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Books in this series are intended to be read in order. The books are not meant to be standalones.

Against The Darkness

The Ashes That Remain

In Danger’s Embrace

Dedication

To my wonderful readers who have hounded me to get off of my tail and finish this story. Thank you all. Hugs and kisses.

And a very special dedication to my beautiful mother, Diana. Without you I might never have gone down this wonderful path. I love you always.
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In Danger’s Embrace
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In many ways, my life is complete, or as complete as it can be with aliens roaming Earth, killing and enslaving humans. Jason, my love, is by my side, and my friendship with Wade is back on track. Even better, it seems the threats of annihilation from the aliens have turned out to be nothing but hot air. 

Yet, despite the peace of our Arrowwood refuge, there is still a war waging outside, something I’ve tried not to think too much about. Just as I’ve ignored the fact that a sanctuary can also be a prison, or a tomb, we are forced to step out of safety and live or die, in danger’s embrace.
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Prologue
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Oxford Township, Michigan

Last winter...

The next hour is spent playing with Winston and Wade. It’s just like old times; we’re laughing and having fun, totally forgetting about what’s going on with the world on top of us. Wade is Wade and I’m just me. We’re us, but not that kind of us, but the ‘us’ we were always meant to be.

By the time we finish Winston is panting hard and his tongue is hanging out the side of his mouth. Wade goes back to his room to rest before dinner while I take Winston to the kitchen for some fresh water. As soon as I walk into the mess hall I want to turn around. Jillian is with Kaleb and Brad, going over what jobs they’ll have while they’re here.

My first impulse is to lower my head and walk by as fast as I can. But my pride takes a hold and common sense ripples through me. This is my home. I’m not ashamed of anything. I hold my chin high and take deliberately normal steps past them.

“Do you need something, Sinta?” Jillian asks, looking up at me from her chore notebook.

“Not for me.” I nod down to Winston. “Wade and I gave him a workout. I thought I’d give him some water before he falls over.”

She raises a brow. “You and Wade?”

I chuckle. “We’re friends again.”

Jillian smiles. “I sure am glad to hear that.”

Brad snorts. When I look at him he rolls his eyes and turns away.

“Do you have something you want to say?” Jillian asks. Her voice is stern.

He chuckles and shakes his head.

Whatever.

“No, he doesn’t,” I say. “He’d rather pretend that he’s better than me because his mom and dad were married and because his dad and my mom weren’t when I was born. He’s twenty-three and can’t step into the twenty-first century.”

The stupid smile that’s on his face drops and he turns to glare at me.

I don’t shrink away from the glare he gives me. Instead I tilt my head. “Still have nothing to say?”

“There are a lot of things I want to say to you,” he sneers.

“But unfortunately ‘Thank you’ isn’t one of them,” I point out. “I saved your life. Without me and my friends you would still be mining for the lizards. I bet you don’t even have it in you to utter the words, do you?”

Without waiting for an answer I walk away from them. Just before I go through the kitchen door, I hear, “Thank you!” coming from Kaleb.

“You’re very welcome!” I holler back.

“What’s that all about?” Mia asks when I go over to the sink. She’s standing by the stove, bent over, holding the oven door open and peering inside.

I reach into the cabinet and retrieve one of Winston’s bowls and turn on the water to fill it. “That asshole out there,” I mumble.

She closes the oven door and comes to my side. She turns and rests her back against the sink. “Ian told me he’s your brother. He also said that Brad was a pretty decent guy back at the mining camp and that as soon as you came along, he changed.”

After Winston’s bowl is full, I put it on the floor for him. He doesn’t waste any time gulping it down. “What does he think? That I approved of mom and dad’s relationship? I was just as upset about it as he probably was—maybe even more because I was considered the black sheep.”

“Don’t let it stress you out.”

“I thought that part of my life was over. What are the odds of it coming back up to dance in my face?”

“Dance in your face?”

“Yeah.” I do spirit fingers in front of my face. “The past is dancing away.”

She chuckles and pushes my hands down. “So you have to nip that crap in the bud, er, ankles.”

“Yeah. I’m not going to let it bother me anymore. If he doesn’t like being here with me and my mom, well, then he can leave.”

Mia nods. “Damn skippy.”

I reach over and hug her. “I’m glad you have Ian back.”

She lays her head on my shoulder. “Thank you for going to get my man.”

“Wait. Did I have a choice? Because I’d much rather have stayed here and slept.”

She pulls away from me. “No. No you didn’t.”

I burst out laughing. “I didn’t think so.”

Jason comes through the door. “What are you two hens cackling about? I can hear you all the way out there.”

“We’re talking about voting Brad off the island,” Mia says, referring to a once popular television show.

“Oh, I could’ve guessed something devious was making you both extremely happy.”

Winston finishes his water and I pick up his bowl to rinse it out.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Jason says.

“I’ve been around.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What?” I ask as I’m washing Winston’s bowl.

“Is there something you want to tell me?”

“I don’t know. Is there?”

“You tell me?”

“Jesus,” Mia says. “The tennis match of words is giving me a migraine.” She moves over to the stove and opens it.

“Not my fault,” Jason says. “Sinta has something to tell me and she won’t come out and say it.”

“What am I supposed to come out and say?” I put Winston’s bowl back with the others that are set aside just for him.

“You were with Wade.”

I cross my hands over my chest. “And?”

“If you’re back with him spit it out. You don’t have to hide it.”

“If I was back with him I wouldn’t hide it. But I’m not.”

His eyes widen. “You’re not?”

“I swear, this is getting on my nerves,” Mia grumbles. She pulls out the rolls from the oven and sets the baking pan on top of the stove.

“Can we go somewhere private? We have about three minutes before Mia gets all pregnant-hormone-y on us.” I say, starting for the door.

“You mean more than she already is?” his says, following behind me.

When we leave, Jillian, Kaleb and Brad are no longer sitting at one of the tables.

“So do we have this conversation in my room or yours?”

I shrug. “It doesn’t matter. We can go to yours since we’re closer. Unless Marcus or Hati are there.”

“Nope, we should have it all to ourselves. They left right before I went looking for you. They’ve gone to do five hundred push-ups or something,” Then he puffs out his chest. “We must do push-ups and crunches to save the world,” he says mockingly, in a deep voice. I laugh and he glances at me. “Well, that must be a good sign.”

“What is?”

“That you’re in a good mood. You seem...different.”

“I feel good. Ian and MJ are back, me and Wade are good. I feel lighter.”

We get to his room and he opens the door, inviting me to go in first. He was right, it’s empty. He follows behind me. The door shuts with a soft click. He walks past me and takes my hand in his, leading me to the bed. He slides in first and moves over, pressing himself close to the wall. He pulls on me to lie down next to him—and I do. The sides of our bodies are touching each other.

The same familiar feeling I had so long ago returns. I remember when he first put his arm around my shoulder back at that boulder in Tennessee and brought me closer to him. Fire ignites across my skin, making my nerve endings tingle. I take in a rush of air at the contact of our bodies. My heart skips one beat and then another, until it’s a fluttering mess.

My body seems to call out to his and what’s odd is that his seems to answer.

He slips his fingers between mine and brings my hand up to place a light kiss on it.

“Every time my dad left she would cry.” I begin.

“Your mother?”

“Yeah, she’d cry and cry, saying she wasn’t ever going to let him come back, but...”

“She let him.”

“Always,” I say. “Every time.”

“She was in love.”

I turn to him, looking into his eyes. “I don’t want that kind of love, Jason.”

“And that’s not the kind of love you’ll get from me.”

“What if you have to go back to D.C.? Would you go?”

He hesitates and I know my answer. I roll over to my back. He’ll leave me again.

“Yes.”

Although I already knew it, the word still strike me like a blow.

“But not without you,” he adds.

I cry passes across my lips and I close my eyes.

“I can’t say that I’ll never go back to D.C., but I promise you this, I’m not going anywhere without you. I’ve lived apart from you before and I won’t do it again. My heart won’t be able to take it.”

A slow tear makes its way from the corner of my eye and down the side of my face to tickle my ear. “Do you really mean that?” I whisper.

“If you’ll have me, it’ll be me and you forever.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep. There may come a time when we’ll have to separate—due to no fault of our own.”

“I remember when I was in D.C. One night I was talking to my mom. I told her about everything we’d lost including our home. She said her home was anywhere my dad was. That’s when I knew I had to come back here for you. A part of me was happy to see my family again, don’t get me wrong, but there was this major part of me that longed to be with you. You were like this beacon that called out to me. That’s when I knew my home was wherever you were.”

I lean my head on his shoulder. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“See? Imagine having sweet things like that said to you every day.”

I smirk. “Every day?”

He kisses my knuckles again. “Every day.”

“I think I could get used to that.”

“So does this mean...?”

“It means yes.”

“We’re a couple now?”

“Yes.”

“What about Wade? This is a small place. I don’t want to be fighting with him at every turn. Do you want to tell him or do you want me to?”

“It’s all good. I already talked to him.”

He turns onto his side to face me, putting his arm across my waist. “So what was it? My charm? Boyish good looks?”

I laugh. “My, aren’t we full of ourselves?”

“I need to know these things, just in case I do something stupid in the future. I want to make sure I know all your weak points.”

“It was the kiss.”

“Mm, then I shall pull you into my arms and kiss you every day, lest you forget why you chose me.”

“Should we start now?”

“I believe we should, Sinta Allen.”

He brings his lips closer to mine and places a soft kiss on them.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

“I swear I’m going to kill someone,” he says, pulling away from me.

I giggle at the seriousness in his voice.

The door opens. MJ stands in the doorway. The smile drops from my face when I see the look in his eyes—panic-stricken.

Sensing something is off I sit up and Jason does the same. “What’s wrong?” Jason asks.

“Dave wants all the adults in the mess hall pronto.”

I jump out of bed with Jason right behind me. “What’s wrong?” Jason asks again.

We make our way out the door and follow MJ down the hall. “We picked up a transmission.”

“From who?” I ask, trotting to keep up with MJ and Jason. “The Ohio group?”

MJ glances at me from over his shoulder. “The lizards.”

“We’ve picked up some of their chatter before. We can’t ever understand them. What makes this time so different?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” MJ says.

We enter the mess hall and almost every adult is standing. Jorin, Dave, Rocky and Captain Page are at the front with Jorin’s Ham radio sitting on the table. Everyone is silent and listening...

“Pathetic humans, your attempts to destroy our operation is futile. You have angered and displeased us. Prepare to be hunted and killed.”

The loop plays over and over again, until finally Captain Page switches it off. “Welcome to a real war people.”

Death / the Scavenger

It walks along night paths racing against time

...picking at the flesh of life cut down in its prime

It skulks like a chameleon in nostalgic déjà vu’s

Clutched in the death-grip of revolving echoes of code blues
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Detroit, Michigan

June 23rd, present day

The sun is high in the sky, beating down on me, making me regret begging for warmth all winter long. I’m crouched in the doorway of what used to be one of those old check cashing places and the shade provided gives me no relief at all. The metal doorframe is the only thing left standing of the crumpled building at my back. If any spaceships should happen to pass over me, the occupants would have a hard time spotting me in my little hidey-hole and amongst the pieces of concrete, glass and wood.

I remember a time when downtown Detroit had been making its comeback, with growing businesses, Fortune 500 companies and a plethora of festivals. All that’s left now are destroyed buildings and animals scavenging for food. It seems nothing was left untouched, even the Detroit riverfront. We’d passed the river on the way to this place and found it filled with trash barges that floated with no particular destination. The hundreds of sea gulls on board looked to be enjoying a leisurely cruise, floating on a smorgasbord that transported them down the river that separated the United States and Canada borders.

As toxic as the water is, with its murky brown coloring and trash floating along the edges, I still crave a little dip, even it was just a toe. I wanted a little relief from the heat. It was that damn hot outside.

The heat wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d been able to wear appropriate summer clothes—T-shirt, shorts and flip-flops. But no, I’m covered from head to toe. And if I don’t find some relief soon, I feel as if I might pass out from suffocation.

Despite what must be ninety-plus degree weather, I have on a black, long-sleeved shirt with the words Metallica written across the front. I’d never been into the heavy metal band, but Wade assured me they were something awesome before the invasion happened. I’m also wearing blue jeans that are a size too big and steel-toed work boots. My hair—a tangled mess—is pulled back into a bun and tucked under a fitted knit cap.

The clothes, boots and hat are all a necessary evil. Without the protection, disease transmitting bugs would burrow into my skin or tangle in my hair. We’ve had a lot of issues with bugs in Arrowwood and no one there would appreciate my letting any of the little suckers get a free ticket back inside.

Just the thought of the opportunistic bugs makes me itchy. I glance down at my arm and, although there’s nothing there, I scratch a spot just the same. For all I know there may be a bug blending into the blackness of my shirt, invisible to my naked eye.

A slow-moving ball of sweat makes its way from my forehead to the bridge of my nose, where it runs into the yellow bandana covering my mouth and nostrils. The bandana serves two purposes; to keep the bugs from making their way up my nostrils and sinuses, and to keep the smell of trash from burning the inside of my nose. The former was more of an imagined nightmare, not based on fact, and the cloth isn’t working very well against the latter.

A long time ago—before the alien invasion—my mom used to complain about the smell coming from the dumpsters by our townhouse. The dumpsters never bothered me though, and I would just hold my nose and shoo the cats away when I needed to throw out the trash. But to my mom, the nurse practitioner, the dumpsters were a source of festering disease and contamination. On a hot day she would swear she could see the stench rising from the tops of the dumpsters, attracting critters and flies just like light on a dark night would attract mosquitoes.

I thought back on those times, when holding my nose against a momentary unpleasant odor had been sufficient, and almost laughed. Almost. Because there was no getting away from the awful odor of animals, feces and rotting I imagined was happening on a global scale. I’d thought we had it bad before, when the smell from the dead and decaying bodies assaulted our noses, but this was way worse. Jason referred to the constant stink in the air as “fresh shit” and I didn’t disagree.

The only good thing that’s happened since the alien invasion is that the bodies of the dead had dried up and decomposed. I imagine their bones had been carted off by dogs, wolves or some other animal that found them tasty. Now all that’s left of those poor souls were the outlines of their former selves left in the grass and pavement.

I was just glad that I didn’t have to step over dead bodies anymore, or have to look down at their gaping mouths, or have their eyes staring up at me with a look of ‘why me and not you?’

Survivor’s guilt is what my mom calls it.

Another bead of sweat makes a slow descent from my hairline to my brow. Using my forearm, I wipe it away before the salty fluid can drip onto my eyelashes and make its way into my eye.

“I hate summer,” I mutter.

“I thought you hated winter?” Jason asks, his voice crackled through the headset we’d picked up from one of the big chain multi-purpose stores.

A snort reverberates in the back of my throat. “Stop eavesdropping.”

“It’s not my fault you left your mic on. I couldn’t help it. Plus, it’s cute when you talk to yourself.”

I look over to where Jason is hiding and, although I can’t see him, I know he’s lying underneath a green van about a half-mile from where I am. A light flashes back and forth from the bottom of the van and I smile warmly. He’s using a small, handheld mirror to deflect the sun’s rays in my direction. It’s his way of showing me where he is. That little act makes me feel better about being out here and reminds me that I’m not alone; we’re in this together.

I used my pocket mirror and reflect light back to him.

“Aww, that’s so special. The two love birds are signaling each other,” MJ’s voice comes through the headset with a sarcastic tone. “Hey, I have an idea. Let’s not signal the lizards our position.”

“What’s going on out there?” Lexi’s voice comes through the headset next.

“Jesus, Lex, don’t worry about out here. You concentrate on getting the weapons,” MJ scolded.

“You know, I can do two things at once,” Lexi responds.

“That’s not what I’m saying at all. Just focus on filling up those bags so we can get out of here. Detroit doesn’t hold any good memories for me.”

I didn’t need MJ to remind me about what happened the last time we were in Detroit. A group of us, Rocky, Wade, Jorin, MJ, Ian and I had ventured here to see what was going on. The mother spaceship had gone and we’d hoped the aliens had left for good.

Boy, were we wrong.

Since the mother ship was nowhere in sight, we had let our guard down. We hadn’t known some aliens stayed behind to mine Earth and we were unprepared for the fight that ensued. Ian ended up getting a chunk of his thigh blown away; crippling him for life. We were pinned down and it’d been inevitable that Ian would’ve been captured. MJ had done the unthinkable, risking his life to stay with him. The rest of us had no other choice but to leave MJ and Ian behind to go back to Arrowwood for help.

Fortunately for them, they only had to spend about a week in the mining camp the aliens had set up in Mecosta, Michigan. But they’d been worked to no end while they were there. Neither MJ nor Ian thought we’d be able to pull off a rescue and, according to MJ, they’d accepted the fact that they would die there.

I was just as surprised as everyone else that MJ had volunteered to go back to Detroit. Everyone would’ve understood if he wanted to pass on this mission. Even if Ian hadn’t suffered the injury and didn’t have a limp, I wouldn’t have expected him to volunteer for this trip either. The limp impeded his walk, making his gait somewhat lopsided, which only got worse when he overworked his legs.

“Let’s keep the chatter to a minimum,” Hati, a Marine and our leader for this trip, said through the headset, silencing the rest of us.

I couldn’t see him either, but the Marine was positioned somewhere on the next block, to my east. Although we’d left as a large team, since reaching Detroit’s city limits we’d divided ourselves into two smaller ones; Hati, leading Jason, MJ, Lexi, and myself while Captain Page led Wade, Jorin, Marcus and Brad.

This wasn’t the first time I’d gone out with Hati as the lead. To be honest, I like him better than I do Captain Page. Captain Page and I weren’t bumping heads like we used to, but I still thought he was way too bossy for my taste. While both men were Marines, Hati is more easygoing and isn’t as rigid as Captain Page.

Hati is in his late twenties and always seems ready to show off the dimples in his smooth, cocoa-colored cheeks. Although he’s more willing to crack a smile than a frown, there’s no mistaking his kindness as a sign of weakness. He knew everything about weapons and combat and had seen two tours in Iraq and one in Afghanistan.

“Lexi, what’s your ETA?” Hati continues.

“One minute,” Lexi says.

I let my gaze wander to the building she’s in. It hasn’t been completely destroyed but the entrance was wide open, meaning it was probably looted. Still, we couldn’t pass up the opportunity to check it out and see what remained under the gun shop’s rickety roof. We’d done good to stop. Lexi told us that she’d hit the jackpot as soon as she’d gotten far enough into the building to see what was left.

We’ve come to Detroit with one purpose in mind; find gun shops or Army surplus stores and gather everything we can. The old phone book we found had been invaluable to our mission, as otherwise we’d have been scouring the city blind. We’d only arrived two days ago, and so far MJ and I both had duffle bags full of various weapons, camouflage clothing, mace and rope. The plan was to try to find at least two more places to hit up so that Hati and Jason could fill their bags too. All in all, it’s been a successful trip.

“Is the coast clear?” Lexi asks.

I peer down the street and all around me. “Clear.”

“Clear,” Jason says.

“Clear,” MJ repeats.

“Cl—” Hati starts, but stops short.

The sound of a spacecraft can be heard in the distance.

Crap.

I flick my eyes toward the sky, just as my heart slams against my chest. We haven’t seen a spaceship in over six months. We know the aliens are still around, but since their last transmission, threatening to hunt us down and kill us, we haven’t heard a peep out of them.

“Stay where you are, Lexi,” MJ warns. “We have company up above.”

I keep my eyes looking up, anticipating that any minute I’ll see the craft peel through the cloudless blue sky. And then, just as fast as it came it was gone again, zipping right past us. I know we can’t be seen—we’ve taken great care to stay out of sight—but that didn’t stop me from fearing the craft would make a U-turn and come back around to get us. My heart struggles to regain a normal beat, as the sound of the spaceship fades with each breath I take.

“We’re clear Lexi,” Jason says when it’s silent again.

“Hold up,” MJ said. “There might be another one coming.”

I keep watching the sky and straining to hear another ship. Nothing but silence. “I think we’re all good,” I say.

“We don’t know. There could be more coming,” MJ says, his voice rising in panic.

“This is the first spaceship that we’ve seen in how long? I don’t think there’s too many left; just those freighter things,” Jason says.

Ever since the mother ship had left, we haven’t really seen any spaceships at all. We’ve seen the sky freighters every now and then, which, because they have four to five compartments hooked together, appeared to be more like sky trains. None of us believe that whatever was flying those freighters were hunting humans. Rocky and Captain Page thought they came from the mining camps and were transporting whatever was mined to its final destination.

“I still...I still would rather we wait a few minutes more,” MJ says. “I don’t want us caught out in the open.”

MJ is scared. I know he is. “We’re all in this together,” I say to him. “Nothing is going to happen.”

“It’s my nerves, Sin. I’ll be fine once they calm down.” I can picture him in my head, clenching and unclenching his fists in an attempt to still his shaking hands. Once, in our previous life, he’d been a star football player with full ride scholarship offers from big ten schools. He wasn’t even supposed to have gone on the end of the school year, band camp trip. His mother couldn’t afford to send him, but one of our teachers, Mr. Steinberg, had wanted him to have the experience of going and had paid his way. I often wondered how MJ had felt about it all now. If he hadn’t gone to Florida with the rest of the band geeks, he would’ve been at home with his mom. Yeah, he had no idea what happened to her, but at least they would’ve shared fates. He’s never brought it up and I’ve never pressed. But I still wondered all the same.

“Let’s all hold tight and stop talking. Mark your watches for five minutes,” Hati says.

I peered down to my professional hiking watch, the same one my dad had given me when he found out I was going away to band camp. Also the same one that I’d thought was way too gadget-y for such a nerdy camp. As tumultuous as the relationship between my dad and me was, I would’ve never thought one of his gifts would be something I now use every day.

I miss him.

I’d spent too many years proving to him that I didn’t need him and would never ask him for anything. I hated that the last time I’d seen him I’d pulled away. He’d tried to hug me goodbye before he’d gone on his business trip and I wouldn’t let him. The watch he left for me...I hadn’t intended to use. I’d planned to chuck it, like I’d done with most of the other gifts that he’d given me. My mom had been the one who’d made me pack it. Now I wished I could’ve seen him one last time to tell him that I loved him.

I sigh. My heart is heavy with the feeling of loss.

A light breeze brushes past and I close my eyes, allowing myself to think, just for a second, that everything had returned to normal and the alien invasion had never happened. If the latter were the case, I’d be home with my mom for the summer after having completed my second year at the University of Michigan. I doubt if Mia and Ian would’ve married or that Mia would’ve gotten pregnant. A slight pang of guilt surfaces, as I think about not having Sophie as my Goddaughter. I probably wouldn’t have grown close to MJ, Shayla or Wade either. We had been all on completely different paths in our lives.

MJ would’ve gone off to a Big Ten university, where he would’ve played football on a full-ride scholarship. Wade had planned to go to the community college so he could stay close to home to help his mom and dad out on their family farm. And Shayla...well, she would still be alive. The alien wouldn’t have caught us in that church and killed her. Our band mates and teachers would also still be alive. They wouldn’t have been ambushed in Georgia and either killed or taken off to God knows where.

Behind closed lids my eyes water. My breath hitches. MJ asked me a long time ago if we’d ever recover from any of this—what we’ve been through since the invasion—and, like then, I still don’t know. The deaths of our classmates still invoked the same response from me as though it happened yesterday. I’m at a total loss.

And then, as if I needed to think of something else to make me sad, I thought about not ever meeting Jason. He believes we were meant to be, that our paths would’ve crossed eventually. I don’t believe that though. Ms. Burgess, Wade, MJ, Mia, Shayla, Ian and I would’ve never had a reason to be in the North Carolina Mountains for the Tanners, the backwoods people, to catch us. Ken, Jason’s dad, and Jason wouldn’t have been on their way to D.C., fleeing the aliens and trying to reach their family either.

When I’d brought this fact up, Jason had a different take on it. Yes, we wouldn’t have met then, but he believes we eventually would’ve. I had planned to major in journalism at Michigan and his mother had been a White House journalist. Jason believes we would’ve met somehow through her. While I’m not entirely sold on his theory, he was. He believes true love would’ve found its way.

Who am I to argue with that?

“Times up,” Hati says. “Lexi, come out and stick close to the building. We’ll head north and regroup at the old church where we camped last night.”

I watch as Lexi peeks out from the doorway. Just like the rest of us, she has her hair tucked under a hat. She also wears long sleeves and pants so that nothing can come in contact with her skin.

“You’re good, Lexi,” MJ says. “I’ll tail you.”

“Sinta, you can get going,” Jason says. “I’ll tail you too.”

“Who’s going to tail me?” Hati asks in a playful, high-pitched voice, mocking us.
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Chapter Two
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“Are you okay?” I asked MJ, after we’d gotten off the streets and had a minute to take a break. We’d left downtown Detroit and returned to the hiding spot we’d used the night before. Here, we can rest and get out of the sun while Hati tries to reach Captain Page for a check-in.

MJ’s dark eyes shift toward Hati. When he sees that Hati is busy messing with his walkie-talkie, MJ looks back at me, trying to appear nonchalant. “I’m fine.”

He doesn’t look fine. His skin is ashen, rather than its regular golden–brown, and there’s sweat pouring down his face. It’s hot, even away from the sun’s burning rays, but not enough for him to sweat the way he is. I’ve had enough panic attacks in my time to spot when someone else was in the throes of one.

I take two steps closer to him and punch him on the shoulder.

“Ouch.” Eyeing me warily, he takes a step back, probably just in case I hit him again. “Why did you do that?”

I cross my arms and lean on one leg. “Because if you’re okay, then we can’t be friends anymore,” I say, repeating almost the exact same words he’d said to me two years before, right after the alien invasion.

He frowns, pulling his features together. “What do you mean?”

I raise a brow. “This is the first time you’ve been back to Detroit since we had a big showdown with the aliens here. This is also where they took you and Ian captive.” I tap my toes on the floor. “Like I said; if you’re fine with all of this then we can’t be friends anymore because that wouldn’t be normal at all.”

He closes his eyes and takes in a long, deep breath. “To be honest, I’m shaking like a leaf,” he whispers.

I close the distance between us and lean against his chest, wrapping my arms around his waist. “That was some scary shit we all went through before. There’s nothing wrong with being afraid. I was and still am.”

He raises his arms to rest them on my shoulders. “I think I needed to come though. I needed to get over this paralyzing fear I have of Detroit.”

“And you will. We both will.”

“Hey, hey, hey,” Jason says coming up behind me. “Someone is hugging my girl and it’s not me.”

MJ chuckles and let me go. I keep one arm around his waist as I turn toward Jason. “I have hugs for anyone who needs them.”

Jason squeezes his way through the narrow space between my arm and MJ’s waist. “I need hugs too, lots of them.”

I shake my head, let go of MJ and hug Jason around his neck. “You are such a big baby.”

Jason tightens his arms around me, bringing me closer to his body. “But I’m your big baby,” he whispers in my ear.

Sometimes I can’t believe how lucky I am to have a boyfriend like Jason. Before the days of the alien invasion I would’ve never thought I’d end up with someone like him. He’s three years older than me, tall and blond, and has the warmest cobalt-blue eyes I’d ever seen. Not only is he handsome and kind, but he also traveled three states during an alien invasion to come back to me. What girl could ask for more? I don’t know how I ever thought of living my life without him in it.
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