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        Growing up in Australia during the 80s and 90s, I enjoyed a glutinous and guilt-free diet of American pop-culture. My love of genre movies from that era, not only influence me as a writer today, it was also the catalyst that led me down the tumultuous path of screenwriting, and now, fourteen years later, writing sci-fi novels as an independent author. Essentially, this book is a culmination of all those films I loved as a kid.

      

        

      
        I wanted to give you, the reader, a fun and action-packed story that has the entertainment value of a big popcorn movie.

      

        

      
        I had a blast writing it. I hope you enjoy it.
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        Zeta Lyrae Quadrant.

        Uncharted fringes of the Perileos Nebula.

        Twelve light cycles from the Ulanean system.

      

      

      The dark object seared through the vacuum, drifting towards the outer columns of a massive nebula. The ship itself was roughly twice the size of a U.S. aircraft carrier, and if it were not for the brilliant hues of orange and violet silhouetted against it, its hull would be black as the void itself. There was also no identifiable insignia or crest visible anywhere.

      That was the idea.

      This ship was designed to be unidentified.

      As the ship penetrated a frayed curl of orange gas, ionized particles rippled from its rear bank of thrusters, casting a jaundiced glow until it was completely enveloped.

      The architecture that formed its interior was brooding and wet, with metallic surfaces that appeared to bristle as if they were somehow alive - somehow monitoring any activity within this floating fortress. Aside from mounted gun turrets, and high-voltage tethers that were studded with security hardware, the interior also contained a series of multi-latticed tiers, with each level housing dozens of pill-shaped sarcophagi that were in constant motion, rotating and shifting position like some insidious jigsaw puzzle that could never be assembled.

      Again, that was the idea.

      Along these tiers, humanoid forms moved slowly up and down, observing every facet of their surroundings. Every now and then, they would peer into the thin viewport of each sarcophagus as it came to a temporary halt before shifting direction. It would not take long for the casual observer to see that these humanoids were, in fact, guards, and this vessel was a high-security transport of some kind.

      An Alien Prison Ship.

      The guards were slender and muscular in build, and each one wore tightly fitted black suits that were not too dissimilar from neoprene wet-suits to look at. They appeared to be woven tightly onto their bodies, acting as an additional protective layer of skin. Their facial features were hidden by what looked like futuristic motorcycle helmets with reflective jet-black visors.

      One of these guards, Neuto, was a male member of a sentient race of beings called the Vuulgarb. But unlike most Vuulgarbians who served on this particular facility, Neuto’s mandate was to patrol the lowest rungs of the ship. A shitty job by any universal standard. These levels were solely reserved for the worst depths of galactic depravity, consisting of a motley hodge-podge of genocidal tyrants, murderers, despots, and terrorists.

      Despite nearing the end of his third watch, Neuto was nervous about the announcement that rippled across his visor a few cycles earlier. Due to the sudden flare-up of a rare supermassive gravitational anomaly in this system, the ship’s Commander had decided to divert from their original vectored course and punch a hole through an uncharted nebula.

      Navigating through giant gas clouds was hazardous for a variety of reasons - especially ones like this. It was ancient, yet it was still an active furnace of creation. Deep within, new stars were being forged in a tower of dust and gas, fifty-seven-trillion miles high. It was too immense and awesome for even space-faring beings like Neuto to comprehend. Not only that, there was no shortage of resource-thirsty marauders and cut-throats out here who were fond of hiding in the deep recesses of nebula clouds and asteroid belts.

      They were in a bad spot.

      Nevertheless, Neuto had a job to do. He continued along the tier, peering into each sarcophagus to catch fleeting glimpses of the incarcerated. When he reached the end of the tier, the sarcophagus nearest to him shifted away, and another larger one slotted into place.

      He knew this one well.

      Too well.

      Neuto took a moment as if summoning enough resolve before slowly turning to check on the imprisoned occupant.

      Inside, the faint neon-blue glow from the surrounding electronics revealed a bruising shape. Neuto caught shimmers of reptilian flesh as the prisoner’s deep cackle rumbled from behind the viewport. It was not a dismissive cackle, but a knowing one. It was meant to taunt Neuto. And it did. These two had history.

      Suddenly, a harsh klaxon began to wail throughout the ship. Every guard snapped to the sound, now alert with nervous tension.

      The prisoners inside their sarcophagi immediately began to chant over the droning alarm. Louder and louder. The name they were chanting was Venass. It was a name that struck fear into every guard and prisoner unlucky enough to be holed up inside this bucket of black steel

      Venass… Venass… Venass… Venass…

      As the chant grew into a deafening roar, Neuto wheeled to the sarcophagi in front of him. The reptilian prisoner had pressed his ugly mug against the viewport and was casting a menacing grin directly at him. No matter how many times Neuto saw this prisoner, his features were still utterly terrifying to behold. He was nothing more than a hulking mass of scaly flesh and knotted muscle. His neck and forehead were riddled with tattooed inscriptions of his personal military faction, and a thick, sinewy scar trailed unevenly down his right cheek, the result of some deadly close encounter from some long-forgotten war.

      He was known only as Venass, and he was the most feared warmonger this side of the galaxy.
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        * * *

      

      As the Prison Ship continued to navigate towards the heart of the nebula, a huge armada of thundering warships suddenly emerged from a swirling pillar of gas, flanking them from behind. These new ships were strikingly different in shape and design. They appeared organic and egg-shaped, with greenish colored hulls.

      Reptilian.

      The underbelly of the largest reptilian ship began to peel open like the petals of some carnivorous plant. Inside, otherworldly engineering and mechanics were busy at work, preparing for attack. Then, fighter ships started poring out, swarming like an aggravated hornet’s nest. These smaller ships were also egg-shaped in design. Within seconds they had morphed into an offensive formation and engaged the Prison Ship.

      The Prison Ship banked hard as green rails of energy raked its hull. The explosions were instantly sucked away by the vacuum. The Prison Ship countered the onslaught and returned fire with its own defensive turrets.

      But it was no match.

      The lead reptilian ship swung around to face its fleeing quarry, firing a battery of huge projectiles from its primary cannon. The missile-shaped objects streaked towards the wounded Prison Ship, and before impacting, fractured into a cluster of smaller projectiles. They arced through space like a volley of flaming arrows. Some were caught in turret fire, but most made contact. They peppered the ship’s hull, slamming deep into it.

      But they did not detonate on impact. They opened.

      A small army of reptilian warriors exited each shard. They wore bizarre suits that were made from some type of organic, living tissue. Oily and scaly. They also wielded even stranger looking machinery, reminiscent of jackhammers and heavy power drills. Several teams formed along the spine of the ship, and they began cutting through the hull.

      The Prison Ship’s rear sentry turrets spotted the activity and swiveled around to fire on them. Some were picked off, blasted into space as nothing more than clouds of ash. Others held their positions by firing grappling hook devices into the hull, tethering themselves in order to continue their diabolical work.
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        * * *

      

      Back inside the Prison Ship, it was utter pandemonium. Stark warning lights flashed overhead, and proximity alarms wailed as guards ran in all directions, manning their respective stations, attempting to hail the bridge for assistance.

      There wasn’t much time left. Neuto had to reach the bridge and help secure it. The ship was being torn apart. He pushed through the chaos, briskly making his way towards a large circular hatch at the end of the tier. It looked like the entrance to a giant bank vault. As he reached it, a holographic security console appeared before him. There was a soft chime when he ran his fingers across it. The middle of the door opened like a dilated iris. But before he could step through—

      Ker-BOOOOM! A huge explosion rocked the lower tiers. Several guards and sarcophagi were blown to smithereens.

      Neuto was lifted clean off his feet, showered by a hail of flaming debris. He hit the ground hard, wearily looking up to see some of the prisoners were now free from their confines.

      There was a multitude of exotic species and sexes, all with one thing in common: they were hardcore criminals. They swarmed over the tier, attacking the remaining guards with brutal efficiency, their orange jumpsuits bathed in blue blood.

      One of the prisoners, a spindly amphibious looking thing, spotted Neuto and rushed him.

      Without hesitating, Neuto drew his back-holstered rifle and blew the god-awful thing back to its maker.

      Using the severed hand of a dead guard, one of the prisoners smeared it against a control console. There was a loud hydraulic groan as rotating sarcophagi began to power down, eventually all jolting to a dead stop. The prisoner then turned to the large sarcophagus that was holding Venass, waiting with tense anticipation for it to open.

      The cover slid back like a gun chamber, ejecting a puff of humid vapor. All the other prisoners paused what they were doing, watching with awe as Venass emerged from his confines, stepping down onto the tier with a heavy thud. The prisoners dropped to their knees and bowed. Venass took in the surrounding carnage, filtering the smoky air through the gill slits on his face.

      Only now did Neuto get a true sense of how imposing Venass really was. The blunted horn that protruded from the crown of his skull, indicated that in his species, he was as Alpha as they came. When he turned and spotted Neuto crawling towards the exit hatch, he barked orders for the prisoners to stop him. Without question, they all spun to Neuto and took off along the tier, screaming and hollering with rabid bloodlust.

      Neuto scrambled to his feet and staggered through the open hatch. Before the iris closed, he threw a look over his shoulder and locked eyes with a grinning Venass.

      Both of them knew they would meet again.

      Neuto turned and headed along a buckled corridor towards an elevator shaft. The thick smoke was suffocating. Sparks fizzed, and geysers of steam hissed from ruptured walls as he maneuvered around fallen debris and dead bodies. When he reached the elevator, he was presented with another security console. He ran his hand over it and the door swished open.

      When Neuto entered the bridge, he was greeted with more chaos. Ship personnel, all wearing different suits than the guards, hustled hard, working holographic consoles and read-outs. Anything to get a handle on the situation. Anything to try and restore some level of order and control.

      “Where’s Commander Sindar?” yelled Neuto over the proximity alarms.

      A nearby Deck Officer shot him a grim look and shook his head.

      Neuto huffed with disbelief. What remained of the ship was completely leaderless. Then, he broke into action and crossed the room, headed towards the pilot console. “We can’t contain the prisoners. We must make a system jump to Ulanea!”

      One of the pilot’s yelled over his shoulder, keeping his eyes on the dizzying array of read-outs in front of him. Neuto could see he was struggling with the ship’s compromised navigational systems. “We can’t yet. I need to prepare our primary anti-matter source!”

      “You must get your remaining officers up to the Command Unit before we jump!” the second pilot barked.

      Neuto grunted with frustration. If only he could do that. “There’s not enough time!”

      Fswappp-BOOM!

      Suddenly, there was a massive belch of flame. The ceiling was peeled back like a Sardine tin, and dozens of reptilian warriors dropped down through the roof, blasting in all directions.

      When the pilot next to Neuto was incinerated into a cloud of blue ash, he raised the sights of his rifle to his eye-line and went to return fire on the nearest enemy.

      Wishful thinking.

      He was not granted the luxury of making a final stand, because the weapon had been slapped clean from his grip by the reptilian warrior who had come up from behind him. Neuto reacted instantly and spun his fist around to deliver a counter blow but was snatched by the neck and lifted off his feet. He flailed and kicked like a wild animal, struggling to draw the slightest inkling of breath. These reptilians were seriously powerful beings.

      “Where are you keeping him?” The reptilian spoke in the same dialect Neuto was accustomed to, but with a much harsher tone. His voice was trombone deep and downright menacing.

      Neuto hissed his rebuke through clenched teeth. “In a secured unit… which you will never be able to penetrate… without destroying the ship…”

      “Vuulgarbian scum,” the reptilian warrior snarled. He proceeded to tighten his grip around Neuto’s throat, slowly crushing it. Destroying the windpipes of their enemy’s was a favorite tactic among the Chodan.

      With his free arm, Neuto pulled a small dagger from a hidden sheath inside his belt and plunged it deep into the reptilian’s arm, piercing its protective suit. The being yelped with pain and tossed Neuto across the room with the force of a wrecking ball. Neuto crashed into a support beam and dropped to the ground like a glob of wet cement.

      Alerted to a strange, electronic droning, the other reptilian warriors all spun to the navigation console.

      A mortally wounded pilot was defiantly working the holographic interface.

      They wasted no time obliterating him, but it was too late, he had already initiated something. The image of a wormhole suddenly blossomed to life above the damaged console, blinking red, with glyphs beginning to rapidly countdown.

      Then, they all peered outside the bridge’s primary observation port, only to see the space surrounding the Prison Ship was starting ripple and warp. The pilot had initiated an uncharted jump.

      Down below, Venass and the other rioting prisoners gave pause as the structures around them began to rumble and groan. Venass put his massive hand out to feel a rattling girder just above his head. Something was happening.

      Mad as hell, the reptilian warriors on the bridge had no choice but to abandon their attempted prison break. Venass was on his own now. An unspeakable crime they all knew they would pay dearly for. Abandoning a Chodan General, as decorated and feared as this one, was akin to suicide. And although they would leave their wounded with the doomed ship as a form of penance, these warriors would now spend the rest of their days evading the reach of their own kind. That is how it was written. That is how it had always been. However, a life of exile was still a much better deal than facing the wrath of Venass himself.

      The warrior in command of this mission reluctantly barked his orders, and the others began to retreat. The last reptilian to leave the bridge fired his weapon at the pilot console, but it did not stop the countdown.

      Struggling to remain conscious from the choking fumes, Neuto looked around at the carnage.

      The bridge had practically been blown apart. The entire crew was dead, and flames were now roaring from every corner.

      Using his last ounce of strength, Neuto crawled to his knees but was violently thrown back again when another concussive blast rocked the bridge. Sprawled out on his back, he could see the gaping wormhole that had appeared just outside the ship’s bow. Its rim spiraled out like the arms of a miniature galaxy, flashing with its own colorful nebulae emissions.

      The reptilian ships detached then banked away from the looming wormhole, vanishing into an orange smear of gas as the Prison Ship disappeared in the blink of an eye.

      Vvvwhoop!

      The wormhole closed, leaving nothing but the cold blackness of eternity.
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        Bankhead, Atlanta.

        Georgia, USA.

        Planet Earth.

      

      

      The hot Georgian sun baked grimy strips of concrete as ATL natives went about their business amongst the squalor of Bankhead. It was open-air street-theater, with all manner of thuggery loitering around every visible corner, slinging anything they could to make money. Somewhere nearby, the distinct wail of police sirens threatened to drown out the throbbing Hip Hop basslines that seemed to emanate from each passing vehicle.

      Sergeant Rhys Scott sat alone in the driver’s seat of his unmarked Ford Interceptor outside a used car lot, swigging his lukewarm coffee as he scoped the hustle-and-bustle. Three-hours and twenty-six minutes into his stakeout, he continued to scan everything and everyone with laser-guided precision, despite mostly just watching air. Some players he recognized. Some he did not. But all of them were clocked.

      While the opposite sex always considered Rhys to be good-looking, in a rugged sense of the word, at thirty-seven, he also carried an earnest, world-weary quality. This cop had been around the block more than a few times. The patchy stubble that clung to his squared-jaw, and the civvies he wore - a Falcon’s hoodie with faded Levi’s - made him appear almost destitute. He hoped they did. Working undercover, that was the look he was striving for.

      Police dispatch crackled low on his scanner as he dumped some much-needed Visine into his eyes. He then dialed down the radio, eyes narrowing when he spotted something in the distance. With his new target acquired, he started the engine. It kicked over with a throaty growl. He sat there for a moment longer, watching and waiting for the right time to move out.
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        * * *

      

      Lanky Jackson hunched along the street, animated as he yapped on his cell via the single AirPod wedged inside his left ear. His head was on a constant swivel, only pausing to idly twirl the tail-end of the crusty dreadlock that hung over his right eye. A respected member of the Rollin’ 60s Crips, he was currently embroiled in some potentially fatal beef with another local gang called Street Family South, who originated from Henry County. The squabble was over a girl he had briefly dated from that area. It was alleged he had robbed her home as payback for dumping him for another guy. That was bullshit. In truth, Lanky robbed her home simply because he found out she was related to someone from a rival gang.

      It was a low act but liked he cared. Lanky was making too much green in the stolen car game to worry about something as trivial as morals. And, he had recently acquired enough cash to purchase one of the sickest Sports Hybrids on the market - a BMW-i8.

      When he reached his parked car at the north-west end of Addie Street, he opened the scissor doors, jumped inside and started the engine. As he turned into Donald Lee Hollowell Parkway, merging into a lane of traffic, he failed to see Rhys pulling out from the curb behind him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rhys trailed behind Lanky, sitting on forty-five, watching intently as he smoothly sliced through eastbound traffic headed towards downtown. Knowing how paranoid Lanky had recently become, he was careful not to get too close.

      Angry Hip-Hop blasted from his vehicle as Lanky peeled off Joseph E. Boone Boulevard into an automated car wash. He parked in the nearest vacant bay, hopped out, and entered the building to pay for his ticket.

      Rhys passed Lanky’s BMW and pulled into a vacant bay at the opposite end of the lot. He hopped out and jogged over to Lanky’s car, draping his Atlanta P.D. shield around his neck. Lanky might have been paranoid, but he was also lazy and careless. A terrible combination for a wanted gangbanger attempting to preserve his own life. Rhys couldn’t help but grin when he pulled the handle and the door lifted.

      Unaware, Lanky walked back out onto the lot, still yapping away, now holding a ticket. “Yeah, yeah, hit me when you get home tonight, gee. Let me know what’s poppin’. A’ight? Later, dawg.”

      He jumped into his BMW and drove around to the Stop-Go sign at the conveyor entrance. His window slid down and he leaned out, punching his ticket code into the small console. When the light clicked green, he slid his window back up and edged forward into the wash-tunnel. Once the hydraulic brushes started to rotate and his windows began foaming, Lanky eased back into his seat, casually scrolling through a newly curated playlist on his phone.

      That’s when Rhys popped up from behind the driver’s seat, all smiles.

      Lanky spun around and his entire skeleton nearly jumped through his skin. “Hoooo-shit!!!” he yelled from a debilitating jolt of shock.

      “When are you knuckleheads gonna learn never to leave your cars unlocked?”

      While Lanky continued to stop his heart from bursting through his chest, Rhys looked around, admiring the luxurious interior. “This is one of those new Hybrids, right? I never picked you to be eco-conscious, Lanky.”

      Lanky hacked and caught his breath before responding. “The fuck, yo? Now you’re busting into my ride? This is straight-up harassment!”

      “I took the liberty of relieving you from that popgun you were keeping in your glove compartment. You know, just in case you got any stupid ideas. I’m sure you’ve got another piece shoved down the front of your jeans, though, right?”

      “You’re paranoid, man. For real.”

      Rhys eased back into his plush seat; his weapon trained on Lanky as it gently rested on his knee. “Actually, I’d say you’re the one who’s paranoid. Why have you been avoiding my calls and texts?”

      “Man, I got nothin’ to say to you.”

      “Really?”

      “Damn straight.” Lanky gave a sly smile, revealing a gold-plated grill. “Heard you and some of your pig friends took some mad scratch the other day. Heard it was a lotta cheddar too.”

      “Well, you heard wrong.”

      “Nah, don’t think so. Always knew you were a corrupt motherfucker - just like the rest of ‘em.”

      Rhys bristled but remained an unreadable mask. “Might wanna check that tone of yours, Lanky.”

      “I will when I speak to my lawyer, dawg. Cuz I ain’t done shit!”

      Rhys leaned forward with a feigned look of thoughtfulness. “Tell me, how’d a broke-ass, supposedly reformed gangbanger such as yourself, get the paper needed to buy a ride like this? The mind boggles. And don’t say Bitcoin, because then I’ll really know you’re lying.” Rhys leaned closer in order to emphasize his next point. “But what I really find interesting, is how I heard your boy Diego just got a brand-new shipment in last week.”

      Lanky glared at Rhys in the rear-view mirror. “Well, you heard wrong,” he sneered mockingly.

      Rhys smiled ruefully and retorted the smart-assery. “Nah, don’t think so.” He then held up his phone.

      On the screen was a long-lens surveillance photo of Lanky and Diego chatting outside the yard of a chop-shop. Behind them was a sea of stolen vehicles. He thumbed through to the next photo, which showed Lanky helping Diego’s chop-shop crew unload more stolen vehicles from the back of a car-carrier trailer.

      Lanky knew he had no play left. Rhys had him dead-to-rights. “I could get killed snitchin’ to the five-0. This ain’t no game out here, man.”

      Rhys held Lanky’s glare. “You signed a statement verifying your assistance with our investigation. You remember that?”

      “Man, like I had a choice!”

      Rhys blew out a frustrated sigh and dropped his head. “Come on, Lanky. Surely you know how this works by now. You’ve got six cases pending, yet I still got your crooked ass out on parole. You copped nothing but an extended stint in rehab. The only reason you’re not dodging dicks up in Reidsville right now is because of me. Like it or not, you owe me.”

      “Yo I told you last time we spoke, I don’t work for Diego no more.”

      “Yeah, these photos say otherwise.”

      “I was just passing by, man. I stopped in to see him and gave him a hand. That’s it.”

      “Come on. You can do better than that.”

      “I swear, I don’t roll with those dudes no more. I’m out of that game for good.”

      “Sure about that?”

      “Positive, man. I swear on my mom’s life.”

      “I hope so because there’s an ATTF taskforce about to use a battering ram on your mom’s front door. They don’t know I’m here with you.”

      Lanky huffed with rage and bucked in his seat, punching the dash of his car. “Sick of this shit, man!”

      Rhys talked low, almost intimately. “Now, you better give me somethin’ solid before this car is washed. All I gotta do is make a call, Lanky. Tell me what he’s haulin’, and I’ll order that team to stand down.”

      There was a beat of silence until Lanky finally caved. “He cleaned up.”

      “How good?”

      Lanky’s eyes were now remorseful, cast downward into his lap. “Crazy good.”

      “What was the take?”

      “Everything, man. Custom whips, rice-burners, Stateside classics, the whole lot. Told me he’s already got a buyer lined up too.”

      “Who?”

      “Some Armenian shot-caller from LA. I don’t know his name. He didn’t tell me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I didn’t ask.”

      Rhys took a moment to scan Lanky for any hint of deception.

      “That’s all I know, man. I swear.”

      When Lanky’s BMW exited the car wash, Rhys’ cell began buzzing. He saw the number flash across the screen and groaned. “Ah, shit.” With his eyes back on Lanky, he answered. “Hey, sweetheart,” he said, trying to sound as jovial as humanly possible.

      “Where are you, Rhys?” The angry voice on the other end of the line snarled. It was his estranged fourteen-year-old daughter, Shelly.

      Rhys pinched his eyes shut. He had totally forgotten about picking her up from his apartment. It was located roughly twelve minutes away on the edge of Midtown. “Shell, I’m so sorry. I got caught up—”

      “You’re such a dick! I could have just called an Uber!” she hissed into the phone, pacing outside the apartment’s front entrance.

      “Listen, I’m on my way. You won’t miss your flight, I promise. Give me ten.”
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      Rhys and Shelly pushed through the crowded Hartsfield-Jackson airport terminal, headed towards the overhead bank of flights rosters. Rhys wheeled her small luggage carry-on all the way until they stopped underneath it.

      United UA-6216. ATL/ROC.

      Scheduled Departure: Gate 22.

      Rhys turned to Shelly with an unconvincing smile. “See, told you we’d make it. You wanna grab a quick bite before you board?”

      She grabbed the handle of her carry-on. “I’m not hungry.” Shelly was your typical rebellious, self-opinionated teenager. Her appearance was an intriguing mix of angsty punk, with a hint of wannabe Sorority girl. Aside from her growing interest in boys - mostly the wrong kind - the visible lacing of blue and pink streaks in her blond hair was a perpetual irritant to Rhys and his estranged wife, Abagail. By Southern standards, they thought it made her look a little uncouth.

      “Shell, before you go… your mother and I haven’t spoken for quite a while. Can you say hi to her for me?”

      “I guess,” Shelly shrugged. “Can I go now?”

      Her glib tone stung Rhys, but he tried not to show it. He feigned a positive smile. “Of course. You gonna be alright checking in by yourself?”

      “I have an e-ticket. I’ll be fine.”

      “You don’t want me to walk you to your gate?”

      Shelly shot him a look that unequivocally said hell no.

      “Look, I know we didn’t do much together, but thanks for coming down to see me.”

      “It was a court order. I had no choice. Mom said I had to.”

      “I know. But thanks anyway.”

      Rhys reached down and gave her a stilted hug. She gave him an equally limp one in return. It lacked warmth, and it was over before it began. “Bye, sweetheart. Have a good flight. Call me when you land, OK?”

      Shelly turned and walked off.

      “Hey, Shell—”

      She turned back to him, the annoyance now clearly visible on her face. She really did not want to be here any longer.

      Rhys could see it. He knew he was treading on eggshells. “Um… I was just thinking - maybe you could start calling me dad again?”

      Shelly gave him a blank look. “Bye, Rhys.” She turned and hurried off, wheeling her carry-on.

      Rhys watched his daughter disappear into the crowd, saddened at his inability to reconnect with her. She was lost to him. Possibly forever. He sighed and checked his watch.

      Back to work.
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      The aging precinct buzzed with cops. A tubby Sergeant named Lancaster looked up from his never-ending mountain of paperwork to see Rhys walking past the booking desk. “Captain Florez is lookin’ for you. Said to find him right away.”

      “Thanks.”

      Lancaster watched Rhys walk off and scowled. “Fuckin’ boy scout,” he muttered under his breath.

      Rhys headed along a scuffed linoleum corridor and into the Anti-Crime Division, which was a sprawling, fluorescent-lit bullpen. It was loud and hectic as cops typed up reports on their computers at their desks, taking statements from witnesses and interviewing perps. Every cop looked tired and overworked. Rhys made his way to an office partition at the far end of the room and wrapped loudly on the first door before entering.

      Captain Mike Florez looked up from his mahogany desk as Rhys entered. “You wanted to see me, Cap?”

      “Take a seat.”

      Rhys closed the door behind him and sat. Face forward, he sniffed the air and began tapping his foot impatiently. In addition to Lanky’s intel, he was hoping there was some good news on the case he’d been building against Diego Ruiz for the past six months.

      Florez leaned back in his leather chair and rubbed his tired eyes, filling his lungs with a deep breath through his nose. Twenty-four-years in law enforcement, the old man bled blue. But he was a heart attack waiting to happen. He not only smoked like a chimney, he also drank like a whale. Usually in that order. Behind the engraved nameplate on his desk, sat a muddle of framed family photos. Upon the wall behind him, was a gallery of awards, medals, and framed newspaper cut-outs containing his name. His office was a mausoleum dedicated to the good old days. Before he made Captain. Before his second divorce. “That CI you’ve been running - turns out the intel he provided was clean. They bought it.”

      Rhys’ eyes lit up. “So, we’re on?”

      “Looks like it. The Chief wants us to put Diego’s little operation out of business for good. I’m going to need you on-point for this one.”

      “Gladly. When can we suit-up?”

      Florez flashed him a hesitant look before responding. “Yeah… well, we’re still waiting for them to send over the signed warrant… but there’s a slight problem.”

      Rhys wrinkled his mouth with distaste. He could feel his insides tightening. He knew what was coming.

      “No one on the taskforce… “ Florez paused, searching for a gentler way to frame his next words. But there really was no way to sugar-coat this. “Rhys, none of them want to roll with you on this one.”

      Rhys snickered and shook his head. “Fine. Then I’ll go myself.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve assigned you a team. But I thought I should give you a heads up. You know, just in case anyone tries to throw some shade while you’re out there.” Florez attempted a half-assed smile. “Got a lot of pissed off cops in this building.”

      Rhys looked away, fuming like he was about to blow a gasket. “Like I already don’t know that.”

      “Rhys, I’ll be honest, you’re the best cop I’ve got working our auto-theft division. You’re dedicated and you’re smart. Quite frankly, it’s exactly what we need more of around here. Granted, some of the officers in your unit held less than exemplary service records, but half the other guys out there, who had nothing to do with this, are now under investigation because of what you did. In all seriousness, what were you expecting from them? A thank you letter?”

      “I was expecting them to do their job! And I.A. is busting my balls too.”

      “I know they are.”

      “Then you’d know how long I sat in that interview room, staring at a two-way mirror while I made a statement into a video camera. Watching bureaucrats scratch away on their legal pads while they questioned me like some petty thief. It’s a shitty thing they do, Cap. Taking my gun and shield - expecting me to rat on everyone while they threaten suspension.”

      “Yeah, and they came up empty. You’re gonna be fine, Rhys.”

      “Spare me the bullshit. Please. You know this is the type of inquest that can end a career. I wonder if they even know how that feels. Maybe if they were real cops, they’d understand—”

      “Rhys. Stop.”

      “And you know what else? To hell with those guys out there. They don’t want to work with me, that’s fine. But I’m losing my family over this!”

      “So are they, Rhys!” Florez snapped back.

      The air thickened as Rhys continued to stew. Florez took a moment to allow the tension in the room to deflate. It didn’t. “Look, the whole thing is a fucking travesty—”

      Rhys raised his hands and stood. He’d heard enough. “I’m tired, Cap. I just want to get this done and go home. Get me that warrant, and it’ll be one less problem for the both of us.”

      Florez watched him turn and head for the door. “Between us, why’d you do it?”

      With his back to Florez, Rhys paused. For a moment, the two men shared an uncomfortable silence until Rhys finally answered. “Because it was the right thing to do.” Rhys then opened the office door and left.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys descended into the bowels of the precinct, brushing past some cops who were trading chitchat after coming off a shift. They glared daggers as he passed them and headed into the locker rooms.

      He noticed a folded note wedged in the door of his locker. Frowning, he plucked it out and read the typed message.

      Watch your six, boy scout.

      Rhys flippantly snorted and tossed it away. He started gearing up for the raid, knowing everyone’s eyes were now firmly on him. He was not going to give them the reaction they wanted. That was until a passing cop mumbled something derogatory at him as he walked by. Rhys caught it and eyed the officer, noting the overtly threatening tone in his voice. They held eyes until the officer shook his head, grabbed a towel from his locker and disappeared into the shower stalls.

      Rhys then reached into his locker and opened a small tactical case, pulling out a Glock Gen-5 pistol. He checked the magazine, smacked it back in, and holstered it to his belt. Before closing his locker, he glanced at a photo of himself and Abagail, his soon-to-be ex-wife, that was taped to the inside of his door.

      It was taken on their honeymoon in Ubud, Bali. Rhys and Abagail were both roaring with laughter as a small forest monkey had jumped on Abagail’s shoulder seconds before the photo was snapped. They were young newlyweds and madly in love. Neither seemed to have a worry in the world back then, Rhys thought. How times had changed. Rhys suddenly felt a sharp pang of loss ripple across his chest as he continued to study Abagail’s sun-kissed, cinnamon skin. She truly was stunning to look at.

      And taped directly below that, was a cute baby photo of Shelly, smiling wide with no teeth. The slogan across the front of her pink bodysuit said, I know, I’m world’s cutest baby.

      Every time Rhys looked at these photos, he could not help but feel he was still clinging to some ancient, unobtainable relic of a past life. In many ways, he was. Yet that never stopped him from hoping that perhaps, somehow, he could get back to how things were. All he needed was a way to prove himself. Perhaps they’d finally begin to see him in a different light.

      He smiled softly to himself and then closed his locker door, the harshness of reality hitting him with a metallic clang.
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        * * *

      

      In the underground carpark of the precinct, the taskforce unit hustled into the back of a waiting APD van. Ten officers in total. All tier-one law enforcement operators in their own right. Each member was kitted out with tactical-Kevlar, AR-15 rifles, and a wide array of gear and hardware that was designed to ruin any lawbreaker’s day.

      Rhys, also wearing tactical-Kevlar, trailed in last. He draped his Atlanta PD shield over his vest and jumped up into the back of the van.

      He was immediately greeted with frosty glares.

      Nevertheless, Rhys gave them an earnest nod and took a seat at the far end of the bench.

      A beefy-looking Sergeant named Hodges, who sat opposite Rhys, was adjusting the sights on his rifle when he mockingly raised it up at Rhys and took aim, squinting through his tactical scope as if pretending to line up a shot.

      The other cops all chuckled and continued to glare.

      As the APD van peeled out of the precinct, sirens flashing, Rhys ignored them and kept his attention on the back doors, watching the city zip by through a small plexiglass viewport. This was going to be a long ride.
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      Late afternoon sunlight slanted unevenly across the city, illuminating the garbage-strewn facades of a long-forgotten neighborhood. Aside from a 99 Cent store and a Waffle House, it was cheap liquor stores and decrepit row homes for as far as the eye could see.

      A small convoy of ATL police cruisers was the first to roll up outside the greasy auto-repair shop, which was a front for Diego Ruiz’s chop-shop. The building was closed, and the entire block it sat on was encased in corrugated fencing and barbed wire. It looked more like a fortress than an auto-shop. That was the idea. Whatever was inside was not meant to be seen.

      As police units fanned out across the street, taking up their defensive positions, the taskforce APD van arrived on the scene less than a minute later. The rear doors swung open, and Rhys jumped out with the other members. Everyone was packing enough firepower to start and finish a war.

      The other taskforce officers took position on the opposite side of the building, as Rhys and five officers, including Hodges, hustled to a small side entrance. Rhys spoke into the portable radio MIC clipped to his vest. “All units, on my mark.” He then turned to Hodges. “I need you on the other door.”

      Hodges scoffed, ignoring the order. “I don’t take orders from you, boy scout.”

      “Today you do. You got a problem with that, take it up with Florez.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I will.”

      “Good. But in the meantime, get into position. I won’t ask again.” Rhys glared unflinchingly at Hodges until he begrudgingly moved away into position, muttering something inaudible under his breath.

      Rhys then stacked up outside a graffiti-laced door with the three other officers, bracing themselves for entry. He whisper-shouted into his radio. “All units, go!” He then nodded to the bruiser cop who was holding a battering ram.
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        * * *

      

      Boom!

      Three doors simultaneously exploded open as Rhys and a dozen other cops crashed inside, weapons raised and shouting. “Police! Everybody on the ground! Down, down, down!”

      Tools clattered as chop-shop mechanics scattered like roaches. Some were instantly cut off by the cops entering through an adjacent door. Before they even had a chance to surrender, they were thrown to the ground and cuffed.

      Once the garage was secured, Rhys looked around, impressed with his acquisition. “Hot damn.”

      The garage was lined with rows of dismantled cars. But in one corner, there was a slew of stolen luxury European sports cars, as well as some beautiful vintage models. The inventory was more than a worthy seizure. It was a treasure-trove.

      As Rhys continued to look around, he caught the flash of a shadow in a small office overlooking the garage. He immediately broke into pursuit, bounding up the stairs, clearing three at a time.

      Diego, hightailed it down a narrow corridor and bashed through a bathroom door, slamming it closed behind him. Panicked and glossed with greasy sweat, he spun around the room, looking for any escape options.

      Nothing but a small barred window.

      He had no choice but to dig in and make a final stand. He drew the concealed Sig-Sauer from underneath his grimy shirt and edged back into a corner, listening to the creak of Rhys’ approaching footsteps. He always knew this day would come. But like he’d ever surrender to a cop. He’d gladly die before going back to prison. As he crouched there with his weapon aimed at the door, something caught his eye above.

      Some of the polystyrene paneling in the ceiling was missing.

      Rhys cautiously edged along the corridor, Glock sweeping. “Come on, Diego. The place is surrounded. How about we both call it a day, huh?”

      Bam-Bam-Bam!

      Rhys jolted as three bullets suddenly exploded through the drywall next to his head, pocking the adjacent wall with craters. He vaulted across the floor and torqued his body into a hard roll, returning fire. A volley of .45 ACP rounds tore through the door like it was made of rice-paper.

      Diego stood on top of the toilet bowl and leaped up into the ceiling just as Rhys shouldered the door open. Seeing Diego’s legs dangling from the hole in the ceiling, he dived for them. Diego’s legs bucked wildly as Rhys bear-hugged and wrenched them downward. But Diego managed to kick-wiggle one leg free and heel-stomped Rhys directly in the face.

      Rhys went flying backward, the side of his head connecting with the toilet basin. Crack! Porcelain shattered. Rhys laid there, face down, desperately fighting against the encroaching blackout. The coppery tang of blood also filled his mouth.

      Diego skittered across some wooden beams to a tiny window hatch. Freedom was close. He furiously kicked at the glass until his leg blew out the other side, making a hole big enough for him to crawl through. From the angle of the window, the police below could not see him, so he gingerly climbed out onto the roof, careful not to cut himself on any shards of broken glass.

      “Diego! Don’t do it!”

      Diego spun around to see Rhys now climbing across the beams, headed straight towards him. He raised his gun and discharged a round.

      The bullet punched into a wooden beam next to Rhys’ head, forcing him duck. He returned fire, peppering the window seal with a flurry of lead. But Diego was already gone.

      Diego scurried out onto the roof, slid his ass to the edge, and leaped off. He crash-rolled into a small junkyard in an adjacent lot behind the auto-shop. A pit bull chained to a crumbling brick wall thrashed and barked rabidly as Diego threw himself over a rickety fence and took off running.

      Rhys reached the window, peering out to see Diego becoming a fading blip in the distance. He climbed out onto the roof and jumped down, crash-landing on the hood of a rusty car, only to bounce off it like a beach ball.

      He slapped hard against grease-stained concrete, stopping short, inches from snapping jaws. Rhys quickly backpedaled, which only seemed to enrage the animal more. “Nice doggy.” The beast lunged at him, and the chain around its neck popped from the bolt on the wall. “Shit!” Rhys turned and hauled ass over the fence. The pit bull leaped after him, its powerful jaws barely missing Rhys’ ankles.

      Rhys hit the pavement on the other side, jarring his left leg. He growled with annoyance as he clamored to his feet and took off after his perp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Billions of stars burned silently in the velvety blackness until a strange distortion rippled. It was as if the very fabric of space itself was somehow being stretched and pulled.

      The wormhole tore open like the gaping maw of some ancient Leviathan. A mass of metallic debris ejected first, resembling a series of floating explosions that had somehow been frozen in time. The crippled Prison Ship tumbled out soon after, glinting in the searing rawness of unfiltered sunlight. It looked craggy and menacing. A scattering of infernos blazed weirdly across its battered hull. Due to the molecular diffusion caused by the vacuum, the fires dragged sluggishly in the ship’s wake like ribbons of electric flame.

      The runaway ship was headed straight towards the Moon.

      Ship debris carpet-bombed the desolate landscape, forming new craters, the scarred geography having already bored silent witness to eons of cosmic violence. The Apollo 11 landing site was obliterated as the ship’s hull grazed the surface, spewing dust and rock hundreds of miles into space. The leftover descent stages of the Lunar Modules and Armstrong’s American flag were flattened like pancakes as the ship continued to recklessly spiral towards Earth.

      Once the ship breached the upper-atmosphere of Earth, the edges of its hull began to glow molten orange, quickly becoming an asteroid-sized fireball as it blazed through the ionized air.

      Then, something ejected from underneath the ship.

      A tiny escape pod.

      It jettisoned off at high velocity in front of the ship, punching through a thick canopy of cloud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Inside the escape pod, a symphony of alarms wailed. Neuto was strapped into his seat, bracing for impact. Crunch-twang-clunk! The pod violently rocked as it made contact with the Earth’s surface and began to slide. Neuto was jolted forward, his harnesses snapping tight as he fought against the sickening G-forces, unconsciousness threatening to engulf him until the pod mercifully came to a stop.

      Head throbbing like a jackhammer, Neuto stirred back to reality and began mentally cycling through the appropriate protocols for emergency landings. He had no idea where he was, but his training had overridden any initial fears of the unknown. For now, at least. Various proximity alarms continued to shrill, bathing the pod in a multitude of neon colors, and the narrow viewport in front of him was obscured by a mountain of earth that had buried the pod.

      Neuto ran his hand over a console next to him and a holographic image appeared, resembling a radar scan. He uncoupled the thick harness across his chest and tapped the side of his helmet. A small communications device blinked on and the radar began to sweep.

      “Hailing any Ulanean survey outposts on this frequency… I am triangulating my position to you now.” He continued to work the console, despite getting no response except a blast of garbled static. “Status report… on return home, my prison vessel was attacked by a Chodan brigade. They were attempting to free a high-security prisoner from incarceration. We were forced to initiate a system jump with no interstellar mapping. The ship has crashed on a small body in a remote system that is unknown to me at this time… I believe I am the last surviving officer...”

      Neuto tapped the other side of his helmet and his faceplate retracted, revealing his full features. By human standards, he appeared somewhere in the vicinity of a thirty-year-old male. He was completely hairless, with a blueish-white complexion, and vivid yellow eyes that had no discernible iris. There was also a sunken cleft of bone that traversed the top of his bald skull to the tip of his chin. “…and I am still capable of carrying out my duty. End of status report.”

      Neuto grabbed the assault rifle that was fixed to the side of his seat and opened the pod’s emergency hatch. Coolant vapor flooded the pod with a blinding fog. It caused Neuto to shield his eyes as he climbed out…

      Into the middle of a ball game in SunTrust Park.

      The entire stadium, thousands of people standing in the bleachers, were all staring down at him in stunned silence.

      On the field near him, both the Atlanta Braves and the New York Mets stood there, eyes agog having just witnessed the crash-landing.

      Neuto jumped down from the pod onto the pitch. Still squinting, he looked up to see his face plastered across the giant scoreboard. A slew of oohs and aahs from the bewildered crowd wafted across the field. A couple of nearby Mets players began to cautiously back away, a mix of fear and confusion riddled across their faces. Was this some type of new Mascot?

      Suddenly, Neuto heard a commotion behind him. He spun around to see a small army of cops and security guards bolting out onto the field to intercept him. He sprang into action and took off running.

      The bleachers erupted into a deafening roar, cheering Neuto on.
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      The chase raged.

      Diego leaped a backyard fence, vaulting onto the street, parting pedestrian traffic.

      Rhys was in hot-pursuit, two-hundred yards out and closing. “Diego, stop! Goddamn it!”

      Diego threw a look over his shoulder to see Rhys tearing-ass towards him. When he turned his head forward, he collided with another man. Both went sprawling across the pavement, ass-over-elbows. The man unleashed a barrage of verbal abuse as Diego scrambled to his feet and continued on.

      Heart hammering and sucking wind, Rhys barked into his radio while sprinting. “On… foot… in pursuit of suspect… heading north… onto Pelham… where’s my backup?!” When Rhys saw Diego cut back across the street to break his line of sight, he threw himself over the small fence of a Baptist church and sprinted through the property to cut him off.

      Diego threw another jumbled look over his shoulder to see that Rhys was now nowhere to be seen.

      Wham!

      Rhys had come tearing out from the narrow alleyway between the church and a flophouse, plowing into Diego like a missile. They both went tumbling across the road, struggling as bodies twisted and limbs grappled for weapons. Rhys slammed his fist into Diego’s mouth, canceling his attempt to break free. Rhys then slapped the gun from his hand and got to his feet, wheezing hard as he tried to put some much-needed air back into his lungs.

      Gripped by a fevered choking fit, Diego was unable to move from the paralyzing exhaustion. “Puta! You— ain’t— you ain’t got shit on me, ese’!”

      “I beg to differ.” Before Diego could fully recover, Rhys pulled his cuffs from a belt-pouch at the small of his back, rolled Diego over with the tip of his boot, then knelt down and slapped Diego’s wrists together. “Diego Ruiz, it is with great satisfaction that I am placing you under arrest for grand theft auto, grand larceny, fraud, attempted kidnapping, attempted bribery of a government official, and the manufacture and distribution of…”

      WHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!

      They both jolted from the deep keening noise above them. When they looked up at the sky, their jaws dropped.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone in SunTrust Park looked up in unison, a mix of awe and horror plastered across their faces as the colossal underbelly of the alien craft streaked over them in a wash of flame. Panic immediately kicked into overdrive as the crowd started screaming. The players took off running towards the exits. This was end times stuff.

      Neuto noticed a large chunk of the ship’s back flank had ejected away, forging its own path across the sky. He continued to watch as it trailed low over the city, hitting somewhere in a distant suburb. It was the Command Unit. He had to find a way to reach it. There, he could attempt to remotely access the Prison Ship’s vital systems and bring them back online. He could also send out a more powerful distress beacon to any Vuulgarbian salvage team’s that might just happen to be nearby. All wishful thinking, but it was imperative that he tried.

      He swung his attention back onto the Prison Ship, watching it shear the tops off buildings as it rolled onto a warped axis. Seconds out from impact.

      Touchdown.

      The Prison Ship smashed into the middle of downtown Atlanta, annihilating several buildings in the process. They collapsed like discarded sandcastles as it continued to gouge deep into the earth, flipping nearby cars into the air like unwanted toys. Finally, it stopped moving. The sooty dust cloud that churned into the sky began to drizzle back over the city like nuclear fallout, blotting out the afternoon sun.

      The Prison Ship groaned.

      The city shuddered.

      Thousands of car alarms could now be heard howling across the city, drowning out the deafening crescendo of police and ambulance sirens.

      Neuto had to keep moving.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys and Diego were standing in the middle of the street, jaws still on the ground, eyes wide as saucers as they looked at the fractured skyline. Passing cars had also come to a halt, confused denizens staring skyward at this unprecedented event.

      “Madre’ Mia!” Diego muttered vacantly to himself. “What you think that was, holmes? Looked like a spaceship?”

      They turned to see a small fleet of unmarked police cruisers screech up to the curb behind them. Hodges and some taskforce officers discharged from the vehicle and headed over to them, their faces still paled at what they had just witnessed.

      Rhys spun back to Diego. “We’re gonna pick this up some other time, Diego. Make no mistake about that.” Rhys uncuffed his wrists, then slid the cuffs back into his belt pouch, never taking his eyes off the distant crash site.

      Rubbing his wrists, Diego snapped to the other cops with a confused look, then to Rhys, who was still white as a sheet. “You’re letting me go?”

      Rhys turned to the officers behind him. “Someone wanna read him his Miranda rights?”

      “Why, where are you going?” Hodges asked with a lacing of annoyance, also struggling to peel his eyes off the distant crash site.

      Rhys did not answer. He switched on the walkie clipped to his belt. As suspected, the police bands were going berserk with cops relaying the scene that had just unfolded. At least that’s what it sounded like. For the most part, the radio chatter was frantic and unintelligible.

      The Prison Ship now sat lopsided, partially exposed like some massive cache of unexploded ordnance. Peppered around it was a series of raging fires, their flames arcing high above the skyline. A sonic blast of police and paramedic sirens could still be heard wailing across the city.

      Rhys worked his jaw. He knew he was in for one helluva night. “Looks like I’m goin’ back to work.”
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      Shelly made her way through the busy arrivals terminal at Rochester Airport in New York, wheeling her carry-on. She passed a cafe’, noticing a large group of people crowded underneath a mounted TV, watching intently in stunned silence. The volume was too low to hear properly, and the screen was too far away for her to see any real detail, although it did appear to be some type of news broadcast.

      She turned and noticed another large group of people huddled underneath a TV in a coffee shop, everyone completely absorbed at what was being shown.

      With her curiosity piqued, she headed over and pushed through the crush of people to get a better look. Everyone around her either had their mouths wide open or were on their cells. When she caught sight of the screen, her mouth also dropped.

      On-screen was a shaky montage of cell phone footage. It showed the Prison Ship searing above Atlanta. In the background, people could be heard yelling and screaming. The crawl at the bottom of the screen read: Live Breaking News. Giant UFO crashes in Downtown Atlanta.

      The footage then cut to a shell-shocked police Lieutenant being interviewed by a local news broadcaster. A flurry of activity could be seen behind him; firemen, paramedics, and civilians, all milling around with the crash site looming in the distance. “We’re just asking people to stay away from this immediate area. If you have debris damage to your homes or vehicles, please seek out the nearest checkpoint or neighborhood shelter.”

      “Is there any word from the White House yet?” the reporter asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “What about NASA?”

      “None that I’m aware of.”

      “Is there anything you do know?”

      “At this point, I know about as much as you do, I’m afraid.” The reporter kept her microphone level with the Lieutenant’s mouth. Clearly, she was wanting more of an answer. “Look, we’ve heard nothing from NASA or any other foreign space agency. We’re simply asking people to be cautious and stay away from this area. Once more information comes to us, I’ll be happy to share it with you. Our main priority right now is securing the area so the appropriate authorities can begin their rescue operations.”

      As the Lieutenant went to walk off, the reporter lobbed one final question at him. It was the question. The one that everyone was thinking. “Could this be some type of extra-terrestrial ship or vessel?”

      He froze before answering very solemnly. “I don’t want to add to any more hysteria until we know for certain, but… yes, I think it could very well be.”

      Shelly stood there among the gasping crowd, completely shocked at what she was watching and hearing. The world had just changed forever.
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      Neuto was now running for his life across the sprawling SunTrust pitch, headed towards the nearest exit. Every cop and security guard on duty seemed to be in hot pursuit of him.

      Some half-drunk guy wearing a Braves jacket spotted Neuto tearing towards him and decided that being a hero was a good idea. He lunged for Neuto and tackled him to the ground, but Neuto was simply too agile and strong. With uncanny speed, he rolled out from underneath the hero and swatted him aside. Back on his feet, he booked it through the fleeing crowd.

      A couple of the older cops had given up the chase, but some younger security guards kept on his tail, determined to catch their first alien.

      Neuto spotted two more cops now approaching in front of him. They were attempting to block his exit from the field. As one cop lunged, baton twirling through the air, Neuto slid between his legs and leaped onto the shoulders of the other cop, using him as a springboard to catapult into the bleachers. He was gone before either of them knew what had happened.

      Neuto tore up to the back row, then scurried down the latticed steel frame, dropping thirty feet to the surface. He landed into a broken roll and ripped through to the main lobby exit. The fleeing crowd was too panic-stricken to even notice him passing through their midst.

      When he hit the street outside, he continued running for his life, never slowing once to see if anyone was still pursuing him.
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        * * *

      

      Blue-and-red siren flashing across the grille of his Interceptor, Rhys drove along Northside Drive like a madman, headed straight towards the main crash site. His police scanner was nothing but a wall of garbled, hyper-frantic noise.

      Outside on the street, he could see hordes of locals gathered, all looking towards the same direction. The sky was also teeming with police and news choppers. It was absolute chaos.

      Rhys dreaded the very thought, but he knew it was possible the city could easily descend into lawlessness and begin tearing itself apart. It was now a powder keg waiting to explode.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      At the main crash site, the battered Prison Ship sat eerily still, partially wedged into the side of a crumbled building. Fires still raged, and black smoke spired into the sky. Many vehicles were flattened beyond recognition from the mountains of rubble that had vomited from the impact blast.

      Scattered pedestrians who had survived the impact, continued to flee the scene. Some wandered aimlessly in shock, covered in dust and grime. They moved through the thick smoke as apparitions, looking more inhuman than human.

      Paramedics also swarmed the site, helping the injured. Having barricaded all major roads and streets leading into the impact zone, police barked into their bullhorns, pushing back the growing crowd of onlookers filming with their phones.

      A long convoy of Army Humvees and supply trucks from Fort McPherson blasted through the police line and into the impact zone.

      Armed soldiers jumped out, helping police cordon off the scene. Some soldiers kept their weapons poised on the ship. Others began unloading hardware and equipment. They were setting up a nerve center base of operations.

      Police and news choppers continued to teem above as huge floodlights were erected.

      Nearby, Medevac helicopters idled in the middle of the street, loading up the injured on tethered gurneys.

      Dozens of searchlight beams danced over the metallic hull, illuminating the strange manufacture and design. Despite the considerable amount of damage, the ship was still intact. The top parts of the hull seemed to be brimming with strange antennae that looked like rows of black needles.

      The clicking of Geiger counters, and the soft pinging of particle monitors could be heard as a unit of soldiers wearing Hazmat suits fanned out around the wreckage to take readings. “Isotope levels elevated, but not dangerous,” said one soldier.

      “Getting a lot of electrostatic interference,” said another.

      Soldiers manning the Humvees trained their 50-cals on what appeared to be a main entrance hatch of the vessel. It was a towering slab of black, featureless metal or alloy of some kind.

      As expected, a fleet of unmarked government SUVs rolled up to the scene. Several FBI agents exited the vehicles.

      The Special Agent in charge of Atlanta’s field office proceeded to approach a tense-looking Army Colonel who was busy issuing orders as soldiers unloaded crates of high-tech diagnostic equipment.

      The Colonel turned to see the Feds approaching. Based on the scowl he gave, it was clear he’d been expecting them. It was also clear he wasn’t too thrilled.

      The agents all stared up at the behemoth in front of them with disbelief. The Special Agent in charge, stepped forward. “Colonel, we’re fine with your units maintaining a secured perimeter around this object, but we also need to think about a higher level of quarantine. We have no idea what this thing is, or where it came from.”

      “I have heard nothing in regard to protocol for such an unprecedented violation of our air space. So, until I officially hear from Washington, I’m in command here. I want to make that crystal clear. And you will not act until—”

      Ka-thunnnnnk!

      Everyone spun to face the ship. There was a heavy thudding noise emanating from somewhere inside.

      The Colonel looked on with rising dread. “Something is happening.”

      Already feeling overwhelmed, the FBI agents looked at each other fearfully. A few drew their service weapons.

      After a tense moment, the entrance hatch began to open. Large triangular slits reclined inward, like some weird octagonal prism.

      Over the excited police and military radio chatter, there was an audible gasp from everyone on the scene. Then, the frenetic scramble of ground personnel came to a sudden halt, and the awed murmur from the crowd became a blanket of stunned silence.

      Movement.

      The blinding light from inside the ship made it hard to see any exact details of the seven humanoid silhouettes that were now standing by the entrance. Suddenly, a bruising figure emerged between them.

      Wearing a protective helmet, Venass’ grimy prison garb was stained with blue blood. He scanned the slack-jawed people before him, then stomped down the walkway ramp with the assurance of a King who had just discovered a new world to conquer.

      When he approached the Colonel and the FBI agents, police and soldiers nervously stiffened their aims. There was mute reverence from the crowd. No one was able to process what they were looking at.

      Venass stood there, towering over the two men. His reptilian eyes were only visible, blazing from behind the strange protective mask. Filtered air hissed through a breathing apparatus attached to the back of his helmet. His head sat slightly cocked, studying the humans in front of him as if he were deciding whether to squash some disgusting species of insect. Awestruck gasps could be heard as he began to slowly take his helmet off, revealing his terrifying features. A row of gills slits underneath his cheekbones flared as he took in the alien atmosphere. He then turned to the figures behind him and nodded.

      One-by-one, they followed suit and removed their helmets, revealing an assortment of weird alien beings. It was a Rogue’s Gallery of intergalactic criminals and thugs.

      The Colonel struggled to form the words he needed to say.  “Oh… my… god…”

      A menacing grin creased Venass’ scaly face. Then, he raised his fist into the air and belched out a blood-curdling roar, reminiscent of some ancient tribal warlord about to wage genocide on a rival population.

      What happened next, happened fast, and could only be described as some type of fevered nightmare Carl Sagan might have once had.

      Dozens and dozens of alien prisoners exploded from the ship. All strange shapes and sizes, all wearing their prison garb, brandishing sleek assault rifles they had acquired from dead guards.

      Screams erupted from the crowd of onlookers. It rose to a panicked crescendo almost instantaneously as soldiers and police opened fire on the never-ending onslaught on E.T. bad-assery rushing towards them.

      The alien prisoners returned fire.

      It was bullets versus plasma beams.

      It was intergalactic war.

      The Colonel watched in horror as rows of cops and soldiers were cut down and incinerated. The last thing he saw was Venass’ powerful arm reaching for him like a lightning bolt strike. His head was lopped off with one clean swipe.

      The other government officials hauled ass back to their vehicles. But they were no match for Venass’ speed and ferocity. He wrenched one of them back and snapped his neck like it was a breadstick.

      An alien shitstorm has just broken loose in Downtown Atlanta.
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      Across the city, the madness rolled on…

      A strange, spider-like thing rushed out into the middle of a traffic jam. People screamed as it skittered up onto the roof of a Metropolitan Rapid Transit bus and cackled triumphantly.

      Something that looked like a cross between a homeless man and a rusted cyborg from some distant wasteland, was pursued by cops on foot as it bolted along a downtown sidewalk. Pedestrians scattered as it blew past them, its tattered robes flailing everywhere.

      Vehicles moving along the Abernathy freeway screeched to a halt as a shaggy-haired creature, and a spindly android with no face carjacked a vehicle. As the terrified passengers were tossed out of their seats, the two beings argued about how to drive the vehicle. Suddenly, the car lunged forward and screamed off down the freeway, horns blaring as it veered wildly into oncoming traffic.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys was grid-locked in a traffic jam. The surrounding cars were all packed to the gills as people attempted to make their escape from the city. He watched the chaos unfold while he listened to the frantic police radio chatter. There were swarms of people bashing and knocking his car as they ran past it. Some had just abandoned their own vehicles. Some were clutching their children and loved ones. Some were crying while they dragged luggage and possessions.

      When Rhys heard a deep, guttural growl from somewhere outside, he squinted through his windshield, trying to locate the source.

      That’s when he saw it.

      A brutish, Sasquatch-type alien that seemed to be wielding a futuristic assault rifle was moving towards him. It shouldered terrified pedestrians out of its path, baring his teeth like an agitated lion. An elderly man who did not get out of the way quick enough was swatted like a bug. The poor man was flung high into the air, landing hard on the hood of another vehicle. The blow was more than enough to kill someone.

      That was all Rhys needed to see. When he drew his Glock and opened his door, fluorescent-pink javelins of plasma suddenly cleaved the air above him, causing him to duck. Zwap-zwap-zwap!

      Wham! Then, someone jumped onto the hood of Rhys’ car. Whoever this someone was, they were firing at the brutish alien with the same type of weaponry. The creature shrieked in protest and took off, leapfrogging over rows of grid-locked vehicles. The attacker also gave chase, jumping off Rhys’ car onto another, vanishing through the panicked crowd of onlookers.

      Rhys slammed his door shut, shifted his car into reverse and stomped the pedal, ramming into an abandoned Prius behind him. Rubber screamed as he swerved his Interceptor around one-eighty and bored off down the street after the two aliens, siren wailing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite being incredibly fast on his feet, Neuto could not seem to get close enough to the fleeing prisoner. When he hooked left and blew into the dingy mouth of an alleyway, Neuto leaped on top of a dumpster and raised his rifle, steadily lining up the fugitive in his sights.

      He caught a glimpse of the security-threat level icon that was emblazoned across the sleeve of its prison garb. This one was on death row for multiple counts of murder.  Recapture was simply out of the question. He had to be put down.

      Neuto’s gloved finger steadily curled around the shoe-horn-shaped trigger of his rifle, but before he could squeeze it, he was blind-sided and tackled off the dumpster by Rhys.

      They slammed hard into a pile of trash, tumbling across the grimy pavement. Somehow, Rhys managed to roll to his feet first, aiming his sidearm directly at a stunned Neuto. “Atlanta P.D. Don’t get up!”

      Neuto did not answer. He was still fighting to put some air into his lungs. He’d been running non-stop since he arrived here.

      Rhys stiffened his aim and stepped forward. “You hard of hearing, pal?” Eyes still on Neuto, he moved over and picked up the felled alien rifle, taking a second to study the intricate details that were embossed on its metallic surface. Then he gave Neuto’s sleek, futuristic-looking helmet and exo-suit a once-over. There was a thin silver square attached to the chest of the suit. Some type of glyph was etched into it. It appeared to be a badge of some kind. Frowning, Rhys kept his weapon trained on the mysterious suspect. “Who are you?”

      Neuto did not answer. He did not know how to.

      “You were shooting at that… that thing.”

      Again, no answer.

      “What the hell is going on in this city tonight?! Who are you?!”

      Neuto could not understand a single word this bipedal buffoon was yelling, but he attempted to communicate anyway. “Well done. You just allowed a highly dangerous prisoner to escape.”

      Rhys frowned at the staccato of clicking and snorting noises that were emanating from Neuto’s helmet. “What is that? Sir, I’m going to need you to remove your helmet.”

      Once more, nothing from Neuto.

      “I’ll ask nicely for the last time.” Rhys pointed to his head. “Helmet. Off.”

      From Rhys’ motion, Neuto understood the order. He tapped the side of his faceplate and the visor retracted into the collar of his suit, revealing his facial features.

      Rhys jumped back, totally freaked. “Whoa!” His eyes narrowed as he began to study Neuto’s strange features. “What the… whoa! No way, you’re a freakin’… OK, I need a moment here.” Rhys made a visible effort to calm himself and slow his breathing. He was on the verge of losing it.

      Neuto was doing a much calmer version of the same thing, studying Rhys’ oddly defined features with a mix of disgust and curiosity.

      When Rhys caught Neuto’s eyes dart to his rifle, he snapped his Glock up again. “Yeah, I don’t think so. Hands behind your head. Turn around.”

      Neuto just stood there without responding.

      Rhys slowly made a turnaround motion with the muzzle of his weapon. “Turn around and face the wall.”

      Neuto slowly turned around, facing the graffiti-laced wall.

      Rhys gently rested the alien rifle against the dumpster, pulled his cuffs and holstered his Glock. He moved forward and grabbed Neuto’s arms, clamping his wrists together. “That’s it. Nice and easy—”

      But suddenly, Neuto pushed Rhys back, broke his grip, and ran up the wall, flipping over him. It was faster than Rhys’ eyes could register. During the flip, Neuto had pulled out a tiny chip device of some kind from his belt. As he landed behind Rhys, he slapped it hard into the base of his neck.

      “Hey!” Rhys yelped, blinded by the dazzling blur of motion. Instinctively, he drew his Glock and squeezed off a shot. Bam!

      But before the round had even punched into the wall, Neuto was already disarming him. He snatched the weapon from Rhys’ grip and swooped his legs out from underneath him. Rhys crumpled to the ground with a thud.

      By the time Rhys figured out what had just happened, he was sprawled out on his back, looking up at Neuto, who was now holding the Glock.

      Rhys sat up and began frantically rubbing the base of his neck. “The hell did you just stick on me?” The tiny chip device had already partially absorbed itself into Rhys’ skin. “Take it off me!” Rhys was starting to panic. “Take it off me!!!”

      “It will not harm you,” said a well-articulated voice, which also seemed to carry a slight British twang.

      Rhys froze, staring at Neuto with bewilderment. Was that just English he heard?

      “It will enable us to communicate. Do you understand me?”

      “You speak English?”

      “No, but the device I attached to your vertebrae enables us to interpret our respective dialects.”

      Rhys continued to stare incredulously.

      “The device learns how your cochlea processes sound molecules, and then readjusts itself to convert those vibrations into your native tongue. It acts as a medium between languages. A verbal bridge, so to speak.”

      Rhys sat there, looking just as baffled as before. “Ok.”

      “I am Neuto. I assume you are a keeper of laws - an enforcer of some kind?”

      Rhys nodded vacantly.

      “Good. I need your help.”

      “You’re real. A real alien.”

      Neuto put his hand out for Rhys to take. A peace offering. “Yes, I’m quite sure I am real.”

      Rhys looked up and stared at Neuto’s hand. “And you’ve got five digits.” He ignored the offer and climbed to his feet by himself.

      “It appears we do share some similarities. However, while it is clear you lack any great intelligence, you are somehow still capable of coherent thought. Your species appears to be a very peculiar mixture.”

      Unsure if he just heard correctly, Rhys scoffed. “Wow… I make contact with a being from another world and it turns out to be a pretentious douche.”

      Neuto cocked his head. “A form of insult, I presume?”

      “You don’t use that one back home?”

      “I’m afraid not. Please elaborate.”

      “It means I don’t particularly enjoy the company of pretentious prudes, whether human or non-human.” Rhys motioned to his weapon. “You gonna give me back my piece?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “My gun. My sidearm. The thing you’re holding upside down.”

      Neuto looked down at what he was holding, then handed it over. Rhys snatched it off him and holstered it.

      Neuto looked around, taking in the squalor and grittiness of the alleyway. “Where am I?”

      “The city of Atlanta… well, what’s left of it. United States of America. Planet Earth.”

      “Earth? Interesting. I am unaware of this planet.”

      “Yeah, most people that live here are too. That thing you were just chasing—”

      “Uq’als Throt. A mass murdering psychopath from the Qhovvik system.” Neuto caught the look Rhys was giving him. “I’m sure you have questions, but I warn you, there isn’t much time.”

      “Until what?”

      “Until he murders again.”

      “So, the giant ship that crashed…”

      “A Ulanean prison vessel.”

      “And, you’re like a guard or something?”

      “That is correct.”

      “That means those things that broke out…”

      “Prisoners. Some of the most dangerous in the galaxy.”

      Rhys snickered to himself. “Well, this night just keeps getting better.”

      “I must either apprehend or liquidate them. And to do that, I need someone of authority to assist me. A guide. Someone who has open access to this city of Atlanta.”

      Neuto picked up his rifle and ran his index finger along a bracketed attachment underneath the bulbous-shaped muzzle. A holographic image appeared, encasing the entire weapon. It appeared to be some type of intricate maintenance console which highlighted all the weapons internal parts. Neuto began tweaking certain components, waiting for Rhys’ answer. “What are you called?”

      Rhys was still having difficulty accepting all this. “Um… Rhys. My name is Rhys Scott.”

      “Will you help me, Rhys Scott?”

      Rhys looked away, shaking his head at the implications of what he now found himself embroiled in.

      Over the distant wail of sirens, there was a sudden roar of some otherworldly creature, followed by screams. Human screams.

      They both heard it. Rhys turned to Neuto and locked eyes with him. Until finally, he gave a strong nod. “Follow me.”
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      The abandoned factory was littered with discarded machinery. Graffiti covered every crack and crevice. A small rabble of escaped prisoners oozed from the darkness. They had banded together after escaping the crash site.

      First up was Tausaria - a slender, female humanoid. Sleek and deadly, with braided blue hair and coal-black skin that was riddled with fluorescent tattoos. Each one glowed a kaleidoscope of brilliant neon colors. Her eyes were pearl white, and the garb she wore looked to be crafted from some kind of pelt or leather.

      Towering next to her was Uevii - a bio-mechanized hulk. At least ten-feet tall, it was solely comprised of alien machinery and organic flesh, all mashed together on some ungodly mess. A walking tank.

      The disgusting thing standing behind them was Vixia. Any human observer unfortunate enough to glimpse this abomination would describe it as part Yeti, part crab, with a translucent shell that was dotted with beady spider-like eyes. There were hundreds of them. Some were smaller than others, and some were obscured under a stringy mane of white hair.

      The three of them took refuge in the darkness, examining their wounds and searching for any kind of food or water. Vixia had managed to snatch hold of a passing rodent and began to gnaw on it while Tausaria drank from a shallow puddle of grimy water. They could not stay here long, let alone survive. This place had simply been chosen as a rallying point should any of the surviving prisoners get separated.

      When they heard the wet slap of footsteps, they all spun to see Drozen entering the building. Its face was just a round orifice filled with mottled teeth and large bony extrusion that seemed to pulse like a slow-beating heart whenever it neared a conceived threat - the result of some weird evolutionary survival mechanism. There were no discernible eyes or ears.

      Drozen’s even weirder-looking sidekick was Yuntso - a pale insectoid being. There was a slew of weird tech-augmentations embedded into its spindly limbs - each one looking like thin slivers of foil. It staggered alongside Drozen into the room, dripping dark green blood from a gunshot wound to its abdomen - courtesy of Atlanta P.D.

      “You’re wounded?” queried Tausaria.

      “Amazing how perceptive you are,” Yuntso sneered sarcastically.

      “Where’s the rest?” she asked.

      “What remains of the others have disbanded,” he replied.

      “We will never survive this place,” said Drozen.

      “What are we to do now?” Vixia asked, spitting out a clump of rat bones.

      Tausaria looked at them with the confidence of a devout disciple. “We wait for the General to arrive.”

      Yuntso held his side, wincing as he scoffed dismissively. “The General has perished.”

      “Have I?” a deep growl thundered ominously behind them.

      They all wheeled to see Venass entering the room, each footstep thudding with impending menace. He was flanked by two shifty-looking inmates: Unark - a brawny, Bovidae-type being with black eyes, pointed ears, and two powerful mandibles protruding from its mouth. A series of bizarre prison tattoos snaked up its neck and arms. They seemed to be animated, constantly shifting and moving.

      Waddling next to him was a scrappy battle droid named Ghoorn. The chassis that was partially hidden underneath its hood was paint-chipped and dented. The result of some unknown interstellar war. Thick knots of wires and coils dangled from its cloak. It made an electronic fart noise as it entered the room, indicating it was unhappy to see some old cell block enemies had survived the crash.

      The others bowed before Venass. Except for Yuntso. He struggled due to his wounds. “I— I beg forgiveness, General. I was not aware you had survived.”

      Venass saw he was struggling to bend his knee and curled his lip. “The foul stink of this world aggravates me. But it is not without its advantages. The remoteness alone should allow us to escape the Vuulgarbians. As long as their surveillance systems fail to detect us here, we shall remain hidden.”

      Venass then pivoted his attention to the wounded prisoner crouched below him. Yuntso timidly looked up to meet his searing gaze. Venass’ features softened as he knelt to examine the bleeding wound. “However, if we are to survive this world, I need each of you to be strong and fearless. And as a Chodan, I will not tolerate weakness.”

      Yuntso grimaced as Venass took a firm hold of his head with both hands and began to slowly crush it. “Please… no… General… arggghhhhh!!!”

      The other prisoners watched on until there was a sickening dull crunch of bone, followed by the sharp slap of organic matter hitting the ground. Yuntso’s broken body crumpled into a heap as Venass stood and made his way over to a shattered factory window.

      “What now, General?” Tausaria asked meekly.

      “May I suggest we continue to lay low until we formulate a plan of escape?” interjected Drozen.

      Venass turned to Drozen with an arched brow.

      Drozen immediately cowered and dropped his head, realizing he may have just been fatally presumptuous in the presence of the galaxy’s most feared Chodan.

      Venass turned back to face the glassless window, breathing in the humid Southern air through his gills. Fleets of police choppers teemed over the city, their searchlights probing the streets below. “I already have a plan, Drozen. I’ve had a plan since the first day of imprisonment on that putrid Ulanean ship. But it does not involve any form of escape. That we have already achieved.”

      Tausaria followed Venass’ gaze out the window. Then it dawned on her what he was actually looking at in the distance. “The Command Unit,” she whispered, a diabolical grin creasing the corner of her black lips.

      “It is crucial we reach it, for it contains something that will enable us to claim this world… as our new home.”

      The others joined Venass to watch the thick column of smoke billow from the second crash site where the Command Unit had come to rest.
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      At the main crash site, a U.S. Special Forces unit wearing Hazmat suits advanced towards the smoldering ship. The green laser-dots mounted on the ends of their M4 Carbines danced over the sea of rubble and debris that littered the area, as well as the human and alien casualties.

      They paced briskly up the large ramp to the open hatch. The Squad Leader clenched his raised fist, signaling his team to hold. “Form up on me. Keep it tight.”

      The rest of the team tightened their formation behind him, bracing for entry, the ship looming ominously before them.

      “Wiggle-Wagon, this is Spearhead-Eleven. We are outside the animal pen at our primary set-point.” Finger pressed to his ear, the Squad Leader waited for the command to enter the object. When he heard it, he looked at his men and nodded a taut confirmation. “Roger that, proceeding now.” Tactical scope firmly against his eye, he turned back and gingerly peered through the hatch.

      A shower of sparks erupted from a fractured panel overhead, briefly illuminating a narrow steel corridor that disappeared into the yawning darkness of the ship’s belly.

      The Squad Leader then lowered his night-vision goggles over his eyes. “Switching to ENVG,” he whispered as he proceeded to move in.

      The other operatives switched to their NV goggles and followed him in, clearing the corridor to enter a vast circular chamber, rimmed with several tiers. Emergency beacons still droned above.

      As the soldiers pushed deeper, they caught fleeting glimpses of elongated, otherworldly shadows. Nearby, a strange liquid could be heard dripping from a massive blast-hole in the latticed ceiling. The soldiers panned their NV goggles over the floor, which was strewn with dead alien bodies; a mix of guards and inmates.

      “The hell happened in here?” whispered one of the soldiers.

      “Looks like the aftermath of a riot,” another said, taking in the carnage with grim curiosity.

      “That’s exactly what it was,” said the Squad Leader, training his sights on a row of damaged sarcophagi across the opposite side of the tier. One, in particular, caught his eye.

      This one was undamaged, suspended below the others at ground level. It appeared to have been shifting position when it came to an abrupt halt. Something stood motionless inside it.

      Something big.

      Squad Leader tightened the grip around his weapon and cautiously approached. “Wiggle-Wagon, I have eyes on a possible live EBE.”

      From what he could see through streaks of viewport condensation, its flesh was green and brown, and its limbs were marbled with sinewy muscle. Fighting the rising fear that was bubbling up in the back of his throat, Squad Leader ‘s gaze tracked upward to the creature’s head, which was long and flat. It had a bony brow that was thick with ridges and scars. As he leaned in closer to examine, two side-set eyes snapped open. They seemed to glow from within like storm lanterns.

      Then, the entire squad spun around as they came under attack from their flank by some unseen force. A cacophony of gunfire erupted, but the men were cut down in a blistering hail of alien violence.

      When the gunfire abruptly ended, what followed was a series of bloodcurdling screams.
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      Rhys’ Interceptor pulled up outside his apartment. The street was teeming with panicked citizens evacuating their homes and apartments. Some were loading vehicles with as much food and luggage as they could.

      “Why have we stopped moving?” asked Neuto, riding shotgun.

      Rhys cut the engine and blew out an exhausted sigh. “We’re not going to get very far if anyone notices I’m driving you around.”

      There was silence as Neuto studied Rhys blankly.

      “What I’m saying is - you can’t go walking around wearing that.”

      “Then what do you recommend I wear?”
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        * * *

      

      The moment Rhys opened the door to his apartment, they were excitedly greeted by Max, Rhys’ Great Dane. Neuto jumped back with fright and drew his weapon. Rhys reached out and grabbed his arm before he could raise the rifle. “Whoa-whoa! Easy. He’s harmless.”

      Neuto lowered his weapon and followed Rhys inside. “Max, meet Neuto.”

      Max began to curiously sniff Neuto’s ankles, tail wagging furiously. “What is it?”

      Rhys threw his keys into a bowl and continued down the hallway. “They’re called Canines. Although, we usually just call them dogs. You don’t have pets where you’re from?”

      Neuto was starting to struggle with Max, wrestling him by the neck as he became more playful and excited. “It is considered a crime to keep our native fauna in captivity.”

      “Max is a rescue dog. The only crime is not loving him enough.”

      Before Neuto could respond to that, Max leaped up to lick his face, knocking him off balance. “Oh— what a fascinating creature.”

      Rhys saw the rigidness of Neuto’s face soften with a tiny smile. “Hey, I’m gonna go take a leak.”

      Neuto shot him a baffled look. “You leak? What exactly?”

      “No, it’s a figure of… Nevermind. I’ll be back in a minute.” Rhys turned and walked off through his cramped apartment, entering his bathroom and closing the door behind him.

      Fascinated, Neuto watched Max trot down the hallway to find his master. He then looked around the messy living room, studying the discarded take-out boxes everywhere. He gingerly picked up a half-eaten container of Szechuan Chicken and lifted it to his nose, recoiling at the pungent smell.

      Then, he noticed a sliding door that led out to a small balcony. He slid the door open and stepped outside, his ears were immediately assaulted by the sounds of a city in chaos. The wail of distant sirens continued to echo, and the main crash site shimmered in the distance, thick columns of smoke still pluming.

      As Neuto went to move back inside, he bumped an object - some type of rudimentary viewing device mounted on a tripod. He gingerly peered into the eyepiece. Realizing it was a telescope, he looked up and scanned the night sky, stopping on a particular section.

      He tapped the bracelet on his wrist and a small ember of light appeared, lazily swirling just above his forearm. He took hold of it as if it were a tangible object, then tossed it into the air.

      A brilliant star map exploded into existence. After a few moments, his location on the map began to pulse in the bottom right-hand corner. According to Vuulgarbian records, the star nearest to this planet was located in an uncharted region of the galaxy.

      As the map began to fade, he peered through the eyepiece again. With these new coordinates, he was able to discern the location of a faint star in the Lupus Constellation.

      His star.

      He moved away from the telescope and took a moment to look at it with his naked eyes, knowing he would most likely never be able to reach it again. He was marooned halfway across the galaxy, unsure if he’d even survive the rest of the night on this strange world. Neuto sighed longingly to himself, then headed back inside.

      He was greeted once again by an increasingly excited Max. He pushed the dog away and moved over to a corner display cabinet, gently picking up a framed family photo.

      It featured Rhys, along with what Neuto assumed were two members of the opposite sex, all smiling around a large circular table. Neuto figured this was some kind of social gathering or eating ritual. Perhaps a celebration. He studied the photo curiously before gently placing it back on the shelf.

      Ooff!

      Neuto was suddenly blindsided by Max, who had pummeled him to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      In the bathroom, Rhys was clamping the rim of his basin in an attempt to steady himself. He breathed deep, trying to staunch a full-blown panic attack that was threatening to overtake him. “OK… this isn’t happening. There are no such things as aliens.” He ran the tap, hunched over and splashed cold water on his face, taking a moment to stare at his own tired reflection. “Any moment, you’re going to wake up—”

      Suddenly, there was a tortured scream outside from Neuto. A kind of muffled wail of despair.

      Rhys dropped his head and sighed. “Crap.”
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        * * *

      

      Rhys bolted back outside to see that Neuto was pinned to the sofa, being brutally humped by Max. “Help! Get it off me!”

      Rhys stifled a laugh while he grabbed Max by the collar and dragged the horny canine away. Embarrassed, Neuto took a moment to compose himself. “I feel violated by that creature.”

      “It’s just his way of saying he likes you.” Smiling proudly, Max continued to eye off his newfound love as he was led away by Rhys into the kitchen. “Come on, bud. Promise I’ll find you a suitable friend when this is all over.”

      Rhys cracked open his fridge, pulled out a stale slice of pizza and shoved it into his mouth. He then pulled out a bag of beef mince and scooped half of it into Max’s bowl. He caught Neuto watching him intently, then offered up a slice of pizza. “When was the last time you ate?” he asked while chewing on a full mouth of food.

      “My body does not require any nutrients at this time.”

      Rhys shrugged and closed the fridge door, seeing that Neuto was continuing to examine his movements closely. “Is this going to be a thing with you?”

      Neuto stared, giving no answer.

      “Staring at me like that. You’re studying me, aren’t you?”

      Neuto moved through the kitchen and picked up a dirty pot out of the sink. He examined it, then tossed it back into the pile. “Yes, I have concluded that it would be beneficial to attempt to mimic the physiology and mechanical intricacies of your species.”

      “Well don’t. It’s creepy. And by the way, we’re called humans.”

      Neuto turned and stiffened his posture as if he was about to read a sweeping speech from a pulpit. “And I am Vuulgarbian. We are a proud and just race, hailing from the fourth quadrant of Hemondoxia.”

      Rhys looked at him and nearly laughed. “Right… cool. Let’s find you something to wear.”
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        * * *

      

      Neuto exited Rhys’ bedroom wearing a tacky Hawaiian shirt and jeans over his suit. A Braves cap now replaced his sleek helmet. “This does not feel comfortable. This does not feel right.”

      “You wanna blend in, this is the best you’re gonna get.” Rhys grabbed his ballistic vest, his shield, and his Glock. He checked the magazine before holstering it.

      “Many of these fugitives are armed. Are you confident that weapon can project sufficient power?”

      Rhys glanced down at Neuto’s sleek assault rifle. It was not just an exotic weapon, but a marvel in high-tech engineering and design. What the U.S. military would give to have something like this, he thought. He mumbled something inaudible then moved over to a linen cupboard in his hallway. It had a small keypad beside it. He punched in a code and opened it, pulling out a Remington 11-87 pump-action shotgun.

      Neuto scoffed at the sight of the weapon. “And what exactly do you call that?”

      Rhys grabbed a handful of shells and began pushing the business end up into the loading flap.  “Made in America.”
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        * * *

      

      Rhys and Neuto exited the building to see the neighborhood was on the verge of collapsing. There was still no shortage of panic-stricken citizens evacuating their homes and apartments, but some had now taken to looting stores and vandalizing shop fronts.

      Rhys jumped into the driver seat of his Interceptor, but Neuto was hesitant to get in. He appeared to be carefully scanning the vehicle. “What is it?” Rhys asked.

      “This mode of transportation is insufficient for our needs.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I just can. It is not going to be fast enough. It is crucial that we can move with the appropriate speed and agility required to complete my mission.”

      Rhys looked out at the street ahead and hit the wailer. The looters scattered. He then kicked over the engine and revved the pedal. “Hop in. I know where we can find something with a little more… grunt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys pulled up about half a block from the secured boom-gate of a sprawling police impound yard. It was filled with vehicles of every make and model, all encased in barbed wire fencing

      Rhys switched off the engine and pulled out his cell. He unlocked the screen and thumbed through his contacts until he found the number he was looking for and called it.

      “Why have we stopped?” asked Neuto.

      “Just hang on a second.”

      “A second has already passed.”

      Rhys threw him a look, waiting for the line on the other end to pick up.
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        * * *

      

      Shelly was huddled on the sofa, glued to the TV screen in Abagail’s late mother’s home in Honeoye Falls, NY, watching the mayhem unfold. A cable news channel was running live footage taken from a news crew in downtown Atlanta. The vision offered jarring glimpses of a group of escaped alien prisoners trading skirmish gunfire with a U.S. military unit outside Margaret Mitchell Square.

      Shelly’s phone began to buzz on the coffee table. She reached over and grabbed it. Seeing the number flash up on her screen, she yelled out to Abagail, who was in the kitchen preparing dinner for them. “Mom, it’s Rhys!”
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        * * *

      

      Neuto watched as Rhys’ eyes light up. “Shell, I can’t talk long. Could you put your mother on?” Before either of them could continue the conversation, the call was abruptly severed by an engaged signal. “Shell? Hello?” Rhys tapped the keypad with his thumb and redialed. There was nothing. He glanced at the screen to see the No Signal icon then tossed the cell onto the dash in a frustrated huff. “Shit! Cell towers must all be overloaded.”

      Neuto continued to watch Rhys curiously. “You were attempting to connect with your kin?”

      Rhys bristled slightly from the question. “Let’s just focus on what we need to do.”

      “Very well.”

      “How many of these escaped prisoners do you estimate are running around out here?”

      Neuto raised his arm and ran his fingers over the metallic bracelet around his wrist. A real-time map of Atlanta bloomed to life in front of them. Dozens and dozens of tiny glowing dots were moving around various parts of the city. “Each prisoner has been fitted with a tracking chip.”

      “That’s all of them?”

      “Yes, only these survived the crash.”

      “There must be at least a hundred. How do you plan on apprehending them all?”

      Vvvwhop! Neuto tapped his wrist and the map disappeared. “I’m only concerned about one in particular.”

      Rhys glared incredulously. “Only one?”

      Neuto looked away and did not answer.

      “Hey, just a heads up - you need to do a much better job at keeping me in the loop. What are you not telling me?”

      “I’m under no obligation to reveal any information that may hinder my ability to complete this mission.”

      “What’re you a lawyer now?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Neuto, as long as you’re stuck on this rock with me, we’re partners.”

      “I’m afraid you are wrong. We are not partners.”

      “Did you, or did you not ask for my help back there?”

      “Yes, to merely assist me.”

      “Newsflash, that makes me your partner. Look, three hours ago I was planning on having a super-chill night. You know, maybe grab a pie and watch the game with Max. But then you and your friends decided to show up, and now I’ve gotta help clean up your mess!”

      “How dare you insinuate this was somehow all my fault. My ship was attacked!”

      “Oh, yeah? By what?”

      Again, Neuto turned away and did not answer.

      “You said you were transporting some of the most dangerous criminals in the galaxy - some of whom are now freely running around my city causing all manner of chaos. So, I’m willing to wager that whoever, or whatever, attacked your ship was trying to break someone out. Someone very important.”

      Neuto’s continued silence confirmed Rhys’ suspicions. “You better start telling me what the hell is really going on here, otherwise you can find yourself another damn cop.”

      Keeping his eyes on the deserted street outside, Neuto blew out a defeated sigh. “The prisoner I hunt is Chodan.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They are a race of warmongers. For over a thousand years, they have done nothing but spread their brand of terror across this galaxy. They are an incurable virus, conquering every world in their path in order to quench their never-ending lust for power.”

      “And who exactly is this Chodan?”

      “He is known as General Venass. It is a name some worlds refuse to utter - and for good reason.” Neuto’s eyes glazed as he began to recall dark memories. “Countless lives have been lost pursuing him across the gulf of space until finally, he was cornered and apprehended…” He tapped the bracelet on his wrist again and another holograph appeared before them, revealing a majestic domed city awash in flames. A devastating war raged on the streets below.

      “Where is this?”

      “My home,” Neuto said, staring vacantly at the three shattered moons that were spread across the hot-pink sky like crumbs of broken white chalk. Enormous egg-shaped Chodan warships loomed across the horizon, pulverizing the city below. “We were transporting him to Unlanea to face trial for a variety of war crimes, including the genocide of my people…”

      Rhys watched with growing horror as the imagery glitched to a grimy and bloodied Neuto, wearing the Feudal shogun-looking uniform of a Vuulgarbian Ranger, clutching a dead female alien in his arms as he wailed with anguish. Based on her appearance, Rhys instantly knew this was Neuto’s wife.

      Rhys took a moment to absorb the horrible imagery he was being shown. He could only draw on the conclusion that perhaps these were recorded memories Neuto carried around to remind himself of why he did this job. “War criminal, huh? We’ve had a few of those ourselves.”

      Neuto’s eyes hardened as he killed the holograph. “Yes, his own army was indeed attempting to liberate him from our custody. However, we managed to initiate an uncharted system jump before they could free him.”

      “Well, he’s on the run in the South. That means his days are numbered.”

      “Days? I think you fail to understand the magnitude of what this means.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve got the whole magnitude part well and truly understood.”

      “Clearly you don’t. Your world has gone undetected by the Chodan until now.”

      Rhys turned to him, his face now a riddle of concern. “What does that mean?”

      “It means Venass has already claimed this Earth as his own, and will be seeking a way to contact his military forces… Rhys, the entire planet is in grave danger.”

      Rhys paled as the horror sunk in. “How do we stop him?”

      “We must reach the Command Unit. It is a module that automatically detaches from the main ship during an emergency. If Venass manages to reach it before we do, he can remotely control the ship’s weapon systems and calibrate a distress beacon to transmit his location.”

      Rhys now looked like he was about to pass out.

      “If he succeeds, and the Chodan forces arrive, this world will suffer the same fate as mine once did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      A CH-47 Chinook thundered towards the Command Unit crash site, located in the affluent tip of Northern Buckhead. In the distance, the smoldering Prison Ship could be seen, jutting into the sky like broken limbs.

      The Command Unit was wedged in the middle of a leafy street, flanked with picket-fenced homes that lay decimated from the impact. Small fires crackled across lawns that were perfectly manicured only hours before.

      The object was shaped like a heptagon, its surface was also dark and metallic, like the primary ship it detached from. Gimbaled cannon turrets sat perched at each corner. There were also glyphs engraved across its hull, the exact same that was etched onto Neuto’s badge, symbolizing the Vuulgarbian pursuit of justice.

      A small army of police, firefighters, and paramedics swarmed the site, assisting the injured and helping residents evacuate what remained of their homes. They all turned upon hearing the inbound Chinook touchdown in the middle of the street, kicking up a storm of dust and debris.

      The rear cargo bay opened with a hydraulic whine, and another Special Forces unit spilled out from its belly. Double-timing it, each soldier wore Hazmat suits and wielded Carbines. They immediately began setting up a secured perimeter around the site.

      Stomping down the ramp after them was Major Marcus Brennan. Silver buzz-cut, with stony eyes that radiated nothing but unflinching confidence. This was a man defined by his stellar military record.

      He moved briskly over to a group of state officials and police who were milling around what was perceived to be the entrance of the mysterious object. They all had their eye on Brennan as he approached.

      Among them was Captain Florez, and Chief of Police, Desmond Turner - a hawkish and regal-looking African-American, who descended from a long and proud lineage of cops.

      “Evening gentlemen. Who’s in charge here?” Brennan asked, taking the measure of each man standing before him. His voice was dry and harsh like he’d just gargled a mouthful of gravel before arriving.

      Chief Turner nodded and stepped forward, putting his hand out for Brennan to shake. “Desmond Turner, Chief of Police. How can we assist you?”

      Brennan ignored the gesture. “Major Marcus Brennan. United States Army, Special Operations. Chief Turner, I’m here to inform you that this city is now under military command.”

      “Military? Under whose authority?”

      “Mine. As well as every defense agency in Washington.”

      Turner threw a look at the other men, scoffing with clouded disbelief. “Major, this is still my city. Atlanta is under my jurisdiction.”

      Brennan assessed Turner like was a mute who was hard of hearing. “Chief, is this going to be a problem, or am I going to have to remind you which way shit rolls?”

      Turner glowered at the Major. He was not impressed. He was also not used to having his authority challenged.

      “A squad of my best men just got their collective asses handed to them while breaching the main ship. Let me be absolutely clear; I am not in any mood to swing dicks.”

      Turner breathed through his nose and nodded, reluctant but obedient. “Is there anything you need from us?”

      Brennan turned to the Command Unit. “What can you tell me about this?”

      Florez was the first to answer. “We’ve got witnesses who said it ejected from the main ship moments before impact. That’s all we know at this point.”

      “So there’s been no movement or sound of any kind? None of these beings have emerged from it?”

      “No, nothing.”

      “Gentlemen, it is my job to expect the worst, and then prevent it from happening. That’s what I’m paid to do. But tonight, this nation had a profound wake up call. In fact, the entire planet did. We now know with absolute certainty; we are not the alone in this universe.” Brennan’s eyes narrowed on the cannon turrets. “We are no longer the kid on the block with the biggest stick either. I believe what we are all looking at here is some form of advanced weaponry.”

      Eyes on the object, Turner itched his salt-and-pepper goatee. “Well, if it is a weapon, it’s not doing anything.”

      Brennan kept his iron gaze on the object. “That’s exactly what worries me, Chief.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys and Neuto crept through the shadows, arriving at a corner of the impound yard. A boom-gate at the main entrance could be seen at the far end of the property. Inside the guardhouse, a tubby cop munched on a bag of crisps while watching his tablet.

      Rhys surveyed the sea of impounded vehicles before them, clocking two security cameras at opposite ends of the yard. He dropped his head and scoffed to himself. “I can’t believe I’m about to do this. I just busted the guy who stole most of these vehicles.”
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        * * *

      

      The tubby cop paused his chewing when he heard shuffling footsteps outside the guardhouse. He peered out to see Rhys standing there, all smiles, holding up his Atlanta P.D. shield. “Hey there.”

      The cop threw him a leery look. “Hey.”

      “Crazy night, huh?”

      “How can I help you, officer?”

      “Mind helping me locate a vehicle?”

      The cop stepped out of the guardhouse and scanned the street, his suspicions growing. “Um, yeah, I’m afraid the yard is on lockdown tonight.”

      Rhys flicked his eyebrows up, feigning surprise. “Oh, really?”

      The tubby cop motioned to the news footage playing on his tablet inside. “Yeah, on account of… you know… the spaceship.”

      “Oh, of course. Right. Understood.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t permit you any access.”

      “Yeah, I know. Look, I’m sorry. I really am.”

      “For what?”

      Whack!

      The tubby cop collapsed like a felled tree after he was belted in the back of the head with the butt of Neuto’s rifle.

      Rhys winced as the tubby cop hit the ground. “Ouch.” He then leaned into the guardhouse and hit the switch to raise the boom-gate.

      “Did I kill him?” Neuto asked, concern now steeped across his face.

      Rhys walked back over and nudged the downed cop with the tip of his boot. The cop gave a weak groan. “Nope. He’s good.”
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        * * *

      

      Neuto trailed behind Rhys as he scooted low between the never-ending rows of vehicles. Rhys suddenly froze, spying the sweetest-looking car he had ever laid eyes on. “Sweet holy mother.”

      “What is it?” Neuto asked.

      “Our ride,” replied Rhys, clearly lovestruck.

      A midnight blue, Bugatti Chiron, was parked in a far corner of the yard. It’s gorgeous, carbon fiber body gleamed seductively under the yard’s floodlights.

      Rhys kept low, crab-walking over to the driver-side door. “Please be unlocked, please be…” He tested the handle and it lifted. “Unlocked!” The door popped open and Rhys climbed in, the beautiful smell of Italian leather upholstery hitting his nostrils. He leaned over and opened the passenger door for Neuto, then pulled down the sunshade. No keys. “OK… ah…”

      Neuto looked around, studying the sleek belt trims and luxurious cockpit interior. “Can we start moving?”

      “One moment.”

      “Time is a factor here.”

      Rhys began fumbling around the steering column, repeatedly pressing the ignition button to no avail. “These things usually require a key.” Rhys caught Neuto shaking his head. “Hey, you wanna try? Be my guest.”

      “Of all the places in this galaxy, why did I have to land here?”

      “Oh, I agree. Anywhere but here would have been great.”

      “This planet is devoid of anything remotely intelligent. There’s nothing here except a species of inept buffoons!”

      “Inept buffoons? You have no idea of what we’ve accomplished as a species.”

      “By all means, enlighten me.”

      “We walked on the Moon.”

      “You walked on the Moon?”

      “Six times! Kind of a big deal.”

      “I certainly hope it wasn’t via one of these machines. You would never have gotten there.”

      “For your information, this machine is one of the most technological advanced super-cars ever conceived.”

      “That must explain why you can’t start it.”

      Flustered, Rhys’ face was beetroot red as he ignored the insult and continued pressing buttons that seemed to do nothing. Then, he pressed a small metallic indent between the steering wheel and the door, which was the built-in housing unit for both the key fob and speed key. He pried it out, made sure it was on, then reinserted it, pressing the ignition button again. The engine grumbled to life with the low, guttural growl of a waking leopard.

      Rhys turned to Neuto with a shit-eating smirk. “Might wanna strap yourself in.”

      Neuto noticed the safety harness and fastened it, just as Rhys dropped the hammer and floored it. He peeled out of the row, rocketing past the boom-gate and curling into a vicious sideways tailspin onto the street. Michelin tires screamed against the asphalt, and it was beautiful.

      Rhys leaned over and tried bumping fists with Neuto.

      He got nothing. Neuto just stared at his fist.

      “Raise your fist up, like mine.”

      Neuto did.

      Rhys pounded it.

      Neuto frowned. He didn’t get it. He swiped the bracelet on his wrist and brought up the real-time map of Atlanta, zooming in on seven moving red dots. He tapped one of the dots and some strange text appeared next to it. “Take me to this exact location.”

      Rhys took his eyes off the road for a moment to examine the map, tilting his head sideways. He recognized the neighborhood. “That’s a rough part of town.”

      Neuto studied the small cluster of dots moving slowly along the map with cool indifference. “That’s exactly the type of place Venass would be drawn to. He’ll need somewhere he can lay low for a while.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Hip-Hop blasted from a Bluetooth speaker as a crew of eight, Rollin’ 60s Crips, shot dice outside a rundown project in the Bankhead badlands. The men were crouched in a loose circle on the patchy sidewalk, huddled underneath a suffocating blanket of weed smoke.

      One of them caught something in the corner of his eye, churning out of the darkness at the far end of the street.

      A naked female figure was moving towards them. Petite and delicate feet, slender ankles, sculpted calves, long and sturdy thighs, silky dark skin, and long braided-black hair made her appear like some seductive mirage out of a fevered dream.

      “Aye, yo, check this out.”

      The others all looked up and their jaws almost hit the pavement.

      Tausaria’s eyes sizzled emerald-green, her bee-stung lips glistened under the dim streetlights. She was a flawless creation. A Goddess. Genetically perfect, impossibly beautiful. A perfect counterfeit.

      “Damn,” one of the men uttered.

      Another chuckled nervously. “Girl, you must be really lost to end up in this hood.”

      No answer, except a tiny, devilish grin. She began to circle the group of men, each one craning their heads to track with her, their glassy eyes now wide as dinner plates.

      “You know this street is a dead-end, right? Ain’t no way out.”

      “Must be straight-up trippin’.”

      “You lookin’ to party, baby?”

      Suddenly, the encounter took a sinister turn as Tausaria’s tattoos began to flicker and strobe multiple neon colors. The men had fallen under her spell. It was like watching an anglerfish cast a glowing lure to attract its prey.

      By the time any of the men realized this mysterious woman was not human, she had already drawn a small dagger and was slicing through them. She moved with unnatural speed. As the men screamed, gargling blood from their open throats, they each dropped to the ground like dead flies. One of them tried to pull the snub-nosed revolver that was partially shoved down the front of his designer jeans and was disemboweled before he even had the chance of drawing it.

      But, one of the young men did manage to escape.

      He bolted inside the nearest Bowen home, slamming the door behind him. He snatched a Beretta handgun off a coffee table that was littered with gaming console controllers, then backed himself into a dark corner. Hands shaking, he raised his weapon and took a jittery aim at the front door. There was nothing but the sound of his heavy breathing.

      Boom! The drywall next to him exploded as if a bulldozer had just rammed the house. Uevii trudged inside, his steps rattling the very foundations. The two massive cannons attached to his arms were shimmering molten red. Venass stomped in behind him, grinning diabolically.

      Upon seeing Venass, the gangbanger started screaming like a newborn baby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Midtown traffic was thick as Rhys drove through Home Park, heading towards the downtrodden fringes of Bankhead. Neuto watched the city pass by his window with stoic reserve as Rhys pulled out his phone again and swiped the screen.

      No signal.

      He dialed Abagail’s number anyway and was greeted with the automated No Service message. Grunting with frustration, he slipped his phone back into his jacket.

      “Your inability to connect with your kin may be due to the ship’s powerful antennae system. It still appears to be active.”

      “Any chance you can turn it off while I make a call?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      They sat in silence for another few blocks until Rhys gave Neuto a brief glance. “So what’s the deal with you, Neuto?”

      “The deal? Please explain.”

      “You know, what’s it like where you’re from? Any remaining friends or family?”

      Neuto hesitated before answering, his expression darkening as he stared out the window. “No. No one. They were all killed during the Chodan invasion.”

      Rhys instantly felt like shit. “Aw, man. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “You were simply asking me a question, and I answered it. As for what life was once like… it was never perfect.”

      “I don’t think any life is.”

      Neuto turned to Rhys with a curious gleam in his eyes. “You have much kin on this Earth?”

      “I’ve got a fourteen-year-old daughter who can’t stand the sight of me, and a wife who’s in the process of divorcing me.”

      Neuto’s head cocked slightly with confusion. “They dislike you?”

      “Hate is probably a more accurate word.”

      “Hate?”

      “Yeah, I did something… I hurt them, and unfortunately, neither of them seem to have any intention of ever forgiving me. But regardless, I still love them both. Very much.”

      “Hurting those you love? This does not make sense to me.”

      “Yeah, I guess it wouldn’t. Seems to be a uniquely human trait.”

      “Even so, why would they hate you?”

      Rhys shifted in his seat, visibly uneasy about the question. “I, ah… there was some dirty money being passed around my division—”

      “Dirty money?”

      “You know, like bribe money. Illegal currency that was taken from some criminals.”

      “And you took some?”

      Rhys paused for a beat, then gave a solemn nod. “Our marriage had already been getting kinda shaky, but at the time, Abagail and I were having some financial problems. Her mother was also gravely ill and needed to have this big medical procedure…” Rhys trailed off, summoning the resolve needed to continue. “There was no guarantee it would have saved her, but… well, Abagail wanted me to keep the money…” Rhys cleared his throat, now struggling to continue. “I said no and handed it back. Three months later, her mom passed away. Guess who caught the blame?”

      The silence was long and thick between them as Neuto pondered that. “I do not claim to understand the complexities of human behavior, but I do sense you did the right thing.”

      “Oh, yeah? Tell that to Atlanta P.D. Not long after I handed the money back, Internal Affairs started investigating my entire department. I can’t walk anywhere now without a cop glaring at me…” Rhys realized his eyes had welled. He quickly smeared away any evidence. “Not a day goes by where I wished I’d have just kept that damn money.”

      “Rhys, sometimes one must learn to trust their own judgment.”

      Rhys looked over at Neuto and snickered. “Can’t believe I’m getting counseling advice from E.T.”

      “I’m assuming that was another derogatory remark aimed at me?”

      “I’m kidding. You’re OK, Neuto. A little stiff, but OK.”

      Suddenly, Neuto began to violently convulse and gag in his seat.

      “Hey, you alright?” Rhys said, now gravely concerned. “What’s wrong? Hey!”

      Neuto was gagging on a milky, rubbery substance that had filled his mouth. It was as if he was regurgitating something up from the pit of his stomach.

      “Man, seriously, you’re really starting to freak me out here. What’s wrong? What’s that horrible smell?”

      After a repulsively long moment, Neuto’s gagging began to settle down and he relaxed into his seat. “I’m fine. I was simply replenishing my body with some nutrients I had stored before my arrival.”

      Rhys had to stop himself from puking. “That’s— oh, that’s how you eat? You regurgitate food? Ugh, that’s disgusting.”

      “Would you like to try some? It is very rich in protein and carbohydrates.”

      “I’m good. You go right ahead, though.”

      Neuto swallowed his final clump and wiped his mouth with his forearm. “No need. My hunger has been sufficiently sedated. I must say, it was quite delicious. I enjoyed that immensely.”

      “Yeah, not all of us did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Ghoorn and Drozen were struggling to hold Vixia down. His stringy appendages were thrashing everywhere.

      Tausaria marched into the living room with a strange-looking case. “You need to keep him restrained for this to work.” The case split open, green steam sizzling from deep inside. She reached in and pulled out a small metallic device and ran it along Vixia’s buckled spine until it beeped.

      Unhark stabbed Vixia’s spine with a hand-held device that began sucking spinal fluid up into it like a high-powered vacuum. Vixia howled in pain, writhing around as Unhark continued to suck spinal fluid.

      Sccchloowp! Vixia’s tracking device was sucked out of his body into the small vacuum unit.

      Unhark emptied it into his palm and tossed it onto the floor, stomping it into a million pieces. He then turned to Venass with dread, who was sitting on the sunken sofa, playing with the dead gangbanger’s Beretta. Venass caught them all watching him. He stood and walked over to where Vixia was, only partially kneeling in front of Unhark and Tausaria.

      “Tausaria gulped. “General, you must—”

      “I kneel before no one,” Venass growled. “Do it.”

      Unhark and Tausaria traded nervous looks, then turned to Ghoorn and Drozen. They weren’t too thrilled about having to secure Venass’ powerful arms.

      Tausaria ran the scanning device over his spine. When the location beeped, Unhark stabbed the device into Venass’ spine and sucked it out. Sccchloowp! Venass exploded with a roar, breaking free from his restraints as if they weren’t even there. He snatched Unhark by the throat and tossed him across the living room.

      Crassssh! Unhark went plowing through drywall in an explosion of white dust.

      Venass picked out the tracking device and crushed it in the palm of his scaly hand.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys and Neuto kept low as they moved through the deserted streets of Bankhead. Neuto brought up the map again, zooming in on the street, noticing that only one red dot was now emitting a signal. The signal was strongly emanating from a Bowen home one hundred meters along the street. “They’re close,” he whispered tensely.

      Zwop! Suddenly, the signal disappeared.

      “Just as I suspected. They are removing their tracking chips.”

      “They can do that?”

      “Assuming they survive the pain.”

      To angle for a better look at the home where the signal vanished, they stooped behind an old Monte Carlo lowrider.

      Further along the street, they spied the hulking shape of Uevii perched out front in sentry mode, scanning the area. His giant cannons bristling with glowing energy.

      “Look at the size of that thing,” Rhys whispered.

      “It’s a Kahtokk Biological Freight Mechanoid. Mainly used for heavy labor on newly terraformed worlds. After being fitted with illegal weaponry, this particular one helped lead an uprising. Many innocent Kahtokkian colonists were slaughtered.”

      “That thing was a prisoner?”

      “And a very nasty one at that.”

      Rhys craned his head across the street to spy a small gas bottle truck parked curb-side. Stored in the back were three rows of portable Butane canisters. There was at least twenty bottles. Each one had Highly Flammable warning labels stuck to them.

      Rhys popped back down behind the car, gripping his shotgun. “OK, I’ve got an idea.”

      “I’m engaging,” Neuto stood to move out.

      Rhys grabbed him and wrenched him back down behind the car, whisper-shouting. “Whoa-whoa, hang on a second, cowboy! You can’t just blast your way in there. We need to give them a distraction first.”

      “We do not have time for this.”

      “Listen, you cover me. When I give the signal, we go in. Together.”

      “What’s the signal?”

      Rhys smirked.
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        * * *

      

      Uevii’s head swiveled to his right side when he thought he heard a noise close by, the gunmetal musculature of pistons and gears hissing as he did so. Uevii’s eyes were a succession of vertical LEDs, forming a dotted ribbon of light at the forefront of his muzzle-shaped skull. They blinked and flickered as he processed the sound.

      There it was again - a soft metallic clang, followed by some muffled grunting.

      Hydraulics crunched as he swung his entire massive frame around to investigate further, his cannons firing up like twin jet fighter engines.

      Suddenly, the gas bottle truck lazily rolled up the street towards him. There was no one behind the wheel.

      The second it reached the house, Rhys appeared from behind a parked car and took aim at one of the Butane canisters. Chk-Chk-Boom!

      Uevii spun to Rhys, but before it could fire on him, he was blown backward by a huge explosion. Ba-Boooom!

      Inside the house, Venass and the other fugitives snapped to the explosion outside. They immediately grabbed their weapons and hauled ass towards the front door.

      Neuto moved up to Rhys’ position and began firing his weapon.

      Uevii was pounded by javelins of plasma and shotgun shells. Struggling to get back onto his feet, he torqued his frame at the waist and aimed one of his cannons directly at Rhys and Neuto.

      Both their eyes went wide as they leaped out of the way.

      Kzwappp!

      The lowrider they were hiding behind went up into a giant ball of flame. The blast wave lifted them off their feet. They cracked into the pavement on the opposite side of the street. The heat from the explosion was enough to singe Rhys’ eyebrows.

      Venass now exited the house, blasting in all directions. Ghoorn, Tausaria, and Drozen trailed closely behind him. Holding a set of car keys and a remote buzzer, Unhark skittered out with Vixia. “What do I do?” he screamed at Drozen over the gunfire.

      “Press the circle in the middle!” Drozen replied.

      Unhark pressed the buzzer.

      Bop-Bop! Somewhere on the street nearby, a parked vehicle unlocked.

      Rhys and Neuto came to, shaking the cloudy throb from their heads. There was flaming debris all around them. Rhys peeled himself off the pavement and hoisted Neuto upright. He was coated in ash and debris. “I can’t hear anything,” Neuto screamed.

      “What?” Rhys replied.

      Vroom-vroooooooom!

      The two of them exchanged baffled looks, turning to see the alien prisoners driving by in a Nissan SUV with 40-inch chrome rims. Venass was behind the wheel. It screeched off down the street, Uevii stomp-running behind it.

      Rhys blinked, trying to process what he was looking at. “They’re driving now?”

      Neuto snatched him by the arm and dragged him along. “We must catch them. And next time, we go on my lead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Traffic on the west expressway exiting the city was totally gridlocked. It was a carpark - nothing but a sea of headlights and honking horns. Yet, the opposite lanes heading inbound were mostly deserted, with only light traffic in some sections.

      On the inbound lane, Uevii scouted ahead, smashing through any vehicles unfortunate enough to not get out of the way quick enough. Venass trailed closely behind, fishtailing across lanes.

      Sirens blaring, a cop cruiser blasted up the outer lane, pacing alongside Uevii. Without breaking stride, Uevii pivoted and engaged the cop car. Kzwappp! The explosion mushroomed into the night sky as the charred shell of the cruiser spun into a concrete pylon.

      Inside the SUV, Venass struggled to control the wheel, weaving all over the road. He cackled with amusement until he heard the thrum of helicopter blades above them.

      Drozen stuck his ugly mug outside the sunroof to see a police chopper was hovering low above them, keeping pace with the vehicle, its powerful spotlight fixed on them. He took aim with his rifle and unloaded on it. Zwap-Zwap-Zwap!

      The chopper attempted to bank sharply away from Drozen’s line of fire but was blown out of the sky. Some approaching vehicles swerved erratically to avoid the flaming chopper wreckage that was now barreling towards them.

      Boring up the expressway, Rhys and Neuto spotted the explosion ahead. Neuto started adjusting the sights on his weapon via the holographic interface. “What is the maximum speed this machine can reach?”

      “Thought you’d never ask.” Rhys shifted gears and dropped the pedal, snaking around stationary vehicles.

      Further along the expressway, another police cruiser joined the chase, tearing up behind Venass’ SUV.

      Zwappp! It was blown to smithereens by Drozen.

      Zzzwappp! Suddenly, Drozen was violently rocked when a barrage of plasma fire raked the SUV from behind, causing him to drop his assault rifle. It clattered across the asphalt, lost. The SUV began to veer wildly, Venass struggling to maintain control. Drozen was flecked with tiny bits of shrapnel from the peppered chassis. He wearily looked up to see Rhys’ Bugatti roaring up behind them. Neuto was leaning out the passenger-side window, firing his rifle.

      Uevii dropped back a little to take on the approaching Bugatti and fired its cannons.

      Rhys managed to evade the incoming volley of fire.

      Uevii spun around and kept plowing along the expressway.

      Venass could see Rhys’ vehicle gaining on them in his rear-view mirror. ”I grow weary of these human pests.”

      Drozen did not know Neuto, but he immediately recognized what he was. He ducked down through the sunroof. “General, I think… I think it’s a guard from the ship. He looks to be… Vuulgarbian.”

      A flash of disbelief rippled across Venass’ face, which quickly morphed into rage. He roared and punched the steering wheel, deploying the safety airbag. It exploded into his face. Now driving blind, he began wildly careening across all four lanes. The other aliens held on for dear life, screaming.

      Rhys was behind them now, easily matching their pace. Neuto climbed further out the window, sitting his ass on the edge of the door to line up the SUV in his sights, when Venass yanked the wheel, ramming into Rhys. The Bugatti was sent across another lane of traffic. Rhys managed to correct himself before skimming along the safety barrier.

      Rhys’ knuckles were whiter than snow as he veered back over to the SUV.

      This time, with his rifle slung around his chest, Neuto began climbing onto the roof of the moving car. “Get me closer!”

      Rhys flicked his eyes to see Neuto’s leg disappearing. He could hear his boots on the roof. Eyes wired and dripping sweat, Rhys veered over next to Venass again. This was Daytona 500 with fucking aliens.

      When Uevii had caught up to some cars ahead, he began hopping across the roofs like he was playing hopscotch, turning them into steel pancakes. He pivoted again and fired at Rhys. Kzwappp!

      Rhys swerved hard, narrowly missing the incoming fire. Neuto nearly toppled off the car, dropping to his stomach to hold on like hell.

      Uevii spun around and continued forging a path for Venass.

      The moment Venass deflated the airbag with his talons, he caught Rhys trailing behind them in the rear-view mirror. He could also see Neuto on the vehicle’s roof, readying himself to take a giant leap. “Drozen, get back up there. Do not return until they are both dead.”

      Rhys and Neuto watched as Drozen climbed out onto the roof of the SUV, legs straddled apart to keep his balance, assault rifle slung across his barreled chest.

      “Hold on!” Rhys screamed. As he tucked in behind the SUV, Neuto dropped to his stomach again. Rhys accelerated, ramming the SUV. It lurched forward as Drozen leaped onto the roof of the Bugatti. Wham!

      Rhys instinctively ducked as the roof dented inward from Drozen’s weight.

      Neuto and Drozen began the dance. They fought hand-to-hand as Rhys continued down the expressway at blistering speeds. The two aliens pulled incredible moves, utilizing combat skills that looked almost supernatural. Drozen swung a lightning-flash-fast punch that connected hard against Neuto’s jaw. He staggered back and spat blood, then countered with a flying sidekick that lashed Drozen, knocking him back. The force of the blow and the shift in weight caused Rhys to swerve. The second Drozen corrected his balance, he swung his rifle forward and fired. Zwappp!

      But the shot missed as Neuto, in the blink of an eye, somersaulted over Drozen and double-kicked him off the moving vehicle.

      He flew head-first into the oncoming path of an 18-wheeler semi-trailer. Splat! Drozen was rendered into a twenty-meter-long smear of green mince.

      Neuto faced forward and knelt down, tapping the battered roof. “Rhys, get me over there again.”

      Rhys accelerated, steadily veering over to pace alongside the SUV.

      Neuto braced himself for the leap, ready to uncoil his legs like a panther.

      But before he could jump, Ghoorn appeared out the back passenger-window and fired. Zwappp-Zwappp!

      Direct hit.

      The jolt from the impact catapulted Neuto into the air as Rhys swerved and locked his brakes, flipping the Bugatti. It skidded upside-down along the expressway before slamming into a support beam.

      Neuto smacked the asphalt and tumbled recklessly like a ragdoll until he came to a stop, sprawled out in the middle of a lane.

      Battered and bloody, he wearily raised his head to see the fleeing SUV become a tiny, unfocused blob against the night.

      Then, he lost consciousness.
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      Rhys came to. He was upside-down and still strapped into his seat. Blood and sweat trickled into his eyes as he sluggishly rubbed away the sting. He could feel searing heat against the back of his neck. When he twisted around, he caught sight of flames licking the leathered ceiling. He began to bash the buckled door with his shoulder until it cracked open enough for him to slither out on his stomach.

      Once clear of the wreckage, he staggered to his feet, looking like deep-fried shit. Miraculously, he was without any broken limbs. Although, he felt as if his body had just been fed through a wood chipper.

      Further up the partially deserted expressway, he could see a wall of headlights and flashing sirens approaching. He wandered into the middle of the lane, squinting.

      It was a convoy of military Humvees and police cruisers. They were headed towards Neuto’s unconscious body.

      The convoy screeched to a halt next to Neuto. Soldiers and cops poured out to secure the scene, weapons raised as they diverted any oncoming traffic to the far shoulder of the expressway.

      Major Brennan exited the lead Humvee and approached Neuto’s lifeless body, calmly assessing the strange being. “Secure it.”

      The two soldiers nearest him knelt and began to secure Neuto’s wrists with zip-lock ties. When Neuto groaned, they jolted back and drew their carbines.

      “Immediate evac. I want this thing on a helo in less than five.”

      “Yes, sir,” said a young Lance Corporal helping the other two soldiers lift Neuto’s limp body onto a gurney.

      “Wait!”

      They all spun to see Rhys limping up the expressway, holding both hands up in the air.

      The soldiers and cops trained their weapons on him as Brennan stepped forward. “Identify yourself!”

      Rhys slowly held up the shield that was draped over his Kevlar vest. Sergeant, Rhys Scott,” he croaked breathlessly. “Atlanta P.D. This one is in my custody.”

      Brennan’s eyes narrowed. “I’m assuming you were pursuing this one, Sergeant?”

      “No, I was assisting him... look, you need to listen to me. This one’s not a fugitive from the ship. He’s not an enemy.”

      “I will make that call, Sergeant,” Brennan snapped tautly in reply, eying Rhys’ holstered sidearm. “I’m going to need you to place your weapon on the ground.”

      Rhys froze, giving Brennan a look of bewilderment. “You don’t understand—”

      “Sergeant, I am authorized to shoot to kill if necessary. I won’t ask you again, son.”

      Rhys could tell by the way they were aiming their weapons, they were not messing around. He obeyed and slowly unholstered his sidearm, gently placing it on the ground. “You have to let me explain.”

      “Rest assured, I will in good time.” Brennan wheeled to his men. “Arrest him.”

      Rhys backed away, keeping his hands raised. “I’m cool. Relax, guys.” Two soldiers ignored the request and shoved him roughly to the ground. “Hey, take it easy! I just crawled out of a car crash.”

      As they slapped Rhys’ wrists together and cuffed him, Brennan watched on, completely expressionless.
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      Still handcuffed, Rhys was marched into a small, featureless prefab room with two chairs and a metal table. They sat him down. The minor cuts and scratches on his arms and face had been attended to. There was a thin patch of gauze taped across his left cheek. “Guys, I really need to take a leak.” The two soldiers ignored his request and abruptly left the room. “Great. I’ll just go right ahead and pee myself then, shall I?” he yelled out after them as the door slammed shut. “Hey! Anyone?”

      The door swung back open and Brennan marched in, flanked by two armed soldiers. These guys looked a lot meaner and thickset than the previous soldiers. Neither of their faces betrayed the slightest hint of expression, and neither had any insignia or rankings displayed on their Army uniforms.

      It was at that moment; Rhys noticed a drain in the floor. There was also two five-gallon jugs of water stacked in the corner of the room. Rhys gulped. That was not a good sign.

      Brennan took a seat opposite Rhys.

      “I’m a cop. You can’t keep me in here like this.”

      “I’ve placed you under military arrest. I can keep you here until the next century if I see fit.”

      “Major, I’ve still got a job to do.”

      “So do I.”

      Rhys kept Brennan’s glare. No way this ball-breaking prick was going to budge. “What is it you want from me?”

      “I want to know everything about your new friend. I also want to know why he’s wearing that ridiculous shirt.”

      “Guilty about the shirt, that was my idea. Look, I’ve already told you, he’s on our side.”

      “In what way?”

      “That ship - it’s some type of prison facility. He’s the last surviving guard.”

      “And you know this, how?”

      “He told me.”

      “Oh, so you can also speak its language?”

      “Yes... well, no. But I can understand him.” Rhys could see Brennan wasn’t buying a word of it. “I’m telling you, Major, one of those fugitives that escaped the ship is a wanted war criminal. He’s planning some type of full-scale invasion.”

      “Oh, I’d say that’s already well underway, Sergeant.”
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        * * *

      

      Neuto stirred groggily. He tried moving, but his arms and legs were fastened to a steel gurney. Bleary-eyed, he looked around the bright room. Some Army Medics in Hazmat suits tinkered nearby with an array of high-tech equipment. This was some type of makeshift triage center.

      One of the Medics turned and saw Neuto watching him. He leaned closer, clinically examining him like some prized lab rat. The other Medics joined their colleague, tapping entries into their handheld tablet devices.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys and Brennan were still in the throes of locking horns.

      “I pulled your file, Sergeant.”

      “With all due respect, you have no idea what’s happening. Especially if you’ve made a point to tell me that.”

      “You’re not very popular around your department, are you?”

      Rhys huffed with frustration and dropped his head. “Major, there isn’t much time. You have to let me go.”

      “From what I’ve ascertained, you’ve been running around with this being all night. That makes you fair game. And until proved otherwise, it also makes you an official combatant of the United States of America.”

      Rhys leaned across the table, grimly serious. “You’re not hearing me. There won’t be a United States of America if you don’t let us go. There won’t even be a planet Earth!”
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      Acrid smoke wafted over the once beautiful suburban homes of Buckhead. Outside the Command Unit crash site, Army personnel had set up a defensive perimeter, as well as a makeshift base of operations. Several parked Humvees were lined up, facing the Command Unit. Their mounted 50-cal turrets and TOW launchers were also trained directly on the perceived entrance of the object.

      Florez was helping some cops and soldiers move sandbags when a metallic crunch in the distance caused him to look up. He immediately paled. “Oh… my god…”

      Bruising shapes oozed from the thick smoke and proceeded along the street towards the base. Without warning, Uevii’s huge cannons started belching molten fire.

      Soldiers and cops went to engage, but many were mowed down before they even had a chance to return fire.

      Florez watched in horror as a slew of his officers were obliterated into smoldering clumps of charred flesh. The Gunners manning the Humvees wasted no time unloading their 50-cals on the approaching threat. Fwap-Fwap-Fwap-Fwap!

      “Backblast clear!” screamed a soldier manning the TOW launcher before he fired a missile at the hunk of alien metal. Fssssworrrrrr!

      Venass and the others dived behind Uevii as the TOW missile whistled through the air and slammed into the asphalt next to Uevii. The pistons in his legs hissed as he dropped into a defensive stance and curled into an impenetrable ball of metal. The 50-cal continued pounding his massive frame, creating a shower of sparks that lit up the entire street. He began to roll forward like a slow-moving wrecking ball, blasting back with a concussive volley of fire. Venass and the others kept low as they trailed behind, using him as cover.

      Florez ducked underneath a barrage of incoming fire as he grabbed Chief Turner and hustled him towards the nearest APD Swat van. “What are you doing?” the Chief yelled over the deafening crackle of gunfire.

      “Getting you to safety!”

      Zwappp! A rib-shattering explosion from Uevii’s cannons rocked the Chief and Florez, sending them flying across the street. They hit the curb, barreling over the crater-pocked lawn of a partially destroyed house.

      There was a dazed beat as Florez pulled himself upright and began crawling towards the Chief, who was now buried under a pile of dirt and rubble. Fire and smoke had now reduced the entire street to near-zero visibility, nevertheless, Florez continued crawling towards Turner.

      But he passed out before he could reach him.
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      Alarms started wailing throughout the base, causing Rhys and Brennan to pause their verbal jousting match. When a young Specialist abruptly entered the room, Brennan was forced to peel his eyes off his quarry. “What is it?”

      “Sir, we just got word that FOB Sentinel has come under attack by a small group of the… um, the aliens, sir.”

      Brennan swung around to the beefy soldiers standing guard by the door. “I want Sergeant Scott on a bird and taken out of city limits to the nearest operating base immediately.” Brennan then handed one of the soldiers a pair of cuff keys. “If he tries anything stupid, shoot him,” he said, just loud enough for Rhys to hear.

      “Yes, sir,” the soldier confirmed, moving behind Rhys.

      “What are you going to do with him, Brennan?”

      Ignoring Rhys, Brennan quickly exited the room. The young Specialist following him out, leaving him alone with the two soldiers.

      “Dammit, Brennan, answer me!”
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        * * *

      

      The two soldiers kept their rifles pointed at Rhys’ back as they led him down a narrow corridor. “You guys ever going to let me take a leak?”

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait a while longer, sir.”

      They passed a huge area of operations that was a hub of radio equipment and computer hardware, all teeming with base personnel. Rhys thought he saw a group of NASA scientists milling around a unit of Army Engineers. They all stood before a giant mainframe supercomputer, which was flanked by two refrigerator-sized EMC hard drives. Technicians were busy running thick feeder cabling along the floor, while others wheeled in large power generators from outside.

      Further along, Rhys caught sight of powerful Klieg lighting blazing through a set of closed double-doors. A medic dressed in a yellow Hazmat suit approached them from the opposite end of the corridor.

      When the medic brushed past them and opened the doors, Rhys tilted his head and caught a passing glimpse of a makeshift triage room that was cordoned off with a translucent plastic curtain. The glimpse lasted no more than a second, but it was enough for Rhys to clock three other medics standing over a figure strapped to a gurney. The steady blip of a heart monitor could also be heard.

      It was Neuto.

      Rhys turned his head and continued walking, his mind now desperately trying to conjure up some kind of escape plan. He was still handcuffed, so his options were limited.

      As they reached the end of the corridor, Rhys peered through the entrance door’s small viewport, spying a flurry of activity across the base. And looming in the distance was the Prison Ship, illuminated by an array of powerful spotlights. Just as he suspected, the base he was being held at was located at the main crash site. Rhys took it all in, his mind racing.

      “Step aside, please sir—”

      Without warning, Rhys wheeled around and nailed the soldier in the jaw with his elbow. Crack! Before the other soldier could react, Rhys lunged forward and power-kneed him in the gut. As the soldier grunted and buckled over, Rhys delivered another brutal knee to the side of the soldier’s head. Crunch! When the first soldier recovered from his blow and raised his rifle, Rhys charged at him with the force of a battering ram. The soldier’s head snapped back and connected with the wall. He dropped like he’d just been unplugged.

      With both soldiers out cold, Rhys knelt beside them and began searching for the cuff keys.
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        * * *

      

      The door to the triage room was nearly kicked off its hinges as Rhys came tearing inside, stolen rifle raised, sweeping over the stunned Medics, who all stood there frozen. “Down on the ground!” When the medics continued to just stare in shock, Rhys stiffened his aim. “Now!”

      Finally, they obeyed.

      “Not you!” Rhys motioned to Neuto on the gurney. “Untie him. Quickly!”

      The chosen Medic began unfastening the straps across Neuto’s arms and legs.

      Rhys spotted Neuto’s rifle and equipment on a steel trolley in the corner of the room. He moved over to it, slung Neuto’s rifle over his shoulder and grabbed his other gear.

      Still groggy, Neuto sat up and shoved the Medic away to finish unbuckling the restraints by himself. He saw Rhys approaching with all his gear, and with a completely serious look to his face, held out his fist for Rhys to bump.

      There was a short pause of surprise from Rhys until he gave a smirk and bumped it.

      The Medics shared baffled looks.

      Rhys caught their looks and reddened a little with embarrassment. “Long story.”

      The Medics watched in slack-jawed silence as Rhys helped Neuto off the gurney and shuffled towards the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys had Neuto’s arm flung around his neck, holding upright as they made their way back along the corridor. “Hey… there’s something… something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said, puffing with each step.

      Neuto was still finding his balance to walk, but his mind was just as sharp as ever. “If it’s, do I still regret crash-landing here, the answer is yes.”

      “How are you gonna get back?”

      “I can’t.”

      “What about the communication systems you mentioned? Can’t you like, I don’t know, phone home or something?”

      “Once Venass reaches the Command Unit, he will destroy any ability for me to make contact with my kind.”

      “So you’re marooned here?”

      “Rhys, my only concern right this moment is stopping Venass so I don’t have to die on this planet along with you.”

      At the very opposite of the corridor, a unit of soldiers appeared, their weapons pointed directly at Rhys and Neuto. They were cut off. Brennan marched in behind them, noticing the two downed soldiers sprawled out in the corridor. By the scowl on his face, he was not impressed with Rhys’ antics. “You’re becoming a real pain in the ass, Sergeant Scott.”

      Struggling to hold Neuto upright, Rhys dropped the weapons he was carrying on the floor. “Major, I’m asking you to listen to me.”

      “I think I’ve heard more than enough, Sergeant.”

      “If I’m wrong, you can throw my ass in the Brig forever.”

      “I’ll be doing that, regardless.”

      “Just hear me out. That’s all I ask.  Please.”

      There was a tense beat as Brennan worked his jaw, studying his two captives with laser-thin eyes. “You’ve got one minute.”

      “Then I’ll have to explain on the way because you need to get us to that second crash site.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The firefight raged along the shell-pocked street of the Command Unit crash site. Back-and-forth, neon lasers streaked down one side like tracer fire. On the other side, a symphony of 50-cal and .40 ACP rounds sung through the air.

      Uevii uncurled from his defensive ball, bullets pinging off his battle-scarred frame. He started bolting directly towards the line of fire, leaping into the air and landing onto the side of an upturned Humvee with a deafening boom of creased steel. A smaller, Gatling-styled turret on his right arm peppered the dwindling line of retreating cops and soldiers, turning them into Swiss cheese.

      Florez had taken cover behind a cluster of sandbags, keeping his head pressed firmly to the ground as Uevii’s fire cleaved the air above him. When he stole a moment to take in the growing sea of fallen soldiers and cops around him, he noticed a grenade belt wrapped around the nearby body of a dead soldier. He extended his arm out and started clawing for it.

      After unloading a burst of energy from his weapon, Vixia barked over his shoulder to Ghoorn. “They are no match for our Superior weaponry! Move up!”

      Suddenly, two M14/THC incendiary grenade explosions rocked Vixia and Ghoorn. The high-powered thermal blast sent minced bits of their flaming appendages twirling into the air like a kaleidoscope of gore.

      Unhark lowered his weapon, staring at the bubbling puddles of flesh and blood that were once his friends. He spun around to Venass. “General, you need to reach the Command Unit. Go! We will cover you!”

      Venass broke cover and lunged his huge build over a crumpled army truck, making his way towards the Command Unit.
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        * * *

      

      Venass entered the Command Unit and thudded along a narrow passageway into the bridge. He placed his rifle down and took a seat at the main systems console, which was shaped like some kind of giant Gimbel attached to an MRI machine.

      Venass waved his hand and a holographic display burst to life in front of him, dormant systems coming back online. A menu of commands pulsed across the console in gentle biorhythms of swirling light. He ran his talons across them as if he were testing faulty piano keys. When he tapped the largest of the blinking glyphs, a deep whirring rumbled throughout the unit.

      Outside on the Command Unit’s hull, two sentry guns snapped to attention, their slated muzzles rippling with energy.

      Venass noticed that the executable command to remotely reinstate the Prison Ship’s primary weapon systems was also available. Several automated turrets had survived the crash impact. He swiped his hand across the glyph and grinned, his eye slits twinkling with diabolical glee.
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        * * *

      

      Two Chinooks were powering up at the base of the main crash site as soldiers mounted a convoy of armored Humvees. Rhys and Neuto double-timed it with Brennan and a small unit of accompanying soldiers, headed towards the ramp of the nearest Chinook. While jogging, Rhys watched the Chinook furthermost along the street begin to lift off.

      But before it could, an ear-splitting thunderclap rang out, followed by a salvo of plasma that streaked across the night sky, slamming into the Chinook. It went up like a Roman candle.

      Everyone on the base jolted from the deafening explosion. Rhys, Neuto, Brennan and the accompanying soldiers dropped to their stomachs, sucking pavement as fiery debris rained down on them like hellfire confetti. Other soldiers came running out of the barracks to see pulse blasts vaporize entire rows of tanks and Humvees.

      Neuto spun to Rhys. “It’s Venass! He’s brought the ship’s automated weapon systems back online! We need to be quick!”

      “Major, we have to keep moving!” Rhys yelled to Brennan.

      Brennan did not need any further convincing. He pressed a finger to his earpiece. “Pilots, we are coming aboard. You get us into the air!”

      They picked themselves up off the ground and hauled ass to the lone Chinook idling on the street, its rotors thumping as the Prison Ship’s weapon systems continued firing on the base’s assets. Fire and smoke had now reduced visibility to practically zero.

      A nearby M7A4 Bradley tank provided cover with its mounted M240C machine gun as Rhys and the others scrambled up the Chinook’s cargo ramp, disappearing inside its belly.

      One of the Prison Ship’s turrets swung around and fired on the tank, turning it into a billowing mushroom of fire.

      The distraction allowed enough time for the Chinook to lift off and clear the base. It banked sharply away from the mayhem, heading towards the distant Command Unit.
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      It was a rocky ride in the Chinook. Rhys was strapped into a troop seat while Neuto stood, projecting a giant holographic map of Atlanta throughout the cabin. Brennan and his men watched on intently, nodding in agreement as Neuto carefully pointed to various tactical waypoints.

      Rhys took a moment to watch Neuto working with them. Despite not speaking the same language, or being from the same species, there was a mutual understanding there. Two separate worlds, light-years apart, working together for a common good. While it wasn’t enough to restore his faith in humanity as a whole, he couldn’t help but feel pride. In some weird way, he felt like a cop tonight for the first time in a long time.

      Brennan walked over to a V-SAT system phone that was fixed to a terminal and began barking coordinates into it. Once he hung up, Rhys unbuckled himself and stood, yelling over the loud thrum of twin-rotors. “Mind if I make a quick call?”
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        * * *

      

      Shelly was awoken by her cell-phone buzzing on her bedside table. She rolled over and lifted it, squinting at the bright screen. It was displaying a number she did not recognize. With her head still buried in her pillow, she answered the call anyway. “Hello,” she croaked softly.

      “Shell, it’s me,” said Rhys on the other end of the line, the muffled roar of the Chinook threatening to drown out his voice.

      Shelly sat up, relief displayed across her face. “Are you OK?”

      “I’m fine. How’s your mother?”

      “She’s good. We’ve been up all night watching everything on cable. We tried calling you back, like a hundred times.”

      “Yeah, all the cell networks are patchy right now. I was amazed I even got through to you. Ever since that thing crashed, it’s been pretty crazy down here.”

      “They showed the parts of the city being evacuated. Where are you?”

      “I’m still here… you know, working.”

      “No, I meant where are you now?”

      “In a military helicopter.”

      “Really? That’s kinda cool.”

      There was a pause from Rhys before he continued. “Honey, you remember how you and mom used to complain about my long shifts all the time?”

      Shelly smiled softly to herself. She did remember.” Yeah, I do.”

      “Well, I think this one’s gonna top the cake.”

      Shelly chuckled softly into the phone.

      “Listen, I don’t have a lot of time, so I’ll make this quick…” Rhys paused again, audibly taking a deep breath on the phone before carrying on. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      There was a short beat of silence from Shelly. “For what?”

      “Everything. But most of all, I’m sorry for being such a shitty dad. I know you probably won’t ever forgive me, and honestly, I don’t blame you. But…” Rhys was now struggling to get the words out. “I— I just wanted you to know, I love you and your mother very mu—”

      Static.

      The call suddenly went dead on Shelly’s end. She looked at her phone and gasped. “Dad?”

      Rhys stood there, staring at the SAT-phone. He had to mentally stop himself from hurling it through the cabin. “I don’t believe this.” Defeated, he looked over to Neuto and Brennan who were strapping themselves into troop chairs.

      “The closer we get to that second object, the more it fries our comms and radar. Might want to take a seat, Sergeant,” said Brennan. “We’re coming in quite hot.”

      Rhys went to resume his seat when he glanced out the nearest viewport. The Command Unit crash site was still a fair distance away. “Why are we landing now?”

      “We’re going to put you down a few blocks out. Might buy you enough time to get closer without detection.”

      Rhys sat and buckled himself in. “This your bright idea?” he said to Neuto.

      “The Major is right. We will need the element of surprise here.”

      “Yeah, why do I get the feeling Venass already knows we’re coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      A torrent of dust kicked up as the Chinook touched down in the middle of a deserted intersection. Although the area had long been evacuated and the power cut, the pilots were careful not to clip any lines that were still erect.

      The rear cargo ramp split open. Rhys and Neuto moved briskly down it, weapons raised and sweeping. Brennan trailed behind them. “Good luck,” he yelled over the rotor wash.

      Rhys turned and gave Brennan a nod. “Thanks. I’m glad you decided to listen to me.”

      “I’m still not entirely convinced that was a good idea, Sergeant.” Something that resembled a grin formed in the corner of Brennan’s mouth as he gave them a final nod. He then turned and made his way back up the ramp.

      Rhys and Neuto moved out, keeping low as they whisked along the dark street. When they reached a corner, they crouched against some manicured shrubbery that hugged the base of a brick wall, waiting for the Chinook to lift off.

      Zwapp-Zwapp! KA-BOOOM!

      They reeled from a massive fireball. The Chinook exploded into a thousand directions. The concussive blast was enough to blow out the windows of every car and home along the entire street. One of the tandem rotors shot into a nearby home like a flaming pinwheel, cleaving it in half.

      Stunned, Rhys picked himself off the pavement to see the entire street was now littered with burning rubble. The only thing that saved them from a fatal peppering of molten-hot debris was the brick wall they had been crouching behind.

      Neuto hoisted Rhys up by his arm. “Venass already knows we’re here!”

      “Gee, ya think?”

      “Come on, we must keep moving!”

      Rhys staggered to his feet, his eyes still fixed on the flaming wreckage.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the Command Unit, Venass calmly watched the obliterated Chinook on his screen. Smirking, he swiveled the console around to face another screen. When he tapped it, a large galaxy map appeared. He began swiping through star systems like he was purveying a musical playlist on a tablet.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys and Neuto kept pushing towards the Command Unit. Rhys spied the silent flicker of police sirens through the distant treeline. They were getting close. He just hoped the streets ahead had not become a mass graveyard.

      Suddenly, Neuto froze as if sensing something behind him. He swung his rifle around and trained it on an abandoned home across the street.

      “What is it?” Rhys whispered tensely.

      Neuto’s eyes scanned the darkness. “We’re being watched.”

      Rhys also swung around, his Glock probing the darkness. “Venass?”

      “No… humans.”

      As if on cue, several armed taskforce officers emerged from a thicket of scrub in front of the house. “Drop your weapons! Hands up!”

      Rhys lowered his weapon but did not drop it. “It’s OK, I’m a cop!”

      “I said, drop your fucking weapon!”

      Rhys side-eyed Neuto. “Do exactly as I say.”

      “Why?” asked Neuto.

      “Because if you don’t, these guys will kill you.” Rhys threw his rifle down and raised his hands. Neuto followed suit.

      Rhys recognized some of the faces of these cops. They were not friendly. No surprise there. But when he saw who their leader was, he groaned with disbelief. “Ah, shit.”

      Hodges, the smart-ass cop who mockingly aimed his rifle at Rhys in the back of the APD van, approached with a wry smirk. “Well, well, it’s our favorite boy scout. Funny, we were all just talking about you.”

      Rhys laughed, trying to play off what clearly sounded like a veiled threat. “You still on active duty, Hodges? Thought you would have bounced long ago.”

      “What, and miss all the fun?” Still wearing that shit-eating grin, Hodges flicked his eyes to Neuto and studied the bizarre being standing before him. “So… this is your new BFF, huh?”

      “He’s a corrections officer.”

      “Ugly sonuvabitch, ain’t it?”

      “I’ve seen uglier down at Northside Tavern on a Friday night.”

      None of the cops laughed.

      “We haven’t been able to hear shit all night, then finally, it comes across on dispatch that you two are being aided by the military.”

      Rhys did not respond.

      Hodges saw his unease and grinned, slapping Rhys on the shoulder as if to feign playfulness. “Look at you, man. All strapped and jacked. You’re quite the intergalactic hero tonight, Scott.”

      The other men laughed, but Rhys could see none of them had lowered their aims. His eyes flicked back to Hodges. “We could use some extra men.”

      Hodges cackled and shook his head. “You know, despite the arrival of our new visitors, I was hoping we’d get a chance to catch up with you sometime tonight.”

      “Why is that?” Rhys asked, already knowing the grim answer.

      “We just wanted to personally show our gratitude for that little stunt you pulled a few months back.”

      “Hodges, the entire department had it coming. If it wasn’t me, it would have been one of you guys.”

      Hodges gritted his teeth and began seething. “But it wasn’t one of us, was it? It was you.”

      “Hodges—”

      “You shoulda’ just kept that cash, and kept your damn mouth shut. Now I.A. has open investigations against everyone - including us.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. It was never my intention to—”

      “Do you have any idea how much grief you’ve caused my family?”

      “Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do!” Rhys could see Hodges was now contemplating something bad. He had a few seconds of play left. “You gonna shoot a fellow officer in cold blood, Hodges? Is that how you’re gonna deal with this?”

      “I just might. Right after I blow a hole in your new friend over here.” Hodges pivoted his aim to Neuto, but before anyone even had a chance to blink, Neuto was already mid-air, flipping over Hodges. Neuto landed behind him, snatched the weapon out of his hand, and tossed it straight over to Rhys, who fumbled it before getting a grip.

      “That flip thing you do. Is that the only move you know?” Rhys asked.

      “It works, doesn’t it?”

      “Point taken.”

      Neuto now had one arm firmly fixed around Hodges’ neck, with his other hand wedged underneath the base of his chin, gripping his small tactical dagger. When he began to back away towards Rhys, the other officers advanced on them. It was a Mexican stand-off.

      “Will someone shoot this damn thing? Shoot it!” Hodges grunted between clenched teeth, half-choked.

      Neuto kept his eyes on the officers. They were seconds away from firing. “Rhys, tell his men to back off, otherwise I will end him.”

      Rhys had his newly acquired rifle pointed at the other officers, but he had to try and deflate the situation. “Guys ease up. Come on, we’re all on the same team here.”

      Hodges huffed. “That’s always been your problem, Scott. You’ve never been on the same team!”

      Zwapp-Zwapp-Zwapp!

      All of Hodges men were suddenly evaporated by a deafening strafing of plasma fire, misting the air with pink ash.

      Rhys, Neuto, and Hodges spun around to see Uevii stomping hellbent towards them, his powerful cannons readying themselves for another onslaught.

      Neuto let go of Hodges, snatched his rifle up from the ground, and dragged Rhys behind the cover of a large Hickory tree that had collapsed across a section of the street.

      Hodges skittered away, taking cover behind an abandoned vehicle.

      Behind the broken trunk, Rhys and Neuto wasted no time firing their weapons at Uevii. Once Rhys had drained his magazine, he ducked back down. “Shit, I’m out.” When he got no response, he glanced over at Neuto and did a double take.

      Neuto was regurgitating food while firing his weapon.

      Rhys stared at him with a mix of bewilderment and disgust. “Really? Now?”

      Eyes on Uevii, Neuto kept firing. “I get hungry when I’m nervous.”

      Rhys shook his head. “Disgusting.”

      Hodges was crouching behind the abandoned vehicle when a blast of energy blew off the passenger-side door. With no weapon, he knew his cover would not hold against this gigantic metal thing. He blew out a deep breath, mustering enough courage to break cover and join Rhys and Neuto. As he went to move, the car was hit by a searing blast from Uevii’s cannons. Hodges was spun into the air like a bottle-top, landing hard on the curb. The blow was enough to knock more than just the wind out of him.

      Uevii leaped over to his position, cracking asphalt as he landed with a heavy thud, two rusty claw-feet stopping inches from his skull. Schling! Four outrigger prongs snapped from both sides like clamps. Hodges could hear small motors and gears whirring inside. He looked up, white as a sheet. Uevii took aim with the small Gatling turret on his shoulder. “No… please…”

      And that’s when Neuto came flying through the air, landing on top of Uevii with a heavy slam. Uevii lunged forward, using his giant hydraulic hand to swipe at Neuto - who ducked and began blasting point-blank in the back of Uevii’s neck, riding the machine like some bucking bronco from hell.

      Neuto breached a small panel at the base of the neck, and ripped it open, revealing a clump of organic matter that seemed to be fused to his metallic frame. Again, Neuto started firing point-blank into the organic mass. This caused Uevii to belch out a static squeal of pain. He swiped at Neuto again, twisting violently as another burst of fire lanced the base of his neck. He swiped again, this time he found his target and swatted Neuto away.

      Neuto hit the ground, breaking into a roll. He sprung back to his feet and rushed Uevii again. But this time, he didn’t jump. He dropped to his knees, using the separated car door to slide in between Uevii’s legs like he was wakeboarding. A shower of sparks rooster-tailed behind him as leaned back like a limbo-dancer, firing his rifle up into the rat’s nest of wires and cables that made Uevii’s underbelly.

      Neuto emerged at the other side as Uevii stood there, frozen like a creaky old machine that was starting to power down. Then, he toppled forward like a felled statue. He plowed into the asphalt, cracking it like a sheet of ice.

      Hodges sat there, bug-eyed on the aftermath, almost hyperventilating. He looked as if he was about to soil his pants before passing out.

      Rhys walked over to him and held out his rifle for him to take.

      Hodges looked up at the rifle, utterly baffled. Still wide-eyed, he looked at Rhys before shooting an incredulous look at Neuto, then back to Rhys again. “…Thanks…”

      Rhys gave him a nod and then proceeded to pick up the sidearm he surrendered earlier off the road, holstering it. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys and Neuto moved stealthily. Hodges trailed closely behind, his weapon firmly raised to his eye-line. The Command Unit crash site was now only half a block away. They rounded a bend in the street and came across the decimated mobile base.

      Rhys gritted his jaw upon seeing the bodies of slain cops and soldiers that littered the area. This was nothing less than a massacre.

      Neuto took cover behind a sandbagged wall that was partially intact. Rhys and Hodges joined him. Neuto sighted down the muzzle of his rifle to the Command Unit ahead.

      Like the surrounding streets, the object seemed eerily deserted. Everything was quiet. Too quiet for Neuto’s liking. Despite no one guarding the entrance, he knew Venass was in there, waiting.

      “I don’t like it,” Rhys whispered tensely.

      “Nevertheless, we must proceed inside. Are you ready?”

      Hodges turned to Rhys. “What’d he just say?”

      “He said shit’s about to get real. I’m gonna need you to cover us.”

      “Wait a sec, you’re going in there? You should let him go in, man. It’s his beef.”

      “Not going to leave my partner, Hodges.”

      Hodges studied Rhys as he readied himself to break cover. Clearly, Rhys was a lot braver and possibly crazier, than he was. Hodges averted his gaze to something behind him. It was a soft groan. Rhys and Neuto also spun around upon hearing it.

      Florez and Chief Turner were huddled together inside a shallow blast crater. Both men looked to be injured. “Serg… Sergeant Scott…” he said weakly.

      Scooting low, Rhys and Hodges rushed over to them. Both men were pretty banged up. “You’re OK now, Cap. We’re gonna get you and the Chief outta here.”

      When Hodges attempted to gently lift the Chief upright, he wailed in pain. Rhys saw the shard of shrapnel jutting out of his upper thigh. Rhys pivoted to Hodges and grabbed him firmly by the shoulder. “Listen, no bullshit now. I need you to find a cruiser and get them to the nearest hospital. Think you can do that?”

      Hodges nodded affirmation and took a deep breath. He was terrified and doing a bad job of hiding it.

      Rhys slapped his shoulder. “You good?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m good. I got this.”

      Rhys slapped his shoulder again and moved back over to Neuto’s position behind the sandbagged wall.

      With newfound respect, Hodges watched him head out. But something now weighed heavily on his mind. “Hey, Sergeant.”

      Rhys turned to Hodges, knowing exactly what he was about to say. “Save it, Hodges. You can buy me a beer after I.A. cancel their investigation on us.”

      “After tonight, I’m willing to wager that’s gonna be a while.”

      Rhys and Hodges shared a fatalistic grin before Rhys turned and continued moving with Neuto towards the Command Unit.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the Command Unit, Venass was still manning the console, triangulating his signal when Tausaria and Unhark entered the bridge, grave concern plastered across their bizarre faces. “General, it appears the Vuulgabian and the human have survived.”

      “And the Kahtokk Mechanoid?”

      Tausaria gulped before responding. “Uevii… is gone.”

      Twing! Venaas tapped a glyph which started emitting a low pulsing sound. The calibrated sign had aligned with the star that was being displayed on the console holograph. The star was our sun. The holograph showed the signal pinging through the sky, directly into deep space.

      Outside, the spiky antennas that bristled across the hull of the Command Unit stiffened and began to surge with power.

      Satisfied, Venass swung the console around to face his fellow inmates. “Let them come. After I crush the skull of that Vuulgarbian, we shall await the arrival of my Armada.”

      “Yes, General,” Tausaria said, her head bowed.

      “There is no world in this galaxy the Chodan cannot conquer.”
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        * * *

      

      Hearing the strange pulsing noise emanating from the Command Unit, Neuto slowed his approach. He knew what that sound signified, and it wasn’t good. “We need to hurry.”

      Outside the entrance hatch, Rhys could sense the palpable tension in the air. Ominous sounds and strange machinery shuddered all around them. Gripping his rifle, Rhys looked over at Neuto. “Plan?”

      “I suggest we split up. I will make for the bridge. Venass is sure to be there. You cover my flank and take out any of his remaining crew.”

      Rhys gave his partner a nod and began taking a series of quick, taut breaths, psyching himself up for the onslaught. “Three… two… one…”

      “Wait!”

      False start. Rhys slammed his back against the hull. “We gonna do this or not?”

      Neuto gave Rhys an earnest nod. “Good luck.”

      Rhys returned it. “Yeah, you too.”
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      Rhys and Neuto tracked fast along the corridor. When they came to a Y-shaped split, they broke formation. Neuto turned right.

      Rhys took a left. He proceeded cautiously, taking in the strange interior. When he heard a soft noise, his ears became radar dishes.

      It sounded like a whimper.

      When he rounded a corner, his jaw dropped for the umpteenth time that day.

      A female police officer sat curled against the wall sobbing. Her face was buried deeply in her arms. She wore an APD uniform, but something appeared odd to Rhys. Aside from her flawless olive complexion, her black hair was unnaturally long and silky. It was against department regulations for female officers to wear their hair down while on duty, and this woman’s hair flowed down past her knees.

      Rhys kept his rifle on her as he approached. “Officer, are you OK?”

      When the officer looked up at Rhys, he was instantly taken by her striking beauty. Her features seemed almost mystical, and her electric-blue eyes were stained with tears.

      Rhys was a lot of things, but he wasn’t born yesterday. As he began to back away from this whimpering beauty, Tausaria slowly rose to her feet, shifting into her true form, circling Rhys like a predator sizing up its next meal.

      “Wow. Cool party trick. Check out mine.” Rhys raised his weapon, but before he could squeeze off a shot, Tausaria moved on him. She was faster than Rhys could have ever imagined, cartwheeling through the air like a crazed Olympic gymnast. She kicked Rhys’s Glock out of his hands, while simultaneously kicking him square in the jaw.

      Rhys staggered back with a busted lip. There was no time to recover from the blow when Tausaria lunged for him again. This time, Rhys ducked under her roundhouse, pivoted his body at the waist on the way back up, and unleashed a flurry of punches.

      All of them failed to connect.

      Tausaria spun around and dropped, kicking his legs out from underneath him. As Rhys hit the ground, she flipped around and leaped on top of him, drawing one of her small daggers. She raised it above her head, then plunged it down. Rhys just managed to catch her right wrist, canceling her thrust. But the serrated blade-tip was now hovering merely a few inches from his throat.

      Rhys had no choice but to do something very ungentlemanly. He kneed her in the groin. It was hard enough to buckle her forward. With her weight shifted off its axis, Rhys used the opportunity to fling her over the top of him. He skittered back onto his feet, now panting hard, the whole encounter sparking memories of his college wrestling days.

      Uncoiling like a Cobra, Tausaria wasted no time and rushed him again, her dagger drawn. This time, she unleashed an eardrum-shattering battle-cry.

      Rhys saw his weapon and lunged for it, snatching it up off the floor. He spun onto his back, and in the space of a split-second, blasted Tausaria straight in the gut.

      The rounds slammed her against the opposite wall. There was a shocked gasp from Tausaria as she slid to the ground and exhaled her last breath.

      Rhys watched her for a moment, his chest heaving. He wiped the trickle of blood that had forged a path down his chin with his forearm, picked himself up and carried on.
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        * * *

      

      Neuto made his way into an empty bridge. He could see the activated signal on the console. As he went to move towards it, Unhark launched a surprise attack from the shadows, firing his weapon relentlessly. Zwap-Zwap-Zwap!

      With unnatural agility, Neuto side-stepped the incoming fire and ran full-tilt at his assailant, rugby-tackling him off a metallic cubicle.

      They slam-rolled hard into the ground, Unhark rolling on top of Neuto, his mandibles snapping like giant ant pincers.

      Hearing footsteps behind him, Unhark spun around and was shot directly in the chest by Rhys. Bam!

      But Unhark hardly flinched. His sinewy arm shot out, snatched Rhys by the throat and flung him across the room.

      Rhys’ head bounced off a support column before he crumpled to the floor.

      Unhark looked at his bullet wound and sneered. He climbed off Neuto, who was now gasping for air and crossed the bridge.

      Rhys was still shaking the daze from his head when he looked up the see the hideous creature scuttling over to him. “Oh, shit…”

      Zwap-Zwap-Zwap-Zwap-Zwap-Zwap!

      Suddenly, Unhark was pummeled as Neuto mercilessly unloaded on him, disintegrating the cavity in his barreled chest. While Rhys’ rounds were more of an irritant than anything deadly, the jacketed plasma rounds from Neuto’s rifle was an entirely different matter. Unhark collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.

      Rhys gave Neuto an appreciative nod. “Thanks.”

      Neuto looked over and saw that the signal was continuing to emit. “There’s still time to stop it!” As he went to move to the console, he was interrupted by a blast of fire that grazed his shoulder.

      Venass stomped down a steel ramp towards them, holding some type of large spear. It was tipped with two insidiously shaped blades at the end that crackled with energy.

      This was it. Neuto began to slowly circle his adversary. He swiped his bracelet and the wall behind him split open, revealing a row of mounted energy-spears. These were the Vuulgarbian version of a correctional officer’s baton. Neuto tossed his rifle over to Rhys then clipped a spear off the wall. Its bladed tip began to crackle like a Taser.

      Venass dropped into a Chodan battle stance, his powerful legs set wide apart, grinning maliciously. Then, Neuto and Rhys started hearing a repulsive stretching noise, like leathery flesh being torn. Venass exhaled as two sharp barbs extended from his back. Each one was shaped like some hideously knuckled talon.

      Rhys stared at Venass like a dumb-founded mute. “Um, guys. I give up, this is gettin’ way too weird for me.”

      Eyes locked on Venass, Neuto started to close on the battle-ready Venass, circling him. “Rhys.”

      “Yeah.”

      “See the flashing signal on the console?”

      Rhys shot an inconspicuous sideways look at the console. “Yeah, I see it.”

      “If you tap the top left indicator, it will stop the signal from completing its transmission. Do you think you will be able to reach it?”

      Rhys swallowed the dry, coppery lump in his throat and nodded. “Sure.” He glanced at Venass, who still had his eyes fixed on Neuto, then rose to his feet. When he took a step -  Swack! - he was flung across the room by a bolt of energy from the tip of Venass’ spear.

      Rhys landed with a dull thud on the edge of a metal platform. He rolled over, clamping the side of his ribs as if severely winded.

      “Rhys.”

      “Yeah…” he said, wincing.

      “I did not mean right away.”

      “Right— got it.”

      Venass began to snarl, his scarred lips quivering with bloodlust. There was an almost nihilistic rage bubbling up from inside him, oozing through his clenched razor-sharp jaws.

      Neuto remained calm and composed, ready to do battle the Vuulgarbian way. It was just a matter of who would strike first. “Your crew of thugs are all dead. Your plan has failed, General.”

      Venass mockingly examined his thick wrists. “I see no shackles. Do you?”

      “Not yet. But again, here you are, cornered and alone on some alien world, desperately trying to save yourself from the inevitable.”

      “Ah, yes. The Vuulgarbian pursuit of justice. So pathetic and futile.”

      “Your taunts hold no sway, General. Make no mistake, you will not evade Vuulgarbian justice again.”

      “You are too late for that. Soon, this world will bear witness to the glory of the Chodan Empire - exactly as yours once did.”

      Neuto blinked. That remark struck a nerve. His face tightened and his chest began to heave with anger.

      Venass knew he had penetrated the veneer and continued to taunt him. “Yes, you know what I speak of. And yet, after enduring so much suffering, you still believe you can somehow prevail against me.”

      Neuto had heard enough. He rushed in to make the first strike, screaming with every fiber of his being. He twirled and spun his spear in a deadly, balletic manner.

      Considering Venass’ lumbering frame and size, he managed to weave and duck Neuto’s blows with equal grace and speed.

      As Rhys watched them duel, he began to edge towards the flashing console.

      Neuto swept Venass’ legs with his spear, but Venass saw the move coming a mile away. He leaped up and snapped his palm into Neuto’s face. The force lifted him off his feet. Venass slung his barbs around, cracking them like a bullwhip.

      Neuto dodged the blows. Barely. He countered by rolling his energy-spear over his shoulders and shooting out two crackling bolts from the tip. Swack!

      Venass jerked his head back. The blow managed to scathe one of his barbs, causing him to growl with pain.

      As they continued to fight, Rhys made headway. He was only a few feet away when Venass kicked Neuto away and ax-chopped at Rhys with his spear. Rhys was forced to swoop under a blow. It blew a chunk out of a support beam right next to his head.

      Venass retracted the spear, but before he could deliver another blow at Rhys, Neuto had slashed one of Venass’ legs with a vicious cut. Venass yelped. Neuto swung for the other leg, but Venass blocked the move with his spear. When the two blades met and locked, they chimed like church bells.

      Rhys made it to the console. He tapped the glyph and the signal instantly shut off. The console began to make a low, powering-down sound.

      That enraged Venass. With the force of a battering ram, he shoved Neuto away, clearing enough space to take another wild swing at Rhys.

      Rhys jerked backward and tripped, accidentally hitting another glyph on the console.

      That caused the entire Command Unit to shudder. Then, the sound of engines came to life.

      Rhys paled. “Ah, shit. What’d I just do?”

      Venass was tired of this dance. He roared at Neuto, who lashed him with a wire of energy from his spear, but Venass just took the blow and kept advancing. As Neuto went to thrust, Venass smacked the spear away and walloped Neuto across the face with a bone-crushing backhand. Neuto hit the wall and collapsed.

      Venass never bothered to assess the gaping slash across his chest. He just turned to Rhys, who was now smirking with confidence because he had Venass lined up in the sights of his Glock. “End of the line, Gecko breath.” Bam!

      The round caught Venass’s upper arm. He hissed and made for Rhys like a runaway freight train. Rhys fired off another shot, but Venass was already there. He slapped the weapon from Rhys’ grip and clamped his massive hand around his neck in a vice-like grip, picking him up off the ground.

      “Why do all you assholes… gotta… be so… strong?” As Rhys began to turn beetroot red, his eyes rolled back into his skull. Venass growled threateningly and leaned in closer. Rhys was teetering on blackout, but caught sight of Venass’ barbs stiffening, ready to plunge into his gut. This was gonna hurt like a bitch. “Come on, man… that’s hardly fair…”

      Zwap-Zwap-Zwap!

      Both of Venass’ barbs were blown clean off his shoulders. He shrieked, dropping Rhys like a hot potato. Rhys landed on his ass, peering between Venass’ doughy legs to see a bloody Neuto, on his back, rifle half-aimed at them.

      VVRRRRRRUNNNNNNKKKK! The Command Unit violently rocked, engines now humming louder. It was starting to lift off.

      Rhys looked up at the ceiling with dread, rubbing his bruised throat. “That can’t be good.”

      Painfully wounded, Venass decided to cut his losses and get off this train. Grabbing his felled energy-spear, he disappeared from the bridge through the iris-slit of some service ducting.

      Rhys reached for his Glock and picked himself up off the floor, for what felt like the gazillionth time. “You land this thing. I’m goin’ after this lizard prick.”

      “No, wait!” Neuto reached the console, frantically tapping commands and glyphs. He was trying to override what Rhys had accidentally started.

      Rhys joined him at the console. “I didn’t break anything, right?”

      Neuto brought up another HUD and repeatedly tapped the glyph like an undo key. “You initiated an automated docking sequence, but Venass has fatally compromised the unit’s operating system. I can’t seem to override it.”

      “Can’t you manually pilot this thing - steer it back down to the ground?”

      “This is not a ship. More like a lifeboat. It was designed so officers could remotely command the Prison Ship’s defense systems in case of a major security breach.”

      “Ok, so we just let it land us wherever.”

      Neuto turned to Rhys with a dire look. “The current designated course will crash us directly into the Prison Ship.”

      Rhys followed Neuto over to another, smaller console. Neuto tapped another series of commands that appeared to be syncing with the bracelet on his wrist. “The escape pod I ejected out of has a remote homing beacon inside it. Assuming it wasn’t damaged upon landing, I could get it to meet us here.” Neuto paused as if suddenly realizing something. “However, it is only designed to carry one occupant.”

      “No, we’re in this together. Like it or not, you’re getting off this thing with me.”

      “Rhys, this is between me and him now. I can’t let him escape justice again. I must carry out my duty.”

      “Come on, man. We’re way past that.”

      “Please. This is all I have left.”

      Rhys grabbed Neuto firmly by both shoulders. Neuto could see there was nothing, but sheer determination coiled inside his human counterpart’s eyes. “Then let’s finish it together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Wind roared as a hatch popped open, and a bleeding Venass clamored out onto the hull of the Command Unit. He couldn’t exactly tell what the altitude was, but it was very high. The curvature of the planet could just be seen. He looked out beyond the edge of the hull, his elliptical pupils narrowing from the whipping wind. The Prison Ship was looming in the distance. Realizing it was going to either dock or crash into it, he snarled with annoyance, then turned to make his way back to the hatch.

      But Neuto and Rhys were already climbing out. Rhys squinted beyond Venass to see that the Command Unit was gliding straight towards the Prison Ship. He estimated they had a few minutes before impact. He turned and gingerly looked over the edge of the curved hull. “Oh, that’s high.”

      “Stay behind me!” Neuto yelled as he made his way towards Venass. It was time to end this.

      Venass slung the tip of his spear out in front of Neuto, the bolt of energy cracking into a large antenna as Neuto leaped out of the way. Before Neuto could exit from his roll, Venass lunged and kicked him square in the ribs, sending him into the base of the antenna with a spine-shattering thud.

      Then, Venass spun to Rhys, who had very little room to back away. He was already near the edge. Venass swung for the head. Rhys jumped out of the way as Venass flailed his energy-spear around like a lasso. Rhys weaved under it and countered by firing his Glock.

      The round whistled through the wind and pierced Venass’s leathery torso. He buckled over, exhaling a huff of air. As Rhys went to pull the trigger again, a bolt of energy crackled out from the tip of Venass’s spear. Swaccckkk!

      Rhys’ Kevlar vest was the only thing that stopped his heart from exploding through his chest cavity. Nevertheless, the blast sent him flying in a direction he did not want to be traveling. As he bounced along the hull, his Glock was knocked from his grip. It skittered away off the edge, lost.

      Grinning, Venass stomped up to Rhys. Schling! The two blades at the end of his spear extended further.

      Dazed, Neuto rolled over and brought up the HUD on his wrist bracelet. He tapped a glyph and a spinning representation of the escape pod appeared. He tapped it.
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        * * *

      

      On the open field at SunTrust Park, a small unit of police officers were overseeing Neuto’s escape pod being hoisted onto a flat-bed truck by some soldiers. As it dangled there, attached to a small crane, a rim of lights suddenly activated around its shell. When the pod started humming, everyone snapped to the sound. Soldiers and cops drew their weapons as they looked on nervously.

      The escape pod began to hover on its own, rising higher and higher until the chains that were rigged to it snapped. It shot away at supersonic speeds, leaving everyone on the field staring up at the sky, perplexed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rhys came to, just as Venass thrust his spear at him. He rolled out of the way, both blades missing him by a matter of inches. Chlinkkk!

      Venass twirled his spear, ready to deliver another stab when he was tackled by Neuto around the waist. They went tumbling across the hull in a tangle of flailing limbs. Neuto managed to get to his feet first. This time, though, he was minus a weapon. They continued to fight daringly on the edge of the hull.

      Rhys noticed a small object in the sky approaching them rapidly. A tiny chip of technology set against the approaching dawn. His eyes widened upon realizing what it was. “Ya gotta be kidding.”

      Neuto’s escape pod was hammering straight towards them like a scud-missile.

      Then, Rhys spotted Venass’ fallen energy-spear nearby.

      Neuto and Venass were still in the thick of an ugly schoolyard brawl. Venass deflected Neuto’s punches and returned the gesture with a series of powerful hits, using the blunt horn on his head to ram Neuto up against the base of an antenna.

      Neuto bounced off it straight into Venass’ iron grip. He struggled for air as Venass began choking the life out of him. “We shall die together, Vuulgarbian. There will be more honor in it.”

      Eyes swimming as he tried to maintain consciousness, Neuto struggled to form his words. “There… is… no… honor in you…” Behind them, the escape pod was now pacing alongside the Command Unit. Neuto saw it, his eyes fluttering and closing.

      Kerrrrraccccckkkkk!!!!

      Venass’ entire body was violently smashed sideways from a massive surge of energy. Neuto was ripped from his grasp as Venass spun around to face Rhys. The moment he did, Rhys plunged the tip of the spear into Venass, skewering him like a shish-kebab. He plowed forward, pinning Venass to the base of the antenna.

      Rhys let go, and using every ounce of strength he had left, heaved Neuto back onto his feet. Sucking wind with half-assed staggers, they both started moving towards the edge of the hull.

      Helplessly pinned and weakened by his wounds, Venass tried to wiggle free. When he saw Neuto and Rhys fleeing, he belted out a final roar of defiance.

      Rhys and Neuto leaped off the Command Unit, landing on top of the escape pod. Rhys hit lopsided and began to slide off. Neuto just managed to snatch his arm out and catch him, pulling him up. Neuto then swiped his bracelet and the escape pod vectored along a different trajectory, away from the doomed Command Unit.

      As Neuto and Rhys climbed inside, the Command Unit plowed into the Prison Ship.

      KA-BOOOOOOOOOOOM! The huge fireball billowed above the ship’s already damaged hull. Venass was instantly vaporized in the explosion.

      The blast rippled over the escape pod as it descended rapidly in altitude, skimming over a grassy landfill outside the city limits, partially embedding itself into the soft earth before sliding to a halt.

      Steam hissed as the escape pod hatch slid open. Rhys and Neuto were huddled together inside, horizontally spooning. Rhys had his arms wrapped around Neuto’s waist. There was a long, awkward beat before anyone dared to speak. “I’ll go—”

      “I’ll go first,” grunted Neuto.

      “Right, you go first.”

      Neuto wiggled out of the pod first, Rhys clumsily following him. They both looked like hammered roadkill.

      The Prison Ship still loomed above the horizon, but the Command Unit was now a smoldering blemish on its blackened hull.

      They both took a moment to watch it. Rhys turned to Neuto with an exhausted grin.

      Neuto returned it.

      Rhys lifted his fist and held it here for Neuto to pound.

      He did.

      While they watched the distant wreckage, neither of them said anything. There was no need to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two Weeks later…

      

      

      Fort McPherson was abuzz with activity as base personnel led Rhys and Neuto towards a waiting C-17. Rhys wore new clothes with his shield draped around his neck. And despite the new sheen of polish, his left arm was in a sling and his face was an off-road map of bruises and shiners. “I just got word the last remaining fugitives have been taken into custody. The state’s putting them into a special housing unit - at least until someone can figure out what to do with them.”

      Wearing his original exo-suit, Neuto’s face didn’t fare much better. “I hope the facility is secure enough.”

      “Don’t worry, we can handle it.”

      “That’s what my Commander once said. And the crash site?”

      “They’re still clearing it. That could take months. I’m pretty sure every metallurgist on the planet is currently trying to get their hands on a piece of the ship.”

      “That does not surprise me.”

      “Also a lot of interest from the military and private defense contractors.”

      “Again, that does not surprise me.”

      They stopped just short of the waiting C-17 Globemaster III, admiring one of the largest and most impressive planes in the U.S. fleet. The rear hatch was open, but the cavernous cargo hold was devoid of any troops or supplies. This was a black flight, solely for Neuto.

      Rhys took a deep breath before turning to his alien colleague. “Well, I guess this is it.”

      Neuto turned to Rhys, head slightly cocked in its usual inquisitive manner. “Before I depart, I must congratulate you.”

      “For what?”

      “I assume that was you on the visual interfacing device yesterday receiving an award?”

      “Oh, you mean on TV? Yeah, that was me. Departmental Medal of Honor recipient. Who‘d have thought, huh?”

      “Clearly, someone did think. I also believe they made the right choice.”

      “You know, you can be quite charming when you’re not being your usual self.” Rhys eyed the military personnel waiting to escort Neuto. “Any idea where they’re taking you?”

      “I have been told a classified facility in the Nevada desert. Your government has kindly offered me asylum until I can find a way to contact my people.”

      “Think you’ll be able to?”

      “They have assured me they have the means to assist me.”

      “Yeah, I hear that place is like the Hilton for aliens.”

      Neuto just gave a blank look. Rhys got nothing on that one.

      “That was a joke, Neuto.”

      “I am sorry, I do not understand these human innuendos.”

      “You got the fist bump thing, though, right? You gonna take that one back home with you?”

      That did get a tiny smile from Neuto. “I just might.” Neuto raised his fist for Rhys to bump.

      Instead, Rhys put his hand out for Neuto to shake. He did. “Thank you,” Rhys said.

      “No, thank you. Goodbye, Rhys.”

      And with that, Neuto turned and began walking towards the two soldiers who were waiting to escort him. Suddenly, Neuto stopped and headed back to Rhys.

      “You’re not gonna kiss me, are you?”

      Neuto clipped off the silver badge from the chest of his exo-suit and held it out for Rhys to take. “In Vuulgarbian culture, it is customary to give a friend an item that symbolizes respect and honor.”

      Rhys took the badge. It was brushed metal of some type. When tilted, it glimmered with brilliant hues of blue and green. Rhys took off the Atlanta PD shield draped around his neck and handed it to Neuto. “We do that here too.”

      Neuto studied the badge but appeared a little baffled. “You won’t be needing this?”

      “Nope. I have much more important things to do.”

      Neuto looked up and smiled as if understanding exactly what Rhys meant by that. “Yes, I’m sure you do.”

      As they shared one final look, something passed between them. It was a deep, mutual respect. Neuto gave Rhys an appreciative nod, turned and walked off to his new destination.

      Rhys looked down at the badge again and pocketed it. The moment he did that, he felt something tickling the back of his neck. He reached around to feel a smear of metallic debris, like black chalk. It was the remains of the communication chip Neuto had attached to him. It had some type of nano-erosion mechanism built inside it.

      Rhys chuckled to himself as he flicked the remains away, watching the C-17 take off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhys, now driving a Ford Bronco and without a sling, powered up a winding strip of rural asphalt. The sky was cloudless, and the air was thick with the pungent stink of tilled radish cover crops - a smell Rhys never thought he’d welcome again.

      When he passed the leaning mailbox at the old farmhouse on Works Road, he knew he was nearing the turn-off.

      Having spent a significant amount of time up here when Abagail’s parents were alive, he had grown particularly fond of the area. Fishing on Honeoye Lake was always something he enjoyed, even though he barely held the patience for it. Nevertheless, he could certainly see the appeal of ditching the big smoke for a simpler, more idyllic existence. In fact, he was hoping to do just do that.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys parked in the driveway of Abagail’s Hummel-styled family home, and headed towards the front door, admiring the recent renovations she had done to extend the wraparound porch.

      He gently knocked on the door and waited.

      After a moment, Abagail answered looking notably flustered. Her Raven hair had been haphazardly twisted into a bun, and there was red sauce smeared on her hands and cooking apron. It had been many months since Rhys had laid eyes on her. While he thought she had aged slightly, it did not detract from her features. He thought it only enhanced them. She was still strikingly beautiful as the day he first met her.

      “Hi,” he said with a slightly nervous clip to his voice.

      “Hi,” she replied. “You’re early.”

      “I know— I’m— sorry. I — I could come back.”

      Abagail chuckled, delighted to see Rhys fumbling his words like a schoolboy. “Don’t be ridiculous. I was just in the middle of making lunch. Shell thought it would be a good idea to make your favorite.”

      “Sausage and Ricotta baked Cannelloni?”

      “Ah, huh.”

      “Good call.”

      There was an awkward pause until they smiled and held eyes as if suddenly remembering parts about each other they had long forgotten. When Rhys felt his ears starting to burn, he turned away and idly motioned to his car. “Anyway, I hope you don’t mind. I stopped off on the way through town and grabbed a few bottles of—”

      Abagail reached out and embraced him before he could finish. It was something between romantic and affable. Not quite reconciliation, but a definite indication she wanted to reach it. He reciprocated, holding her tightly while gently pushing her into the base of his neck. Holding her like this immediately felt right, and good. “God, I missed you so much, Ab.”

      “Me too,” she whispered breathlessly.

      After a long moment of embrace, Rhys looked up and saw Shelly standing in the hallway, smiling at him. There were tears welled in her eyes.

      Rhys returned the smile and waved her forward, inviting her to join the hug.

      She did.

      
        
        - THE END -
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