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From orbit, Earth floated like a polished jewel in a velvet case, its oceans gleaming and its cloud bands curling into bright spirals that seemed gentle from a distance even as they hid their teeth below, and the illusion of calm dissolved the moment you crossed the atmosphere where streets throbbed with arguments that refused to cool, border lines glowed like wires under load, and old grudges found new microphones on studio sets and live streams where hosts smiled for cameras, fed fear to a hungry audience, promised truth, and sold spectacle while they stirred the fire and counted the ratings.

When telescopes flagged the first anomaly past Neptune, the feeds treated it as a punchline, an interstellar tourist with bad timing, and officials stepped to podiums with careful smiles and stiff shoulders to insist there was time to spare while scientists traced equations with patient hands and reminded everyone that distance is a wall measured in years, and those words soothed markets and living rooms for one soft night until the sky broke the promise and three dawns later the ships arrived.

They came as discs so wide they swallowed the sky, single hulls large enough to throw shadows over entire districts, and they took station above capitals and engines of power with the precision of a verdict, one fixed over Washington, another holding on Moscow, more locking in over London, the Middle East, and China until a hard ring circled the world without drift or sway, and they held their places like anchors set in air, silent and near, answering nothing from below.

They ignored every hail and refused every overture while fighters clawed for altitude and tipped their wings like supplicants beneath discs that hovered just beyond the bite of our air and offered not a pulse in reply, and weeks stretched into months as they did not sleep but studied, while studio chatter shifted from jokes to options—rail guns, hypersonic platforms, tactical flashes no one dared to name—and the talk grew loud and the posture bold even as orders never came, nothing launched and nothing fired, and the ships circled the planet like a second, colder moon that kept its silence.

Wave one: silence

At 10:35 a.m. Central, the world fell silent all at once as screens locked mid-sentence and tickers stalled on half numbers, phones dimmed to blank glass in warm hands while radios let out a single tired hiss and quit, fiber went dark and carried no light, satellites refused every call, shortwave cut itself off mid breath, walkie talkies lost both range and identity, and the towers that fed emergencies offered nothing; dispatchers faced consoles that would not return a sound, hospital alarms piled up behind glass with no path to anyone outside the room, newsrooms kept forming words for lenses that no longer listened, and press rooms arranged their steady faces for audiences that could not hear a single note.

Wave Two: Blackout

At 11:35 a.m. Central, light failed in a single sweep as office towers blinked off floor by floor and traffic signals died at every intersection, trains locked inside tunnels and became breath heavy chambers, aircraft fell out of their lanes and carved black wounds across fields and neighborhoods, hospital generators coughed once and quit while monitors dimmed, pumps slowed, and rooms slid toward shadow as nurses counted breaths by hand, elevators froze between floors, garage doors pinned cars in place, highways hardened into lines of inert metal, water plants went quiet so taps spat air and a thin thread, gas stations gave nothing, registers died, and the city shed its mechanical murmur until wind and the tick of cooling metal gave the only reply.

Order unraveled as pleas for help went nowhere and instructions died at doorways, and arguments swelled on stoops, in lots, and around kitchen tables until voices failed and tempers finished what words could not. Glass shattered in waves that ran the length of blocks, doors split along their screws, and market aisles collapsed into trenches of torn packaging and crushed cans while gun counters emptied under shaking hands and clerks slipped into back rooms that offered no cover. Crowds filled public squares with signs and hoarse chants, faces tilted toward the silent disc overhead, some with open palms and wet eyes, others with clenched jaws and pipe handles raised, and each gathering tipped from protest to panic with a shove no one could trace.

Hospitals dimmed into rooms where the sound of machines did not return. Life support fell quiet. Alarms stacked behind glass with no route to anyone beyond the door while families counted breaths by hand until the counting stopped. Patients who needed advanced treatment slipped past reach as nurses worked by touch and habit, and grief moved through corridors like a tide that refused to turn.

Homes surrendered their calm next. Refrigerator cold faded to a heavy sweetness that clung to the throat; meat turned, fruit collapsed, and milk lifted its cap and ran. Kitchens filled with the wrong smell of warm rot. Gas lines gave nothing. Stoves stayed cold. Taps spat a thin thread and then air, and the command to boil water met the fact that no burner would light. Toilets backed up, and people carried waste to shallow pits and prayed the wind would spare their neighbors.

Streets shifted to foot traffic as lines formed at silent stations where pumps refused to click and cars sat dry and heavy. Walkers dragged coolers, plastic tubs, and old strollers turned into wagons while rumors traveled faster than any siren, which never rose. Shots did. Fire climbed from one porch to the next and laid smoke low across the blocks until heat pressed against the lungs.

Neighborhoods split along with instinct. Some boarded windows and wrote warnings that bled in the rain; others tore down plywood to feed cookfires that still would not catch. People returned to city centers repeatedly, eyes lifted to the ship that held its place and offered no reply, waiting for a screen to flicker or a voice to break the dark. Nights stacked without messages. Fear and revenge shared the same stare. Between the shouts, only wind and the tick of cooling metal answered.

Wave Three: The Sweep

At midnight, the sky woke. The silent disc opened like an eye, and millions of blue points poured out in every direction until the darkness looked salted with light. They moved with purpose, fast and sure, a living veil that spread over neighborhoods, fields, bridges, and empty lots. Packs drifted low along streets and over rooftops, then peeled off to sweep parking decks, bus lanes, courthouse steps, schoolyards, and river walks, each unit reading the open ground the way a hawk reads thermals.

When a drone found a person outside, the first beam struck blue, and the body folded as if the strings had been cut; a second beam followed, red and hard, and the space turned hot for a breath before the night swallowed the heat and kept no trace. A man stepped out to lift a water bucket and never crossed back through the door. A child climbed one stair to see the glittering sky and vanished at the rail. A guard cut a corner at the mouth of an alley and met light that allowed no sound. Across the city, the rule wrote itself in plain lines inside gave a chance; open air erased you.

The hunt ran until the small hours, blue then red, then each unit lifted and curved toward the ship like iron to a magnet before fanning out again. By first light, the streets held only wind and trash that clicked along the curb. Behind closed doors, rooms felt lighter by one life and could not count the loss.

Wave Four: The Descent

Thirty days after the first blue lights swept the open streets, the pattern shifted. Drones still patrolled in slow arcs, their blue glow easy to spot against the dark, but they peeled away and climbed in long streams toward the ship until the sky looked like it was draining. People watched from behind curtains and from closets and from basements that were more crawlspace than shelter, stomachs tight with ration hunger, nerves worn thin by whispers and the scrape of cans. The fighters had already gone outside and vanished in blue then red, so the ones who remained were the careful, the lucky, the stubborn planners who mapped water runs at dawn and bartered for salt and batteries in hallways lit by candles cut in half.

When the ship’s undersides opened, the new wave came down in shuttles that moved with heavy confidence and settled over neighborhoods like a decision. Teams stepped out in armor that swallowed light and spread across blocks with a measured sweep, door to door, floor to floor, scanning rooms, closets, and stairwells with a hum that pressed into teeth. They did not shout. They did not hurry. They advanced the way floodwater advances, finding every low place and filling it. People hid in bathtubs and linen cupboards, under stairs and behind false panels, while air went stale and the world narrowed to the sound of boots and the soft whine of a sensor tracing drywall.

The rule that had saved lives for a month—stay inside, stay still—thinned to a thread. Texas could not offer depth. There were no basements to swallow fear, no old tunnels to absorb a family’s breath, only slab houses and shallow crawl spaces that held heat and hope in the same cramped pocket. Some prayed without a sound. Some held kitchen knives like talismans. Some ran calculations in their heads and waited for a gap that never opened. The soldiers cleared one home, marked it in a language no one on the block could read, and moved to the next, the work relentless and clean.

By dusk, the city felt hollow. Smoke dragged low in the heat. Entire blocks carried a new quiet that did not belong to night but to absence. Those who still breathed listened for the blue glow of drones and heard only the heavier rhythm of the teams as they crossed another street and climbed another stairwell, and the thought that passed through every hiding place came with the same dry taste: the only salvation now lived under the ground, and this land had almost none to give.

Siera sat in the corner while darkness tried to wrap around her like a blanket. The glow from her phone pooled over her knees as she scrolled through her camera roll and slipped into the faces she missed. She allowed herself five minutes each day. The rule protected the battery, and in a small way, protected her.

Her father figured it was a possible EMP that first knocked out communications and then power. Between those two hits, computers, cell phones, and most electronics failed. She only turned her phone on briefly, using a power bank that failed by the second day. Arlen said powering down would speed up charging—she was skeptical but complied.

Her pictures, movies, music, and several books lived on the phone and were only backed up on the cloud. She learned that habit the summer tragedy took her grandparents one after the other. First, her grandmother died, and the family rushed to Maine to place their grandfather in a retirement home by the water. On earlier visits he bounced with energy, calling on grandparents’ privileges to stuff his grandkids with sugar and sweets; now he shuffled through narrow rooms and left the house without a backward glance. Two weeks later, they returned to bury him. His last words were, “Tilly, I am coming home.”

She learned on the trip that digital possessions held little value on an airplane without flight attendants or in a house where cellular coverage was spotty and Wi-Fi nonexistent. Today she sat in the corner, glancing at each picture for a fleeting moment while the ticking time echoed in her ears. Since recharge seemed impossible, she made fixing those images in her memory her goal.

A video popped up. She remembered the day her father had received the long, skinny rectangular box. He built and ordered a samurai sword piece by piece through an app, and for three weeks he stirred the house with excitement. No one matched his energy, but his joy lit the rooms. When the package arrived, he opened it like a five-year-old on Christmas morning and went straight outside to trim every bush with a triumphant swing. Her mother grew furious, pointed toward the houses along the cul-de-sac, and warned him about what the neighbors would think. He smiled and swung anyway.

The clip ran for thirty seconds. Arlen stood proud with the sword, then sliced through six two-liter bottles filled with water, the blade whispering, and the plastic separating clean. Water fanned in the sun. He jumped with joy while Jack, Siera’s ten-year-old brother, threw old oranges and yelled Fruit Ninja at the top of his lungs. In the background, a mothership descended, its shadow widening, and the video ended.

Arlen watched his daughter and forced the tears back. The invaders had stripped his family down to two. The drones took humanity by surprise and, with methodical precision, emptied city streets within hours before moving on. By day two, survivors learned the rule that saved lives: stay indoors. Without communication, many never heard it. They stepped outside into riots, looting, and weak resistance, and the drones answered. Hearsay carried farther than truth. People stopped gathering the moment the pattern became clear.

The next wave didn’t stop at doors. Shock troopers landed and used the same two-part weapon. A blue beam fired, and the victim collapsed, limbs slack and still. A red beam followed and incinerated the body, heat rolling across walls and floors, leaving no remains to bury. They kicked down doors and moved through buildings with surgical focus. The only defense was luck, movement, and keeping ahead of the squads. Going underground was not an option; Texas does not build basements, and the thought of finding one pulled a dry, humorless chuckle from Arlen.

He watched the last of his family make her daily digital pilgrimage, set a five-minute alarm, and drift through pictures with careful hands. The sadness on her face cut him open. She looked so much like her mother that it hurt to hold her gaze.

He saw a shock trooper up close. The phrase came from a local family of survivors who took them in the night before. At first light, that family stood in their yard with illegal weapons, heavy rifles, and short barrels that no permit could excuse, magazines taped together, muzzles already blackened from use. Their gunfire cracked the morning into sharp pieces and sent cordite and dust into the air, but the beams answered blue then red, precise and final. Arlen watched with a sick helplessness as resolve collapsed in the heat, and he ran with his daughter while the house behind them went silent.

The night before, Arlen sprinted through the forest with a sword strapped across his back and a day’s food split between two backpacks. He and Siera didn’t have any guns or anything worth stealing. They broke from the trees into an open field and hit a yard lit by a sagging porch bulb. A grandfather rocked with a shotgun laid across his lap, the stock rubbed smooth from years of palms. The son advanced with his weapon up, the same hard silhouette Arlen recognized from the news as the bad military gun. Before panic took the next step, the father jogged in, lifted an open hand, and said his name was Jed. Adrenaline burned away the rest of the names, but Jed’s name stuck.

Jed told his son to lower the barrel and said the fight did not sit with two runners at the tree line. He led them to the house, where warm kitchen light spilled over clean counters and a cast iron pan still breathed the smell of fried dough. Jed’s wife moved to Siera first, set water in front of her, and checked her with a quick, tender scan that saw the shake in her hands. They ate fast and traded rumor for rumor. Arlen admitted that a group of alien soldiers were moving this way. Jed listened with his shoulders squared and a steady mouth, then nodded as if the road had finally delivered what he expected. This would be their stand.

They slept in a spare room under blankets that held the scent of sun and soap. A harsh birdcall at first light snapped Arlen awake, a whistle too rough to belong to any actual bird. Jed burst into the room a breath later, palms up, his voice a fierce whisper that pushed the room forward. Time to move. He planned to hold the yard and take as many as he could. He rattled off gun names and calibers with clipped pride, numbers, and letters that stacked like a prayer spoken in metal. He believed the ground under his boots would give him a chance.

Arlen opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. He needed to protect his daughter. Jed read the choice on his face and answered with a small nod that held respect, not argument. His wife had already staged two rucks by the door with water, protein bars, a roll of bandages, a lighter, and a thin blanket each. Arlen and Siera swapped their school packs for the tougher sacks, felt the straps bite, adjusted them, and breathed into the weight.

They parted ways with a handshake and wishes of good luck. At the edge of the line, Arlen turned to offer thanks, but the first shots cracked from the yard and rolled through the oaks. He and Siera looked back. Muzzles flashed. Then the beams arrived. Blue cut through the smoke and dropped bodies in a breath. Red followed and swept the yard with heat that bent the air. The family who had taken them in stood their ground with an arsenal, but were defeated just as easily. Their fire shredded fence boards and punched dirt, but the blue then red answered with perfect, merciless rhythm. Sound stuttered. Silence closed. Arlen tightened his grip on Siera’s pack strap and pulled her into the trees. They ran until the porchlight and the yard, and that hard, bright morning disappeared behind the trunks, and only breath and leaves filled the world.

Even though Jed recounted the rucksack’s contents, Arlen still took the time to properly inventory it. Siera ended her five-minute silent reflection and placed her phone in her pocket. She joined her father beside the rucksack she carried, and together they removed each item with care, laying everything in a straight line on the floor.

Jed proved generous and modest to a fault; his quick list barely covered what he sent them off with, and the truth of it turned Arlen’s stomach because Jed must have known his family would not survive the next encounter. The roll of bandages revealed full first aid kits with antibiotics, gauze, tape, and gloves sealed in clear plastic. Food stretched beyond protein bars to MREs that could carry them for a few days. The blanket felt thin and scratchy but folded tight.

Metal knocked against canvas, and they froze. Two pistols lay wrapped in a towel; each paired with two boxes of ammunition and four magazines. They were not a gun family. Arlen lifted both and felt oil slick the slide, then looked at Siera. Neither had ever fired a weapon. He knew only what television had shown and wished Jed had given him a quick lesson; if Jed had offered, Arlen might have refused out of habit. That option was gone. Now they own two guns.

Arlen walked to the opposite corner and pointed the muzzle away from Siera. Through patience and trial, he eased the slide, caught the live round as it jumped free, released the magazine, and learned the motion by touch. He repeated the steps with the second pistol and pressed the ejected rounds back into a magazine until each seated with a clean click.

Father and daughter stared at each other in a quiet that felt heavy. Arlen studied Siera and knew her childhood had ended. Their odds did not look kind. Siera glanced at the pistol on the floor and felt heat rise behind her eyes. She wanted to live. She wanted justice for her mother and her little brother and sister. Homecoming and small-town dances belonged to another world.

Arlen cleared his throat. “What do you think?”

Siera glanced at the window. “We can’t practice because they’ll hear it.”

Her fingers rested on the grip. “We’ll learn while we move, but we have to be careful.”

“Careful,” he murmured with a tight nod.

They started searching through the house. Until now, they rushed in the first place with a door, never thinking who might wait on the other side. This one looked abandoned in a hurry. A drawer hung crooked. A jacket clung to a hook by one sleeve. The fridge held ruin that bit the nose, but the pantry offered stacked cans and dry goods. They each opened a can of beans and ate cold and silently, then agreed to inventory the rest in the morning. Sunlight thinned and slid off the walls. They climbed to the smallest room, eased open the closet, and settled inside on the bare floor, knees tucked, and breath held to a hush while the house folded into silence around them.

––––––––
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General Vexar waited at the shuttle ramp in full armor, mask sealed, as his security detail filed past. Each trooper halted, snapped a salute, and moved to an assigned berth. Vexar returned every salute and checked gear with a practiced eye. A breastplate sat crooked on one soldier. Vexar stopped him, set a gauntlet to the plate, straightened the line with a firm tug, and gave the trooper a light tap on the shoulder. Pride lifted the man’s stance. This was Vexar’s personal unit, and he had forged it himself.

Movement shifted in the corner shadows. Captain Calzen stepped out bare-headed, helmet under his arm, swagger softening every footfall. The other troopers moved with steel in their stride and quiet pride in their duty. Calzen drifted.

“General,” he said easily and uninvited.

Vexar’s reply came sharp. “Where is Captain Padzik?”

“Reassigned,” Calzen answered, tone cool with borrowed authority. “I command your detail now.”

“I select my own,” Vexar said. “I would not select you.”

Calzen’s mouth curled. “I asked for this assignment. The Supreme Lord approved it.”

Bloodlines explained the rest. Calzen was the Supreme Lord’s great nephew. Vexar ruled the military guild; the Supreme Lord ruled the Council guild, and the Council ruled every guild beneath it. By birthright, Calzen should have worn the robe of an officiate. The council cast him out. His mother pushed him across the board into the military and secured him a rank he had not earned.

Vexar smirked behind the mask and offered no answer. He turned to the ramp. Calzen trailed close, nipping at his heels like a pampered animal that had learned the leash would hold.

Inside, Vexar paused by his seat and swept the cabin with one last look. Discipline sat in every frame—until he found Calzen already seated. Tradition made this simple: the general sat first. Several troopers clocked the insult and traded glances edged with disgust. Vexar knew their hearts. A single word from him and any of them would have dragged Calzen to his feet, even with an execution writ waiting for laying hands on the Supreme Lord’s kin.

He did not signal the word. He sat. The line of troopers followed him down in one motion, armor catching the light in a clean ripple.

Calzen did not move. He watched, unimpressed, as if courtesy itself were beneath his station. Vexar let the moment pass and fixed his attention on the mission, already measuring how to keep his unit sharp with a poison seed planted at its center.

Earth marked the 117th world the Talkani Empire brought to heel under General Vexar’s command. Division usually made conquest simple, and this planet had divided itself by faiths, politics, and tribes; yet once Talkani hulls claimed the sky, those lines closed, slow at first and then with intent. Vexar noted the change without contempt. An enemy that rallies under pressure deserves a measured hand and a clean victory, not humiliation.

Its culture ran deep, but its defenses lived and died by electronics and communications. Small arms barely touched Talkani electro-armor, though a few reports recorded Earth rounds punching through. The numbers stayed low, acceptable to any ledger, but Vexar treated them as a courtesy owed to a worthy foe: you respect what can harm you, even when it rarely does.

Across the aisle, Calzen slept with his helmet loose and his posture careless. Many officers preferred to keep their boots clean of conquered soil. Vexar had never allowed that. He believed a commander honors his own dead and his enemy’s by standing on the field, breathing the same air, and seeing the cost with his own eyes. The military guild lived by that rule. You fight fair; you win clean, and you carry your share of risk. The Council guild, which had cast Calzen into the military by favor rather than merit, prized outcomes above conduct. Vexar did not say the words aloud, but the mask hid a mouth set hard at the thought.

The science guild unveiled the drone program to please the Supreme Lord, promising to remove soldiers from risk and let automatons bear the burden. The pitch soured Vexar’s stomach. He would accept any tool that shortened war and spared civilians, but he would not trade honor for distance. When field reports revealed the drones’ limits—failure in confined spaces, inability to search dwellings, flight interference that broke their patterns—his calm cracked into a brief, private smile. A tool with limits is a tool that cannot tempt a commander to abandon his duty.

Electro-shields turned aside most projectiles and energy fire. Earth became the first of one hundred seventeen campaigns to push a primitive round through the field. Vexar respected that fact. If Earth artillery or other systems had survived the communications and power blackout, the fight might have lasted longer and costlier. Forty million Talkani troopers touched the surface. Two thousand did not rise again. Numbers mattered; the manner of those deaths mattered more.

He remembered the day the guild issued shields to the ranks. He had worn a captain’s mark and felt shame caught in his chest. The field would save him—had saved him—yet it also risked stealing the weight of courage from the man who wore it. Vexar accepted the shield as a responsibility rather than a refuge: you step onto the field, shield humming or not, and you face the foe you ask your soldiers to face.

With the two thousand shields that failed, the armor became a coffin as micro-charges and feedback loops erased metal, circuitry, and flesh in the same breath. A soft signal climbed from the dropship to the home ship, a clean entry in a ledger that named a trooper and a time. Vexar bowed his head at each signal. Honor demands witness. Honor demands that victory never turn cruel. As the shuttle nosed toward Earth, he set his jaw to the same vow he carried on every descent: defeat them, yes; never dishonor them—nor himself—while doing it.

The shuttle touched down. Vexar rose, and his troopers stood with him in one clean motion. Only Calzen lagged, climbing to his feet a beat late and jamming his helmet on with careless hands.

The doors parted. Two files of nine marched down the ramp, secured the perimeter, and took positions. The bay fell quiet. Only Vexar and Calzen remained. Calzen angled toward the edge. Vexar planted a gauntleted palm on his chest and stopped him cold.

“Captain Calzen,” Vexar said, voice low beneath the mask. “We all know why you are here. We all know your rank was bought, not earned.”

“And?” Calzen let the challenge hang.

“You lack military discipline,” Vexar said. “That gets soldiers killed. I will not allow it. If you show me the same disrespect on this descent, you will not return to the home ship.”

“You would kill a member of the royal family?” Calzen smiled behind his helmet.

“They may have sent you to me for that very test,” Vexar answered, a dry laugh in his throat. “Hear me once. If I place an order, you will follow it to the letter. You are not in command. If you undermine my position or endanger even one trooper, you will end.”

“How will you explain that to my uncle?” Calzen asked, still leaning on blood.

“I will tell him myself,” Vexar said. “And you should ask those eighteen outside which of them would defy my command to save you.”

“You would lie?” Calzen pressed.

“I have not lied in two hundred thirty-five years,” Vexar said. “Accuse me again, and we settle it in combat by trial. Tell me who in the Council guild will defend your honor against the Military.”

Calzen hesitated, then raised a proper salute. “Permission to join the line.”

“Granted,” Vexar said.

He let the moment cool, then stepped down the ramp and set his boots on the world he conquered—with discipline, with clarity, and without dishonor.

––––––––
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Days stretched and blurred as the hunt for food and shelter set their rhythm. Siera’s phone discipline finally drained the last of the battery, and though she still watched for a spare power bank in every drawer and glove box, she knew it would not track time even if it woke; the network clocks that fed it had gone dark months ago.

Loneliness settled in the way dust settles, quietly and everywhere. Even the shock trooper patrols thinned, which told Arlen the searches found fewer people each week. They kept routines because routines kept hands steady. Every day they dry-fired the pistols and worked the sights without a single report. Arlen swung his sword through the air and branches, the blade whispering above the grass. Siera read it to bleed off frustration more than training, yet she had to admit the motions smoothed, and the sword looked like it belonged in his hands.

With the people gone, the edges of the city softened. Vines climbed where they had no business climbing. Grass laced the seams of sidewalks. Deer stepped into streets that once pushed them back with noise and glare, their ears turning at sounds that no longer came.

A month earlier, they had swept a ransacked sporting goods store and upgraded what they carried. They found two compound bows that still tuned true, a bin of arrows with mixed heads, a few field guides, and magazines that turned unfamiliar parts into names. Ammunition and long guns were long gone. A handful of loose rounds rattled under a shelf; none fit their pistols. One guide helped them name the handguns—Beretta 92FS—and confirm the caliber they needed, 9mm. Knowledge felt like a minor victory.

They taught themselves the bow. First, they marred bark and counted groups. Then they stepped into alleys and open lots and watched fletching spin toward a soda can, then a paper plate, then the clean chest of a deer that lifted its head from weeds and stared as if confused by the quiet. Meat on the fire was no longer an option, so they cleaned cuts cold, salted what they could, and ate what they must.

They stayed hidden as best they could and slept in the backs of abandoned stores where light did not reach. Arlen kept pushing to leave the area and run south toward the shoreline to see what survived there. Siera wanted to remain on the streets she knew and the maps she carried in her head. The argument wore itself thin without a winner.

One morning, Arlen ended it. Siera let the protest fall before it started because the pantry told the truth. They had walked every block they dared and pulled the last of the scraps from kitchens and break rooms. The town felt emptied of people and then emptied of evidence that people had never been there at all. Arlen said they should go back to Jed’s farm, search for what could be searched for, and say a proper farewell to the last family who had taken them in. He thought about the guns that had once barked from that yard and how quickly the barking had stopped. Silence carried its own verdict.

They packed the bows and the pistols, split the last cans, and shouldered the rucks. The road to the farm held the weight of memory and the plain logic of need. It was the last place that welcomed them. The last place that tried to protect them. The last place where they had seen living humans, and the first place they would look for a way to keep living themselves.

––––––––
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The eighteen guards moved in a tight formation that wrapped a living wall around General Vexar. Captain Calzen slipped into that pocket as if it were his due. Protocol named him leader of the guard and placed him at the point, not buried inside the shield of bodies. Vexar let it pass, and because he did, no one else challenged it.

“Why are we here, sir?” Calzen asked, objection plain in his tone.

“To walk the ground we won,” Vexar said. “To honor the fallen. We fought for this land. This is the rightful step after victory.”

“So, this is a military guild pride thing?” Calzen shot back.

“It is proof you do not belong with us,” Vexar answered, heat in his voice as they advanced.

“Is it wise to leave the shuttle so far behind?” Calzen glanced over his shoulder. With each step, the ship sank out of view.

“If fear pulls you, go back,” Vexar said. “If you take a single step toward that shuttle without my order, you will die where you stand.”

Calzen closed his mouth, and the column took the blessing of silence.

A scout lifted a fist, halting the line, then turned to Vexar. “Sir, the homestead lies beyond the ridge. Do you want drones overhead for cover?”

“No,” Vexar said. “Our detachment is well armed. We proceed.” He set a hand on the scout’s shoulder, a brief, steady touch. He trusted his soldiers, and they drew strength from that trust.

––––––––
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Arlen and Siera spent the night at Jed’s farmhouse, moving room to room with careful hands, opening drawers, lifting lids, and checking every closet. They uncovered a small fortune—MREs stacked deep in a hall cabinet, protein bars sealed tight, rows of canned food with clean labels, and a cache of ammunition beside weapons their guide could not identify by issue. The find loosened something tight in their chests, and for a few hours the house felt like shelter again. They slept well for the second time since they began running, curled in the same room as before.

At first light, they brought the empty garden wagon around to the front path and loaded it on the packed dirt where the wheels could bear the weight. The big inflatable tires rolled true, and the handle pulled smooth even when the supplies stacked high.

When everything was ready, they left the wagon at the edge of the path and stepped back inside. In the front room they stood side by side, bowed their heads, and offered a silent thank you and farewell to the family who had taken them in.

Tears still bright, they crossed the threshold toward the wagon—and armored figures closed from both sides. The formation sealed the gap with quiet efficiency and guided them forward. Flanked left and right by General Vexar’s guard, Arlen, and Siera were led toward the General.

They were captured. Instinct locked their hands together as both braced for the blue then red that had ended so many lives. Siera looked to her father through tears and saw his sword secured at his belt. Weeks earlier, a stripped military surplus store had given them what they could carry: camouflage jackets and pants that fit close enough, black web belts, drop-leg holsters for the pistols, and canteens to replace their old bottles. The black gear cut a hard line against the camo, but the guards did not move to disarm them.

Panic climbed when the circle of guards lifted weapons in unison and closed the gap. In the center, one figure raised a hand, slowly and deliberately, and the muzzles lowered together as if pulled by a single wire. Arlen stared at the two figures at the heart of the formation—helmets dark, posture unreadable—and watched the one half a step behind edge forward, courage gathering by degrees.

The ranks parted, opening a lane as if inviting them in.
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Eighteen soldiers stood with weapons lowered, the muzzles a breath away from rising. Between the two ranks stood the one Arlen took for the leader and an assistant. He weighed the tree line, over two hundred yards out, and set the thought of running aside; if these soldiers wanted them dead, they would already be on the ground.

“Do you live here or are you scavengers?” the leader asked at last.

“Do you speak English?” Siera blurted. Arlen squeezed her hand.

“You hear English,” the leader replied, patient, almost instructionally. He tapped his helmet near where a human ear would sit. “Translator technology.”

They offered no answer to his question.

Time stretched thin. The expectation of a sudden volley did not ease, and the line stood with the stillness of drilled discipline. Then the leader extended his hand. Siera flinched. Arlen focused on the hand itself—six fingers, with two thumbs—folding to show three. At the signal, two troopers stepped back from the formation, slipped into the house, and returned carrying three chairs.

“Sit. I am General Vexar, leader of the Military guild.”

Captain Calzen reached for a chair. Vexar pushed his hand aside without looking, and Calzen muttered about standing while a female sat.

“My apologies,” Vexar said. “Captain Calzen is a political appointee and seldom follows our customs or discipline.” He gestured to the two chairs and took the third.

“Yeah, we had that here too,” Arlen said. Calzen watched, and Arlen felt the heat rising under the helmet he could not read.

“I am not given to repeating myself,” Vexar said, voice even, “but I understand caution. Do you live here, or are you scavengers?”

Siera studied the sound that came through his helm. The translator carried pitch, cadence, and sincerity so cleanly it felt like an authentic voice.

“We do not live here,” Arlen answered, the edge clear. “We stayed the night before your forces attacked. Jed and his family helped us escape.”

“You were near the battle?” Vexar asked.

“We were over the ridgeline when the first shots were fired,” Arlen said, pointing. “We did not see their slaughter.”

Vexar let the tone pass. “I would not call it a slaughter. Their rounds found ways through our shields, and for every one of them we took, they took three.”

Siera’s attention sharpened as Vexar lifted a hand and made a small motion. Soldiers reacted at once. Only the captain and two troopers remained by Vexar. “Search the house,” Vexar ordered. “Show it respect. Recover their ammunition for study.”

The soldiers turned toward the house. Arlen pictured the narrow halls and low frames and thought, with a tight breath, they were going to have a hard time in there; these soldiers stood well over seven feet tall.

The General sat. The captain shifted from foot to foot, armor creaking in small, impatient notes, while the two remaining soldiers held their posts, alert and still.

“Are you going to kill us?” Siera asked at last, cutting the silence. Arlen looked at her with a heavy heart, sorrow clear on his face.

She let out a piercing wail that snapped every gaze towards her. In that instant, Arlen drew his pistol and Siera bolted for the tree line. “Run. Do not look back. Do not stop. Run,” he shouted.

Both soldiers brought their rifles up and closed ranks to shield the general.

“This gun came from this house,” Arlen said, half turning, sighting past his shoulder. “If the ammunition here can punch through your shields, this pistol can kill you.”

The general did not rise or flinch; his helmet fixed on Arlen. The captain recoiled and yanked a sidearm free.

General Vexar raised his hand.

“What do you plan to do here?” the General asked. “You might kill me, which leaves the captain in command, and that will not end well. The instant you fire, these two will answer.”

“All I need is to give my little girl a head start,” Arlen said through his teeth.

“You would spend your life for your child?” the General asked, the question steady, not mocking.

The captain jerked his weapon up to aim. Vexar struck his wrist with a sharp gauntlet snap. The red bolt kicked wild, smashed Siera’s empty chair, and burst it into splinters; shards laced across Arlen’s cheek. Arlen flinched and fired on reflex, but the General’s personal shield swallowed the round and dropped it into the dirt with a dull ping.

Vexar lifted both hands and palms out. He then ordered the two troopers to stand down. Then he turned on the captain, disgust hard behind the mask, and drove him backward with a shove that put the man on his back.

Arlen scrambled up and drew his sword. The captain tried to bring his sidearm up again. Vexar wrenched it from his grip and kept it.

“THIS,” Vexar said, the word striking like a gavel. “This is why you do not belong here. You do not understand our customs or our honor.” He pointed at Arlen but spoke to the captain. “This man drew his sword. He has issued a challenge.”

From the ground, Calzen spat, “He does not know our customs. That beast doesn’t know what it’s doing.”

“We know our customs,” Vexar answered. “We know our honor and our traditions. He may not, but we will hold ourselves to the standard.” He tossed Calzen’s pistol to the dirt and snapped, “On your feet. Act like an officer.” The helmet carried his command like thunder.

Vexar turned to Arlen. The man stood wide, sword ready, eyes far away as if timing Siera’s run across the open field.

“Are you challenging us to combat by trial?” Vexar asked, voice calm.

“Yes,” Arlen whispered, counting the seconds. In his mind, he saw his daughter stretching toward the trees.

“The sword is an honor weapon in our culture,” Vexar said. “Only one of my soldiers bears that right. Do you accept him as your opponent?”

“I want to fight you,” Arlen growled.

“As general, I name a champion.” Vexar lifted a hand. “Sergeant Balkar of the house Zev.” One of the two remaining guards stepped forward and drew his sword.

Arlen’s glance flicked to his fallen pistol. Vexar noticed. “You may recover your weapon, but in this circle, you fight with what you brought. Your firearm does not match our equivalent. Take it if you wish. My counsel is to leave it where it lies.” Arlen gave one brief nod. Vexar returned it. Balkar removed his rifle and pistol and handed them to the other guard.

From the house, more soldiers filed out, drawn by the gunshot. Vexar touched the side of his helmet. “Continue the search,” he ordered. “Do not interfere with the challenge.”

The circle tightened to a hush. Dust hung in the hot air. The general, the captain, and the remaining guard watched in stillness; their weapons stayed low, though the captain’s palm hovered over his holstered sidearm like a bad thought he could not let go.

Arlen eased his feet onto the packed dirt and felt the give through his thin soles. He set the blade at his hip the way he had practiced against empty air, not against a living will. Balkar’s sword drew his eye first—a green metal that held its own light, not a beam but a glow that ran under the surface like fire behind glass. The man who carried it had earned that right; of all the soldiers here, only he bore a sword at the General’s side. Confidence slipped out of Arlen’s chest in a long breath. He was not here to win. He was here to buy his daughter time. Time for what? A life measured in canned beans and silence. A world scraped raw until nothing human remained. He forced the thoughts to the edges and watched the blade.

Balkar moved. A quick dart left, almost playful, the green edge whispering. Arlen slid with him and met the strike shoulder to shoulder, steel on green with a bright, bell-thin ring that climbed the spine. For a mad second he thought of movie blades and childhood jokes, and then the weight told him the truth; this was metal, dense and strange, glowing from within, almost opaque, always shifting so he could never fix its grain in his mind.

Another strike came faster, placed with cruel accuracy. Arlen brought his katana up and caught it; the force ran through his wrists and jolted the scared tissue that grief had left there. A third cut followed on the same breath, and his arms answered. Dread licked his ribs—this soldier was measuring him, seeing what he would do when pressed. Arlen lunged to break the rhythm, a straight jab meant to disturb balance rather than land. Balkar tilted his wrist and parried with a lazy, elegant turn that made Arlen feel clumsy and loud.

Then the flurry. Three quick patterns, green light smearing in the heat. Arlen tracked two and got steel in the way, but the third came late and slipped through. The alien blade punched his left shoulder. Heat bloomed. His mouth opened to scream, and nothing came. The pain burned white, then pinched down to a cold point as a single thought took the air from his throat: do not call her back. If he screamed, Siera would turn. If she turned, she would die. He stared at the ground until it steadied and felt the blade withdraw with a wet tug and the stink of scorched cloth; the wound sealed in an instant, but his arm died on him, heavy and useless. The katana was a two-hand blade. Hope thinned to a thread.

Balkar circled with patience in his steps, the green edge breathing in and out with his motion. Fury rose behind Arlen’s eyes and blurred the world. He could feel the adrenaline turn his hands to glass that would not quite grip. It would end soon. Let it end after she reached the trees.

He paused—one heartbeat too long—and offered his back to the circle. The move was not a feint so much as a plea to whatever code ruled the man behind him. Balkar did not strike. Arlen swallowed air that tasted like copper and dust, and when the soldier came square again, Arlen let his knees drop. The fall pulled him under the arc of the green blade. He spun from the hips and cut low.

The katana met flesh just above Balkar’s boots. The blade bit, slowed, then went through with a sick, grating slide. Heat flashed across Arlen’s face. Balkar’s howl tore free, raw and wrong, the translator failing and coughing up a jagged noise that had no words. The alien buckled. Arlen surged to his feet on a flood of pain and drove the edge for the throat. The cut landed deep. Balance left both at once. They folded to the dirt in a tangle, Arlen’s sword buried to the hilt, his chest heaving against armor he could not read, the world narrowing to breathe and the iron taste of victory that did not feel like any victory he had ever imagined.

The general did not move. The one remaining soldier held steady. The captain’s hand hovered over his holstered pistol, ready to pull.

“That was a surprise,” the General said softly, the only memorial the fallen would receive. “Retrieve your weapon and step back, or your victory will be short.”

Arlen obeyed without a word. He drew the blade from the trooper’s neck, wiped it once on his shirt, and slid the katana into its sheath. Pain fired through his shoulder and locked his left arm dead. He backed away on unsteady legs, eyes fixed on the line of soldiers as the fallen body incinerated, heat blooming and ash lifting in a slow curl.

He made his way to the chair he had sat in before and lowered himself into it, breath ragged. He had won the challenge and lost his left side. If he reached Siera again, neither of them could patch this. He glanced toward the field and saw only empty grass. She had made the tree line. Keep running, he told her in his head. Run until you drop. Pride rose warm in his chest and held him upright.

The General dragged a chair close and sat facing him, alien helmet to human face. Arlen wondered, not for the first time, what these beings looked like without the mask.

“Congratulations,” the General said, and the translator carried a sincere weight. Arlen did not know if sincerity was real or only a trick of tone, but he accepted it because there was nothing else to hold. He nodded, working to catch his breath. The wound had sealed, and he was not bleeding out, but something deep inside ached in a way that promised trouble later.

“That strike to your shoulder,” the General said. “You did not cry out. It was to keep your daughter from returning, yes?” The technical voice still managed a note of respect.

“She got away,” Arlen said, vision swimming. “You cannot hurt her. Not today.” He felt oblivion closing in. Let them take him blue, then red. He had already lost the larger war.

A trooper approached and snapped to attention. “General, the shuttle pilot reports the drones have the girl’s position. Do you want them to engage?”

The last of Arlen’s pride slid from his face. Fear drained him white.

“No,” the General said. “Maintain surveillance. Do not engage.”

Silence held for a long breath. Arlen’s hope faltered on the question that would not leave: why spare them at all?

“If you are going to kill us,” he said, voice frayed to a croak, “do it. Please do not let my daughter suffer.”

“Let us speak first,” the General replied. “Then we will decide what comes next.”

The remaining shock troopers filed out of the house carrying green metal canisters Arlen recognized as ammo boxes. They set each one at the General’s feet, glanced once at the scorched pattern in the packed dirt, and fell back into formation with weapons ready.

“Our first strike targeted your communications array,” Vexar said. “You understand the campaign has succeeded. My forces now hold your world. We estimate your population at seventy-five thousand.”

“Yeah. You won,” Arlen whispered. “I do not know where the rest went. I have not seen another person in months. I would not help you if I could.”

“I understand,” Vexar replied. “And I am not asking you to. I would not ask you to dishonor your species.”

He opened a can, lifted a single round, rolled it across his fingers, and dropped it back with a clink. “These appear to be the only weapons that penetrate our shields. If your defenses had not depended so heavily on communications and power, the outcome might have been different.”

Arlen leaned to see inside. Vexar noticed, plucked out a round, and offered it to him on a flat palm.

“Looks like a normal bullet to me.” Arlen tossed it back; it rang against the other brass and settled.

“Steel core with a Teflon coating,” the General said. “Your standard rounds use lead.”

“How do you know what Teflon is?”

“In our first days here, we siphoned your networked systems and pulled the data your planet kept—language, doctrine, engineering, history,” Vexar said. “It trained the translators. It showed us your strengths and your gaps.”

“What do you want with my planet?” Arlen asked, voice unsteady.

“I do not know,” Vexar said. “I command the Military guild. I do not sit on the Council or the Supreme Seat. They name the targets. We carry the order.”

“So you are just following orders,” Arlen said. “That does not make any of this right.”

“We have your history,” Vexar answered. “Tell me—has every soldier in every army always known the grand plan? Have they always agreed with the ones who gave the orders?”

The captain edged closer. The general’s helmet tilted a fraction in his direction, noting the captain’s hand resting on his weapon and the subtle shift in the line as soldiers tracked the movement.

“Your sword,” the General said, pointing. “May I see it?”

Arlen gave a dry laugh. The fight had drained out of him; the mission felt both finished and unfinished. Every minute he kept talking bought Siera one more minute to find shelter or keep running. Did she know drones shadowed her? Did she understand how close a conversation could be to a death sentence? He shut his eyes hard, tried to stand, sagged back, and reached for the sword with his right hand, but strength failed him.

The General stood. “May I?”

So polite, Arlen thought, and he nodded.

The general eased the sword from its sheath and turned the blade to the light. “What metal is this? I have not seen this pattern.”

Arlen rallied a thread of pride. “Damascus steel. Folded more than a thousand times. That is why you see the ripples.”

“Steel?”

“Very strong. Very expensive.”

The general smiled under the mask. The captain moved again. Arlen did not register the draw until the sidearm was out and leveled—at the General. Vexar already knew. He stepped through with practiced precision and drove the sword straight through the captain’s chest, the blade passing the shield without a hitch.

For a heartbeat, the soldiers stared at one another, shock flashing and then vanishing as discipline snapped back into place.

“I knew why they sent you,” the General said, voice flat. “You will not return to your uncle to boast of my execution.”

The captain slid off the blade, and in moments his body went to ash.

The General wiped the sword clean with a calm, familiar motion—the same gesture Arlen had made minutes before—and handed the katana back to him.

The general sat towering and still. No words passed between them. Arlen felt his strength slip in slow waves and knew that at any moment he might lose consciousness. Fear held him upright—fear for his daughter—and beneath the burn in his shoulder an unfamiliar ache grew, cold and certain. He told himself the truth he did not want to name. He was dying.

He searched the field with a dim, stubborn hope, as if he could feel Siera’s safety from here, reach for it with something primal and be answered. The effort broke against reason. He could not know. He could only hope she ran.

His eyes drifted to the scorched earth just past the General’s chair and then to the soldiers who watched without flinching. “I never liked that one,” he said, pointing to the place where the captain fell.

The general’s helmet tilted. A laugh rolled out, filtered and mechanical, more drowned than warm. It did not quite translate, but it carried.

“So,” Arlen said, dry in the throat, “what do we do now?”

Vexar rose in a single motion. “The law is clear. I am duty bound to remove humans from this world,” he said, and the tone sounded weary, as if he took no pleasure in repeating it. “However, you won the challenge. By that right, you may leave, and you may take what you can claim without interference.”

Arlen looked at the green cans by Vexar’s boots, the ones the General had admitted could pierce their shields. He nudged the canister with his foot.

“Yes,” Vexar said. “Those rounds are included.”

A thin thread of hope tugged at Arlen’s mouth.

“You would be free to go, and we would not follow,” Vexar continued. “I suspect your wound will take your life, regardless.” He indicated Arlen’s shoulder. “The sting of Balkar’s blade is often lethal.”

“What about my daughter?” Arlen asked; the words were breaking.

“Your victory does not extend to her,” Vexar said, calm and clean. “The drones would fire. However, as her father, you hold the right to transfer your release.”

“Fine,” Arlen said. “Then I do that.”

“It is not a matter of words,” Vexar replied. “You must take your own life and let your last words name the transfer. Then we are honor bound.”

“Kill myself?” Arlen stared at his shoulder, then at the pistol. The world narrowed to a choice.

“Your options are limited,” Vexar said. “But the Military guild will be bound to our word. If you make the transfer, your daughter will never meet her end at our hands.”

Arlen had his answer. Save his daughter. His body was already failing; the choice only asked him to keep the promise every father makes the first-time tiny fingers wrapped his own.

“The Military guild keeps its promises?” Arlen asked, voice thin.

“Yes,” the General said.

“Are you a father?”

“I am.”

“Promise me, from father to father—she does not see my body.” Tears ran hot down Arlen’s face. The general gave a single, solemn nod.

The pistol lay a few feet away. Arlen looked at the general. The man did not move. Arlen slid from the chair in a slow tilt and, with one working arm, crawled to the Beretta. Gravel pressed into his palm. Each breath scraped. Memories rose and fell—his wife’s smile, a boy’s shout, a little girl’s arms around his neck. Then Siera’s face fixed in his mind, bright and fierce, laughing, crying, alive. Run, baby girl.

He closed his eyes and spoke the last words he would ever give the world. “I transfer my win to my daughter.”

He lifted the pistol, set his will, and squeezed. The shot cracked in the morning. Birds burst from the trees, and Arlen fell to the ground.
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The tree line answered the gunshot with a scream that cut through Siera’s reason. She ran toward the sound. The general lifted two fingers, and two soldiers stepped forward at once.

“Take the body north. Do not let the daughter see you. Travel one kilometer before you stop.”

One soldier reached for a foot. The general halted him with a quiet command. “This man fought and died with honor. Carry him properly. Enter the tree line as soon as you can to avoid the daughter’s sight. At the one-kilometer mark, dig a grave six feet deep and as long as his body. That is his people’s custom. We will honor it.” He nodded to a third soldier. “Bring Sergeant Balkar’s sword. Mark the grave with it.”
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