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2130

The flashing lights and alarms sounded discordant notes and filled the pilot’s cabin. Dima hit the switch and checked his navigational dashboard. He was far from his home planet and according to his readings, the power cells didn’t have enough energy to perform another jump that would get him close enough to a space station for a rescue.

Fear prodded at his belly, but Dima shoved it back and activated the intergalactic comm to contact the one being who had always been there for him and given words of wisdom when he was in trouble.

The call connected immediately. The voice that came over the line was harsh and cold. “Venik Avar.”

A sense of calm fell over Dima. “Brother, it is me.”

The tone shifted to one of concern, losing all vestige of formality. “Why are you masking your comm code, Dima?”

Dima cleared his throat and admitted, “I’m not on Czeji-9.”

There was a hum on the line as silence prevailed. When next his brother spoke, a thread of anger entered his tone. “Why not?”

Dima offered a weak chuckle. “There was a female...”

Venik snorted. “There is always a female. Save me the story. Where are you?”

More alarms blared and the ship jolted.  Dima held tight to the navi-bar and accepted he wasn’t going to make it to a viable pickup point. Even worse, he was going to crash on this strange planet.

“Dima! Dima, what’s going on?”

Dima silenced the alarms, but his ship continued to rattle and rumble as he broke through the atmosphere. His entry speed was faster than it was supposed to be and nothing he did slowed the vessel.

“Dima, answer me,” the demand was uttered calmly.

Dima took a deep breath to ease his climbing terror. “Something happened to my ship when I exited hyperdrive. There must have been a miscalculation and I’m too far from any stations in the Tribek system.”

“Where exactly are you?” Venik asked.

Dima felt a spurt of hope. Older by fifty senims, his brother always managed to pull him from one scrape after another. It was the reason their parents had tasked Venik with keeping an eye on Dima. They knew Dima worshipped the former war hero.

“I’m sending coordinates, Ven.” Dima keyed in his location and sent the message to his brother’s secure line.

“I have it.”

The ship jerked again and the scent of burned material filled the cockpit. Dut! His vessel was on fire. “I’m going to crash, Venni.”

Dima used the childhood nickname as his fear returned.

“Yes, it seems like you are,” Ven agreed.

The ship’s lurching motion settled and smoothed out. He was still heading in too fast but at a much more controlled descent. What had changed? Dima glanced down and noticed the faint blue glow coming off the instrument panel. He laughed weakly. Of course. Unmasking his comm code and sending his coordinates had enabled his brother to claim remote access to his ship.

Dima dropped his hands to his lap and sighed. He was never going to be as great as his brother. Joining the armed forces hadn’t given him his brother’s military bearing and none of Venik’s wisdom had rubbed off from following him around as a youngling. Wishing he was half the man Venik was made for wasteful dreaming. “I’m sorry.”

“Do not apologize. I will attempt to mitigate the damage, but you are not out of danger yet. The planet you will land on is primitive at best and according to galactic records hasn’t had any contact with other life forms. There is no way of telling what your reception will be.”

Dima read the information Venik sent across the display. Earth, terrestrial planet with intelligent humanoid beings, breathable atmosphere for his kind and an extensive water mass across a large portion of it.

“I’ll be careful.”

“You will hide until I am able to reach you,” Venik stated bluntly. “Use the survival training I taught you and wait for me, Dima. Don’t try to initiate contact with these primitives.”

The scolding tone made Dima sit up straighter. “I won’t mess up, Ven.”

Dima could see his first clear view of the planet below as his ship shot forward. Blue as far as his gaze could see, intermixed with swirls of white, brown and green. What a colorful world. His home on Vassi was full of rocky terrain and Dima had spent his youth climbing the various mountains beyond their tiny villa as far back as he could remember.

Another screen lit with a yellow warning followed by a monotonous tone.

“Dima, I’m getting another alert. Is your safety harness functional?”

There was concern and the first hint of worry in his brother’s question. Dima fingered the worn material of the harness loose against his chest and the completely shredded section at the hip area. He probably should have stayed on top of his repairs the way Venik always drilled into him.

“I’m wearing my harness. It must be an error reading,” Dima lied.

Venik huffed. “Very well. I have your course set for an area with minimum population. Prepare for impact.”

“I’m ready.” Dima braced as much as he could in his seat. Without a working harness, this was going to hurt.

The ground hurtled toward him. Despite whatever control his brother used, the ship vibrated fiercely. Dima jostled in his seat. The underbelly of his ship skimmed the tops of large trees, shearing the branches in its wake.

Something clipped the wing on his left and the body of his vessel shuddered. Dima slammed forward. He caught his weight on his hands to keep his face from making impact with the view screen.

“Impact in three,” his brother stated.

Dut. How could Venik be so calm? Then again, he wasn’t the one about to crash. Dima gritted his teeth.

3

2

1

Dima hit the ground with the force of a detonated explosion. The ship whined and screamed as it careened across a green landscape. Dima’s head hit the side window, bounced then rocked forward. The remnants of his harness gave under the pressure and he was flung forward onto the panel that no longer glowed.

Dut! Did that mean Venik didn’t have remote access any more? A ripping sensation tore into his gut as he fell from his seat and slid over the counter. One of the bracing bars above his head came flying toward him. The end sliced over Dima’s forehead, blinding him with pain.

He blinked and shoved up to his feet. Ignoring the wetness dripping down his face, he needed to get back in his seat. Dima looked out the view screen at a massive tree as wide as he was tall directly in his path.

“Dut!” Dima hoarsely growled. There was nothing he could do. No way to avoid the imminent crash.

Split seconds later, his ship rammed against the base of the tree. The collision combined with the damage from entering hot was too much even for his formidable vessel. The front half crumbled, bio-safe plexiglass cracked and spread in a weblike pattern. The pilot seat tore from its mount and rammed Dima in the back of his legs. He dropped instantly, head hitting the grated flooring.

“Dima!” Venik screamed.
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“Dima! Dima, answer me!”

His brother’s roars brought Dima back to wakefulness. He propped a forearm beneath him and with a tremendous heave, surged to his feet only to slump over what was left of the dash. “Here. I’m here, Venik.”

His brother, the ever calm, stoic, former High Commander of one of the greatest league units in the Vassi battalion, let loose a colorful array of profanity Dima had never heard him use. To his surprise, Dima laughed and instantly regretted it. His mid-section protested in agony. Dima pressed a hand to his belly and it came away drenched.

“How are you, Di? Give me a health status.”

If Venik was calling him by his nickname, he must really be worried. Dima’s arm trembled as he lifted the tattered end of his wet shirt and cringed at the yellow fluid. Gut wound. Dima blew out a breath, truly scared for the first time. If he was home or close to any of the stations under the Protectorate territory, an injury like this would be easily taken care of by any medic.

“I’m fine, Venik.” What else could he tell his brother?

“Good. Good.” Venik’s relief was loud and clear.

Dima felt a moment’s remorse for lying then shoved it to the back of his mind. He swiped at his face and more blood slicked his palm.

“First thing, you need to get away from the crash site. I’m assuming their planetary security will have noticed your ship’s entrance onto their world. Take an emergency kit and find somewhere to hole up.”

“Right.” Dima grabbed the blue case still mounted on what remained of one wall in his cockpit. He flipped it open and winced at the minuscule supplies inside. He really should have done a better job keeping things up to date. These paltry sealants, pain suppressors and energy bars wouldn’t last long.

“Don’t worry,” Venik said as if reading his mind. “I’m coming for you.” 

A weak smile creased Dima’s cheeks. He had no doubt. His brother might get irate at Dima’s poor decision making but he’d never abandoned him in his time of need. Not once. “Of course, you are.”

“According to my calculations, it will take me four months to arrive.” Dima flinched but Venik continued. “This is nothing. Remember when you were twelve senims and got lost in the mountains?”

Dima tried to smile as he made his way to the exit with the blue case shoved under his arm. “Yes. Mutar and Putar were worried, but you took a leave from teaching at the academy after the authorities told them I had probably died in the elements.”

There had been a blinding snowstorm on their home world, Vassi, and Dima had decided it was the perfect opportunity to pretend he was on a military mission like his big brother and ended up lost. One of the many times he’d needed his brother to rescue him from an incredibly stupid idea.

“That’s right,” said Venik in his self-assured tone. “I tracked you to an empty taraccs cave. You’d survived by using what I taught you. Hunted and killed for your food and used the furs to stay warm.”

Dizziness hit as Dima banged on the door release and it creaked open. He leaned against the entrance and waited for his head to stop spinning before stumbling down the ramp. “Took you thirty-eight days to find me.”

“But I found you. I’m coming, Dima.”

The certainty gave Dima strength. He switched the communication connection with his brother from the ship’s overhead speaker system to the portable unit he wore on his wrist. “I’ll seek shelter and wait, brother.”

***
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Seven days later

Dima made a mistake. He’d gotten careless. It wasn’t entirely his fault this time. The humanoids had scoured the crash site and there were far more of them than he’d expected. The self-destruct sequence he’d initiated would take care of anything high level but he hadn’t wanted to detonate it yet and create a shockwave for many kilometers around.

He banged a fist against the leg he’d twisted when he stepped into an unseen hole. The limb was swollen at the ankle and throbbed inside his boot.

Over the last week, he’d gotten cocky at evading the inhabitants of this planet. The tools they used to hunt for him were antiquated and Dima hadn’t initially worried they’d be able to find him. Their devices to sense the signs of his presence appeared nonexistent.

Then, two days ago, they’d brought out four-legged furry creatures that made sharp barking noises whenever they caught his scent. Dima had moved farther back into the wilderness, sticking to the highest branches of the trees at night to sleep. He’d thought it would be enough to make them give up their search.

Dima should have known better. Aircrafts now scanned the skies, their intent to find him voracious. He’d reported all of this to Venik, who continued to reassure him that he was coming. 

Dima slumped against the trunk of the tree he hadn’t managed to climb after fetching water and eating several scaled fish creatures he’d caught in his trap. His other injuries had grown steadily worse despite the care he’d taken to seal them and now the fracture in his lower leg hobbled his ability to escape.

Panting as the sound of the uniformed men and their tracking animals drew closer, Dima ran through his options. There weren’t any. He had no weapons, no armor or defenses to protect himself.

Excited shouts increased in volume. Dima tipped his head in that direction and blinked away his hazy vision. It wouldn’t be long before they closed in and captured him.

Sadness swelled in his chest for the family and friends he’d never see again. Some would say Dima got what he deserved, always reckless, no care for rules and structure. Some would smile in remembrance of his more mischievous acts. His parents...they were going to mourn his loss hard. Dima was the child they weren’t supposed to have. The medics had made it clear Venik would be their only.

Dima snorted. It should have been a sign to them. He was born into his rebellious nature. His thoughts strayed to his brother. Venik appeared hard and cold to those who didn’t know him. The great war hero who led his legion against the final battle with the Bantoks, a black hard-shelled race intent on killing all survivors from a genocide coup on Bantoki.

Venik and the jjaawir soldiers under him not only drove back the Bantoks, he’d personally killed their General, eliminating any chance they’d rise again.  

To Dima, Venik was his loyal brother, a good son to their parents. Venik would stand strong beside them, but he’d grieve and look to blame those responsible. Dima couldn’t let that happen. For once, he was going to be responsible for his actions and make the smart choice. He tapped the face of his wrist unit and hit the only comm code he’d used since his crash.

“What’s wrong, Dima?” came Venik’s sharp question.

Dima gathered his breath to speak. His lungs struggled to get sufficient air to breathe. He’d punctured something when fighting off one of the wild animals roaming in this world’s forest. “Don’t destroy them. It’s not their fault.”

A sharp inhale. “What?”

Leaning his head back against the tree keeping him upright, Dima stared at the pretty blue sky. He liked it here. It was a fitting resting place for someone like him who’d always enjoyed one adventure after another.

“Dima! Dima, speak to me!” Venik demanded.

“When you get here, don’t destroy their planet. They aren’t like us. They fear.” Dima knew this because he’d heard their whispered conversations late at night when he’d hidden in trees high above their unknowing heads.

They spoke of aliens and terrorists. Dima didn’t fully understand the meaning of their words. His translator was still building their language in its database. He’d need more exposure to the language to fully understand their speech. At least his brother would have a rudimentary grasp of it since data collected via translators were linked and shared.

“Why would you worry I’d destroy them, Dima?” Venik asked in a deadly voice. “What has happened?”

Tears blurred Dima’s vision of the sky with its floating white clouds. The truth was hard to swallow, but he forced himself to say it. “You’re not going to make it in time.”

“I haven’t let you down yet, and I won’t now, mi yekil tuare.”

My loved brother. The endearment was as familiar as the warm voice whispering them. Dima swallowed beyond the lump lodged in his throat. “You are the best big brother I could have asked for. You never begrudged me tagging after you despite our age difference. You never let your disappointment in me show.”

“I have never been disappointed in you, Di,” Venik vowed fiercely.

The sounds were getting louder. They’d be upon him soon. Dima drew a ragged breath and worked to get to his feet. He wasn’t certain how this first contact would go, but even if they didn’t kill him on sight, the wounds he’d suffered in the crash ensured his days were numbered.

“I need to destroy my comm and set the self-destruct sequence on the ship so they can’t use it to discover anything about us. I don’t believe they are ready.”

“No!” Venik roared.

Dima straightened his shoulders, holding his throbbing foot off the ground. Agony trickled through his battered body. “I must, Venik. You know it’s the right thing to do.”

“Do not end our contact, Dima! I am but three months out. I’m coming,” Venik implored.

Three months? His brother must have left as soon as he received Dima’s comm to be so close. Venik was pushing whatever ship he’d appropriated as fast as possible—all to reach Dima in less than the normal time of travel. He sniffed and choked back a sob. This was going to be so hard on Venik and Dima regretted that more than anything else he’d ever done in his life.

“Is yeki tuare.” Dima pushed out the words of love neither of them had spoken since Dima was a tiny youngling holding onto his brother’s much larger hand to skip alongside him. He snatched the comm from his wrist and set the self-destruct timer for his ship then tossed the device on the ground.

“Is yeki tuare ausi. You know this. Always.” Dima heard Venik say as he raised his foot to stomp. “I’m coming.”

That he was loved by his brother was never in doubt. Dima smashed his foot down hard and ground his boot into the expensive tech. Men wearing patterned pants in shades of brown and green with solid green shirts exploded into the area. They faced Dima with varying expressions of shock and surprise on their faces. Several animals on four limbs accompanied them.

This must be the planet’s security force or military. At least he thought that was how contact worked. The government from the new planet would send armed troops to greet the visitors. Dima lifted his three-fingered hand in what he hoped was a peaceful gesture and said in galactic standard. “I am Dima Avar from Vassi. I would like to initiate first contact.”

The moment he spoke, the snarling animals leaped and lunged toward him. Dima kept a wary gaze on them. Long black lines on collars about their neck were the only reason they weren’t tearing into him. 

“What the fuck?!”

“Holy shit!”

“What the hell is it?”

The questions flew at Dima one after the other. He didn’t have a chance to respond, not that he could. His two large tusk protruding from his mouth and hanging over his bottom lip prevented him from mimicking the sounds they made.

This was the first time he’d been able to observe the inhabitants of this planet clearly. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. They were bi-pedal humanoid like him and several species he’d crossed paths with. Their mouths were small with narrow lips, appropriate for the tiny white square teeth that flashed when they spoke. The parts of their bodies not covered by clothing were hairless except for the patch on their heads. They didn’t have any natural defenses that he could note, like his tusks and long claws.

“Peaf,” he tried in their language anyway as he lowered his hands and pointed at his wounds. Maybe they had advanced medical techniques and would be willing to see to his care. He could explain about Vax and how they needed to avoid his bodily fluids until proper protection could be taken.

They hefted their weapons in the air and aimed his way. Dut! That went well. Unable to bear his weight on his injured leg any longer, Dima propped himself against the tree behind him. How could he ask for help if they couldn’t even communicate?

“He’s attacking. I think he has a weapon.”

Dima frowned in confusion. He wasn’t doing anything. Gunfire erupted around him. Dima jerked and bucked, stinging trails of heat pinging on his chest. He looked down in stunned amazement. More yellow blood poured from the new wounds. They’d shot him, he thought as his legs gave out and he slumped to the ground in a sprawl.

Both of his hearts pounded harder and Dima could tell one had taken a severe hit. His breathing was labored, sounding over loud in his ears. Dima held his hand to his mid-section as they approached in a crouch. Were they not going to use a decontamination unit before physical contact? Primitive or not, they should have better protocol in place to deal with an unknown species.

“Go back,” he whispered hoarsely in his own language.

Dima could tell by their frowns they didn’t understand him. He thought of all the lessons his brother had taught him. The concern about infections and bio-contamination when races met for the first time. Dima wasn’t worried for himself. He could feel death’s rapid approach.

What if he infected them with Vax? His second heart began to fail soon after the first. He wheezed, filling the air with each struggling breath he tried to take.

The men closed in a tight circle around him. One lowered to a knee and shoved a black pair of visors to the top of his head. “What in the fuck is he? An alien?”

The ground reverberated with the sound of his ship exploding. Dima closed his eyes. At least he’d done something right. His damaged heart stuttered as his lips struggled to form the last word he’d ever speak. “Venik.”

***
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Billy stayed hunched over as he waited for the creature to get back up.

“Is he dead?” Josh asked from his position to the right.

“I think Brad and Steven killed him,” Billy said, feeling a moment of remorse.

Josh straightened but kept his rifle aimed at the dead creature. “It’s like that place where the government hides all the aliens. I knew it was real.”

Billy rolled his eyes. Never let it be said he hung with the brightest men. “Area 51.”

“Yeah,” Josh nodded, not coming closer.

Steven snorted. “Area 51 is a dome city now and a lucrative tourism stop. No legitimate proof of aliens were ever found despite the belief back in the 21st century.”

“Looks like proof to me,” Josh mocked, a slight tremor in his tone.

Billy could understand his fear. This was an honest to God alien. Almost seven feet tall, judging by his long legs encased in black pants with knee-high boots covered in silver buckles and chains up the back of its calf. His body seemed human, though. Mostly. The claws on his hands were clearly animal-like and he only had three fingers.

The head was the most alien part. Two white tusks grew from his mouth and curved up at least seven inches in length to butt against his cheekbones. His face—Billy assumed it was a he—was wide with a large ridged forehead and a recessed hairline. Long brown hair intermixed with thin braids with silver clasps on the ends fell below huge shoulders. 

Brad and Steven crept closer. The dogs went wild at the scent again.

“Take ‘em back,” Billy hissed, jerking away in case the alien moved.

Nothing.

Yellow gore had splattered all over his mid-section where he’d been shot and a small trickle of the same colored fluid dripped from his parted mouth. Billy’s stomach knotted. Definitely an alien.

The clothing was only slightly unusual. The fabric of the shirt held a sheen he’d never seen before. Greenish silver. The creatures black pants appeared thicker than any material on Earth. Similar to the armor the military folks wore or something from that fancy company Tek-Fair.

“What should we do?” Josh asked.

“Call for a reward,” Steven promptly answered, sending Brad into a fit of snickers.

“Who would we even call?” Josh asked, continuing to study the slain alien from his position.

“Probably would have got more if he weren’t dead,” Steven said.

“We can’t call anyone. They’ll just claim the discovery for themselves and say we’re a bunch of grid jockeys.”

Grid jockeys because they lived off the grid. The world had evolved into one full of high-end tech. Hell, even the social site, The Hive, had the ability to track people. Plus, people were morons and posted all their business there anyway.

“We should reach out to one of the private media sites and have them spotlight us,” Brad threw in.

“The Hive is the only one worth contacting.”

This caused an argument as they went back and forth on how to handle what they’d found. Ignoring the squabble, Billy worked up the nerve to get closer to the alien. He dropped to his knees and looked him over. There was a slight odor coming from the body. Death smell? Didn’t seem rotten. Just sickly sweet and distinct.

Whatever it was, Billy didn’t like it. He rose quickly and took several steps back. “I think we should leave.”

His three friends stopped their ridiculous conversation and turned to him in unison.

“What?”

“Why?”

“I don’t have a good feeling about this.” In fact, the hair on Billy’s head was standing on end.

“Hell, no! Not without our proof,” Josh snapped, going over and grabbing the alien by the shirt. His hand slipped in the yellow goo and he cringed, dropping the body abruptly.

Steven grimaced. “Damn, man. What is that shit?”

Billy was fairly certain it was alien blood. “Maybe we shouldn’t touch it ‘til we know it’s not contaminated.”

Josh swiped his hands on his pants leg. “Now you tell me.”

Brad laughed. “Pussies. I ain’t afraid.”

Brad slung his rifle over his back from the strap and strode closer to the body. Josh shoved him from the side. “I ain’t a pussy either.”

Brad slipped and landed face first on the alien’s chest. He leaped to his feet with a shout. “Fuck you, Josh.”

Billy stared in horror. Yellow streaks coated Brad’s cheeks and mouth. Steven and Josh pointed and laughed.

Brad’s gaze darted around. “What’s so damn funny?”

The knuckleheads continued to laugh but Billy didn’t find anything funny. A new sense of danger took a hold of him and his chest tightened. “Wipe your face, Brad.”

Brad’s gaze widened and he scrubbed frantically at his mouth, grimaced, then spat on the ground. “Eww. What is this shit?!”

Billy didn’t have a good feeling about any of this. “Let’s get out of here. Leave him.”

Josh’s expression fell. “No one will believe us if we don’t bring him back.”

Billy used his harshest tone. As the oldest of their friend circle, he knew they’d listen to him. “Take a picture, Josh, but we’re not bringing that thing with us to the bunker.”

He glanced back at the alien. “And we’re burying him here. Something about this shit ain’t right.”

Not even close.

They looked as if they’d argue, but must have sensed he was deadly serious and finally agreed. It took several hours but they managed to dig a pit big enough to roll the alien in.

Afterward, Josh and Brad wiped their hands on their shirts then reached for the leashes for their brindle-colored hunting dogs. As they trooped back to the compound, Billy couldn’t shake the awful sensation in his gut.

It started within an hour after their return. Surrounding a bonfire and recapping the alien story or whatever the hell that thing was, Brad started twitching.

“What’s wrong with you, man?” Billy asked.

Before Brad could answer, Josh’s eyes rolled up in his head and he fell from his seat on a tree stump. Steven dropped his drink, spilling the contents into the grass. “What the ever-loving hell?”

Brad leaped over the flames flickering at the center of the ring and charged Steven. Billy jumped to his feet and backed away as the two fell to the ground in a tangle. Steven swung at Brad repeatedly, but Brad only reared back and gnashed his teeth. Foam oozed from Brad’s mouth, sobering Billy in an instant.

Steven continued to scream. “Get off me! What the fuck, Brad?!”

Josh pushed himself to his feet, one side of his shoulder moving in a jerking motion as he headed toward Billy. The pupils of his eyes were blown and there was yellow ooze leaking from his eyes.

Slowly, Billy backed away until Steven’s scream distracted him. Glancing at his friend, he watched in horror as Brad leaned forward and bit a chunk out of Steven’s neck. Blood splattered and Steven screamed again. His legs kicked and scrabbled at the ground as he tried to heave Brad’s larger bulk off of him.

Something slammed into Billy’s back with enough force to knock him off balance. He fell forward and caught his weight as he spun round. Saliva and foam bubbling from his mouth, Josh lunged and bit Billy’s ear off. Shocked, his hand flew to the side of his head. He parted his mouth to scream profanities, but Josh tackled him to the ground.

There was no time to fight, no time to hold him off. Josh leaned down and latched onto Billy’s nose with his teeth, ripping into flesh and tendons. Swinging wildly, Billy couldn’t get away as Josh continued to attack his face.

Numbness spread through his body. Billy stared at the purple golden sky above. Another burst of pain cut into his thigh. He looked down. Josh was gnawing on his leg, blood dripping from his stained teeth.

***
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Far away, in a ship destined to arrive on Earth in three months, the distant alert of a GPS tracker continued its insistent beat.  
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Chapter 2
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Three months later

“Clear for takeoff.”

John huddled in his seat, noting the grim expressions on the faces of his friends and fellow soldiers. He was sure he wore the same look. The plane rattled and vibrated in an all too familiar rumble beneath his booted feet. He leaned back, closing his eyes and braced his hands on his thighs.

On the outside, he projected calm, inside he was anything but. His mind was in turmoil and his heart beat a double dribble from the moment the news had started to spread. Within days of the announcement, all branches of the military received notice that they were being recalled and pulled out from overseas missions to return home immediately.

Whatever was happening back in the United Territories of America was huge. To the point the media was in a complete black out to minimize panic but they couldn’t control the social media conglomerate, The Hive. Images, snowy video and partial screenshots were spreading fast.

“Is it true?” Hickley asked no one in particular.

John opened his eyes and shifted his head enough to keep his friend in his line of sight. “We’re about to find out.”

“Maybe it’s a hoax. Like someone playing an elaborate prank.” The heavy drawl of the south was thick in Ruxton’s voice as his fingers tapped a steady beat on his nano-leather-covered thighs. Despite moving around a lot as an adult, he’d never fully lost the accent of his youth. “Remember the werewolf scare in 69?”

In 2069 someone had thought it funny to use their skill in digital creation to start a rumor by sharing vid clips on The Hive of an alleged werewolf running rampant through the country side and attacking farms in the few remaining rural parts of the New Dakota Plains. The Hive was how most of the world got news fast. It was far quicker at reporting than the few meager media organizations that remained.

Authorities later discovered that the group of four men had planned the werewolf story down to staging their homes with dead bodies. Bodies they’d stolen from a science lab undetected.

But John didn’t think this was the same. The government wouldn’t be pushing to get them home if this was a trick pulled by a couple of stupid juveniles.

The chatter of his team continued around him. John blocked it out. His only thought was of reaching the base in Germany. Once there, he would be closer to getting back to the UT.

What if his parents were dead already? John’s fingers clenched on his lap and he forcibly relaxed them one at a time. No. If there was one thing he could bet on without a doubt, it was his dad’s ability to be prepared for something like this. Which left him back at square one. Where were his parents and why hadn’t they answered his calls?

“Yo, Crawley? Guess your dad was right about being prepared for a global emergency, huh?”

There were a few chuckles in response to Hickley’s comment. The men knew him well since they’d all served together for the last seven years on the same team. It was no secret that his father was unconventional. John withheld a snort.

Unconventional wasn’t close enough to describe his father and his doomsday forecasting. Nathan Crawley had been prepping for decades as if the end of the world was around the corner and everyone would be caught off guard except him.

Growing up under that type of pressure had been intense when he’d realized his dad wasn’t like other parents. He could have easily become embarrassed or angry, but his mom handled his dad like a pro. She didn’t think the world would end anytime soon, but she also didn’t push back when her husband started buying neighboring parcels of land. Or when he began building an underground compound.

As long as he didn’t overspend the budget she allotted for his mission and gave equal time to their son, she smoothed any difficulties with hugs and laughter. Lots of laughter. John could easily picture his father in his mind grabbing his wife about the waist and lifting her in the air as he spun her around and kissed her as if his life depended on it.

That had been more embarrassing than the piles of shelf-stable food, medical supplies and weapons accumulating in their attached garage.

Unable to joke when he had no idea if his family was safe, John opened his eyes and said, “Let’s hope he wasn’t.”

His response ended the conversation and a dark pall settled over them. The rest of the flight was made in tense silence, each of them letting the reality set in that something was fucked up back home and it was serious. Serious enough to have them winging away on the fastest connecting flights the military could manage to pull together to get their units back.

***
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Penny tossed the prepared duffel bags on the king sized bed as the news flashed on the vid-screen, reflecting its holo images on the wall of the bedroom. On and on, the announcers rattled about the crisis. Flashes of reporters throughout the five various territories that made up the United Territories of America took up the split panels of the screen. 

Califa in the western territory, which encompassed the former states California, Oregon and Nevada no longer had reporters on the ground. They’d evacuated within the last week. It was where the first attacks were believed to have occurred three months ago.

Had it only been three months? Clutching the cell phone in her hand, Penny was desperate for contact from her best friend, Victor. A week ago, she’d missed his call on her linked cell-watch while it had been on the charger. Now she carried both and had updated the cell-watch with a solar charging battery, so she never had to take it off.

A familiar jingling drew her attention to Poe, her boxer lab mix. His large head nudged her thigh and she automatically reached down to scratch his brindle colored ears.

“Things have escalated along the west coast.” Headset askew, the young Asian woman swiped at the short strands of dark hair on her forehead and kept glancing over her shoulder. Her cheeks were flushed from the wind whipping the thin jacket against her torso or from excitement, Penny couldn’t tell. “City streets are empty as residents take shelter within their homes, while storefronts are locked down to prevent looting.”

Penny barked out a harsh laugh and ran to the bathroom to grab toiletries and hygiene products and added them to the duffels. Nothing prevented looting in times of crisis.

And this was a crisis of epic proportion no matter how they tried to play it. Initially, the media and government had remained silent. Good luck on that. Thanks to The Hive, the whole world now knew a deadly infection of some sort was running rampant in America.

Chewing her bottom lip, Penny checked her phone again and no incoming calls. The locked screen image was of Victor with his arm around her shoulder. It had been taken at a company party where he’d announced her promotion to Senior Pilot 1 for his massive company Tek-Fair. His gaze glared at whoever dared to snap the photo.

Charisma radiated from him. With dark hair, brown eyes and a surprisingly brawny physique beneath the custom suits he wore, Victor had the heart of a brawler under his corporate veneer. Get on his bad side and he’d make it his mission to ruin you.

Some only saw the surface of the man and assumed him to be a typical rich guy with smarts, but Penny had been at a restaurant once and seen him lay a drunk out with one punch when the man became loud and disorderly toward Victor’s date for the evening.

Apparently, the drunk had followed his ex and wasn’t accepting of his new status. The ex was a believer after that night.

Penny drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. More information came on the vid. Military personnel were returning home in unprecedented numbers. Larger than the 2104 mass retirement boom.

This was different and initiated by the government. The United Territories hoped their armed forces would be able to hold back the hordes.

Hordes. She shivered. Penny supposed that was as good a name as any for the mindless swarm of bodies roaming the streets and eating people. Gorge rose in her throat as she remembered one of the short vids she’d watched only three days ago.

People eating other people. Like cannibals, razing dead bodies and tearing into the screaming throng of running bystanders.

Another deep breath and exhale. Penny zipped the duffels closed and paced the carpeted floor. Those in her cul de sac had yet to evacuate. They assumed that they were safe for now. The east coast wasn’t reporting any large groups of dead people yet. Penny didn’t let that sway her into believing they wouldn’t show here in Washingtonia at some point.

She had moved here with her new salary and loved that the revived area was in walking distance to fun food places and shops. The thought of having to leave pained her. Another glance at her phone and the screen lit with a familiar name as it vibrated in her hold.

“Victor?” she gasped.

“Aspen, are you okay?” He barked in his typical harsh tone and Penny stopped her manic pacing to slouch against the wall by the window, her shoulders caving with relief.

“Worried and going crazy,” she said.

Victor was the brother she never had and owned a part of her heart. Aside from her deceased parents, he was also the only one who she allowed to call her by her full name. She preferred Penny to avoid the pain of memories but she and Victor’s friendship went back to freshmen year of college when he’d lost his twin brother, Vincent, in a rappelling accident and his family had financially cut him off for refusing to commit to the family law firm.
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