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      That first hour was the worst I’d experienced.

      On the night it all began—September 17, 2024, when I was just eleven years old—I was sitting on my back porch practicing chords I’d just learned on my guitar when I looked into the sky and saw what appeared to be a shooting star. Lone, white, and resembling a firefly in the dead of night, it broke through the upper atmosphere and began to trail across the horizon as if it were an angel cast down from the Heavens.

      “Dad,” I said, setting my guitar down on the step beside me.

      “I see it,” my father replied from his place at the grill, where he stood cooking hamburgers and hot dogs for the evening meal. “Pretty cool, isn’t it, son?”

      I nodded, and continued to watch the star as it plummeted throughout the upper atmosphere, both impressed and somewhat leery over the event taking place before me. Though I’d been lucky enough to see shooting stars before regardless of the bright lights extending out from my hometown of San Antonio, Texas, I’d never seen one this close before, let alone one that appeared to be drawing nearer with each passing second.

      My mother—who’d been doing dishes in the kitchen—stepped out the back door and asked, “Is that a shooting star?”

      I couldn’t reply. Neither could my father, who’d seemingly lost complete interest in the food cooking in front of him. We were both so transfixed by the star that we couldn’t even open our mouths to speak, let alone utter a coherent sentence.

      At one point it looked as though it wouldn’t stop falling, and though normally not one to be paranoid, I swallowed the lump in my throat, then turned to look at my parents and said, “Maybe we should get away from the house.”

      “Don’t be silly,” my mother laughed. “It’s just a falling⁠—”

      She stopped speaking.

      Her face paled, her mouth dropped open.

      I turned, and stared.

      It was at that moment that I realized it wasn’t a shooting star falling toward our house.

      No.

      It was an aircraft.

      Shaped like a chrome disk and bearing along its edges many flashing lights, it came to rest in the sky above our backyard and caused the nearby trees to shift as it descended, whipping leaves from branches and knocking a bird’s nest to the ground below.

      “Jason,” my father said as he descended the porch and took hold of my shirtsleeve, drawing me back several steps so that I stood beneath our back porch’s awning. “Get in the house.”

      “What’re you,” I started.

      “I said: get in the⁠—”

      He wasn’t able to finish.

      A blinding blue light pierced through the night and struck my father dead center, illuminating him like a floodlight would a dancer upon a stage.

      A short moment later, he was lifted into the air.

      My mother screamed.

      I cried out.

      Within a moment my father was gone—sucked into the glowing nexus of the disk’s underside.

      “CALL 911!” my mother screamed as she descended the steps. “Call 91⁠—”

      She, too, was struck by the light, and though she tried to flee, she was unable to free herself and instead was lifted into the air just like my father had seconds before.

      “JASON!” she screamed as she rose into the blinding blue light. “RUN!”

      I bolted into the house without hesitation, too scared to watch my mother rise and too panicked to even consider the implications of what my flight would mean to her survival. Heart hammering, sweat streaming down my face, I burst through the back door, grabbed my cell phone off the tabletop, and dialed the three numbers I knew might save my parents’ lives.

      911.

      “The number you have entered cannot be reached,” the operator said. “Please check the number and try again.”

      “NO!” I screamed, pulling the phone away from my ear and ending the call while scrambling to redial. “No no no no⁠—”

      The sound of a trumpet unlike any I had ever heard blasted through the air.

      Windows shook.

      Pictures fell from the walls.

      Glass shattered.

      I turned, tears in my eyes, and looked out as the aircraft began to rise.

      “NO!” I cried once more, running back toward the doorway.

      A second trumpeting blast cut through the night.

      I cried out, stumbled, then fell, landing with enough force to knock the wind out of me.

      I could only stare as I watched the ship rise, my parents somewhere within.

      Tears burned at my eyes as the aircraft slowly began to make its way out of the backyard.

      I feebly reached for the phone lying nearby—believing that something, anything, could be done so long as I got a hold of the right person.

      But 911 was down.

      What was I supposed to do if I couldn’t get a hold of the police?

      I had just started to regain my bearings and was rising when I saw a pair of yellow lights appear in the backyard.

      I was just about to question what they were when laughter—sounding much like a hyena at the San Antonio zoo—cut through the silent night, chilling the blood in my veins and causing the hairs on my arms and neck to rise on end.

      A short moment later, it appeared.

      Tall, emaciated, with a loped gait and a sloping jawline, the creature—which resembled a werewolf but looked to be more like an upright-walking Coyote with glowing yellow eyes—stepped beneath the porch lights and revealed itself in full.

      I froze—unable to breathe, unable to move.

      It laughed once more, then opened its mouth to reveal two rows of dagger-sharp teeth.

      It flexed its knife-like fingers as it lifted a foot and took the first step.

      “No,” I breathed, grabbing my phone and pushing myself upright. “No… this can’t be real. It can’t be. It⁠—”

      The creature’s laughter cut me off.

      Then it lunged through the back door.

      I took off into the living room, tore around the corner, and took the staircase as if it were the last thing I would ever do, pounding on the wooden steps with enough force to make the planks shake and the railing vibrate.

      The creature—right on my tail—gave chase, maneuvering the stairs with lupine ease and following me all the way up to the second floor.

      It was just about to reach out and swipe at me when I threw myself into the bedroom and slammed the door shut.

      The door buckled as the creature slammed itself into it.

      I gasped, stunned, and took several steps back, staring in mute horror and terrible fascination at the one thing that separated me from a world of trouble.

      Then, all at once, it stopped.

      I was convinced I was having a nightmare—that I’d fallen asleep on the couch while waiting for my father to finish dinner and that it was all just a dream. I would wake up to my mother’s gentle voice, walk to the table and seat myself, then eat dinner with my family while outside the world turned normally.

      Except, I realized, that it wasn’t a dream.

      It was real.

      The doorknob began to turn.

      My breath caught in my chest.

      The only thing I could do was stare.

      I hadn’t even considered locking the door.

      I turned to look at the window—at the road outside which lay illuminated by streetlights—and realized that there was only one thing I could do.

      Run.

      I slammed myself against the door before the monster could fully twist the doorknob and locked the door, only throwing myself back when I heard the lock click and the door snap into place.

      The creature—desperate to gain entry—began to jiggle the doorknob.

      I turned and started toward the window.

      When the monster realized it could not open the door, it began to throw its entire weight at it.

      The door was flimsy, old, thin enough to where you could push on one side and see the wood bow on the other. It wouldn’t take long for the creature to gain entrance, and when it did⁠—

      I threw myself at the window and fumbled for the latch—trying, desperately, to find purchase upon it as I worked to free myself from the confines of my room.

      The door splintered.

      The creature shoved its head in.

      I thrust the window open and crawled out onto the roof just in time for the door to cave in.

      I didn’t hesitate.

      I began to scale the roof.

      I struggled to guide myself along its slanted surface and nearly stumbled to my death several times as in the room behind me the creature threw itself at the window, slamming its fist through glass and attempting to squeeze through the tiny compartment that made up my bedroom’s second-story window. I stumbled several times over the course of the next several minutes, and had it not been for my near-perfect balance, I would’ve fallen to my death.

      At the edge of the roof, I peered down at the latticework below me and tried to determine if it would be strong enough to hold my weight. My father had always threatened to ground me if I’d ever tried to climb it, though whether that was because it was unstable or just because he didn’t want me on crawling it I did not know.

      At that moment, I didn’t care.

      I had to make my way to the ground.

      After casting a glance back over my shoulder to see that the monster was still struggling to free itself, I took a deep breath, prepared myself for what was to come, then slid onto my butt before flipping onto my hands and knees and descending onto the latticework.

      The monster broke through the window just as I slid my hands into the latticework.

      Unable to find purchase, it slipped, stumbled, then fell, only barely missing me.

      It hit the ground with a grisly crack.

      I looked down.

      Its body twitched, its eyes flickered, its black tongue slipped from its mouth. Then the light in its eyes went out and it stopped moving.

      Convinced that I was safe, I descended the latticework with speed I could’ve never possibly imagined and planted my feet on the ground, my heart threatening to burst out of my chest as I stared at the dead creature and my thoughts racing through my head.

      What had happened?

      Where were my mother and father? What had taken them? What was this thing lying dead at my feet?

      All those questions, with absolutely no answers, assaulted me, and though not normally prone to crying, tears stung at my eyes as I realized that I was completely and utterly alone.

      A scream rent the night.

      I lifted my head.

      I scanned the road.

      I saw, in the distance, another one of the disk-shaped aircraft as it tore across the sky, only just barely skimming the tops of houses and knocking free the brickwork chimneys that fed from their fireplaces.

      The brickwork, as it went sailing through the air, made a cacophony of sound when it hit the ground.

      Lights similar to the ones I had seen before lit the night.

      Then more of the monsters stepped into the street.

      I had no choice at that moment.

      I ran.

      The creatures—who’d been standing in bushes, in front yards, beneath the awnings of other homes—gave pursuit instantly, their footfalls slapping against the asphalt below and causing every nerve in my body to alight in flames. It was like I was running the triathlon of my life—and, if I wanted to be honest with myself, the triathlon for my life.

      I couldn’t afford to stop for anything.

      My lungs burned, my legs throbbed, my feet felt like there were thousands of tiny glass shards buried within them.

      The monsters, however, did not slow. Instead, they continued to laugh, and laugh, and laugh, all the way until I reached the end of the neighborhood street and was forced to choose to go either right or left.

      I stopped to consider my options.

      I turned to see the monsters’ bright eyes staring back at me.

      Then I saw another light—distantly, beyond the pursuing creatures.

      It took but a moment for me to realize that it was a car.

      I screamed.

      The monsters turned—and seemingly aware of the danger, retreated to the sides of the street.

      I waved my arms over my head, desperate for the driver of the vehicle to see me—hoping, praying that they would stop and save me. There was little to no chance of me surviving on my own, especially not with monsters giving chase.

      The car—speeding down the road at a speed of at least eighty miles an hour—came to a screeching halt as the headlights showered over my body.

      A short moment later, the window was rolled down and someone screamed, “GET IN!”

      I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman. At that point, I could’ve cared less. Someone had come to my rescue, and if I didn’t hurry, I was bound to end up dead.

      I threw myself toward the white car that was stained with what looked like blood and flung the passenger’s seat door open just in time for the vehicle to start moving.

      “Let me get in!” I cried.

      “Hurry!” the driver—a young woman with curly red hair—replied.

      I cast a glance over my shoulder to find that the monsters were once again giving chase.

      Without an ounce of hesitation, I thrust myself into the passenger’s seat, then leaned back out and took hold of the door, slamming it shut just as the car began to speed down the street.

      “What are those things?” I asked as I turned my head to regard the creatures.

      “Beats me,” the woman replied. “Hey—are you ok?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. I’m… fine. I⁠—”

      “Was anyone with you?”

      “My parents,” I started.

      “Where are they now?” the woman asked.

      “They… they…”

      I couldn’t help it.

      I broke into tears.

      The woman turned her head to look at me for only a moment before reaching forward and adjusting the dial on the radio.

      “What’re you doing?” I asked.

      “Trying to find an emergency broadcast station,” she replied.

      “Let me,” I said.

      I fumbled with the radio as she continued to speed through the streets, seeking what I could not be sure. It was likely she had gone through the very same thing I had and was merely trying to find shelter, but as I maneuvered through the radio’s many stations, catching tail ends of people screaming and of news broadcasts reporting on the events taking place around us, I came across an emergency station which was repeating the same thing over and over.

      “Residents of… county… are advised to seek refuge at the… high school. Military support and evacuation are currently awaiting your arrival.”

      “Military?” I asked. “Evacuation? What’re they⁠—”

      “It’s happening,” the woman said, her face blank as she continued to maneuver throughout the streets.

      “What is?” I asked, reaching out to take hold of her shirtsleeve. “What’s going on? Tell me! What’s going⁠—”

      “They’ve finally showed up.”

      “Who have?”

      “Aliens.”

      I blinked. Aliens? Had I heard what she’d said correctly? Had she just said aliens?

      “What do you—” I started.

      She made a sharp turn and started to head down the long road I knew led to the local high school.

      “—mean?” I finished.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” the woman laughed. “We’ve made first contact with beings from another world. And worst of all: they’re not friendly.”

      “I don’t under⁠—”

      “Neither do I, kid. Neither do⁠—”

      She slammed on the breaks as a series of cars came sailing out from another street.

      “Hey!” she screamed, slamming her hand on the horn. “Don’t you dare cut in front of⁠—”

      One of the ships that’d taken my parents appeared at the edge of the road.

      “Oh no,” I said.

      “Hold on,” the red-headed woman replied. “This might get bumpy.”

      She reversed, angled the car toward the curb, then slammed her foot on the gas.

      We went sailing onto the sidewalk.

      “Are you sure this is a good—” I started.

      I watched in complete horror as a single beam of light struck a car, then ejected the inhabitants from their seats inside before pulling them into the light.

      “—idea,” I said.

      “Let me do the driving,” she said.

      Swallowing, I nodded, reached up to take hold of my seatbelt, and buckled myself in. “How much farther until we reach the school?” I asked.

      “Not much further,” the woman replied. “Hey… I forgot to ask. What’s your name?”

      “Jason,” I replied. “Jason Parks.”

      “I’m Emily DeMira,” she replied. “Sorry we couldn’t have met on better terms.”

      “You saved my life,” I replied. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. We still have to get to the school—and even if we make it there, it doesn’t guarantee we’ll be safe.”

      “But what about⁠—”

      “The military? When have they ever reliable?”

      I couldn’t respond. I didn’t know what she was talking about. From what she was saying, it sounded like we wouldn’t be safe, regardless of all the guns and ammo and armed men and women that would surely be there. But how was that even possible? How could we not be safe?

      I shook my head as she continued to drive—not wanting to think or even care about what it was she’d just said.

      At the speed we were going, it took mere moments for us to cross the distance between one side of the street and then the other.

      By the time we reached the high school, all hell had broken lose.

      There were men and women standing outside the building—children and the elderly screaming and crying for someone to let them in. Nearby, a contingency of soldiers stood awaiting them, directing traffic and the people within to park their cars and trucks along the sides of the road. It was pure chaos, and though I wanted nothing more than to throw myself out of the vehicle, I knew I had to stick with Emily DeMira if I wanted any shot at staying alive.

      As we pulled up alongside a tall black man in military fatigues, Emily rolled down the window and asked, “Where do you want us?”

      “Pull over wherever you’re able to,” the man replied.

      Emily did as instructed—cautiously aiming the vehicle up the road before maneuvering the small white car into an unoccupied space at our right. She then killed the engine, but didn’t bother to withdraw the key from the ignition.

      “Aren’t you going to—” I started.

      “I’m not gonna need this where I’m going,” the woman replied, popping the driver’s side door open. “Let’s go.”

      The humid night air assaulted me as I climbed out of the vehicle and began to follow Emily DeMira down the sidewalk and back toward the school.

      As we walked, and as I looked into the sky to see even more lights streaming down in the distance, I shivered and thought of what might possibly go wrong if they noticed the congregation of people standing alongside the road. I distinctly remember telling myself that I couldn’t think about that—that panicking, at that moment, would do me no good—and as such straightened my posture to keep from looking small and afraid.

      We approached the throng of people along the edge of the street just as a series of yellow buses spilled out of the nearby depot.

      “Listen up!” the black man cried, cupping his hands over his mouth to amplify his voice. “I said: listen up!”

      No one seemed to listen. They kept screaming, crying, demanding answers to questions that had not yet been asked.

      The black man reached to his side and withdrew a pistol.

      At first I thought he was going to shoot at something—a monster, an alien, as Emily DeMira had put it. But when he simply aimed the gun at the ground and fired, I exhaled and watched as the crowd went silent instantaneously.

      “Now then,” the black man said. “My name is Captain Frank Henshaw. I’m here to tell you that San Antonio is falling, and we—the United States National Guard—are here to transfer you to a designated safe zone just outside of Fredericksburg. Now if you could please line up and board the bus, we can⁠—”

      The crowd surged.

      Henshaw fired at the ground.

      The throng of people stopped moving once more.

      “Slowly,” the man replied. “Women and children first.”

      “Go,” Emily said, pushing me forward.

      “But what about⁠—”

      “I’m right behind you, kiddo.”

      Frank Henshaw gestured me toward him with a wave of two fingers. As I approached, he clapped me on the back and said, “Where are your parents, son?”

      I bowed my head—unable, and at that moment, unwilling, to speak.

      “I see,” the black man said. “Get on the bus and seat yourself near the front. I’ll keep an eye on you.”

      “You… you will?” I asked.

      Henshaw nodded. “Now go.”

      I climbed on-board the bus and seated myself at the very front—watching, and waiting, as other women and children boarded. When it came time for Emily DeMira to climb aboard, she settled down beside me, nodded, and said, “I’ll stick with you.”

      “You don’t have to,” I managed.

      “We Texans got to stick together. Right?”

      I took a moment to consider what it was she said, then nodded.

      It didn’t take long for the first bus to fill up, nor for the one after it or the one after that. Eventually, the four were filled to the brim—including standing space—and even though there were still people amassing out and around the school zone, there was no way that the four busses available would be able to hold anymore people.

      Henshaw climbed aboard shortly after I took notice of this, and gave me a stern, resolute nod as he beckoned for the driver to close the bus’ door.

      “Suh-Sir,” I managed. “What about the rest of the people?”

      “They’ll have to make their way there on their own,” the man replied, crouching down beside me. “You ok, kid?”

      “I’m… I…” Tears streamed down my face in the moments thereafter. “They took my parents.”

      “They?”

      “The spaceship. The aliens. Whatever’s in them.”

      “I’m sorry,” the army man said, reaching forward to set a hand on my shoulder. “Yours weren’t the first, son, and they definitely won’t be the last.”

      “What are they?”

      “We’re simply referring to the invaders as Them.”

      “Them?”

      “Them.”

      I nodded.

      Captain Frank Henshaw stood and bellowed, “Let’s get out of here!”

      The bus surged.

      The people inside shuddered.

      The vehicle began to make its way up the street.

      As we began to move through the streets of San Antonio, toward a destination that I could only hope was safe, I leaned back against the plush brown seat and looked out at the world beyond the bus and watched as more of the ships descended upon San Antonio, sparing no mercy as They took into Their folds those unsuspecting people who’d just been trying to live their lives.

      I tried not to think of my parents—of my mother, of my father, of the home I had left behind—but it was no use.

      The more I thought about it, the more reality began to set in.

      They had finally come, and with Them, had brought a world of destruction.

      Our world was about to change—and, I knew, for the worst.
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      That last moment changed my life forever.

      But, you’re probably wondering: what was that last moment like? Before the stars aligned, before They came?

      Well, I’m here to tell you: it was horrible. Undoubtedly the worst day of my life. And it went something like this:

      It was the night of September 17th, 2024. Me, my sister Xiomara, and my father had just returned from popping popcorn and were awaiting my mother to return from her smoke break so we could resume watching our movie. It was a typical family night, during which everything was absolutely normal. That was why nothing could have prepared us for what was about to occur.

      Mom had just walked through the door, and was still smelling of cigarette smoke, when the channel we were watching our movie on suddenly, and unexpectedly, changed.

      “Daddy?” my sister, Xiomara, asked. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure,” my father said as he stared at the screen with rainbow colors. “I⁠—”

      The television switched before he could finish.

      The American president’s logo appeared upon the screen.

      Then, in moments, our commander in chief, President Suzanne Gale, appeared.

      “Good evening,” she said, her eyes set, her lips pursed. “My name is President Suzanne Gale, and I am here to tell you that First Contact has been made.”

      “What is she talking about?” my mother asked, stepping away from the door to approach the television. “What does she mean by First Contact?”

      “Shh,” my father replied. “Listen.”

      “At exactly six o’clock PM Pacific Standard Time, we received reports that  an unidentified aircraft had entered California airspace. After a brief engagement, we opened fire upon what we initially believed to be foreign invaders from another country. What we couldn’t anticipate was their counterattack.”

      “Is this a joke?” my mother asked, turning her attention back to my father. “Are you pranking us?”

      “You know I wouldn’t,” my father replied as he scrambled to turn the volume up. “Now be quiet and listen!”

      “At this time, we do not know much about who They are, what They want, or what Their intentions happen to be. All I can tell you is that They have come from somewhere else, and that They mean harm to us.”

      “Victor,” my mother cautioned. “You’re scaring the girls.”

      “I’m not trying to!” my father barked. “Please just shut up and⁠—”

      “—remain calm. Local police and military are working to respond to the domestic threats here within the United States. Residents are advised to lock their doors and⁠—”

      “Daddy,” Xiomara said, tightening her hold around a pillow she’d pulled against her chest. “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are,” my father replied, “but just remain calm. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Everything’s not fine!” my mother shouted. “You’re scaring the girls!”

      “Go to bed,” my father said, removing me from my place on the couch and pushing me toward the edge of the living room.

      “But—” I started.

      “I said go to⁠—”

      My mother screamed.

      I turned my head.

      And saw a pair of glowing yellow eyes looking through the window.

      It was impossible for me to determine what it was. I couldn’t rationalize it—this thing, this monster outside the window. It looked like a coyote, but it was massive, and standing on two legs, its slack-jawed mouth looking in at us—at me. I wanted to scream so badly, but something—and I’m not sure what, exactly—kept me from doing so. It was as if I was under its spell, and being held captive by its gaze.

      My father scrambled to pull the curtains across the windows before Xiomara could see, but the damage had already been done.

      The monster knew we were inside.

      “What was that?” my mother screamed. “What the hell was that?”

      “Turn the lights off,” my father said.

      “Why—” she started.

      “Just do it!”

      My mother rushed to do as asked as he pulled Xiomara from the couch and thrust her into the dining room. “Get under the table,” he said. “Both of you! Now!”

      “Daddy,” I managed. “What’s going on? What was that thing?”

      “I don’t know, honey. Just get under the table.”

      My mother pressed her hands to my shoulders and guided me without pause.

      As I came to rest under the table alongside Xiomara, my father finished turning the lights off and pushed my mother underneath⁠—

      Just in time for the doorknob to start jiggling.

      “The door,” my mother whispered.

      “I’ll get it,” my father replied.

      “No!” My mother took hold of his shirtsleeve. “Stay here. It… it doesn’t know how to get in.”

      I stared, in complete horror and fascination, as the doorknob continued to jiggle.

      Xiomara sobbed.

      My mother held me tight.

      My father maintained his fixed stare.

      I’d never seen him so scared before. His face white, his hands trembling. He took hold of one of the table’s legs to still his shaking hands, but even then, his arms tensed, his body reacted. His gaze was set on the door—as if waiting for the thing to get in.

      “What’re we gonna do?” my mother asked as screams began to rise in the night outside.

      “Just remain calm,” my father replied. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      The doorknob ceased to jiggle.

      “See?” he asked. “It’s leaving. It knows it can’t get in.”

      “But—”

      The doorknob turned.

      My mother gasped.

      Xiomara whimpered.

      In moments, the creature outside pushed the door opened, then let itself inside.

      There was little we could do. It knew we were in here, and its laughter seemed to indicate that. As its eyes swept across the room, slowly but surely illuminating anything in its path, it set its gaze toward the table, then lowered its head.

      My father bolted from beneath the table and headed toward the back door.

      “Victor!” my mother cried. “Victor!”

      “Stay with the girls!” my father screamed.

      The creature bolted into the kitchen.

      My father took off out the back door.

      A massive white light filled the outside world.

      What sounded like a trumpet blared throughout the back yard.

      Then, my father screamed.

      My mother pushed me back toward Xiomara, threw herself out from under the table, then grabbed one of the wooden chairs and swung with all her might.

      The backrest collided with the creature and snapped in half.

      It grunted.

      She screamed.

      Xiomara grabbed me and pulled me out from under the table just as my mother took hold what remained of one of the hair legs and slammed it into the monster’s face.

      “Ana!” our mother cried. “Xiomara!”

      “We’re here!” Xiomara said.

      “Go to the door!”

      My older sister pulled me as the first scream of the night ripped from my throat.

      The monster turned its head toward my mother and snarled just as she slammed the table leg into its face again, knocking it off-center. It slammed into the fridge, then spun in an attempt to defend itself as my mother whacked it again, and again, and again and again and again.

      By the time it was on its hands and knees, she spun and ran toward us.

      “Go to the car,” she said as she swiped the keys from the rack.

      “But—Daddy—” I started.

      “We can’t help him,” she replied. “Go! Go!”

      Xiomara opened the door and pushed me out.

      I bolted toward the blue SUV sitting in the drive.

      Xiomara followed. My mother, too.

      Lights punctuated the sky. Saucer-shaped aircraft darted to and fro. Gunfire lit the night.

      I was so transfixed by the sight of one of the ships making its way from our backyard that I barely acknowledged my sister as she pulled the door open and shoved me into the vehicle.

      “Buckle up,” she said.

      My mother threw herself into the driver’s seat and slammed the key into the ignition.

      My sister crawled over me, then pulled the door into place just in time for the bloodied creature to come stumbling out of our home.

      It laughed like a hyena.

      I struggled not to scream.

      Xiomara buckled me into place and was just about to do the same for herself when my mother tore out of the drive, sending my sister sailing into the opposite door.

      “Mom!” Xiomara cried. “Slow down!”

      “I can’t!” my mother screamed. “Just sit down and buckle up!”

      She scrambled for the radio just as Xiomara did as asked.

      Within moments, the sound of a radio broadcast was streaming into the car.

      “All San Antonio residents are advised to report to their local high schools,” the announcer said. “The military is arranging evacuations as we speak.”

      “Why can’t we just leave?” Xiomara asked.

      “We can’t,” my mother replied. “Your father will need to know.”

      “Where is he?” I managed to ask.

      But my mother didn’t reply. Instead, she slammed her foot on the pedal and sent the vehicle sailing up the road.

      Another car ran a stop sign.

      My mother swerved to avoid it.

      We spun, briefly, before she corrected us and started up the road again.

      “Hey,” Xiomara said, taking hold of my hand as I struggled to see through my tears. “It’s okay. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

      “You don’t know that!” I replied. “You don’t know that!”

      “Mom’s gonna get us to the high school and we’re gonna leave,” she said. “Okay? Just stay calm. We’re gonna be okay.”

      “But I—you—we⁠—”

      She pressed a finger to my lips and smiled. “Remember that song we used to sing when we got scared?” she asked.

      “No monsters, no monsters, no monsters go away,” I sang.

      “No monsters, no monsters, can’t come out and play,” she repeated.

      I sang with her for the next several moments as our mother continued to weave along the road, dodging incoming traffic, people running, people screaming. At one point, something small hit the side of the SUV, but what it was I couldn’t be sure. My mother just said to ignore it—that everything was all right, but everything was okay.

      But I knew it wasn’t.

      No.

      After calming down enough to process everything in my eleven-year-old mind, I realized what was going on.

      Monsters—

      Flying saucers⁠—

      Things that looked like coyotes but weren’t⁠—

      Aliens had come to take over our planet. And they were going to do it no matter what.

      My mother swore as the traffic ahead of us began to thicken.

      “Come on!” she screamed, slamming her fist on the horn over and over again. “Move!”

      Someone on foot slammed into the side of our vehicle.

      My mother instantly flicked the safety locks into place.

      “Please!” the man cried. “ Help me!”

      “I can’t!” my mother replied. “I have girls in here!”

      “Please! Please! I have nowhere to go!”

      “I said⁠—”

      He punched the window.

      Xiomara cried out.

      My mother said, “Grab the bat from under the seat.”

      “He needs help,” Xiomara replied. “Why can’t we let him in?”

      “Desperate people do desperate things,” my mother replied. “Now grab the bat!”

      Xiomara reached under the seat and pulled it out just in time for the man to approach the driver’s-side window.

      My mother held the bat up for him to see.

      He startled, then fled.

      About this time, the traffic began to ease forward, so my mother started to advance up the road again, toward where the high school stood in the distance.

      “Mama?” I asked. “Why aren’t we moving faster?”

      “Because everyone’s trying to get away,” my mother replied. “Don’t worry, hon. We’ll get there. Even if we have to run.”

      Run, I thought.

      The image of the three of us in our pajamas running the darkened streets of San Antonio filled my mind, and caused teardrops to fall from my eyes.

      Xiomara took hold of my hand; and I, terrified out of my mind, took hold of hers.

      The next time my mother spoke, she swore.

      “What’s wrong?” Xiomara asked. “Why aren’t we moving?”

      “Because they’re stopping the traffic,” she replied.

      “What?”

      She pointed.

      The two of us lifted our heads.

      Distantly, we could just make out the sight of soldiers and policemen making their way along the rows of cars. They first spoke with the occupants inside, then gestured them to move their vehicles off the road.

      “Are we—” Xiomara started.

      The sensation of my mother guiding the vehicle off the road cut her off.

      “We’re running,” I said, stating it more than questioning it, “aren’t we?”

      “Yes, honey. We are.” My mother unbuckled her seatbelt and took hold of the bat before turning her head to face us. “Now, listen to me. Okay? I want you to do everything I say.”

      We both nodded.

      Sighing, my mother considered the policewoman quickly making her way to the vehicle, then turned her head to look at us and said, “I want the two of you to hold hands and not let go. Understand?”

      “What about you?” Xiomara asked.

      “I’ll be right behind you. If we get separated, don’t panic. I’ll find you.”

      “But Mom!”

      “Do as I say, Xiomara. And Ana, you listen to your sister. Understand?”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “Good. Now, go. Now.”

      Xiomara unbuckled first her seatbelt, then my own before sliding the door open and drawing me out of the vehicle.

      The policewoman came to a halt before us. “Good,” she said, turning her attention to our mother as she crawled out of the driver’s seat. “Ma’am, start leading your children down the road and to the high school. There’ll be people there waiting for you. Understood?”

      “We understand,” my mother replied. She tightened her hold on her bat and turned her attention to the two of us. “Start walking. I’ll be right behind you.”

      I took hold of my sister’s hand and began to walk as fast as I could, trying my hardest not to listen to the sound of yelling, of screaming, of crying. Distantly, I could make out the sights and sounds of the flying ships sweeping the area, their trumpets bellowing before lights appeared to survey the area. Occasionally, gunshots would follow; and though a part of me wanted to believe that the people of San Antonio were fighting back the alien invaders, another part of me knew that wasn’t the case.

      At my side, Xiomara attempted to remain calm and composed, her eyes set on the people ahead of us and the school nearby. She kept mumbling under her breath—counting, I think, the seconds as they passed by.

      One two three…

      One two three…

      One two three…

      I didn’t understand what she was doing, or why exactly she was doing it, but I started doing the same.

      “One two three, one two three, one two three⁠—”

      “Yeah,” Xiomara replied, nodding, as if to affirm that what I was doing was right. “Just keep counting your steps, Ana Mia. We’ll be there soon.”

      A trumpet sounded somewhere nearby.

      I lifted my head.

      Saw, with my own two eyes, a saucer as it flew overhead.

      Then I heard an explosion as something was fired from its depths and into the distance.

      “Run,” Xiomara said.

      So we did.

      We took off as fast as we could manage. Xiomara, with her short legs, seemed to take flight; and I, the slightly taller of us, struggled to keep up. I gasped for air as I fought to maintain speed, but Xiomara, she was on the track team at her middle school, and could outrun the best of them.

      “Keep going,” Xiomara said.

      “Xio,” I managed. “I can’t.”

      “Just do it!”

      “I—”

      The sound of a second, then a third saucer sweeping overhead inspired the momentum within me.

      So we ran.

      And ran.

      And ran.

      Come time we reached the school, the soldiers had their guns drawn, and were aiming them toward the sky.

      “Hurry!” one of them cried, waving us forward with a gloved hand. “We have to get out of here!”

      “Mama!” I screamed, spinning to face the street.

      Our mother lifted her bat to signal to us and yelled something, though what it was I couldn’t be sure. I couldn’t hear over the sound of everyone yelling, of everyone screaming. Xiomara apparently could, though; and with a rough tug of my arm, turned to lead me across the school’s front parking lot, toward where the school buses awaited us.

      “We gotta go!” Xiomara said.

      “But—Mama!” I said.

      “She’ll be right behind us,” she said. “Come on, Ana! Let’s go!”

      I wanted so badly to turn around—to try and help her even though she was so many feet away—but I knew my sister was right. I knew we couldn’t wait.

      After what had happened to our father⁠—

      I shook my head.

      I knew I couldn’t think about that, even then. And so with every ounce of courage I had, I ran.

      The school buses were revving their engines, likely in warning that they were soon going to start maneuvering out of the lot.

      “Hold on to my hand!” Xiomara cried. “Hold on to my hand!”

      “I am!” I cried.

      Someone bumped into us full-force.

      I slipped.

      My hand slid from my sister’s grasp.

      She screamed.

      I cried out.

      I felt a hand latching onto me and then hoisting me up, and turned my head just in time to see a policeman before he pushed me toward my sister. “Go!” he cried.

      I grabbed Xiomara and followed her onto the bus.

      “Where’s Mama?” I asked, turning my head to face her.

      “She said she’d be behind us,” Xiomara replied, pushing me into the seat behind the bus driver. “Sir! Sir! Where are we going?”

      “We’re following the military convoy out of the city,” the bus driver replied, turning his head to look at us with his beady black eyes. “The city’s been lost.”

      “But—the military⁠—”

      The man shook his head. “There’s nothing more they can do but evacuate as many as they can.”

      I turned my head just in time to see the man close the door leading onto the bus.

      “Our mom is out there!” I said.

      “She’ll get on the next bus,” the driver said, then pressed a button before leaning toward a microphone and saying, “Everyone hold on!”

      Then he began to maneuver the bus out of the parking lot.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect, or even how I was supposed to feel. With military men and women waving glow sticks to direct the buses out of the lot and down the road, and flashes of light illuminating the sky, it was impossible to determine how we would flee the city, especially with the aliens overhead. However—that didn’t seem to matter to the bus driver, who, with his radio issuing commands, followed the directions of the woman reciting the designated pathway out of the city.

      I tried my hardest not to cry as I turned my head to look at the people on the bus, then at the other buses behind us, but found myself doing just that.

      “Mama will be fine,” Xiomara said. “Don’t worry. She’ll get on the next bus.”

      “But—the… the⁠—”

      “What?”

      “The monsters,” I said. “They’re destroying everything.”

      “I know, Sis. I… I know.”

      She closed her eyes and reached up to press a hand against  her heart, then bowed her head and began to recite a prayer I used to hear Mama say during times of trouble.

      “In times of trouble,

      “In moments of worry,

      “In days so hard,

      “It’s this I state:

      “Please, dear God: keep us safe,

      “Keep Mama safe,” I whispered beneath my breath. “Please, God, keep Mama safe.”

      It wasn’t long before we began to make our way out of the city.

       

      I don’t know for how long the bus driver drove, or where exactly we were supposed to be heading. With the adrenaline finally slipping out of my system, I was left with an unshakable sadness that did consumed every fiber of my being.

      Is Mama safe? I remembered thinking.

      Is Daddy?

      Deep down, a part of me knew that my father was gone. I’d seen enough alien invasion movies to know what happened when bright lights appeared, and when screams followed.

      Sniffling, I turned my head to look out at the darkened landscape and tried, with little success, to keep my tears from coming, to no avail.

      Around us, the people were silent, their voices mere whispers as through the darkness we traveled. Occasionally, a voice would come over the bus driver’s radio, but otherwise, the world was as quiet as ever—which was eerie considering everything we had gone through in that first hour.

      Beside me, my sister looked out the window, her eyes lost in the darkened distance.

      “Xio?” I asked.

      She turned her head to face me. “Yeah?”

      “Where do you think we’re going?”

      “Somewhere safe,” she offered. “Somewhere they won’t know where we are.”

      “They probably know we’re leaving the city,” a man nearby offered, rather morosely at that. “It’s not like we were all that discrete.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Xio replied. “We’re all scared.”

      “Scared?” The man laughed. “You don’t know the half of it, kid.”

      I swallowed the lump rising in my throat and lifted myself off the seat. “Mister Bus Driver?” I asked. “Where are we going?”

      “Fredericksburg,” the man replied. “The town wasn’t hit by bombs like the larger cities were.”

      “So… there’s no aliens there?”

      “There might be, but not as many.”

      I nodded and settled back down into my seat.

      Xiomara pressed a hand against the small of my back and hugged me tight with one arm. “Once we get there,” she said, “we’re gonna wait for Mama. Then we’ll do whatever it is the military men want us to.”

      “What do you think we’ll do?” I ask.

      “I… I don’t know,” my sister replied. “I wish I did.”

      “Do you think we’re gonna live in Fredericksburg from now on?”

      “We can’t go back. Not… not after everything that happened.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I’ll miss our house,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Xiomara replied. “Me too.”

       

      We passed into the town of Fredericksburg not long after I’d begun to mourn our old home. It looked completely ordinary, in a way. The lights were still on, the businesses appeared to still be open. The only difference was: there were no people.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked.

      “Hiding, probably,” Xiomara said, reaching down to take my hand. “Just be quiet, Mia. Everything’ll be fine.”

      I wanted to believe her. I really did. Yet, I knew that it wasn’t going to be fine—not with the aliens flying about in their ships, looking for anyone or anything.

      The bus driver leaned toward the microphone at his side and said, “All right everyone. Listen up.”

      Though everyone was silent, the bus became even quieter the moment he spoke.

      “We’re heading toward an apartment complex that the military has designated as Fort Hope. Once we arrive, they’re going to process people into apartments based on the size of individual families. What they don’t want is people losing their wits, so I’ve been advised to warn you now to be calm.” The man removed his hand from the button, sighed, then pressed it again before saying, “I wish everyone the best of luck from here on out.”

      “Xiomara?” I asked. “What does he mean by that?”

      “I don’t know,” my sister replied. “Just… don’t worry about it. Okay?”

      I nodded, even though I knew I would be thinking about it until we arrived.

      Soon, I realized, I’d have no time to worry about it.

      We were going to get a new home.

      And though at the time I could know nothing of what was to come, a part of me understood that things were only going to get worse.

      So, in those last moments of the normal part of my life, I huddled close to my sister and cried.

      So, too, did she.
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      The idea that your life can change in an instant has never been lost upon me. Even all these years later—even after I’ve witnessed Their arrival, Their total invasion—I still have a hard time believing how it all began.

      When I was younger, I used to think I would just wake up, and it would all be a horrible dream.

      But it wasn’t, I would tell myself. It still isn’t.

      Six years ago—on September 17th, 2024—I learned just how horrible life could become.

      The three of us were driving home to Fredericksburg the night it all began. I was asleep in the back seat, clutching a stuffed giraffe that I’d gotten at the zoo so tightly that my mother was convinced I’d permanently bend its neck. Even at that point, during which I was partially between the realms of sleep and not, I must have known that something was wrong. Call it a sixth sense, or maybe just a keen awareness. Either way, I still remember the words that came out of my mother’s mouth when she realized the world would change forever.

      I still remember her saying, “What was that?”

      I’d opened my eyes to find that the world was dark, and that the only light that could be seen was that streaming from the display on the dashboard. At just eleven years old, I had convinced myself I was not afraid of the dark. But upon awakening, and hearing the terror in my mother’s voice, I found that I could do little but tremble.

      I asked, “What’s going on?”

      And my father—my poor, stalwart father—shook his head, only to say, “It’s okay, sweetheart. Go back to sleep.”

      It was immediately obvious—to me, and even, I felt, to my mother in the passenger seat—that my father was trying desperately not to panic. His hands were gripped tight around the steering wheel, his back was ramrod straight. Worst yet: I could see the wild look in his eyes from the brief exchange we shared in the rear-view mirror—a look that spoke of panic that words never could.

      A low voice droned on the radio, punctuated only by the bursts of static cutting across the transmission.

      “This is an important announcement—” a voice began.

      “An unknown threat—” it continued.

      “Remain inside⁠—”

      “—lock your doors⁠—”

      “Mama?” I asked. “Papa?”

      “Go back to sleep, dear,” my mother said, before reaching back to take hold of my hand. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “What’s happening?” I asked again, this time with more insistence. “Why is the man on the radio saying those things?”

      “Because something’s happening,” my mother replied.

      “It’s not safe out here,” my father added in that same dire voice. “It’s okay, Asha. We’re gonna go home, lock the door, and everything’s going to be⁠—”

      But whatever my father was going to say was lost as something flew overhead.

      The car shuddered. The dashboard flashed. The overhead lights flickered.

      Then, all of a sudden, the car lost power.

      “Stop the car!” my mother cried. “Stop the car, Paul!”

      “I’m trying, Cynthia!” my father cried back. “I’m trying!”

      I screamed as a second object flew overhead, then a third, a fourth, each following the flow of the highway as if they were being guided by the urban terrain.

      My father twisted the wheel. Pushed on the brake. Guided the vehicle as carefully as he could toward the side of the road.

      When it finally slowed to a halt, my father slammed his fist on the steering wheel, and screamed long and hard.

      I couldn’t help but sob.

      “It’s okay, Asha,” my mother said. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Everything is not fine, Cynthia. The car’s stuck. We’re stuck.”

      “Paul—”

      “Don’t Paul me.”

      “You’re scaring Asha.”

      “I wanna go home!” I cried.

      “We’re going to go home,” my mother said, taking hold of my face in her hands. “It’s going to be okay. We just need to wait for someone to help us.”

      “You think anyone’s going to help us?” my father countered. “When we’re being invaded?”

      “Paul.”

      “What?” my father asked.

      “Someone’s pulling over.”

      My father turned his head as a large SUV shifted lanes. He faltered as the vehicle pulled up alongside us. Before he could say anything further, he reached across the center console to the glove box.

      “Don’t, Paul—” my mother said.

      “Don’t Paul me, Cynthia.”

      The driver of the SUV rounded the corner, and lifted his hands slowly, cautiously, as my father turned his head to look at him. “It’s okay, man,” the young man said to my father. “I’m just tryin’ to help.”

      My father shifted his hand. Said, “I have a wife and daughter.”

      “I saw you lose power,” the young driver continued, “when they flew over. What the hell are they even, anyway?”

      “I don’t know,” my father replied. He shifted his hand again. “Why’d you pull over?”

      “I’m gonna try and jump your car.”

      “What?”

      “I said⁠—”

      “I heard what you said,” my father replied; and it was then that he shifted his hand, then that I looked down, then that I saw the gun in his grasp.

      “Daddy—” I started.

      “Take this,” my father cut in, pushing the pistol into my mother’s hand. “We’re gonna jump the car.”

      “Paul—” my mother started.

      But my father was already climbing out of the vehicle, and asking, “You got cables?”

      “Yeah. Let me grab ‘em.”

      As my father walked over to the young man’s SUV to assist him in starting our car, my mother took a long, deep breath, then exhaled it not long after before turning to face me. “They’ll start the car,” my mother said, “and then we’ll go home.”

      “What’s going on, Mommy?”

      And my mother said the few words I feared she’d say.

      She said: “I don’t know, Asha. I just don’t know.”

      My father and the young white man worked to string the cables between the two cars, and talked in hushed tones as passing cars continued to sail up the interstate, all without regard for our predicament. While my mother watched my father and the stranger, the light from the young man’s vehicle casting her dark skin in a radiant glow, I tightened my grip on the giraffe in my grasp, and tried to be as brave as I could in the face of what was undoubtedly something horrible.

      My father shouted, “Try and start the car!”

      My mother leaned over and twisted the key.

      “It’s not starting,” I replied.

      “Give it a moment,” she said, and twisted the key again. This time, the car made a clicking noise, and the lights on the dash flickered into place. “I think it’s working!” my mother called out.

      “Thank God,” my father replied. He leaned forward to pull the jumper cables from the engine, and passed them back to the young man, a serious, yet relieved look on his face. “You don’t know how much this means to me, to my family.”

      “Don’t sweat it, man,” the young driver said, a smile parting his trembling lips. “Texans gotta stick together, right?”

      “Yeah,” my father said, “we do.”

      “Paul,” my mother said as she rolled down the window. “We need to get going.”

      “We’re going, Cynthia. Just give me a moment to⁠—”

      But while he was talking, something stalked out of the dark on the opposite side of the interstate. Lifted its lupine head. Gazed toward us with a pair of glowing yellow eyes.

      I screamed.

      My father turned.

      The young man spun about to consider the monster coming from the dark, and said, “What in the⁠—”

      But the monster lunged from the darkness. Rushed across the road on two back legs. Extended its wicked arms with its razor-sharp talons, and made a sound like the hyenas did when they laughed at the zoo.

      My father screamed, “Hand me the gun!”

      My mother passed it forward.

      My father took hold of it and spun. Yelled for the young man to get out of the way.

      But the young man didn’t. Instead, he brandished the jumper cables like a weapon, and prepared to do the unthinkable.

      “Go!” the young man screamed. “Save your family!”

      My father fired a shot into the dark. Missed as his hand trembled. Stumbled backward, gun raised, as the young man slapped the monster, the thing that looked like a werewolf, in the face with the jumper cables.

      My father jumped into the car as my screams filled the night, as my mother’s panic and desperation fueled her to yell, “Go! Go go go!”

      I turned my head as my father pushed the vehicle into drive. Watched as the young man slapped the monster with the cables again. Stared, in abject horror, as the monster reared its hand back—and with one fell swoop, took the young man’s head clean off his shoulders.

      I screamed.

      My mother sobbed.

      My father swore, and slammed his foot on the gas as hard as he could.

      The vehicle shuddered with the force of its acceleration, but carried us down the road just as it needed to.

      As I watched the lupine creature turn its head to look at our fleeing vehicle, I witnessed its golden, glowing gaze following us in the dark, and heard its chilling howl as others joined to drag the young stranger’s body into the dark.

      Though I have tried to push that night for all my life, I could not, and still cannot, deny it.

      That young man’s final act of courage would haunt me for the rest of my life.
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      I have never been particularly brave. Having lived, grown up with, and then fought and beat cancer, I could easily say that I have always depended upon others when things got rough.

      But when They came, everything changed.

      I still remember that day as if it were yesterday.

      My mother, rousing me from sleep⁠—

      My father, whispering we needed to go⁠—

      My eyes as they opened, my lips as they parted⁠—

      I hadn’t been able to ask what was going on, or where we were going. There’d been a wild look in my mother’s eyes; and worst yet: she’d had her pistol in the holster on her waist.

      I knew, at that moment, that one thing was for certain:

      If my mother was openly carrying her weapon, something was horribly, horribly wrong.

      Fortunately for me, I was so young that I could barely understand what was happening.

      Unfortunately, that made the nightmares even worse.

      People running. People crying.

      Spaceships flying. People dying.

      It’d all been too much to take—and still is, if you want me to be perfectly honest.

      It’s especially bad now that my father is gone.

      It’s been almost six years since his death—six years since They came, six years since They changed everything—and not a day goes by when I don’t think about him, or those words he’d told me before everything had happened.

      He’d said, Be brave.

      It had all happened like this:

      “We have to go,” my mother had said as she shoved clothes in a bag as fast as possible one late night in 2024. “The military is preparing to evacuate.”

      “Evacuate?” my father asked. “Susan, are you crazy? We can’t evacuate. Those… things are all over the place!”

      “We can’t just stay here,” my mother replied. “Barry—take this—” she shoved the bag of clothes in my father’s direction “—and grab Mary-Anne.”

      “Mommy?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself over, Angel,” my mother said. She brushed my hair out of my eyes and turned her head to consider my father. “Grab the keys. We’re getting out of here.”

      “But—”

      “Do it!” my mother barked.

      My father scrambled down the door without so much as a look back.

      Turning, I considered the world outside my bedroom window—listened to the sound of men screaming, women shrieking. I thought of what father had said—about things being outside—and though I tried my hardest not to cry, I found that I could do little but that.

      “Hey hey hey,” my mother said. “It’s okay. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      “What’s happening, Mommy? Is it something bad?”

      “It’s something bad,” my mother said. “But I need you to do something for me—something very, very important. Are you listening?”

      I nodded.

      “I need you to do what me and your father say. I need you not to cry, and most of all: I need you not to scream, no matter what you see. I need you to be as quiet as possible. Do you understand?”

      “I—”

      “This isn’t a game, Mary-Anne. Something bad could happen if you don’t do as I say.”

      “Bad?” I asked, and waited for her to nod before asking, “You mean… like… someone could get in trouble?”

      “Worse,” she said. “Someone could get hurt, maybe even die.”

      As someone who’d been in the hospital for cancer treatments—for an illness that took some kids’ lives and not others—I knew that not everyone made it out alive. But up until that point, I’d never heard my mother say that word, especially not  around me.

      Someone could get hurt, she’d said. Someone could die.

      Die.

      I trembled as I looked at her—as I considered everything that the night could possibly mean, especially for my family—and offered a slow, yet hesitant nod as I looked upon her calm, yet uneasy features.

      “Do you understand, Mary-Anne?”

      “I—I understand,” I said.

      “Good.” My mother pressed a hand against my shoulder and pulled me into a tight hug. “Do as I say, and everything will be fine. Now come on. Let’s go.”

      I took her hand. Allowed her to lead me out of my room. Followed obediently as we wound around the curve in the hall, then as we made our way toward the kitchen. My father was already there—trembling, then, more than he ever had before—and the look in his eyes was pure panic. I could tell, at that moment, that whatever training my mother had gone through in the military had changed her tremendously. It’d erased, or at least silenced, some kind of outer panic, that inner chaos that I felt bouncing around my chest.

      My father asked, “Are we ready?”

      My mother said, “Give me the keys.”

      “What are you⁠—”

      “I’m not letting you drive, Barry.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because you’re panicking. I can’t afford someone like that in the driver’s seat.”

      “Susan—”

      “Give me the damn keys, Barry!”

      My father whip-lashed emotionally, and relented almost instantly. He tossed the keys upon the counter, and took hold of a wooden baseball bat that leaned against the kitchen counter as he turned to look outside the doorway.

      He said, “Oh God, Susan, what are we getting ourselves into?”

      “We’re leaving. Now.”

      Now, I thought.

      I took hold of my mother’s hand. Thought of her words, her warning, more than I ever thought possible.

      Someone could die, she’d said.

      I had to be quiet. No matter what I saw.

      My mother stepped forward. Gestured my father to open the door. Raised the pistol in her grasp, and pointed it toward the doorway.

      The moment we were exposed to the outside world was the moment I knew things had changed forever.

      My mother said, “Go!”

      My father burst out first—eyes wide, bat raised. My mother exited next, careful to tug me along, but not so kind as to keep us from slowing down.

      Nearby, someone screamed.

      My father cried out.

      My mother lifted her gun and fired at something that moved nearby.

      I didn’t have time to see it, much less respond, as soon, she was tugging me toward the family SUV, and pushing me toward my father.

      “Get her inside,” she said.

      She unlocked the car. Slid the backseat door open. Turned her head, pistol raised, as my father took hold of me and carefully pulled me inside.

      “Buckle your seatbelt,” he said as he tugged the belt toward me.

      I did as asked, and grimaced as he slammed the backseat door back into place.

      I lifted my eyes⁠—

      Saw something moving toward him⁠—

      Screamed, “Daddy!”

      My father spun just in time for my mother to let loose a hail of bullets on the monster that had crept up on him from the dark.

      “Get inside, Barry!” my mother screamed.

      He ran around the vehicle, clutching his ear, yelling, “You blew out my eardrum!”

      “Get inside the damn car!”

      My father tossed himself into the passenger seat just in time for my mother to throw herself behind the wheel, stab the keys into the ignition, then go shooting backward out of our driveway.

      “Dammit, Susan!” my father said. “I can’t hear out of my right ear!”

      “Better than dead, Barry.”

      I turned my head from my mother, to my father cupping his ear, then back to my mother again. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “A military base,” my mother replied. “I’ve been called back to duty.”

      “Duty?”

      My mother tightened her hands on the steering wheel and said, “Don’t worry, honey. We’re going to be fine.”

      I turned my head to consider the cars flying out of their homes, the people as they ran along the streets, and found my heart pounding, my mind racing.

      I thought, What’s going on?

      And I thought, What was that monster that almost got daddy?

      It’d looked like a wolf, but wasn’t; was standing like a man, but wasn’t. At first I’d thought I was seeing things. But then I saw its eyes—its glowing yellow eyes⁠—

      My mother swore as someone cut into the road in front of her.

      “Watch the road!” my father cried.

      “Shut up!” my mother screamed. “Just shut up, Barry, and let me drive!”

      “It’s gonna be okay,” my father said, turning his head to face me. “Everything’s going to be fine, Mary-Anne. We just have to get out of the city. Then everything will be okay.”

      “There’s so many cars—” I started.

      My mother slammed her fist against the steering wheel and swore yet again. “There’s gonna be too many people going up the interstate,” she said.

      “Then go on the frontage,” my father replied.

      “I don’t know if that’ll get us there.”

      “We have to try, Susan.”

      “I know that, Barry. I know that.”

      My father fell silent, then—and though I could see the panic in his eyes, could hear the chattering of his teeth, he reached back to take my hand, and squeezed my fingers as I reached out for him.

      I lifted my eyes to look at the road in front of us⁠—

      And that was when I saw it:

      The spaceship.

      Shooting over the road. Spinning as whatever was inside considered the world around it.

      Don’t scream, I told myself. Someone will die.

      My mother spun the steering wheel and shot around a corner⁠—

      Almost into another car.

      She corrected, almost too quickly, and the car went sailing across the divider in the road. She gasped, and then turned on yet another road, desperate to escape the sight of the spaceship that was trying to follow.

      “Remember that game we used to play?” my father asked, centering his gaze directly upon me. “That rhyming game?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

      “What rhymes with goat?”

      “Boat.”

      “What rhymes with dog?”

      “Bog.”

      “What rhymes with salad?””

      “I—I don’t⁠—”

      My father laughed. “I don’t think anything rhymes with salad,” he said.

      “Ballad!” I suddenly cried. “Salad rhymes with ballad!”

      “Good girl,” he said, tightening his hand around my fingers. “Keep rhyming things for me, Mary-Anne.”

      I tried my hardest to come up with more rhymes—to keep my mind occupied, my brain at ease—but found that, eventually, the rhymes stopped coming, the words along with them. I found that all I could do, as my mother raced through the streets of San Antonio, was watch the world as it was destroyed around me.

      I said, “Daddy.”

      He asked, “What, Angel?”

      “What’s going to happen to us?”

      “We’re going to be fine,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’re going to be⁠—”

      My mother slammed on the breaks and cried, “Dammit!”

      The road in front of us had become a traffic jam. With people screaming. People crying. People honking their horns, attempting to make their way through traffic.

      “What are we supposed to do?” my father asked.

      “I don’t know,” my mother replied. “I just… I don’t⁠—”

      A gunshot rang out.

      “Why are they shooting at each other?” my father asked.

      “They’re scared,” my mother replied. “They’re panicking. Acting stupid. They’re going to get each other killed.”

      “Take the side road,” my father said. “Cut across the field. Get on the farm market road.”

      “Will the SUV make it?”

      “We’re not going to make it if we stay here,” my father said.

      Cursing, my mother turned the wheel and angled herself out of the right-hand lane.

      The moment the vehicle slid off the road, a massive eighteen-wheeled went sailing into the vehicles that were just in front of us.

      “Holy—” my father started.

      But my mother slammed her foot on the accelerator, and shot us into the distance.

      I watched cars go flying. People be ejected from vehicles. And through it all, I didn’t scream.

      No.

      Someone will die, I told myself.

      Within moments, our family SUV was rolling onto an old farming road, and we were shooting across the outskirts of San Antonio.

      My father said, “We’re gonna be okay. We’re going to be okay, Mary-Anne.”

      “How much longer?” I asked.

      “Not much,” my mother said. She took hold of her cell phone and pushed it into my father’s hand. “Call Sin. He’ll know what to do.”

      “What if I can’t get through?”

      “Then keep trying.”

      My father scrambled to unlock my mother’s phone. To sort through my mother’s contacts. To stab his finger on the screen, and push it to his uninjured ear.

      I heard him say, “Sin! Yes! This is Barry Dubois! We’re on an old farm market road heading north out of the city. Susan said you could help?”

      I turned my head to regard the darkness stretching before us, and wrapped my jacket tighter around me. I was almost always cold. Had been since my last treatment. But the doctors had said that I was fine—that I was in remission, but that my body would take some time to recover.

      That I wouldn’t die.

      But here, on this road, in this car, with my mother and father, I wondered, Will I die tonight? Will a monster get us? Will the aliens abduct us?

      I cried—silently at that—and lifted my head as my father said, “He said if we can make it to the raceway he can get us out of here.”

      “The raceway?” I asked.

      My mother and father ignored me. My mother said, “Okay. Yeah. We can do that.”

      “How far is it?” I asked.

      But again: they ignored me, and instead, lifted their heads to consider the road in front of us, whereupon the old stretch of road I could make out hardly anything, save the trees shifting, the darkness stretching.

      My mother said, “We’re gonna be okay.”

      And so we rode in silence for quite some time, at which point I stopped seeing spaceships flying, stopped imagining people dying. My mother remained calm, her hands gripped around the steering wheel. My father clutched his ear. But even despite seeing my parents calm, I felt like a storm was raging inside me—a tornado threatening to tear me and everything I knew apart.

      I felt, even though my mom and dad said we were safe, that something bad was going to happen.

      “We’re almost to the raceway, baby girl,” my mother said. “We’re almost⁠—”

      My mother trailed off when several lights appeared in the field beside us.

      “There,” she whispered.

      My father lifted his eyes. “It’s them!” he cried. “It’s them!”

      “Get my gun,” my mother said. “I’m gunning it.”

      I watched the accelerator creep past fifty. Go over sixty. Climb through seventy, then eighty.

      My father clutched the gun as the SUV shot onto the road—as the vehicle hurled  toward the raceway, devoid of people, with only the flickering streetlights to illuminate the road before us.

      The moment we slammed to a halt was the moment I realized that this was it. We had finally made it.

      “Where is Sin?” I asked.

      “I don’t know!” my mother cried. “Barry—where the hell are they?”

      “They’re coming by helicopter,” he said, unclasping his seatbelt and clambering out. “Get Mary-Anne.”

      My mother turned on the SUV’s hazard lights. Hauled herself from the vehicle. Threw the backseat door open, and grabbed me a short moment later.

      She cried, “Barry!”

      But my father turned his head toward the sky, and said, “There!”

      A helicopter was bee-lining in our direction.

      “Get inside,” my father said as he grabbed the metal gate separating us from the raceway and pulled it out of place.

      I turned my head as my me and my mother raced through⁠—

      Just in time to see the monsters running up the road.

      “Barry,” my mother said as my father slammed the gate between us. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m saving you and Marry-Anne,” he said.

      “Barry,” my mother said. “Don’t do this. Please. Don’t.”

      “Angel,” my father said, crouching down across from me. “I need you to do something for me. I need you to be brave. Be brave for me, and be brave for your mother.”

      “Daddy!” I cried.

      My mother pushed the gun through the gap in the grate and said, “I love you, Susan. Keep our daughter safe.”

      My mother stared—wide-eyed, mouth agape. She opened her mouth to say something⁠—

      But then my father turned and took off.

      Don’t scream, my mother had said. Someone could die.

      I closed my mouth. Pursed my lips together. Tried my hardest not to sob.

      My mother took hold of me and said, “This way, Mary-Anne.”

      “But—Daddy⁠—”

      She ignored me, then; and though as much as I wanted to cry out to her, to him, I kept my silence, and watched the helicopter as it spun about, its spotlight searching the raceway for us.

      My mother raised her hand. Waved it down. Tucked her arm against her eyes to shield her gaze from the dust lifting into the air.

      The helicopter landed a moment later.

      My mother grabbed me. Rushed us toward the helicopter. Pushed me forward, then spun as the gate behind us quivered under the assault of a monster.

      A man cried, “Dubois!”

      She fired a single shot into the dark, then spun to take the man’s hand.

      He hauled her into the helicopter.

      My mother pushed me into a seat. Strapped me into place. Yelled, “It’s going to be loud!”

      I couldn’t speak. I was so scared out of my mind—so devastated by the night’s happenings—that I could barely think.

      I tightened my hold on the seatbelts across my chest. Watched my mother buckle herself in. Watched the man, who I could only assume was the man named Sin, slam the helicopter’s door shut into place, then call, “Go! Go!”

      And into the air we went—shooting, skyward, as if we were going to heaven, as if we were leaving this awful place.

      I spun about to look out the window—to try and see if I could see my father in the darkness—but found that it was too dark to see anything.

      Across from me, I watched my mother search, too.

      “Mommy,” I said, in a small, yet quiet voice. “Mommy.”

      But my mother didn’t say anything. Instead, she lowered her eyes to the floor, then let lose the worst scream I had ever heard in my life.

      Be brave, my father had said.

      And so I told myself I would.
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      As I stood on the precipice of what separated our home from the landscape beyond, I tried, with everything I could manage, not to cry.

      On any other night, I wouldn’t be as bothered by what I’ve been thinking, of what I’ve been imagining, of what I’ve been dreading. Tonight was, realistically, the calmest, and quietest, it had been in weeks. But deep down, I knew that tonight would be different.

      Deep down, I knew that my sister was planning on joining the Midnight Guard.

      Call it a psychic sense. A sister’s intuition. A knowledge I knew was beyond my own. Either way, the mere thought of Ana Mia standing up here in my place, or maybe even next to me, left me feeling breathless and full of dread.

      I tightened my hold on the rifle in my grasp to keep myself from trembling.

      I knew, deep down, that it would be my sister’s decision. It was her right, by civilian law, to do what it was she felt was her duty not just to herself, but her community. But the fact was: I had done everything in my power to protect her for these past six years.

      But now I can’t, I thought.

      I couldn’t help but sigh as a tear slipped from my eye.

      Almost six years ago to the day—on the night of September 17th, 2024—the United States of America received an emergency broadcast from then-president Suzanne Gale, during which she had announced that an unidentified number of aircraft had entered our borders. It was during this time that she told us that we did not know who They were, nor what They wanted. All we knew is that They had come from somewhere else, and that They had meant us harm.

      They being Them: the aliens from outer space.

      I can still vividly recall looking outside that night and seeing that beastly thing, its glowing eyes, its ghastly grin. My mother’s screams have haunted my dreams for years, as have my sister’s.

      And my father’s.

      I reached up to tighten my hold on the cross that dangled around my neck, and tried to recite the only Psalm I knew from memory beneath my breath.

       Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

      “For thou art with me,” I whispered, “thy rod and staff, they comfort me.”

      A flicker of glowing lights appeared in the distance, causing me to purse my lips and still my tongue. I relinquished my hold on the cross and tightened my grip on the rifle, fully prepared to do what I’d been trained for the past four years of my life.

      “It’s all right,” Captain Henshaw said beside me. “We’re safe.”

      His voice, in the darkness, was like gentle waters washing over me. It caused me to close my eyes. To take a deep breath. To, thankfully, breathe.

      I loosened my grip on the rifle and slid my finger from where it rested near the trigger.

      “Don’t get soft on me, Berrios.”

      “I won’t, sir,” I replied.

      Henshaw didn’t reply; and though I couldn’t exactly see him in the darkness, I could determine, based on where he stood, that he was likely looking out into the darkness beyond Fort Hope, looking on at the lone monster we could easily see in the distance.

      The alien—one of their ground troops, or forward scouts—was called a Coyote: specifically because it resembles an upright-walking canid. Its freakish appearance, combined with its glowing eyes that could cut through any darkness, would’ve been enough to unnerve anyone.

      But it’s laugh, I thought, only to grimace as the freakish sound, like that of a hyena prowling the night, echoed across the landscape.

      I ground my teeth together to keep them from chattering, and grimaced as I watched the lights in the distance populate across the landscape. The alien—the Coyote—was calling to its companions; and together, they would stalk the streets, hunting for any human to hunt, maybe even harvest.

      The thought of one of them breaking through these walls, and of taking my sister, made me feel things I hadn’t felt since that fateful September night.

      The truth, if I wanted to be perfectly honest with myself, was that I had never felt true purpose until I joined the civilian militia. While I had done my due diligence of keeping my sister safe the night my father was harvested, the years following our arrival at the military operation designated as Fort Hope would be spent in near spine-tingling agony, in almost literal dread. A part of me craved to know what was happening beyond the walls of our single-bedroom apartment, of what was occurring just outside the barricades; and as a result, I had been unable to shake the urge to commit myself to something more.

      To commit myself to the Midnight Guard.

      In standing there—in the middle of the night, listening to the Coyote’s laugh, and breathing in the smell of late autumn—I struggled not to think of another winter in which we would have to ration food, another winter during which we would be forced to endure the possibility of a brutal winter.

      We do what we have to do, I told myself. That’s how it always been. How it’s always going to be.

      But why did it have to be like that, though? I wondered. Was it because humanity had been driven to its brink? To the fringes of what it once was? Of what it could have possibly been?

      The truth, as plain and simple as I wanted it to be, was that it had to be this way because there was simply no way else for it to be.

      But was that really right?

      Standing there, on the walls overlooking the city streets, I gazed at the lights in the distance—at those ever-wavering, wandering illuminations—and tried, wth everything I could muster, not to feel defeat.

      As much as I wanted to believe that I was insignificant in the world, and that nothing I did would ever amount to anything, the reality was that the world needed people like me. People like us. People who would join the Midnight Guard not just to protect our walls, but our people.

      The world needed people who would fight back.

      Deep down, something inside me said that everything would work out, and that everything would, in the end, be as it should.

      In the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but wonder if Ana Mia might even be a part of it.
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      When They came, the story began, we thought They were our salvation. We thought They’d give us energy, heal our sick, solve world hunger. Instead, the story would continue, They didn’t. This was the point where I usually stopped listening—because, after hearing it one-hundred-thousand times over the past few years, it was never told any differently. The story never changed. The point was never made any clearer.

      When They came, it should’ve began, They only had one thing on Their minds:

      Our destruction.

      Sadly, this was the story I had to listen to on my final day in the Juvenile Education System—when, after studying a generalized curriculum for several agonizing years, I would finally be emancipated and graduate into the Adult Work Force at the age of seventeen. It wasn’t my idea of a ‘final hurrah,’ but at least it beat a test.

      “Ana Mia Sofia Berrios!” The teacher slapped the edge of my desk with his pointer stick hard enough to jar me out of my thoughts. “Pay attention!”

      I instinctively drew my hands away and set them in my lap without response. Mr. He merely nodded before pulling a projecting screen from the ceiling. “Now,” he continued, making sure to catch my eye as he turned to survey the room of twenty students. “We are all aware of the events that began on September 17th, 2024—when we finally established First Contact with an extraterrestrial civilization. What we couldn’t have anticipated was the fallout that would occur thereafter.”

      Mr. He rounded the stool the battery-projector lay upon. His eyes held a certain sadness. “It is my responsibility, as a senior educator of the Juvenile Education System, to relate to you one final time the dangers that exist outside the walls of Fort Hope.”

      His trembling fingers searched for the projector’s ON/OFF button as his eyes remained fixed on us.

      He didn’t want to do it. That much was clear. He didn’t want to push that button and reveal to us the one thing that haunted our memories, our dreams, our every waking moment. But it didn’t matter. He had to do it. It was required—actually mandated—that we see the things that lay outside our walls. But for people like me—who’d happened to live through, survive, and still dreamed about it—I could already see it as his index finger pressed the button: lingering in the shadows, waiting for a moment to strike, watching, waiting, anticipating, breathing with only a wheeze as it lifted its hands to turn the doorknob and step right into my⁠—

      The projector came on.

      I wanted to scream.

      But somehow—someway—I managed to hold it in as its image filled the screen.

      Limp-wristed, a sloping jaw, glowing eyes that lit the night—most wouldn’t have found the Coyotes threatening upon first glance, as they simply looked like exaggerated caricatures of traditional horror movie werewolves without tails. It was only in knowing what They could do, and Their purpose, that made Them truly frightening.

      “Canis Alienus,” Mr. He said, “otherwise known to most as Coyotes, are the primary scouting agents employed by the extraterrestrial intelligence that currently surrounds and monitors the planet Earth. It is likely that many of you have had contact with these creatures, and I apologize for any traumatic memories this may cause. As you all know, I am required by law to show these images.”

      No one said a word. Barely anyone breathed. I struggled to keep from breaking down.

      “Now,” Mr. He began. He set his pointing stick on a diagram featured alongside the image and drew in a breath. “Canis Alienus is the bipedal, wolf-like organism that commonly patrols the grounds outside of Fort Hope. They were the first extraterrestrial organisms to be reported on the ground and are also the ones responsible for gathering intelligence on Their surroundings. They are the primary reason the civilian population is not allowed outside at night, and the primary threat our Midnight Guard guards against.

      “I show you these photos,” he continued, “because I am aware that, on your last day as juvenile youths, many of you might be considering applying as civilian volunteers for the Midnight Guard. This is not a decision made lightly, nor one that should be considered without weighing the risks and benefits. We’re all aware that Canis Alienus was responsible for many of the harvests that took place in the early days of the aliens’ arrival.”

      My pounding heart threatened to snap my ribs and burst free of my chest. My head swam, my lungs ached, every muscle in my chest was tight. Tears swam to the surface of my eyes as memories of that first night came back—when one of Them looked into the house with its glowing yellow eyes and began to jiggle the doorknob.

      “Furthermore, I would advise everyone to consider non-militaristic options for employment, if only because⁠—”

      The way it had laughed. Smiled. Grinned. Even though they said that wasn’t possible—that it was just Their natural expression: elongated and sloped.

      “—several of the Midnight Guard report symptoms of anxiety and stress, nightmares and insomnia⁠—”

      And when it had realized the door had never really been locked.

      “—and because your safety is guaranteed within the confines of Fort Hope.”

      And then when the door had creaked open.

      When it had realized it could get in.

      When it’d entered the house—laughing and laughing and⁠—

      The projector snapped off.

      The screen whipped up.

      I blinked, free of the nightmarish vision.

      In its place, Mr. He looked on with sad yet determined eyes. “Congratulations, class of 2030,” he said. “You are now officially members of the Adult Working Force.”

      Though several cheered, I wanted to cry.

      Six years had passed and not a thing had changed.

      And worst of all: They were still here.

      

      Graduating students had no more than forty-eight hours to decide on a prospective future and apply to the Advanced Learning School of their choice. During this time, many would sit, wait, reflect on everything they’d learned. I, on the other hand, was terrified that my heart was leading me in only one direction:

      The Midnight Guard.

      Most would’ve considered my leaning foolish, given the inherent physical danger and psychological trauma associated with it, but none would’ve found it surprising. Like my sister—who’d joined the Guard four years prior—I had a reason for wanting to don the uniform and climb the walls.

      It had all started on September 17th, 2024, on the night They’d first appeared—on the day my life changed forever. My mother, father, sister, and I had been watching a movie in our family home in San Antonio, Texas when a Coyote had approached and began to survey the house. Back then, we couldn’t have known They were simply scouting and were no real threat unless They suspected a human presence. My father, on the other hand, was convinced we were in real danger—and in true, heroic fashion, had devised a plan to sneak out the back door and lure the creature away as we’d hid beneath the dining room table.

      It’ll be all right, I remembered him saying. I’ll be right back.

      The problem was: he never came back. He’d been Harvested—drawn up into one of Their ships never to be seen again. Up until a few years ago, my mother was convinced he could still possibly be alive. Your padre will be back, she used to say. Just you wait and see. She’d completely disregarded his screams, the light we’d seen, the way the house had shook as one of the Harvesting ships had passed over, all with the belief that, someday, he would return.

      She’d lost hope the day my sister, Xiomara, had turned seventeen.

      Not a night went by without her whispering te amo—or, I love you—to the only remaining picture we had of him before she went to bed.

      On this day—where I should have been celebrating my rise to adulthood with my friends and family—I sat at the only table in our efficiency apartment and struggled to figure out how I would tell my mother she would lose yet another child to the Guard.

      My sister would still be asleep, recovering from the previous night’s duties and the toll they would have taken on her body. If only she were awake, I’d thought. Maybe then she could advise me on what to do.

      Sighing, I crossed my legs atop the chair and surveyed the small, one-bedroom apartment I shared with my mother and older sister. Space was limited within Fort Hope—even more if you lived with a family—but the council had done their best to make sure we were taken care of. We had three mattresses, a bath with a working drain, a couch, and a dining table to call our own. It was more than most could ask for—or even dream of, considering the housing restrictions.

      The sound of a key entering a lock entered my ears. A short moment later, the door opened and my mother walked in, carrying a large paper bag. “Ana Mia,” she said. “Congratulations, sweetheart.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” I replied, rising and beginning to walk toward her. “Do you need any⁠—”

      She swatted my hand away as I reached out to take the bag. “No. No. This is for you. A surprise.”

      “A surprise?” I frowned. “For what?”

      “For your special day.” Smiling, she set the bag down and reached forward to part my long black hair from my face. “It’s not often a mother’s little girl becomes a woman.”

      “Mom,” I groaned.

      Behind us, the bedroom door opened. Xiomara yawned and ran a hand along her close-shorn hair. “Morning,” she said.

      “Good morning,” my mother replied, though with her usual tang of disapproval. “You’re just in time to celebrate.”

      “What?” Xiomara frowned, then blinked, as if clearing the haze of confusion from her brain. “Oh. Oh!” She rushed forward and wrapped me in a hug, though it was awkward considering she was only five-foot-three and four inches shorter than me. “Congratulations, Mia!”

      “Thanks sis,” I said, wrapping her in a hug.

      She held tight for a moment—lifting me off the ground despite her size—before turning to face my mother. “Sorry I didn’t wake up early. It’s just⁠—”

      “The Guard.” Mother nodded. “I know.

      Xiomara pursed her lips, but didn’t reply. Instead, she reached down, took hold of my hand, and watched as my mother approached the counter to sift through the contents of the paper bag.

      A moment later, our mother turned, revealing a steaming rotisserie chicken sprinkled with fresh herbs. “Congratulations!” she said.

      “Mama!” I cried. “How did you get this?”

      “I have my ways,” she said, then winked.

      “It’s too much. I… are you sure you can⁠—”

      “What’s done is done.” She smiled. “Like I said—it isn’t often a mother’s child becomes a woman. Now sit down. We’ll want to eat before it’s cold.”

      Though my stomach grumbled in anticipation, my heart fluttered with worry and unease. It wasn’t often we ate fresh meat—much less chicken—and I couldn’t help but wonder if my mother had gone behind the kitchen staff’s back in order to get it. While it was true she worked in the kitchen, removing food that was not yours was a punishable offense—one that could have you thrown outside the walls.

      I opened my mouth as she began to set plates in front of us. She pressed a finger to my mouth and shook her head. “Shh,” she said.

      I sealed my lips and looked down at the steaming food.

      So real, so fresh, so delicately-prepared.

      “Eat,” my mother said.

      And we did. All of it. Complete with a side of wild peaches and a small slice of chocolate pie for desert.

      By the time we were done, my stomach felt like it was ready to burst.

      “Thank you,” I said, looking toward my mother.

      She only nodded as she began to gather up the plates.

      “Shit!” Xiomara said. “I’m gonna be late!”

      “Xiomara Antonia!” my mother scolded.

      My sister darted toward the bedroom.

      “That girl,” my mother mumbled as she shook her head. “I swear.”

      “About that,” I started, swallowing a lump in my throat.

      She glanced at me out the corner of her eye.

      “Mama,” I said, mustering up all the courage I could manage. “I want to join the Midnight Guard.”

      The plate she held slipped from her hands and dropped to the floor, shattering instantly.

      “Mom?” Xiomara asked as she came running out of the room in full uniform. She looked at the shattered plate before glancing back up at our mother. “Mama? What’s wrong?”

      “Ana Mia,” she said, trembling, tears appearing in her eyes and streaming down her face. “She… she…”

      “She what?” Xiomara asked. “Mama?” She took hold of her shoulders. “Mama? What’s wrong?”

      “She wants to join the Guard!” she cried.

      It didn’t take long for her to fall into Spanish, as she usually did when she was upset. The next several minutes were spent with her crying, my sister nodding, and them conversing in the language I had never learned, while I sat back and played the casual observer. Just as I thought they were done, my sister pulled me from my seat and dragged me out the front door—into the warm twilight of early evening.

      “Xiomara!” I cried. “What’re you⁠—”

      She slammed the door before spinning to face me. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I—”

      “You couldn’t have waited until after she finished the dishes?”

      “I don’t know what you’re⁠—”

      “For one, she’s freaking out because she broke one of her good dishes,” Xiomara said. “And for two, she’s upset you told her you’re joining the Guard after she risked her job by stealing that chicken for you.”

      I blinked. “Okay,” I said, trying to maintain my composure. “I get that. But I don’t understand why she’s so upset.”

      “You don’t understand?” She laughed. “Are you crazy, Mia? After what happened to Dad?”

      “But I thought⁠—”

      “You thought what? She’d be proud of you for joining the Guard? That she’d be happy you knew what you wanted to do with your future?” She shook her head. “Are you kidding me?”

      “No.” I shrugged out of her grasp. Xiomara turned away from me and crossed her arms over her chest. “I just thought… maybe it’d be different. Because of you being in the Guard.”

      She snorted—a sound that never failed to make me feel stupid regardless of the situation. “Well,” she said as she turned to face me. “You thought wrong.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. So, rather than say anything, I simply hung my head and sighed.

      “Look,” Xiomara said. “I know this is hard for you. It’s hard for all of us. Even me. You think I want my sister putting herself in harm’s way?”

      “I…” I stopped and shook my head. “No.”

      “Then you can only imagine how Mom must be feeling.” Xiomara placed a hand on my shoulder and tilted my chin up with the other. “Go. Try and make up with Mom. It’s not gonna be easy, I know, but if you can make her feel better even a little bit⁠—”

      “I know.” I forced a smile. “Thanks, Xio.”

      “No problem.” My sister wrapped me in one last hug before starting down the road, toward the armory where she would retrieve her weapons and body armor for the night’s watch. “I’ll be back in the morning. Let me know how it goes.”

      “Will do.”

      I waited until Xiomara disappeared down the road before turning to face the door. Though anything I said was unlikely to help, I knew I had to at least try to make things right—if not for me, then for my mother. I owed her that much.

      After taking a long, deep breath, I placed my hand around the knob and entered the apartment.

      Though my mother was nowhere to be seen, it didn’t take long for me to find her. Her muffled sobs could be heard through the flimsy wooden door separating the bedroom from the rest of the apartment.

      “Mom?” I asked, unsure how to proceed as I stepped forward. “Mama?”

      I waited for a response. When none came, I knocked three times and tried the knob, but found it locked. “Mama,” I said, knocking once more. “Please. Let me in.”

      She responded in Spanish.

      “Mama,” I sighed. “You know I don’t know Spanish.”

      “By the Virgin Mary,” she replied as she unlocked and flung the door open. “The Midnight Guard? What about your agricultural studies?”

      “I only did them because I wanted to be around animals.”

      My mother shook her head. “Ana Mia,” she said.

      “Look,” I began, wanting to sound strong but at the same time refrain from being pushy. “I know you don’t like the idea of me joining the Midnight Guard. I wasn’t sure about it either at first. But the more I thought about it… and the more I actually began to think about why I wanted to do it… the more I realized it was because it felt like an actual purpose.”

      “They need people to help in the fields⁠—”

      “But they also need people to guard the walls,” I cut in. I took hold of her hands and forced her to look me in the eyes—a feat that was nearly impossible to obtain when she was at her most vulnerable. “There’s always going to be people in the fields. There’s always going to be people in the kitchens. There’s always going to be people who want to help build machines and repair buildings and do all those other things that keep them safely inside the walls. But like it or not, there will always be people who are afraid to keep watch. That’s why we need the few who are willing to do it.”

      The shimmer of tears in her eyes had disappeared. In its place was an understanding—or, at the very least, an acceptance—that hadn’t been there before. “You’re just like your sister,” she said, tightening her hold on my hands. “And you’re both like your father—your poor, stubborn father. Down to his nose and everything.”

      “Mom!” I cried.

      She laughed—a serene sound when silence had come to fill our lives.

      “I’m not going to like it,” she said, her tone darkening and becoming serious once more, “but I’m not going to deny you anything you want to do. If you feel this will give you purpose… if you feel, in your heart, that this is what you’re meant to do… then yes. You have my blessing.”

      I wrapped my arms around her chest and fell into her embrace.

      “God help us all,” she said as she stroked my hair. “God help us all.”
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      I should have slept soundly that night on the small mattress next to my mother and sister. Instead, all I could think about was what the next day would bring.

      What would happen, I wondered, when I woke up?

      What would occur, I then thought, once I walked out the front door?

      And what would transpire, I dared to question, the moment I stood in front of that recruitment officer and declared my intentions?

      I tossed and turned for much of the night, trying desperately to sleep even though my thoughts would not allow me.

      By the time the sun’s rays began to pierce through the high windows, I felt like I hadn’t slept a wink.

      “Ana Mia,” my mother said. “Wake up, Ana Mia.”

      I opened my eyes begrudgingly and stared at my mother, wanting nothing more than to retreat beneath the blankets and succumb to darkness. She was already dressed for her work in the kitchens—and like any good mother, would not have left without seeing me off.

      “Morning, Mama,” I replied, sighing as the tightness in my chest constricted my lungs and forced the exhale from my throat.

      “Are you not feeling well today?”

      “I just didn’t sleep well last night.”

      She pressed a hand to my forehead and frowned. “No temperature.”

      “I’m not sick, Mom.”

      “Ah,” my mother responded. “Nerves.”

      I nodded, unable to refuse her declaration or my feelings.

      She smiled and pressed a hand to my cheek. “Everything will be all right, Ana Mia. I promise.”

      “Thank you, Mama.”

      She leaned down, kissed my cheek, then rose and started for the bedroom door. “I fixed you a cheese sandwich,” she said. “You should at least get up and eat, even if you decide not to go today.”

      “I will. Don’t worry.”

      She smiled, bid me one final goodbye, then closed the door.

      Knowing I would be unable to sleep without feeling guilt for letting food go to waste, I rose from bed—careful not to disturb my sleeping sister, who hadn’t even bothered to change out of her uniform—and made my way into the apartment.

      As my mother had promised, a lone sandwich waited for me on the dining room table—complete with the crusts cut off. Just the way I liked it.

      I settled down, began to eat, and sighed as I looked at the nearby clock.

      At nearly eight in the morning, it wouldn’t be long before the rest of the complex woke and began their daily activities. Farmers would rise to tend the livestock, engineers would haul themselves from their beds to work on the automobiles and other weaponry, and the teachers would lug themselves into the office that had been repurposed into a school, all the while knowing today would be the last day before the graduating students would dedicate themselves to the occupation of their choice.

      The idea nearly made me sick to my stomach.

      Still, I ate, and once finished, I wiped the plate with a paper towel and water and returned it to the counter. Then I made my way into the bathroom and, with a single bottle designated for washing, cleaned myself in the tub as best as I could. I spent several moments doing this before donning a pair of jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and a denim jacket, pausing to look at myself in the mirror.

      My expression was haunted—my brown eyes scarred by a sleepless night, my thin lips pulled into a worried frown. I didn’t want to be afraid. I really didn’t. But this was the biggest decision of my life. I couldn’t just look in the mirror with confidence, not when so many doubts and fears ran through my brain.

      After taking a moment to prepare myself for the day, I walked out of the bathroom, then leaned in to check on my sister—who, still sleeping, could have cared less about the world or the events taking place within it.

      “Wish me luck,” I whispered, then closed the door.

      Once outside the efficiency apartment, I locked up, steeled myself for what would unarguably be a stressful day, and turned to make my way toward the Midnight Guard’s recruitment office.

      As I walked, careful to avoid the people making their way to and from work, I squinted through the intensity of the Texas sun. I grimaced when I realized the jacket may have been too much on a day when the weather was likely to rise into the seventies or eighties. Still—there was a breeze. With it drifted the scent of wildflowers, of bluebonnets and dandelions and the juniper trees everyone was so allergic to. I sneezed—wishing I had an allergy pill they reserved only for the Guard or those who suffered the most—and slid my hands into my pockets as I continued to walk past the apartment buildings.

      On any other day, the weather would’ve been perfectly fine.

      Today, it felt like the world conspired against me.

      I had to keep repeating my mantra in my head.

      Stay calm. Stay cool. Stay collected.

      The Midnight Guard headquarters—located on the southern end of the complex grounds—loomed distantly.

      It wouldn’t be long before I would walk through that door and declare my life’s ambition.

      Swallowing, I balled my hands into fists at my side and tried my hardest to keep my composure.

      “Ana Mia?”

      I jumped, startled, and spun to face the speaker.

      A young black woman with beautiful blue eyes, luscious full lips and high arching brows smiled as she ran to greet me.

      “Asha?” I asked, smiling as she cleared the distance to take hold of my hands. “Oh my God! You shaved your head!”

      “I didn’t think my hair would fit in a helmet,” Asha Dawson replied, laughing as she tightened her hold on my hands. “Are you joining the Guard too?”

      “I’m going to try.”

      “Try?” She smiled. “Of course they’ll take you! I mean, your sister⁠—”

      “Is in the Guard too. I know.”

      Asha smiled and pulled away, allowing me just enough room to admire her features in detail. She always looked pretty, and today wore the slightest smattering of lip gloss and teal eye shadow. I felt a bit naked in comparison, considering my mother and sister both owned a palette of makeup I could’ve used, but no matter. It wasn’t my looks that were going to get me into the Guard on a day like this. It was my determination.

      “You want to walk to the headquarters together?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Sure.”

      “So… after you?”

      I started forward and smiled as she fell into place at my side, glad to have a companion on a day when I felt as though the entire world weighed upon my shoulders. Though I didn’t know Asha very well, considering we’d always had classes at different hours of the day, I knew her well enough to know she was a kind, easy-going girl willing to help others whenever they were in a tough spot. I’d often seen her in the fields, but had never really been able to talk to her. She’d always been too far away, too busy, too involved with her own work during elective hours. It was hard enough getting outside during the day to work with the animals, but actually talking with someone? That was a nightmare.

      “So,” Asha said, drawing the word out to bring my attention to her. “Mr. He’s speech yesterday…”

      “Was pretty scary?” I asked with a sigh. “Yeah. It was.”

      “I’m sorry you had to deal with that. I know that couldn’t have been easy.”

      “Thank you.” I looked up to face her. “It… just gives me reason to sign up, you know?”

      “Is that why your sister signed up, you think?”

      “Xio doesn’t talk about it much.”

      “I don’t blame her,” Asha said.

      With a sigh, I reached up and fingered the locket with our family picture inside it—trying, without success, to not show emotion in the shadow of what was unarguably my greatest adversary. A single tear slid down my face as I thought of that day all those years ago, and I grimaced when I felt Asha’s hand upon my shoulder.

      “He’d be proud, you know?”

      “I know.” I said, trying my hardest not to imagine my father being lifted into one of the Harvester ships in a beam of light. “It’s just… so clear in my mind, is all.”

      “I understand.” She wrapped me in a one-armed hug and turned to face the Midnight Guard’s Headquarters. “So,” she said, glancing from me, to the Midnight Guard armory, then back again. “Are you ready for this?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied.

      With that said, Asha stepped forward, opened the door, and waited for me to enter.

      I did so without hesitation.

      As she walked in behind me, I turned my attention to the apartment that had been converted into a small armory and tried, without success, not to falter. Cordoned off by a mesh wall, the place was as impressive as it was intimidating. Rows upon rows of guns lined the walls, and shelves stacked with armor and ammunition extended from one end of the efficiency apartment to the other. The guardsman standing behind the mesh—stooped over the kitchen island counting bullets and loading them into a series of bandoliers—lifted his head as one of his companions grunted. He stepped forward to face me and Asha from behind the mesh wall. “Ladies,” he said.

      “Sir,” Asha and I both replied, as if the respect had already been ingrained within our blood.

      “What can I do for you today?”

      “We’re here to join the Guard, sir.”

      “Aaah. New recruits. I was wondering when more of you would show up.” The guard settled down at the desk opposite the mesh and flipped open an impressive booklet. It held scores of lines, signatures and apartment numbers I knew belonged to members of the Guard. “I don’t need to tell the two of you how important a task you’re signing up for.”

      “No sir,” I replied, to which Asha followed with a nod. “We understand.”

      “You also understand that, by signing your names on these solid lines, you are dedicating yourself to the Guard and will not be relieved unless you are found incompetent or until your death.”

      “We understand,” Asha said.

      “All right then. If you would come forward and sign your names—” he riffled through the book until he came upon a different section which was filled with far fewer names “—here, then I can register you for your physicals.”

      Asha was the first to step forward and take the offered pen. I, meanwhile, could only watch as the girl wrote her information down as carefully as possible. Then she withdrew to allow me passage to the opening in the mesh wall.

      I swallowed the growing lump in my throat and stepped forward.

      I knew, at that moment, that I could do it. I knew I could. So why was I panicking? Was it because of the finality of the decision—because after all this time, I was about to dedicate myself to the one thing I’d planned on doing for the last three years?

      I accepted the pen with trembling hands, then set its tip to paper. Ana Mia Sofia Berrios, I wrote, then faltered a moment as it came time to write my apartment number down.

      “Miss?” the man behind the mesh asked.

      “Sorry,” I said, scribbling the number down in but a moment’s notice. “I had a moment.”

      “You’re Marisol Berrios’ daughter, aren’t you?”

      “Yes sir,” I replied. “I am.”

      “You and your sister do your father’s memory proud by serving in the Guard. I hope you understand that.”

      “I do,” I said, then relinquished hold of the pen.

      The man nodded as he took note of the signatures and closed the book with a thud. “You’ll be required to submit to a physical in the coming days,” the man said, “as well as a psychological evaluation to ensure you are stable enough to perform the required tasks. Should you be deemed fit, you will begin training, which will require you to be at your peak physical condition. Do you understand what I have told you?”

      “Yes sir,” I said.

      “We’ll learn how to shoot,” Asha said. “Right?”

      “You will,” he replied. “Among other things. Now run along. It looks like we have another recruit.”

      A young white man I knew as Jason Parks walked in, his chestnut hair and brown eyes accentuating the determined look on his handsome yet scarred face. “Ana,” he said.

      “Jason,” I replied.

      We exchanged glances for a few short moments before Asha beckoned me out the doorway.

      As I walked out, I sighed my relief and closed my eyes.

      I’d finally done what I set out to do.

      My only doubts happened to lay in what came next.

      

      “How did it go?” Xiomara asked when I returned home later that morning.

      “It went… fine,” I said, watching as my sister meandered about the apartment, eating a small portion of dry cereal from a bowl that couldn’t have possibly filled anyone up. “Are you sure that’s all you’re going to eat?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied, undoubtedly code for: shut up and mind your own business.

      Nodding, I settled down in a chair at the table and reached up to run my hand through my long dark hair. “You think they’ll ask me to cut my hair?” I asked.

      “I don’t see why they would.”

      “It’s just… I ran into another girl who’d shaved her head because she thought her hair wouldn’t fit into her helmet.”

      “They leave that up to you in the Guard. But honestly, if you asked me, I’d cut it down, at least a little bit.”

      “But I like my hair.”

      “I know. It’s gorgeous, Sis. But your head is prettier attached to your shoulders. You don’t want a Coyote ripping it off.”

      I grimaced as the image of the yellow-eyed, phantom-like creature entered my thoughts.

      “Mia?” Xiomara asked, pausing as she came to sit beside me. “Are you okay?”

      “I have no idea how I’m going to pass the psych test,” I replied. “I’m so screwed in the head.”

      “I think the only reason you wouldn’t pass is if they thought you’d lose it out in the field, or while you were holding a gun.”

      “Who’s to say I won’t?”

      “I saw the same things you did and I haven’t lost it.”

      But you were older, I wanted to say, but kept my mouth shut. Instead, I watched my sister as she continued to eat her cereal. She was always like that—minimizing the way I felt and the way I processed the things around me differently than she did. I couldn’t blame her, though. I mean, I understood it, in theory, but just because she wasn’t as affected by our father’s death—or at least if she was, she didn’t show it—didn’t mean I had to be just like her.

      After taking a moment to finish the cereal, Xiomara stood and was about to turn and make her way into the kitchen. She stopped to look at me once more.

      “Look,” Xiomara said, setting the bowl aside before reaching out to take hold of my shoulders. “You’re going to be just fine. The physical test is easy. And the psych? You’ll nail it. Just keep your cool, try not to freak out, and be honest about the things you’re feeling. We all have a little PTSD after everything we’ve been through.”

      “I know, but still.”

      “But still nothing.” She smiled. “You’ll do just fine.”

      I nodded and tried to take her words to heart, but for some reason couldn’t.

      I knew I wasn’t crazy—not like some people, who had seen things I could only begin to imagine—but sometimes, I sure felt like it. Especially after waking up from the nightmares.

      A knock came at the door, startling me from thought.

      “Were you expecting anyone?” Xiomara asked as she made her way toward the door.

      “No,” I replied, then frowned. “Unless… well… my physical.”

      “I don’t think they’d get you in that soon,” my sister said as she approached the doorway. “I mean, it took days for them to get to me, so I don’t see why you would be any differ⁠—”

      She paused as she looked through the porthole, then frowned when she pulled her head back.

      “What?” I asked, standing. “Who is it?”

      “A doctor.”

      She leaned forward, undid both the lock and the deadbolt, then opened the door to face the woman—who, in her long blue scrubs and with her clipboard, appeared every bit the professional. “Hello,” the woman said. “My name is Doctor Helen Parish. I’m here to see a… Ana Mia Berrios?”

      “That’s me,” I said.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Ana.”

      “It’s nice to meet you too.”

      “Go ahead and have a seat. This will only take a few moments.”

      I seated myself and waited for the doctor to come forward as Xiomara closed the door. As she did, she scribbled a few notes on her clipboard before setting it on the table. “I’m going to perform the wellness exam your primary care doctor would normally do, if that would be all right with you.”

      “That’s fine,” I said, then frowned. “What’s wrong with Doctor Orerra? Is she sick?”

      “She’s out of the office for the day,” Doctor Helen Parish replied. “Besides—she doesn’t normally handle the Midnight Guard. Those are more my department.”

      “I see.”

      “Now then.” The doctor lifted the clipboard and set her pen to paper. “Do you have any health problems?”

      “No,” I replied. “I don’t.”

      “No asthma, no heart murmur, no difficulties breathing?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Have you ever had any broken bones or undergone any major surgeries?”

      “No.”

      “Are you able to see, breathe, smell, and hear well?”

      “Yes.”

      To confirm this, she checked my heartbeat, looked into my ears and the back of my throat, listened to the sound of my breathing, and tested my reflexes with a rubber mallet. I grimaced as she shined a pen light into my eyes, but nodded as she drew away. “Stand, please.”

      I did, then allowed her to guide me through a series of exercises designed to test the extension of my muscles. She applied pressure to my shoulders to see if I would stand, pressed down on my hands to see if I could offer resistance, and gestured me to walk around the room at varying speeds. When I finally returned to her after my fifth lap, she nodded. “Unless there’s something you aren’t telling me, it appears as though you are in excellent physical health, Miss Berrios.”

      “Thank you.” I watched as she finished scribbling several notes upon her clipboard. “I wasn’t expecting to see anyone for at least a few days.”

      “We want to get people on the walls as soon as possible,” Doctor Helen Parish replied, turning her head up to look at me. “You’ll be seeing Doctor Riley, our chief psychiatrist, within a few hours.”

      “Hours?” I asked.

      The doctor nodded. “We try to get our new recruits into training as soon as possible. It’s not very often we get people who want to join the Guard.”

      “How many of us are there?”

      “Three, yourself included.”

      Only three? I frowned. It was no wonder she’d gotten here so quickly. Given my last name, I had to have been on the top of her list. Still—it was a bit disconcerting to know that, out of nearly thirty graduating juveniles, only three of us had opted to register for the Guard.

      What did that mean for our safety? Would the older generations continue to maintain their posts, regardless of the grueling hours and the social isolation? Or would we eventually be forced to acclimate to the fact that fewer people were willing to face the dangers beyond the walls?

      With a nod, Doctor Parish gathered her clipboard and turned to make her way to the front door. “Thank you for your time, Miss Berrios. And remember: be honest with Doctor Riley. You may be in excellent physical health, but it’s your emotional state that will determine whether or not you’re fit for the Guard.”

      “I understand,” I replied, then sighed as she walked outside.

      Xiomara locked the door behind the doctor and turned to face me. “See? That wasn’t so bad, now was it?”

      “I guess,” I said. “Now all I have to worry about is the hard part.”

      “Like she said: just be honest and everything will be fine.” Xiomara paused. “I mean… it’s not like it’ll be the end of the world if you don’t get into the Guard, right?”

      “I guess.” I sighed.

      Though I had my plan B, and would more than willingly serve my time in the fields if it came down to that, my heart was drawn to the Guard, my purpose toward making people safe.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      I would be meeting the psychiatrist soon.

      He would be the one to determine my fate.

      

      “Tell me about the night it all happened,” Doctor Kevin Riley said.

      “Where should I start?”

      “At the beginning. Take however long you need. I understand that we’re dealing with sensitive and painful memories.”

      “We were watching a movie when a presidential alert interrupted the broadcast to say alien contact had just been made.” I swallowed when I realized my mouth was dry and my throat constricted as if to keep me from speaking.

      “This was before the abductions began to take place?”

      “Before they began to be reported,” I replied, grimacing at the speed and veracity at which he wrote his notes. “I was scared, naturally. And so was my sister. But our father told us we didn’t have anything to worry about—that we should just ignore it and go on up to bed. That was when my mother screamed and we saw… it.”

      “It?”

      “The Coyote.”

      “What did you do?”

      “My father was the one who rushed forward and drew the blinds, but by that point it was already too late. It knew we were in the house, so it was only a matter of time before it broke in.”

      “What happened next?”

      “My father had the four of us turn all the lights off and hide beneath the dining room table. That was when it started jiggling the doorknob.”

      “It was attempting to break entry,” the psychiatrist said.

      “The worst thing was: it hadn’t realized the door wasn’t locked. My mother—she’d just gone outside for a cigarette break during the commercial, and when she came back in, she forgot to lock the door. We were so impatient. We just wanted her to sit down with us. We didn’t think it…”

      The psychiatrist stopped writing to look at me.

      I shivered, drew my feet up onto the dining room chair, and sighed. “I watched it try to open the door for at least three minutes,” I continued, almost breathless as he began to write once more. “I could see it from where I was under the table. I was petrified—afraid something would happen if I took my eyes off it. So I watched. And waited. And waited. And when it finally turned the doorknob, it started laughing.”

      “Like They are prone to do.”

      “Then it opened the door and came inside. By that point, there was nothing we could do, nowhere we could go, nowhere else we could hide. It’d already seen us. We were screwed. But my father—he thought he could lure it away, so he took off from under the table and went out the back door. The thing gave chase. A bright light filled the dining room after a trumpet sounded through the air. Then the house started shaking and we heard his screams.”

      “Your father was Harvested,” Kevin Riley said, matter-of-factly, as if this was a statement he had heard time and time again.

      “Yes sir. He was.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, his voice regaining a tinge of human emotion. “How did you, your mother, and your sister escape?”

      “Mom fought our way out with a chair,” she said. “Broke it over the thing’s head before taking a leg and beating it until it fell to its knees. Then she grabbed the car keys, grabbed us girls, and dragged us outside.”

      “You were in San Antonio when this happened, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you fled to the local high school when you heard the radio broadcast in your mother’s car.”

      “How do you⁠—”

      “I remember your sister’s story very clearly,” the doctor cut in, lifting a hand to silence me. “It was very terrifying, as is yours.”

      “We only left the city when we realized the Harvesters and Coyotes weren’t going to leave. That was when the military arrived and transported us to Fort Hope.”

      “Do you remember much else about that night?”

      “Not… really,” I said, then paused, surprised that my fingernails had dug into the flesh of my palm. When I unfurled my fist, harsh red indentations covered its surface.

      The psychiatrist finished writing a few more notes, then stood.

      “Sir?” I asked, standing, petrified at his sudden movements. “Are you⁠—”

      “I see no reason why you wouldn’t be able to serve in the Guard.” The man turned his eyes on me before pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “You obviously suffer from PTSD, as well as some generalized anxiety that may or may not specifically surround this event. But beyond that, you appear perfectly cognizant. You remained lucid, did not panic, did not dissociate during our interview like I’ve seen some patients do. If anything, you are merely a young girl that had something bad happen who wishes to contribute to society in a way you feel will honor your father’s passing. There’s nothing wrong with that in the slightest.”

      “Thank you,” I said, expelling a breath.

      “You’ll be expected to meet with the recruitment officer this evening. I would suggest you rest as much as possible before tonight.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re very welcome.” He opened the front door. “And Ana?”

      “Yes?” I asked, taking a few steps to escort him out.

      “If at any point you feel you are unable to perform the duties requested, you need simply inform your commanding officer. They don’t want incapable people on their walls just as much as they don’t want unwilling ones.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good day to you then.”

      I closed the door behind him, locked it, then trudged toward the bedroom.

      When I opened the door, I was met by none other than Xiomara—whom, if I had to guess, had been listening the entire time.

      “Xio?” I frowned. “What’re you⁠—”

      She wrapped her arms around me and bowed her head into my shoulder. She began crying soon after.

      “What’s wrong?” I tried to push her away, but was unable to do so due to the grip she had on me.

      “I’m just scared,” she said. “That’s all. I always knew this day would come.”

      “I thought you wanted me to follow my heart?”

      “I wanted you to do what you thought was right,” she replied. “I just never thought they’d say yes.”

      I closed my eyes and wrapped my arms around my sister.

      Her sobs filled the small space.

      “The walls,” she said between sobs. “God, Ana Mia… some people go mad on them.”

      “I know.” I tightened my hold on her body.

      Maybe that was why I needed to be on them—to prove that I already wasn’t.
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