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    1 
 
      
 
    Richmond, Virginia 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kris!” 
 
    Sitting up in bed, I look around. My brother Michael is wide awake and wild-eyed, literally in my face. Not ready to get up, I lay back down. He’s always ruining a good thing, and this time it’s my sleep. 
 
    “Wake up,” he says. “We have to get going!” 
 
    Before I can say anything, he dashes out of the room. I throw the covers off and rub my eyes. The morning came too fast. Glancing over at the alarm clock, I notice it reads 6:30 in the morning. Oh shit! I’m supposed to be at work by seven. I must have set the time for PM instead of AM. 
 
    In a mad rush, I grab my cell phone on the way to the bathroom. I throw on the hot water in the shower and brush my teeth. Typically, I take forty-five minutes on my morning routine. It’s a special time to prepare for a stressful, long day, but I have to cut the time short. 
 
    After I’m out of the shower and drying off, I put the cell phone on speaker and dial Natalie, my boss. She doesn’t answer. That woman stays on the phone. I can call her at three in the morning, and she’ll answer the first ring. I press her number again. 
 
    “Hello!” she answers loudly. 
 
    “Natalie, I am so sorry! I’m going to be a little bit late. Give me no later than…” 
 
    “Kris, don’t worry about coming in today.” 
 
    “I’m in traffic.” I cringe at the lie. 
 
    She yells at her kids to close the door. Her husband tells her something, but I don’t understand and can barely hear him. 
 
    “Natalie?” I remark, hoping to regain her attention. “I’ll be there any minute.” 
 
    She continues to speak to her husband. Then the phone call disconnects. What the hell!? I call her back immediately, but the line has a fast busy signal. I keep trying, but I can’t get through. That’s strange.  
 
    “Kris!” Michael calls from the living room. 
 
    “What!” For some odd reason, my brother annoys me. I want something to go right, and nothing seems to be working out the way I want. 
 
    “You need to pack your stuff!” 
 
    “WHY!” 
 
    “WHAT!” 
 
    “Why do I have to pack my stuff?” 
 
    “WHAT!” 
 
    “REALLY, MICHAEL! WE’RE GOING TO DO THIS NOW!” 
 
    “HUH!” 
 
    He wins. I give up. 
 
    I put on a cream shirt and a pink skirt, along with matching pink high heels. It was my Friday outfit, but who cares. No one will notice. 
 
    I check the time on my cell. The display reads a quarter till seven. My job is thirty minutes away, forty-five in lousy traffic. More than likely, rush hour will be horrible. In this city, most of the time it is. I hurry out of my room, grabbing my purse on the way. As I’m about to enter the kitchen, I notice that Michael is staring at me as I slip and nearly fall on the linoleum floor. 
 
    “You better not laugh,” I threaten him. 
 
    “Where are you going looking like that?” 
 
    Such a dumb question. “To work,” I answer. 
 
    I grab a coffee cup from the cabinet. I dropped mine yesterday as I was about to sit at my desk. I wasn’t watching where I was placing it, and it fell, creating a ruckus that gained the attention of everyone in the office. I was disappointed. The square cup was unique and had the slogan: ‘You’re Cute After Coffee’ in a fancy font on one side. The O’s had hearts in the center. It always made me smile, even if I was having a bad day. 
 
    “You can’t go to work,” Michael says. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    He points at the TV. 
 
    “I don’t have time. I’m already late.” 
 
    “No, seriously, something’s going on.” 
 
    A spaceship takes up most of the flat screen. According to the voiceover, hundreds of them are positioned around the Earth. 
 
    “Record the movie,” I reply, “and I’ll watch it when I get home.” 
 
    “Do not walk out of this apartment,” Michael says. 
 
    Rarely to never have I followed his orders, and I don’t plan on doing it now. As I try for the door, he blocks the path. 
 
    “Move out of the way.” 
 
    “It’s real, Kris. You need to sit and listen.” From the seriousness in his expression, I can tell he’s not kidding. 
 
    Willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, I take a seat and give the correspondent my undivided attention. 
 
    “The Virginia governor has asked citizens not to bog down the emergency lines about the unidentified flying objects,” he says. “All officials up to the Federal Government is aware, and they are handling the situation. Please, heed all warnings from your state and local authorities.” 
 
    I glance at Michael. His arms converge over his chest, and he’s holding the remote. Behind him in the corner, I notice for the first time that his suitcase and rucksack are packed. His gun and ammo are on the table. 
 
    “Now,” the man continues, regaining my attention, “if you’re just joining us, let me catch you up to speed. At exactly 2:22 AM this morning, hundreds of unidentified flying objects appeared in the Earth’s orbit. As far as we know, the United States and many other nations have tried to communicate with the extraterrestrial visitors, but they have not succeeded. Government officials believe there are two possibilities for their silence. One: the aliens do not understand the multilingual greetings sent to them. Two: they understand at least one of the languages but refuse to answer. No one knows for sure.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Michael chimes in. “They refuse to answer.” 
 
    “Due to the uncertainties of their arrival, authorities request that all United States citizens remain calm and stay indoors.” 
 
    “Like that’s going to happen,” Michael replies. 
 
    “Now, if you’ll watch your television screen, we’re about to show you actual photographs and videos of the UFOs. We acquired them from verified sources. Make no mistake, the images you are about to see are real.” 
 
    The reporter keeps talking as each picture appear. Some are not so clear, while others I can see fine details. The ships have rivets and piping, and all of them look like flying cruise ships except they’re grey and black. He calls them Octeres because they mimic ancient warships. The significant difference is the oars; the spaceships don’t have any. Videos show that their hulls have tiny lights zipping along the shell. Iridescent squares on the body illuminate and darken. There are no exhausts and no windows - unless portions of the hull is a two-way mirror. Believed to be approximately 342,200 gross tonnages, the vessels are said to be twice as big as the largest cruise ship in the world. 
 
    Michael’s cell phone rings. Its louder than the TV. He answers immediately. He listens and responds. The conversation is surprisingly short, making me wonder who just called. 
 
    “Who was it?” I ask. 
 
    “I need you to pack.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “Nobody. Please, Kris, do as I say.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “We’re leaving Richmond.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Forever.” 
 
    “What? No, I don’t think so. I have a job here. So do you. We can’t just up and leave and not come back.” 
 
    “By the end of the day, our jobs won’t exist.” 
 
    Sighing, I reply, “I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice. We stay here, we die.” 
 
    “You know, the news said that we should not be out there.” 
 
    “Yep, and we’re not listening to that part.” 
 
    “This is crazy, Michael.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit, Sis. Now, get packed! And don’t bring your whole closet.” 
 
    “Fine,” I reply, frustrated, “but we’re stopping in Ashburn.” 
 
    “No way, Sis. Not happening.” 
 
    “Gabe is up there.” 
 
    “I don’t care where he is.” 
 
    “It’s not out of the way.” 
 
    “Kris…” 
 
    “I’m not taking no for an answer.” 
 
    Michael’s cell phone rings again. While snapping his fingers at me, he answers it. I get the message loud and clear. He wants me to pack. 
 
    I change into shorts and a t-shirt. Then I pack three casual outfits, pajamas, socks, and underwear. An extra pair of tennis shoes is always a must, so I throw those in the suitcase too. In the bathroom, I toss deodorant, lotion, toothbrush, and toothpaste into a cosmetic bag. Back in my bedroom, I look around and think about what I could be forgetting. Last minute packing isn’t the best thing to do for a trip. 
 
    Screaming startles me. The sound comes from the living room. I also hear a reporter frantically speaking over the noise. With too many voices at once, I don’t understand what she’s saying. I rush to the living room. 
 
    On screen, there’s a corrugated cylindrical rod sticking out of the asphalt. A black orb floats above it. People surround the strange device but keep a wide girth. The top half of the rod slowly begins to rotate. The ball and bottom half remain still. Fearing what it might do, onlookers run or back away. The reporter holds her ground, relentlessly describing the object in the tornado of panic around her. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “A weapon, possibly.” 
 
    My cell phone rings. It’s Gabe. I go back to my room to talk in private and where the noise isn’t as loud. 
 
    “Hello!” I cover my other ear so I can hear him better. “Gabe! Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m good, Krissy. I’m good. Where are you?” 
 
    “At home. Are you seeing what’s going on?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s incredible. I hope you stayed at home.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Good. As soon as I can, I’m coming to you.” 
 
    “Michael and I are getting ready to leave, and we’re going to stop by and pick you up.” 
 
    “You’re leaving Richmond right now?” 
 
    “Probably in the next half hour.” 
 
    “That’s a bad idea. You guys need to wait. They’re telling everyone to stay off the roads.” 
 
    “He’s already made up his mind.” 
 
    “Put your brother on the phone.” 
 
    “Hold on.” I hurry into the living room and hand Michael the phone. 
 
    “Who is it?” he asks. 
 
    “Gabe.” 
 
    “What does he want?” 
 
    “To talk to you. He doesn’t want us to leave.” 
 
    “It’s not up to him.” 
 
    Gabe yells for Michael to take the phone, but my brother ignores him. 
 
    “Oh my god!” the reporter screams. 
 
    A high-pitched pulse emits from the floating orb. The picture becomes unsteady, then fades to black. The anchorman in the newsroom is back on the air, but he's too horrified to speak. 
 
    I put the cell to my ear and say, “Gabe, something’s going on. Are you still watching the news?” 
 
    The TV abruptly goes dark. My phone dies at the same time. 
 
    “Gabe! Hello! Can you hear me? Gabe!” 
 
    Michael checks his phone. Then, he shows it to me. It’s dead also. As I desperately press every button and tap the screen on my cell, I beg for it to respond. Nothing works, even yelling at it is a wasted effort. 
 
    I look at Michael, who’s genuinely concerned. One thing I know without a doubt is that if he’s worried, I better be worried too.
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    The loft shakes from an explosion. Michael throws open the curtains in the living room. I peek out from behind him. On the banks of the James River is a helicopter. The rotor blades are twisted and broken off. The cockpit is under water. The tail and back rotors are in pieces, scattered from the river to the road just below the window. A column of fire and smoke rises from the main wreckage. There’s an arm laying outside of the side cargo door. 
 
    “Kris, we got to go. We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “This can’t be real,” I mumble. 
 
    “KRISTINE! MOVE IT!” 
 
    I run to the bedroom to grab my suitcase and cosmetic bag. My mind swims with everything that’s happened so far. I’m stunned, thinking about the spaceship, the helicopter, the strange object sticking out of the ground. What was that thing? Michael yells for me to come on. I move quickly, heading for the front door where he’s waiting. 
 
    As I step into the hallway, I run into my neighbor. Both of us drop our suitcases, but I end up on the floor. Michael yells at him. He apologizes profusely, trying to help me up. Michael shoves him out of the way and grabs my arm. With the strength of an ox, my brother has me back on my feet faster than I anticipated. My neighbor and I suddenly lock eyes. I see in him what I feel, absolute fear and disbelief. I can’t bear it. I look away. The neighbor apologizes one last time and takes off down the hallway. Michael and I are not far behind him. 
 
    The apartment building shakes as we’re about to enter the garage. We remain in the door, waiting for the earthquake to pass. Dust falls around us like snow. The moment the shaking stops, Michael and I run straight for his SUV. A few residents from the apartment building are standing around. No one is getting in their vehicles. Seems odd that folks are in the garage doing nothing other than talking. Michael doesn’t notice. He tosses his things in the SUV and tells me to get in. As I’m getting myself settled into the passenger’s side, Michael tries to start the engine. It won’t turn over. There’s no tick and no revving. 
 
    “It’s dead.” Michael gets out and yells at someone in the parking garage. “Hey! Does your car start?” 
 
    “No! Nobody’s car is working down here!” 
 
    “Just as I thought,” Michael says mostly to himself. “We’re walking.” 
 
    “To where?” I ask, getting out. 
 
    He opens the back gate to the SUV. I watch with confusion as he transfers his belongings from the suitcase to the rucksack. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “There’s a gym bag in the back seat. Empty your luggage and put your stuff in there.” 
 
    “You mean, the same gym bag that you keep your dirty workout gear in?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “No, that thing stinks. I’m not putting my clean clothes in that dirty, nasty bag.” 
 
    “Kris, we have to walk. Your suitcase is going to slow us down.” 
 
    “To where? You never answered my question.” 
 
    “Out of Richmond.” 
 
    “That’s not a place.” 
 
    “We’ll talk more about it when we’re safe.” Michael gently pushes me away and points to the other side of the car. 
 
    The whole scenario is insane. I can’t believe I’m going along with this. I slowly go around the SUV, noticing the neighbor I bumped in the hallway. He stands next to his vehicle, shaking his head with his hands on his hips, looking at his car as if it’s a disappointment. 
 
    Michael and I finish repacking and head to the ramp that leads to the street. The wind is heavy with smoke from the helicopter accident. 
 
    “Should we check on the pilot?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do. You saw it yourself. Nobody survived that crash.” 
 
    As we walk up the hill, I feel out of sorts, like everything is all wrong. I’m nervous and scared. I feel awful and sad. All of my emotions are keeping me from thinking straight. I need normal back. I need to be at work and working. 
 
    At the corner of South 26th and East Main, I’m shocked to see everything at a standstill. Cars are dead in the lanes. It looks like one was turning into the gas station across the street but stalled at the entrance. There are no sounds of sirens. Car alarms aren’t going off. The traffic lights are dead. A few people stand in the road or on the sidewalk, all uncertain on what to do next. There are looks of confusion, questions are  asked, murmurings of the aliens, but no one believes it. 
 
    Michael starts down the sidewalk, heading towards downtown Richmond. Unwilling to accept these turns of events, I follow him, but I keep looking back. 
 
    I feel like there must be a logical explanation. Why are we leaving our life behind based on unfounded facts? Okay, so a helicopter crashed in front of our apartment, but that doesn’t mean aliens have arrived. And when it comes to electricity, it goes out sometimes. Someone could have hit a pole. One of the electrical towers might have been struck by lightning early this morning. Any rational explanation is possible. 
 
    “Michael, we have to talk.” This is not going down as he thinks, and it’s time to get back to common sense. 
 
    He turns, looks over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere!” I stand still, holding my ground with my arms crossed. 
 
    He stops and comes back. With those big brown eyes, he’s telling me that I'm unreasonable. With my little brown eyes, I’m saying to him that he’s nuts. We understand each other clearly. 
 
    “Are we seriously going to do this right now?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes, we are.” 
 
    “You don’t believe the aliens are here, do you?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen any real evidence. What we saw on TV could have been a movie.” 
 
    “Those images were real. The aliens are here.” 
 
    We’ve gained the attention of concerned spectators. They whisper to each other. 
 
    “I’m going back home,” I reply calmly. “This, whatever you think it is, is not real.” 
 
    Michael huffs and shakes his head. 
 
    “Why are you so convinced?” 
 
    “Why aren’t you?” 
 
    “Because it doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “That’s the problem with you, Kris.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Just because you think it’s impossible or wrong doesn’t mean it can’t be true. Everything doesn’t rotate around your way of thinking.” 
 
    “We are not leaving. I mean, you can if you want, but I’m not.” 
 
    “For the last damn time, we are not staying.” 
 
    “You can’t te…” 
 
    Oh my god. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. 
 
    Above the downtown skyline, I see the impossible. The Octere, the same kind of spaceship I saw on television this morning, glides straight down towards the skyscrapers. The spaceship is massive. The hull tiles switch between black and gray, while lights travel along its skin. It reflects the land below, showing broken uneven buildings and streets, while the top part mirrors the sky. 
 
    I back up, meaning to run, but Michael grabs me before I can take off. I’m so physically terrified; I can hardly stand. I can’t wrap my mind around what I’m seeing. I want to know how it’s possible. I want to know how they got here and why. 
 
    “Kris, it’s okay. Let’s go.” 
 
    Michael takes my hand. At the next corner of North 25th Street, we turn right, going up the hill. The spaceship is now at our left. Halfway up the block, a building blocks our view. My head swims from the sight. I have no doubts the aliens and their spaceships are real, but now I’m scared out of my mind. 
 
    “Are they only in Richmond?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “You heard what the news said.” 
 
    “What do they want? Why are they here?” 
 
    Michael is trying to find an easy way to break his pessimistic views. I search his face for hope anyway. 
 
    “I think they want to wipe out the human race.” 
 
    “They can’t kill seven billion people.” 
 
    “Why not? We can wipe out an entire species of animals in a matter of years. With their technology, I bet it won’t be a stretch for them.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” I ask nervously. 
 
    “We’re going to fight like hell to survive this thing. That’s what we’re going to do.”
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    After only walking a block on North 25th Street, we make a left on East Grace. About a mile down, the road dead ends on top of a hill. A crowd gathers, all looking at an unhindered view of downtown Richmond. No longer the center of attention, the skyscrapers are overshadowed by the Octere. 
 
    Michael won’t hear another argument from me about leaving this city, the existence of aliens, or spaceships. I’ll gladly start over somewhere else. 
 
    Michael leads back through the crowd to North 22nd Street, where we make the left on East Broad. We’re going downhill with a much better view of the Octere. People are on their porches, sidewalks, and in the middle of the street, entranced by the sight. Michael and I walk the center double yellow line, in between stalled vehicles and onlookers. 
 
    Suddenly, I’m pushed against a car by young guys. They press through, not caring who they run over. On their heads are aluminum tin hats. They carry posters and chant in cadence, “The aliens are here! The aliens are here!” 
 
    They go around Michael instead of pushing him out of the way. I supposed it’s because my brother is bigger than they are. 
 
    “You okay?” Michael asks, rushing back to me. 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Stay close. People are going to be a problem more than the aliens.” 
 
    More bad news on top of his doomsday premonition. 
 
    The closer we get to downtown, the more my anxiety amps up. We’re getting closer and closer to the Octere. I have to find out which route Michael plans on taking. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Are we going downtown? Because if we are...” 
 
    “We’re headed for Shockoe Cemetery, and from there we’ll get on Brook Road.” 
 
    “I’m just making sure. I don’t want to go anywhere near that spaceship.” 
 
    Within minutes, we get to Oliver Hill Way. Cars choke the intersection. There are no drivers and no passengers, but a few people socialize on the sidewalk. The spaceship looms ahead. I feel as though it’ll swallow us whole. Michael waves for me to follow him. We walk at a quicker pace. The whole time I keep my eyes on the ship. 
 
    Suddenly, a panel opens. Lights twinkle against a dark background from within. I watch with bated breath. Nothing happens for what seems like a long time, but then there’s movement. The twinkling lights disappear. A swarm of smaller ships spews out. They take off in different directions. Michael and I run, along with whoever else is around us. 
 
    The gym bag knocks at my side, making it tougher for me to keep up. He heads for the nearest door and pulls on it. It’s a store, and of course, they’re closed. It’s not nine in the morning yet. He looks around and up, trying to see if any ships are coming our way. 
 
    Being out in the open like this makes us a target. We have to find cover fast. Up the street, I see a possible hideout. A clump of trees sets between two brick buildings, and it’s not that far from where we are. 
 
    “Michael, c’mon!” 
 
    I run as fast as I can while gripping the gym bag so it won’t hit my side. I get to the clump of trees and crawl on my knees underneath. 
 
    “Are you kidding me!” Michael yells. 
 
    “It’s this or stay out in the open!” 
 
    Michael looks like a roly-poly bear, trying to get under the trees and brush. I scoot over to make room for him. We can only see a single tall building downtown and a large part of the Octere. Two smaller spaceships swing around to that building. Red lightning erupts from their hulls, striking it. With one hit from each, the structure explodes into a cloud of dust. When the smoldering grime clears, nothing is left behind. The spaceships erupt out of the fog of destruction at unbelievable speeds, flying out of sight. The destructive sounds are nonstop. The ground shakes. The air becomes hot and charged. I hear distant screams of people in trouble. The aliens must be destroying everything in their path. 
 
    Michael is right. They are out to kill mankind. 
 
    A pop goes off, and then another. It’s gunfire. A man appears from down the street. He’s the one firing the gun. Other people are running. Some pass him up entirely, going in whatever direction they can. A woman bumps into him. Both of them fall. She’s up and gone, but the man scrambles for the gun. Just as he grabs it and gets back on his feet, a small spaceship bears down on him. 
 
    The UFO is about the fourth the size of a Fiat and looks like a pistachio. The gray outer shell is open, showing an oval sphere inside. Its sleek surface is the same as the Octere, except there are no wandering lights. It flips over clockwise and flips back as lightning arcs around the sphere. 
 
    The man stares at the ship. Slowly, he raises his arm and pulls the trigger. The bullet bounces off the hull. From what I can tell, there is no damage. The ship crackles and shivers. The hair on my arm rises. My skin tingles. A lightning burst erupts, creating a crooked red beam. The aim is perfect though, hitting the man directly on the chest. Shockingly, he explodes into a cloud of dust. No skin, no muscle, no bones left behind. His clothes are gone as well. The sidewalk, where he was, sprinkled with his remains. The spaceship takes off for another target.  
 
    “We’re getting the hell out of here!” Michael says. 
 
    Before I can refuse, he’s out, and pulling me up to my feet. We run down Oliver Hill Way, our sights set on the trees ahead. 
 
    Michael veers off the road, heading for a clump of trees. 
 
    Panicked, I ask, “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Over there.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We’ll use the woods as cover.” 
 
    There is no path. Everything is overgrown. Michael trips over the tangled growth of twigs and vines, landing on his stomach in the bush. I’m right behind him, trying to keep up. 
 
    “Jesus, Kris. Can’t you wait until I stand up? I’m not going to leave you behind.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m scared.” 
 
    We work through the brush. It doesn’t take us long to reach where the woods end. Train tracks come into view. There’s a locomotive to our right. Engineers are talking in front of it. We cross the tracks. Another batch of trees are ahead, but there’s a path this time. Two yards in, we’re out and see another set of tracks. The next patch of woods takes a little bit longer to get through. When we come out, we’re on the road. The city is to the left, and so is the Octere. A dust cloud blooms under and around it. I swear that thing is following us, or it’s just so big there’s no getting away from it.  
 
    “Do you know where we are?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “Yep, I do.” 
 
    We follow an unnamed road to an intersection where the rail crosses. The street signs says Hospital St. The immediate area is mostly undeveloped land and two-way roads. Up ahead is a tall bridge, more than likely Highway 64. People are on it, walking away from the city. 
 
    “Michael, are you sure we’re going the right way?” 
 
    “Yes and stop asking so many questions. Trust me, okay?” 
 
    “It just seems like we’re walking in circles.” 
 
    “We’re not. We’re good.” 
 
    The moment we clear from under the bridge, I hear rapid gunfire, a lot of it, and people are screaming. It’s coming from atop the bridge. Soldiers fire towards a target I can’t see. Civilians run in the opposite direction. Lightning suddenly cracks, striking in the center of the span. Solid bodies explode into dust. Those that escape only fall to their deaths to the street below. The cars turn to dust also under the continuous barrage of lightning strikes. The bridge eventually becomes the target. Michael and I duck behind a set of trees and continue to watch. When the dust settles and those spaceships are long gone, what’s left behind are crumbled remains, dust, blood, and beams sticking out of the ground. 
 
    I can’t take the sight. It’s too much to bear. Michael and I run from the death behind us. 
 
    The cemetery comes into view. Deciding not to cut through, we stay on Hospital Street, continuing to a neighborhood of duplexes. Everyone must be locked in their homes. It’s eerie to see life hiding from the world on an early weekday morning. I try not to focus on the negative. We’re still alive. That counts for something. 
 
    Quietly, we make our way to Brook Road, and once again, we have a clear sight of the Octere, seemingly drifting higher since the last time I saw it. The smaller spaceships fire on the ground, grinding out devastation with each electrical strike. Smoke, fire, and lightning; it’s a scene that instills fear, something I will never forget.
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    We find refuge under a canopy of trees. The only telltale sign of unsettledness are the groups of people walking the street. Dust and blood cover their clothes and exposed skin. They head north, away from Richmond, in the direction we plan on going. 
 
    “Here.” Michael hands me a bottle of water. It’s a small four-ounce nugget. I drink it all in one gulp, realizing afterwards that I’m hungry. 
 
    My mind doesn’t stay focused on the minor starvation though. Images of the last few minutes replay in my mind. Silhouettes of the smaller spaceships flashed when the lightning erupted in the dust cloud. People screamed for help, wanting someone to save them. The spaceships crackled before releasing their electrical strike. The sizzling sounds of flesh and floating powdery-fine dust afterwards. Bodies fell. Clawed at the air as if the very act could save them. And the buildings that once dotted the Richmond skyline, they were gone in one amazing second. The aliens took an eraser and rubbed out the skyscrapers. Accomplishments that took years to build and maintain are gone forever. 
 
    “You okay?” Michael asks. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I sigh sadly. “You know, yesterday at this time, I was taking a phone call from an irate customer. He wanted all of his money back on his credit card, and he wasn’t taking no for an answer. On top of that, he wanted an apology in writing. You think that matters to him now?” 
 
    “No, Sis, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Just like that, everything has changed. The world is different. I don’t want to die like those people.” 
 
    “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do. There’s nothing anyone can do.” 
 
    “You have to believe we’re going to make it. You have to stay positive and focused.” 
 
    “This coming from the man who said earlier the aliens were here to wipe out the human race.” 
 
    “I did say that, but I could be wrong. I was just guessing. Either way, we’re not giving up. I’m prepared for this. That’s all we have to do is make it to Marienville.” 
 
    “You think your mom’s house is any safer?” 
 
    “We’re not going to stay at her house.” 
 
    “Then where are we going?” 
 
    “I have to start from the beginning, so you’ll understand.” Michael sits in front of me to ensure he has my full attention. “Okay, so as you already know, I’ve been visiting my mom every weekend, but there’s another reason why I go up there. I’m part of an organization known as the Allegheny Collective. A few of my Army buddies and I decided to pool our resources to build a bunker that will house our families during and after an apocalypse. That’s where we’re going. To a bunker.” 
 
    What in the absolute hell did he say? Of course, I kind of understand, but this news is a total shock. I am happy he’s prepared for an alien invasion that could wipe out the entirety of humankind, but who would think to be ready for such a thing? Who is this man that calls himself my brother? 
 
    “What is it?” Michael asks. 
 
    I shake my head and shrug my shoulders. I don’t know where to begin. 
 
    “Have I lost you?” 
 
    “No,” I answer awkwardly. “So, exactly where is this bunker?” 
 
    “It’s in an underground system of caves in the Allegheny National Forest. We’ve set it up to take care of our families for an indefinite amount of time if needed. It’s going to be a self-sustaining community where we all work together to survive.” 
 
    “Okay,” I reply, not knowing how to react. 
 
    “If you got questions, ask them.” 
 
    “Did you know the aliens were coming?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why would you do something like that?” 
 
    “I’ve always believed something was going to happen, something that society wouldn’t be able to recover from. I had no idea what it would be, but I wanted to be ready, just in case.” 
 
    “Is the Allegheny Collective a cult?” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “I’m not going to be somebody’s handmaiden or sister wife.” 
 
    “Are you for real?” Michael laughs. “Where do you come up with this stuff?” 
 
    “I’m serious. First, it starts all innocent. Friends are getting along. Everyone is happy, but then when people get too comfortable, that’s when the shit hits the fan. I’m telling you, I’m not going to be part of that nonsense.” 
 
    “I’ve known these people for years. They are standup, straight up, good guys.” 
 
    “Okay, just making sure. I want to make it perfectly clear what I’m not going to put up with.” 
 
    “I promise you, Sis, everything will be good.” 
 
    “What about your mom? Is your mom going to be there?” 
 
    “We have to swing by and get her, but that won’t be a problem since she’s already in Marienville.” 
 
    “Do you think she knows about the invasion?” 
 
    “She might. I’m not sure. I tried calling her this morning. I didn’t get an answer.” 
 
    “You think she’s okay? She’s by herself up there, practically shut off from immediate help.” 
 
    “I bet she’s safer than we are right now. The aliens are attacking only major cities, not that I can confidently make that assumption from seeing the raid in Richmond alone, but I think it’s a safe conclusion to make.” 
 
    “We have to get to her as quickly as possible. Walking is going to take days. We need a car.” 
 
    “True, but I don’t believe we’re going to find a working vehicle anytime soon. The rod you saw on television before it went out was an EMP device.” 
 
    There he goes with those military acronyms. Everything in the government and military must have an alphabet identifier. I guess saying things like Central Intelligence Agency is a mouthful. 
 
    “What is that?” I ask. 
 
    “You never heard of it before? Don’t you watch movies or read?” 
 
    “I watch rom-coms, and I read romance novels.” 
 
    “What the hell is a rom-com?” 
 
    “Romantic comedies.”  
 
    “I forgot you like that mess. Anyway, an EMP is an electromagnetic pulse. You know what that does?” 
 
    “I don’t know what an EMP is. So why would I know what it do?” 
 
    “You must have heard about it somewhere.” 
 
    “Just tell me.” 
 
    “Immersing yourself into forms of entertainment that has a combination of genres makes for a better learning experience and understanding.” 
 
    “Does your brain hurt from saying so many big words?” 
 
    “Very funny, Sis. Okay, look, an EMP creates a force that disables cars and phones that rely on electronics.” 
 
    “Is it permanent?” 
 
    “I think with this invasion, it is. I haven’t seen a working vehicle or anybody on a cell phone so far this morning.” 
 
    “Maybe, when we’re far away from Richmond, we could find a car.” 
 
    “We’d have to steal it.” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t thought about that. That’s not a good idea.” 
 
    “Bicycles will be better. They don’t run on electronics or electricity.” 
 
    “The only bike store I know about is close to where we live. I forgot the name of the street, but I’m not going back.” 
 
    “No need to worry about that. I figure, if we stay on Brook Road we’ll see one eventually.” 
 
    “I think it’s funny, how with all your knowledge and preparations for an apocalypse, you don’t have a bike, and you’re days away from the bunker you and your friends built.” 
 
    “The aliens snuck up on me. My long-term plans were to buy a house close to Marienville and work in Pittsburgh. That way, I can get Mom and me to the bunker in no time.” 
 
    “And you would have left me down here in Richmond?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you to come with me when I’d gotten to the point I was moving out. Now, when it came to Allegheny Collective, I would have kept that from you. I knew you’d think I was wasting money and time.” 
 
    “You’re right. So now what do we do?” 
 
    “We walk until we find a bike shop but listen to me good. This trip is going to take a long time if we can’t find a car. Bicycles will cut the travel time short, but it’s still a lot of ground to cover. I need you mentally prepared. No matter what happens don’t give up, stick with me, and let’s not connect with people. We’re not trying to save the world. Just us. Okay?” 
 
    “What about Gabe?” 
 
    “He wasn’t on the list. I can’t guarantee I’ll be able to get him in.” 
 
    “What list?” 
 
    “Allegheny Collective has a list of people who can enter the bunker. I paid our way and Mom’s way. That’s it. They won’t allow anyone else from the family, and let’s face it. Gabe is a friend.” 
 
    “I won’t go without him.” 
 
    “You may not have a choice. He could be dead.” 
 
    “Unacceptable and not true.” 
 
    “Kris, let’s say we make it to Ashburn, find your boy in one piece, and we make it all the way to Marienville. The only three people from this family the Allegheny Collective will allow into the bunker is you, me, and my mom. They will turn him away, and they will kill him if he tries to enter.” 
 
    “If they won’t let him in, I’m not going either. You’ll be allowing them to kill us both. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I want you to try and get him in there. For me.” 
 
    “Okay, but say for instance, we find your boyfriend dead. What then?” 
 
    “Obviously, I’ll go with you to the bunker. I’m not stupid.” 
 
    Michael blows out in frustration. He doesn’t want to go to Ashburn. He doesn’t wish for Gabe to live in the bunker with us, but Michael has no choice if he wants me to be there. 
 
    “Are we doing this or what?” I ask, already knowing his final answer. 
 
    “I guess.”
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    We’re in a residential area. Colonial homes, ranches, and country cottages line the street. Manicured lawns are show-worthy. Elephant ears and ferns line the sidewalks and crowd the flowerbeds. Shade trees hang heavy of summer foliage. It could be a peaceful part of town, except for the distant sounds of destruction. I wonder if people are in their homes. They have to be, considering the aliens arrived early this morning. The windows are shut tight. Shades are closed. I’m willing to bet every door is locked as well. 
 
    We come across a couple of churches. They’re about a half mile apart. At each one, people congregate on the lawn. The last one we pass has the double doors wide open. Considering a lot of people gather on the grass, it’s very calm. Members of the church hand out bottles of water, blankets, kind words, and hope. A preacher is among them, consoling a troubled woman. Dust drifts from her hair. Tears stain her dirty face. She must have escaped the alien attacks. 
 
    By the time we reach the next intersection, the crowd has thinned out considerably. A lot of travelers stay behind at the churches. Perhaps, they believe they’ve found real refuge. I’m not so confident. There’s the possibility the aliens don’t know what churches are. They might not comprehend their importance. Religion, as a whole, could be a foreign concept to them. Michael and I aren’t willing to take the chance. Out in the open with high steeples and uncovered parking lots, the churches are targets along with everything else around it. 
 
    I feel a little better now there’s not a lot of people around, but I’m annoyed with how my day has turned out so far. Nothing is working out. My mind keeps replaying all the horrors from this morning. My stomach is mad and talking. I’m thirsty and hot. The gym bag is getting heavier by the second. 
 
    Without warning or brake lights, Michael stops in his tracks. I run into him. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    He points to the left. People are standing in a parking lot, but that doesn’t seem to be unusual. Then a glint of light catches my attention, and I hear low humming. Something is in the ground and spinning. A ball of some kind is above it. It’s the rod I saw this morning on TV, but there’s no way it can be the same one. The device reported in the news was on East Cary Street near an area known as City Center. We’re north of that location. Could it have moved, or is there more than one? 
 
    A young man with a cane shuffles close to it. The rod spins faster, making a high pitch whine. Michael called it an EMP device. Maybe, it’s something more. 
 
    “Something’s not right,” I tell my brother. “Let’s go. Please, we have to get away from it.” 
 
    Michael silently agrees. We go about a yard when we hear a crack of lightning and a loud heart-shattering boom. I duck behind the nearest stalled truck. Michael moves in beside me. People are running everywhere. Screams hit me to the bone, sending chills to my heart. When the crowd clears the area, I look over the hood. The scene is shocking, though I expected something terrible to happen. More than twenty people, including the man with the cane, are unconscious. Thin strings of smoke rise from their bodies. 
 
    A woman with short brunette hair runs back to one of the people on the ground. The woman she crouches over is on her side with her face in the gravel, and her arms are twisted in unnatural positions. Realizing the blonde is dead, the brunette screams in anguish. Sadness washes over me. Watching her brings me to tears. 
 
    Michael takes my arm, guiding us away. His last words ring in my head loud and clear. “We’re not out to save the world. Just us, okay?” 
 
    I want to help, but what can I do? I’m not a nurse, and I’m not a doctor. My profession doesn’t require I save lives. I’m an adjustment clerk for a credit card company in Richmond. I could never stomach open wounds. Seeing the carnage, hearing the grieving woman,  it’s more than I can take. 
 
    How are we going to survive this? At any moment, we could die, and no amount of planning will prevent it. The aliens have better technology. They are stronger and smarter. It’s just a matter of time. Shivering from this reality, I wipe my tears with the back of my hand. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Michael asks. 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve seen dead bodies. The guy that turned to dust was different. There wasn’t anything left behind, not that it makes his death less tragic, but this time, those people are right there. They were breathing, walking, looking, talking. And now, they’re gone.” 
 
    “Don’t let it get to you, Sis. Shake it off. Let it go.” 
 
    Easy for him to say. How do I escape the crippling anxiety? Carrying those deaths will eat at my soul. 
 
    I ask my brother, “Did you ever see anyone get killed in the Army?” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “How did you cope? And don’t say you’re some tough guy who could handle anything.”  
 
    “I accepted what couldn’t be changed.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I didn’t dwell on it.” 
 
    “That’s going to be hard for me.” 
 
    “Their deaths weren’t your fault. Everyone over there chose to get close to that thing. Even if you told them to stay away beforehand, they wouldn’t have listened.” 
 
    “I just wish I never saw it.” 
 
    “You did. Now, don’t let it bother you.” 
 
    Covering my eyes, I sigh in frustration. Don’t let it bother me, he says. Yeah, okay, whatever.  I’m not made of stone. I can’t reconcile in a second and boom my conscience is clear. This is going to be a long, hard day.
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    Three blocks from the EMP rod, there’s another problem. Looters are gutting a corner store, and an unruly mob is in the parking lot. People fight over everything, from one can of food to a basket full of stolen groceries. It’s total mass hysteria. Michael and I go through the parking lot across the street, altogether avoiding the crowd. 
 
    Once we’re clear, we look to the road ahead. No spaceships. No red lightning. No people. We pass a sign for Interstate 95. Brook Road has a bridge that goes over it. Stopping in the middle, I take a look down at the interstate to see if the cars are stalled. Every single vehicle is dead in the northbound lanes, and it’s the same for the southbound side. This is not a good sign. There has to be a working vehicle somewhere. 
 
    With one last look back at the crowd behind us, we continue onward at a quick pace. Natural splendor and blue skies replace parking lots, stores, and suburbia. At this moment, when everything seems normal, it’s hard to believe the spaceships are here. 
 
    “Michael, I’m hungry.” 
 
    He shifts his backpack to his side and digs into the main pouch. He tosses a clear plastic bag, an apple, and a bottle of water at me. Inside the bag is dried fruit and nuts. 
 
    “Steak and eggs out of the question,” I remark. 
 
    I bite into the apple. It tastes sweet and feels mushy. It’s hard to swallow with a dry throat. I can’t remember the last time I had an apple, not that steak and eggs are in my early morning diet. Usually, I sip coffee, snack on a donut or bagel from the breakroom at work. Those little indulgences, the simple things I do every day, I miss them already. 
 
    “Michael, what would you be doing right now?” 
 
    “Repossessing a Beamer in Providence Forge.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you used to do other than piss people off?” 
 
    “Yeah, I would tell them after I hooked up their car to have a good day.” 
 
    “You’re terrible.” I shake my head. I don’t know why I ask him anything. “So, did you work all those long hours for years to pay into the Allegheny Collective?” 
 
    “I took those jobs because it was my job. I’d already paid into the Collective.” 
 
    “How much did it cost?” 
 
    “Three hundred grand. One hundred per person.” 
 
    “Seriously? Where did you get that kind of money?” 
 
    “Grandpa Wise.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s right. Your mom got his farm, and you got his money. How many of your Army friends gave to the Collective?” 
 
    “Eleven, plus an unnamed investor.” 
 
    “Thirteen members, including yourself, pooled at least a million dollars. Were you guys allowed to bring in however many family members you wanted?” 
 
    “Wives and children if they weren’t adults,” Michael answers. “In my case, since I didn’t have either, I chose you and my mom.” 
 
    “What if your friends had adult children they wanted to bring to the bunker? And those children had children too. Then what? They all get to be there?” 
 
    “Only immediate family. A line has to be drawn. As in my case, because I’m not married and have no kids, I’m only allowed two people of my choosing. There’s another soldier with the same deal.” 
 
    “Each head costs a hundred thousand dollars?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, let me get this straight. If a family of five - the soldier, spouse, and three kids – want to be in the collective, they would have to pay…” 
 
    “Five hundred large,” he answers. 
 
    “How can your Army friends afford to give that much money? Are they wealthy?” 
 
    “That’s where the unnamed investor comes in. He’s financed ninety percent into building and supplying the bunker.” 
 
    “Oh,” I reply with a nod. “How much in total? With the money from you, your friends, and the unnamed investor?” 
 
    “Why are you asking questions about money?” 
 
    “I’m part of it now. I think I deserve to know.” 
 
    “Okay, Kris, the Collective has half a billion dollars before the building of the bunker.” 
 
    “Forty-five people will be living in the caves?” 
 
    “At least.” 
 
    “Who’s in charge of the checkbook?” 
 
    “The investor.” 
 
    “Who is he? Or is it a she?” 
 
    “You’ll meet him when we get to the caves.” 
 
    “I accept the longstanding relationship with your Army buddies, but what I don’t get is how you know this investor. What has he done to gain the trust of you and your friends to make you so willingly give up practically millions of dollars on your part?” 
 
    “For someone who hasn’t given a penny or a single effort to the Collective, you’re questioning this guy as if he stole from you.” 
 
    “I’m not taking for granted that because he offers hope with his money, he’s going to give it.” 
 
    “Kris, let this go. Trust me. Okay?” 
 
    “What is his name?” 
 
    “Evander Colon.” 
 
    “Why does he sound familiar?” 
 
    “He’s rich. Probably heard about him on social media.” 
 
    “Was every penny you guys gave him accounted for?” 
 
    “Yes, Colon has been open with the books, keeping all of us informed on spending, investments, etc. Colon acquired the land with our money, and he provided what was needed to build up the caves to make them suitable to live in. He had connections and resources right at his fingertips. Without him, the bunker wouldn’t be possible.” 
 
    “You know, money can turn friends into enemies.” 
 
    “That’s not the case here.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Stop projecting what you perceive as a problem into something that’s not. You weren’t part of this project, and there’s no reason for your doubts.” 
 
    Knowing I’ve overstepped my boundaries, I let it go. Michael is upset, and I understand why. I question everything and everyone. I have to trust his word.
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    Michael uses silence to voice his anger. He can hold a grudge longer than necessary, and this is one of those moments. Back in Richmond, Michael would leave the apartment to cool down if I made him mad. He can’t get away from me now. Still, it’s an achingly long walk with him unwilling to speak. There were a couple of times I wanted to apologize, just so our conversations can make the time go by faster, but my skepticism cannot be shaken. The validity of his investment weighs on me as a con. The only way to convince me otherwise, I have to see the caves and how they’re set up. 
 
    We approach the corner of Brook Road and Wilkinson, where military vehicles are parked in an abandoned store parking lot. There aren’t any soldiers. Seems odd. 
 
    “Where’s the closest military base?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “Fort Lee is south of Richmond. Quantico might be the next base north of here. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Where did these vehicles come from? And where are the soldiers?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    We walk over to the vehicles and check inside for keys. The ignitions are empty, and there’s no ammunition or guns. A low humming sound comes from the woods on the other side of the abandoned store. It has to be another rod, but I don’t see it. 
 
    Michael and I move on. Another mile or so, we spot the soldiers. They’re going north, but they’re using the woods for cover. 
 
    “Something’s up,” Michael says. 
 
    Both of us stop, watching as the soldiers creep up the street. 
 
    “What now?” I ask. 
 
    Michael waves for me to follow him. He heads in the direction they’re going. The soldiers turn a corner, going out of sight. We pass a stretch of trees, eventually reaching a driveway to a parking lot with a major shopping center. The soldiers are behind the building. Looking up, I see where they’re going. On the far end are spaceships, and they’re firing at targets on the ground. Smoke and dirt bellow around them. Those guys are going to their deaths. They’re outgunned. 
 
     “Can we go?” I ask, nervously. “Please, Michael, I’m scared.” 
 
    Instead of going away from the shopping center, Michael stays on Brook Road, which runs parallel to it. Trees block our view every so often. I want to run, but Michael keeps us at a quick pace. Whenever we have an unhindered view of the spaceships, we check to make sure they’re not moving towards us. 
 
     Suddenly, several hissing sounds are coming from the shopping center parking lot. Smoke spews from several rockets, blazing at the spaceships. The alien targets appear to be hit. I feel the explosion in my bones. The energy knocks me on my back. Michael covers me with his large frame. I look over at the parking lot. There’s too much dust to tell if the alien ships are destroyed. Soon the cloud turns red. Lightning supercharges the hot air. The alien ships weren’t damaged. They still fly, and now getting ready for retaliation. 
 
    I push Michael off, drop the gym bag, and run as fast as I can across the road. Behind me, I can hear Michael screaming my name. Explosions quickly drown out his voice. I trip on my own feet, and when I try to get up, I see another small spaceship coming in. I huddle down and cover my head. Metallic whining gets louder. Lightning hits so close to me that I’m knocked away from the blast. Dirt and grass rain down. I stand up, hoping to get out of there, but I can’t see from the dust cloud. I feel hands on my back. Thank goodness, it’s Michael. 
 
    Another spaceship zooms close to the ground, letting loose a barrage of red lightning, destroying everything and anything in its path. Michael says something, but I can’t hear him from the ringing in my ears. I tremble from the noise of war, the chaotic sights, and the smell of destruction. 
 
    I cling on to Michael as he leads us out of harm’s way. I’m not sure which way we’re going, but it seems like the spaceships are everywhere. They’re firing on every building in the area, transforming them into powder. A group of people huddle near a restaurant. Lightning strikes near them. Dust and body parts explode. Those that survive run for their lives. 
 
    Wherever Michael goes, I’m right with him. Even in all this confusion, he seems to know where he’s going. We head down a side road. In his sights are a patch of woods. Of course, we found safety in the same kind of area back near Richmond when the aliens first arrived. They weren’t firing at the natural foliage, just people and manmade objects. 
 
    I hear footsteps behind us. More soldiers run towards the fight. Rapid fire erupts in quick succession. That dreadful crackle kicks up a notch. The ships lay waste to them too. Dear god, another spaceship is coming. Maybe more. I can hear them approaching. 
 
    Michael and I make it to the woods, fighting our way through unforgiving tangled branches. In the cover, we hunker down. The earth quakes from the blasts. The soldiers are outmatched. Their screams tell of their defeat. 
 
    Soon, silence falls. But the heat swelters and the smell of electrocuted bodies overwhelm. 
 
    “C’mon,” Michael whispers. 
 
    We continue through the thick woods, making a new path. We find areas of open parking lots, small businesses, and homes. It’s not long before we’re back on Brook Road, but farther north. We can hear the spaceships still laying waste. I’ve heard enough and experienced too much. Felt more horror than a person should in a lifetime. I run, keeping to the edge of the trees until the spaceships are out of view. 
 
    I find a clearing, where I plant myself behind a row of bush. I cover my eyes and cry, thankful to be alive but scared I came so close to death. Michael joins me, wrapping his big arm around my shoulder. 
 
    How did we get to this point?
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    “Drink.” Michael shoves water at me. “You have to hydrate.” 
 
    “Why did we have to get so close!” I hit the bottle out of his hands. It rolls onto the gravel. 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “You could have gotten us killed! I almost died! Do you get that? Do you understand?” 
 
    “We won’t do that again.” He grabs the water off the ground. “Please, it’s hot out here, and you have to stay hydrated.” 
 
    This time I take it and gulp down half. The water tastes like heaven. Thirsty for more, I continue to drink. 
 
    “Sis, take it slow.” 
 
    After finishing, I close my burning eyes. On a typical day, I’d take alcohol, coffee, soda, or tea over water. Right now, the water is better than all of it. 
 
    “Do you feel better?” 
 
    “Never said anything was wrong,” I snap at him. “I’m still angry at you, though.” 
 
    “You have every right to be.” 
 
    “I’ve never been so close to dying. How am I supposed to handle that? How am I supposed to…” I can’t even finish what I have to say. 
 
    “You’re still alive. You’re breathing. You made it.” 
 
    “It’s just I’ve never been through anything like that before.” 
 
    “I know. I know.” 
 
    “Michael…” 
 
    “Listen to me, Kris. I can’t promise it’s going to be cake from here on out, but I will do all I can to keep us out of trouble. Just don’t lose it on me. We got a long way to go. I need you to stay strong.” 
 
    Easy for him to say. We were running from spaceships that kill with lightning. Buildings transformed into fine powder. People disintegrated. That moment will stay with me for the rest of my life, chipping at my psyche even when I’m not thinking about it. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I want my daily routine back. I want to wake up tomorrow morning and go to work. I want to sit in fucking traffic and blow my horn. I want to greet my coworkers and roll my eyes at the rumors they couldn’t wait to tell me.  
 
    “I wish there was a pill that will erase my memories,” I reply, mostly to myself. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I still hear the screaming in my head. I can smell dead bodies. I see the spaceships firing on them and on me. How in the hell do I forget?” 
 
    Michael won’t answer because he can’t. 
 
    “When does this end?” I ask with aggravation. 
 
    “When we get home.”
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    Michael throws on his backpack. My gym bag is long gone. I regret leaving that behind, but I had no choice. It would have slowed me down, and I could have gotten killed. Michael already heads for the path along Brook Road. Tired and aching, I drag behind him. 
 
    “Hey!” The voice comes from behind us. A soldier, covered with dust, jogs our way with his hands up. 
 
    “You alright?” Michael asks him. 
 
    “You got water?” 
 
    “Sure.” Michael hands two bottles of water from his backpack. 
 
    The soldier drinks a whole one and half of the second, using the rest to clean his face. The water only makes mud of the dirt. It cakes on his eyelashes and eyebrows. He takes off his uniform shirt and wipes his face clean. 
 
    “Thanks, man. Appreciate it.” 
 
    “Where’s your unit?” 
 
    I have no idea why Michael would ask that question. It’s more than apparent that they didn’t make it, or they would be with him. 
 
    “Back there. Whatever you do, don’t go that way. The aliens are tearing up the whole area.” 
 
    “Where you from?” Michael asks. 
 
    “Fredericksburg.” 
 
    “Army?” 
 
    “National Guard.” 
 
    “Why was your unit all the way down here?” 
 
    “We were called up two days ago. Got word about a possible invasion. We were ordered to head to Richmond and secure the capital. The convoy I was with got out late. We were supposed to rendezvous with the rest of the unit at Bryan Park. We made it as far as Wilkinson, right off of Brook Road. Don’t know if they made it.” 
 
    “Have you seen the rods?” I ask. 
 
    “The Macemp? Yeah, those things killed everything.” 
 
    “Why do you call the rod a Macemp?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s shaped like a mace, and it’s an EMP device. I put the two together.” The soldier jumps at the explosion down the road. Fire flicks high above the trees. 
 
    I start walking. I’m not sticking around to see what else happens. 
 
    Following us, the soldier asks, “Where are you guys headed?” 
 
    “None of your business,” Michael answers quickly. “You should get back to your unit. They could use your help with the wounded.” 
 
    “There is no wounded. Those damn things turned all my friends to…to…” 
 
    “Dust,” I complete his sentence. 
 
    The soldier is surprised I know the answer. Then he notices our clothes are dirty, remnants of the attack. “You two were there? You saw what happened?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answer. 
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like it before? They can control lightning, and they didn’t miss. How is that possible?” 
 
    “Hey,” Michael interrupts us, “you do realize, while you’re yapping your gums, you abandoned your unit. Someone could use your help.” 
 
    “We fired rockets at those things, man. A direct hit. Do you know what happened? Nothing. Not even a dent or scraped paint. That’s all we managed to do was piss them off. They started coming at us, and they took us out easy. I’m the sole survivor. I’m not going back so they can finish the job.” 
 
    “Then you’re a deserter.” 
 
    Taking his comment as a threat, The soldier strides towards Michael. My brother stands his ground. They’re face to face, both the same height, silently challenging one another. Michael is not as big as the soldier, but he’s not intimidated. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you to call me a deserter?” 
 
    “I was a Staff Sergeant in the Army,” Michael calmly begins, “Served for eleven years before I retired. I was on the ground in Afghanistan, at the DMZ in South Korea, and did my due in Somalia. What have you done other than run from a battle on home soil?” 
 
    The soldier, literally with mud on his face, backs off. 
 
    “Go back to your unit and do what’s right.” 
 
    “I might as well shoot myself in the head.” 
 
    “At least, you won’t be a deserter.” 
 
    “Michael, let’s just go. It’s his life, not yours.” 
 
    My brother eyeballs the soldier with disdain one last time before walking away. 
 
    “Good luck,” I remark. 
 
    “Can I come with you guys?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Michael yells over his shoulder. 
 
    “I can’t go back, man!” 
 
    The soldier follows us anyway. Michael picks up the pace. Too tired to keep up, I go at a slower speed. Plus, I don’t want to leave the soldier behind. He stays about a yard away the whole time but keeps looking over his shoulder, watching for spaceships. He has me nervous, and now, I’m doing the same thing. 
 
    Since the soldier is sort of with us, I have questions. He said a couple of things that don’t seem to fit what I’ve heard and seen. No longer caring what my brother wants, I wait for the soldier. The guy lights up and rushes to me but keeps a comfortable distance. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I ask him. 
 
    “Reggie Goodman. You can call me Goodie.” 
 
    “Kris.” 
 
    He shakes my hand. His palm is unexpectedly soft. 
 
    “I was wondering why you call that rod a Macemp. You described how you got the name, but I don’t understand how it looks like a mace.” 
 
    “You’re thinking about a can of mace used for protection. I’m talking about a club, or it can look like a ceremonial staff.” 
 
    “Never heard of the name used like that before.” 
 
    “You’ve probably seen one. Just didn’t know it.” 
 
    “You also mentioned that your unit contacted you two days ago.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “The aliens didn’t appear until early this morning. Sounds like the Army already knew the aliens were close to Earth for several days.” 
 
    “I’m with the National Guard, not the United States Army. There’s a difference there. But going back to what you’re saying, the government probably knew about the invasion for days, maybe months. But I would be the last to know.” 
 
    “Were you told about the aliens two days ago?” 
 
    “Not a word.” 
 
    “What did you think you were protecting Richmond from?” 
 
    “The Russians,” Goodie laughs. “The Koreans. I had no clue. I just did as I was told.” 
 
    “Why did you guys go to the shopping center?” 
 
    “Couple of soldiers went up there to get water. They came back and reported what they saw.” 
 
    “The spaceships?” I ask. 
 
    “Yep. They took pictures, just in case we didn’t believe them.” 
 
    “Why did your unit attack the spaceships?” 
 
    “Because we were following orders.” 
 
    “Who gave the orders?” 
 
    “My platoon leader. He said that they were a direct threat to the United States and it was our duty to protect our country. Dude was a fuck-up. Excuse my language, but it’s the truth.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I say a few choice words myself sometimes.” 
 
    Goodie chuckles and continues, “Anyway, it was the dumbest decision he ever made. Got the whole unit killed. Those guys have families at home waiting for them, and thanks to him, they’re gone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about your friends.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you got nothing to be sorry about.” 
 
    “Have you been able to get in touch with your family?” 
 
    “Not since everything went down. Hey, does your phone work?” 
 
    “No,” I answer. 
 
    From the tension in Michael’s shoulders, I can tell our conversation bothers him. He wants Goodie to return to his unit. I don’t understand why my brother is worked up. Michael went through the same thing as Goodie, and he knows what’s at stake. We’re all lucky to survive the attack. Hundreds of people must have died back there. 
 
    “How long have you lived in Fredericksburg?” I ask, keeping the conversation light. 
 
    “I moved there a few years ago. I can’t remember when.” 
 
    “Are you married?” I ask only out of curiosity, not because he’s cute. 
 
    Goodie is the type of ordinary guy I’d find in a hardware store searching for bolts and washers. He’s not overweight, but he’s not lean, too flabby to be muscular, nor is he faint-worthy sexy. I could have a beer with him and listen to him talk about football stats. He’d be a buddy I can joke with and be myself. 
 
    Goodie shows his wedding ring. “Three years. Is he your husband?” 
 
    “Who? Michael?” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, you two are together.” 
 
    “No, he’s my brother.” 
 
    “Do you have kids?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I guess you’d have them with you if you did,” he replies. “You’re a pretty lady. I’m surprised some guy hasn’t married you yet.” 
 
    “Save the games!” Michael chimes in. “You don’t have a chance.” 
 
    “Just being nice, man.” 
 
    “Ignore him,” I respond, with a wave of my hand. “My brother doesn’t like anyone I date or have a harmless conversation with.” 
 
    “You two don’t look alike, not that all brothers and sisters resemble each other. I’m just saying. You two are different.” 
 
    “He’s prettier, right?” 
 
    Goodie laughs and points at me. “Ah, funny and quick.” 
 
    “She’s out of your league, pal!” Michael has now stopped walking. “How about you keep the flirting to yourself.” 
 
    “I wasn’t flirting. I’m being nice. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Look, AWOL, why don’t you do the right thing?” 
 
    “What is the right thing?” 
 
    “You go back to your buddies and check for survivors. You collect dog tags. You pay your respects. You find your commanding officer and get ready to do whatever is required of you as a soldier.” 
 
    “Dude, I don’t mean any harm, but this isn’t Afghanistan. Those aliens aren’t shooting bullets, and they’re not strapped to bombs. Every soldier in my unit was killed with one blow from a single spaceship. There were no clothes left behind, no teeth, no hair, and definitely no dog tags. I mean, fucking for real, I would go back but to what? There’s nothing or nobody to go back to. Dust to dust, man. All of them.” 
 
    Michael knows he’s right, and I can see the hard shell softening. 
 
    “Okay,” my brother replies, finally giving in to what I think makes perfect sense. “You don’t have to explain anymore.” 
 
    “Good. Now, I know you don’t want me around, but I swear on my daddy’s grave, I won’t be a problem. Honestly, man, we could help each other.” 
 
    “We don’t need your help, AWOL.” 
 
    “Wish you wouldn’t call me that.” 
 
    “You earned it.” 
 
    “Alright, whatever. So what do you say?” 
 
    Michael does not want this guy with us. If he did, he would have agreed upfront. Instead, my brother stares at him as if he’s a total pain in the ass. I know that look because I’ve gotten it many times myself. 
 
    “Tell you what, AWOL, I’m going to let you know right now. If you become a problem, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    “I’m a good old soul, man. I’m never a problem for anyone.” 
 
    “Okay, but no flirting with my sister. You’re married, and she’s too good for you.” 
 
    “Oh my god, Michael, I am an adult, and I can speak for myself.” Shaking my head at his stupid conditions, I walk ahead. 
 
    At least now, there’s an unspoken truce.
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    The early afternoon stroll becomes more relaxed, and Goodie will not stop talking. We find out that he’s a mailman. His wife is a substitute teacher. He has five kids under the age of ten. The mother of the oldest two is in jail. She was charged with conspiracy to commit murder. In other words, she paid a hitman to kill Goodie but unknowingly paid an undercover cop. She kept telling her friends how much she hated him and her plans to get rid of him. The woman that snitched to the police, one of her friends, is the same person he ended up marrying. Anyone who doesn’t know about Goodie and his girlfriend would think he’s lying, but his story is true. I remember hearing on the news about a murder for hire in Fredericksburg. Never thought I’d meet the guy. 
 
    “Amber Goodman,” Michael recalls. “She was your wife?” 
 
    “No, she was not. We had two kids together.” 
 
    “Why she tried to kill you?” 
 
    “Insane. Crazy. Out of control. Pick one.” 
 
    “None of those are answers,” Michael says. 
 
    “They are. All of ‘em.” 
 
    “How much time did she get?” 
 
    “Seven years, man. The lawyer thinks the judge gave her the minimum sentence because she hadn’t committed a criminal act her whole life. Do you think they’ll let her out now with everything that’s going on?” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person.” 
 
    “They have to keep her in there. She’ll show up at my house with that same nonsense. I need to get back home.” Goodie goes on and on. I tune him out the best I can. 
 
    We get to another shopping center. There are no spaceships. At least, from what I can see from where we are. 
 
    “We need to get supplies,” Michael says. “Possibly find some bicycles.” 
 
    “Hey,” Goodie replies happily, “that is a great idea.” 
 
    They cross the grass patch to the parking lot before realizing I haven’t moved. 
 
    “Kris, what’s up?” Michael asks. 
 
    “There could be more of those spaceships.” 
 
    “The sky is clear, except for down the road,” Goodie says. “We got nothing to worry about for a while.” 
 
    “Why were they at the other shopping center?” I ask, trying to gauge if it’s really safe to be here. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Goodie shrugs his shoulder. 
 
    Michael considers the question and eventually says, “She asked a valid question, AWOL. Why were they there?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a one on one conversation with the aliens before they decided to fry my squad unit.” 
 
    “Was there something going on?” Michael presses. 
 
    “I told you that some guys from my squad went to get water. Came back with pictures of the spaceships.” 
 
    “Those guys didn’t say what they were doing?” 
 
    “The spaceships were flying. I mean, what else can they do? Well, we know what they can do, but you know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Okay, AWOL.” Michael huffs and turns to me. “Kris, we have to check this place out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go. What if the aliens are over there, and we can’t see them?” 
 
    “They’re not.” 
 
    “We can check the next shopping center.” 
 
    “The next one won’t be for miles. There’s nothing but country until we reach Fredericksburg. We stop here, get another backpack for you, stock up on supplies, and maybe find bicycles.” 
 
    My heart races. The last shopping center was turned to dust. If we’re inside, and the spaceships come to this area, we could be trapped. I can’t take that chance. We have to keep going. 
 
    “Let her stay here,” Goodie says. 
 
    “No way,” Michael answers quickly. 
 
    “She’ll be fine. If anyone bothers her,” Goodie reaches into his cargo pocket and holds out a gun, “she can use this.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell us you had a weapon.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask, and I forgot.” 
 
    “Is it loaded?” I ask, taking it from Goodie. 
 
    Michael tries to get it from me, but I step just out of his reach. 
 
    “Be careful,” my brother worries. 
 
    “I’m not two years old, and I know how to fire a gun.” 
 
    “It’s loaded,” Goodie answers. “Belonged to my lieutenant. Soon as the rockets hit those ships, he dropped this gun and took off. Talking about someone being a deserter. Dude straight up coward.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you would know, AWOL.” 
 
    “Man, I did my part for God and country, and the aliens whipped my ass.” 
 
    “Okay, guys, I’ll stay here,” I reply, getting them back on track. 
 
    “Kris, just because you have a gun, it doesn’t mean you won’t get hurt. It’s better if all three of us go together.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “I never said you couldn’t. I would be nervous leaving you out here. If we’re together, we can look out for each other. We can get what we need faster and be out of here in no time.” 
 
    “Okay, Michael, okay,” I sigh. 
 
    I take one last look south. The fire is definitely getting close, and the sizzling sound is louder. 
 
    “Give me the gun.” Michael has his hand out. 
 
    “That’s mine,” Goodie pipes up. 
 
    I give Michael the gun. He hands it back to Goodie. Without anything else said, Michael runs towards the shopping center. I fall in behind him. Goodie is with me. 
 
    There are several different shops, but the one Michael has his eyes on is the men’s store. The doors are locked, and it’s dark inside. I’m surprised someone hasn’t broken into the place already. Michael pulls at the handles. 
 
    “They’re closed,” I remark. 
 
    Goodie tells us to step back and fires his gun at the glass. The noise echoes off the surrounding area. I look around, wondering if anyone else sees what we’re doing. I hear people, but they’re not close and not in sight. Michael and Goodie go in. I can’t. My legs are too weak. I’m sweating and nervous. I hear shuffling inside. Something falls and rolls across the floor. 
 
    After a long few minutes, Goodie is the first to return. Looking like an entirely different man, he’s changed out of his military gear into comfortable civilian attire, and he has a backpack. On his feet are lime green tennis shoes and socks with pink golf clubs embroidered across the top hem. Goodie smiles big as he poses and saunters in front of me. I can’t believe how happy he is about stealing something he didn’t pay for. 
 
    Michael comes out soon afterwards and tosses a backpack at me. He signals for us to follow him. 
 
    Instead of heading back to the main road, the guys run down to the grocery store at the end of the shopping center. People are going in. Looters coming out. This must be where the noise was coming from. Michael takes out his pistol. Goodie follow suit. 
 
    “This place is calm, but it can turn bad quickly,” Michael replies to me. “We stay together as a team.” He looks to Goodie. “Got it, AWOL.” 
 
    “I’m with you, man.” 
 
    “Fill up your backpacks with nonrefrigerated items,” Michael instructs us. “We need food that won’t spoil in the sun. No family size packs of any kind.” 
 
    “Okay,” I answer, jumping from a distant explosion. 
 
    “And we need to work fast. Those ships are coming this way.” 
 
    We go in. The moment we pass the registers, we realize there’s a lot more people than we thought, and the shelves are close to empty. Michael, Goodie, and I start the treasure hunt. Miraculously, we find a bounty. Crackers. Beef jerkies. Potato chips. Tiny bottles of water – we unpack those and take what we can. Health bars. Ice cream cones. Oranges. Bread. Miniature cereal boxes. By the time we’re done, our backpacks are stuffed. We get out of the store as fast as we can, going directly for the main road. 
 
    A spaceship zips somewhere close, but I don’t see it. We don’t stick around to see where exactly it’ll show up. This time, I lead the retreat. A natural landscape of trees is up ahead another block. If we reach it, we’ll be safe. Sure enough, we do, but we keep going, crossing the major intersection. 
 
    An explosion goes off behind us. Two spaceships hover up the road, a little farther back from the grocery store. The familiar sound of sizzling is clear. Lightning arches towards the structure, crooked lines meet their targets. Another building explodes into dust, blowing up and out. Fire shoots at the sky like the breath of a dragon. Instead of the winged creature coming from the bowels of the destruction, the spaceships streak to the next target. 
 
    We aim to put more distance between us and them. From now on, that will be my goal, and as far as I’m concerned, we’re not stopping at any more shopping centers. They are targets. 
 
    We reach the next intersection. The area has one building and plenty of trees. Out of breath, I flop down on the grass under a shady sycamore. Goodie gives me two thumbs up, more than happy I decided to end our weighted down trot. Michael keeps an eye on the southern skies. The ships are so close, but I am too tired to keep going. My feet need to rest. My body aches, and it is hot beyond belief. Fifteen minutes. That’s all I need, and then we can go until the sun sets.
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    It’s a strange feeling, walking on a highway of abandoned cars in the middle of the day. It seems like every single person has vanished. Baby seats are vacant. A few doors are wide open. Some are locked up tight. It doesn’t feel right. Where did the drivers and passengers go? Were all these people that abandoned their vehicles close to home? Or are they just hunkered down somewhere until it’s safe? And why are we the only ones out here? I don’t like the quiet and the vacant spaces. Dogs aren’t barking. The wind stands still. Even the birds refuse to sing. 
 
    “What are you going to do when you get home?” I ask Goodie. 
 
    “Kiss my wife. Hug my kids. Try to be a better man for as long as I can.” 
 
    “You weren’t better before?” 
 
    “Always room for improvement. What about you?” 
 
    “Start over.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    That’s a good question. What will I do in a bunker? Read books. Exercise during my free time. What if that’s all I have is free time? I finally reply, “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Where is home?” 
 
    “I told you before,” Michael jumps in. “It’s none of your business.” 
 
    “No need to flip out, man. No big deal.” 
 
    “Stop asking where we’re going? Got it?” 
 
    “Michael, calm down,” I respond calmly. “We’re having a simple conversation.” 
 
    “That’s the problem. You’re talking too much.” 
 
    I push my brother. “What did you say to me?” 
 
    Realizing the error in his choice of words, Michael doesn’t answer. His silence only ticks me off more. 
 
    “I will say and do whatever I damn well please. You understand me, Michael?” 
 
    “Yes, I hear you loud and clear.” 
 
    “I asked if you understand.” 
 
    “Yes, Kris, I do. I understand, and I didn’t mean what I said.” 
 
    “Yes, you did. Every word you speak, you mean.” 
 
    “Okay,” he says, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay.” 
 
    In his show of remorse, there is no sincerity. I wish there’s something else I can say to wake him up to his condescending apology. Punching him won’t fix his attitude or his mouth. I walk ahead, leaving both in my wake. I’ve forgotten about Michael’s superiority complex, his better than everyone else mantra he wears like a coat on a winter’s day. I can’t stand that about him. He forgets he’s susceptible to delusions of grandeur and faulty reasoning. 
 
    At this point, it takes every atom in my being to keep going. The road stretches long, and I don’t want to walk hundreds of miles. The distance might as well be infinity. We have to find a working car or bicycles, scooter, skateboard, or something with wheels. Hell, I’ll take a broomstick if they could fly. If we were driving to Pennsylvania, we would arrive in six to seven hours. But this walking thing. I don’t know how much more I can take. 
 
    “I’m not trying to cause problems between you and your brother,” Goodie says. 
 
    “Our problems started long before you came along.” 
 
    “Talking about it. Listening to each other. Without anger, of course, always work.” 
 
    “Never thought about doing that before,” I remark facetiously. “Thank you for the wonderful advice.” 
 
    “Anyway I can help, Kris. Anyway I can help.” Goodie peers over his shoulder at Michael. “But on a serious note, I can separate myself from you two.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want me here.” 
 
    “And I don’t feel like walking any further. Neither one of us is going to get our way. Look, Goodie, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but it doesn’t make sense for you to separate yourself from us. You’re going to Fredericksburg. We’re going through it.” 
 
    “Trying to make this trip as smooth as possible.” 
 
    “It’s going to be what it is, no matter if…” 
 
    “What in the hell is that?” Michael is looking to his left. 
 
    Flying above the top of the trees is an enormous black cube. Compared to the size of an ice cream truck, it’s five times bigger. The surface appears to shift, but I can’t tell if it’s something on the cube or the entire thing. As it moves silently past us, birds spray from the trees, flying furiously away from the object. 
 
    My fear factor goes up a thousand. The need to run is immense, but as I consider which way to go, another comes up on our right. They continue north, the same direction we’re going. 
 
    “Michael,” is all I can say as my mind draws a blank. 
 
    “It’s okay, Kris.” He’s beside me. Both of us watch with complete shock. 
 
    I almost ask what those cubes are supposed to do, but how would Michael or Goodie know? They’re seeing the cubes for the first time too. 
 
    “You think those things are headed to Fredericksburg?” Goodie asks. 
 
    “Possibility,” Michael answers. 
 
    “Shit. I have to get up there as fast as I can.” Goodie runs out in front of us. 
 
    He must not realize how far Fredericksburg is from where we are. He won’t be able to run all the way, and if he could, more than likely, he won’t make it there anytime soon. 
 
    “We have to stop him,” I say to Michael. 
 
    “Let him go. There’s no way we can keep up.”  
 
    I hate to admit it, but my brother has made the right call. Goodie moves out pretty fast, and he hasn’t slowed down from what I can tell. Before long, he’s out of our sights. 
 
    “He’s going to wear himself out before he gets there,” I remark. “Do you think we’ll meet up with him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Michael, where do you think those things are headed?” 
 
    “Fredericksburg. Washington DC. Baltimore.” 
 
    “DC is a more logical choice. The U.S. Government is up there. The Pentagon. The White House. The Capitol Building. Is there something of real importance in Fredericksburg or Baltimore?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Goodie might be wearing himself out for nothing. His family could be perfectly safe.” 
 
    “No one is safe anymore. He has a right to worry.” 
 
    Regretting not trying to stop Goodie, I appeal to Michael, “We should be going with him. He might need our help.” 
 
    “AWOL will be fine. He can take care of himself.” 
 
    Even if I wanted to go against my brother, it’s too late now. Goodie is too far, and I’m not running to catch up with him. Plus, with it being so hot outside and my gut-wrenching fear, there isn’t an ounce of courage left in me. 
 
    I feel bad for not putting forth any effort to keep up with him, but I have to realize that from now on meeting people will be fleeting moments. Having Goodie around was a nice added mix. I do hope I see him again.
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    Mom and pop businesses spring up. That means we’re getting close to a town, and if history repeats itself or has already happened again, that also means the small spaceships are nearby.  
 
    I’m shivering from past experiences. Death was on my heels, and I couldn’t get away fast enough. Every town has a shopping center. I wonder if this town has one on this highway. I want to find a safe place, where I can hide and not worry about the aliens finding us. 
 
    As we continue, I spot something on the horizon. It looks like a starling murmuration. The birds move like sheets blowing in the wind, shifting as if being folded, waving like ocean currents. It’s a smooth dance, but haunting. I haven’t seen such a phenomenon with my own eyes in nature before, but I’ve seen it on the news and videos uploaded to social media. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Michael asks. 
 
    “Look over there, up ahead.” 
 
    “A flock of starlings.” 
 
    “I think we should go around it.” 
 
    “There’s no telling where it’s going to move. We can’t avoid it.” 
 
    I have a bad feeling about the murmuration. The movement is unpredictable, and the closer we get, it seems like the shifting formation takes up the entire sky. 
 
    We get to an intersection, where people gawk at it. 
 
    “There’s the seed,” I hear a woman reply. 
 
    What does she mean? I can’t help but to check out what she’s talking about. From what I see, it’s not a flock of starlings. Tiny odd shaped objects are in the body. They are the ones that are dancing, but what are they? And what is the seed? 
 
    I have to ask the woman. She’s moved away from me, talking to someone else. I make my way through the crowd. 
 
    When I’m close, I tap her on the shoulder and reply, “Excuse me. I’m sorry to bother you.” 
 
    At first, she doesn’t trust me, looking me up and down. But one take into my fearful eyes, her barrier drops. “Yeah,” she says. 
 
    “What is a seed? I heard you mention it back there.” 
 
    “Have you seen the spaceships that look like pistachios?” 
 
    “Yes, they give off red lightning.” 
 
    “That’s it. I call them seeds.” 
 
    Confused, I ask, “Why?” 
 
    “Because a pistachio is a seed, and instead of calling those things that long name, I went with seed.” 
 
    “Oh.” And then I realize that’s what she spotted in the murmuration. 
 
    “You see it?” She points up. 
 
    Sure enough, it’s there, hiding in the moving mass and shadows. I don’t need to hear or see anything else. Where there’s one Seed, there are plenty more. I work my way through and out of the crowd as fast as I can. I don't see my brother. I must have left him in the group. I stand on my tiptoes, move back and forth, call his name. He doesn’t answer. Where the hell is he? I call him again. This time, he responds, pushing through the crowd, grabbing my arms. 
 
    “What the hell, Kris!” 
 
    “We have to go. There’s a Seed in the murmuration.” 
 
    “A what?” he asks with confusion. 
 
    I start up the street, rushing to get away from the crowd. The whole thing is a setup. The dance gains spectators, and when everyone has their guard down, the spaceships will turn them to dust. How can those people be so enthralled by clear and present danger? There’s nothing beautiful about that formation. 
 
    I can’t run very far because the backpack is beating me up, but I do get a reasonable distance away in a short amount of time. Michael keeps looking back. Not me. If I don’t see the Seed and the murmuration, they don’t exist. I’m not in danger, and I won’t be a victim to the setup. We reach a stretch of trees and slow down the pace. The alien show cannot be seen from where we are, and there are no people. 
 
    Tears pool in my eyes. I am so scared that I can hardly keep my emotions under control. Seeing the Octeres, the Seeds, the Cubes, and that odd murmuration, has turned my fear up to levels I never knew existed. 
 
    What other kinds of technology do these aliens have? Or maybe the Seeds are life itself and not machines. The alien murmuration could be living organisms, mimicking birds. 
 
    “Michael, we need to find bicycles.” 
 
    “I’ve been looking out. A few cars had racks but no bikes, and I haven’t spotted a bike shop.” 
 
    “Have you seen a sporting goods store? They may have bicycles or Walmart.” 
 
    Michael quietly chastises himself. “I didn’t even think about that. There was a store back in Glen Allen. I was so damn focused on a bicycle shop. I didn’t think of anything else.” 
 
    “It’s not just on you. I wasn’t thinking about other options either.” 
 
    “Kris, I have to know something. It’s got nothing to do with finding bicycles, but what did you mean by Seed? Do you remember saying that?” 
 
    “It’s the lightning spaceships.” 
 
    “You gave those things a name?” 
 
    “No, I talked to a lady back there. That’s what she called them. It’s because it looks like a pistachio, and a pistachio is a seed.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “A pistachio is a nut.” 
 
    “I’m only telling you what she said. I’m not going to dispute fact or fiction.” 
 
    “Whoever that lady was or is, she has no idea what she’s talking about. You can’t be talking to strangers, Kris.” 
 
    “I only asked her a question. I didn’t ask her to walk me home. I didn’t get into her white van. She didn’t tempt me with a puppy or candy.” 
 
    “Okay, Kris, I got it.” 
 
    “We’ve talked about this before. I’m not a child.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you are. I’m only trying to get across to you that people cannot be trusted. They will do anything and say anything, and we don’t know what their agendas are. We can’t trust anyone.” 
 
    “Michael, I only asked her a question. There was absolutely no harm in her answer.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right. No harm done.” 
 
    “And as far as I’m concerned, since you say a pistachio is a nut, you’re wrong. It’s a seed, and I’m done talking about it.” 
 
    “Okay, Kris. It’s a seed.” 
 
    “And stop being condescending. It pisses me off!” 
 
    “That’s not my intention. I’m only looking out for you. I can’t help your perception.” 
 
    I sigh, thinking I could be overly sensitive about everything he says. My blood pressure is off the charts. I cry at the blink of an eye now because I’m scared and emotional. I’m tired of walking and running. How many miles have we covered since this morning? That’s what really bothers me. Feels like we haven’t made any real progress. I know we’re beyond Richmond. Out of Glen Allen and in Ashland, but the Pennsylvania state line is a whole galaxy away when walking. I have to get my determination back. I need nerves of steel and a stone heart to make this trip but mostly to deal with my brother’s mouth. 
 
    Suddenly, I spot a Macemp. It’s pierced the hood of a car. The thing still spins, and the ball floats on top of the rod. The vehicle is a burned out shell. Skeletal remains are in the front seats. Michael and I keep a wide girth, walking the grass patch on the side of the road. We don’t look back.
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    Dry cereal by itself is quite a treat, but it’s not filling me up. A bacon cheeseburger, hot fries, and a cola would be delicious right about now.  
 
    “What will we eat in the bunker?” I ask. 
 
    “There’s a garden. So, you’ll be able to have a salad if you want.” 
 
    “In the caves?” 
 
    “It’s all high-tech down there. You’ll see.” 
 
    “What about drinks?” 
 
    “They’ll be water, coffee, tea, sodas. Anything you like.” 
 
    “Alcohol?” 
 
    “Yes,” Michael answers. “Got that too.” 
 
    “What am I expected to do while I’m there? What are you going to do?” 
 
    “We’re going to survive.” 
 
    “There’s more to life than just surviving. Every morning we have to get up and do something. What is that supposed to be?” 
 
    “You’ll figure it out. As for me, I’m going to be in charge of security. I’ll be keeping everybody safe.” 
 
    “You guys have it all figured out.” 
 
    “Except I didn’t consider that I would be in Richmond during an alien invasion.” 
 
    “Michael, I’m going to be perfectly honest with you. I’m not a creative person. I’m not a teacher or a doctor or a chef. I’m an adjustment clerk for a credit card company. I work with dollars and cents, digital ones and zeros. What good is that in a bunker?” 
 
    “When you get settled, you’ll figure out where you’re needed. Stop worrying over something that’s not worth it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a burden. I don’t want to be the one person who takes with nothing to give in return.” 
 
    “You won’t be a burden if you choose not to. Stop worrying. If anything, I’ll put you on my security team. You know how to handle a weapon.” 
 
    “You’d really let me work with you?” I ask with total disbelief. 
 
    “What did you tell me earlier? ‘I’m not a child, Michael. I’m not two years old, Michael.’ Yes, I think those are your exact words.” 
 
    “You listened? I’m impressed.” 
 
    “I always listen to you, Sis.” 
 
    I finish the cereal and brush the crumbs off my hands. “Michael, do you guys have ice cream in the bunker?” 
 
    “You say you’re not two. Yet, you’re asking about ice cream.” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m asking about a dessert that adults eat too. So answer my question, smart ass.” 
 
    “If we don’t have it, it can be made.” 
 
    “I love ice cream.” 
 
    “Overrated. The cold gives you headaches, and it makes your teeth hurt. Worst part, it adds pounds where you don’t need it.” 
 
    “Maybe, you’re right.” I shove my hands in my pockets and yawn sleepily. 
 
    It’s late in the afternoon, but the sun hasn’t set. Another two to three hours, it’ll be dark. 
 
    “You know what I’m going to miss?” Michael says, far away in thought. 
 
    “Towing people’s cars?” 
 
    “Definitely going to miss that,” he laughs. “No, but seriously, I’m going to miss watching sports, especially football.” 
 
    “The aliens could leave someday. We could begin again.” 
 
    “No, there is no beginning again.” 
 
    “Have you thought about the possibility of the aliens finding the bunker, and what they’ll do?” 
 
    “Of course I have. It’s the first thought that came to mind when I heard the reports early this morning. Last I heard, though, a few of the guys were there, and everything was clear. That was before we saw the Seeds. There’s no telling now.” 
 
    “What will we do if the bunker is destroyed?” 
 
    “If it’s gone when we get there, then I’ll have to figure something else out.” 
 
    “It’s a real possibility, Michael.” 
 
    “I’m well aware. Better believe it.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to scare you, not that I could if I tried, but I feel like we’re doing this for nothing. I feel like we’re going to show up at the caves, and your friends will be dead or missing. Everything will be ruined by the aliens, and we won’t have any place to go.” 
 
    “The possibilities you speak of could be something we have to face, but let’s hope and pray we don’t.” Michael huffs and adjusts his shoulders.  “We have to find someplace to sleep tonight.” 
 
    Oh no. I haven’t thought about that.
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    We call it a day at a turnoff along the road. We’ve seen Seeds hover over different areas. They didn’t rotate or respond to our movement, but it wasn’t like we were out in the open walking by them. We hid behind buildings or went through the woods, if any were nearby. It worked, but it’s an uneasy feeling knowing there were Seeds a stone’s throw away. When we saw the Macemps, we kept our distance. There were times we saw dead bodies obviously killed by the devices. I tried not to look. I’ve seen too much death as it is. 
 
    We’ve found a spot with no view of the alien objects. I sit with my legs crossed at the edge of the woods. Highway One is in front of me with a single abandoned pickup truck. Michael rumbles through the bed. I have no idea what he’s looking for. He jumps out of it with nothing in his hands. 
 
    Joining me, he lays down, using his backpack as a pillow. The snacks he acquired back in Glen Allen are crushed by now, I’m sure. Michael begins to sing. It’s one of those cadence songs used in the Army during their company run events. He told me about how hundreds of soldiers would be in formation, running and singing. He misses the camaraderie. I imagine there’s nothing else like it in the world. I wonder if I would have liked serving in the Army. No, honestly, I’m not good at following orders. 
 
    “Do you think Goodie made it?” I ask, taking off my shoes. 
 
    “No, but I think he’s close.” 
 
    “I know he was worried about his family, but I think he used the Cubes as an excuse to leave.” 
 
    “If you’re going to blame me next, I don’t want to hear it. I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    Well, it is Michael’s fault, but even if my brother was nice and welcoming to Goodie the whole time, the man would have taken off anyway. Family is family, and that’s all one has in times like these. 
 
    I look up at the darkening sky. The stars seem brighter than usual. The wind blows a little. It feels nice with the sun not bearing down on us. 
 
    “We should walk at night instead of during the day,” I suggest. 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” 
 
    “The aliens are not as active. People will be sleeping. We can put a lot more miles behind us. What do you think?” 
 
    “We would need flashlights and batteries. I don’t have any.” 
 
    I’m about to ask Michael if they would actually work when I hear something. It’s a buzzing sound, coming from everywhere. I listen. It doesn’t sound like flies or bees. The buzzing is mechanical, almost like a steady tone. The wind shifts suddenly. The sound is louder now. 
 
    “Michael…” 
 
    “Kris, go to sleep.” He shifts to his side, turning his back to me. 
 
    I stand up. Something is coming, but I can’t see what it is. The dark woods aren’t revealing any of its secrets. I can see the pickup truck, but nothing else beyond it. 
 
    Something just went up my nose and got stuck in my throat! I can’t breathe! I grab my neck and try coughing. It’s not working. What is going on? I fall to my knees, fighting for sweet air. I’m getting weaker, and I’m losing consciousness. 
 
    I try to ask for Michael’s help, but my voice is gone. The air won’t break through to my lungs. Desperate, I try to latch onto him, but he’s not there. I don’t see him, and I don’t hear him. Where is he? 
 
    Suddenly, I convulse, violently at first, but then just as quickly, my muscles lock up. It’s like my whole body is getting strangled. The pain is so excruciating. I want to die to make it end. I’ve never felt like this before, never experienced so much pain at once. Hot tears pour down my face. How long must this go on? What is happening to me? I can’t take it anymore. I can’t…
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    A cloudy sky greets me when I open my eyes. It’s raining, a warm summer sprinkle. I sit up, wondering why I’m outside. Did I go camping yesterday and totally forgot? I don’t like the outdoors. I haven’t camped a day in my life. Where the hell is my apartment, and why am I not in it? Annoyed, I stand up. Gross! I’m barefoot in the mud. Where the hell are my shoes? What is going on? 
 
    Michael sits on the ground with his hand on his head. He moans. We must have gotten drunk last night, and one of his stupid friends dumped us in the middle of nowhere. Our car is gone. There’s a truck in the middle of the road with no driver in it, but who in the world would do something that idiotic? 
 
    “Michael, get up!” My throat hurts from yelling at him. I speak softer this time. “Where are we?” 
 
    Of course, he doesn’t answer. I know he’s responsible. 
 
    Then it hits me. I remember how we got here, and I understand why we’re not home. The world changed yesterday. The Octeres arrived in Richmond. The Macemps took away the power and our ability to use electronics. The Seeds disintegrated buildings and people. The Cubes and the mimicking flocks of objects in the sky, I don’t know what any of those do. I remember clearly. Aliens invaded us, but we haven’t seen one yet. We escaped Richmond safely, now on our way to a bunker that was built in the caves of the Allegheny National Forest by my brother and his friends. 
 
    But something is missing in my memory. I don’t know where we are, and I don’t remember falling asleep. 
 
    Michael suddenly heaves his guts. Clear fluid and blood drip out of his mouth. I watch in horror, not knowing what to do. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask, cringing. It’s a stupid question. Of course, he’s not okay. 
 
    He fumbles for his backpack, struggles to unzip the main pouch. I try to help him, but he swats my hand away. I step back, nearly falling from being unsteady on my feet, to let him work through what he’s trying to do. His hands shake. Unzipping the bag proves to be impossible. I can’t let him fight a simple task. This is not my brother. Even when he’s sick, he’s a champion. 
 
    “Let me help you,” I tell him. 
 
    Too exhausted to stop me, Michael slumps onto the ground. The moisture from the mud stains his pants, but he doesn’t care and doesn’t even notice. 
 
    I find it hard to unzip the bag too. My hands shake just as bad as his. Squeezing them, I inhale one long draw and exhale slow. Feeling confident I can do it this time, I try again. I’m successful. Michael nods as a thanks. Bloody spit streams from his mouth. I notice something around his right ear as he takes out a small hand rag from the backpack. The skin around and on his right ear is dark. The discoloration follows the veins under the skin mostly on his neck.  
 
    “Michael, you’ve got a…a rash of some kind.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I’ll tell him again later. Right now, I have to help him get well. We have a long way to go, and I need my brother up and moving as fast as possible. I grab water out of his backpack. It’s hard twisting the top off. It takes all of my strength, but I get it done. I put the bottle to his lips. He puckers up. As slowly as I can, I pour the liquid into his mouth, but I’m shaking. More water drains out than what he swallows. I keep trying, and Michael eagerly attempts to drink. 
 
    It takes a while for us to get our bearings. We’re soaked by the time both of us can stand without feeling dizzy. We decide to sit in the cabin of the pickup truck until the rain stops. Neither one of us wants to talk about what happened last night. Neither one of us understands, but both of us know we’re not the same. 
 
    Michael cuts his eyes at my neck. I have the rash too. He doesn’t have to tell me, and he’s aware the skin around his right ear and throat are infected. He saw it in the passenger mirror before getting into the truck. 
 
    We eat bread and drink water to build up our strength. It’s the only thing that doesn’t pain me to swallow. Also, eating stops me from asking questions and having to answer any Michael might have. He doesn’t speak, doesn’t even act like he wants to start a conversation. A lot is on my brother’s mind. He’s worried about what he can’t control. Admittedly, so am I. 
 
    After the rain stops, Michael and I change clothes using the opposite sides of the truck for privacy. I’m feeling better, but I’m not a hundred percent. Michael has renewed energy, determination. He’s ready for the long trip ahead. In my mind, I see Seeds and Macemps, red lightning and mimicked flocks of birds. The terror rise to my sore throat. I choke trying to swallow it back down. 
 
    “You alright over there?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I answer, sighing. 
 
    The earth begins to rumble. It could be an earthquake. Last time, I felt one was in the year 2011. There wasn’t snow on the ground, and it wasn’t cold. The earth shook and grumbled as if it was having a hissy fit. I was amazed by the way it felt. I remember the shaking and the deep erratic beating of what sounded like drums. The event didn’t last very long. This time it’s different. The sound is far away, somewhere in the distance, coming from a source I can only guess is the aliens. They’ve taken away our electricity, destroyed buildings, killed people, and now what? What else can they do? 
 
    The rumbling stops, and there’s dead silence. 
 
    Michael and I throw on our backpacks. As we start walking north, I have no idea if we’re getting closer or farther away. All I can do is hope for the latter. 
 
    From out of nowhere, a boom goes off. It’s coming from our right side, beyond the trees, possibly about a mile or two away. Dark smoke and fire form a thick wall. The wind blows it towards us and south. 
 
    Michael and I quick-step up the road, checking where the wind blows the smoke. We say nothing to each other. That’s all that matters is trying to get away from danger, to get to the Allegheny National Forest. I want to live the rest of my life there now. I want to be part of a society that is prepared to beat death while prospering. I’m so glad Michael paid to be in the Allegheny Collective. It has to be the smartest thing he’s ever done. 
 
    I try to make the most of our walk. The fire isn’t coming near us. It’s quieter. The trees are on full display with their summer leafy flourish. There aren’t a lot of homes along the way. I’m relieved there aren’t shopping centers, but at the same time, the area feels abandoned, like people picked up their lives and moved on long before we got here. Many of the houses are old, made of wood, and the windows are broken. As a matter of fact, every window is shattered to every single home along the way. No one is outside cleaning up the mess. People aren’t boarding up damaged windows. There’s no movement at all. The vehicles on the road and driveways are untouched. 
 
    “Michael, have you noticed anything strange?” 
 
    “If you’re talking about the marks on my ear and on your neck, we’re not going there.” 
 
    I forgot about the infection. Wish he hadn’t brought it up. “No, look at the house we’re coming up on.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “The windows are all broken. Every single one of them.” 
 
    “Why is that strange?” 
 
    “Because it doesn’t make sense. Okay. Take a look at this one. First floor, second floor, and the garage.” 
 
    Michael only takes a glance. “Kids were messing around.” 
 
    I decide to let it go. He’s not concerned or doesn’t care, but I can’t shake the feeling something is terribly wrong. There would be one person, at least two, doing something outside trying to cover the damages to their homes, but there isn’t anyone to be seen or heard. No one looks out their windows as we go by. The roads are empty, except for the abandoned vehicles. We saw plenty of people yesterday, but no one today. I don’t know what’s going on, and I don’t like it one bit.
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    “Michael.” 
 
    He ignores me. Keeps right on walking. 
 
    “Michael.” 
 
    He doesn’t answer. 
 
    “MICHAEL WISE!” 
 
    “What is it?” He's still walking away. 
 
    “I have to use the bathroom, and I’m not going in the woods.” 
 
    “That’s all you got, Sis.” 
 
    “There’s a church over there.” 
 
    Michael doesn’t want any part of it, but I do. I want to be human for once today. I want to run clean water over my skin and freshen up. 
 
    “It won’t take long,” I remark. 
 
    “There could be people in there.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What if they won’t let us in?” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll do my business in the woods.” 
 
    While Michael thinks about whether or not he wants to entertain my request, I decide I’m going to do what I want. He can wait outside or come with me. Either way, I’m taking long, purposeful strides to the church. As I walk down the center of the parking lot, the chapel slowly reveals itself, and just like the homes and small businesses we’ve seen, the windows are broken. One of the double doors is slightly open. 
 
    Feeling uneasy about going inside, I wait for Michael, whose dragging behind. I don’t want to tell him I’m scared. He’ll want to keep going. When he reaches me, I walk with him, taking in the stone church before us. It’s a large building with one big parking lot. Mediums have flowering dogwoods and perfectly trimmed grass. A maintenance truck in the back is near a shed. 
 
    We get to the bottom of the steps. Michael tells me to wait while he checks things out. Pulling out his gun, he takes one careful step at a time. At the door, he peeks his head inside before slipping in. 
 
    “Michael?” 
 
    He doesn’t hear me. I tiptoe up the steps to the door. Sunlight shines into the main hall. Shattered glass is all over the window sills, floors, and pews. There’s no one in sight, and I don’t see my brother. 
 
    “Michael!” I whisper loudly. 
 
    Once again, no answer. I know he’s ignoring me. Tired of waiting for him to finish investigating, I go in. The church feels so much cooler, but it’s strange with all the tall windows broken and open to the outside. 
 
    “Michael!” I literally yell. 
 
    He stands up from the last pew. In his hand is a dusty blue garment. 
 
    “Why are you yelling?” 
 
    “Because you’ve been ignoring me. What is that?” 
 
    “I’m not ignoring you, and this is a dress.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “It was right here on the seat. Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the bathroom.” I rush down the aisle. Michael psst at me to wait, but I ignore him just like he ignored me. The church is perfectly safe, and there’s no one here. 
 
    A door to the right of the pulpit stage has a gold plate with the word OFFICES on it. I push it open. Sunlight shines in through broken windows on the right side of the corridor. Doors are closed along the left. At the end, the passage continues on to what I guess are more offices. Glass is all over the floor. There’s absolutely no way kids broke all these windows. Something else happened. 
 
    Not finding a bathroom in the first corridor, I get to the end and look to my right. There’s a wooden door, probably leading to the outside, and it’s locked. I continue to my left, happily finding the women’s bathroom. I push the door in and sing out hello, just in case it’s a one person stall. The room is dark and musty. I prop open the door with the garbage can so a little light can come in. I make quick use. Afterward, I wash up, making sure to get all the essential areas, but I spend more time scrubbing my neck. I know I won’t wash the bruises off. The marking is under the skin. When I finish, I feel much better. Stepping out into the hallway, I breathe in like the air is new and fresh. 
 
    I hear a noise down the corridor to my right. It’s brighter in that direction. I slowly make my way to an open area and peep around the corner. It’s a kitchen and large dining hall, and its windows are all smashed to pieces too. Plates of food are turned over, and there’s a mess across the banquet tables. Mice enjoy the leftover feast, paying no attention to me. I approach the dining area, making sure to keep my distance from the little critters. It looks like people were eating, and they ran out in a hurry. Chairs are pushed out or laying sideways. Clothes, jewelry, and dirt are haphazardly tossed about on the floor. 
 
    The whole scene doesn’t make sense. Why are there clothes all over the place? Who brought in the sand? A million questions, and no answers. 
 
    There’s another corridor that goes towards the front of the church. I follow it to where a door is labeled WORSHIP ROOM. I push through, stepping out on the other side of the pulpit stage. Michael sits on the front row of the pew, and he’s looking up at the cross behind the choir stand. Stretching from floor to ceiling with red velvet draping over the arms, the wooden larger than life symbol is the centerpiece. Sunlight illuminates the whole area, making it feel serene instead of chaotic. 
 
    “Are you praying?” I slide in next to him. 
 
    “I haven’t in a long time, Sis. What about you?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately, I haven’t. You think God exists after everything we’ve seen so far?” 
 
    “That question is better suited for a priest.” 
 
    “There isn’t one here. So, I’m asking you.” 
 
    Michael marinates in his thoughts before finally answering, “Yes, I believe in God.” 
 
    “I believe in him too. But it sure seems like believing in God and aliens is a contradiction.” 
 
    “That’s because we were programmed to think that way. I mean, I never heard anyone outright say that if you believe in the Big Bang Theory, you can’t believe in God, but I always felt like the teachers who lectured on evolution and the theories of the universe were directly challenging faith and trying to push that religion was proven speculation. They’d say you came from a single cell organism millions of years ago. Adam and Eve? One man. One woman. No way. Honestly, Sis, I always thought the two weren’t contradictions.” 
 
    “They are. You just said so yourself. Natural processes versus divine creation.” 
 
    “If you state it like that, yes, it is hard to reconcile one with the other, but if you think about it dimensionally, it fits.” 
 
    “Dimensionally,” I reply, confused. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “You and me, everyone on this planet and in the universe, are on a different plane. God is beyond it. Let me ask you a question, and I don’t want you to answer. I just want you to think about it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “What if the universe did start with an explosion and expanded, just like scientists documented, but what if God made it happen?” 
 
    I’m so glad Michael didn’t ask me to answer that question. If he believes in both, I’ll let him have it. I won’t debunk his theories because I can’t, and I won’t laugh because he’s serious. 
 
    “You’re deep,” I respond. “But you need an expert to challenge you in this subject matter.” 
 
    “You’re not it?” 
 
    “No, Michael, I am not.” 
 
    “Maybe, I’m a little insane.” 
 
    “Who isn’t? You’d be surprised how many people think the same way you do.” 
 
    “I probably wouldn’t be surprised at all. Anyway, we better stop before I blow your mind about Darwinism.” 
 
    “A scientist is better suited for that discussion.” 
 
    Michael nods in agreement. 
 
    “So why do you still have that dress?” 
 
    “I think you were onto something.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Take a closer look.” Michael hands me the dress. It’s dirty all over. 
 
    “There are clothes in the dining hall at the back of the church,” I reply, turning the dress around. It’s dirty on the back as well. 
 
    “There’s more, almost in every aisle. I found jewelry, shoes, purses, and wallets. Money was left behind. Credit cards. And get this. Underwear and bras were in the clothes.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m not joking.” 
 
    “What do you think happened here?” 
 
    “I believe this church was full of people. I don’t know when, but they’re gone.” 
 
    “Where did they go?” 
 
    “They have to be dead.” 
 
    “But there are no bodies any…” It suddenly hits me what he’s getting at. Yesterday, red lightning from the Seeds turned people and everything they had on into dust. 
 
    I drop the dress with disgust and get out of my seat. Going up the center aisle, I look down each pew. Michael is right. Personal belongings are everywhere and not a single individual is in sight. I burst out of the double doors and run to the bottom of the steps. Michael is not far behind. He catches up with me in the parking lot, keeping up with my quick pace. 
 
    “Oh my god,” I remark, scared out of my mind, “what did we walk into?”
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    “Kris, slow down.” 
 
    “The dust on those clothes were remains,” I reply, nervously. “Those people are dead. We have to get away from that church, just in case whatever that killed them was still there.” 
 
    “We’re like almost a mile away already. I think we’re good.” 
 
    I slow down, but I keep looking back. The church is long out of our sight, but I’m still afraid. 
 
    “What do you think happened to them?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “Who else could it be but the aliens?” 
 
    “The Seeds turn everything to dust, not just people. You think they have a different weapon of some kind?” 
 
    “Maybe, it’s something they can switch in the Seeds.” 
 
    Confused, I ask, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “M16 rifles have different settings. Safe. Single round. Three round bursts. The Seeds could have a setting switch too. Instead of disintegrating everything, the aliens can switch them to kill human beings.” 
 
    “Disturbing,” I reply, “and you’re reaching.” 
 
    “Have you seen anything else that turns people to dust?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, I say it was the Seeds.” 
 
    “So when do you think they were killed?” I ask. 
 
    “It had to be some time yesterday or this morning. I have no idea.” 
 
    “What if those people ran by us last night, and we slept through it?” 
 
    “It’s possible, but I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “Michael, I know you don’t want to talk about last night, but do you think what happened to us is connected to what happened in the church?” 
 
    “I don’t have the answers. I can’t explain any of it.” 
 
    “But you do realize the aliens did something to us last night?” 
 
    “Yes, I do realize it.” 
 
    “Do you remember falling asleep?” 
 
    “No, not really,” he sighs, “but I do remember something crawling in my ear. It started ringing. My whole head was on fire. I was dizzy, couldn’t move, or talk.” 
 
    “Something went up my nose and into my throat,” I admit, holding my neck. “It was choking me.” 
 
    “You didn’t see what it was?” 
 
    “No, but I do recall hearing a buzzing sound beforehand.” 
 
    “I do too. It had to be alien.” 
 
    “The same thing that attacked the people in the church?” 
 
    “Could be, but the difference is they’re dead.” 
 
    “Or we think they are.” 
 
    “No, Sis, they’re gone. All these houses and stores we’ve seen since we’ve started walking have broken windows, and no one is outside trying to board them up. One thing about people, even in the toughest times, we get up and try to fix what’s wrong. Nobody is doing a thing to fix what we see now.” 
 
    “You finally admit kids did not break those windows?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to scare you.” 
 
    “I’m not blind to the world. I can handle the truth.” 
 
    Michael touches my arm. We stop walking and face each other. Fear is in his eyes. It’s so clear that it permeates and squeezes my heart. He is an unsung hero, a man that has carried the weight of his country through battle, and in those moments he has seen worse, shown a whole lot less fear than he does now. He faced his enemy, beat them, lived to see the next day, but now, I realize his greatest fear is losing me, and he doesn’t know how to handle it. 
 
    “Truth, Kris, whatever they did to us last night, whatever they put in our bodies, we could die from it.” 
 
    I nod, knowing this is very true. 
 
    “I don’t know how to fix this.” He shakes his head, unnerved by the possibility of our end. 
 
    I take his hands and rest my forehead on his chest. There are no words to provide hope. At this moment, we are winging this life, and the reality is that could be all we have left. 
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    At the corner of Ladysmith Road and Highway One, we arrive at another infamous shopping center. Much to my relief, Seeds are nowhere in sight, but just like every building we’ve walked by the windows are smashed. Cars are abandoned here as well. A Macemp spins in the parking lot. There’s not a soul to be seen or heard. 
 
    I want to keep going, but there are a few things I want to grab first. That means going into a store. 
 
    “Michael, we have to make another stop.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Need to do a little shopping. I won’t take long.” 
 
    He silently agrees, pulling out his gun. 
 
    Michael and I cross the short span of the parking lot. He asks me to wait before he enters through the framed door. Glass is on the ground inside and outside of the store. For a short while, I don’t see or hear him, but eventually, Michael returns, waving for me to come in. 
 
    I go straight for the stationery aisle. Greeting cards are still in their slots. Notebooks and pens are neat and untouched. Such things are not necessities during an apocalypse, but for me, it is. I grab two sketchbooks off the lower shelf, two packages of erasers out of a bin, and take a packet of mechanical and colored pencils from the pegs. Feeling satisfied I haven’t forgotten anything, I unpack my bag to make room for my new treasures. 
 
    After I finish, I cruise the aisles, appreciating little things that made life easier, but what grabs my attention is a stand full of shades and floral scarfs. I try on everything. I sashay up and down the aisles. I’m having a fabulous time at my fashion show. Then I spot soap and sanitizer. I stash three of each in my backpack. 
 
    When Michael is ready to go, he finds me in the make-up section applying lipstick. Black & Bold is the name. The paint is dark, sexy, and gloriously fun. Feeling dangerous, I growl at him. Michael is utterly unbothered as he hands me a sickle-shaped water pouch. 
 
    “How do I look?” I ask, posing and grinning. 
 
    “Like you, I guess.” And he walks away. Now I know why he’s not married. 
 
    The water bag is heavy when I hold it with one hand, but around my body, where the weight is balanced, it weighs no more than my backpack. Michael is one smart soldier. We have more room in our bags, and they’re not so heavy. 
 
    I find Michael at the front of the store, frozen and staring at the floor behind the register. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he says, rushing around the corner. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I have to see what had his attention. I lift myself on the counter to peek over to the other side. On the floor is a body, but there’s something wrong. Half of her face is gone. Her hair has fallen out, and there’s no skin over what remains of her skull. A single eyeball hangs from a grainy, disintegrating socket. Dirt trickles out from her sleeves, where her hands should be. Regretting I had to be nosy, I leave out of the store. 
 
    “We just got confirmation on what happened at the church,” Michael says. 
 
    “Yeah.”
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    For a long time, we work on ticking off the miles. I take that time to put things together about our bruises, the dirt in the church, and the body at the register back at the store. It’s all connected, alien oriented and involved, but I’m not sure how. Michael has been quiet the whole time. I can tell he’s not willing to share his thoughts. 
 
    We’ve heard the whining of the Seeds, but we haven’t seen them so far today. Explosions have been going off to the south and east. My only consolation, the noise hasn’t gotten louder, which means we’re not getting closer. 
 
    It seems like we’re immune as we continue north. The sky is clear in that direction, not a cloud in all the blue. Yet in our tiny bubble, we are constantly reminded that the danger is only seconds away, and we may not see the aliens before they attack. 
 
    Spotting something I wasn’t expecting to see, I stop right in my tracks. I can’t believe our luck. 
 
    “Michael!” 
 
    He turns around, and I point in the direction of a house. 
 
    “What?” he says with a shrug of his shoulders. 
 
    “Bicycles.” 
 
    Michael’s eyes light up. The bicycles lean against a porch. I’m about to take off, but Michael grabs my wrist, pulling me back to the road and behind a stalled car. 
 
    “Let’s go get them,” I remark. I’m antsy. I’m ready. 
 
    “We’re not approaching the house from the front. Someone could be inside. Go over there to the edge of the woods and wait for me.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m going to check around the house first, and then I’m going inside.” 
 
    “Why would you go into the house?” 
 
    “Kris, we have to be careful. Trust me. Now, go wait over there, and hurry up.” 
 
    With some hesitation, I run over to where the yard ends at the woods. I stand on the edge, watching Michael as he jogs to the house. He keeps a low profile. His gun is out and aimed in front. He reaches the right corner of the house and moves to the porch. Peeking around the frame of the open window next to the front door, Michael scans the room. He tries the doorknob. I hold my breath. I can’t believe he’s going into that house. The knob clicks. He goes in, disappearing entirely from my sight. 
 
    I fidget in one spot. I can’t stand not knowing what Michael is doing. Could he be talking to someone? Seconds turn into millennia, and I want to run into that house to see what’s taking him so long. 
 
    Suddenly, I hear buzzing. It’s the same sound from last night. I look back into the woods. I see the usual. Then something flies by my head. It lands on the tree right next to me. It’s dark, a stark contrast against the bumpy trunk of the pine. It’s a cicada, but why does it look mechanical? Then I realize, every single tree trunk has a cicada. The buzzing is their singing, and it synchronizes with the pulsing red glow from their bodies. 
 
    But it’s more than apparent these cicadas are not natural to Earth. They are alien created. 
 
    I back out of the woods, taking each step carefully. I know if I scream, they’ll swarm and attack. I swallow that need to let out my terror, and I keep backing up. As soon as I’m clear of the woods, I take off running for the house, hauling tail as fast as I can. I reach the porch and burst through the front door. 
 
    Michael is nowhere to be found in the living room. I make my way to the kitchen. He’s not there either. I run down the hallway. The first room I reach, I see him. His hands are up for some odd reason. His nose is bloody. His bottom lip is cracked and bleeds. Not understanding, I push the door open, startling a man with a shotgun, who swings the barrel in my direction. Michael dives at him before he can aim. Both of them slam into the wall and land hard on the floor. The shotgun doesn’t go off, but it falls out of the man’s hands. Michael gets the upper hand, straddles the stunned man, and throws punch after punch. The guy tries to protect his face, but it does no good. My brother, filled with anger, won’t let up.  
 
    In utter shock, I can only watch. Trying to stop Michael would be useless. When he’s angry beyond the point of calm, it’s best to give him space. 
 
    The beating stops only when Michael wears himself out. He grabs the shotgun and stands up, breathing hard and exhausted. 
 
    “Go outside, Kris.” 
 
    I want to say something, but I leave instead, going to the living room. That’s as far as I go.  
 
    “Outside!” he yells from the bedroom. 
 
    How does he know where I am? Damn it. I’m too scared to go outside. What if the cicadas come after me? I better do as Michael says. 
 
    The moment I step onto the porch, a gun fires from inside the house. I have no doubts that my brother just killed that man. I look into the living room, staring at the old furniture and the pictures on the far wall. 
 
    Michael finally comes out, and he has the shotgun. Without saying a word, he hands it to me. I don’t want to take it, but I won’t refuse. He’s not in the mood for my smart remarks or questions. I sling the weapon over my body. He holsters his pistol and stomps over to the bicycles. 
 
    “Michael,” I call to him nervously. I don’t want him to go off on me, but he has to know what I found. “I got something to tell you.” 
 
    “Kris, let’s just go. Grab the bike and let’s go.” 
 
    “There are cicadas in the woods.” It came out wrong. I try it again. “What I mean is that there’s something in the woods the aliens created.” 
 
    “What?” he asks, confused. 
 
    “Listen. It’s the same buzzing from last night. Do you hear it?” 
 
    The noise pings his interest. 
 
    “They look like cicadas. They’re all in the woods.” 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    Michael takes long strides to the woods. He doesn’t go in, but he sees what I’m talking about. The red lights glow brighter now that he's close, and from where I am, half a football field away, the singing is louder. Michael goes to the nearest tree and puts his finger on a bug. I cringe at the sight, shutter at his stupidity. Then he does the worse thing ever. He plucks it off the tree. The cicada flutters wildly in his grasp. He lets it go. The thing flies right back to the tree. 
 
    With his curiosity satisfied, Michael comes back. He’s worried but calm. 
 
    “They are alien,” he reveals. “They’re like…how do I describe it…like little robots.” 
 
    “Why did you touch it?” 
 
    “Because I had to know what it was.” 
 
    “It’s not safe to be outside anymore.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been safe since the aliens got here.” 
 
    “We can’t be outside. Those things could attack us. I’m scared, Michael. I am so scared.” 
 
    “If we stay here, the people that live here might show up. We don’t want to be here when they do. We have no choice, Kris, but to keep going.” 
 
    Unfortunately, since Michael took that man’s life, his family coming back and finding him is a real possibility. It could mean our deaths at the hands of humankind rather than the alien-kind. 
 
    I grab the second bicycle. Michael picks up the other off the ground. We roll them to the road and push off. The cicadas are no longer singing, but I do see some from the road. Their spidery wings flicker. Their bug bodies glow red. At least, they don’t follow us, but there could be more of them. So many more, and that scares me.
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    Fredericksburg is different from what I remember. I’ve stopped in this area during my travels to and from Washington DC in the past, dining and shopping to my heart’s content in several of the major commercial establishments. Now, instead of commerce booming with life, the mecca of instant wants and needs have vanished. Buildings turned into mounds of dirt and chunky cement leftovers, even the glass can’t be discerned. The wind blows the smaller particles. A dust devil twists its way across an empty parking lot to our left. From a fire hydrant, high volumes of water shoot into the road, rushing to a nearby drain. 
 
    Michael and I are stunned to silence at the drastically changed scene around us. I cycle faster. Taking in our surroundings is murdering my thin slice of hope. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” he says. “There’s nothing left.” 
 
    That comment doesn’t need any confirmation from me. I wish I was somewhere I don’t have to be a witness to the decimation. Lives were taken here. I wipe the tears that have escaped my eyes. My heart beats hard in my chest. If this is what the aliens are doing, turning everything and everyone in their sights to dust, then Michael is right. They are out to annihilate the human race. We are a pestilence on the green earth, and this is how they eradicate the problem. I try to focus on the road ahead. It’ll be hard to disassociate from the gloom and doom, but I’ve been known to block annoying coworkers. It shouldn’t be too hard. Who am I kidding? I’m drowning in destruction. I won’t be able to get away from it. 
 
    We pass a sign that lets us know we’re approaching the junction of Highway One and Interstate 95. An idea pops into my head. 
 
    “We should take the interstate,” I suggest to Michael. “The aliens are focusing on the local areas. The interstate doesn’t have homes or businesses. It’s a straight shot and probably quicker.” 
 
    “Ninety-five won’t take you to Ashburn.” 
 
    “Highway One won’t either.” 
 
    “You saw what happened down in Richmond with the interstate bridge. Seeds blew it up and everyone on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll never forget that.” 
 
    “Taking the interstate will make the trip longer, and we don’t know if it’s passable. If we find a bridge blown out, we’d have to go back to the closest exit. The goal is to keep moving forward.” 
 
    “But you won’t see the destruction the aliens have caused.” 
 
    “Tell you what. If you’re willing to forget about going to Ashburn, we can ride ninety-five.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving Gabe.” 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    “What?” I ask with disbelief. 
 
    “You heard what I said. Your boyfriend is dead.” 
 
    “How would you know?” 
 
    “We’ve been going since the early part of this afternoon.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “We’ve seen only one living person so far.” 
 
    Yeah, and you killed him, I say to myself. 
 
    “Not that many people survived the attacks, Kris.” 
 
    “How do you equate other dead people to Gabe?” 
 
    “It’s not hard to deduce.” 
 
    “You’re guessing,” I point out. “We’ve made it. I’m sure a lot of other people have too, and Gabe has definitely survived this.” 
 
    “We’ve been lucky.” 
 
    “You just don’t want to go to Ashburn.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t.” 
 
    “And you’ll say any heartless thing to make me change my mind.” 
 
    “Me telling you that your boyfriend is dead is not heartless. It’s the plain truth, and you might as well get used to the idea.” 
 
    I stop under the bridge. Michael cycles a little farther before coming to a halt. 
 
    “I want you to apologize to me,” I demand. 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “Being an asshole.” 
 
    “Are you seriously going to carry the millennial age of sensitivity into the apocalypse?” 
 
    “Are you going to carry that old man shit attitude into the apocalypse?” 
 
    “Not going to apologize, Sis.” 
 
    “I’m not some flunky girlfriend you can manipulate. I’m your sister, and I deserve an apology.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to hurt your feelings. Okay? I’m not. I only want you to understand that reality is what it is, no matter if you accept it or not. Gabe is dead. He didn’t survive the alien attacks.” 
 
    “Your certainty is proof of your ignorance and arrogance. You have no clue if he’s alive or dead.” 
 
    “Sis, I’m not going to argue with you.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m getting on the interstate, and I don’t give a shit what you say.” 
 
    “And if I don’t get on there with you?” 
 
    “Then I’ll go by myself.” 
 
    Michael laughs, the same obnoxious chuckle I’d hear when I was in trouble as a kid. Such a bastard. To this day, I don’t know how I manage to live with him for so long. 
 
    “What if a Seed comes after you? Better yet, what if the Cicadas swarm you?” 
 
    “Like you can protect me.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “A rocket was fired at a Seed, Michael. What was the result?” 
 
    “Alright, Kris, you made your point. You win. We’ll take the interstate.” 
 
    What the hell? Why did he give up so quickly? Michael must have something else in mind. Or I could be paranoid, and he realizes that we have less of a chance of running into people. 
 
    “We are going for Gabe. Don’t play games with me on this, Michael.” 
 
    “I hear you loud and clear.” 
 
    “And you still owe me an apology.” 
 
    “Not going to happen.”
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    Exit 166 on Interstate 95 is where we camp out. The highway is empty for the most part. Shocking, seeing how northbound can be a parking lot at any given time of the day, but with the very early arrival of the spaceships yesterday, commuters must have decided to stay home. 
 
    I take this downtime to sketch and to soak in our surroundings.  Lattice towers where power lines are attached loom on the other side of the highway. The land beyond has subtle hills covered with a carpet of trees. We’re in an area that’s considered mostly the suburbs of Washington DC. Millions of commuters get on Interstate 95 in the morning, sit in horrible traffic for an hour and a half or more. At the end of the day, the migration changes to south. What is easily a half hour drive to Springfield, Virginia, and surrounding towns from the nation’s capital can quickly turn into two hours. Accidents, construction, sheer volume of cars, bad weather, it’s all part of the driving experience in Northern Virginia. It’s self-torture for those who endure it daily. 
 
    Before the last of the sunlight fades, I finish two drawings. The sketches need to be refined and labeled, but I’ll have to do it some other time. It’s getting harder to see. I put my supplies away and listen to the distant sounds. There are a lot more rumblings, and I hear faint screams and crying. Michael hears them too. I wrap my arms around my body, shiver from the pain people must be enduring. Michael is more anxious. He paces out from under the bridge, looking up and around at the sky. 
 
    “One of us have to stay awake,” he says. “Be on the lookout.” 
 
    “I’ll do it. I’m not sleepy.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We’ll take turns. Wake me up around two in the morning, and I’ll take over.” 
 
    “How am I going to do that? I don’t have a watch, and our phones aren’t working.” 
 
    “Oh,” Michael replies. “Okay, then when you get tired, wake me up.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I remark. 
 
    He lays back on the grass next to the bridge support wall and takes out a bottle of beer from his backpack. 
 
    “Want one?” He points at his bag. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “From the store where you got your notebooks.” 
 
    “Sure,” I remark. 
 
    Michael holds his beer in between his legs and grabs another from the bag. He pops open the top, hands it to me. The alcohol is warm and nasty, not exactly thirst quenching either, but it’s different from the water I’ve been drinking. 
 
    “You still mad at me?” Michael asks. 
 
    “It’s not worth the effort. You’re not going to change.” 
 
    “I’m only looking out for us. Everything I do; that’s what I keep in mind.” 
 
    I want to bring up that he killed that man for no reason. He beat him to a pulp. The poor guy wouldn’t have bounced back for another round, but I decide to let the thought hang out in my brain. My brother is capable of horrible things, and his kindness to me has always had the potential to tip in a dangerous direction. 
 
    “Kris, there’s something I have to tell you.” He takes a long gulp of beer. 
 
    Not a good sign. It has to be bad news. 
 
    “I saw AWOL.” 
 
    “You mean Goodie?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where was he? Why didn’t you say something?” 
 
    “I saw him right before we got to Fredericksburg. He’s the reason why I stopped for a bathroom break.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? Wait, we stopped at a wooded area for you to use the bathroom. There were no houses over there.” 
 
    “He was on the side of the road. He was dust, Kris.” 
 
    There he goes again. Acting like he knows someone is dead but have no proof of it. 
 
    “If that’s all you saw was dust, then you can’t be sure it was him.” 
 
    “I saw his socks and shoes.” 
 
    “Michael, go to sleep.” 
 
    “Kris, when we went into the men store in Glen Allen, AWOL took a pair of socks. They had pink golf clubs on them, and he grabbed a new pair of bright green tennis shoes.” 
 
    I remember them. Oh no, Goodie is dead. That’s horrible news. 
 
    “I saw those same socks and those same green tennis shoes in the grass, near the woods,” Michael continues. “I also saw his clothes. No doubt about it. That was him.” 
 
    Absolutely stunned, I think back to that point in time. I didn’t see a thing. I remember being scared that there could be Cicadas in the woods, and they would attack Michael. Nothing happened of course, and I didn’t see any of the alien bugs. But how did I miss Goodie? 
 
    “He could have changed shoes.” I don’t even believe what I just said. 
 
    Michael doesn’t agree nor disagree, but it’s more than apparent what the truth is. Losing my thirst, I hand Michael my beer. 
 
    “I think it’s the Cicadas,” Michael says. 
 
    “That’s turning people to dust?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You said this morning you thought it was the Seeds. The aliens turned a switch and only targeted human bodies.” 
 
    “I had time to think on that theory. I believe I was wrong.” 
 
    “Okay. What do you think happened now?” 
 
    “I think the Cicadas broke the windows as they flew through them, and they bit into those people in the church. I think the Cicadas injected them with venom that changed them into dust.” 
 
    “What do you think happened to us last night?” I ask out of curiosity. 
 
    “We could have been bit too, but something about us, possibly in our DNA, made us immune to the effects of the bite. The guy back at the house where we got the bicycles. He had black bruising on his arm, and his blood veins were dark from the infected area. The windows in his house were broken, and there were remains on the other side of the sofa in the living room.” 
 
    “I didn’t see that,” I remark. 
 
    “It wasn’t in view of the front door. You actually had to go behind the sofa to see it.” 
 
    Funny, how he kept that from me. If the man’s family was only that individual, no one else was going to show up. Despite that, it was best that we didn’t stay. I wouldn’t have been able to be in the same house with a dead body in the bedroom and the remains of another in the living room. 
 
    “There’s another problem with your theory,” I respond. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Last night, I felt something go up my nose and down my throat. Something went in your ear. The Cicadas are too big. There had to be some other alien technology that’s out there. Something we haven’t seen before.” 
 
    Michael considers my point, but he doesn’t say a word. He has to think about it more. Eventually, I’m sure he’ll come up with another notion. 
 
    “What if I see the Cicadas coming? Or the Seeds,” I ask uneasily. “What should I do?” 
 
    “Wake me up. We’ll have to run.” 
 
    “To where? Where could we go?” 
 
    “Sis, all I can say is that we run until we can’t.” 
 
    “That’s not a plan.” 
 
    “It’s all I got.”
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    An explosion wakes me. I jump to my feet. Burning debris fall around us, hitting the ground like bombs, but we’re safe under the bridge. Michael tells me to stay where I am. He climbs the hill against the support wall to the top deck and looks through a fence. Another explosion rocks the area. By instinct, he ducks. Eventually, he slides down and grabs his backpack. 
 
    “What is it?” I yell. 
 
    “I’d forgotten the tanks.” 
 
    “From the Army?” I ask, really confused. 
 
    “No, Kris, there’re huge gas tanks not too far from here.” 
 
    “Seriously? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    More explosions go off. The bridge is beginning to crumble. Pieces of cement and steel fall way too close. 
 
    “We can’t stay here!” I yell over the noise, but I don’t think Michael heard me. 
 
    Figuring he’ll understand action better than words, I grab my bicycle and run out from under the bridge. I go around flaming debris while trying to keep my distance. I glance back quickly, only to see if Michael is with me. He is, and he’s gaining ground. 
 
    I keep pushing onward, eventually clearing the debris field, but up ahead there’s a wall of fire and smoke. It has to be what the locals call the Mixing Bowl. It’s where two major highways and a few local roads come together in jumbled loops of bridges. I’m willing to bet the aliens destroyed the area. Those thoroughfares are critical access for the east coast. It opens the doors for drivers to avoid Washington DC, and it gives unhindered entry to points north like Baltimore and New York City. 
 
    We won’t be able to continue. We are trapped by smoke and fire in every direction. I never thought I’d experience a night like this. The air boils with anger. The ground feels like it’s going to dissolve from under our feet. Seeds streak overhead, brightening up the sky with red electrical fury. It’s complete madness. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Michael asks. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m good. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m fantastic. I love explosions early in the morning.” 
 
    “I bet you do. Which way can we go?” 
 
    An explosion rocks the area once again. Chunks of blazing metal and cement pummel the ground. I can feel every hit to the core of my bones. We dunk and run without knowing where we’re going. Several times, we’re almost hit, but by some miracle, we find a clearing. 
 
    Quickly, Michael and I scan the area. We don’t see a way out, but it’s not long before Michael spots an escape route. 
 
    “Follow me and stay close,” he yells. 
 
    He doesn’t have to tell me twice. He cycles to the cement barrier that separates the local highway lanes from the high occupancy vehicle lanes, the HOV. He lifts both of our bicycles over, and we climb onto the gravel shoulder. To our right, a ramp sweeps over southbound Highway 95, but it’s wobbling. I don’t want to go up the ramp, but Michael rushes off before I can stop him. It’s too steep to ride, so we have to roll the bikes. At the top of the ramp, we follow the bridge to the right, away from the fires. At the end, there is darkness, no fire and no smoke. I’ll take it. We get to the end of the ramp safely where Heller Road is the cross street. We make the left and stick to the asphalt path until we see another intersection. Michael makes the turn, immediately sees another road, and heads for it. We’re going through overgrown grass and weeds, but amazingly, it doesn’t slow us down. We’ve reached a three-lane highway, and Michael gets back on his bicycle. I do the same, and we’re off, cycling as fast as our legs can go. 
 
    The sun rises over the horizon, and we can see a lot better. We roll under a sign that says Barta Road and Rolling Road. I know where Rolling Road is, but I can’t place Barta. I’m not going to worry about it though. Michael seems to know where he’s going, and I’m keeping up with him. Moments later, we see another overhead sign. It indicates we’re on Fairfax County Parkway. Good deal. We’re headed in the right direction for Ashburn, and I’m relieved we’re getting farther away from the destruction. 
 
    When we finally reach the interchange for Rolling Road and Fairfax County Parkway, we take a breather under the bridge. I’m already tired from peddling like a madwoman. Michael is hyped, worried, and angry. I don’t know why he’s mad, and I’m not going to ask. There are times his anger manifests for reasons I don’t want to hear. 
 
    “We’re not making good time,” he grumbles. “And it’s only getting worse.” 
 
    He paces back and forth. He rubs at his infected ear. The virus, or whatever we got, hasn’t spread, but it hasn’t gone away either. I imagine mine is the same. 
 
    “Kris, we have to go straight to Pennsylvania. Ashburn isn’t a good idea.” 
 
    I shake my head. “No.” 
 
    “Dammit, Kris, you’re trying to get us both killed.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “What do you think is going to happen if we keep messing around out here? It’s getting more dangerous by the day.” 
 
    “Michael, if that was me in Ashburn, would you come up there and get me?” 
 
    “Yes, I would.” 
 
    “How would you feel if you left me behind? Without even trying to find me?” 
 
    Unwilling to answer, Michael sighs and lowers his head. He now understands. There is no choice. I love Gabe enough to risk everything, including my life and Michael’s, and I will not falter from what I must do. 
 
    “That dude better be alive, or else I’m going to kill him dead.” 
 
    “You make absolutely no sense at all right now.” 
 
    “Kris, the aliens are using lightning and fucking bugs to turn people into dust. They’re not showing anyone any mercy, and we’re out here in the midst of it, riding bicycles and dodging cement boulders. All that crap we’re going through, I meant what I said.” 
 
    “Okay, Michael, you meant what you said.” 
 
    “He better be alive. I’m serious.” 
 
    “I got it. If he’s dead, you’re going to kill him. I hear you loud and clear.” I roll my eyes and excuse myself. I can’t take any more of his temper tantrums, and nature is howling. 
 
    When I return, Michael is checking my bicycle. He’s still steaming, but he’s calming down. I eat a couple of health bars and drink water. I’m still hungry after I’m done, but I try not to think about it. 
 
    “Why did they destroy the gas tanks?” I ask Michael. 
 
    “They’re crippling our ability to fight back.” 
 
    “They already did it with the Macemps.” 
 
    “If we happen to get any planes or vehicles working again, we’ll need fuel. Can’t drive a vehicle without gas. Can’t fly without gas. Well, at least when it comes to jets and planes with engines. The goal is to take away what makes us strong and wipe us out.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to kill us all. I don’t believe it for a second.” 
 
    “You’ve seen what they can do.” 
 
    “Seven billion people on the Earth, Michael, and we’re not all in one spot. People live in jungles, desolate lands, and islands. This planet is a big place.” 
 
    “They don’t have to kill everyone, just enough to make a difference. That’s all the aliens have to do is reach enough people - the right people - to wipe out humanity’s advanced knowledge. You know, get rid of technology innovators, medical geniuses, economic intellects, scientists, mathematicians, historians, artists, anyone and everyone of importance. Take away all those influencers, and you’ve destroyed humankind.” 
 
    “Like those people have labels. I can hear it now. The aliens would announce, ‘Whoever’s a scientist, please raise your hand or step in front of my spaceship. It’s time for you to die.’ Yeah, that’ll happen for sure.” 
 
    Michael chuckles, “You know what I would do if I was the aliens?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “What I would do is I’d hit the powerplants first, fuel reserves, destroy bridges and highways, and take out their online capability.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve done that.” 
 
    “Then I would move on to places with large populations, destroying it all, and then spread out to surrounding smaller towns and suburbs. I’d chip away at them until no one is left. Might take decades, but that’s how I would do it.” 
 
    “And then what? There would be nothing left.” 
 
    “Maybe, the aliens don’t want anything we have. They could be sweeping this planet of its major problem.” 
 
    “I thought about that,” I reply. “How we were the pestilence.” 
 
    “We are. Humankind pollutes the air and trashes the seas. We exterminate entire species from the face of the earth, and we kill each other for oil, land, and religion. We’re worse than the plague or the flu. We invade and kill for no reason other than for our pleasure.” 
 
    “We’re not all fucked up.” 
 
    “Yes, we are.” 
 
    “Whatever. Why couldn’t they have come in peace? It sounds stupid, but this is a big planet. There’s plenty of room.” 
 
    “Kris, when you want the land from the natives, there are usually two ways to get it: invasion and annihilation. Because the invaders know that no one in their right mind will give up the territory they grew up on and nurtured. Think about how the United States began. The white man came to these shores. Brought weapons, and over time, they took the land from the Native Americans. Many of them were wiped out. This invasion is no different.” 
 
    “And what will become of us? How long can we really survive?” 
 
    “We make it to the bunker. We can survive for years.” 
 
    “It’s such a long way. Look where we are, still in Virginia.” 
 
    “By the end of the day, we don’t have to be. That’s all you got to do is forget about going to Ashburn.” 
 
    “I love him, you know.” 
 
    “Please, don’t go there. I’ve been able to stomach the invasion so far, but that love crap. Spare me, seriously.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re single,” I remark. 
 
    “No commitment. No answering to anyone. A bachelor supreme. I’m good with that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet, and now that it’s the end of the world, you’ll never ever have to worry about commitment. You’ll be in the bunker with your Army friends. They’ll be at your side, and it’ll be a great time for you. But then they’ll have to go to their families. They’ll have their wives to keep them warm at night. Kids to keep them young. What will you have, Michael?” 
 
    He suddenly grasps the gravity of his lifelong preference for being single. Watching his chest deflates makes me feel rotten. Being a smart ass is not a win. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I reply. 
 
    He huffs as if it’s nothing, but the lack of companionship is a big deal. Before yesterday, he had choices. He could date someone or not. He could make love to them or not. Life was good when there were opportunities every time the sun rises. Now, what does he have? 
 
    “We better get some miles behind us,” he says gloomily. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah. Michael, I am sorry.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing. We’re moving on.” 
 
    Of course, he won’t accept or give forgiveness. That’s not who he is, but I’ve made my regrets known. At least, he is aware, and hopefully, he’ll find consolation in that.
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    I am starving. My hunger has not been satisfied with mere water. I need sustenance to sustain. I want a piping hot meal. If I can’t get it, I’ll take a salad instead. Anything so I won’t suffer. We’ve gone by many restaurants, and each time I saw one, I thought about the hamburger I could be having. Or the tacos I could be munching on, wallowing in the ground beef, cheese, and sour cream. Pizza would be perfect. So, so perfect. That’s it! Michael is not going to bicycle me into oblivion. My body can’t take another second of not eating, and just as I’m about to call for a break, Michael stops cycling. He sees exactly what I’ve been thinking. It’s a twenty-four-hour restaurant. No, it’s a twenty-four-hour miracle. 
 
    “How did you know I was hungry?” I ask. 
 
    “I had no idea. I stopped because I was hungry too. Do you think they’re open?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I’m willing to break in there.” 
 
    “You? Break the law?” Michael laughs as if it’s a stretch for me to do something so blatantly wrong. 
 
    “Laws are a thing of the past. Everyone, including cops, is trying to make it through this invasion.” 
 
    “Alright, Sis, since we’re doing this, I have to be real. You might have to kill another human being with that shotgun. Are you okay with that?” 
 
    “No, but what choice do I have?” 
 
    “We can keep going.” 
 
    “Not until we eat.” 
 
    Michael takes one last look at me. I nod to reassure him. I’ll say anything for food. I’m at a starvation level that’s beyond hangry. I’m to the point of weakness and possibly fainting. 
 
    We hide our bicycles in a clump of trees, making sure they can’t be seen from any angle. Michael takes a moment to consider the lay of the land, the buildings, anything weird, and out of place. Everything looks fine to me, but he’s concerned. 
 
    “Okay,” he whispers. “We’re going to enter through the back of the building. You go to the right. I’ll hit the left. Wait for me at the corner in the back. I’m going in first to check the area. You keep your eyes open. You see anyone coming, whistle. You still do know how to whistle?” 
 
    “Yes, Michael, I’m not a complete prissy.” 
 
    “Keep your head low. Okay?” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah, I’m ready to eat.” 
 
    Michael chuckles, but I’m dead serious. 
 
    We take off, separating when we get a few feet from the restaurant. When I reach the end of the wall at the back, I peek around the corner. Michael hasn’t made it to his post, but it’s not long before he does. He sneaks up to the back door and twists the knob. The door is locked. Michael aims the pistol, breathes in and out, then squeezes the trigger. The knob burst into pieces, and the door cracks open. The sound is horrendously loud. 
 
    This is a bad idea. My nerves tingle. I’m beginning to sweat, and my stomach is mad as hell. We should just raid another store. That wasn’t so bad. 
 
    Michael goes in. His pistol on point to take out anyone in his path. 
 
    I’m having big regrets. Hunger clouds my good judgment. Now I worry that Michael could get hurt. Someone might already be in there and could kill him on sight. I listen for a scuffle. Michael will not back down from a fight. This could end just as badly as it did when we took the bicycles. 
 
    Creaking comes from inside the restaurant. I want to check the back entrance, but I’m too scared. 
 
    How long have I been out here? Where the hell is he? I count to ten and then backward. I pray for his safety. 
 
    “Kris! It’s all clear.” 
 
    I peek around the corner. Michael is outside with his gun holstered. Breathing a sigh of relief, I follow him inside, down a long dark hallway that leads to a spotless kitchen. I move on to the dining room floor. The chairs are on top of the tables. The floor is shiny and clean, except for broken glass under the windows. 
 
    “I have to wash up,” Michael replies. “I’ll cook after if you won’t mind waiting.” 
 
    “That’ll work. I need to get cleaned up too.” 
 
    Michael and I go our separate ways, heading to our gender assigned bathrooms. I strip down naked to my socks and commence to cleaning my body. First thing I do is check my neck. The bruising hasn’t changed. At least, it’s not getting worse.  But I relish in the glorious feeling of having fresh soap and running hot water. Though it’s not a bath or shower, it still feels great to clean up. But the part of being hungry lingers, and I begin to rush. 
 
    I find my brother in the kitchen later on. For a tough-guy soldier, Michael is a great cook. No such thing as written recipes in his world. He creates by memory, smells, and tastes. He had no choice but to learn. His mother worked all the time. Our dad wasn’t around. Michael has always been dependable, and I’m glad he never changed. 
 
    “Turn up the heat!” I reply, going into the kitchen. 
 
    “Fine food requires a delicate touch and sometimes a tender fire.” 
 
    “So that you know, slow service means no tip.” I say as I grab plates, napkins, and utensils. 
 
    “Be nice to the cook, or else.” 
 
    “Or else what? You’ll make me cook? You don’t want that.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    I leave out of the kitchen and make place settings. The only thing that’s missing is drinks. I find a wide variety in a refrigerator behind the customer counter. Two sweet teas are in order. 
 
    After I finish setting the table and while Michael is on the stove, I look out the window. I have the shotgun in hand just in case I see a stranger coming our way, but all I see are abandoned vehicles. There isn’t anyone around, and it’s quiet. Not a car alarm, honking horns, or a screeching tire to be heard. 
 
    “Here we go,” Michael says, holding up two plates of steaming food. “Cheeseburgers and fries.” 
 
    “Aw, about time,” I remark, rushing over to the booth. 
 
    We tear into our food silently. The burger is juicy. The fries are hot. Both are excellent and calming my angry stomach. I forgot what it was like to eat real food. Snacks were not cutting it at all.  
 
    Just as Michael is about to take his last bite, something catches his attention. He gets up from the booth and slowly goes over to the corner. I keep eating, watching him as he stands on a seat in the booth. Something glows on the ceiling. It’s a Cicada. Scared out of my mind, I try to stand up, only managing to hit my knee underneath the table. Our drinks are knocked over, spilling everywhere. 
 
    “Kill it!” I yell, rubbing my knee. 
 
    “I can’t kill it.” Michael hops to the floor. “I can’t even reach it.” 
 
    “What’s it doing?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just hanging out on the ceiling.” 
 
    “It’s going to attack. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “Settle down,” Michael says. “If it wanted to attack, it would have done it by now. You know, I was thinking. The aliens could be watching us or listening through the Cicada.” 
 
    “What? Yeah, whatever. Are you sure you can’t kill it?” 
 
    “Finish your food, Kris. It’s the only one in here.” 
 
    “That you’ve seen so far. We haven’t checked the entire restaurant.” 
 
    “I did before you came in. Remember? We’re going to be fine.” 
 
    I cautiously slide back into my seat. That’s when I realize my chair is wet from the spilled tea. I grab my plate and move to the next table, making sure I’m facing the Cicada. Just in case it takes flight, I can run out of there. 
 
    Michael chuckles and shakes his head. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing. Not a thing.” 
 
    “Then stop laughing.” 
 
    He bellows out a roar. I could throw my plate at him, but knowing my luck, he’ll duck in time. Then he’ll laugh at me even more. 
 
    After eating, we prepare to leave. Michael repacks his bag. I notice that he has a flashlight on the table. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “Back at the last store we stopped at.” 
 
    “Does it work?” 
 
    “Yes.” He picks it up, presses the switch. “Like a charm.” 
 
    “How? I thought all the electronics and electricity stopped working.” 
 
    “It’s battery operated, genius.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t explain why it works,” I remark. “I could have used it last night.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “My drawings.” 
 
    “We have to save the juice, Kris. Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess. The burger was excellent. Thank you for cooking…breakfast. I guess that’s what you would call it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “So are we going out the back or the front?” I ask, adjusting the straps on my shoulders. 
 
    “The back.” 
 
    I look up at the alien Cicada as we walk towards the hallway. It’s not glowing. Wings are still. But most importantly, it’s not trying to follow us. 
 
    Back outside, we walk to where we hid our bikes. Rolling them to the road, we see dark clouds in the direction we’re headed. Not a good sign. I’m scared at what it could mean. But I have to reach Gabe, and if I have to go through fire and smoke to get to him, I will.
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    Michael and I have hit a problem. We’re at the interchange for Highway 28. We planned to take the northbound exit directly to Ashburn, where Gabe live. At most, on our bicycles, the trip would have been no more than an hour, but the major snag we’ve hit is the flood of people walking on Highway 28 bridge going south. A lot of them have taken to crossing under the bridge, which is about fifty yards from where we are. The stream of pedestrians seems to be never-ending. Some are walking fast. Others drag with the weight of backpacks and compacted strollers. 
 
    It’s imperative that we keep our distance from this group. We have bicycles, and those we meet or see may not. They’ll get ideas. Bicycles will be more valued than gold, and lives will be unmistakably taken. 
 
    We’re behind a black van. Both of us straddling our bikes and looking around the sides of the vehicle. 
 
    “Where do you think they’re coming from?” I whisper. 
 
    “Dulles Airport is just up the street.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have all come from the airport.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a lot of residential neighborhoods around here.” 
 
    “Where do you think they’re headed?” 
 
    “Kris, why do you ask questions I don’t know the answer to? I mean, seriously, how would I know where any of them are going?” 
 
    “I’m just asking to be asking. No need to bite my head off about it.” 
 
    “Their homes could be destroyed or on fire. There’s a lot of smoke up Highway 28.” 
 
    “And that’s the way we have to go to get to Ashburn. What can we do?” 
 
    “Stay out of sight and wait until the crowd is gone. Then we’ll decide which way to go then.” 
 
    We are so close to Ashburn. I’m itching to forget about the obvious danger of a desperate group of people and just keep going, but I know it wouldn’t make sense to do a foolish thing. 
 
    “Follow me,” Michael replies. 
 
    We cycle to a clump of trees near an intersection. Once again, we hide our bikes in the brush. After making sure no one sees them, Michael sits down on the curb next to Highway 50. We’re far enough away that no one knows we’re watching. 
 
    “There’s always an obstacle when you really want something,” I remark, sighing. 
 
    “Never fails, Sis. That’s how life is.” 
 
    “You know, I was thinking, Gabe could be in the crowd. You think we should ask if anyone has seen him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? What harm will it do?” 
 
    “That crowd is huge, and you looking for one man will be a waste of time.” 
 
    “How hard could it be?” 
 
    “Describe him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “People are going to ask you what he looks like. Telling them his name isn’t going to cut it. He’s not famous. You’ll have to describe him.” 
 
    “I can do that easily. Will you go with me?” I ask politely and sweetly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Michael, if you’re worried about the bicycles getting stolen, we can leave them here.” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you that it was best to stay away from people?” 
 
    “Yeah, but Gabe could be in there, on his way to Richmond.” 
 
    “Kris, think about it. The invasion happened three days ago. The smart thing for him to do was to leave immediately. If he did, he would be in Richmond by now. That’s if the city is still standing.” 
 
    I growl and pull at my face. It hurts my heart watching those people, knowing that Gabe could be in that crowd somewhere. 
 
    “Kris, you told him that I decided we were leaving Richmond. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I talked to him before the phones stopped working.” 
 
    “Then he knows you’re not in Richmond. He’s probably still at home.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “No, I actually believe he’s dead.” 
 
    Michael is uncanny at ticking me off. Without filter or thought, he spits out exactly what’s on his mind. He doesn’t think twice about how I feel or the repercussions. Wanting to separate myself from him, I get up and brush the grass off my clothes. 
 
    As I head for the sidewalk behind us, I suddenly stop. A man wearing a red cap backwards and a woman in a pink jogging suit approach us with rifles. I lift my hands. I’m shaking from the possibility of getting killed. This is not how I pictured my day would end. 
 
    “Michael,” I say over my shoulder. 
 
    “What?” His attention is on the migrating crowd at the bridge. 
 
    “MICHAEL!” 
 
    “WHAT!” Looking around, he sees why I’m calling him. He stands up, hands at his side, staring at the couple. 
 
    The woman has a triumphant grin on her face. The man is focused, eyes narrowed, and he’s inching his way towards us. Michael slowly reaches for the gun on his hip. The woman fires at him. I jump and look back at Michael. He’s not shot, but he’s shook. 
 
    “I missed on purpose,” she says. “Next time I won’t.” 
 
    “You,” the man replies to Michael, “two fingers. Toss the gun over. I want that shotgun too. We’ll kill you if you try anything.” 
 
    Michael slowly unsnaps the holster and tosses the pistol to the side. I slide the shotgun out from under the backpack straps that kept it in place and set it down on the ground a few feet away from me. I back up from it with my hands up and my palms facing them. 
 
    “Dude,” the man remarks, “I told you to throw your gun over to me! You’re a straight dipshit! Get it and toss it over!” 
 
    “NO!” The woman yells, pointing the rifle at my brother. Lost on what to do next, the man looks to her for answers. Michael looks at her too, surprised that she’s in charge. 
 
    “Prater, just get the stuff,” she says impatiently. 
 
    “Oh, right!” Focused once again, the man says, “Give me your backpacks.” 
 
    Without a single moment of hesitation, I do as the man ordered, throwing the backpack as close to him as possible. Michael, clearly unwilling, makes no effort to cooperate. His anger is at a level that’s about to explode. 
 
    “You got two seconds,” the woman warns him, “or I will blow her head off! Do it now!” 
 
    Michael finally follows their commands. The man has to jump out of the way so as not to get hit by the backpack. It’s a dumb move on Michael’s part. Both of them have the upper hand, and they could kill us easily. 
 
    “Grab all of it, Quin.” 
 
    While watching Michael, the man places his rifle over his back. Then he picks up the pistol, stuffs it in his belt. He goes for the shotgun next and hooks that around his body. The backpacks are seized last. He shoulders my brother’s bag but holds on to mine in the opposite hand. With expert footing, the man begins to quick step backwards. The woman keeps up with him, taking long strides. Her rifle, still pointing in my direction. When they’re a good distance away, the robbers turn and run, disappearing behind the bank building. 
 
    Michael takes off. I’m shocked by this. I scream his name. He doesn’t hear me, or he did, and ignored me completely. Stopping at the building, Michael peeks around the corner. For a moment, I think he’s changed his mind, giving up the chase, but he keeps going. I run to the bank. Just as I make it to the building, I see Michael fight his way through a clump of trees. I yell for him to stop, but he’s not listening. I run over to where I last saw him. I come out fairly quickly into a parking lot of a hotel. Michael is nowhere in sight. I’m beginning to panic. If I lose him, I will never find him again. 
 
    Damn it! 
 
    What should I do? 
 
    I look around, getting my bearings. Across the street from the hotel is a shopping center, a standalone building for a credit union, and a car wash center. A tube swings back and forth in a partition set aside for vacuuming vehicles. There’s no wind. That’s where Michael went. I’m sure of it. I make my way over to the structure and run through to the other side. There’s another wall of trees, but there’s a clear path in the middle of it. It leads to a larger parking lot, and I can see to the other end and Michael. Thank goodness. He’s hiding behind a car, and his back is to me. He must be watching the robbers. When I’m halfway across the parking lot, he’s off again. I’m getting tired, but I’m not giving up. I can’t lose him. He goes behind a building, and through another set of trees. By the time I make it to where he went, I’ve come to a wooden fence. It’s taller than I am and goes the length of the wood line. I follow the fence until it ends. On the other side is a neighborhood of single family homes. My brother and the robbers are nowhere in sight. 
 
    I feel so lost without Michael. Why did he have to chase after them? What was he thinking? He wasn’t, and now he’s gone. We might be separated for good. 
 
    Dear God, not this. Where is he? Give me a sign. I can’t lose him. 
 
    “MICHAEL!” I yell, sobbing. I don’t know what else to do. “MI…”
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    I wake up to a throbbing ache on the back of my head. A bump is on the scalp, and it’s tender. I look at my hand to see if it’s bleeding. It’s not. Feeling pretty confident I’ll live, slowly and carefully, I sit up. I’m on a canopy bed, surrounded by sheer curtains. My left wrist is handcuffed to the vertical column next to the headboard. I get on my knees and pull at the cuffs. The column is attached at the top to a crossbeam. I won’t be able to get out. I move the pillows and the covers, hoping to find the key. Of course, I don’t see the single object that will free me. I kick the curtain out of the way. A nightstand is right beside the bed. I dig through the drawer, finding glasses and a book. But no key. 
 
    What in the absolute hell? What sick fuck would handcuff me to a bed? And why? I can’t even think of a good reason. There isn’t one. 
 
    I pull at the cuffs, twist them around to see if there’s an inkling of a chance I can get out of them, but there is no escape. Then I look at the canopy bed. It’s wood with sheer curtains hanging from the top crossbeams. I check to see how it’s put together at the headboard and column. It’s slotted. I push the nightstand out of the way as far as I can, and I get a good stance, wrapping my hands around the column. I push and pull, hitting the wall and making a racket of a noise. I’m sure it’ll alarm anyone in the house, but I don’t care. I’m not going to be handcuffed to the bed for who knows what sick reason. I keep at it, and finally, after a minute or so, the column falls away from the headboard. The bed collapses entirely. I disconnect the crossbeam from the column and slide the other end of the cuff off the pole. I’m free! Yes! But the cuffs are still on my wrist. Whatever. At least, I’m not attached to the bed. 
 
    I run over to the door and open it just enough to look out into the hallway. It’s not that bright because there’s only one window. Hopefully, I haven’t been out longer than a day, but I won’t worry about that. I have to get out of this house. 
 
    I tiptoe to the door across the hallway and listen for noise. I’m too scared to open it, so I move on to the next one. Blood seeps under the second door onto the hallway carpet. Someone must be dead in that room. I’m not willing to find out. I step over the blood and make my way to the last door. I hear sobbing. I back away and head down the stairs. 
 
    The first level is an open floor plan. Oil paintings hang on the walls. Clean ivory carpets are on the floor. Expensive pieces of furniture are on display in well thought out places. Feng Shui at its most elegant, but I have to get out of this house. 
 
    As I go for the front door, the knob turns. I run back the other direction, pass the steps, and directly into the kitchen, where I hide in the hamper. But I keep the door slightly open to listen for whoever is coming in. 
 
    The front door closes. The click of the lock echoes. The floor creaks with the weight of the person walking. Whoever it is, he or she goes upstairs. Curious as to what’s going on, I make my way to the bottom of the steps. I peek around the corner and observe a shadow moving on the second floor. A woman screams, begging for the individual to stay away from her. My heart sinks. I have to help her, but how? 
 
    I think for a moment. There must be something I can do. I tiptoe by the steps into the living room. Everything is decorative, soft, and floral, all showpieces. Nothing in there will help me help her. I venture across the short hall to the office. There has to be something I can use. 
 
    Immediately, I spot a possible weapon, a glass rock-like shaped plaque on top of a printer. I grasp it in my hand, determining the heaviness. It’ll do, I hope. 
 
    I go up the steps slowly. The woman is still crying. Halfway up, I begin to reconsider my decision. What if there’s more than one person that came into the house? I can’t fight two people by myself. I have to take that chance. An innocent woman is in trouble. I have to be brave. If no one helps her, she could get killed. With as much courage I can muster, and with trembling knees, I take the last two steps. I’m sweating, and my heart is going a thousand miles a minute. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    I can save her. 
 
    Breathe, Kris, breathe. 
 
    I get to the top of the steps and wait for only a short moment before peeking inside. It’s the guy who stole my backpack. He’s wearing the same red hat, and it’s on backward. QUIN is embroidered in bold on the front flap. His shirt is off, and he’s taking off his belt. The woman is handcuffed to the bed. 
 
    “You’re so pretty,” he says to the woman. “We’ll all be happy. You’ll see.” 
 
    “Go away!” the woman screams at him. “Don’t you come anywhere near me!” 
 
    “You’ll like me after we conflu…consider….You know what I mean.” 
 
    “HELP! HELP!” 
 
    I can’t take it anymore. With deep seeded disgust and anger, I enter the room. The woman’s eyes widen. Seeing her expression, he turns to see what she’s looking at. I swing as hard as I can. The plaque connects to his face, mostly his eye and nose. The vibration travels through my hand, all the way to the small of my back. The hit makes him twist around uncontrollably. His hat flies across the room. His head hits the corner of a pink metal chest at the foot of the bed. A cringe-worthy crack resounds from his neck, and he lands hard on his side. An open wound is on the back of his head. Blood pours downward to his neck and pools on the floor below his face. 
 
    He’s not moving. I killed him. Oh my god, it was never my intention to take his life, but I had no choice. I did the right thing. I know I did. I won’t feel bad about this. He was going to rape her, and I had to stop him. Still shaken by what I’ve done, I drop the plaque and take a few steps back.  
 
    “Grab the key,” the woman demands. 
 
    She has the black bruising on her left ear. Dark veins starting from the infected area are on her cheek and neck. 
 
    “Hey, the key! Grab the key!” 
 
    Getting my bearings, I look around, hoping to spot the key. 
 
    “It’s in his pocket,” she says. “Look there. You’ll find it. Hurry.” 
 
    Shit. I have to touch him. I slowly kneel at his side. I search his back pockets. I find it first try. 
 
    “QUIN!” a voice calls from downstairs. 
 
    I toss her the handcuff key and pick up the pistol. I ensure that it’s loaded, and the safety is off. 
 
    “Quin, where are you?” It’s the woman who robbed Michael and me. Her voice is clear. I recognize it anywhere. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I whisper to the lady as she frantically unlocks the cuffs. 
 
    “Erika.” 
 
    “Okay, Erika, what’s behind that door?” 
 
    “The bathroom.” 
 
    “Get in there and do not come out until I tell you.” 
 
    “Quin, we got to go!” It sounds like the woman is in the kitchen. I swear I heard the refrigerator door close. 
 
    Erika sneaks into the bathroom. I shut the bedroom door and hide behind the side of the bed. 
 
    With a rhythmic thud, the woman comes up the steps. She finally reaches the top floor. Her shadow extends under the crack of the door. 
 
    “Quin, you better not be in there doing crap. We have to go.” 
 
    Seeing him dead on the floor freezes her in place. 
 
    I stand with my brother’s gun. She has her rifle. I shoot her in the shoulder before she can swing the rifle up to aim. She screams and falls back into the hallway. I run to her, meaning to grab the rifle she dropped. I get it and toss it behind me onto the bed and out of her reach. She clutches her bloody shoulder, screaming her head off. The noise is too much. 
 
    “SHUT UP!” 
 
    She has no right to yell or cry, considering what she’s done to my brother and me. This woman took our things, she shot at Michael, and more than likely, she probably killed him. And I won’t get into the fact that her friend or brother has raped that woman before. I hate her for allowing such a heartless act. Even as the aliens take lives and destroy buildings, I consider her worse than them. 
 
    “SHUT THE HELL UP!” 
 
    Her cries turn to silent sobbing. 
 
    “Where is my brother? 
 
    “I don’t know,” she mumbles. 
 
    I kick the bottom of her shoe. “Where is he? He better be a…” 
 
    A gunshot goes off. At the same time, a hole appears in the woman’s forehead. I look behind me. Erika has the rifle. The barrel is smoking. Tears are in her eyes. I’m about to ask why she killed the woman, but then I see the reason in her face. Tears tell of her unspeakable pain at the hands of her captors. 
 
    But unfortunately for me, she has done me a disservice. The fate of my brother has died along with the woman, and I will never know what happened to him. 
 
    Erika stares at me with the rifle still in her hands. It’s time for me to leave. I’ve done what I can, and I must move on. 
 
    I back out of the room, rush down the steps, and out the front door. The shining sun blinds me. My head throbs from the sudden glare. My stomach churns. I bend over into the flower bed and heave my guts. After composing myself, I wipe my mouth with the bottom of my shirt and hold still until I can move without getting sick. 
 
    At the end of the sidewalk, I look to my left and right, and then back. The house I was held in is brick and has two garages. It used to be a home. Now, it’s nothing but an empty, soulless building with dead bodies in it. 
 
    Erika appears in the doorway. She holds the rifle in her hands. I begin to wonder if she’ll shoot me too. I clutch my gun, ready to do whatever it takes to stay alive. 
 
    “I can help you,” she yells from the entrance. 
 
    “I’m good,” I remark, not trusting her. 
 
    “You asked about your brother. I’m pretty sure I know where he is.” 
 
    She has my attention. “Okay,” I reply. 
 
    “He’s in the house over there, three driveways up, where the red convertible is parked.” 
 
    “How do you know?” I ask. 
 
    “I heard Diane tell Quin. She mentioned that she was going to keep your brother in that house.” 
 
    At first, I walk with hesitation, glancing at every house along the way. Every door is open. I imagine everyone on this street is either dead or has left the area. By the time I get to the sidewalk, I’m at a full sprint. When I reach the door, I burst through the entrance. The inside is trashed. Food boxes and wrappers are everywhere. It stinks of sweat and spoiled milk. 
 
    “MICHAEL!” 
 
    “KRIS!” 
 
    Happy to hear his voice, I run upstairs. He’s in an empty room strapped to an inversion therapy table. His wrists are cuffed together behind it, and he’s upside down. I slowly shift the table upright, so as not to make him dizzy. 
 
    “You found me. I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “A woman down the street told me where you were,” I reply as I pull at the cuffs. I need a key. Erika has it. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Wait! Where are you going?” 
 
    I run out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and out the front door. I find Erika in the kitchen at the other house. She’s ransacking the cupboards for food. 
 
    “I need the handcuff key,” I tell her breathlessly. 
 
    She says its upstairs on the bed. I rush back up there, ignoring the two dead bodies. The key is exactly where she said it was. 
 
    As I’m running back up the street, I see a different spaceship. It’s an elongated rectangular rod. Tiny black specks are falling out of an opening at the bottom. I’m too far away to see what those things look like, and I don’t know their purpose. But I have enough knowledge to know it’s not good. We’re running out of time. I run back to the house. Michael is thrashing, trying to unhook himself from the inversion therapy table. 
 
    “Stop it,” I yell at him. “You can’t get out on your own, and you know it.” I unhook the cuffs and undo the straps around his ankles. Then I unlock the single cuff from my wrist as well. No way am I going to have that piece of jewelry hanging off of me. 
 
    “I thought you left me behind,” he says with relief. 
 
    “Why would you think that?” 
 
    “You took off.” 
 
    “I said I would be right back. Anyway, we have to go. There’s a new spaceship out there, and I don’t know what it does.” 
 
    “I have to get our backpacks.” 
 
    He takes us to the kitchen, where our things are unpacked and bestrewed all over the counters. We make quick work of putting what we can back inside our bags, and we raid the cupboards, not finding anything. Michael is agitated that he can’t find the water pouches or the shotgun. I tell him they’re not important. We have drinks, and we have to get going. 
 
    We haul tail outside. Erika stands on the sidewalk in front of the house we were held captive. She sees the rod-like spaceship. 
 
    “Come on,” I yell for her. 
 
    She goes back inside the house. I stop, not understanding why she would do that. 
 
    “We can’t wait!” Michael says. 
 
    “ERIKA! ERIKA!” 
 
    She runs out of the house with a bag and her rifle. She catches up with us, but then I see something out of the corner of my eyes. A swarm of some kind is crawling on the house at the end of the cul-de-sac. The foundation is completely covered. The house rumbles and shifts. Glass shatters. The roof collapses, and the tiny creatures, whatever they are, covers the rest of the building. When the structure is completely decimated, the swarm spreads out along the ground in a collective body. The first residence, a two-story brick home, probably a four-bedroom house, is reduced to dust. 
 
    “Jesus,” Michael comments. 
 
    The creatures are now taking down two houses at the same time. As a collective swarm, I can’t make out their individual shapes, and I don’t plan on sticking around to check. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I reply, pulling at Michael. “Let’s go.”
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    The dust rises in the distant horizon behind us. The first rod we saw is gone, but another is to our right, spilling out the swarm. I can hear the hissing sound of destruction. The only consolation I have is that we’re far enough away to be safe. At least for now. 
 
    “What are your names?” Erika asks. She’s concerned with our present company. Considering she survived dire circumstances with Quin, she has a right to be. 
 
    “This is Michael,” I remark. “My name is Kris.” 
 
    “Erika Herriot.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Michael says. 
 
    Erika nods at us both, but she keeps her distance from Michael, using me as a human buffer. 
 
    “He was in the Army.” I hope that bit of information settles her uncertainty, but I’m not sure how it would. 
 
    “Thank you for your service.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Michael replies with a nod. 
 
    “What did you do for a living?” I want to ease Erika’s mind, get her to relax more around us. 
 
    “Worked at a video game company, different departments, wherever I was needed.” 
 
    “I worked in Richmond for a credit card company, and Michael drove a tow truck.” 
 
    “Thought you said he was in the Army.” 
 
    “That was before the tow truck,” he adds. “I’m retired now.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says with a nod. “Gotcha. So, where are you two headed?” 
 
    “Ashburn,” I answer. 
 
    “Okay. Well, I’m not headed that way.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Michael asks. 
 
    I’m surprised he’s interested, especially with his known policy of traveling with strangers. 
 
    “Woodbridge. Have you ever heard of that place?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s south of Washington DC, off of Interstate 95.” 
 
    “That’s the place. That’s where we were headed.” 
 
    “Who’s we?” Michael asks. 
 
    “My husband. Quin killed…” she clears her throat. “Jared is gone now, and I have to keep going. Have you heard of Jared? He was famous.” 
 
    “No, never heard of him,” Michael answers. “Are you going to Woodbridge by yourself?” 
 
    “Looks like it. You two are going in the opposite direction, so.” 
 
    “What’s in Woodbridge?” I asks. 
 
    “My sister and her family.” 
 
    “How did you get involved with Quin and Diane?” 
 
    Confused, I ask Michael, “Who is Diane?” 
 
    “She’s the woman that robbed us and held us against our will.” Michael turns to Erika. “How did you run into them?” 
 
    “My husband and I met them last night when we camped out not too far from here. They came along, holding huge bags of groceries. They gave us some food and told us where we could find more. My husband and I weren’t exactly prepared for the trip to Woodbridge. We didn’t pack enough, and we were hungry. Quin was a little odd, but I figured that’s how he was. Everyone has their weird quirks, you know. Diane was overly nice, and she was funny, very charming. She won our trust immediately, and we followed them back to that neighborhood.” Erika sighs and wipes her cheeks before continuing. “At first, I thought it was bizarre that every front door at every house on that street was wide open. Every single one of them. Jared noticed, and he asked about it. Diane had explained that all the people that lived there were gone. They abandoned those houses. I found it odd that every single family had left their homes, but Jared accepted her explanation. Factor in that we were starving and desperate, she could have told us anything. The house you found me in, that’s where we gathered. We all ate together at the dining room table. It was nice to have a sit down meal with other human beings, considering the world wasn’t the same. After Jared finished eating, he went upstairs to use the bathroom. Diane and I talked in the kitchen. Quin left the room. Moments later, that’s when I heard my husband get shot. I ran up the stairs. He wasn’t dead, but he was badly hurt. Quin locked me up in a separate room from Jared. That’s where I was all morning.” 
 
    “We left him behind,” I reply, shaken by this realization. 
 
    “He died of his wounds. I saw him after you left for your brother.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I remark. 
 
    Erika nods sadly. “You understand why I have to go to Woodbridge. My sister and her family are all I have left, but I want to thank you, Kris, for saving my life.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “Erika,” Michael speaks calmly, “I get that you want to be with your family but consider coming with us. It’s a long walk to Woodbridge. You’ll be by yourself. Anything could happen. There’s safety in numbers, and I have a way to ensure you survive, that we all survive.” 
 
    Michael’s offer to her comes as a shock. If we all make it to the bunker, along with his mother and Gabe, how is he going to convince his friends to let us all in? And what happened to not making new friends on this trip? 
 
    “I trusted those people back there, and I lost my husband.” 
 
    “We’re not them.” 
 
    Erika isn’t willing to trust us completely, but she’s giving serious consideration to Michael’s proposal. 
 
    “What will you do if you don’t find your family?” Michael asks. “What if they’re gone? Where will you go next?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Here we are, Erika. A sure thing, flesh and blood.” 
 
    “You make valid points,” she says. “But honestly and really, you’re strangers. I haven’t been so lucky putting my faith in people that I don’t know. My family is where I belong. My family is everything to me.” 
 
    “Then we wish you well on your journey.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She looks at the cloud of dust in the distance, an ominous sign of destruction. It’s thick and rising, creating what seems to be an impenetrable wall. 
 
    “If you see a crowd of people, stay away from them,” Michael suggests. “It’s best to keep to yourself.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea. You’re right. I will do that.” 
 
    I get the impression Erika doesn’t want to be separated from us, and Michael doesn’t want her to leave. He likes her, I think, or he feels sorry for her. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid to use your rifle,” he replies. “How much ammunition do you have?” 
 
    “I don’t have any, and the rifle isn’t loaded. Do you have some I can use?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t. I wasn’t able to find everything I had in my backpack before we left.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I guess this is useless.” 
 
    “If you find a gun shop, you might be able to break in and get what you need.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” she says. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    These two are wasting time. It’s like they’re waiting for each other to make the first move. Well, I’m going to make it for them. I can’t stand out here when there’s a risk the swarm could catch up with us. 
 
    “Erika, it was nice meeting you. Be careful.” I start walking up the street. 
 
    Michael lags. She hasn’t moved from where she stands. 
 
    “Kris, hold up!” He goes back to her. 
 
    I can’t hear what they’re saying, but Michael must be trying to convince her to come with us. She’s tortured, not knowing if her family is dead or alive. If she decides to go with us, she’ll never know for sure, and that’s the hard part. Erika is also fighting with the possibility that if she goes to Woodbridge, and her family is dead, she won’t have anyone. She’ll be alone. That’s if she makes it to Woodbridge. Her choices are hard to make. Michael kind offering versus an uncertain future. I wouldn’t dare want to be in their conversation right now. 
 
    Erika has finally made up her mind. She walks beside Michael. I can’t believe he’s letting her come along. He smiles at me as they walk by. I stare at him like he’s lost his mind. 
 
    He’s going to have his work cut out for him trying to convince his friends to let not only Gabe into the bunker but Erika too. I don’t like our odds. Michael and I will have to talk about this later.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    C H A P T E R 
 
      
 
    27 
 
      
 
    Sterling, Virginia 
 
      
 
      
 
    I already miss having a bicycle. We could be at Gabe’s house by now if Michael hadn’t gotten a wild hair up his butt and went after those two lunatics. We could have taken Centreville Road, the very street we’re on right now, instead of Highway 28, altogether avoiding the crowd he was so eager to duck. I forgot there’s always more than one way to any destination. 
 
    And now, he has an acquaintance. This is the same man who did not want to make friends, who tried to only look out for himself. And still, he went out of his way to convince her to stay. What will that mean for our entry into the bunker? 
 
    I’m ashamed and annoyed by how I’m thinking. I saved Erika from an attack, and here I am willing to sacrifice her on the same day to ensure my survivability in the long run. What kind of person am I? Damn it. I have to be a better human being. In the end, I have to believe that we will make it, and everyone will have access to the bunker. 
 
    To get my mind off my worries, I decide to give my attention to the scenery. Trees and grassy areas are more abundant. It’s quiet, and the buildings we do see don’t have any broken windows. We’ve found an area seemingly untouched by the invasion. Still, it’s not far away from the devastation. I imagine we can go a mile back in the other direction, and we’ll see the symptoms. 
 
    I listen to the distant hissing of the swarm. Cracks of lightning. Sounds of thunder. The sky lights up to the far east frequently. It could be DC. The aliens could be tearing that place down to the bowels of the earth, making it so our government will never recover from the attack. 
 
    After a long while, we reach the Dulles Toll Road. The green information sign at the intersection gives directional arrows. One labeled for east, and the other for the west. The header reads 267 TOLL. 
 
    “I have to use the restroom,” Erika announces. 
 
    “Okay,” Michael says. “This is a good place to take a break.” 
 
    Not wanting to waste any more time, I reply, “We’re too close to Ashburn. I want to keep going.” 
 
    “The building is right there. It won’t take me long.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” How thoughtful of him. If that were me, he’d wait out here in the street. “Aren’t you coming with us?” 
 
    “No, Michael, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I only have this one gun. It’s best if you stick with us.” 
 
    “I said I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The two new couple walk together into the parking lot. I lay back on the grass and look up at the sky. Dust floats on a warm blowing wind. Fat clouds in the atmosphere linger where they are. 
 
    Gabe comes to mind. The absolute love of my life. I think today is Friday. Right now, I would be driving to his house to spend the weekend with him. He’ll want to go to the gym. He’s been working on a new exercise routine for football players, and I’m usually the guinea pig. Not that I’m big and muscular like those guys, but it gives Gabe a chance to see how well the muscles react and if the position is safe. He keeps a notebook with him, writing down ideas so he won’t forget. 
 
    I want him to marry me, but with the world in upheaval, I don’t think that’ll happen. No one gets engaged during an apocalypse, and who in their right mind would want to have kids when the chances of living are reduced even for a fully grown adult? 
 
    Suddenly, I understand why Michael has asked Erika to come with us, and why the extra effort to convince her. I told him that he would be alone in the bunker. Michael wouldn’t have a wife to spend his free time with, but his friends would. Being alone for the rest of his life isn’t a goal he wanted, and he saw an opportunity with Erika. 
 
    I can’t say I blame him. She is a pretty lady. She’s thin and young, probably in her mid-twenties. Most importantly, she’s a widow and available. She has long wavy jet black hair. Dark brown eyes set apart evenly. A long pointy nose aligns above thin lips. How could he let such a pretty woman go and not try to keep her?  
 
    They finally return. Erika giggles, touches his arm. Her smile makes him glow. Michael likes that he can make her laugh. I am happy for him, but there’s always that hidden seed of doubt with anyone new, no matter the circumstances in which people meet. She could be the best person to come along in Michael’s life, and then again, she might turn out to be a horrible choice. 
 
    “We’re ready to go, Sis. Are you sure you don’t want to take a bathroom break? The door to the building isn’t locked.” 
 
    “And the bathrooms were clean,” Erika says. 
 
    “I’m good. Thanks for thinking about me.” 
 
    We head up the exit ramp to the toll road. Cars are where they stalled, just like every road we’ve been on so far. There’s no one walking around. I’m used to not seeing individuals. It’s kind of not that bad. About this time of day, the toll road would be full of motorists, speeding to get to destinations, like the buildings themselves are going to fly away if they don’t get there at a particular time. There would be construction zones and guys in bright yellow vests. This area, Northern Virginia, is the global capital for cones using up more lanes than any other two states combined, and no one can tell me different. The only time the constructions zones are not in the way is during rush hour, and rush hour can be hell, exhausting actually. One of the many reasons I lived and worked in Richmond. There’s traffic down there, but not like up here. 
 
    “Kris, you’re quiet,” Erika replies from out of nowhere, and oddly in a happy tone. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    “Not a thing.” 
 
    “Michael tells me we’re going to your boyfriend’s house.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Where does he live?” 
 
    “Off of Claiborne Parkway.” 
 
    “What is it he does for a living? Or used to do?” 
 
    “He’s a professional trainer.” 
 
    “Bet he’s a buff guy and handsome.” 
 
    “In a caveman kind of way.” My attempt at downplaying his looks, so she won’t be interested. 
 
    “Where did you two meet?” 
 
    “At a party in Washington DC. A friend invited me. He was there. We talked, and we’ve been hitting it off ever since.” 
 
    “I met my husband at a wedding. He was already married, but he was separated from his wife. Don’t want you to think bad of me. I’m not a homewrecker.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not for me to judge.” 
 
    “Jared was the best man. We dated for two years. When his divorce became final, we tied the knot, had a big wedding, over two hundred guests. We had two duchesses, a former first lady, and a lot of celebrity friends that showed up. We were the talk of Washington DC, and believe it or not, I was on the cover of a magazine because of who designed my wedding dress. You probably read about it.” 
 
    “Ah, no.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Anyway, can you say an arm, two legs, and a half pint of blood to pay for that wedding? At the least, we spent thirty thousand dollars.” 
 
    “On a wedding?” 
 
    “Worth every penny. My wedding dress was fifteen.” 
 
    “Fifteen dollars,” I reply with raised eyebrows. “That’s a steal.” 
 
    “No,” Erika laughs. “I mean fifteen thousand dollars.” 
 
    I know what she meant. I can’t even begin to understand why she’s bragging about it now. 
 
    “The dress was gathered at the shoulders with a plunging neckline, and it was made from organza and lace. He added a shimmering cummerbund, and it really set off the dress. I thought it sounded tacky at first, but when I tried it on with all the pieces in place, I could not believe how gorgeous it looked on me. I always believed that the dress was worth twice as much, but I think he gave me a fifty percent discount because he liked my husband. He was gay. Have you ever heard of the designer Adrian Ronda?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m very serious,” I plainly answer. 
 
    “Ah, you missed out on the finer things in life. Adrian Ronda designed wedding gowns only for the uber-wealthy. I felt like a goddess in that dress. I didn’t want to take it off. Have you ever been married, Kris?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How old are you? Your biological clock must be howling.” 
 
    She has some nerve. Michael laughs as if what she said was funny. 
 
    “My sister has kids. You’re not missing a thing. Those things poop, pee, talk back at you, and mess up your house. I never let them come over. They’re worse than dogs.” 
 
    I look at Michael. I think he’s enjoying her. 
 
    “Jared was a tech guy, invented a few gaming apps, owns an online game company. Very successful. Have you heard of Herobitbot?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That was the name of the company. We were beginning to make huge strides in the industry. Jared brought me in as an accountant. Sometimes I’d test the new products with the other beta players. He had some fascinating ideas for new online games. If only he had the chance. I believe we would have been billionaires one day.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Erika yaps on and on. 
 
    After a while, I have to walk ahead to give myself a noise break. She won’t stop, even when I blatantly make a smart remark. No matter what I say, the deeper meaning goes up and beyond her scope of understanding. She has no clue that I don’t want to hear about her privileged life. 
 
    But something does silence her. We all see it, a strange but horrifying sight. An entire area to the left of the toll road is scorched with airplane pieces strewn everywhere. The trees and shrubs, no longer natural barriers between the toll road and the runway, are cinders from the cataclysmic crash. A partial wing sticks up from the wreckage. Human body parts, some still seat belted in their chairs, are on the road and the other side of the highway. Remarkably, despite the devastation, the toll road is intact.  
 
    “That’s not right,” Erika says. 
 
    It’s more than not right. It’s sad. No one will claim these dead bodies or clean up the wreckage. There will be no funerals to memorialize. This is what humankind is reduced to, a point where we can’t truly respect those that have passed on. 
 
    “Yesterday,” Erika says, “I was told National and Dulles airports were gone. The lightning spaceships turned them to dirt. It’s one of the first things the aliens did when they attacked.” 
 
    “Who told you?” Michael asks. 
 
    “A guy named Andre. He walked with Jared and me for a while. When he got to Vienna, that’s where we departed. He was home. He had a wife and three daughters. I was really happy for him.” 
 
    She’s on a tangent. Instead of entertaining everything that comes to her mind, I walk away, carefully choosing my path through the debris field. 
 
    The next few miles are uneventful. Seeds make appearances, blazing off towards destinations unknown to us. Rods silently slide across the sky. All of them are heading west. They hold their payload, I presume, until they get to an area they want to destroy. The swarm that consumed the homes back in Chantilly must have come from a Rod. It makes sense. The first and only time we saw them was after the appearance of the new spaceship. Something else to add to my sketchbook when I have the time. 
 
    After a while, we reach the sign I’ve been impatient to see. EXIT 5, 901 Claiborne Parkway, Ashburn, Broadlands, ½ mile. I’ve been on the toll road many times, and that sign never gets old. We are so close to Gabe’s house. 
 
    I take off running. Michael calls after me. I ignore him. We’ve been on the road for three days, and we are so close I can taste the brick of Gabe’s house. I can smell his cologne. See his brown eyes and his smile. I’ve missed him so much. I’m not walking to my man. No way. I’m running to him. 
 
    The street he lives on is a cul-de-sac. If I were driving, I would have to get on Claiborne Parkway and take the first right. But since I’m not, I can cut through the woods off the exit, and it’ll take me directly to the street he lives on. 
 
    When I come out of the trees into the residential area, every house is intact. Gabe’s New American styled home is three properties down on the right hand side. His car is in the driveway. 
 
    I’m so excited. I run to the door and knock. I call his name. The door swings open. Gabe’s father is in the entry in his wheelchair. 
 
    “Mr. Resnik, you’re here?” 
 
    “And so are you,” he says. 
 
    I hug him. I can’t help but to be glad to see him too. 
 
    “You made it all the way from Richmond,” he chuckles. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Luck. A lot of luck. Where is Gabe? Is he here?” 
 
    “I’m right here.” That deep voice. I know it anywhere. He stands just beyond the foyer in the great room. He’s surprised to see me. 
 
    I run to him and wrap my arms around his neck. Gabe has the familiar light scent of citrus and musk. This moment is true. It’s real. 
 
    “I can’t believe you made it all the way up here.” He touches my cheeks, smiling, amazed, gorgeous as ever. “You couldn’t have drove. How is it possible?” 
 
    “Michael and I walked.” 
 
    “You did? That must have taken a long time. Where is your brother now?” 
 
    “Right here.” Michael comes through the door behind Erika. He doesn’t hide his disappointment that Gabe is alive. Funny how having someone is good for him but not good for me. 
 
    I pay no attention to my brother. Seeing Gabe is the reason for all my effort. Everything we went through was worth it. Well, some of it.
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    Gabe and I are finally together. A single candlelight illuminates the room. He holds my hands and stares at me as if I’m a shiny new object. That’s how he makes me feel every time I see him. His joy in me is glorious, more valuable than pure gold, than the Hope Diamond itself. 
 
    “You made it,” Gabe says, still amazed. “How long did it take you?” 
 
    “Three long days.” 
 
    “You walked the whole way?” 
 
    “We found bicycles once we were out of Richmond on the second day, but we ran into problems in Chantilly. We had to abandon them.” 
 
    “What kind of problems?” 
 
    “It’s over, and I don’t want to rehash it all. We made it. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “I wanted you to stay in Richmond. It would have been safer.” 
 
    “I know, but you know Michael wasn’t going to listen. When he wants to do something, he pretty much does it.” 
 
    “You could have been hurt.” 
 
    “But I wasn’t. I’m here with you in one piece.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. Thank God. And now that you’re here, we’ll have to make a few changes. My dad keeps the master suite because of the wheelchair. Michael and…I don’t think I was introduced to his friend.” 
 
    “Her name is Erika Herriot.” 
 
    “Herriot?” 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “Krissy, the last name isn’t common. She must be married or a sister to Jared Herriot.” 
 
    “You know her husband?” I ask, a little on the surprise side. “How?” 
 
    “He owned a bigtime video game company. He started off with one title. The game was simple, but it was addictive. Actually, I thought it was clever. You had to…” Gabe finally notices I’m not interested in the finer details of Herriot’s golden empire. I heard enough of it from his wife. “Never mind, I forgot you’re not into video games. As I was saying, Michael and Erika can sleep in the other room, or Michael can sleep in the great room, and she can have the bedroom. By the way, where is Jared Herriot?” 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. I would have liked to meet him.” Then something pops into Gabe’s mind. “When did he die?” 
 
    “Today.” 
 
    “And she’s already cozying up to your brother?” 
 
    “She doesn’t waste time.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. Well, anyway, I thought that with all of us under one roof, we could make this work. We’d have to make supply runs. Food eventually will be harder to find. We would have to garden, hunt, stuff like that.” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about that now?” I rub his arm. Kiss his neck gently. “I missed you, Gabe. I missed you so much.” 
 
    “I can’t even tell.” 
 
    I hit his arm playfully. He laughs and sweeps me onto the bed. 
 
    “You know what?” he says after kissing me. 
 
    “No, what?” 
 
    “How about you take a shower because, you know, I hate to tell you this, but you smell like…” 
 
    “I haven’t had a bath in three days.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t going to say that.” 
 
    “But that’s what you were thinking. Just so you know, I had a bath this morning. Well, a wipe down. Got all the important girly parts.” I hop off the bed. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “I’ll be right here, love, waiting for you.” 
 
    I discover there are a pro and a con to taking a shower during the apocalypse. The water won’t get hot, obviously a con. The feeling of squeaky clean after can’t be compared, a pro. Honestly, I’m surprised there is running water, especially after the things I’ve seen. 
 
    When I finish my shower, I take a minute to revel in being in a home. I could stay in this house forever with Gabe, but the truth that’s out in the world won’t allow that to happen. I hate to break the bad news to him, but he won’t be able to stay in this house. I just don’t know for how long. 
 
    We’ll talk more after our moment of shared bliss. I must have his skin next to mine. How I missed having him so close. Three days it took me to reach the absolute love of my life. 
 
    I come out of the bathroom wearing a towel, only to find Gabe not in the bedroom. I hurry to put on my clothes. I see him, talking to Erika in the great room. Michael and Mr. Resnik are on the back deck. All of a sudden, I feel like the unwelcomed fifth wheel, who has no place in this house. Now I’m pissed.
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    Gabe announces that he has beef stew on the stove. I’m definitely hungry, but I crave him more. I have to settle for the food instead since he’s not interested. Gabe is having a geek-out session with Erika about her time at Herobitbot.  
 
    Michael is on the deck at the picnic table, holding the bowl in one hand, spoon shoveling with the other. All the while, he’s keeping an eye on the sky. There’s not much to see with the vanishing sun and the sky-touching pine trees. Since my boyfriend isn’t trying to talk to me, I join my brother out on the deck. 
 
    “Why don’t you go inside and eat?” I ask. 
 
    “We have to keep an eye out for those new spaceships. They’re the ones that have been dropping those devices or creatures that destroy buildings.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mr. Resnik asks. 
 
    Michael looks at me, realizing we have a blaring problem on our hands. Mr. Resnik is in a wheelchair, and if we have to leave in a hurry, it’s going to be hard moving the old man. He has wheels but pushing him too fast could make him fall out of the chair. He could be injured and unable to move any farther. 
 
    Mr. Resnik sees the fright, but he doesn’t seem to be bothered by our fear. 
 
    “Might as well tell me,” he calmly replies. 
 
    “There are devices that eat away at buildings,” Michael answers. “They totally destroy them within seconds, leaving only dust.” 
 
    “Those aliens are not playing around, are they?” 
 
    “No, sir, they are not.” 
 
    “How much longer before they reach this neighborhood?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Michael answers. “It could be at any moment.” 
 
    “Where did you last see them?” 
 
    “Earlier today in Chantilly, not far from Centreville Road. It took those things no longer than a minute to devour a single family home completely.” 
 
    “It appears we’re not as safe as I thought.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, sir.” 
 
    Mr. Resnik sighs, left hand trembling uncontrollably. He honestly doesn’t seem too concerned, and that worries me. 
 
    “Sounds like all of you should be moving on tonight,” Mr. Resnik comments. 
 
    “I would like to, but we need the rest. We’ve had a long, hard day.” 
 
    “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Pennsylvania. There’s a bunker. We can survive the invasion for a while. We only have to make it.” 
 
    “Pennsylvania is a long way from here, son.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “When you go, take Gabe with you.” 
 
    “He won’t leave you behind,” I interrupt them. 
 
    “Well, Krissy, I’ll have to convince him otherwise.” 
 
    My heart would crumble into a thousand pieces if we leave Mr. Resnik, and Gabe, he’ll never forgive himself. He’ll wish he had done more. His conscience would eat him alive for weeks, perhaps years. 
 
    “How are you going to do that? He’s as stubborn as you are.” 
 
    “I have years of practice under my belt. My son can’t come close to how stubborn I am.” Mr. Resnik chuckles and looks up at the sky. “Who would have thought it would come to this? Aliens invading Earth. I always believed in them. I knew this universe was way too big for one puny water planet to have life. What does it look like out there in the world? Is it bad?” 
 
    “It’s kind of scary,” I reply. 
 
    “Tell me about it. I want to know.” 
 
    “Well,” I begin, “there are different spaceships. In Richmond, there was a big one called an Octeres.” 
 
    “Did it look like a boat?” 
 
    “It did, but it was much, much larger. Richmond has a decent size skyline. Well, it was dwarfed under the size of the Octeres.” 
 
    “That’s amazing. Was there more in other cities?” 
 
    “The news said that every major city had one. Then we saw a Macemp. It’s an EMP device that looks like a club with a spinning ball on top. They stick up out of the ground, and they’re all over the place. If you touch it, you’ll get electrocuted. It’ll kill you instantly.” 
 
    “There are probably one every twenty miles or so,” Michael adds. 
 
    “They’re the reason the electronics don’t work and the electricity.” 
 
    “I think the electricity isn’t working mostly because they took out the powerplants,” Michael says. “We passed by one on the way up here, close to Highway One. You can usually see the top of it over the trees. I only saw smoke in that area.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Mr. Resnik comments. “What else have you seen?” 
 
    “Some spaceships look like pistachios. I call them Seeds. They can turn people and buildings into dust. They use lightning to do it.” 
 
    “I’ve seen those ships fly through every once and a while. They never attack anything over here though.” 
 
    “They target large shopping centers and people who fire at them. Then there are the alien Cicadas that look like…” I turn to Michael for a solid description. 
 
    “They look like cicadas,” Michael plainly replies. “They can be found in wooded areas. We haven’t seen what they can do.” 
 
    “But you have an opinion,” Mr. Resnik says. “You’ve been out there. Seen a lot of alien technology. You must have some idea.” 
 
    “I think they crawl into people’s bodies, through openings, and turn them to dust. But if they don’t kill you, the Cicadas leave bruises.” 
 
    “Like you, Erika, and Krissy have.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I answer. “We’ve seen a murmuration, not sure what it is or what they do, but we know they’re not starlings. We saw a Cube, the surface of it moved. We’ve seen Swarms. They turn buildings, everything that’s in it, that’s built of it, into dust, and I believe that’s it.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the Rods,” Michael says. “They release the Swarms.” 
 
    “Rods?” Mr. Resnik asks curiously. 
 
    “They’re long rectangular objects. Flat on all sides. Black in color. The long end flies parallel to the ground. You can’t hear them.” 
 
    “Weapons of mass destruction of the alien kind, and the whole time we were worried about humanity decimating itself.” 
 
    “Humanity isn’t sympathetic to its own,” Michael responds. “It’s every man for himself out there. We discovered that the hard way today.” 
 
    “Discovered what today?” Gabe asks, joining us on the deck. 
 
    Erika is with him. She’s all smiling and glowing, enamored with my boyfriend. They appear way too comfortable together, more than they should, but I could be imagining something that doesn’t exist. Gabe is a gentleman and charming to all women. Of course she would be smitten. 
 
    “We were talking about what they saw on the way up here,” Mr. Resnik answers. “It’s quite interesting and unsettling.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” Gabe asks. 
 
    “We won’t be coming back from this,” I answer. 
 
    “With time we can,” Gabe says with confidence. 
 
    “The aliens are destroying everything, and there’s no one out there to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    “Kris is right,” Erika adds. “This is the end of what we know as normal.” 
 
    “All of you sound like you’ve given up. This is a passing thing. The aliens will move on, and we’ll rebuild. With all of us living in this house, we can work together and make it.” 
 
    “We’re not staying,” Michael says. 
 
    “You got some other place to go?” 
 
    “Yes, Pennsylvania.” 
 
    “Your mother is up there. Okay. I can see you going, but not Krissy.” 
 
    “There’s a bunker,” Michael reveals. “State of the art, ready to move in. It’s in the Allegheny. We can live there for years.” 
 
    Gabe doesn’t believe him. I know how he feels. I had the same reaction the first time he told me. Gabe looks to me for confirmation. I nod. 
 
    “Is that where you want to be?” Gabe asks me. 
 
    “It’s our best chance of survival. The aliens are destroying homes, businesses, schools, everything in their path. Eventually, they will come to this neighborhood.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know what the aliens are going to do?” 
 
    “Because we’ve already seen it,” Michael interjects. “They’re not here to spread Christmas cheer. They didn’t come in peace.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You, Michael, and Erika are going to the bunker in Pennsylvania?” 
 
    “Yes, and I want you to come with us,” I answer. 
 
    “Only if I can take my dad, and I don’t see how that’s going to happen. I would have to push his wheelchair up to Pennsylvania, and he’ll need to rest, have access to bathrooms, and be able to lay down.” 
 
    “You’re not pushing me anywhere. You’re going without me.” 
 
    “No, Dad, it’s not an option, and the whole idea is insane. Do you know how long it’ll take?” 
 
    “Probably many days on foot,” I answer. 
 
    “That’s right, and we can forget about finding a car. I’ve looked. I’ve checked. There isn’t a working vehicle for miles.” 
 
    “Son.” Mr. Resnik shifts his wheelchair to face Gabe. “You and I both know that if you stay, you won’t make it. Krissy was telling the truth when she said that the aliens are destroying everything in their path.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t mean I throw up my hands and abandon you. You’ll die.” 
 
    “You stay, and both of us die. They are coming to this neighborhood. It could be within the next five minutes, or it could be tomorrow morning. It may be next month. Either way, you have to save yourself. I’ve lived my life to the fullest, and I’m good. I’m okay with moving on to the next big thing.” 
 
    “Dad, I can’t. You’re asking too much of me.” 
 
    “Gabriel, I’m sick. You know this. Even if there wasn’t an invasion, I’ll be gone within six months at the most. I’m telling you to go and fight to live for yourself and Krissy, and I don’t want you to look back with regrets.” 
 
    “This conversation is over,” Gabe says, walking back into the house. 
 
    Erika follows him. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. I excuse myself from Michael and Mr. Resnik. That woman has overstepped her boundaries. Gabe is not within her realm or her problem to solve. 
 
    “Erika! I got this!” I say to her just as she’s about to follow him into his bedroom. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, right. I was only trying to help.” 
 
    One look from me gives her a clear signal that I will not tolerate her interference. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I say, wanting her to back away from the door. 
 
    “Sure.” Awkwardly, she goes back to the deck. 
 
    I enter the bedroom. Gabe leans against the window sill, looking out onto the side yard. Our conversation is going to be tough. I already know whatever I tell him will not be readily accepted and fought.
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    “I love my dad,” Gabe says. 
 
    “I know,” I reply, sitting on the bed. 
 
    His back is to me. He sees darkness outside the window. The candle on the long dresser reflects his sadness in the glass. 
 
    “He makes me so mad when he gives up. That’s why he’s dying. He refused to take the cancer treatment offered by his doctors. I’ve been trying to get him to just go for one day to see how it works out. He might change his mind, but he is so stubborn.” 
 
    I think back to the conversation I had with his dad. That common trait, stubborn, repeats itself. 
 
    “Won’t listen,” Gabe continues. “I took him to get counseling. Do you know he hit on the therapist?” 
 
    I laugh. I can’t help it. 
 
    “The doctor was like thirty years old, and he’s eighty. She couldn’t make any progress with him. That’s all he was concerned about was her boobs. What am I going to do with him?” 
 
    “You support him. That’s what you do.” 
 
    Gabe finally turns around, and it seems as though this is the first time he’s genuinely seen me since my arrival. 
 
    “You know what will make this easier for all of us?” I ask. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here with you and your dad. I’ll help you take care of him, and we’ll find a way to survive this invasion.” 
 
    “Michael wants you to go with him. He won’t accept your decision.” 
 
    “It’s not up to him.” 
 
    Gabe sits next to me and says, “I’m not trying to pit you against your brother. That’s exactly what he’ll think.” 
 
    “You’re not, and it doesn’t matter what he thinks.” 
 
    “Krissy, I must say, you’re a remarkable woman. I’m ashamed to admit that I undermined your strength.” 
 
    “I never got the impression you undermine anything about me.” 
 
    “It’s true. I’m guilty. I thought you coming all the way up here would only end up with you getting hurt or killed. I saw you as a fragile creature. You’re not like that at all. I mean, you walked from Richmond, Virginia, during a hostile alien invasion. Who does that?” 
 
    “When you have something that’s worthwhile at the end, you just do it; without thought, without hesitation.” 
 
    “I’m a hardcore guy, but I don’t think I would have pulled off what you did.” 
 
    “You forget. I wasn’t alone.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t forget. I just didn’t have faith in your brother. He has questionable decision-making skills.” 
 
    “But here we are.” 
 
    “Yes, you made it, and I’m glad you did. So, tell me what’s that on your neck.” 
 
    “I think I was attacked by an alien device,” I reply, covering it with my hand. “I don’t know for sure though.” 
 
    “Are you feeling okay? Does it hurt?” He pushes my hand out of the way and gently touch my neck. I’m surprised he’s not shying away from it or concerned that it could be contagious. 
 
    “No, actually, I kind of forgot it was there.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay, love.” 
 
    I touch his rough late afternoon stubble chin. I still see my world in his burnt brown eyes, a beacon of everlasting happiness. 
 
    The moment I have wanted arrives. Swept into each other, Gabe and I close out the underlying danger, the settled quiet, the unrelenting darkness. He belongs to me as much as I belong to him. My future is in the present. The gift I fought days to keep. My reward for determination.
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    Michael took the first watch last night. After settling Mr. Resnik in bed for the evening, Gabe rested for a few hours and took over the next shift so Michael can get some sleep. 
 
    I didn’t rest so well. I dreamt of the explosions in Springfield. Fiery cement rained down all around us. We dodged what we could, but Michael was crushed by the last one. The flaming cement boulder had twisted metal beams coming out of it. The alien Cicadas appeared out of nowhere and ate his exposed skin. When they finished with him, they chased me. I ran, but I didn’t get very far. I ended up falling, and just as the first Cicada bit me, I screamed. Woke up in the middle of the night. I was wide awake for a long time before going back to sleep. 
 
    Now that I’m up, I shower and prepare for what I hope is to be a good day. Michael snores on the sofa. I presume Erika has taken the third bedroom. I find Mr. Resnik at the dining room table, stirring his oatmeal instead of eating it. Gabe got him up early, cleaned him up, and dressed him. Mr. Resnik has on a fresh shirt and slacks. He’s well-rested, yet a little grumpy. He must have argued with Gabe. 
 
    Beside the bowl is my sketchbook. He’s staring at the drawing of the Octeres. It’s a rough image of the ship, but Mr. Resnik is captivated, going over the markings and shading, soaking it in as if it’s a mesmerizing piece of art. 
 
    “You found my sketchbook?” I ask, sitting down next to him. 
 
    “Michael loaned it to me last night after you went to bed. After what you told me about the spaceships, I wanted to see what they looked like. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Krissy, these are extraordinary.” 
 
    “The drawings need to be cleaned up a little more.” 
 
    “I honestly can’t tell. The Octeres you drew. It definitely looks like a boat. The only difference is that there are no oars.” 
 
    “If you see it in person, the ship is terrifying and remarkable at the same time.” 
 
    “I bet it is. Can you imagine hundreds of these ships flying towards Earth? Someone must have seen them. The governments must have known months in advance that those ships were out there and on their way.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” I reply. “If they did, they made the right decision not to tell anyone. Mass hysteria could have broken out around the world. We would have destroyed ourselves before the aliens fired a single shot.” 
 
    “Not to disregard your point of view, Krissy, but that is an extreme take on how all of humanity would react.” 
 
    “I didn’t say everyone, but you can’t deny the desperation of the soul during a cataclysmic event. Fear leads to unimaginable acts of violence and self-preservation by ordinary people who’s lived by good principles their entire lives. And it spreads, quickly and unchecked. People feed off of each other. The chaos festers and becomes uncontrollable.” 
 
    “And then you have people like me, who see the problem, understands it, and chooses not to panic.” 
 
    “You might be a rare gem, Mr. Resnik.” 
 
    “Jaded and lackluster.” His hands tremble. Jaundice is in his fingernails. Purple veins map to his old heart. Gabe is doing all he can to take care of him, but Mr. Resnik is no longer trying. I’m sad to see that he refuses to live, refuses to fight for an inkling of a possible future. 
 
    “Gabe says you’ve given up,” I reply. “You refused chemo.” 
 
    “I’m tired.” 
 
    “There’s still a lot to live for.” 
 
    “Is there? How is that possible? I have terminal cancer. I’m not going through treatment, and from the look of things, it’s no longer a choice. You think the aliens will come to this house and offer to save me? Do you think I’ll be cured and be able to walk again? What exactly is there to live for in my case? I failed to see the bright side of the rainbow like you have.” 
 
    “Gabe is the reason you should live.” 
 
    “I already lived for him, and he’s grown. I can’t do it anymore. As I said, I’m tired.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t let your problems defeat you, Mr. Resnik.” 
 
    “Stop it, young lady. You’re choking me with your optimism.” 
 
    “You need to understand.” 
 
    “Nope,” he interrupts me, “I don’t have to understand nothing.” 
 
    “If Gabe walks away from this house, leaving you here, he will hate himself. He can’t do it, and he’s not going to change his mind.” 
 
    “Well, that makes him a fool.” 
 
    “And I’m staying with him.” 
 
    “Both of you have idealistic bullshit for brains.” 
 
    “You being mean won’t push us away. So you can stop.” 
 
    “What if the Swarm comes to this house? You and your brother said it only takes seconds for them to destroy it. What will you do? You can’t get me out in time. You won’t be able to save yourselves either.” 
 
    I have no answers for those valid questions, and it scares me to death. 
 
    “It’s suicide, Krissy, and you don’t look like the type that want to die.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine. We’ll do what we have to do.” 
 
    “The bottom line truth. Neither one of you will be able to do a thing.” 
 
    “Eat your oatmeal. It’s not good cold.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry, but I’m definitely disappointed.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask, surprised. 
 
    “I thought you were smarter than him.” Mr. Resnik rolls his chair away from the table and turns towards the door. “But I see idiocy is contagious.” 
 
    “Nice,” I comment with a shake of my head. 
 
    He rolls himself into the great room, heading for his bedroom. Honestly, I partly agree with Mr. Resnik. We should leave, but we have to take him with us. We would need access to bathrooms and be able to find comfortable dwellings where he can get the proper rest. None of it is guaranteed. The scariest part is when we run into alien technology or regular people that mean to do us harm. How will we usher him to safety? And could we do so without hurting him? 
 
    Mr. Resnik is right. If we want to live, we have to keep going, and we would have to leave him behind. I’m not going to do it though. It’s not the humane thing to do. I wouldn’t leave my mother if she were alive and in the same scenario. 
 
    With my mind completely scrambled, I pick up the bowl of oatmeal and take it to the kitchen. I rinse out the contents into the sink. 
 
    “Hey,” Gabe says as he walks in from the deck. “Did he eat his food?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He has to eat to keep his energy up.” 
 
    “I already tossed his food down the sink,” I reply, showing the empty bowl. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “No problem. I can always fix more. Let me go check in on him.” Gabe gives me a quick kiss before heading towards his father’s bedroom. 
 
    I go outside on the deck to get a view of the day. There isn’t much to see. Pine trees at the back of the yard are tall, only permitting a limited view of the sky and zero visibility into the property on the other side. I have no idea how Michael and Gabe think they’re keeping watch for alien spaceships.  
 
    I jog down the steps and stroll around to the front of the house. From the middle of the sidewalk, in front of the honey locust tree, I have an unhindered view of the street. Homes appear to be empty, but I have a feeling people are inside. Birds aren’t singing. Dogs aren’t barking. I don’t see domesticated or feral cats anywhere. Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen any furry animals, other than rats. I wonder if the aliens were turning them to dust. That would be so sad, absolutely horrible. The idea is too much. I shake off those insane possibilities and continue my walk to the end of the street. 
 
    The entire area is so quiet. This is not normal at all, and I hate this change. Anyone that’s still alive is afraid. Those who are making it hunker down and pray for longevity. Just with one look at this weakening neighborhood, I can tell the end is close. In some way, all of us will suffer, and there’s no escaping it.
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    Michael parks himself on the curb next to me. He has a bowl of eggs and a cup of coffee. He’s bright-eyed and seemingly more relaxed than usual. Rest has suited him well. 
 
    “Good morning,” I say. 
 
    He sips coffee and lifts his cup as a reply. 
 
    “You’re selfish today.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Only made yourself a cup of coffee.” 
 
    “There’s a kettle on the stove. You can help yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll get a cup later, maybe.” 
 
    “I hear you’re staying.” Michael is oddly calm, not that I thought it would be an all-out argument about my choice. I figured he wouldn’t take my decision lightly and would push for me not to stay. 
 
    “Yes, I am. Did Gabe tell you, or did you figure it out on your own?” 
 
    “Your boy told me last night.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” 
 
    “No, I get it. If that was Mom, there wouldn’t be a question what I would do.” 
 
    I’m relieved he understands. The last thing I want is Michael to leave angry. We wouldn’t be able to reconcile. 
 
    “Just so you’re aware. Your boy doesn’t have a plan, and he has no idea what’s coming his way.” 
 
    “Gabe and I will think of something.” 
 
    “Like what?” Michael laughs. “Do you have some secret weapon to stop the aliens?” 
 
    “Yeah, I sure do. It’s in my back pocket.” 
 
    “You know, we joke, but your decision is serious.” 
 
    “I know, but I was thinking that if you stay, we have a greater chance of surviving.” 
 
    “Look at where we are.” Michael gestures at the homes around us. “This isn’t a haven, Kris. It’s a death trap.” 
 
    I see what he sees, and Michael is right. These homes are no longer shelters. But I can’t turn my back on Gabe and his dad. I didn’t come all this way to walk away. 
 
    “You’ve seen and experienced the same things I have,” Michael continues. “You know there is no way to fight the aliens standing still. You have to run. Once they set their targets on this neighborhood, on this house, there will be no escaping. You, that old man, and your boy are going to die.” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” 
 
    “Mr. Resnik is not your father. You’re not married to Gabe. You two lived in totally different towns. Sometimes you saw each other on the weekends. Bottom line, there are no biological or marital ties that’s keeping you here.” 
 
    “Being a human being and helping the ones I love, that’s what keeps me here.” 
 
    “Being a human being also means you’re selfishly smart. When I leave today, and it won’t be long, you need to be with me.” 
 
    “And I thought we weren’t going to argue about this.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing. Stating the facts as is. But as I said before, coming from your boy’s point of view, I get why he won’t leave.” 
 
    “I wish there was a way Mr. Resnik could go. We wouldn’t be having this conversation. All of us would be getting ready or be on the road. Nothing is ever easy. Micha...” 
 
    A gunshot goes off. Michael and I stand up. His coffee cup tips over on the asphalt. At first, I think someone was trying to kill us. I check myself. Michael looks around. We’re not hurt. There aren’t any open windows. Where did the shot come from? 
 
    “KRIS!” Erika is at the door. She waves for me to come into the house. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, not understanding. 
 
    “It’s Mr. Resnik!” 
 
    What in the world? I run directly to Mr. Resnik’s bedroom. I slide to a stop just inside the entrance. Mr. Resnik’s face is covered in blood. Gabe screams at his bedside. I’m horrified by all the blood that continues to pour from the wound on the left side of his temple. And the blood and brain matter on the wall is overwhelmingly horrendous. 
 
    Michael goes to the right side of the bed, opposite of where Gabe stands over his dad. He grabs something close to Mr. Resnik’s right hand. I can’t tell what it is. Gabe is too distracted to notice what Michael has taken. My brother rushes by me, going into the hallway and farther to the other side of the house. Something else is going on here, and Michael might be involved. 
 
    There’s no time to waste on my uncertainties. I have to help Gabe. I ask Erika to give us privacy, and I shut the door. I go to his side, hug him to let him know he’s not alone. We cry together, drowning in sorrow over this massive loss. He will never be the same, and I can only hope Gabe comes out of this in one piece.
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    Michael zips up his backpack, breaking the dull thump of Gabe’s footsteps. The sharp sound is telling. My brother is ready to leave. He can be so cruel. He knows Gabe is in pain, and he acts like he can’t take a moment to give a little respect. 
 
    “Kris.” 
 
    I refuse to answer. Michael is getting on my last nerve. I can’t deal with him and Gabe at the same time. 
 
    “Kris.” 
 
    “Now is not the time,” I snap at him. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” he says calmly. “I need to know what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “She’s going with you,” Gabe answers quickly. 
 
    Astonished, I look at him. I wasn’t expecting him to say anything. 
 
    “And so am I.” 
 
    I can’t believe it. I get that there’s no reason to stay now, but he’s making a rushed decision when he should be just sitting still and mourning. 
 
    “Is that what you want to do?” I ask him. 
 
    “Yes,” he says. “Big Mike, what should I grab?” 
 
    “If you got a backpack, pack smart, pack light. We’ve got a long way to go.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    I follow Gabe to his bedroom. He checks under the bed, in the closet, and then suddenly stops searching altogether. 
 
    “Can we talk?” I ask him. 
 
    “I have to go to the garage. My backpack is in the backseat of my car. I think that’s where I left it, or it could be in the one outside.” He rushes out of the room and goes across the great room to the hall leading to the garage. I follow him. 
 
    “Gabe, are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    He opens the car door and dumps out the belongings in the backpack onto the seat. He searches through the contents and throws some of the stuff back into his bag. 
 
    “Gabe, are you listening to me?” 
 
    “I should pack another pair of tennis shoes and a couple of clean socks.” He jogs out of the garage, back across the great room, and into his bedroom. 
 
    Michael watches us with boredom. Erika is on the sofa, flipping through a magazine. 
 
    “Krissy, I got water jugs in the kitchen under the sink. If you can fill those up, it’ll save some time.” 
 
    “We have to talk.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Yes, Gabe, we do.” 
 
    “Let me make this simple for you.” Gabe drops his backpack on the bed. “I don’t want to talk about my dad. I’m going to Pennsylvania, without a doubt. And, yes, I’m okay. Does that cover all the points you wanted to go over? Did I miss anything?” 
 
    I throw up my hands. He wins. 
 
    “There are containers under the sink.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. You told me to fill them up. I’m going.” 
 
    I go to the kitchen, fill up the canisters, and set them on the counter. From the dining room, I grab my sketchbooks and put them in my bag. Erika is sitting right beside it, kind of in the way, but I make quick work of getting my things situated. 
 
    Gabe comes out later with washed hands and a clean shirt. There’s still a hint of blood under his fingernails, but he doesn’t care. He raids the hamper, selectively picking out things that don’t need refrigeration or cooking. It doesn’t take long for Gabe to finish, and he zips up his backpack, ready to be on his way. 
 
    Michael and Erika move towards the front door. Gabe grabs the canisters off the counter, and we go outside. Gabe locks the knob and padlock. He goes into the flowerbed, lifts the fake rock and takes the extra key from underneath. 
 
    All of us start down the street. I stare at Gabe for any hint of emotion. He holds his head high, pretending that this moment doesn’t affect him. 
 
    At the beginning of the street, Gabe looks back at his home. The first day he bought it, he was proud. He could officially call himself a homeowner. Long hours and dedication sprouted that well-deserved award. And now, he walks away from it, like it’s nothing, a fad. It’s too weird, especially coming from a man who prides himself on his outstanding credit score. I don’t understand how he’s willing to drop everything and go. He didn’t want to bury his dad. He didn’t want to memorialize him, not even a moment of silence. 
 
    We get to Claiborne Parkway, which is only a few yards away from the street where Gabe lived. To our left are dark clouds, and it smells like rain is heading our way. Perhaps we’ve picked a bad time to start on our journey, but my doubts change when I see a Rod floating by. It’s dropping the Swarms about a mile or so away. In that direction is the toll road, and beyond that is Dulles, other small communities, and Highway 66. 
 
    “That’s new,” Gabe says. 
 
    “The Rod and the Swarm,” Michael replies. “They are what destroy buildings.” 
 
    Gabe watches as the dust rises from the area where the Swarm consumes. We move on, our backs to the hidden destruction. 
 
    The sky is clear up ahead, but that means nothing. We can easily run into the alien Cicadas or worse, the Seeds. I’m hoping we manage to avoid all of them. 
 
    Michael and Erika take the lead. Gabe and I follow them. I hold his hand, to see how he’ll react. He squeezes it in return and smiles at me. There’s sadness in those burnt browns of his. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your dad.” 
 
    “Thank you, Krissy. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “If you want to talk, you know, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” 
 
    “Maybe, if we would have buried him. You know, to give yourself closure.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have had time. He’s in a good resting place.” 
 
    “In his bedroom?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s dead no matter where he rests.” 
 
    It makes no sense that he’s unaffected and disconnected. 
 
    “Gabe, it’s always good to talk about what’s bothering you.” 
 
    “Nothing is bothering me. I’m good.” Annoyed, he releases my hand and walks a little faster. He calls Erika, leaving me behind. 
 
    What in the hell just happened? I’m confused by his reaction. 
 
    I trail all three, wondering if I’m entirely missing something with Gabe. Or am I too pushy when he needs me to relax? I have no idea what to do or what to say anymore, so I keep my mouth shut.
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    On the first leg of the journey, Gabe finds Erika’s conversation to be entertaining. He hangs onto her every word. He answers her questions and vice versa. The whole time, I want to choke her. She’s making my boyfriend happy, dazzling him with her life working at a video game company. If I talk about angry customer phone calls and adjusting customer purchases due to fraud, it’s a bore fest. Gabe will yawn and talk about some new exercise move he’s made up.  
 
    I’m trying my hardest not to be that one girlfriend who can’t take her man having a simple conversation with another woman, but I’m finding it damn hard. 
 
    I’m overreacting. I look at them. She laughs, gently fluffs his hair. No, my alarm blares in my ears. It’s a full-on attack. Gabe has to let her know that there are boundaries, but he’s not doing that. He’s not even thinking about it. 
 
    What can I do to break up their conversation? Gabe doesn’t want to talk about his dad. He doesn’t want to talk about his feelings. Maybe, we could reminisce about last night. We had a wonderful time together, but it didn’t last long enough, felt like he was in a hurry to get it over with. Gabe has been more passionate in the past, but not last night. Is it Erika? Has this woman changed how my man feels about me that quickly? 
 
    Seeds streaking across the sky is the only thing that stops Erika from talking. Booming lightning makes her jumpy. She grabs Gabe’s hand. He doesn’t try to separate himself from her. He squeezes her hand instead, rubbing it with the other. She smiles at him. He returns the favor. Gabe happens to remember I’m there, clears his throat, and releases his grip. 
 
    Now, I have to show my ugly side. Since Gabe doesn’t want to draw the line, I will draw it for them both. 
 
    “Erika, we have to talk.” 
 
    “Here we go,” Michael mumbles. 
 
    “About what?” she asks with fake innocence. 
 
    “You see, Gabe, is with me. Not you…me. We’ve been dating for nine years. So, I need you to keep your paws off my man.” 
 
    “My paws?” she repeats with an attitude. 
 
    “Yeah, your fucking paws. I didn’t stutter.” 
 
    “Gabe, dude, you better handle this,” Michael replies impatiently. 
 
    “No, he had his chance,” I speak up. 
 
    “Krissy dear, I’m not trying to take your man. We were only talking. That’s what adults do.” 
 
    Her condescending tone has taken me over the cliff. I’m about to snatch every strand of hair out of her head when Gabe stands in front of me. I slap him for being insensitive to how I feel and standing up for her. Astonished by my reaction, he steps back, gripping his jaw. 
 
    “Don’t touch me! Asshole!” 
 
    “Kris, you’re being unreasonable.” 
 
    “How about we turn this around?” 
 
    Gabe chuckles with confusion and asks, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Let’s say that some guy I just met has all my attention instead of you. I laugh at every funny thing he says. I touch his shirt, look into his eyes, ruffle his hair, jump into his arms when I’m scared. Would you be okay with that?” 
 
    He suddenly realizes what it looks like from the other side and nods. “I was only being nice.” 
 
    “Lame ass excuse and not good enough.” 
 
    “You act like I slept with her. I haven’t. We’re only talking, and you’re right here. No big deal.” 
 
    “Damn, Gabe, if you don’t see what she’s doing to us, then you’re blind.” 
 
    “You have no reason to be jealous, Krissy. I love you. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, then act like it, and keep your fucking hands off of her.” 
 
    “Krissy…” 
 
    Not wanting to hear any more excuses, I walk away. I don’t look back. I’m not sure who’s directly behind me, but it doesn’t matter. I’m already tired, hot, and hungry. To top it all off, I’m mad as hell. I want Erika to go back to wherever she came from. 
 
    We get to a four-lane highway, two on each side of a grassy median. Michael catches up with me and points in the direction we have to go. Gabe lags a few feet behind us. Erika isn’t too far from him. It’s awkwardly quiet, but it’s better than listening to her talk about Herobitbot, her family, and her supposed accomplishments in the tech world. 
 
    An overhead sign tells us which way we’re headed. 15 North, Frederick MD. We’re on the right track. Soon we approach what’s left of a commercial area. Piles of dust in parking lots are to our right. Some cars are buried by it. Gabe is astonished by what he sees. Erika walks faster, keeping her head straight, not wanting to look or accept our current reality. We begin to see people as well. Their clothes are dusty. They stand in the parking lots where the piles of dust are minimal. Some are walking on the other side of the road, heading in the opposite direction that we’re going. Dust is flying everywhere. This area reminds me of what Michael and I saw in Fredericksburg. 
 
    We keep going, eventually catching up with stragglers and wanderers. These people are confused. They have no place to go. Tears cake dust to their cheeks. Their shoulders hang low from the tremendous loss they’ve suffered. We offer no comfort. No hope to ease their pain. One foot in front of the other. 
 
    Our view eventually changes to trees, but there are the familiar sounds of the Swarm. Glass breaking somewhere out of sight. The hissing is loud. We see a standalone house up ahead on the right. The Swarm envelop the foundation, climb as a black mass upwards. The roof collapses. Those creatures or devices are way too close. I start running. I’m scared out of my mind. They might come towards the highway. They might set their sights on us. 
 
    The four-lane highway changes to a two-way road. There are no curbs, just a shoulder ending at the grass. I stop running at this point but continue at a swift pace.  
 
    “Can we slow down, please?” Erika whines from the rear. 
 
    She should have gone to Woodbridge. I walk faster.  
 
    “Kris, let’s take a break,” Michael says. He’s behind me too. 
 
    I ignore him. I ignore them all and keep right on going. 
 
    Michael catches me at the corner of Little Spring Road. I snatch out of his grip. 
 
    “Hey, don’t be mad at me because your boy pissed you off.” 
 
    I growl at him and exhale, seemingly for the first time in a while. 
 
    “We’re going to take a break. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, Michael, I hear you.” 
 
    “Drink water and sit over there out of the sun. Calm down before you fall out.” 
 
    I take my brother’s demanding advice and park myself on the other side of the road under a massive tree. Michael stands beside me. Gabe is a few feet away on the same side of the road, but Erika is across the street, supposedly an outsider for the moment. Just as it should be.
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    After eating a few snacks and drinking plenty of water, I calm down, but I don’t feel well, and my sour attitude towards Gabe hasn’t subsided. And now we’re walking away the miles, which only makes me feel worse. I stay focus on our path before us. The road is called James Monroe Highway, undoubtedly named after one of the early presidents of the United States. I have no idea where he falls in the sequence, but I’m pretty sure he wasn’t the first.  
 
    Gabe is close to me, but he won’t walk beside me. He knows I’m not happy with him. Erika walks with Michael. This time she’s running her mouth to him. He listens to her mostly. 
 
    “It’s beautiful out here.” Gabe’s feeble attempt at extending an olive branch. 
 
    His comments don’t require an answer, so I don’t give one. 
 
    “A lot of farmland up here. I’ve always wanted to start a farm.” 
 
    Now, that’s a lie. I look over my shoulder. I can’t see Gabe on a plow or milking cows or bailing hay. 
 
    “My grandmother owned farmland. She had to sell it to help pay for grandpa’s funeral.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask, thoroughly annoyed. 
 
    “I’m trying to make small conversation with you.” Gabe rushes to my side, but he keeps his distance, I guess just in case I take a swing. 
 
    “I tried earlier. You were more interested in talking to her.” 
 
    “Give me a break, Krissy. The woman worked for a video game company that happened to make the games I liked. I wasn’t hitting on her.” 
 
    “She was flirting with you, Gabe, and you know what it looks like when a girl is trying to win you over. Let’s not play all the way stupid.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be rude. You know how I am.” 
 
    “Erika is a shark.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A blood sniffing shark. She sees a man she likes, doesn’t matter if he’s taken or not, and she goes for it.” 
 
    “I don’t see the connection.” 
 
    “Gabe, just forget it. I need you not to disrespect me. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    “Okay, I will only pay attention to you. If she talks to me, I’ll tell her that I’m off limits.” 
 
    “Good,” I respond with a nod. 
 
    “Krissy, you have to get real. We are going to be walking for a long time. I can’t ignore her when she speaks to me, and I won’t. It’s rude.” 
 
    I can’t even say how much everything he just said pisses me off. I’m truly the jealous girlfriend. What is wrong with me? I’m better than this. I’m confident. 
 
    Really, Kris, really? 
 
    “And I will respect you. That goes without saying.” 
 
    “Obviously, it had to be said earlier because there was no respect from either one of you.” 
 
    “Krissy, you have to trust me. I’m right here with you. No woman I met yesterday is going to ruin nine years of a perfect relationship with you. It’s not going to happen, and you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    That’s what I needed to hear, and I didn’t even realize it until right then. I smile at him, wipe my brow, and wish for cooler weather. 
 
    Our walk goes on quietly. Michael and Erika are having a soft, barely heard conversation. Maybe, she’s latched onto my brother finally, but I won’t hold my breath. Michael is a little square around women. He’ll talk to them, but he won’t offer a lot of charisma. Gabe is charmingly gorgeous, in my bias opinion, and I can tell, she likes him. I’ll have to watch my man around her, just in case she starts sharking again.
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    We come upon a school and a community center. A sports field is between them. Some windows in both buildings are completely broken while others have holes with cracks. After the church, I haven’t been so keen on going into buildings, especially ones with cracked or broken windows, but I’m feeling sick to my stomach. I have to sit down somewhere out of the sun. I head toward the community center, just in case there’s a horror show at the school. 
 
    “Kris, where are you going?” Michael asks. 
 
    “I need to take a break.” 
 
    “I want to keep going,” Michael yells. 
 
    “Okay.” But I want to sit down somewhere. I get to the double front doors. The center windows are shattered. I reach inside and push the bar inward. It’s kind of hard to do from my position. I manage to get it open and walk inside. 
 
    “Krissy, are you okay?” Gabe puts his arms around my waist. 
 
    Not wanting to speak in fear of heaving my guts, I nod. The world spins and tilts. My stomach bubbles, and I’m burning up. 
 
    “She doesn’t look so good,” Erika says. 
 
    I spot a sofa in the waiting area. I take one step and feel myself sinking. Strong arms wrap around me. I lean my head against someone’s chest. It steadies the spinning, but their skin is on fire. I try to push away, but my arms won’t obey. 
 
    “KRIS!” 
 
    I want to say stop yelling at me, but I can’t form the words. My environment turns colors and grows dark. I can’t make out anyone or anything. People are talking, but I don’t understand. They sound frantic. They’re afraid. Something is wrong. I’m too tired to worry about it. I close my eyes and let sleep take over.
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    I open my eyes, not remembering when I fell asleep. The last thing I recall is a school, a sports field, and a community center. We were walking on James Monroe Highway. We’re definitely not outside anymore. Slowly, looking around, I note I’m lying down on a sofa. A ceiling fan hangs motionless overhead. A long counter divides the room. Kiddie palm prints with the patriot colors of the U.S. are plastered on every flat surface possible, with the exception of the floor. I’d forgotten about the 4th of July. The holiday was only days away before the attack. So much for celebrating. America doesn’t exist anymore. On the other side of the long counter, against the wall is an American flag hanging sideways from the spine. Damaged blinds are closed on the adjacent windows. 
 
    I sit up, feeling a sharp pull on the back of my hand. There’s something in it, and it’s attached to a clear tube. 
 
    “Be still,” Michael says, making me jump. 
 
    “What’s this?” I’m taped up to a strange contraption. Is Michael trying to kill me? What the hell? 
 
    “You’re hooked to an IV.” He shifts my pillow so I can sit up comfortably. “You were dehydrated. You needed fluids.” 
 
    A bag hangs from a steel pole. The clear liquid drips into a plastic vial. The tube begins at the end of the vial and travels to the top of my hand, where it’s all taped down to my skin. 
 
    “Am I in a hospital? This doesn’t look like one.” 
 
    “You’re in a community center.” Michael sits down in a chair. 
 
    “Where did you get all this stuff? And how do you know how to do this?” 
 
    “There was a volunteer fire department down the street. That’s where I got all the supplies, and I learned how to set up an IV in the Army. It’s always good to know how to shoot an M16 in combat, but even better when you know how to take care of your friends.” 
 
    “Wow,” I remark, astonished. “You saved me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly say that. After you finish this bag, I’ll get you something to eat.” 
 
    “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “A few hours. It’s almost dark.” 
 
    “I’ve put us behind. I’m sorry, Michael.” 
 
    “One thing you have to do is stop apologizing for things you can’t control. You need to stop apologizing, period.” 
 
    “I can’t help it. You want to get to the bunker as quickly as possible, and we keep running into problems.” 
 
    “You act like every single one of those problems were caused by you. Admittedly, I caused a major one by chasing those two back in Chantilly. We got out of it okay, and you’re going to make it out of this one. All of us are going to make it. Watch what I tell you.” 
 
    “You’re more confident than I am.” 
 
    “I refuse to give up.” 
 
    “How late is it?” 
 
    “It’s probably around seven in the evening. The sun is going to set soon.” 
 
    “Perhaps, we should walk at night instead of during the day. It’s cooler, probably make up more ground that way.” 
 
    “With no electricity, it’ll be harder to see. It’s best if we go during the daytime. Just have to eat and stay hydrated.” 
 
    I notice someone is missing. So is someone else. “Where’s Gabe?” 
 
    “In the library.” 
 
    “And Erika?” 
 
    “In the library.” 
 
    Of course he’s in there with her. Where else would my boyfriend be but with a pretty woman? Not next to his sick girlfriend. 
 
    “Looks like I’ve been replaced,” I comment, mostly to myself. 
 
    Michael doesn’t say anything. Smart. 
 
    “Aren’t you interested in her?” I ask, not understanding why they haven’t made a connection yet. 
 
    “She’s alright, I guess. Only thing I don’t like is that she talks too much.” 
 
    “But you never say anything. It looks like you enjoy listening to her.” 
 
    “Sis, one thing you have to learn. When you listen a lot, you learn a lot.” 
 
    “And what have you learned?” 
 
    “She likes to brag. She is a Jones if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “The epitome of wealth, achievement, having all the best things that money can buy.” 
 
    “Yes, but I think she’s overcompensating. She wants to impress with a lot of bling, but she failed to realize we’re all on the same level now. Money means nothing. Power is a delusion. Her self-worth isn’t measured by her pocketbook or the man she was married to.” 
 
    “I wanted to choke her earlier.” 
 
    “You let your jealousy get the best of you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like Gabe was curbing her. You know, letting her know the boundaries.” 
 
    “He was being nice. That’s all I saw, but who am I? I don’t know him that well. What I do know…” Michael checks the IV bag, “is that you need to have confidence in your relationship with him. Nine years is a long time. It’s got to be strong, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. I feel like it is.” 
 
    “You feel like it is? That’s not confidence.” 
 
    “What can I say? She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “Kris, if you have any doubts, you need to address the weakness in the foundation. She shouldn’t be able to tear down your kingdom in one day, not even weaken it, and if that’s what’s happening here, then that’s a reflection on him.” 
 
    “I hate it when you talk with common sense.” 
 
    “I’m just doing the big brother thing. Looking out for you.” 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’re going to do when we get to the bunker? What if they won’t let Erika or Gabe in?” 
 
    “I’ve decided to worry about that when I get there.” 
 
    “Honestly, you might have a better chance at getting one extra person into the bunker rather than two.” 
 
    Michael sits back in the armchair. “I have a good standing with Colon, but more than likely, I’ll have to negotiate something with him.” 
 
    “Colon is the guy in charge of the bunker?” 
 
    “Yes, and our biggest investor.” 
 
    “If Erika is not allowed into the bunker, what will you do?” 
 
    “I’m going in there without her,” he plainly states. 
 
    “What if she won’t go away? What if she challenges the decision?” 
 
    “What did I say would happen?” 
 
    I don’t answer the question. It’s too much to speak it. 
 
    “The same goes for Gabe,” he adds. “Now, don’t think I won’t try hard enough. Be assured I will do everything within my power to get them in, but I will not trade my mother or your life for theirs.” 
 
    Michael is not known for fluff. He says what he knows is a certain, and any adverse reaction to the truth doesn’t matter. 
 
    “Why did you ask Erika to come with us? You knew what you were facing with Gabe. You only made it more difficult.” 
 
    “She was by herself, and if she had to go through the same things we did, I figured she wouldn’t have a chance. If she got hurt, there would be no one there to help her. Plus, she was pretty.” 
 
    “I thought you asked her to come with us because you didn’t want to be by yourself in the bunker. Remember, I mentioned your friends had wives, families.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember that particular conversation. I am a little concerned about being alone, but I wasn’t trying to bring her in because of it. Now, if it works out between us, great, but I can already tell, Erika is not the girl for me.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She’s too much into herself. She values things with no value, and she’s not loyal. Can’t trust someone who’s not loyal. Too much work, too annoying, too much bull. I don’t have time for fake.” 
 
    “Erika might be a good person.” 
 
    “She is a good person, but she’s not the one for me.” 
 
    “I was really hoping you liked her. She wouldn’t be after Gabe if you were.” 
 
    “It’s not my job to protect him from her, and it’s not yours either.” Michael sighs and touches the hand without the IV. “I’ll be right back. Do not remove the needle from your hand. Do not get up from the couch. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” I salute with two fingers. 
 
    He shakes his head with a laugh and walks out of the room.
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    Gabe shows up with a big smile. His arms are open for a hug. I’m not grinning nor am I open to embraces. I’m not going to pretend like all is perfect with us. He’s aligned himself with the enemy, and I’m tired of being ignored. Maybe, I should leave him here with Erika and let them have a forever after. Perhaps, he’ll marry her in three days, totally beating my record of nine years. 
 
    “You’re mad at me again?” Gabe drops his hands. He sits down in Michael’s chair. “What did I do now?” 
 
    “Nothing. You’ve been perfect.” 
 
    “If I were perfect, then you wouldn’t be mad. Do you think I wasn’t worried about you? I was, Krissy.” 
 
    “Oh, god, stop it with the Krissy.” 
 
    “You are mad at me. Look, I was across the hallway in the library. I stepped out to check on Erika. We talked, and I came right back. I was here the whole time you were out. Ask your brother.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay, you believe me? Or okay, you’re going to ask your brother.” 
 
    “I believe you.” I don’t sound convincing, not that I’m trying. 
 
    “You’re still mad. Okay. Well, how do you feel?” 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “Great. Thank goodness your brother knew what to do. All that Army training. Big Mike was impressive. I told him I knew CPR. Have to because it’s a requirement as a certified personal trainer. You knew that already though. I wanted to help. I tried, but your brother had it all under control. I would have done the exact same thing if he wasn’t here. The exact same thing. Just so you know.” 
 
    Now he’s trying too hard. I can only shake my head. 
 
    “I’m dying here, Krissy. Forgive me, please.” 
 
    I laugh, can’t help it. 
 
    “You’ve got my heart, Krissy. I don’t want you ever to doubt that.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe, I was overreacting, but it’s hard not to be that way when you’re cooing over her.” 
 
    “I wasn’t cooing. Is that what that was?” 
 
    “Yes, Gabe. You were very much cooing.” 
 
    “I think she’s been lying to me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Erika said that she was a consultant, an accountant, and the vice president of development and design. I asked her about the games in general. She couldn’t tell me a single title. Couldn’t tell me about the Easter egg in the latest release or nothing. She likes to hear herself talk.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “And I think she was trying to impress me. That’s why she made up her connection to Herobitbot.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “It’s hard to be impressed with a lie. What she says was an illusion of her own making. It doesn’t exist, didn’t happen, not real. I might as well believe in unicorns.” 
 
    “That’s too bad she didn’t live up to your expectations,” I remark facetiously. 
 
    “I had none, but I thought I would have gotten a sneak peek into the upcoming new releases. It doesn’t matter now. All that is over with.”  
 
    Michael returns with a tray. On it is a sandwich, an apple, carrots, and potato chips. The food of royalty. I’m so lucky. 
 
    Gabe helps me sit up on the sofa. Michael places the tray on my lap but asks me to wait to eat while he removes my IV. Taking out the needle from my vein is very painful. It almost makes me cry. He puts a bandage over the insertion area and tells me to eat all of my food.  
 
    “I’m not six years old,” I grumble at him. 
 
    “No back talk.” Michael turns to Gabe. “How do you look on supplies in your backpack?” 
 
    “Not too bad.” 
 
    “I’ll check it, see what I can scrounge up. Where is it?” 
 
    “In the library with Erika.” 
 
    “Make sure Kris eats all of her food. I’ll be back.” Michael is gone once again. 
 
    “What is he going to do if I don’t?” 
 
    “Put you in a headlock?” Gabe shrugs. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I laugh. 
 
    “Kris, were you really going to fight Erika? I never saw you react like that before.” 
 
    “No. Yes. I don’t want to rehash that. It wasn’t exactly my best moment.” 
 
    “I thought it was kind of cool. You were going to fight for me. Never had that happen before.” 
 
    “Don’t get used to it. Next time, I’ll let her have you.” 
 
    “I would fight for you.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have to. I wouldn’t put you in that predicament.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re…” 
 
    “OH SHIT!” I jump out of my seat. Gabe looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. I’m trying to tell him there’s an alien Cicada crawling up the front of his shirt, but I can’t even speak. I point at it. 
 
    “What?” Gabe doesn’t even look down. 
 
    “KILL IT!” is all I can say. 
 
    Then he feels it on his neck. He tries to swat it off, but the needle sharp tentacles from the alien body strike his hands. Gabe is out of the chair. He backs into the counter, trying his best to get it off, but the thing keeps poking at his fingers. The Cicada reaches his jaw and grips its claws onto his bottom lip. Gabe thrashes around violently, knocking over stacked trays, notebooks, and clipboards from the counter. Then, suddenly, he stops, looking directly into my eyes with unmeasured terror. His mouth is open, and on his tongue is the Cicada, much smaller than before. The inside of his mouth is bloody. Gabe stands still. I move forward, hoping I can get it out of his mouth. I know it’s a long shot, but I have to do something. Just as I take the second step, the creature goes down his throat. Gabe runs into a wall and falls hard to the ground. His body seizes. 
 
    I rush to his side. His face looks like it’s about to explode. Dark veins rise to just below his skin. Eyes roll to the back of his head. I don’t know what to do. 
 
    “MICHAEL!” I scream as loud as I can. I’m not sure he hears me. The door is closed. The room could be sound proof. I yell his name again. The door finally opens, but it’s not who I thought it would be. 
 
    “Oh no,” Erika says. “Not again.” 
 
    “Get my brother!” I tell her. 
 
    She turns and runs, screaming for Michael. 
 
    I hold on to Gabe. I whisper that he’ll be okay. He loses consciousness, and his body goes limp. Michael comes in. He gets on the other side of Gabe and checks for palpitations on his neck. 
 
    “I don’t feel a heartbeat.” 
 
    “No. No. No.” I pat Gabe’s face, call his name, tell him I love him. 
 
    “Move, Kris.” 
 
    I can’t do it. I can’t let go. 
 
    “MOVE!” 
 
    Shocked into obedience, I scoot backward. Michael tears Gabe’s shirt open at the buttons and begins chest compressions. I watch and pray for him. I tell Gabe that I love him, hoping that’ll make him come back. It happens in the movies. People wake up at the last minute, and they’re saved, perfectly fine to live out the rest of their lives. The people that love them never give up. I take Gabe’s hand into mine, and I tell him to fight his way back to me. I tell him he’s strong, and he can do this. I say over and over again how much I love him. 
 
    Then something begins to appear on Gabe’s neck. His skin begins to crackle. It’s turning burnt black, quickly spreading. The bone spine appears at the back of his neck and part of his jawbone. Muscle and tendons charred as well. I don’t understand. That didn’t happen to us. This can’t be right! 
 
    Michael gets up, moves me away. We watch in horror as Gabe’s face becomes unrecognizable. His skull emerges, and his warm brown eyes turn dark, sinking deep into his head. 
 
    I hide my face in Michael’s chest. He pulls me out of the room and closes the door. I have to look again. Gabe is okay. I refuse to believe I’ve lost him. Through the window, I watch, and reality quickly hits me to the core. The man I once knew is gone before my eyes. I wasn’t able to save him. What am I going to do without Gabe?
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    Leesburg, Virginia, is the final resting place for Gabriel Resnik.  He was 36 years old. He didn’t have children, and he was not married. But he left behind a woman that loved him for nine years. I don’t know the time or the day of his death, but I will never forget the moment. May he rest in peace. 
 
    My heart is crushed. I wish I could go back another day and do it all differently. I don’t know a future without him. I don’t want to leave the community center, where his dust remains, but I have no choice. There will be discomfort for me now that Gabe is gone, and I will have to learn to live with it for the rest of my life. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kris.” Erika gives me wildflowers she found in the sports field. It’s a nice gesture, and I thank her. I leave them at the door to the community center and say one last prayer. 
 
    Michael and Erika take the lead up the quiet road. I follow them, not sure if I’ll make it, but my feet keep moving. 
 
    After a while, I’ve caught up with them. I’m not sure if they’ve slowed down, or I’ve sped up. 
 
    “Why did you guys pick that place to build a bunker?” I hear Erika asks. 
 
    “It’s secluded,” Michael says. “Deep in the woods. No one goes back there for any reason.” 
 
    “Who thinks to build a bunker? Was it your idea?” 
 
    “Group of my friends from the Army. We weren’t counting on an alien invasion though.” 
 
    “What were you expecting to happen?” 
 
    “Thermonuclear war.” 
 
    “I thought every government in the world dismantled those things.” 
 
    “If you believed that, I got a bridge for sale. It crosses the Atlantic Ocean, and it’s built to survive hurricanes.” 
 
    “That’ll be stupid,” she says with a huff. 
 
    “Selling you a bridge across the Atlantic?” 
 
    “No, using nuclear bombs. I would say that you guys were overzealous, but we’re in an alien invasion. So, I’ll just not say it.” 
 
    Michael laughs. I don’t care, and I’m out of it. She could say something only a genius would understand, and I wouldn’t lift an eyebrow or ask what she means. 
 
    Before the walking seemed long, now it’s just difficult. The world is in slow motion, but I must admit, our view is beautiful. Rolling hills covered with trees to the north. Pastures and farmland all around. 
 
    But just like we saw coming up Highway One, there are broken windows in every building along the way. I’m convinced more than ever that the alien Cicadas flew through those windows searching for human life to invade. They hide under furniture, in closets, or wherever they can’t be seen, and they wait for the next uninfected person to attack and occupy. 
 
    Just thinking about how Gabe was attacked makes me shiver in fright. I can see the sharp needles from the alien Cicada body striking his fingers every time he tried to swat it away. It crawled into his mouth, and it shrunk. Those things actually can change sizes, just like Michael thought they did. I don’t want to think about how Gabe died anymore. I want to scrub my brain and forget all the bad things I’ve seen. My real job back in Richmond wasn’t so bad. I can use another phone call from an irate customer. 
 
    Erika suddenly stops. She trembles where she stands. Michael is frozen, holding his breath. I catch up and stand between them, wondering why they’ve stopped. Before I can ask, Michael shushes me and points. We’re at a truss bridge that goes over the Potomac River. In the middle of that bridge are two women. Flying above it is a spaceship. It’s one we haven’t seen before. It’s spherical, sleek, and about as long as a commercial bus. It’s dull white, with dents where it could have been shot. Heat waves blast from underneath, whipping the wind and disturbing the water below. 
 
    I hear strange sounds, an unknown language. Michael rushes us over to the side of the road quietly, over the railing, and into the high grass. We get as low as we can, but we still make sure we can see what’s happening on the bridge. 
 
    Someone speaks again, using a strange language. I can’t place the dialect. Definitely not Spanish, German, Russian, or French. The person speaking the unknown tongue comes into view. Stunned and in total disbelief, I can’t believe what I’m seeing. 
 
    The person is an alien from another world. Its body is like that of a human being, but it’s taller, slimmer, and definitely over seven feet tall. The hair is a braided indigo colored mohawk. I can’t see the color of his eyes, but they’re bigger than average. Jaw bone and cheeks are sharply defined. Its creamy brown-black skin is smooth. The alien wears a black scaly suit, fitted perfectly to his body without being too tight or outlining too much. Each hand has four fingers, and one of them, undoubtedly, has a weapon, a device I haven’t seen before. 
 
    Two more aliens walk up beside him and go to stand behind the women. Their uniforms are the same, black and scaled, but their hair is different in color and styles. Their skin colors are a little lighter, and  they’re not as tall as Indigo Mohawk. 
 
    Indigo Mohawk speaks. I don’t understand what he’s saying. The women don’t seem to either. They look at one another after he pauses. Indigo Mohawk acts as if he’s annoyed by their inability to understand. He says something to the alien with spiked blue hair. Blue Spike holsters his weapon and produces a set of cuffs. He steps toward the closest woman. The moment Blue Spike grabs her wrists, she jabs a fist into his side. Blue Spike buckles down to one knee. She lands a solid punch to his face. I can’t believe she did that. I continue watching, mesmerized by the woman’s fearless will to fight back. 
 
    A silver object sticks out of Blue Spike’s abdomen, and he’s bleeding. She stabbed him and hurt him. I can’t believe it. The woman takes off, running for the railing, but Indigo Mohawk shoots her. A black laser creates a massive blast through her back and out of her chest. She flips over the railing and falls into the water. Indigo Mohawk doesn’t bother to check where she landed. The water undoubtedly has swept her dead body away. 
 
    He turns to Blue Spike, the injured alien, who’s hobbling a bit to stand. With a lot of effort on his part, he manages to rise to his feet. Chin and chest stick out in a show that he’s fine. Indigo Mohawk glares at him and goes to the human woman. He leans down, level with her face. He says something to her. I can’t hear him, but she shrinks at his words. He takes a metal-like bracelet from a satchel on his utility belt. He puts his four-finger hand over her face, pushes it back, and places the bracelet around her neck. He jerks her head aside as he releases her. The woman cries, trembling uncontrollably. I want to help her, but I am so afraid. 
 
    Indigo Mohawk steps aside and speaks to the third alien. It’s a female. She has a long scar down the center of her face, from her short blonde hair to her top lip. Blonde Scar listens to Indigo Mohawk. She nods and takes the human away, almost dragging her. They’re coming our way. 
 
    The spaceship flies to the same side of the bridge we’re on, turns one hundred eighty degrees just above the trees, and descends to the road. The thing is bigger than I thought, but it’s not as wide as the two-lane highway. If I wanted to touch it, I could just reach over the railing. That’s how close it is. 
 
    Blonde Scar and the woman enters the spaceship. Indigo Mohawk and Blue Spike eventually get to our area, but one of them doesn’t load right away. His black shiny boots shuffle, moving in our direction. The most I can see is to his knees. I’m certain it’s Indigo Mohawk. 
 
    Erika begins to sob. I cover her mouth. She’s about to make me cry, but I hold it in. 
 
    Finally, Indigo Mohawk gets back into his ship, and it lifts up. The wind it causes whips the grass and brush into our faces. It takes off, leaving behind a roar in its wake. 
 
    After a few minutes, Michael steps out into the open. Eventually, Erika and I do so as well. He tells us to wait while he goes to check to see if it’s clear to cross the bridge. Erika grabs my hand, squeezes so tight, it hurts me, but I don’t snatch out of her grip. I find that her seeking comfort is oddly soothing to me as well. 
 
    Michael watches the skies as he goes farther. He’s picked up the metal that the woman used to stab Blue Spike. When he gets to the middle of the bridge, he looks up and down the river, and up in every direction in the sky. Then he waves, indicating the area is clear. I don’t want to go out onto the bridge, but we can’t stay in one spot forever. 
 
    I take in a deep breath and start while holding onto Erika’s hand. At first, we’re slowly walking. It’s no problem. Then we hear a hawk. Erika jumps and takes off, leaving me behind. She moves a lot faster than I thought. I start running too, both of us speeding right by Michael, not slowing down at all. We don’t look back to see if he’s following, but I can hear his footsteps. He’s closing in. As soon as we’re on the other side of the bridge, Erika and I dive into the wooded area right off the road. 
 
    We know we’re safe, and we stay there. Michael stops on the road, but he doesn’t hide. He’s still scanning. When he guesses it’s clear to come out, he nods at us. 
 
    I don’t care. I’m not going out there. No way.
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    We’ve walked a long way, putting distance between us and where we last saw the aliens. Our journey has come to a much-needed resting point at the interchange for US-15 and Interstate 70. My feet are tired, but I’m not thirsty or hungry. We’ve been keeping watch, looking out for the new spaceship. We haven’t seen Seeds so far. Could be because we’re not in a highly populated area, but we’ve seen pockets of alien Cicadas attached to trees. I walk as far away as I can when I do see them, going through front yards, but sometimes it can’t be avoided. Mostly, when they’re not around, we stick to the middle of the road, walking the solid yellow lines. The alien Cicadas hadn’t attacked, maybe because we’ve already had it happen to us. 
 
    Michael takes care of his business in the woods behind us. I sit with Erika as she furiously cleans her fingernails with wipes. With nothing else to think about to get my mind off of Gabe, I begin to feel bad about what I could have done for him. I wish I could have fought like that woman did on the bridge. She was fearless, willing to die to get away from them. I didn’t do a thing. I froze and let that thing kill him. How did she do it? Fought back and didn’t think twice. Where did she find the guts, the strength, the absolute determination to fight against the aliens? 
 
    “You okay?” Erika asks. 
 
    “Yeah. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” She laughs nervously. “I was scared back at the bridge.” 
 
    “I was too. Did you see how that woman went after Blue Spike?” 
 
    “Who’s Blue Spike? You mean the alien on the bridge?” 
 
    “Yeah, he had spiked blue hair.” 
 
    “He was an odd bird. That woman though, she was crazy to do that.” 
 
    “Is that what you think?” I look to Erika with surprise. “I thought she was brave. She fought for her life, and she wasn’t afraid to do it.” 
 
    “But it was for nothing. She still got killed. She should have done what they said. She’d be alive.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure. You don’t know what they’re going to do to her.” 
 
    “Kris, think about it. The aliens sent their bugs and their little lightning spaceships to kill us. The ones who survive, they’re collecting.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Enslave us. Torture us. Make us their toys.” Erika tosses the wipe on the ground and pulls out another. “Those things are horrible and ugly. They’re freaks.” 
 
    “Well, they are aliens from another planet,” I point out. 
 
    “Tell you what, if I get captured, I’m cooperating.” 
 
    “Wait…what?” 
 
    “I’m cooperating.” 
 
    “You would rather become a slave, get tortured, or become a toy?” 
 
    “Kris, look at me. Well, I’m a sweaty mess right now, but I’m a good looking girl. They might treat me like royalty. Their king might make me a concubine.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I could marry a queen too. I’m not choosy.” 
 
    And now I remember why I don’t like her. “Erika, you just said that you thought they were horrible. You think they look like freaks. You’d marry someone you don’t like?” 
 
    “If it means saving my life and getting rich, absolutely, I would marry one of them.” 
 
    “Just whatever gets you over.” 
 
    “No, Kris, whatever keeps me alive. Am I shocking you?” 
 
    “Yeah, you are.” 
 
    “I’m allowed to have my opinions. I don’t have to like people or the aliens.” 
 
    Who in their right mind married this woman? Who was that guy that saw something in her worthwhile? Michael was right. Erika has no loyalty to anyone. 
 
    “You think I’m terrible?” she asks. “I’m not. I’m one of those individuals who see the world for what it is, and I maneuver through it.”  
 
    “You take advantage of people.” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re being honest about who you are. Don’t candy coat it now. You use people.” 
 
    “Kris, I can tell you’re taking this personal. How I am has nothing to do with you, and don’t get mad at me because I don’t fit your bill of moral perfection. I’m the type that gets ahead of the self-righteous and the rule followers. You can’t think in the box and expect to expand beyond it.” 
 
    I have to watch my back around her. She had me fooled for a second with the flowers and holding my hand. Fake, as Michael described her. 
 
    “You know what,” she says, looking around. “I have never walked on an interstate before. It’s going to be cool.” 
 
    And she’s moved on. I’m glad she has. Learning more about her was an experience all its own.
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    Interstate 70 looms ahead, flat and unentertaining, framed by summer trees and metal rails. We’ve come a long way, but we still have a lot of ground to cover. The trip is mentally daunting and physically tiresome. It’s a challenge I’m quickly losing interest in. I got this far mostly because of Gabe. I wanted to spend what time we had left together, and now I don’t see a reason to keep going. An underground bunker wasn’t so appealing several days ago. At this moment, it’s a burden to get to, and I don’t want to go any farther. Every passing second is an inconvenience. What life are we inching toward? What reward other than surviving is there? 
 
    I wipe my brow with a wipe and drink water. The container is half full or half empty. No, it’s half empty, and I want to chuck it into oblivion. I’m ready to give up. 
 
    I hear a beep and see a flashing green light in the woods to the right. It’s not the alien Cicadas. They glow red when we’re close. This is something else. The shadows hide what it is. I stop, and it does the same thing. The flashing green light continues. A new alien device we haven’t seen before. It has to be. Anything manmade isn’t working. 
 
    “Michael.” 
 
    “What’s up?” He twists around to look at me. Erika keeps going but stops only a few feet ahead of him. 
 
    “There’s something following me in the woods over there.” 
 
    He walks over and takes a look, squinting his eyes. “What is that?” he asks. He gets closer to the shoulder. 
 
    “Bad idea,” I tell him. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “It’s not a Cicada,” he says. 
 
    He comes to a standstill when the green light becomes steady. The object shows itself. It’s a floating sphere, gray and black, with what could be antennas sticking out at the bottom and top of it. It keeps getting closer. 
 
    Michael backs us away while taking his pistol from the holster. I’m not waiting to find out what that thing does. After seeing what the alien Cicada did to Gabe, I can fathom something worse happening. I run across the highway, away from the sphere. In my peripheral, Erika is going in the same direction. We enter through the trees and immediately come out onto a local road. There’s a crop field. Hearing the familiar roar of the spaceship from the bridge, I head across the road to the crop field, not sure where I’m going or if I can get away. It’s so close. 
 
    I can’t be taken! I won’t be taken! I don’t want to be enslaved, tortured, or used as a toy! 
 
    A patch of woods is within sight, and there appears to be a small house. I make it to the broken porch. The windows are boarded up. The wood walls to the structure is rotted. I imagine this crippled old house would have blown away with the slightest gale if the trees weren’t around it. 
 
    To my surprise, the door is cracked open. I push it harder than I needed to, landing on the muddy ground. The house is a one-room rectangular space with no floor. The walls are wood boards spaced too far apart, leaving untamed vegetation to grow in the cracks. I have second thoughts about hiding here. This is not going to protect me from lightning Seeds or house eating Swarms. Just as I’m about to run back out, I hit an unmovable object. And just as quickly, I’m lifted off the ground by the neck, tossed outside like I weighed nothing. 
 
    My head swims, and my back hurts. But I get my bearings and look around. I notice a set of boots. My eyes follow the form standing in them. Black iridescent scales cover muscular legs. The midsection is narrow. His chest broad. His face is chiseled. Two indigo eyes set in radiant dark skin perfects his looks. Without a doubt, I’m at the feet of Indigo Mohawk. He’s found us. He must have known we were watching him at the bridge. 
 
    He speaks words I don’t understand. I quickly scoot back away from him, only to be stopped by a tree. He takes one single lunge to reach me and grabs my neck again. Under his grip, I have no choice but to rise to my feet. Indigo Mohawk leans in for a closer look. I can smell his rancid breath. His skin against my neck is cold and hard. I’m face to face with him, looking right into the pits of his indigo eyes. There is wrath, a pure evil I’ve never seen but clearly recognize. I’m about to die. This is the end I’ve dreaded since their arrival. 
 
    Erika screams, gaining my attention. She’s dragged on her knees by Blonde Scar. Erika has restraints on her wrists and a clamp around her neck. Blonde Scar pulls her dark wavy hair so high that Erika’s knees are no longer touching the ground. She screams from the pain. Blonde Scar hits her, sending Erika backward. The act so brutal, I can feel it in my gut. She lands hard on the gravel and doesn’t move. She could be dead, and I’m next. 
 
    I try to fight Indigo Mohawk away. I hit his chest, scratch his face, kick his legs. With an awful echoing bellow from his gut, he laughs at my feeble attempts to defend myself. 
 
    Gunshots ring out, echoing through the woods. Dirt spatters at Indigo Mohawk’s feet. He lets go of me and reaches for a weapon. More sounds of gunfire go off. Bullets whiz by Indigo Mohawk’s head. Blonde Scar sprints to where the shots are coming from. Then I see my brother. He’s behind a tree. He shoots again, hitting Blonde Scar in the shoulder. It only slows her down. Michael comes from behind the tree and aims high. Indigo Mohawk means to shoot him, but I body slam him in the back as hard as I can before he can get a shot off. Both of us fall to the ground. I’m amazed I could knock him down. He scowls at me. Another shot goes off, making me jump. I look over at my brother. He has his gun aimed down now, and Blonde Scar is on the ground. She’s shot dead. The bullet hit center mass in her forehead. Red blood pours in thick rivulets into her eyes and down the scar in the middle of her face. Her arms are spread out beside her. Michael turns his gun in the direction that he last saw Indigo Mohawk, but to my utter amazement, the alien is gone. He was right beside me. I didn’t even see him run off, and there’s no sign of him anywhere. 
 
    I rush to check on Erika. She’s out and bloody. I try to wake her up. Around her neck is the clamp, the same kind that was around the woman back at the bridge. It looks more like a stiff necklace. At least, it’s not choking her. I check to make sure. It’s smooth to the touch and sturdy, the device bends but doesn’t break. I pat her face harder. She’s not dead, and we have to get going before Indigo Mohawk returns. She moans, rolls on her side, coughs and winces from the pain. Even with every bit of strength in me, I can’t help her sit up. 
 
    Michael kneels on the other side of her. “Erika, you okay?” He moves her face to get a good look. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Am I alive?” she asks groggily. 
 
    “Yes, you are.” Michael helps her up. Her nose is crooked and beet red. Blood oozes from the side of her mouth. 
 
    “We have to get going before they come back,” I remark, anxiously looking at Blonde Scar. 
 
    Michael hands me the alien weapon. Not sure if that’s the safest thing to do, I quickly put it in my backpack anyway. I look around for Erika’s bag. I don’t see it. She must have lost it when she was running. 
 
    We start our trek, coming out onto an empty uneven crop field. It’s hard to walk on, but we’re getting close to the end. I keep looking back, expecting Indigo Mohawk to be on our tail or watching us from somewhere we can’t see. I’m so paranoid and not paying attention to where I’m stepping, I trip over a dirt mound and land awkwardly. 
 
    “Watch where you’re stepping,” Michael snaps. “I can’t carry both of you.” 
 
    I ignore him. It’s not like I tripped on purpose. We get to a road and cross it into another patch of woods. We hear a branch snap. Listening and watching, all of us look in the direction we thought we heard it come from. We can’t really see anything. 
 
    Michael helps Erika down beside a tree, and he asks for my bag. I take it off and hand it to him. He takes out the alien weapon and holds it in his hand, trying to get the feel of it. The object has a cylindrical barrel. A handle comes off one end at an angle, and it’s bent to a dull hook at the end. It’s wide enough that Michael can hold it with one hand. He raises it, aiming it in all directions. His hand tenses, and the weapon fires a black laser. It splits a tree, making it tumble to the ground. The noise is horrendous. Michael looks at the alien weapon, totally amazed by the damaged it caused.  
 
    “There,” I whisper loudly. “The sphere is right there.” It’s moving quickly. 
 
    Michael fires the weapon at the sphere. It dodges it. Michael tries again, this time hitting the mark. The sphere disintegrates into pieces. 
 
    Assured that thing is dead and gone, Michael returns to Erika, guiding her back to her feet. She tells him that she’s okay, even though she has a bloody broken nose, bruised red cheek, and a busted red eye. She knocks off the dirt on her pants and starts walking on her own, still wobbly, but she’s determined. 
 
    We stay in the trees until we start seeing alien Cicadas. Then we take to Interstate 70. About a mile down at Braddock Heights, Middletown Exit 49, we decide to regroup. Erika is still in restraints, and her face is a mess. She has to get checked out and cleaned up before we go any farther.
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    After cleaning the blood from Erika’s face, Michael fidgets with the cuffs on her wrists and the clamp on her neck. He can’t stretch either one to get them off of her. 
 
    “Am I stuck wearing these things?” Erika asks. 
 
    “I need to find pliers,” Michael answers. “The metal on your restraints are thin enough. I believe I can cut them off easily.” 
 
    “Where are we going to find pliers?” 
 
    “We’ll check the cars on the highway as we go.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get started.” Erika stands up. “I want these things off of me as soon as possible.” 
 
    “You sure you want to keep going. We can take a break.” 
 
    “No more breaks.” 
 
    We’re on the move again, but I’m surprised. Erika doesn’t talk that much, and she’s not complaining about the pain. I know her face has to hurt with each step she takes. The attack was a small blessing; I hate to admit. 
 
    We check every car on the highway. A few we had to break the windows, but no pliers were found so far. No one must buy those things anymore. They must be an unpopular tool. Or perhaps people don’t keep them in their cars. After a while, I feel like we’re wasting time. Breaking into every single car is slowing us down. 
 
    But I do understand. I wouldn’t want an alien clamp on my neck or be in restraints either. 
 
    Much to my surprise, Erika flops down on the side of the road. Now that I take a really good look at her, she’s an absolute mess. Her hair is disheveled. The bruising around here ear is still prominent. Her nose is crooked and swollen. She has one bloodshot eye and a cut lip. The alien clamp is harsh against her white skin, and the cuffs is creating bruises around her wrists. 
 
    Michael is a few yards ahead, waist deep and searching in a sedan. 
 
    “Are you feeling okay?” I ask, worried that she might be getting worse. 
 
    “I’m peachy. Can’t you tell?” Erika is angry, and she’s fed up with her predicament. 
 
    “You’re a tough girl.” 
 
    “Who me?” 
 
    “You took that hit from the alien. You didn’t cry.” 
 
    “That’s because she knocked the shit out of me.” 
 
    I laugh but try to stop when I see she’s serious. 
 
    “You didn’t cooperate like you said you would.” 
 
    “They didn’t give me a chance, and that blonde thing didn’t like me.” 
 
    “Her name is Blonde Scar.” 
 
    “You gave her a name too?” 
 
    I shrug, feeling embarrassed by it. 
 
    “I didn’t see Blue Spike,” Erika replies. “You think that wound got the best of him?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “How did we get away from them?” 
 
    “Michael killed Blonde Scar. The other one took off. I don’t know how, but one minute he was there, and then he vanished.” 
 
    “You didn’t see where he went?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I must confess. I’m impressed with your brother. He actually killed an alien. I seriously thought they were invincible. After seeing the other one get stabbed, he stood up like it didn’t affect him.” 
 
    “Well, they bleed like we do, blood red and all.” 
 
    “Your brother saved my life. I owe him a big one.” 
 
    I don’t want to know the details. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Erika says, getting back on her feet. “He found a pair of pliers! My hero!” 
 
    Michael rushes over to us. First, he tries the cuffs. They cut easily and fall right off. Erika is happy and jumps as she rubs her wrists. Then Michael checks the clamp, pressing the metal. He finds a suitable spot and starts clipping. The metal fragments and breaks apart but continues to hang by a mesh of threads. It stretches wide enough so Erika can take it off over her head. She squeals and hugs him. Michael isn’t ready for her, and he stands there awkward with his arms out. She kisses him on the cheek, but instantly regrets it. She bumped her nose. She’s almost in tears from the pain.  
 
    Michael inspects the clamp and cuffs, touches the edges where they were cut. Splintered and sharp, the clamp cuts his finger a little. Michael sucks on his thumbs and tosses the clamp into the grass. 
 
    “We all good?” Michael asks. I nod. As an answer, Erika threads her arm into his. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Wide open skies and hilly forested land is our view for the moment. It’s gorgeous. I’ve come to enjoy the natural settings more so than the suburban areas and cities, where the aliens are located, but my sense of ease is shattered. I spot another sphere. It’s following us, trying to use the trees for cover. 
 
    “Michael,” I whisper. “There’s another one of those floating things behind us.” 
 
    “Don’t look back again,” he says calmly. “Keep walking.” 
 
    “Is there a spaceship nearby?” Erika asks. 
 
    “You two walk up ahead. When I tell you to hide, you hide off the road on the other side of the railing. Do not move from that spot until I tell you.” 
 
    “Oh, god, here we go again,” Erika whines. 
 
    “You can do this. No worries. Just keep going.” 
 
    We speed up. Michael slows down. I don’t look back, but I want to. Suddenly, Michael tells us to hide. We take off, running into each other like two silly clowns. I get over the railing easily. Erika trips and lands on her side. I help her up, and we rush over to a wall of pines. They look like they’ve been planted instead of growing there naturally. Something explodes. Erika and I fall flat to the ground.  
 
    The roar of the spaceship, it’s getting closer. Michael runs through the wall of pines, sliding to a stop when he sees us. We’re about to get up and run, but he waves at us to stay. He stands still, listening. We listen too. I hear Indigo Mohawk yelling. Michael puts his finger to his lips and leads us quietly to the woods. We come out into a backyard. The home still stands. We keep going through the side yard, to the front, and across the street to the woods. 
 
    Once we’re in the safety of the woods, or at least I think we are, I look back, seeing Indigo Mohawk approaching the house. More aliens are with him. They’re dressed in the scaled suits, have different hair colors, and stand at different heights. They’ve branched out to surround the house. Indigo Mohawk watches as the aliens slowly approach from all sides, but then one of the aliens lets off a premature shot. All of them are startled and looks to Indigo Mohawk, who’s glaring at the responsible alien. Gunfire is suddenly returned from the window. An alien is hit in the leg. He falls clutching his wound. All of the aliens are surprised but regain their composure when the shot alien gets back on his feet. Indigo Mohawk gives what sounds like a command, and all the aliens lay waste to the house, firing their black laser weapons. Wood splinters into shards. Windows shatter. Indigo Mohawk watches with triumphant pride as if the destruction is a marvel of his own making. 
 
    He believes we’re in that house. That poor family won’t survive the attack. The home is crumbling to its foundation, disintegrating into a cloud of dust. I can’t look. I step lightly, taking the lead as Michael and Erika follow.
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    Two bridges cross over the country road up ahead. I hope that they’re Interstate 70. If they are, that means we’re still on the right track. We climb the steep incline and come out on a grassy patch. As far as I can see, there’re sky, trees, and asphalt. That’s enough for me, and I hope it stays that way for a while. 
 
    A big blue information sign tells of a rest area in one mile. We’ve put plenty under our belts but seeing that one-mile jabs at my resolve. I’m all fine when I don’t know how far I have to go, but as soon as a number is put to it, I want to sit down and pray to the geometry gods to bring the end of the mile to me. A dream, of course. Michael is getting us there though, moving at a swift pace. I keep going now because he hasn’t given up. 
 
    The ramp to the welcome center finally makes its appearance, but we take to the trees to approach the area. Thank goodness there aren’t any alien Cicadas, or I would be walking on the ramp. I don’t care who sees me. The narrow road is a little longer than I expect, but eventually, the welcome center comes into view. It reminds me of a bait shop, day care center, and a local restaurant all in one, just a hodgepodge of a place where you can buy fried green tomatoes, country gossip, and sweet tea. To the side, there’s a playground and a dog walking area. 
 
    Michael is not keen on showing up at the front entrance unannounced. He believes the place could be occupied. There are six big rigs, a couple of campers, and a car. 
 
    “Are we staying here for the night?” Erika asks. “This is the perfect spot to rest. It has shelter and a bathroom.” 
 
    “Maybe. First, I have to check to make sure the area is clear of people, aliens, and the Tracking Bots.” 
 
    “Tracking Bots,” I repeat, committing that name to memory. “That’s exactly what they were.” 
 
    “You better believe it,” Michael says. He hands me his gun. “Here’s my gun.” 
 
    “You’ve got bullets?” 
 
    “Reach in my backpack.” He takes it off and places it against a tree. “You’ll find a box. Load up the magazine.” 
 
    I do as he says. I look at the gun and the bullets, and my mind begins to recall what I’d forgotten. 
 
    “You alright, Kris?” Michael asks. 
 
    I snap out of my daze, smiling as if nothing’s wrong. “Yes, I’m good.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Alright, it’s going to take me a while to check the area. Kill anything that’s a threat. Man, beast, or alien.” He leaves with the alien weapon in hand, heading for the back of the welcome center first. 
 
    Erika parks under a tree and stuffs new tissue up an angry nostril. “I think Blonde Scar hit me in the face because she’s jealous,” she grumbles. 
 
    “Yeah, sure, that’s the exact reason why.” I shake my head at the nonsense. “Everyone is not stuck on looks like you are.” 
 
    “You think I deserved this, don’t you? You’re inwardly happy that I got my face busted in by that demon alien? Admit it.” 
 
    “Erika, I don’t think you deserved it, and no, I’m not happy about you getting hurt.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right; you’re morally perfect.” 
 
    “I can’t win with you.” I shake my head. 
 
    She sighs loudly. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “No, since you’re asking if you can ask.” 
 
    “Whatever. I was wondering if your brother is gay.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I hugged him earlier, and he acted like I was the plague. He wouldn’t touch me.” 
 
    “Erika, I know you’re not used to gentlemen, but that was my brother being a gentleman.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s not gay because that was a very gay move.” 
 
    “Stop talking.” I turn my back to her. Every single time she opens her mouth, I hate her more. I never hate anyone, but she’s working on being the first. 
 
    “My boyfriend was a gentleman,” she says. “I know what it’s like to date one.” 
 
    “Boyfriend?” I ask, catching on to that singular noun. 
 
    “Yes, he was great. He took me to Hawaii.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Very recently, last month. It’s so gorgeous on that island. Now, that’s the place to live out an alien invasion.” 
 
    “You went with your boyfriend?” 
 
    “Yes, clean your ears.” 
 
    “Clean my ears? What? You need to stop lying.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m lying?” 
 
    “You told me that your husband was killed in that house back in Chantilly. You told Gabe and Michael and me that you were married.” 
 
    She turns her head away, stuffing the tissue up the other nostril. 
 
    “So busy running your mouth that you can’t keep up with your lies. Just stop it.” 
 
    “There’s a perfect explanation, and I wasn’t lying about any of it.” 
 
    “You have nothing to prove to me, Erika. I don’t care what kind of life you’ve lived. There’s nothing to brag about.” 
 
    Erika covers her eyes. Her bottom lip quivers. Is she about to cry? Did I hurt her feelings? There’s no way. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she sniffs and wipes her tears. “I’ve just had it hard.” 
 
    I’m not sure if she’s lying again or not. I narrow my eyes at her. 
 
    “Okay, you’re right. I’ve been lying. I haven’t been anywhere. I was never married. I was trying to impress you, your brother…and your boyfriend, but Michael didn’t seem to care. Your boyfriend asked too many questions. I didn’t have the answers.” 
 
    “So you admit you were trying to steal Gabe.” 
 
    “What can I say?” She shrugs. “He was cute, not like the caveman you described him to be. There’s something else.” 
 
    “Should I be concerned?” 
 
    “I knew Quin and Diane.” 
 
    “The two back in Chantilly?” This revelation floors me. I didn’t get that impression at all. 
 
    “Yes, but he really held me against my will. That was not a lie. You saw it.” 
 
    “What happened? And I want the complete truth. No more lies.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Let me start from the beginning. So, you’ll get the context.” She removes the tissue from her nostril, exhales, and begins, “I used to live in Washington DC. I was a student. The day of the invasion, I was stuck. There was a huge spaceship over the city, and I mean that thing was massive. The lightning spaceships were destroying everything. The Washington Monument. The Jefferson Memorial. All the surrounding government buildings and neighborhoods. It was a full blown attack. I mean, you name the place, it’s gone. All of it is gone, but I got out. Me and a few of my friends. Their families lived in different parts of the country, and since they were so far away, I offered my home in Chantilly. That’s where my dad lived, and I figured we could hang out until this thing passed. We didn’t make it to Chantilly that first day because we set out too late in the day, but we got as far as Vienna, Virginia. We slept in the mall in that area, did a little…looting since I’m being honest here. Anyway, we camped out in the mall, and the next morning, when I woke up, I found all of my friends were dead. Their clothes were still where they slept, but their bodies had turned to dust.” Erika gestures at me, meaning I know what she’s talking about. Of course, I do. She continues, “I left out of there, and I eventually made it home. I thought I was good to go. My dad was there, and he was fine. He had the mark on his neck, like you. Anyway, not long after I showed up, Quin and Diane came over. I knew them from when I was in high school. They didn’t live in the immediate area. Their families were poor, didn’t have much. They robbed us of our food and shot my dad. They killed everybody along that street and robbed them all. They figured since there was no one to stop them, then why not. Quin said that he saved my life because he was going to marry me. He had a crush on me since high school. He wanted to have his kids with me. He was disgusting, a horrible person. And that’s the truth. Okay, I wasn’t married to a famous video game tech god, and I never had a thirty thousand dollar wedding. I’m sorry. Okay. I am.” 
 
    “Why did you make up such an elaborate lie?” 
 
    “Because I’ve always gotten away with it, and I’ve always gotten the attention I wanted. Lies have gotten me very far. So I figured why not.” 
 
    I guess I have to be in her shoes to understand. “Do you have a sister in Woodbridge?” 
 
    “No. It’s just me now.” 
 
    “Is your real name Erika Herriot?” 
 
    “My last name is Howell.” 
 
    “Well, Erika Howell, you would have gotten the same compassion if not more by simply telling me what you just said when I first spoke to you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kris. I didn’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “From here on out, no more lies. There’s no need. We are here to help each other, to make it through, and the last thing we need is distrust. That alone will get us killed.” 
 
    “I know. You’re right.” 
 
    Erika Herriot or Erika Howell is definitely an experience. 
 
    “He knew I was lying,” she says. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Gabe. I didn’t think I would run into someone who was into video games like he was. He kept asking me questions about Herobitbot. I had to make up stuff, and he saw right through me. He was nice though. He pretended like I mattered. It’s like he felt sorry for me.” 
 
    “He was being nice, because like my brother, Gabe was a gentleman.” 
 
    “You’re lucky,” she says. “The only good person I had in my life was my dad, and he’s gone. At least, you have your brother still.” 
 
    The sting of Gabe’s loss hurts a little more, but I try to hold back my tears. 
 
    Erika laughs, looks up. She lets the tears fall from her eyes. “Feels good to tell the truth. It really does.” 
 
    We talk more about where she went to school and studied. I have to say though. I still believe there’re bits of untruths. 
 
    Michael returns with an all-clear report and good news. He says there are bicycles on the front and back of a camper, four of them. I’m elated and over the moon. Our walking days might be over.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 DAY SIX 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    C H A P T E R 
 
      
 
    44 
 
      
 
      
 
    Erika stirs from where she sleeps in the corner. Coughing, she gets on her feet and stumbles to the women’s room. The door slams, waking Michael. He scratches his head and stretches. 
 
    “What was that?” he asks. 
 
    “The door. Erika is in the restroom.” 
 
    Michael stands and yawns loudly. “Thanks for keeping watch last night. Nothing bad happened? No emergencies?” 
 
    “It was all quiet.” 
 
    “You want to get some rest before we head out?” Michael is shuffling through his bag. “I’ll give you a couple of hours, but then we have to get moving.” 
 
    “I got enough sleep during your watch. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I can hear you thinking, Sis. What’s going on in that brain?” 
 
    “It’s strange that we haven’t seen the aliens since yesterday. You’d think they’d still be after us.” 
 
    “They figured we were in that house. That’s why they destroyed it.” 
 
    “But if that were you, wouldn’t you want to make sure we hadn’t escaped? Wouldn’t you send out another Tracker Bot to be sure?” 
 
    “I would, but he wouldn’t. He’s done with us. In his eyes, we’re dead. He’s no different, other than where he comes from, than my lieutenant.” Michael brings out a toothbrush and toothpaste. “You see, Sis, that alien is the type that hates to look bad in front of his troops. If he didn’t kill us, he doesn’t want to know about it. He wants everyone to believe he got the job done, and he can move on to the next chase. If he knows we got away, he may look incompetent to his ranking command and his troops.” 
 
    I hear a high pitch sound from outside. It’s getting closer. I look out the window. Seeds fly over, and they’re heading directly for the column of smoke in the distance. 
 
    “Michael, how can you be so sure? They’re totally different from us.” 
 
    “Why? Because they’re from outer space? Because they look different? Speak a different language? That’s all superficial. There’s nothing new with these aliens that I haven’t seen a thousand times. That alien has his pride on the line, and he’s not about to damage it. As far as he’s concerned, we died in that house.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “Take my word for it, Sis. I know so.” 
 
    “Before you go in the bathroom, we have to talk. It’s kind of important.” I’ve been thinking about this subject ever since yesterday when he handed me the gun. I haven’t been able to shake it. 
 
    Michael stands at the door by me, giving me his full attention. “What’s up?” 
 
    I lower my gaze, not wanting to see my brother’s reaction. “When Mr. Resnik died, you took something from his bed. I want to know what it was.” 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    “Michael, you walked in there, and you took something off the bed.” Now, I look in his eyes, so he’ll know I’m serious. “What did you take?” 
 
    “Leave it alone. You don’t want the truth.” 
 
    “Yes, I do, or I wouldn’t be asking.” 
 
    “Kris, if I tell you, you’ll have the wrong impression.” 
 
    “What does that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Do me a favor, and don’t ask me the question again. Leave it in the past. It’s best that you don’t know.” Michael walks away, going directly to the bathroom. 
 
    I’m going to find out the truth, and he’s going to tell me. Or I’m going to get on his nerve for the rest of our living days. I’ve got nothing but time.
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    We peddle with haste on Interstate 70. To our left, we see Rods and the movement of Swarms on the ground. Buildings crumble under their relentless assault. Fire consumes pockets of forests nearby. It’s a horrifying sight to see from where we are. This isn’t a war, not by any means. It’s total annihilation. The aliens are unchallenged, and they’re winning. 
 
    The skies grow darker ahead. Seeds light up, destroying targets below them. I don’t want to go any farther, but Michael is dead set on the path he’s taking. I can tell Erika isn’t so crazy about our trajectory either. She keeps looking over at me, wondering if he’s made the right decision. 
 
    Hagerstown is coming up, but we never really see the actual city. Fires are to our right now. Thick plumes of smoke roll over the highway at times. We hear and feel the rumblings of the attacks. They’re so close. Too close. 
 
    Exit 29 is in our sights. Beyond that, fire licks at the sky and blocks the road. We won’t be able to cross there. We have to take the exit ramp, and I do not like it one bit. 
 
    Without discussion, we go the easy route, down the ramp. The choices at the end of the road are Hagerstown to the right or Sharpsburg to the left. Apparently, with the fire and the spaceships to our right, the decision is made without talking about it. 
 
    Sharpsburg Pike is the road we’re on, but we don’t stay on it for long. There’s another street, Rench Road, up ahead. Michael wants to take it. I don’t think he knows where he’s going. We follow him anyway. It ends at Downsville Pike. 
 
    “Which way?” Erika asks Michael. 
 
    He’s looking to the right, the area where the black smoke and fire has a hold. 
 
    “Not that way,” I beg him. 
 
    “We have no choice, Kris.” 
 
    “Seriously!” 
 
    He pushes off, cycling in that direction. 
 
    Erika and I follow him. Around half a mile up, Michael stops. Sterling Road goes to the left. He takes it. Now I know he doesn’t know where he’s going. There is absolutely no way, but I must admit, there aren’t any fires up ahead. 
 
    “Michael!” 
 
    “I got this, Kris. Keep pushing. Just keep pushing!” 
 
    He’s pissing me off. 
 
    After crossing railroad tracks, we’re in a neighborhood. Houses are close to the road, but it’s not that many. At the end of Sterling is Governor Lane Boulevard. Michael isn’t so sure which way to go, but he decides on going to the right. Highway 70 is nowhere in sight, and I have a feeling we’re officially lost. It’s not long before we reach a major intersection. To the left is a blue highway sign. It reads JCT INTERSTATE 81. That’s where we need to go. 
 
    Not letting Michael decide this time, I peddle hard towards the junction. Erika is right on my tail. Michael yells after us while trying to catch up. The sign to the onramp says Harrisburg. We’re back on track, and the fire is a little bit behind us. As soon as we see Interstate 81 and the still traffic, we see another sign that indicates Interstate 70 is at Exit 4. I don’t know how far it is, but we’re back on course. And we’ve gone around the fire. 
 
    Another exit pops up within minutes. Construction cones line the road. It’s not a problem and not in the way. Exit 4B to Hancock is where we get off and take the fun curve around to Interstate 70. 
 
    I’m smiling. We’re doing good. We’re making excellent progress. I cycle with a little more excitement. Hagerstown will be behind us soon. The fires are at our backs. Safety is in the future.
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    We entered into the Keystone State a little while back with zero fanfare, but I had an instant sense of accomplishment. We’ve come a long way and overcome a lot. I’m happy. Pennsylvania is home. It’s been years since I’ve been back. The state is still beautiful with her grand hills, thick forests, and her big blue skies. There’s just something different about this place. 
 
    We approach Exit 168. Under the bridge, I swear I hear someone whispering. As soon as we appear from the other side, a shot is fired. I fall off my bike. Erika swerves. It looks like her foot has hit the front wheel. She lands on the asphalt, bruising her knee. Michael stops and gets off his bike. I run over to check on Erika. Her arm is scratched up. Her lip bleeds in the same spot. The bruise on the knee, while superficial, looks awful. She’s hopping mad and cussing. 
 
    Suddenly, more shots ring out. At first, I think it’s coming from the top of the bridge, but it’s Michael. He’s shooting his pistol at no one. He fires once more. I try to see who it is, but I don’t see a head or hand. But I do hear a fast cadence of footsteps leaving the bridge. Michael calmly takes off his backpack. He gets the alien weapon that’s attached to the top of it and starts up the grassy rise to the exit ramp. Once he reaches the top, Michael fires down the road. The laser is lightning fast, and from the screams, I can tell the target is hit. Michael takes off running. 
 
    “Not again,” I remark, going up the hill. 
 
    As soon as I get to the top, I see my brother. A man is on the ground, holding his bloody leg. Another guy stands away from him with his arms up. Michael points the alien weapon at the man who’s standing. 
 
    “NO! PLEASE! I’M SORRY!” the man screams frantically. 
 
    Michael shoots him. The blast cuts through his chest and out the back. I’m startled. I wasn’t expecting him to kill that guy. 
 
    The man on the ground with the bleeding leg begins dragging himself, trying to get away. Michael kills him next. A headshot from the back. Proud of what he’s done, he takes a closer look. Then kicks the dead man’s arm. Stunned, I back away. 
 
    I think back to all those times I’ve spent with Michael, to what I’ve seen him do on this journey, and to our life together before the invasion. It fits. Michael is all about having the upper hand. He’s competitive and won’t give up. Anyone that’s against him is the enemy. 
 
    Back on the highway and sick inside, I think about what Michael has done. Another unnecessary reaction that leads to death. It’s different when someone is coming after us, but he went after them. They were running away. 
 
    “You alright, Sis?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply, watching him casually situate the alien gun on his backpack. 
 
    “What about you, Erika? You good?” 
 
    “My lip is busted again, and I skinned my knee.” 
 
    “But you’ll live, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she mumbles. “I guess.” 
 
    Feeling uneasy and wanting to be on our way, I get on the bicycle and peddle off. Michael and Erika are slow to follow, but they do catch up with me.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    C H A P T E R 
 
      
 
    47 
 
      
 
    Everett, Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
      
 
    We finish the last long stretch of Interstate 70 with no other incidents, and we’re on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. A stream of abandoned vehicles is ahead. Windows are broken. Glass is on the asphalt. I wish we took another route, but it’s too late. The next exit ramp beyond that point is Bedford, Pennsylvania. Ten miles, perhaps more, back the way we came is the last exit. We used it to get onto the turnpike from Interstate 70. I don’t think I’ll be able to talk Michael and Erika into going back. 
 
    Michael looks to us, pretty much saying that we better get ready to see something terrible. I shake my head. Erika picks at her busted lip. I wish I were as unbothered as she is, not with a bloody lip of course. 
 
    “No,” I speak up. 
 
    “It’s a long way back to the nearest offramp,” Michael says. 
 
    “There’s flat ground that goes right up to the highway back that way. We don’t have to go very far. From there, we can find an access road and follow it up ahead to the turnpike. We’ll avoid those cars like we avoided the fire back in Hagerstown.” 
 
    “There’s a mountain in the way, and there isn’t a road that cuts through anywhere near here.” 
 
    “That’s not even a real mountain.” 
 
    “Kris, we’re staying on the turnpike. What you think, Erika?” 
 
    “Which way is quicker?” 
 
    “The turnpike,” Michael says. “Kris, looks like you’ve been outvoted. We’re going through the gauntlet.” 
 
    I want to pull out my hair. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Michael replies, peddling away. 
 
    We approach a semi and a compact car first. The car is empty, much to my relief. No clothes, no dust, only fast food wrappers and stale coffee in a cup in the center console. We pass a silver SUV. An alien Cicada suns itself on the steering wheel, glowing red and singing. I keep right on going, refusing to look into any more cars. 
 
    Using the shoulder, I pick up speed. I’ve left Michael behind. Erika rides beside him. I bathe in the warm wind, zoning out to its song in my ears. The world no longer exists. The aliens have vanished, and I’m in a whirlwind of bliss, where dreams are strange and wonderful and fantastic. 
 
    Suddenly, I hit someone. I’m knocked off my bike. I look over at the ground, where the person fell. I’m surprised to see a teenage boy. He hops back on his feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I tell him in a panic. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “You okay, lady?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Are you?” 
 
    “HEY!” Michael yells as he approaches. 
 
    The teenage boy raises his hands, undoubtedly seeing the raised pistol that Michael has aimed at him. 
 
    Stepping in front of the boy, I yell at my brother to put the gun away. I’ve had enough of killing for no reason. Michael lowers his weapon. Erika rolls up beside him, checks out the kid with a curious tilt of her head. 
 
    I turn around to him and say, “Sorry about my brother.” 
 
    The boy side-eyes Michael and Erika. 
 
    “My name is Kristine. My friends call me Kris.” 
 
    “I’m Jason.” He knocks the dirt off his pants and shirt, seemingly at ease. I don’t understand why he’s not afraid of us. We’re strangers. 
 
    “This is my brother, Michael, and that’s Erika.” 
 
    Jason waves at them. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    “No broken bones.” 
 
    “Good.” Then I realize he’s out here by himself. “Where’s your family?” 
 
    “They’re…uh…dead. The aliens…” He trails off, not wanting to say anymore. 
 
    “You’re out here on your own?” 
 
    “Uh, no…I mean, yeah, I’m alone.” 
 
    He’s lying, but I won’t challenge him. It’s not my place, not my kid. 
 
    Moving on, I ask, “Where are you headed?” 
 
    “Anywhere and everywhere.” 
 
    “You’re free,” Michael says, narrowing his eyes. “No longer living by the rules.” 
 
    Jason nods, aloofness in his demeanor, a telling sign that my brother has figured him out. 
 
    “Where are you coming from?” Michael asks. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter anymore. As you said, I’m free. Free from the past, free to the future.” 
 
    Jason is a miracle, a fantastic kid to survive this long on his own. Yet he’s way over his head. I want him to come with us to the bunker, but the exhilaration of no boundaries, no rules, and no one to tell him when to come home or eat his dinner, is everything to him. That’s why he fights for it now. The peril is real, but it doesn’t scare him. He is the freewill all of us wish to become. 
 
     “It’s dangerous out here. How did you make it?” I ask. 
 
    “Hard to believe, right? They have better weapons. They’re stronger. The difference is I’m smarter. I fight the battles I know I can win.” 
 
    “You’re a cocky kid,” Michael assumes. “You’re going to get yourself killed if you’re not careful.” 
 
    “I’ve made it this far without a problem.” Jason is slipping back, cleverly extricating himself from our presence. “Later, fellow humans. Oh yeah, Kris, open your eyes when riding your bicycle. You want to know what’s coming before it gets to you.” 
 
    There’s a hidden message in there somewhere. I’m lost to it though. 
 
    “You should get a bicycle,” Michael quickly suggests. 
 
    “I got one.” 
 
    “How are you on food and water?” I ask Jason. 
 
    “I’m better off than you think.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I tell him. 
 
    “Always. Just in case you’re going to the 412, it’s not there anymore. It’s ash and dust. A lot of places are like that now.” He takes off running around the car, never to be seen again. 
 
    The reality of our environment comes back into focus. Michael cycles by me. Erika follows him. I watch for Jason through the loose puzzle of cars, hoping to catch one more glimpse. I find myself jealous of him. In all the craziness and the newness of uncertainties, he has shaken it off while facing it full on. If he can survive, even with the loss he has undeniably suffered, so can I.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    C H A P T E R 
 
      
 
    48 
 
      
 
    Bedford, Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
      
 
    The turnpike is in our past, possibly for the rest of our lives. Michael and I sit at the edge of the woods a few yards behind a restaurant on US Business Road 220. Erika has gone into the restaurant, obviously raiding the place for food. 
 
    My mind remains on Jason, the free willing teenager with no structure. He has to be fifteen years old, a baby. If he doesn’t die, or the aliens don’t capture him, he’ll learn survival techniques. He won’t become a doctor or a lawyer. He won’t become a famed football player or an internet influencer. Jason might be one of those kids who live to survive, who’ll probably see the world transformed, and all the while, I’ll be in a bunker, hiding and keeping up a past that has a countdown clock. Nothing lasts forever; even Jason knows that. 
 
    Michael leans back on the ground with his legs crossed, chewing on the last prepackaged cheese and crackers he found somewhere along the way, more than likely in Virginia. I haven’t forgotten what he’s done. The very act chews at me, and it bothers me more that he doesn’t care. Those guys ran away with no other intention of harming us. Michael shouldn’t have gone after them, but that’s not my brother. His anger is dangerous. His ego will always be higher than his compassion. He cannot and will not take any humiliation. 
 
    Michael sits up and says, “You’re mad at me. Why?” 
 
    “Those guys back at the bridge.” 
 
    “Okay. What about them?” 
 
    “You handled it...the wrong way.” 
 
    “That’s your opinion.” 
 
    “They ran away. They were no longer a threat.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be having this discussion if I was dead. Now, would we?” 
 
    The obvious answer doesn’t require to be spoken. 
 
    “There was no way I was about to let them take off after what they did. They got what they deserve, and I don’t feel bad about it.” 
 
    My brother has no idea how to forgive or just walk away. 
 
    “Just because humanity is about to be wiped out, it’s not an excuse to act like an animal.” 
 
    “Why should I play fair when they won’t? They tried to kill us, Kris. Don’t you see that?” 
 
    “But they didn’t! Don’t you see! You’re better than this craziness. We don’t have to stoop to their level.” 
 
    “Those guys, that you’re upset over, they were going to rob us. That’s why they shot at us, Kris, and the only reason they missed a second time, it’s because I tagged the one dude before he could get another shot off.” 
 
    “And that should have been it.” 
 
    “I’m not messing around out here. Anybody comes at me; I’m going twice as hard at them. I won’t apologize for keeping us alive.” He walks away. 
 
    I’ll let him think it’s over, but it’s not.
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    Erika found frozen hamburger meat in a walk-in freezer in the restaurant, and she fried them up on the gas stove. The food smells so good, and to make my taste buds water even more, she’s added cheese and bacon. There’s nothing like a good bacon cheeseburger. An American way of life sadly turning to dust. I could cry as I eat what could be my last. 
 
    “I used to go out with my friends.” Erika holds the burger with both hands. She worships the taste, mesmerized by the melted cheese and bacon. “I would order a Caesar salad, light on the dressing, glass of water. What was I thinking? This is so good.” 
 
    I know exactly how she feels. 
 
    “You’re a better cook than I am,” Michael says. 
 
    “Burgers aren’t that hard. Do you know what’s hard to make? Cheesecake…from scratch. Michael…” Erika wipes her mouth before continuing, “What kind of food will we be able to eat in the bunker?” 
 
    “All kinds. You’ll be surprised by what they have.” 
 
    I begin to wonder if Erika will be allowed into the caves, and how she’ll react if denied entry. She’s a woman, alone without family, far away from home, it wouldn’t be right. They wouldn’t do that to her. 
 
    After the meal is over, we prepare to leave. Michael takes out his wallet and drops thirty dollars on the table. I appreciate the attempt at normalcy. 
 
    “My compliments to the lovely chef,” he adds. 
 
    “Thank you, kind sir,” Erika replies with a curtsy. 
 
    Michael chuckles, heading for the front door. He looks up at the sky and takes in the warm rays of the sun. He wipes his face and neck, stuffs the handkerchief in his back pocket. Erika and I suit up our backpacks and join him outside. 
 
    “How much more we have to go?” Erika asks. 
 
    “If we were driving, we would be there in a couple of hours. On bikes, I think we’ll be there tomorrow.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to get there. I’m going to catch up on all the real good sleep I missed out on. We won’t have to worry about the bugs or the aliens or their spaceships. It’s going to be so nice. Michael, do you have a girlfriend waiting for you in the bunker?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “A guy like you? Why don’t you have anyone?” 
 
    “Haven’t found the right girl,” he says. 
 
    “You’re running out of time.” 
 
    “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    If they’re flirting, it’s strange. Not willing to take more of this awkward cringy moment, I cycle away.
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    Scenic Business Route 220 is a quick ride. Plenty of fields and local buildings dot the way, and there are people. Not a lot, but enough to see the potential of our survival. At a church, we hear the congregation singing inside. Maybe, their prayers will save them. Perhaps, they will save all of us. 
 
    At the end of Business Route 220 is Route 56. We go west towards Altoona. Low hills covered with thick tufts of trees surround us, but right off the road, the land is a bit more level. Houses and barns are right near the street. A kid is in a bay window of a colonial style home. She sees right through us. Perhaps, she’s looking at the hills, waiting for the inevitable invasion she’s heard through rumors. 
 
    Soon the road changes names to sr4009. I have no idea what ‘SR’ means, but we’re on it, and we’re rolling. It’s all very peaceful, something different to look at, but we should be on Highway 99. Fewer chances of us running into people and aliens, but for some odd reason, Michael chose this route. I’m not going to argue with him about it. 
 
    We’re doing okay actually. No Tracker Bots following us. I haven’t seen any alien Cicadas, but that doesn’t mean they’re not around. Every building we’ve rolled by is intact, including the windows. The town people are lucky, but it’s only a matter of time before the invaders come with their Seeds, the Rods, the Swarms, and the alien Cicadas. I truly hope these residents never experience anything close to what I have. 
 
    We reach hills that are hard to peddle up, but I’ve become used to the strain and the work. Going downhill is a breeze. I take in the fresh air, sometimes letting my arms out. There are tunnels made of low hanging trees in some spots. Bridges cross over dry creeks. And of course, there are abandoned cars. No big rigs, but there are plenty of trucks and old sedans along the way. I don’t look inside any of them. I’ve had enough shock in my lifetime. 
 
    We get to a double bridge overpass. Both are wide. 
 
    “Highway 99,” I announce. “Not too late to avoid the small towns.” 
 
    Michael waves his hand, indicating we’re staying on the local road. 
 
    A hill approaches, and we get right to the deed at hand. We push through it, come out on top, and coast down to a flat plain. Businesses and old houses. Same old abandoned same. 
 
    We reach an area, where there are hills layered one behind the other, forever in the horizon. They are beautiful against the expanse of the sky. Puffy white clouds are lazy, hanging around with no place to go. I smile at the splendor. There is still wonder. The best part of our journey. It’s a peace I need and deserve. 
 
    We roll on for what seems like hours, and when the sun is almost behind the hills, that’s when Michael call it quits. Not worried about alarms and cops, we break into a repair shop, shooting off the knob to the back door. All of us check out the place to ensure it’s empty. Of course, it is. No one wants to live out the rest of their days in a grease hole. We set up camp in a customer waiting area. Chairs and raggedy sofas are back to back, a TV on each wall. The whole place is a dump, but it’s dry, out of the elements, and we’ll be able to get some rest. 
 
    I take the first watch. Michael will take over a little later. Staying awake will be hard. I’m tired from cycling most of the day. My legs hurt. My mind wants to shut down badly. But my brother needs the rest as much as I do. Looking out for the last two people I know on this planet is not so bad. Rest will come in due time.
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    Michael is a total failure on his assignment, and if he was still in the Army, he would be slapped with a dereliction of duty. His buddies would be disappointed. No big deal. I won’t tell. His secret’s safe with me. 
 
    I move on, hearing the call of nature. I take the time while I’m in the bathroom to clean up as well. The running water and being alone slowly creeps in on me, bringing in a flood of memories from the past few days. Natalie, my boss, I wonder where she is right now. What if Michael and I were wrong, and life is normal in Richmond? I’d be so fired. And Reggie, or Goodie. Such a silly name for a man, but that’s what he called himself. Way better than AWOL, my brother’s nickname for him. Reggie was a good man. Any person, willing to risk life and limb for family, has to be. Mr. Resnik, Gabe’s father, full of wisdom. I would have liked to talk to him more, find out his past, learn more about Gabe. They’re dead now, and I’m angry I won’t have the chance to make a life with the man I love. 
 
    Outside, in the early dawn, the air is fresh. A light mist tickles my exposed skin. In the distant sky, over the layers of hills, a ship I haven’t seen before floats by. It’s hard to gauge the size since I’m so far away, but I can tell it’s not as massive as the Octeres in Richmond or as small as Indigo Mohawk’s ship. But I wonder what hell that new god of the sky will bring. The aliens must be more advanced, ten times more equipped for war. I bet their kind profit from conflict and destruction. If the aliens were not conquering planets and all that it encompasses, then they are not doing what they were born to do. 
 
    I wonder what they call themselves. Do the aliens label each other by race or nationality? Are there pecking orders? Do they segregate based on abilities? Based on the color of their skin? Based on the value of their currency? Are they in any way like humankind? They probably are. Maybe, the aliens are remarkably like us, or we’re like them. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” Erika asks. She stops beside me, arms across her chest. Her face is healing nicely. Her nose isn’t as swollen, and the bruising around her ear is gone. I realize, looking at her, I didn’t see any bruising on Michael this morning or my neck when I was in the bathroom. 
 
    “You okay?” Erika asks, confused by my silence. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
    “I asked how you slept.” 
 
    “Slept well, I guess. I don’t feel as tired.” 
 
    “Are you going to put that in your sketchbook?” She nods towards the new spaceship. 
 
    “When I get a chance.” 
 
    “I saw your drawings. You’re pretty good.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I can draw some excellent stick figures and a balloon. I’m excellent at drawing balloons.” 
 
    I chuckle, enjoying her sense of humor. 
 
    “Why are you drawing those things?” she asks. 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s something to do.” 
 
    “I had a friend who was good at drawing anime cartoons. He wanted to create a movie with this character he created. Her name was something weird. I can’t remember what it was. She was a vampire superhero who couldn’t take the moonlight. She’d cook and explode. But she was perfectly fine in the sun. As a matter of fact, that’s where she got her superpowers.” 
 
    “Cliché without being cliché,” I comment. 
 
    “Exactly. Everything was overexaggerated though. Big hair. Big eyes. Big mouth. I told him that I thought his idea was senseless and awkward.” 
 
    Not sure where she’s going with this conversation, I choose not to reply. I couldn’t think of anything to continue the discussion anyway. 
 
    Erika picks up on the odd silence and says, “I’m not trying to pry, Kris. Well, I guess with the question I’m about to ask, it would be considered prying…” 
 
    “Ask your question.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard you and Michael talk about your family that much. Not that I talked about mine, but I was wondering about your folks. He mentioned that we were going to Marienville, where your mother lived.” 
 
    “That’s his mom, not mine.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought Michael was your brother.” 
 
    “We have the same father but different mothers. We grew up together though. My mom died when I was two, and his mom raised me because my dad was married to her.” 
 
    “How did you get along with Michael’s mom?” 
 
    “Considering my dad cheated on her with my mom, and had me as a result, I’d have to say she was very kind to me.” 
 
    Erika gasps, both hands covering her mouth, eyes widen. The news isn’t as crazy as she thinks, or maybe I’m used to where I fit in the grand scheme of the family. 
 
    “Your mother was the side chick?” she says, gushing senselessly. “Where is your dad now?”  
 
    “He has married again, living in Philadelphia with his second wife.” 
 
    “He left you with Michael’s mom?” 
 
    “Yeah, he did.” 
 
    “Wow, that had to hurt.” 
 
    “Michael’s mom tried her best after he left to make it a good home for all of us. She realized that she wasn’t the only one in pain. Two kids to raise on her own, one wasn’t hers, but she made it happen. She made sure that we were equally loved and that we had all that we needed.” 
 
    “Sounds like she was an angel.” 
 
    “She had to be, considering my dad’s philandering ways. He broke her heart too many times, makes me wonder how she had one at all.” 
 
    “Wow, everyone has a history, and never the one you think.” 
 
    “What about your mom?” 
 
    “She died in a car accident. She was the drunk driver. She was coming home from a party. They usually say the person doing the drinking and driving normally doesn’t get hurt. Well, in this case, she did, and she took two more people with her. I miss her though.” Erika has the look, the one where she remembers the best of a loved one. Nothing can tarnish those memories, not bad mistakes or terrible acts. The love for her mom shines brilliantly as the smile on her face. “She would be excited about the alien invasion.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I chuckle, not believing her. 
 
    “Oh yeah, she would be one of those people you’d see with a welcome sign. She’d want to meet them and find out the answers to the universe. My mom was a wildflower. That’s what my dad called her. She lived for each second, hardly thought about the consequences.” 
 
    “Hey,” Michael calls from the entrance. He’s scratching his newly grown beard. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “He’s so fired,” I say to Erika with a shake of my head. 
 
    She laughs, knowing precisely what I mean.
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    Michael stretches his legs, clamps his fingers together, and raises them above his head. He drops his hands, cracks his neck, shakes his shoulders, and jogs in place. All that preparation for a day’s long bike ride, about as normal an act one can do in dire circumstances, and all I see is a man keeping a secret from me. It’s hard to accept, considering what we’ve gone through. We’ve dodged lightning strikes, fought aliens, got captured by two idiots, and walked what has to be over a hundred miles together, and he doesn’t have enough trust in me to tell me the one thing I want to know: What did he grab from off the bed after Mr. Resnik died? 
 
    I am livid. I haven’t kept any secrets from him, and if Michael thought I was, he’d be all over me, asking millions of questions, chastising me, disappointed, and then telling me after he went through all those emotional states, to never keep secrets from him again. Well, he doesn’t have the luxury I don’t. I want the truth, and I’m not going anywhere until he tells me. 
 
    “Michael, what did you take off of Mr. Resnik’s bed after he died?” 
 
    “I told you yesterday to leave it alone.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what you said yesterday. You have no right to keep secrets, especially if it has to do with Gabe and his father.” 
 
    “They weren’t your family, Kris.” 
 
    “I knew him for nine years.” 
 
    “That’s right, and you weren’t married to him.” 
 
    “Just because we weren’t married, it doesn’t mean he wasn’t family. He loved me. Whether in marriage or not, he loved me like I’d been his wife for years.” 
 
    “I walked into something,” Erika says, stopping short of going outside. She’s returning from using the restroom, and she’s thoroughly confused and feeling out of place. 
 
    “I’m not telling,” Michael responds, kicking the metal stand on his bike off the ground. “We’re leaving. Let’s go.” 
 
    I cross my arms in defiance. 
 
    “I’ll leave you, Kris. Don’t try me.” 
 
    I walk right by him, into the repair shop. I hop up on the counter, letting my legs swing back and forth. 
 
    “Is there something I can help with?” Erika asks while trying not to be in the way. 
 
    “Nope,” I answer. 
 
    “I’m leaving, Kris! I’m leaving right now!” 
 
    “Bye!” 
 
    “DAMMIT!” He pushes the stand back down on his bicycle and storms into the repair shop. Erika can barely get out of his way. “Get your ass moving!” 
 
    I cross my arms again. 
 
    Michael exhales loudly, losing his stubborn steam. 
 
    “What did you get off the bed after Mr. Resnik died?” 
 
    “A gun,” Erika says. 
 
    Startled, I look at her. I’d forgotten she was in the house, and I had no idea she saw what Michael took. I hop off the counter and go over to her. My brother sighs, drops his head. 
 
    “You saw him?” 
 
    Erika nods while nervously looking at Michael. 
 
    I turn to my brother and ask, “Why didn’t you want to tell me?” 
 
    “Because it was my gun.” 
 
    “Your gun? Did you give it to Mr. Resnik?” 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    Okay. Something is not adding, subtracting, or dividing correctly. “How did he get it?” 
 
    “I gave the gun to your boy when it was his turn for guard duty that night.” 
 
    “Mr. Resnik must have taken it from Gabe without him knowing about it.” 
 
    “I thought so at first, but he didn’t take it.” 
 
    “He was shot in the head, Michael. Mr. Resnik had to of taken the gun.” 
 
    “Kris, the trigger was tight. The old man didn’t have the hand strength.” 
 
    “Oh god,” Erika replies, as she goes outside, away from us. 
 
    I know Michael is not making an awful claim like that. I don’t understand him. 
 
    “Mr. Resnik committed suicide,” I respond. 
 
    “You’ve fired the gun. You know it takes a lot of pressure to pull the trigger. Now, think about the old man. He was in the wheelchair. Both of his hands were shaky. But his left hand was weaker than the right, and the shot to the head was clean.” 
 
    “It’s not like you say. You’re wrong. You’re completely wrong about this.” 
 
    “Your boy didn’t deny it when I asked him.” 
 
    I can’t fathom or see Gabe doing the horrendous act that Michael has claimed against him. Gabe loved his father. He put him in the best home, ensured he got the best care, and eventually moved him into his own house. But above all else, Mr. Harry Resnik was Gabriel Resnik’s father, his flesh and blood. 
 
    I’m about to challenge Michael’s lie, but that’s when I recall explicit details I pushed to the back of my mind. The gun was found on the right side of the bed. The hole in Mr. Resnik’s head was in his left temple. When Mr. Resnik was at the dining room table that morning, he used his right hand to stir the oatmeal and to turn the pages of my sketchbook. He had no use of his left hand at all. 
 
    Damn. This is the one time where the truth did not set me free, but kicked me in the ass, turned me upside down, and shook me to the core. 
 
    I shouldn’t have gone to Ashburn. Our arrival was the catalyst to this tragedy. Gabe was handed a choice, and I thought I made it easy for him. But our long term goals and its unbelievable possibilities, ultimately caused him to choose between his dad and me. 
 
    Choices and the madness they create, the horrors that endure after the deed is done. I will never forgive myself, never.
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    Another small town. 
 
    An old man is working on his car. Parts are all over the ground. Oil and grime stain the driveway. He’s too stubborn to accept his car won’t start again, or he’s bet some drunk neighbor he can get the old sedan running. A woman pushes a shopping cart down the street, while a younger woman carries a shotgun. I look back at them. So much for an untouched haven. They know what the deal is. 
 
    But I still can’t believe we’ve found people still carving out a normal life in the chaos. In their little world, there’s no real difference here. We’ve seen a couple of Macemps, spheres continuously spinning. Vehicles in the middle of the road and no electricity. Traffic lights are useless, hanging from dead wires. They got one dose of reality. Another one is due. 
 
    It’s not long before we’re out of civilization and back in the woods. We go by pockets of businesses. Houses are miles apart. I believe we’re safer here. But it’s a dream with a time limit. 
 
    We rest north of Arcadia, Pennsylvania, and set up on the side of an empty road, surrounded by nature and peace. I trek out into the woods for privacy. I find a little area to use the ground. From where I am, there’s a steep drop a few yards away and a stream at the bottom. A bear follows the current. He probably has no clue what’s going on in the world, just living and doing what bears do. I watch him until he’s out of sight.  
 
    Then I begin to wonder how far it is to the bottom. If I jump, Michael won’t have any problems getting Erika into the bunker. I can be with Gabe. That’s all I want anyway. What else is there to live for? 
 
    I take one step closer to the edge. Death isn’t bad. In the afterlife, I could see my mom too. I’ve only seen her face in a picture. I don’t remember anything real about her. Being with Gabe and my mom, I know I would be happy. Just one more, and I’ll be with them in seconds. 
 
    “It’s a pretty view,” Erika says. 
 
    I know what she’s trying to do. Small talk will not soothe the raging beast. No hell, no way. I ignore her. I have to. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she says. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I look over my shoulder. 
 
    Erika walks over to me and says, “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    I’m not sure how to react. A mixture of anger and sorrow swirl in the pit of my stomach. My legs grow weaker by the second. 
 
    “You can’t control what other people do,” she says. “Mr. Resnik had already given up. You couldn’t have saved him or Gabe.” 
 
    “He shot his father because of me,” I sob. 
 
    “No, he did not.” 
 
    “And I let Gabe die.” 
 
    “That’s not true either. Seriously, Kris, what could you have done?” 
 
    I have no answer. 
 
    “You’re smart enough to know that none of it is your fault. You couldn’t have stopped that thing from getting to Gabe, and when it comes to Mr. Resnik, the decision was personal between them. All of it was out of your hands.” 
 
    How does she know? What insights could she possibly have on my boyfriend’s family and their lives? Who the hell she thinks she is to tell me anything about my man? I want to yell at her. Punch her in the face. But I can’t. I see the sincerity in her eyes. 
 
    “Kris.” She gets right to the edge, standing unafraid beside me and says, “Gabe wouldn’t want you to do this. I don’t want you to do this.” 
 
    I’m speechless, floored that the one person who I thought didn’t care is right on the edge with me, fighting for my life more than I am. 
 
    “I’ll see you in a minute?” She squeezes my wrist, waiting for a final answer. 
 
    I shakily nod. 
 
    “Yes? No?” 
 
    “Yes,” I choke. 
 
    “Okay, good. I’ll see you in a minute.” 
 
    She lets go, running out of the woods. 
 
    I bite my shirt and scream.
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    “How do you know all these twists and turns,” Erika asks Michael as we make a left. 
 
    “I used to drive all over this country in my old Ford and my dirt bike when I was younger. My friends and I would race. Damn near died a few times.” 
 
    “Your mom hated that dirt bike,” I remark. 
 
    “She knew I was out there speeding, popping wheelies, doing donuts. That was the only time in my whole life I felt like I was free, almost like that kid back on the turnpike.” 
 
    “I wanted to go when you went out with your friends,” I admit. “Rochelle wasn’t having it.” 
 
    “Hell, I wasn’t having it either. Do you know how much of a killjoy you would have been?” 
 
    “I knew how to ride a motorcycle.” 
 
    “Yes, Sis, you did…you do, but you were a girl and my sister. That wasn’t a good look back then.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I could have kept up with you guys. I was better on a bike than any of you were.” 
 
    “It wasn’t about how good you were. It was about the ladies.” 
 
    Erika laughs. I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Plus, if you would have been out there when I was outrunning cops and tipping cows, I would probably be dead trying to look out for you. Or you would be.” 
 
    “You really tipped cows?” Erika asks with genuine fascination.  
 
    “Not ashamed. It was a thing. Hey, do you know where we’re close to?”  
 
    “No,” I answer. 
 
    “Hopefully, the bunker,” Erika says. 
 
    “Punxsutawney.” 
 
    “Why does that name sound familiar?” Erika asks. 
 
    “Groundhog Day,” Michael answers. 
 
    “So, that’s where the groundhog checks his shadow?” 
 
    “The official stomping grounds,” Michael replies. “I went to the ceremony a couple of times. It wasn’t that bad, except for the part where we weren’t allowed to drink.” 
 
    “How old were you the last time you were there?” I ask. 
 
    “Fifteen,” Michael answers. 
 
    “Bet you found a beer or two?” Erika says. 
 
    “More like three six packs. Stole ‘em. I came home that night and slept under the bed. It was the coolest spot in the whole house.” Michael laughs so hard, he nearly runs into a car in the road. “I miss those days. I had no worries. I was free to do whatever I wanted.” 
 
    “You know what I’m going to miss?” Erika says. “Being on the internet, taking pictures with filters, watching dance videos, and reading about the president’s scandals she was involved in. What about you, Kris? What are you going to miss?” 
 
    The man I love is the only answer I can come up with, but this is a time of remembering the good old days, not moments of sadness and regret. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I manage to answer. 
 
    The awkward quiet is upon us, and it passes fairly quickly as we approach Punxsutawney. Looking around, we notice there’s something wrong. Michael picks up on the same vibe. Instead of going directly through the town center, we hide behind the side of a local downtown building. 
 
    Michael looks around the corner and snaps his head back. He shushes us and points to the back of the building we’re leaning against. I go first. Erika is behind me. Michael brings up the rear. When we get to the end of the building, he points to the left at the alley, rushing us to hide behind the garbage bins. Disgusting black water trickles in the crevice between the building and the stone ground. Smells of spoiled and rotted trash lingers. 
 
    “Why are we back here?” Erika complains. 
 
    “Hush,” Michael says. 
 
    Then I see why we’re hiding. A Tracker Bot appears at the entrance to the alley. It’s not moving on. We can’t go in the other direction. The Tracker Bot will spot us if we do. There’s no crossing over. A high fence covered in flowering vines backs up to a brick wall. We are trapped. 
 
    The Tracker Bot rises. Shadows stretch in the road beyond the opening of the alley. Footsteps are getting louder. First, we see an alien, hair the color of spring nyanza, flowing down her back. Her stature is straight. As soon as she’s gone, humans walk into view. They’re shackled at the necks, wrists cuffed behind their backs. Aliens with weapons march with them. Crying among the shuffling of feet can be heard, unknown speech from the aliens intermingled. The procession goes on for quite some time, and then there’s a quiet. The Tracker Bot is long gone, keeping up with the captive humans and the dominating aliens. 
 
    Michael tells us to stay where we are. He slips past us, heading to a door. It’s cracked open, but it won’t budge when he pushes it. I run over to him. Michael is surprised to see me. We use our combined strength to push at the same time. It gives, screeching against the cement floor. It’s so loud. I know someone other than us had to of heard it. Michael and I run back over to Erika, who’s terrified and guarding the bicycles. I grab mine. Erika is already on the way with hers and gets through the entrance first. I go through next. Michael is last. We’re in the back of a flower shop. Long stem roses are on a long shiny counter. Baskets and small wooden boxes are stacked on shelves. With the perfume and natural scent of the flowers, it smells like heaven, love, and happiness. It brings tears to my eyes. 
 
    “KRIS!” Michael is at the front of the store. 
 
    I hadn’t realized I stopped moving. I push my bike, trying not to knock over anything that will cause a racket. Michael looks out the window. He checks up and down the sidewalk before going out the door first. Erika follows him, nearly running her bike into his. Too focused on our surroundings, Michael doesn’t even notice. He takes the lead. We stay close. The moment we’re out of the town square, we get on our bicycles. I’m too scared to look back, too worried the Tracker Bot is on our tail. 
 
    Much to my amazement, we make it out of town. The natural landscape is a welcome view. My anxiety disappears. 
 
    “We made it,” Erika says with exhilaration. “We didn’t get caught.” 
 
    “Don’t celebrate yet,” Michael yells over his shoulder. 
 
    The road seems to be clear, but the skies are not. Rods are on their way to the famous town. Their payload will devour everything. Thank goodness we made it out of there.
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    Our next break is under the Interstate 80 bridge. After Michael announced that we would make it to Marienville by nightfall, Erika suggested we rest up before making the last stretch. We have some time before the sun sets. Rejuvenate now. Sprint to the finish line. Rest afterward. It’ll be worth it. 
 
    It’s hard to stand still when we are so close, but we do. We drink water. We eat. Take a bathroom break. Stretch out the muscles. Mentally prepare. When the time comes, we look at each other. Miles and days behind us. A future ahead. We are almost to the finish line. 
 
    “This is it,” Michael says. “Next time we stop we’ll be home.”
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    The last stretch is the longest. It sure seems like the road is growing, not wanting us to reach its end. But the land is familiar. The houses are old. The local businesses have beaten time. Time stood still in this lucky part of the world. 
 
    We cycle by a house with the same blue Chevrolet truck. It’s not even blue anymore. The front door to the home is off the hinges. An old lady and a lazy hound dog lived there once. I liked the dog, not his human so much. 
 
    A house where one of Michael’s friends used to live still holds up to time. His friend still might be there. Toys are in the yard. A ramp goes up to the porch. The large lawn is dirt and rocks. 
 
    We see a cross on the side of the road. I’m surprised it’s still there. Michael stops to read the name etched in the wood. Erika and I wheel by him. Eventually, my brother catches up with us. Michael probably heard of the boy who died in a drunk driving accident in that marked spot. The whole community was in shock. The kid’s dad was a hard drinker and a fast driver. Was on his way home from picking the kid up from his grandmother’s house after juicing up at the bar. Those were sad times. 
 
    We cross Clarion River. It brings back memories. Jumping in that water during the summer was so much fun. Picnics during the Fourth of July. Easter egg hunts during the spring after church. Late night drink parties were memorable. During the winter, it would slow and have chunks of ice and snow in it. I miss that, smiling and having fun without a care in the world. 
 
    I see the dealership where Michael bought his first car. The thing was raggedy and wasn’t worth half of what he paid. But boys and their rides. Michael was proud of that thing. I forgot what his first car was. I wouldn’t ride in it. It was rusty and stinky. It rattled and backfired. I was sure the thing would explode, take out everybody in the state of Pennsylvania. The day before Michael went to basic training, he tried to sell it to me. I offered two pennies. Insulted, he vowed I wouldn’t be in his will. He sold it back to the dealership for half of what he bought it for, and off he went to save the world. 
 
    The closer we get, the faster we peddle. Determination set in, Michael is more than half a mile ahead. He’s not worried about losing Erika or me. I know my way now. 
 
    Marienville comes into focus, but we’re out of the little town in record time. Nothing has changed, and I’m okay with that. I’m happy to see the same old buildings. The aliens haven’t come this far yet. 
 
    Two more roads. We are almost there. I can’t believe we’ve made it this far, and it took us so long. I don’t know what day it is. 
 
    One more road. We round the corner, taking it without looking to make sure the way is clear. Only people who live out here travel this road. One or two people at the most. They’re probably dug into their homes, only coming out when they have to. 
 
    And here we are, the last road. Only a short distance, and there’s the mailbox. WISE in all capital letters. The driveway is a dirt road. Grass grows right up to its edges. It snakes through the rich forest. 
 
    When the trees give way, I see the white two-story house with the wraparound porch. Michael is already inside. His bicycle laying at the foot of the steps. I get off my bicycle, take off my backpack, and drop it to the ground. 
 
    “This is where you grew up?” Erika asks, dazed and possibly in awe. 
 
    “This is home.”
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    Pot roast, peas, and potatoes are piled on our plates, and our meal is on the table in front of us. Erika is about to dig in, but I shake my head. She’s confused, famished, but she backs off from the plate. Rochelle spreads out her hands, signifying it’s time for prayer. I sit across from her at the round table that’s been a staple in the house since I was a kid. Michael and Erika sit on either side of me. Everyone holds hands. We lower our heads. Rochelle speaks the words, the same prayer she’d uttered every time we sat at this very table for a meal. 
 
    I remember the day she told me she wasn’t my mother. It was the day of awakening, a kick in the gut. I’d always thought something was off between her and me. No matter how hard she tried to love me, I always felt something was missing. Then one rainy day, Rochelle sat me down, showed me pictures of my mother. She told me how she died, and how I came to live in this house. I stopped calling her mom that day. She noticed it immediately, but she never pushed for me to call her mom after the truth was out. She was understanding yet heartbroken. I was a lost little kid, feeling as if this home was no longer my home. But I was aware of her pain at the tender age of nine, that twisting knife in her heart and how much it must have taken to be the mother of a child that wasn’t her own, the child of her husband’s mistress. I am immensely grateful for her kindness, but I would have loved to be a child to my mother too. 
 
    “Amen,” all around. 
 
    “This looks great,” Erika replies. 
 
    “Thank you.” Rochelle stares at her. She already holds an opinion of Erika. I can tell by the way she stares at her and Michael that she’s gauging to see if there’s a relationship there. 
 
    “And your house is lovely, Ms. Wise.” 
 
    Rochelle smiles. “It’s old, dear, and in dire need of repair.” 
 
    “Stop worrying about the house, Mom.” 
 
    “It’s been in our family for years. I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    “When are we going to the bunker?” Erika asks. 
 
    “I have to check it out first. Make sure the area is clear. No later than tomorrow morning we should be there.” Michael won’t look in my direction. I have no idea what he has planned or how he’s going to get her in the bunker. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” she says giddily. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “What will it be like? Living in the bunker?” Rochelle asks curiously. 
 
    “Everything is state of the art and self-sustaining. The caves have been modified to ensure our survival for many years.” 
 
    “That tells me absolutely nothing,” his mother responds with a smirk. 
 
    “You’ll be comfortable. It won’t be like this old place.” Michael gestures to the dining room. It has wallpaper from the seventies, peeling at the edges. An oil painting of daisies cracked and caked full of dust hangs in the same spot since I was a kid. 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” Rochelle replies. “I gave you two a wonderful life here.” 
 
    “Yes, Mom, you did.” 
 
    “What happens if there’s something wrong in the bunker?” Rochelle asks. “I know you’ve been working on that thing for years, and it’s important to you.” 
 
    “We’ll have to stay here, do the best we can for as long as we can. You don’t have to worry about anything, Mom. I’ll take care of us.” 
 
    “I know you will, Michael. You’ve always come through.” 
 
    We finish our meal. Erika and I do the dishes. Rochelle sits on the front porch as she’s always done after eating dinner. Nothing has changed about her, a creature of habit, even during the end of the world. Michael has gone upstairs to get some rest. I told him I’ll get him up later, but I may let him sleep. His smart thinking and courage got us here safe and sound. 
 
    When the kitchen is cleaned, Erika retires to the guest bedroom. I join Rochelle on the porch. I’ve made myself a cup of coffee since I’ll be staying up late. I’ve brought Rochelle a glass of wine. I remember her having a drink every night, never getting too tipsy but enough to take the harsh edges off a long day. 
 
    “You remembered,” she says, taking the glass. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I’m glad you two made it home. I knew you would.” 
 
    “Richmond is a long way.” 
 
    “Michael’s determination is unmatched, as well as yours.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Dad?” I’ve wanted to ask that question since our arrival, but I haven’t had the courage. Speaking of him can lead to an argument or tears. 
 
    “No.” She sips her drink. The man is a sore spot to this day. 
 
    “Do you think he’s dead?” 
 
    “Honestly, Kris, he’s been dead to me for years, and you know that.” 
 
    Feeling the weight of our lives, I reply, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what exactly?” 
 
    “For reminding you of your pain.” 
 
    “Don’t ever apologize for your father again.” Rochelle places the glass on the small table on the other side of her chair and turns to me. “The pain he put me through is on him. Not you. He was the problem and the cause. You did nothing wrong. You were a joy from the first day I held you in my arms, and you are still that same bright light.” 
 
    She pulls at my heart. It’s almost like I don’t deserve her, and perhaps I don’t. I hold her hand, and I tell her that I love her through my tears. She kisses my hand, a characteristic of her enduring big heart. 
 
    We sit on the porch, in the quiet darkness with only a lamp between us. I missed this. I missed her.
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    Michael has gone to the caves. Erika is biting her nails and pacing on the front porch. She didn’t wake up before he left, and I’m glad she didn’t. Erika would have wanted to go with him. She wouldn’t let up for a second. 
 
    “How long has he been gone?” she asks for the fifth time. 
 
    I’m tired of her asking, tired of the pacing. 
 
    “Will he go into the bunker without us and not come back?” 
 
    It’s a question I won’t entertain. 
 
    “I didn’t come all this way to be shut out.” 
 
    “Erika, calm down. Michael is making sure everything is good, and it’ll take time. It’s not like the caves are around the corner.” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry.” 
 
    Whether she truly realizes it or not, she has a right to be nervous. I don’t have the heart to tell her the truth. If it comes down that she can’t get into the bunker, it’ll break her heart or enrage her. I hope it doesn’t come to that conclusion. 
 
    “Kris, can I talk to you for a sec?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask, Erika.” 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to thank you. I’ve done it before, but we’ve made it through some tough situations. I know I was rude, and I lied. But you saved my butt more than once. I wouldn’t have gotten out of that house without your help, and I wouldn’t be here. I do appreciate what you and Michael have done. I want you to know that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Erika.” 
 
    “You’re my best friend. The only one I have right now.” 
 
    “I’m not good at being a friend.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. The whole time. That’s exactly what you were.” 
 
    I have to admit, as much as she appreciates what I’ve done, I am grateful for her. She pulled me from the abyss of my emotions after I heard the truth about Gabe and what he did to his father. She knew I blamed myself, and she helped me from drowning. I could have easily given up, but her kindness saved me. Before I can tell her, she points out toward the yard. 
 
    “Kris, I think we have a problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Erika goes to the edge of the porch. I stand next to her and see the problem. A Swarm is coming from the woods. I run back into the house, calling Rochelle. She doesn’t answer after I repeatedly say her name. 
 
    “MOM!” I scream, knowing she’ll answer to that. 
 
    “Yes, Kris, I’m out back!” 
 
    She’s at the perfect location. I run upstairs, grab my backpack and Michael’s alien gun. I head back down the steps, looking out the screen window. Erika is no longer on the porch, and the Swarm is halfway across the yard. I run to the kitchen and the back entrance. I’m relieved to find Erika is already out there with Mom. I tell them both to get moving. Erika doesn’t have to be told twice, but Mom is hesitant. She wants an explanation. 
 
    “They’re here.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The aliens. We have to go.” 
 
    She needs no other clarification. I can’t run as fast with her, but we’re gaining distance between us and the house. Erika makes it to the woods first and stops inside the tree line. Just as we get there, I hear wood snapping from the home. Glass ruptures and sprays outward. The Swarm pours in, relentlessly consuming. The roof buckles in the center. Smoke billows out. A fire plume erupts. None of it slows down the Swarm. When they’re done, the house is leveled. And to my surprise, they’ve eaten the fuel tank in the side yard. There’s nothing else to consume. Thinking the Swarm may come for us, I back into the woods, telling Mom and Erika to hide behind a tree. I do the same, watching the Swarm the whole time. 
 
    When the dust settles, the Swarm hasn’t moved. The mass of creatures looks like tar, and I swear I see a bubble form and pop. I’m amazed and perplexed by this new development. Did the Swarm melt? 
 
    I have this need to investigate. I must know what I’m looking at. 
 
    “Stay here,” I tell them both. 
 
    Heads nod quickly as a reply. 
 
    Slowly coming out from behind the tree, I look up and around to make sure there isn’t a Rod nearby or a Tracker Bot. I’m not too worried about Seeds showing up, but I won’t put it past the aliens to send those also. 
 
    Knowing I’m about to do the most insane thing in the world, I slowly begin the trek back to where the house used to stand. I have to see what the Swarm really look like. I take one careful step after another. My heartbeat pound in my ears. 
 
    When I’m an arm’s reach away, I take in the amazing view. The Swarm is a black mass, looking very much like tar. But something stands out not too far from where I am. It’s a bug or a termite. The thing is metallic, positively alien. It has a long dark body with wings that’s a third the length of its body. The Termite is dying, turning into a black liquified drop of black tar. 
 
    Once a two-story wooden house, built from human hands, destroyed by alien technology, is now nothing. I don’t even know where the back door was. With nothing to salvage, I back away from the melted Swarm and run back to the forest line. 
 
    Mom cries. I hug her and tell her it’s going to be okay. It’s all I can do to console her.
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    I lead Mom and Erika through the forest, making sure to keep to a well-traveled path. I’m confident I know how to get to the caves, but there’s a lot of new growth. We get to a part of the path that drops down sharply. I’m definitely going in the right direction. Erika and I go first, and then we help Mom. As soon as we turn around to continue, I see Michael coming up the path with two men. Erika calls his name. He’s surprised to see us. 
 
    “Why didn’t you wait?” Michael asks me. “I told you I’d be back.” 
 
    “The house is gone,” I answer. “The Swarm destroyed it.” 
 
    “Are you guys okay?” he asks. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Mom replies. “Kris got us away in time.” 
 
    He sighs with relief. 
 
    “So, who are these gentlemen,” Erika asks happily. “Are these guys going to lead us to the bunker?” 
 
    Introductions are made all around. Finally, I meet Evander Colon. 
 
    He has dark hair, windswept and long. His eyes are brown, evenly set, thoughtful yet mysterious. He’s tall and lean, reminding me of a swimmer’s body. He wears khaki pants, sandals, and a loose fitting button shirt. He’s an odd presence in this natural environment. 
 
    Luke Hale is one of Michael’s Army buddies. The man has biceps stretching the limits of his black t-shirt, a broad torso with hills and crevices that makes me wonder if he spends all day lifting weights. He has on camouflage pants and black boots. In his arms is a loaded M16 rifle. He’s not a great looking guy, but Erika, with a grin for days, overlooks that one shortfall. 
 
    I notice the ring on his finger and reply, “He’s married, shark.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and huffs. 
 
    “So, this is the young lady you want to bring into the Collective,” Evander asks. 
 
    “Yes,” Michael answers stiffly. 
 
    “Do you trust her?” 
 
    Michael mentioned before that Erika had no loyalty, but with all we’ve been through together, I wonder if he feels differently. 
 
    “It shouldn’t matter,” he answers. 
 
    “So, you don’t trust her.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “The answer is a simple yes or no. If you don’t, you know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen?” Erika asks, annoyed. “Michael, just tell him you trust me!” 
 
    “Colon, why is it important how I feel about her?” 
 
    “Because if you don’t trust her, then how can I? How can anyone in the Collective feel safe if there’s an individual among us who do not share in our principles and goals? So, I will ask you one more time. Do you trust this woman?” 
 
    “I do,” I speak up. 
 
    Michael is surprised to hear my answer. 
 
    Evander steps to me and asks, “And why is that?” 
 
    “I lost someone who was important to me, and when I blamed myself and was ready to give up, Erika helped me understand that it wasn’t my fault. Now, I can be a difficult person. She experienced that first hand. But that didn’t stop her from standing in the darkness at my side to bring me back to the light. So, yeah, I trust her, and if that’s not good enough, then that’s too bad. She’s my best friend, and she’s going in the bunker with me. And that’s final.” 
 
    Luke laughs. 
 
    Michael shakes his head. 
 
    Erika hugs me before I can stop her, squeezing me so tight to the point it hurts. She has no idea how much she helped me. No idea at all. 
 
    Impressed and laughing himself, Evander widens his arms and ceremoniously announces, “Welcome home to all of you. Welcome home.” 
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