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      CLAIRE

      Alarms blared ruthlessly, rousing me from my sleep. Heavy eyes slowly opened and shut quickly. Flashing lights startled me. Where was I? Weakly, my arm hit the top of a glass encasement. Something held my body in place. Nothing familiar.

      Consciousness struggled to gain hold. Sparks flew around me, the jarring sent my body careening, free falling. A bright explosion sent pieces flying in all directions. I couldn’t move. Paralyzed in place, I screamed, then everything went black.

      Graduating at the top of my class, I had a degree in microbiology and I couldn’t wait to use it. The opportunity of a lifetime presented me with a path of unknowns. I was willing to take it, to be somebody within my element. The remote rainforest jungle in northern Brazil offered the perfect place for a brand new laboratory to study all the microorganisms in the vast tropical jungle. Imagine just stepping from the stage with the new degree in hand and being approached by the top field scientists inviting you to this once in a lifetime opportunity.

      Of course, I jumped on it. After signing the five year contract, I gave up my cell phone and the ability to contact others in the outside world. Once the plane landed, I’d be taken by boat on a river for a three day excursion, and then a massive hike that would last another five days to the remote lab. The pristine place only had helicopters drop the supplies to build the lab, but no other machinery came there since. Working off solar panels and natural means, the remote place would provide all I needed during my time there. I simply couldn’t wait to arrive and pull out my microscope and explore the environment.

      Funny thing, memory. Little things that happen may come to us days or weeks or even months after it happened. I ignored the butterflies in my stomach when walking through the small airport. They insisted on taking a private jet, which I thought was grand. Vaguely, a piercing pain hit the back of my neck as if something stung me. Falling and falling, the sensation wouldn’t leave.

      Bits and pieces of something fluttered through my mind. Did I dream of it? What a dream if so. Someone, green I thought, stood over me. My heavy eyes could barely open.

      “Sleep,” they hissed.

      Yes, it had to be a dream. Green aliens didn’t exist. Only in books and movies. They prod and do unspeakable things. Yet, this seemed too real. And I understood them. Impossible.

      Gurgles and whirrs reached my ears. My head turned, and saw her, right next to me. She looked at me. Dark brown eyes, dark hair, a scared expression. A tear? Surely not. Whoever she was, I couldn’t hear her as her mouth moved trying to tell me something. Reading lips made me nervous, because I never understood.

      Kelsey, my bestie all through high school, would sit across the room, mouthing at me during algebra. I would shake my head, confused. I tried to shake my head, but movement seemed impossible.

      The lady lay in a pod of some sort. My arms wouldn’t move. Tied down, my legs too. Across the room, everything blurred, melted together. Blackness again. Glorious blackness, floating in nothing, not a care in the world.

      My body jolted, the blaring alarm startled me again. What’s going on? Why couldn’t I wake up from the nightmare? The hissing in my ears grew louder, so loud it sounded like a million bugs flapping their little wings. Sensations rattled through my body, jolts of electricity, a stab, something. My consciousness couldn’t quite grasp it.

      Screams. I heard screams. The lady beside screamed too. That I could hear.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      Her head shook as tears stained her eyes.

      Why couldn’t I turn my head. It felt like dead weight. Throbbing, aching, the loud sounds made my stomach churn. A great shudder rocked through me, the thing I was in loosened, moved. Maybe I’ll wake up. Maybe…

      Riding roller coasters in my teen years gave me thrills. The sensation of rising and free falling made me scream and laugh. I loved it. Kelsey loved it. We’d ride over and over until we felt like hurling. I did it because I could. When I got a little older, near to graduation in college, I no longer tolerated that. Riding roller coasters became a thing of my past. I couldn’t shake the sensation.

      Bright lights nearly blinded me. The air, suddenly thin, caused me to cough and retch. But I couldn’t loosen the damn binds holding me in place. Whatever it was. This horrible dream or nightmare wouldn’t let me wake up. I wish it had been a nightmare and I’d wake up all snug on the plane flying to South America. I wish my reality hadn’t changed so drastically.

      Free falling. My body sailed through the air, fire flashed around me. Thunder boomed, shaking me to my core. Falling and falling and falling. Had I been on a roller coaster, this is where I would scream. But I couldn’t hear my voice. Or maybe I did and I couldn’t hear it outside of the hiss of my ears.

      Fuzzy images of the ground coming up fast swirled around me, I spun in the air. Then everything went black again. Mercifully. Maybe I died. Maybe I was in a coma.

      “Wake up. Come on,” a voice said. A garbled, deep voice. “Come on, we’ve got to get you out of here. Come on, you’re okay.”

      My eyes fluttered open. A man, er uh, something, stood above me talking to me. At least, I understood his deep voice and his odd accent. He wore body paint, as in all over his body, his ears, neck, chest, face, arms, hands and belly. I couldn’t see his legs. Mega muscles flexed as he worked on pulling me free from whatever had me. His face leaned close, his eyes an odd green, an eye color I had never seen before, peered at me causing butterflies to flap through my stomach.

      

      DERIX

      Not again. I looked skyward seeing the giant transport ship wavering above the outer atmosphere. Reazus Prime’s gravitational pull reached far as the ship warbled. A portion of it exploded, breaking off and careening far to the west, disappearing from view. The main ship, still intact, came in low to my north. I watched in horror as it attempted to land, but as soon as it dipped into the upper atmosphere, it’s hull broke apart completely. The ship exploded, sending shards and pieces flying in all directions.

      I worried it would land in my canyon. Only one bit flew overhead, the fiery tail chasing it. A pod perhaps, whatever it was it slammed into the side of the canyon wall, in the softer rock, breaking apart like a nest catching a baby. I wanted to ignore it and go back to scavenging. An inkling deep in my heart told me to check. Damn intuition. It always steered me right, but sometimes I had to detour to satisfy the gut feeling. This time, it grew stronger, my heart racing while I climbed to the canyon floor and ran toward the crash site.

      The pod stuck out of the side of the canyon precariously. Any slight movement and it would break loose and careen to the bottom and no doubt bust into pieces. Someone was alive in the pod, my heart told me.

      Reaching the pod, the smoky dust covered the lid. A zapping zipped through it, and the electric force went out. I had to hurry, because whoever or whatever was in the pod would lose air fast.

      I dusted it off, and an alien lay in it, eyes closed. The reddish hair spilled over their head, and down their slight shoulders. My hands busted through the locks, the lid opened with a swoosh. The being took a deep breath, chest rose and fell. Female, I believe. I couldn’t tell the species just yet.

      My hand checked their neck for a pulse, and for an implant. Anyone coming to Reazus Prime would have an implant if they wished to communicate. The implant, freshly installed behind their ear, was covered with scabbed skin.

      I tuned my implant to theirs, so we could understand one another.

      “Wake up. Come on,” I said.

      She wouldn’t respond, but she was alive. I kept shaking her gently. Judging by the pod, it cushioned her fall very well, though she may be sore.

      The pod shifted slightly, the end pointing down. I needed to get her out of it before it fell.

      “Come on, we’ve got to get you out of here. Come on, you’re okay.”

      Her eyes fluttered open, a look of shock crossing her beautiful face. Immediately, I felt the jolt rush through my body. The markings darkened a deep purple, my skin glowing magenta.

      “Your stasis pod is about to fall, come on, help me get you out of it,” I said.

      I ripped through the belts holding her in place and pulled the lines from her veins. A little red blood appeared. Red blooded, like me.

      “Come on, hold onto me, I’ll jump back,” I said.

      She weakly pulled up her arms, looking at them as if she didn’t know she had arms.

      “Around me, come on,” I encouraged.

      She reluctantly grabbed me, lifting her body slightly so I could push my arms around her. As quickly as I clasped onto her, I lifted her out and the pod careened to the floor of the canyon, busting into many pieces.

      The female clung to me, her neck stretching to see the mess her pod made. “I could have died,” she said, finally.

      “Hang on,” I said as I climbed to the top of the jagged mountain and set her on a wide ledge.

      “Who are you?” she asked. Her breath struggled to catch. Perhaps it’s a different atmosphere from where she came.

      “I am Derix.”

      “Derix, are we in Nevada? Or the desert? South America?” she asked.

      My head shook. “I’m not sure where that is.”

      “Are you from Comic Con?”

      “What’s Comic Con?”

      “You’re painted. Like an alien or a Vegas show,” she said.

      I laughed. “I’m not painted. This is my real skin. Well, up until I met you, it was all magenta. You’re the alien,” I said.

      She jumped back, like I turned into a monster. “You’re lying. That’s just paint,” she said as she reached for my skin.

      I stood in front of her, showing her my body. Most of my skin showed except for my reproductive organ. I kept it covered with a fleece. Her eyes looked over my body.

      “See the markings? They glow,” I said and swallowed hard. I didn’t want to face the meaning of it, but being that she’s an alien, she wouldn’t know anyway.

      “Um, it’s interesting. You’re not human?” she asked.

      I laughed. “Human. That’s what you are? From the Terran System? Earth?”

      “Uh-huh,” she answered. Her face grew blank, I’m sure she was in shock. “W-where am I? South America?”

      “I don't know where South America is. Is that on Earth?” I asked.

      “Y-yes. Yes. Where am I?”

      “Welcome to Reazus Prime. P79 Rigus System. Is this your first time off Earth?”

      “Um, I’ve never left Earth. This is a joke right? Where’s the camera crew? You got me!” she laughed nervously and looked around.

      I knelt before her. The hazy sun was setting and we needed to get out of range before the drones flew overhead looking for the remnants of the ship.

      “What is your name?” I asked.

      “My name? I’m Claire. I’m Claire, from Earth.”

      “Well, Claire from Earth, this place crawls with drones at night and we don’t want to be caught by one,” I said as I grabbed her hand. “Can you walk?”

      She jerked her hand back. “Not caught? How do I know you haven’t abducted me?”
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