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Two possibilities exist: Either we are alone in the Universe

or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.

-Arthur C. Clarke
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It was the same thing we did every single Friday night for the last couple of years. The only difference was that tonight there seemed to be a different glow in the night sky. And maybe there was a different scent in the air too. Whatever it was, it just made the whole night feel a bit, well… off. Then again, maybe it was just me, since everyone else seemed to be acting the same as they always did.

“What is with you tonight?” Grace said, jabbing her elbow into my side. She tried to smile, but it wasn’t her usual smile. This one was forced and empty. I could tell she was worried about me. “You seem like you are on another planet.”

“Sorry,” I said forcing my own weak, tight-lipped smile. I knew I wasn’t acting like myself, but I blamed the glow and the scent. Everything about this night just felt strange… I was in a weird mood and I couldn’t really put my finger on what was causing it.

I was with my friends, and that’s exactly where I wanted to be, but I just couldn’t get out of my head. I kept thinking about him and how I wished things were different. If only I could force myself not to think about it. But lately, when he was so close, I couldn’t focus on anything, not even having fun. “Guess I have a lot on my mind.”

I tilted my head to look up towards the twinkling stars. It was a perfect night. The air was cool and there wasn’t a single cloud in the sky. Being in a city as large as this one, it was rare to be able to see the stars above. Usually they were much harder to spot because the city lights would drown them out, but tonight they seemed to glow extra brightly.

“Hmm, you’re right. You do have a lot going on right now,” Grace said, not even bothering to hide her sarcasm. She turned towards me and rolled her eyes, being overly obvious and dramatic in true Grace fashion. I was certain she was only teasing me… I told Grace everything. We didn’t have secrets from one another. Not a single one. That’s the kind of friend she was, the kind you could tell anything, and I did. She knew exactly what was weighing on my mind and she wasn’t about to ask me about it, at least not tonight.

Grace knew me better than I knew myself. We’d been friends since we were forced together by our mothers when we were four years old. Ever since we met, we’ve been practically glued at the hip.

We each had our roles. I was the perfect one, and she was the troublemaker. We got along like two peas in a pod. Even though we weren’t related by blood, she was my sister.

When it came down to it, the truth was we were both troublemakers. It was just that I almost always got away with it. She always got blamed because everyone knew it was always her idea. She was the mastermind behind all of our devious plans ever since we’d been kids. It was just the way we were.

And the nice thing about it was she always took the blame. She never ratted me out. Not to say I didn’t get in trouble too, I did, but when she was the only one to get caught, she never threw me under the bus. Of course, I would have done the same for her.

“Do you want to go?” Grace said, placing her hand on my forearm. She looked at me with concern in her eyes before glancing over at Ben and Roman. They were leaning up against a tree at the back of the park passing a flask back and forth. Every so often they’d look over at us.

They typically went to the back of the park to take their secret swigs. Even though I never said yes anymore, that didn’t stop them from asking me if I wanted some. The first time we came to the park together, I drank from their flask and had far too much. After that I never wanted to have any ever again. That was also one of the rare times I got in trouble and Grace hadn’t. My mom wasn’t thrilled when she had to wash the vomit out of my hair at two in the morning.

I didn’t want to get sick like that again. But Grace would always chug whatever was left when we joined up with them again. It was just the way it was, and it worked for us.

“Yeah… whenever you guys are ready. Sorry,” I said, standing and shoving my hands into my coat pockets. It wasn’t very cold out, but an unusual chill ran through my body. I looked into Grace’s perfectly made-up eyes and shivered. “Maybe I’m coming down with something?” I said, putting my hand lightly on my forehead.

Grace reached over and touched my head and then my cheeks. She cupped my cheeks and forced me to meet her eyes. “You’re fine. Maybe you’re just lovesick.”

Her eyes drifted over to the boys who just so happened to be looking at us too. I looked away even though I wondered what they were talking about. Were they talking about us too?

“Come on,” Grace said tilting her head in their direction. I took a deep breath and followed two steps behind her. If only she would have told me first what she was planning to do.

We walked over to the boys and I shivered as I felt that same chill again. Roman tucked the flask inside his jacket and they turned to meet us. Ben pushed Roman playfully, and he stumbled to the side dramatically. They laughed even though nothing had been funny. It was probably whatever was in the flask that made them laugh over random things.

“You guys ready to go?” Grace said grabbing Roman. She laughed at him as she helped him get steady on his feet. I couldn’t tell how much of his movements were exaggerated or if he really had sipped too much from his flask.

“Already?” Roman said taking a small, careful step away from Grace. He put his hand out to show her he was balanced. “We just got here!”

“Darcie isn’t feeling well,” Grace said with a small frown. I shot her a look, wishing she would have come up with a better excuse. Now it was my fault for ruining the fun.

“Grace,” I said narrowing my eyes at her.

“Oh, that’s too bad… sorry,” Ben said sounding disappointed. Grace shot a look back and winked. She knew my secret about Ben and even though she wanted to out me, she promised she wouldn’t.

It wasn’t like any of us had anything more exciting planned than just hanging out in the park. This is what we almost always did to start off the weekends. And to end the weekends for that matter. It was just what we did.

“Sorry,” I said, shaking my head. I felt dizzy as my head moved side-to-side. I couldn’t quite figure out why, but my body just felt off. It felt as though I had a swig or two from Roman’s flask, but I hadn’t. Maybe I was just tired. Whatever it was didn’t really matter, I just wanted to go home and lay down.

We started walking towards the park exit together, although Roman and Ben stayed several feet behind us. Even though I didn’t look back to confirm it, they were probably still passing the flask back and forth. Grace rolled her eyes every time she heard them laughing.

But I knew both Roman and Ben well enough to know they weren’t totally affected by whatever was in the flask. They were certainly having a good time, but they were still fully aware of everything that was going on. A slight buzz if anything. Not that it wouldn’t turn into more by the time they were done with the night, but hopefully I’d be in bed by the time that happened.

We walked past a dark, abandoned building. It wasn’t anything new, we went this way all the time, but I never liked doing it. The building always gave me the creeps. I wanted to cross the street so I wouldn’t have to walk by it, but I stopped asking a long time ago because all three of them would tease me.

There was a grunt followed by the sound of scuffling feet against the ground behind me. It seemed unusual, but it was probably just the boys messing around. I turned to see what they were up to, but stopped moving when I saw the man holding Ben. He scowled at me as he pushed the gun against the side of Ben’s head.

Roman stood there holding his hands up in the air. His fingers quivered as he stared at the gunman. Ben’s voice was weak, “We don’t want any trouble.”

I reached over to hold onto Grace, but she wasn’t there. My arm flailed around for her but she was four feet away from me being held by a second man. He had one arm loosely wrapped around her neck and the other held her arm tightly against her back.

Grace’s eyes were so wide they almost glowed in the darkness. She looked so frightened. I wanted to help her but didn’t know how. Tears started to stream down her cheeks which caused her perfect makeup to run ever so slightly at the corners of her eyes.

“Give us your money,” the guy holding Ben growled in a raspy voice. “Put it on the ground.”

“And the flask,” the one holding Grace added with a snarly grin. He looked as though he was pleased with himself for coming up with the addition to their demands.

I wondered how long they had been watching us. They’d seen the flask… had they planned this? The night was dark and peaceful, I was sure they were going to get away with it. But lucky for me, I didn’t have any money. Or maybe not having anything would be unlucky.

Roman took out his wallet and set it on the ground at his feet. He stood back up, slowly raising his hands into the air.

“Kick it over here,” the guy holding Ben said. Then he whispered something in Ben’s ear. Ben slowly moved one hand down towards his pocket and removed his wallet. He let it drop to the ground, but when it hit the sidewalk, it popped open and some of the contents spilled out. “Dumbass!”

“I don’t have anything!” I said before they even asked me. It was like I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself. If I just spit the words out randomly, they might not even notice me.

It wasn’t like I was going to run away and leave my friends alone. But the sooner this ended the better. The whole thing was overwhelming. Even though I lived in a big city, I never actually imagined this would happen to me.

“Oh, you have something to give us all right… and so does she,” the one holding Grace said as he tucked his face in between her neck and shoulder. He kept his eyes locked on mine while he inhaled.

“Oh God… noooo-no-no! Please, no!” Grace said, her tears falling more rapidly. She turned her face away from the guy holding her. It looked like she was trying to pretend he didn’t exist and then maybe he’d just disappear. I hoped he would too.

The man put his hand on Grace’s shoulder and started to slide it down her arm. She started gasping for air and sobbing loudly. The volume of her protesting was making the guy holding Ben nervous. “Knock it off,” he growled, but that didn’t stop the other man.

“Shut up!” he said pulling her hair back away from her face. Some of the strands stuck to her soaked cheeks.

Roman and I looked at one another. I could tell he wanted to do something to stop this as badly as I did, but with the other guy holding a gun to Ben’s head there wasn’t much we could do. We could risk it to save Grace and hope he wouldn’t shoot, but if he did, we’d be responsible.

The area around us started to light up as if a street light above us had turned on. A street light with an unusual pink glow. But I knew it wasn’t a streetlight.

Whatever was hovering above us made a humming noise that only got louder and louder the closer it got to the ground. The lights were so bright I had to look back down at the ground.

“What’s going on?” I said looking back up towards the loud flying machine trying to decide if it was some kind of helicopter. Maybe it was the police here to save us and arrest these crooks. But I didn’t think so, “What is that?”

A large, glowing disc-like shape moved across the sky. I didn’t realize right away what it was. It had to be a hoax, but then, when the sky filled with more of them I was certain.

This wasn’t some elaborate hoax. It couldn’t be. How would anyone pull off something on such a large scale? They were so huge and there were so many of them. The massive flying machines filled the sky for as far as the eye could see. And more were appearing each time I blinked. It was almost as if they had always just been there and were only now flicking on their lights.

“Shit! Let’s get out of here!” the guy said as he shoved Ben away from him and took off around the abandoned building. He didn’t even bother to pick up the wallets or wait for his buddy.

I had seen both hands of the guy holding Grace so I knew he hadn’t been holding a gun. He may have had one on him, but at the moment he was unarmed. I took a quick step in his direction and kicked him as hard as I could in the shin.

“Bitch!” he yelled, but he let go of Grace and limped away in the same direction as the other guy.

“Are you OK?” I said, throwing my arms around my shaking best friend. I should have given her my full attention but I couldn’t take my eyes off the sky. It just didn’t seem real. There had to be some kind of logical explanation.

Ben grabbed my arm and started dragging me and Grace along with him away from the abandoned building. I shot a quick glance behind to check on Roman. He had picked up the wallets and was jogging to catch up with us.

“Is this real?” I said, my feet slapping the sidewalk as I tried to keep up. It was hard to move with Grace holding one arm and Ben pulling the other.

“What the hell? What is going on?” Roman said, looking confused. I could tell he was on the verge of absolutely freaking out.

It didn’t matter how fast we moved, there were just so many ships. We’d never be able to escape them. No way. No how. We just needed to get somewhere safe.

When the sirens started to sound, I knew it was real.


​[ ​2​ ]​


Sirens were blasting throughout the city. Police sirens, tornado sirens, firetrucks, anything that could make noise, was making noise.

The red lights of the police cars and firetrucks bounced off of the buildings in the distance. The entire city was lit up from the lights above and the flashing lights on the ground. It was spectacular and frightening all at the same time.

Ben kept us moving which was a good thing, because if not for him, I would have been glued to the sidewalk staring up at the colossal machines hovering above. It just seemed like it couldn’t be real. This sort of thing doesn’t really happen.

A warning blasted out of a speaker from a nearby police car about a block away. “Get inside… seek shelter… this is not a test!” It was crackly and harsh but I was able to make out the words.

“Oh my God!” Grace whined in a high pitched squeaky voice as she grabbed my arm even tighter.

The police car turned down the road heading in our direction. The officer must have spotted us because he sped up and as he approached rolled down his window.

“You kids need to get indoors,” he said. The look on his face sent a chill up and down my spine. It looked like he was seconds away from abandoning his car and duty to go curl up in a ball somewhere.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Roman asked taking a small step towards his car. He stopped moving when the officer practically shot daggers out of his eyes when he looked at Roman.

“No idea… just get inside.”

“But we were just mugged… sort of,” I said, but I guess technically it had only been an attempted mugging. Ben and Roman had gotten the wallets back and Grace, although freaked out, was fine.

“Report it in the morning? You all just need to get inside… we don’t know….” The officer trailed off, glancing up at the sky. I guessed he didn’t care about a mugging when there were spaceships scattered above putting the whole city in danger.

I felt frozen with fear, “I don’t live around here.” My voice was so soft I wasn’t even sure if he had heard me.

“Pick a house. And go inside. Tell them police orders if you have to, now go,” he said waving his hand in a sweeping motion towards a row of houses on the next block. Roman took a step back as the officer sped off and started reciting his warning once again.

“Well, hope someone lets us in,” Ben said shaking his head in frustration. He nodded to the row of houses on the next block, “Which one should we pick?”

“Let’s just try the first one,” Roman said, crossing the road ignoring the flashing don’t walk sign and the crosswalk. But there was no one around. The streets were empty. Except for us and except for the police.

Roman skipped every other step and went right up to the front door. He turned back as if to make sure we were all with him before he knocked hard three times. The heavy, solid door opened almost instantly and the man behind it looked us up and down, “Yes?”

“So, like, there’s like a ton of alien spaceships out here right now, and the police officer told us we need to get indoors,” Roman said gesturing towards the sky as if the situation wasn’t obvious. “Your house is the closest. So can we—”

“Come on in,” the beefy man said even though he didn’t seem thrilled about the idea. It wasn’t like he wanted company when no one really knew what was even going on.

“Thanks. Thanks so much,” Roman said leading the way in when the man opened the door wider allowing us access. The man nodded as I walked past him.

“Thanks,” I said, glancing at him. It felt odd to be in a stranger’s house, especially when I’d rather be hiding under my bed at home.

I couldn’t help but wonder what my family was doing. Were they hiding in the basement? Were they looking out the windows at the spaceships? Were they safe? They were probably wondering the same things about me.

He nodded and then quickly closed the door once we were all inside. When he flipped the deadbolt in place, I jumped as if it had been as loud as a gunshot. My reaction made it clear to everyone I was on edge. Ben put his hands on my shoulders as if he was holding me down. He pulled me back against him as if he could sense my anxiety. But my body warmed and distracted me from what was going on for a moment.

We stood grouped together in the man’s entranceway. Under normal circumstances it would have felt awkward to be in a stranger’s house, but with the aliens outside it was even worse. The only place I really wanted to be was at home with my own family.

“Well, I suppose I should introduce myself, you said the police sent you here?” he said, turning and looking at each one of us with a raised eyebrow.

Roman nodded, “Yeah, they were telling everyone—”

“Alright then. I’m John Payne… come on in,” he said, waving for us to follow him as he led us to his perfectly plain living room. I was pretty sure John Payne was not married based on the decor. He had pictures of kids hanging on the walls, presumably his grandchildren. Crocheted afghans were draped over the furniture, but other than that it was pretty simple. It was like any other single grandfather’s house you might enter. And it smelled like one too. Stale… bready… old. “Might as well make yourselves at home while you’re here I suppose.”

The strange thing about his house was that the TV was off. Aliens landed on Earth and he isn’t even listening to the news?

Grace and I sat down simultaneously on the sofa. I didn’t think we could be any closer to one another without being on the other’s lap. Between the two of us, she was usually the tough one… the outgoing one. But with what was going on outside these walls, that Grace wasn’t here.

It was strange how I usually would turn to her at a time like this, but here she was cowering in fear on the sofa with me. Her hands shaking just as much as mine were, if not more. But then again, she had just been fondled by that mugger. I definitely couldn’t blame her for not being herself.

“What have they been saying on the news?” Roman asked as he tucked a finger between the living room curtains. He pulled them back slightly to peek outside. I watched as his eyes moved side-to-side, but he didn’t say anything. Hopefully, that meant there was nothing to report.

“I turned it off earlier,” John Payne said, waving his hand at the TV as if it were some kind of useless machine he couldn’t understand. “You can put it back on if you’d like. It was just colors on the screen and a dreadful buzzing noise that I just had to turn off.”

Roman looked around the living room, “Where’s the remote?”

John Payne pointed at Grace, “By that young woman.” He kept pointing at the remote, but he seemed to be staring at Grace and not the table next to her. I couldn’t tell for sure, though, and she kept her head down, focused on her hands gripping one another in her lap.

Grace didn’t move. She didn’t reach for the remote to pass it to Roman or anything. I didn’t know if she hadn’t heard any of the conversation or if she figured Roman could just get it himself.

He grabbed the remote and narrowed his eyes at Grace, but she didn’t notice. Even if she would have noticed, I doubt she would have cared anyway. Roman clicked on the TV and it was still buzzing its warning.

There was a loud noise outside and Roman dashed back to the window. He looked outside, but I wasn’t sure what he was seeing. The grinding metal on metal noise made my teeth hurt. I covered my ears right before there was a loud crack that was similar to a lightning strike. The TV picture went black and outside I heard the faint sound of tires screeching against the pavement.

“What’s happening?” I whispered as I stared at Roman. I was afraid to hear the answer yet at the same time I had to know what he was seeing, if anything.

“Not sure,” he said, but then his face changed. I watched as his eyes widened and seemed to fill with fire. “Oh. My. God.”

“What is it?” Ben said, practically launching himself to the other side of the two-pane window. Neither of them spoke about what they were seeing. I grabbed Grace and pulled her to the window with me. If they weren’t going to give the play-by-play, I guess I’d have to look for myself, even if I didn’t want to.

When I looked outside, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Not just one giant commercial plane, but two were plummeting to the ground in the distance. One of them must have somehow caught on fire as the bright orange ball plummeted towards the earth leaving a trail of gray smoke behind.

I wondered how many planes were crashing towards the earth. I could only imagine how frightened the people inside were as they rocketed towards the ground, surrounded by hundreds of glowing spaceships around them.

“Is your phone working?” Ben asked Roman as he repeatedly pressed his power button. I saw the black screen staring back at him.

Roman took out his phone and almost threw it when he couldn’t get his to work either. “Full charge too… this is bad, man. This is bad,” he said as he shoved the phone back into his coat pocket.

Grace and I made our way back to the sofa. I think my mouth was still hanging wide open from what I had seen. The planes crashing to the ground was like something out of a movie. I just couldn’t believe it had been real.

We walked together as if we were Japanese Geishas. Our movements were unintentionally mirrored until we were sitting back down on the sofa holding on to one another.

“Guess you’ll be here awhile then,” John Payne said, still standing in the same spot. He stared at us as if he was trying to make us disappear from his living room. No such luck, John Payne. He was stuck with us, and we were stuck with him for the foreseeable future.
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One of the weirdest things about sitting there in the stranger’s living room was how quiet it was. Not just his house, but even the outside world. There wasn’t the usual hum of electricity, although the lights were still sort of working. They would surge every so often, dimming and then staying powered at a low level before the pattern would repeat. I wondered if the aliens were trying to send us a message. If they were, I had my doubts anyone was receiving it.

The sounds of the outside world continued to be alarmingly nonexistent. Not even the sound of a random car passing by. Nothing at all. The only thing I could hear were the random beeps, hums and metal-like grindings from the spaceships overhead.

The noises they made sounded far away, so I didn’t think there was a ship directly overhead. But that was just a guess, and I wasn’t about to step outside to find out.

“Something is happening,” Roman said, looking taller as he straightened his spine. Outside it sounded like metal gears grinding against one another. I closed my eyes and tried to wish myself anywhere but here. “Holy shit!”

“What is it?” I asked, grabbing Grace even tighter. It was as if his answer might possibly send us both into a free-fall towards the center of the earth. I glanced around and saw John Payne sitting at his kitchen table completely unaffected. He was flipping through a magazine as if nothing was even going on.

“More ships… lots of ships… smaller than the others. They are coming down. Oh God. They are landing on the streets,” he said rubbing his fingers against his brow. He looked at Ben and whispered, “We are all going to die.”

Ben stepped away from the window and started pacing. It seemed like he was trying to come up with some kind of plan or an idea. But I doubted he’d be able to think of anything in time. It wasn’t like any of us had any experience with this sort of thing other than having seen movies.

We didn’t even know what the aliens wanted. Maybe they were friendly… although if that were the case, their approach needed some work.

“I can see one… about two blocks away,” Roman whispered as he glanced away from the window for a moment. He looked around the room as if he was checking to make sure we were all still there and hadn’t been beamed up while his back had been turned.

The ships not-of-this-world’s noises increased, and I knew there was one that was close. Its hums and soft whistles filled the room. Grace put her head down on my shoulder and I could feel the tension in her jaw. I didn’t know if she was crying soundlessly or if she was grinding her teeth.

“What’s it doing now?” I whispered, wiping my sweaty palms against my pants. Each time one of us spoke it was as if we were afraid the aliens could hear us, or maybe like they were purposefully listening in. And maybe they were. Maybe they could hear everyone in the city and they could sense our fear and utter bewilderment.

“Another landed… I think I saw something get out. I’m not sure. Oh God, I’m not sure what I just saw,” Roman said closing the curtain quickly as if he had been afraid someone, or something, had seen him. He put his head down between his knees for a moment and took several deep breaths. After a long exhale, he looked back out the window. “OK… OK, the ship is going back up to the big one.”

Ben joined him at the window like he needed to see for himself. He reached over, tapping Roman on the shoulder before he pointed outside. Roman dropped the curtain and pressed himself tightly against the wall. He was breathing faster, harder… it looked like he was going to have an anxiety attack.

All that I had been able to piece together was that smaller ships came down, landed and then returned to the larger ships. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to see for myself.

“Roman?” I whispered, the worry in my tone clear. He held up his palm and nodded his head to indicate that he was OK.

“They’re out there,” Ben said glancing at me first, and then the others. Grace pushed her face even harder into my shoulder.

John Payne stood up. I watched as he opened up a closet door in the back of the kitchen and pulled out a rifle. “I’m-a need you all to help me check to make sure everything is locked up. Boys upstairs, girls down here with me,” he said as he checked the gun over. I could tell he already knew it was loaded and ready for use.

Normally I would have been totally freaked out by the gun, but considering the situation, somehow I was less bothered by it. Maybe I was even glad he had it.

Ben and Roman ran up the stairs. I swallowed down a lump at the back of my throat and looked at John Payne waiting for further instructions.

“Check the windows!” he yelled as if he was worried they might be doing something else. Like snooping, but I knew they didn’t care to snoop around some random old guy’s house. He waved his shaky hand at me and Grace, “Come on now.”

We followed John Payne around the first floor of his house, moving from room to room. He’d stand in the doorway and point out the windows in each room for us to check the locks. I was pretty sure he already knew everything was locked up tightly. My guess was that he wanted to just be extra certain.

There was only one room left, and I walked towards it while Grace finished checking the window he had pointed her towards. I tried to peek inside the room to see if there were any windows, but John Payne quickly closed the door.

“That one is fine. Checked it myself,” he said in a rough voice. His eyes were so dark they seemed black and cold as he stared into mine.

“You sure? I don’t mind checking… I want us to be safe,” I said, suddenly worried the room was filling with aliens. Maybe I didn’t want to check it after all.

“I’m sure.”

“Well, OK then,” I said turning away from him and heading back to his living room. Grace and John Payne followed behind. Ben and Roman had finished checking the upstairs and were back at the window.

I couldn’t stop trying to make sense of what I had seen. It had only been a half of a second, but I was pretty sure I saw an old dentist’s chair. The ones made of metal, but John Payne’s was rusted and probably antique. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I saw other metal devices and chains and some kind of clamp-like thing. Maybe it was just some kind of antique collection. Maybe it was worth millions, and he didn’t want us to know about it. But it was probably just some room where he stored old junk he collected. John Payne definitely seemed like someone who collected things.

Grace and I sat back down on the sofa together. She crossed her legs and then her arms in front of herself as if she was creating a shield with her limbs. Her body seemed to tremble as if there was a small earthquake going on beneath only her.

“Listen,” Ben said putting his hand into the air.

“Aaack! Nothing,” John Payne said, waving his meaty hand at Ben like he was some foolish kid. But then I heard it too. I knew what he had heard, and it seemed to be getting louder.

It was some kind of squeaking noise, like something you’d hear from a swing set on a rainy, windy day. The creaks were followed by a noise that sounded like a hungry stomach or amplified intestinal noises after eating a greasy taco. It almost seemed as though it was two distinct beings having a conversation.

I closed my eyes and pressed my lips together. Maybe if I tried hard enough, I would wake up from this nightmare. John Payne was staring at the window from a good ten feet away. He had heard it too. It was almost as if this had been the moment he first believed something was going on out there. Apparently the glowing spaceships hadn’t been enough to convince him.

Something made a sharp noise against the front door. Grace let out a tiny scream but quickly clamped both of her hands down over her mouth. Her eyes were so wide and scared as she looked at me. Almost like she was trying to beg me to make it stop.

Then it pounded again and this time the whole door shook. I was on my feet ready to run for my life. But there were more squeaks and rumbles, and it sounded as if it was moving away from the door.

“Are they gone?” Grace whispered so quietly I wasn’t even sure she had actually said anything. When I glanced at her, I noticed her hands were still firmly planted over her mouth. I shook my head to answer, even if I had only imagined her asking the question.

Everything had been silent for so long that we were all freaked out when we heard the scratching on the window. It sounded like fingernails on a chalkboard.

Roman stumbled back and crashed to the floor. He was practically crab-walking away from the window. I popped up and started moving away until I stepped back into something. When I turned around, I almost screamed before I realized it was just John Payne.

Grace had somehow gotten off of the sofa and was curled up on the floor behind a chair. Ben was holding his chest about five steps away from the window. I could see the shadow of what I assumed was an alien on the other side of the window. I didn’t know if it knew we were inside or if it was just trying to figure out how houses worked. It hadn’t been able to get the door open, so why not try the window? Perhaps wherever they came from the concept of locks just didn’t exist.

The glow from the spaceships above made the alien’s shadow even more prominent. The shadow’s head tilted to one side before it turned and walked away.

Ben carefully approached the window, as if he was afraid the alien was going to pop back up. But it didn’t. If it had, Ben might actually have had a heart attack.

“The small ships are coming back down,” he announced quietly. I moved fast across the floor so I could stand next to Ben. If I didn’t move fast enough, a beam might come down through the ceiling and pull me up to the ship. At least that’s what I imagined would happen.

I felt safer at Ben’s side then I had been standing next to John Payne. I’m sure he was a nice guy, but I didn’t know him. He just seemed like a stranger to me and it was still awkward to be in his house.

I watched as the smaller ships landed again. It seemed as though the shadows were making their way back to them. After about five minutes the little ships zoomed back up to the big motherships and went inside.

Why had they come down for such a short trip? I wondered what kind of information they had gathered in such a brief amount of time. Maybe they were afraid what might happen if they stayed down for too long. Or maybe they hadn’t liked our air?

Whatever it was that had caused them to go back up didn’t really matter. The big motherships didn’t budge. I knew this wasn’t the end of whatever it was that was going on. In fact, I was pretty sure this was only the beginning.
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“Ithink we should try to run to my apartment,” Ben said once the bigger ships seemed to be powering down. It was as if they were going offline and needed a break to recharge. When they started whirring and glowing really brightly that’s when it seemed as though we needed to worry. That’s when they were about to do something.

“I’m not sure about that,” Grace said looking around the room. I knew exactly how she felt without even asking. We both would have been scared to be outside running down the streets this late at night, even without those big ships overhead.

It was nice to be inside a house, but it would have been better if we were somewhere familiar. Being in John Payne’s house added an element of tension to the already freakishly stressful ordeal.

John Payne stepped forward as if he was part of our decision-making process. He shot me a quick glance before he turned to Ben. He slowly shook his head side-to-side while he put up his arm as if blocking our way.

“I really think you kids ought to stay here until this all blows over. It’d really bug me if something happened to you all out there. Can’t have that on my conscious,” he said turning up one side of his mouth.

“But what if it doesn’t blow over?” Grace whined and practically folded herself in half.

Ben ignored her, “I don’t know, I appreciate you letting us stay here, but I’d feel much better in my own home. And you’d probably be happy to get us out of your hair.” He looked out the window and back up at the ships which were still in their offline mode.

“It’s just not safe out there, you know? They are still up there planning their next move,” John Payne said rubbing his hands together. “How about this? You stay the night and leave in the morning when it’s light out?”

I couldn’t decide if John Payne just didn’t want to be left alone, or if he truly was concerned for our well-being. It seemed strange considering how he had acted when we first arrived that now, suddenly, he cared. But maybe after he’d seen the ships and the aliens outside his window, he’d had a change of heart.

“I don’t really want to go out there,” Grace said into her hands.

Ben turned to me, but I just shrugged. I had no idea what we should do. I wasn’t comfortable here, and I didn’t know how safe it would be for us running out in the dark all the way to Ben’s place. None of us knew what the aliens would do if they spotted us.

“Let’s just wait until morning,” Roman said agreeing with John Payne.

“Fine,” Ben said, failing to keep the frustration out of his voice. “But when the sun comes up, I’m out of here.”

I wondered if maybe he was worried about his family, and that’s what was bothering him. Maybe he just wanted to let them know he was OK. I worried about mine as well, but I lived across town. Going home was not an option.

“I’ll get some blankets and pillows. You’ll have to sleep on the floor, but it’s better than out there on the lawn. Or up there in those ships,” John Payne said ominously, turning to leave the room.

Once he was out of the room, Ben looked away from the window. “This guy gives me the creeps,” he said so quietly I had to mostly lip-read to figure out what he was saying.

Roman nodded and Grace only whimpered more, which probably meant she agreed. Truth was, the guy was totally awkward, but I’d rather be in here than out there with those creeps. John Payne was probably some kid’s grandpa… he couldn’t be all that bad. Surely he didn’t creep out his grandkids.

After what felt like an extraordinarily long time, John Payne returned with both arms filled with pillows and blankets. He dropped them on an empty chair, “Think that will be enough?”

I forced a smile. It wasn’t like I really was excited to use random guy’s bedding, but it would have to do. Roman was practically wearing the exact same expression I was. I held my laugh in, understanding exactly how he was feeling.

“It’s great… thanks,” Ben said, barely bothering to look away from the window. It wasn’t like the amount of pillows and blankets he gave us would make any kind of real difference. None of us were going to get any sleep at all.

“Can I get you all something to eat or maybe something to drink? I have water… or vodka,” he said with a wink. But then he shook his head as if he had thought better of it and was now suddenly regretting offering booze to a group of underage kids. “I’ll get you water.”

I was pretty sure the offer of food was something he said just because he thought that’s what a good host would do. It wasn’t like I was going to ask him to make me a sandwich. I wasn’t even hungry in the least.

He set down two glasses of water in front of me and Grace and then disappeared against. I assumed he was going back to get two more for Roman and Ben.

“I’m never going to fall asleep in this place,” Grace said raising the glass to her lips and taking a small sip. It was such a tiny drink her tongue must have absorbed the molecule of liquid, because she hadn’t even bothered to swallow it down.

I took a big gulp from my glass which was dotted with hard water spots. After a minute I picked up the glass and drank the rest of it. I may not have been hungry but apparently I had been very thirsty.

John Payne returned and handed Roman a glass and then Ben a glass. He stopped at the window to take a peek at what was going on. After a few seconds he let the curtain fall back down and hurried back to the kitchen where he stayed.

There wasn’t anything for us to do other than stare at the ceiling or stare at the ships. None of us really felt like talking or maybe it was just that we didn’t have anything to say. Especially with the extra pair of ears nearby.

John Payne was standing in the kitchen mostly watching us. He looked like he was frozen in place, but then something melted him enough so that he could move again and he came back into the living room.

“I’m going to bed now,” John Payne announced as he rubbed his thumb against his index finger on each hand. “That’s my room,” he said pointing at the last door down the hall. “If you need anything just knock.”

“Good night,” Roman said trying to hide the fact he was happy the older man was leaving us alone.

“Thanks for letting us stay here,” I added with a meek smile. Even though I doubted he really wanted us here, he still had been kind enough to open up his home to us.

John Payne spun on his heel like a soldier and stomped down the hallway. He disappeared into his room and I was almost certain I heard him lock his door. Maybe he didn’t think he could trust us?

“I didn’t think he was ever going to leave,” Roman said, keeping his voice down.

“Well, it is his house,” I said shrugging my shoulders.

Roman grabbed a blanket and a pillow and grimaced as he held them up to his nose. The smell hadn’t been enough to stop him from spreading the blanket out on the floor and laying down on top of it, though. He tucked the pillow under his head and stared up at the ceiling. It almost seemed as though he was trying to see through to whatever was going on outside.

“Do you want the sofa?” I asked Grace as I stood up to get myself one of the stinky blankets.

“Yeah, sure… if that’s what you want,” she said, but I couldn’t even be sure she had heard what I said. She stared at me blankly as if she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do.

“I’ll get you a blanket,” I said as I put my hand on her shoulder for a moment.

I grabbed a pillow and a blanket from the pile and went back to the sofa to help Grace get comfortable. It worried me how out of sorts she was considering she was the strong one between the two of us. Since I hadn’t ever seen her like this before I could only hope she’d be OK. She must have thought I was a terrible friend because I didn’t know what to say, or what to do for her. I was just as lost.

Grace laid down, and I smoothed the blanket over her. I brushed her hair out of her eyes and she blinked up at me as if she was only first recognizing me. There wasn’t anything I could do to keep the worried look from my face.

“I don’t like it… I don’t like any of it. I want to go home,” she said and tightly pinched her eyes closed. It looked as though she was making a wish. All she needed was a pair of ruby red slippers so that she could click her heels and get us out of this place.

“Sorry… me either,” I said and squeezed her shoulder. I grabbed my own pillow and blanket and spread it out on the floor next to Roman. If only there would have been enough room for Ben to lay with us too, but he would have to spread his out closer to the window.

But maybe it was for the best, because if he had laid down next to me I’m not sure I could focus on sleeping, or resting, or whatever it was I planned to do. Even though I was scared about everything going on outside, he still had an effect on me. My heart would be pounding from being so close to him. It would probably keep everyone up.

Before all this happened I had felt myself thinking about Ben as more than just a friend. Of course I knew he didn’t think of me that way, but I looked forward to us being together on Friday nights more than anything else ever in my whole life. I tried not to think of him, because I figured if he found out my feelings it would ruin everything. He’d start feeling awkward and both he and Roman would stop hanging out with us. My only choice was to keep it a secret, or I’d risk losing two of my close friends.

But now with everything that was going on outside I hadn’t given any of it much thought. That was until this moment. It would just have to continue to be my secret. But that didn’t mean I didn’t want him to squeeze in between Roman and I. I wouldn’t stop him if he wanted to wrap his arms around me to keep me safe.

Somehow I started drifting in and out of a restless sleep. The last thing I remember was Ben spreading out a blanket somewhere near my feet. And then I must have been so exhausted I actually fell into a deeper sleep.

I was dreaming that I was running to my house. It was nearly pitch black, and I couldn’t really see anything but I could feel something there with me. Something chasing me.

No matter how hard I tried to get away, I kept tripping and falling until whatever it was caught up with me. It grabbed me and yanked me towards it. I could feel my body being pulled along the rough concrete. It burned my skin.

The face of whatever had me was a blur. It was so horrible that my brain wouldn’t even show me the creature. I waited for it to eat me, or kill me, or whatever it was going to do, but it didn’t. It just started screaming a long, shrill cry inches from my face. The noise was so awful I wished for death.

The screaming went on and on and I thought it wasn’t going to stop. I woke up wide-eyed, staring at the ceiling… and I could still hear the screaming.
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Ishot straight up. I was sitting, facing the window, assuming the aliens were here. Maybe even inside the house.

The house was dark except for a night-light John Payne must have always kept on in the kitchen and the pink glow from the spaceships. I hated how the room felt like it was straight out of a haunted house. Everything made strange shadows on the wall. And since I was completely unfamiliar with the house, each one seemed like it was a ghost, a skeleton or a monster hiding, ready to pounce on me at the slightest provocation.

I rubbed my eyes and Ben stirred at my feet. Roman turned to look at me, his eyes practically glowing in the dark.

“Are you OK?” he asked, raising a sleepy eyebrow at me. He looked confused. Had he heard it too? Maybe he thought I was the one who screamed.

“Did you hear that? What was that?” I asked and turned towards the sofa to see if Grace had heard it too. But she wasn’t there. Had she gone to use the bathroom? Alone? Would she do that? “Grace?”

I started looking around as if I was just overlooking where she might have gotten off to. Ben was on his feet when I heard the clink-clank of what sounded like chains.

Ben looked at me as if he was wondering if I had heard the chain-like noises too. I nodded and Roman was up on his feet reaching out his hand to me to help me up.

“Grace?” I whispered slowly into the dark. When she still hadn’t answered I started to get really worried. I ran my fingertips along my forehead as if I thought hard enough I might be able to figure out where she’d gone. She wouldn’t have left without telling one of us. “Where are you?”

“Grace!” Ben called out loudly. He’d had enough. It seemed as though Ben was willing to wake up the aliens too if that’s what it took to find her. If he woke up John Payne, then so be it. The old guy would probably want to help out, up until it put him in danger anyway. “Grace! Where are you?”

“Grace!” I shouted when Ben paused. Panic was starting to set in. I hated how everything felt so silent, yet hectic all at the same time. “Please….”

Ben walked to the bathroom door and nudged it. It creaked open and lightly tapped against the back wall, but it was empty. I went back to have a better look in the kitchen but it too was empty.

“Nothing… she’s not in there,” I reported even though they both probably already knew that by the look on my face or the fact that she hadn’t come back to the other room with me.

“Let’s check the rooms… each one of them,” Ben said as he looked up the stairs and then down the hall. “Stay together. Upstairs first or downstairs?”

I looked down the hall and my eyes landed on the door John Payne had closed earlier when we went to check the windows. The room he hadn’t wanted me to check. The one that was filled with his weird collection, or whatever it was, of random items. Something didn’t feel right in my stomach.

I raised my shaking finger and pointed at the door. Ben and Roman exchanged a look, and I knew they didn’t understand. I wasn’t even sure I understood but somehow I knew we’d find her in that room.

Ben wrapped his fingers around the doorknob and twisted, but it barely budged. He shook his head, “Locked.”

“Grace?” Roman said quietly through the door as if he thought she might have just wandered in there on her own. But I think we all knew better. She had been so scared she wouldn’t have moved more than a foot without telling one of us first. I hadn’t even believed she would have gone to the bathroom alone.

I wasn’t sure, but I thought that maybe I had heard mumbling inside the room. It might have just been my mind playing tricks on me because I wanted to find her. Surely if anyone had been inside they would have heard us calling for Grace, unless the door was soundproofed, but why would anyone go to all that trouble?

“Break it down,” Roman said not sounding very confident. But we had to do what we could to find Grace.

Ben shrugged before he took a breath and slammed the side of his body into the door. The door rattled on its hinges but didn’t budge. Ben jumped backwards in pain. He grabbed his shoulder and started massaging it aggressively, “Fuuuuhhh—”

“Let me try,” Roman said and stepped back a couple feet. He put his foot on the door near the doorknob, lining up where he wanted to land his kick. His lips moved as he counted to himself and then he took a step and kicked his leg forward.

He hit exactly where he had wanted to, and the door flung open slamming against the wall behind it. I gasped at what I was seeing. It seemed as though I must have stepped on the set of a movie scene.

Grace was chained to the wall, her clothes were torn, and she was bleeding from various cuts and slices. There was a clear tarp rolled out under her feet and it was already splattered with blood. Her eyes were so wide I thought they might just pop right out of their sockets.

Her mouth was taped shut but I could tell she was trying to scream. It looked as though she was afraid we might just back out of the room and leave her there. John Payne looked in our direction. It looked as though he was trying to figure out how he could explain what we were seeing. He had a smear of what I assumed was Grace’s blood across his lips.

I wanted to run up to her. Her wounds on her arms needed to be tended to and the big gash on her cheek looked as though it might need stitches. But I knew if I wasn’t careful John Payne probably wouldn’t hesitate to slit my throat. Or at least that’s what I imagined he’d do if he got his hands on any one of us.

John Payne reached for a sharp pointed blade-like weapon from the shelf behind him. It was smaller than a sword, like something a ninja might use. He looked as though he knew how to use whatever it was.

Luckily, Ben was fast and grabbed some kind of medieval club that had been displayed on the wall. They circled each other but Ben’s weapon had a longer reach. He waited for John Payne to blink before he swung the club like a baseball bat at his head.

John Payne had stepped back just in time and stepped forward to stab at Ben.

“No!” I shouted, and thankfully Ben dodged his attack at the last second. I don’t know if it had been my words or the volume, but I had distracted John Payne just long enough to look in my direction.

Ben didn’t hesitate to raise the club up and swing as hard as he could at John Payne’s head. This time he connected.

John Payne’s eyes rolled back, and he crumpled to the ground. I ran for Grace and started checking her over. Ben and Roman kicked John Payne a few times to make sure he was out. With how still he was, I was pretty sure the guy was unconscious, or maybe worse.

“I can’t get her down,” I said jiggling the weird metal cuffs she was trapped inside. “They’re locked!”

Roman was at my side trying to see if there was a trick to opening them, but what we needed was a key. I pulled the tape off of Grace’s mouth. She let out a scream directly in my face, and if she hadn’t just been through something so traumatic I would have been inclined to put the tape right back on.

“You’re OK now,” I said trying to keep my voice soft and calm, even though I was ready to freak out. “We’re going to get you out of there.”

But I didn’t think John Payne was a threat any longer. He hadn’t moved, and I was pretty sure he wasn’t breathing.

Ben reached down and put his hand inside John Payne’s pants pocket. The knuckles on his other hand were white from how tightly he was still holding the club. It was almost as if he half expected John Payne to wake up and come after him.

“Here,” Ben said tossing the keys to Roman. Then he stood back up and kicked the pointed weapon far out of John Payne’s reach. But that didn’t cause him to loosen his grip. I glanced at Ben, but he couldn’t take his eyes off of the guy laying on the floor.

Roman started turning the key and pulling on the locks, but they were old and didn’t seem to work well. When he finally got the first one off he smiled and looked around at us like we should be amazed. He stopped smiling and started to work on the other one. When it clicked open, her arms flopped down to her sides as if the muscles didn’t work in them. She took off running out of the room.

“Grace!” I said chasing after her. She was going to run outside, and I wasn’t sure if going out there was any better than staying in here. After all, I didn’t think John Payne could do anything to any of us ever again.

Right as she reached for the front door I caught her arm and pulled her to a stop. She shot me a dirty look, but I knew she wasn’t thinking clearly. It wasn’t her fault.

“What should we do?” Ben said still gripping the club. His eyes kept shifting back to the room. He took a step back and closed the door. That way if John Payne was still alive we’d hear him coming. “What are the aliens doing now?”

Roman dashed to the window while I held tightly onto Grace. It was as if her and the door were magnets. The door was trying to draw her closer, and it was getting harder for me to hold her in place.

“Let me out of this house!” she wailed, shaking her head wildly. She looked like a small, frightened animal, but she was relentless and I didn’t know how much longer I could hold her.

“It looks like they are all still offline,” Roman said, but I could tell he didn’t know what that meant… if anything. Roman saw me struggling and came to help me hold Grace.

“Let’s go to my house,” Ben said taking a deep breath like he was about to go underwater. And that was exactly what it would feel like stepping outside that door. We’d go under but we didn’t know when or if we’d be able to come back up for air.

“Are you sure they’re off?” I asked, looking at the window as if I was afraid I’d see that alien’s shadow still lurking about.

Roman shook his head side-to-side, “As sure as I can be… but I have no idea if that means anything. Those mothers could turn right back on the second we step out the door.”

Ben flipped the club around in his hand and stepped towards the front door. He peeked out the slightly frosted window to the side, and sighed, “OK. Let’s go.”
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Our feet padded solidly against the pavement much louder than I would have liked. But we were being powered by fear and adrenaline. I didn’t think I had ever moved so fast in all my life. And even after what Grace had just been through she was moving like an Olympic track star.

Thankfully, her wounds hadn’t been as bad as I had originally thought. The bleeding was slow, but I still worried she’d need stitches soon for the slice through her cheek. It would probably leave a scar and I refused to let myself think about what that would do to her. Right now that didn’t matter. Getting everyone safe was what mattered.

We had spent so much time in John Payne’s house of horrors that it would be morning soon. The sun was starting to creep up over the horizon. The light was changing the color of the spaceships. Illuminating them so they seemed clearer and less like they had been Photoshopped into the sky. They looked metallic and far more real than they had during the night with their bright pink glowing lights.

I couldn’t believe the amount of ships that were hovering over the city. They were so large that it seemed impossible they could just hang up there in the sky while they appeared to be off.

We were still pretty far from Ben’s parents’ apartment but somehow the sun made me feel better. It helped me feel as though we were actually going to make it.

“Oh, God,” I said feeling my breath starting to fall out of rhythm. My chest started to hurt, and I was worried I was going to have an asthma attack even though I didn’t suffer from asthma. It felt like my lungs were going to keep moving and I wouldn’t be able to catch them. They would just keep going and going out of my body, leaving me behind without any way to breathe. “I… need… to take… a break!” I said between ragged breaths.

“We can’t stop,” Ben said looking up towards the sky. If they started moving, he wanted to be the first to know.

“Think the cars work?” Roman asked looking towards Ben. Since the cars were scattered haphazardly around and still abandoned, I was willing to bet money they wouldn’t work.

Ben shook his head. It probably wasn’t worth our time to even stop and check since it seemed fairly obvious they wouldn’t. We’d just lose precious time. We needed to keep moving, but I had to slow down.

“I’m fine. Let’s keep moving,” I said as a ray of morning sunlight touched my face. It recharged me. We continued forward, but we moved a bit slower.

One of the nearby ships started to make noise. It was that same loud metal on metal grinding we had heard before. The bottom portion started to spin.

“Oh, God!” Grace cried out as if she just couldn’t take any more. She put her hands on her face and stopped running like she was ready to give up. I went up to her and took her hands down off of her face and held them in mine. She needed to stay present. She couldn’t quit.

The gash on her face had mostly stopped bleeding, but she had smeared what blood was there all over the side of her face. I barely even recognized her as my best friend. But I knew she was still in there. We just had to get her somewhere that was truly safe.

The noises from the ship were so distracting. I couldn’t concentrate. It was like a car crash and I just had to look up. I couldn’t run. And if I couldn’t run, how could I get Grace somewhere safe?

At the bottom of the ship the dome-like piece that glowed pink twisted open. Two enormous tube-like structures were being lowered down to just above the treetops. As the ship hummed and whirred, the tubes remained rigid. The ship started to glide slowly towards us.

“Oh, Christ,” Roman murmured. Whatever was happening couldn’t be good.

A high pitched noise began just before the tubes started pulling things up off of the ground several blocks away. Anything that could be pulled up by the ship was being pulled up. Cars, some trees, people. Anything that was smaller than a house seemed like it was going up into the ship. And once it got closer to us, it would suck us up too.

“Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!” Ben said pulling at my arm. He must have seen how entranced I was by the impossibly large, moving ship. Even with it happening so close, I almost still couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

The tubes mechanically shifted side-to-side as the ship floated over the area. It moved slowly as if it was a giant vacuum cleaner and they didn’t want to miss a spot. I could actually feel the wind pick up the closer the ship got to us.

I heard and then saw a person about a block away being sucked up into one of the tubes. They were probably screaming out for help, although I hadn’t been able to make out their words. Once the ship got closer, we’d be sucked up next.

The ship inched closer, and I started to feel the tug of the vacuum. It was too late. We wouldn’t be able to get away, not any longer. My standing and staring killed us… we were all dead, and it was my fault.

“We have to go now!” Ben said, practically lifting me up off of the ground. Roman didn’t need to take Grace, she was already past Ben and leading the way.

The pull from the vacuum increased and whipped my hair back as if each strand was being summoned to the ship. I wanted to cry. I didn’t think I could make it. Running away was like walking through knee-high water, with wet sand underneath. It was hard to make my feet move fast enough the way I wanted them to go.

“We have to get inside, or it’s over, man,” Roman said as his head moved around looking for somewhere for us to go. On one side there was an open parking lot and on the other side was a park. All open space. Not a single building within a two block range that we could hide inside. And the ones I could see were businesses, and probably still locked from the night before. I was positive the whole city had shut down after the alien’s arrival.

There was a small break from the wind and pulling as the tube moved to the other side. I looked down at the ground and saw the manhole cover just as the ship’s suction started pulling at my hair again. I knew it was coming.

Ben and Roman tried to lift the manhole cover but they couldn’t seem to get it off. Grace stepped in and tried to help but it didn’t make even the slightest bit of difference. Roman looked up and spotted a city truck parked half a block away.

“I’ll be right back,” he said as he ran towards the truck. I watched him as he grabbed at things and threw them off of the truck as if he had decided whatever it was wouldn’t work. He was looking for something specific. Then he lifted something up as though he had found a prize in a cereal box. He came running back towards us with a big smile on his face, even though the wind was pulling at him.

The ship was so much closer now. I could actually see everything that was going up into the ship. Especially the people. Anytime someone was sucked up I was pretty sure I could hear their screams for help. If only they would have been inside their homes. Like we should have been.

“It’s coming!” I shouted over the noise. The suction pulled me back a few steps against my will.

As the tubes moved closer and closer in our direction, I felt myself being pulled at more and more. It was as if I had to push forward to stay in one spot. Grace quickly grabbed onto the metal park fence and started crying. I focused in on her face as it felt like I was being pulled away. This was it. This was when I was going to die.

Ben reached out his hand and grabbed ahold of my arm. He tried to plant his feet, but we both started sliding down the street. Any second we’d be pulled up and there wouldn’t be a damn thing either of us could do about it.

“Grab the fence!” I shouted over the humming and whirring noises that seemed even louder.

Ben reached out behind him and missed the metal rung. The way he winced when he tried to grab it made me think it must have stung his hand. But he tried again and grabbed on to the last rung.

Roman was clinging onto the manhole cover and the bar that he had pulled out of the truck. His shoes started to move against the pavement as the pull got stronger.

“No!” Ben cried out as Roman lost his footing. He started to slide across the ground, faster and faster, but as he zipped past us, the ship noises quieted and it turned in another direction. The wind ceased to exist and Roman’s body stopped sliding along the ground. He had been seconds away from being pulled away from us forever.

Roman was lying face down on the ground. He kept his face against the concrete before he took in a huge breath and pulled himself back together. That was about as close of a call as I could imagine. And Roman knew how lucky he had been.

“I almost pissed myself,” he said standing on his shaking legs. I wasn’t sure if his legs were sore from fighting against the wind or if he was scared. It was probably both.

He grabbed the bar that was about ten feet away from the manhole cover, stuck it inside and propped it open. The ship was already turning around and coming back this way for another sweep. I looked up and saw the lower edge of the ship just above. It was so real I knew this wasn’t a dream. I knew I wouldn’t wake up the second I was sucked up into the mothership’s tube.

“Go down!” Roman shouted. Grace released her death-grip on the fence and lowered herself down into the sewer. Roman put his hand on her head as if that would somehow make her go faster. He was waving his other hand at me so that I come and take my turn. My hair was starting to whip up and wave in front of my face. The vacuum tube was coming again.

I climbed down the ladder and Roman almost instantly followed. He was so close to me he almost stepped on my hands more than once.

“Roman!” I said when he was centimeters away from crushing my fingers.

“Sorry… rather I step on your fingers or me go flying up into that thing?” Roman asked, pausing to allow an extra rung between us.

“My fingers I guess, but let’s shoot for neither,” I said as I hopped off of the ladder. My feet were covered with… I didn’t even want to know what it was. I tried not to think about it as I looked upwards to watch Ben yanking the cover back over the top of the sewer as best as he could.

I thought once the manhole cover was back on it would have been darker, but there was a row of dimly lit lights set high on the side of the wall. A fair amount of light filtered in through the storm drains providing an even, bright glow. It was enough light that we could see our way around but not too much light that I could see in detail what was covering my shoes.

I refused to look down at the squishy stuff that was seeping into my shoes. Maybe it was all mud and other kinds of gunk, instead of what I was really thinking it was. Either way, it didn’t smell very good, and it was sloppy, but at least we weren’t being sucked up into the mothership.

“This is so gross,” Grace whispered as she crossed her arms in front of her body. “Just… gross.”

I knew when the ship was overhead because the noises were so much louder. It seemed as though the sewer was amplifying its sounds even more. Other than the manhole cover rattling a little, we seemed safe. At least for now.

I closed my eyes and covered my ears, trying not to hear the ships above. Ben came to my side and put his arms around my shoulders. It didn’t even bother me that he’d accidentally splashed some of the sewer water onto my socks.

“What do we do now?” I asked looking over my shoulder at Ben. He looked around as if he was deep in thought. Maybe he was trying to figure out how to get to his house by following the tunnels.

Even though I didn’t want to, I couldn’t stop myself from looking down at my feet. I could feel something was changing. The water started pulling away, as if it were being drained. I could see all of my shoes and they were covered with a brown, mucky film.

“Where is the water going?” I asked as if someone would know the answer, but they were probably just as in the dark as I was. I should have just been thankful that there was less of the disgusting slop around my feet.

“No idea,” Roman said looking at me first and then at Ben. He looked down the tunnel all the water was flowing towards, but just shrugged.

“I wonder why they are sucking everything up into their ship,” Ben said glancing up at the manhole cover.

“No idea,” Roman answered as he leaned against the wall and then quickly realized what he was doing. He jerked his hand back and wiped it on the back of his pants.

“Should we go back up?” Grace asked quietly as if someone might be listening in.

“I think it’s parked right above us,” Ben said squinting as if he could see through a hole where the manhole cover hadn’t made a complete seal. “We should probably wait.”

The noises above started to slow and soon they came to a complete stop. I assumed that meant they were done sucking up what they were going to, at least for now. The only problem was that we were trapped directly under the mothership.

Then I heard a different noise. It wasn’t the same as any of the noises that we’d heard the ships make. By the looks on the others’ faces, they had heard it too.

I looked down the slimy tunnel and tilted my head. Whatever it was I was hearing sounded as if it was coming from the way the water had drained.

“What is that?” I said so quickly it sounded as if it was all one word.

Then I heard what sounded like a faucet… or a hose. Rushing water. It was getting louder and louder. Fast rushing water. When it splashed around the corner and came barreling towards us I realized what was happening.
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It was a monstrous tidal wave coming our way. The water was rising and splashing up against the sides of the tunnel. It rolled and swirled as it headed right for us.

“Run!” Roman said, pushing at us to move away from the wave. Our feet splashed through the slippery muck. I almost slipped, but I was able to catch myself before I fell face first into the disgusting mess underfoot.

The rushing water noises increased, and I knew we weren’t going to be able to outrun it. Ben reached out his hand to me and then the other to Grace.

“Hold on! Don’t let go!” Ben shouted over the loud noise of the wave.

I held his hand as tightly as I could, but when the water hit us, my hand slipped away. There wasn’t anything I could do. I tried to reach out to him but there was nothing there.

My head dipped under the water and I was struggling to find air. I hadn’t gotten a full breath before the water overtook me and I needed to breathe. I had to fight the urge because I would have only sucked in water. My lungs were burning. I needed oxygen.

Right when I thought I couldn’t make it a second longer, my head bobbed above water. My mouth popped open and with a loud gasp, I sucked in as much air as I could. Then I was pulled back down inside the wave.

I kept moving my arms around frantically. It was as if I was trying to swim, or maybe I just hoped to find Ben, Roman, or Grace to hold on to. But it was just me helplessly being pushed along with the wave.

My head came up above the water again and I gasped for air. I looked around quickly to see if I could spot any of my friends, but I didn’t. I almost thought I heard someone gasp for air, but when I looked in the direction I’d heard the noise… no one was there.

When I was pulled back under for the third time, I could feel the wave was losing some of its initial momentum. It was still pushing me along, but I was able to get my head up for air much easier than I had at first.

“Ben! Grace!” I called out as water splashed into my mouth before I could finish. I spit out the foul water and tried to turn myself in all directions, hoping I’d see a head bobbing up and down. “Roman?”

“Yeah! Darcie? I’m here!” Roman answered. At least I wasn’t alone, although I couldn’t find him. “Over here” he said, and I saw his hand wave above the water.

I turned around and saw that somehow he had gotten in front of me and I had gotten turned around. But that wasn’t important. What was important was that I found someone, and I wasn’t alone. Roman swam against the current and grabbed on to my jacket. He pulled me closer and hooked his arm around mine.

We let the current pull us along instead of fighting against it. At the speed the water was moving it was easier to stay above when you weren’t struggling. I watched the rippling surface hoping I’d spot Ben and Grace.

After a moment or two I saw Ben’s head pop up and then Grace not too far behind him. She was wildly flapping her arms as if she was going to drown. Or maybe she was having some kind of panic attack.

The water slowed and then practically came to a stop before it started chugging back in the other direction as it receded. We were all being pulled in the direction we had just come from. Roman and I clung to one another, trying to push our feet against the floor.

I came to an abrupt stop and saw that Roman had grabbed ahold of a ladder. He held onto me so tightly he was actually clenching his teeth.

“Grab on,” he instructed as if that might help. I wrapped my fingers around the cold, wet metal pole. “Good… good.”

Ben saw us and swam along until he was able to grab onto Grace. He was much closer to her than we were so I figured he must have heard her crying or screaming, since he had located her so easily. I watched as he wrapped his arms around her middle so he didn’t get swatted by her propeller arms. Once he had her, they flowed along until Ben was able to grab ahold of the next ladder.

“Ahhh! Help!” Grace yelled, looking at her clothes as if they were covered in leeches. She unzipped her jacket and it looked as though she was also trying to remove her shirt. Ben was trying to get her to calm down, but she already had one arm out of her jacket and was lifting her shirt up.

Ben roughly pulled it back down. “Grace!” he said trying to get her to look into his eyes. “I got you. Just stop. You’re OK!”

“Noooo,” she howled and started bawling.

There wasn’t much Roman and I could do to help them. All we could do was hold on and wait for the water to settle down to a normal level. The last thing we needed right now, when we were all together again, was to be pulled off of our feet and swept away again.

Once the water seemed to calm, Roman and I made our way carefully over to Ben and Grace. We held hands as we sloshed through the nearly knee high water.

When we were finally reunited, Roman let go of me and pulled Grace off of Ben so he could catch his breath. He bent himself in half and put his hands on his thighs as he inhaled and exhaled slowly. I put my hand on his back. I wanted to help him but I wasn’t exactly sure of what I should do. After several deep breaths he straightened his spine and I let my hand fall back to my side.

“Are you OK?” I asked looking up into his eyes. Water droplets fell from his hair and he had a few pieces of brown dirt on his face.

“I’m fine… are you OK? You guys OK?” he said holding his eyes on me for a moment before turning to Roman and Grace. My heart skipped a beat for just a second as if that look had meant something. But it probably hadn’t… he was concerned because I was his friend.

I nodded, but Roman and Grace either ignored him or hadn’t heard the question. They both looked like they were OK. We were all soaked but everyone was in one piece and alive… that’s what mattered.

My whole body shivered. I didn’t know if it was from being wet and cold or because I had just went swimming with all the questionable slop in the sewer. The last thing I wanted to do was think about the copious amounts of sewage that was all over me. I closed my eyes and tried to think about something else. Anything that would deter me from ripping off my gross clothes.

“Where are we?” I said looking up towards the manhole cover at the top of the ladder. I couldn’t even guess how far that wave had pulled us away from our destination. It felt like we had been in the water for hours.

“Not sure,” Ben said as he started to climb up to see if he could figure it out…and probably to check how many motherships were overhead. He pushed at the cover and glanced down at Roman, “Help me with this.”

Roman climbed up the ladder and maneuvered himself around so they could both push at the cover. They were grunting and their arms were shaking but they had been able to move the cover over enough so Ben could see out.

“Nothing,” Ben said, sounding somewhat excited. I knew he just meant there wasn’t one overhead, not that they were gone completely.

“Let’s go,” Roman said looking down at me, and then to Grace as if he was worried she wouldn’t be able to figure out how ladders worked. I waited so she would go first.

She began to climb but halfway up she started to pick at the pieces of random things that were caught in her hair. Grace whimpered each time she touched something and plucked it out as if it might be a bug… or worse. I followed so close behind that I had to dodge each piece as she flicked it away.

Ben and Roman pulled Grace up once they could reach her. Even though I couldn’t see her anymore, I knew she was still frantically picking things out of her hair. I pulled myself out of the sewer and looked up at the sky. The motherships seemed to be in offline mode. Which hopefully was a good thing, because if they started up again, I didn’t want to go back into the sewer for another ride.

I spun around trying to figure out where in the city I was. After being turned around hundreds of times in the wave I was totally disoriented. The water in the sewers must not have washed us around as much as I originally thought, though, because we weren’t that far from Ben’s parents’ place.

My mind felt like running but my body wasn’t going to allow it. I just didn’t have the strength. It was a struggle to even walk since my muscles were sore from fighting against the wave. I groaned and rubbed at my shoulder. It was sore but I wasn’t sure why. I guessed I must have bumped it on something below but I couldn’t remember what or when. I raised and lowered it and then moved it in a circular motion. It still worked, which was all that mattered.

“Everything all right?” Roman asked raising an eyebrow. He could tell either by my face or the movements that I had hurt something.

“I think so,” I said even though I wasn’t one hundred percent sure. It wasn’t broken or dislocated. I was pretty sure it was just bruised.

When I saw Ben’s place come into view, I almost started crying. It was like a finish line and I was about to win the race. We were still a block away but I could see it before me.

For a while, it had seemed as though we’d never make it. It would just be one thing after the next before eventually were just sucked up the tube with everyone else outside. Ben’s apartment almost seemed like an impossible task. But there it was. We were going to make it.

“Come on,” Ben said, not bothering to hide his excitement. He started a weird hop-limp-jog, and I knew he couldn’t wait to get inside.

Neither could I.
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Ben opened the main door of the apartment complex. We followed him up the stairwell and before I knew it he was opening the door that would take us inside his parents’ upstairs apartment. It was weird, but being inside the building felt surreal, almost like being in an alternate reality. I’d been inside Ben’s apartment several times before but somehow this time it felt different.

“Mom? Dad?” Ben called out after he opened their apartment door. He closed it once we were all inside and flipped both locks into place. He started walking around the apartment and I knew he was hoping he’d find them waiting for him. But when they didn’t shout out back to him, I realized they weren’t here.

He called out again for them. It was almost as if he hoped calling for them enough would summon them and they’d just magically appear. But it didn’t work. We were still alone, but at least we were inside and not about to be sucked up into one of those ships.

Roman went into the kitchen and turned on the sink. The clean and clear running water was a beautiful sight. It almost sparkled. This meant we could all take showers and wash off the random bits of gunk that were covering us. By the look on Roman’s face, I could tell he had the same exact thought.

“Me first,” he mouthed at me and smiled.

Ben came back into the kitchen before I could make a claim for second in the shower. He looked into my eyes and I could see sadness inside them. I knew he was really hoping he’d find his family, and I felt bad for him. If they weren’t in here that meant they were out there somewhere. I knew Ben was worried about them. I put my hand on his shoulder, “I’m sorry, Ben.”

“Yeah,” he said taking a step away from me. He put his arm around Grace and led her towards the bathroom. I couldn’t hear what he was saying to her because he kept his voice extra low. Whatever it was he was telling her, was for her only. She nodded before they turned around the corner and down the hall. I heard the bathroom door click and Ben reemerged.

“OK, I guess she’s first,” I mumbled playfully to Roman.

“I see how I rate,” he said nudging his elbow into my sore arm. I winced, and he put his hand on my arm carefully, “Shit… sorry.”

“It’s fine, just really sore. I must have hit it on something,” I said holding my arm. Ben stepped up on the other side of the counter and looked at us.

Roman nodded down the hallway, “Is she going to be alright alone?”

“I think so,” Ben said with a shrug. It wasn’t like she was going to shower with the door open, so she’d have to manage. Knowing Grace, she’d rather get the gross stuff off of herself than be safe. She’d feel better once she was clean. At least I hoped she would.

“What about her cuts?” I said thinking about her arms and the open wound on her cheek. I was worried about the likelihood of infection from being submerged in the sewer water. There was no way that could be good.

Ben shrugged again. He didn’t know any better than I did what to do for her. A shower was probably the next best thing until she could see a doctor.

“Maybe we should call 911,” I said reaching for my cell phone. But it was gone. It probably wouldn’t have worked anyway. Not only had Ben and Roman’s cell phones went dead when the space creeps landed, mine had been submerged in the sewer water for probably far too long.

Roman pulled out his phone and shook his head. I knew it was still dead. “Still not working… useless,” Roman mumbled.

After maybe five minutes Grace came out of the shower holding a towel around herself. She didn’t say anything, but I knew what she wanted. Or rather, what she needed.

“Does your mom have anything she could wear?” I asked Ben as I walked over to Grace so I could look at her cuts and scrapes. They all looked normal as far as I could tell but the one on her cheek was exceptionally red. I put my arm around her shoulders and tried to warm her as she shivered.

“Yeah, of course. Not a problem,” Ben said as he disappeared into his parents’ bedroom. A few minutes later he came back with a plain white T-shirt and a pair of stretchy yoga pants. “Will this work?”

Grace nodded and took them from him. She stepped back into the bathroom so she could put them on in private. I stood outside the door waiting to help her back to the sofa. She was just so different from her normal self that I didn’t even know what she wanted or needed from me.

While I was helping Grace get comfortable on the sofa, Roman took a quick shower. Ben lent him some things to wear and then when it was my turn to shower, he took my place at Grace’s side. Before I got in the shower I could hear Roman trying to talk to her, but she didn’t respond.

She should be in a hospital. Not only did she need to have her cuts tended to by a professional, she probably needed to talk to someone who knew what they were doing. Someone she could talk to about what happened with John Payne.

I stepped into the shower and turned the water on. The rushing water reminded me of being in the sewer. I pressed my palms against the wet tiles and looked down at the water flowing over my feet. The hot water ran through my grimy hair and down my neck as I watched the little pieces of junk disappear down the drain. I didn’t know how long I had been in the shower, but I still didn’t feel clean.

After my shower, Ben led me into his parents’ bedroom and showed me his mom’s closet. He said I could pick out whatever I wanted and that his mom wouldn’t mind. But I didn’t know if he was just saying that to be polite or if she really wouldn’t care, considering.

“I’ll replace them when this is all over,” I said looking at the brand name articles of clothing. Everything she owned was definitely out of my price range, but I’d worry about that later.

“Don’t worry about it… she’ll understand,” Ben said with a smile. He seemed to believe it, but I could tell something was on his mind and it wasn’t whether or not I’d get his mom new clothes. “Penny for your thoughts?”

“Nothing. Just wonder where they are,” he said looking at the items in the closet. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“OK,” I said as I scanned the items. “I feel kind of weird looking through your mom’s things.”

My fingers tightened on the edge of the towel, it felt as though it was slipping down my back. Since I had these sort of feelings for Ben, it just made me feel awkward about wearing his mom’s clothes.

“Really she won’t mind at all. She would insist,” Ben said nodding towards the closet. I could tell he just wanted me to pick something and be done with it.

“I know, but it’s just… well…,” I said, not knowing how to explain without telling him why it made me feel weird. And now was definitely not the time to come clean about my feelings. It would just make everything more awkward. Even though Grace thought I should have told him a long time ago, I hadn’t. And I sure didn’t want to screw things up now when all we seemed to have was each other.

Ben put his hands on my shoulder and guided me out of the bedroom. I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he steered me into his bedroom. Even though I’d been in his room several times, I always got a weird rush when I stepped inside his space.

“Here,” he said handing me one of his T-shirts. “Will you feel better about wearing my things?”

“Yes,” I said holding the shirt against my chest. Our eyes locked and the air in the room changed. I couldn’t take my eyes off of his. He seemed to be looking at me in a different way and it was immobilizing me. His eyes sparkled as if they were filled with something new. I started having trouble breathing being so close to him.

He reached out his hand over my shoulder and rested it on the dresser behind me. We were so close I could feel his warmth. The intensity in his eyes was almost too much. I was suddenly very aware of the fact that I was wearing nothing but a towel wrapped loosely around my body.

“So, I… uh…,” he said moving his lips closer to mine. I was about to close my eyes when he stepped to the side and said, “Don’t really have any pants that would fit you… maybe shorts? Or a pair of sweatpants?”

He pulled out a pair of each and dangled them in front of me. I had the choice between a pair of gray sweatpants with a drawstring or a pair of basketball shorts. What had just happened? Had I imagined the whole thing? I grabbed the sweatpants out of his hand and took a step to the side. Here I thought maybe he had felt something too, but really he just couldn’t get to the dresser with me standing in his way.

I could feel the heat warming my cheeks and I swallowed down the hard lump that had formed in the back of my throat. The only thing I could think to do was to turn my back to him because if he saw me, he’d see how embarrassed and disappointed I looked. I didn’t want him to see me. If only I could make myself invisible.

“You can just change in here. I’ll go,” he said and closed the door behind him. I flopped down on his bed and heard the shower start. He was taking his turn. Roman was probably still with Grace, which was good because I needed a moment to collect myself.

“Grrrrrr!” I said growling into the sweatpants. I pressed them into my face to act as a muffler. I laid there for a while staring up at his textured ceiling.

We hadn’t gotten much sleep at John Payne’s and I was feeling exhausted. We all had so much sleep to catch up on, but I didn’t know if we would ever be able to while the creeps were still out there in their motherships. If I stayed in Ben’s bed any longer, I’d most definitely fall asleep.

I forced myself to get out of the comfortable bed when I heard the shower shut off. Ben would probably want to come into his room to get dressed. I was pulling on the T-shirt he had given me when I heard the door open.

“Oh, sorry!” Ben said as I quickly pulled it down over myself.

“No, it’s fine. I’m dressed,” I said and motioned for him to come in. After all, it was his room. I was the one in his space, so I should be the one to leave.

He stood there in the doorway covered by a towel hanging low on his hips. I almost couldn’t stand how amazing he looked. If things would have been different, if the creeps wouldn’t be outside the windows, I might have done something I might regret. I tried to make myself think of something else but my thoughts and my eyes kept going back to him. And his solid chest that was still damp from the shower.

“Uhh… I’ll get out of your way,” I said as I started to make my way past him.

“Wait,” Ben said side-stepping in front of me to block my exit. I quietly closed the door. “Now that I’ve showered….”

“Now that you’ve showered what?” I said my breath getting caught in my throat. I rubbed at my neck with my fingertips as if that might get the air flowing again.

“Now that I’ve showered, I can do this,” he said as he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me hard against his body. I put my palm against his chest and sighed at the feel of his smooth skin. Was this really happening?

He leaned down and kissed me. At first it was soft and gentle but then it quickly became something more. It was hard and passionate, as if we were both doing something we had waited achingly long for. I figured I must have fallen asleep on Ben’s bed and this was all a dream. A dream I didn’t want to wake up from.

Ben pulled himself away, and I kept my eyes closed. I was hoping he would start kissing me again, but he didn’t. I forced my eyes open, and he was staring at me with a sexy smile on his face.

“I’ve wanted to do that for so long,” he said lightly brushing his fingers through my hair. His fingers didn’t stop, he watched them as they slid down my shoulders and my arm, stopping once he got to my fingers. He took my hand into his.

“Me too. I mean with you. You know, me and you. Ugh,” I said feeling like I wasn’t making any sense. My heart was pounding so hard that it was causing my brain to not function as it should.

“Too bad this is what it took for me to have the courage to do something about it. I’ve wanted to say something sooner, but… well…,” he said kissing me again. I curled my fingers around his neck holding him to me. I didn’t want our kiss to ever end.

There was a light knock on the door, and I knew it would have to end. I stepped away as if I had been caught doing something wrong. Which of course I hadn’t. Ben and I were both single, there was no reason we shouldn’t be in his bedroom kissing if we wanted to. I couldn’t stop my lips from curling upwards thinking about it.

“Ben?” Roman said as he opened the door. He looked at me and then raised his eyebrow. Did he suspect something was going on, or was he just wondering what I was doing in here? Maybe he just wondered where we had both gone off to, leaving him alone with Grace.

“I was just borrowing clothes,” I blurted out and pointed at my chest. “And now I’m leaving.”

“OooooK,” Roman said, watching me as I left the room. I might as well have just put a sign on my own back that said I was making out with Ben. I could hear him talking to Ben as I walked down the hallway, “I just wanted to tell you I found some bandages and stuff we can use for Grace.”

“Oh, great,” Ben said.

I paused at the end of the hallway and listened. I wondered if they would talk about anything else. If Ben would tell Roman what had just happened, although I didn’t think he would. Grace was laying on the sofa under a blanket. Her hair was half-draped over the arm rest. She didn’t move. I didn’t think she even realized I was only a few feet from her.

“What was that all about?” Roman asked Ben in a hushed voice.

“Nothing,” Ben answered quickly, “just clothes, like she said.” I walked into the living room worried they’d exit Ben’s room and see me standing there. They’d know I had been listening in.

I kneeled down on the floor by Grace. I brushed a stray piece of hair away from her eyes and she didn’t even bother to blink. Roman had set out a bunch of items on the coffee table in front of the sofa— gauze, rubbing alcohol, cotton balls, peroxide, Band-Aids, pain medicine. It seemed like he set out anything he could find, but that he didn’t know how to use any of it.

She whimpered when I put my fingertip near the gash on her cheek. It was so red, and she felt warm. She didn’t need any of this stuff… what she needed was a doctor.
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When they came out into the living room, I couldn’t help but look up at them. I wasn’t sure, but I thought they could tell something was wrong by the look on my face. My lips were pressed tight together making a thin concerned line across my face. I pinched my eyebrows together.

“She feels warm,” I said, shaking my head. I didn’t know what options we had, if any. It seemed as though the whole city had been shut down and that probably included Grace’s doctor.

“The police station… maybe someone there can help us,” Ben said glancing at Grace. He started pacing back and forth behind the sofa. Ben ran his fingers through his still damp hair and paused. “My uncle will be there. He’ll tell me what we should do.”

He made it sound as if he was planning on going there alone. There was no way that was going to happen. We couldn’t let him go by himself. The worst thing you can do when something like this happens is to separate. If he went, he would have to take us with him.

“It’s only a couple blocks away, I’ll be back before you know it,” he said as if he could tell by the looks on our faces none of us were going to allow it. At least not without a good reason, and I knew he didn’t have a good enough reason to go off by himself. “Besides, we have to tell my uncle about what that guy did to Grace. He can’t get away with it.”

“I don’t think he did,” Roman muttered, and I could tell he had the same thoughts about John Payne that I did. That he had died when Ben hit him with the club. But it wasn’t that I blamed Ben. He had done the right thing. He did what had to be done, what any of us would have done in his shoes, even if he couldn’t accept the outcome.

“Just wait here… I’ll be back in thirty minutes or so,” Ben said heading towards the door.

“No way!” I said stepping in his path. I stretched out my arms to block his way. Although, if he wanted to leave, there wasn’t really much of anything I could do to stop him. He could just pick me up and move me out of his way. “If you leave, I’m going with you.”

“Same,” Roman said glancing down at Grace.

“Yeah,” Grace said in a weak voice, “you can’t leave us alone here!”

“I wouldn’t be leaving you alone! Roman would be—”

“We stay together,” I said pounding the door with my first as if I was trying to show how strongly I felt about it. I’ve seen movies. I knew what happened when everyone splits up. They all die, except for the main character. And I wanted us all to live.

Ben groaned and started pacing from his kitchen to the hallway and then back again. The police station wasn’t that far. If we ran, it would probably only take a few minutes, but Grace probably wasn’t up for running. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I was up for running. But she needed help.

There was a soft, rumbling noise in the distance that echoed through the air. I couldn’t be sure what I was hearing but when the others looked confused, I knew they were hearing it too. The noise continued to get louder and louder.

Ben, Roman and I ran to the window just as two army tanks and two other big trucks moved past. The spaceships overhead appeared to be in their offline mode. If the alien creeps were concerned about the trucks, I couldn’t tell.

Were vehicles working when the motherships were offline? Everything had stopped working— cars turned off, planes crashed— when they were glowing and spinning that night at John Payne’s house. But now the tanks and the vehicles were driving down the street. Maybe it had been something the creeps had done to make everything stop working? Whatever it was, they weren’t doing it now.

“Think your dad’s car is here?” I asked Ben as I rubbed my palms together. He looked as though he hadn’t even made the connection that the trucks outside were working. But then he raised the corner of his mouth and I knew he had figured it out.

“Let’s find out,” Ben said as he gestured to Roman to help Grace. “I’ll get the keys.”

Ben disappeared into his bedroom. I helped Roman get Grace to her feet. Once the blanket fell from her, she instantly started shivering. By the time we were at the dining room table Ben joined us swinging the keys on his index finger and carrying the club from John Payne’s house in his other hand. We followed him out of the apartment and down to the underground garage.

“Ha!” Ben said as if seeing his dad’s car parked in their numbered stall was surprising. Then he frowned. Without even asking him I knew it was because he was wondering where his dad was if his car was here and he wasn’t.

Ben sat down in the driver’s seat and we all stood there waiting to see if the car would start before bothering to climb inside. Roman and I smiled at one another when it started without any problems.

Roman helped Grace into the backseat as I ran around and got into the back on the other side. I pulled the seat belt across my body and clicked it into place. Roman closed her door gently as if he was afraid doing it any other way might spook her. He was in the passenger seat faster than what seemed humanly possible.

“Let’s go,” Roman said looking behind us as if he was anxious to get moving.

I put on my seatbelt and I could feel Grace’s eyes on me. She didn’t say anything nor did she buckle up. Instead she turned her head slowly and looked out her window.

Ben shifted the car into reverse and hit the gas harder than normal. The tires squealed against the parking lot pavement and echoed in the underground garage. He hit the brakes and slammed it into drive, exiting the garage faster than necessary. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was worried the car might shut off at any moment.

Even though the police station wasn’t that far, the car ride felt like it was taking forever. Ben parked the car haphazardly near the curb and stuffed the keys into his pocket. He got out of the car and started across the street without waiting for us.

We moved quickly to follow Ben towards the police station, but before we even got to the other side of the street we saw a couple running towards us. They were flailing their arms as they ran away from downtown. They shouted for us to stop, they looked scared and panicked. I was almost worried about what they might want from us.

The woman’s eye makeup was smeared down her cheeks and the man’s hair, what was left of it, jutted out in all directions. The man shouted at us much louder than he needed to, “Get out of here kids, what are you doing outside?”

“It’s not safe out here!” the woman bawked as she looked into my eyes. Her head moved around like a frantic chicken.

“Well you’re both outside,” Roman muttered, but they hadn’t heard him, and if they had, they ignored him. He had a point. If it was so dangerous to be outside why hadn’t they found somewhere to go by now?

“We’ve been running since we heard,” the woman said, her eyes fluttered while she spoke and then stopped blinking when she stopped.

Roman shook his head and rolled his eyes as if he was exasperated. He looked at them as if they were crazy and spoke slowly, “Heard what exactly?”

“We were downtown and then heard it on one of their radios. They are going to launch some kind of attack on the ships,” the man said, his eyes practically spinning in circles as he tried to look everywhere at once. “You kids need to get out of here!”

“Or you’ll die!” the woman screeched.

Ben and Roman looked at each other and I could tell they weren’t sure if they believed them or not. Even though they looked like they had escaped a mental institution, I believed them.

“And you heard this on the radio?” I asked, not sure if they meant the car radio or like a police radio.

The woman turned to me and ignored my question, “They aren’t even going to evacuate!” Her voice squeaked, and she grabbed her throat as if the noise she had made even surprised her.

“OK, thanks for the heads-up,” Roman said speaking loud and clear at them as if they were children. It was a bit condescending, but at the same time I understood his motivations for talking to them the way he had.

“Well good luck then,” the man said getting into Ben’s face. He grabbed the woman by the elbow and pulled her along. As they squeezed between us, he whispered to the woman, “Stupid kids. Told you we should have just kept going.”

I rolled my eyes at their back. As they ran away, I couldn’t help but yell out a sarcastic thanks. Although, I did wonder if what they had heard had been accurate. I mean, after all, we had seen the tanks and the trucks driving towards downtown, but would they really not evacuate innocent people? They’d just leave them there in the middle of the war zone?

I opened my mouth, “Maybe they are ri—”

“Maybe they are, let’s get inside, then we can drive out of here,” Ben said grabbing Grace by the hand. He was determined to talk to the police. Specifically, his uncle. He wanted to get help for Grace and tell him about John Payne, but had there been something more? Like maybe he wanted to see if his uncle knew where his parents were, or if there was a shelter they were sending people to?

But as far as what happened to John Payne, I almost wondered if he should just blame that on the creeps. There was no reason Ben should have to go through all kinds of crap when all he had done was save one of his friends from a psycho.

As we approached the side of the police station something in the alley caught my eye. Whatever the movement was, it was accompanied by strange noises. I scrunched my nose as I tried to make sense of what I was hearing and seeing. But it didn’t make sense.

I was about to assume it was just a drunk, homeless guy moving around in the alley. That was until I saw it stand up.
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The tall and slender alien looked down towards its feet. I wasn’t sure if it had even noticed us there watching. If it had, it was ignoring us, but I hoped it just hadn’t seen us there. Hopefully it would stay that way. It felt unreal being so close to one of those creeps, and this time there was no glass window or curtain between us.

On the ground in the alley I saw a person’s feet pointing up towards the sky. I couldn’t tell if the person on the ground was male or female, and in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter. All I knew was that there was a body lying on the ground.

Whoever it was groaned and jerked slightly, but it didn’t seem like they were able to do anything more than that. The creep must have done something to them.

I wanted to help, but I had a feeling that if the creep saw us, we’d be lying on the ground next to that other person in no time. The alien bent down and opened its mouth so wide it seemed like I had to have been watching something created with computer graphics.

The creep put its face down and started sucking the life out of the person on the ground. It reminded me of the way the motherships sucked up everything off the earth. I rubbed my eyes as if I couldn’t believe what I was seeing but then it got even worse. The creep started to shrink down into something that was more human. It seemed to be phasing into a human.

“What the fuck?” Roman muttered.

“Oh my God!” Grace said almost at the same time. Based on their reaction I knew they had seen it too and I hadn’t imagined it. We had all seen the creep suck the life out of the person laying on the ground. And then it phased. Almost into a human.

“Heeeeeeelp meeeeee,” the person on the ground moaned softly. They sounded as if they were begging and pleading for their life. Desperate for someone to save them. But there wasn’t anything we could do for them. Not even with the club Ben was holding. The phaser would just suck the life out of all of us. And then would it be able to walk around as if it were one of us? Would people be able to tell the difference?

“Let’s… get… inside…,” Ben said slowly as he tried to herd us all away from the scene and towards the main doors of the police station. I saw Ben tighten his grip on the club he’d taken from his house. He kept his eyes on our backs as we walked up the steps to the police station.

Roman pulled open the big glass door, and we all filtered inside. Ben turned around and locked the door as if he was worried the phaser would come in after us. But maybe a locked door wouldn’t stop him if he really wanted to get inside.

“I should have hit that thing… tried to save that person,” Ben said, looking as if he was considering going back outside. “If I would have acted sooner… maybe they’d still….”

“And maybe we’d all be dead if you had tried,” Roman said as his eyes scanned the police station. I hadn’t ever been inside a police station before but I thought it was strange there wasn’t anyone sitting at the front desk. Maybe for their own safety they moved somewhere else.

There was a big, light blue desk at the front encased by what I assumed was bulletproof glass. Inside the glass was a little sliding window that opened and closed. Located just to the right was a small waiting area with about six chairs that looked as though they were fastened to the wall.

The walls were painted a pale yellow color and were decorated with random paintings or landscapes. I assumed they too were securely fastened to the wall. There were two hallways. One led off to the left and the other went straight back. I could see there were doors staggered on both sides of the hallway.

The front area had been completely abandoned and, based on the eerie quiet, I wondered if the whole place was empty. Maybe they were all downtown aiding in the supposed attack. It wasn’t like the police force would vanish when people needed them most. Although if they had, I wasn’t sure I could blame them. I probably would have done the same. When the planes crashed, and the cars stopped working, they would have been out there on their feet armed with a club and a gun. Would that really be enough against these creeps? I knew it wouldn’t be enough against those vacuums.

“Why was it eating that man?” Grace cried out as she looked out the window. She pressed her fingertips against the window and peered out as if she was trying to find the creep. Or maybe the person whose life it had taken. She pulled her hand away leaving behind a foggy hand print.

“Did you see it? It started to look more like us?” I said worried they’d all think I was nuts. Maybe I had imagined it. They whole thing seemed impossible, maybe I had imagined in. It did feel as though I was walking around in a dream.

The grinding and humming of the spaceships started up, and I knew I probably shouldn’t, but I dashed to look out the glass door. I wanted to see what they were doing. It was the same as before. The ships were lowering their tubes and soon they would start vacuuming up people again. I wondered if they were looking for something. What were they here on Earth looking for?

“Come on,” Ben said gesturing for us to move away from the window. We followed him down the left hallway while he called out for anyone who might answer. But no one did. This end of the police station was empty, and I didn’t have high hopes for finding anyone down the other hallway either.

We backtracked until we got to the other hallway and this time we didn’t bother to call out for anyone. I was pretty sure the building was empty. Everyone who worked here had gone home, or somewhere else, probably around the time the ships arrived.

I couldn’t help but wonder how many of those people that left had actually made it home. How many had been on their way home when their car stopped working? Or maybe they were running and got sucked up into the mothership? Maybe they would have been better off had they just stayed at the police station.

Ben opened a closed door at the end of the hallway to look inside. All the other doors in the building had a window where we could see inside but this door was different, it didn’t have a window.

We followed Ben inside and quickly realized why that door was different, and why it had been kept closed. I made eye contact with a man who didn’t blink. His eyes were wide and his whole body shook ever so slightly.

“What’s going on out there, man? We’re hearing all kinds of freaky shit but no one tells us nothing,” the man said looking side-to-side as if he expected someone to pop-up in one of his blind-spots.

“You don’t know?” Ben asked raising an eyebrow. I looked around and didn’t see any windows. The only way they could have known was if someone would have told them, and I guessed none of the officers had bothered before they left. All they must have heard were the strange noises from the ships.

The thin, shaky man in the cell shook his head. Another man slammed his hand against one of the bars of his cell. I jumped into Roman. He put his hands on my shoulders protectively but my heart was pounding so hard I thought it might just jump right out of my body. Ben looked at the man on the other side of the bars as if he was worried he’d suddenly find a way out.

“Come on,” he hissed at Ben, “you have to let us out of here!”

The prisoner’s eyes were as black as night. He slid his palms up and down the bars as if he was slowly petting a dog.

Ben looked as if he wished we hadn’t entered this room. He coughed, “Well, ahh—”

“They left us in here last night. All of them in a mad rush… I could hear them outside the door. That one cop, the five-hundred-pound one, he pointed and laughed at us when he closed the door,” the man with dark eyes said.

“And no one told you anything?” Roman asked. He seemed skeptical.

“Nothing, they all just left. Something bad happened didn’t it?” a third man I couldn’t see asked. A wall between the cells blocked my view of him. And he didn’t bother stepping forward.

“You could say that,” Roman said holding me even closer. It seemed as though he was trying to keep me out of reach from the close man who still had his hands on his cell bars.

“Oh, God! I knew it!” the shaky guy who didn’t blink said as he started pacing around in a strange pattern that seemed like it probably only made sense to him. To me he looked like he must have had a screw loose, but they didn’t lock people up for just being crazy did they? “It’s zombies. I know it’s zombies. I saw a documentary this one time—”

“Shut up,” the guy I couldn’t see ordered.

“Right, you got it. Don’t want to draw attention. I only have this one brain here and if they get it, I’ll turn into one of them too.”

“What brain?” the guy I couldn’t see said with a tiny snort. The prisoner near me let out a laugh but I was pretty sure the other guy hadn’t been joking.

“Well, I have good news,” Roman said looking at the shaky prisoner. “It’s not zombies.”

He stopped pacing and just shook as he looked at each one of us. “If it’s not zombies… what is it then?”

“If we told you, you wouldn’t believe us anyway,” Ben said taking a step towards the exit. But we weren’t as discreet as I hoped we would be. They noticed.

“I have a family. Kids. Please, just let me out so I can go to them, man. I’ll owe you one,” he said rubbing at his nose. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was thinking about his kids or finding something that would help him take the edge off.

Ben shook his head and tried to move us all towards the door. They were locked up, it wasn’t like they could get us, but we still took it slow. Each step we took away from them seemed to make them more and more angry. There had to be a reason why they were all left in here and it couldn’t be just because the fat police officer didn’t let them out.

“Aww come on!” the shaky man whined as he punched at the air. “Let me out of here! Don’t leave me for the zombies. I don’t deserve that. My kids wouldn’t like their dad turned into a zombie!”

“Actually, if the problem was zombies, you’d likely be better of locked up in there. They wouldn’t be able to get to you,” Roman said, smirking at the man.

The guy that was closest to me started pounding his fist against the bars repeatedly. He stared at me with his black eyes as if he was trying to cast a spell on me that would make me open the cell door.

“Let us the fuck out!” the black eyed man bellowed.

Ben turned and pushed us out the door. The shaky guy started sobbing while the other guy shouted obscenities at us. He was pounding so hard against his cell bars I thought he was going to break his hands.

There wasn’t anything we could do for them. I didn’t know why they had been arrested but I had to assume it was for a good reason. For all I knew they were rapists, or murderers. It wasn’t a risk we could take. But, to be honest, I did feel bad leaving them locked up unable to fend for themselves. Who knew what those creeps would do if they found them.

“I was arrested for, like, having an ounce of pot. You have to let me out. I just want to get back to my kid! He’s going to need his dad to protect his brain,” the shaky guy shouted after us. I couldn’t see him but I could hear the begging and pleading in his voice.

Ben closed the door but I could still hear the yelling and swearing and crying. In fact, it almost seemed louder. It was as if it was all I could hear. I felt awful having to leave them in there with everything that was going on. It felt as though with the aliens, the rules changed. But with what happened with John Payne, I don’t think any of us were willing to take any chances.

We walked back towards the front of the police station. I didn’t know what we were going to do. There hadn’t been anyone we could report the John Payne incident to and no one to tell us how to get help for Grace. We were back at square one.

But then everything changed when the daylight quickly shifted to darkness. The lights inside the police station hadn’t went out, it seemed more like the sun had been turned off. Like someone had simply flipped the light switch and now it was dark. Day had, in a matter of seconds, turned into night.


​[ ​11​ ]​


We all ran to the window to see what was going on outside…why the sunlight had disappeared. The ships were still in their offline mode, but a weird dark, powdery substance was being blown out of the tops of the ships. It filled and covered the air above the motherships like a blanket.

The dark dust hung high in the sky. It looked alive as it swirled around. The black clouds it formed blocked out the sunlight almost completely. There was only a soft white glow where the sun should have been.

I wondered if the creeps blocked out our sun so when they turned off the electricity we’d be lost. We’d be in complete darkness. Well, except for the pinkish glow from the lights of the motherships.

As it was now, electricity seemed to be going at maybe forty percent power. All the lights worked, but they were dim and they blinked off frequently. They were nowhere near as bright as they should have been and I was almost certain it was happening citywide.

Maybe the ships were somehow drawing their energy from our power grid, or maybe it was something else that was causing it. I wasn’t sure the reason really mattered. I just didn’t want to be left in complete darkness when they took away all of the electricity.

“Oh, my God! Another one,” Grace whispered in a high-pitched voice. Outside the window, moving from shadow to shadow, was one of the tall aliens, a phaser, just like the one we had seen in the alley sucking the life out of a human.

The alien she saw had some human-like features but it was still too tall and too different to be seen as a human. It was so close to us. The only thing that stood between us and it was the glass door and maybe ten additional feet.

“Is the door locked?” I whispered, twisting my fingers together.

Ben slowly moved his hand to check the lock. He kept his movements slow as if he was afraid if he moved too fast it would alert the creep to our presence. And maybe it would have.

“Back away… move slowly,” Ben instructed after he ensured the lock was in the correct position. I was pretty sure he had locked it when we first came in. I could almost remember seeing him do it, but I wanted to be sure. The lock had kept them out of John Payne’s house, hopefully it would keep them out of the police station.

We hadn’t even taken a full step back before the alien stopped in its tracks and slowly turned its head towards us. It was too late… it saw us.

“What do we do?” I said, the words gently flowing from between my lips. I was trying to talk without moving my mouth. Maybe the creep could read lips.

Ben stopped in front of us and continued to guide us backwards, but the creep was already taking careful steps up towards the door. It paused and looked in at us as if it was studying us. Then it looked around the building as if it was trying to figure out how to get inside.

The creep raised its hand and held it against the glass door. Its long fingers pressed against the glass. I don’t know why but it surprised me to see the creep standing there inhaling and exhaling. They breathed oxygen just like we did, although they did it at a much slower rate than humans did.

It pushed the door and Grace whimpered. She moved around to hide behind me and Roman. When pushing didn’t work, the creep pulled the door, and when that didn’t work it shook it back and forth roughly.

I was pretty sure I had stopped breathing. It was a weird feeling to want to scream but to be too afraid to actually do it. It was almost as if it burned my throat.

The only reason my feet continued to move backwards was because Ben was guiding us. If I had been there without him, I would have just been standing there as still as could be, staring at the creep until it found a way inside.

The creep looked at us and tilted its head to the side as if it was wondering why we were backing away instead of telling him how to use the door. Its expression almost looked like it was offended… or hurt, as though it thought we should just let it in.

It pushed the door again and then pulled it. Its expression changed to a darker one. The creep started shaking the door so vigorously I didn’t think it was going to hold. The glass would break and it would just duck its head and walk inside.

“What do we do?” I managed to choke out. I buried my face into my hands. If it got inside, I didn’t want to see what would happen next. It would grab one of us and suck out every ounce of life before it would move on to the next. Or maybe it would just kill us and then go kill the prisoners in back too.

“I don’t know,” Ben said, and I bumped into Grace who then bumped into the wall behind her. We couldn’t even go back any more unless we were able to walk through the wall. I guess we could always run down the hall back into the small jail. Which maybe wasn’t a horrible idea if the creep got inside.

The creep bared its teeth and then made a strange airy gasping noise… a noise that no human could make. It was definitely something out of this world. Then all of a sudden, it dropped its hands to its sides and walked away.

It didn’t turn back to look at us. It just kept going, walking away as if nothing had even happened. While we stood there staring at the window with our mouths hanging open and shivering.

I fell down to my knees. It felt like some kind of miracle. Not that we were safe by any stretch of the imagination, but we were safer for right now. And that counted for something.

We were stuck in the police station in an artificial night time, but at least we were alive. I knew we couldn’t stay here… we shouldn’t stay here. We’d have to come up with a plan.

Once the creep was completely out of sight, Ben stepped up to the glass door. Grace and I were quietly pleading for him to come back. I was worried it was a trick, and he’d come back with a whole army of those creeps.

He placed his palm on the window the same way the alien had when it looked inside at us. Ben gasped, “No… no. Oh no. Nooo!”

He almost looked as if he was going to go out there. Roman and I dashed to his side to see what was going on. And to stop him if he really did try to leave.

Across the street, one of the alien creeps was taking abnormally large steps towards a woman running across the crosswalk. She was flailing her arms and screaming while she carefully stayed between the perfectly painted white lines.

He gained on her so quickly I knew she didn’t have a chance. Even if Ben had gone out to try to help her, he would have never made it to her in time. It was hard to watch when there wasn’t a damn thing that anyone could do about it. Just stand there helpless knowing the creep was about to suck the life out of her.

“She’s so screwed,” Roman said glancing over at me. I looked back to see Grace cowering near one of the boxy chairs that lined the wall in what was once the waiting area.

The creep grabbed the woman and pulled her effortlessly into the shadows created by one of the nearby buildings. I took a step back and hid myself behind Ben. But that didn’t stop me from trying to see what was happening. I peered over his shoulder, trying to find the creep and the woman, but I couldn’t see them in the dark shadows.

“Where did they go?” I asked, but based on their silence, Ben and Roman didn’t know either. I wished I could look away, but I couldn’t. My desire to know what would happen next was just too overpowering.

It was several minutes before something happened. The woman walked out of the shadows, but she was alone. Only I knew it wasn’t the woman. This replica was taller and there was just something different about her. She didn’t seem afraid any more and seemed to walk with purpose. The complete opposite of the woman who I’d just seen screaming and flailing as she ran.

This woman was the creep. It seemed as though, at least from my distance, that the two were nearly identical in most ways. Except for height. Well, and maybe other things, but nothing that stood out at this distance. What I now knew was that the creeps could look just like humans.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Roman said, taking a step away from the window. “This isn’t good… this isn’t good at all. They can just turn into us?”

I gripped Ben’s arms tightly and pressed my head into his back. It was as if I was trying to erase what I’d seen. But there wasn’t anything he could do, and knowing this about the creeps was probably a good thing. I let go and ran towards Grace, crouching down on the floor next to her.

Ben and Roman took their time backing away from the window. “Do you think they stay like that? And for how long?” Ben asked Roman quietly. I don’t think he had intended for me to hear him. But I had. And if I had, Grace probably did too.

“I have no idea,” Roman said shaking his head as he kept walking backwards. “What are we going to do?”

Ben just shook his head. I hoped that we weren’t stuck at the police station for good. Maybe they had a snack machine and a supply of bottled water, but there were also criminals held in the back room. With those big glass windows, I wouldn’t feel safe here, even if we were hiding in one of the back offices.

But the police station had to be better than being out there with the creeps. They weren’t just any aliens… they were aliens that could look just like us. How would we tell the difference? I had been with Ben, Grace and Roman since everything started, well except for when they showered, so I knew none of us could be creeps, but how would I ever be sure about anyone else?

Even though I was with my friends, I just wanted to be at home, with my family, hiding in the basement or under my bed until this whole thing was over. And was it going to be over? How long would the creeps stay here? Maybe they were going to stay until they sucked up every last human. In which case there wouldn’t be a damn thing I could do. Eventually I’d be sucked up inside one of the ships.

“What was that noise?” Roman asked looking up towards the ceiling. His head had moved so fast I thought he’d have whiplash.

A loud repeating thwap-thwap-thwap noise filled the air. It made the windows vibrate and the walls even seemed to shake slightly.

Ben bravely ran to the glass doors and looked up. For a second he smiled, but it melted off of his face quickly as if he didn’t know how to feel about what he was seeing. “Helicopters! Several of them… lots of them! It’s the military!”
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We all joined Ben at the doors, even Grace. The sight of the military coming to take care of the situation somehow made us feel safer. Which, of course it shouldn’t, because we knew something that maybe the U. S. Military didn’t know. It wasn’t like we had any way to tell them either. The only thing I could do was hope they knew that the creeps wandering around on the ground could turn into humans.

Surely they had the means to find out about the aliens much better than we did. The U. S. Military probably knew shortly after they first landed what they were doing here and that they could become us. But that didn’t ease my worries.

“Look over there,” Roman said pointing as something that looked like a missile flew across the sky. It looked as though it was being steered towards one of the motherships in the distance.

It was an attack. Earth was declaring war on these creeps, but I didn’t feel a single drop of relief that they were out there fighting. We were far too close to the action. The strange couple we’d met in the street had been right. We should have gotten further away from ground zero.

Military jets whipped through the sky and started shooting at the ships. They didn’t give a crap who was down on the ground. If one of those humongous motherships came crashing down squashing the police station, there wasn’t a single person out there that would care. They would continue to fight and anyone that got in the way would be a casualty of war.

“Oh my God,” Grace said, but I couldn’t tell if she was relieved or scared. Probably both. I couldn’t figure out how I felt about it, I just didn’t want anything to come crashing down to Earth. But somehow I knew that wasn’t going to happen.

The motherships just hovered there in the air. They didn’t seem to be doing anything at all, they weren’t fighting back. We watched the lights and listened to the noises as the jets fired away with what I assumed was everything they had.

Things were blowing up in the sky— missiles, flashes, fires and sparks lit up the night like the scariest fireworks show I had ever seen. The darkness of the powder cloud above made everything even brighter.

Each attack on the motherships was clear, but it didn’t seem as though our weapons were doing any kind of real damage. The motherships didn’t even seem to care. It was as if our attacks were pesky little mosquitoes. But then moments later that all changed.

The motherships started releases hundreds of little black ships, the same ones that zoomed down to Earth to drop off the phasers. They were the same little ships we’d seen out the window at John Payne’s house.

The small ships zoomed this way and that way as they fought back against our fighter jets. It seemed absolutely insane what I was seeing happen in the artificially darkened sky. I looked at the others and based on their expressions, they were thinking the same thing. It looked as though it was something ripped right out of a movie… or a video game. Not something that could be real.

“Those ships are so much faster than our jets… and look how quickly they can turn around,” Ben said as one of the jets went straight and the little zoomer ship flitted about like a butterfly.

I sighed and Ben put his arm around me. The whole thing was disturbing, I didn’t want to watch… I wanted to cry. Roman glanced our way and scrunched his face for a second before he turned back to the action.

Roman didn’t know what had happened briefly between Ben and I. He seemed confused, but it wasn’t really any of his business anyway.

“Whoa!” Ben said pointing off to the side as one of the small alien zoomer ships was free-falling towards the ground. We’d taken one out. Only hundreds more to go, but at least it was possible.

The zoomer left an orange trail of flames and smoke behind it. I could actually feel when it hit the ground because the earth shook slightly. Like a very weak earthquake.

“Hopefully, one of those doesn’t fall on top of this building,” I said, looking up at what was going on near our building. We were close enough to the action that the zoomers zipped by and the occasional jet whipped by as well.

If either of those things fell on the building, it would definitely cause it to crumble to the ground. I didn’t have a single doubt about that.

“Why didn’t they make sure everyone was evacuated first?” Ben said looking back up towards the in-air battle. But I didn’t have an answer to his question, and I was pretty sure neither did Roman or Grace. Perhaps there just hadn’t been time.

But it was weird they hadn’t even made an attempt. The only reason we knew an attack was going to happen was because we’d heard from other civilians. Maybe there had been a good reason they couldn’t warn people. Maybe there just hadn’t been enough time. Whatever the reason, we were sitting here much too close to the action. Just being here put us in even more danger.

The building shook again as one of the motherships hovered over to where the little black zoomer had crashed down. The ship started to hum and whir. A glowing pink like brightened the air and then a beam shot down. It circled the zoomer, which began moving up the beam of light up towards the mothership. The bigger ship seemed to be cradling its little baby ship.

It was just so unbelievable. I was seeing it with my own eyes and still I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The beam stopped pulling it up at about the halfway point and then the ship started repairing itself. One of the fighter jets shot at the beam but it was just absorbed into the beam. It didn’t do a single thing. It was as if it never even happened.

In just a minute or two the zoomer was back to new. The beam poofed, and the little ship zipped off to fight once again. It was as if they were indestructible. They were invincible. If they had a weakness, clearly the U. S. Military had no idea what it was.

For a bit it had looked as though the military had the upper-hand, but now, after having seen the ship repair itself in a matter of minutes, I knew they didn’t have a chance. Our jets and helicopters would crash but they couldn’t be repaired in minutes. And the pilots couldn’t be replaced that quickly.

First one helicopter crashed to the ground and then another. Soon the jets were crashing or exploding in midair from the blasts from the zoomers. It didn’t take long for the helicopters and jets that were still in one piece to retreat. There wasn’t anything they could do, it was lost.

The motherships did the same thing they had when they first arrived. They spun and hummed, and then every single jet, missile and helicopter in the sky turned off and starting falling towards the ground. They lost all power. It was as if there was a magnet down on the earth that was pulling everything to it all at once.

I was sure that the cars, trucks and other ground vehicles weren’t working now either. Which meant Ben’s dad’s car wouldn’t start either.

“Oh Christ,” Roman whispered, as we watched everything come crashing down. Grace covered her face. She didn’t want to see, and I didn’t blame her. I knew that any bit of hope she had left was now gone.

There was so much smoke in the air it looked as though the whole city was covered by a thick layer of mist. I watched as the cloud of smoke rolled towards the police station, surrounding us and all the other nearby buildings. Visibility was nonexistent.

I could see the bright glowing fires scattered around the city. Some blazed bright as others faded into the smoky clouds. The U. S. Military had lost.

My breathing started to increase. I didn’t know if it was because I was being affected by the sights or if it was that fact that there wasn’t anything any of us could do. We couldn’t even tell the difference between humans and the phasers once they changed into humans. I pressed on my chest as it seemed to get harder and harder to breathe.

“What are we going to do?” Grace screeched and the criminals in the back started howling out for help when they realized we were still inside. She grabbed Roman’s arm and started shaking it as if that would somehow shake the answer out of him.

He frowned as he pulled his arm carefully away from her and put his arm around her shoulders. Roman turned to look at her but he and I could both tell she was lost. He shifted his gaze down to his feet and I could tell by the look on his face he was worried about her. I was too. I wished I could do something or say something to bring her back to us, but she was probably still traumatized from what happened at John Payne’s house.

“Don’t look at me like that, Roman!” she wailed as she turned out of his arm and pushed him away from her. “They are going to kill us! What’s the point? Why are we even bothering to try?”

She started walking away from us, but stopped to sob into her hands. She turned back and fell into Roman’s waiting arms. He looked at Ben as if he wanted to know what he should do, but Ben just shrugged. He didn’t know what to do, and neither did I. Other than the John Payne stuff, I felt the same, I just wasn’t showing it the same way Grace was. If I had experienced the John Payne stuff, I probably would be reacting the same… maybe even worse.

“I don’t think we should stay here,” Ben said staring out the window. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and looked back at us, waiting for us to weigh in.

“The car isn’t going to work,” I said, even though everyone probably had already figured that out when everything came crashing down. Maybe the smoky fog would be enough cover, we weren’t that far from Ben’s place. But if the phasers caught us, I knew what would happen.

“My place is the closest,” Ben said as if he thought we’d forgotten. Roman nodded but I think he was worried about how we’d get Grace there. Once outside she’d have to keep her wailing and sobbing quiet so as not to draw attention to us. If the phasers heard her, they’d come for us. And some of them, or maybe all of them, would look just like humans. We’d have to run from everyone.

“Grace can you make it there?” Roman said taking her hand into his. He wrapped his fingers tightly around hers and looked into her eyes. Roman wanted her to know he was serious and that our lives might possibly depend on her keeping silent. “We’ll all need you to stay as quiet as you possibly can. It is imperative you do that.”

I looked at her. She was so disheveled I barely recognized her. I had spent nearly every day with her for as long as I could remember, yet somehow she looked completely different to me.

“We’ll stay together,” I said as if I was making her a promise. I wanted her to know we were all in this together. “It’s really not that far. We can make it.”

Ben and Roman looked at each other as if they were concerned. I didn’t know if they were concerned about Grace specifically or worried we wouldn’t make it with her along. But it wasn’t like we could just leave her behind.

“OK. Let’s go,” Ben said taking a deep breath. He nodded his head as if he were counting down. Then when he stopped moving, he flipped the lock and pulled open the door.
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Grace and I followed Ben down the sidewalk as fast as our feet would carry us. Roman followed behind us and as long as I could hear his footsteps, I knew he was with us.

We stayed close together in the thick smoky fog and hoped we were moving quietly enough. I wondered if Ben was having trouble navigating the streets because the cloud was still too thick. We couldn’t see more than ten or fifteen feet in front of us.

We moved carefully down the sidewalk for about two blocks before one of the phasers stepped out in front of us to block our way. Ben had the club, but I was still scared out of my mind.

My first thought was to run, to get away as fast as I could. I took a step back and bumped into Roman. He placed his hand on my back to steady me. The phaser looked at me and I stared back into its hypnotizing black eyes.

Ben put out his arm in front of Grace while he gripped the club tightly with the other hand. He slowly moved Grace back and then put his other hand on the club like he was gripping a baseball bat.

He raised the club up and got ready to swing. The phaser bared its teeth and raised up its palm. With some kind of invisible or magical force the alien removed the club from Ben’s hands and flung it across the street. I didn’t see it, but I heard glass shatter when the club broke through the window of a parked car or building.

Grace started crying, and didn’t seem to care how loud she was. She was going to draw more attention, but she was right to cry. There wasn’t anything we could do against this creature now that Ben’s club was gone. I would have cried too if I hadn’t been so scared.

Seeing the alien so close paralyzed me. I could speak, cry or run. Of course, running probably wouldn’t have done much good. I had seen how quickly the phaser had gained on the woman who ran through the crosswalk.

I could tell that the creep had already consumed some humans. Its body and face shape were more human than the one we had seen in the alley before it sucked the life out of that defenseless human. When I blinked, the phaser blinked. It was as if it was copying my movements. Studying them. Applying them, so that it could appear to be more human.

“We don’t want any trouble,” Ben said holding up his palms. If the phaser understood English, it probably wouldn’t believe Ben since he had just threatened him with the club. But it was true. We didn’t want any trouble. Our idea of trouble was likely not the same as the phasers.

The alien tilted its head to one side and then slowly to the other. It moved its arms into the same position Ben had his in. Palms up. Was it copying Ben now too?

“OK, we’re just going to go now,” Ben said reaching out his hand to me. I stepped forward so slowly I must have looked like I was moving in slow motion. But I couldn’t take my eyes off of the phaser. It stood at least a foot taller than me, maybe more. His skin was dark and leathery, and his eyes were as dark as coal.

Ben and I started to walk around the alien and I glanced back to see Roman grab Grace in the exact same way to help her along. It seemed to be working. I almost couldn’t believe it. Maybe it was because we weren’t running away that it was giving us a free pass.

It felt like the phaser was actually going to let us go. Ben and I were almost a full ten feet away, but he stopped to wait for Grace and Roman to catch up. They moved just as slowly and carefully as we had.

The creep watched them as they maneuvered their way around him. Roman smiled at us once they were around him. The phaser only putting in half an effort to look over his shoulder at them. The creep was letting us go. He wasn’t sucking the life out of us, he was actually letting us walk away. Maybe they weren’t so bad after all. Although maybe he just didn’t like the fact he was outnumbered.

We turned to look in front of us as we started towards Ben’s place. But then Grace let out an awful scream that caused my blood to feel like it was searing my veins. It made my body hot and dizzy. The world started to get fuzzy when I turned around just in time to see the phaser put its hands on Grace’s arms and lift her off the ground. It opened his mouth wide and started sucking the life out of her.

“No, no, noooo!” I screamed, and Ben pulled me away. I felt like I was swimming against a current to try to get to her. But she was deflating, I wasn’t going to make it to her in time.

Ben put his hand over my mouth as if he was worried I was going to continue to scream. He was going to do whatever he had to in order to muffle my noises so that I didn’t draw three more phasers over to finish us off.

Grace was moaning, screaming and crying out as the phaser worked at draining all of the life from her weakening body. Her limbs hung down as if they were made of ribbons and they were just swaying ever so slightly in the breeze.

As the life slipped away from Grace, the phaser started to look more and more like my best friend. It felt confusing to want to kill something so badly as it slowly turned into my best friend. I hated it.

“We can’t leave her!” Roman said, but Grace’s cries were already weakening. I was losing sight of her as we moved through the smoky cloud. My scream and Grace’s noises likely alerted the other phasers. They were probably on their way. Ben must have had the same thought because he pulled us along even faster.

“We have to keep moving,” Ben said and I could see the sadness mixed in with the determination in his eyes. “She’s gone. There will be more coming. We have to go. Come on, Roman!”

Grace wailed out again, it seemed painful… it also seemed like it was the end. The noise had almost sounded like my name. Before I could even take a step back in her direction, Ben tugged me forward.

“Darcie, no. We can’t lose you too,” Ben said, practically carrying me down the sidewalk. “Come on, let’s go… faster!”

I looked back again but I couldn’t see anything. They had disappeared into the smoky cloud. I could only imagine that she looked like a deflated balloon while the phaser looked like a bad clone of Grace. When he got his hands on another person who would he look more like? Grace or the new person?

We moved around the corner. That’s when it hit me fully that Grace was gone. The tears streamed down my face as we ran down the street. I half-expected another one of those creeps to jump out and pick another victim. I was running, but I also felt like I kept jerking towards one side or the other, trying to preemptively dodge a phaser’s attack.

Once we were at Ben’s apartment complex, I didn’t even feel the least bit relieved when he opened the door. It wasn’t any better when we entered his apartment and locked the door behind us. It was just the three of us now. There wasn’t anything to feel better about, and we probably weren’t even all that much safer.

Roman sat down on one of the living room chairs and tipped his head back. His chest was rising and falling rapidly as he tried to figure out how to breathe again.

I couldn’t relax. They were still out there. Sucking the life out of mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, cousins… best friends.

The random fires in the distance didn’t help matters. The still-burning crashed helicopters and jets only made me feel more hopeless. Not only were the creeps still out there… there wasn’t a damn thing we could do about it. We just had to sit here and wait for them to come for us.

Ben started to close the curtains when he saw me staring out the window. He was probably trying to help me stop thinking about what was going on out there. But he only pulled the curtain cord once before one of the nearby ships started humming and lowering down its vacuum tubes.

“Oh, for the love of God,” I groaned. Didn’t I deserve a small break to grieve for my friend? Watching people get sucked up into the motherships was one of the last things I wanted to see. People going up and never coming back down. What were they doing with everyone anyway? Well after what I’d seen, I knew it wasn’t anything good for the human race.

No matter how much I wanted to look away, I couldn’t. People, animals, cars and other random items went up. And then it was like the ship sorted through everything and spit down everything but the humans and animals.

“They are filtering out what they don’t want to keep. Why didn’t we notice that before?” Ben mumbled as he stepped to the side of the window. He wanted to watch, but it seemed like he was worried they might spot him through the glass. It was like he didn’t want to risk the chance of the glass breaking and getting sucked up into the ship too.

“Maybe they only first started sorting now… maybe they found what they wanted,” I said, unable to put any emotion into my voice. It was surprising I hadn’t collapsed into a ball of sadness. Although, I definitely wanted to. Everything I loved was probably gone. My family was likely up in the ship, Grace was gone, and we’d be next.

The windows and patio door rattled as the ship went over the apartment complex. Everything that was inside, stayed inside. But I didn’t for a second think that meant we’d be safe. We were only safe for now.

“Maybe we’ll be OK in here,” Roman said, but I didn’t think he believed it. “What do you think they are going to do with all of the people… and the animals?”

I shook my head. I didn’t think we’d be safe nor did I have a clue what they were up to. If they could just suck up everything they wanted, why were they even bothering to send the aliens down to the ground? And why could they turn into humans?

Other survivors probably hadn’t seen what the phasers on the ground were doing. I’m sure they had all stayed safely inside of their homes instead of venturing out. We only knew because we just happened to see it. But anyone who was still locked inside their house probably wouldn’t have a clue.

If they were approached by a human-like phaser, they probably wouldn’t even know it. And then, the alien would strike. Take them up to the ship or suck the life out of them.

They were collecting humans and other living things, but I didn’t know why. And maybe I never would. It wasn’t like they were going to tell us. Even if I got sucked up into that ship, they probably weren’t explaining what they were doing.

“No one else is going to know they can turn into us,” I said, wondering if Roman and Ben had come to the same conclusion.

“At least we know,” Ben said, as if that was somehow reassuring. It wasn’t, but I didn’t tell him that.

The other ships started joining in and they all moved around the sky as they vacuumed the earth. They were doing an organized sweep of the area. I could see some of the people flying up towards the tubes as they were sucked up. They kicked their legs and flailed their arms helplessly. I couldn’t hear them but I knew they were screaming and begging for their lives.

We all whipped around when there was a knock at the door. Ben looked at Roman as if he was confused. After all, who would be knocking? It wasn’t like any of us were expecting anyone.

Ben put his finger in front of his lips to indicate we should be silent. He soundlessly made his way across the carpet to his front door. He inched his face towards the peephole and peered out.

His body flew backwards when whoever was on the other side knocked again. The rough voice yelled, “Anyone in there?”
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They knocked again, only this time it was more aggressive. Ben looked out the peephole as if he hadn’t gotten a good look the first time. “It’s the police,” he mouthed, looking at us with his eyes narrowed. He seemed confused.

It didn’t make sense. Roman and I looked at one another seemingly both having the same thought. The police station had been abandoned yet here an officer was knocking at the door? Ben moved swiftly down the hallway and into his room. He returned a few seconds later with a baseball bat in hand.

Maybe the police station had been abandoned because the officers were working their way through the city looking for survivors. They were going door to door to help people. I would have thought they’d at least leave someone at the station in case any people would make their way there.

“What do you want?” Ben shouted through the door gripping his bat tightly. His whole body was stiff and rigid as he wanted for an answer.

“I’m here to take everyone to a nearby shelter. There’s nothing we can do… the city is lost. We are working to save as many as we can,” the officer said carefully annunciated each word.

Ben looked back at us for guidance, but all I could do was shrug. I had no idea what to think. To me, it didn’t make sense. But we’d probably be safer somewhere other than Ben’s second-story apartment with the big glass windows.

He opened the door slowly and I could tell by how Ben’s head moved around the door frame there was more than just a police officer out there. I ran up to stand next to Ben while Roman approached much more slowly.

The police officer stood there looking at us. According to his name tag he was Officer Blakely, and he had a gun, a radio and it all looked very official. Maybe this was it. Maybe there was a chance we could be safe, or at least a slightly better chance. As long as the creeps weren’t here for good we could hide out until they left. And we’d be with others.

“Come with us,” the officer said motioning towards the hallway. But Ben still seemed suspicious. He looked at the officer and then at the people with him and then back at the officer.

There were four people standing there with the officer. They looked anxious, as if we were holding them up. The older man, maybe fifty or so, crossed his arms, while the mother embraced her child. There was a guy who appeared to be in his upper twenties and he looked as though he was higher than a kite. He was the only one that smiled at us… a slow Cheshire cat type of a smile. I didn’t think he had any idea what was going on. This was all part of his trip.

“Come on kid, bring your little friends and let’s get going,” the older man said.

“Where are we going?” Ben said, directing the question to the police officer.

“To a shelter. He says it’s not that far, please hurry, come with us,” the mother said wrapping her arms so tightly around her son that she was going to suffocate him and he wouldn’t need to worry about the creeps anymore.

The police officer looked at Ben as if he didn’t fully understand the question. “We are going to a shelter where it will be safe,” the officer said, “come with us.”

“What’s your name?” Ben asked the police officer. It seemed like a weird question since was wearing a name tag. If it was some kind of imposter, he could easily look down and read it. But he didn’t.

The officer shook his head, “You should come with us now.”

Ben repeated his question as if he thought maybe the officer hadn’t heard him. “What is your name?”

The officer just stared at him blankly before he blinked and then turned to me, “You should come with us.”

Any real police officer would have told us his name, and any fake officer would have known enough to look down at the name tag. But this guy didn’t even realize he had a name tag, hell, he didn’t even seem to know what the word ‘name’ meant.

Before I could even say anything, Ben was lifting up the bat. He took a quick step forward and swung at the police officer with everything he had. The squishy thud noise at contact made my stomach lurch upwards.

His eyes were wide as if he was surprised. The police officer twisted around at the waist and flopped into the wall behind him. It was like someone hit a pause button until the woman screamed. She pulled her kid away from Ben as she moved her hands frantically to cover his eyes.

“What have you done?” the older man shouted. He was so angry his face was turning purple.

Ben ignored them and raised the bat again. He swung at the police officer again and this time his eyes rolled into the back of his head. The officer was still for a moment before his body collapsed and hit the ground hard.

Ben hit him again before he took several steps away as if he was shocked by what he had done. They were all looking at him.

“Why did you do that? You’ve killed us,” the older man said quietly. He looked at the dead police officer on the ground and his eyes turned dark. It was scary the way he looked at Ben as though he could burn a hole right through him. The man’s voice cracked as he yelled, “You’ve killed us all!”

The man reached to his side and pulled out a long knife. It looked like some kind of knife you’d take hunting. Maybe he hadn’t fully trusted anyone either that he took the time to conceal a deadly weapon on his person.

He held up the knife and pushed Ben up against the wall. The quick movements caused Ben to drop his bat. Ben’s fingers wiggled around as if he was trying to reach for it even though it was would be impossible for him to get it up off of the ground.

Roman reached down and grabbed the bat and held it up. He looked nervous, and I didn’t know if he could do what it would take to save Ben.

“Stupid kid,” the man said practically spitting in his face. He pressed the knife against Ben’s throat and showed his teeth as he growled like he was some kind of animal.

He cut into his neck and a tiny stream of blood flowed down Ben’s neck. The man was angry but when it came down to it, I didn’t think he had it in him. He wasn’t a killer. He grunted as if he was trying to pump himself up but froze when the officer’s body on the ground started to convulse.

Its legs and arms flopped around like dead fish and its head banged repeated against the floor. The mother screamed again, and I slapped my hand over my mouth. I wanted to look away from the violent body movements but I couldn’t.

The guy holding Ben released him and held his knife towards the vibrating body instead. Ben slipped to the side and back to the door of his parent’s apartment.

“Ben,” I said tugging on his arm when I heard the hum of one of the little zoomers getting louder. It was as if I could sense it coming closer. “Ben, come inside. Please!”

“Everyone go back inside your homes. Lock the doors! Don’t let anyone inside!” Ben ordered, but no one moved. They just stood there staring at the body. “Go!”

The body stiffened and started to jerk. It looked as though its spine was changing shape. Ben slammed the door shut blocking our view of the body and of his neighbors.

I pressed my back against the wall and watched Ben’s face as he looked out of the peephole. Roman stood nearby still holding the bat. He looked as though he wanted to see, but also like he might puke.

“What’s happening?” I asked not sure I wanted to see. And not even sure I wanted to know.

“It’s turning back into one of them. It wasn’t human. Thank God I was right,” Ben said stepping off to the side so Roman could take a look. Were we even safe this close to it? What would it take to kill those things? They could repair their ships and maybe they could repair themselves too. Were they indestructible?

“Holy shit! Unreal,” Roman said and pushed the door as if he was trying to make sure it was really shut. “Is it locked? Are you sure it’s locked?”

Ben nodded, but checked it again anyway. I stood next to the door and Roman stepped aside so I could look. It was like something was controlling me. I didn’t want to look, but I had to. For whatever reason, I just had to know.

The alien was fine. It wasn’t hurt as far as I could tell. It stood up and looked at the door, or maybe it was looking at me. I gasped and stepped back, I shook my head as if I shouldn’t talk. And I hoped they wouldn’t either. Then it might hear us… it might come in for us.

Ben and Roman almost hit heads as they both quickly tried to see what had upset me. Roman backed away and Ben peeked out.

“No…,” Ben whispered, “how can that be?”

Roman put his hand on Ben’s shoulder to lightly move him to the side. He wanted to see. But Roman didn’t say anything he just stood there watching with his mouth hanging open.

“He’s leaving. That creep is just getting up and walking away,” Roman said stepping away from the front door. I could still hear the hum of the zoomer outside. Perhaps it was out there waiting to pick up the phaser. Maybe it was hurt even though to us it looked fine? Or maybe it was just here to help him get away to safety.

“So are they invincible?” Ben asked, but of course none of us knew the answer to the question. It sure did seem like a possibility though.

“But why was the alien trying to take us away?” I said trying to make sense of what had been going on before Ben whacked the creep over the head. What had it been up to? Once it looked fully like a human, it didn’t bother to suck the life out of others, it just tried to lead them away.

Roman and Ben both looked as though they were trying to figure it out. The creeps were using whatever tactics they could to get as many humans out into the open as possible. So they could collect them easier. They were having trouble getting the humans who were inside. Could that be it?

“Maybe they are trying to lure us all outside?” I said looking back and forth between them. Roman and Ben both stared at me as if they were trying to put the pieces of a puzzle together. “To make it easier to vacuum us all up.”

Neither of them said anything. The increased humming noise of the zoomer outside distracted them. I followed behind them to the window to watch the little ship fly up towards the mothership. It was probably carrying the creep that had just recently only been a few feet away from us.

“We are so screwed,” Roman said as the smaller ship drove inside the big mothership and disappeared from view.
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We didn’t know what time it was. At some point the electricity must have gone out because all of the clocks, although working now, were blinking or showing different times.

I was exhausted. Since the creeps had blanketed the sky with their weird black cloud, we couldn’t even guess what time of day it was by the position of the sun.

“I’m so tired,” I said with quite possibly the biggest yawn of my life. I had no idea how I’d actually fall asleep with all of those creeps out there. If I was going to die, maybe it would be better if it happened while I was asleep. That way at least I wouldn’t see it coming.

“Me too,” Roman said, stretching his arms up and his legs outward.

“I don’t think I could sleep even if I wanted to,” Ben said as he peaked out between the curtains. “One of you can take my bed, and the other can sleep in my parents’ bed.”

“Awkward,” I said grinning at Roman. It wasn’t like I really cared either way, but the idea of sleeping in his parents’ bed felt a little weird to me. But Ben’s parents had known Roman for a long time, maybe it wouldn’t feel as weird to him as it would to me. What if they came home, and I was in their private space, just sleeping in their bed? They probably wouldn’t care under the circumstances, but to me it would still feel, well, awkward.

Roman nodded and directed his eyes towards the sofa. I didn’t want to be alone in one of the bedrooms anyway, but then again I didn’t really want to be out on the sofa near the big window either. When I yawned again, I knew I’d have to make a choice.

“You can take Ben’s bed,” I said as I laid down on the sofa. That way Ben could sleep in his parents’ bed. I thought that made the most sense although Ben didn’t seem to care one way or the other. If he was even going to try to get some rest.

“You sure?” Roman asked pointing towards the hallway.

I nodded, my eyelids felt even heavier now that I was laying down. Roman left the room, stopping in the bathroom before making his way to Ben’s room. Each blink took longer than the last. The only reason I wasn’t sleeping was because I kept anticipating the creeps breaking through the window. I felt like I could actually see it happening each time I closed my eyes.

Ben disappeared from my line of vision for a moment but then he reappeared with a blanket. He gently spread it out over me and I moved my mouth to thank him but I wasn’t sure if any of the words had come out. The last thing I remembered was Ben walking back towards the window. He resumed his post to keep watch while Roman and I slept.
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“Grace!” I cried out. My eyes were wide open, but all I saw was a blurry mess of colors I couldn’t make sense of. My arms were stretched out in front of me as if I was reaching for her. I felt my heart racing but as things became clearer, I couldn’t understand why I was sitting on a sofa looking at a wall. My best friend wasn’t there. Just an empty space.

I jumped when someone put their hand on my arm. My whole body recoiled, and I pressed myself into the cushion behind me. I could feel my eyes darting around as I tried to make sense of where I was and what was going on.

“Darcie, are you OK? It’s me, Ben,” he said in a calm voice, looking at me with concerned eyes. He took a step back as if he was afraid he’d frighten me. My eyes fluttered. It was Ben. I knew Ben and I were in his apartment. Everything started falling back into place, even if it was falling rather slowly.

Ben moved cautiously towards me and kneeled down at the side of the sofa. He gently rubbed my back. “It’s OK,” he whispered, “you must have been dreaming.”

“Yeah… I guess so,” I said, looking at the window. “Are they still out there?”

“Yes,” Ben said, looking into my eyes. It was as if he was trying to see what my dream had been about.

I shook my head, I was still sifting through everything. My mind was working on putting everything back into order. The dream had felt so real that I couldn’t quite figure out what was reality. It was weird because I felt like I couldn’t remember everything, or maybe it was that my mind was protecting me and wouldn’t let me remember everything.

“Is Grace really gone?” I asked and Ben looked down at the sofa cushion. He pinched at a random piece of lint and pulled it off.

“Yes. She’s gone,” Ben said choosing not to meet my eyes. I started rubbing my fingers together aggressively as the dream started fading quickly and reality became clearer.

“Right. I know that,” I said putting my face into my hands. “The dream was just so real.”

Ben slid his arm up around my middle and rested his head against my arm. He squeezed, and I didn’t know if he was trying to offer me some comfort or find some comfort for himself. Maybe it was both.

He hadn’t shared much about how he was feeling about any of this. When the phaser took Grace, it wasn’t just me that lost someone, Ben and Roman had too.

I reached down to him so I could hug him properly. We held each other as if we were afraid the other might slip away. In that moment, there wasn’t anything that could pull us apart. So many emotions were in the hug, it seemed as though I could feel each one— loss, love, fear, sadness… desire, passion, longing.

He must have felt all of those things too because he turned his head so his lips could find mine. There was so much in the kiss it was almost too intense. His mouth was pressed hard to mine as if I was his oxygen and he needed me to live. I kissed him back, mirroring his need. The warmth of his mouth and the passion I felt sent shivers down my spine.

Ben climbed up onto the couch and rolled his body to the side so he didn’t put his full weight on top of me. My fingers dug into his back as if I was afraid he’d be pulled away from me and I’d lose him before I ever really even had him.

His mouth moved down my jaw and then he kissed down my neck. A soft moan escaped from between my lips. “Ben,” I whispered as his hand slid up my shirt. I forgot where I was and what was going on outside.

My hands were all over his body as if I wanted to feel every single inch of him all at once before I woke up from this dream too. I had kept my feelings for him hidden for so long and now I wished I hadn’t. Who knew how much time we’d have left together?

What was going on outside was devastating, but what was happening on the sofa was pure bliss. It almost felt wrong to be enjoying something while people out there were suffering, being sucked up into the motherships or murdered by the phasers.

He curled his finger inside the waistband of my pants and he tugged at them. I pulled his hips towards mine as if I couldn’t wait to feel him. I wanted him. I needed him. And I think he needed me too.

Right as I lifted my hips for him to help me shimmy out of my pants, something hit the window with a thud. We both instantly froze and stared at the spot on the window where we’d heard the noise. He let go of my waistband and removed his hand from my shirt.

“What was it?” I asked, my hand lightly resting on his hip. I was afraid if I let go of him now, it would be forever.

“I’m not sure,” he said, his lips pressed into a straight, thin line. Whatever it was hit the window again. Louder this time. The window vibrated, and I pushed myself up so I was sitting, but I kept myself close to Ben. I wasn’t thinking about all the things we could do together anymore. My thoughts had done a one-eighty, and I was back to focusing on the world outside.

Bang. Bang. Bang-bang. Bang-bang-bang-bang.

The pounding increased. Ben started to move away as if he was going to get up, so I grabbed onto him tighter. I was worried he was going to go to the window to see what it was. And I didn’t want to be left alone on the sofa, not even for a minute.

“Ben, please don’t go!” I begged as Roman came into the living room to see what was going on. He looked confused and frightened but sat down next to me on the sofa. He put his arms around my shoulders in an attempt to help calm me.

“What’s going on?” Roman said, his words blending into one another. His voice was groggy and I could tell he hadn’t rested well. He probably had nightmares too.

“No idea,” Ben said, the pounding only getting louder and more aggressive. I was worried the windows were going to shatter, and whatever was on the other side of the window would get inside.

Ben slowly walked towards the window. All that was stopping him from seeing what was out there was the curtain. I reached out to him as if I wanted to pull him back to the sofa, but when he touched the curtain, I reeled my arms back in. I was almost crying, “Ben, please… don’t!”

On the other side of the apartment something else began pounding on the front door. It was like the pounding was growing as it continued against the wall. Whatever it was must have been standing in the hallway pounding along the walls.

I put my hands over my ears trying to block out all of the sound. Without looking, I knew it was the creeps. They were here for us. It wasn’t like they were just going to leave without us. They wouldn’t leave Earth until they had every last human up in their ships.

Roman wrapped his arms around me and pulled his legs up onto the sofa. It was like he was hiding his feet because he was afraid they’d pop out from underneath us and start pulling at his legs.

“Ben, come back!” Roman said, but I wasn’t even sure if he could hear him over all the noise.

“Ben!” I shouted, as he reached out to open the curtains. I didn’t want to see. What would they do if they saw us? “No!”
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Ben pulled the curtain cord once, and I saw them all trying to look in at us with their dark eyes. He pulled it again revealing even more of them. It was an unbelievably large swarm of the tall, dark-skinned phasers looking in at us as they continued to pound on the windows and walls.

“Close it!” I screamed as I hid my face so I wouldn’t see them and I wouldn’t see them looking back at me. My body shook uncontrollably even though Roman was trying to hold me still. Even with my eyes covered I could feel them staring at me.

Ben stepped back and looked out at the sea of aliens. He said something, but I couldn’t understand him through all the noise.

He just stood there staring at them. It was like he was frozen, or hypnotized. Roman sprinted across the room to the curtains and tried to close them. In his haste he accidentally pulled the wrong way and opened them wider. I shook my head, and he quickly switched directions. Their pounding didn’t stop once the curtain was closed.

Roman grabbed Ben by the hand and pulled him towards me. He reached down and practically lifted me with one arm as he led us to the closet at the end of the hall.

“Get inside,” Roman ordered as he pulled open the door. I didn’t question him as I pushed the coat to the side so I could squeeze into the small coat closet.

He helped Ben inside, and then forced his way in after. It was a tight fit, but we were all in the closet, packed like a can of sardines. Roman closed the door quietly, as if we were playing a game of hide-and-seek with the creeps. I could still hear their pounding, although the closed closet door muted the noise.

“They are going to get inside,” I said, sliding down the corner of the closet to the floor. I hugged my knees and turned myself into a small ball as if that would somehow keep me hidden. There was something under me but I didn’t bother to move it. I was pretty sure I was sitting on a pair of shoes.

Roman held the doorknob as if he was ready to hold on if they tried to get inside. Not that he’d be strong enough to keep it closed against a flock of those phasers, but he was going to try, if it came down to it. I felt the tears welling up in my eyes, and no matter how hard I fought to keep them from falling, they did anyway.

We had been so quiet while we awaited our demise that when they stopped pounding all at the exact same moment, I could hear my heartbeat. The silence that followed was almost as scary as the pounding had been.

Even though the pounding had stopped, none of us were ready to leave the closet. We stayed in there for a long time before we heard the ships starting up. Roman and Ben started to leave the closet.

“No… stay with me!” I said, sounding much too whiny, but I wasn’t ready to leave, and I didn’t want to be left alone in the closet either. I worried that if we stepped out, they’d all pop out from their hiding spots and grab us.

“Wait here,” Ben said, but I jumped up and grabbed his arm. Roman glanced at me wearing a strange expression. It was as if he was jealous I had grabbed onto Ben instead of him. But he quickly turned away to focus his attention on the windows. I probably just misunderstood the look, after all, why would he care if I grabbed onto Ben?

They didn’t bother opening the curtain, instead Roman carefully guided it over to the side so he could peek out. When he didn’t scream or back away terrified by the gawking aliens, I figured it was safe to look.

I peered out over Ben’s shoulder and watched as the bodies they must have lured outside were vacuumed up. This time the bodies that went up into the ship were limp. I couldn’t tell if they were unconscious or dead, but they definitely weren’t fighting back.

It seemed like each time the motherships started up their vacuums there were less and less people going up. Could they have really sucked up that much of the city’s population?

There had to be others still hiding indoors. Of course, some of them would have easily been swayed by the aliens in human form. Especially those that were dressed as police officers. We were lucky in a sense because we knew that any human could actually be a phaser. Maybe that would be the key to keeping us safe a little longer.

Roman pushed the curtain away from his face as if he was frustrated, or maybe disgusted, but most certainly scared by what he was seeing. He flopped down on the sofa and put his hands over his face. He groaned, “Ugh, what are we going to do?”

Ben shook his head and then froze in place. He turned his head slowly towards the TV. Electricity, for the most part, had been working. It seemed erratic, likely due to some kind of interference from the ship, but it worked.

He picked the remote up off of the coffee table and sat down on the other end of the sofa. I sank down between them as he clicked the power button.

Ben flicked through the channels, which were a mix: static, rainbow screens and prerecorded TV like infomercials and sitcoms. At least there was something, we wouldn’t have to stare at the spaceship outside waiting for them to come and vacuum us up. We could watch Friends reruns instead.

It seemed like he was about to give up as he sighed and pressed the channel button extra hard. But when he saw the newscaster on-screen dressed in his regular, every-day clothes, he paused. Was this live?

“What’s that Tracie?” the newscaster, who was sitting behind the desk wearing a white T-shirt, said. He looked at someone off-camera as if he was hearing something we couldn’t. “Oh, right. OK.”

The woman next to him turned to him slowly. She looked like she was nervous, scared or maybe in shock. I didn’t know if it was someone they just threw on camera or a regular who was a mess because of what was going on outside and they were completely freaked out. No matter how much on the job experience and training one had, they could never be ready for something like this.

“We are going to continue to broadcast as long as we have an ongoing situation. The five of us are locked inside of News Central and will continue to bring you the latest as it becomes available,” the man said running his hand through his fluffy, un-styled hair. He wasn’t coated in make-up, so I assumed this broadcast must not have been planned. They must have just been there when everything happened. Maybe it had been before or after the nightly news and they just stayed where they were. “To anyone who might be out watching this… stay inside. Lock yourself indoors.”

Since I didn’t watch a lot of news, I didn’t know if this was a local newscast or something countrywide. If it was somewhere further away that meant this was happening everywhere. It wasn’t just happening in our city… they were out there vacuuming up many cities, maybe all of the cities. Maybe the entire Earth.

“Oh God,” I said as a feeling of complete hopelessness washed over me. Ben put his hand on top of mine but it provided little comfort.

“I’m told the ships are coming back down,” the male newscaster said as he looked at someone off-camera. “Yes… yeah, OK, not just one or two it’s the whole lot of them.”

He was trying not to freak out on camera but I wasn’t sure how much longer he would be able to maintain his composure. The girl next to him just sat there staring, barely bothering to blink. She had to be in some kind of shock.

“They should take her off camera,” I muttered. I commented only because it was making me even more nervous to watch her.

“Please folks, just stay inside. That is the best chance I think any of us have,” he said mumbling the last part.

“I don’t know… it looks like a great day out there to me,” the female newscaster said, still looking dazed. Her thin lips curled up ever so slightly at the ends as if she was making a smile for the first time in her life.

Her co-host turned to look at her. It was clear by his scrunched up eyebrows that he thought she had lost her mind. And maybe she had. Perhaps everything had just been too much for her to handle and she was doing what she had been trained to do. Put on a brave face and report the news. Although, she wasn’t reporting the news, she was just making up what maybe she thought people would want to hear.

“Really. I think everyone should just take a step outside and enjoy the fresh air,” she said as she placed her hands onto the desk. “The sun is shining. It’s a beautiful day. Go outside.”

“Riley? I… ah, don’t think that’s a great idea,” the male newscaster said, looking as though he was worried she was ill. Mentally ill. He glanced at the person off-camera and it looked like his eyes were pleading for them to get her out of there.

“Nonsense. It is great advice. Go outside,” Riley the newscaster said, forcing another awkward smile at the camera.

“What’s going on?” the man said to the person off-camera. He lowered his voice, but the microphone still picked up his softened words, “Remove her.”

Roman popped up to go look out the window. The creeps’ ships were still hovering above and the sky was still dark. There was no sunshine. It was not a nice day.

“Is this some kind of joke?” Roman asked, gliding the curtain to the side a bit so he could prove the ships were still there. Of course, I didn’t actually need the visual proof since if they left, or moved, we’d hear it. He quickly closed the curtain as if he was afraid they’d see him standing there and come back down to knock on our windows again.

Roman sat back down and leaned forward. He stared at the TV as if he was trying to figure out some kind of puzzle.

“It’s a trick,” Ben said putting his hand over his mouth. He looked as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “No freaking way. Hopefully, no one will fall for this!”

It suddenly made sense. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. My mind had been erased of everything as I stared at the phaser on the TV screen. She looked so human. No one would have been able to tell the difference. They just let her in, thinking it was newscaster Riley and not phaser Riley. Because, of course, they didn’t know about the phasers.

“Go outside,” newscaster Riley said again, looking directly into the camera. It felt as though she was looking right at me. I tilted my head to the side, and the thought was weird, but maybe it was a nicer day outside than I had originally thought?

I stood up.
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“Umm, Darcie?” Roman said, but he sounded far away. What was he trying to bother me about? It didn’t matter… I didn’t care. He probably just wanted to stop me from feeling the warm sunlight against my skin. It had been so long since I had felt the sun’s warmth.

I took another step towards the patio door when the TV went blank. The darkness felt strange. It felt like there was something I was trying to remember.

“Put that back on for a second,” I said as if it might help me. It was like I needed the answer to a very important question and it was just on the tip of my tongue. If they would only turn the TV back on, the answer would be waiting there for me.

“No,” Ben said as he stepped in front of me and broke the connection I had felt with the TV. I squinted my eyes… I was about to do something, but what had it been?

“Hmm?” I said, turning my head upwards and looking into his eyes. He had such beautiful eyes. Had he just asked me a question? I couldn’t remember what he wanted from me. “Did you say something?”

Ben just shook his head and helped me back down to the sofa next to Roman. Then he walked over to the TV and unplugged it. Seemed a bit much. We could have watched reruns or infomercials to pass the time. At least it would have been something to do rather than stare at the walls while we waited for them to come for us.

“Are you OK?” Roman asked in a low voice as he placed his hand on my shoulder.

“Yeah, I’m fine, why?” I said scrunching up my nose at him. “Well… I mean, no, I’m not fine, look out there!”

I felt a little confused. It almost felt like I was missing time, but that wasn’t possible. I hadn’t left this room.

Roman and Ben exchanged a look that I knew was about me. Ben started towards the kitchen but stopped and looked over his shoulder, “Should we eat something?”

I shrugged. It wasn’t like I felt the least bit hungry, but at the same time I couldn’t remember the last time I had something to eat. Maybe that’s why I was feeling a bit off. Maybe I was just hungry.

“I could eat something,” Roman said making his way to the kitchen. At least we were trapped somewhere we had food and water. I guess things could have been a little worse.

They started opening cabinets and the refrigerator as they tried to decide what to make. Ben held up a jar of peanut butter and Roman nodded. I was feeling alone even though I was only like ten feet away from them.

After I sighed, as if I was annoyed with myself for being such a chicken, I made my way to join them in the kitchen. I leaned against the counter while they made up the sandwiches. Ben passed me the first one and even though I wasn’t a huge fan of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, I ate it anyway. And I ate far faster than I had ever eaten anything in my entire life. I was hungry and even though I hadn’t felt it, my body must have.

“Thanks,” I said as I finished the last bite just as Roman was taking his first. He smiled at me. “What?”

“Nothing. Want another?” Roman asked grabbing for the knife. He must have been hungry too but he was willing to drop everything to make me another sandwich.

“No… no thanks. I couldn’t eat another bite,” I said waving my stretched out hand side-to-side. If I would have had another, I might not have been able to keep them both down. I wasn’t even sure if I was going to be able to keep the first one down, based on how my stomach was swirling.

Parts of me had been hungry, but larger parts of me had been too upset, scared, worried, and whatever else to eat. But I had done it, and now those parts were mad at me for it.

Ben finished his sandwich and started to make another when I heard a noise that sounded like something moving through the apartment wall. I stared at the wall moving my eyes as the sound seemed to move through. I followed it upwards and my eyes stopped on the vent in the dining room.

“Oh my God,” I whispered as I started to back away. I was worried something was going to pop out. My feet moved me backwards while I kept my eyes on the vent waiting for it to burst open. I nearly tripped three times before my back hit the wall opposite the vent.

It sounded as though someone was dragging a metal chain through the venting system. It clanked and sounded almost mechanical, like gears grinding mixed with an odd ticking.

My hands were shaking as I stood there alone waiting for the vent to pop off and scare me half to death. Then whatever came out would easily be able to finish me off.

Roman put his sandwich down and walked over to the vent. He stayed about three feet back while he stood up on his tip-toes and tried to look inside.

“Back up, Roman,” Ben said pressing himself against the kitchen cabinets. He looked my way to make sure I was OK. Which I was and I wasn’t. I considered running over to him but worried I’d draw attention to myself.

The grinding and clanking moved around the room. It was like I could tell exactly where it was based on the noises in the wall. My eyes followed the noise. When it hit the back wall by the windows, it turned around and made its way back.

Roman came and stood next to me. When the noise moved past our wall, we both moved to the center of the room. I held onto him and Ben ran over to join us. If whatever it was came in and got us, at least we were going together. We clung to one another and spun around as a group as we followed the noise.

“What should we do?” I whispered so quietly I wasn’t sure if either of them had heard me.

“I have noooo idea,” Roman said holding on to both me and Ben. I think he was afraid he might be pulled away from us if he let go. I gripped onto both of them tightly, and tried not to cry.

The noise started to fade and sounded as if it was moving to another area of the building, but I still couldn’t relax or let go. Roman let out a long exhale as if he had been holding it in for too long.

“Well that could have been worse,” he said flashing me a weak, half-smile. “Guess it couldn’t get in or something….”

“For now,” I muttered and looked down at my fingers. It was only a matter of time before they found a way to get to every last human that was still locked inside.

But when I saw the pink smoke filtering in through the vent, I knew they hadn’t been trying to come inside. Whatever was in the vent had been doing something else completely.

The smoke wasn’t moving fast, but if we couldn’t stop it, whatever it was would fill the room. And I knew whatever it was, well, I knew it wasn’t good. Ben and Roman stared at me as if they couldn’t understand the look on my face. They hadn’t noticed.

When I pointed at the pink smoke, Roman sighed. He ran his hands through his hair and pulled at the ends. Not only was it coming out of the vent, it was also seeping in from under the front door, and I could only imagine it was filling the other rooms as well.

We couldn’t go outside and we couldn’t stay inside. It was finally over for us. They had figured out a way to get to everyone. But after everything we’d been through so far, was I really ready to just give up? Not yet.

I didn’t know if it would work, but I had an idea.
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“Do you have any plastic bags? Like from the grocery store? How about tape? Strong tape,” I said, grabbing Ben’s shoulders and turning him towards me. “Maybe we just need to seal them up.”

Ben dashed into the kitchen and opened the cabinet under the sink. He pulled out a paper bag that was filled with tons of plastic shopping bags. He placed them on the counter while he dug around in a drawer. Seconds later he pulled out a roller filled with packing tape.

I grabbed a bag and handed Ben the tape. The vent was higher than I could reach, so I pulled over a chair while I held my breath as best as I could. I had no idea what the pink stuff was, but I knew I probably shouldn’t breathe any of it in.

“Tape it down,” I said, holding the plastic bag as tightly over the vent as I could. Ben taped it up quickly and when we pulled back, the smoke had stopped. No leaks. It seemed as though the seal would work.

There were a few vents along the floor and in the bathroom, not to mention the crack under the front door. Anywhere we saw pink smoke, we sealed up the source. Once we were done, we checked everything over again to make sure we hadn’t missed anything and to make sure they were all still holding up.

Then we sat down and waited. Waited to see if it would continue to work, or to see what the pink smoke that had gotten in would do to us.

When nothing happened, we assumed we were safe. But it was getting very hot and stuffy inside the apartment. And it was happening a lot faster than I would have liked.

“Do you have any fans?” Roman asked, all stretched out on the floor as if that would somehow keep him cooler. I watched him as he moved his foot nervously from side to side. Then he lifted up his shirt, which honestly didn’t seem like a horrible idea.

“Maybe,” Ben said carefully opening the closet door. It seemed as though he wanted to make sure the closet hadn’t secretly filled with pink smoke. But there wasn’t any pink smoke inside his closet.

He found an old box fan tucked in the back of the cluttered closet and pulled it out. Ben carried it across the room and plugged it in. He balanced it on top of one of the chair’s armrests and aimed it towards the sofa.

If only we could have opened a window. The air outside was probably cooler than the air inside since the dark clouds blocked out the sunlight and likely any heat. Although this time of year was often warm, even on cloudy days.

Maybe that’s what the pink smoke was intended to do… make it warmer, stuffier and harder to breathe. It would force those inside to open their doors and windows so that the ships could come along and vacuum them up.

The ships outside started humming, and that’s when I was positive the pink smoke had been done to get more people outside. Now the motherships were off to collect their harvest. I didn’t even want to see what was happening outside. It didn’t matter… I’d seen it before. There was no reason to make myself even more scared and nervous than I already was.

Roman, on the other hand, couldn’t resist. He got up and stared out the window. Ben and I looked at each other when Roman didn’t say anything about what he was seeing.

“What’s going on?” Ben asked, and I knew he wouldn’t have been able to go without knowing. I sat down and pretended not to care. If Roman didn’t tell him he would just have gone to look for himself.

“Just what you’d expect, I guess. Same old same old,” Roman said as his eyes shifted back and forth. “Except this time they are all coated in the pink dust crap.”

I buried my face into my hands, pressing hard in case that could somehow erase what was going on. If I could have a clock that told me how much time I had left before it was my turn, I would want it. The waiting was pure agony.

If it wasn’t this that took me, it would be the next thing, or whatever they tried after that. They weren’t going to stop until they had every last human up on the ships. For some reason they wanted us… they were desperate. I was pretty sure they would do whatever it took. They would find a way to get us.

The tears didn’t fall. I wanted to scream and cry. After all, my family was probably up there and here I was down on earth without them, fighting. Not wanting to take my turn but knowing it was inevitable.

Maybe I should just walk outside and let them suck me up. At least then it would be over with and I wouldn’t have to dwell on it any longer. But they had sucked up so many people and there were so many ships, the odds of me ending up in the same ship that had my family were probably worse than winning a lottery. It would just be me up there with a bunch of screaming strangers… all of us waiting and wondering what they were going to do with us. Or maybe they just killed you instantly upon your arrival.

Why couldn’t they have wanted water or trees… or spiders and cockroaches? Why did it have to be humans?

Roman dropped the curtain and sat back down in front of the fan. He glanced over towards the vent in the dining room. Maybe now that they were sucking up all the pink-coated people the air that circulated through the vents would be safe again.

“Should we check them?” I said turning towards Roman. I was anxious to get the apartment cooler.

“Uhh, I think we should wait,” Ben said shaking his head. I wondered if he was afraid if we opened them it would cover him in pink dust and he’d go flying out of the apartment. It was getting warmer by the minute and the stuffiness of it made it hard to breathe, but at least we were indoors. We were uncomfortable, but we weren’t being sucked up into the motherships.

“OK,” I said with a smile. I rested my head back against the sofa. “I think I’m tired.”

Roman nodded, but looked at the fan as though he wanted to take it with him into Ben’s room. It was probably better if we all stayed together anyway. Sure, I was a little disappointed Ben and I couldn’t pick up where we had left off, but all things considered, being with both of them was probably safest for all of us.

“Let’s just sleep on the floor in front of the fan,” I said, not even caring how uncomfortable sleeping on the floor would be. That was probably the least of my concerns.

I left the room to use the bathroom, and I was pretty sure I must have set some kind of world’s record for speed. It felt like someone was watching me, so I went as fast as I possibly could.

When I came back into the living room, Ben had moved some of the furniture around and had spread out a fluffy blanket for us to lay on. I didn’t say anything, but it looked like a blanket that would only make me feel hotter than I already did. He probably just picked it because it would make the floor feel softer.

Roman laid down on one side of the blanket and looked up towards the ceiling. Ben lowered himself down on the other side. They had left a nice open space for me right in the middle. Maybe I should have felt weird crawling in between them to take my spot, but I didn’t. My position with one on each side actually make me feel safer. Well, just a little.

“Good night,” I said turning on my side to face Ben. It wasn’t that I was trying to look at him. I just always slept on my side. Having Ben there smiling at me was just an added bonus.

“Night,” Roman said, and I felt him shifting around behind me. I think he was turning his back towards me.

Ben didn’t say anything, he just looked at me with that gorgeous smile. I wondered what he was thinking about. My lips curled into a small smile, but it was a half-hearted attempt. I was just too scared about what was going on outside to be happy about anything. He reached over and grabbed my hand.

I closed my eyes and hoped we’d all still be here when morning came. Or rather, since we had no idea what time it actually was, when we woke up.
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We all tossed and turned throughout the night. When one of us would start shifting around, we’d all start moving to get comfortable again. It was as if our bodies were synced up and we could sense the others’ movements.

Every time I woke, I’d listen for the sounds of the spaceships outside, or for things in the walls. But there wasn’t anything. It was quiet… too quiet. Maybe the creeps were sleeping too, but I hoped they were just running out of things to try. There were far too many people that had been pulled up into the ships that I couldn’t even guess how many were left hiding out in the city.

I decided to give up trying to sleep. I’d probably gotten a few hours between all the tossing and turning, which was better than nothing at all. But I couldn’t lay still any more. It didn’t matter if it was night or day, I just couldn’t go back to sleep. With the thick, dark clouds blocking the sun we didn’t know what time of day it was. And I wasn’t about to step outside to see if I could find the glow of the sun trying to break its way through. It was just always dark… time of day didn’t really matter.

“You up?” Ben asked as I sat up and hugged my knees to my chest. Roman didn’t say anything, but I could sense he was awake too.

“I think so.” I looked over at the window and debated whether or not I should take a peek outside. Maybe they left, although, that probably would have woken us up. I wondered how much things would be different if they were gone. Where would we even go? What kind of mess had been left behind?

Ben pushed himself up off of the floor and went straight towards the window. He wasn’t wishy-washy about it in the least. Ben knew he wanted to know immediately what was going on outside. At least he could report back and I wouldn’t have to worry about looking.

I could tell by the look on his face that they were still out there. Not that I really thought they had left. His eyes scanned the sky.

“What is it?” I said standing up. The minute I was out of the area of the fan it felt like the temperature went up ten degrees. It almost felt as though the air was somehow thicker.

“I’m not sure… I’m trying to decide if there are more, less, or the same amount of ships up there,” Ben said, looking as if he was trying to count the motherships. They moved around so much counting them wouldn’t help. At least I didn’t think it would.

“Looks the same to me,” Roman said standing behind me and peering out around us. “Freaking hot as hell in here. I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to stand this.”

Ben glanced over at the covered vent near the dining room table. He ran his hands nervously through his hair, “Maybe we should check them. I don’t know… if the pink stuff is done we could leave them open. Might help.”

Roman nodded, and they walked over to the vent and I followed along like a lost puppy. Ben pulled the tape up on one side of the seal and slowly removed part of the bag. There was a coating of the pink powder on the bag but it wasn’t puffing out of the vent anymore.

“Don’t take it all the way off,” I said, worried that the pink smoke would start shooting out again. Or what if it would start coming out while we were sleeping? “Leave them still attached to the wall, just in case we need to quickly reapply them.”

And they did. They left the plastic bag hanging there with the tape holding part of it up. Some of the pink dust fluttered to the floor, but I could feel a very gentle waft of air through the vent, and it was cool. Having the vents open would definitely help with the stuffiness in the room.

“Could we turn on the AC?” I wondered out loud. If we could just get it a bit cooler, just for awhile, it would help drastically. I was ready to get rid of the hot, stale air even though in all honesty it did provide some distraction from the creeps.

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Ben said, putting his finger on his chin as he shook his head side-to-side. He crossed his arms in front of his chest and stared at the vent.

“Yeah, I agree. Tons of that pink crap is probably just hanging out in there and if we turned on the AC, it would be blasted all over the room. And then you know what would happen… we’d have to go outside,” Roman said walking over to the freezer, opening the door and sticking his head inside. “Ahh, refreshing… here, try this.”

I stood next to him and leaned in. It actually felt nice, but when I backed a foot away, it seemed to make the rest of the room feel even worse. If only I could climb inside the freezer.

Roman picked up an ice cube and moved it towards my neck. He flashed me a mischievous little smile.

“Don’t even think about it,” I said blocking him with my forearm. I was warm, and it was stuffy but I didn’t want ice rubbed all over my skin, at least not yet.

“Maybe we shouldn’t have even removed the bags,” Ben said, trying to ignore us with our heads stuffed in his freezer.

“Why?” Roman said, not bothering to remove his head from the freezer.

“Who knows what that stuff is or what it’ll do, even if it is just sitting there. A microscopic piece could do something to us,” Ben said as he starting fidgeting.

He was right, but at the same time a ton of it poured into the room before we had been able to get the vents and cracks sealed up. Whatever it did, it hadn’t worked on us, or perhaps you needed to ingest it in large doses for it to work. But I couldn’t help but wonder if its purpose had just been to make people leave their houses to get away from it.

“I think we should put them back on,” Ben said and I could feel his eyes on me. He was waiting for us to weigh in. I wanted the cooler air to circulate, but I didn’t want it bad enough to take the risk.

“OK,” I agreed and walked over to help him seal everything back up and apply fresh tape. “Maybe we could try opening the wind—”

“No!” Roman said finally removing his head from the freezer.

“Just for a minute,” I said pressing my hands together. “Just while the ships are offline. I think it would be OK. The air out there is better than the little bit we were getting through the vent anyway.” I put my hands on my hips, “If they start up we can just close them. From what I’ve seen we’d have more than enough time before the vacuums turned on.”

“I really would prefer if we just suffered through it. Yeah it’s awful, but at least we are alive and not being sucked up into that thing,” Roman said putting his head back inside the freezer.

I rolled my eyes, “You can’t live in the freezer.”

“Whatever. Do what you want,” he said sounding pissed off. “But just so we’re clear, I was against this idea. That way when those creeps come down and take us up into their mothership, you can know that it was one hundred percent your fault,” Roman said, sounding as if he was only half teasing. But I could tell he was mostly serious. He’d be more than happy to yell ‘I told you so’ as we were being sucked up into the ship.

Ben and I went to one of the side windows, unlocked it, and raised it up about a quarter of the way. The air outside was beautiful. Cool and refreshing, but having the window open also made me feel as though I was far too close to the spaceships.

“We’ll just let it cool down for a bit,” Ben said, already looking just as anxious as I felt. He kept his hands placed at the top, ready to close it in an instant should one of the nearby ships start making its humming noise. Even if a phaser popped up out of nowhere I was pretty sure he’d get it closed fast enough.

“Right,” I knew we couldn’t keep it open, but every so often, a bit of fresh air would be nice. If only we could keep it down long enough to cool down the whole apartment. But I knew that wasn’t going to happen. It wouldn’t be smart or safe.

So I’d just enjoy it while it was open. It was all I could do. I closed my eyes and let the gentle breeze drop my body temperature a few degrees. If only I could wish away the hovering spaceships.

Roman stubbornly sat in front of the fan like he didn’t want any part of our fresh air. Ben lowered himself down for just a moment and inhaled deeply. Our eyes met briefly and I couldn’t help but smile. The fresh air changed my mood just a bit, it was almost as if it was intoxicating. If we would have been alone, I would have kissed him.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Roman staring at us. His face was blank, but somehow it made me feel weird. I looked back out the window and sighed when I saw the ships. I closed my eyes again hoping they’d disappear.
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We spent the next day taking turns laying in front of the fan or by the window. Ben would keep his hands on top of the window, ready to close it at a moments notice while I sucked up the fresh air. His eyes would dart around from ship to ship as if he expected them to turn on at any second. I think he was worried he wouldn’t be able to get the window closed in time and it would be too late.

I tried reading a book, and when that hadn’t worked, I tried flipping through one of Ben’s mom’s magazines. Everything in the magazine almost seemed funny. There wasn’t a soul out there worried about the advertised makeup products or the fashionable colors of the season.

There didn’t seem to be anything I could do that could distract me from what was going on outside. It nearly consumed my every thought. The only ones it hadn’t contaminated were the ones of Ben. But as far as they were concerned, there wasn’t really anything to do about them.

Ben spent a lot of his time pacing or staring out the window, watching and quite possibly counting the ships. Their vacuuming seemed to be decreasing, but they still went through the city from time to time. They probably had sucked up the majority of the people and now they were just trying to get the stubborn ones. People like us. We knew they’d come… it was just a matter of when.

We didn’t really talk about what we’d do when they came for us. There wasn’t a plan. I guessed when we couldn’t fight any more that we’d just have to surrender and accept our fate like the rest of the population had.

It was strange, but Roman started following me around more. I figured it was just because he didn’t want to be alone. He was dreading the end just as much as I was.

If I went to the kitchen to make sandwiches, he’d come in to help me. When I sat down on the sofa, he’d sit down next to me. I didn’t mind it really, probably because I didn’t want to be alone either.

Ben was obsessed with watching the ships. I didn’t like standing by the window. Then again, I didn’t really like him standing by the window either.

The whole day had passed by so slowly, and it was surprising, but the creeps hadn’t done much. Maybe they were running out of things to try, or maybe they were just planning something that would be far worse than everything they had done so far.

“There they go again,” Ben said, looking out between the curtains. It was like they’d do a sweep every four hours or so and then go offline. Ben was trying to time them to see how their schedule would change. He kept a notebook by the window and documented everything.

Roman got up to watch, but I stretched out on the sofa. The part I hated the most was when the motherships flew over the apartment and the windows rattled in their frames. It was something that, even though it happened several times a day, I couldn’t get used to.

“I think I’m going to try to get some sleep,” Roman said, laying down on the floor in front of the fan. Sleep was hard. I felt tired too, but I could only get a few hours of sleep at a time. I never felt rested. It was exhausting to sit around and wait for the grim reaper or, in this case, the alien reapers.

Ben didn’t budge from the window. He looked at me and held my gaze before he slowly turned back towards the window, “Night, Roman.”

I wanted to get just one more burst of fresh air before I tried to get my short rest. Once all of the ships had powered down, I knew Ben would open the window for me. When I didn’t hear the noises any more, I popped up. Roman was already snoring.

Ben glanced at me again and his lips curled up on one side. I made my way over to the window, not taking my eyes off of him. “Are they all offline?” I asked leaning forward as I looked out the window and up towards the sky.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice was low. He moved his body closer to mine, and I tried to keep my breathing normal.

I didn’t want him to know what he could do to me, with those ships out there the only thing I should have been thinking about was keeping us all safe. Not about the things I wanted to do with Ben.

“Can we open the window? Just for a minute?” I said, blinking at him as I rested my hand lightly on his forearm. It was a pathetic attempt at flirting, but he smiled and nodded. At least I had gotten what I wanted.

A sexy smile grew on Ben’s face as he reached over to raise the window. The cool breeze filtered in and lightly blew my hair back.

“Oh God, that feels amazing,” I said closing my eyes. Opening the window was great while it was open, but it didn’t last. When we had to close it again the warmth, humidity and stuffiness would quickly return. Maybe we should have just removed the plastic bags from the vents, but none of us wanted to risk it. Ben most of all.

It wasn’t like I blamed him though. He was doing the right thing, but staying in the hot, humid room with stale air was difficult. I didn’t know how long I could live like this. Even though I had no idea what it felt like living in a rain forest, that was exactly what I imagined it was like. And I was pretty sure things in the kitchen were starting to go bad.

Ben’s fingertips grazed my chin as he turned my face towards his. The next thing I felt was his soft lips pressing against mine. I let out a moan forgetting all about Roman sleeping on the floor.

Roman stirred but then after a couple short, rapid breaths, he settled down and his breathing returned to normal. Ben smiled at me and put his index finger over my lips to remind me that whatever was about to happen, needed to happen quietly.

I nodded, and he slipped his hand behind my head pulling my mouth back towards his. He smoothly turned my body so my back was against the wall. His hands glided up my sides catching my arms and guiding them up over my head.

“Oh, God,” I whispered softly into his ear.

He held my arms with one hand while the other roamed about my body… touching, feeling, making me ache for more. I closed my eyes as he kissed down my neck.

We couldn’t let this go too far, not with Roman just a few feet away. But I was already letting myself fall far too deep into the blissful escape. When Ben kissed me, I forgot about everything. All I needed was him. I didn’t think about Roman nearby and I definitely didn’t think about what was going on outside on the other side of the wall behind me.

When Ben’s fingers were on the waistband of the pants I was wearing, I tried to pull one of my hands down to stop him. It was like some small part of me knew better. If things went too far, there would be no stopping them. Ben didn’t stop. Instead he tugged harder.

I opened my eyes to try to bring myself to reality, to help slow things, and Ben smiled at me. He leaned forward to kiss my neck again and my whole body shook when I saw something behind Ben. I tried to move away. But when my eyes focused I saw Roman standing behind him just staring at us, his eyes were dark and angry.

Seeing him lurking there with that look on his face frightened me so much I felt like my heart had actually stopped for a beat. Ben looked at me and saw the panicked expression. He quickly turned around as if he realized someone was behind us. But I don’t think he expected it to be Roman.

“Jesus Christ!” Ben said sucking in air. He grabbed his chest while I looked back at Roman. I didn’t like how he was looking at us. Something about it didn’t feel right.

“Roman…,” I started, but I didn’t know what to say. Why was he just standing there staring at us like that? Why wasn’t he saying anything? Had something happened outside? I was tempted to look out the window to see if it might explain things.

Ben looked down at his feet and then reached over to close the window. But Roman kept his squinted eyes focused on Ben. His shoulders started to rise and fall with his increasing breaths and his seemingly increasing agitation.

“Are you OK?” I said reaching towards him, but he swatting my hand away. “Ouch! Jesus, Roman! What’s going on?”

“Ask Ben,” Roman said, his voice raw. He wiped at his mouth as if he was drying away spit droplets that I couldn’t see.

I looked back and forth between them. At first Ben looked as though he was innocent, but then his head dropped down, and he couldn’t look up from his feet.

“OK, seriously, what’s going on?” I said, crossing my arms in front of my body. Even though I wasn’t at all undressed, I felt naked.

“Well?” Roman said, taking a half-step towards Ben. He looked as if he wanted to pull him to the ground and wail on him. I couldn’t even guess as to what had caused his anger.

I stepped away from both of them. Roman was scaring me and Ben wasn’t explaining. Benn shook his head side-to-side as Roman’s rage seemed to multiply with each passing minute. When Roman raised his clenched fists, Ben mirror him, ready for whatever was going to happen next. None of it made any sense to me, but I wasn’t about to let them just start fist fighting over whatever it was.

Roman’s teeth were clenched together so tightly that I worried they were just going to shatter. He roared as he took several steps forward and pushed Ben back against the patio door.


​[ ​21​ ]​


Ben didn’t even bother trying to stop him. He let Roman slam him into the wall as if he deserved it. It seemed as though he understood what this was all about. While I was standing there getting angry myself, not having a clue what was going on, Ben knew why Roman was upset. He knew what was going on and he was allowing it to happen.

“Stop it!” I said trying to pull Roman back before he hauled off and punched Ben in the face. They were best friends, none of this made any sense.

“You don’t get it,” Roman said, his face red as a tomato. “I told him how I felt and now this? What kind of best friend does something like that? Isn’t there some kind of code?”

“Does what?” I shouted at him. It felt like maybe if I was simply louder I’d finally get some answers. Or draw the attention of the aliens who would promptly put an end to whatever the hell it was that was going on right now.

Roman pushed his index finger into Ben’s chest right where his heart was. “He knew how I felt about you,” Roman said while he maintained his eye contact with Ben.

“I don’t understand…,” I said, but I think I did. It was just that I couldn’t come up with the right words. I needed to think.

Roman felt betrayed. He must have had a thing for me and confessed it to Ben at some point. But what he didn’t know was that Ben had feelings for me too. And unfortunately for him, I had feelings for Ben. It wasn’t like it had been anything either of us had planned for. Sure I dreamed about it, but I hadn’t actually expected anything to happen.

I’d never even given a thought to Roman. The only thing I ever thought of him as was a friend. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt his feelings or make things worse.

“It was a mistake,” Ben muttered. I turned to glare at him. “What I mean is, I should have told Roman how I felt a long time again… I just couldn’t. I didn’t think it would ever matter. Or made any kind of difference.”

“But now here we are. Before you started feeling her up in the living room with me just ten feet away, you could have probably put things on hold to mention it to your so-called best friend,” Roman said pushing his fingers into Ben’s chest again.

“I’m sorry. Roman…I made a mistake,” Ben said his voice soft as cotton. It was obvious he felt awful he hadn’t handled it differently.

If I would have known, it wasn’t like I would have let things go as far as they did with Roman in the same room. I just thought if he caught us, it would be a little embarrassing and awkward. It wasn’t like I expected anything like this to happen.

“I don’t even know what the point is? What are we trying to do here anyway? We are just sitting around waiting for the moment they come for us… to take us away. I’m sick of waiting,” Roman said, walking away from Ben. He threw his hands up in the air and quickly started pacing back and forth on the carpeted floor.

Ben walked several steps into the living room. He didn’t come to stand by me, but he glanced at me briefly before looking back towards Roman.

“Let’s just sit down and talk about this… I’m sure we can sort this all out,” I said trying to reach out to him, but I quickly reeled my hand back before he noticed.

“No. I don’t want to talk about it. What is there to talk about? I have eyes. I can see how you guys feel about each other. I saw what was going on… I’m not a moron,” he said stopping in front of the patio door.

“You’re just upset… we can—”

“Damn right I’m upset! I never get anything and Ben gets everything he’s ever wanted. It’s always been that way. He wanted a car for his birthday, his parents bought him the exact car he wanted. He wanted to get into the best college and guess what? He got a scholarship. For Christ sakes, his room is filled with a shimmering pile of medals and trophies from all his accomplishments. And now, he wins you too,” Roman said, his eyes turning glassy.

“That’s just stuff, Roman. Nothing of that means anything,” Ben said taking a small step towards him. I could tell he didn’t know what to do. He wanted to solve the problem but didn’t know where to start.

“No one would even miss me if I was gone… I’m just in the way. I’ve always been in the way,” Roman said turning the knob on the patio door. He turned his head towards me, but he couldn’t look up to meet my pleading eyes. He pulled the door open, “I don’t think I even care!”

But what none of us had heard over the argument was that the ships were back on. They were humming. And with the door open, it was loud. How close were the ships?

“Roman, close the door,” Ben said his voice low as if he was afraid the aliens might hear him. My hair moved towards the door as the wind picked up.

I couldn’t see it, but a mothership must have been close. A gust of wind started tugging at me so hard I didn’t know if I would be able to hold my footing.

“Close the door!” I shouted as the humming only got louder and the wind only pulled harder.

Roman looked like he was about to panic. Ben was trying to figure out a way to get the door closed, but he kept sliding. He seemed as though he was afraid to let go of the loveseat.

“I can’t,” Roman said as his hands kept sliding off the door frame. He kept tightening his grip, but it didn’t matter, the pull of the vacuum was too strong.

He turned to look at me and I could see exactly how scared he was. It was like he was begging me to help him with his eyes. He let go of the doorknob and reached out to me but I couldn’t reach him. I stretched out but I couldn’t move any more or I would have lost my grip on the bookshelf.

Although I couldn’t hear it, I saw Roman grunt as he gathered some strength and reached out again. But I couldn’t reach him, and I screamed as a pair of vacuum tubes pointed right at him from a mothership directly outside Ben’s apartment building. I could feel the tears streaming down my face as I reached out my fingers to him. We were only inches apart when his other hand slipped off of the door frame and he was swept out of the building.

“Roman!” Ben cried out.

“Nooooo!” I screamed standing there absolutely helpless. If I let go, I’d be pulled up too. At least I wouldn’t be alone.

The vacuum was so strong that my feet were sliding along the floor. I held on with both hands and moved as if I was walking forward on a treadmill turned up way too high.

A window broke near me and I screamed. All of its shattered little pieces were sucked up into the mothership. The vacuums were far too strong, I figured it wouldn’t be long before they all cracked and broke open one by one.

“Ben!” I shouted over the noisy wind. I was scared. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold on. But I knew there wasn’t anything he could do for me. He was struggling to hold on himself.

The vacuums must have shifted off to the side because there was a slight break. Ben ran to me and pulled me along as we fought our way together towards the kitchen. If I would have been any closer to the door, I would have easily been swept out with Roman. I didn’t know how long we’d have before the tubes moved back and there wouldn’t be much we could do to hold ourselves in place.

Ben grabbed a grocery bag and stuffed it with random items. He packed it so full I thought it was going to burst open. I knew he had a plan, but I didn’t know exactly what it was. Hopefully it involved getting away from the windows.

“Follow me,” he said opening the front door which flung open fast and slammed against the back wall. The vacuum must have turned back towards the apartment. It was too strong.

Everything was being pulled out of the apartment. My feet started sliding across the floor again towards the back door. I fought with everything I had but it felt like a losing battle. My legs felt like jelly underneath me.

As I was pulled along, I slipped and fell face first on the floor. I was frantically reaching around trying to get a hold on anything that would stop me from being swept away like Roman had.

“Ben,” I shouted as a tear fell out of my eye and was pulled off of my face.

Ben dove towards me and grabbed my arm, but we were both sliding along the floor towards the patio door. At least if we were going up, we were going up together.
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Iwas more than halfway out the back door, but jolted to an abrupt stop. Ben had grabbed ahold of the door frame and we both stop sliding. The vacuums must have turned or slowed because I felt like I could stand up and run back inside.

The mothership was hovering directly above me. Its pink glowing light illuminated the dark city and reflected off of various things on Ben’s patio. Everything in the area was tinged with that bright pink color. I looked over my shoulder to watch the vacuum tubes as they moved away, but they were still moving and would soon be coming back our way.

“Go inside!” I said as I tried to peel myself off of the ground so that I could crawl back in the door before one of the creeps spotted me. Ben and I got back in his apartment and he closed the door, as if that would make some kind of difference. I didn’t think it would once those vacuums came back our way. We’d probably be pulled right out the broken windows.

Ben grabbed the bag of essentials he’d packed and pulled me along by the arm. I could hear the hum outside getting louder as it moved back towards his patio. Bits of glass and other debris started to shoot around the room as they were pulled towards the back windows.

A medium-sized shard of glass broke off from one of the side windows and shot across the room as the vacuumed sucked it up. The shard only narrowly missed my head by a few inches.

“It’s going to take me,” I said struggling to move forward even with Ben’s help.

“You can do it,” Ben said, looking me in the eyes before he grabbed the bathroom door frame and pulled us both inside. I grabbed onto the bathroom counter, feeling like my feet were going to be pulled out from under me at any moment.

Ben reached to close the door, and the wind pulled it shut so hard I thought it was going to break right off its hinges. But the thin bathroom door managed to stay together, even though it shook in the frame.

“In the tub,” Ben ordered, and I climbed inside. Ben lowered himself down on top of me and put his arms over our heads. I looked to the side at the tub wall that was so clean it sparkled. It felt weird to have everything breaking and shattering around us while we stayed inside the still pristine bathroom.

All I heard outside the bathroom door were things snapping and cracking, it sounded like the whole apartment was being ripped apart. The door started shaking and pounding even harder and I closed my eyes not wanting to see what would happen to us when the door eventually thrust open.

“Oh my God!” I said pinching my eyelids tight. This was it. This was the end of the road. We’d done everything we could. If by some miracle we weren’t taken up in this powerful sweep, it would be the next one. Or the one after that. Now that the windows were broken, we didn’t have long.

Roman had been swept away so easily. He hadn’t even had a chance. If I could have grabbed him, maybe I could have saved him. Maybe I could have tried harder. Or maybe we would have both been swept away.

I wished he wouldn’t have opened the door. Then he’d still be here and the apartment wouldn’t have been ripped to shreds. Or maybe it would have… maybe it hadn’t been caused by the opening of the door. For all I knew, the creeps somehow managed to supercharge their vacuums and it all would have happened anyway.

The door stopped rattling and Ben practically lifted me with one hand out of the tub. I could tell he was trying to get us moving and fast. Maybe he had a plan. I had to hope he had a plan.

“Where are we going?” I asked as I followed him quickly out of the bathroom and towards his kitchen.

“The basement. There is a laundry room… it’s all cement. I think we’ll be safe there. At least safer,” Ben said looking around the apartment as if he was making sure he wasn’t forgetting anything. Or maybe he was saying goodbye. The place was an absolute mess. Everything was strewn about and broken. “Let’s go.”

He shoved the grocery bag at me. I took it and watched as he left me standing there while he walked towards his bedroom.

“Ben! What are you doing?” I wailed not wanting him to leave me alone.

“Just stay. I’ll be right back,” he shouted and when a strand of my hair whipped up along my jaw, I knew the vacuums weren’t done. They were on their way back.

His legs moved quickly as he rejoined me seconds later carrying a new baseball bat. He turned the knob of the front door and looked down the hallway to the left and then the right. It must have been clear because he grabbed my hand and yanked me out into the messy hallway.

The windows at the ends of the hall had been broken and the pictures that once hung on the walls were in pieces scattered all over the floor. We’d have to go past the broken window to get to the basement, and hopefully we wouldn’t get pulled out and sucked up into the mothership when we did.

There was so much debris on the floor it was almost impossible to step over it. This made walking horribly difficult because each step was unsteady from having to stand partially on all of the junk.

Ben stopped at the window and glanced outside. I looked over his shoulder and watched the people rising off of the ground and out of buildings, completely against their will, up to the waiting ships above. I could hear their faint cries. Their arms flapping and their legs kicking as they fought against the pull.

I could hear windows cracking and braking from neighboring buildings. Shards of glass whipped about as they too got pulled up in the vacuum. It looked as though someone had chewed up the city and spit it back out in roughly the same spot.

Everything looked familiar but nothing looked the same. It was a mess. If the creeps ever left, I didn’t know how we’d clean up and rebuild.

I saw the ships moving slowly around the city. They seemed as though they were being thorough. Each one staying over an area longer… trying to find every last person they could. They all moved about in an organized manner.

The black powdery clouds that blocked the sunlight were starting to drop down to the ground like big chunks of dark colored snow. I worried about what would happen once all of that dust settled down on the earth. What was it going to do? Had its only purpose been to block out the sun, or was it going to do something else?

“Let’s go,” I said, tugging on Ben’s arm. He seemed hypnotized by everything that was going on outside the broken window. Even though it didn’t seem like a ship was currently over the apartment building, I just wanted to get away before I realized I was wrong and we were vacuumed out of the window. My only hope would be that my neck or wrists would get slit on the jagged glass as I was pulled through the window. I didn’t want to know what was up there and I didn’t want to see what the creeps were doing to people… what they’d do to me.

“Wait,” Ben said placing his hand on top of mine. “Look at that ship.”

He pointed at one of the zoomers that was landing on a patch of ground nearby. Once it was stopped a small, black, runty alien crept out of the ship and pulled a thin tube from a compartment on the side of the ship.

I couldn’t look away from the runt as it somehow hooked up one of those hoses to the top of a person’s head. This was someone who was just laying on the ground, he hadn’t been sucked up into the ship for some reason, but the runt was going to take him anyway.

The person on the ground seemed completely out of it. Maybe they had been knocked out. At first they were limp, but as the machine started working, the person started to move around a little more.

It looked to me like he was slowly starting to come to his senses, as he began shouting and trying to get away. But he couldn’t. He was already far too weak to fight whatever the zoomer was doing to him. It seemed like the little ship was draining the life out of the man, the same way that the phasers did.

I looked at the spaceship as it sucked at the top of the man’s head. The little zoomer seemed to look as though it were alive… pulsing… breathing.

“What the…,” I said squinting out at the scene as I tried to make sense of it.

The man on the ground started to slowly deflate as the zoomer seemed to glow brighter. It almost seemed recharged. Once the person on the ground was completely deflated, like a popped balloon, the runt unhooked him and opened a small hatch at the back and stuffed what was left of the person inside.

“They are using us to fuel their ships?” I said, pinching my eyebrows together. We were a resource to them.

“It looks that way,” Ben said taking a step away from the window as if he was afraid they’d spot him standing there. It was safe to say that neither of us wanted the life sucked out of us through a tube placed at the top of our head. Is that what they were doing up in the motherships? They harvested us, and next they would turn us into fuel?

“They took everyone… everyone on Earth?” I said, as everything started to sink in. I didn’t know that for sure of course, but felt intuitively that it was true. This wasn’t just something happening around our area, this was happening everywhere or it soon would, depending on how big the fleet was. The ships filled the sky as far as the eye could see, but could they really be everywhere all at once?

The creeps needed us for their fuel, power, or whatever exactly you wanted to call it. They weren’t going to leave until they had as much of it as they possibly could. Perhaps they needed us for their survival.

It explained why they took people and animals but rejected everything else. They only wanted what they could use. It didn’t even matter to them that we were living, breathing, thinking, beings. Maybe they didn’t know. Maybe to them we were just the same as the animals they vacuumed up. They only worried about themselves and took what they needed.

“And if we don’t go now, they’ll take us too,” Ben said as a small breeze came in through the window. “Let’s go.”

I followed him to the basement. My feet moved down the stairs so fast I thought I was going to fly down the rest of the way. Ben fiddled with his keys until he found the one that would open the door to the laundry room. His fingers were shaking so much he couldn’t grip the keys easily, but eventually he found the right one, got it in the keyhole and pushed the door open.

We stepped inside. The door closed slowly on its hinges even though Ben was pushing at it. I felt the pull from the ships. I grabbed onto one of the washing machines just in case.

The heavy door closed with a loud thud before the wind became anything more than a strong breeze. We would be down there for as long as we needed to be. And as long as the creeps didn’t have keys to get inside the room we’d be safe. Well, until we ran out of food and water.
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Isat down in the corner between a dryer and the wall. Even though I didn’t think the creeps would ever come down here, that didn’t help me feel any safer. For all I knew they could come in through the washing machines… or the drains. I hugged my knees and tried not to cry.

It was so quiet that I could hear the ships outside even though we were underground. If I listened carefully, I thought I could even hear the faint screams of the people begging for their lives as they were taken against their will.

Ben hid the grocery bag inside one of the washing machines. I raised an eyebrow at him.

“Just in case someone else thinks to come down here,” he explained. But if they did, I didn’t know how we’d really protect our food if they had a knife or a gun or something.

“Right. Of course,” I said knowing it was probably a good idea to hide the food, but I also felt pretty sure there wouldn’t be anyone coming down here. Except maybe the creeps and then my only hope was that they wouldn’t be able to figure out how to get inside.

Ben sat down next to me and stretched out his legs. He folded his hands into his lap as he stared at them. I could tell things were weird between us because of what happened with Roman. I wasn’t ready to ask about it. Or talk about it for that matter.

“Maybe I should go up and get some books or games,” Ben said glancing at me briefly.

“No! You can’t leave me alone down here. They’d take you and then what would I do? I don’t want to be alone,” I said, hugging myself even tighter as if I could already imagine what it would be like if I had to stay down here alone for God knows how long.

I wouldn’t be able to do it. I’d probably just take a deep breath and walk right outside raising my arms up to the ships. They’d start humming and I probably wouldn’t even have to wait long for them to vacuum me up. I wouldn’t even bother to fight back. My body would just float along willingly because I didn’t want to be the last person on Earth.

“I don’t know how long we’ll have to stay down here,” Ben said, and I didn’t like the tone of his voice. He sounded defeated. It sounded like he had already given up. I know the change was probably due to having lost Roman, and Grace too for that matter.

We both looked up at the ceiling when we heard the ship above make an unusual groaning sound. The noise was new, not something I’d heard them do before. It sounded as if two ships were rubbing against one another. It caused the whole building to shake on its foundation. I could feel the cement wall behind my back moving.

“What’s that?” I shouted over the noises but I knew Ben didn’t have the answers. He shook his head and moved closer. If the building caved in on us that would be better than having to go live with the creeps before being used as their fuel. At least I assumed it would be.
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The next few days, or what I guessed were days, passed by relatively uneventfully. We didn’t have a window in the basement laundry room, so I had no idea what was going on outside our four walls. The only thing I could do was judge based on the sounds I heard.

We heard the ships humming and grinding from time to time, and once in awhile the building would shake, but overall everything seemed to be slowly decreasing. Maybe they were moving to a different area of the city, or maybe another city. If there was nothing left, maybe they would move on.

Somehow, maybe we’d actually survive all of this, but would we even want to? We saw briefly what was left of our city and that was before… maybe it was even worse now. What would be left out there? Ben and I would be the last two people on the face of the Earth and we wouldn’t have a clue what to do in the ruins.

“Do you think they’re leaving?” I asked, keeping my voice quiet as if I was afraid they’d hear me and come zooming back. Once they had everyone, they probably wouldn’t even want to stay. What would be left for them here?

“No idea,” Ben said as the building made an eerie howling noise, as if it were alive. He got up and lifted the lid of the washing machine to take out the nearly empty pack of supplies. We’d be able to get horrible tasting water out of the washing machines, but without food I didn’t know how much longer we’d last.

BANG! BANG!

I pushed myself back against the gray cement wall when I heard something, or someone pounding against the laundry room door. Everyone had to be gone. I didn’t think for a second whatever was out there was anything good. Ben soundlessly lowered the remaining food back down into the washing machine and picked up his bat.

“Anyone in there?” the voice yelled before pounding again. Ben looked at me as if the answer of what to do would appear on my face. It seemed as though he was tempted to answer, so I shook my head side to side. I didn’t want him to say anything. There was no one left that could help us. It was just another trick from the creeps.

The door knob jiggled as the person outside tried to open it. I was glad it was a locked door.

“U. S. Military! I can help… anyone in there?” the official sounding voice said.

There was a long pause before they pounded a third time… only they didn’t wait around for an answer. They left. I could hear whoever it was pounding on another door announcing the same thing, but no one responded.

“Was that one of them?” I asked, but I knew Ben didn’t know either. Something about it seemed different from when the phaser came to Ben’s apartment door dressed as a police officer. But I didn’t know if I was just telling myself that because I was so sick of being trapped inside the laundry room.

“Probably,” Ben said closing the lid of the washing machine.

I ran my shaking fingers through my greasy hair. I must have looked terrible. Days without a shower. The basement room was cooler, but the air felt thick… humid. All I knew was that I wouldn’t be able to stay inside this room for much longer before I started to lose my mind.

What if the person passing through had been in the military? What if they were taking survivors somewhere safe? What if we had just missed our only chance?

“Maybe we should look… what if it really was someone who could help us?” I said staring at Ben. I didn’t know if it was my brain talking or my desire to get out of this cramped room. What if we had missed our chance?

“OK,” Ben said, but I could sense his apprehension.

He wrapped his fingers around the door knob and exhaled. I watched as his hand soundlessly turned the knob before he gently pulled the door open.

Ben slightly leaned out the door and looked down the hallway. I wrapped my arms around myself and I felt my heart pounding against my chest. I felt like I was trying to hold it in before it burst out and bounced on the floor.

“What do you see?” I whispered but Ben just shook his head and waved his hand at me.

“Hey kid!” the person out in the hallway shouted. Ben pulled his head back inside. The bat clunked against the concrete when he dropped it so he could start pushing on the slow, self-closing door. “What’s your name?”

“What’s your name?” Ben echoed back as he pushed against the door with everything he had. The door just didn’t close anywhere near as fast as he wanted it to. If it didn’t click into place, the lock wouldn’t be able to keep us safe inside.

I pressed myself back into the wall as if I was hoping I would be absorbed into it. Even though I couldn’t see the guy, Ben seemed awfully nervous.

“What’s your name? Tell me your name!” the guy shouted again, and when Ben didn’t answer I heard the bullet ping against the door right as it clicked into place.

“He’s shooting at us?” I asked with wide eyes. Would one of the creeps shoot at us? I thought they would have wanted us alive for their purposes.

The man started pounding on the door again and twisting at the knob as if he was hoping to break it so it would pop open. And I had a feeling if it did, he’d shoot first and ask questions later. If he even bothered to ask questions.

Each knock shook the door. Whoever was out there seemed to have unusual strength. I wanted to run away but there was nowhere to go.

“What did you see out there?” I asked Ben as he stood in the opposite corner staring at the door. It looked like he too was waiting for it to pop open.

“It was just one man… dressed in normal clothing. Jeans and a T-shirt I think… he didn’t look like U. S. Military. No uniform or anything. I don’t know but it didn’t seem like he was here to help!” Ben said as he took a step forward and pushed at the door as if he was going to hold it in place. “Help me.”

I walked towards the door slowly as if I was stuck in thick, sticky spider webs. If whatever it was got the door open, I didn’t want to be close to it.

“Ben, I don’t want to,” I said sounding like a scared little girl. He just pushed his palms against the door and ignored my whining. If he had to hold it himself, he would. But I didn’t even think that holding it was going to do any good. It would probably have been a better idea to be prepared with the bat if someone did get inside.

I picked the bat, which had rolled backwards towards the washing machine, up off the floor. Ben should have been the one with the bat, not me.

I stood on the other side of the door and held it up over my head. If whoever was on the other side got in, I’d be ready. I held my breath and waited, but I didn’t know if I’d actually be able to act if I needed to.

The man on the other side must have aimed his gun at the door again, because the next thing I heard was gunshots.
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Four shots rang out, and I was sure the door was going to open. But it didn’t.

“Arrrgh!” the man on the other side shouted as his fist, or maybe it was his foot, made contact with the door again. He hadn’t weakened it, though.

“My name is Ben… what’s yours?”

But the man on the other side didn’t say anything, and he didn’t pound again. If it had been the military, I thought he would have been able to give us a name. What was unusual was that the creep had asked us for a name. Were they somehow learning? Changing their tactics so they could entice more of us out?

What if he really was military and since he had already identified himself he thought we were the creeps? But we were hiding inside, surely he wouldn’t have thought we were the bad guys. There was a chance he hadn’t heard Ben call out his name. I guess we’d probably never know because I think whoever it was had left. Which was fine with me because even if he was U. S. Military, I was pretty sure he would have shot us anyway.

Over the next two days things got even quieter. We had run out of food and I wasn’t sure if we should drink the water we got from the washing machines, but we didn’t have much choice.

Ben didn’t bother to say much of anything to me. I didn’t know what he was thinking or what he thought we should do. He spent most of his time pacing back and forth. I hoped that meant he was trying to come up with a plan and he’d talk to me once he had an idea.

About an hour later he stopped and pulled me to my feet. He looked into my eyes as if he was trying to find something. I didn’t know if he had found what he was looking for. “I think we should go out. We’re out of food and water… maybe we can just go back to the apartment or another abandoned apartment and check for more. Then we can come back here if we need to.”

“I don’t know… what if they are still out there?” I said, squeezing my eyebrows together as I looked at the corner of the room. I wanted out, but I didn’t want to die. “One more day?”

“It’s just that—” Ben said stopping abruptly when the building started to shake ferociously. A small crack in the corner I was staring at started to form and moved up the wall like a reversed bolt of lightning. The building wasn’t going to be able to take much more of a beating, this was probably the time it was going to crumble down on top of us.

Ben wrapped his arms around me and we held onto each other as tightly as two people could without hurting one another. I was sure this was the end of the road. Ben and I would be crushed by the apartment building any minute. I closed my eyes.

The air was filled with the humming of the motherships. I could hear the noises in the basement as clear as I could have if I were outside. If I was outside, I imagined it might be deafening. The creeps were doing something but what was it? I almost wished we had a window so I could see.

Ear piercing whoooshing noises followed, and I worried I’d never be able to hear again. I wanted to scream, and maybe I already was. With all the noises I wouldn’t have been able to hear myself anyway. All I could hear was the ships above with all their humming and whooshing.

My ears began to ring and everything started to sound as if it were miles away. The sounds were muffled because my ears were, at a minimum, temporarily damaged. I was afraid the sounds alone might be enough to kill me.

Then, after several more minutes, it all stopped. My ears were still ringing, but all of the outside noises were gone. I peeled my head off of Ben’s chest and looked up at him. His eyes were narrowed… he looked confused and lost. Just as I was.

I imagined his ears were in a similar condition. Would he even be able to hear me if I spoke to him?

“What happened?” I asked, and I was sure my voice was much louder than it needed to be. I had no idea what volume I was speaking at. My fingers were gripping his shirt so tightly I worried I might actually rip it. Even though I didn’t want to let him go, I loosened my grip and felt the soreness from my fingertips down to my elbows. If this was the end, I didn’t want to face it alone. I felt as though if I let go now we’d float away from one another and I’d never see him again.

“I don’t know,” he said, but I only knew what he said because I had been able to read his lips. His voice made sounds, but they didn’t make sense in my messed up ears. It sounded as if he was talking to me underwater. I clapped my hands over my ears and swallowed hard as if I thought maybe that would somehow help.

“Are they gone?” I asked but Ben just shrugged. I couldn’t tell if he was shrugging because he couldn’t understand me, or if he just didn’t know the answer.

Ben took my hand and pulled me towards the door. He wrapped his fingers around the doorknob and waited. I didn’t know exactly what he was waiting for, but I didn’t rush him. Maybe he was just waiting for a burst of courage.

After a couple minutes he turned the knob and pulled the door open. He stuck his head out and looked up and down the hallway. I followed as he stepped out of the safety of our cement laundry room.

The hall was a mess. Parts of the ceiling had come loose and there were stray wooden beams resting against the walls at various angles. We had to climb over some and duck under others but we made our way through them and over to the stairwell.

“Do you think it’s over?” I said, unsure if he felt the difference in the air that I felt. My hearing was starting to return to normal. It was still messed up, but I could hear myself again even though the ringing still covered every word like a thick blanket.

“Maybe,” Ben said, but I could tell he was still worried one of those creeps was going to jump out at us. At some point he had taken the bat and was gripping it so tightly his knuckles were white. But I didn’t know how much good it would do. I was tired and weak from lack of food, water and sleep, surely he must have been too.

We maneuvered up the stairs and stopped in front of the broken first floor window. Off in the distance the large motherships were disappearing from view in a blink of an eye. Even from as far away as I was, I could still hear the sharp whoosh as they zipped out of sight. It seemed as though they weren’t traveling to a different city… they were disappearing up into the atmosphere.

They were leaving Earth. But what they had done to our planet was something I didn’t know how we would manage to recover from.

The sun was trying to rise over the black clouds above. A beam of light broke through and made the black dust particles that were slowly falling towards the ground look like black and gold glitter.

The ground was coated with a strange black goo-like substance and it covered nearly everything. All of the bright colors of the world before had been washed out from the sludge and now everything was a dull gray.

Everything that had existed before was now pretty much destroyed. All that remained was some buildings, but mostly just structural beams and rubble. It was like the creeps took each building and shook it until it started to crumble. Scattered here and there was a random building that looked untouched, but those somehow seemed out of place now.

I turned around and looked at Ben’s apartment complex. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop the gasp that escaped my lips. More than half of the building was gone… crashed to the ground. We just happened to have been in the side that didn’t collapse.

We had only been inches from being buried in the rubble. How many others out there had survived in basements only to be crushed at the end?

“I can’t believe this,” I muttered as I spun around trying to take it all in. Somehow we were alive, but how were Ben and I going to survive?

“I know,” he whispered, looking as if he was in some kind of shock. And maybe I was too. I was tempted to go back into the laundry room just to hide from the new world that was staring back at us.

“Is this worse than going up into those ships?” I asked quietly. I was afraid we weren’t alone even though all the ships were out of sight, but at the same time, I was also afraid we were.

It was just me and Ben… standing there. Alone.
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Ben dragged his foot through the goo, but it didn’t help him determine what it was. It didn’t seem to be doing anything, except making everything blacker and more bleak. One thing was clear, the substance wasn’t of this world.

“What should we do now?” I said squinting at Ben as the sprinkles of black powder started to accumulate on the top of his head. It would turn into goo soon if it wasn’t already. He must have noticed what I was looking at because he put his hand on the top of his head and wiped it away.

I put my fingers to the top of my head and scraped off a bit of the goo. I looked at the unusual substance on my fingers. It was like a black, paste-like mud. There were little particles in it that seemed to shimmer. It reminded me of a fertilizer, but much more slick. I didn’t want to stand in it and I definitely didn’t want it on my head or body. One good thing was that I could tell it wasn’t going to fall forever.

“Come over here,” Ben said waving me towards an overhang that was barely clinging on. He scanned the area as if he was looking for someone. Anyone. But no one was there calling out to us and offering us help. We were alone and I couldn’t help but worry that we were the only survivors.

I didn’t know what we were going to do about food. Surely, we could scrounge for something… anything, but how long would that last? I was famished and Ben probably was too.

Neither of us had gotten much sleep when we were locked up in the cement laundry room. It was hard to get comfortable and hard to sleep when you couldn’t relax. I’d only ever managed a few hours at a time and now I was exhausted beyond comprehension.

I didn’t know how we were going to find food, water or shelter to survive all this but I knew we’d have to try to figure out a way. It wasn’t like we’d go through all that only to give up once the creeps were gone. I wouldn’t let it all be for nothing.

If we made it, there had to be others somewhere that had survived too. I refused to believe we were truly alone. There had to be someone else… somewhere.

Ben and I would find a way to rebuild our strength. We’d find something to eat in the mess, and there had to be a source of clean, fresh water somewhere. Perhaps bottled water amongst the rubble of a broken down convenience mart? There would be something and we’d find it. Then, together, we’d come up with a plan.

We might be starting over, but we were going to take our Earth back. If we found others, we’d all work together to start over. We might not have the same world we had before, with computers, cell phones and Chinese food delivered to your door in the middle of the night, but we would have a world.

Our new world would certainly have to include some type of shelter that would keep all the survivors safe. Although with all the animals gone, what kind of dangers were left out there? Maybe we would build something underground in case the creeps ever decided to come back.

I truly believed that if they ever came back, I would make them pay for what they had done. Not only what they had done to my planet, but also my family, Roman and Grace. But I didn’t know why they’d come back. They’d taken everything they wanted.

The sun completely broke through the clouds and illuminated the rubble. Everything around me looked black, yellow and extremely intimidating. I had no idea where we’d start to make things right again. I probably should have felt as though it was an impossible task, but I didn’t. Maybe it was the sunlight shining down on me, but I felt determined.

I looked at Ben and couldn’t stop the wide grin even if I had wanted to. He narrowed his eyes and tilted his head at me, but then, he smiled and shook his head. Either he thought I was crazy, or he was on board.

I picked up a smooth metal rod and hit it against a piece of loose metal hanging off the side of the building. The noise it made rang out like a bell and echoed around us. The rod was sturdy. I’d use it to protect myself until I could find something better.

“Ready?” I said as I looked down at the goo covered street. My stomach rumbled maybe for the first time since everything happened.

“Ready,” Ben said as he flipped his bat around in the air and caught it again. We could do this. After everything we’d been through, we were more than ready to navigate the new lonely world and turn it into our new home.
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The Aftermath - Chapter One


Ben and I stood there glued to the ground as we stared out at the black goop that covered the city. When we came out from the laundry room in the basement of Ben’s parents’ apartment I had felt determined to set out in search of help, but the direness of the situation quickly swallowed me whole. It was overwhelming. Paralyzing.

Everything was lost.

I gripped the metal rod I’d found on the ground that I planned to use for protection. We didn’t know what had been left behind and we wanted to be ready to face whatever it might be.

The joints and muscles in my fingers felt sore as I held the bar tightly. I worried my hand might get stuck in this claw-like position forever. But it would be worth it to have a weapon. It made me feel a little safer, even though I wasn’t sure I’d be able to use it.

I had thought the creeps descending and sucking everyone up into their ships had been the disaster, but what had been left behind was almost as terrifying. It was just me and Ben, but at least we were still alive.

Things looked bleak and I couldn’t help but wonder if we were the last ones alive. We had yet to see another living soul, but we hadn’t ventured out far from the apartment either. Others must have survived just as we had… but where were they?

The night that the creeps had arrived and started their rampage of terror on the city felt as though it had been a lifetime ago. But in reality it had only been a short time. That part of my life didn’t even feel like it was mine. It felt as though I was living someone else’s life.

I felt different. The whole world around us was different. When I had seen the ships with the glowing pink lights arrive, I knew my life would change forever, but I didn’t realize exactly how much.

They’d taken nearly every human out of the city with their vacuums. Somehow, Ben and I managed to stay hidden long enough. We survived their attack, but we didn’t know what to do with what was left.

Ben and I had seen what they do with people. They were taking humans to turn them into fuel. We were a resource to them. Nothing more.

It wasn’t the least bit surprising that if they needed lifeforms for power, they’d take as many of us as they possibly could. They’d harvested us for days. They took everyone… only they hadn’t gotten Ben and me.

“What are we going to do?” I asked rubbing my hands together as if I was washing them with air. Dirt and grime was stuck under my fingernails and I really wished I could take a shower. Running water was probably going to be very difficult to find, if not impossible, now that everyone was gone and the city was in shambles.

My eyes darted from building to building as if I expected a phaser creep to pop out and start sucking the life out of me. I didn’t know if I could ever get over that fear of something lurking in the shadows, ready to jump out at me.

I wasn’t sure why I even thought any of them could still be here. There wasn’t a single ship left in the sky. The creeps were gone, and I was pretty sure they were all gone. Hopefully, for good. They had nearly all of the people in their possession, there wasn’t anything left for them here.

The city looked as though it had been chewed up and spit back out. Ben and I would have to figure out how to navigate the world that had been left behind. We’d have to find food, water, and shelter… the essentials to live, but beyond that I had no idea what to do or where to go. I guess we’d try to search for others… for help. What else could we do?

“I don’t know. I mean, we’ll figure it out… what choice do we have?” Ben said, as he looked out at our surroundings and slowly exhaled. He appeared as frustrated and nervous about the world as I felt. Neither of us were equipped to manage the end of the world. I didn’t know the first thing about survival. And it probably showed.

Things between Ben and I had become a bit strained while having been locked together in that small room. It wasn’t that we weren’t getting along, we did, we were a team and I was glad to have him, but we didn’t talk as much as we probably should have. It was like we were both in some kind of shock from what had happened to our families, our friends… the world.

For Ben, losing his best friend, Roman, to the creeps had been hard. I knew he missed him. I did too. And if I closed my eyes, I could still see the look on Grace’s face when the phaser started to suck the life out of her.

It was hard to accept that we had survived and our friends hadn’t. We hadn’t done anything differently… why were we still alive?

I never expected that Ben and I would be together the way we were, but somehow it happened. He was my long time crush. I dreamed about how it would be to be his girlfriend, but this wasn’t a scenario I ever imagined.

Ben was everything I wanted… smart, funny and extremely good-looking, but the creep attack had definitely made things difficult. It was hard to grow a new relationship when everything around you had gone to hell.

“Where should we go?” I said squinting up at him. The sun was brighter than I had remembered. It had been blocked out by the black powder clouds for so long that the sunlight hurt my eyes with its powerful, hot glow.

“I’m not sure. Maybe we should find some food and water first?” he said with a shrug. It sounded more like he was asking what we should do rather than telling me what we should do.

“Sure. Yeah. I think so,” I said taking his hand into mine. He met my eyes and flashed me a nervous smile. I let out a puff of air as I smiled back and held his hand tighter.

Ben carried his bat in his other hand and I had my metal rod in mine. Together we must have looked like quite a pair… not that anyone would see us.

We started walking, making our way through the streets in silence. If there were any creeps left behind, we didn’t want to alert them to our presence, if we could help it.

Looking out at all the broken down buildings and torn-up streets was sobering. I could still remember exactly what the buildings had looked like before. It didn’t even seem as though it was possible.

The empty feeling surrounding us was eerie and terrifying. A cold chill ran up and down my spine. I tried to tell myself that we were lucky to be alive. We had found a way and survived those awful creeps. But were we the lucky ones? Luck wasn’t the word I wanted to use for our current situation.

If there wasn’t anyone left, and it was truly just Ben and me, what would we do with the rest of our lives? It wasn’t going to be easy, that was for sure. We wouldn’t have TV, internet, video games, phones, fast food… nothing at all. For now, we’d be able to find things in stores, but eventually the food that was left would expire. I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to face what was ahead of us alone.

The nothingness and the vastness surrounding us was overwhelming. It felt as though my lungs were tightening in my chest, making it harder for me to breathe.

“Are you OK?” Ben asked looking down at me.

I rubbed my throat, almost hitting myself in the face with the metal rod. I swallowed hard, “I think so.”

We slowly and cautiously made our way down the road. I moved so quietly I could hear bits of glass, plastic and other things crunching under my feet.

I paused when I heard what sounded like a voice in the distance. At first I wasn’t sure if I had heard the voice, or if it had just been the wind, but by the way Ben looked at me, I was pretty sure he had heard it too.

The voice called out again, sounding as though someone was crying out for help. I closed my eyes and waited, hoping to hear it again. When it called out again, I knew the voice belonged to a female, and she didn’t sound as though she was too far away.

“You heard it too?” I asked looking up into Ben’s eyes. He looked out in the direction where the voice had come from.

“Yeah,” he said dropping my hand and gripping his bat tightly with both hands.

I looked at his bat, “Sounds like she needs help.”

“It does sound that way,” he said taking a deep breath. “Better safe than sorry.”

If I was supposed to feel relief that Ben and I weren’t alone, I didn’t. I hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to what we’d do if we came across another person. Were they good? Were they bad? Maybe they were a serial killer.

Ben’s bat and my metal rod would be no match for someone armed with a gun, or a knife. We had managed to survive the creeps, but maybe we wouldn’t survive the people or the mess that had been left behind.

She called out again. Ben looked at me and then up at the sky. He spun around in a circle as if he was looking for a lingering ship. I didn’t know if he was being overly paranoid or if he was being smart.

When the creeps left Earth, I assumed they had all left. What would they need to stick around for after their harvest was complete? It wouldn’t be worth staying to suck up the last few people that remained.

There wasn’t a single ship in the sky or any wandering creeps in the street. They were probably on the way to their next location to gather up more resources. They’d taken everything from Earth that they needed and left.

I started walking in the direction of the voice but Ben put his hand on my arm to stop me. He looked at me with an unusual darkness in his eyes.

“What is it?” I said meeting his eyes and biting the side of my lip. “She might need our help.”

“And what if it’s not, you know, a person,” Ben said shifting his eyes back and forth between me and the direction of the voice. It sounded like the voice of a human. I was pretty sure they were speaking English even though I couldn’t make out the words.

The creeps’ voices that we had heard while they were here were stiff and awkward. This voice sounded like a normal, but distressed girl.

She continued to call out but her voice was getting weaker with each unanswered attempt. It sounded as though she was considering giving up. Maybe her throat was sore from yelling out for help… she could have been calling out for hours before we came upon her.

“It sounds like a person to me,” I said shrugging.

“Yeah, but remember what they did to Grace?” Ben asked, and it was impossible to forget what they’d done. The phaser grabbed her and sucked the life out of her so that he could look more human. Like a weird, creepy version of Grace.

I understood Ben’s concerns. They were completely valid. He was afraid we’d walk into something dangerous. Something we wouldn’t be able to get ourselves out of.

“They sounded different when they talked. She sounds… normal,” I said looking down at my feet so I could try to isolate her voice. I wanted to hear it again to make sure I was right.

“She does, but still… we need a plan. A way to check them… to be sure,” Ben said rubbing and pulling at the skin on his elbow.

“I think they’re all gone. There isn’t anything here for them. They took everything,” I said crossing my arms around my middle. But I wasn’t sure if that was true. The big ships were gone, but beyond that I didn’t know.

He looked at his bat, and then towards the ground. Ben picked up a shard of glass and wiped it clean on the leg of his jeans. He touched the tip with his finger and quickly pulled it back. He winced, but then he smiled as though he was satisfied with his find. The shard was sharp. Very sharp.

“What are you going to do with that?” I said shifting my weight nervously from one leg to the other. Standing still made me jittery.

“After the phasers turned into humans do you remember what happened when they got hurt?”

“Yeah. I don’t think I’ll ever forget… why?”

“Well, when they were injured, they turned back into creeps. Like the one that came to the apartment door pretending to be a police officer… it turned back into a creep and rather quickly too. No blood. Nothing. Just shifted back into its original form,” Ben said turning the shard around in his hand as if inspecting it for some kind of flaw. He gripped the more rounded edge tightly, making sure he could maintain a good hold on the glass without slicing open his own hand.

“So let me get this straight. Your plan is to attack people to make sure they are actually people and not one of the creeps? Yeah, people are going to really like that,” I said shaking my head.

Ben smiled and let out a small laugh, “We have to do something. It’s the only way… the only way I can think of, that we can make sure they aren’t creeps.”

The girl shouted out for help again. I looked at Ben and then in the direction the voice seemed to be coming from. It would probably be hard to convince anyone we came across, like this girl, to let him cut them in order to make sure they would bleed like a human. But he was probably right. It was a good idea to make sure any people we found were actually people.

“Let’s hope they’ll let you slice them then,” I said smirking at him.

Ben’s face turned serious, “I’m cutting them whether they let me or not.”

I stared at him trying to determine just how serious he was. Without a doubt I knew that even if they refused, Ben would find a way to check them.

“Let’s go find her,” he said pointing with his bat.

We moved down the street in the direction of her voice, but she was calling out less frequently. Ben led us down one street only to find out her voice was getting fainter and we were going the wrong way.

Now it seemed as though she had stopped calling out. We went the wrong way several more times. I was getting tired from making my way through the disheveled streets and frustrated we didn’t seem to be getting any closer. Without asking Ben, I called out to her.

“Hello! Where are you?”

Ben looked at me with wide, round, unblinking eyes. His mouth was hanging open. It looked like he was horrified at what I had done. I could tell he wished I wouldn’t have yelled out to her. “What?”

He shook his head and sighed. Ben looked down at his feet and then spun around as he looked out around us. I tried to follow his eyes to see what he was looking for.

“What if those creeps are out here somewhere? What if she’s one of them?” he whispered.

“Sorry,” I said wishing I could take it back. I hadn’t given much thought to the consequences before shouting out our own location. Now if there was anyone out there they would know approximately where we were too. If we had any advantage, I had given it away.

“I’m here! Please! Please, help me!” she shouted, her voice was raspy, but it sounded as though she was relieved. Maybe she thought she was the only one left in the world too.

This time I looked at Ben for approval before answering. He nodded, and I cleared my throat before shouting, “Where is ‘here’ exactly? I’m looking for you!”

“I’m not sure. I can’t tell,” she said, and Ben and I looked at one another. It seemed a little strange that she couldn’t tell where she was, but then again, with everything falling apart it was hard to tell where we were too. Buildings that we could have used as landmarks looked completely different now. “Please! Please help me!”

“Keep talking… I’m looking for you,” I said trying to make it sound like I was alone. She didn’t need to know Ben was with me. That way if she wasn’t who she said she was, at least I’d have a backup hiding in the wings.

She kept talking, describing things around her as best as she could, but nothing sounded familiar. Her voice got louder and louder and I knew we were getting closer. Ben backed off and stayed several feet behind me.

Then I saw her.


The Aftermath - Chapter Two


The girl was sitting on the ground near one of the crumbling buildings. Ben and I stopped behind the corner of a different building before she saw us.

I scanned the area, and I was almost certain she was alone. This part of the city was nearly completely destroyed. None of the buildings seemed safe. It definitely didn’t seem likely that someone would be hiding amongst the rubble risking part of a building falling on top of them.

The way she moved around looking for me to approach looked nothing like how the phasers had moved after they became human. She shouted, having no idea we were nearby, “Are you coming?”

“Are we going?” I whispered gently nudging Ben with my elbow.

“You first… I’ll stay back for a bit, you know, just in case,” Ben said turning the shard of glass in his hand. I knew he was trying to plan out exactly how he was going to convince her to let him cut her.

“OK… I’ll just walk over there then,” I said trying to build up the courage to go to her by myself. It wasn’t that I was afraid of her, I just didn’t want to do it alone. The whole world felt different, and it sent shivers through my body. I felt safer when I was next to Ben.

I took a deep breath and forced my feet to move. She must have heard me coming because her head quickly jerked to the side to look at me.

As I got closer, I could see she was pinned under what appeared to be part of the building. She tried to move backwards looking as though she was afraid of me, but she couldn’t really move more than an inch.

I held up my hand that wasn’t holding the metal rod and approached slowly. She looked at the metal rod and her eyes widened even more.

“Please don’t hurt me!” she said putting her hands over her ears.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said with a small laugh. The idea that I could hurt her was unfathomable. I stopped about ten feet away from her and gestured towards her leg that was trapped under a long structural beam. “Is it broken?”

“I don’t think so,” she said putting her hands on her thigh. “But I’m really stuck.”

“How did this happen?”

“I was trying to get out of the building… I’d been staying with my cousin. He didn’t make it out,” she said looking at the building behind her. A tear leaked out the corner of her eye and streamed down her cheek.

“Sorry,” I said not really knowing what else I could say. We’d all lost everything and everyone.

“And if I can’t get out of here, I won’t make it either will I?” she said rubbing the corner of her eye with the side of her hand.

The girl sitting on the ground was looking up at me with soft, round eyes. She was very pretty and looked to be around the same age as I was. Her long blonde hair was pulled into a loose pony tail. But fear and sadness filled her green eyes.

The girl’s eyes quickly darted behind me causing me to twist around to see what she was looking at. My pulse quickened and I could feel the blood pumping through my veins.

“Who’s that?” she said so quickly it sounded like one word. I let out a sigh when I realized it was just Ben coming out of hiding.

“It’s OK. He’s with me,” I said stepping forward to take a closer look at her leg. There wasn’t any blood, it just looked as though she was being squished by the beam. “Hopefully, we can get you out from under that thing.”

Ben stood next to me and looked down at her, but he wasn’t thinking about her predicament. He was studying her face and her movements. She looked back and forth between Ben and I.

“I’m Jane,” she said looking as though she didn’t know why we were just standing there instead of helping her get out.

“Darcie, and this is Ben,” I said gesturing over my shoulder. When neither of us moved, she pointed at her leg. I nodded, and glanced at Ben’s hand, “There’s just one thing….”

“What kind of thing?” she looked at us, slightly raising an eyebrow. If she could have backed away any further, she would have.

Ben shifted his weight from one leg to the other, “We have to, um, make sure you aren’t one them.”

I pointed up towards the sky and she pushed at the beam on her leg with her palms.

“Me? What? Look at me! Do I look like one of them? They are gone!” Jane said hitting the beam. She threw her hand up towards the sky, “If I were one of them I wouldn’t be stuck under this thing, that’s for sure.”

Ben looked at me and I knew he wasn’t going to make any exceptions. No matter how unlikely it was that she was one of the creeps, we had to check. We had to be sure. Our lives could depend on it.

She sighed when she could tell we weren’t going to change our minds. “OK. What are you going to do to make sure I’m not one of them?” she asked making her eyes bug out as she wiggled her fingers.

“This is going to sound really—”

“We need to cut your arm. It’s the only way we know to make sure you are one of us,” Ben said pressing the shard of glass flat against his leg.

“Really? That’s what you guys came up with?” She opened her mouth to say more, but nothing came out as she looked at us trying to determine just how serious we were. She pulled lightly on her lip, “OK, so my leg is pinned under this beam and you want to cut me? Fine. Whatever. Do whatever you have to do.”

“Do we really have to do this?” I said. “She just seems so normal.”

“Remember, the phasers seemed normal enough to fool others. We have to.”

Jane stuck out her arm and pursed her lips. She looked annoyed and I couldn’t say I blamed her. If I had been in her position, I would have probably felt the same way.

“OK… ok,” Ben said, looking as though he hadn’t expected it to go this smoothly. It seemed as though he had been expecting her to put up more of a fight. Maybe it would have been easier for him to slice someone who was resisting because they would have seemed more suspicious.

He crouched down beside her and stretched out his neck to one side and then to the other. She looked at him and then at the shard of glass in his hand. She pulled her arm away.

Ben tilted his head and turned to look at me. I shrugged.

“Oh my God, is that thing even sanitary? I didn’t know you were just going to cut me with some random piece of glass you probably found laying on the ground,” she said shaking her head. She crossed one arm over the other as if that would somehow stop him.

Ben shrugged. We hadn’t considered whether or not it would be sanitary to check for creeps with the glass. It hadn’t really played into the equation because, one way or another, we’d have to check.

“Oh fine, but if it gets infected, I’m not going to be happy.”

She stuck her arm out again and closed her eyes as she waited. Ben started to move the sharp edge of the glass across the back of her arm, making a small cut. The second he saw the dark red blood bead up he stopped and smiled as he inhaled deeply and exhaled.

“OK, that looks good to me,” he said stepping away from her. Ben rubbed the glass against the side of his jeans to make sure it was clean for when he might have to use it again.

“Perfect. Now, any chance I could get you guys to help me?” Jane asked pressing her palms down against the cement.

“Does it hurt?” I asked as Ben tried to lift the metal beam. He grunted and his face turned red, but he couldn’t get it to budge.

She shook her head side to side, “It doesn’t feel great. It kind of feels like I’m being held down by a big metal bar.”

I smiled at her. At least she could maintain her sense of humor while being pinned to the ground.

“Let’s try to lift it together,” Ben said bending down and grabbing the beam with both hands. He tightened his grip, “On three.”

After he counted to three we both used all of our strength. It didn’t feel as though the beam had moved at all, but Jane started wiggling her leg back and forth.

“It’s working!” she said, and once she got past her knee she didn’t have any trouble pulling her leg out the rest of the way. Ben and I let go of the beam but it was already down.

Jane scooted backwards and looked as though she was afraid to try to stand. She put her feet flat on the ground and pulled herself up using a nearby piece of rubble for support. I watched her as she avoided putting any weight on the leg that had been under the beam. Jane looked at me and then back down at the ground as she slowly and carefully started to put some weight on it.

She shifted her weight back and forth and then she took a step. And then another. A wide smile spread across her face. “It’s a little sore, but it still works!”

I smiled back at her and watched the look wash off of her face. She scrunched up her nose and squeezed her eyes together. In a matter of seconds her hands were over her face and she started crying. I watched her shoulders rise and fall with each squeaky whimper.

I looked at Ben with wide eyes hoping he would do something, or say something, but he waved me forward as if he thought I would know what to do. It seemed strange how quickly she turned from happy to sad.

“Everything OK?” I said reaching out my hand towards her shoulder. I was pretty sure it was the dumbest question I had ever asked. She was sobbing uncontrollably, obviously things were not OK.

“No!” she shouted through her hands. “Everything is not OK!”

Her shouting and loud crying was making both Ben and I nervous. He looked around the area as though he was expecting creeps to come crawling out of the rubble to suck the life from us.

She started crying louder, and I felt like running away. Ben grabbed his bat tighter and gritted his teeth. Her cries were so loud anyone left in the city, creeps or humans, would be able to hear her blocks away.

We needed to get her to stop. Our lives could depend on it.
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Ravaged Land - Chapter one


I think I took it all for granted. I had become accustomed to my daily routine and to be totally honest, I liked it. In fact, there was nothing I enjoyed more than sitting still, reading a book, soaking in the bathtub, watching a movie, or other simple things that some people think are monotonous. They are always on the go, scheduling the next event, sending text messages and taking quick showers, but I didn’t mind being slow. I relished it. I thought everyone should take a more leisurely approach to life, what was the rush anyway? Had I been able to see into the future, I may have thought differently. I might have changed how I had lived my life.

There had been something drastically different in the air that afternoon, but I couldn't quite put my finger on exactly what it was. The whole day had been hot and humid, the weatherman had predicted a thunderstorm, and we were under a tornado watch. My clothes had been soggy from dripping sweat all day in the unpleasant claustrophobic classrooms they refused to air condition. I had felt gross and was eager to change into something dry, ideally right into my pajamas. This day had been draining, and I was exhausted. Maybe I'd curl up in bed after a cool bath, read a book and listen to the storms pass by. That sounded like heaven.

I wanted to put a name to the smell floating in my nostrils. It was salty and musty, making me think of under-cooked French fries. Both the smell and the feeling in the air had been unsettling and I couldn’t wait to get home. I walked faster hoping I’d beat the rain since my clothes were already wet enough. I crossed my arms in front of me and let my backpack hang off my shoulder as I walked fast with my head down. After the bell had rang letting school out I had practically sprinted out of the building leaving a little earlier than I usually did. Since it had been the last day before summer vacation, everyone else was lingering and making plans for the summer with their friends. They had all apparently been oblivious to that unusual fragrance in the air.

“Have a great summer Roslyn!” A tall girl shouted to me from across the street, waving at me altogether too excitedly as she opened the passenger door of a beat-up blue corvette. I couldn't remember her name, so I smiled awkwardly and waved at her. Then as if I felt weird about my hand up in the air, I dropped it down to gather up my dark blonde hair letting it fall down over my left shoulder.

I was probably about halfway home when I looked up from the sidewalk. Across the street was a boy in my class I didn’t really know, but I recognized him only because he was often the object of discussions I’d overheard the other girls chittering about. He was cute, dark hair, dark eyes but guys like that don’t have an interest in girls like me anyway. He wouldn’t want someone who was as boring and low-key as I was. A boy like that is only interested in the most popular, the most beautiful and the most interesting girls. In front of me was another boy from my class, Ryan I thought, kicking a stone as if it were a soccer ball. Another one of the boys all the girls went crazy over, he was absolutely gorgeous, but he didn’t know it, or at least if he did, he didn’t care.

There was another group somewhere behind me. I could hear them talking, making plans for the night, and next they’d probably plan out the whole summer. After I rolled my eyes, I was hit smack dab in the middle of my forehead by an abnormally large drop of wetness. I wiped my skin dry with the back of my hand and tilted my head upwards. The dark ominous clouds looming ahead traveled at what seemed to be an unrealistic speed. Only moments ago the sun had been shining but now a darkness akin to night was setting in, the feeling made me shiver even in this heat.

I looked to the others to see if anyone else had noticed the extreme raindrops but the boy across the street still had his head down and was even further ahead of me. The other boy, Ryan, who had been in front of me had turned off and was walking into what I assumed was his house.

The drops of water started to fall quicker, each one smacking against my face and the exposed skin of my arms with small but annoying stings. I swung my backpack in front of me to look for something I could put over my head. Before I even got a chance to unzip my pack there was a loud thunk followed by the clanging rattle of a street sign. It had made such an unusual high pitched noise that my ears started to ring.

Another chunk of hail hit the ground a foot in front of me with a thud, crashing so hard it broke into countless smaller pieces on impact. They scattered all around my feet looking like little chips of glass. This was by far the largest and most dangerous hail I’d ever seen in my entire life. Within thirty seconds of each other, another two large pieces fell only a few feet away from me, and thankfully not on my head. How many more of these large ice blocks would fall? These pieces of hail weren’t the small and smooth pebble-like hail I’d seen a hundred times before, instead they were rough and thick, jagged like chipped and broken rocks. I put my backpack over my head hoping it would at least protect me from the falling shards, but in all reality they probably weighed several pounds and the backpack wouldn’t do much of anything to soften the blow.

Down the street a car window shattered with a loud pop and crack. I hadn't been expecting it and I jumped backwards startled by the sudden noise. My house was still a fair distance away, and the hail didn’t seem to be letting up. If anything, it was getting worse. I needed to find a place to hang out temporarily until this lethal storm passed. The girl in the group behind me let out an awful howl. I whipped around to see watery blood streaming down her face. Her crystal blue eyes were wide with surprise. I guessed that she'd been hit by the small chunk of hail that rocked to a stop near her feet. Had it been one of the larger pieces she wouldn’t have been able to let out her painful cry.

The house Ryan had walked into had a covered porch. I called over to the group behind me, pointing as I ran up the walk. “Over here, come this way!” I said, and they followed. I didn’t think he’d mind... considering.

A car barreled down the street and I realized what was about to happen only seconds before it did. The driver didn't have a chance. The girl next to me with the gash in her forehead let out a scream that made my bones ache. It had been like something out of a horror movie. The boulder of hail which had been the size of a large watermelon smashed through the windshield. Copious cracks sprouted out from the hole that had been left by the chunk of hail further weakening the glass. The car slammed into a parked van, and the driver was ejected from his seat. The broken windshield had slowed the drivers exit and his body was sprawled out on the hood of the car like a rag doll. Blood pooled out from his middle and oozed out of his nose and ears. He laid there staring blankly towards me, his body motionless. Oh crap, was he dead?

The boy who had been ahead of me on the other side of the street was running towards the car, but he stopped suddenly when he saw the body spread out on the car. He put his hand on his forehead and then both hands over his eyes. I guessed it had been someone he knew. The winds picked up and the booms from the thunder and lightning shook the earth so much I worried it was an earthquake. It was terrifying.

The tall boy who was with the girl spun her around so she was facing the house and the guy with black hair stood in front of me to block my view since I had been unable to turn myself away from the gruesome scene. The front door to the house flung open, partly from the wind and partly from an aggressive push. The bang startled me and I jumped into the bigger guy grabbing his arm way too tightly.

“You guys have to come with me,” he said. “Please, follow me.” He gestured for us to follow him and it took me a few minutes to understand as my brain hadn't worked the same way it had before seeing the crash. Ryan was trying to get us to go with him somewhere. I caught another glimpse of the guy across the street, he was looking at us, he didn’t say anything he just stood there. The others hadn’t noticed him, I was about to say something when I was jostled by the guy with the black hair whose name I couldn’t recall.

“But—” I managed to eek the word out in an attempt to alert them to the guy across the street.

“Go!” he said, his eyes begging me to make my feet move. And I did. I glanced back after a few steps and he was gone. We followed Ryan like lost puppies. The guy with black hair yelled through the howling winds, “Where are we going?”

We looped around the side of his house going into the backyard, “My grandpa has an underground shelter. We’ll be safe there!” We ran through his backyard jumping over broken tree branches and random things that had blown into his yard— trash bins, a grill, even a little pink tricycle.

“How far?” the tall boy shouted as a brick-sized piece of hail landed about a foot away from him.

“Not far,” Ryan said, “this way!” He weaved between a garage and a small shed and onto the sidewalk of the next block. “That one,” he said pointing to a green house across the street and three houses over.

We splashed through the puddles on the roadway running as fast as we could. A gust of wind almost knocked me off my feet, but somehow I managed to regain my footing without falling or blowing away. I saw a car rolling top to bottom and side to side through the air about a block away and then I noticed the twister that was propelling it. Another gust of wind came and lifted me for a full second off the ground. It happened so fast I wasn’t even sure it had been real or if I was imagining it until I felt a hand grab onto mine pulling me along.

“Here?” I asked when we were in front of the green house.

Ryan turned around the side of the house. Boards from the roof were being lifted off, and the siding was peeling away towards the twister that I could feel was even closer than it had been before. The winds were stronger, and the air was filling with dust and dirt, and it was getting harder to breathe. A large piece of siding from the neighbor’s house zipped past my face and pierced itself into the side of Ryan’s grandpa’s house. It stuck out like an arrow that hit its target. A target that had only been inches from my face. We were finally in his grandpa's backyard when I realized I hadn't been breathing.

Everyone was holding onto one another. I grabbed Ryan’s shirt as he flung open the doors to his grandpa’s underground shelter. We all piled in— the girl with the gash on her head first, then the tall boy, then the pale boy, followed by the one with black hair and then it was my turn. I turned around to help Ryan inside when I saw a tornado weaving back and forth heading right for us. There was a second one the size of a full city block not too far behind it also heading our way. I wanted to scream but instead I gained a burst of extra strength and yanked Ryan inside. Together we pulled as hard as we could to close the doors, but I wasn’t much help with the wind's ever-increasing strength. I could feel myself rising above the ground. My feet were no longer touching the floor, and everything felt like it was moving in slow motion as I was gradually being pulled out of the doorway. Ryan grabbed one leg while the boy with black hair grabbed my other. I felt like an out-of-control kite as they yanked me inside and threw me against the back wall. They hadn’t intended to be rough with me, but they had to act fast so they could get the doors closed before we were all whisked away. The double doors had a huge lock that slid into place, but the wind outside was so strong the doors rattled aggressively, causing them to shake and bow outward.

I could hear the windows shattering in the house above us, it sounded as if the whole building was being torn apart at the seams. “This way,” Ryan said as he grabbed a radio off a nearby shelf and a flashlight which he instantly flicked on. It was almost as if his grandpa had made him do test runs to make sure he’d know what to do should he ever need to come here in an emergency.

We followed him down a cement hallway. The thudding of our feet turned into booming as the hallway turned into a metal corridor, something that had been added somewhat recently by the looks of it. I wondered if his grandpa had been one of those people that prepared for the end of the world, what were they called? Preppers? Thinking of everything going on outside right now, I kind of hoped he was. I was thankful, I knew how lucky I was to be here. Even being in this hallway I felt somewhat safe, that was until I felt a sudden breeze and heard the whistling of the wind. The doors must have been pulled off their hinges. Ryan grunted as he opened the next set of thick metal doors, he passed the flashlight to the boy with black hair, “Go down, I’m going to wait for my family here.”

It sounded to me as if the house above had been lifted off of the foundation and placed back down in the wrong spot. “Where are they?” I asked him, wondering at the same time where my mom was and hoping she was safe in our basement or somewhere even better. I questioned how safe a person would be in a normal basement with this storm. Ryan had saved my life and I didn’t really feel comfortable just leaving him out here alone, especially with all the rattling and crashing noises. The wind was so strong I could feel it against my skin even at the end of the hallway.

“I’m not sure, work? School? Just… not home yet,” he said shaking his head as if he was trying to sprinkle the worry that he felt out of his ears.

“They might be hunkered down somewhere not even trying to get here, you have to come inside, I don’t think you are safe out here,” I said tugging his arm gently.

“I have to wait,” he said still shaking his head, because he knew better, he knew they weren’t coming. He also knew that he should go inside and that the last thing anyone in his family would want was for him to wait outside of the shelter for them.

“Please,” I begged, “if they come we’ll just let them in.” I tried to talk some sense into him, I hoped it wouldn’t take much to sway him. I couldn’t have timed it better, the wind picked up again with an ear piercing whistle. It was a forceful gust that shifted both of our bodies. At the end of the long hallway, I saw a piece of wood, maybe from a shelf, go flying up into the air and out of the basement with other pieces chasing after. Each airy blast was stronger than the last. The pieces of his grandpa’s house were being plucked out like the loose pieces of a Jenga tower and at any minute it would come crashing down. He inhaled sharply and guided me inside, he tried to pull the door closed, but it was like a vacuum preventing it from shutting. Luckily we were able to get it closed working together, but we lost our footing and tumbled to the ground. Ryan vaulted up and slid several locks into place and pulled down a huge bar to secure it even further.

He offered me his hand to help me to my feet, I gladly accepted the help. I just stood there gawking at him, waiting for further direction, like I no longer knew how to function without guidance.

“Down.”

“Excuse me?” I said looking at him as if he were speaking another language.

“Go down the stairs.”

I pivoted and descended the approximately fifteen steps quickly, fearing the door would be pulled off its hinges and I’d be whisked back out into the storm, but the buckled down solid door didn’t even rattle. It gave no signs that it was weak. The others were gathered by the door waiting for instructions from Ryan. He flipped some switches that caused air to start circulating, and I could hear the humming and buzzing of other things starting up. Once he was satisfied it was all working as it was supposed to, he closed the last door that would keep us inside and the nasty weather outside. We were locked inside. Underground.


Ravaged Land - Chapter two


I was freaking out about what just happened. I held it all in mainly because I didn’t know how to express it and I didn’t want to cause everyone else to panic any more than they already were. I was worried about my mom, was she home? Was she OK? I wished there was some way for me to communicate with her so I could tell her I was safe.

“What was that?” The boy with black hair bellowed, “I’ve never seen anything like that!”

“I think I counted five tornadoes at one time, and that’s just the ones I could see,” the pale boy added.

Ryan turned on a small TV that was up against the wall centered within the living room. It was mostly cracks, whistles and gray fuzzy snow with little flashes of a grayish shadow of the newscaster who was overly dedicated to his job. He sat there spouting out everything that was going on outside, and for us, what was happening above ground. We all sat in absolute silence trying to make out what he was saying between noises and the static.

“Seek immediate sheltkrrrrrrrrrrrrrr… tornadoes, clusters of them…wizzzzzzzrrrr… here is a look at the live radar…krrrrrr. Fwaappp area covered in red, this is no joke folks…whhhhhoooooooooo in all my years… fizzzz never seen something like krrrrrrrrrrrrrip.” It started to come in a little clearer for just a moment “We’ve had reports of homes pulled right off their foundation and thrown into neighboring states. Hail the size of watermelons and as sharp and deadly as axes falling from the sky. Downpours that are causing major flooding and even landslides. We’ve just, just…krrrrrrrrip no end in sight, stay safe out there krrrrrrrrrrr.”

Ryan broke the silence, “I guess we’ll be down here for a while.” We all stared at the fuzz on the TV trying to make sense of it all. Everything outside was being torn apart and we didn’t know where our families were or if they were even OK. I couldn’t stop myself from thinking the worst— that our families hadn’t found shelter in time, or a good enough shelter. The storm came so fast. We barely made it to safety. And why didn’t the weathermen know it was going to be this bad? How lucky I had been did not escape me, I didn’t know how I’d ever thank Ryan if I survived this.

His grandpa’s shelter seemed quite safe, I couldn’t even hear anything that was going on above us. I wasn’t sure how we’d know when it was safe to leave this place, but the storm couldn’t last forever. We would have to wait for someone on TV to come back and tell us it was OK, and then I could go find my mom.

Ryan held out a bottle of water in front of my line of vision, “Drink?” he asked in a low voice. I nodded a thank you even though I had no intentions of opening it. I wasn’t thirsty even though my mouth felt like sandpaper. I’d drink when I got home. The water at my house was great.

I had forgotten about the girl’s wound until I heard her making little gasping noises as she dabbed her shirt sleeve against her forehead. “It really hurts,” she whispered to the tall boy with a sniff, and he put his hand on her shoulder.

I hadn’t noticed Ryan had left the room until he returned carrying a mirror and a first aid kit. “That’s a big scratch,” he said handing her the kit. Her bleeding had slowed significantly. She was lucky it hadn’t been worse.

“Thanks,” she said taking the kit and handing it to the tall boy.

I watched the radar on TV and tried to see if I could make anything out. With everything so jumbled and fuzzy it was hard to tell what was going on, but it appeared as though the whole state of North Dakota was covered in the colors red and purple. A small portion of our state had the yellow coloring but there wasn’t a single area that had clear sky. Everything in our state and the surrounding states was currently experiencing severe weather. This was bad. The worst part of it all was that when they put the radar in motion it showed more coming. It was an endless storm of heavy rain, damaging winds, hail, tornadoes and dangerous lightning. They cut away to what appeared to be the map of the whole United States and parts of Mexico and Canada. I gasped.

“What’s wrong?” asked the girl not even attempting to disguise her shaking voice. She now had a large piece of gauze taped to her forehead with a red dot in the center where the blood was soaking in.

“It’s just all red, that just can’t be right.” The words spilled out. I spoke before thinking. It hadn’t been my intention to make anyone more scared or on edge than they already were.

“What’s all red?” the tall one asked.

“Everything, I mean, it’s not even possible! It’s everywhere, the whole United States, Canada, it’s all covered with these storms, can that be?” I flapped my arms at the TV and looked at the others waiting for any kind of logical answer, but they stared back at me as if I had the answers, which I didn’t. I wasn’t even sure this was all really happening. Everything we had been through to get here seemed like it had to have been a bad dream. Only it wasn’t.

“We are safe down here,” Ryan said trying to keep everyone calm. “I know you’re worried about your families, I am too, but there isn’t much we can do until this all passes. We are several feet underground, this place has been flood tested, nothing can get us. It was designed to keep my family safe if there was some sort of end of the world disaster… like bombs or whatever. My grandpa was a prepper, he knew what he was doing, he was a little crazy about it…” he stopped himself, swallowed hard, “thank God he was though. I just hope my family….”

His words were getting stuck in his throat, it seemed as though he was having trouble talking after he said his ‘grandpa was a prepper’ as in past tense. I wasn’t sure if that had meant his grandpa had died since building the shelter or if he was just assuming that his grandpa wouldn’t have survived the deadly storm outside. But I wasn’t going to ask. I already felt guilty that it was me down here and not his family.

Everyone was silent probably thinking of their own families. I refused to think of all the things that could have happened to my mom, at least not right now. She had survived a lot of hardships in her life, losing her mother to cancer, my dad cheating on her with a 24-year-old stripper, a horrible divorce, a stint with an abusive boyfriend and that was only the beginning. If anyone would get through this storm, it would be her. I didn’t need to waste time thinking about it, I’d go to her as soon as I could.

“KrrrrrrrOHMYGOD! Krrrrrr…wizzzzzzzz….” The newscaster screamed and the station blacked out completely. There was no sound, no picture, not even any gray snowy fuzz. TV was gone.

“I’ll try the radio,” Ryan said, “Uhh by the way, I’m Ryan for those that don’t know me.” I already knew him, I had a few classes with him but he was quiet, I didn’t really know anything about him other than his name.

“Owen.” He and I were in study hall together but I couldn’t ever remember his name. I’d see him and think his name was Evan, he had shiny black hair and he was all muscle, solid and outgoing. I think everyone in school liked him.

“I know who all of you are but anyway, I’m Dean, and this is my little sister Sienna.” She forced a quick smile but I could tell she was trying to hide the fact that she was scared out of her mind. Dean was tall, I’d seen him around before, mostly hanging around with Owen, and he was crazy hot. His brown hair was messy, but that kind of messy that probably takes a half hour of styling to perfect. What stood out to me most of all were his eyes, they were the color of chocolate syrup. I wondered how I hadn’t noticed him more in school, but I never cared about things like that. Under other circumstances I might feel shy around someone this attractive, but considering what we had just escaped it didn’t seem to matter.

“Seth,” the pale boy with the blonde hair said. I knew of him only because he stood out at school, it was nice to finally put a name to his face. There was a short time where some of the other kids tried to get the nickname ‘albino’ to stick but he didn’t let it get to him and it was short lived. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had heard anyone call him that.

“I’m Ros,” I said lifting my damp tangled hair in a pretend ponytail.

Ryan turned the radio dial so slow you could barely see his hand moving. There were a few stations that had that annoying buzz but instead of them saying, “This is only a test,” they were saying “this is not a test” and to stay tuned for further instruction. But those further instructions never came and Ryan continued searching. When he hit the end of the dial, he switched the power off out of frustration and hit the table with his fist causing a few stacked coffee cups to rattle.

“How will we know when we can leave?” Sienna quietly asked the group.

“Cameras.” That was all Ryan managed to spit out after his frustrations with the radio.

“What do you mean?” I asked not understanding.

Ryan flipped a switch on the wall and clicked a button on the remote control. The picture on the TV worked but what it showed wasn’t what any of us wanted to see.

“Jesus Christ.” Owen choked and swallowed hard, “Is this some kind of joke?”

The screen was divided into four panels, one for each of the cameras that had been placed in various strategic locations outside. The camera with a number one appeared to be underwater, I couldn’t quite figure out where it was located outside and why they’d need an underwater camera. Camera two wasn’t working and showed just a solid black box. The third camera showed what the weather was doing the best. It was difficult to see but there were huge chunks of ice falling from the sky. It looked like it was snowing jagged melons. Dancing along the background was a bouquet of several tornadoes. It wasn’t just a tornado or two, within the frame of this particular camera, it was at least four, and what looked like another two or three even further back in the distance. I wasn’t sure if the ones further back were actually tornadoes or not due to the low visibility from the rain, hail, and misty fog. I wondered how many more there might be outside the viewing range of the camera. Was the whole state just covered with tornadoes? The thought was terrifying.

Camera four was my least favorite. It was the camera that I assumed was pointed at the shelter, or more accurately, the ground above the shelter. It was the worst of all three because it showed the ground above us wasn’t actually ground, it was a large pond. We appeared to be at least four feet under the water by my guess. Not only were we already trapped underground, but now we were also trapped under a small body of water, and the rain didn’t appear as though it had any intention of letting up anytime soon.

Sienna plunged her face into her brother’s shoulder and sobbed. He almost looked as if he could do the same.

Ryan quickly flipped the switch. “OK, so who wants to see the place?” He hopped up on his feet with half a grin. He seemed proud of this shelter, or perhaps he was just good at hiding how terrified he was from the rest of us, for our sake.

[image: ]

He started the tour, “as you know, this is the living room… couch, chairs, DVD player, books and games.” The room was about the size of your average living room, spacious enough considering. It was a long rectangle with a big, fluffy couch against the wall opposite the TV. There were two chairs also pointed towards the TV, and two wooden chairs, one on each side of the bookshelf which rested against the short wall. On each end of the couch was a cheap looking end-table holding matching lamps. The lighting wasn’t great, but I wasn’t going to complain.

“There is a generator that powers most everything, and most things have backup batteries,” he said when he noticed me staring at the lamps. “We should conserve power when possible of course, but we’ll be OK for a good while. Next room!”

He led us to the perfectly square kitchen which had a small dining table with four chairs. There were two stools pushed up to the counter so seating wouldn’t be an issue. On the counter there was an impossibly small microwave, matching fridge and freezer and tons of cupboards. Ryan walked over to them and opened them displaying the assortment of goods they held. The shelves were fully stocked as I imagined the fridge and freezer probably were too. He opened a door at the back of the kitchen and we all took turns peeking in. It was another room, almost the size of the kitchen stocked top to bottom with anything you could possibly need, kitchen-wise or otherwise. It was a kitchen-sized general store.

There were small doors scattered about the entrance and living room. Ryan didn’t open them but I assumed they were closets and storage areas, probably stocked with things one might need in an end of the world type situation.

Next there was a little hallway that ran between the living space and the kitchen space which I had to assume led to the bedrooms. “Door on the left here is the bathroom, sorry one toilet and one shower,” he said grimacing, “and these are the bedrooms.” He stretched his arms out as if he were presenting the top prize on a game show.

There were only two bedrooms. We walked into the first room which was fairly large and looked incredibly cozy. It had two full sized beds pushed against opposite walls made up with clean sheets, or so I assumed, and a large, plush comforter. One with a pink and white dot design was calling my name, even though I had no idea how I could even consider sleeping right now. My body was craving it, but my mind was still high on adrenaline. I needed rest, but with my thoughts going every which way I didn’t know how I would be able to actually settle down enough for sleep.

There was a nightstand beside each bed and a closet on each side. In the middle was a stiff curtain divider you could pull out for a privacy wall.

The second room was even bigger than the last but it too only had two full sized beds. I wasn’t the only one thinking about the math, Sienna was fidgeting next to me and I could tell she was nervous about the sleeping arrangements. Ryan walked over to the closet and pulled out a cot, “And with the couch in the living room, that’s six,” he said glancing at Sienna hoping she’d be satisfied. “Ros and Sienna can have the other room, you guys can figure out who gets what in here and I’ll take the couch.” He glanced around looking at each one of us, and then crossed his arms, “Well, that concludes the tour, so with that, I guess everyone should just go ahead and make yourselves at home. Please.”

“Anyone know what time it is?” Seth wondered with a yawn.

“I don’t know how anyone will be able to sleep!” Owen said seemingly surprised by Seth’s yawn, “I still want to know what the hell is going on!”

I nodded in agreement but I knew we weren’t going to know, at least not tonight.

Ryan pointed to a clock on the nightstand, “I think that’s probably accurate even though the generator hadn’t been on in some time, the clocks have backup batteries.”

According to the clock it was 9 p.m. The running from the storm, getting in the shelter and the tour all took approximately six hours. It had all passed by in what felt like minutes. We’d missed dinner, but no one asked about it and I didn’t even feel the slightest bit hungry. I just wanted this night to pass so we could hopefully find out tomorrow what the damage was and how we were going to get out of here. I wanted a little space from everything and everyone so I could mentally process what just happened and if it was a dream, make myself wake up.

“Oh, there are supplies in the bathroom, like toothbrushes and toothpaste, deodorant, towels, and all that stuff, if there is anything else you might need check the pantry in the kitchen. At the end of the hall is the laundry but we should limit using that as much as possible since all the running water is on the same line here. Full loads only, please.”

“What about clothes?” Sienna asked picking at her fingernails. “You know, like a change of clothes or something to sleep in? I don’t want to wear the same thing every day.” She let just a little of her inner diva start to emerge.

“Right. Well, there should be some things in the closets, but it’d be my mom’s or sister’s things so I don’t know if you’ll find anything,” Ryan said with a frown. “You are more than welcome to use anything you find though.” I guess that was a problem with the stocking up of the shelter, they hadn’t anticipated helping anyone other than the family, but why would they have even considered that? “My mom’s things would be in this closet and my sister’s in the other room.”

“Let’s see what we can find,” I said putting my hand lightly on Sienna’s shoulder as I guided her out of the room. She didn’t protest or shrug me off, so we got a little space from the others. I wanted to be alone but since that wasn’t likely to happen, I figured being with Sienna was almost as good as being alone. After all, we were about to be roommates, I might as well try to be her friend.

We entered our new room, “Which bed do you want?” I asked not really caring all that much but secretly hoping a little for the bed with the pink comforter. Both beds looked inviting, my body desired to lie down even if my brain was a bee hive of thoughts, but it didn’t matter, so why not let her choose? The other bed had a comforter striped with various shades of blue, the pink one must have been intended for Ryan’s sister and the blue one was his. He was giving up his bed for us.

“I’ll take the pink one,” she said looking away from me.

That meant I’d be taking Ryan’s bed. He was giving up his bed for me. That selfless act didn’t make me feel so great. I didn’t want to be the one to take his bed from him. I would have taken the couch but I knew Sienna wouldn’t be comfortable sharing the room with Ryan.

“OK. Let’s check out the closet.”

I opened the door and I could feel Sienna’s eyes peering around me attempting to get a glimpse of our future wardrobe. I pulled the string that clicked the overhead light bulb on in the small walk-in closet. It was filled with girl’s clothes. The other closet by my bed likely was filled with Ryan’s clothes which I’m sure he will want access to, but he hadn’t said anything about it. His sister’s clothes were close to my size, but they were a little big for Sienna, so unfortunately she had little choice. I found a nightgown which I handed to her because I figured the size difference would be less noticeable in gown form. For myself, I found a plain gray T-shirt and some yoga pants with pink zebra trim. They were not my style at all, but it was a change of clothes and for that I was thankful. We’d all have to make do when it came to certain things.

Owen wasn’t as small as Ryan, he was bigger and more muscular, athletic. And Seth was a little overweight, neither of them very likely to fit into Ryan’s things, so they’d probably have to wear his dad’s clothes and they likely wouldn’t complain about it. We didn’t know how long we’d be down here, it could be until someone came looking for us, or the water drained away. Our choices in most matters were pretty limited. Maybe tomorrow Sienna and I could go through Ryan’s mom’s things, perhaps she had items that would work, and it would give us something to do to pass the time.

I started to change hoping that it would help Sienna feel more comfortable with me, I didn’t want to close the room divider afraid she’d take it the wrong way. Flipping the fluffy blankets over I crawled inside the soft bed not bothering to turn out the lights. I was so exhausted I felt like I was melting into the mattress.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said my face twisted, “Do you want to go get a book?”

“No, I think…” she paused for a yawn, “I think I’m actually tired.”

“Yeah.” I copied her by letting out a yawn against my will, “Somehow, I am too.” I glanced through half-closed eyes at the clock on the nightstand next to my bed. It was closing in on 10:00 p.m., only about two hours earlier than I usually go to bed, but today wasn’t a normal day by any stretch of the imagination. Today was a lot different. That’s the last thought I remembered having before I drifted off into a dreamland where things hadn’t changed. The storms hadn’t raged and destroyed everything in its path. We weren’t trapped underground, or under water. I was at home and I was happy. Yes, today had been a lot different.

Continue reading Ravaged Land
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