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I tap a key to minimize the data window, giving the asteroid tracking algorithm space to run in the background. The display shows five separate objects that have deviated from standard Belt trajectories, unusual enough to flag, but probably just gravitational interactions. Still, in my line of work, "probably" requires verification.

My fingers find the worn spine of my paperback, a well-loved copy of "The Left Hand of Darkness." I've read it seven times, but Le Guin's worlds still feel more navigable than the real one most days.

"Yo, Turner! Did you hear what Crawford did with the coffee maker?"

Laughter erupts outside my door. I glance up to see Matthews and Barker doubled over in the hallway, their voices bouncing off the sterile walls. Behind them, Dr. Patel trying to squeeze past while balancing an armful of reports.

"I swear, he actually tried to..."

I push my chair back with more force than necessary, the wheels squeaking in protest against the linoleum. Three quick steps and I'm at the door, sliding it shut with a satisfying click that cuts off Matthews mid-sentence.

Blessed silence descends, broken only by the gentle hum of my equipment. I adjust my glasses and return to my desk, checking my glucose monitor out of habit before picking up my book again.

People are exhausting. Always talking, always wanting something, attention, validation, connection. The simpler equations of orbital mechanics make more sense. Stars and rocks don't need you to remember their birthdays or laugh at their jokes.

I settle deeper into my chair, finding my place on page 87. The monitor behind me continues its quiet work, tracking celestial bodies that follow predictable paths through the void. That's the beauty of space, it's vast and empty and follows rules. Unlike humans, who crowd hallways and fill silence with pointless chatter.

I smile slightly as I sink into the familiar pages. The asteroids will still be there when I finish this chapter, their movements catalogued by algorithms that never need coffee breaks or tell bad jokes. And I'll be here too, exactly where I belong, alone with my data and my books, safe in my orderly corner of the universe.

I'm three paragraphs into Le Guin's description of Gethenian customs when a sharp knock startles me back to reality. My pulse spikes, the abrupt intrusion triggering my fight-or-flight response.

I glance over at my monitor, noting the scan has completed. Green text indicates normal orbital patterns for the flagged objects, just as I suspected. I slide my bookmark into place, reluctantly setting the paperback on my desk.

"It's open."

The door swings inward and Mia Sheffield steps through, closing it behind her. Unlike most of my colleagues, Mia respects my boundaries. She doesn't try to fill every silence with pointless conversation or make me attend after-work gatherings at that awful sports bar everyone else loves.

"Hey." She leans against the wall, nodding toward my screen. "Picked up anything unusual?"

I gesture toward the display. "Just those misplaced asteroids I mentioned this morning. Nothing concerning, standard gravitational interference. Clean otherwise."

Mia sighs heavily, crossing the room to perch on the edge of my desk. Her lab coat rustles against my paperwork. "Dr. Landry is certain there's something out there. He's got everyone running extended scans."

I snort, unable to contain my skepticism. "Certain? This time?" I reach for my water bottle, taking a sip before continuing. "Wasn't he certain the last, what, fifteen times too?"

"Seventeen, actually." Mia's mouth quirks into a half-smile. "Remember the 'mysterious signal' from Proxima Centauri that turned out to be someone's microwave in the break room?"

"Or the 'alien structure' on Mars that was literally just a shadow from a rock formation?" I push my glasses up my nose. "The man finds conspiracies in his breakfast cereal."

"Well, he's the one with the funding connections." Mia straightens, adjusting her ID badge. "Just thought I'd warn you, he'll probably be making rounds this afternoon, looking for validation."

I groan, glancing longingly at my book. One quiet afternoon with fictional aliens is apparently too much to ask when you work with real-world alien hunters who see little green men behind every cosmic dust cloud.

"Thanks for the heads up."

Mia pats me on the shoulder as she turns to head out of the office. "Enjoy your book, Jess."

I nod, grateful for the warning about Landry, and pick up my Le Guin again. But the quiet bubble I'd created has been punctured. The words swim before my eyes, refusing to coalesce into the familiar rhythm that usually carries me away from fluorescent lights and office politics.

After forcing myself through two pages without absorbing a single sentence, I set the book down with a sigh. Might as well do something productive if I can't escape into fiction. I pull up the scan results again, expanding the data points and cross-referencing with the catalog of known objects.

The numbers scroll across my screen, familiar and comforting in their mathematical certainty. This is where I've always belonged, in the quiet order of data. My fingers fly across the keyboard, setting up additional parameters for analysis.

My mind drifts as the program runs, back to St. Mary’s Home for Children. The orphanage wasn't terrible as institutions go, clean enough, adequately staffed. But the other kids...

I remember huddling in the corner of the common room with the latest issue of "Astronomy Today" while the others played tag and hide-and-seek. When Sister Agnes brought in donated toys, I'd asked for books instead. The teasing was relentless.

"Space-case Jessica," they'd called me. "Alien girl." The irony doesn't escape me now.

I'd spend hours on the roof at night with a flashlight and whatever astronomy books I could find, mapping constellations and memorizing facts about distant planets. While other girls dreamed of families and homes, I dreamed of nebulae and event horizons.

"What kind of freak reads about black holes instead of playing with dolls?" Becky Winters had sneered one afternoon, snatching my magazine away.

I didn't have an answer then. I don't really have one now, except that stars make sense in ways people never did. Stars follow rules. They don't suddenly change direction or decide they don't like you anymore. They don't leave you or forget your birthday or tell you you're weird for caring about things that matter.

The computer beeps, pulling me back to the present. The secondary analysis is complete, confirming what I already knew. Nothing unusual. Just celestial bodies following their predetermined paths through the void. Just like me.
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I drag my fork through the last few lettuce pieces, finding a stray cherry tomato hiding under a cucumber slice. The salad isn't particularly good, the cafeteria's idea of "fresh" is always questionable, but it's carb-friendly and I need to keep my blood sugar stable for the afternoon.

Tossing the empty container into the trash, I glance at the wall clock. 1:30 already. My lunch break always seems to evaporate, especially when I eat alone in the corner of the employee lounge while scrolling through astronomy journals on my tablet.

I gather my things, tucking my insulin kit back into my pocket. A quick check of my levels shows I'm within range. One less thing to worry about today.

The hallway stretches before me, mercifully empty. Most of the research team is still in the cafeteria, laughing too loudly over something I'm sure I wouldn't find funny. I navigate around the maintenance cart someone's left in the middle of the corridor, already mentally organizing my afternoon tasks.

As I round the corner to my office, I stop short. Mia's leaning against my door, arms crossed, foot tapping impatiently against the linoleum floor. Her usual composed expression has been replaced by something that looks suspiciously like irritation.

"There you are," she says when she spots me. "Sorry about this, Jess. I wouldn't bother you if it wasn't..."

"Let me guess." I pull my keycard from my lanyard. "Dr. Landry."

Mia rolls her eyes. "He's convinced this is 'the big one.' Says the preliminary data shows anomalous movement patterns that can't be explained by standard gravitational models."

"Anomalous movement patterns," I mutter, swiping my card. The door unlocks with a soft click. "That's what he said about that satellite debris last month."

"I know." Mia follows me into my office. "But he's in rare form today. Canceled his afternoon meetings and everything. He wants another full analysis, extended spectrum, velocity tracking, the works."

I groan, dropping into my chair. "Let me guess again. He needs it by end of day?"

"Try end of hour." Mia perches on the edge of my desk. "He's gathered the senior team in the conference room. They're waiting for your results."

"Fantastic." I log into my system, fingers flying across the keyboard to pull up the scan data again. "Did he offer any specifics about what I'm supposed to be looking for in this cosmic wild goose chase?"

"Just that it's, and I quote, 'unlike anything we've ever seen before.'" Mia makes air quotes with her fingers. "Same thing he said about that solar flare last spring."

I squint at the screen, scrolling through columns of coordinates and velocity vectors. The asteroids are behaving exactly as expected, following predictable trajectories influenced by Jupiter's gravitational pull. There's nothing here that warrants an emergency meeting.

"Finding anything worth canceling meetings over?" Mia asks, leaning closer to peek at my monitor.

"Not unless Landry's suddenly fascinated by standard orbital mechanics." I rub my eyes beneath my glasses. "But I don't get paid to tell him he's wrong... at least not directly."

With a sigh, I initiate another scan sequence, this time expanding the parameters to include thermal imaging and spectroscopic analysis. The computer hums to life, running calculations that will likely yield the same results as before.

Mia turns toward my office window as a burst of laughter filters through the glass. A group of women from the communications department strolls past, heads bent together, sharing some private joke. Their matching cardigan sweaters make them look like a color-coordinated squad.

"God." Mia sighs, shaking her head. "Why do people just have to form cliques everywhere they go? From elementary school to college to corporate life. It never ends."

I can't help but chuckle. "Pretty sure that's just the human experience. We're social creatures, programmed to form tribes. Some of us just have faulty wiring in that department."

"Is that your professional analysis, Dr. Turner?" Mia smirks, turning back to me. "So what does that say about you, then? The woman who treats her office like a hermetically sealed chamber?"

The corner of my mouth quirks up. "That I'm highly evolved?"

"Or highly avoidant." Mia taps the edge of my desk. "Maybe Landry's looking in the wrong place for his little green aliens. Forget the asteroid belt, maybe he should be investigating you."

"Very funny." I glance at my blood sugar monitor sitting next to my keyboard. "Trust me, I'm boringly human. Just ask my pancreas."

The computer beeps, indicating the scan is twenty percent complete. I lean back in my chair, already knowing what the results will show.

"Want to place bets on how Landry will try to spin this into evidence of extraterrestrial activity?" I ask.

"Oh, I'm certain he's already..."

A sharp series of beeps from the monitor interrupts Mia. I spin my chair back toward the screen, expecting another system error, we've been having those all week. But what I see makes me lean forward, squinting at the display.

"That's... odd."

"What is it?" Mia moves behind me, peering over my shoulder.

I tap a few keys, adjusting the scan parameters. "The asteroids I was tracking, they're not there."

"What do you mean 'not there'?"

"I mean they're not where they should be." My fingers fly across the keyboard as I widen the scan perimeter. "They couldn't have just disappeared."

The computer processes the expanded search, each second stretching uncomfortably. I glance at the clock, Landry's going to be breathing down my neck any minute now, demanding results.

"Could there have been a calculation error in the previous scan?" Mia suggests.

"No, I verified the data myself." I shake my head, focusing on the screen as it populates with new information. "There they are, wait."

I freeze, my hand suspended over the keyboard. The new coordinates make no sense. I recalibrate the system, certain there must be an error.

"Jessica?" Mia's voice has lost its casual tone. "What's wrong?"

"They're inside lunar orbit." The words feel strange in my mouth, almost impossible to say. "The asteroids are past the moon."

"That can't be right." Mia leans closer, her breath warm against my ear. "They were in the belt yesterday. Nothing moves that fast."

I run the numbers again, watching as the trajectories map themselves across my screen in angry red lines. My stomach tightens as the projection completes.

"They're on a collision course." My voice sounds distant, like it belongs to someone else. "All of them, they're heading straight for Earth."

"That's not possible." Mia steps back, shaking her head. "Asteroids don't just change direction like that. They don't accelerate. The gravitational mechanics don't..."

"I know the mechanics." I cut her off, already running secondary verification scans. "And I know what I'm looking at. These objects have changed course deliberately. They're coming right at us."

The implications sink in like a stone dropping through water. I look up at Mia, whose face has gone pale.

"I think Landry might actually be right this time."
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I hit the refresh button, and the scan updates with even more alarming data. The objects, whatever they are, have already crossed half the distance between the moon and Earth. Their velocity defies every natural law of celestial mechanics.

"Jessica?" Mia hovers beside me, her voice tight with anxiety. "What are we looking at? How fast are they moving?"

I don't answer. Can't answer. My mind races through calculations, implications, consequences.

"Jessica!"

"Not now." I push back from my desk, knocking my chair into Mia as I bolt for the door. My insulin kit tumbles from my desk, but I leave it behind, a first in my carefully regulated life.

"Where are you going?" Mia calls after me.

My footsteps echo down the sterile hallway as I sprint past bewildered colleagues. The senior staff meeting is in progress, exactly where I need to be. Without knocking, I shoulder through the double doors of Conference Room A.

Dr. Landry looks up from his presentation, face tightening with irritation. "Turner, what is the meaning of..."

"Get the president on the phone," I interrupt, my voice steadier than I feel. "Now."

The room falls silent. Eight faces stare at me like I've grown a second head.

"I beg your pardon?" Landry removes his glasses.

"The objects you've been searching for." My hand shakes as I hold up the tablet with the scan results. "They're here. They've passed the moon and are accelerating toward Earth. Current trajectory puts impact in less than an hour."

Dr. Chen, our senior astrophysicist, grabs the tablet from my hands. "This can't be right. The velocity is impossible."

"Which is why it's not asteroids," I say. "Nothing natural moves like that."

Landry's expression shifts from annoyance to something I've never seen on his face before, fear. He pulls out his phone and steps away from the table, punching in a series of numbers.

The room erupts in murmured chaos.

"Is this some kind of joke?" Dr. Weber demands.

"Has to be a system malfunction," suggests Dr. Patel.

"If those calculations are correct..." Dr. Ramirez trails off, unwilling to finish the thought.

"Could it be..." Dr. Chen looks up from the tablet, his face ashen. "Extraterrestrial?"

"Or worse," Dr. Weber counters, "rogue asteroids on direct collision course."

I shake my head, cutting through their theories. "Whatever they are, they're coming, and they're coming fast. We need to mobilize every defense system we have."

Landry returns, his face grim. "POTUS is being briefed. They're initiating Emergency Protocol Theta." He looks at me with new respect. "Turner, I need everything you have on this. Every scrap of data, every calculation."

I nod, suddenly aware of the weight that's just landed on my shoulders. "Yes, sir."

I rush back to my office, Mia hot on my heels, my mind spinning faster than those objects hurtling toward Earth.

"So they actually believed you?" Mia asks, closing the door behind us.

"They're contacting the President." My hands fly over the keyboard, pulling up every detection system I can access. "This isn't some 'I told you so' moment, Mia. This is real. This is happening."

The monitor displays multiple thermal signatures now, not just one object but seven distinct heat blooms entering our atmosphere at impossible angles.

"What exactly are we looking at?" Mia leans over my shoulder, her breath quick and shallow.

"I don't know." I expand the trajectory models. "But they're dispersing. Heading for major population centers. One's already over Paris. Another approaching Beijing. One's on course for..."

"Jessica." Mia's voice sounds strange, distant. "Jessica, look."

She holds her phone in front of me, her hand trembling. A live news feed plays, the banner reading "BREAKING: UNKNOWN AIRCRAFT OVER NEW YORK."

The camera angle comes from an office building, looking out over Manhattan. And there it is, hanging impossibly in the sky, a massive dark structure that makes my blood run cold. The craft is enormous, eclipsing several city blocks, its angular shape reminiscent of a stealth bomber but on a scale that defies human engineering. Its surface absorbs light rather than reflects it, creating a void against the blue sky.

", authorities are advising people to remain calm and stay indoors while military officials assess the situation," the reporter's voice wavers. "Again, this unidentified craft appeared over lower Manhattan approximately three minutes ago and has remained stationary. There's been no communication or, wait, something's happening..."

A pinpoint of blinding light begins to form at the front of the craft, growing in intensity until it's painful to look at even through the screen.

"Oh god," I whisper.

The light pulses once, twice, and the feed cuts to static.

Mia drops her phone. "Jessica, what was..."

The building shudders beneath us. Distant alarms begin to wail.

"They're here," I say, the words hollow in my throat. "And they didn't come in peace."

I force my eyes back to the monitor, fingers flying across the keyboard. The scan parameters need to be widened, we need to see everything. My heart hammers against my ribs, each beat a countdown to something unthinkable.

"There has to be more data," I mutter, adjusting the parameters. "They couldn't have just appeared from nowhere."

Mia paces behind me, her phone clutched in white-knuckled hands. She's flipping between news sources, each one showing scenes more chaotic than the last.

The scan refreshes, and I freeze.

"No. No, no, no..."

Five more signatures appear on the edge of our detection grid, already penetrating Earth's upper atmosphere.

"Jessica, they're everywhere," Mia whispers, voice trembling. "L.A., Sydney, Moscow..."

"Let me see."

She thrusts her phone toward me again. This time it's a Japanese network's live coverage. Tokyo skyline, the familiar silhouette of Tokyo Tower dwarfed by the same ominous black craft hovering above the city. Flames and smoke billow from several districts. Emergency vehicles' lights flash uselessly in the streets below.

As we watch, the underbelly of the craft splits open like a wound. From within the darkness, smaller objects emerge, dozens of sleek, angular vessels no larger than fighter jets, but moving with impossible precision.

They pour out like hornets from a nest, descending on the city in tight formation.

"They're deploying ground forces," I say, the words sticking in my throat.

The camera shakes violently as one of the smaller craft streaks past the broadcast location. A flash of light, and the feed dissolves into static.

"Oh my god." Mia backs away from me, her phone slipping from her grasp and clattering to the floor.

The realization hits me with crushing force. This isn't a misunderstanding or a first contact scenario gone wrong. This is methodical. Coordinated.

"This is a full-scale invasion," I say, my voice hollow in the suddenly too-small office.

The building shudders again, harder this time. Ceiling tiles crack and dust rains down. The lights flicker once, twice, then fail completely. Emergency backups kick in, bathing everything in eerie red.

In the distance, I hear screams. Not the panicked shouts of confused civilians, but something worse, the kind of primal, bone-deep terror that humans aren't supposed to experience in modern times.

"What do we do?" Mia asks, eyes wide in the crimson glow.

The answer comes from somewhere deep inside me, from the quiet, practical part that's always calculated risks and survival odds.

"We run."
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I grab my purse from under the desk, hands moving with practiced efficiency despite the tremors running through them. First, my medical kit, insulin, testing supplies, emergency glucose. Then the pepper spray from my drawer and the taser I've kept since my night classes at the community college.

"What are you doing?" Mia's voice pitches higher with each word. "We need to go now!"

"I am." I zip the bag closed with a sharp tug. "But I'm not dying because I forgot my supplies."

The hallway outside is chaos, researchers running in every direction, some clutching stacks of papers, others just staring at their phones in horror. Someone's crying in the break room. Dr. Landry stands frozen at the end of the corridor, mouth opening and closing like a fish.

"Where are we even going?" Mia trails behind me, her heels clicking frantically against the tile. "Jessica! Where can we possibly go?"

I keep moving, mind racing through variables, calculations, probabilities. The stairwell door slams open under my palm. The elevator would be faster, but if the power fails...

"The mountains maybe? Or, I don't know, underground? Jessica!"

"One problem at a time," I manage, taking the steps two at a time. My lungs burn, but I push through it. "First we get out of here."

We reach the ground floor, and I push toward the main entrance, but pull back immediately. Through the glass doors, I can see people running, screaming. A military helicopter thunders overhead, and something else, something darker, moves in pursuit.

"Not that way," I mutter, pivoting sharply toward the side corridor.

"Where are you..."

"Emergency exit. By the loading dock."

Mia follows close enough that I can feel her breath on my neck. The red emergency lights cast everything in a hellish glow, transforming familiar hallways into something alien.

We burst through the side door into the alley. The air smells wrong, ozone and something burning.

"Your Prius is not good for..." Mia gestures vaguely at the sky, where another dark shape moves between buildings. "This. My truck's parked a block from here."

I nod, scanning the street beyond the alley. No immediate threats, but the sounds of chaos echo from every direction.

"Lead the way."

I stumble back, yanking Mia with me into the shadow of the building. A car horn blares as a sedan swerves onto the sidewalk, missing us by inches. The driver doesn't stop.

"This way," Mia whispers, pulling me down a narrow side street.

People stream past us in every direction. A woman clutches a child to her chest, running blindly. A businessman trips, his briefcase bursting open, papers scattering like confetti. No one stops to help him up.

"Almost there," Mia pants. "Just across this street."

We wait for a break in the stream of vehicles, cars driving on sidewalks, motorcycles weaving between abandoned vehicles, a city bus with people hanging from its doors. I grab Mia's wrist and we sprint across, dodging a pickup truck that barrels through the intersection.

"There!" Mia points to a small parking lot ahead. Her silver F-150 sits in the back corner, untouched amid the chaos.

Relief floods through me, until a shadow passes overhead.

The air crackles with electricity. A sleek black craft, no bigger than a delivery van, descends in the center of the lot. It makes no sound as it touches down, just a slight shimmer in the air around it, like heat rising from asphalt.

A panel slides open. Three figures unfold themselves, their multi-jointed limbs extending like insect legs. Leather-like skin stretched over frames too tall, too angular to be human. Four arms each, moving with precise, efficient motions.

Mia freezes. I reach for her, my mouth opening to scream a warning.

One of the creatures raises something that can only be a weapon. There's no time to think, no time to, 

A flash. A sound like power lines in a storm.

Mia's face goes slack. Her body crumples, falling to the pavement like a marionette with cut strings. Her eyes, still open, still looking at me, hold nothing but surprise.

I run. My body makes the decision before my mind can process what I've seen. I turn and sprint away, my legs pumping, lungs burning.

Mia's face burns in my memory. The moment of recognition. The moment of nothing.

The buzz cuts through the air. I throw myself sideways, shoulder slamming into the concrete as heat scorches past me. The car behind me erupts, metal melting like butter on a hot pan, tires bursting into acrid black smoke.

Don't stop. Don't think. Move.

I scramble up, ignoring the wet warmth spreading across my elbow where skin scraped away. My feet find purchase as I lunge toward a narrow gap between buildings. Brick walls surround me, garbage bins stinking in the summer heat. The alley feels both sanctuary and trap.

The wail of police sirens pierces the chaos, a human sound among alien horrors. Someone's fighting back.

I gulp air, lungs burning as I race deeper into the alley. My medical bag thumps against my side with each stride, the weight both burden and comfort. Without it, I'm dead anyway.

Twenty yards ahead, metal glints in the shadows. Chain-link fence, stretching between buildings, too high to climb quickly. I skid to a stop, spinning back toward the alley entrance.

The silhouette of one of them fills the gap, taller than any human, four arms moving with that unnatural precision. Leather-brown skin catches the light, head swiveling as it searches. Hunting. For me.

My hand fumbles for the taser in my pocket, knowing it's useless, knowing I need to try anyway.

The creature raises its weapon, that same strange device that turned Mia into... nothing. The buzzing starts, building in pitch, prickling the hairs on my arms.

Gunshots crack through the air, once, twice, three times. Human weapons, police issue by the sound. The invader's head snaps toward the new threat, its body pivoting with mechanical efficiency.

Its attention shifts away from the alley, away from me. The weapon follows its gaze, that deadly humming fading as it turns.

More gunshots, a human voice shouting commands. The invader takes a step away from the alley entrance, drawn by the larger threat.

I press myself against the brick wall, trying to become one with the shadows. My heartbeat pounds in my temples, each pulse a reminder that I'm still alive while Mia...

Don't think about Mia now. Don't think about her eyes.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
GALAXIES
D






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





