hang there while she did some of the talking, as he liked to say.

      "Not so hot, eh? I used to think about coming back and killing you. Actually, killing was too extreme. I just wanted to hurt you the way you'd hurt me. Now I can do that: how does it feel?"

      "I hate it."

      "And I hate you, asshole."

      She let him go.

      Jeremy fell to the floor in a heap, rolled to his side and gagged. He sucked in air in ragged gasps. Oh dear, had she broken a rib or crushed one of his lungs? Would he hate her in the morning? She let out a little giggle.

      "Freak," he said, but there was little bravado.

      She was getting ready to provide another rejoinder when the building started to shake. It was subtle at first; it just felt like a train was passing by. Then it picked up steam and a picture fell off the wall. She knew this tune, had lived through it earlier today when her own building had shook itself apart on top of her and Colleen.

      The question was: if the same thing happened here, should she bother to save Jeremy?

      "Get out, now!" she said, and released him. "The building is about to fall down, and I'm not going to be responsible for your stupid ass."

      Jeremy came to his feet and looked her up and down. He picked up part of the picture frame that had shattered and tossed it at her--which was as useful as attacking glass with paper--and then he was out the door like his pants were on fire.

      A heavy door slammed shut somewhere in the apartment, and she dropped her shield and rushed into the living room. Her clothes were in a heap on the couch, her shoes tossed in a corner. Her jacket was across the dining table, and her purse was next to it, its contents emptied out and strewn around, but as she dug around, she couldn't find her wallet or cell phone.

      Jeremy either wasn't there, or he was in a closet, pissing his pants. If he made another appearance, it was going to be lights out for Captain Limp-Dick.

      The building shook again, and she had the urge to test the shield's ability to keep her safe if she jumped out of the fifth-story window. She'd probably end up smashed to a pulp when the ground stopped the protective bubble.

      Elise dressed, foregoing her panties and bra in favor of getting the hell out of there as fast as possible. She tucked the rest of her things into her purse and made for the door. She wished she had time to go take three or four showers, just to get the feel of Jeremy off her skin.

      She left the condo and marched to the elevator as the building shook again. Dust fell from the ceiling, and a few tiles shifted, but it held up for now. If the floor above gave out like it had in her building, how would she even know? Earlier she'd seemed to possess a hyperawareness of what was happening, but that feeling was nowhere to be found now.

      Elise hit the button for the elevator but it didn’t come. Right. Damn place is shaking apart. Time to find another way out.

      “Are you going to explain how this stuff works?” she asked the voice in her head.

      There was no answer. Well, that was just typical.

      She took the stairs and heard others on in the stairwell below. Building shaking? Time to get the hell out of there. Plus it was probably great for her legs. Jeremy wasn’t going to be a bother anymore, and she might want to find a new guy eventually--like in a year or three, assuming she didn’t go crazy from having an alien living inside her.

      Maybe after she'd tried girls for a while. She'd just about had it with the opposite sex. Perhaps Colleen had the right idea after all. She spoke nothing but sweet words about her girlfriend Alice. Oh, who was she kidding. Time to look into living life like a nun.

      Her leg jolted in pain, and she almost fell down an entire flight of stairs. Only the railing and her quick hands saved her. She staggered to the last step, took a seat, and rubbed at the spot where she'd been hit. Whatever had pierced her skin, the thing that she refused to think about or acknowledge--except for when it was trying to knock her down the stairs and break her neck--was being a pain in the ass right now.

      There was movement beneath her skin, and she had the sensation of something electric touching her like a small static shock that went on for a few seconds.

      She gasped and rubbed at the spot. Elise had the urge to lift her skirt and examine the wound, but she couldn't feel anything out of the ordinary through her slacks.

      She gasped again as pressure built around the wound. She rubbed her hand over the spot and found what felt like a large blister. As she rubbed at it, the swelling subsided and soon was gone.

      Christ! She needed to get this thing out of her body. Her best bet would be to go to a hospital and tell them what had happened. Tell them about the chunk of debris smashing through her wall and slicing into her leg. How she'd watched as it flattened and then was sucked under her skin. She still had the bloodstain to prove it, but that was all. There wasn’t even a scar. Her skin was just as smooth as it had ever been.

      “Don’t do that again,” she admonished the voice in her head, which was still keeping quiet. Jerk.

      What would they say if she admitted that she could generate a genuine force-field, like something out of a ridiculous science fiction movie? How hard would they laugh if she told them she'd reached into Colleen's body with nothing but virtual fingers and her feelings to heal her?

      They’d lock her away for sure, and feed her happy pills until she drooled on her straight jacket.

      The door opened to the lobby. A few people milled about, holding bags or possessions. One couple had a pair of crying babies in their arms. They tried to comfort the little ones, but they were also keeping their eyes glued to the front door.

      Something exploded outside.

      The building bucked, and the old chandelier in the lobby swung like a pendulum. The rows of mailboxes rattled against the wall. One of the loiterers didn’t wait any longer, and sprang to the door. A few others followed him outside.

      Elise didn't need to concentrate this time, because the shield sprang to life seemingly on its own. She shortened it, and concentrated on keeping it close to her body as she made for the door. Should she try to protect the others in the lobby? But it was too late. After the first guy made a run for it, the others followed suit and ran.

      Elise came out on 5th Avenue, realized it was almost morning--damn you, Jeremy!

      A column of smoke rose into the air to the north. An object flickered in the haze, and as she squinted her eyes, something... big… but in the darkness of nighttime it was so hard to make out, and it was so far away. Whatever it was, it was enormous, and if it were closer to the city it would tower above it.

      There were huge flexing arms that danced above a round body. They wove together and then flickered up and down. Some moved fast, and some slower as they fell to the side, spreading out like some kind of flower petal.

      Longer ones slithered out of the object, and from them, a wave of something yellow and glowing slashed out. It was a form of energy; she knew that because her shield responded and strengthened. The image--shared delusion, whatever it was--was so far away it couldn't possibly reach her.

      Elise had no home, and she had no plan. She had no wallet, no credit card, and no cell phone. She should go back up to Jeremy’s and try to find her things. Wait, he would have had to find a spot to park, because how would he have explained carrying a girl across several blocks of the city with it’s notoriously bad parking situation?

      Elise had stayed at the apartment many times, and knew it well. She pushed open the door to the parking lot's first level. His white Jeep Cherokee was nowhere to be found, so she trudged to the second level, legs aching from today's activities, feet smarting because of her heels.

      His Jeep was backed into a spot near the elevator. Well, how convenient for you, limp-dick.

      She tried both doors, but they were locked. She looked in the windows, but it was too dark to make out anything distinct. She was about to summon the shield and use it to batter a window open or take a door off by smashing it in--explain that to your insurance, Jeremy--when she remembered that he kept a spare key under the wheel well.

      Elise felt around the front driver's side wheel well and came up blank. Then she remember that Jeremy wasn't all that bright, and probably thought he was hiding the key from her, in case she ever came back or wanted to cause his precious Jeep harm.

      Bingo. The key was under the passenger side wheel well.

      She got in the Jeep and felt around the back until she located her missing wallet. Further exploration turned up her cell phone but it was dead. There were also a couple of distilled water bottles on the floor, so she popped one open and drank most of it in three massive swallows.

      Elise started the Jeep, and was thrilled to find half a tank of gas showing on the dashboard. She put it in gear, and drove out of the parking garage.

      She wove around a couple of stalled or abandoned cars, then hit the intersection. The lights were out, and knowing the protocol--always stop and look both ways--she did just that.

      Then a huge alien ship appeared overhead, and she froze.

      It took up most of the block, and could barely fit between two buildings.

      Something struck it from above, but it returned fire as it drifted almost lazily over the streets of Seattle.

      In the back of her mind, the voice gibbered.

      She blinked back tears and shook her head, but the noise only became louder in her head.

      No, not a voice.

      It was like a computer spitting out random bits of code: hisses, pops, and digitized garbage. It grew louder and louder.

      Elise leaned her head back and stared up at the roof of the truck as the noise overtook her every thought.

      

      Elise came to a few minutes later. Her eyes were filled with tears, and her head hurt like she’d had a full bottle of wine the night before.

      But she had some answers now. Not all of them, but some. They’d arrived like a flash and knocked her on her ass. It wasn’t exactly communication but it was the first acknowledgement she’d received from her little alien parasite.

      More importantly, she understood that there were others like her, and that if they were going to do anything to stop this madness, she needed to find them.

      The thing in the back of her head showed her which direction to take.

      Elise put the Jeep in drive and floored it.
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      Shawn awoke and found that he’d dozed for hours with Penelope nestled against his side. At some point she’d snuggled into his arm pit and looped on hand over his chest. The quiet hum of her little home made him doze again. When he opened his eyes again light pushed it’s way through closed blinds. Had they slept all night?

      He stretched and yawned. His body ached in a dozen places. Penelope stirred so he turned to regard her. She was very attractive even though her mouth had fallen open in sleep. He thought about planting a kiss on her lips to wake her then remembered she was packing heat.

      The lights went out a few minutes later.

      Shawn sat in the darkness next to Penelope, and tried not to freak out at the sudden loss of power. The office, with all of its little noises like the humming of the refrigerator and an air filter in a corner, was suddenly silent.

      "That's not good," Penelope said as she also yawned and wiped sleep out of her eyes.

      She stood and moved around the room, trying light switches.

      "Got a generator out there, I can probably rig it up in a few..." He didn't finish, because the power came back on, flickered, and died again. This time it was only out for a few seconds before it came back.

      "Thank god," Penelope said.

      Shawn grinned at her and stood. The piston device responded like a champ and took his weight. His ankle protested, but settled down to a dull ache.

      Outside, a couple of car horns sounded, then went quiet again. A siren howled, somewhere far away.

      He went to the bathroom and politely closed the door.

      Shawn had been avoiding it. Even as he lifted the toilet lid and took a leak, standing this time, he refused to look down, because he half-expected to see the metal still poking out of his stomach. But as he’d seen earlier, there wasn’t even a sign of a wound. After he'd finished going to the bathroom, he flushed, then moved in front of the mirror.

      Penelope had an impressive amount of stuff on the counter. Makeup: an empty hair-coloring box, a curling iron, and various feminine items scattered across the plastic, grey marble-colored surface.

      Shawn took a deep breath and lifted his shirt to stare at the place where the metal had pierced his lower abdomen.

      There was dried blood, a lot of it, so he wet a ball of toilet paper and cleaned the area. The skin beneath was smooth and taut, without a hint of the wound he'd received earlier in the day.

      The painkillers ate at the back of his mind and made him feel loopy. The edge had been taken off for a few hours, but now the pain in his lower leg was much stronger now that he was up and moving. His abdomen, however, no longer hurt. He probed his gut and something seemed to react underneath the skin, but then it settled down.

      Shawn considered what it would feel like to find a knife and dig under the skin until he dug out the object. If it weren't for all of the shit going on outside, he'd head to a hospital and demand a full physical.

      "You okay in there?"

      "I don't know. Can you come take a look at this?"

      "I swear to god, Shawn, if you show me your penis I'm going to shoot it off," Penelope said.

      Shawn couldn't help it. He laughed.

      "I promise to be a gentleman."

      She cracked the door open and stepped into the tiny bathroom.

      "Where are you hurt?" she asked with concern.

      "I'm not, as far as I can tell. This is where the thing got me, right here."

      "You're making a mess of this, hang on a second."

      She dug around in a drawer and found a folded washcloth.

      "I don't want to ruin your good stuff," he said.

      "This isn't good stuff. I haven't had good linens or towels for over a year. Just shush and let me work. I took an EMT class once and can do a little bit of stuff," she said.

      She ran the water until it was warm, then squeezed the excess out of the wet towel. When she was done cleaning the area, they both looked at the smooth skin and came to the same conclusion. Either the thing hadn't really been stuck in his gut and he was crazy, or he wasn't crazy and it had been absorbed.

      Something rocketed overhead, and the building shook. A car alarm sounded and then another one rang in the night.

      He moved past her with a whisk and clump as he walked. The piston did its job and responded to his movement, taking all of the pressure off his busted leg. Shawn slid aside a curtain and stared outside.

      He grimaced when a bright light went off in the distance.

      "The hell was that?" he asked.

      "Damned if I know," Shawn said as he stared into the murky morning light. "What do you say we get a few of my things and boogie out of crazy town? My place is near Issaquah. If we take the Vespa we can probably navigate backstreets to reach it."

      Another explosion, and he decided to investigate.

      Shawn retrieved his shirt and slid it over his body. He cracked the door open and immediately wished he had a jacket, because it was cold outside. He stepped into the parking lot and followed the blasts that were going off less than two miles away in the heart of Seattle.

      They were near the West Seattle Bridge, and that was too close for comfort as far as he was concerned. Jets roared through clouds and fired at something black and inky that rose into the sky. Shawn couldn't make out its size, but it blotted out a large section of the sky.

      The streets were packed with cars that tried to move around each other even though all directions were blocked. Someone hopped the curb and attempted to use a parking lot as an escape route, but was cut off at the next street over, because it was just as blocked as the one they'd just departed from. Horns honked and clearly sick of being stuck in deadlock, people took to the streets with children and bags in hand.

      He jumped when Penelope put her hand on his shoulder.

      "What is that thing?" she asked.

      "Scared me half to death," Shawn said. "I don't know, but it's big. Real fucking big."

      "I guess that's it. Aliens in the sky. Shit blowing up. Roads packed. Still think we can make it to Issaquah?"

      "How long has this traffic jam been building?" he asked.

      "Most of the night, from what I could see. I dozed, but jumped every time someone came into the RV park. One of the residents actually disconnected their vehicle and tried to leave about a few hours ago judging by all the noise they made. I think that’s them about a half a block up. Big silver Airstream," Penelope said.

      "Well, they didn't get far at all."

      "I'm afraid we won't either. Moped or not, there's hardly anyway out of the city that isn't blocked. I'm guessing based on that," Penelope said, and pointed at the packed streets.

      Shawn chewed on that. She was right. This pack of humanity departing a city that was descending into chaos would be hard to surmount. He could probably build a transport, but not one that flew. Ironic, considering he worked for an aeronautics company. While he understood the dynamics of flight, building something that could take to the air without extensive testing would probably send them straight back to the ground.

      Which begged the question: since there was no way out of the city, was there something he could do to help?

      "What are you thinking?" Penelope asked.

      "All I've been thinking about is escape. Maybe I can help somehow, with the... you know."

      "I have to be honest. I'm trying not to think about what you did earlier. I've kind of pushed it to the back of my mind, because it doesn't make sense," she said.

      "It's just about all I can think about," Shawn admitted.

      “I have a question, Shawn.”

      “Shoot,” he said.

      Penelope paused, and pushed her lips together for a second before speaking.

      “You have something inside you that came from them,” she said, nodding toward the black ship in the air. “How do I know you’re not going to go crazy or something and start using the power for, you know, evil or something? If those things are here to conquer us, then are you going to help them?”

      “That’s a damn good question. Truth to tell, I don’t feel all that different. I don’t even think the invasive thing in my body knows what it’s doing,” Shawn said.

      She had a point. If the thing inside of him was up to some Invasion of the Body Snatchers bullshit, he’d rather eat a bullet than participate in attacking his own city.

      His face scrunched up as he felt something. No, someone. Someone near him who felt familiar.

      "Who is that?" he asked.

      "Where?"

      "I don't know. I feel something I can't explain," Shawn said.

      The bridge's overpass was a couple of blocks away, but he could make it out in the distance: a figure moved fast, down the overpass and then stopped at the traffic jam. He seemed to be lost, or maybe he was looking for someone. He turned in a slow circle until he was looking directly at Shawn. The man lifted an arm and waved. Shawn looked over his shoulder, but the only thing there was the side of Penelope's office.

      He was about to lift his hand and wave back, but there was no need. The man moved, faster than a motorcycle that had just opened up at full throttle, and came to a stop in front of Shawn.

      The man was big--taller than Shawn--and built like a truck.

      As Shawn took him in, something inside him shifted and he became aware of him. Not with his eyes, but with his senses. He knew that the man was strong and very fast. He knew that the man was like a brother to him.

      No. Not the man. The thing inside of him.

      It was like the thing inside of Shawn, like somehow they were meant to find each other.

      The man stretched out his hand, and Shawn did the same.

      "Got you too, huh?" the guy said.

      "Guess so. Now what do we do?" Shawn said.

      "I have no idea, man. No idea."
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      Martin walked a few blocks until he got to 3rd Avenue. The buses were the only vehicles allowed along this stretch, but there wasn't a single one in sight. There wasn't a single anything in sight. This time of day, there should have been people out and about, going to or coming from work, but the avenue was a ghost town.

      Martin didn’t have a lot of money, and he didn’t know how to get back home. All he knew for sure was that he wanted to get off the street and away from these agents. If they continued to probe, or put him in some kind of machine, they might figure out that he was infected with some kind of alien shit.

      He wanted splurge and buy a fresh jug of vodka and a pack of smokes. Lung cancer be damned. This wasn't exactly the time to be worried about surviving the next few months. For all he knew, they were about to be invaded by hordes of whatever the little shroud thing had been. We come in peace. Now die, earthlings.

      His right hip hurt like a mother, even though they'd given him a few narcotics to take the edge off.

      He passed a sandwich shop and backed up to take a look inside. Damn, ten-dollar subs? Ridiculous. He'd find some fast food and order gut-busters from the dollar menu. Every dying man deserved a break. Damn place wasn’t even open anyway.

      As he hobbled along, he noticed that people were not rushing past him anymore. A few minutes ago, the street had been covered with folks running here or there.

      He reached a street corner and found a mass of onlookers pointing at something to the north. He turned his gaze toward the Cascade Mountains. Martin puffed in a few breaths, and gasped as he took in the view.

      Rising over the snow-capped ridges were a pair of objects that looked like flat eggs with giant chunks of spaghetti coming out of both ends.

      "I'm ready to go back home now,” he muttered.

      No one stopped to acknowledged him.

      

      There were dozens of people gawking on the street, but whatever mass hallucination they'd all shared was gone. Earlier in the day, there'd been some action up near the freeway. The way he heard it, an oil tanker had exploded, punching a hole in the multi-lane road so deep that it was being shut down for assessment. That had to be pretty bad, if they didn't even say it was down for repairs.

      Alien ships could kiss his ass. He was hungry, so he wandered around until he found a store that was miraculously open. You’d think that everyone would be closed up due to unexpected alien invasions. God bless capitalism.

      Martin entered and bought some beer with his diminishing funds. He also picked up an egg salad sandwich and some cookies that claimed to have been homemade but looked like they'd been thrown against the wall a few times.

      "You need anything else, old man?" a man about his age asked.

      "A bottle of Jack, but I'm afraid I'd puke after the second glass, old man."

      "First one's always the best anyway."

      "You served?"

      "Yep, 1st Infantry. How about you?"

      "I saw some action," he said, and then they exchanged lingo that made a customer poke their head in, listen for a few seconds and then leave.

      "I have some whiskey in back. I guess I could spare a little, and maybe a glass and some ice for an old son of a bitch."

      "I guess I'd like that," Martin said.

      The man, named Ernie Johnston, locked up the store for the night.

      They sat at an old card table, sipped amber liquid that still burned like fire, chased it with the beer that Martin had purchased, and played a few hands of rummy. There was no talk of betting or who won what. There was just talk, and for that, Martin was grateful.

      "So what's going on out there? I've been a little out of it today."

      "Don't know. Feds are keeping a tight lip, and everything’s on lockdown. Prez said to turn in early so the streets are kept safe."

      "Is he finally taking over?" Martin chuckled. Ever since a black president had gotten into office, it seemed like he was out to take away everyone's guns--or so the claim went.

      "Shit if I know. What I do know is that all the talk shows are jawing about anything but weird things in the water and highways blowing up,” Ernie said. “I also heard they’re going to start evacuating soon. I ain’t leaving.

      "Don’t blame you for wanting to watch your store,” Martin said thinking of the looters he’d seen earlier. “Besides, weird is the new normal, as the kids would say. You got any kids?"

      "Son, he's grown up and doesn't play rummy with me anymore."

      "Same here.” Martin nodded and took a pull of whiskey.

      "Where were you off to?"

      "I got a place in town, but no way to get there unless I walk. Probably going to take me most of the night. I might try to find a cheap hotel.”

      "I figured you were displaced, and moving on."

      "I'm displaced, all right. A few months ago the doctors said I had cancer in the lungs. I have VA benefits, so you know what that means."

      "How long?" Ernie Johnston asked. He looked concerned, but he also looked like he knew the score.

      "Few months, and that was a few months ago. The truth is, I normally have trouble just getting out of bed, but today I felt different. Like I needed to get out and see the city, know what I mean?" Martin said, avoiding any mention of men in dark SUVs, and interrogation rooms.

      "Not really," Ernie confessed.

      "I'm sick of the staying inside starting at the television. I just want to stretch my legs."

      "Might be a good time to do it. Also might be a good time to leave town. I don't see this shit blowing over soon."

      "I'm not leaving. What's the point? If it gets crazy I can always hold a gun, point, and shoot,” Martin said.

      "How's the pain?" Ernie asked.

      "Better now. Deal up a new hand, friend." Martin tossed back a second glass.

      They played into the night, and as darkness fell, Martin sipped a little more whiskey each hour. It was after 2AM when more strange sounds came over the city. He thought he heard explosions in the distance, and with them, he was transported back to his days in the jungle, wondering if a falling shell had his name on it.

      "Welcome to stay here," said Ernie. "Got a cot in back and I don't mind sharing space with another old vet."

      "Much appreciated, and I'll take you up on the offer,” Martin said, because he knew when to say yes to someone offering him a helping hand.

      They dealt out the cards again and played another hand. This time Ernie smoked Martin by playing three queens. Martin grimaced and shuffled the cards. Then something shook the building. A second later, an explosion sounded in the distance.

      Then something else exploded even closer.

      "Hear that? Fucking commies got us dialed in. Stick close to me if the shit gets too deep. I can do things," Martin said with a grin.

      "I can do things too. I got a cleaver upstairs that'll split a man's head in two. If those things are what I think they are, then my cleaver might not be much use, but it's better than fighting by hand, know what I mean? Had to fight like that a few times. Good knock upside the noggin and it's lights out. I got my old service gun up there too and a few other goodies. Just in case." Ernie winked.

      "Just stick close," Martin said and considered showing off exactly what he could do. "You watch my back and I'll watch yours."

      "Deal, son," Ernie said and nodded at the cards. "Now deal, son."

      

      They'd downed a good bit of the whiskey, but not enough to get blasted out of his skull. Best to keep a clear head when facing alien invaders. Invaders of any sort, for that matter. Martin thought about just getting plastered off his ass and then going to sleep. Maybe the bug eyes with ray guns would show up and put him out of his misery while he was passed out.

      But Martin had seen the thing, the shroud. He'd dealt with it, so he knew they could be defeated, but what if an army of them came at him? Would he be able to suck up enough power to fry more than a few of them? And if he did, where would all of that power come from?

      Surely there was a limit to what he could draw.

      His head buzzed from the whiskey. It would be so easy to take another drink. Just one more sip.

      He dozed for a few hours, but the depressant effects of alcohol wore off and he woke up feeling like his eyes were filled with sand. He scratched at them, yawned, and rolled onto his side under an old wool army blanket.

      Martin tossed and turned on the little cot. The storeroom was in the back of the store, and there were more than enough boxes of crackers, chips, candy bars, and soda to last for a few weeks. There was a little fridge in the corner, but Martin wasn't touching anything. Not a thing. It wasn't polite to go into another man's house, accept his hospitality (not to mention whiskey) and then go through his personal shit.

      The building shook for the fifth or sixth time that night.

      Ernie had a shelf lined with boxed figures of some sort. They were numbered, and the little plastic dolls inside were like bobbleheads. Martin recognized Iron Man and Thor, but the rest were a mystery. One of the boxes fell to the floor, and the top popped open.

      Then the ground trembled as well as the building, and everything that had been on the wall came crashing to the floor. Dust filled the air, and debris fell around him. The cot he'd been so comfortably curled up on shook and tipped to the side but didn’t go over. The earthquake went on for a few seconds before receding.

      "Son of a--" Martin didn't finish his sentence.

      He was going to get up, check on the damage, when the cot came out from under him. Martin crashed to the ground, and his body erupted in pain. His hip struck the hard linoleum floor and his elbow cracked the cot's leg, sending a bolt of agony up his shoulder.

      Martin reached before he'd even considered what he was really doing. He felt along the conduits that lay under the city and pulled energy to him. Electricity suffused his body, and something deep in his core sang. It called to him, and in the process called out to something else. No not something, to someone.

      He shook it off and ignored the calling. It was just a figment of his imagination. Sure, that was it. Just a figment, like the power he now possessed.

      Martin struggled to his feet. Ernie burst through the door. He was dressed in a pair of tighty-whiteys and a t-shirt that probably hadn't seen the inside of a washer in a few weeks. It was stained yellow with sweat and unidentifiable things.

      He had an old .45 in his hand, and his eyes were wild.

      "Crazy outside, like a war," Ernie said in a rush.

      Martin struggled to his feet, then felt around to the small knot in his lower back. He massaged it for a few seconds while he tried to keep his balance. He followed Ernie into the shop and then to the front door. There was a metal grate across the entryway, but they could see into the street.

      Bullets ricocheted off the road and walls. Martin ducked back as a pair of soldiers in BDUs moved past them. They paused, and one went to a knee to fire at something in the near distance.

      "Got another one of those?" Martin asked, nodding at Ernie's gun.

      "Not a handgun, but I have an old Remington," Ernie said.

      "Get it and meet me outside," Martin said, and then found the latch on the metal door and slid it open.

      Ernie disappeared back into the shop and Martin slid the door open after figuring out the lock.

      He stepped into the night and reached into the city to find its power.
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      "Get out of the way, kid!" yelled a male soldier who was in full camouflage and body armor, and carrying an automatic weapon.

      Bryon was stuck between a rock and a hard place. No. He was stuck between a bunch of dudes with assault rifles, and an alien horde.

      The force arrayed before him were clearly looking for a fight, because they advanced on Bryon's position with their guns at the ready. Some wore night vision goggles, something Bryon knew about from playing video games. They worked by using image enhancement to pull in whatever light was available. If the moon was out, its reflected rays were used to create a green-hued image for the soldiers.

      Bryon got his ass in gear and ran to the side of the street, looking for something to hide behind. To hell with this hero crap. There were well-armed men and women here who would be able to put up more of a fight than he ever could. He should get home to his Mom and make sure she was okay. He'd at least be able to protect the house, assuming it wasn't nuked by one of those alien bastards.

      He poked across someone's lawn, then hopped a low fence. Bryon looked back to take in the action.

      The military moved in groups. They called out to each other and made hand gestures. One of the men fired his weapon, and the sharp report of bullets echoed across the normally quiet neighborhood. The little figures who had pursued Bryon swept across the street in a wave.

      Bryon gulped, because he was afraid he was about to find out how dangerous the things were.

      They came in like a swarm of cockroaches. The aliens floated over obstacles like cars and trucks, shrubs, and lawn ornaments. The two forces opened up on each other with devastating effect. Rays leapt out from the creatures, and machine guns fired in return.

      The battle was short, and when it was over, there were bodies on the ground from both sides. A guy screamed in pain while another soldier choked on blood. Bryon stopped in his tracks and considered his options.

      The little black shroud-like figures didn’t cry out in pain, but some tended to the wounded by hovering over them and creating some kind of translucent shield. Why in the hell hadn’t they used those in the first place, if they had them available? Seemed awfully stupid to Bryon to slug it out toe-to-toe with the soldiers. Wait. Who the hell’s side was he on, here?

      Four of the black shapes zipped into the air and shot away to the west. They were soon replaced by at least a dozen more. A couple of soldiers tossed hand grenades, and those shook the ground, tearing apart the aliens as they descended.

      The shroud-like creatures retreated, but only to regroup. They split into two units and tried to flank the soldiers. One of the military vehicles advanced up the street, and opened up with a gun that shook the ground, taking out a handful of the aliens before they also retreated.

      Another military truck shot forward and advanced on the alien shapes. A soldier manning a machine gun fired, and tore into the retreating figures. The aliens thrashed as they came apart, leaving stains of dark fluid where they fell.

      A dark ship dropped silently from above and extended feelers. Blasts of laser fire leapt out and decimated the truck by ripping it to shreds. The hulk continued to roll forward as explosives sounded from within. A pair of figures dove out, but one of them screamed in pain and clutched his leg--or what was left of it. His foot and upper calf were completely gone.

      A helicopter came in low and fired on the alien ship, but the military craft got shot out of the sky.

      Throughout the battle, all Bryon could do was squat behind a car and watch the carnage. He had the desire to leap into the air and fly away, but he was afraid one of those ships would come at him, or if he wasn't fast enough, one of those death-rays was going to get him in the back and fry his guts.

      Somewhere to the east, a huge explosion sounded.

      “You could fight,” a voice said in the back of his mind.

      “Huh?”

      “I apologize. Adapting to your physiology has been trying. Learning your language has been quite difficult. I believe I have the hang of it,” the voice was soothing, like that of a British actor.

      “Oh holy fuck-balls. I have lost it,” Bryon said.

      “You have not lost anything. Not yet. Allow me to guide you and you will survive.”

      “Who… no, what… no. Just no,” Bryon whispered to himself.

      “Though I wish to impart upon you a great deal of knowledge, now is not the time. You must leave this area.”

      “Shut up, just shut the hell up!” Bryon forced the voice out of his mind.

      Bryon wanted to hide under something, but he was too big to fit under the nearby car. He looked around in desperation and spotted a utility truck, the kind that showed up to fix downed power lines. He made for it, but kept his head down as he ran.

      "Close in, close in!" one of the soldiers yelled.

      Gunfire sounded, and then there was a huge THUMP as the alien craft was stuck by an explosive. It leaned to the side, then crashed with a hollow thud that reverberated across the neighborhood.

      Bryon screamed as he fled. In video games he could always respawn if he got shot but this was no game. One round and he would be down screaming for a real medic.

      Someone opened their front door and came out with a huge gun. He moved to the edge of his yard and took aim. The man's son, judging by his size, came out and joined him. He had a handgun. The two conferred for a minute before moving out together.

      They stuck close to some overgrown blackberry bushes, then found a vehicle to crouch behind. Then they ran toward the end of the block. Gunfire followed from that direction, as did more of the alien rays, lighting up the night.

      Bryon managed to make it to the side of the utility vehicle and wedge himself next to a locked protrusion.

      Another squad of military arrived and opened fire. Doors along the street opened, and looky-loos stuck their heads out to find out what in the hell was happening.

      Finally a voice boomed from a loudspeaker.

      "THIS IS THE NATIONAL GUARD. PLEASE STAY IN YOUR HOMES. I REPEAT. PLEASE STAY IN YOUR HOMES."

      "I wish I was home right now," Bryon muttered.

      “You will be if you will listen to me,” the alien voice said.

      “I told you to shut up!”

      "I didn’t say anything yet, kid,” someone said near him, and Bryon practically leapt out of his skin.

      "Shit, man!" Bryon said when the figure materialized.

      "Sorry to frighten you. They nearly wiped out my squad, and I'm trying to find the rest of my guys," he said.

      He was dressed in dark clothing, and wore an impressive array of magazines and grenades around his body. Bryon guessed from his days of online gameplay that this guy was probably some kind of special-forces.

      Bryon had been huddling under the truck bed but slid out so he didn’t look like such a pussy.

      "What the hell are they?" Bryon asked.

      "Don't know, kid. No one knows," the soldier said. "I'm Mac, by the way. What’s your name?”

      “Bryon.”

      “Okay, Bryon. Where do you live?"

      "A few blocks from here," Bryon said and pointed up Alder Street.

      "Think you can run there? I'd escort you, but I can't leave my friends behind."

      "I guess so. I've been running and running. I'm exhausted."

      "Well I can't carry you, kid. You gotta tell your body to push itself, if you know what I mean. You're scared, and so am I."

      "I am scared," Bryon muttered to himself.

      A pair of shroud-like shapes appeared out of the black of night. They advanced on Bryon and his new friend. The guy fired at the shapes, emptying his magazine into them. The gunfire this close made Bryon cover his ears.

      Mac ejected his magazine and slapped another one home while he took cover next to Bryon. He spoke to someone, presumably in a microphone or radio, but didn't get an answer.

      "Shit. No backup. We gotta go, kid."

      Bryon moved around the other side of the truck, and barely ducked in time to avoid being decapitated by one of the alien rays. The energy beam cracked overhead, and the air sang with discharged ions.

      "Asshole," Bryon yelled, but hid next to the truck's wheel. Maybe the things wouldn't see him if he got down far enough. But his bulk worked against him.

      The truck was too low to the ground. No way he could roll under it, but if he stayed here he was going to get cooked.

      Another ray leapt out and caught Mac across the shoulder.

      Mac screamed in pain, but managed to dive away. On the ground and hurt, he rolled to his stomach and returned fire. The sound of automatic fire followed by a weird hissing noise from one of the shroud-things made Bryon want to run.

      But he couldn't. Bryon could barely get his feet under him. His legs ached from exhaustion, and he still hadn't managed to catch his breath. He needed to fight back, but how? If he exposed himself, he was going to get shot.

      Mac tossed something from his prone position by flinging his arm outward. The object sailed in a short arc and landed a few feet shy of the shrouds. Then it detonated and blew the aliens backward.

      Bryon hit the ground so hard he lost his breath. The explosion did the trick of getting the shroud-like things off their asses, and it also brought more neighbors outside of their homes. They looked from behind doorways or huddled beneath windows, only looking outside very briefly before dropping back out of sight.

      Lights came on, and provided enough illumination for Bryon to make out the aliens. One of them was hurt or damaged. It flopped around in circles while the other moved around it and provided cover by blasting back at Mac.

      Bryon decided to take his chances. He was either going to die here or die while fleeing the scene. He hated to leave Mac, but what choice did he have? He didn't have a weapon and his powers were so new, he wasn't even sure he'd be able to strike the aliens before they got him. The things were just too fast, and he was just a pudgy sixteen-year-old kid who got winded after running two blocks.

      Something swam before his eyes. An inky blackness against the dark of night.

      He sucked in a breath to scream, because several of the shrouds now surrounded him.

      Bryon froze in place. He was so terrified that he couldn't move an inch. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and across his eyebrow before dripping onto his knee.

      One of the shrouds extended a feeler, and the little slimy thing tried to touch his hand.

      “Do not let it touch you!” the voice in the back of his head shrieked.

      It was too late. The feeler extended quick as a whip and wrapped around Bryon. Then he went completely still as things warred inside his head.
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      Victor came to a stumbling halt.

      A small pickup truck smashed into a little white car that had its license plate hanging on by a black strap and a prayer. The plate went flying, the car was propelled into a big 4X4 truck, and the pair smashed into a bridge stanchion.

      Someone screamed inside the car so Victor went to help.

      He wedged himself between the two vehicles and pushed. The truck slid back so he could reach the car. He grabbed the compact under the bumper and yanked, but the huge piece of plastic tore off.

      The big blue pickup on top of the smaller car slid to the side. Then it lifted upward and moved to the right, and was placed back on the ground. Victor dashed to the car and ripped a door off. A man and a woman in their early twenties struggled out and fell together in a heap.

      Victor didn’t wait for a thank you. He dashed away. How the truck on top of the car had been moved was a mystery, but he had a feeling the man he was going to see had the answer.

      It was like he wore a giant magnet that drew him to the guy. The black guy was older than Victor and well-dressed, but he wore a crazy device on his leg that looked like someone had taken a bike apart, welded the frame together, and then put a piston in the mix. The contraption clanked as the guy turned to watch the action above.

      He stood next to an attractive woman with Latino features.

      "I'm Victor. What the hell is that thing?" the man said, and pointed at the guy’s hastily-constructed leg device.

      "Something I threw together. Got my ankle busted up in a car wreck and made this. You have the same power?"

      "To make crazy shit? No, man. I'm just really fast and can rip a door off a car."

      “I saw that. I was worried about the truck crushing the car, so I moved it for you,” The guy said, and grinned.

      “How did you do that? You weren’t even near the truck,” Victor said.

      “How did you rip the door off a car? We both have questions, man," the other man said. "By the way, I'm Shawn and this is Penelope. She rescued me from getting my ass blown off.

      “I just stopped and picked you up,” Penelope said.

      “No one else was about to stop. I owe you,” Shawn said to Penelope.

      Shawn stuck out his hand but then seemed to think better of it when Victor extended his.

      "Don't worry. I can mostly control it," Victor said.

      The two shook hands and shot half-crazy grins at each other.

      "We should get to cover or something. Looks like whatever came out of the skies is about to start blasting stuff," Victor said.

      "No kidding,” Shawn said. “But where to hide? Those ship things are all over the place.”

      "Wonder what in the hell they want?" Victor said.

      "Don't know but this is the worst invasion ever." Shawn looked upward again and pointed at the huge ship. Several smaller ones had taken up vanguard positions around the craft.

      "What do you mean?"

      "There's no actual point that I can see. It's more like they are surveying the land and then shooting back when someone shoots at them," Shawn said. "Earlier I was stuck on the freeway when stuff started falling from the sky. Bunch of military jets got into a battle with a ship, but it didn't start shooting first. Hell, I think the thing might have been wounded or hurt in the first place."

      "Are you suggesting the aliens might be here by mistake?" Penelope interjected.

      "Not sure how much of a mistake, but I don't think they meant to show up here in this manner. Thing is, before it went dark, the International Space Station reported something weird. My friend scans them with a ham radio and overheard them talking about two ships battling in space."

      "That's just crazy. If you told me that two days ago, I would have said you were full of shit," Victor said. "But I saw it start. I was on the streets of Seattle earlier when those things started smashing into buildings."

      "I may still be full of shit," Shawn said with a grin. "Don't change the fact that we got alien ships hovering over the city."

      “Doesn’t change it one bit," Victor nodded.

      "Panic? Pentagon didn't release the info? Who the hell knows? The way the media's treating this, it's hard to tell what the real story is," Shawn said. "Honestly? I don't think anyone really knows. What we do know is that there are aliens and they seem to be here to stay."

      “You talking about the thing—the whatever that’s inside us?”

      “Kind of,” Shawn said, scratching his forehead. “Look at it this way: if you're going to invade a country, what's the first thing you do? We all saw it in the first Iraq war, right? Shock and awe. You come in with a huge barrage of firepower to weaken the enemy, then you follow up with tanks and shit. Does that look like shock and awe? Looks to me more like 'Aw, hell. What the crap have we gotten ourselves involved in?'"

      They'd drifted back toward a small building with a big white “office” sign on the door as they talked. Victor sensed the power in the other man. As they talked, they compared notes about how they'd both been struck by falling fragments and over the course of the next few hours had learned that they had powers.

      “I know one thing for sure: since this thing hit me, it’s settled in a little too naturally," Victor said. "I feel like I’ve always had this kind of power. I think they are exerting some kind of calming effect over us.”

      Victor couldn’t think of any other way to explain it. He didn’t feel like he was in thrall, but that didn’t change the fact that there was something trying to control him, and he did not like that one bit.

      "Does this make us aliens now?" Shawn asked.

      “I hope not. All I know is I want to get an MRI and then get this stuff taken out of me,” Victor said.

      “Don’t rush into that. An MRI is a very big magnet. It might rip the metal out of you and leave a big hole,” Shawn said.

      “Well shit. What else can we do?”

      "Don't know, but I'm not going to rush to Homeland and notify them. They'd probably dissect us," Shawn said.

      A pair of F-15s shot across the sky. Victor recognized them by shape, because he’d once built and painted a plastic model of one when he was a teenager.

      "I got a wife and family. Screw that. I just came to Seattle to help, that's all," Victor said.

      "At least you're doing something. All I've done is sit around, take painkillers, and whine about my leg."

      Something interrupted their conversation. A fresh streak tore across the sky, then struck the craft. Several more left trails of smoke.

      The craft veered to the left and dipped at a crazy angle as fire poured out of the engine. Debris rained down on Seattle.

      "Damn," Victor said.

      "I believe that's the Navy, and I believe those were Tomahawk missiles," Shawn said.

      “I think you’re right,” Victor said.

      Back in the day, like so many others, Victor had been glued to the television while George Bush had launched a war against Iraq. The image of the same type of missiles he was sure had just impacted the alien craft was permanently imprinted on his mind.

      The action was a mile away, but in the sky, the ship was a large blot. The sun was just starting to peek out for the morning, and it cast a hazy glow across the city. Trailing smoke, the huge ship, looked so out of place it was almost comical. It was like a giant blue crystal.

      The alien vehicle lifted upward, and something opened on the other side. The craft turned, portals opened, and objects leapt forth and sped away. In the distance, something screamed against the sky. Then the noise took shape as at least a dozen fighter jets roared toward the massive craft.

      Feelers extended from the ship and fired at the incoming jets while the jets fired on the craft. Missiles flew and bullets strafed against the normally-peaceful Seattle morning. A wing sheared off a jet, but before it could crash into the ship, it was obliterated by another ray.

      The pilot managed to eject, but his parachute was caught in a blast and he fell toward the ground and out of Victor's view.

      Then dozens of missiles streaked through the sky and impacted with the ship. One by one the explosions shook the craft. It reeled to the side, and then part of one side blew outward and the craft fell into the Puget Sound.

      “I’ll be damned. They got one.”

      “I got a feeling it’s about to get worse,” Victor said.

      "What should we do?" Shawn turned to ask Victor.

      "I don't know. It's so big. Is there anything we can do?" Shawn said.

      "Some heroes you guys are," Penelope said.

      "What do you recommend?" Shawn said.

      "That you guys go help. You can't fight that thing, but maybe you can help the people below," she said. “I’ll find a place to hide or figure out how to leave the city. Just go do what you need to do.”

      Victor nodded. That's what he'd come here for in the first place: to help. He might not be able to fight that thing, but he could do as Penelope suggested and help those below. If they could get close. The way the two forces were exchanging fire, there would be parts falling all over the city for the rest of the morning.

      The background noise in his head chittered away, but it made no sense to him. He tried to reach out to it but, all he got was something like digital beeps and boops. Here he was, carrying around some kind of alien technology inside himself, and it was like R2-D2 as far as communication went.

      "I know," Shawn said, nodding at Victor. "I don't know how, but I feel it too. Like they’re trying to communicate."

      "What's happening to us?"

      "I have a theory," Shawn said. "But Penelope's right. We need to help where we can."

      Victor nodded. "Yeah. Cool. We can talk about it later, I guess.”

      Victor wanted to talk about it now! He wanted whatever was wrong with him over and done with. Fuck all this special power stuff. He just wanted to go back home to Laura and the kids. He wanted to kick up his feet and drink a beer while reading a thriller or watching some lame monster movie on Syfy.

      "We got a problem though. I can get there fast, but what about you? Are you okay with me carrying you?" Victor asked.

      “Wait.” Shawn pointed up at the sky. “What is that?”

      Victor turned and noticed it right away. A new ship sped out of the atmosphere, then stopped about a thousand feet from earth. It hovered for a minute before a huge blue shield sprang into place.

      The shape was at least a half-mile wide, so it took a few seconds to make a full rotation. Some parts were translucent while other’s were hard and pulsed with red and green veins. It looked like a giant crystal.

      Smaller alien ships began to clear out of the area by speeding over the city and heading east toward Bellevue.

      “What fresh hell is this?” Victor said.

      “It’s like… I can’t explain it. It’s like what I can do but larger. Much larger,” Shawn said. “We need to go. Now!”
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      Martin Thayer coughed until he thought a lung was going to pop out of his mouth.

      He’d been watching the action for a few minutes when a fit hit him. He hadn’t had one since the damn metal thing had struck him, so he assumed his body was making up for it. He choked back a half-breath, then nearly collapsed as he started to hack again.

      Christ, but it hurt. His lungs were on fire, and his chest felt like it was going to collapse. Darius, is male nurse, had warned him that if he ever felt like an elephant was sitting on his chest he should seek medical help immediately, because it was probably a heart attack.

      Martin found a dry spot under a building overhang and sat down. He leaned forward and arched his legs so he could put his arms on his knees, and fought to catch his breath.

      It was pre-dawn, and something huge loomed over the city. The craft was sort of cigar-shaped, and blotted out a lot of the skyline. Inky grey lines like veins pulsed along its sides as it coasted noiselessly over Seattle. Missiles came in from the coast and took chunks of the alien vehicle out.

      The spaceship returned fire, and something exploded far away. Tiny ships dropped from the craft by the dozens and swept across the sky as they sought who in the hell knew what.

      "Christ on a crutch, will you look at that thing?" Martin muttered.

      His eyes were rheumy, and the coughing fit hadn’t helped. It was hard to make out distinct details, but the shapes that zipped around the city looked a little bit like the thing that had crashed into the drug store last night. He'd fried a shroud-like alien as it had crept across the road, but hadn't stopped to consider who or what in the blue fuck the things were.

      A second set of missiles screamed in from the coast, but this time they were shot down before they even got close.

      "Took 'em long enough," Martin said to himself.

      Finally managing to get some rumbling breaths into his body, Martin leaned forward and spit up some green and yellow phlegm.

      He sat back and relished a few clean breaths without coughing.

      “What the hell good is this power if I’m going to die right here?” he said.

      The little round crafts buzzed around the city, shooting at helicopters and US jets. They took some out, and some of the jets took some of theirs out. Pretty typical for a battle, as far as Martin was concerned. They'd been supposed to have air superiority in Vietnam, but there had been a lot of jets that hadn't come home in that one.

      A pair of news choppers hovered at a distance, no doubt pointing cameras at the action, hoping to catch every bit of battle as they could. A pair of alien ships took an interest in the choppers and shot across the sky to investigate the investigators.

      The choppers veered back and tried to turn, but the alien ships blasted them out of the sky. The wreckage fell to the earth below in flaming balls of fire that impacted buildings and sent fresh smoke into the sky.

      "Son of a bitch," Martin said.

      He took in a bunch of power, but held onto it, because as much as he wanted to start shooting back, he wasn't sure how to hit one of the aliens. They were so fast, and they moved erratically as they avoided incoming fire. He might be able to hit the big ship, but he was probably too far away, and there was no telling how high a blast of electricity would reach.

      Ernie came back around the corner with a shroud in pursuit. He dashed toward Martin, waving his handgun as he ran.

      "Run, old-timer. These things want to take us to their ships!"

      "The hell?" Martin said.

      Ernie fired five or six shots in the direction of the pursuing shroud, but the bullets went wide, or didn’t penetrate. Martin struggled to his feet.

      A group of people being pursued by more aliens also rounded the corner. They were a mix of office assholes, dressed in khakis, button-downs, ties, and not a single rain jacket between them. They must have been hiding out in one of the buildings all night and decided to make a break for it. One of the guys stumbled and was overtaken by a shroud. His body flopped around, then burst into flames a few seconds later.

      "Son of a bitch!" Martin said again.

      Martin hoped he wasn’t about to have another coughing attack. He drew in energy from the city, then lashed out.

      The power swept through him and obliterated the shrouds. Of the six or seven that had been pursuing the men and women, there was barely anything left even resembling a husk. They withered on the ground as the sparks of electricity arced into the air, then dissipated.

      The office workers had fled around another corner, and they didn't reappear, which was fine with Martin. Less people asking dumb questions.

      "The hell was that?" Ernie asked.

      Speaking of dumb questions.

      “Nothing to see here. Just find a place to hide. I’ll go back to the shop as soon as I find a way to knock some of those things out of the sky,” Martin said, and pointed at the alien fleet.

      “Son, I’ve seen a lot of crazy shit in my day, but I’ve never seen a guy toss electricity around like that. Who are you, Tesla’s grandson?”

      “Too much to explain. Just get somewhere safe and stay there,” Martin said.

      “Fine. I don’t need to be told twice,” Ernie said, and headed back toward his shop.

      Martin moved into the middle of the street and stood stock still while he took in the fighting above. Then he noticed that the smaller ships were clearing out of the sky. They formed into a big V, then fled east.

      Something dropped from the sky, then came to a stop right over the heart of the city. Martin--and most of Seattle, probably--had an unobstructed view of the craft, which was also cylindrical and covered in pulsing red, blue, and grey veins. A missile sailed toward it, and a military fighter jet broke left. The stream of smoke dissipated in a flash of light as it impacted with something invisible fifty feet from the craft.

      Martin tore his eyes off of the battle when a white Jeep barreled around a corner and came to a screeching halt a few feet short of running him over. An attractive woman who looked frazzled stared at him in shock.

      He stared back, because the thing inside of him started chittering away in the back of his mind.

      “Look at that. She’s like me,” he said, and went to meet her.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          36

        

        

    
    






          Bryon

        

      

    
    
      They had a name, but that name made no sense to Bryon, because it was not in any language he could possibly understand. They communicated with ideas, scents, and images. The patterns danced around in his head like a strobe light, and none of them made sense.

      The warring races had been locked in battle for so long that stars had faded and planets had died. Once spanning entire galaxies, the pair had fought nearly to a standstill, and withdrawn to lick their wounds.

      The shrouds--not their actual forms, those were contained within the weird, shapeshifting ships--had been the aggressors this time. They'd fallen on the other race in space around Earth, and the pair had fought a short but brutal battle. Now the remains of both damaged ships had fallen toward Earth's gravity and been sucked in.

      The shrouds had managed to salvage most of their ships and turn their descent into something controlled. The mothership had found a section of ocean and fled beneath its waves. Smaller ships had been sent out to scout, and that had been when the trouble had started. Rather than being reached out to, the humans had reacted with force, and assaulted the shrouds.

      Piloted by one of the things that now inhabited him, the second ship had fallen in pieces. The aliens had symbiotic relationships with all matter, and used this power to control their smaller ships.

      This was what had struck Bryon.

      He saw how they'd reacted, seeking out hosts as soon as they'd been on an impact course with Earth. Those engineers of the space-faring culture had immediately begun similar relationships with their new hosts. Bryon gasped.

      It explained what had happened to him, but it left him feeling violated. He hadn’t asked an alien to merge with him. Sure, the new powers were awesome, but he could do without something stuck inside his body. Not only that, but it had seemed to be trying to take control, or at least guide some of his actions.

      But the real danger was coming. The shrouds and the ships that were engaging with the military were a precursor. Now that they inhabited Earth, it was only a matter of time before they took it over.

      Humans would need to be eliminated, because the alien race did not negotiate. It simply took what it needed, especially when it thought of humans as the aggressors.

      Bryon gasped in fear as the image of their true weaponry arrived.

      He struck out in anger. It happened so fast that he barely had time to blink when the full realization of what had led to his powers dawned on him.

      The shroud that had touched him was thrown back, morphing carapace cracking as the alien host within Bryon reacted to its touch. Bryon was powerless to stop either of their actions. He swept his hands outward, and the blows were more powerful than anything he'd ever attempted.

      The shrouds blew apart in a dazzling display of power that lit the night sky. Their inky blackness blasted to shards, revealing that their innards were a combination of strange machinery, fluids, and the remains of something organic.

      “This is how to fight them,” the voice in his head reassured him. “But it is only a fraction of your abilities. I will show you.”

      “Why in the hell did you freak out and say not to let them touch me?”

      “They hunt me. I wasn’t sure we would be able to fight back.”

      Machine gun fire broke Bryon out of his fugue. He'd been building another blast of energy when he snapped out of it. Images swirled inside his head, but he was unable to reach out to the thing that now lived inside him. It had retreated and was now like a gibbering background noise that he could not control.

      "Kid!" Mac was next to him, and dragging at his arms. "Come on, kid. There's more on the way--a lot more--and we need to vacate this fucking area."

      Bryon tried to stumble to his feet, and realized that he was a few inches off the ground. He quickly set his feet back on the hard pavement and stepped over the remains of the shrouds he'd blasted to shreds. Luckily, Mac didn't seem to notice that Bryon hadn't been touching earth, and continued to drag him along.

      "Where are we going?"

      "Just follow me, kid. Backup's here." Mac launched into a run, pulling at Bryon as he pounded over the ground.

      “You can’t stop them,” Bryon yelled.

      A pair of helicopters swarmed in from the east, but they were shot down almost the minute they arrived. The wreckage fell to earth and pummeled a house. Flames licked upward as the choppers' fuel tanks exploded.

      “Trust me, kid. These things won’t last. The full might of the US military is being called in.”

      “This is going to get worse. Way worse.”

      A jet came in low and unleashed a missile that obliterated one of the shrouds' craft. As it rocketed upward, a ray leapt out from another ship, found the jet, and blew the plane out of the sky.

      People streamed out of their houses and piled into cars, dragging a few belongings. Most just held children, and tossed them in the backs of cars. A family of four backed out of a driveway with a screech of tires, but one of the shrouds blew the car in half. Metal parts and limbs flew in every direction.

      “It’s going to get worse, all right. For them,” Mac said with a quick smile.

      "I don't like this!" Bryon yelled over the din.

      "Just stick with me, kid," Mac called to Bryon as they ran.

      They rounded a corner and came into contact with a squad. One of them yelled to hold fire while Mac led Bryon toward their line. Behind them stretched a line of vehicles all the way up the normally-peaceful avenue.

      "You see where that shot came from?" Mac said.

      "Shot?" Bryon asked.

      "Yeah. You were surrounded, then they were all dead. Wasn't me."

      "I don't know. Just got lucky," Bryon called back lamely.

      They moved behind a group of armed soldiers. Mac saluted one of the men, and then the two dropped behind the cover of a military truck and talked. Mac nodded at the man’s words, snapped another quick salute, and then brought his weapon back to the ready as he took up a defensive position.

      Now was the time. Bryon could slip away and get home. There were only a couple of blocks between him and his mother. He should be there to protect her. She was all alone and surrounded? There would be time to process what had happened to him later. Right now, he should be in his house.

      He faded toward the tree line, but Mac left his commander’s side and approached Bryon.

      "Stick close, kid. Lots of scary stuff moving around out there," he said.

      "But my mom. I have to get back and protect her," Bryon protested.

      "We got this block covered. Just stay near me. We're going to start evacuating any second now. They're just setting up staging areas back there," the man said, and pointed over his shoulder.

      "Um. Okay," Bryon said.

      Gunfire erupted a block away, and the men and women scrambled.

      One of the ships pulsed with energy as it lowered itself over the block. A missile streaked toward it, but exploded fifty feet before making impact. The noise was deafening, and Bryon slapped his hands over his head.

      “Prepare,” the voice inside him said.

      “Shut the hell up!” Bryon yelled over the noise.

      “I will guide you.”

      “I said shut up and leave me alone. I don’t want your help!” Bryon shouted.

      “What’s the fuck is wrong with you, kid?” Mac said.

      “Sorry—not you. It’s the thing in me,” Bryon said, then realized how crazy it sounded.

      “Uh, okay, kid. See that street right there behind our guys?” Mac pointed. The direction would take Bryon away from his house. “Follow it. There’s a checkpoint where the displaced are being gathered. Keep a cool head and you’ll be okay.”

      Be okay? Be okay?! No one is going to be okay after this.

      The pulsing vessel spun in a steady rotation, shrugging off bullets and explosive warheads. Its speed increased, and the shimmering blue light grew deeper and brighter.

      “They have adapted. You should as well,” the voice said.

      “Shut up!” Bryon said again.

      “There’s no time. Follow my directions,” the voice said.

      Bryon tried to ignore it, but a flash of images like a high-def movie flashed through his head.

      The ship started to spin in a lazy circle. A group of soldiers took up position twenty or thirty yards away, and opened up. One of the military vehicles came to a halt behind them and fired a mounted machine gun that sounded like a freaking chainsaw to Bryon.

      The ground under the ship broke into tiny pieces and swirled around the vessel. More of the pavement separated, as did rocks and dirt underneath. The pattern expanded until there was a ten-foot hole in the ground.

      The force reached a car and pulverized a metal door before taking the rest of the vehicle with it. The swirling matter moved faster and faster as it expanded.

      The military fell back, but the wave advanced faster, expanding each time it reached a full rotation. The fragments hung a few feet off the ground, but as it sucked in more cars, trees, shrubs, sidewalk, and pavement, it grew in size.

      Another ship dropped from the sky a half-mile away, and also began to rotate.

      “Oh, shit," Bryon whispered to himself. "They aren’t going to get away in time.”

      What could he do? How could he stop this?

      The squad of soldiers fell back in an orderly process, but the military vehicle covered their retreat by continuing to fire at the spinning ship.

      The rotating cyclone from hell moved faster and faster, sucking up everything in its path.

      The vehicle with the machine gun backed up, but the front was caught up in the swirling wreckage and disappeared. It came to a stop, then broke into tiny pieces as it joined the hurricane.

      “If you do not want to stop it, you must flee. We can protect your body, but only if you follow my directions,” the voice said.

      “I can’t. I don’t want to be a hero,” Bryon said.

      He was terrified, and remained rooted in place as the wave expanded.

      Mac grabbed him by the shoulder and tugged.

      “I can’t stop it,” Bryon said.

      “Run, kid. Run, or that thing’s going to get us,” Mac called, and followed his own advice.

      The wave of debris expanded out from the ship and continued to suck up everything in its path.

      Only seconds remained before it would devour Bryon.
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      As far as plans went for defeating an alien menace, this one had to be at the bottom of the barrel. Shawn sped along the street behind Victor, who could move faster than a gazelle being chased by a hungry lion. Shawn was strapped onto Penelope’s Vespa, thanks to some hasty rigging with a few hunks of metal and straps from a discarded car seat that they’d dug out of an abandoned car. Shawn had left a note with his phone number so the owner could bill him later.

      He had hated to leave Penelope behind but she was insistent that she would be okay. As he’d said goodbye she had handed him a business card with her name and phone number. Shawn had placed it in his wallet and promised to get a hold of her when it was all over.

      She had smiled, and kissed him on the cheek. He was pretty sure he could still feel the warmth of her lips on his face.

      As they grew closer to the huge ship, the chances of them doing anything useful seemed almost nil.

      The blue alien vessel was massive, and dwarfed the cityscape. The military seemed to be throwing everything they had at the beast, but it shrugged off fire. It was so unlike the previous battles they’d seen, where missiles and machine gun fire had been able to defeat the invaders.

      A steady flood of refugees fled the city, clogging streets with pedestrians and cars that honked at each other. Drivers gave up and ran from their vehicles as the battle above carried on. Shawn used his power when he had to, shifting idle vehicles out of the way. Victor raced ahead of him, but there was always that nagging feeling in the back of his mind, showing him in which direction his new friend moved.

      They came across a severe wreck a few minutes later. It had occurred on 1st Avenue, close to one of the highway exits. A truck filled with big water bottles had hit a blue car so hard that Shawn couldn’t figure out the make and model. There was a fire, and someone screamed for help.

      People streamed around the accident, but a couple of folks who had stopped to assist retreated when faced with a steadily-advancing fire that was being fed by more than one gasoline leak.

      Shawn focused on the truck, ripping the top off with a thought. There were bolts inside the metal hulk. He was able to pop them free and use them to leverage the roof.

      The metal top spun away and hit the side of a building before falling to the ground. A guy wearing a dark hoody dashed out of the way, barely avoiding being flattened.

      “Shit. Gotta watch my aim,” Shawn muttered.

      Victor waded into the fire, shrugging off the flames as they licked at his clothing.

      Shawn forced the car’s tires to roll forward even though the rear axle was broken. He applied himself to the problem, because he could see how metal ground on metal. As long as it was a moving part, Shawn seemed to be able to influence and control it. He pushed the crushed car aside and pulled at the door’s hinges until they split in half.

      Victor dragged the driver of the truck out of the fire and left him on the sidewalk, in the care of a couple of passersby. They didn’t seem to know what to do with the man, so they picked him up, looped his arms around their shoulders, and hustled away.

      “Hey man. Get that door,” Shawn said, pointing at the car.

      Victor strode back into the wreckage, ripped the door off, and then pulled out the unconscious passenger.

      The flames expanded until one of the truck's gas tanks puffed and then exploded. It sent shrapnel into the air. Victor grabbed a hunk of the truck’s roof and dashed in front of Shawn, protecting them both from falling wreckage. Pieces of the vehicles plinked down on the cover and splattered onto the street.

      Shawn wondered what in the hell had possessed them to get into this mess in the first place. They should have hightailed it out of town.

      “Maybe this wasn’t such a bright idea,” Victor said.

      “Ya think?”

      Victor patted at his shirtsleeve to put out a small flame. Smoke rose around his face.

      “I didn’t know I wouldn’t get burned until I was close to the fire,” Victor said.

      “You didn’t know? So you thought you’d just wade in and risk third-degree burns?”

      “I never said I was very smart,” Victor shot him a lopsided grin.

      “We going deeper into the city?” Shawn asked. He didn’t want to, but they’d agreed to help.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Victor said as he stared upward. “That ship is just sitting there. At least they stopped firing at the damned thing.”

      “The question is, what’s it going to do next? Can’t just hang around all day. It must have some purpose,” Shawn said.

      “I don’t know, but let’s get closer,” Victor said with another grin.

      “This is so stupid,” Shawn said, but he couldn’t argue. The little pull in the back of his mind had begun singing like a choir.

      “Are you seeing things in your head?” Shawn asked.

      Victor wiped a line of soot off his forehead. “I think I know what you mean, and yeah. It’s like the stuff inside me is telling me how to react or fight back. I don’t know, though. I’d like to test this stuff before it’s too late and we have to fight.”

      “You and me both,” Shawn said.

      Around them, more and more people fled. Shawn wished he were joining them.
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      Bryon wanted to fight the voice in his head. He wanted to rip the thing out and throw it away. But that would mean giving up his powers. The images the alien had showed him were terrifying. How in the world could he fight that?

      “I can’t. I just can’t. I have to run.”

      “Run away? Would you leave your matron to die here?” the voice said. It flashed an image of his house being ravaged by the devastating storm.

      “Would you stop doing that? It’s bad enough you’re talking to me, but do you have to put pictures in my head?” Bryon whined. “Besides, what can I do? I’m not old enough for this.”

      “I am. I will show you. Please, Bryon. It is the only way. Even with your limited skills at hovering you will not escape this. If they take us I will be extracted from your body and you will die in the process.”

      Bryon backed up a few steps as the cyclone of debris spun its lazy arc. Soldiers fired at the ship, but nothing could penetrate the pulsing waves. Mac tried to drag Bryon back, but Bryon shrugged off his grip. Mac must have decided to save his own skin then, because he turned and ran.

      A military jet flew in and fired a missile, but the explosion was sucked into the vortex and dissipated without even a booming report. The plane streaked into the sky, but the pulsing blue ship sent a tendril spiraling that sucked at the plane. Battered by the arm, now several miles long, the jet was torn to pieces in midflight.

      “I’m going to die,” Bryon moaned.

      He moved to a hover, then turned to flee.

      “No. Do this and you will survive,” the voice said.

      A fresh image flooded his mind.

      Bryon had no more time. It was either flee or follow the voice’s directions.

      He let the alien entity take control of his body. Bryon faded to a place in the back of his mind while he watched. There was no other way to think about it: he was being shoved aside so that he could survive. But what if the entity didn’t relinquish control? Would he stay back here, an observer to his own body’s actions?

      Bryon’s frame filled with energy. The approaching wave of debris was not deflected; instead it was sucked in until it surrounded him. The pieces of metal, concrete, and plastic swirled around him faster than he could follow.

      He leapt into the air and strove against gravity until he was flying so fast that the ground was a blur.

      The ship lashed out with a huge tendril as he rose into the air. It struck his form, and the impact was like being hit by a bus. Within the wave he withstood it, even though his bones felt like they should have snapped, and his lungs and heart crushed.

      But the force of the blow was redirected, and the arm blew apart, raining wreckage across the neighborhood. Bryon screamed like he’d just scored a touchdown.

      Bryon spun into the air, then righted so he faced the ship. More tendrils built around the craft, but that was okay, because Mr. Alien Thing would take care of him now. Maybe letting go of his control wasn’t so bad after all—provided he was returned to his own being once this was all over.

      “I cannot maintain this. You must take control. I am still far too weak to be effective.”

      “You’re too weak? Now you tell me?!”

      “I have shown you how, Bryon. All you must do is follow my example.”

      The voice withdrew, and as it departed, Bryon shot from the back of his mind and straight into his body. It felt like he had been fired out of a catapult with a giant rubber band. When he managed to suck in a breath, all he could think to do was to scream.

      However, Bryon now had bigger problems. He was at least half a mile in the air, hurtling toward a maelstrom of debris, and he was about to be batted out of the sky by a tendril the size of a semi truck.
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      Elise barreled around a corner and came to a halt a few feet short of running over an old man. He was frail, and dressed in a robe, oversized jacket of all things, and sweat pants. Not a lot of hair, but what he had made a white halo. He also looked frazzled, for lack of a better word. Funny, that was how she felt as well: frazzled beyond belief.

      But there was something about him. A familiarity.

      It pulled at her.

      He opened his mouth and she could have sworn he said: “What the fuck?”

      The old guy moved to the passenger side and pulled on the door handle, but it was locked. She fiddled with some controls and the lock popped open. He opened the door, then leaned over and had a full coughing attack. She stared at him in consternation while he attempted to hack up a lung.

      Wiping his mouth and spitting out a wad of disgusting phlegm, he slid into the car.

      “Sorry about that,” the man said with a hoarse voice.

      “You sound terrible,” Elise said.

      “I feel terrible. Cancer will do that to you,” he said and looked her over. “So you’re like me.”

      “I don’t know what I am, but I felt it as soon as I saw you. A pulling,” she replied.

      They made quick introductions, but Martin was kind enough to withhold his handshake. Thanks for that. Considering he’d just hacked all over his palm, she was happy not to share.

      “So now what?” he asked after they sat in an uncomfortable silence for a minute.

      “I have no idea. I really don’t. It’s been a bad day from the moment I woke up, and that goddamn ship scares me,” she said, and pointed at the giant vessel hovering over the city.

      “Everyone in the city of Seattle is having a bad day,” Martin said. He sniffed a few times and felt around inside his robe.

      “Looking for a handkerchief? I have some tissue in my purse,” Elise said, and slung the bag over the seat and into her lap. She dug around until she found an open pack, and handed it to him.

      “Thank you, young lady,” Martin said and dabbed at his nose.

      “What do they want?” Elise asked.

      “They inside us, or they up in the sky?” Martin rubbed the bald spot on his head. “Come to think of it, are they the same thing? Don’t make a bit of sense. We been invaded and the city's been invaded, but I don’t feel like the critter in my head wants to hurt anyone.”

      “I agree. Mine has been very useful so far,” Elise said, even though she wanted to jump out of the Jeep and run all the way to Everett--a distance of some forty miles, and even that probably wasn’t far enough to escape the crazy.

      “Mine too. I got to zap some of them, you know. Just fried them on the sidewalk.” Martin grinned.

      “Zap?”

      “Yeah, you know, use the power around me.”

      “Oh,” Elise said. So he had different powers, and they were offensive? The only time she’d had offensive powers was when she’d crushed Jeremy against the wall. “I got something different, much different.”

      “Maybe we can hit them together. Little bastards invaded our bodies. That’s the bad news,” Martin said. “The good news is it left us able to fight back.”

      “I can’t zap stuff. I don’t even know what you mean,” Elise said.

      “But you got the thing in you, right?”

      Elise put the Jeep in gear, then realized she didn’t know where to go. She sat with her foot on the brake. Around them the buildings seemed to have been emptied, with the exception of a few stragglers who made it to the street and dashed away from the center of the city.

      “Why haven’t they evacuated the city yet?” she asked.

      “I think they did. I was locked up for a few hours, then fell asleep. Wasn’t watching the news or listening to a radio,” Martin said.

      “Locked up?”

      “Don’t worry, it was just some men in black asking questions about one of the little aliens I fried.”

      “You killed them?” Elise turned to regard Martin.

      “Yeah. Didn’t know what I was doing. I saw a thing that looked like a bug-eyed bastard and I filled it with enough electricity to leave it smoking. Worst case of roadkill you ever saw,” Martin said, grinning around yellow-stained teeth.

      Elise rolled forward, then came to a stop again.

      “I don’t know where to go.”

      “That makes two of us. All I know is I got this calling and it led me to you. Been waiting on the little guy to tell me what I should be doing, but it’s just a bunch of noise up here,” Martin said, pointing at his skull.

      The ship was an ominous crystalline shape that spun in slow circles. Elise felt vulnerable sitting out in the open like this while people fled around them. Indecision gnawed at her. She should be making for the city limits, if she were in her right mind.

      The problem was someone else--or several someones--were calling to her. She felt them in her gut like a crazy compass and it was pointing toward the center of town.

      “They showed me things, but I don’t know what to do either. We’re wasting this gift,” Elise said in frustration. “I mean. Why us? Of all the people, why in the hell did they pick us?”

      “Maybe they didn’t have a choice,” Martin said, then leaned over and coughed long and hard. This time he got a couple of tissues under his mouth.

      Elise rolled the car to a stoplight that wasn’t working. She looked both ways, but found the roads blocked. Deserted cars, trucks, and city buses stood like sentinels on the roads.

      Dozens of people made their way through the streets, picking their way over abandoned luggage and hastily-filled plastic bags. Seemed like a damn shame to drag your belongings out of your home and then leave them. On second thought, why the hell wasn’t she joining them?

      People were still fleeing, and ran past the Jeep. She made eye contact with a few, but most simply looked away and moved at a quick pace… with one exception.

      A pair of men moved toward the Jeep. One of them waved and smiled. The second man looked nervous. Both were dressed in overcoats, and the smiling guy carried a thick paper bag that overflowed with canned goods and a few bottles of liquor.

      Elise rolled down the window. Next to her, Martin stiffened and started to say something, but the guy approached the car and spoke up, cutting him off.

      “Hey, lady. Got room in there for us?”

      “No. There’s nowhere to go anyway. Streets are blocked,” she said, trying to sound friendly.

      “But that’s the thing. A nice four-wheel drive like you’re in should be able to hop curbs and find a way out.” The man didn’t stop smiling. His companion remained sullen behind him.

      “Gosh, I don’t know. We’re actually going the opposite way,” Elise said. “There are a lot of abandoned cars back there. It’s probably not the right thing to do, but maybe one of them still has the keys in it.”

      The guy put his bag on the ground, then reached into his overcoat. “I got a map here. Do you know how to get up to the 99 overpass?”

      He didn’t pull out a map. He pulled out a black handgun and pointed it at her face.

      Elise stiffened. The barrel was huge as it hovered in front of her eyes. The man took a step toward the Jeep and put his hand on the door.

      “What are you doing?” Elise said, her voice cracking with fear.

      “Fucking get the message, lady. We’re taking your car," he said. "Now you and your dad get out, don’t cause any trouble, and we won’t shoot you. Cool?”

      The other man shrugged his overcoat open and showed them a shotgun.

      “You little shit,” Martin said.

      “Easy, Martin. Let’s just give them what they want,” Elise said.

      She could form a shield and protect them, but what was the point? If these guys just wanted her car, then let them have it. It wasn’t even hers. It was Jeremy’s, and he was an asshole.

      “Sure I’ll give them what they want,” Martin said, and opened his door. He slid off the seat, lowered himself to the ground, and then moved around to the front of the Jeep.

      “Easy, old-timer,” the guy with the shotgun said.

      “I’ll make it easy, all right,” Martin said.

      Elise sucked in a breath when she saw it happen. Martin’s body suffused with energy. Then it arced out and caught both of the men. The guy with the handgun jerked to the side and fired. The bullet went through the rear window.

      The other man’s eyes opened wide and he fell over as spasms raced up and down his body. He flopped around like he was having an epileptic attack. The guy with the handgun managed one step backward before he also fell to the hard pavement. Martin hadn’t even lifted his arm or offered a warning. He’d simply dropped them in their tracks.

      But the weird part was that the thing inside of Elise had reacted. It had leapt to the forefront of her mind and sent out some kind of message. She was sure of it. Martin’s host had responded, and they had chittered away in the back of her head.

      The two men didn’t move. Smoke rose from both of their bodies. The guy with the handgun had blood all over his face, because he’d bitten off his tongue. His eyes stared skyward, and didn’t blink.

      “Easy as pie,” Martin said when he got back into the vehicle.

      Elise was too shocked to say anything. She stared at Martin, and then, the absurdity of the entire day crashed down on her and she broke into hysterical laughter.

      

      “Assholes,” Martin said.

      Elise put the Jeep in gear and found a hole in the abandoned cars, which required her to jump the curb. She made it around a crash, and found a space of empty street again. They came to another impasse, so Elise put the Jeep in park and turned the car off.

      “We could have given them our ride," she said. "It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “It was a big deal. Those men might have killed us as soon as we were both out of the car. They didn’t care about anything but their own skins. And what if they’d tried to rape you?”

      “They wouldn’t. They couldn’t,” Elise said, but she said it more to convince herself. “Jeremy tried that this morning, and all it got him was beat up.”

      “Jeremy?”

      “Ex-boyfriend. He sort of kidnapped me,” she said.

      “You seem to lead an exciting life,” Martin chuckled. “But you never know. Law and order breaks down, and the crazies come out faster than you can say anarchy.”

      Elise leaned forward and looked through the windshield when a flight of military jets roared above. They came in from the west and fired off enough missiles at the blue ship to evaporate a city block.

      It ignored the blows.

      Weird gigantic arms extended from the craft and started shooting back. They were hooked, and gesticulated around multiple joints, and appeared to be covered in some kind of thorns that fired weapons back at the aircraft.

      “Maybe you’re right," Elise said, "but did you have to kill them?”

      “I didn’t mean to. The power isn’t easy to control. Well, it’s easy to shoot stuff, but not so easy to tell how much juice I got,” Martin said. Then he covered his mouth, and coughed until she thought he was going to pass out.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Elise asked.

      He finally stopped coughing, and caught his breath. “Probably.”

      “Probably? You look like you’re going to keel over at any second.”

      “It’s been getting worse. Maybe it’s too much activity. Maybe it’s 'cause I can zap stuff now. I feel worse than I have in weeks. Like the cancer is accelerating and eating me alive.” Martin sat back up and tilted his head until he was staring at the ceiling.

      “I might be able to help," Elise said. "I healed my friend when she was hurt. I helped other people. Let me try.”

      “If you think you can, well, I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth,” Martin said.

      Elise touched the old man’s wrist. She expanded her consciousness and probed inside of him. He had a few scrapes and bruises, but the real problem was in his chest. As she looked deeper, she found an angry red sickness. When she tried to touch it, she recoiled in horror.

      Elise snapped back in the seat and blinked her eyes a couple of times.

      “Didn’t work?”

      “Not even close. I don’t understand.”

      “Not much to understand. Cancer’s been doing this for a year or more. Can’t fix that with wishes and positive thinking.”

      Elise frowned at the man’s words. “Maybe I can try later when we have more time.”

      “Good optimism. I’m afraid time might be something we don’t have a lot of. It’s only going to get worse unless this situation is taken care of.” Martin pointed at the large ship hovering over the city. “Hide or run? I know a thing or two about hiding, but not running. I was in the Army back in the day. I’m old, but I want to fight.”

      “How do you fight that?”

      “Same way you fight any enemy. Probe them, figure out their weakness, and exploit it. Way I figure, we just need to get close. I’ll zap it and see what happens. If it zaps me back, well, I guess it was a bad idea.”

      “The same way you fought those men just now?”

      “Not sure if you want an apology here. If so, I’m not going to offer one. What kind of stuff can you do?”

      “I can make a shield, as well as heal,” Elise said. “Mostly heal, I mean. That’s it. I’m practically useless.”

      “What kind of shield?” Martin asked.

      Elise squinted her eyes and concentrated, and a translucent bubble appeared around her. She pushed, and the shield expanded until it was the size of the white Jeep. But this time, instead of pushing someone away, she allowed Martin to share the space.

      “I can make it bigger. It was hard at first, but the thing showed me how to control it. I was asleep, and it talked to me in images,” Elise said. “Then it started talking to the thing in you. I think.”

      “I thought I felt something weird. So you could have prevented those men from shooting us?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. I didn’t have time to think about it,” she said lamely.

      “Best we got out of that mess quickly,” Martin said. “We can’t stay here. We won’t get far in this Jeep. I say we abandon ship and go meet these others we’re sensing. If they’re like us, we form up a squad. At least we’ll have a fighting chance. If that don’t work, well, I suppose running away might not be such a bad idea.”

      “How far can you run?” Elise shot him a look he couldn’t read.

      “Far enough to get where I’m going. Now let’s see how far we can get outside of this overpriced piece of shit. When I was in the Army, Jeeps were meant for hauling soldiers and supplies, not kids and groceries,” Martin said.

      “What’s it doing now?” Elise said.

      She had a grim fascination with how their morning was progressing. Every fiber of her being wanted to run screaming from the threat. But here she was, under the threat of alien invasion, passing the time with a cantankerous old man.

      The blue ship opened ports large enough to spit out 747s, but instead of planes, large orange- and red-laced ships flew out. They were different than the ships they’d seen before now. The craft were sleek and obviously built for menace. They had large rounded wings that looked like scythes. Jets dove from the sky and engaged with the alien craft, but the enemy was able to zip away at speeds nearly too fast to follow.

      An F-16 hugged the water, then came up sharp and fired its machine gun. A bladed ship shrugged off the fire, and instead of shooting back it ran into the jet and shredded it in mid-flight.

      “That’s not good,” Martin said.

      Elise nodded next to him, but didn’t say a word. She felt the calling even stronger now. There were others, and they were very close. Like a compass needle pointing north, she felt herself drawn to their location.

      Above them, the battle raged on as the blue ship began to pick up speed as it rotated round and round.
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      Victor wanted to call his wife. He wanted to tell Laura that he missed her, and that he loved her, and that he was about to do something monumentally stupid. If she, Vic Jr. and Chloe were still on the road, with any luck they’d already be in Chehalis. But seeing the panic and massive traffic jam that clogged every street in Seattle, he guessed they were stuck on a freeway somewhere.

      Guilt assailed Victor. He’d sent his wife and children off without his protection, and as he worked with Shawn, he realized that some of his choices might not have been his own. Over the course of the past twenty-four hours, he’d been hit by alien bits, had an unwelcome hitchhiker take a ride in his head, and now was in the middle of some kind of alien assault on the city, and he had little security.

      But there was the thing in him, cooing away, trying to calm him. He tried to push the feeling away, but it kept making its way to the forefront of his mind.

      He and Shawn moved along the street, helping where they could. They'd freed a family from a building that had partially fallen in. The storefront advertised outdoor clothing, and when they’d managed to get the door open, some of the pedestrians had run inside and looted the place.

      Victor looked at a jacket that probably cost more than he made in a week and thought about how comfortable it would be on his frame. He was still cold, and his clothes were damp and smelled like gasoline.

      A small deli a block down had a wrecked crane boom in front. Shawn broke apart the linkage while Victor used his strength to push the heavy metal frame. If he had to guess he'd say it weighed tons, but he was able to grab a spar and simply move it. It wasn’t even hard work.

      But something had changed. As Victor moved the huge hunk of twisted metal, he noticed that his skin, normally a pasty white, now had a slight silvery tint.

      He brushed at his wrist, thinking it was just from the assistance he’d been giving, and realized it was something that burnished his flesh. It didn’t hurt, though, nor did it feel as if he were embedded with tiny chunks of metal.

      The ship above took his attention away from the change. It had been rotating, and shrugging off explosions. A number of jets had swooped in to engage and been shot down. Now the ship’s ports had opened, and out poured some smaller craft that were shaped like four-sided scythes.

      They spun out in a circular pattern, speeding up as they made each rotation. A number of them broke away and descended on the city, firing on things that Victor couldn’t see.

      Big booming guns echoed from the east, and a massive trail of missiles leapt from the ground. They impacted with the huge ship, but any damage was absorbed by its shield and the new swarm that surrounded the craft.

      “Looks like the Army just arrived,” Shawn yelled to Victor.

      Shawn had hopped back on the little scooter and was revving the engine. Victor tried not to laugh at how it sounded. Here they were, two of the most powerful men in the world, and one of them was on a Vespa.

      “Tanks?” Victor called back.

      “Looks like it,” Shawn said. “I don’t care for that big ship too much.”

      Shawn had been busy moving crane parts until he had some kind of scaffolding built. People continued to stream around him, hardly noticing what he was doing.

      “Is your skin changing color?” Victor approached Shawn and rolled up his sleeve. “Mine looks weird.”

      “Damn. You are changing,” Shawn said, and rolled up his own sleeve.

      Both men stared.

      Shawn’s skin was taking on a gold hue.

      “Ain’t that some shit,” Shawn said. “I’m fine with my skin color, you bastards.”

      “Christ. I’m cool with mine too,” Victor nodded. “Was fine, I guess.”

      One of the scythe ships got their attention.

      It came in low and spinning. As it hovered over an intersection, it started to suck up anything around it. Abandoned cars were shredded and hunks of metal flew around it in a circle. Then parts of the road were ripped free to join the mass.

      Another ship dropped over the ground a block away, and repeated the hellish behavior.

      Victor closed his mouth and tried to think. Was it time to run away? He could be out of this area in seconds. He’d come to the city to help, but how could he help anyone drawn into that mess?

      A group of stragglers broke from the cover of a building just as the corner was sucked up. The edge of the vortex caught one of them--a man dressed in a heavy overcoat. He was pulled off the ground, and screamed only once before his body was torn apart. What remained wouldn’t be fit to bury.

      “Son of a fucking bitch!” Victor yelled.

      He grabbed a chunk of scaffolding and lifted one end, grunting. Victor struggled to wield the two-ton crane part. Once he had it above his head, he pulled it back, then launched it at the ship.

      The scaffolding flew straight and true, but before it could strike the craft, it was sucked in and pulverized.

      The circle enlarged until it was half a block in diameter.

      “We can’t fight that,” Shawn said. “That was impressive as hell, but we might as well be shooting it with BB guns.”

      “That was not as easy as it looked,” Victor said truthfully. Maybe he’d been at this for too long, and needed to rest. A few minutes ago he’d been able to move something that size like it weighed as much as a cinderblock.

      A missile flew into the maelstrom and exploded in the fragments. The blast threw the ship off balance so that it crashed into the side of a building. It tried to right itself, but Victor wasn’t going to give it a chance.

      He raced toward the ship and appeared next to one of the blades. Victor grabbed hold and found the surface warm. Gross. The ship was at least thirty feet in diameter, and it belched smoke. Gravity around the alien craft was weird, like it was trying to lift him off the ground.

      Victor raised his arm, made a fist, and lashed it into the side of the blade. The piece came off in his hand. He turned the knife-edge to aligned with the ship, then rammed it home.

      When it got stuck, he smashed the blade deeper and deeper. When it was truly wedged in place, Victor lifted the ship above his head and slammed it into the ground hard enough to shake the building it had impacted.

      Then he turned and ran. The resulting explosion threw concrete into the air and scattered any remaining people who’d paused to watch the show.

      Victor zipped back to Shawn.

      “You’re like the Hulk without the green skin,” Shawn said. “That was impressive.”

      “Settle for silver skin?” Victor said, and choked back a hysterical laugh.

      “Too bad you can’t fly up there and rip that big ship out of the sky.”

      “Not sure I could. It’s pretty big. We need a giant battering ram.”

      “Whoa. Man, that gives me an idea,” Shawn said. “Might work. Might not. Are we strong enough together?”

      Victor waited while Shawn muttered to himself and scratched his head.

      “If you’re talking about running I’m all ears”

      “Just a sec, man. I gotta think about this.”

      Victor looked at the ship. He looked at the buildings below. It was too much and that ship was too big. Better to retreat now, regroup, and come up with a plan. Why had he even come here? This wasn’t his problem.

      “I have an idea but it’s crazy,” Shawn said and hopped on the back of the Vespa. “Since we’re making this shit up as we go along, might as well go for the gold medal.”

      “What’s the plan because I think we need to be realistic here. We can’t fight that,” Victor said and pointed at the giant blue apparition.

      “You have to see it to understand. Just trust me. If we can’t pull it off we run,” Shawn said. “Cool?”

      Victor shook his weary head, but did as his new friend requested.
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      “Come back, you bully!” Bryon yelled as he sailed into the air.

      The ship’s tendrils lashed out around him, taking military vehicles in its grasp and ripping them to shreds. The remains were sucked into the ship's path and added into its wave of destruction.

      One of the tendrils was heading right for Bryon.

      He panicked and made a ball of energy even as his upward hurtle turned into a fall. The ball formed in his hand, and he threw it.

      The force of the blow knocked the arm aside, but it wasn’t hard enough to destroy it. Bryon looked down and found the ground coming toward him fast. No--he was hurtling towards it!

      Bryon concentrated, and he stopped in midair. His guts were left in his mouth, and he just about puked.

      “Strike again. Larger.”

      Another tendril came for him. He dashed to the side to avoid its swipe, but he was too late. He lifted his arms to ward off the blow, knowing full well that he was about to be shredded into meat.

      He formed another blast, and barely got it off in time to deflect. But the arm managed to catch him.

      Bryon felt like he had been tossed into a hurricane as he spun around so fast he was sure he would black out. It felt like he was being torn by thousands of razors. He screamed, but then his mouth was filled with pain.

      Expecting to see blood, he was surprised to find that his skin was intact and now glowed with a deep, greyish metallic hue. He was thankful to be alive, but there was no time to consider what had happened to him, so he strove against gravity and roared into the air.

      “Now smash a hole in the side,” the voice advised.

      “How do I do that?” Bryon yelled.

      He knew he could not. The power of the ship had advanced its wave of destruction in wider and wider arcs until most of the block was engulfed, turned into scrap, and used to feed the hurricane from hell. If it kept up, his home would be gone in seconds, not to mention his mother.

      Bryon formed another blast and unleashed it. The invisible ball of energy battered at the ship and tore one of the tendrils away. Fragments fell around the ship, sending the remaining men and women running. A chunk of concrete the size of a small boulder fell on an Army Humvee, crushing the hood like it was a tin can.

      “Use the power to surround yourself. Honestly, Bryon. You’re about as useless as tits on a bull.” The voice paused. “Have I accurately used one of your analogies?”

      “Yeah, if you want to be an asshole,” Bryon muttered.

      The wave expanded, and Bryon realized it would soon encompass his house. It had already turned the house where he liked to play “peeping Tom” into scrap, ripping the entire yard out, as well as several feet of ground and pavement.

      He concentrated on making a new ball, this one larger than his body, and launched himself at the ship. He held the ball outward with both hands even though he could not feel the energy. He could sense it. He knew it was there.

      “Move faster. Much faster. Do not think in terms of human endurance,” the voice advised.

      “Easy for you to say.”

      The first tendril reached his house and tore at the garage. The howling flurry rose in intensity as it expanded. Bryon’s ears felt like they were stuffed with cotton.

      He ignored the panic and fear and embraced the energy. It surrounded and suffused him, and like a comforting hand, the alien inside him soothed his nerves. He sped across the sky like a human missile.

      The tendril reached the side of the house, and out of the corner of his eye, he caught his mother trying to haul a piece of luggage out of the front door. She looked up, and screamed as the corner of their home was devoured.

      “Now! Strike now!”

      “I’m trying!” Bryon said through gritted teeth.

      His anger peaked, and he turned it into energy. He smashed through the waves of spinning wreckage, shrugging off shards of glass, metal, and rock. The ship in the center of the mass spun faster and faster as it tried to engulf the entire area.

      Then he was through the storm, and headed straight for the heart of the ship.

      “Oh dear," said the voice. "This is going to hurt.”
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      “Elise, I don’t feel so good,” Martin said, and his entire body stiffened.

      Martin’s world was completely obliterated as the thing inside of him took over. It showed him images, even tried to talk, but he had trouble making out more than a few words. He found himself clutching Elise’s hand in his own gnarled one. He gritted his teeth, and when the spell passed, he felt like he finally understood what was happening.

      “Oh my god that hurt,” Elise said. “I didn’t need to see all of that. Christ.”

      “Can’t stay around here any longer," Martin said. "We gotta get rolling."

      “Yes, we do. They’re a quarter mile from here, no farther. I see them like they are on radar.”

      “Would have helped if the sons a bitches had told us this shit to begin with,” Martin said.

      He ran his tongue over his teeth to make sure he hadn’t snapped some of them off when the images had filled his head. They all seemed to be intact, but he wasn’t sure if he could say that about his sanity.

      “I don’t think they could," Elise said. "They have been trying different ways to communicate, but it’s been hard for us to understand.”

      “No shit.”

      He opened the car door and dropped outside. His legs were wobbly underneath him, but he managed to maintain his balance by holding onto the handle. Elise moved around to his side and took his free hand in her own.

      “We don’t have far, but are you okay to travel?”

      “I reckon I’ll survive. If I can make it a year in the jungle, I can make it a few minutes during an alien invasion,” he said.

      A group of men and women streamed past them. Martin tensed up, expecting another bunch of looters to try something, but the people were simply scared. They didn’t even call out greetings as they moved past Martin and Elise. The youngest wore a white shirt, khakis, and a blue tie. He didn’t have a jacket, and kept his arms folded over his chest as he hustled to keep up.

      “Trouble back there, you two should run,” he called out. Then he was gone.

      “No kidding,” Martin muttered.

      Trouble, all right, and he was about to go make more.

      The scythe-like ships zipped over the city, fighting against the American jets. Smoke trailed from both sets of vehicles as they picked each other out of the sky. Another group of fighters came screaming in from Puget Sound and laid down fire. Martin cocked his head back and watched the fighters swoop into the air. F-22s, if he didn’t miss his guess.

      A half dozen blocks away, a huge explosion rocked the ground and a massive fireball rose into the air. Someone or something had just destroyed a building.

      “It’s getting hot out there. Let’s take a breather until it blows over,” Elise said.

      “Or we get blown up,” Martin said.

      They ducked into a small Mexican restaurant that had had its windows blown out. Tables and chairs had been knocked over, and a pile of menus littered the floor near the entrance. They took cover behind the bar. Martin looked over the supplies, then popped out, grabbed a bottle of Grey Goose, and took a seat next to Elise.

      “You want a drink at a time like this?” Elise said.

      “I want a drink all the time. Trouble is, I can’t afford it. I certainly can’t buy this stuff.” Martin yanked the pouring spout off the bottle, then tipped it back and took a swig.

      The vodka burned his mouth and throat, but it was heavenly. He took a breath, and then another swig. He looked up to find Elise’s eyes on him.

      “Sorry, want some?” he asked, offering her the bottle.

      Elise sighed and took it. Then she downed a healthy drink, and didn’t even sputter. She just closed her eyes and scrunched up her face. Martin approved.

      They sat in silence for a few more minutes while the action faded in another direction. Martin popped his head up and found that the coast was clear in their immediate vicinity.

      They picked their way down a side street, avoiding people when they came across them. No sense in tempting another couple of assholes with guns. Not that they had anything left to steal. The large stadiums to the south came into view, but one of them sent a huge cloud of smoke into the sky. Something had crashed into one of its walls, and the building was on fire.

      For most of the morning he’d heard sirens, but now most of them were quiet. Had the aid workers and firemen withdrawn? Were they called away from the city to make room for the military?

      Damn these alien bastards.

      “Feel that?” Elise said.

      “What?”

      “It feels like gravity is lesser, here. My steps are getting lighter,” she said.

      Martin hadn’t noticed, but now that Elise mentioned it, something did feel ‘off’. He lifted his arm. It was indeed easier. The arthritis in his shoulder didn’t ache as sharply as it normally did.

      “We’re close to that spinning ship. Maybe it’s doing something weird,” he said.

      “I don’t like it. The planes were attacking, but now they’re withdrawing, or have been called back.”

      “Shit. I hope they don’t try and nuke it,” Martin said as he stared up at the ship.

      “Would they do that?”

      “Hell yes," Martin said. "This is the kind of thing that makes military commanders stupid. They can’t beat it with conventional weapons, so they go for the nuclear option.”

      Three of the smaller scythe-like ships came in from the north. They tore up 2nd Avenue, then disappeared behind a skyscraper, but one of them zipped back around and headed for Elise and Martin.

      “Let’s take cover behind something,” Elise said.

      They moved around the side an abandoned black Bronco and got out of sight. The ship came to a stop in the center of the road and hovered. Whatever means of propulsion it used didn’t stir anything on the street. Not even a stiff wind emanated from the ship.

      It hovered, then nosed toward them.

      “What do we do?” Martin asked.

      He looked over the side of the car and found the ship had advanced to within twenty yards. It hung over the city boulevard, looking mean and wicked. Then a port opened, and some kind of black arm stretched out like a bug’s leg. It was covered in thorn-like protuberances, and whipped back and forth in the air.

      “I hear it,” Elise said. “I’m going to shield us.”

      “You do that, and I’ll fry it,” Martin replied. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the craft.

      Then the feeler arm came around, pointed at them, and blasted the Bronco they’d been using for cover into a thousand pieces.
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      Before Bryon’s eyes as he flew towards it, the ship loomed larger than life. He was scared out of his mind, but he managed to hold onto the ball and surround himself with it. When he struck, it was like he’d been hit by a semi-truck.

      The shock raced around the ball of power as he rammed through the whirlwind of rubble and smacked into the ship. As he penetrated its shell, he managed to catch glimpses of alien machinery, faces that looked nothing like his, and bodies that writhed together in strange embraces.

      “Damn, are they ‘doing it’ during the middle of an invasion?”

      “Not everything in the universe revolves around sex, Bryon.”

      “Says you…”

      The creatures were similar to the shroud shapes he’d seen earlier, but they were much smaller. Multiple eyes, mouths, noses--or maybe they were just a bunch of holes--on bulbous heads that rotated and followed him as he bore a path of destruction through the ship. Alien bodies were tossed aside, as were parts of the ship.

      He coughed, and thought he tasted blood. Even nestled within the huge bubble, he’d taken the impact badly. For a moment he couldn’t catch his breath. Then it came in a staggering burst of choking noises as he sucked in air.

      Dazed, ears ringing, he came to a stop in the center of the mass and hovered in an area larger than a Costco warehouse. He spun around and found the hole he’d made. The ship was slowing down, and the massive cyclone of what had been his city block fell to the ground.

      “We are here!” the voice said, with something like glee.

      Then a blast of laser beam tore across his vision. Bryon flew back from the blow, then avoided another.

      “Now. Release the energy, but call it back immediately,” the voice said, and showed him what to do.

      Feeling like a puppet, Bryon had no choice but to comply. If he stayed here and argued, he’d be dead before he knew it.

      The energy expanded out of him in a rush and obliterated everything in its path. Parts of the ship blew outward and the hole he had created quadrupled in size. Then he was falling.

      “Wrong way,” the voice said.

      “Shit!” Bryon cried as he dropped.

      He almost managed to achieve his hover, before he hit a soft surface that felt like gelatin. Bryon groaned in pain. He felt like he was still being run over by a semi.

      “Now we can get to work,” the voice said.

      Bryon clawed at the weird surface, which was warm and sticky. Oh great, he was going to get an alien virus to go with his new powers. Just what he needed.

      The ship bucked, and he bounced up and down.

      “Are we falling?” Bryon muttered.

      “We are not. I am taking control.”

      “Just like that? We get in here and you can suddenly control this thing? Why did you wait?”

      “So many questions. We need to be in contact to initiate control. Control is the easy part. Getting it, not so much. How have I adapted to your language? I ask because I find your--what is the word--slang, difficult to process. However your language has a singsong quality I find measured and quite lyrical.”

      “Yeah, okay, Siri. You’re fine. I understand you, but I don’t understand anything else. Cool?”

      “Indeed, it is 'cool',” the voice reassured him. “It’s best that you kick back and enjoy the ride.”

      A trio of aliens flopped across the surface toward Bryon. He rolled his eyes and blasted them into little blue and red chunks.

      “I’m getting better at this,” Bryon said.

      He turned over, and groaned again, because his ribs crunched together. Something stabbed him in the side, and he flinched in pain.

      “That is a broken rib. We will soon find help. I simply need to further attenuate my senses and locate the others.”

      The ship bucked again, and Bryon was slammed back into the soft surface as it accelerated upward.

      “We’re going to die,” Bryon yelled.

      “At some point yes. Not now, I sincerely hope.”

      “That’s real reassuring, asshole,” Bryon muttered.

      “I agree. Now hold onto your butt. This is about to get rocky,” the voice said.

      Bryon wondered how much more rocky it could get before he was turned inside out. And when had the douche inside of him developed a sense of humor? Bryon was afraid he was losing it.
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      Shawn hopped off the scooter before it stopped. He staggered to a halt, piston-enhanced leg and all. When he had a minute he needed to restructure his prosthetic, because it was rubbing the hell out of his thigh.

      “What is this place?” Victor asked.

      Victor had moved ahead at a fast clip, but constantly stopped and waited for Shawn to catch up. The man was impressive with his ability to go from a complete stop to what looked like sixty miles an hour in a split second. How in the world his body handled the inertia was beyond Shawn.

      Shawn was fascinated by the color changes to their skin, but didn’t have time to dwell on it.

      “They’ve been digging that tunnel for years and the drill keeps getting stuck or broken or it’s just a piece of shit. I had an idea how to put it to use,” Shawn said.

      “I’m strong, man, but I don’t think I can move a boring machine like that.”

      “I know, but you can help clear the way. If I’m right, I’ll handle the drill,” Shawn said, and wondered how much shit he was talking. More than likely he wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing, and this was a waste of time.

      “If you say so, man. What do you need me to do?”

      Shawn approached Victor and they put their heads together. Shawn spoke for a minute and then they broke apart. Victor didn’t look convinced but that was okay. At least they were trying something, even if it was crazy.

      

      The battle in the sky above had been going on for thirty minutes or more. Jets came in and fired off all kinds of ordinance while the huge blue ship spun round and round and simply shrugged off the blows. As the ship sped up, things on the ground were affected.

      Shawn didn’t just see this--he felt it.

      Something was pulling at the streets of Seattle with tremendous force. He planted his feet and stood rooted in place as gravity did a flip-flop and pulled at him instead of keeping him on the ground.

      Victor worked fast to tear down the chain link fence and clear a path to the huge machine.

      Shawn followed Victor, aware that he might be dragged backward at any second. He latched onto a generator that wasn’t running, and reached inside the device. It responded and tried to start. He told the machine to stop and instead used it as an anchor.

      If he'd had time, Shawn was sure he could've dismantled this thing and used the parts to build a machine. He could've used scrap metal and scaffolding to create a huge walking dinosaur if he'd wanted, and wouldn’t that have been a thrill for kids? Just a few bucks from anyone wanting a ride. Hell, he could've quit his day job with that kind of an amusement ride.

      The machine,--nicknamed Big Bertha--was in there and the entrance was covered in sections by huge tarps and scaffolding. Victor got to work removing the construction equipment out of the tunnel while Shawn used his power to assist with the cleanup by dragging anything that had a mechanical part out of the way.

      The plan was shit, but it was better than nothing.
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      Elise managed to slap the shield in place before the black Ford Bronco they’d been hiding behind was blown to pieces. They were flung back with tremendous force and rolled across the pavement. Frail and shaken, Martin struggled to his hands and knees beside her.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Martin nodded, but he didn’t look so good. Blood leaked from his nose, and his eyes were having trouble focusing. Elise tried to reach out to his body with her powers, but something prevented her from penetrating his shell.

      “Just got the wind knocked out of me,” he said, and nearly collapsed.

      She kept the  shield in place and expanded it. It wasn’t even an effort to project it now. She just imagined it and it was there. The thing inside of her seemed to encourage her, as if whispering in the back of her mind. But there were still no words, just a soothing feeling.

      Martin slapped the ground, and an arc of electricity shot out from him, striking the craft. It reeled away, but seemed to shrug off the effect. It moved closer to the street and shot back. The blast struck the shield and energy played across the surface, but quickly dissipated.

      Something tugged at them, and they were yanked across the ground. Elise and Martin tumbled over and over as the ship drew them closer. Another blast of energy shocked her as it ripped over the shield. She concentrated, but some of the energy had been sucked away.

      With a cry, Martin rolled over onto his back and closed his eyes. The power lines above whipped into a frenzy as they thrashed up and down. Power arced out, punishing the ship with multiple blasts of electricity, ripping off shards and flinging pieces in every direction.

      The ship zipped forward, spinning around and around. It assaulted her shield and sent them swirling again.

      The thing inside of her showed her what to do, but it was hard to concentrate, as they were tossed around like dolls. She struck the side of a car and saw stars. Before she could react, she was picked up and tossed again.

      This time she fought back, and stabilized the shield. She reached out for Martin and caught him in an embrace of power.

      Elise fought as blackness tried to engulf her.

      Martin groaned in pain and didn’t move.

      A second ship dropped from the sky and hovered just a few yards from them. A pair of feelers extended outward and pointed at them.

      Elise sucked in a breath to scream a warning to Martin.
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      Bryon gasped as the ship shot into the sky. It moved so fast that he was plastered to the squishy surface like a crab being hauled out of the sea in a trap. He caught sight of his skin, now a deeper silvery hue, and wondered if he was turning into Iron Man.

      He looked around the ship. From the large open spaces to the abstract, glowing walls, he found it so alien that it was hard to comprehend.. Lines pulsed like veins, as if liquid flowed through them. A huge archway met at the top of the ship, and figures moved around it. Were there still aliens on this cursed craft?

      There were no control panels that he could see. There weren’t even any doors or portals. How did the little jerks move around the ship? Aliens. Who would have ever thought such a thing was even real? He’d gotten hooked on The X-Files one summer and binged the first five seasons before he'd known it, but outside of science fiction, Bryon had always assumed that alien abductions were bullshit.

      “I want to believe, my ass,” he muttered.

      The ship lurched, tossed Bryon across the floor, and slammed him into a bulkhead.

      “Ow!”

      “You have learned so little, my friend. If you take to the air, you will not be harmed.”

      “You mean hover?” Bryon said before the ship descended. This time he got picked up and rushed skyward.

      Bryon concentrated, and stopped his rapid ascent.

      “Glad you figured it out. You will suffer less bruising and fewer broken ribs if you remain in the air,” the voice said.

      “You’re having fun, aren’t you?” Bryon said.

      “The concept of fun is new to me. However, it is an apt word to describe our current situation.”

      “You and I need to have a long chat when this is over,” Bryon said with a sigh.

      “I’m sure we will, assuming you survive.”

      “If I survive? If I don’t, doesn’t that mean you won’t survive either?”

      “While it would be awkward, I would have to depart your body and find a new host. The transition would be easier this time,” the voice said.

      “Transition? Jesus, dude. You call taking over someone’s body and giving them super powers a transition?”

      “It is simple biology. As soon as I’m able to inhabit a host, it becomes like a second skin to me. I simply have to teach the new host. The powers, as you call them, are simply manifestations of the ordinary everyday forces around you. You chose these powers, believe it or not.”

      “You say simply a lot. Like a lot. Nothing about this is simple. And how the hell do I choose new powers?”

      “You do not. I do.”

      “Now you’re jest messing with me.”

      “Not now, Bryon. I must concentrate on getting this craft ready for the assault.”

      “Assault? What assault?”

      “All in good time.”

      "You know something? You really didn’t teach me a damn thing until an hour ago,” Bryon said as he stared up at the glowing archway. Things were skittering around up there. “How’d I learn to fly and stuff?”

      “I assisted you in achieving a symbiosis with matter and other forces around you. Your race has much to understand. Now I really must concentrate. Maintaining contact with you, my brethren, and this ship is taxing."

      “Yeah, great,” Bryon said as he hovered a few more feet into the air. He was finding it easier and easier to simply ignore the laws of gravity and react to what was happening around him. “Hey, man. I don’t think we’re alone on the ship.”

      “Very true. There are still a number of enemies, as you call them. Take care of them.”

      “What do you mean 'take care of them'?”

      “Destroy them, of course. They are the enemy, and must be stopped. You know this,” the voice said irritably.

      “They weren’t my enemies until yesterday. What do you have against them?”

      “They have hunted us for thousands of your years. Our ability to adapt to any organic matter and control it is what has allowed us to survive,” the voice said.

      “You’re like a parasite,” Bryon said.

      “Shhh,” the voice shhhed him.

      Bryon gritted his teeth and looked for the first enemy to obliterate.
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      It wouldn’t work. It couldn’t work!

      But the thing inside of Victor whispered reassurances. It hummed away and made him confident that they could do it.

      Victor ripped the enclosure down like it was made of cardboard. He was relieved that since his skin had taken on a silvery hue, it was hard for him to take damage. But how would Laura react to the change? That was, assuming they survived the day.

      Grabbing the fence had shown him just how well he was protected. A strip of barbed wire had run along the top; as it had collapsed, the metal had ripped at his skin, but instead of tearing furrows it had only scratched, and left no mark.

      Something dropped from the sky near them.

      The alien craft was orange and black and shaped a lot like the ship he’d destroyed a few minutes ago. It hummed with energy, but other than that, there was no obvious means of propulsion. There was no cockpit, and no little green alien faces staring back at them.

      “Shit," Victor said. "We got company.”

      Shawn spun and took in the threat.

      Victor looked around desperately for something to use, while Shawn did the same thing. Then, he realized: he was the best weapon at their disposal.

      These things had been causing havoc in his city, ripping down buildings, killing people, and pushing the military back all day. There was a huge spinning ship in the center of the city, and now there was this asshole to contend with.

      “Are you okay against that thing?” Shawn called.

      “I got this,” Victor said, and hoped he did.

      Victor moved fast. The ship opened a pair of portals, and long, black, spindly arms slid out. They twitched in the air before focusing on him. A blast of energy struck Victor in the chest. Dazzling bursts of blue and red energy scorched his clothing, and blew him off his feet.

      He rolled over and found that he was unharmed. The energy the ship had hit him with would have torn a car in half. He patted at his smoking clothing, and then he was on his feet with a grimace.

      He zipped under the craft and grabbed one of the arms. It was slimy and had large, sharp hooks, but he pushed aside his revulsion.

      The alien device shocked him when he grabbed it, but the pain was negligible--like a mild current from a 9-volt battery. He ripped the feeler off as he dashed past, then spun around, swung it like it was a baseball bat.

      The arm tore into the ship and stuck. It tried to zip away, so he used the feeler like a whip instead, swung the ship around and threw it. The craft fought inertia and came back but couldn’t stop itself from smashing into a building. As it sped past him, he snatched up a cinderblock, threw it… and missed. Points for effort, he grinned.

      Victor picked up four cinder blocks that were bound together. He took a running start, swung the bundle over his head, and tossed the projectile at the enemy ship. This time it struck the ship and crushed the top inward. A few seconds later it exploded and sent pieces of the building flying.

      “Damn, man. That was a hell of a shot,” Shawn said.

      Victor grinned from ear to ear. “Didn’t know I had it in me.”

      “Looks like another one of those ships is fucking around down the street,” Shawn said, pointing.

      “I see it. You good here?” Victor asked.

      “I think so. I’m going into the tunnel, so I’ll be out of sight. Just keep your eyes sharp and make sure one of those things doesn’t come shoot me. You can shrug off an alien blast, great. I might not be so lucky.”

      “You think you can bring that thing out?”

      “S’gonna be a tricky. They’ve built up the walls as they bored so backing up is going to be a bitch. Things not designed for that kind of action.”

      “Then how do you expect it to work?”

      “I’m gonna Danny Glover it out,” Shawn called back as he proceeded into the tunnel.

      “Wait. What does that mean?”

      “Means I’m just making this shit up as I go along.”

      Victor shook his head, and went to find some more trouble.
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      Martin reeled under the assault. Fifty years ago he would have been able to move out of the way, find a ditch to hide in, a bush to hide under, or a tank to hide behind. Now he was in the open, exposed, and the energy he’d managed to expel wasn’t enough to fight the alien ships.

      He hurt.

      Martin was sure that at least one bone in his arm was broken. A rib or three had cracked, and he’d hit his head hard enough to see stars. His ears rang, and that made him feel like he was falling.

      The little lady he’d been helping had managed to shield them from a couple of blasts, but he wasn’t sure she could take another one. They were going to die here in the street.

      Martin rolled onto his back and found the sky. The large blue ship in the near distance took up the majority of his field of view. Something had snapped within him during the last attack; suddenly he felt like he could sense all of what the alien inside had been trying to tell or show him.

      The ship would begin to alter gravity around its base. Everything around it would break apart, starting a chain reaction that would engulf the city and nearly everything around it in a hundred-mile radius.

      It had to be stopped.

      Here he was, an old man with a damaged woman, taken over by aliens, playing host to something that gave them unheard-of powers, and they were being crushed by a fraction of what the other ship had to offer.

      He reached into the city and felt the power beneath its streets. There was so much of it, and it hummed, almost as if it were calling to him.

      But he wasn’t going to last long enough to use it. He wasn’t going to last more than five seconds.

      The ship lowered two arms and aimed at him.

      Martin made a last-ditch effort to call forth enough electricity to hit back. Power flooded him, but the ship fired before he could unleash it.

      Both bolts missed.

      “What in the Sam Hill?” he said.

      A man leapt into the air and smashed a rod into the ship. He landed on the craft and beat the ever-living hell out of it by raising something that looked like one of the little alien feelers and striking again and again. The ship lurched to the side, but he rode it like a damn cowboy and crushed the top.

      Viscous fluid leaked out, and one of the scythe-like wings flew off.

      The man landed on the ground and actually grabbed where the blade had been. He pulled the craft off the ground, spun it, and then launched it into the air. It sailed away and ended up smashing into a building. The resulting explosion shook the entire block.

      Elise grabbed Martin’s arm, and something flowed inside of him. His bones knit and his lung--damn, when had that thing collapsed?--filled with air. In his mind's eye, he saw the way she moved things around, pressing so that the vacuum was restored in his chest. When she reached his cancer, however, she fled from him again.

      The second ship reeled around them, then came in low around the block. The strong man he'd seen before stood in the center of the damn street and waited with his stick.

      Martin came to his feet and reached into the city again. This time he pulled so much power that lights in the surrounding buildings flickered. When he unleashed the blast of energy, it obliterated the ship from the sky.

      The strong man turned to regard them.

      “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” he hollered. “You’re like me.”

      Elise waved, and Martin considered passing out.
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      “I hope we’re not heading into outer space, Bryon said. "In case you didn’t notice, there’s a huge hole in the side of the ship.”

      He bounced off a wall, turned, and threw a punch at a pair of aliens that were scampering up the side of a bulkhead. Bryon caught glimpses of the outside world through the hole as the ship tore into the sky.

      An alien shot at him. He shrugged aside, and the blast missed. Bryon spun into the huge space and knocked the stupid alien over. It lost its grip, sailing into the air and hitting the side of a wall before being sucked outside.

      “We are not going that far. There is a threat over this city.” The voice paused, and an image of Seattle flashed through Bryon’s mind. “We must stop it. Once they subvert gravity in that region, the effect will spread, and may not stop. Just as this ship tried to decimate the small area you occupied, this will take much of the West Coast with it. There is, however, one problem.”

      “Let me guess: it’s got an impenetrable force field, and we don’t have a Mac or a virus to bring the ship down,” Bryon said.

      Another alien slid up a wall and peeked around the corner. It got a look at Bryon and ducked away. Bryon sent a blast so strong it tore the bulkhead a new one.

      “That is silly, Bryon. You do not possess the technology to infect a ship like that,” the voice said. “The technology alone is beyond current human comprehension, not to mention the fact that their language does not consist of simple ones and zeroes.”

      “Tell that to Jeff Goldblum,” Bryon said, and hovered into the center of the space.

      The ship came to a shuddering halt, and from Bryon’s vantage point, he caught sight of the Seattle skyline. A few buildings had been crushed, and there were fires everywhere. More troubling was the battle occurring in the sky.

      American jets engaged with alien craft, but it was a one-sided battle. The military were being taken out in startling numbers. A massive line of tanks moved up one of the freeways, accompanied by trucks, Humvees and troop transports.

      One of the scythe ships dove toward them and unleashed blasts of laser fire before being taken out by a missile. Men and women in uniform fled exploding vehicles.

      “I have found them, and they are together," the voice said. "Excellent. We may have a fighting chance.”

      “Found who?”

      “The others like me,” the voice said.

      The ship hove to starboard, then dropped like a rock.

      “Others like me or like you?”

      “Why both of course. Now prepare, Bryon. We are coming to a stop very soon, and will need to join them. The gravitational waves are picking up and this may get--shall we say--bumpy.”

      Bryon nodded. Not two seconds later, the entire ship was wrenched to the side and Bryon was flung against a wall. He tried to brace for it, but he struck it so hard that he expelled all the breath from his lungs, and reeled back into a hover before being knocked into another wall.

      The ship was dragged away from the ground and toward the enormous blue ship that hung like a weird huge crystal in the sky.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          50

        

        

    
    






          Elise

        

      

    
    
      Elise breathed a heavy sigh of relief when they were saved. She'd been sure that they had been about to die. She’d had her shield in place, but Martin had drained a lot of her energy when she'd dove into him and knitted him back together. Now that they'd had a brief moment of respite, she could snap their energy barrier back into place.

      But there was another problem.

      The blue ship.

      Something dragged at them. It pulled cars and debris toward the center of where it hovered over the city. Already, buildings had begun to disintegrate as they were pulverized and joined a maelstrom of spinning matter. Everything in the ship's path was broken down and added to the storm.

      “How do we stop that thing?” She had to yell it, because the noise had picked up considerably.

      The smell of gasoline was strong as more and more vehicles were shredded and tanks filled with fuel joined the mess.

      “I don’t think we can," the new guy said. "It’s too big.”

      He moved so quickly that he was in front of her in the blink of an eye. He was tall and had slightly Latino features, but his skin was a silvery hue. Like her, this man had to have been affected by one of the aliens. So there were more hosts than just her and Martin. That was reassuring. She’d felt the thing inside of her pulling her toward this meeting.

      “I’m not going down without a fight,” Martin said.

      He looked better, stronger, but his eyes betrayed the fact that he was still in pain. She’d fixed the worst of his injuries, but he still bore wounds on his exposed skin.

      “I’m here to help, that’s all. I know we can’t fight that thing,” the new guy said. “I’m Victor, by the way. Nice to meet others… like me.”

      Elise and Martin gave introductions, but kept them short, because the drag of gravity was getting stronger by the second.

      “So we outrun that thing?” Elise said.

      “If that’s the plan we better hurry,” Martin said. “I’m not so good at running. Too old.”

      “Shawn’s got an idea that might work. If nothing else, I need to go help him,” Victor said.

      “Shawn?”

      “He’s like us. Follow or run away. Appreciate it if you helped, though,” Victor said, then spun and zipped away.

      Elise couldn’t imagine how anyone else would be able to stop that ship, but if there were more like her and Martin, then maybe they could escape this together. Martin wasn’t going anywhere fast, and she was feeling the effects of being drugged, kidnapped, nearly raped, and then shot at by aliens. As far as a weekday went, this ranked right up there with the worst of them.

      “I’m going,” Martin said.

      “Me too,” Elise said, because nothing else about this day made a damn bit of sense.
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      Shawn had to go down into the construction site to find Big Bertha. She was a beaut as far as he could tell, even if the rear end was covered in tarps. She’d sat cold for a while, but when he put his hands on her, she purred to him. At least, that was how he thought about the massive machine.

      During World War 1, the Germans had employed the use of a howitzer gun nicknamed Berta that was nineteen feet long and fired a shell that had a nearly 420mm bore.

      How the fifty-seven foot diameter tunneling machine had come to be given the same name might have been no coincidence. Created by Hitachi, the machine was going to create a tunnel under the Seattle waterfront to replace the aging 99 viaduct because recent earthquakes had destabilized the overpass.

      He found that the machine had a network of scaffolding to provide access to the driver's seat. Once he navigated up the beast, he found he wouldn’t need to sit in it. As long as he maintained contact, he could use it from the street.

      The first thing he did was probe into the giant apparatus to figure out how it worked. It moved slowly; that was due to its size, and the fact that it was pulverizing everything in its path.

      He didn’t have time to work out the details. He just needed it brought out of the massive hole. That would mean destroying the tunnel it had already created.

      There was no way around it: if he didn’t get this beast out and into the open, it would be no use.

      It probably wouldn’t be any use anyway. It was so large that there was no way he could use it as a weapon. As much control as he was able to exert over machinery, he couldn't get it airborne.

      But the thing inside of him was damned insistent. It wanted Bertha out.

      So he dove deeper into the equipment and spun up into the power plants. Then he diverted control where he could and worked the gears. He let the little alien do most of the work, because for the life of him, there was no way he could make it exit the tunnel in a timely manner.

      It felt like gravity shifted, or he’d been hit by something.

      The drill lurched, tugging at the earth around it. Then, in a crazy burst, the boring machine backed up. Victor leaped into the cabin and prayed.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          52

        

        

    
    






          Bryon

        

      

    
    
      Bryon held on for dear life as the ship ripped across the sky, made a pass at the huge blue ship, and then dove for the ground. The alien vessel had made up the storm of debris that was revolving around the craft. Just like he’d seen in his own neighborhood, buildings, cars, trucks and roads were ripped to shreds and tossed into the air.

      The ship slammed to a halt and rotated until the hole loomed over the street. Two people looked up at the ship in surprise. The woman was cute, and the man was old as dirt.

      The ship lurched again, and the world tilted like crazy. Bryon rose into the air, crossed his arms, and hovered out of the craft before lowering himself to the ground.

      The couple were an interesting mix. She wore a loose shirt that hugged her breasts tightly. Bryon couldn’t help but stare. Her exposed arms displayed silvery-hued skin like him. The old man was just an old man. Nothing to write home about. While also taking on the same metallic color as the woman's his skin, was interspersed with age spots.

      “Hello,” Bryon said.

      “Are you staring at my boobs?” the woman said.

      Bryon tore his eyes away and his face flushed.

      “Sorry,” he said lamely.

      “Aliens are destroying the city. Crazy shit's flying around in circles. But a kid’s gonna be a kid,” the old man said.

      Bryon tried to laugh, but it came out poorly and sounded like he was choking.

      “You are quite smooth, Bryon,” the voice said.

      “Shut up, you asshole,” Bryon muttered.

      “Who you calling an asshole?” the old man asked.

      “The thing in me. He won’t shut up.”

      The two stared at him blankly.

      “You mean you can talk to yours?” the woman asked.

      “Yeah, when I can get a word in. Can’t you?”

      “No. Just images and stuff. Can you tell us what they want? Why they came here? Why we have powers? Why we can’t talk to ours?” the old man asked in a rush. “I’m Martin, by the way. That’s Elise.”

      “Just slow down,” Bryon said in exasperation. “We don’t have much time, according to old disembodied voice in my head. That ship's going to tear the city apart unless we do something.”

      “We’re going to do something called running,” the old man--Martin--said.

      “Yeah, I’m with you, but he said we can stop the ship,” Bryon said.

      “How?” Elise asked. “All I can do is create a shield. Martin here is the powerhouse, he’s able to literally call up electricity.”

      “These people need a guide, but you may not be the best for the job. Touch the woman, and I will assist my former shipmate in making contact with her.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Bryon said, and reached for Elise’s arm.

      She backed away, shrugging her arms to her sides so he couldn’t touch her. “Hands off, kid.”

      “He told me to," Bryon said. "He’s going to activate you or something.”

      “No one’s activating me. What is wrong with you?”

      Bryon was undaunted. He lifted a few inches from the ground and drove forward until he could touch her. He got his hand around her arm, but the old man tackled him. The pair fell to the ground, rolling over and over. The old man pulsed with energy and some of it leaked out, shocking Bryon. Literally.

      “Do that again and I’ll fry you into a fat steak,” Martin said.

      Bryon rose into the air and took the old man with him. He was about to form a blast of energy and punch the old-timer into tomorrow, but the guy suddenly let go.

      Martin dropped to the ground in a heap. Elise motioned for them to stop fighting, but she was having trouble coming up with the words.

      “Better?” Bryon demanded. “I’m just doing what the thing asked me to do. Jesus.”

      “It’s okay, Martin. I understand now. I understand more than I wanted to, and the kid is right: that goddamn ship is about to rip Seattle and everything for a few hundred miles around it into little tiny pieces.”

      “Oh,” Martin said simply.

      

    

  



    
      
        
          53

        

        

    
    






          Shawn

        

      

    
    
      Bertha was a beast to control. Shawn knew that the tunnel was collapsing as the boring machine came up to speed, bypassing any and all safety parameters. He’d had to configure some of the huge gears, and hoped they’d stay together long enough to do any good.

      For the next few minutes, the huge vehicle sped through piles of rock and tunnel, breaking apart all that had been carefully built. Not much to do for it. If he didn’t get this bitch out of the hole, there was no way it would be any use at all.

      In the process he pushed tons of debris back out of the hole. Bertha was supposed to be a one way machine. Once it was done creating the tunnel it would be dismantled, and shipped off to its next location.

      If it could be of use, that was.

      He saw daylight, and the curious effect of the shifting gravity pulled at him. As he came out of the hole, he found that the ship had begun to rip the city to shreds. There were people running away from the center of the city. Some didn’t escape the expanding wave and were sucked in.

      He wished he could help them, but there was nothing he could do except hope that this half-assed whatever in the hell he and Victor were up to would make a difference. For all the power he now possessed, he knew very little about it.

      But there was the influence of his alien, assuring him that he was doing the correct thing.

      Big Bertha finally got her ass out of the ground, then promptly came to a halt as she had nothing more to push against. There was a rumbling sound, and the tunnel he’d just destroyed caved in, causing a massive furrow to open up in the center of the street. Then buildings along its side collapsed and fell creating a cacophony of noise that made Shawn cover his ears.

      Storefronts, business, delis and restaurants crumbled and tumbled into the new hole with rending crashes. Dust rose into the air but was sucked toward the spinning blue ship.

      “Shiiiiiit,” Shawn whispered in disbelief.

      

      Shawn got out of the canopy and stood on the ass end of Big Bertha. It was still warm--hot, to be exact. Steam rose from the sides of the huge brute. He reached into the boring machine and felt for damage, but most of it was negligible.

      “Guess the city of Seattle can bill me,” he muttered.

      “You’re going to be paying that back for the rest of your life,” Victor said.

      Shawn turned and found his new friend, along with three other people. The old man was the most curious. He had to lean over to cough, but a woman was there to steady him. The motley assortment of people were like him, though. He could tell just from a look. Their skin had a metallic color like his, although the colors ranged from silver to gold.

      “I knew there were others. I guess we’re some kind of team now?” Shawn said.

      “Guess so,” Victor said and did quick introductions.

      “We don’t have a lot of time. You all need to trust me on this one,” the pimply-faced, overweight kid said.

      “Sure, kid. This thing in me asked me to bring out Bertha. I don’t know how we're going to use her, but there she is in all her glory. Shame I had to drop half of Seattle into the ground to retrieve her.”

      “The rest of Seattle is going to be gone in a few minutes as it is,” Victor offered.

      The kid looked away, and his face went blank for a second.

      “No more time. I’ll be right back, you guys get ready. Martin, suck up as much power as you can hold. Strong guy, get a feel for the machine. It’s going to be a bitch to move,” Bryon said.

      “Dude. I can’t move that thing.”

      “According to them, you can. You just gotta--what did my teachers used to say? ‘Apply yourself’,” Bryon said.

      Shawn stared at Bryon like the kid was on meth. It was one thing to be under the sway of this stupid alien. It was another to be taking orders from someone who should be taking his order at a fast food restaurant.

      “I’ll be right back,” the kid said, and zipped into the air. “Hey, shield lady. Can you put one on me?”

      “My name is Elise. I can put one on you, but you have to be close to me.”

      “Whatever,” Bryon said.

      The kid dropped back to the ground and wrapped his arm around her. She looked like she wanted to punch him in the balls.

      Something sprang into existence around them, and then they both leapt into the air and shot across the ground toward a crashed alien vessel.

      “We’re all going to die, aren’t we?” Shawn said what he suspected everyone was thinking.
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      Martin dug into the city and found power. So much power. If he delved deep enough he could also sense an enormous source of heat. He then reached into the sky, which had been cloudy for most of the morning, until the blue ship started causing havoc, and found another source of energy. What he really needed was a nuclear power plant. He’d drain that thing dry.

      Martin fought against the pull of his own sickness. He dug deep for his own energy reserves and found them lacking. How much longer he could hold out was anyone’s guess.

      If he were a smart man, he’d just tell these yahoos to save the damn world on their own. He wanted to go find a nice, quiet place and rest. Just a little. Maybe an hour. That would do it: one hour of uninterrupted sleep. Then he’d find a bottle of vodka, suck it dry, and sleep again.

      But duty called, as it had when he was just a kid. Fighting wasn’t ingrained in Martin, but it had been imprinted on him.

      The kid had unlocked something in Martin; that much was for certain. He’d been at odds with the thing he played host to, but now he could sense it, and in a way it communicated with him. There was no voice, but the link was strong. It showed him new pathways, and Martin dove into them.

      He pulled on the city’s energy even as the lights went out and blocks were devoured into the earth. He pulled and pulled until he thought he was going to explode.

      Whatever they had planned, it needed to happen soon.
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      Shawn tried to work quickly. Once he’d gotten down from the huge tunneling machine, he’d felt around the immediate area and began to drag items into an enormous U shape. Scaffolding, generators, cranes, and diggers--he took what he needed and slapped them into place.

      He was guided by the alien entity the entire time, and followed instructions, but inserted his own ideas where they could fit in.

      The devastation to the city continued as the military assaulted the alien ship. They threw everything they had at it, but the craft shrugged off damage and increased in power as it rotated. Dozens of scythe-like ships spun around in a protective circle, taking out jets and swooping down to decimate tanks and rocket launchers.

      A squad of soldiers ran past the construction site, barely sparing a glance in his direction.

      The scaffolding bent to his will, and when he was ready, he ran to one of the cranes' canopies, placed his hands on either side of the metal walls, and reached inside. The symbiotic alien guided his touch, and the parts fell into place. Rivets popped and reattached. Bolts flew and reassembled. He worked furiously to construct the device.

      He was still attaching parts when it hummed to life.

      All he needed now was for the kid and the woman to return.

      Meanwhile, Victor zipped around the area, battering at alien craft as they tried assaulting the pit. He used an alien arm like a giant crowbar. Somewhere along the way, he’d learned how to leap high into the air.

      Shawn watched the show, and tried not to smile. Gallows humor was just that and he seemed to be filled with it today.
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      Bryon found their quick flight to be more exciting than anticipated. A pair of scythe ships dropped in on them and started firing. Held against his side, Elise increased the shield strength, but they were buffeted by the blows.

      “Can you do anything about that?” Bryon yelled.

      “No, can you?” Elise replied.

      She held onto his midsection with both arms, and kept one of her feet glued to his. Bryon grinned, and wished his classmates could see him now. Maybe there was a news camera out there, catching him in midair.

      “Not talking to you, Elise," Bryon said. "Talking to him.”

      “Stay on course. We are almost there.”

      They took a nasty blast and spun toward the ground, but the shield held, and they bounced past the ship Bryon had arrived in.

      The wave of destruction was almost on them!

      Bryon screamed in fear as it nearly touched them. He closed his eyes and concentrated as hard as he could. Their momentum finally came to a halt, and he fought against gravity as they were sucked toward the spinning cyclone of matter.

      It tore at everything around them like diamond-hardened razors; the ground, cars, buildings--everything simply came apart and joined the mass.

      He got control again, put on an extra burst, and broke free. His arms trembled weakly from holding Elise next to his side. His legs ached from supporting her. He could just let go and allow the mass to take them. Maybe it would be over quickly. As soon as the shield was switched off he’d be turned into Jell-O, and then it would all be over.

      Bryon pushed until he thought his head was going to explode, and they finally broke free. They shot toward the ship at nearly freeway speed.

      Aliens poked their heads out of the huge hole and watched as he and Elise sailed by. Bryon applied himself and stopped spinning. Then he aligned with the ship and moved to the hole in the side.

      A half-dozen little shroud creatures fired at him as he approached, but their laser blasts dissipated as he blew through the hole and smacked into a bulkhead. Once he made contact, his alien inhabitant exerted its symbiotic influence and activated the ship. It righted itself, shook off the shrouds so they fell to the street below, and then lifted off the ground.

      “This is going to be bumpy," Bryon told Elise. "Get ready to create the biggest shield you’ve done yet. The guy up in my head said you can do it, no problem. Just focus. Cool?” He hoped his part in all of this was over, because he didn’t think he could take anymore. His body had reached its limit, and his mind was completely spent.

      “None of this is cool,” Elise said.
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      Elise simmered with rage. This nerdy kid had the gall to pick her up, shout orders at her, and then expect her to just fall in line. He was an ugly little snot-nosed kid. What did he know?

      But what else could she do? She could run away, sure. Abandon Martin, and hope to make it out of the city and get somewhere far far away. She could make a shield, strengthen it, and hope it held up against the swirling mass of destruction.

      They’d almost been sucked into the vortex behind them, and if she had to guess, she'd say it was about to devour the ship.

      The alien inside of her tried to soothe her, so she did her best to listen. It had been a distant companion before, but after Bryon had touched her, she'd come to realize that she’d been fighting it all along. Now it whispered in the back of her mind, reassuring her. It showed her how to use her powers. New options came to the forefront of her mind, and she realized she was able to do more than just protect and heal those around her.

      Even as the ship lifted off the ground, she thought they were done for. They were pulled in two directions at once as the ship struggled to overcome the pull of the maelstrom. She turned and stared at the approaching mass through the hole in the side of the ship.. It was huge--massive--and rose into the air for at least a mile.

      But the ship pushed back and finally broke free. It wobbled, then straightened and came in fast. They slammed to a halt a few seconds later, and the ship rotated until Elise found her new companions running around, prepping something big.

      Shawn, sat in a crane’s canopy and gestured with his hands. Parts flew off the ground and attached themselves to the weird construct. It was larger than the ship she was in, and looked like some kind of fucked-up robot. Five huge pieces of crane boom rotated around and aligned with the giant tunneling machine. Something like a huge hand made of metal closed around Big Bertha.

      She moved the rest of the way out of the hole, and when the tip came into view, Elise gasped to see how it was being moved.

      The other guy, Victor, had his shoulder against the giant bit, and he was pushing it. His feet moved in slow motion as he planted, pushed, then planted again.

      By all rights, Bertha should have laughed at his action, but it didn’t. It moved. Victor screamed as he strained, and the device shifted the rest of the way out of the hole. Behind him, a mountain of rock and dirt pounded to the earth.

      “I don’t believe it,” she said.

      “You and me both," Bryon said. "I hope I never piss that guy off.”
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      With Shawn busy getting Bertha ready, Victor took to the street and protected his friend’s back.

      A ship larger than the scythes came in low and headed toward the site. Victor almost welcomed the challenge. He was elated, now that he’d found others like him. Not just a few others but they were now a group of five. He lifted the alien arm and was about to go back and destroy the ship when it zipped down a side street and shot into the air.

      The little thing inside of him showed him an image. Victor stumbled to a halt and thought about it. He’d never been a big fan of heights.

      Victor stumbled as the ground shook under him.

      The ship came in from the east and fired at Victor.

      Victor was blown off his feet and into a green Kia minivan. The blow tossed the little piece of shit into a building with Victor still attached.

      Victor rolled out of the wreckage and retrieved his repurposed alien arm.

      He didn’t have time to plan, because a pair of those little alien ships came in firing.

      Victor had learned that he could take a blast from one of those things, but it hurt like hell. He ducked behind a huge concrete barrier just as a laser beam cut it in half.

      The second ship dove between buildings before coming around on his other side.

      “Son of a bitch!” he said.

      He looked around for something to use as a shield. The concrete barrier would have to do. He grabbed it around both sides and lifted it, just as another blast came in and pulverized his new armor.

      Reeling backwards, he fell into the pit created by Shawn when he’d brought Bertha out.

      Victor leapt, sailed over the top of the new pit and rolled across the hard ground before hitting the side of a building.

      The two ships hovered a short distance away and aligned weapons on him.

      Victor lifted his weapon over his head, advanced to a full run, and leapt into the air with a loud “Woo-hoo!”

      The first ship spun to engage him. He would pass within inches of the top, but he used his momentum to bring the club down on the ship. The thick carapace cracked and the ship shuddered, dropping to the ground with Victor dangling from the stuck alien arm.

      The second ship moved to engage with him, only to have a massive arc of energy smash out of the sky and turn it inside out. Thanks, Martin!

      Victor dusted himself off, yanked the alien arm free, and beat the shit out of the ship just to be sure. Then he went to find more of them.
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      The plan was worse than a long run up a heavily defended hill covered in machine gun nests, but there was no time to come up with something better.

      Martin knew what they were about to do was the only way to stop the huge ship from expanding past Seattle. That was if a nuke didn’t hit them all first.

      He’d seen Victor in trouble and called in his own strike. The clouds held a lot of static electricity, so he asked it nicely to assist. The arc had shot out of the sky and blasted an alien vessel that had been about to open fire on Victor.

      Bryon and Elise floated out of "their" ship and dropped to his side.

      “Are you doing okay?” Elise asked.

      “Well as can be expected. Feel like I’m about to explode,” Martin replied.

      They had to carry him onto the ship, held between their arms. Every hair on his body stood on end as he fought to control the energy he was still building up.

      They stopped on a section of gantry that was squishy to the touch. When they entered the craft, a bunch of those little shroud-like creatures scurried out, only to be greeted by Victor and a very large piece of metal.

      “Elise," Bryon said. "When we strike, you’re going to have to protect us. Can you keep this shield stable?”

      “I’ll do it. I have to.”

      “No. Look," Martin said. "No sense in all of us doing this. My little friend has it figured out. You two can’t be here when it happens.”

      “I can’t leave you here,” Elise said.

      Bryon looked between them, but didn’t say a word.

      “It makes sense, so just go. I have this under control. Really.”

      “You won’t be protected,” Elise argued.

      “There is no time for this bullshit. Go. Get the hell out. I got this,” Martin yelled, and wondered if he really did.

      He reached out, taking Elise’s hand in his and squeezing it gently. Something rushed between them, and their symbiotic link showed Elise what needed to happen.

      “Okay, Martin," she relented. "If that’s what you want.”

      “One last thing, please,” Martin said.

      “What is it, you grumpy old man?” Elise said.

      Martin pulled her close and whispered in her ear. She turned to regard him and asked him to repeat what he’d just said.
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      Relinquishing control was the hard part. Elise formed the bubble, then fought to let go. Bryon almost didn’t allow her to complete the task, and grabbed her around the waist again. She wanted to slap the shit out of him but there was no time.

      As they lifted into the air, she released a pulse of energy that would have sent her staggering if Bryon wasn’t holding her, but the effort was worth it. Martin and part of the ship were fully contained in a translucent bubble now.

      “Get out of the way,” Martin yelled.

      The kid turned and found the problem. He grabbed Elise around the waist again and flew out of the hole. Martin lifted a hand and waved goodbye.

      Bertha swung through the air and slammed into the huge hole.

      Elise tried to wave back but the huge device was already being knitted into place.
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      Shawn felt like he was balancing the world’s largest Erector Set. The only things holding this piece of shit together were willpower and luck--and the alien parasite stuck in his head.

      The giant legs wobbled as he swung around and slammed Bertha into the ship. He stitched it together as best he could even as the ship threatened to tip over. Then the ground under the ship shook as it exerted its gravitational drive and righted itself. With seven thousand tons stuck in its side, it was a goddamn miracle that the ship didn’t just tip over and fall.

      With his last bit of energy, he instructed the device to activate. The tip started to spin, and as the ship lifted off, it was still coming up to speed.

      Shawn slumped back in the seat. With his concentration nearly gone, the huge thing he’d constructed tilted sideways. He sent out a little order to it to stay righted, and much to his surprise, it obeyed. He would have to stay in contact with the device for the entire ride. All he wanted to do was sit back and close his eyes for a few minutes.

      But there was no time.

      Shawn fought his exhausted mind to maintain the link as the ship lifted off and strove into the vortex.
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      Martin started to hum “Rock and Roll” by Led Zeppelin as he lay on the gantry. Gravity pushed against him, but he found comfort in the squishy surface. Bryon has somehow allowed the symbiotic alien inside of him to issue orders to the ship. Martin was just along for the ride.

      The thing inside of him leapt into his mind.

      It soothed his nerves, and assured him that everything was going to be all right.

      But he knew everything was not going to be safe and sound. He was so full of power that he thought he'd explode at any second, sending the ship plummeting to Earth in a thousand pieces, and he was still sucking in more. He probed at the heat miles beneath the surface but his little parasite drew him away from that because it was too dangerous.

      One of the walls became translucent, and he was able to see outside.

      The shield that Elise had imparted on him expanded until it enveloped the entire ship. They dove into the debris and it buffeted the ship, sending pieces flying off the bulkheads. A support cracked, and another broke off and fell.

      Dozens of the little shroud creatures ran around furiously, trying to hold on. They stuck feelers into walls, trying to regain control. Martin lifted his arm, pointed his finger, used his thumb to aim, and shot blasts of power at them. They fell away as shriveled husks.

      The survivors mounted an offensive against him, but he simply blew them into little chunks.

      The ship fought the maelstrom as it picked up speed. Outside, the world was now entirely grey as millions of tiny pieces tried to shred the alien craft, but Elise’s shield hung in place and took the punishment.

      Martin thought of the last meeting with his son. He thought of his boy’s face when he'd been a young man, how he’d asked endless questions about every little thing that popped into his head.

      In some ways, Martin had suspected he would be able to make things right with his son in time, but he hadn’t said the right things when Benjamin had visited him. He should have set his pride aside and at least attempted to reconnect with his son.

      Martin wished more than anything that he could call Benjamin now and at least say that he was proud of his son for picking himself up, following his father’s departure, and making something of his life. But there was no chance for that now.

      “It is time, Martin. I thank you for allowing me to share in your world. There is an emotion in your world called love, and I feel it for you now,” a distant voice said in his mind.

      The shield shimmered out of existence, and Martin was tossed into the air.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t love you, you son of a bitch.” Martin said. “And now? You decide to start talking now? The hell you been?”

      “It has taken me a great deal of time to adapt. I apologize.”

      “Save your apologies and adapt to the fact that we’re about to fucking die…”

      Just before they hit the ship, Martin unleashed all the power he was holding. His son’s face flashed into his head as his world exploded in a burst of sheer white energy that ripped him apart.

      Impact came a split second later.
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      “Kid! Kid!" Victor yelled. "We need to get the hell out of here, and pronto!”

      He was covered in scrapes and bruises, but he’d managed to take out two more alien craft as the blue ship sailed away from them.

      Now he stood over Bryon and Elise, and wondered if they were dead. The boy moved his head, thankfully, but his eyes were completely red, as if he’d been punched repeatedly. Elise was no better off. She was limp, and when Victor touched her, she stirred, but didn’t speak. He grabbed them both and looked around for cover.

      Twenty-five feet off the ground, Shawn leaned out of the crane’s canopy and yelled down, “Get them behind me. Now”!

      Victor lifted them both and got them more or less in a fireman’s hold, then ran under the canopy. The framework reconfigured and shifted until the arms came together. The pile driver had been working relentlessly, driving huge chunks of scaffolding deep into the ground.

      Then, the section that Shawn had been in lowered itself and formed an arc of twisted metal.

      Victor dropped Bryon and Elise behind the metal construct and found a division in the platform to watch from.

      The blue ship carrying Martin had disappeared into the mass of spinning debris. As Shawn stared, a blinding flash lit the sky for miles around; the ship must have made impact. The explosion shook the ground, and the maelstrom came to a grinding halt.

      The blue ship had stopped rotating too, and tilted to the side. He could barely make out the alien vessel in the mass. Bertha crashed into the ship, along with the other alien craft and the old man. The explosion was like a nuclear blast. The fragments that had surrounded the ship suddenly became shrapnel and flew outward, followed by a concussion that took Shawn’s hearing away.

      The wreckage of Seattle stopped rotating and fell to the ground. The upheaval was massive as millions of tons of debris fell onto the remains of the city. Good Christ. There was going to be a dust cloud for days.

      He threw himself over Elise and Bryon, looped one arm into a piece of scaffolding and held on as the world exploded around them. He howled, but his cry was taken away by the buffeting wind that tried to rip the metal construct out of the earth.

      Then the ground bucked under him, and the massive machine that Shawn had created started to come apart.
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      Elise fought for breath. When she’d touched Martin for the last time, they’d shared some part of each other’s alien consciousness. She'd felt what he'd felt and seen what he'd seen. The final image had been one that would be with her for the rest of her life.

      The grumpy old man had sacrificed himself to save them all, and when he’d unleashed the energy he’d been building, it had erased every particle of his being.

      The alien inside of her had reeled in pain and sadness, because it had permanently lost its companion.

      As the shockwave arrived, she recognized what would happen to them if she didn’t act. All of that matter was being thrown outward at great speed. Anything and everything that wasn’t protected would be obliterated, including them.

      Victor had dragged them behind something that Shawn had constructed, and tried to protect them with his own body. It wouldn’t be enough. The force of the blast broke the construct apart and sent pieces flying.

      With her last bit of energy, Elise sprang a new shield into place and expanded it to take in half a block. She screamed in agony; because it felt as if she were being ripped in half.

      Elise held on as winds howled around them and millions of tons of wreckage ripped at their position.
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      Hours later, Bryon managed to extract them out from under fifty feet of rubble. The shield had shifted slowly at first, but then it had picked up inertia as he'd applied himself. They rose out of the remains of Seattle until they hovered half a mile over the wreckage.

      The city and most of the waterfront was gone. Buildings that had stood for decades were crushed like kindling. A freighter had been torn in half and lay over what had been Second Avenue.

      The Space Needle’s top section had been torn away and flung who knew where. The metal scaffolding still rose into the air, but it had been broken off midway to the top, and the elevators tossed free.

      Little scythe ships hovered over the remains, but the Air Force was back on the job, and sent squadrons after the lingering aliens. Explosions still sounded over the city, a sound Bryon could go the rest of his life without hearing again.

      They landed near a place pointed out. The freeway that had risen on bridges and overpasses had fallen over in the upheaval. Miraculously, they found a place to hole up. So much dust and debris was in the air that the day looked like night.

      

      They gathered in at what was left of Penelope’s office. Shards had ripped off most of the roof, and left her furniture and walls a shredded mess. Shawn clumped around the kitchen, trying to dig out the remains of a coffeemaker. He put the device on Penelope’s shattered countertop, but even he couldn’t do anything to fix it.

      Penelope was gone. If she’d left a note it would be somewhere around here, but he’d never be able to find it. Shawn reached into his back pocked and breathed a sigh of relief when he found his wallet. She’d at least he had her phone number and he’d managed to hold onto it. He hoped to god she hadn’t been killed in the explosion. When he was clear of this mess, and somewhere safe, he would try to contact her.

      It had worked, the crazy plan, but at a cost. The destruction he was responsible for would be felt for decades. But what choice had they had? If they hadn’t stopped the ship, the destruction would have been much worse.

      All of this might have been avoided if the military had simply talked first, instead of launching an assault. Or maybe it had been inevitable. All he knew was that he had been relieved to learn that the alien entity inside of him was in no way related to the extraterrestrials he and his new friends had fought.

      Shawn thought of his house, and wondered if it was still standing. He wondered a lot of things, but mainly he wondered when he would be able to sleep.

      

      Victor’s phone had been put through the wringer, but at least it booted up. He found a corner and dialed his wife’s number. It went to voicemail the first time, so he tried again. On the fourth ring, she answered.

      “Vic? Is that you?” she asked. The connection was really bad and he could barely hear her. Even getting through with the devastation around him was a miracle. There couldn’t be a standing cell tower for a mile in any direction. Thank god he’d thought to buy a crappy disposable phone. It probably used the oldest of cellular bandwidth.

      “It’s me, babe. Sorry I didn’t call before. So sorry. I’m sorry I ran off on you all. I wish…”

      “Oh my god, Victor. I’m so glad you’re all right. We’re at the cabin, and the news about Seattle is overwhelming. I’ve been beside myself with worry. I thought for sure you were caught in that mess and killed.”

      “I’m a little banged up,” Victor said and looked at his arm. Huge bruises stood out under his newly silver-hued skin. “But I’m alive, and I’m coming for you as soon as I get a little rest, baby. I promise.”

      The phone clicked a couple of times.

      “Laura? Hon?”

      “I’m here, but the connection is so bad I can barely hear you.”

      “I said I’ll be there as soon as I can. I love you,” Victor said into the phone, and the connection went dead.

      He stared at the device and found the battery was low. Great. He’d tossed the power cord along with the packaging. Not that he’d be able to charge the phone. He might manage one more call, but he’d promised Elise she could use the phone.

      

      Bryon stared at a wall and pondered what his life was now. The voice was still back there, talking to him, telling him stuff. He didn’t care. He was a hero, sure, but what they’d done was sinking in. Saved the city, but what had been left to even save?

      The ship had exploded, and all of that debris had caused even more destruction. How many deaths were they responsible for?

      Bryon didn’t want to think about it. Sure, he had super powers now but he’d give them up in a second for a day of lying in bed just playing video games. He missed his mother, and his new friends--Victor, Shawn, and Elise--weren’t even that nice to him. Without him they’d all be dead now. Where was the damn gratitude?

      Outside of this building, the ruins ran for miles. He’d risen into the air once, and surveyed the landscape before returning to his companions. It was worse than a war zone. He’d seen images of Berlin following the end of World War II. Even that hadn’t looked this bad.

      Then there were the invaders to consider. Had they all been killed? Something told him they were still out there, but when he'd asked his little alien asshole buddy, the voice had simply said it wasn’t sure.

      “They are not gone. Not all of them. Many remain, and I fear what they will do next,” the voice said.

      “How can it be worse than this?” Bryon asked.

      “We may find out soon. I have much to ponder, Bryon. For now I must rest. Even our kind need to sleep.”

      “Hey, one last question before you pass the hell out,” Bryon whispered.

      “Yes?”

      “Are there more like us out there?”

      “Yes, Bryon. There are more like you out there. I have been calling to them since we arrived, but their voices are far away. Now I rest. You should do the same.”

      Bryon nodded, and considered the possibility.

      As soon as the others were quiet, he would slip out of the office and fly toward the remains of his house. He didn’t need these guys anymore, and they would be happy without him to bug them.

      Bryon closed his eyes and waited for night.

      

      Elise lay on a couch that was tilted on one end, thanks to two broken wooden legs. She’d dug out a blanket and covered herself from the chill. She felt like she had a fever, and couldn’t seem to get warm. She had considered asking one of the guys to come and cuddle for warmth, but they were distracted, and besides, she didn’t need any other unwanted attention.

      Asking a guy to do that might make them think she wanted more than warmth. Especially the creepy kid, Bryon.

      He styled himself some kind of leader now, but he couldn’t lead himself to a glass of water. He just moped around, and talked to himself occasionally.

      She had one more task to accomplish before she slept.

      “Can I use that phone?” Elise asked Victor.

      “Yeah, but the battery is really low,” he said.

      “That’s okay. I probably won’t even get through but I promised Martin I would try.”

      She took the phone and rose from the couch, wrapping the blanket around her body. She moved down the hallway and into what had been the bedroom. Most of the roof had collapsed onto the bed and crushed it.

      She took a seat on the edge after brushing away a few chunks of plaster, and dialed. Before he had departed, Martin had whispered a phone number to her. She had listened, asked him to repeat it, and committed it to memory.

      “Hello?” the voice on the other end said.

      “Is this Benjamin?”

      “Yes. Who’s speaking?”

      “Hello, Benjamin. My name is Elise, and I’d like to tell you about Martin, your father.”

      “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “No, it’s not. Please give me a moment of your time. It will be worth it,” she said, and the first tear formed in the corner of her eye.

      “That son of a bitch. What’s he done now? If he was in that mess in Seattle, then good riddance,” Benjamin said.

      Elise choked back a smile, then told Martin’s son what his father had done to save them all.

      

      
        The End

        The story will continue in:

        IMPACT EARTH: METASTASIS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        A Word about Impact Earth

      

      I’m a fulltime indie author and I work very hard on my books. I love hearing input from readers and the best way to provide that is via a review.

      When you leave a review on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, Smashwords, or where ever you purchased a book, it helps other readers. This also helps the author out more than you can imagine.

      So please, friends, if you can spare a few minutes of your time, leave a review IMPACT EARTH: SYMBIOSIS on amazon.

      
        CLICK TO REVIEW

      

      Be honest and know that I read every review and use feedback to better my writing as well as have a positive impact on future novels.

      Watch for IMPACT EARTH: METASTASIS later in 2016.

    

  


  
    
      
        Sign up for Timothy’s spam-free mailing list to receive special offers and news about his latest releases

        

        Click here to signup
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        Timothy W. Long has been writing tales and stories since he could hold a crayon and has read enough books to choke a landfill. Tim has a fascination with all things zombie, a predilection for weird literature, and a deep-seated need to jot words on paper and thrust them at people. Tim spent time in the US Navy, worked for a major game corporation, an aeronautics company, and he has been in the IT field for the last 15 years as an engineer before becoming a full time author. He is an active member of Horror Writers Association, SFWA, and International Thriller Writers.

        

        Tim resides outside of Seattle where he spends time with his partner in crime, Amanda, as well as 2 children, 2 dogs of various sizes and dispositions, and a near constant supply of overpriced and overcooked coffee beans.
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