
  
    [image: THE INVASION]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 Terrance Mulloy

        Tiny Empire Pty Ltd

        All Rights Reserved.

      

        

      
        This publication is a work of fiction. All characters, locations, and events are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, without written permission from the author.

      

        

      
        For more information visit:

        TerranceMulloyAuthor.com

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Quote

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

      

      
        
          Thank you for reading

        

        
          Also by Terrance Mulloy

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The nations of the world will have to unite, for the next war will be an interplanetary war. The nations of the earth must someday make a common front against attack by people from other planets.”

      

        

      
        ~ General Douglas MacArthur

        October 8, 1955
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        June 22, 2048

        Harrisonville, Kentucky, USA

        Four hours until they arrive...

      

      

      It was 3:25 am when Matt Reeves was awoken by a muffled whimper emanating from his bathroom en-suite.

      Thinking it was his one-year-old toddler, Ally, he lifted his head to see she was fast asleep in her crib in the corner of the room. When he rolled over to his wife’s side of the bed, it was empty. Beyond that, a thin sliver of light could be seen underneath the bathroom door.

      With increasing concern, Matt hopped out of bed and moved to it, gently knocking. “Karen? Honey?” he said in a low voice.

      There was no answer.

      He quietly opened the en-suite door to find Karen sitting on the tiled floor in her singlet and underwear, back against the wall, sobbing quietly. It was immediately apparent she’d been in here for quite some time. Her usually vibrant red hair was a mottled mess, stuck to her freckled cheeks. In front of her was a single sheet of paper resting above a crumple of used tissues. Matt could see it was the pathology report on Karen’s biopsy sample they had received earlier the previous day, indicating her uterine cancer had returned with a vengeance.

      She looked up at Matt, her hazelnut-brown eyes, wet and red-raw. “How could it come back so quickly?” she asked, almost pleadingly.

      Matt had no way of answering her question. Three years after successfully recovering from extensive surgery and chemotherapy, they both considered it a miracle Karen was even able to fall pregnant. Despite recent breakthroughs and advanced treatments now producing much higher survival rates globally, her specialist had made it very clear about the real possibility of a malignant tumor returning one day. Neither of them expected it would be this soon.

      Matt wiped some sleep from his eye and knelt down in front of her, taking a hold of her tissue-free hand. “You’ll get through this, Karen.”

      “How?” she replied, struggling to form words between heavy sobs. “You’re— you’re going to have to raise Ally without me…”

      “Hey, hey, don’t talk like that. You heard what Doctor Litvak said. This is totally treatable. You’ve got a high favorability of making another full recovery. In fact, he even said he was ninety-five percent certain.”

      “But I’m scared this time, Matt. How many more times do I have to go through this?”

      “Listen, you’ve always been a lot stronger than I am.” She looked up at him again and met his gaze, waiting for him to continue. “And if we’re going to fight this together, you’re going to need that strength. I’m going to need it too. You’ll pull through, Karen. You’ve done it before, and you can do it again.”

      She held her husband’s eyes for a moment, then climbed onto him, burying herself into his bare chest. He wrapped his arms around her tightly while she continued to sob. “You promise we’re going to be alright?”

      Matt kissed her damp forehead. “I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once Karen was back in bed, Matt went downstairs to get a head-start on his day. He began working through his early-morning ritual - a punishing exercise regime, starting with a series of elevated sit-ups.

      The single hanging light-bulb that starkly illuminated his garage revealed an austere space, with homemade wooden shelves filled with various championship trophies from his college football days, as well as Kentucky State Police graduation photos.

      When Matt finished his sit-ups, he switched to the heavy bag, unleashing a precise and powerful flurry of elbow, knee, and fist combinations.

      His holophone suddenly chimed on the small workbench behind him.

      Catching his breath, he glanced at the text message that gently floated above the phone’s screen: Suit-up @ 5.00 am sharp. Don’t be late.

      Matt turned and went back to his bag, unloading another combination of blows.
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      Matt stood in the shower, hands eagle-spread over the tiles, head bowed as he allowed the hot water to scald the back of his neck and shoulders.

      He stared down at the tiled floor, watching a tiny house spider helplessly spiral towards the drain, like a ship caught in a giant ocean swell. The doomed spider reminded him of what was about to take place in a few hours time.

      Arrests. Lots of arrests.

      Over the past eighteen months, Shelby County had been hit with a rapid onslaught of vehicle thefts and violent crimes attributed to a new and highly-addictive synthetic drug called Fizz. Matt’s department had discovered a notorious biker gang called Odin’s Outlaws, had established a sophisticated manufacturing and distribution network on the borders between Franklin and Shelby Counties. They were using stolen vehicles to transport large quantities of Fizz across the country, thus turning the entire region into a major hub. It was still unknown as to where these vehicles were actually being kept as the anti-theft tech inside them were always the first thing to be hacked, rendering the cars untraceable. However, after months of undercover police work and drone surveillance, the location of a major cook-house had been identified - and today, in a joint three-way operation between Shelby County PD, Frankfort PD, and Kentucky’s Department of Criminal Investigation, they were going to shut it down.

      It was not uncommon for tensions to bubble up between these various departments when out in the field working larger cases - especially with the elite KDCI task-force. With over a dozen pending investigations into bribery and misconduct, Matt had only worked briefly with them on one occasion. He found them to be blatantly arrogant and self-entitled. They were cowboys who viewed officers like Matt as a different breed of cop - one they seemingly despised for whatever reason. Matt certainly had no intention of stepping on anyone’s toes out there today, but despite that, he also understood the personal significance of today’s raid. A high-profile bust like this had the potential to make or break a law enforcement career, so everything needed to go smoothly.

      No screw-ups, and no beefing with other cops, he thought, breathing in the hot steam through his nose.

      His train of thought was suddenly broken when he felt the shower door open behind him, a waft of cooler air hitting his wet legs. He turned and gently embraced Karen as she stepped in to join him, closing the door behind her.

      “Couldn’t sleep?”

      She smiled, touching his face lovingly as the hot water ran between them. “You know, it’s quite disgusting how much I love you,” she said, pushing herself closer to him.

      “Ditto.”

      “I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t want you finding me on the bathroom floor like that.”

      “Don’t sweat it Karen. I totally get it.”

      She groaned, her voice now laced with annoyance. “Don’t do that, Matt.”

      “Do what?”

      “That voice.”

      “What voice? I’m talking normal.”

      “No, you’re not. It’s that whole zen cop thing you do. It’s like you’re a shrink taking pity on me or something. God, it’s so condescending.”

      “Karen, the last thing I want you to think is that you can’t ever talk to me about this stuff. You didn’t want me to see you this morning, that’s fine. But I’m here for you. That’s all I meant.”

      Karen sighed. “I know… I just…” Her eyes softened on him as she trailed off.

      “Listen to me. I’ve got your back. Always have, always will.”

      She nodded earnestly. “You don’t have to convince me.” She ran an idle hand down his arm, her fingers delicately following the contours of his forearm muscles. She always enjoyed seeing the contrast between her fair skin and his, which was naturally tanned all-year-round by comparison. “You just make sure you play it safe out there today, Mr. Crime Fighter.” She looked up at him, now holding his gaze with a devilish grin.

      “Copy that,” he replied. There was a certain glint in her eye which Matt always found irresistible whenever she chose to display it. He leaned forward and started kissing her tenderly. A tiny moan escaped her mouth as she tilted her head back, allowing Matt to nuzzle into the base of her neck, the hot water flowing between them. But the moment was abruptly cut short by a soft bell chime.

      A holoscreen appeared through the steam on the tiled wall next to them. It was the direct feed to their baby monitor, showing Ally, now wide awake and standing in her crib, crying.

      Still embraced, they began giggling at the audacity of their daughter’s timing, foreheads resting against each other as they waited for the passion to dissipate.

      “Looks like someone wants an early breakfast,” Matt said.

      “Or maybe her own room.”

      “We should probably get started on that.”

      “Why don’t we invite Mom and Dad over this weekend. They can give us a hand.”

      Matt let out an exaggerated sigh of defeat. “I didn’t mean that soon.”

      “Oh, come on. It’ll be fun. We’ll have ourselves a little painting party.”

      “Painting party? OK, now you’re making me very nervous.”

      Karen smiled as she stepped out of the shower to dry herself.
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      Matt stood before a narrow dressing mirror, buttoning up his pristine uniform shirt, while Karen lifted Ally out of her crib. “Didn’t take long for you to wear yourself out,” she whispered. Ally rubbed her wet eyes, already getting sleepy again. “Way too early in the morning for a little whippersnapper like you to be awake.” Karen sat with her on the edge of the bed and continued to gently rock her, Ally’s restless whimpers subsiding almost immediately.

      Matt opened the cupboard and secured his leather duty belt around his waist, checking the various kit pouches. He then grabbed a duffel bag from the top shelf, zipping it open to check the secured sidearm that was holstered inside; a sleek, next-gen Glock with smart-targeting enhancements. He zipped the duffel back up and bent down to kiss Karen and Alley. “I gotta run. I could be home a little late tonight. I’ll call you.”

      “Don’t be a hero out there today, Matt.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      “I mean it. Besides, we have unfinished business to attend to later tonight.”

      Matt turned to his wife and smiled knowingly. “Love you both.”

      “Prove it.”

      He strode back across the room and kissed Karen deeply on the lips, then bent down and gently kissed Ally on the top of her head. She softy gurgled with approval.

      Karen watched him leave the room, closing the bedroom door behind him. She always dreaded this part of the day, but lately, she had begun to downright hate it. Even though Harrisonville’s overall crime rate was relatively low compared to some parts of the state, she still feared he’d never return home. She was convinced that dreaded phone call would one day come to her - the phone call every cop-wife was convinced they’d receive sooner or later.

      The last several months had been particularly torturous for her - especially since Matt’s department had begun engaging in much more elaborate operations to combat the rise of Fizz, which had gripped much of the mid-west and Southern states. The highly addictive nature of the drug had sparked a noticeable uptick in violent crimes throughout the local community. Statistically speaking, being a cop was now considered one of the most dangerous jobs in Kentucky.

      Karen turned to Ally. “How about we go back to bed and catch a few more Zs.”

      Ally’s gave a sleepy groan.

      Karen rose and carried her daughter back to her crib. It was at that moment, she heard the loud noise outside.
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      The second Matt exited the house, he heard a symphony of barks and howls reverberating loudly across the entire neighborhood. He closed his screen door and passed the Ford Explorer that was recharging in his driveway, stepping onto the curb.

      It was still dark outside, but a thin wafer of blood-orange could be seen smeared across in the cloudless sky. Dawn was almost here.

      Matt’s frown deepened as he looked up and down his quant street.

      Nearly every home had its lights on. A couple of pet-free neighbors had emerged from their homes to investigate the ruckus. Many were still half-asleep as they waddled across their front lawns and driveways, sharing concerned looks. One of the neighbors directly opposite Matt, a widow named Sheryl Malone, gave him an idle wave.

      He returned it with a big smile. It was an attempt to appear like everything was business-as-usual this morning. The last thing he wanted was his elderly neighbors sticky-beaking into trivial matters - which they were often prone to do.

      When Matt hopped into his SUV, he spotted Karen swishing down the driveway in her robe and slippers, holding Matt’s thermo-flask that was filled with coffee. Matt couldn’t drink the coffee down at the station. The taste was akin to soapy dish water. So despite the ribbing he often endured about being a coffee snob, he insisted on bringing his own supply of Premium Blend to work each day.

      He lowered his window as Karen approached. “Aw, thanks, hon. You’re a life saver. Totally forgot.”

      She passed it to him through the window and looked out over the street, listening to all the commotion. “Jeez… what do you think they’re all barking at?”

      “No idea, but it’s woken up the entire street.”

      “Listen to that, they’re going crazy.”

      “Might be a good idea to stay inside the house this morning. At least until it stops.”

      “Got it,” she replied. “Love you.” She waved to him before turning and walking off towards the house, her arms folded. Before she reached the front door, she gave Mrs. Malone a casual wave.

      Matt waited until she had entered the house before reversing out his driveway.
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      Matt drove through the deserted streets of downtown Shelbyville, pulling into the secured parking lot behind the Sheriff’s Office.

      Once parked, he hopped out, grabbed his duffel bag, and headed around towards the front of the red-brick building. Before he proceeded to enter, he stopped to survey the empty street before him.

      The streetlights were still on, casting an eerie glow against the pre-dawn sky.

      Matt couldn’t quite pin it, but aside from all the barking dogs, there was something undeniably odd about this morning. At first, he had put it down to some jitters regarding today’s raid. But it was something else. It was in the air. It felt both deathly still and electrically charged. There was a similar sensation one might experience when a low-pressure system was brewing, causing the air to thicken with humidity.

      He looked up to see the sky was mostly clear. A few cloud bands, but nothing to indicate a storm front was moving in. The sky was also empty. Usually around this time of the morning, he could spot the anti-collision lights of at least one or two delivery drones in the sky, their small rotors buzzing faintly in the distance. But there was nothing.

      There was also another odd sensation that kept gnawing at him. Somehow, it felt like he was being watched. He stood there, continuing to listen intently to his surroundings, just making out the faint echo of a dog barking somewhere in the distance. Then, he snickered to himself in an attempt to shrug off the spooky feeling, turned and continued up the stairs.
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      Sergeant Jim Mendoza was standing behind the booking desk when he heard the security panel on the building’s glass entrance doors beep. He looked up from his holoscreen to see Matt walking towards him, his duffel bag slung over his right shoulder. “Ah, if it isn’t Shelby County’s favorite boy scout,” he quipped, cuffing the microphone on his wireless headset.

      Matt grinned at Mendoza, spotting an open box of donuts next to his keyboard. “Donuts? Really, Mendoza? You’re literally a walking cliché now.”

      “You would be too if you tasted one.” Mendoza held up the box for Matt to take one. “Triple chocolate with crushed Oreo. Only a day old. Still fresh.”

      “I’m good, thanks. Knock yourself out.”

      “Best in Shelby County.”

      “I’ll take your word on that. Anyone else here yet?”

      Mendoza put the box down and went back to his screen. “Yeah, Sheriff’s already downstairs suiting-up with Pearson and Brand.”

      “That’s it? Where’s everyone else?”

      “They’re all out responding to domestic disturbance calls.”

      Matt’s brow creased. “Involving dogs?”

      Mendoza looked up from his screen. “How’d you guess?”

      “You can’t hear them outside? The whole damn town sounds like it’s gone barking mad.”

      “Well, someone called in around four when I first got here. They were complaining about their Labradoodle going rabid or something. Calls haven’t stopped since.”

      Matt watched Mendoza’s control panel light up as he answered another incoming call. He then walked off towards the stairwell that led down into the bowels of the building.

      Today was going to be one of those days, he thought.
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      Matt entered the building’s basement. It held the look and feel of a high-school athletic facility still frozen in the late twentieth century. Apart from the locker room, there was a small briefing area with a blackboard and some benches. In some corners of these rooms, there were visible signs of peeling lead paint.

      Matt walked into the locker room to see Sheriff Ted Armstrong adjusting his tactical gear. Standing alongside him was Lieutenant Sean Brand and Captain Faye Pearson.

      As a young officer, Matt held a deep respect and admiration for the Sheriff. A silver-haired martinet, Armstrong’s stoic demeanor often complimented his pragmatic nature when it came to law enforcement. He had also taken a shine to Matt early on, sensing a combination of steadfast ambition and raw talent, which as far as he was concerned, was exactly what the department needed more of.

      Brand had also taken to him. He was a tall, ruddy-faced bruiser of a man who loved busting Matt’s balls. A Louisville PD transplant, he also happened to possess the most mundane and toneless drawl Matt had ever heard. There was an ongoing joke around the department that if Brand ever got talking for too long, any suspect being interviewed would be asleep, head down on the table within minutes.

      Pearson on the other hand was the complete opposite of Brand. Originally hailing from Detroit, she was loud and brash, with a pair of thighs that could most likely crush a bag of walnuts. A loving wife and mother of two twin boys, Pearson was a tough, no-nonsense African-American street cop who did not suffer fools lightly. Since his time at this department, Matt had learned a lot from her about trusting his gut instincts.

      “Morning,” Matt said to the three of them with an earnest nod. He opened his locker to see a folded paper note stuck to the inside. He lifted the folded half with his finger to see a message scrawled in pen.

      Watch your six, boy scout.

      He turned to Brand with a dismissive chuckle. “Gee, thanks so much for your concern.”

      Brand grinned and tossed him a Ballistic Smart Vest. “You’re welcome, trooper. Was just telling the Sheriff about my dumb mutt. Hasn’t stopped barking since three this morning.”

      “Yeah, sounds like every dog in the county also started around that time.” Matt unzipped his duffel and started gearing up.

      “Must’ve been a full moon last night,” said Pearson. “Animals always tend to go a little nutty.”

      The Sheriff glanced up at Matt before checking his sidearm and holstering it. “You ready for today, son?”

      “Yes, sir. Glad to be finally called-up,” Matt replied, fastening a Velcro strap on his armored vest.

      When the Sheriff left the room, Brand turned to Matt with a perpetual shit-eating grin he carried around with him most days. “You’re lucky you weren’t here ten minutes earlier. Otherwise, you’d be out with Ortega and Wilcox dealing with ten-eighty-nine’s all morning,” he snorted.

      Pearson chuckled grimly. “Yeah, and with the CPA now auditing our response times, poor bastards have no choice but acknowledge every call.”

      “Lotta dogs in this County,” Matt said, glad not to be out there with them.

      Brand turned and slapped Matt on the back. “Hey, I was just thinking - maybe you could go give them a hand. It’s not too late, Reeves. You like little doggies, right? Heard you used to volunteer down at the local shelter.”

      “If I wanted to hang with dogs all day, I’d work K9, Brand,” Matt replied, hoping this wasn’t going to be another morning of non-stop ball-busting at his expense.

      Pearson laughed while closing her locker with a loud slam. “That reminds me, show Reeves your new lady friend.”

      “Oh, that’s low. Even for you, Pearson. Don’t ever talk that way about the woman I love.”

      “You’ve known her for a week,” she snickered.

      “So? Love works in mysterious ways.” Brand waved at the watch on his wrist and a small holographic photo gallery icon appeared in front of him. He scrolled through the gallery with his finger until he found the photo he was after, then tapped it.

      The image expanded before Matt, revealing a fifty-something battle-axe, posing in what was sure to be the world’s most scant bikini. The dramatic, yet perfectly manicured coif of blonde hair, and the enormously enhanced breasts were also impossible to ignore. Matt didn’t know whether to burst out laughing or just turn away.

      “Met her online last week. She’s a Goddess,” Brand said proudly, gleaming at the photo. “I mean, look at that. She loves that I’m a cop too. Said it turns her on.”

      “Protect and perve, huh.”

      That got a huge belly laugh from Pearson. She walked over and bumped fists with Matt. The kid was holding his own this morning. “Dude, I so got your back out there today.”

      Brand pinched the air with his fingers and image of his newfound love vanished. He looked at Matt, feigning disappointment. “Just so you know - if I get smoked today, I’m blaming you.”

      Matt smirked at him dryly. “You’re hilarious, Brand.” He then took a seat and began lacing-up his tactical boots. “So where’s the rally point this morning?”

      “Corner of Quisenberry and Vigo,” Armstrong said in a gravelly voice as he marched back into the room holding an over-sized duffel bag. “We’ll escort both teams up into Hatton until we reach the gates of the compound.”

      Brand and Pearson immediately went back to fastening their gear. Playtime was over.

      The Sheriff shoved his duffel into his locker, closed the door, then turned to them and clapped his hands.

      The three police officers stopped what they were doing and gave him their full attention. It was common knowledge among the department that whenever Armstrong clapped, it meant shut the fuck up and listen.

      “OK, I need the three of you to remember - we’re only tagging along today for the optics. This is KDCI’s show, and chances are, they’ll be looking for any opportunity to remind us of that. Now, I know the work each of you has done was a crucial component in forming this investigation. Everyone knows that. But this is about politics. With a state election looming, the Attorney General’s office is desperate to convince the public they’re out there doing something about Fizz-related crimes, and today’s bust will be their moment of glory. Unfortunately, we have no choice but to stand back and let the bastards take it.” Armstrong took a moment to scan the three police officers while they continued getting ready, making sure the implications of what he just said was received. He could tell they weren’t too thrilled about taking such a back-seat on this operation, but there was nothing any of them could do about it. “Am I understood?”

      “Understood,” replied Matt. Pearson and Brand also nodded in agreement.

      “Good. Let’s get through today quickly and safely. Grab your kit and head out back. We roll in ten.”

      Once Matt was suited-up and ready to go, he closed his locker and followed his three colleagues up to the armory.
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      The police convoy snaked its way through the outskirts of Shelby County, the populated areas quickly giving way to dense wilderness. This part of Kentucky was hard country, both in geography and attitude.

      The convoy consisted of several unmarked SUVs, as well as two KDCI armored assault vehicles that trailed closely behind. As it pushed deeper into the heavily wooded region between Hatton and Peaks Mill, the ramshackle homes, rundown farms, and abandoned distilleries became few-and-far-between. Occasionally, they would pass a rusted car left stripped and abandoned on the side of the road, but for the most part, the entire area was unpopulated and untouched.

      Matt rode shotgun in the second SUV with Armstrong as they continued to blaze up the narrow dirt road towards their primary target. Brand and Pearson were in the back, dressed for battle, semi-automatic rifles at the ready, barrels pointed down.

      When Matt felt the vehicle slowing, he looked out to see the lead SUV had stopped. It quickly became apparent as to why.

      Up ahead, there was a small trailer sitting by the side of the road, partially covered in brush and weeds. It was not uncommon for the criminal gangs who manufactured Fizz in this area to have unmanned lookout posts stationed a few miles from their cook-houses. The trailers were usually empty, rigged with a wireless alarm system that triggered a warning any time a person or vehicle passed by it. It was also not uncommon for these trailers to be booby-trapped with explosive devices.

      Matt’s earpiece crackled to life. “Possible alarm or IED obstruction ahead. Sit tight while we check it out,” said the Frankfort PD officer on comms.

      “Roger that,” replied Armstrong, pressing a finger to his ear.

      Matt turned in his seat to see the other vehicles behind them had also come to a halt. He then turned back and watched two Frankfort PD officers in the lead SUV hop out and deploy a small bomb disposal device from the trunk. It looked like some kind of a robotic crab, bristling with sensors and extendable pincers. Throughout law enforcement and counter-terrorism, these robots were simply known as Boom Crabs. The matte-black material that coated them allowed these robots to operate freely without prematurely tripping any wireless alarms or explosive detonators.

      One of the officers began manually controlling the device from the holographic console on his forearm. It waddled across the road towards the trailer, and before it reached the door, rose into an upright position and extended a thin metallic arm from its underbelly, testing the handle. It wasn’t locked. It slowly pulled the handle down, cracked the door open and stepped up into the trailer.

      Inside, the trailer was unoccupied - devoid of any furniture or living appliances. As suspected, it was a look-out post. The robot passed through the infra-red tripwire that was placed across the doorway and began scanning the vinyl wood-paneling and grotty fiberglass ceiling.

      Another silent alarm had been fitted to the window-sill above the kitchen sink. It was a small black wireless device, no larger than a matchbox. The invisible beam that emanated from this alarm, extended from the trailer to the opposite side of the road. The convoy had come to a stop no less than a few feet from it.

      The Boom Crab began working to disarm it while the convoy waited patiently outside.
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      The police convoy hammered up the winding dirt road, blasting through an iron gate that led onto a dried-up farm property. Scattered around the property were a couple of trailers, several large corrugated-metal structures, and a rotting water tower.

      The convoy came to a halt before the dilapidated farmhouse, a massive plume of dust wafting back over the vehicles in its wake. The rear doors of the armored vehicles swung open and a small army of police officers poured out from it. The KDCI task-force looked like some type of futuristic bounty hunting crew, with each officer wearing Ronin ballistic helmets and armored exo-suits. The fully automatic smart-rifles they carried fired special armor-piercing rounds that could ricochet around corners. They stacked up behind their squad leader who tossed a handful of tiny dragonfly drones into the air. They began to buzz and swarm over the house, scanning for the heat-signatures of any occupants inside.

      Matt, Armstrong, Pearson, and Brand hung back, fanning out across the yard with the other Frankfort PD officers. In a matter of seconds, the entire perimeter of the house was surrounded by cops.

      As Matt crouched down into some thick underbrush, he spied several tricked-out vehicles in the distance, parked under a grimy tarpaulin. There were two black SUVs, a wagon, and four sedans. Somewhere else on the property, he caught a flurry of dogs barking excitedly. No surprises there. He peered through the sights of his rifle, scanning the farmhouse for any sign of activity.

      No movement. Eerily still.

      Too still.

      Suddenly, Matt’s watch chimed softly. He glanced at it to see the incoming message icon hovering above his wrist. Karen was calling him. He wanted to ignore it because of the horrible timing, but he also knew she’d only be calling if it were some type of emergency. He went to swipe the holographic answer call button, but before he did, he glanced up at the farmhouse.

      That’s when he caught the faint sound of a whistle, followed by a thin trail of white smoke racing towards one of the police vehicles.

      Someone had fired an RPG from one of the top windows of the farmhouse. There was a bone-fracturing explosion as the lead police SUV erupted into a massive fireball, the force of the projectile flipping the vehicle onto its roof, thick black smoke billowing high into the air.

      Matt instinctively ducked, feeling the heat of the blast wash over him. Armstrong’s voice suddenly shrilled into his earpiece, ordering them to return fire.

      Muzzle flashes were already strobing from the farmhouse’s upper bedroom windows, and in an instant, the crackle of gunfire was deafening as both sides began trading heavy fire.

      Matt kept his weapon trained on a downstairs window, but in the corner of his eye, he spotted a figure at one of the upper bedroom windows. He tilted his aim upwards, but the gunman had already opened fire on him.

      Matt was forced to leap behind a felled stump as a volley of high-caliber bullets rained down on his position, clumps of grass and wood-chips spewing into the air. When the assailant stopped to reload, Matt popped up from behind his cover and returned fire. Through the cloudy puffs of debris that geysered out of the bedroom window, he could see his rounds punching craters into the ceiling.

      At the same time, a handful of KDCI officers had managed to reach the front door of the farmhouse unscathed, huddled tightly behind a large ballistic smart-shield that crab-walked ahead of them on four metal pincers. There was no plexiglass viewport on the shield, but the officers could still see via the drone feeds that were displayed inside their helmets.

      Once the shield reached the front door, it readjusted its width and height, retracting to allow the lead task-force officer enough space to lean out and shotgun blast the door hinges while still remaining behind cover.

      The door fell like a drawbridge. KDCI officers stormed inside like an invading Roman army, rushing the tweaked-out gunmen who were holed up on the ground floor. “Police! Down motherfuckers! Down! Down!” one officer yelled.

      The relentless staccato pop of gunfire inside the house was instantly drowned out against the crackle of bullets outside. It was nothing less than a war zone. The farmhouse had been transformed into a bullet-pocked husk of scorched wood and shattered glass.

      Matt continued firing at the upper bedroom window until he drained his magazine, a rooster tail of shell casings falling by his side. He dropped back down behind his cover to reload, fishing out a fresh magazine from a pouch attached to his ballistic vest. Suddenly, a KDCI officer screamed into everyone’s comm channel. “Suspects down! Suspects down!”

      Then, the gunfire stopped. Nothing but the distant sounds of dogs barking.
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      Matt entered the farmhouse with Armstrong, Brand, and Pearson, taking in the aftermath of the exchange.

      The entire downstairs area was now packed with pissed-off cops of all sizes and ranks. A heated argument between two officers had already broken out in the kitchen.

      “You need to clear your people out. This is our scene now,” barked one KDCI officer.

      “It’s your scene when we decide to give it to you,” replied the other Frankfort PD officer.

      Matt brushed past the commotion and followed Brand and Pearson into the living room. It was a riddle of shattered glass and cratered walls. Frankfort officers were in the throes of restraining three male suspects. They were definitely Fizz cooks. The yellow hazmat suits and rubber gloves were the obvious giveaways. The giant holoscreen TV, and the idle VR gaming console that dominated the room indicated these cooks had been engaged in some downtime between batches.

      One of the suspects began resisting, writhing on the floor while a young officer struggled to pin him down. “Get the fuck off me, pig!” he screamed.

      Matt went to assist the young colleague but was cut-off by a bruiser KDCI task-force officer, who leaned over the suspect and pressed a hand-held taser device against the back of his neck. The suspect growled through clenched teeth, violently shuddering on the ground as fifty-thousand volts went postal through his body. When the shock dissipated, the young officer rolled the limp suspect over and zip-lock tied his wrists together.

      “Y’all can’t just come in here and start shooting up our crib. This is private property!” the other suspect on the floor next to them yelled.

      The KDCI officer holstered his taser and took a knee beside the suspect. He tapped an area on his armored forearm plate and a holographic document appeared in the air between them. “Yeah? This says otherwise.”

      The suspect spat out a defiant cackle. “That warrant don’t mean shit.”

      “I think the Judge who signed it might disagree with you on that one, amigo.”

      “Fuck your Judge! My boss owns the cops in this town. He just has to make a call and your ass will be cutting parking citations by tomorrow morning.”

      The taser-wielding KDCI officer let out a huge belly laugh. A couple of nearby officers who overheard the outburst also chuckled with amusement. “Wrong again, spunk bubble,” snorted the KDCI officer. “I’ve got a task-force in Lexington about to use a battering ram on the front door of your bosses apartment as we speak. He’s looking at a long bid. But nowhere near as long as yours.”

      The suspect grinned, baring bloody teeth. “We both know I’m just a low-level cook. That means I’ll be out on bail by the end of the day.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so. See, one of your dipshit homeboys upstairs thought it’d be a good idea to fire an RPG at us. You realize how much shit that puts your ass is in?” The KDCI officer killed the warrant holograph and then leaned in closer to the suspect. “And let me assure you, my friends and I have all types of ruin-your-day shit we’re just itching to use on a couple of Fizz-heads like yourself.” He drew his futuristic-looking sidearm and dangled it loosely in front of the suspects face, allowing the carbon-black muzzle to sway back-and-forth like a pendulum.

      “Man, you sure talk a lotta smack for a pig,” the suspect snarled, refusing to be intimidated by the gesture.

      “And you sure got a lotta teeth for a Fizz-head who likes to run their mouth. You know what, maybe I’ll just go ahead put a round into that thick skull of yours - just like I did with your bud over there.”

      Matt looked over to see exactly who the officer was referring to.

      A third cook was slumped in a bloody heap at the end of the hallway. Behind him, some exploded skull fragments had embedded into the wall like shrapnel. This one was still wearing a respirator mask. An antique-looking AK-47 rested a few feet from the body. The dead suspect looked to be no older than eighteen.

      What a waste of life, Matt thought as he looked away, gritting his jaw.

      The suspect on the floor turned his face upwards to look at the KDCI officer towering over him. “Man, what kind of fucking cop are you?”

      The KDCI officer smiled and pinched the suspects cheek before holstering his sidearm and standing. “The worst kind.”

      Then, hearing a loud ruckus behind him, Matt spun to see more KDCI officers marching down the three remaining male suspects from upstairs. All three looked dirty and strung-out. Hard-looking fucks with rotten teeth and patchy beards, their gaunt arms and necks, laced with neon-colored tattoos. One was wounded with a gunshot to the upper leg. His Fizz-blasted glare landed on Matt as he limped down the rickety staircase, zip-tied wrists behind his back. Matt took a moment to study the grotesque display of sexualized violence inked across his bare chest. Matt immediately pegged him as a high-ranking member of Odin’s Outlaws. Possibly a General.

      Armstrong appeared next to Matt and gently took him aside by the arm. “Listen, I want you and Pearson to secure the basement,” he said in a low voice. “House is a goddamn maze. No way it’s been properly cleared yet. There could be more of them still hiding somewhere on the property. Brand and I will check the barn outside. Unless you run into trouble, stay off comms. The less these knuckleheads know, the better.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matt replied. He looked across the room and gave Pearson a knowing nod.

      She acknowledged it and moved across the room to join him, pushing through the crush of KDCI officers who were all now high-fiving and congratulating each other over the large stash of Fizz one of them had unearthed from a hidden compartment in the living room floor.
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      Matt and Pearson secured their rifles and drew their sidearms, slowly descending the narrow staircase that led down into the basement. As soon as they hit the darkness, the flashlights attached to the end of their muzzles automatically switched on.

      The squalor seemed to intensify with each new step they took, the rowdy cop voices upstairs fading as they entered the cavernous room. The two flashlight beams cut through the shadows, revealing old and rusted farming equipment scattered everywhere, most of it clad in thick dust and spiderwebs. Above them, an army of moths rattled inside a cracked light fixture that kept blinking on and off, exposed wires sagging from the ceiling.

      Matt’s flashlight found a black tarpaulin draped over a crumbling foundation wall across the opposite side of the room. He clicked his fingers at Pearson and pointed to it. They began moving towards it, caterpillar slow, Matt following the muzzle of his gun as he gingerly lifted up a corner of the black material to peer through it.

      Yellow sodium lights illuminated the sprawl of a full-scale Fizz lab. A series of benches and tables were littered with scorched mason jars, funnels, waste drums, and gas cylinders. Some of the equipment was scarred with the tell-tale remnants of battery acid, drain cleaner, and other harmful chemicals used to make the insidious drug. To the left side of the room was a huge workstation, occupied with chemical tanks, tubes, beakers, plastic vats and gallons of corrosive solvent.

      Matt and Pearson had each busted enough addicts and dealers to know exactly what they were looking at. They covered their mouths as they moved through the underground lab, careful not to inhale the toxic air, weapons sweeping left-to-right. Suddenly, Pearson froze in her tracks, a faint mechanical sound drawing her to something behind her.

      A droning. Echoed and discordant.

      Matt heard it too.

      They moved towards a door-sized sheet of plywood that was suspiciously placed across their path, looking as if it were dropped from the sky.

      Matt wedged his tactical-gloved fingers underneath a corner of the plywood and dragged it aside, revealing a grave-like hole that had been crudely bored out of rocky clay. Matt estimated it was roughly twelve-feet deep. The loud hum of a power generator emanated from somewhere below, and a faint glow of light could also be seen.

      Pearson turned to Matt with a wry grin. “Ladies before gentlemen.”

      Matt feigned a smile, took a deep breath, and jumped down into the hole first.

      Pearson followed him down.

      It was like they had both just been dropped into one of the Viet Cong’s Cu Chi tunnels. Pistols firmly raised to their eye-lines, they started following a series of connected extension cords and feeder cables that snaked along a narrow passageway. At the very end of the tunnel, Matt could see the stark glare of two auxiliary lights. Where the hell was this all leading to? he thought.

      Then, a loud popping sound echoed down the tunnel.

      Pop!

      Pop-pop!

      Matt’s immediate thought was that someone had begun setting off fireworks in the tunnel. When he caught a harsh burst of white light in front of him, it took another second for him to realize he was seeing muzzle flash, and that a bullet had punched into the clay wall, inches from his right ear. He dropped low and fired a couple of return shots, still partially dazzled. Then, he spun around to see Pearson collapsed on the ground, sucking for air. “Pearson! Shit!”

      “I’m OK,” she gasped, clasping at the vest that just saved her life. “Caught the breast plate. Just go! Stay on the air. I’ll radio Armstrong and Brand for back-up.” Matt watched her roll onto her stomach, struggling to get to her knees as she hacked for air. When Matt went to pull her to her feet she slapped his hand away. “Go! I’m fine!”

      Matt gave her stern nod and took off, stalking his unseen prey along the gloomy tunnel.
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      Matt moved at a brisk, yet cautious pace. He had holstered his sidearm, and now had the scope of his rifle raised firmly to his eye as he pushed deeper through the tunnel. The clammy air stunk of wet earth and diesel.

      He reached a fork where one half-collapsed tunnel branched off into pitch-black darkness, and the other was held up by regular intervals of two-by-four bracing. Next to a portable power generator was a large steel platform with wheels, resting on top of some rail tracks. The ceiling of the tunnel was clad in a thin metallic mesh, which reminded Matt of the chicken-wire he would see his father sometimes use around the family farm when he was growing up. However, this particular material was well known to law enforcement. It was military grade material - designed to block out the gamma-ray imaging police drones would often utilize to deep-scan suspected Fizz labs. Upon seeing all this, it was immediately clear to Matt that this tunnel was an elaborate transportation line which the gang was in the process of constructing underneath the property. For all Matt knew, this particular tunnel could have stretched on for miles, possibly crossing into another state altogether.

      Before he took another step, he glanced down at the comms icon hovering above his watch. It was blinking red, indicating there was no active signal down here. Either that, or it was purposely being jammed. He swallowed his dry throat, pivoting to look down the tunnel he’d just exited from.

      No sign of backup. He was on his own. For now at least.

      He took a deep breath, adjusted the silver shield that was dangling over his vest, and continued on for what seemed like another fifteen minutes or so, hugging the left side of the tracks until they ended and the tunnel opened up into a huge underground space of corrugated iron.

      It was part storage facility, part auto chop-shop - easily the size of a small aircraft hangar. There were several rows of parked vehicles and motorbikes. Every shape and size seemed accounted for; Harley choppers, family SUVs, to luxury model coupés and electric sedans. There was even an autonomous self-driving Mack truck. Some of the vehicles had been partly dismantled in order to be retrofitted with hidden smuggling compartments.

      In another corner of the room, Matt spotted bricks of Fizz stacked waist-high, wrapped tightly in a special odor-blocking plastic the gangs used to fool sniffer dogs. Next to it towered another packed shipment of Fizz, resting on top of wooden pallets waiting to be transported.

      Matt paused, giving himself a moment to absorb the implications of what he had just discovered. While the farmhouse was indeed a full-scale lab, down here was the true heart of their operation. This gang had dug deep into the earth and built their very own transportation port. The full extent of it was yet to be known. Matt still had no idea how any of these vehicles reached the surface.

      Keeping to the inky shadows, he approached a wooden staircase that led up to the pre-fab office cubicle which overlooked the garage. He was certain the suspect was hiding in there.

      Once Matt reached the top of the staircase, he dropped to his knees and slowly turned the door handle.

      The door creaked open. Matt quietly entered the narrow, carpeted hallway before him.

      It was dark and the air was stuffy, but he could make out two small rooms on each side. He crept low along to the first room, peering in to see a small work desk with a swivel chair. The slim tower of a holo-computer console sat on the desk, surrounded by a mountain of receipt binders. Matt knew from prior briefings this gang had a legitimate transportation business it used as a front. This office was most likely where it was run from.

      Suddenly, there was a loud commotion in the next room along - like the frantic clack of someone sifting through a set of plastic keys. Matt slowly edged along to the next room and readied himself to rush in and subdue the suspect. But as he shifted his weight onto his front foot, the wooden floorboard underneath him creaked loudly.

      Matt froze.

      The keys stopped clacking.

      Still crouched low against the wall, Matt tried to take in shallow breaths, even though it felt like his heart was about to burst through his chest.

      Matt mentally cursed himself. The suspect knows I’m here. Aside from an all-out firefight, his only option now was to try and plead with this guy. “You can’t just drive outta here, man. The entire property is surrounded. They’ve got dragonfly drones all over the place looking for you.”

      No response.

      Matt continued to press. “And you shot my partner back there. That was incredibly stupid of you.”

      More silence.

      “Look, we both know if I don’t take you in, those task-force cowboys are gonna catch you and rip you apart. Believe me, you’d much rather it be me who arrests you. Come on. It’s over. Let’s just call it a day—”

      Matt jolted as three bullets suddenly exploded through the drywall next to his head, pocking the adjacent wall. He dropped to the ground, rolled onto his side and returned fire into the room. He then sprung to his feet and bashed through the door to see the suspects trainers scissoring wildly as he wiggled up into a hole in the ceiling. He had removed some of the polystyrene paneling.

      Matt dived for the pair of flailing legs and wrenched them back down by the ankles. But the suspect managed to hold on, twisting one leg free. He stomp-kicked Matt square in the nose.

      The blow sent Matt crumbling to the ground, the side of his head connecting with the corner of a steel-framed office desk. By the time he recovered, the suspect had already vanished into the ceiling. Matt could hear him scurrying above like a rat.

      Ignoring his bleeding nose and throbbing skull, Matt got back to his feet and vaulted up through the hole to pursue the fleeing suspect. The time for being reasonable had well and truly passed. One way or another, Matt was going to take this guy into custody.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Matt moved awkwardly through the crawlspace, climbing over the rows of wooden support beams.

      Up ahead, he could see the suspect kicking a small grille set low in a panel of drywall. He was attempting to escape into the air duct system. Although his full features were still shrouded in shadow, Matt could tell he was young by the way he moved. Not a teenager, but perhaps somewhere in his early twenties.

      “Don’t do it!” Matt yelled. “Drop the weapon and turn around!”

      In a brazen move of defiance, the suspect spun around and fired off a rattle of shots at Matt.

      Matt ducked as a peppering of bullets cracked into a wooden beam above him. That’s twice now this kid had fired at him and barely missed. There would not be a third time. Matt took aim with his sidearm and returned fire.

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Matt’s rounds punched into the drywall, but the suspect had already managed to open the grille and disappear into the air duct.

      “Shit! Matt fired another shot for good measure and continued his pursuit.

      When he reached the exposed duct, he could see from the flashlight beam of his sidearm that it sharply curved upwards. Almost vertically. It was going to be a tight fit.

      Matt squeezed into the claustrophobic space and began to caterpillar-crawl along on his stomach until he reached an intersection with a ledge that curved up into another connecting duct. There was enough room in this shaft for a low crouch. Using his upper-body, he climbed into it and began to crouch-walk along, the back of his ballistic vest scrapping the ceiling, the thin metal booming and creasing around him. It was a maze in here. He passed smaller side ducts covered by grilles and vertical shafts that dropped down into lower levels. It did not take long for the air in this new shaft to become less stale. Matt could also feel the soft kiss of a breeze against his face.

      He cleared a sharp corner, catching a shaft of sunlight washing the tunnel walls. He could also hear a loud, metallic banging up ahead. He knew exactly what that sound was.

      As Matt drew closer, he could see the suspect had kicked out another, much larger ventilation grill at the opposite end of the duct with the heel of his shoe.

      Metal creased as Matt stopped and took aim.

      The suspect heard the muffled boom of metal and spun around to see Matt aiming right at him.  With the speed of a panther, he turned and leaped out of the open vent as Matt fired off a single shot.

      Pop!

      But again, he was too fast for Matt.

      The second the suspect vanished, sunlight flooded the tunnel, causing Matt to shield his eyes. He continued his pursuit and scurried to the end of the vent, the hot sun hitting his face like a brick.

      Wherever he had emerged, it was a long way from the farmhouse.

      The air duct was protruding from the base of a small mountain. Below the vent was a ten-foot drop into a dusty scrap yard. It was an ocean of used tires and rusted auto junk. There was a grimy trailer parked in one corner, with an old, beat-to-shit Tesla coupé parked in front of it.

      Matt knew this yard was still part of the gang’s territory. It was also possible the entrance to the storage facility below was somewhere here too - most likely hidden in plain sight. Beyond the barbed-wire fencing that surrounded the yard, he could see an open gate that connected to a narrow dirt road, which snaked alongside a column of dense scrub.

      Matt pivoted his body, dangling his legs out first, then leaped down into the yard, breaking his fall with a hard roll.

      He took in the dusty yard before him. There didn’t seem to be a soul around. Only a few faint dog barks punching through the silence. The suspect was nowhere to be seen. He had either jumped the barb-wire fence and continued his escape on foot. Or, he was holed up inside the trailer.

      Matt checked to see the car was empty, then slowly approached the trailer perched at the far corner of the yard, weaving between columns of old tires and engine parts. His eyes darted around the yard as he moved, the hairs on the back of his neck stiffening as he drew closer. Sidearm raised, he slowly reached for the trailer’s door handle, twisted it, and pulled it open.

      From inside, there was a quick flash of movement. Suddenly, a steel-colored pit-bull launched out of the trailer like a hellfire missile. Sixty-pounds of muscle collided with Matt’s ballistic vest, plowing him back across the yard into the dirt. His sidearm flew out of his grip, skittering across the dusty ground.

      No time to lunge for it, or correct the rifle strap now awkwardly twisted around his neck, Matt had no choice but to smash his gloved-fist into the dog’s snout.

      It didn’t flinch a whisker.

      It was at that moment Matt caught fleeting glimpses of macabre augmentations protruding from its skull and neck. This thing wasn’t entirely canine. It was a Mutie-Mutt - an unholy cross between a pit-bull and illegal black market tech that had been surgically affixed to the poor animal’s body. Muti-Mutts were designed purely for the cruel purpose of underground dog fighting.

      Knowing this animal would not stop until one of them was dead, Matt had no choice but to grapple for the small tactical-knife sheathed around his ankle. But holding the writhing dog at bay was like trying to fend off a wrecking ball made of steel and knotted muscle. It was impossible for Matt to hold it off with one arm, so with is free arm, he began to repeatedly slam his elbow hard into the side of the dog’s head. After the third blow,  it was visibly dazed. Then, with every ounce of strength Matt had left, he threw the crazed thing off him and scurried onto his feet, clearing some much-needed distance between them. This would give Matt enough time to recover the rifle strap twisted around his neck.

      At least in theory.

      Before Matt could react, it rushed him again with terrifying speed and leaped for his throat. Matt threw his arms out and caught the dog mid-air, his hands clamping around its thick, sinewy neck. The mutt’s limbs flailed wildly, its razor-sharp paws clawing at Matt’s stomach, its powerful jaws showering him with ropes of saliva, metal teeth gleaming, snapping like shark jaws inches from him. With a superhuman grunt, Matt hurled the squirming beast through the open trailer door and kicked it shut. There was a series of hard thumps as it rammed its bulk against the door, the trailer shaking with each blow.

      Matt staggered back, gasping for breath, his eyes wired with adrenaline. “Jesus…”

      “Well, ain’t that some shit,” said a husky voice behind him.

      Matt wheeled around to see the suspect he had been chasing - a tall, rail-thin young man, his bare arms laced with raised scars and tattoos that looked like some weird mix of cyberpunk and Latino Catholicism - pointing Matt’s felled sidearm directly at him, holding it sideways like a gangster. The young man’s hard-etched complexion made it difficult to tell his exact age, but he was somewhere in the vicinity of eighteen or nineteen. There was also a calculating menace that ticked behind his glare. His eyes stayed locked on Matt as he motioned for him to raise his hands. Matt could tell by the way the kid was dressed, he wasn’t a branded member of Odin’s Outlaws. He was an affiliate. A hired thug. Either a Fizz-cook or a foot-soldier. Perhaps both.

      “Your rifle. Toss it to me.”

      Matt kept his hands up, palms out. “Easy now.”

      The suspect curled his lip and stiffened his aim. “I said your fuckin’ rifle, ese’! And don’t try nothin’ or I’ll blast your ass.”

      Matt slowly loosened the strap around his neck and slid the rifle across the ground to him. He then raised his hands again, sizing up his opponent. “Now what?”

      The suspect grinned. Eyes still on Matt, he knelt down, scooped up the rifle and started back-peddling to the parked Tesla. “Now I book it outta here.”

      “You really think you’ll get far? There’s gonna be three separate police departments looking for you. You won’t make one mile before a drone spots you and disables your vehicle.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s a risk I’m willing to take. Like I’m gonna stay here when this whole place is goin’ loco.”

      Matt began to inch closer, hands still raised. “You noticed it too, huh?”

      The suspect blinked. There was a slight falter in his expression.

      Matt could see the kid understood exactly what he was referring to. “And here I was thinking it was just me. All those dogs barking and going crazy,” he said, nodding to the trailer behind him where the pit could be heard pacing behind the door growling, its steel nails clicking on the linoleum floor. “Then there’s the weird feeling in the air - like static.”

      When Matt took another step forward, the suspect stiffened his aim again. “Stop movin’, man. Just stay the fuck back!”

      Suddenly, a black, KDCI police helicopter blasted over the yard, swooping down low and then arching back up into the air in a steep climb. The sleek, aggressive design of the chopper looked as if someone had successfully mated a Black Hawk with an SR-71 Blackbird.

      Matt’s first thought was that some back-up had finally arrived, and perhaps the pilot was searching for his location. But his relief evaporated instantly when he saw how erratic the chopper was flying. It seemed like it was frantically trying to escape something.

      Something unseen.

      Matt’s eyes darted to the suspect. His eyes were tracking the police chopper overhead that was about to disappear over the horizon. Matt had about a second to act, so he rushed the suspect head-on like a freight train.

      The suspect heard boots crunching dirt, spun his head around and fired a shot.

      The round whizzed over Matt’s right shoulder and punched into the dirt as he tackled the suspect by the waist, pulverizing him into the side of the car with the force of a sledgehammer.

      The suspect gasped as the back of his head cracked against the passenger-side window, the glass spiderwebbing from the impact. The rifle also spun out from his hand as Matt wrangled with the other hand that was wielding the sidearm. When the suspect pulled the trigger again, Matt drove his fist into the kid’s nose and began repeatedly smashing his gun-hand against the edge of the car’s hood until his grip on the weapon began to loosen. Ears still ringing from the gunshot, Matt pried the weapon free and pistol-whipped the suspect across the jaw. He collapsed onto his ass, back slumped against the car, gasping for air, blood smeared across his mouth.

      Matt then spun the suspect around and yanked out the gold-plated 9mm Luger that was shoved down the back of his jeans. He then rose to his feet and backed away, chest heaving while he sucked down some much-needed air. He scooped his rife up off the ground while keeping his newly retrieved sidearm trained on the battered suspect. “How old are you, kid? Eighteen? Nineteen?” he said, slinging his rifle strap around his vest.

      The suspect spat a clump of blood onto the dirt, refusing to look up at Matt. “The fuck you care?” he snarled, wiping blood from his chin with his forearm.

      “I care because I’ve never seen anyone with such a death wish at your age. You think shooting at a cop is gonna get you some kind of promotion with those bikers?”

      “You don’t know what it gets me.”

      “Yeah, actually I do. It gets you dead. You’re nothing but a useful idiot to them.” Matt  turned and tossed the gold-plated pistol over the fence into a thicket of scrub.

      “The fuck, man? You just threw away my nine.”

      “It’s OK, you won’t be needing it anymore.”

      “Oh, so you’re one of them corrupt motherfuckers - trying to erase evidence and shit.”

      “I’m not erasing anything. I’m just parking it aside until one of our drones can locate it later on.”  Matt unclipped a pair of zip-lock cuffs from his duty belt and threw them down in front of the suspect. “However, in the meantime, I’ll let you do the honors.”

      The suspect eyed them incredulously then lifted his head to Matt. “I ain’t puttin’ those on, man.”

      “Yeah, I’m bettin’ you will.”

      “Nah, I’m bettin’ I won’t.”

      Pop-pop-pop!

      Matt started unloading rounds next to the suspect. Geysers of dirt spewed into his face, the suspect jolting from each shot, like the ground underneath his ass had suddenly become electrified.

      “Last chance. Otherwise, I put a round in your leg and leave you out here with your Mutie friend.”

      “OK! OK! Just chill!” The suspect winced as he reached for the cuffs and looped them around his wrists. “What is it with you cops, man? Y’all trippin’.” The cuffs automatically tightened, snapping into place with a plastic-sounding click.

      “Up.” Matt waved his gun, motioning for the suspect to stand. “Slowly.”

      He did. Slowly.

      Weapon still aimed, Matt moved in behind him and opened the driver-side door. “Get in.”

      The suspect turned and gave Matt another incredulous look. “I’m handcuffed.”

      “This car has autonomous hands-free. You could drive it blindfolded. Get in.”

      The suspect turned and snickered, climbing into the driver’s seat as Matt got into the passenger seat behind him. “But I got no key.”

      Matt leaned forward and pressed the muzzle of his gun firmly against the suspects arm. “I heard you in that office back there. You were getting ready to ditch this yard. Something tells me you weren’t planning on walking.”

      The suspect breathed a sigh of defeat and shook his head. He then reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a set of plastic keys that looked like flashdrives. He found the right one, inserted it into a small USB-type hub on the dashboard and pressed the ignition button. The car made an electric-sounding splutter and roared to life, the dashboard lighting up with an array of information, such as weather forecast, current temperature, traffic conditions, and battery charge.

      Matt leaned back in his seat. “What’s your name?”

      “Jake.”

      “What’s your real name?”

      The suspect hesitated before answering.  “Joel.”

      “I want you to understand something right off the bat, Joel. When I ask you a question, you answer me truthfully. Try bullshitting me, and this is going to be a really long and uncomfortable ride for you.”

      Joel eyed Matt in the rear-view mirror. “So where am I goin’ then?”

      “Just drive towards Frankfort.”

      Joel backed the car up and crawled out of the yard, turning onto the narrow dirt road, heading away from the farmhouse property.
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      Matt kept his eyes on Joel as they drove along the narrow service road. Apart from the whir of the vehicle’s electric engine, the silence between them was thick. There was also no denying that both of them could sense the same impending menace - an unseen threat that almost felt omniscient. When the vehicle reached the main road that led into Frankfort, Joel slowed to a halt before turning.

      “Did I tell you to stop?”

      Joel’s eyes flicked to Matt in the back seat. They were empty and hostile. “You’re making me drive myself to jail, aren’t you?”

      “What would give you that idea?” replied Matt with a cynical sniff.

      “Hey, I’m not as fuckin’ stupid as you think I am.”

      No, you’re right. Clearly, you’re a lot stupider. Drive until I tell you to stop.”

      Joel scoffed and shook his head before accelerating. “This is such bullshit.”

      “You should have thought about what’s bullshit before you decided to cook Fizz for a living.”

      “Not like I had a choice.”

      “We all have a choice. You just made the wrong one.”

      “So I should have gone to the academy and become a bitch-ass cop like you?”

      “Plenty of other jobs out there.”

      “Yeah, but none of them pay like this one.”

      “Well, it’s too bad you’re unemployed now.”

      “Fizz fiends everywhere in Shelby County, ese’. I’ll never be unemployed.”

      “Remind me of that when I’m booking you into a holding cell later today.”

      Matt let that implication hang there. Joel sniffed, wiping the dried sweat and blood that lined his upper-lip while he drove. “Man, my girl is gonna beat my ass when she finds out I’m in jail again.”

      “She’s not used to it by now?”

      “Nah, ain’t like that. She knows the game. But… she’s pregnant. I’ve already got three pending priors, so thanks to you, I’ll probably never get to see my baby being born.”

      Matt studied Joel in the mirror before responding. “Listen, it may not seem like it now, but I’m doing you a favor here.”

      Joel snorted a high nasal cackle. That was the funniest thing he’d heard in a long time. “Like fuck you are, cop.”

      “Whatever happens from here - just do your time and get yourself on a better path. If you don’t want to do it for yourself, at least be man enough to do it for your kid.”

      Again, Joel met Matt’s gaze in the rear-view mirror. This time, there was a hint of defeat in his eyes. He knew Matt was right, and that made him even angrier.

      Suddenly, a large series of booms began to ricochet across the sky above them, each one sounding like the punishing thunderclap of a wrathful God. Matt and Joel could feel the ground below the car tremor.

      Boom…

      Boooom…

      BOOOOOOOOM…!

      “Stop the car,” Matt ordered.

      “The hell was that?”

      “Just stop the car.”

      Joel hit the brakes. The car screeched rubber. They both sat there in the middle of the road, listening intently. They could still feel the car vibrating as another series of sonic assaults rippled across the sky with eerie uniformity.

      Boom…

      Boooom…

      BOOOOOOOOM…!

      Then, it stopped. Silence.

      “What the hell is going on?” Matt whispered to himself as he turned in his seat to peer out the back window, his jaw set tight.

      The road was entirely empty. Not a single vehicle in sight. Matt was familiar with this area, and this road was usually teeming with cars, trucks, and automated delivery drones heading towards Interstate sixty-four. But they were completely alone out here.

      Shifting back to face the front, he spotted something out his passenger-side window.

      Large gales of black smoke could be seen drifting across the horizon. He could also just make out the faint symphony of police sirens and chopper rotors in the distance.

      Matt leaned forward and nudged Joel’s shoulder with the muzzle of his sidearm. “Let’s go. Take the first exit you see onto Owenton Road and keep driving towards town.”

      Joel checked his mirrors and continued on. “Somethin’ ain’t right out here, man,” he muttered under his breath. “This is shit is straight-up giving me the creeps.”

      Matt nodded idly while keeping his eyes on the road ahead. “Yeah, me too.” He swiped the comm unit on his wrist. A holographic representation of a dial-tone blipped above his forearm as he called home. But Karen wasn’t picking up.

      Then, the signal went dead.
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      As Matt and Joel drove closer to Frankfort, they began to see farm fields ablaze. It was as if they were approaching the mouth of a raging forest fire. The wind whipped the flames across the highway - burning embers swirled and danced in front of their windshield like fireflies.  A suffocating quilt of smoke blanketed the sky, turning the sun into some perverse resemblance of a Harvest Moon. On the horizon, they could see several barns and homes engulfed in flames. Something had struck the area. Something big. Something immensely powerful.

      As Joel drove, his eyes darted to his left side. Dark shapes began to flash past his window - human figures bathed in smoky shadow. “Man, I think there’s people out there,” he said.

      Matt turned to Joel’s side and peered out into the gloom. “Where?”

      “Out there, man. On the side of the damn road.”

      “Pull over.”

      Joel glanced at him with a concerned look. “You sure you want me to do that?”

      “I wasn’t asking.”

      Joel pulled the car over. Matt leaned forward between the two front seats and pressed the handbrake on. “Gimmie the keys.” Joel cut the engine and pulled out the ignition key from its slot, then handed it to Matt.

      Matt hoped out of the car to assess the area, his sidearm still drawn as he stood in the middle of the deserted road. The only thing he could see surrounding him in the distance was a wall of fire. He turned his attention to the cornfield that ran parallel to the road, peering down into a dirt trench that separated the road from the corn.

      He could make out the shapes of people hiding among the stalks that were yet to burn. They were watching him silently, the whites of their eyes glinting through the haze. A great fear bristled among them. Some stood, but most were crouched or laying on their stomachs, clutching their children and loved ones closely.

      Where had all of these people come from? Matt thought. Had they abandoned their vehicles from the Interstate? When he went to yell out to them, he was abruptly cut off by another thundering boom overhead, which caused him to look up at the sky. Everyone else did too.

      Through the smoke, an enormous, nautilus-shaped craft of black steel shimmered through the clouds, silhouetted by the sun. It was clearly hyper-advanced, yet in some ways, it also looked ancient, like some hulking relic that had spent eons aimlessly hurling through space to arrive here.

      The fleeting glimpse lasted no more than a few seconds, but it was enough to slacken Matt’s jaw as he stared up at it, dumbfounded. Matt could hear the others hiding in the fields begin to whimper and sob.

      Then, a terrible screaming of metal rang out as hundreds of missile-shaped objects violently detached from the dark underbelly of the craft before it vanished. Each missile was the size of a small vehicle.

      Matt watched them rapidly streak towards the surface like a meteor shower, peppering the surrounding fields with huge fireballs of blue-plasma as they struck the ground. It looked as if they were carpet bombing the entire area.

      The people hiding now began to scream in panic. Matt also saw a bigger crowd surging through the cornfields, heading towards the road where he stood. It was sheer pandemonium as the crush of people ran across the road into the opposite field, heads ducked low as they scrambled to find some form of new cover. Whatever semblance of calm there was before was utterly gone.

      KER-BOOOOOM!

      Suddenly, Matt was violently jolted from his stupor when one of the missiles struck the middle of the road, just meters from where the car was sitting. Fire, dirt, and rock spewed into the air as he was blown off his feet by the impact - which was so powerful, it caused the surrounding asphalt to spiderweb like a sheet of ice.

      Matt skidded along the road on his back, a thick cloud of debris wafting over him. Coughing on the smoke and dirt that filled his nostrils, he whirled around to see that Joel was now standing by the car, gawking at the impact crater with the expression of someone who was struggling to comprehend what he was witnessing.

      “Go! Get out of here!” Matt yelled at him. “Just go!”

      But Joel raised his cuffed wrists, shook his head, and began to back up against the car. His eyes had flicked to something behind Matt. “Um… the fuck is that?”

      Matt pivoted back around to face the crater. He immediately felt the color drain from his face.

      The onslaught of metallic objects raining down from the huge ship above were not missiles. They were drop-pods of some kind.

      Matt sprang upright, holstered his sidearm and swiveled the rifle strap around to the front of his chest, raising the scope to his eye to take aim at the object.

      With all the dirt and smoke in the air, it was hard to see anything clearly. Another barrage of drop-pods could be heard impacting the fields on either side of the road, the nearby screams of fleeing people rising above the unfolding chaos.

      Everything was jarred and shaken, but the one thing Matt could get a good look at was the four mechanical legs that had clawed up out of the torn earth. Each of the three appendages were planted at equal distance points around the circumference of the pod to stabilize its upright position. It rested there for a moment, as if the climb out of the crater had somehow exhausted it. Then, a hatch blew open on the side of the pod, steam hissing and curling from inside. As it began to clear, Matt glimpsed a dank, organic-looking interior fused with some kind of tech.

      And something else.

      A figure.

      Humanoid.

      Tall and spindly, wearing macabre, black-boned armor.

      The figure appeared to also be holding something that resembled a sleek metallic weapon; a long black snout was attached to the end of it which was ribbed. There was possibly some type of ornate engraving or design etched into the weapon too. Then, without hesitation, the mysterious figure began firing on the fleeing crowd of people.

      Blue lances of searing-hot plasma raked the crowd. Lines of people were cut down within an instant, the air misting with clouds of ash and blood. Those hit simply evaporated.

      Slack-jawed, Matt watched as a thirty-something man who was cowering nearest to the road exploded into a crimson sherbet, his wife screaming in terror as she too was struck next, foolishly covering her head as if it would somehow offer some protection. She vanished within a blink.

      Matt couldn’t even register what was happening. It was beyond comprehension to see these people no longer existing. What remained of their bodies wafted to the ground.

      The full-fledged panic that had been building in the crowd erupted into a blood-curdling crescendo. Everyone took off running across the fields, bolting from their hiding places, screaming in absolute terror.

      Matt whirled to see more pods hitting the ground nearby, with another small rabble of these mysterious attackers now approaching from the opposite direction in the field, their milky-gray eyes glowing as they funneled the panicked crowd into a kill box. Within seconds, the crowd was overwhelmed by the brutal authority of these otherworldly attackers, the sound of their weaponry so deafening and ceaseless, it had morphed into one prolonged interrupted pulse.

      Matt had seen more than enough. He pivoted to the nearest invader, sighted along his rifle and rattled off a burst of semi-auto fire.

      The rounds sparked off its strange armor, which from what Matt could make out, was some type of exo-suit that had been fused into its limbs. The second the invader was struck, it spun around and returned fire on Matt.

      He leaped behind the parked car as streaks of plasma cleaved the air.

      Joel dropped to his knees and scuttled around to the rear of the vehicle, screaming as Matt returned fire, the air now echoing with the crackle of conventional gunfire.

      When Matt slumped back down to swap out his magazine, he shot a look to Joel, who was just gaping at him, blinking wildly. The hardened and nihilistic demeanour he sported only moments earlier, had now been replaced with the confusion and terrified child.

      “We need to move!” Matt yelled, fumbling through the supply pouch on his ballistic vest to dig out a fresh magazine.

      “Yeah-yeah, OK,” replied Joel, nodding ferociously. When another hail of plasma strafed the car, he began shaking his head. “Nah-nah,  fuck that. I don’t think I can move, man.”

      “Listen to me,” Matt said, speaking directly to Joel’s paled face. “You stay here, you’re dead. You try running off into that field, you’ll be struck down like the rest of those people within seconds.”

      “So what’s your plan then?”

      “When I start firing again, you open the back door and get in. I’m gonna drive us outta here.”

      Joel looked at Matt breathlessly, his mouth agape. “That’s it? That’s your plan? We’re gonna just drive off into the sunset?”

      “Hey, you’re more than welcome to come up with something better,” Matt replied.

      Suddenly, they were both forced to snap their knees up to their chests when another barrage of alien fire cracked into the road in front of them, asphalt exploding into their faces, showering the car with a hail of tiny rocks.

      “Jesus!” screamed Joel. “The fuck are these dudes?”

      Matt dropped down to his stomach and peered under the car to see a pair of metallic legs approaching them, about thirty meters out. Armored boots clacked along the road with each step. This being, whatever it was, knew they were hiding behind the vehicle. Matt got to his knees and frantically checked his weapon over, then readied himself, feverishly massaging his trigger’s pull distance. “Soon as I start firing. You hear me?”

      “Yeah, I hear you. But how about you give me that other gun?”

      “I’m starting to like your sense of humor, Joel.” Matt popped up and began unloading wildly on the mysterious assailant, bullets strafing the smoky air that now eerily glowed blue from the distant muzzle flashes of alien weaponry.

      The gunfire was deafening as Joel peeled open the passenger-side door and leaped into the back seat of the vehicle, crawling on his elbows over a bed of shattered glass.

      Matt kept the trigger on his weapon fully depressed as he continued to fire, draining his magazine, but the being kept advancing through the hail of bullets. As it drew closer, Matt sighted a thin join between the armored-plating on its right leg, so he tilted his aim slightly downward and shot across its shins.

      The being collapsed onto the road, but it was far from dead. Its entire body began to shimmer, like the air around it was somehow lensing. Then, it completely vanished, like it had activated some type of stealth-mode. However, it was very much still there.

      It returned fire on Matt, forcing him to duck low behind the car again as hot javelins of plasma cut across the hood, splintering metal. When the radiator suddenly exploded, the blast caused the car to begin rolling lazily back along the road.

      Hobbling on his knees, Matt awkwardly moved with the vehicle, popping the driver’s door open. He dived in head first as the door’s window pane exploded, showering him with glass.

      Now the windshield above him exploded, chunks of glass dropping onto his back while he fished the keys out from one of his leg pockets. His gloved hands were shaking so badly, he struggled to properly insert the key into the ignition slot. Joel’s back seat screaming wasn’t helping the situation either. Seconds seemed like hours before he finally managed to do it. When the car reluctantly spluttered to life, Matt threw it into reverse and pressed the accelerator down with the palm of his hand.

      There was a tortured scream of rubber as the car backed along the crater-pocked road, now sounding like some lumbering beast, steam gushing from its hood.

      Matt yanked hard on the steering wheel and spun the car into a one-eighty twirl. He then threw the car into drive and punched the accelerator. The car roared off blindly down the road, moving away from the chaos.

      Matt gingerly peered over the dash to see where he was going. He could see the relentless bursts of plasma streaking past his peripheral vision like tracer fire, so he began to swerve and fish-tail across the road until the line of sight was broken when he steered the vehicle around a sharp bend.

      He sat upright in his seat and took proper control of the wheel, turning around to see Joel still laying on his stomach in the back seat, quietly muttering to himself, eyes vacant and wide with shock. “Oh god—oh god—oh god—oh god…!”

      With his own panic barely subsiding, Matt turned and kept his attention on the road ahead, leaning forward to see through the choking smoke. The road was now caked in a thick film of black ash. He wondered if he was driving over the remains of people. The air that whistled through the windowless vehicle stunk with a mix of burnt flesh and sulfur.

      Matt looked at the vast cornfields that were ablaze out there, alien pods still dropping from the sky for as far as the eye could see. They were literally driving through the apocalypse. Matt had no idea whether his teammates were still alive, or what had become of his wife and child. He had to find a way to make it back home to them.

      When they reached an intersection in the road, Matt cut the wheel hard, hitting the on-ramp to the interstate highway, which now looked like hell’s biggest used-car lot.

      A sprawl of burning cars radiated outward from the rim of a giant blast crater. The cars that were not burning were littered with the skeletal remains of their occupants, all fixed into sickening heat-blasted poses, wispy fingers of smoke still curling from their charred flesh. The highway had been reduced to a wasteland of fire and ash.

      Matt slowed, steering the car along the shoulder of the highway, weaving around destroyed vehicles and rubble, careful not to venture to close to the huge, ruptured chunks of asphalt that slanted steeply towards the crater’s edge. Some of the undamaged cars had been left on the side of the road, abandoned, their engines still purring.

      Joel took in the desolation with grim awe. There were no people to be seen alive anywhere. Not a soul. “This is it… this is the end, isn’t it?” he muttered in a shaky voice.

      Matt flicked his eyes to the rear-view mirror to see Joel was now sitting up in the back seat, chest heaving, bordering dangerously close to a full-blown panic attack.

      “Could very well be,” Matt replied.

      Those were words Joel had never heard spoken before with such earnest. His breathing began to quicken, tattooed hands shaking uncontrollably. “Fuck… I can’t be here— I can’t be here, man—”

      “Neither can I… look, there’s still a chance the military is figuring out how to respond. Maybe— you know, maybe they’ve set up a base somewhere close by.”

      “A base? Dude, take a look outside your window. There’s no fucking base!”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Have you seen any fighter jets or tanks? Huh? Any Humvee’s rollin’ along the interstate? Cuz I don’t see shit out there, ese’. All I see is death and a giant-ass crater!”

      “That doesn’t mean no one is—”

      “Those things that attacked us back there? Did you not see the weapons they had?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Then tell me - how’re we gonna survive against that, man? They were shooting goddamn laser beams and shit!”

      “Joel, you need to calm down while I think.”

      “Admit it. We’re fucked, holmes! Fucked!”

      “Hey! I said calm down. You want to make it back to your girl alive? Then you need to calm down. I want you to try and breathe. Deep and slow. Do it!”

      There was a moment of tense silence between them until Joel deflated back into his seat and started regulating his breathing, taking slow breathes through his nose.

      “Look, let’s just find a way to get off this road in one piece,” said Matt. “We’re not dead yet.”

      Joel scoffed and raised his cuffed wrists up so Matt could see them in the rear-view. They were now red-raw from where the hard, composite plastic had rubbed against his skin. “You mind taking these off me, or do you still plan on driving my ass to jail?”

      Matt watched him for a moment, his mind churning. He then fished out a small device that looked like the remote flicker to a garage door and tapped it.

      There was a clicking noise as the cuffs immediately loosened around Joel’s wrists. He winced while sliding them off. Once free, he tossed the open cuffs onto the front seat next to Matt. “What were those… those things, man?” he said in a hushed whisper. “Were they…”

      Matt just looked at him again in the rear-view, unable to bring himself to actually say the word alien.

      After a moment, Joel’s puzzlement gave way to an understanding of what Matt’s silence actually meant. Clearly, the answer was a big resounding yes. Joel turned and looked out his empty window, the wind stinging his bloodshot eyes while he mentally struggled to grasp the implications of what was happening.

      Matt leaned further over the dash and looked up while he drove, his eyes searching the bruised sky above.

      The ghostly outlines of large, ominous shapes bristled among the torn slivers of clouds, silhouetted against the blackened sun. These things were huge - easily larger than any aircraft carrier the U.S. Military was known to possess, and they were everywhere in the sky, even though they were only partially visible. The eeriness came from the fact that they appeared to just be sitting there in complete silence, watching the destruction unfold below on a thunderstruck population. Matt couldn’t help but feel this was all a prelude to something much worse, yet to be revealed.

      He averted his eyes back to the road, catching the glimpse of a wrecked housing estate in the distance that sat on a hill behind an untilled meadow.

      Entire rows of houses had been completely decimated, the surrounding trees stripped bare, towering into the sky like amputated limbs. Some homes appeared to have been sheared from their very foundations as if something had reached down from the heavens and swiped them away. Behind the estate, many more columns of fire and smoke could be seen churning into the sky.

      Matt thought of his own house, wondering if it had been completely destroyed or somehow spared from all this carnage. Had these invaders even reached his neighborhood yet? he thought, tapping the small console on his forearm to call home again.

      Still no signal.

      He tried Karen’s cell, and then his parents home.

      Nothing.

      He reached over and flicked on the dash-tablet, thumbing through the screen to find an app for a radio station. He opened it and was greeted with a blast of garbled static. Everything was down.

      He then turned his attention back to the road and began to slow down when he spotted an obstruction ahead.

      There was a large cluster of scorched vehicles piled in the middle of the highway, and rising out from the center was an upturned semi-trailer, which looked to have been raked with plasma fire. It rested lopsided amongst a debris field that extended ahead for at least a hundred yards, flames billowing from the charred cabin.

      “Why are we stopping?” asked Joel, his voice still weak from shock.

      “We can’t go any further. There’s too much debris blocking the road.” Matt cut the engine and swung his battered door open with a loud creak. “We have to continue on foot until we reach town.”

      “What if more of those things turn up?”

      Matt ignored the question, walked around and popped Joel’s door open. “Out. I’m not leaving you here.”

      Joel climbed out of the car and took in the wanton destruction before him. The highway was a sprawl of blackened steel. It was also unearthly quiet now, seemingly devoid of any life apart from their own. They may as well have been standing on another planet altogether. “There’s nobody around, man. Where is everyone?”

      “Where do you think?”

      Joel turned to Matt with dread, not wanting to believe that answer. “So we’re it? We’re all that’s left?”

      Matt checked his weapons quickly and began to walk. “I don’t know, Joel. Let’s just start walking. We can’t be here.” Suddenly, Matt heard a noise - like someone bashing metal against metal. He stopped, raising his rifle to his eye, scanning the highway for the source of the noise.

      Up ahead, a vague figure churned through the gloomy haze. It was a man, hunched next to an upturned vehicle, his soot-stained T-shirt was wrapped around his head in an attempt to protect him from the smoke and stench of burning flesh. His bare arms and torso were smeared with blood and ash, and the legs of his pants were torn. From what Matt could see, he was attempting to pry open the passenger-side door with a crowbar.

      Matt kept his rifle raised as he approached. Joel followed closely behind. “Sir, do you need help?” Matt called out.

      The man continued on and did not answer.

      “Sir? Can you hear me?”

      When the man whirled and saw Matt and Joel approaching, he nearly leaped out of his skin. He was in his late fifties, possibly a little older. It was also obvious he was in shock and frantically trying to reach whatever was inside the partially crushed vehicle. He staggered towards Matt, his wild eyes ablaze, brandishing the crowbar.

      Matt stiffened his aim. “Please stop right there, sir.”

      “My wife—it’s my wife— she’s in the— I can’t get her out— you gotta help me, officer!” he yelled, pointing to the car behind him.

      As Matt went to lower his weapon to go help the poor man, a strange mechanical grinding could be heard; rhythmic and precise.

      “Sssshit!” hissed Joel.

      Matt turned to Joel, whose eyes had narrowed, looking beyond the highway towards a wooded embankment in the distance. Matt spun around to follow his gaze.

      Something big was lurching towards them, crunching its way through the smoky treeline to meet the asphalt. As it drew closer, it took form, looking akin to some type of giant mechanical spider. A gaggle of those armored beings stalked closely alongside it, cradling their strange weapons as they scanned for fresh targets.

      Before Matt could even warn the man, who had gone back to prying open the door of his upturned car, the invaders spotted them opened fire. There was a brilliant flash that momentarily blinded Matt and Joel, followed by a shriek of torn metal and a huge explosion. They were both catapulted off their feet as a flurry of plasma rays pounded the man, incinerating both him and the car into a plume of fire.

      Matt and Joel hit the asphalt hard once again, the back of their heads cracking with a dull thud. Matt’s eyes swum as he desperately tried to shake the daze from his throbbing head, reaching out to pull Joel away from any direct line of fire.

      Joel was sprawled out on his back, moaning while he dipped in-and-out of consciousness.

      Matt knew any second these things would be on top of them, so he fought through the blunted pain and grabbed Joel by the scruff of his neck, dragging him behind an abandoned car. When another barrage of fire strafed the road behind them, Matt’s attention was drawn to a small chain-link fence that separated the highway from the woods. They had to try and reach it.

      Joel was ashen and confused as he begun to come around, still reeling from the explosion.

      Matt shot one final look around the trunk of the car he was crouching behind to see obscene phantoms pushing through the boiling smoke, descending on them fast, each leg of the arachnid-shaped machine thudding with impending menace.

      He spun back around to Joel and hoisted him onto his knees. “Think it’s time we bailed this shit-show. Get ready to run!”

      When another gout of plasma whizzed over their heads, Matt screamed in Joel’s face. “Run!!!” Galvanized out of his daze, Joel broke into a full-tilt sprint with Matt towards the fence.

      Matt reached the fence first, and instead of leaping over it, turned and hurled Joel over it like an Olympic shot-putter.

      Joel cleared it and hit the other side, rolling down a small grassy embankment in a half-assed stagger.

      Matt leaped over it as more incoming fire cut the air. Then, they both took off running, tearing through the dense scrub like two heat-seeker missiles. Destination unknown.
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      Matt pushed through a thicket of beech, emerging onto a narrow fire-trail that cut through rows of dense Cypress trees. Joel followed closely behind, gasping to put some air into his empty lungs. The woods here were relatively untouched from the destruction they had just fled, but the dim sunlight had cast everything in a pale-gray wash. Suddenly, Matt stopped walking and looked up at the sky, his ears now radar dishes.

      “What is it?” whispered Joel tensely behind him, hoping he was not going to have to start running for his life again.

      “Quiet!” Matt growled. “Just listen.”

      Joel looked up at the trees too, straining to listen, dread seeping into his eyes with each passing second. There were no birds chirping, no cars, no planes, not even a dog bark to be heard. There was only a faint, eerie noise building in the distance, like the chatter of a rattlesnake. Suddenly, they felt the ground starting to vibrate underneath them.

      Something was approaching. Something fast.

      “Down!” Matt snapped.

      As they both dropped to the ground an alien scout ship punctured the tree canopy above, dragging smoke in its wake as it de-cloaked. The strange, luminescent stipples across its black hull flickered in rapid agitation, as if the ship was scanning for targets.

      Matt and Joel scrambled under a mottled hedge of scrub, peering up at the ship while it drifted towards them. As it passed overhead, they felt a blast of heat wash over their faces. Then, the ship rocked to a sudden stop, its engines spooling down with a strange mechanical groan while it continued to scan.

      Matt kept a firm grip on his rifle as he laid there, still as humanly possible, eyes agog, his face beaded in thick sweat. Joel was curled up into a tight ball next to him, his face planted into the ground. It was the only way to muffle his whimpering. Every agonizing second felt like they were enduring an eternity while the ship appeared to just sit there, floating. Then, a harsh bleating sound assaulted their ears before the ship rocketed back up through the trees, disappearing as quickly as it appeared.

      The moment it was out of sight, Matt and Joel scurried to their feet and took off through the woods in a frantic dash.
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      Matt and Joel pushed up a hilltop covered with tall grass, coming to a stop just before they fully crested it.

      In the distance, they spied a ramshackle Sugarberry cottage nestled among thick trees. There were some rusty tractor parts and farming junk littered around the yard, which was mostly overgrown with chickweed, but for the most part, the property looked completely deserted.

      That’s most likely the idea, Matt thought, his cop instincts telling him something was amiss.

      “What do you think, man?” Joel whispered, kneeling in the long grass with his head dipped low. “Might have a room or basement we could hide in.”

      Matt raised his rifle and sighted down his scope, panning slowly over the old cottage. “Hiding is not really on my to-do list. I need to find a car that works.”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot. You still wanna drive your ass into town.”

      “No, I wanna drive my ass home and see if my wife and child are still alive.” Matt stood and began to creep towards the cottage.

      Joel looked around, clocking the distant echoes and strange noises that faintly rustled through the trees. Matt had uncuffed him, and the attractive notion of fleeing suddenly crossed his mind. But where exactly would he go? Back out there, alone? He took another few seconds to think it over, then rose and followed Matt through the grass, crouching low. Never in a million years did he ever think he’d feel safer sticking alongside a cop. But then again, never in a million years did he ever think he’d be witnessing the end of mankind.

      Matt cautiously stepped up onto the back porch, buckled wood creaking under each step. Joel crouched at the foot of the steps and waited, keeping an eye on the woods behind them. When Matt inched up to the back door, he carefully peered in through a grimy window pane.

      Beyond the small, dank kitchen, the interior looked barren and sparsely decorated, yet there was clear evidence that perhaps until today, someone had been living here.

      Matt tested the door handle. Surprisingly, it turned. He whirled to Joel and clicked his fingers, signaling that he was about to enter the house. Then, he slowly opened the door.

      Hinges groaned as he stepped into the small kitchen. Flies buzzed around a stack of dirty plates in the sink, and the stove top was scarred with burnt-on grease. The air was thick with the smell of mildew.

      Joel followed him in and saw the open cupboard filled with canned food. Realizing how famished he was, he went to approach, but Matt snatched his arm and yanked him back. Before Joel could protest, Matt raised a finger to his mouth, signaling him to remain quiet. Again, Joel went to speak but this time, Matt drew his attention to the open box of .40 Winchester ammunition resting on the kitchen table.

      Joel got the message.

      Matt gave him a taut nod and continued into the living room. Through ragged curtains, thin beams of gray sunlight illuminated a cramped and dusty space. A low hiss of static played on the holoscreen TV that was floating against the back wall, and the wooden floor was littered with empty beer cans and whiskey bottles.

      Matt also caught sight of a rickety wooden staircase that led up to the second floor. When he took one more step, he heard a familiar click behind him.

      He whirled to see a burly man holding a Springfield pistol to the side of Joel’s head. He appeared disheveled, his brawny arms riddled with DIY jail-house tattoos. His bloodshot eyes were wide and feral, making him appear slightly unhinged. Matt figured he was either a heavy drinker or a Fizz addict. Probably both. “Set your rifle on the ground and slide it over to me,” he said with a hoarse croak.

      Matt slowly raised his hands. “Sir, take it easy. We’re not here to harm you,” he said, pointing a finger to the word POLICE that was sprawled across his ballistic vest in neon-white letters. “You want us to leave, we’ll leave.”

      The burly man pressed the muzzle of his pistol harder against Joel’s temple. It was enough to make him wince. “I said, the rifle.”

      Matt blinked, exchanging an anxious look with Joel. He had no choice but to surrender his weapons.

      “Mister, you want to test my resolve, you go right ahead. But if your friend here dies, that’s on you. Now, one last time - drop the fucking rifle!” The burly man’s threats were definitely earnest in tone. Matt could see his calloused hands were trembling slightly. This man needed to be talked down carefully.

      “OK, just relax there, sir.” Matt slowly unclipped the rifle strap and gently laid the weapon on the wooden floor, surrendering it for the second time in a single day. He slid it over to the burly man, who caught it with his boot.

      “Your sidearm.”

      Matt kept his eyes on the burly man as he slowly unholstered his sidearm and laid it on the ground, sliding it over to him.

      “Mind telling me what the fuck you’re both doing in my house?”

      “Refuge. That’s all we were after. We were just seeking refuge from…”

      “From them,” the burly man said, finishing Matt’s sentence for him.

      Matt nodded, hoping he could start building some rapport with this guy. “Yeah. From them.”

      The burly man studied Matt for another moment, then nudged Joel forward, still keeping his pistol leveled on them while he scooped Matt’s firearms up off the floor.

      “Man, fuck this cracker!” snarled Joel, rubbing his left temple. “I don’t need this shit—”

      “Then go!” Matt snapped, motioning to the front door. “You’re free to leave.”

      The burly man watched Joel like a hawk, noting the Odin’s Outlaws tattoo emblazoned across the side of his neck. He then flicked his gaze back to Matt. “Kid’s got some lip. He some kinda perp you were babysitting before the shit hit the fan?”

      Matt went to reply yes, but paused, thinking better of it. “Just someone I picked him up along the way. Decided to trail along.”

      The burly man snorted. He didn’t buy that for a second. He stiffened his aim at Matt. “Then how do I know you didn’t just take these weapons and that vest from some dead cop out there? I’m sure there’s plenty of ‘em around.”

      Matt held up the silver shield that was draped across his ballistic vest. He pressed it and a small holographic photo I.D. appeared. Underneath it was his full name, rank, and badge number. “Like I said, we’re not here to harm you. We just had to find some kind of shelter.”

      Matt verifying himself as a cop seemed to reassure the burly man a little. He gave a dismissive sniff, dumping Matt’s rifle and sidearm on the lumpy sofa behind him.  Then, finally, he lowered his handgun and took a seat on the sofa, his weapon resting across his lap. “How bad is it out there?”

      “Bad, ese’,” said Joel.

      “I said, how bad?” asked the burly man, his voice now laced with annoyance.

      “End of the world bad,” said Matt, as he moved to the nearest window and peered out into the front yard, clocking the hybrid pick-up truck parked in the dirt driveway. “Those things - whoever or whatever they are - they’re all over the place.”

      “They were falling outta the goddamn sky, man,” Joel snorted, taking a seat on a wooden stool opposite the sofa.

      “Did I fuckin’ say you could sit on my chair?” snapped the burly man.

      Joel froze, unsure if the burly man was serious or just fucking with him.

      Matt knew he was serious. Dead serious. He had to defuse the growing tension as quickly as possible. “Sir, perhaps you should think about finding an area of the house you can secure. We’d be happy to give you a hand.”

      His suspicions suddenly reinvigorated, the burly man pivoted to Matt. There was now a cynical smirk etched into the corner of his unruly beard. “Why? So you two fuckin’ heroes can steal my vehicle and leave me here to die alone?”

      “That’s not at all what I was saying.” There was a hard glint to this man’s eyes which Matt found unnerving. He took a step towards him, hands held out as a gesture of good faith. “Sir—”

      The burly man jerked his handgun up at Matt nervously. “Don’t take another step.”

      “Look, I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Well you found it, guy.”

      Matt sighed and looked down at the floor. He was done trying to appease this moron. “You wanna shoot an unarmed cop, you go right ahead.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “Then do it! Otherwise, shut the fuck up and listen to what I’m saying. You think you’re safe in here?”

      “You two wanna beef, that’s cool, but I’m outta here,” Joel said, turning towards the front door of the house.

      The burly man snapped his aim to Joel and abruptly stood. “Where you think you’re goin’?”

      Joel froze in his tracks again, his back rigid. “Just let me leave, man. I gotta get home to my girl.”

      “I don’t give a fuck where you need to be,” the burly man sneered.

      “Why are you doing this?” asked Matt.

      “Gee, I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I just found two armed strangers inside my house.” He waved his gun at Matt, motioning him to join Joel. “Go stand over there, next to him.”

      Matt leveled a challenging glare then obeyed, joining Joel in the dingy hallway. “You got a name?”

      “Yeah, it’s none of your business.” The burly man stepped into the hallway with them, opening the drawer to a small wooden cabinet. He rummaged through junk, eyes locked on Matt and Joel, fishing out two bits of frayed rope. He tossed them at Matt’s feet. “Tie yourselves up.”

      As Matt bent down to pick up the rope, Joel shook his head. “No way, ese’. No way am I—”

      BAB-BOOM! DUN-DUN-DUN…!

      There was a hollow boom from somewhere outside, followed by a deep, rhythmic mechanical pounding, like the sound of a factory coming to life after a lunch break. Then, the ceiling shuddered, a few chunks of plaster sprinkling over the three men as they all stared up at the ceiling with dread. Something big just passed over the house.

      Joel and Matt looked away and traded eyes. They knew exactly what was out there. They knew exactly what was coming.

      The burly man continued to stare at the ceiling, the sound almost hypnotic now. “The fuck is this?”

      “It’s them,” said Matt, taking his eyes off the burly man to spy his rifle and sidearm still resting on the sofa in the living room. “All this loud yappin’, they probably know we’re in here.”

      The hollow booms drew closer and lower, sounding as if it was right outside the house. Realizing there may be much bigger fish to fry, the burly man marched past Matt and Joel to peer out the front window. There was a brilliant flash of blue light from above, which momentarily blinded him.

      Then, without warning, Matt made a cannonball run for the sofa.

      Still partially blinded, the burly man spun around and shot at Matt, but he had already disappeared behind the wall that separated the living room from the hallway.

      Joel stood frozen in the hallway, unable to will himself to move.

      The burly man grinned and aimed his weapon at Joel. “You shoulda kept running, boy.”

      Joel pinched his eyes shut. This was it.

      Bak-bak-bak!!!

      A taut snap of gunfire rattled over the mechanical pounding outside. The burly man was cut down in a nanosecond, a puff of blood misting the rancid air.

      Joel wheeled to see Matt poised in the hallway, the scope of his rifle pressed firmly against his right eye. He lowered his rifle and looked down at the dead man heaped on the floor, a sense of disgust overtaking him. This was not the way he intended this encounter to go.

      “Thanks…” said Joel, still reeling with shock.

      Matt’s eyes flashed to the irregular light that was continuing to shift outside the front window. “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve still gotta find a way out of here.”

      As if on cue, the mechanical pounding above them stopped. It was quiet out there now.

      Joel turned to the front window of the house, eyes wide with growing concern. “That can’t be good.”

      Matt glanced down at the dead burly man again, noticing a keyring attached to his belt. He bent down and clipped it off. There was a certain key on it that was sure to be for the truck outside. At least he damn well hoped it was.

      Creak-creak-creeeeeeeak…

      The two of them froze, listening intently as something began to walk along the porch outside, wood creaking with each heavy step.

      Then, it too stopped.

      Dead silence again. The only sound was the faint and steady drip of a leaky tap in the kitchen sink.

      Matt glanced at Joel and saw that his eyes were fixed on something behind him in the hallway. His face was a rictus of abject horror. Joel’s mouth opened, and although only a shallow whisper came out, it was enough to chill Matt’s blood. “They… they followed us here…”

      Matt spun around to see a dark smear silhouetted against the light of the kitchen window. Eerily humanoid. It wore that same macabre black armor as the other beings. Raspy breathing could be heard emanating from a series of thin, gill-like slits in its helmet. Its weapon was aimed at them; a sleek-looking rifle that, for the split-second Matt glimpsed it, reminded him of a sword gleaming in the murky light of some Medieval Keep.

      Instinctively, Matt raised his own rifle and pressed the trigger without hesitating.

      The combined sound of Matt’s rifle discharging, and the otherworldly sound of plasma projectiles shattered the air with a crack so deafeningly loud, Joel instantly thought his eardrums had blown. He ducked and scurried into the nearest bedroom, screaming for dear life, his ears throbbing with pain and blood.

      At the very same second, with uncanny reflexes, Matt dropped to the floor as the alien rifle melted a ten-inch crater in the front door behind him, a beam of smoky light instantly illuminating the hallway like a spotlight.

      Matt kept his trigger fully depressed, the high-velocity rounds pulverized the being as it attempted to evade Matt’s direct line of fire. A fountain of sparks erupted as the being torqued its body to take cover, bullets pinging off its strange armor.

      Then, its knees began to give.

      It stumbled forward, pivoting its weapon to return fire on Matt, but one of his rounds had already penetrated a narrow slit that connected two armored plates at the back of its helmet. The force threw the alien head forward with a brutal snap, tiny bone fragments exploding onto the floor. The being collapsed face-first in the hallway with a loud crash, strange lubricant-like fluid spraying from its armored joints.

      A powerful surge of adrenaline hit Matt like a fevered dream. He was almost dizzy as he sat up against the cratered wall, gasping for breath, his chest heaving through his ballistic vest.

      It took a few seconds for the haze of discharge residue to clear, and when it did, Matt realized the oily substance leaking from the dead alien was actually blood. Black blood.

      Matt climbed to his feet and approached the body cautiously, his weapon raised. He kicked its leg.

      No movement.

      He knelt down and rolled the body over, studying the strange markings and design of its hounskull-shaped helmet, which somehow seemed to absorb the light around it, not reflect it. A puff of vapor hissed out from underneath the frontal-plate as Matt slowly lifted it. The vapor curled up into his face, the strong acetic odor reminding him of vinegar. A shocked gasp escaped Matt’s mouth when he saw what was inside the armored exo-suit.

      It was human.

      But no human looked like that.

      Its rigid jawline was slightly more pronounced than normal, with high cheekbones that were deathly gaunt, giving the appearance of someone already at death’s door. Its skin tone was cadaver-gray, bordering on semi-translucent in some areas, with a tangle of sinewy muscles stretched thinly across its neckline.

      Matt stood, his frown deepening as he struggled to process what he was actually looking at. It looked human, but somehow it wasn’t. It also looked sick. From what Matt had witnessed so far, these beings possessed incredibly frightening technology, but for the most part, they were as fragile, if not more fragile than humans. That thought caused Matt to wonder if these troops were some type of first wave. Expendable grunts thrown onto the surface of a planet in order to test the inhabitant’s initial defense capabilities. He parked any further exploration of that theory at the back of his mind, refocusing his attention to the more immediate task at hand; survival.

      He turned to see Joel standing by the bedroom door, eyes vacantly staring at the dead alien entity. Matt saw the fear in his face had now turned into resignation. The lack of food, water, and post-shock fatigue were starting to take their toll on him. “What is it?” he asked.

      Matt couldn’t provide much of an answer. “I don’t know. Come on, we need to get moving before more of them turn up.”

      Joel turned and headed for the front door.

      Matt gave one last look at the dead being, catching sight of the felled weapon that rested a few feet from it. He secured his own rifle, then gingerly picked it up and examined it.

      It was some type of Gauss coilgun, slightly more heavy than his own weapon. The hand rested inside a small indent, and there was no visible trigger or conventional firing mechanism. The weapon also seemed to be molded from a hard, polycarbonate material or resin that resembled polished bone in texture.

      Matt turned to the partially destroyed wall behind him. This weapon, however it worked, definitely packed a wallop. He decided he was going to keep it. At least until he made it back home.

      Of course, that was assuming he still had a home.
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      Matt came tearing out of the cottage, heading for the parked pick-up truck in the driveway.

      Joel reached it and did a double-take when he saw Matt was now wielding the alien rifle.

      Matt pulled out the set of keys he had snagged from the burly man and began testing them, fumbling his way through each one. None of them seemed to work. Matt huffed in frustration, stepped back and used the butt of the coilgun to smash the driver-side door’s window.

      Kssssh!

      Glass popped loudly and shattered. Matt reached in, flipped the emergency safety release, then yanked the door open. The second he hopped into the driver’s seat, he spotted the personalized fingerprint ignition button. He had to stop himself from screaming with rage.

      BWHAAAAAAM!

      A trombone-like bellow sounded from somewhere beyond the cottage, followed by a mechanical crunching and snapping of wood. Something big and heavy was trudging towards the cottage.

      “Um…” Joel muttered, his voice pinched with fear. “I think that spider thing is ba—“

      “I know.”

      “You might wanna hurry the fuck up, man.”

      “Damn truck’s got fingerprint ignition. We’re gonna have to go it on foot.”

      “Nah, I can hack these,” said Joel. “Let me sit there.”

      Matt slid out of the driver’s seat and Joel hopped in. He leaned over and popped the glove-box, rummaging around until he pulled out a small first-aid kit. “You’re gonna have to buy me some time.”

      “How much time?”

      “Five-minutes.”

      “You’ve got two.” Matt moved to the rear of the truck, resting his newfound weapon on the edge of the tailgate, swiveling the elongated muzzle left-to-right, waiting with bated breath for this unearthly target to appear through the tree-line. The snapping of branches was getting louder with each passing second. Voices could also be heard.

      Joel pried out a pair of field-scissors from the med-kit and jammed them into a small plastic panel behind the steering wheel that housed the ignition system. He wiggled the tip of scissors in until it popped off. A tangle of thin wires bulged from the exposed circuit-board as he got to work bypassing the engine’s authentication protocols.

      Back outside, Matt spotted a bruising shape lurching through the trees, noxious smoke vortexing the air as it emerged into his line of sight. Indeed, it was the same arachnid-shaped vehicle they had spotted earlier on the highway. Joel was right, the damn thing had been following them the entire time. “ETA?” Matt yelled out.

      “When I’m done,” barked Joel from the driver-seat, furiously snipping wires and twisting them together in a Hail Mary effort to get the engine started. Then, it spluttered with an electronic fizzle. “Oh, shit— I think I nearly got it!”

      “Nearly ain’t good enough, Joel.”

      “Another minute!”

      Matt braced himself into a prone position, lowering his eye-line to the area of the weapon he thought housed the rear-sight. The moment he did that, a strange rectile holograph appeared over his right eye, imparting all manner of information he had no chance in hell of ever deciphering. However, he’d been around firearms long enough to know this was some type of smart-targeting system. All he had to do now was figure out how to fire the goddamn thing.

      When he spotted several blips of dark movement appear behind the clanking machine that was emerging from the woods, his index finger earnestly began searching for a trigger of some kind. Matt remembered the being he killed inside the cottage also had five human-like digits, so this weapon felt quite ergonomic to hold. And when he found a small indent at the base of the beveled handguard, the weapon suddenly belched blue fire. Oddly, the recoil was almost non-existent.

      Matt’s burst of plasma flayed the tree-line, rendering one of the beings into a cloud of ash.

      The shot instantly alerted the rest of the squad. The huge machine whirled around to face Matt’s position and began trudging towards the cottage. The other alien foot-soldiers wasted no time firing on Matt’s position.

      Matt ducked under a barrage of incoming fire, muzzle flashes of neon-blue strobing the hazy air. When a mound of earth erupted inches from the vehicle, an explosion of dirt sprayed Matt’s face like shrapnel. He spun around and screamed at Joel. “How fucking long?!”

      Vrrrrooooom!

      The truck’s engine roared to life. Joel revved the pedal.

      Vroom-vroom-vrooooooom!

      Rails of plasma streamed over Matt’s head as he continued returning fire on the advancing unit, punching into a line of soldiers that were pushing from the left flank. He kept firing, edging back along the chassis of the truck to the open driver-side door.

      When he spotted the long metal snout attached to the front of the spider-shaped tank begin to glow white-hot, he knew they only had a few seconds before that thing fired on them.

      “Move!” Matt screamed at Joel, who scurried over to the passenger-side seat. Matt threw his rifle and the alien coilgun into the back and leaped into the driver’s seat. Without even bothering to close his door, he floored the truck, tires spewing fountains of gravel and dirt before gaining traction.

      Fswappp-KA-BOOOOM!

      The truck fish-tailed down the driveway as a concussive streak of plasma exploded right where they were parked a nanosecond earlier. A ripple of flame washed over the fleeing vehicle, the sheer-force of the blast made the ground tremor, almost causing Matt to lose control of the wheel.

      He glanced in the rear-view to see thick gouts of fire mushrooming into the sky. Another second and the truck would have been vaporized. But they were not clear from danger. Far from it. “Hold on!” he screamed.

      Matt yanked the wheel hard and the truck swerved off the dirt road, rocketing down into a shallow ravine. No time for seat-belts, Joel gripped the dash with white knuckles as the truck rollicked over the uneven terrain. They could hear things above them, strange mechanical swooshing noises. Matt just hoped that unit had not called for air reinforcements. He suddenly swerved to avoid a large tree, forging a new path through a mottle of thick underbrush.

      Through the shuddering windshield, he could just make out another dirt road below them. With a little luck, this would lead them closer to town. With a whole lotta luck, they could escape the pursuing invaders and continue on undetected.
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      Matt and Joel entered the outskirts of Frankfort. It was as if they were traveling through the weird and lurid landscape of another world. Even with their windows up, it was hard to breathe. They struggled to see more than twenty feet in any direction as the truck navigated through the claustrophobic smoke and dust, passing empty stores and deserted cars that littered the streets.

      Joel thought he spied the partially-shredded wing of an airplane jutting out from behind a destroyed building, flames raging uncontrollably in the distance.

      There were no sirens in the air, or in the debris-laden streets. It was as if a large swathe of the population had just vanished in unison, including law enforcement and rescue services. There was also zero sign of any military response. No troops, tanks, or jet fighters streaking across the skies. Nothing.

      Matt veered around a crashed news van lying on its side, its buckled antenna extended across the street. Scattered around it were the remains of the crew. Some bodies looked as if they had been fused together from immense blasts of heat. Sludgy puddles of human by-product bubbled away like hot tar underneath their twisted appendages.

      When Matt spotted an abandoned police patrol car on the side of a curb, still intact, he stopped the truck and turned to Joel - who had not uttered a single word for the past hour. “You gonna be OK?”

      Joel turned to him, his complexion was still ashen. “Why, where are you going?”

      Matt motioned to the abandoned patrol car across the street. “I gotta try and find a way home. I also need to see if I can reach anyone in my department.”

      Joel turned to face forward and continued staring at the carnage before him. A moment of stunned silence passed until he responded. “I’m never going to be OK, man. Not after this day.”

      Matt reached over and grabbed his rifle from the back-seat, leaving the alien gun. “I gotta go…” He then cracked open the driver-side door, turning to Joel once again, marshaling all his strength to climb out of the vehicle. He was terrified of what new horrors might await him out there. “Listen, you drive outta here, Joel. You hear me? Go be with your family. You run into any problems, use that weapon in the back seat.”

      Joel gave a hollow scoff. “Look out there, man. There ain’t no one left.”

      “You don’t know that for certain.”

      “Neither do you.”

      “You’re right, I don’t. But I have to try. And so do you.”

      As Matt got out of the truck, Joel turned to him. “Good luck.”

      “You too.” They shared a final look at each other, and this time, something passed between them. They were still strangers, perhaps even still enemies, but they had shared something neither would forget for as long as they lived.

      Joel watched as Matt turned and hurried across the street to the deserted KPD patrol car, its red and blue siren still flashing silently through the diffused light.

      Matt hopped into the driver’s seat and tried the radio. He was greeted with a blast of static. He sat there listening, running through the various frequencies he was familiar with.

      And then, something broke through the wall of static for a brief second. A cacophony of panicked, crackly voices could be heard. Dozens and dozens, all talking at the same time. They sounded military, although it was impossible to tell one voice from another, or what was being said.

      He switched back over to the usual police bands and once again hit static. Then, he turned the volume down and took off the shield that was draped around his neck, waving it in front of a small panel next to the steering column. Once his Officer ID was verified, the engine kicked over. Before Matt drove off, he glanced at the pick-up truck.

      Joel was still sitting in stunned silence, his shell-shocked face barely visible through the grimy windsheild.

      Matt felt an urge to go over and drag the kid out of the vehicle, but he thought otherwise. He needed to get home, and assuming Karen was still alive, she would be beside herself with fear and worry. Matt threw the patrol car into gear and peeled away from the curb.

      Before he reached an intersection at the end of the street, his eyes flicked up to the rear-view mirror.

      He was pleased to see that Joel had performed a U-turn and was now heading away in the opposite direction they originally came from, the truck growing smaller and smaller in Matt’s mirror.

      Matt turned his eyes back to the road ahead, noticing a lone shaft of sunlight that had managed to penetrate the smoky gloom that blanketed the town. As he drove, he muttered a small prayer to himself. “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death…”

      As Matt’s vehicle pushed deeper into the heart of Frankfort, he never caught sight of the alien battleship that was sitting in the cloud bank above, like some insidious edifice of a long-forgotten race. Its enormity and scale were difficult to comprehend. The dull-black metallic underbelly seemed to bristle with anticipation.

      Make no mistake, the invasion had begun. But the war was yet to come.
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        The fight for mankind’s future continues in book 1 of The Earth Epsilon Wars, The Emissary…
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        I hope you enjoyed The Invasion. Your opinion is important, so please take a moment to leave a short review on Good Reads. A quick star-rating can make a big difference. It will also help other like-minded readers discover my books. There’s a lot of free books out there, so I’m very grateful you chose mine. Thanks again.
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