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      April 12, 1961  |  Gzhatsk, Russia

      Valentina Gagarin stood crammed with her family in her father-in-law’s narrow hall. With the telephone receiver pressed hard against her ear, she could only wonder what the other residents of her collective farm thought about the KGB agents standing guard outside. They’d probably assume the worst—that she or her husband had committed some grave crime, not that Yuri was about to be the first man to enter outer space.

      At the very notion, she could feel her chest growing tight. She’d never traveled farther from the town of Gzhatsk than Star City where the cosmonauts lived, yet somehow, her husband was chosen to go for such an honor. She was merely grateful the Kremlin allowed her to remain with her family during the launch while the rest of the Soviet Union was being kept in the dark until Yuri successfully landed back home, safe and sound . . . if he successfully landed.

      “Everything will be fine, dear,” her father-in-law said, as if reading her thoughts.

      Her dry throat forced her to offer a simple nod.

      Valentina took a long drag on her filtered cigarette, her trembling hand shaking ash onto the forest-green carpet. Its orange tip burned until there was nothing left; then she smashed the butt into the ashtray a bit harder than necessary. A gray cloud momentarily hid her from the prying stares of her children and nephews.

      “Preliminary stage . . .” a deep voice boomed from the other end of the phone.

      It was Pavel, her husband’s associate at Mission Control, relaying the words of the elite engineers in direct communication with her husband. She wished more than anything she could have Yuri’s ear as well. She yearned to hold his hand, to tell him everything was going to be all right. He was strong, but who wouldn’t be anxious while waiting to be launched to the stars in a tin can?

      “Intermediate . . .” Pavel said.

      She felt palpable excitement all around her, but she could hardly breathe. The kids laughed and played while her father-in-law squeezed her shoulder softly. Even the perpetually-stoic KGB agents peered in through the front door, awaiting news from Baikonur Cosmodrome.

      Valentina’s knuckles whitened as her fingertips dug, causing tiny cracks in the phone’s Bakelite handset.

      “Main . . .”

      Valentina’s heart dropped. This was it, the first step toward the fulfillment of her husband’s dreams—their dreams. If she couldn’t breathe before, now it was as if the weight of the whole Earth sat upon her chest.

      “He has liftoff!” Pavel exclaimed. His voice competed with raucous excitement in the background. “Yuri says, ‘Let’s go!’”

      No two words could have better encapsulated her husband. It seemed not even the great mystery of space could steal his joy or scare him away from adventure.

      Finally, Valentina allowed a sharp breath into her lungs, then pulled the phone away, feeling the corners of her mouth stretch tight.

      “What is it?” her father-in-law asked. “Success?”

      For the first time since Yuri left, Valentina wore a genuine smile. She shared a knowing look with the old man. His eyes were like a mirror of hers, both welling with tears. She let him pull her in close, and everyone in the packed little hallway followed his lead.

      “Drinks,” Yuri’s father bellowed. “We need drinks!” He scrambled toward the pantry, knocking over all manner of things in his quest to find his most exquisite bottle of Kubanskaya vodka.

      Valentina took a seat at the table, stayed quiet, and brought the receiver back to her ear, hoping to hear more. The worst part was over, they’d told her, but she knew Yuri was rapidly approaching the unknown in a vessel being controlled remotely by people in Star City.

      “Relax, my dear,” her mother-in-law said, her frail hand rubbing gently between Valentina’s shoulder blades. “He’ll be fine.”

      “Damn right he’ll be!” her father-in-law bellowed, slamming the vodka bottle on the table. “He’s my son.” With his strong grasp, he took Valentina’s hand and wrapped it around the lukewarm bottle. “No need to waste glasses today.”

      “Valentina,” Pavel said into her ear.

      Valentina tore her hand away and ducked her head, plugging her free ear to hear the voice on the phone. “Yes?” she gasped, her lungs feeling like hot fire.

      “More coms coming through now. He’s saying: ‘The flight is continuing well. I can see the Earth. The visibility is good—wait, something’s wrong.’”

      “Was that you or him?”

      When she heard no reply she cried out, “Hello? Pavel? Hello!”

      “The Americans! The Americans shot him do—”

      The line clicked.

      “Pavel!” Valentina shouted. “Pavel, what’s happening?”

      Silence.

      She tried to call back.

      Busy.

      “What is it?” her father-in-law asked, startling her as he touched her arm. She staggered back and knocked over the bottle of Kubanskaya. The sharp sound of glass shattering drew the KGB agents inside, AK-47s raised.

      Valentina sprinted past them in the confusion.

      “You cannot go outside right now!” one agent ordered, clawing at her, trying to force her inside, but her slight frame enabled her to slip free of his grasp.

      She darted through the stables, splashing up dirty puddles. As she emerged, she looked to the always-murky sky, hoping for some glimpse of something from faraway Baikonur. Her vision blurred and she became dizzy. A flicker of light, that’s all she needed to see to know she hadn’t imagined what Pavel said to her.

      The agent caught up to her, grabbed hold and heaved her over his shoulder. Shrieking, she pounded on his back while her father-in-law demanded the agent put her down. They were nearly back inside when a muffled boom carried across the chill breeze. From such a distance, it sounded like a book falling from a shelf, but all at once, distant streaks of brilliant fire stood out against the darkening sky. It was something everyone from the Motherland had spent years preparing for: nuclear missiles rising from beneath the dirt of the Soviet Union in response to an attack.

      The Americans had finally done it—started a war. They couldn’t stomach even the thought of losing the space race, and their jealousy would usher in the end of the world.

      The KGB agent dropped Valentina. The world was on the brink of the apocalypse, but there was only one thing she could concern herself with, one hope, that maybe, somehow, Yuri had survived the attack and was safely parachuting down from the atmosphere, that famous grin plastered on his face.

      “Everyone inside,” the agent said in a reserved tone uncharacteristic of a man of his station. He swallowed and tried to repeat the order, but his voice trailed off as many strands of vibrant, purple light illuminated the western sky. The light show was followed by a guttural bellowing sound so alien it made her bones chatter.

      “What in the hell?” her father-in-law murmured.

      The streaks gave way to a blinding flash—an explosion, sudden and bright—and a shockwave that shook the earth.

      Valentina shielded her eyes against a forest of swirling purple and orange mushroom clouds marching along the distant horizon, dozens of tiny trees so far away—but growing by the second.

      When the flash subsided, she saw the silhouette of something in the clouds, a ship or an aircraft of some sort, but larger than anything she could imagine. Fragments fell from it, wreathed in flame as they pierced the atmosphere, as if the sky were raining fire.

      Then a shrill sound, something like screaming, filled her mind. It came from within, and in a language she didn’t understand, and the pain it carried with it was unbearable. All of them—man, woman, and KGB agent —fell to the dirt, grasping at their temples and squeezing their eyes.

      When Valentina could bear to look again, the dark patch in the sky was smaller, vanishing behind a wave of darker, irradiated clouds.

      

  




Antelope Valley, California

      Neil Armstrong never expected April 12, 1961, to go the way it had. He thought he’d watch the special news report in his home right beside his wife, their kids sleeping soundly in their bedrooms. He’d groan that the Russians had beat them to it. The Vostok 1 would go up, and all the members of his Dyna-Soar program would watch from their own homes, realizing their chance at being the first men in space was shot.

      Then, the nuclear warning alarms went off, howling like so many wolves across the countryside. People who could afford them scrambled to their bunkers. Everyone panicked. Not Neil. He sat with his arm around Janet, feeling the slight tremble of her shoulders, knowing that when the doomsday clock struck midnight, there was no surviving it.

      He wanted to say something to her. He couldn’t. Mostly, he couldn’t believe that after all this time, humanity was dumb enough to blow up the world.

      Local newscasters droned on from their small, black-and-white television set, all of them confused. Word was that the Soviets had launched Vostok 1, only for it to be shot down by, they believed, the American government.

      All that was clear was that this wasn’t a test.

      “Mommy, what’s that noise?” their four-year-old son, Eric, asked. He stood in the living room doorway wearing his PJs, well-worn stuffed bear in one hand, and wiping his tired eyes with the other.

      “Eric, go back to bed,” Janet snapped, rising from the couch. Neil knew she didn’t mean to sound cross, but he didn’t blame her.

      “It’s nothing, Champ,” Neil said. “Go on and make sure your sister’s all right.”

      Just then, Karen appeared next to him and squeaked, “Mommy?”

      “Both of you, back to bed,” Janet said, walking toward them and giving them her best ‘don’t test me’ glare.

      The kids hurried back to their rooms and Neil’s wife returned to his side. “We can’t just sit here,” she said, her voice quaking from nerves.

      “What else can we do?” Neil replied.

      “You think it’s true? That they think we’re so bitter that we lost that we’d shoot it down?”

      “Honestly?” Neil exhaled. “I hope not.”

      “Neil, I’m . . . I’m scared. I don’t want the kids to grow up in a world like this.”

      He glanced at his wife, brushed her hair aside. A tear rolled down her cheek, and her features tightened. He wasn’t sure why he wasn’t crying, why fear didn’t have his heart racing and his mind fogged. Sure, as a pilot he was trained to handle stress—but this? Maybe it was disbelief, shock, that the world might end in a ball of fire.

      “I’m scared, too, honey,” he said, then kissed her on the forehead. “But we—”

      The TV speakers whined, then cut to static. The president stood on the White House lawn, addressing a gathering crowd despite the late hour. The Joint Chiefs, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, senators—every member of the US government in Washington, it seemed like. They all stood around waiting.

      “Neil, what’s happening?” she asked. “Why are they outside?”

      “There are a lot of people. Probably too many for indoors.”

      JFK entered from the right, and a sea of reporters shouted. Secret Service agents were on him like white on rice, and the handsome president’s face was wracked with grief. He couldn’t even manage to force one of his trademark smiles as he stepped before the microphone.

      “America . . .” he said, then took a deep breath. “It is with deep regret I bring you this news. At approximately 2 a.m. Eastern Time, the Soviet Union launched a nuclear arsenal in response to Vostok 1 being shot down. A malfunction of some sort caused the missiles to detonate at low altitude and unleash irreparable damage to Eastern Europe. I . . .” He paused to take a rare, measured breath. He was always so calm. So sure. “I have assured Premier Khrushchev that we had nothing to do with the downing of Vostok 1, but we have no choice but to prepare for war. With God’s help and good—”

      His press secretary leaned in to whisper something in his ear.

      “Wait, unidentified alien—what—in the sky—” he said before remembering to cover the mike. JFK’s eyelids shot open.

      “Aliens?” a dozen different reporters shouted at once.

      “Mister President, what is going on?”

      JFK held up his hand just as his security team converged on him. They escorted him away, leaving the crowd—the entire country—clamoring for answers.

      A moment later, the screen went to a colorful display of lines.

      “What in the hell?” Neil asked.

      Janet leaned forward, crawled across the living room and turned the knob to change the channel, and it was the same on every station.

      “Neil, did I hear that right?” she asked, sounding more terrified than ever.

      “I—”

      A crack-boom cut him off and made their walls shake. Dishes in the china cabinet rattled. Neil ran to the window and brushed aside the curtains to reveal military jets streaming overhead. Two quick steps brought him to the front door and he swung it open and ran outside.

      Many of his neighbors had done the same, and they all cringed as another boom sounded and more jets whizzed by. Mrs. Barrymore, their neighbor, was crying, and so were others. Everyone was overwhelmed with fear of the coming apocalypse.

      “Neil!” Janet shrieked.

      He snapped to and sprinted back inside. His wife sat awkwardly on her knees in front of the TV, not even bothering to make herself comfortable. Neil froze in the doorway when he saw it.

      The news was back on, but Neil couldn’t hear the words coming out of Jerry Dunphy’s mouth. He didn’t need to. Photographs from the USSR and Western Europe were onscreen. They showed different phases of mushroom clouds, but in each of them, high above the edge of the atmosphere where Yuri Gagarin and Vostok 1 had been headed, hovered a massive, oblong vessel. The damn thing was bigger than any battleship Neil had ever seen. Bigger than the tallest skyscraper in New York City.

      A very human chill crawled up his spine as he realized—the ship didn’t appear man-made at all.
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      The Dead Curtain

      Sergeant Kyle McCoy felt the burned-out shell of a car against his back. Around him, gunfire clattered and clanged.

      “I’m hit!” one of his squad screamed.

      Kyle sucked in a deep breath through his enclosed helmet and shouted, “Cover me!”

      His brothers in arms sent a volley of rounds across the Eastern European highway.

      One . . . two . . . three . . . four. Kyle started in practiced rhythm. One . . . two . . . three . . . He heard the gunfire from his team and popped up to fire his own cover at the Soviets as he ran toward the injured soldier. He moved from vehicle to vehicle, using what was left of them as a shield against the heavy onslaught. Their paint jobs had been vaporized by the nuclear and alien explosions that had devastated the area; the wheels and seats too. This deep into the Dead Curtain, nobody had survived.

      Kyle kicked up dust behind the truck where Private Teller, the soldier who’d been hit, lay scrunched over, blood gurgling from two wounds in his shoulder and chest.

      He was young—too green for this.

      “You’re going to be okay, soldier,” Kyle lied.

      If Teller didn’t bleed out first, the tears in his rad-suit would leave him exposed to the toxic environment.

      Kyle slung his M14 over his shoulder, then put pressure on the man’s chest with one hand while he reached back for the duck tape in his satchel with the other. That was all he had as the squad’s combat medic. He couldn’t do much through the bulky, makeshift rad-suits they all wore. His orders: seal the suits, ship them out.

      “Just end it, McCoy,” the man rasped.

      “No, you’ll be okay,” Kyle said again as he wrapped and tightened, around and around, the peeling of tape as terrifying as gunfire. Nobody was even sure the suits would actually protect against whatever it was the alien weapons left behind. It was unlikely they would even help against the sheer amount of nuclear radiation that sent Geiger counters spinning. Dark, purple energy coruscated across the nuke-stained sky, literally making the hairs on Kyle’s arms stand on end.

      Noticing a flash of movement in his peripherals, Kyle brought his rifle around and fired from the hip. The truck’s side mirror cracked off, and one of his own men scrambled to the ground.

      “Jee-zus, McCoy, watch where you’re aiming that thing!” Lieutenant Phelps yelled.

      “Sorry, sir,” Kyle replied. He glanced back down and saw that Teller’s head had lolled off to the side within his helmet. Kyle threw the rifle aside and crawled on top of him.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” Kyle said. He pushed on the man’s chest in a vain attempt to restart his heart. He listened for breath, tried to get a pulse, but with all the bulky equipment on both of them, it was impossible. “C’mon, dammit!”

      “He’s gone, McCoy,” Phelps said.

      “No, he’s—”

      “McCoy, he’s gone!” Phelps tore Kyle away and slammed him against the truck. “Stay in this, Sergeant. We need you.” He yanked his shoulder, twisted him back toward the firefight, then shoved the rifle against his chest. “And watch where you’re shooting.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I think they’re all down!” Corporal Palmer shouted, sliding in next to them.

      “Advance!” Phelps ordered, waving Kyle and the rest of the unit forward.

      Kyle took a moment to steady his nerves, then followed. This is why you trained, he told himself. Nobody could train for this, his mind answered. Their eight-man-squad—seven now—fanned out and advanced on the shadow of a Soviet personnel transport.

      Visibility was impossibly low. The place was a vast wasteland, and a thick blanket of grungy, yellowish fog covered everything. There was no night, no day, only darkness in the fallout. And here in the heart of the Dead Curtain, night vision didn’t even work. The remnants of alien energy, what the generals started calling riftwake, crackled and distorted the air like chaotic northern lights . . . everywhere. On top of it, a perpetual torrent of wind whipped the dust and ash around.

      It was like they’d stepped into hell itself. Kyle, a good, practicing Catholic, grew up fearing the place. This was worse. The taste of ash was on his tongue. The ghosts of all those damned to die on Contact Day haunted the highway—more frightening even than the Soviets and their guns.

      A muzzle flashed from inside the front seat of the Soviet truck as an enemy shouted in Russian. The round blew apart Phelps’s canteen, and before the Soviet fired again, Kyle’s squad unloaded in his direction. Kyle hesitated, but raised his rifle. He’d joined the army because he wanted to make the world a better place. Combat medic, like his father, and his father before him. He didn’t want to kill.

      None of that was possible here.

      “Goddamn Commies.” Gonzalez kicked one of their bodies at his feet. “Go to hell!” he yelled, then he shot the man in the chest one last time for good measure. The bang carried on the wind, echoing endlessly because, in the heart of the Dead Curtain, there was nothing.

      “All clear!” came a shout from near the transport vehicle.

      “Anyone hit?” Kyle asked. Everyone replied in the negative. “Good. We lost Teller.”

      “The kid?” Sergeant Horton asked. “Mother—”

      “Hey, stop that,” Phelps jabbed him with the butt of his rifle. “You’ll offend Kyle’s virgin ears, and he might shoot at me again.”

      “This isn’t a joke,” Kyle said, seething.

      “You think I think it is?” Phelps stalked toward him. Kyle could see his face through his rad-suit’s narrow visor, his bushy eyebrows furrowed in anger. “They have us out here, looking for god-knows-what, in god-knows-where!”

      “Hey, cool it.” Palmer stepped in between them. “Maybe it’s time we head back. What time is it, anyway?”

      Phelps bit his lip, then backed away. Kyle released a mouthful of air he hadn’t realized he was holding.

      “Who knows?” Gonzalez said. “Nothing works in here.” He banged on the compass hanging from his belt. “Even this thing just keeps spinning.”

      “Straight line in, straight line out,” Phelps said. “Franklin, check their truck for anything of value. McCoy, Palmer, load Teller up, and let’s head in. And Kyle . . .”

      Kyle turned to face his commander.

      “We’re lucky we only lost him.”

      “Sir,” Kyle said. He drew another deep breath.

      The government had them out here in the dark, beyond radio contact of any type. Too much interference. This was close-quarters combat. Without coms and with such poor visibility, they had to be within feet of a target before identifying them as friendlies, civilians, or hostiles. This deep into the fallout, Kyle was still shocked when he saw a civi hunting for alien tech. Mostly, they were people dying of radiation poisoning, yet kept alive by the alien riftwake for reasons nobody could understand. It was all . . . unnatural.

      “Hey, you’re good,” Palmer said, slapping Kyle on the back. “Let’s get him home to his family.”

      Kyle nodded and followed him back to the highway. It took a few tries to find the right truck where Teller’s body lay; all their footprints had been swept away by the endless storm. Kyle took his arms, and Palmer his legs, and they hauled him back toward the two headlights glowing nearby—the only manmade light for miles in any direction.

      For weeks they’d been slogging through the wasteland from a basecamp in Berlin. Others got to stay on the outskirts of the blast radius, searching for and treating survivors where it was safe. But not them. They were searching for answers and tech and racing the Soviets to find them. So far all they’d found were massive chunks of purple-black metal unlike anything Kyle had ever seen, dense enough to survive the harsh heat of the atmosphere.

      They lifted Teller into the back amongst their unidentified loot. Then they collapsed against the tailgate for a breather.

      “Hey, look at that,” Palmer said.

      The moon shone full. There, in what had become known as the Dead Curtain—that swath of Eastern Europe devastated by nuclear fallout—it was rare to see. Kyle wiped the smog and ash off his goggles and marveled at the one thing that reminded him he was still on Earth.

      But that was before he spotted the tiny strip of darkness on the moon’s surface.

      The Mothership.

      They said it was aliens. That their ship had appeared out of nowhere—maybe cloaked by some unimaginable technology—arriving above Earth at the exact same time, in the exact same place, as Vostok 1. The Soviets retaliated against what they’d assumed to be an American attack, and the mysterious ship defended itself, causing all the nukes to be detonated by energy-based weapons beyond human comprehension. The Mothership, for some reason, retreated rather than finishing off the job, making it as far as the moon before crashing and falling silent.

      While the brains in Washington worked to figure out a way to communicate with whatever had arrived to cause such calamity, soldiers like Kyle were sent overseas to where the nukes had gone off. In the light of factual evidence that humanity was not alone in the universe, national borders no longer felt like such a big deal.

      The Vostok and the nuclear blasts had damaged the alien Mothership, causing all manner of debris to fall from the sky—debris that might hold answers to what happened, or secrets to space flight, or weaponry able to wipe out an entire nuclear arsenal in a single blast. Or so they’d been told.

      It all happened so fast, the doomsday hysteria, the talk of God’s judgment, or visitors from another world wanting to wipe them out. The need to fight back. Kyle knew the moment he’d said goodbye to his wife and was shipped out that the probability of his return was not in his favor. Of course, he couldn’t get his jackass twin brother on the phone for a farewell, but then again, with everyone in a panic, phone lines were so crazy that contacting anyone was next to impossible.

      “Bah! Nice while it lasted,” Palmer said as the shroud of the Dead Curtain returned, covering all sense of natural light with dark clouds and aberrant energy.

      “Why do you think the aliens didn’t stay and finish the job?” Kyle asked.

      “Maybe they knew we’d handle it for them.” Palmer pointed to Teller’s fresh corpse.

      “Or maybe it was just some big cosmic car crash,” Phelps said on his way by to check their supplies.

      “An accident, causing all this?” Kyle said. “You’ve been in here too long, sir.”

      Phelps grunted. “Yeah, I don’t know. I’m stuck between that and God deciding it was time for us to tear His world to shit.”

      “Hey, Lieutenant!” Gonzalez shouted, a sense of urgency in his tone.

      Kyle squinted to find him. The darkness and his cumbersome helmet diminished his senses. Even after weeks of marching, fighting shadows, and surviving, he still wasn’t used to it.

      They all jogged over, Kyle’s rad-suit swishing with every step.

      “You’ll be safe in this,” the general had told them before they delved into the Dead Curtain. “Find whatever you can, and bring it back.”

      B.S., Kyle thought. Years of training and this was his first action. A headfirst plunge into hell.

      “What is it?” Phelps asked as they got close.

      Gonzalez pointed with his M14, and Kyle and the others followed the line of sight. A short distance away, in a pile of rubble that had been a small town in Poland, a blue light pulsed. It was faint, but anything able to pierce the darkness from such a distance was an anomaly.

      “Holy shit.” Even Kyle couldn’t keep himself from cursing. “Is that—?”

      “Something from the alien ship that’s better than scrap?” Palmer finished for him. “Has to be.”

      “We have our orders,” Phelps said. “We’ll secure whatever it is, then head back.”

      “Sir,” Kyle said, holding out his arm. He swallowed against his impossibly dry throat. “What if we don’t want to know what that is?”

      “That’s not our call.”

      “Sir—”

      “Nobody is watching our asses in here, McCoy. Don’t you realize that?” Phelps said. “Now, let’s get down there. And, boys! Let’s hope the Soviets haven’t found it first. If they have, you know what to do. Move out!”

      “I’m with the Lieutenant,” Palmer said.

      “You too?” Kyle asked.

      Palmer shrugged. “I have to know what that is.”

      They left the truck, and Phelps led the squad into the town, all helmet lights off. They paired off and stayed at close range. Without radios, they resorted to using flashlights to communicate. It was too dark even for hand signals.

      Whatever the glowing anomaly was, as they closed in, it illuminated the entire area like bright blue daylight with rhythmic pulses. And the energy . . . It was indescribable. Kyle could feel it in his veins, surging, making his spine tingle. And with it came an overwhelming sensation of fear. Considering he’d been living in a constant state of anxiety for weeks, that meant something.

      As they ducked behind a dilapidated building—barely even four walls standing—Kyle wished he could reach into his suit and kiss the cross hanging from his neck.

      “I don’t like this,” he said to Palmer. He was yelling, but Palmer would still barely hear him through his suit. At least the wind had completely died down. Motes of dust and ash hovered in the air, not falling or rising. Static.

      “I know,” Palmer said. “My heart, it’s . . . racing.”

      The blue light washed over them, and for a moment, Kyle spotted Palmer’s face through his helmet—dark skin, bald head, pupils fully dilated.

      “Stop pussyfooting and let’s move,” Lieutenant Phelps ordered as he and Gonzalez rushed by. They took cover behind a tractor, then waved the rest of the unit on. With the blue light providing a bit of visibility, Phelps guided them along what might have been an alleyway between two buildings that were no longer there. Whatever the thing was, it was in the town square, under the shadow of a church spire.

      It took every bit of willpower for Kyle to spur himself along. Another pulse came as they moved, and Kyle saw the silhouettes of men painted against the light of the anomaly. It was impossible to tell if they were friend or foe.

      The strangers didn’t wait to find out.

      Muzzles flashed, and Kyle’s squad hit the dirt, finding cover wherever they could, and returned fire. Not Lieutenant Phelps. He was the unit’s fearless leader, always steady. Kyle had never even seen his hand betray a tremble of fear, but as he got closer to the anomaly, he froze.

      “Oh God . . . We’re all going to die!” Phelps screamed. “Retreat. Run for your liv—” The word was cut off as his head snapped back.

      Chaos erupted. The Soviets opened fire, and Kyle could tell it was them by the cadence of their AK-47s. World powers fighting for alien treasure, as if eradicating millions throughout Eastern Europe wasn’t enough.

      Kyle fired three rounds toward the muzzle flashes, then crawled to Phelps. He felt the bullet hole in the center of his mask. Dirt snapped and hissed around him, spraying his arm. Kyle knew he had to make a break for better cover, but he couldn’t. He was paralyzed. The fear was so intense, he thought his heart might burst through his rib cage. All he could picture was Tracy’s face, the way her freckled nose wrinkled when she laughed, or the smell of her famous apple pie.

      “McCoy!” Palmer raced over, grabbed Kyle by the shoulder and heaved him into a ramshackle building. Palmer grunted, lost his grip, and went down hard. Kyle did the same.

      “I’m hit . . .” Palmer groaned.

      Kyle lay perfectly still for a moment. C’mon, Kyle, he told himself. He steadied his breathing, then he rolled over. Simple movements felt as if he were trapped in a wrestling match with his own body.

      “Ah, shit. Shit. Shit,” Corporal Palmer said, lying underneath a windowsill. The remnants of the building didn’t extend much higher. Bullets chewed at the brick, zipped overhead.

      “Where are you hit?” Kyle yelled.

      “Arm . . .” he moaned.

      Kyle slid up as close as he could and saw the tear in Palmer’s suit, straight through the bicep. He pulled out his duck tape and began wrapping. “Just like fixing a leaky pipe,” he joked. The problem was Palmer had likely already been exposed enough to get sick or worse.

      Kyle tore the tape. “We need to get you back to base.”

      “Too late.” Palmer sat up and grabbed his rifle with his good arm. “How many are there?”

      “Not sure.” Kyle glanced to his right and saw Private First Class Gonzalez and Private Barclay taking cover on the other side of the building, trying to return fire. “The Lieutenant is . . . He’s down.”

      “Dammit. I don’t know what happened,” Palmer said. “The light . . . Then, we were scattered.”

      “Horton, are you guys out there?” Kyle called out.

      “Yeah, three of us!” the Sergeant answered from a few feet beyond the still-open door.

      “Hey, we have more company!” Gonzalez hollered.

      The roar of engines came. Kyle rose to his knees to get a better look. In the darkness, it was impossible, but every time the anomaly pulsated, the very air seeming to vibrate, he could see. Multiple Soviet trucks were on the approach, gunners in the rear.

      Shadows of their soldiers moved in and out of the light. Others were firmly planted in makeshift gun-nests with sandbags set up. The anomaly was the size of an oil tanker. It left its own mini-crater in the town square, which was, apparently, how the Soviets had gone unseen, hiding low.

      The arriving Soviet troops, oblivious to Kyle’s squad, were hooking the glowing, translucent, oblong object up to winches.

      “Darn,” Kyle said. “We walked right into this.”

      “If you say I told you so, I’ll kill you.” Palmer groaned and hoisted himself up using the wall.

      “I won’t. Whatever that is, I don’t think we want them getting it.”

      “Maybe it’s just a big ol’ alien light bulb,” Gonzalez said. Everyone glared at him. “What? Ship’s big enough.”

      “I don’t think so,” Kyle said. “As soon as we got close, I felt—”

      “Terrified,” Palmer finished for him. “Yeah, me too. We’ve been out here weeks in the middle of Satan’s asshole, and around this thing? I felt like a scared kid.”

      “Phelps didn’t even try for cover,” Kyle said. Then he shivered. “And his screams? I . . . couldn’t move.”

      An enemy shooter yelled something in Russian.

      Palmer grabbed Kyle, pulled him aside, and opened fire at the doorway. Two Soviets went down, but the squad was now compromised, their exact position revealed. One of the Soviet turrets turned on them and erupted. Fifty-caliber bullets chewed into the brick, tearing away their cover. Private Barclay rose up to return fire and got his brains splattered all over the wall.

      Palmer tried the same, but Kyle pulled him down. Together, they hit the floor, joining Gonzalez. The others fired from a structure to the south but were immediately pinned down by the Soviet nests.

      The sound was deafening, like nothing Kyle had ever experienced. Their other skirmishes had been over in a flash, with them lucky enough to come out on the winning side. This felt endless. He wished he could cover his ears, but they were behind his suit’s mask. All he could do was lay there and stare at what he realized was the shadow of one of the nukes’ victims, etched forever against the wall of his or her home.

      That same palpable, indescribable fear gripped him as if none of his training mattered.

      We weren’t prepared for this.

      Then the shooting stopped. Russian orders carried across the town square, only they too now sounded afraid.

      A buffering noise made Kyle’s bones chatter. Then came a deep bellow, followed by a gust of air that tossed him and the other soldiers aside like bales of hay.

      “Prishelets! Prishelets!”

      Kyle had been out here long enough to pick up some Russian. Aliens! Aliens!

      He rolled over and looked through the blown-out roof toward the sky. Some sort of ship hovered straight above the anomaly. Purple lights circled around it like jellyfish tentacles, coursing with electricity. No other UFOs had been spotted since the Mothership went down on the moon. No movement at all. But whatever this was, it definitely wasn’t man-made.

      A thin beam of light shot out from one of the tentacles and sliced apart one of the Soviet trucks like a hot knife through butter. Another ripped across the gun-nests, turning them and the men stationed at them to sludge. In that moment, all Soviet attention turned upon the UFO.

      Bullets filled the sky, rippling against some sort of water-like shield which surrounded the ship.

      “What in God’s name?” Palmer muttered.

      He took the words right out of Kyle’s mouth. Amid all the talk of aliens and the cosmic car crash that killed Yuri Gagarin, a part of him wondered if it was all posturing. Cover for the Soviets nearly causing biblical Armageddon. A way for world leaders to save face after something went terribly wrong.

      But he felt that way no longer. All the fear overwhelming him turned to awe. The ship unleashed death upon the Soviets, and it seemed otherworldly. A vengeful angel sent down from Heaven itself.

      An RPG-2 fired from a rooftop. The UFO’s shield kept it from a direct hit, but the rocket’s explosion sent it sputtering into the church spire. The bell rung, then cracked. Energy lit up the building like a neon nightclub as the tentacles struck and the UFO crashed through it.

      “Begi!” one of the Soviets shouted.

      The only truck with a hook still in the anomaly hit the gas, dragging it out of the crater. Kyle watched; he couldn’t manage anything else. The glowing blue anomaly was a vessel of some sort, swirling with unbridled energy in some kind of liquid form. Shadows stirred within it as if something were alive inside.

      Soviet soldiers hollered orders in Russian. Guns fired. Kyle cringed instinctively until he realized they weren’t firing at him but at the crashed alien ship. For now, standing in the square was . . . Kyle didn’t know what to call it. The murk was too intense to see it in detail, but it had to be at least eight to nine feet tall. The whole of the creature was surrounded in a shimmering shield-like substance the same as its ship, distorting its shape.

      “By God, that’s—” Palmer couldn’t even finish.

      Before he knew it, Kyle found himself standing, mouth agape.

      Palmer grabbed him by the back of his suit and yanked him back down. “McCoy, you’re right, we need to get out of here! This is above our pay grade.”

      Kyle was about to answer when a shrill sound filled his brain. He fell to his knees and clutched at his helmet. The others did the same. It was unbearable, seemingly coming from within and without.

      Then, silence.

      He could hardly breathe.

      The Soviets, on the other hand, returned salvo once more.

      A blade of blue energy extended from the alien, and then it winked out of sight. A scream echoed from the rooftop where the rocket-firing Russian had been. Then another on the other side of the square. Truck tires spun and kicked up mud as they tried to pull the anomaly free. An instant later, the truck was flipped on its side, wheels still whirling, a smoldering gash cut in its undercarriage.

      Again, the shrill sound rocked Kyle’s brain. But this time it was louder, more scrambled. The tones rose and fell in frequency like Morse code but continuously, no breaks or pauses, flowing between notes. Then there was silence again.

      One of Kyle’s squad mates fired from his position pinned in the other building. Kyle saw a flash of raw energy, then the man was flung through the upper window, landing just feet in front of where Kyle hid.

      Palmer staggered back in shock. Gonzalez was on the floor, hands over his ears, praying. And all the while, more Soviet screams were swiftly cut off as the horror of the battle raged, one death at a time.

      Kyle did what any good combat medic should. He darted for the opening, swept around the corner, and toward the downed soldier. Kyle grabbed Sergeant Horton’s arms to drag him to safety, and quickly found that only a torso followed.

      One last Soviet scream rang out, and then Kyle spotted the shadow of the hulking creature standing before the anomaly, its blade now extinguished. The alien seemed shorter than it had moments before. It slouched, broad shoulders heaving like it was exhausted. The energy within the anomaly seemed drawn to the creature, tendrils of the shadow within bending toward it.

      Kyle grabbed his head, fighting against a new mental onslaught. Only this time, it wasn’t only a sound. He saw Tracy, his beloved wife, clear as day. She wore her favorite sweater, sitting on their bed, face streaked with tears. It was the saddest memory of his entire life, after they’d found out she’d miscarried. For a moment, he felt like he was there. Then, in an instant, it was over, and the ringing stopped again.

      “You son of a bitch!” Palmer screamed and fired. The creature whipped around, and all Kyle could see were its eyes, glowing deep yellow—unflinching in the darkness. If there was a hell, whatever this thing was belonged there, but he couldn’t get Tracy out of his head. And as he watched the creature, he saw something. Or thought he did—the slightest hint of sadness.

      “Take it down!” Palmer screamed.

      Their whole unit sprung from their cover and emptied their magazines into the thing. The Soviets did too, judging by a few shouts. The alien extended two long arms in front of the anomaly as if protecting it. Bullets rippled against its shimmering shield.

      It pointed one arm and sent a stream of distortion flashing across the square, absorbing all light. The stream struck a building, and the first floor imploded, all the bricks and wood and structure converging upon a single point. The soldiers above tumbled down in the rubble.

      Palmer didn’t stop. He ran at the alien, shell casings flaring from his rifle. A few bullets snuck by and pierced the anomaly’s hard jacket. Glowing liquid poured out, seeping through the cracks in the cobblestone. Whatever was inside the thing looked angry.

      Suddenly, Palmer fell to his knees and dropped his rifle. Just as Kyle had done, Palmer groped at his helmet as if he were on fire. His screaming was drowned out by gunshots all around. Even the terrified Private First Class Gonzalez had stirred. Kyle wanted to fire. He knew he should. But sadness still overwhelmed him, that terrible feeling of losing a child, as if it’d only just happened in that very moment.

      That was when it clicked.

      Kyle sprinted out into the square without thinking twice, shouting, “Lower your weapons!” and waving his hands. Palmer was still on the ground, writhing. More liquid poured forth from the anomaly, and the creature no longer stood, but kneeled by it, holding its wide, webbed hand over some of the holes.

      Against the light, Kyle could see the shape of each finger: thin and long, but bulbous at the end like a toad’s.

      “Hold your fire!” Kyle shouted again as he raced by Palmer. He reached the creature. Its vacillating shield, darkness, and the miasma of dirt, ash, and blood made seeing details impossible, but he could feel something . . .

      The soldiers stopped shooting if only not to hit Kyle. Tears welled in his eyes as that moment with Tracy echoed through his thoughts. Sadness flooded his heart. And in the amphibian-like eyes of the alien creature, he saw something similar. And then he was sure . . . He felt it stronger than ever.

      His mind throbbed again, only now it was tamer. The visions were structured, rifling through his memories, calling up every sad moment he’d ever experienced.

      Connor, his twin brother, leaving for Hollywood.

      Finn, his father, dying, and his mother, Sinéad, dressed in black.

      The news that millions of people had died in an instant, on the very soil where he now knelt. He could feel their suffering all at once, as if looking down from above.

      “McCoy!” Palmer screamed. “Get down!”

      Kyle whipped around and saw Palmer, weapon leveled at the alien. He was more than ready to fire and avenge his squad mates, even if it meant facing a power beyond comprehension.

      Suddenly, the ringing amplified, and Kyle’s head exploded with angry memories. His father snapping his belt. His brother and his ragtag friends teasing Kyle by burning his gasoline-soaked toy soldiers. Back on Kyle’s third day in the Dead Curtain, when they ran upon a Soviet search squad and he was forced to take a life for the first time, when his dream of serving only to save died, when the great, big, ugly rumor of a shadow war became truth.

      Kyle turned back, and just as the alien had shared his sadness, its eyes now narrowed with rage. It shoved by Kyle like a Mack truck. Kyle’s knee caught in the dirt and twisted badly as he was flung aside.

      The next second, it had Palmer by the throat and heaved him off the ground. The simultaneous discharge of M17s and AK-47s rang out, and every one of them took the creature in the back, dissipating as they struck its shield.

      “Stop!” Kyle screamed at the top of his lungs. He held up his hands and crawled forward. For whatever reason, both the soldiers firing and the hulking creature listened. Based on what he’d seen, he knew the alien could rip Palmer’s head clean off his shoulders if it wanted to.

      “Please, stop,” Kyle begged. He pointed at the anomaly, liquid still spilling out. He had to hold his own arm just to keep it steady. “Th-th-that’s important to you, isn’t it?” he asked. “Like . . . like a child.” He used one arm to simulate cradling, no idea if the alien would understand the motion. For all he knew, that was the alien sign for “kill everyone.”

      Kyle cringed as the ringing returned.

      Tracy’s cooking.

      Tracy’s lips.

      The taste of both.

      All the things he loved.

      It was a tidal wave of emotions crashing down on him so heavily he thought he’d collapse.

      “I promise, we don’t want to hurt it,” Kyle said, then paused to suck in through his teeth. His knee was definitely torn, or worse. “We only want to protect each other.” Kyle pointed at Palmer, then toward the others scattered throughout the town, then he placed his hand over his heart. “Just like you.”

      The alien glared at Kyle. The unclear mass of its head tilted. Then it slowly lowered Palmer to the ground and released him. He gasped for air.

      Rad-suits shuffled all around as the men pulled their weapons onto their shoulders again, ready to fire. The alien stomped back to the anomaly, and a deep bellow rolled over the air like the song of an angry whale.

      “No!” Kyle yelled. He tried to stand, to run in front of the creature, but his knee gave out. He moaned as he hit the ground, muddy now from the still-pouring liquid. Pain coursed through him, but he crawled, hand outstretched toward his compatriots and enemies alike. “Don’t shoot!” He begged. How could they not have felt what he had?

      A shadow covered him as the creature leaned over and rolled him onto his back. Its entire outline shimmered, catching the light of the anomaly. It stuck one of its long, bulbed fingers out toward the punctured tank, then laid its hand over its own chest.

      In that moment, Kyle knew it wasn’t weeks in darkness and a constant state of alertness making him crazy. The aliens had been trying to communicate all along. They were desperate to convey their fear and sadness of possibly losing whatever stood before them and the anger at those trying to take it.

      When the nuclear bombs went off, there were stories circulating all over Europe and Western Russia of a crippling sound inside their heads and a wave of sadness that left some so depressed they still hadn’t recovered. Everyone just figured it was more Commie lies or, at worst, something caused by alien weapons radiation.

      “McCoy,” Palmer rasped. “McCoy, get away from it!”

      Kyle ignored him. He crawled closer, stared straight up into the bright yellow eyes of the visitor from outer space, and cleared his throat.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.
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      April 14, 1964  |  Brooklyn

      Connor McCoy drew a deep breath as he set a briefcase down in the middle of a rusted red storage container. The smell of the ocean—fish, salt, and other more unsavory scents—permeated the old thing.

      He squinted through his sunglasses at the two gangsters, silhouetted in the entryway, thoroughly blocking any chance of escape. Sometimes these deals went sour, and Connor didn’t like being cornered, but it was too late.

      “What’re you waiting for, kid?” Frankie Soriano asked. “I don’t have all day.” The man crouched down and stared from the shadow of his fedora into Connor’s face. Soriano had eyebrows a bit too bushy for his lean face, and lips a bit too plump for his knifelike jaw. He wore a freshly pressed pinstriped suit, complete with red silk tie, and black wingtip shoes—the picture of a Hollywood mobster, only worse.

      He had the kind of reputation that Connor and his crew of counterfeiters usually stayed far away from. But when a Lucchese capo like Frankie Soriano came calling and offering money, smart men listened.

      Connor had been contacted through a fence. Frankie wanted to see their inventory. It wasn’t that Connor needed the cash. New York had been good to his crew. But he couldn’t pass up the opportunity for one more haul before they abandoned the city for their next grift.

      Connor exhaled, straightened his New York Yankees cap, then unlocked the briefcase. He lifted the lid slowly, drawing out the moment. He knew how to deal with these criminal lowlife types—he was one. They loved a show.

      Bright purple light poured out, casting alien shadows on the corrugated metal walls.

      “Sweet baby Christ, would you look at that.” Frankie circled around and pored over it from every angle. “Now I know why you wear the sunglasses.”

      Six shiny metal spheres covered in outlandish inscriptions and banded by brilliant neon sat in a burgundy felt case originally designed to house baseball memorabilia. “Vulbathi-grade plasma detonators,” Connor said.

      “And you’re telling me those’re real?”

      “With some minor adjustments to control power output,” Connor said. “Buddy of mine smuggled them back from the Luna Mines himself. They use them to chew through rock, you know?”

      “So says you and every two-bit counterfeiter who rolls through town.”

      “I know, I know, but I’m telling you, Tricky worked there. Took a few after his last shift. By the time anyone noticed, he was gone. And, voila! I can assure you, nobody out there has anything like this. They’re legit.”

      Frankie still looked suspicious.

      Connor grabbed one of the spheres, spun it in his palm, then juggled it once. Frankie’s men gasped as he did. A good sign.

      “Now, Mr. Soriano, you strike me as a cautious customer,” Connor said, whipping around to face the man. “From what I hear, the Families don’t want to openly involve themselves in the tech trade. Is that right?”

      “Keeps the DAR off our backs, and they make the FBI look like a bunch of pansies.”

      Connor chuckled. “Good for everybody.” He returned to the briefcase and removed a piece of plate metal. He allowed Frankie to see the front, then twirled it fast so he wouldn’t notice the charges on the back.

      “This is solid steel,” Connor said as he walked it to the other end of the container. He propped it up on a loose crate. Then he turned and again gave the detonator a juggle.

      “Fascinating technology, really. The plasma batteries in these things get ignited by carbon filament. Iridium shell—”

      “You’re boring me, kid,” Frankie said.

      “Sorry. It’s all techno mumbo-jumbo, but the thing you really want to be concerned with are the powers.” Connor traced his fingers along a dial on the top. He spun it, and a single Vulbathi hieroglyph shone purple. “You won’t want to use these on anything but lower power unless you want to take out Idlewild Airport. They’ll leave enough riftwake trace to light up a Vul-Scanner. Get you life in prison.”

      Frankie stared at the lights like a two-year-old coming downstairs on Christmas morning.

      “At full power, this packs enough punch to shake bedrock,” Connor continued. “On low, you can break through any door, melt your way into a bank vault.”

      “We ain’t cowboys, kid,” Frankie said.

      “Hey, you use them however you want. I’m just the salesman.”

      “Yeah, snake oil,” one of Frankie’s men murmured.

      Connor ignored him. He kept his back straight, his chest out. Portray confidence. He’d learned that from a thousand different actors working out in Hollywood.

      “No deafening blast like a C-4 charge, just a flash. With these, you’ll be quiet as church mice.” Connor strode over to the rigged sheet of steel, placed down the sphere, and ran his thumb along the switch to initiate detonation. The thing’s lights began to blink, just as they were intended to.

      Then he jogged to the container’s entrance. Frankie’s thugs tightened the gap, but seeing how Connor moved made Frankie do the same.

      “Move!” he ordered, and all four of them ducked around the corner. Connor crossed his arms and watched with a grin. The joy of watching was one reason, among others, why he always wore sunglasses to meets. Extra precaution at concealing his identity was another.

      A brilliant, purple flash lit up the container, followed by a sizzle like falling fireworks. When it was done, a smoldering hole was left in the plate of steel as well as the floor of the container. Connor glanced back and saw Frankie peeking around the corner, fedora pushed back. His men whispered to each other.

      Connor breathed out in relief. It was a rush every time the work of him and his crew was put to the test.

      Frankie waited a few seconds until the glowing ring of molten metal began to cool. Then he strode in, clapping.

      “Well done, kid!” he exclaimed. “Well done. You put on quite a show.” He pulled a pair of leather gloves from his suit jacket pocket and slipped them on. Kneeling beside the steel, he checked it out from every angle.

      “There’s more where that came from. We’re prepared to fill a big order. I see no reason why the Lucchese Family can’t own this city. Why you can’t own the city. Don Soriano . . .” Connor let that name hang in the air, baiting the mobster to consider the possibility. “With these, every lowlife in town will wonder what else you’ve got. You guys can be gods.”

      “Gods.” Frankie smirked and looked to his men. “You hear that boys? Gods.” He stood and approached Connor, and suddenly his features darkened. Connor felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end. He’d been doing this long enough now to know when something was wrong.

      “I see only one problem,” Frankie said.

      “Yeah, what’s that?” Connor took a subtle step backward, but he bumped into the two hulking thugs. They pushed him toward Frankie.

      Frankie stalked toward him, holding the hot steel with his gloved hands. “This shit ain’t really Vulbathi.”

      Before Connor could move, Frankie bashed his face with the metal. Connor hit the floor hard, seeing stars as his sunglasses fell off and cracked. A pair of hands grabbed him, wrenched him back, and the next thing he knew he was on a chair with his wrists bound behind him.

      Frankie Soriano leaned over, hands on his knees like a baseball umpire, and stared into Connor’s eyes. The menace in his glare was undeniable. Connor tried to pull away, but the capo’s men held him in place as Frankie removed his gloves.

      Frankie’s fist pistoned into the side of Connor McCoy’s face, nearly tipping the chair.

      “Is this how you do business?” Connor asked. It came out garbled as a glob of blood dribbled down his too-long, scraggly beard. He blew out to get a clump of his own long hair out of his mouth.

      “You and your crew have been running around the city the last month peddling this counterfeit trash,” Soriano said. “You think I wouldn’t hear?”

      “I swear, the guy we got them from said they were on the up-and-up.”

      “Don’t lie to me!” The back of Soriano’s hand smashed into Connor’s face, leaving an imprint of a thick, gaudy ring. Connor’s faded Yankees cap flew off his head.

      Frankie collared Connor. “They’re about as legitimate as that shield you sold my cousin Vincenzo!”

      Frankie removed an outlandish bracer from his jacket and slammed it down, half of it smattered with dry blood. Like something some ancient gladiator would’ve worn on his forearm, the device was a rip-off of the compressed water shield that protected the Vulbathi from weapons and aridity. Of course, in the test for Vincenzo, the gun Connor used was rigged just like the steel plate.

      “Wait, you’re telling me that’s not real?” Connor asked, feigning shock.

      “A month Vincenzo wore that useless thing around,” Frankie said. “Until his ungrateful nut of a wife found him with his goomah and pulled a gun on him—like she don’t know we all got ’em.” He tapped the side of Connor’s head. “Bullet went right through the shield. Now the poor bastard’s got no brain.”

      Connor cursed inwardly. He remembered Vincenzo. The dumb ox was strung out on the hard stuff when Connor had found him in a strip joint. He had no idea he was connected, but he should have done more homework like his partner Rajeev told him to.

      Like most thugs, Vincenzo was impatient, eager to snatch up any black market alien tech he could get his grubby hands on, and like most of Connor’s targets, he didn’t have a discerning eye for counterfeits. Run a rigged test on a lower power setting so as not to alert the DAR, add some pretty lights and effects, and he could sell them at a can’t-miss price.

      “Wait.” Connor licked his bloody lips, the taste of iron heavy on his tongue. He had to buy time, to play stupid until he could figure a way out of this mess. “The shield didn’t work either?”

      “It sound like it worked?” The capo shoved Connor’s briefcase. The detonators bounced around, echoing within the small metal box as surely as they did through the crisp Brooklyn air outside.

      “You thought you could screw me and my family!” Frankie shouted as he grabbed Connor’s jaw, the bone nearly crushing under his heavy grip.

      “Are you sure he activated it right?” Connor said, struggling to move his jaw enough to produce the proper sounds.

      “This ain’t a game, kid.” Frankie released Connor’s face with a forceful thrust.

      “I know! I’m as upset as you are! You think you’ve got it bad. You won’t believe what we had to do to get those things!”

      Frankie, no longer paying attention, nodded toward the entry where a hulking man emerged from the shadows and lumbered toward them.

      Everyone who traipsed the shadows of the Big Apple had heard of the “Lucchese Drill,” Sergei Drugov. Though he looked even more frightening than the stories. He had a jaw like a bearded anvil and the callous gaze a man could only earn from surviving a Soviet prison.

      Soviets, Connor thought. Even the ones who betray their Motherland are intent on screwing with my life.

      “You guys have Commies working for you now?” Connor said, pretending he didn’t recognize the man. “How . . . un-American.”

      “They’re effective.”

      The Drill stopped in front of Connor and drew a curved Bowie knife, a faded swastika still on the hilt. Connor swallowed hard. The deckled edges were either borne from countless battles or notched for each confirmed kill. He wasn’t sure which was worse.

      The great Soviet beast opened his mouth to lick his lips, but only a short stub wiggled around where the man’s tongue used to be.

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Connor stammered. “C’mon, Frankie—”

      “Mister Soriano,” the capo corrected.

      “Right, uh . . . we can work something out. There’s tons of fake tech out there these days. I swear, I didn’t know.”

      Sergei lowered the knife to Connor’s throat, forcing him to lean back until the chair creaked.

      “Stop,” Frankie said.

      Sergei grimaced and backed away.

      Connor sighed. “Thank you—”

      “Ah.” Frankie raised a hand. “Here’s what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna get me back the money—all the money—for the fake shield you sold Vincenzo, plus interest for getting my cousin killed.”

      “I thought his wife killed—” Connor said before another backhand shot across his face and Frankie’s rings drew blood.

      “Your mouth’s gonna get you killed. Vincenzo was a huge disappointment, but he was family.”

      “Look, I had no idea who he was, but I swear the shield worked.”

      “After you get me the cash, you, me, and my friend Sergei here are gonna sit down and have a chat. I’ve been asking around, you see, and it turns out an associate of mine in Chicago dealt with a little piss counterfeiter who fits your description. Long hair, crummy beard, stupid sunglasses even at night.”

      “I’m sure there are a ton of little pissants like me out there who fit that description.”

      “Said his name was Connor McCartney.”

      “Lots of Irish pisses with that name too, I’m sure,” Connor said, thankful he’d adopted a stage name in Hollywood. Anything to distance himself from his bastard of a dad.

      Frankie bent down and lifted one of the detonators. He spun it around. “Thing is,” he said, “I doubt many fences are dealing with counterfeits of this quality. There’s no high power setting, is there?”

      “Why don’t you try and find out.”

      Frankie ran his thumb along the engraved glyphs. “Still, melting steel. This may not be authentic, but it’s good work. Probably wouldn’t take much to make it a real weapon.”

      “I told you, it’s from the mines.”

      “And that shield. It ain’t totally useless. Whoever you’re working with, pretty boy, they’re talented.”

      “I work alone.”

      Frankie ignored him and continued pacing. “So, here’s what you’re gonna do. After you return my money—plus interest—you’re gonna bring me to your little operation.” He wrapped an arm around Connor and smiled toward the ceiling like he was gawking at a pretty woman. “I have big plans, you see. The boss might want to stay out of the Vulbathi trade, but them Toads got the FBI off our back. Now is the time to grow, not hide out.” He raised the fake detonator sphere in front of Connor. “The real thing will get you life, but this . . . this is gold.”

      “You want me to work with you?” Connor asked.

      “For me,” Frankie corrected.

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Then our Russian friend here is gonna peel your skin off, and we’ll print the money you owe us ourselves. Vincenzo deserves that much at least.”

      Sergei cracked his neck, then his knuckles.

      “Wow,” Connor said, stifling the instinct to squirm. “Now that is a generous offer.”

      “I’m a generous man.” Frankie’s features darkened. “But don’t test my patience.”

      Connor couldn’t pry his gaze off the hulking Russian who stood nearby, running the flat of his blade across his own palm.

      “Look, why don’t you just keep those and we’ll call it even? I already spent what I got from Vincenzo to get them. Getting that much scratch will take weeks.”

      “I need to know you’re trustworthy,” Frankie replied. “Resourceful. You may be a leech, but any man willing to swindle the Lucchese Family’s got balls. I need men like that right now.”

      “I’ve always prided myself on my ball—”

      Frankie was on Connor like a whip, squeezing his jaw again, leaning in so close their noses almost touched. “Don’t test me, kid. You work for me now, whether you realize it or not.”

      “Okay, okay!” Connor grimaced. “I get it.”

      “And don’t even think about running. Sergei learned many things fighting Nazis in the war. Tracking down scum is only one of them.”

      Frankie leveled his glare at Connor for a few more seconds, then backed away. Sergei lugged his gigantic body around the chair, a beam of light glinting off his knife. Connor’s eye never left him. The coarseness of the Soviet’s hand as he held one of Connor’s wrists made his skin crawl. Of all the awful people on Earth, Soviets were at the top of his list. Just under that clown, John F. Kennedy.

      The big man brought the knife down slowly. Connor flinched, barely, but the knife sliced through his restraints.

      Sergei then shoved him forward, his knees scraping along the rusted metal floor as he fell from the chair. The Russian released a gurgled excuse for a laugh that was closer to a low grunt, like a pig snorting. Frankie’s cackle, however, was unmistakable. It made Connor’s blood boil. He couldn’t stand the thought of being made a fool by two-bit criminals willing to throw in with a Soviet animal.

      Working for the mob wasn’t in the cards. It wasn’t how Connor and his traveling troupe of grifters operated. They were free. No city was home. It was all their personal playground. Connor wasn’t a hero by any means, but he loved to take advantage of the type of men who thought they lived above reproach—above the law. The ones who thought they could drink and kill and screw at will.

      “I’m sensing one problem with your proposal,” Connor said, noting that neither of them had bothered to help him up. He spotted one of the false Vulbathi detonators and made believe he was stretching a sore shoulder.

      “Oh yeah? And what’s that?”

      “My product.” Connor lunged for the device and gave it a squeeze.

      The device may not have been Vulbathi, but it was a makeshift concussion grenade with minor incendiary qualities. That was how it lit the fuses on the steel. When it became clear that acting wasn’t going to pay his bills, Connor went from stunt work to partnering with Rajeev to produce Hollywood magic for everything from Plan 9 to Ben-Hur. They crafted a hell of a fake.

      “I keep trying to tell you, they’re real!”

      As the last word escaped his lips, Connor flung the device. Even Sergei’s quick, military reflexes weren’t enough to save them.

      “Son of a—” Frankie roared, shielding his face from the blinding flash. If Sergei could speak, Connor imagined his scream would have brought the walls of the shipping container down on top of them. He’d absorbed the brunt of the blast and was hunched over on the floor.

      A bullet clanged against metal, but Connor had already burst through the exit. The door slammed into a henchman who was right outside. Between the detonator and the gunshot, Frankie’s men were all distracted, buying Connor just enough time to scurry around a corner before tommy gun spray could riddle him with holes.

      His chest heaved, that heart-beating-in-your-throat sensation that reminded him he was alive. He zipped around a stack of containers, then another. Frankie’s grizzled voice echoed across the warren of metal and concrete: “Get him!”

      “There he is!” one of Frankie’s men shouted.

      A bullet buzzed by Connor’s ear like an angry hornet. He was grateful for the years he’d spent as a stuntman as he dove around another corner and scampered back to his feet. Soriano’s men were no slouches. Heavy footsteps echoed all around, and the labyrinth of metal made it impossible to tell where they were coming from. The wooden pier creaked below as he bolted toward a gap between two parallel stacks of containers. His feet bounced back and forth, scaling the height of the stacks.

      The cold wind coming off the East River hit him hard. Once he reached the top, he glanced down more than thirty feet, but it only stalled him for a second. Can’t be afraid of heights on a movie set, he reminded himself. Then he took off across the containers, grooves of metal poking into the soles of his worn shoes.

      “Up there!” one of Frankie’s men called to the others.

      Connor knew they’d be hard-pressed to follow him, but that didn’t stop him from pushing forward. Containers rumbled as one of them even made a futile effort to try before deciding to track Connor from below.

      A port crane worked at the other end of the yard, informing Connor that the morning shift had begun. Its racket masked the barrage of bullets rattling as if an entire set of kitchenware had fallen off a countertop. Connor stayed low and pushed his legs as fast as they would go.

      The yard may have been run by the Lucchese, but he could still get lost in a crowd. He headed toward the din of labor, leaping across a wide gap and grabbing onto a ledge with his fingertips. He dangled for a moment, but he flexed muscles that had gone unused for far too long and pushed all the harder. His muscles may have burned, but he refused to die at the hands of a thug like Frankie Soriano.

      The next small gap between containers allowed him to slide behind a shipping stack, using it to slow his descent. His ankle rolled when he hit the concrete, but he had to keep going. Limping, he emerged out into the harbor where workers were too busy to notice him.

      Halfway to the perimeter fence, Connor glanced back and spotted several men in black suits, including Sergei Drugov. Half of the Russian’s face was bloody, and the collar of his white shirt was singed. He looked like that Two-Face villain Connor used to read about in the Batman comics he kept hidden under his bed from his drunk of a father.

      Frankie’s men wouldn’t mow down a field of workers to get to him. Maybe in the old days, but the government had already started cracking down on organized crime even before the Vulbathi appeared and everything else became unimportant. Now, the Feds seemed stricter than ever, like they wanted to pretend America was a perfect country to impress their new galactic neighbors.

      Connor pushed aside the pain in his ankle and limped through the gate. He hopped the first bus he spotted about a half-block up. The bulky, solar-panel-clad vehicle was marked for Midtown.

      The bus’s engine hummed to life, and it lurched ahead, powered by Vulbathi Solar Power Absorption Nodes, or V-SPANs. The blending of technologies between two species left it silent as a shark underwater.

      Connor stumbled into a seat near the back, several passengers eyeing him. But it was New York—why it appeared as if he just went through a meat grinder was none of their business, and they knew it.

      He watched through the window as Sergei appeared in the harbor’s entry. It’d been a fruitful few months in New York, but as Connor watched the personification of all his Soviet nightmares recede into the distance, he knew only one thing for certain: screwing over high rollers was fun, but it was time to move on to a new city. He’d pushed too far.

      Several blocks later, he limped off the bus, instinctively checking over his shoulder for the two-faced Soviet hitman.

      Like anyone who’d grown up around New York, he hated Midtown with all its tourism and hubbub. Before the Vulbathi arrived, the threat of nuclear war was the subject of most New York City protestors. Besides the annoyance of road blockades, it rarely affected Connor—after all, who wouldn’t oppose death by radiation?

      But now it was worse. City buses could barely squeeze down the side lanes of Lexington Avenue without nearly clipping the mobs of protesters and riffraff hoisting signs. Cops were forced to establish a permanent perimeter around the Department of Alien Relations, a Manhattan extension of the White House. They’d taken over the Chrysler Building after Contact Day and what was termed a “miscommunication” led to the nuclear devastation of Eastern Europe unlike anything Earth had seen before. It made what happened in Hiroshima and Nagasaki look like an Independence Day celebration.

      The police escorted employees in and out. Patrol cars sat like relics of some bygone era, free of the Vulbathi solar panels and holographic advertising that latched onto other vehicles like parasites. An overwhelmingly sweet smell of body odor emanated from within the camping tents which lined the sidewalks like pylons on an airstrip.

      The mayor had long since given up on clearing the streets.

      Connor normally kept his distance from what was now unofficially called Chrysler Plaza, but it was the best place to lose a tail. He hadn’t spotted Sergei or anyone who looked Lucchese since getting on the bus, but Connor and his crew were always careful about keeping hidden. Connor was the salesmen, and as far as their buyers knew, he worked alone.

      He spun a slow circle, scanning the crowd for danger, just in case. He saw plenty of businessmen in pressed suits, but none was Lucchese. They were too gaudy to miss.

      The coast was clear.

      A few nearly-silent taxis covered in V-SPANs zipped by as he hit the crosswalk. Without the roar of gasoline engines, every honk in traffic sounded like an elephant in the Sahara.

      However, they were preferable to the protesters on every corner shouting, “God made man, not aliens!” and “Remember the Dead Curtain!” or “No Toads on Earth!” That one came with a graphic sign featuring a crudely drawn toad on two legs being catapulted off the planet.

      Connor had never actually seen a Vulbathi up close—few had who weren’t prohibited from speaking about them. Even in photos, their water shields kept them blurred. He’d asked his holier-than-thou brother who worked at the DAR enough times, with no satisfaction. The most he ever got out of Kyle was that they spoke by projecting images into people’s minds—telepathy or some mumbo jumbo. But apparently, they looked like big fricking toads. Hence the name.

      The anti-Toad activists weren’t alone in the plaza. Hippies and tree-huggers opposed them. The kind who, just three years ago, had been at the forefront of the anti-nuclear movement, the kind who wanted everyone to sit together in peace and just smoke a joint, the kind who stunk to high heaven, the kind who thought God lived under water. Connor had to push aside a few just to pass a crowded intersection.

      A handsy salesman all but shoved balloons with the classic green big-eyed aliens on them into Connor’s chest. He had to weave his way around a few commuters just to lose him.

      When he was halfway to the nearest subway station, he made the rookie mistake of making eye contact with a group of protestors wearing shirts bearing big, bold letters: Human and Proud.

      “Good sir. Sir!” Their bearded leader grabbed his arm and said, “World leaders are meeting to discuss the establishment of a Vulbathi community on Earth. This is a petition against—”

      Connor shook him off. “Sorry, not interested.”

      “Do you really want to help them finish their invasion?”

      “Let them come.”

      A part of him meant it. Ever since that day the Vostok 1 slammed into the aliens’ ship, he’d seen the worst of humanity. People always feared what they didn’t understand. Hating the Soviets and their totalitarian ways was easy, but hating aliens who could wipe Earth off the galaxy map in the blink of an amphibious eye was more challenging. It felt like shaking an angry fist at God.

      “He wants no part of your hate!” shouted an opposing protestor, wearing colorful, baggy clothes with overlapping peace signs printed all over. “The Vulbathi have come to cleanse us, man. It wasn’t them who caused the Dead Curtain. We did that. It was our hate, man.”

      Connor hurried away from the vocal spat he’d unknowingly created. Behind him, he heard the chants of “Human and proud!” versus “Love from above!”

      He was so tired of all the agendas. The criminals he dealt with were honest, at least. They wanted money or power, and the Vulbathi arrival was just another means of getting both. Walking through Chrysler Plaza, Connor wondered if modern humanity just loved to protest for the sake of protesting, if they championed their “world-saving” ideals in a desperate attempt to live up to their parents’ Nazi-beating generation.

      By the time he reached the subway on the corner of East 42nd Street, the wave of protests finally calmed to a ripple. He was desperate for air that didn’t smell like hippies and freaks. The stench of the subway would have to suffice.

      A homeless fellow sat in a pile of black plastic bags on the platform, a tin foil cap crowning his head. He stared at Connor, eyes twitching like he was trying to read his mind. “They’ll hear you,” he mumbled, then rolled over and faced the wall, continuing to murmur under his breath.

      “Good thing I have nothing important to hide then,” Connor replied.

      The subway car shuddered to a stop, ads for the world’s wealthiest brands projected on the outside of every window. The doors opened, revealing an interior illuminated by the vibrant, crisp colors Vulbathi tech made so popular in modern lighting.

      The underground tube was crowded, as always, but Connor squeezed into a recently-vacated seat by the door, thankful to give his aching ankle a break.

      A businessman across the aisle glanced at Connor’s freshly bruised face. Connor flashed a toothy grin, and the man’s eyes snapped back to his newspaper.

      The headline on the cover still barely seemed real: “World & Lunar powers meet to discuss Vulbathi colony on Earth.”

      The image below bore a silhouette of President John F. Kennedy shaking hands with the blurry shape of a towering Vulbathi Toad behind its shimmering water shield.

      “Crazy, right?” Connor asked the man.

      He glanced up like he hadn’t noticed him earlier. “Huh?”

      “That they’re thinking of giving them a home here.”

      “If you ask me, it’s all baloney. Special effects. There are no aliens, they’re just giving the world a reason to excuse the Commies for destroying half of Europe.”

      “Trust me, it’s not.” Connor had seen enough to know real from make-believe. All he had to do was look up at night, away from all the hubbub of a big city, and he could see the unfamiliar blue lights of civilization flickering on the moon’s cratered surface, and the Mothership parked there. Or think about the millions who’d died after what his brother called a cosmic car crash brought two species together and showed the world’s powers firsthand the dangers of their nuclear pursuits.

      The businessman didn’t respond, instead making a show of straightening his newspaper, snapping it a number of times and raising it once more.

      Connor sighed. He hated thinking about that day when the bombs went off. He knew everyone did, but that day had robbed him of the only woman he’d ever loved. Soviets, Vulbathi, even Americans, they all caused it. All the assholes in power.

      Since he couldn’t fight them, the least he could do was take down crooks like Frankie who thought of the alien tech as playthings. A tip-off to the DAR after he and his crew moved on, and their buyers would find themselves locked up where they’d have better things to worry about than conspiracy theories.
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      DAR Headquarters  |   Manhattan

      Kyle McCoy stared at the picture on his desk of him and Shimmer standing in front of the US Base Einheit in South Berlin just after emerging together from the Dead Curtain. He could still remember that day like it was yesterday, could remember that entire dark period of his life, when the world seemed like it was ending. When nothing made sense.

      He’d taken a leap of faith and trusted that the aliens weren’t conquerors from another world. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe it’d been what Lieutenant Phelps had said about their arrival being some great, cosmic accident, or maybe it was his faith that God had a plan. Kyle had to maintain faith even at a time when the Earth started to seem so insignificant.

      Kyle had made the first communicative contact with what were officially called the Vulbathi, and irreverently called “Toads.”

      His thanks? Being shoved behind a desk at the Department of Alien Relations in Manhattan for the last three years. Officially, the secret war for technology and debris which raged within the depths of the Dead Curtain in the months following the crash didn’t exist.

      Sure, Kyle got a Silver Star, and shook hands with some important people, but officially, linguists in Washington were given credit for discovering that the Vulbathi communicated telepathically. They spun it that it was they who found out what the Vulbathi were seeking in the wreckage, and Kyle’s squad was only sent in afterward.

      Officially, he’d helped the aliens retrieve the anomaly, which contained a creature they worshipped known as the Chosen. History even listed Kyle as squad leader and gave him the résumé to be hired as a senior agent in the Department of Alien Relations. All to help foster the relationship between him and Shimmer—the Vulbathi warrior they’d encountered. He thought he’d meet JFK, be hailed as a hero, but the cover-up meant less public fanfare. He had shaken hands with the vice president, but it wasn’t televised. Officially, it never happened.

      Kyle sighed. So much he’d done was cancelled out by “officially’s.”

      Kyle understood. He hadn’t enlisted for fame. Whatever it took to paint the US in a better light, make them champions of peace. That mattered more. The story would always be that America had opened communications with the Vulbathi first, then entered the Dead Curtain to help the aliens retrieve the Chosen, while Soviet strike teams, and others, tried to scavenge alien tech for themselves.

      “Mister McCoy, are you listening to me?” KGB Chairman Vladimir Semichastny asked from the receiver pressed against Kyle’s ear.

      He wasn’t.

      From shadow soldier in a nuclear wasteland to senior agent at the DAR, a new federal law enforcement agency. It seemed like a great move at the time, but field agent would have been better. Here, he was mostly a desk jockey, stamping papers, fielding calls—overqualified and forgotten in his big, spacious office. The only excitements were the too-few occasions when Shimmer came around and insisted he’d only speak with Kyle.

      “Mister McCoy!”

      “I understand Premier Khrushchev wants more security, but it’s their turf,” Kyle said, picking up on the last point of conversation he’d paid attention to. His stomach roiled at the very mention of that name. Premier Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev launched the nukes after the Vostok 1 went down. The whole world—everyone but the USSR itself—clamored for him to be kicked out, even tried for war crimes. The Soviet Union, in the name of solidarity, kept him. They claimed it wasn’t his fault the aliens arrived. He did what any reasonable leader would do, stood up for his country.

      Kyle didn’t have to wonder what had happened to any Soviets who spoke openly against Khrushchev after Contact Day.

      “Or maybe you forgot the last time someone fired nuclear weapons by mistake,” Kyle remarked, unable to mask his contempt.

      “Are you insinuating that what happened in the Dead Curtain was our fault?” Semichastny asked.

      “I’m not insinuating anything. Just that we need to play by their rules. This is the first time our countries will be meeting with them together, on their turf.” He emphasized that last part in case Semichastny missed it the first time.

      “It was our moon before it was their Luna.”

      “And now we have to share. It’s all in the Berlin Accords, Ambassador. We all agreed together. They could stay on Luna in exchange for opening technological talks and helping us heal those physically affected by the events of Contact Day.”

      “I have read every word,” Semichastny spat. “I will speak with the Presidium about your request for limiting arms.”

      “The summit is already arranged. This isn’t a reque—”

      “Goodbye, Mister McCoy.”

      Kyle winced at the clatter of Semichastny hanging up. Kyle slammed his own phone down and exhaled through his teeth. “Russians,” he snarled. Thanks to the Vulbathi’s precise arrival, the USSR received a get-out-of-jail-free-card for nuking half of Europe to smithereens, chalking it up to a misunderstanding. A lesson learned.

      Poor Lieutenant Phelps was right. According to the Vulbathi, they were fleeing some manner of persecution on their home world and jumped randomly through space—nobody was certain how they’d done it, and they weren’t sharing such intricacies yet. In an event that was one-in-a-number-Kyle-couldn’t-pronounce, the aliens had arrived directly in the path of the Vostok. It was a mathematical miracle.

      With their ship damaged, and no heart to fight, Shimmer’s people found the nearest celestial body, the moon. Luna. Once the Vulbathi learned Earth languages—something as simple as probing the right minds—Shimmer was able to explain to Kyle that when the bombs went off, it was like hearing a million screams of pain and suffering simultaneously. They couldn’t bear to stay. Other than that day he and Kyle had met, when the Vulbathi sought the Chosen, they’d kept far away from the Dead Curtain. They could still feel the death.

      “Mister McCoy.” His secretary, Linda, knocked on the door. “Your wife is on the line.”

      “Thanks,” he said, staring at the blinking line. No drinking at the office, but he needed one more than anything. He checked his watch, a silver Omega Seamaster his wife got him this past Christmas. 2:14 p.m. He breathed in deeply and picked up.

      “Hey, honey, how are you feeling?” he said.

      “I’m fine,” Tracy replied. “How is it there?”

      He glanced up, out through the interior office window. The Department of Alien Relations’ top floor was buzzing as everyone prepared for the first joint summit among the US, USSR, and the Vulbathi since the Berlin Accords, only this time it would take place on Luna. Director Hoover stood at a cubicle in the main room, yelling at some new recruit and throwing papers.

      “Busy,” Kyle said.

      “You’ll still be home on time, right?” she asked. “I’m making your favorite.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Please, Kyle. You’re leaving for the summit tomorrow, and I—”

      “I’ll be home for dinner, I promise. It’s just—just a long day. Sorry, I can’t say much more.”

      “I understand. But one night, you and me. I know how important your work is, honey, but we need this. Then you can go off to see your best friend, Shimmer.”

      “Yeah, best friend, right,” Kyle chuckled. “It’s been a while though, that’s true.”

      “All I know is it might be our last night alone together.”

      “You’re right,” Kyle said. “I’ll head out. I barely want to go to this thing anyway.”

      “Stop. You deserve to be there, no matter what anyone says. Now, I’m going to go shopping for tonight and the whole trip, and you’re going to come enjoy a delicious meal. I love you.”

      “Love you too, hon.”

      A smile touched the corner of Kyle’s lips. Tracy always did have a way of calming him. Even when he served in the Dead Curtain, it was her face, her smile, that allowed him to see the truth amidst so much chaos. Kyle considered himself a good person, but she made him better.

      He stood and grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair.

      “McCoy!” Director Hoover grunted.

      And there went his calm.

      Kyle bit his lip and slowly turned. The old grump looked like a potato with slicked back, graying hair. J. Edgar Hoover had been a bigwig with the FBI until Contact Day came, fighting organized crime until the opportunity for more important work came around. JFK himself selected Hoover to head up the new division. He was exactly the right man, but a pain to deal with.

      “Yes, sir?” he asked.

      “Are you heading out already?” Hoover glanced up from an open binder, his reading glasses on the end of his nose. Then he looked back down. Which was about the most attention anyone ever received from the man. He always had his face buried in some work, and beyond the very occasional huge meeting like the one upcoming, Kyle rarely dealt with him. His purview was too local.

      “Planning to,” he said. “One last night with the missus, you know how it is.”

      Hoover grumbled something incomprehensible. “And the Chairman?”

      “Still not budging on security measures.”

      “And you planned to leave with things that way?”

      “It’s in the Vulbathi’s hands, sir.”

      Kyle’s feet shifted. His heart raced like he was back in battle. More paperwork, or phone calls, were about to be sent his way.

      “I have to do everything myself,” Hoover grumbled.

      “Sir, I—”

      “No. Head home. You’re our shiny gift to parade before the Vulbathi, and you’ll damned well show up with a bright, shiny smile.”

      “I will, s—”

      “And you’ve never met the president before, have you?”

      “No, sir,” Kyle admitted.

      “Well, get ready to kiss his handsome ass then. Car will pick you up at 6 a.m. sharp.”

      “Thank you, sir. I’ll be there.” His hand twitched involuntarily, so used to saluting his superiors. Hoover grunted again, then shuffled off without looking up.

      “Price!” he shouted for the Deputy Director, same as he always did. Price was a senior agent, too, but Hoover treated him like a secretary. “Get Chairman Semichastny on the phone for me, now!”

      Kyle exhaled. Hard work was in his blood, as was being a part of something greater. He’d been anxious enough about the summit without being reminded that he would finally meet JFK himself. But Tracy came first. He grabbed his briefcase, locked his office, and said goodbye to Linda. He was nearly on the elevator when an dark-skinned arm blocked the doors.

      “Where are you off to?” Palmer asked. If it hadn’t been for the stress wrinkles on his brow and the yellowing of his teeth betraying a tobacco addiction, Kyle would have pegged him for the same young man he’d served with during the Fallout Conflict. His shaved head and baby-soft chin only added to the false impression.

      “Home,” Kyle replied.

      “Ah, right, big day tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry you can’t come.”

      “Don’t be,” Palmer said. “I like the gravity here fine. You earned this.”

      “Complete with a big desk, a gut, and a butt-print in my comfy chair.”

      Palmer laughed. “I just got a call about some contraband tech activity.”

      “More counterfeits?”

      “This one sounds legitimate. I’d love for you to ride along. Like old times?”

      “I can’t. Tracy . . .”

      “It’s on the way. C’mon, War Hero. Ever since all this summit crap started, when’s the last time you got to go out into the field?”

      Kyle glanced at his watch.

      “I promise. Just a quick check of the scene,” Palmer said. “The way they described it, this one’ll be on your desk when you get back anyway. Apparently, someone built a vaporizer . . . or tried to.”

      Kyle’s heart skipped a beat. “A vaporizer?”

      “The way they’re describing. God knows you need the action, and I could use the assist.”

      That’s for sure, Kyle thought.

      Most of his old squad found positions in the DAR. Palmer was lucky enough to have been made a field agent. Every day, he was out on the streets where the excitement was. Knocking down doors, investigating rumors of unregulated alien tech in civilian hands. Most of it was counterfeit, but not just the government had scavenged materials from the Dead Curtain.

      “C’mon, McCoy,” Palmer went on. “You saved us all once. Let me save you from boredom. This is what it’s all about.”

      “I really shouldn’t.”

      “I need you, Sarge.”

      Kyle smiled, then nodded. When the DAR didn’t have Kyle busy with politics, he was the special agent in charge of contraband tech recovery in the Northeast Region. But that felt like a lifetime ago.

      And Palmer was right. Vulbathi tech had done wondrous things for the world—healing radiation, renewable energy sources—but some men couldn’t control themselves and tried to weaponize it or make unstable counterfeits.

      That was his war now.

      “Fine,” Kyle conceded. “I’ll drop in on my way home, but that’s it, or Tracy will kill me.”

      Palmer laughed and smacked him on the shoulder. “There he is.” He joined Kyle on the elevator, and the doors closed. “I promise, I’ll make it fast. How is Tracy doing with everything, by the way?”

      “Best as she can, all things considered.”

      “We’ll have to get together again for dinner after you’re back,” Palmer said, pressing the “L” for lobby. “I can’t wait to meet the little one.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Your brother still around?”

      “Yeah, right,” Kyle scoffed. “He’s somewhere out there causing trouble for someone. Thank God it’s not me anymore.”
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      Connor drew a steadying breath before opening the door to his crew’s latest hideout. They were squatting in an abandoned Davega Store in Harlem.

      “There you are!” Rajeev Maamidi said from behind an empty register. “You had me concerned.”

      The man removed his thick-lensed spectacles, breathed on them, then wiped them on his shirt. Rajeev moved from India to follow his dream of developing special effects behind the silver screen. Connor initially went west to be an actor—like countless other schlubs—and quickly found himself working for Rajeev in the background to pay the bills. He’d done it all: effects, stunts—hell, he’d have done makeup if there’d been an opening.

      But for Rajeev, doing onscreen effects was his dream. Which was why he stayed and managed things in-shop while Connor set up the deals, putting his limited acting experience and uncanny ability to escape messes to good use.

      “What took so long?” Rajeev asked.

      “Tell the boys it’s time to pack up,” Connor said as he stepped into the light, where his bruised face and bloody shirt were visible.

      Rajeev’s eyes bulged. “The hell happened to you?”

      “I stayed too long.”

      “Oh, damn.” Rajeev waved him along. They made their way around shelves covered in empty boxes, rearranged to help conceal their operation.

      The ceiling was high, with a mezzanine floor at the back half. It’d been totally gutted when Davega closed shop and was now equipped with nothing more than the essentials necessary for their counterfeit scheme. They didn’t need much, just a few old desks and shelves, welding torches, and piles of raw materials—anything they could get their hands on. Authentic Vulbathi tech wasn’t available to civilians, but the lights, batteries, and solar-everything inspired by it had taken the market by storm. Every criminal was after anything that could give them a leg up.

      Connor wasn’t more than a few steps in before Haya pounced on him. He knelt and scratched the old gray husky under the chin, right where she loved it. Her back leg jerked. She was his oldest friend—and Rajeev, of course—but dogs were easier.

      “Hey, girl,” he whispered as she stared up at him with two big honey-colored eyes. “I was worried I wasn’t gonna make it back to you this time.” He scratched the top of her head. She barked, then stayed by his side as he moved deeper into the operation.

      “You look like you seen a feckin’ ghost, Con,” said Packer, the resident mechanic. The Irishman stepped away from the pile of phony detonators to which he was soldering lights and raised his goggles. He grabbed a lit cigarette that was teetering on the edge of his work station and brought it to his lips. “Feck’s goin’ on?” he asked. 

      “It’s moving day,” Connor replied. “Everyone pack up!” he shouted so the whole place could hear. “It’s time to go.”

      “I’ve got a whole batch nearly finished!” Boots, their best detailer, hollered from upstairs.

      “You tell us to prepare for a big feckin’ order,” Packer added. “Now we’re leavin’? What gives?”

      “Fell through,” Connor said, gathering up a few smaller things and shoving them into his pockets. “We’ve all gotta go, now!”

      Rajeev grabbed Connor by the shoulder, forcing him to turn. “Connor, we have been in this thing together since the beginning. I have never seen you like this. You going to tell me what happened or should I guess?”

      Connor snapped his fingers at Haya, then guided Rajeev to a corner and kept his voice low. “Remember that dead-brain Vincenzo we sold the shield to?”

      Rajeev nodded.

      “Well, he decided to wear it around in public and got caught cheating,” Connor explained. “Wife blew a hole right through it and him.”

      Rajeev shook his head. “I told you shields were a bad idea. Sometimes extra scratch isn’t worth it.”

      “Yeah, well, you can save the ‘I told you so’s.’ That Lucchese capo I met with was Vincenzo’s cousin, and he set me up. He wasn’t looking to buy. He was trying to get me to work with him. For him.”

      “Guessing you didn’t like the offer?”

      Connor flashed a grin. “It was a little low.”

      “All right, so maybe we skip Philly. Head somewhere small where no one’s heard of the mob. Not like there’s a shortage of Toad-worshiping cults or gangbangers around.”

      “We’ll figure it out on the ’pike. For now, get everyone moving. I shook their Soviet lapdog, but I’m not taking chances.”

      The color drained from Rajeev’s cheeks. “You saw the Drill?”

      “Shhhh! Lower your damn voice. Just get everybody moving.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rajeev feigned a salute. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted. “You heard him, time to go! Let’s move! Dino, Chuck, grab the vans. Rest of you, I want this place dusted.”

      “Thanks,” Connor said softly.

      “Next time, we listen to me,” Rajeev whispered. “Keep things small, profitable. No shields, and definitely no Mafia. People with connections talk.”

      “I didn’t know who Vincenzo was.”

      “Which is exactly the problem. You’re getting reckless.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Ever since they hatched this plan together, Rajeev had been preaching the same thing. Connor didn’t listen. He never listened, always pushing for the edge halfway between living and dying.

      But Connor knew Rajeev was right. He’d always been a voice of reason. Even back in Hollywood, Connor quickly realized Rajeev always had the answers. He’d even given Connor advice on how to ask out the first girl he’d ever loved: Julia. Though Connor wished he hadn’t. Maybe then she’d still be alive.

      “Con, I’m worried about you,” Rajeev said, touching Connor’s shoulder and stirring him from dark memories.

      “Don’t be.” Connor shook him off, but Rajeev didn’t back down.

      “No, we need to talk about this. I’m happy putting one over on all these assholes. It pays more than working on science fiction that isn’t even fiction anymore, and I get to experiment like they’d never allow. But for two years you vanished after Contact Day, then came knocking on my door with this idea. I didn’t ask then where you’d been, but this is starting to feel like you want to be caught.”

      “I made a mistake, Raj, all right?” Connor said, pushing Rajeev’s hand away. His friend backed off. “Now get packing.” Connor ducked by him and raced Haya up the mezzanine stairs before he could be scolded any further.

      “Fine. But we’re going to have this conversation!” Rajeev hollered.

      “Hey, boss.” Carrie looked up from her workstation as Connor went by. “Haya kept us in line while you were gone.” She was a stringy little thing with a face full of freckles. Great at painting on the fine details or running wires where only her tiny fingers could fit.

      “I’ve always said the dog was in charge,” added Chuck as he squeezed by carrying a box down the stairs under one arm. He was the oldest in their crew and was missing an arm from the war, but nobody was better at scrounging up supplies.

      Connor offered them both a smile and a nod, then continued on. His office was little more than an empty space in an old storage room behind a wall of crumbled brick. In its center stood a worn desk and a wooden chair. His foot nearly slipped through a broken floorboard he tended to forget about.

      These were the kinds of places he had resigned himself to for the better part of a year ever since he’d got himself clean of smack. Abandoned places. Ruined places. The kind where the homeless would squat or tweakers might hole up for the night.

      Haya curled up on her bed in the corner and waited patiently.

      On his desk, Connor had a stapler, two pens, and a sizable metal safe that caused the wood top to bow. He spun the lock and after a few clicks, it popped open. He shoveled the contents—handfuls of money—into a duffle bag. He’d lost count of how much was inside. Tens of thousands, easily. Maybe more.

      “You excited to leave, girl?” Connor asked Haya. “I’ll miss the food, sure, but we can get some fresh air. Small town diners on the road can be decent.”

      Haya yawned.

      “Oh c’mon, you can’t like it here too much,” he said. “It’s so loud.” She buried her face in her paws. “Well, that’s too bad. You know we have to keep moving.”

      There he was again, talking to the best friend he had, and she couldn’t even talk back. Maybe that was why he loved her so much. Beyond the job, he didn’t let himself get too close with anybody on his illicit crew, not even Rajeev. Not since Contact Day. He couldn’t . . . Not again.

      The duffel was at capacity, so he raked out the last stack of cash and slid it into his pocket for good measure. It revealed the latch to a false panel in the safe’s bottom. No one else knew what was inside: his secret prize—a Vulbathi vaporizer, presented to his brother by a Toad ambassador as a gift. Connor had stolen it a year back, and the device inspired his entire counterfeiting venture. He found Rajeev, the best special effects man he knew, recruited some others, and that was that.

      Being caught with the real vaporizer would probably earn him the same fate as any traitor who sold secrets to the Soviets. A reservation for a hot date with an electric chair. 

      He pulled it out, observing the glowing charge pack connected by clear tubes to the oblong body. The thing was powered by a solar battery that energized some sort of plasma material in the chamber. It was all beyond his expertise. But to sell the knockoffs, all he needed to know was how it was powered and what it looked like, then tell Rajeev to work his magic.

      The gun itself was more bulbous than a real pistol and tougher to conceal, as it was sized for a much larger Vulbathi, but his men would think it was just another fake if they saw it. With its metallic finish that seemed to adapt to whatever color was most prominent in its surroundings, it almost looked like a toy—almost. He tucked it into his belt at the small of his back.

      “Hey, Carrie!” Connor hollered over the balcony. “Can you send Packer up for the cash?”

      “Sure thing, boss—”

      A thundering clap interrupted her and knocked Connor to the floor. The store lit up in the unmistakable purple wash of one of his false Vulbathi detonators. Gunfire lashed out, bullets shredding the storefront, shattering the glass, and pouring into the hideout. 

      Connor dove behind the wall of his office. Haya, always brave, stirred and ran toward the commotion. He grabbed her collar and pulled her in close. “Stay with me, girl.” 

      Screams and dust filled the abandoned store as bullets pounded brick. Connor didn’t need to see their assailants to know who was behind the attack.

      The shooting finally stopped. A few loose bricks fell and fractured. Haya broke the tense air with a series of sharp barks. Connor held her tightly and peered around the corner. Those fortunate enough to be on the mezzanine floor hadn’t been hit badly. For those down below, the story was very different. Through a broken floorboard, Connor saw Frankie Soriano, the Lucchese Drill, Sergei Drugov, and a small group of Lucchese hitmen in crisp black suits, strolling through a cloud of smoke, reloading their tommy guns.

      “I told you there’s no hiding from Sergei!” Frankie hollered. “He’s like a damned bloodhound.”

      Connor watched as Frankie, wearing a freshly pressed suit himself, lifted counterfeit Toad instruments off the tables, inspected them, then laid them back down.

      “Thanks for leaving a few of them detonators behind,” Frankie said. “May not actually be Toad, but damn that’s fun.”

      “Who the feckin’ feck are you?” Packer asked, standing up in a surge of bravery or stupidity. The Irishman was always eager for a fight and somehow remained unharmed amid the onslaught.

      A gun fired.

      Packer’s head snapped back. Then his reedy body toppled over like a tree to a lumberjack’s ax.

      Frankie stood, gun smoking, wearing a smile that begged for someone else to dare rise up.

      “Son of a—”

      The youngest of the crew, Dino, obliged. He whipped out a revolver, leaped forward, and fired, kneecapping one of Frankie’s men. Sergei plugged him right between the eyes before he could get off another round.

      “Anybody else as much as breathes heavy, they’ll join him!” Frankie said. He took a few more steps inside. “Works alone? Look at this rat’s nest,” he said to his men. Then he shouted, “Connor McCartney! Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

      Connor leaned back against his cover.

      One of Frankie’s boys unleashed an arcing spray of gunfire at the ceiling above, laughing.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Frankie slapped him hard on the back of his head. “You’re gonna bring the place down, idiot.”

      Connor swallowed hard, shimmied forward, and peered down to get another look at the room. Those of his crew who were still breathing had their eyes covered to shield from dust. Rajeev leaned back against an overturned desk, wincing and struggling with a large shelving unit that had fallen onto his ankle and pinned him there.

      “C’mon, kid!” Frankie called out. “I just want to have a chat.”

      “I don’t know,” Connor shouted back. “I think I’ve said everything I need to.”

      Several mobsters turned their guns toward the sound of Connor’s voice. Frankie tapped his shiny shoes on the floor and rested his tommy gun against his shoulder, raising his free hand to tell his boys to stand down. “I told you that mouth was going to get you killed. Nobody else needs to get hurt. I only need you.”

      Sergei’s gaze turned, and he stared at Connor directly through the hole in the floor. Half of his hellish face was seared and still blood-coated. Connor ducked back behind the mound of bricks, knowing he should offer to give himself up if they let everybody else out first. It was the right thing to do, but the words didn’t come.

      Across the mezzanine he could see Carrie, eyes pleading, but he ignored her, clutching Haya instead.

      Starting their Toad tech counterfeiting operation may have been his brilliant idea, but that didn’t make him their martyr. They were all in it for the same reasons: cash, making fools of ingrates like Frankie, and a thrill—some needed one more than the others.

      No, he had to buy time until he could think of a way out. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted the duffle bag right behind him, cash spilling through its open zipper. It gave him an idea.

      “Twenty-thousand dollars for you all to walk out and take your Russian with you,” he called out. “I burn his face, you shoot some of us. We call it all even.”

      Frankie laughed. “You don’t give up. How’s about we come up there and take everything instead?”

      Connor swore under his breath and said, “It’s locked up safe and sound.”

      “It’s too bad, kid. We could’ve done this easy.”

      Connor heard footsteps, and then a bald head bobbed at the staircase. A moment later, Sergei appeared in all his grotesque glory. Up close, his burned face was as grisly as an actor playing a charred corpse in a war movie. Haya growled, ready to defend her owner. Connor steadied her with one hand and with the other fumbled for the Vulbathi weapon he’d hidden behind his back.

      The man’s grin widened when he saw it, naturally assuming it was a fake. His mouth opened, the remnants of his tongue flicking inside. He kept his revolver trained on Connor and nodded for the mobster trailing him to grab the bag.

      Connor hesitated. He’d never fired the alien weapon, and he wasn’t a killer. Sometimes these jobs went bad, and people lost their lives, but never because he pulled the trigger.

      The Russian chortled a spine-tingling sound. Haya nipped at his arm as he grabbed the duffle. He swatted Haya away, and kept his gun trained on Connor. His eyes went wide upon seeing how much cash was inside. Even working with the mob, it was likely more than a turncoat from Soviet Russia had ever seen. Then his lips wrinkled into a sneer and he zipped the bag and tossed it to his friend.

      He turned the barrel of his pistol on Haya. Killing for money was never in Connor’s cards, but for Haya, he’d slaughter the whole of Russia. The man’s finger twitched like he was going to shoot her. Send a message, the mob way.

      Connor closed his eyes and pulled the trigger of his Vulbathi vaporizer.

      When he re-opened them, it was clearer than ever the thing wasn’t a toy. The Russian must have realized that at the last second, too, because he had pulled the other mobster holding the duffle bag in front of him. Pure energy coruscated from the wide nozzle, coursing into the man’s chest. Purple light emanated from his pores, seeped through his eye sockets. His body rose a few feet, snapped upright. Bills flew from the bag of cash, swirling around him. Then, in a horrific display of gore, he burst into liquid, the force blasting Sergei back down the stairs. A gun fired.

      Connor had seen death up close, but . . .

      A cloud of red mist hung where the mobster had been. As it cleared, Connor saw a heap of skeletal remains resting in a pool of crimson sludge. He’d have thrown up if a sudden pain in his arm hadn’t drawn his attention.

      He was bleeding.

      As Sergei was thrown back, he must have snuck a shot that grazed the meat of Connor’s shoulder. Connor pulled away from Haya and anxiously patted her coat to make sure it hadn’t hit her too on its way through him. 

      She was lucky.

      He was lucky.

      He squeezed her collar and kissed the top of her neck. After the weapon’s discharge, she’d gone silent, in shock probably, staring wide-eyed at the spot where the mobster had just been. Energy teemed in the air—visible streaks of purplish-blue momentarily distorting the world beyond. It crackled all around Connor, and he could feel the hairs all over his body tingling. A few bills dithered in the air, but the rest had been vaporized along with the bag.

      Connor patted the wad of cash in his back pocket. Two grand. It was all that was left of the crew’s earnings.

      He shook his head to focus. Grabbing Haya’s leash off a hook on the wall, he strapped it to her collar and pulled her along with his injured arm. She usually bit at the leash in an act of rebellion, but she was still too distracted.

      “Sergei, rip him out by his pretty hair!” Frankie yelled.

      “I don’t think the comrade can hear you,” Connor answered, only realizing halfway through that his voice was shaky. “Everyone, grab whatever you can and get the hell out!”

      “Funny, kid, but thanks to you, we’ll be taking what’s ours. Employment offer’s off the table. Get ’em, boys.”

      Frankie’s men cocked their guns, but Connor had bought enough time to come up with a plan. The stack of detonators Packer had been piecing together—rest his soul—may not have been touched up yet, but they were already concussive. Connor leaped out of cover and fired the alien pistol again.

      A stream of vibrant energy slashed across the room, and this time he held the trigger down longer. The detonators scattered and floated in a swirling field of distortion. Stray bricks and debris joined in and the concrete foundation slowly cracked, crumbling away. The energy spewing from the gun felt like an extension of his will, but as he tried to let go, he realized his will was gone—forfeited to that of the gun.

      Frankie’s fedora flew from his head. His men, too close to the stream, could hardly keep their balance. It was like a black hole was forming and sucking in all nearby objects. Finally, one of the weapon’s tubes connected to its power source burst open. Then, recoil as the energy stream stopped and sent the weapon flying from his hand. The detonators released a blinding flash along with a powerful shockwave that drowned the first floor in a dusty miasma.

      “Book it!” Connor yelled.

      It was opportunity enough for the rest of his surviving crew—few as they might be—to flee. They’d had a good run, but after a year roaming from city to city, ripping off thugs and cultists, things were bound to go sour eventually. All good things end. Connor knew that better than anyone. It would be every man and woman for themselves now.

      He bolted down the stairs, Haya in tow. He felt for those who wouldn’t make it, but they knew what they were getting themselves into—vagrants, widowers, and outcasts; people who’d lost everything when the Toads arrived.

      Sergei was at the bottom of the stairs, grasping at his head, disoriented. He grabbed at Connor’s leg, but Connor kneed him across the jaw on the way by. The Drill’s head crunched against the wall and he went limp.

      “You’re coming with me,” Connor said when he reached Rajeev.

      Together, they moved the shelving. A searing line of pain shot across Connor’s shoulder. Amid the panic, he’d forgotten he’d been shot. He fought the sting and heaved his partner to his feet.

      “What the hell was that?” Rajeev groaned, still seeming dazed.

      “Something very illegal,” Connor replied through clenched teeth. “I got you. Let’s get out of here.”

      They turned and found themselves face-to-face with Frankie Soriano. He stared through the dusty air straight into Connor’s eyes. His second suit of the day was utterly ruined, and the blast had him so out of sorts that he swayed. But in his hand, he held the Vulbathi weapon Connor had lost hold of.

      “I’m gonna enjoy killing you,” Frankie rasped, wearing a wicked grin. He pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. The pistol had stopped glowing, its power source no longer connected. Frankie glanced down, confused.

      Haya growled and crunched down on the capo’s leg, and he squealed like a wild boar as he went to his knees. At the same time, one of Frankie’s men groaned from the floor and fired a shot just over Connor’s head.

      Connor, taking that as a cue to leave, grabbed Haya by the collar and pulled her and Rajeev toward the back door. It was rusted shut, but with both their weights behind them, they rammed through. Connor dragged down a stack of boxes behind them, and then they emerged into an alley, not slowing until they reached the sidewalk.

      “You’re dead, kid!” he heard Frankie howl, followed by gunshots. “I’ll hunt you to the ends of the goddamn Earth! You hear me?!”

      “We’ll get ’em later, boss,” one of his men shouted. “We gotta go.”

      “Grab Sergei. Let’s get out of here!”

      A crowd had formed across the street. Police lights in the distance painted a whole block red and blue. Connor’s crew’s vans had already sped away.

      “You see that?” Connor heard an onlooker murmur, too shocked to notice Connor and company staggering out of the alley. “Something went off inside.”

      “Didn’t look human, I’ll tell you that,” said another.

      Connor turned before he heard any more and let Haya lead them down the street in the opposite direction. She seemed as eager to get out of danger as they were. More tires screeched as Frankie and his men escaped as well.

      They made it around the block before Connor could no longer support Rajeev, and they collapsed onto a stoop. An elderly woman sat behind them knitting a sweater with trembling fingers. She either didn’t notice two bloody strangers outside her townhouse or didn’t care.

      Nothing out of the ordinary in the Big Apple.

      “We should keep going,” Rajeev said.

      “Not unless Haya can drag you,” Connor said.

      Rajeev let out a weary laugh, then stretched out his ankle. Connor felt the bone, twisted it a bit. Rajeev moaned in pain.

      “It’s just a sprain, you baby,” Connor said, having had some minor experience with injuries thanks to Julia, who was a nurse. His brother was also a combat medic and assumed, like always, that everyone cared to hear about what he was up to. It was like everyone Connor knew lived to heal others.

      Connor released him and rolled out his own shoulder, wincing.

      “You’re a real candy-ass, you know that?” Rajeev remarked.

      “I’ve been told.”

      “First time being shot?” Rajeev asked.

      “Oh, no. Been shot loads of times.” He rolled his eyes and stretched his shirt at the collar to get a better look at his wound. Sergei’s bullet had slashed a chunk out of his shoulder like a knife wound. Any lower and it might’ve hit Haya too. Between the car crash they’d survived three years ago, that shot, and everything else, his girl had more lives than a cat.

      Still, the chilly autumn breeze made it sting like a thousand wasps had crawled inside. Once the adrenaline stopped pumping, he knew it’d hurt like hell.

      “I’ll be fine,” Connor said. “We got lucky.”

      “Not all of us.” Rajeev looked to the ground, features darkening.

      “It was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”

      “You should have listened to me,” Rajeev said.

      “You should’ve made a better argument.”

      They both shared a nervous snicker, then Connor leaned back. He felt something poking against his back and removed the last wad of cash from their savings. He stared at it longingly, then tossed it to Rajeev.

      “Split it with everybody who made it out,” Connor said.

      Rajeev stared at the cash. “Where’s the rest?”

      “In a pile of goo along with one of Soriano’s men.”

      “Keep it.”

      “Rajeev—”

      He shoved it back into Connor’s gut. “You paid us well, remember? I don’t know what you did with your cut, but I think you need that more than me.”

      Connor didn’t have to say that every penny of his cut was mixed in with that mobster’s sludge, gone for good. He could tell by Rajeev’s expression that the brilliant man who’d helped him start all this knew.

      Connor nodded solemnly and stuffed the cash back in his pocket.

      “Was it worth it?” Rajeev asked.

      “What?”

      “All this. You came to me with a way to get rich off the backs of assholes. Now you’ve got nothing, and you don’t seem to care. So, was it worth it?”

      “Ask the others when you track them down,” Connor said. “And take this, at least.” He thumbed out a few hundred dollars without counting, which Rajeev reluctantly accepted.

      “Where are you going?” Rajeev asked.

      “Away.”

      “Connor, earlier, I—”

      “You were right. I pushed too far. I couldn’t help it. But I think it’s time for me to get a fresh start somewhere.”

      “So, start fresh with us. Like you said, this was bound to happen, but we’ll be more careful. We’ll learn. We cannot do this without our leading man.”

      Connor shook his head. “Trust me, you’ll be better off. You heard Frankie. The Luccheses and their Russian hound are after me, not you. I won’t get anyone else caught up in this mess.”

      Rajeev prodded Connor with an elbow. “We all knew the risks. You can’t blame yourself . . . too much.”

      “Yeah, well, you just take care of them. Or end it. You can go back to the life you had before I blew it up with all my promises. Making art and whatnot.”

      “You think I could go back to the movies after all this?”

      “Maybe not.” Connor chuckled. He rose to his weary feet and whistled for Haya to join him. “Well, Rajeev. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      “We both know that’s not true.”

      They exchanged a knowing look. That was the whole point. They were a motley crew. No applications or resumes needed. Only things they knew about each other were what they were willing to share, and Connor never shared much. Rajeev might be able to track down the others if he hurried. Connor wasn’t sure who’d survived, but he knew a few who hadn’t. Their numbers had been dwindling as of late to begin with; not everyone was cut out for the road. If Carrie made it, she’d probably drag anyone willing to follow down to Philly and keep the operation alive.

      Not Connor.

      By the time Frankie and the Luccheses forgot about him, he’d be a ghost to the crew—exactly how he’d wanted it.

      “Probably, but . . . it’s been fun, friend.” Rajeev extended a hand. Connor really did like the man. As he looked into his eyes, he wished things had been different. They could have been close friends, maybe, in another life. He never would have imagined years ago that they’d have wound up together in New York, counterfeiting alien technology together and battling mobsters.

      Contact Day changed a lot, for everyone.

      Rajeev shook Connor’s hand and fought through pain to force a smile. “Most fun I’ve had in my whole life.” Connor went to let go, but Rajeev didn’t. His features darkened. “Connor, I know we didn’t make the gun you fired in there. I won’t ask, but—”

      “Then don’t,” Connor said. “See ya, Raj.”

      Connor took one step away, then froze for a moment when he realized what he’d done. They’d left the Toad vaporizer in Frankie’s possession. It was always easy to rat out their lesser clients looking for a fix. But now, thanks to Connor’s pushing, people were dead, and that terrifying weapon would be in the hands of a connected mobster who had more than one reason to want Connor dead. If he ever got it working again.

      They didn’t have his real name, but Frankie had seen his face. His real face. He had no idea what resources Frankie could draw on to track him down, especially since Connor had foolishly left his Soviet hound dog alive.

      Haya stepped to Connor’s side and regarded him with her big, pretty eyes. He rubbed her head and limped onward, but he knew he’d messed up bad. Frankie said he’d heard about their operation from someone in Chicago, and he wasn’t sure how far the Lucchese influence spread. Maybe to the airports, the bus stations. Even if he stole a car and drove with no destination, a grand and some change wasn’t enough to help him disappear for long—not in America.

      There was only one person he could go to. One person who could help him vanish for good, and who would likely be happy to get rid of him. He’d come clean about the vaporizer, and Frankie, and in exchange get sent to a new place—somewhere warm maybe.

      Kyle was the last person Connor wanted to see, but what else was family for?
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      Rain pelted the roof of Kyle McCoy’s DAR-issued Lincoln Continental as he navigated the New York streets. Traffic was bad, as usual, pushing his promise to make it home for dinner further and further.

      Best-laid plans, he thought. It was true: nothing ever went as planned. The moment the Vulbathi entered the equation, life changed for Kyle as it had for everyone else on the planet. One minute, you’re all alone in the universe—the next, you have irrefutable proof that you’re not.

      Just one night of peace was all he’d asked for. Just him and his bride. Even after eight years of marriage, he only had eyes for her. But his former squad mate needed him, and this was an eyes-only, Department of Alien Relations, situation.

      Kyle brought his car to a halt in Harlem. And even worse? 125th Street. No one with any good intentions would be found on this side of town.

      Kyle stepped out of the vehicle, his wingtips splashing in the gutter.

      “What took you?” Palmer said, drawing on a half-burned cigarette under the guard of a street-side tree.

      “You drive like a maniac,” Kyle said.

      “And you’re still too cautious, grandma.”

      Kyle closed his door and flipped up the collar of his trench coat. “I wouldn’t call Harlem ‘on my way.’”

      “Did I say that?” Palmer threw down his cigarette and squashed it in a puddle.

      “All right, show me what I couldn’t miss.”

      Palmer led Kyle under a band of yellow police tape. On the other side of it, the small storefront below a sign for a defunct Davega Store was all but destroyed. Shattered glass littered the sidewalk, and the walls inside looked like Swiss cheese. The boys in blue had already formed a perimeter to keep the nosy neighbors at bay, but now the cavalry had arrived, and with it the media pressed at the barriers.

      “Your men are losing control,” Kyle said to one of the officers as the man handed Palmer a report. Palmer scanned it, then passed it to Kyle.

      “Huh,” Kyle said as he opened the folder, his fingers leaving wet prints on its edges. “‘Light blooming as if a miniature purple star was forming.’ Who wrote this, Ray Bradbury?” he asked.

      “All the reports were something similar, sir,” Palmer said.

      “‘Sir’? Cut that out. You peg it for that new crew that’s been selling counterfeits all over the city the last month?”

      “And here I thought you were too busy with the summit to know about what we were up to on the streets.”

      “I hear everything, even if I don’t want to.”

      “10-4 on that. If it is them, they got their hands on something big.” Palmer ushered Kyle a few steps down the sidewalk. He knelt and pointed to a partial footprint inlaid into a squished piece of gum, empty bullet casings scattered all around it. “Whoever did this stood here, fired in with fully-automatics. Standard.”

      “There’s no such thing as standard murder,” Kyle scolded. “How many are dead?”

      “A six-pack.” Palmer smirked. Kyle stared, straight-lipped. Palmer cleared his throat. “Six.”

      “Anyone we’ve heard of?” Kyle considered asking if it was anyone important, then thought better of the phrase. Everyone was important—each person unique. Made in the image and likeness of God. At least, he always thought so. It was something Kyle was having more and more trouble with ever since Contact Day. Who was made in His image? Man? Vulbathi? Both? Kyle shook the thoughts away and brought his attention back to the matter at hand.

      “No,” Palmer replied. “Corpses belong to a bunch of nobodies in a makeshift counterfeiting lab filling out the old store. A few of them had pistols and looked like they were fighting back against the shooters.”

      “Small-time operations like this pop up all the time. Any leads?”

      Palmer shook his head. “None. We’re working on cross-referencing everyone with FBI and DAR files. See if anyone’s wanted anywhere else.”

      “So, you don’t think they’re local?”

      “Davega’s been closed for a year. The few locals who were willing to talk said they only noticed people squatting in here starting earlier this month. They all said the same thing. No way that’s long enough to procure everything they did and sell it, which makes me think they’re travelers—moving with supplies.”

      “Never assume.”

      Kyle stopped at the broken storefront and peered inside. Several bodies lay by the registers, each with a small yellow evidence marker next to it. He was unsettled, but not because of the bullet-ridden body beside marker 12, head hanging to the side. He was unsettled because the sight of it didn’t make him feel anything. He’d seen so much carnage during the Fallout Conflict, nothing affected him anymore.

      Sure, it hadn’t been an outright war like the Big One his father fought in, but wars in the shadows were often worse. Without rules. The worst part was most of the technology scavenged from the wreckage of the Vulbathi Mothership during the Conflict was worthless. All except the Chosen, which he’d handed over to Shimmer.

      “Brings you back to the Dead Curtain, doesn’t it?” Palmer said.

      “I try not to think about it,” Kyle lied.

      “Liquor helps.”

      Kyle’s gaze turned to the ground. “Yeah.”

      Palmer rolled up his sleeves and stepped through the window, boots crunching on the shards of glass. “My guess? They swindled the wrong person. Tried to expand too fast and got a taste of New York City justice.”

      Kyle followed him in. “This looks like something the cops could handle. Why’d you need me?”

      “That’s the thing—every piece of alien tech in there is man-made. Just a bunch of lights and flashy material. But . . .” Palmer stopped following as Kyle continued pressing further into the building through the lines of registers and some purposefully arranged shelving meant to block the real operation from peering eyes.

      “But?”

      “We should really wait for Radiation Patrol to get here before going any further.”

      “We wait for RadPat, and I’ll never get home,” Kyle said, frustration beginning to show on his hardened face. “I have a beautiful woman waiting for me at home and the summit tomorrow I need to prepare for. Let’s get this show moving.”

      “Is that what’s got you so uptight? Trust me, Kyle, they’re only bringing you along because of Shimmer. You won’t have to do anything.”

      Kyle glared at him.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Well, I guess if the Dead Curtain didn’t kill us, this won’t either.” He handed Kyle a Vul-Scanner. Kyle switched it on, and the device immediately began beeping. It worked similarly to a Geiger counter—except it targeted the energy Vulbathi tech emitted instead of radiation. At first, the tone was low and intermittent, signaling that Vulbathi tech had been discharged nearby. Tell your average American that alien weapons—legitimate ones, anyway—don’t expel harmful radiation and they wouldn’t believe it. Even Palmer seemed hard-pressed to trust it.

      Kyle may not have been a physicist, but he had a bit of experience with Vulbathi weaponry. The aliens didn’t use fusion or fission in their weaponry, or anything humans were yet capable of, for that matter. They had an understanding of living matter and the myriad forms of energy Einstein could only have dreamed of.

      The Vul-Scanner beeped faster as they walked around the shelving into a two-story space of the old store. He knew a Vulbathi tech chop shop when he saw one, but the bullet holes, dust, and broken brick made it difficult to tell exactly what whoever ran this place was up to. Nothing good, that was for sure.

      The readings on the Vul-Scanner now peaked off the charts. Whatever weapon had been fired had supercharged the atoms. The air around him literally crackled. His head felt crammed but airy; his skin tingly but solid as stone.

      Department of Alien Relations was a flashy title, one that screamed, “Come join up if you want to have coffee and donuts with our intergalactic neighbors.” But the truth was far less glamorous. As the special agent in charge of the Northeast Region, most of Kyle’s days were filled with paperwork while field agents like Palmer got their hands dirty. Occasionally, though, something like this case popped up—real and dangerous alien tech getting out into the world and being triggered. When situations went so far, and necessitated more political firepower and seasoned hands, Kyle sometimes had to step in.

      Every time he heard the Vul-Scanner beep, it reminded him of when he’d walked across the wastelands of Eastern Europe where dozens of Soviet nukes had been detonated on that fateful day of first contact with the Vulbathi.

      But nukes were violent and uncontrollable weapons, and were, for the most part, disarmed after the Berlin Accords. Nobody on Earth wanted to see a repeat of the misunderstanding that created the Dead Curtain. It made the notion of mutually assured destruction all too real.

      This, though, was raw, focused energy. Kyle had seen the remnants of Vulbathi weaponry illuminate the Dead Curtain sky in turbulent ribbons. They called it riftwake—literal rips in the space-time continuum that blurred the world behind undulating streaks like heaps of invisible snakes slithering through the air.

      Kyle stopped at what appeared to be the epicenter of the contraband discharge. He crossed himself. “Jesus Christ.”

      “—was certainly not in this room when whatever this is went off,” Palmer finished.

      “No. No, he wasn’t.”

      “I’m going to check upstairs,” Palmer said. “Cops said it was something grisly.”

      Kyle barely gave a response. He was in his own world, studying the scene. The walls, floors, and ceiling around Kyle were cracked and crumbling. His Vul-Scanner went wild, and all the hair on his arms stood on end. Being amid riftwake didn’t have any lasting, harmful effects on humans—or at least none anybody knew of yet. And no amount of radiation suits helped block out its disorientating effects no matter what RadPat thought.

      Some even thought it had healing properties, which explained why so many victims of Contact Day who weren’t caught in the direct blasts somehow survived despite irreversible radiation damage, some beyond what even the Vulbathi could heal. They’d never experienced a mixture of riftwake with a nuclear explosion. One reason why the Dead Curtain remained unlivable despite the treaty.

      The worst of the afflicted lost their minds, their morals, literally went insane, like they could feel all the pain of their skin flaking away but couldn’t die. People called the mutants rad-mons. The Berlin Wall, its foundation made of blood and bone, had been stretched coast-to-coast to keep them out of Western Europe, as they emitted enough radiation to poison anyone they came in contact with.

      Palmer hurried down the stairs, breathing rapidly.

      “What is it?” Kyle asked.

      Palmer couldn’t find his tongue. That was rare.

      “Palmer, what’s going on?”

      Palmer pointed upstairs with one hand.

      Kyle had served with the man. He never thought twice about following orders. So whatever he saw, Kyle knew it was bad.

      Holstering his Vul-Scanner, Kyle took the stairs cautiously. He hadn’t even made the landing before he discovered what had unsettled his friend. It wasn’t enough to make Kyle sick, but it was enough to make his heart sink. The Vul-Scanner beeped at a near constant. Kyle reached down and flipped off the switch. Silence flooded in, and he let out a sigh. Among more evidence of riftwake lay a puddle of blood and liquefied innards. A pile of bones remained, the ends giving way to dust like an overused pencil eraser.

      Kyle returned downstairs. Palmer faced a corner, struggling to breathe. “Sorry, sir,” he panted. “I saw that, and for a moment it was like being back there when we . . .”

      “I know,” Kyle said. “Take a beat. I’m gonna look around.”

      Palmer leaned on the wall for a minute, breathing slowly in and out while Kyle scanned the room.

      Someone was playing with powers beyond their understanding—beyond anyone’s. He wished he could stay and find out who. Action like this was rare. But he figured a case this big would still be around after he returned. Just in time for a pile of paperwork.

      A moment later, Palmer sidled up as if nothing had happened. “So, what do you think?”

      “I think that someone is in a lot of trouble. Have the PD start canvassing the neighborhood.”

      “They’re trying, man. But this is Harlem. Anyone who might’ve seen something is clamming up tight.”

      “Tell them to do it again, harder. This is a federal investigation now. Can you handle it?”

      “You’re leaving?” Palmer asked.

      “I’m putting you in charge of this case until I return from the summit.”

      “But, McCoy, you can’t just—”

      “There will already be enough paperwork to keep me up all night. I don’t have time, but I want whoever discharged this contraband found, no matter what it takes. Looks like we have another misplaced weapon on our hands.”

      A bit of breath caught in Kyle’s throat after he said it. A year ago, his good-for-nothing, addict of a brother stole a Vulbathi vaporizer from him. Kyle had feared finding Connor on the wrong side of an event like this ever since. But his brother was too impetuous to wait a year before firing it off. He’d probably sold it off for a hit of heroin.

      “Or these people tinkered with alien materials too much, and it backfired,” Palmer said.

      “Whatever it was, it got them killed. Start by finding out what you can about any of these bodies or the weapons used to kill them. Everyone leaves a trail. Even squatters. We’ll be shorthanded with the summit, so draw on whatever resources you need. Director Hoover will approve. And I’ll see if Shimmer knows of anything that went missing when I see him.”

      “You . . .” Palmer cleared his throat. “You got it.”

      Men in thick yellow suits with RadPat stamped on the chest tromped through the shattered storefront. Kyle moved to greet them and flashed his badge.

      “The worst of it’s upstairs,” he said. “Readings high as the Dead Curtain. Tent the place and keep civilians off the sidewalk. We don’t want a panic.”

      “Yes, sir,” one said, his voice coming out through a speaker on the mask.

      “You’re to report to Agent Palmer until I get back,” Kyle ordered.

      He let them by, then took one last moment to behold the macabre scene. He exchanged a nod with Palmer, and Kyle could almost picture the corporal in a camo-painted rad-suit of his own, surrounded by ash and dust.

      All those months fighting for tech in what remained of Poland and this was what it amounted to? Black market crooks using weapons beyond their comprehension. For all the good the Vulbathi brought after the Berlin Accords—a revolution in solar energies, medicine, rapid space-age advancements—humanity was getting in its own way, as usual.
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      Connor squeezed Julia’s hand as he glanced into the back seat of his ’54 Hudson Hornet to see Haya, face stuck against the window, searching for interesting sights in the darkness.

      Connor’s temporary distraction from the road was interrupted by the sudden wail of nuclear warning sirens in the small Midwest town he and Julia were passing through on the way to nowhere. He just kept driving. These kinds of tests were held all the time thanks to the Soviets, so hearing the whoosh and bleating had become second nature. Not even Haya reacted.

      It didn’t strike Connor how strange it was to hear the sirens this late at night.

      “You think crouching under a desk could actually save anyone from a nuke?” he asked.

      “It’s better than standing out in the open,” Julia retorted. She had a knack for firing back at him after any sarcastic comment—which meant she was firing a lot. But Julia was smiling. People said the eyes are the window to the soul. If that was true, then those beauties showed a soul that was as rich and sweet as chocolate.

      “Yeah, well . . . Rajeev told me it’s pointless, and he knows everything,” he muttered.

      She rolled her eyes and leaned on her palm to look out the window. Connor found himself staring at the way the streetlights caught her strong cheekbones.

      He couldn’t believe she’d ever even looked twice at him, much less dated him. It almost seemed like fate. As the daughter of an immigrant from Japan before World War II heated up, Julia grew up in an internment camp, then was living alone in LA when Connor stumbled into the hospital where she worked. It was just a broken wrist, but she acted like his life depending upon her nursing. Everyone who walked into the USA Medical Center was the most important person alive in her eyes.

      She was every guy’s dream come true, and she was as beautiful that day, in her nurse scrubs, as she was on their first date. Full lips, long, straight black hair, and a cute accent from childhood that she just couldn’t manage to shake.

      The music on the radio—“Everybody’s Somebody’s Fool”—cut out. Julia loved Connie Francis.

      “Damn thing.” Connor smacked the dashboard with the palm of his hand. The static was bad, but when the channel cleared, President John F. Kennedy was speaking to the nation.

      “America . . . It is with deep regret I bring you this news.”

      “This guy loves to hear himself talk,” Connor remarked. Julia hushed him.

      “At approximately 2 a.m., Eastern Time,” JFK continued, “the Soviet Union launched a nuclear arsenal in response to Vostok 1 being shot down. A malfunction of some sort caused the missiles to detonate at low altitude and unleash irreparable damage to Eastern Europe. I have assured Premier Khrushchev that we had nothing to do with the downing of Vostok 1, but we have no choice but to prepare for war. With God’s help and good—Wait, unidentified alien—what—in the sky—”

      Connor missed the rest. His entire body froze upon hearing the news. Like all the worst parts of every sci-fi movie he’d ever worked on come true.

      Something similar happened to the driver of a truck moving in the opposite direction. A Jewish man from Poland, he’d learn, who, like Julia, had been smuggled by his family to the US to avoid persecution. His parents still lived there, and the shock had caused him to have a panic attack.

      The truck skidded over the yellow line right toward them, headlights blinding Connor.

      Julia yelled his name.

      Connor panicked and jerked the wheel too hard. His car swerved, exposing the passenger side to the truck just before it smashed into them, launching the Hornet off the road, flipping end over end . . .
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      “Julia!” Connor screamed. He sat upright, his head lurched forward, brow drenched in sweat. A familiar, coarse tongue scratched against his face.

      “Hey, girl,” he whispered, leaning over to plant a kiss of his own on the top of Haya’s head. She was the only thing that could center him—especially after another one of his nightmares about the accident. They came often since Contact Day. Even more so as time passed.

      Time heals all wounds? he thought. Total BS.

      He remembered that moment clear as day. Julia’s face wracked by fear and panic before the sickening crunch of metal. His failing to protect her, exposing her side of the car.

      “She didn’t feel anything,” the police had told him. And “her body had somehow shielded Haya” and kept their dog alive. Like that made it better. Gave her death more meaning.

      It should have been me.

      Presently, Haya returned to licking his face. Connor leaned away to escape her onslaught and experienced an uncomfortable reminder of how badly his shoulder stung from Sergei’s stray bullet. But it was a welcome distraction.

      He glanced down, swore under his breath. A bit of blood had soaked through to his jacket. He rubbed at it, as if that would make it magically disappear.

      He sucked in a lungful of chilly air. He hated the smell of the suburbs. Or maybe it was the absence of smell—stagnant, like its inhabitants. He felt as if the moment he stepped into one of their little neighborhoods, every house looking the same as the next, the world stopped, and time stood still.

      There were no aliens, no Dead Curtain, no pain of grief.

      Haya, on the other hand, loved it. The first whiff of the evening breeze and her disposition changed. The Big Apple became a distant memory, replaced by actual apple trees, insects, and chirping birds. 

      The front porch of his brother’s home on Long Island looked as perfect as Kyle acted like he was, but Connor was thankful for the roof and the rocking chair he’d fallen asleep on. Especially at the sight of the springtime rain drizzling on the bright green lawn.

      Nobody was home.

      After leaving Raj on the Manhattan stoop, Connor had fled the city, cycling through train lines to make sure he wasn’t tailed. The fact that he’d woken up at all proved he’d been successful.

      He gently pushed Haya to the side and regarded the house. Blue shutters, white picket fence, a tire swing hanging from a primly trimmed tree out front which had probably been there since the ’20s. The only things that looked even remotely out of place were Toad solar panels lining the roof, but every other house in the neighborhood also had them.

      Levittown, where Kyle lived, was the poster child town for the new wave of the American Dream.

      Connor groaned, then let his head fall back. The trip across Long Island was a haze. He had a vague recollection of the walk from the station, but recollection or no, his legs, his arm, his mind—they all told the story. Every part of him was either exhausted or throbbing with pain—his head most of all, thanks to Frankie Soriano’s many-ringed fist.

      Haya hopped down onto the grass, sniffing and snapping at bugs. She roamed where she wanted, slept where she wanted, barked when she wanted.

      True freedom.

      Connor wondered what was wrong with him. As Haya weaved her way across the lawn, he felt guiltier about dragging her along on his perilous adventures than he did about the members of his former crew whose bodies now lay lifeless in a busted-up old building in the middle of Harlem. He thought about the mobster he’d turned to liquid. Screw him. The bastard deserved what he got.

      The sound of a car pulling into the driveway rattled the thought from his mind. His sister-in-law stepped out of a brand-new ’64 Buick Riviera, its body painted as blue as the sky. Her brow furrowed when she noticed him through their front bushes.

      “Kyle, did you forget your keys?” Tracy asked, trying hard to mask her Brooklyn accent. She was usually a tiny little thing, but judging by the size of the belly under her charming floral dress, she looked weeks from giving birth. Connor didn’t even know she was pregnant, and the sight stole his response.

      It was only when Haya came bounding toward her from the garden that her eyes widened. She began to duck back into the car before she recognized the husky. Tracy rushed around the bushes to get a clear look at the McCoy seated on her front porch.

      There were other identical twins, and then there were Connor and Kyle. Teachers in grade school used to say they were like two halves of the same whole, though only one of them got the straight A’s, and it sure as hell wasn’t Connor. Connor had been growing out his hair and beard for a year to hide the resemblance from his crew and their clientele, but he and his brother shared the same stature. There was no escaping that.

      “Hey, Trace,” he finally groaned.

      “Connor?” Tracy ran up the porch steps as fast as her very pregnant body would allow her. She lifted his furry chin with two fingers and a thumb. He couldn’t imagine how bad he looked, but she regarded him as if he were a bloated corpse. “What happened to you?”

      “Business in a bad neighborhood,” he said. “Guess I insulted the wrong guy. Some thugs put a beating on me and robbed me.” 

      “My God.” She touched his shoulder. “You’re bleeding.”

      He winced and rolled his wounded shoulder away before she could further analyze the bullet wound.

      “Lord’s name in vain, Trace?” he said with no small amount of sarcasm. “Tsk, tsk.”

      She scowled and reached to draw back his jacket. He pulled away. She and Kyle had to know he wasn’t in an honest line of work, but he preferred to keep the level of dishonesty a mystery. At least with her. If Kyle could help him disappear off the Luccheses’s radar, he’d have to know the truth.

      “I’ll be fine,” Connor said. “I . . . I’m sorry about dropping in unannounced. I was passing through town, so I just wanted to see you and Kyle before I leave again.”

      “You’re family, Connor,” she said. “Come on, I’ll help you inside.”

      She wrapped his arm around her neck, drawing his gaze back to her bulging stomach.

      “You . . . uh,” he stammered. “You shouldn’t be straining.”

      She didn’t answer, just helped him inside and guided him to a seat at the kitchen table. Pictures of their perfect little life adorned the walls like the home was a church in their honor.

      Over the top of a saloon-style door, Connor could just see their mantle where a picture of Jesus Christ hung directly beside a photo of Kyle. He was so damn proud of that photo. Standing side by side with Vice President Nixon and some member of Toad royalty outside the Chrysler building, Kyle received the Silver Star for valor in the Fallout Conflict.

      “You remember Haya, right?” Connor asked as the dog lay down on the cold linoleum, making herself right at home.

      “Of course, my floor’s worst nightmare.” She laughed and closed the glass doors to Kyle’s office before the dog could wander in. Exertion had Tracy holding her back and stretching.

      “Congratulations, by the way,” Connor said.

      “What?”

      “A baby. I had no idea.”

      “Kyle didn’t tell you?”

      “Haven’t really been near a phone in a while.”

      Tracy smiled and rubbed her belly. “She’s our little miracle.”

      “Wow, a daughter. Crazy all the little ways the Toads have helped us, huh? To know the gender of the baby before it comes out. I guess they are good for something.” Connor paused. It didn’t fully strike him until then that it’d been more than a year since he’d last been to their house in Levittown. He’d stumbled to their doorstep, much like this, strung out on drugs.

      They took him in. Helped him get clean. And then Kyle couldn’t help himself and tried to force Connor to take a job in the mailroom of the DAR. He showed him the secret case in his office to try to inspire him, to convince him what a worthwhile cause fostering relations with the Toads was. And in that case was the same Vulbathi vaporizer that had inspired Connor to go back west, find Rajeev, and start their operation, which helped screw over more criminals than the DAR had ever dreamed of. It was the same vaporizer that was now in Frankie Soriano’s filthy hands.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch,” Connor said.

      At the same time, Tracy said, “Sorry, I should have offered a drink. Jinx, you owe me a Coke,” she added, grimacing slightly as the laugh coursed through her belly.

      Connor smiled. He was used to it. Growing up with his brother, he was always on the short end of conversations, or worse, having his words cut off midstream. Perfect Kyle, following in his father’s footsteps by staying near home, joining the armed services, and, now, rising through the Department of Alien Relations. He’d married his high school sweetheart, a good Catholic woman, and finally had a kid on the way after trying for so long. All while Connor went off chasing Hollywood dreams and unexpectedly falling in love. “With the enemy,” as his father, the World War I vet, would say. Until he messed that up too.

      Now he remembered why he stayed away from home.

      “Mind if I wash up?” he asked. “I’ll leave as soon as I’m done.”

      “Stop that, Connor,” Julia said, waving her hand dismissively. “You look like you got hit by a bus. I can’t let you leave.”

      “Feels that way.” He stretched out his wounded arm. “Coming here was a mistake, though. I don’t want Kyle to be hacked off.”

      “He’ll get over it. I don’t know who you think is in charge around here.” She crossed her arms. “I’ll fix up the guest bedroom for you.”

      “You don’t—”

      “I don’t know or care what happened between you two last time, but you’re family. Now wash up while I start dinner. You smell like a sewer.”

      If you knew what I stole, you’d feel differently, Connor thought.

      Out loud he only said, “If you insist,” then stood and tapped his leg for Haya to follow. She just looked up without even moving.

      “Stay,” Connor said, joking. “Good girl.”

      He peered through the glass doors into Kyle’s office as he passed. The walls and a shrine-like desk were festooned with more of Kyle’s DAR pictures, certificates, and decorations.

      “Where is my brother, anyway? It’s late.”

      “He’s on his way. I thought he’d be home by now, but apparently, the crowds at Chrysler Plaza were insane today.”

      “Yeah, I walked right through them. People are never happy. I swear, out west, I once heard a lifelong UFO searcher complaining that the Vulbathi ships aren’t shaped right.”

      She chuckled, then her lips drooped into a frown. “I wish he didn’t have to go tomorrow.”

      “Go where?”

      “There’s an important meeting between world powers. He’s pretty nervous, but he said he’s just a face. They just want him to make an appearance. He hates flying, and I think it’s somewhere neutral. Overseas, I think. Kyle can’t even tell me where.”

      “Oh, right. The talks over the Toads getting a colony down here. I saw it in the paper. Should have figured Kyle would be involved.”

      “You shouldn’t call them that.”

      “What?”

      “Toads.”

      “He’s really rubbing off on you, isn’t he?” She didn’t seem amused. “It’ll be fine, Trace. All ceremonial. Smiles and nods and whatever the Toa—Vulbathi do. When it comes down to it, the Commies want the same thing from them that we do.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “More technology to blow up the world.” Connor threw up his arms, miming a great explosion, and winced in pain.

      “You’re insane.” Tracy shook her head but couldn’t contain a slight chuckle. “I’ll cut up some chicken for Haya while you wash up.”

      “Thanks.” Connor made it one step up the stairs before stopping again. “Thank you, Tracy.” This time he meant it sincerely. He’d known her longer than anybody left alive who wasn’t a blood relative.

      “You never have to,” she said. “Just clean up before Kyle sees you like this.”

      “Trace.” He swallowed, throat suddenly dry. “I’m not using again. I promise.”

      “I believe you.”

      He could tell she didn’t. And why would she? Bleeding, bruised, shaggy—he looked as bad as he had the last time.

      Upstairs, he found their spotless guest bathroom, complete with matching hand and bath towels, elegant wallpaper with pretty pink flowers, and a cute little sign that said “Clean up after yourself. The maid is on vacation.”

      He shuddered. The cleanness of the room made his skin crawl. 

      He rifled through the medicine cabinet and pulled out peroxide, gauze, and anything else he might need to patch up. Being in a military home meant Kyle was always prepared. When he had everything he needed, he closed the cabinet and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror.

      He looked like hell. A bruised eye, cut lip, beard stained from blood, and hair as disheveled as his also-bloody shirt. One torn-off sleeve was stuck to him only by blood, the bottom of a needle track mark showing. A wad of cash poked out of one of his back pockets. He hoped Tracy hadn’t noticed.

      Was it worth it? Raj’s question kept coming back to him.

      He closed his eyes to focus on steadying his breathing, and when they re-opened, it hadn’t helped. He imagined his face melting away from his bones, vaporized like Frankie’s man. He looked down at his hands. They were shaking.

      “Snap out of it, Connor,” he whispered to himself.

      He’d watched a human being literally turned to sludge. Months of crafting counterfeits that looked the part, but he couldn’t believe how far off he was when it came to their effects. He knew Toad weapons could affect living matter on a cellular level, causing a dramatic chemical transformation, but not like that. Nothing like that. A miniature black hole maker in the palm of his hands—Frankie’s hands now.

      Connor leaned over the toilet and vomited. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a bottle of Valium through the crack in the bathroom cabinet. He wasn’t sure how long he stared at it. It almost seemed like magic when that little brown bottle wound up in his hand. He took one to steady his nerves. Then another to account for his tolerance. And a third just because he couldn’t help it.
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      Kyle sat on the bottom step of the staircase in his home, a glass of whiskey in his hand. He stared down at it in contempt. It was the friend he needed but wished would go away. Just a step away from winding up an addict like his brother. He swirled it around absently and looked back to his holo-tube. It was billed as the next step in home entertainment thanks to further research into the Vulbathi’s penchant for light manipulation.

      The Ed Sullivan Show was on, the live crowd guffawing at another Toad joke about the Vulbathi.

      Always Toad jokes these days, Kyle thought.

      The picture was great—like Ed was standing right there in his living room. He could almost trick himself into believing he was there—almost. But the sound left something to be desired. Raw and grainy, his voice tinny and hollow, sounding like he was speaking through a pipe. The aliens, amphibious creatures, didn’t hear the same way humans did. Kyle had been fussing with the thing since it was gifted to him by DAR. They called it a gift, at least. He called it a faulty prototype. Humanity had a long way to go to harness alien tech for their own.

      A General Electric pamphlet sat untouched on the coffee table, the words How Can We Improve? printed at the top. Several times, he’d considered writing to them—“Give me my old television back” —but decided against it.

      Never look a gift horse in the mouth, his grandmother always said.

      After a long day at the office, dealing with protestors and bureaucracy—not to mention the mysterious and illegal use of Vulbathi contraband in Harlem—all he wanted was to come home, spend some time with his wife, and veg out in front of the holographic boob tube. Instead, he arrived to find that his good-for-nothing, thieving, free-loading, druggie brother had again shown up unannounced on their doorstep, and Tracy, the ever-do-gooder, had come to his rescue.

      “Brother!” came a voice from behind. Kyle turned around and met Connor’s eyes with a cold, hard glare. It was like looking in a mirror, only one that showed Kyle how he might have turned out if he let the Dead Curtain destroy him as it had other veterans. At least they had a good reason. Kyle was clean-shaven with a military buzz while Connor sported a wicked black eye and cut lip to go with his ratty beard and shaggy hair.

      Connor threw open his arms. “It’s good to see you. I was in the neighborhood and figured I’d drop by.”

      Kyle didn’t budge. “Tracy told me. Mugged?”

      Connor’s eyes quickly darted between Tracy and Kyle before he put on that patented, blithe smile. Kyle leaned in slightly to get a new angle. He couldn’t tell if his brother was high or not, though his appearance certainly made it seem so. He also spotted the bulge of a bandage under his long sleeve—Kyle’s sleeve. Tracy had already given him some of Kyle’s freshly laundered clothes.

      “Bastards got me in the subway,” Connor said after a few seconds under Kyle’s scrutiny.

      “Yeah? Where?” Kyle asked.

      “It was . . . uh . . . Park Slope, Brooklyn, I think. Rough area.”

      “What were you—?”

      “Kyle, enough,” he heard Tracy whisper angrily from behind the fridge door.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” Kyle grumbled. “Dinner’s ready. It’s good to see you.” He gave his brother a pat on the shoulder on his way by, taking note of how Connor winced in pain.

      Connor slid his hands into his pockets. “Great. I’m starved.”

      Kyle grunted a response and made his way into the kitchen where the table had been beautifully set by Tracy, as usual. Haya sat hopeful beneath it, already prepared to lap up stray scraps. One step into the house and Connor had already taken over. Tracy had an apron pulled tight around her bulging belly, smiling as she filled some glasses with water. 

      “Congratulations, by the way!” Connor said as he found his seat at the table. “Finally. You’ll be a better father than ours was.”

      Kyle fell into his chair at the end of the table. Ignoring Connor, he slurped at his drink until only ice rattled. Most nights he found himself staring at Tracy’s stomach, wondering how they finally got so lucky after so many misses. Now he couldn’t stop staring at Connor.

      It was always the same. Every time they were separated long enough for Kyle to forget the issues between them, Connor popped up again, dragging every problem with him to a bubbling surface. Last time, it was drug addiction. Before that, the stress he had put their father through after high school was probably enough to have caused the heart attack that stole his life.

      “How about one of what he’s having?” Connor asked Tracy, nodding toward his brother’s glass.

      “Sure,” Kyle grumbled. “What’s mine is clearly yours, brother.”

      “Coming right up,” Tracy said politely. She shot a scowl at her husband and headed to the pantry. “I fed Haya, by the way. Don’t let her fool you.”

      “Don’t worry, I know all her tricks,” Connor said.

      Kyle breathed in the lovely smell of the succulent meal arrayed before him. Pot roast, beautifully displayed in the center, surrounded by bowls of green beans, mashed potatoes, and freshly baked bread. He watched as Connor scratched his dog’s chin, silently daring him to touch the bread with his grubby hands after doing so.

      He’s probably used to street food, Kyle thought resentfully. Shows up just in time for a real dinner and then he’ll bolt again, back to some opium den.

      Tracy placed a whiskey down in front of Connor. “It smells amazing, Trace,” Connor said.

      Kyle hated when he called her that.

      Connor grabbed a fork and reached for the beans, but Kyle nudged him a bit harder than necessary. “We say grace first.”

      Connor chuckled, then his lips straightened. “Oh, you’re serious?”

      “I am.”

      “All right,” Connor said. “Seems a bit silly to me, all things considered, but yeah, all right. It’s your house.”

      “Good,” Kyle said. “You’re the guest. You lead.”

      “Honey, I don’t know—” Tracy said, but Kyle cut her off.

      “It’s fine. I’m sure he still remembers how to talk to God. Right, Connor?”

      “I . . .” Connor cleared his throat and regarded Tracy, who held her tongue. The scowl Kyle had been wearing since he got home deepened.

      “Uh, sure,” Connor said. “Why not?” He extended his hands slowly. Tracy took his left and Kyle clutched his right, hard. Connor bit his lip and closed his eyes. Kyle could sense his brother’s foot fidgeting under the table.

      “Dear God, it’s . . . it’s, uh, been a while.” Connor sniggered. “Kyle, c’mon. You literally work with aliens who live on the moon. This is stupid.”

      “No, it isn’t!” Kyle released his brother’s hand and slammed the table. Tracy gasped. Haya darted behind Connor’s chair, slipping on the linoleum, her claws scratching with each attempt to keep from falling. “Not all of us have given up on everything, dammit.”

      “Yeah, just because someone doesn’t want this picture-perfect life, it must mean they’ve given up. You sound exactly like Dad.”

      “There are worse people—”

      “Would you two stop it!” Tracy snapped, stealing the breath right out of Kyle’s retort. “I’m sick and tired of the same thing every time we get together. Now, we’re going to sit here and enjoy dinner. Like a family.”

      She closed her eyes, spread her palms, and started saying grace before either of them had taken her hands. “Thank you, God, for bringing Connor back to us again,” she said, “no matter what hardship he’s been through. Thank you for blessing my husband and me with a child. Our patience was justified. And thank you for providing him the opportunity to make a real difference tomorrow. May we all continue to be blessed and filled with happiness. Oh, and thank you for this food I slaved over all evening. Amen.”

      “There,” she said as she pulled her hands free. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” She leaned in and got to work carving the pot roast, every stroke more aggressive than the last.

      “Beautiful, honey,” Kyle said. He knew when not to push his luck with her.

      Connor grunted his agreement. He grabbed his whiskey and half-emptied it in one gulp. Then he turned his attention to the homemade meal.

      “So, how’s work at the old DAR?” Connor asked, mouth full. “Going off to save the world again tomorrow, I hear.”

      “Share the world,” Kyle corrected.

      “Persuading the Commies to consider allowing the Toads a community on Earth couldn’t have been easy. They must be offering some pretty good tech this time. Better even than the almighty holo-tube.”

      Tracy stifled a snicker.

      “They’re called Vulbathi,” Kyle said sternly. “Between you and me, there are talks on the table that the Soviets will finally let them work with us directly on ways to clean up the Dead Curtain.”

      He only realized after the words were out that he was doing it again—trusting his brother with secrets like when he showed him the ambassador’s gift. Forgetting who he really was.

      “Won’t bring any of the dead back,” Connor remarked as he stuffed his mouth with mashed potatoes.

      “No. It won’t. But it’ll send a message,” Kyle said.

      “That we’re all ready to forget what happened?”

      “That we’re coming together.”

      “Let’s talk about something else, shall we?” Tracy said. “No politics at the table.”

      “Sorry, dear,” Kyle said.

      “Haya’s getting a big personality, huh, Connor?” Tracy said.

      Kyle stopped listening. He didn’t say another word for the rest of the meal, just kept glaring at Connor while he ate. He remembered how he’d sat there the last time he was home, claiming he was finally clean thanks to their help. Kyle was so convinced, he’d offered to get him a job, showed him things about the DAR he never should have. The next morning Kyle woke up and found that his safe had been broken into, his Vulbathi vaporizer stolen, and his brother had cleared off.

      Silverware clanked, bringing Kyle’s attention back to the table where Tracy prodded Connor. “What have you been up to this past year?” she asked, and then “Have you met anyone?” Kyle’s ungrateful brother offered one-word answers—or close to it—never taking his eyes off his plate and always diverting the conversation with jokes. He and Tracy laughed together like nothing had ever happened.

      Kyle remained silent and kept his glass full. Alcoholism was in the McCoy blood. Their father, like so many other veterans, had never truly made it back from World War I, not really.

      Kyle didn’t feel like he was anything like his father, but he was self-aware enough to know that the Fallout Conflict left him a slightly different man.

      Plus, with everything going on, he needed something to quiet his mind—to take the edge off. The bitter, golden liquid was like a salve for his headaches, and seeing his brother again pushed him over the edge. By the time they were finished eating, his eyelids were heavy and his head swaying.

      Connor wiped his mouth and thanked Tracy for the feast. Then he excused himself to let his dog out back. Only then did Kyle get up to help with the dishes.

      Tracy stopped him. “Honey, you should go to sleep. They’re picking you up early tomorrow, right?”

      He took her hand and kissed it, then laid it over her pregnant stomach. He had everything he’d ever wanted, but when he went to the summit, she and the contents of her belly weren’t all he’d miss—the smell of her hair, the chill of her pale hands, which she never could get warm, even by fire.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, focusing on not slurring. “I’d rather not be all there for the flight anyway.”

      Discussing the summit made Tracy’s features darken. Kyle knew how much she hated his having to travel overseas when she was so near her due date.

      Luckily, he hadn’t told her the meeting was on Luna. His first time off-world, which probably didn’t help with his desire to drink even though he knew it was more dangerous flying on a commercial jet or even driving these days. The spacecrafts the DAR now used cost billions. Designed by the combined genius of NASA and Grumman, the Vulbathi solar-ion propulsion technology made escaping Earth’s gravity well a cinch—or at least that’s what their presentations said.

      “You shouldn’t leave things like this with him,” she said, changing the subject.

      “Like what?” Kyle said. “Just decided to drop by? Since when does Connor McCoy do that? He wants something, like always. Probably money. He’s a—”

      “Kyle.” Her tone left little room for riposte. He’d heard his name spoken like that plenty of times before.

      Kyle absently wiped the countertop with a dishrag. “Do you not remember his last time here? Stumbling through our door, high on god-knows-what?”

      “He needed his brother.”

      “Yeah. Until he didn’t.” He didn’t mention what Connor stole, after they’d suffered through two weeks of his moaning and nightmares as he detoxed. A part of it was because he knew Tracy would never forgive him. Kyle wasn’t that cruel, as much as he wanted to be. But the other reason he didn’t tell her was because she’d never forgive Kyle for what he’d been keeping stowed away in their house like a prize instead of locked up safe and sound at DAR headquarters.

      “He’s struggling again, Kyle,” Tracy said. “I can see it in his eyes. Remember how long it took him last time to tell us about Julia?”

      “I know . . .”

      “Can you imagine if what happened to her happened to—”

      “Don’t even say it.” Kyle took her hands, then sighed. “You’re right. You’re always right.”

      “Finally, you get it.” She smiled and planted a kiss on his cheek before returning to the dishes.

      “He’s never going to change, though,” he said as he grabbed the two glasses and what was left of the whiskey before heading outside.

      Connor sat on top of the wooden picnic table, watching Haya, who was busy scouring the backyard for intruders. A cigarette rested between his lips, and if Kyle wasn’t just seeing double, the hand gripping it trembled.

      Connor wordlessly offered the Lucky Strike pack without Kyle needing to ask, eyes never leaving the frolicking husky. He accepted the offer and a light, then took a seat.

      “So, why are you really here?” Kyle asked after a couple of long drags.

      “What, I can’t drop in on my minute-younger brother?” Connor said.

      “You can. I’d love if you did. But every time you do, it seems you’re asking for money, or hiding from demons, or stealing something.”

      Connor took a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry I took it, okay? I was desperate.” Kyle’s glare didn’t soften, and he knew Connor’s skin was itching as he kept making excuses. “I broke it down and sold it for parts to get some scratch back on the West Coast. Can’t even remember where. I just needed to move.”

      “I could have lost my job if anyone ever traced it back to me, Con,” Kyle said. “Could have been thrown in jail for not reporting you right away.”

      A flicker of remorse struck his brother’s features as if he didn’t realize the full weight of his actions until then. Typical.

      “I owe you,” Connor said.

      “You owe me ten. I mean, do you know how dangerous that technology is? When that kind of power winds up in the wrong hands, people die. Dead Curtains get made.”

      “I know, I know.”

      Kyle considered continuing the lecture but decided against it. The Dead Curtain was a sore subject for both of them. Kyle had lost brothers-in-arms over there. Killed people. Connor had lost the love of his life because of it. Kyle had never met Julia, but the one time Connor talked about her, he saw a light in his brother’s eyes like he’d never seen before.

      “Really, I’m sorry,” Connor said after a short silence.

      “It’s contraband like any of the others we confiscate out on the street,” Kyle said. “You’re my brother. I can’t get rid of you, hard as you try to do it to yourself.”

      “Well, I’m not using anymore. All I’ve been doing is traveling and doing some small gigs. Local theaters and stuff. But you don’t have to lie. I know it wasn’t just a gun to you.”

      Kyle nodded. It wasn’t. Shimmer, now the Vulbathi ambassador to North America, had given it to him privately after the Fallout Conflict. A symbol that Kyle was an honorary warrior of their tribe. His own government awarded him the Silver Star for lying, for covering up what really happened, and all but begged him to come on as a DAR agent because of his relationship with Shimmer. The gift from his alien friend meant so much more.

      Kyle knew the honor it was to be given such a thing. The Vulbathi were a spiritual race, more so than man had ever been. He still didn’t quite understand it, but to offer a gift was to offer a piece of themselves.

      “I’m just happy you say you’re doing better,” Kyle said. “I can’t imagine what you went through, Connor, but you can’t keep running off and showing up whenever you want. You’re going to drive us all crazy.”

      “Why do you think I do it?” Connor asked.

      Kyle smirked before he could stop himself. He downed the rest of his drink and picked up the bottle to pour himself another, tilted it toward Connor first, whose glass was empty.

      “I’m okay,” Connor said.

      “Suit yourself.” Kyle filled up and took another puff of his cigarette. He didn’t smoke much anymore. With the baby coming and being too busy at work, there was barely time at all for such an innocent vice.

      “What’s with this now?” Kyle asked, gesturing to Connor’s unshaven face and long hair. “Can’t bear to look like me anymore?”

      “Still made Tracy look twice.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Kyle just kept smiling and threw back another mouthful of whiskey.

      “Remember how we used to trick our teachers into thinking we were each other?” Connor asked.

      “And you made me fail that math test.”

      “What about when you made Mom think it was me who broke Aunt Helen’s African vase?”

      They shared a laugh, and maybe it was the liquor thinking for him, but Kyle’s anger had finally begun to subside. As much and as often as he was frustrated by his brother, his memories of growing up together were some of the happiest he had.

      “Are you planning to finally go see them?” Kyle asked after they settled down.

      “Who?”

      “Mom and Dad.” Their father passed well before Contact Day. Their mother didn’t last much longer. Broken heart killed her, maybe, wretched as her drunken, nightmare-ridden husband could be. A part of Kyle was glad their parents didn’t have to live long enough to see aliens arrive and change everything. They were so set in their ways.

      “They didn’t want to see me when they were alive,” Connor said. “Feels wrong to pretend differently now.”

      “You should still go.”

      “Maybe.” Connor ground the cigarette out on the table. Kyle ground his teeth. “It’s much better now that they can’t scold me.”

      “They were worse than me, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Please. When it comes to keeping me in line, you’re an amateur.”

      “Yeah, not something I’m looking to go pro on either.”

      A long silence passed between them, reminding Kyle that things still weren’t all right. A passenger jet from Idlewild screeched overhead, low in the sky. The lights on its wings blinked and receded into the darkness until they appeared like twin shooting stars. Haya barked up at it from across the yard.

      The plane passed just under the moon, and Kyle noticed his brother staring at Luna. Most of their lives, it needed no name. Other moons around other planets did, but this one belonged to humanity. It was theirs. Now, small clusters of blue lights were scattered across its surface, demarcating small settlements—Vulbathi and human alike.

      “Does it ever freak you out that things are walking around up there?” Connor asked. “Looking down on us.”

      “It did for a long time,” Kyle admitted softly. “Even after I met one. But then I realized, most of humanity has spent its entire civilized existence believing they were being watched over by something. Being silently judged.”

      Connor scoffed. “So, the Toads are gods now? Careful, the cross around your neck might start to burn.”

      “You can keep laughing, but there’s a reason they arrived here. Humans try to send someone into space for the first time, and at the same exact moment, a species from another world randomly jumps into our orbit?”

      “Randomly,” Connor scoffed.

      “They told me that themselves, and the Vulbathi don’t lie. They were running from persecution. You’re telling me it isn’t plausible that God had a hand in our cosmic car crash?” Kyle said before he could stop himself. Not the best turn of phrase, considering it was an actual car crash on the same day that took Julia. He thought he saw Connor flinch a bit before he answered.

      “A crazy coincidence, sure,” he said, “but you’re leaving out the millions who died because of it. Or the mutant rad-mons they say survive in the Dead Curtain, right?”

      “You know I can’t say.” Connor was always trying to find out about the Vulbathi. Too much fascination with science fiction for his own good.

      “Damn, you’re good,” Connor grumbled.

      “Maybe we weren’t ready to reach the stars yet.”

      “If that’s God’s way of telling us, then count me out. I don’t care how many sermons Mom and Dad dragged us to.”

      “The Vulbathi only arrived. A crazy accident happened, and it was our first instinct to launch doomsday. God had nothing to do with that. That was us. Man.”

      “We didn’t launch them,” Connor said.

      “You don’t think our president would’ve done the same in Khrushchev’s shoes? This group of Vulbathi lost their home, Connor. That’s the truth. They’re so afraid of going back, they won’t even tell us which star they’re from. But something drew them to us. Here. It’s our duty as Catholics, as humans, to help them find a new home.”

      “So they tell us. You’re awful trusting of aliens who can supposedly read minds.”

      A lot of the Vulbathi’s capabilities weren’t exactly public information. Rumors like mind reading were rampant. All Kyle could legally say was that they spoke by painting pictures for the recipient. Not that they had quickly learned to do that in a way which allowed them to fully converse by projecting human language alongside emotions, all within the mind of their intended recipient. Kyle didn’t really understand it, but he knew how it felt better than most.

      “They can’t read them,” Kyle corrected, desperate to educate his stubborn brother. I hope . . .

      “Sure,” Connor said.

      “They communicate using brain waves. It’s one way, like dolphin echo communication—only exponentially more powerful and efficient. The first time you experience it, it’s like they’re taking a can-opener to your purest emotions, it’s . . . I must sound like I’m speaking Chinese to you.”

      “You’re not that smart, Kyle. How do you know our brains aren’t emitting every thought we have to whatever frequency they listen to? Like Earth is a big radio and they don’t need to watch us from up there because they can hear everything? Know our every move so they can call the rest of their people to Earth and take over our planet. Now you’re getting ready to invite them all down for a closer listen.”

      Kyle’s lip twisted. He hadn’t really thought of that, or, if he did, he tried not to let the notion simmer. If that were true, then his entire department would be pointless. For all the Department of Alien Relations’ many purposes, their primary duty, in Kyle’s opinion, was to foster understanding and peace. 

      “You sound like one of the nutters camped outside my office,” Kyle said.

      “Hey, I’m just saying. We have to look at all the angles. Or corners, whatever. Didn’t they teach you that in the army?”

      “You really hate the Vulbathi, don’t you?”

      “Not hate. Common sense,” Connor said. “A Vulbathi and a Soviet side by side and I can only save one of them? I think I’d just lay down.”

      Kyle snickered. He understood why Connor felt the way he did. He needed someone to blame for losing Julia, and the Russians made it easy when their nukes accidentally leveled Eastern Europe. The Vulbathi were just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but if Kyle had lost Tracy the same way, he knew he’d probably blame them too. Maybe he wouldn’t lash out at the world and self-destruct afterward like his brother had, but it was easy enough to understand.

      “Maybe one day I’ll get you a chance to meet one, and you’ll change your mind,” Kyle said. “There’s something about them, Connor. When you meet them, it’s like they’re—”

      “Touched by God?” Connor sneered.

      “Spiritual,” Kyle conceded. “It’s more than faith. It’s almost a part of them. I can’t explain it, but when I’m with them, I don’t feel like we’re peoples from worlds apart. I feel connected.”

      “I told you, that’s because they’re reading your mind.”

      Kyle punched Connor in the arm, causing him to squeal before they laughed together again. It felt like old times, laughing and joking. The sound drew Haya’s attention, and Connor lifted her into his lap even though she didn’t quite fit. He slapped the table and pointed to the bottle of whiskey.

      “All right, you two convinced me,” Connor said. “I’ll have some.”

      “I really should get to sleep,” Kyle said.

      “Nonsense! Your brother’s finally home! We’re drinking until the sun comes up and you go off to . . . wherever the hell Soviets and Toads meet with Americans.”

      Kyle drew a deep breath, then grabbed the bottle. “Fine, but if I don’t wake up in time for pickup, I’m going to report you to the DAR for stealing that gun. I don’t care how long it’s been.”

      Connor held out his empty glass and grinned impishly. “They’ll never catch me.”

      Kyle poured, but either the angle of Connor’s arm or his injury caused it to give out. The glass slipped and shattered into a million pieces on the stone porch.

      “Son of a—” Kyle quickly knelt and picked up the biggest shards, all while holding Haya back from drinking the whiskey. Connor remained on the tabletop, clutching his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “It’s just glass,” Kyle cut him off. He put the bottle and his own glass aside, then headed into the kitchen. He knew precisely where their emergency kit was below the sink and returned with it. Dragging his chair in front of Connor, who massaged his arm, Kyle said, “Let me look at that.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Stop being so prideful. What is it—some junkie slash you?” He grabbed Connor’s arm. Kyle was much stronger, and easily able to roll up his brother’s sleeve without a fight. The scars were faded, nothing new. Thank God. He peeled up the cloth covering his shoulder, and when he saw what the wound was, his heart stopped.

      “That’s not from a knife,” Kyle said, incredulous.

      “I swear, I can—”

      Kyle collared him. Haya barked, but she knew Kyle. He and Tracy took care of her when Connor was detoxing a year back. She probably wouldn’t attack him unless he really started hurting Connor, which he might.

      “You get . . .” Kyle lowered his voice so Tracy wouldn’t hear. “You get shot, and you come here?”

      “I didn’t know where else to go,” Connor said.

      Kyle squeezed his collar until his knuckles went white, then released him. “‘Drop by for a visit.’ You selfish . . . I knew it was too good to be true. You’re going to tell me why you’re really here, or I swear you’ll wish you never came.”

      “I . . .” Connor turned and walked to Haya. He scratched the top of her neck. “I got in with some really bad people, Kyle.”

      “How bad?”

      “Bad. Get out of Dodge bad.”

      “God, Connor. Things never change, do they?”

      “I was trying to go straight. Well, sort of. I wasn’t taking anything, I just—”

      “What? Owe them a ton of money. Is that why you’re here? Another loan? Well, sorry, brother, I don’t have any more Vulbathi tech for you to steal and sell, and every cent I have is going toward that child. Every red cent.”

      “It’s not money! I need to disappear, quietly, and not through anywhere public. You can send me to Russia for all I care. I’m sick of this place anyway, of the memories.”

      “Disappear?”

      “Yeah. You’re DAR, right? You deal with fricking aliens, and fly off to meetings around the world. I just figured if anyone could help, it’d be you.”

      “And risk my job for you again? After what you did? Everything I do has to be aboveboard. Witness protection, extradition—you think making someone go away doesn’t take paperwork? I can’t make it happen if there isn’t a good reason. So tell me, is what you’re into enough to land you in jail?”

      A lump bobbed in Connor’s throat. He nodded.

      “For life?” Kyle asked.

      “Maybe . . .”

      “Jesus.”

      “Don’t swear. Come on, Kyle, I need you.”

      “No . . . Jesus. Seriously, you need him.” Kyle rubbed his temples between his thumb and ring finger. Then softly, he said, “I’m done.”

      “What? Look, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. I could probably get some really bad people into trouble, give you credit. That’s all I’ve been trying to do.”

      “Right. You found some new thrill to get addicted to.”

      “I can—”

      “Enough!” Kyle shouted. “Don’t you say another word, or so help me God, I’ll walk you down to the DAR myself and put you behind bars.”

      “You think I want to be here? I’m desperate, Kyle.”

      Desperate, just like Tracy said he was. Only it wasn’t over grief from Julia, but because he wanted another get-out-of jail-free card. A free pass from whatever hole he’d dug himself into like he’d been getting his entire life. Whether it was Dad keeping him from being suspended when he was caught with dope sophomore year or stealing alien weapons for scraps. Well, this wasn’t some kind of board game. This was life, and his brother was going to have to learn.

      “Stop,” Kyle spat. “Someone’s gunning for you, and you come here? To my house, with my wife and unborn child?”

      “Nobody knows my real name, I swear. They would never be able to trace me to you, I made sure. Trust me.”

      “I’m supposed to trust you? You’re using again, aren’t you? That’s what this is.”

      “Kyle, it’s not that at all.”

      “Look at your eyes, dammit. If you want help, you can walk to the police yourself and tell them your lies. Cut a deal. I won’t put my neck out for you. I want you out. Stay the night, take whatever clothes you need. Then get the hell out of our lives.”

      Connor bit his lip, then backed down. “Fine. I won’t bother you ever again.” He snatched up the emergency kit. “C’mon, girl, let’s get some sleep.” He led Haya to the door, swung it open and stopped in the entry. “Congratulations on your daughter again,” he said. “Seriously. I hope I can meet her one day.”

      “She doesn’t deserve the trouble,” Kyle muttered.

      Connor didn’t reply or look back. He simply headed inside and closed the door. Not a slam, but loud enough for Kyle to know he’d heard him.

      Kyle wished he hadn’t gone that far, but liquor had his tongue loose. And exhaustion. After what he’d seen in Harlem, and with the summit in the morning, the last thing he needed was to deal with Connor, still up to his old tricks.

      Snatching the whiskey, he fell back into his chair and drank straight from the bottle.

      “He’ll never learn.” Kyle took another sip and stared at the patch of glinting blue lights on the moon, Luna Station and the area surrounding the downed Vulbathi Mothership. “We’ll never learn.”
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      “Don’t look at me like that, girl,” Connor said to Haya as he shaved his beard with a brand-new Remington in the bathroom. She sat by his feet, waiting for him to finish. The bottle of Valium sat open on the sink. He’d popped two more to help him stay awake. They knocked some people out, but not Connor. Sleep hadn’t been easy since Contact Day.

      “It’s the only way,” he said.

      The soft hum of the electric razor soothed his troubled mind. He’d been up since well before sunrise, washing the dye from his hair before he shaved it short to match his brother’s. While everyone slept, he’d used Kyle’s emergency kit to suture his shoulder wound, then stole some of Tracy’s makeup to mask his black eye and sliced lip.

      “It’s the best way,” he repeated, more to himself than to convince Haya. “You heard Kyle, he refuses to help, and I haven’t even told him who I’m tangled up with. I won’t stick around while Frankie Soriano’s out hunting for me.”

      The moment his brother told him he had to leave, Connor had devised a plan to truly disappear. All their talk about how similar they used to look before Connor went west and got loose with his grooming sparked the idea. He would pose as Kyle and get free transport to whatever neutral country this summit was in—probably somewhere in Europe.

      From there, he could vanish overseas. Maybe swipe something valuable, sell it to start a new life. Eventually, Frankie would get himself killed or arrested playing with alien tech, or lose interest, then maybe Connor could return. If he even wanted to. He and Julia always talked about visiting Europe—what was left of it. He could honor her memory.

      All Connor had to do was look the part.

      It took him a few tries to remember how to properly knot a tie, but he adjusted it, fixed his collar, and gazed into the mirror. Everyone and their mother always did say they couldn’t tell him apart from his twin brother, and now he himself barely could. From his hair to the suit and fine leather shoes Tracy had left out for the trip, he was Kyle’s doppelgänger. The outfit even had his DAR identification clipped inside, and his wrist boasted Kyle’s fancy new Omega Seamaster watch.

      Connor grabbed a ring off the sink and held it over the third finger of his left hand. The pièce de résistance: Kyle’s wedding band. He slid the ring down over his finger, and the illusion was complete.

      “Judge me all you want, girl,” he whispered to Haya. “Do you want to be turned into sludge by that thing? Or have your skin peeled by a Soviet hitman?”

      She whined.

      “Didn’t think so.”

      He knelt in front of her and held her head with two hands, squeezing her face. He could never say no to those big golden eyes. For three years, she’d been the only living being to stay by his side, no matter what hellhole he found himself in. If he was honest with himself, she was the only one he’d even wanted there. Little else remained from the life with Julia he’d ruined. He swallowed back tears and tried not to think about how long it might be until he saw her again.

      “Now . . .” his voice caught in his throat. “You be good, all right? Uncle Kyle is going to be hacked at me for a long time, but he won’t take it out on you. And Aunt Tracy would care for a fly. You’ll love her as much as you loved Julia.”

      He leaned in and kissed her on the snout, letting her lick him in return. He knew she couldn’t understand what was happening, but he wished more than anything that she could. He pictured her frolicking around on the lawn, happy.

      “You’ll be happier here, I promise,” he said. “Safer.” He backed away slowly so she wouldn’t think they were playing a game, then whispered, “I love you.” He snatched the bottle of Valium before closing the door.

      He had to take a moment in the hall to gather himself. Haya gently scratched her nails against the door, wondering why she wasn’t allowed at his side where she belonged.

      I’m doing the right thing, Connor reassured himself

      He wiped his eyes and steadied his breathing. Then he peered down the hall at the door to Kyle and Tracy’s bedroom. Kyle had stayed up drinking for hours after their fight, and his snoring rattled. By the time Connor finally heard him go to bed, his brother could hardly walk straight. Connor then snuck into their room, unplugged their alarm clock, and swiped his brother’s wedding ring and watch.

      Connor just had to hope Kyle wouldn’t rat him out too fast. That was the gamble. But getting conned by his criminal brother before an important meeting wouldn’t look good for Kyle, and Connor had the illegal vaporizer to hold over him—a fact Kyle forgot when he’d flipped out. Connor had dealt with enough crooks to know how leverage worked, and if he got caught, he had the information about what Frankie possessed in his back pocket.

      If Kyle had only listened.

      It wasn’t a perfect plan, but it was the best, quickest, and least public way to get the farthest from New York. Stretch his acting muscles. Get a fresh start, far from memories. And get the hell out of Kyle’s life for good.

      Even with every angle somewhat thought out—he didn’t have much time to imagine them all—what he planned to do made him feel sick. He’d fully intended to come home and ask for Kyle’s help. I don’t know what I was thinking, expecting him to change.

      “Your move now, brother,” he whispered to Kyle.

      Connor went to the guest room and pulled the roll of cash from his pocket. He counted out a thousand dollars and left it with a note he’d written the night before:

      

      
        
        Kyle,

        I’m leaving for good. This is for your daughter . . . or a new watch. I hope she turns out as good as Tracy. Please look out for Haya, and she’ll look out for you.

        

      

      
        
        —Con

      

      

      

      At that, Connor was left with eight hundred dollars. Barely enough to scrape by in a new place. All that wheeling and dealing with the criminal underworld and this was all he had to show for it. But it had never been about the money—not for him, at least. It was about the feeling in his gut that made him forget how much he hurt. That rush of blood when he stepped into a dark alley with a case full of contraband, the relief of stepping out alive with a bag full of cash.

      He picked up the rucksack he’d stuffed with some extra clothes from the back of Kyle’s closet that he wouldn’t miss. The Valium rattled as he tossed the bottle on top. He peered out the guest room window which faced the driveway. The bluish glow of dawn had begun to touch the horizon, but it was still dark. Two headlights pierced the early morning haze, then the gentle squeak of wheels sounded as the car braked in front of Kyle’s mailbox. The driver was even earlier than expected, which was better for Connor.

      Connor wished he’d had a joint or something to calm him down. Betraying his own blood would be easier if his mind was dulled, and the Valium clearly wasn’t enough for his tolerance.

      It’s the right move, he reminded himself. He’s too good for my problems. This was a way out for everybody. Piss Kyle off one last time, then never again.

      No time to overthink it.

      A few minutes later, he confidently strode through the front door, then mustered the gait of a soldier. Being his father’s son, his brother’s brother, he knew how to imitate it well enough.

      An elderly driver met Connor on the walkway. He dropped his cigarette to the ground, stomped it out, and saluted. “Sir.”

      “Uh . . . at ease,” Connor replied. He wasn’t sure how to address the man. Was he simply the driver or a DAR employee?

      “I’m a bit early. If you’d like to take a bit longer saying goodbye to the family . . .” the man said, relaxing his shoulders.

      “Better to rip the Band-Aid off.” Connor imagined that was something his brother would say.

      The man led him to an all-black sedan with sleek solar arrays curving along the top. Narrow conduits ran down its sides and along the windshield, disappearing into the hood.

      “Let me take your bag.”

      Connor instinctively reeled it back, used to transporting illegal things. “I’ve got it.”

      The old man appeared flabbergasted, like he’d suddenly been robbed of his purpose. Was that what Kyle would have done?

      “Sorry, I’m used to carrying things myself,” Connor said. Was Kyle?

      The driver smiled, lips wrinkling like a page of aged parchment paper. “Me too. It never leaves you, does it?”

      It took Connor a few seconds to realize what he was talking about. “You served,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Third Infantry,” he said proudly. “Front lines in the Big One. Well, the second Big One—which I guess might be the Big Two. I’m sorry, sir, I’m rambling.”

      Unsure how to respond, Connor flashed him a grin in return and opened the back door. The driver rushed to finish the job. All the pageantry. It was no wonder Kyle looked down on Connor after being treated like royalty at work all day.

      “I’ve got it,” Connor said. “Please.” He took his seat and plopped the rucksack down beside him, then leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Being exhausted was one thing he didn’t have to fake.

      “You okay, sir?” the driver asked as he adjusted the rearview mirror.

      “Didn’t get much sleep last night. I hate traveling.”

      “I’ll try to take it easy.” The solar-enhanced engine turned over so quietly it was almost imperceptible. As the car accelerated down the peaceful streets of suburbia, Connor looked over his shoulder to see if Tracy or Kyle came running out of their front door. When the car reached the first stop sign, Connor knew he’d pulled off Step One.

      He might be arrested when he reached their destination, but nobody could turn him to sludge in a federal pen. He kept reminding himself that would be the worst case, and maybe then Kyle would take him seriously and bail him out. Or maybe he’d do the right thing and let him disappear.

      Connor thought about the possibilities. How was he going to convince a bunch of his brother’s colleagues into believing he was Kyle? He had to admit, there was a bit of excitement at the notion of meeting one of his brother’s beloved Vulbathi for the first time—if he made it that far. He was curious what all the fuss was about.

      The car took a hard right, and Connor clutched the headrest in front of him and squeezed. Julia’s face flashed through his head, and he squeezed harder.

      “Sorry about that, sir,” the driver said. Only then did Connor realize that his eyes were closed, and he was breathing fast. “It never leaves you, does it?”

      “Huh?” Connor said.

      “What you saw over there. I know that look. I wake up and see it in the mirror sometimes too.”

      “Oh . . . Does it ever get better?” They were referring to completely different situations, but as far as Connor knew, trauma was trauma.

      “I don’t think so, sir. We just grow accustomed to it, like it’s a friend—a loyal partner, like a dog.”

      Connor nearly lost his nerve and told him to pull over at the thought of Haya at home, scratching on the bathroom door. How was she going to react to being abandoned? Would she be excited if he ever did come home? Or would she be so angry with him that nothing would ever be the same again?

      At least she’ll be safe under Kyle’s roof with Tracy, he reminded himself. With a lawn and a yard. Not being shot at by mobsters. He’d gotten Julia killed; he wouldn’t do the same to Haya.

      “I don’t really know exactly what happened over in the Dead Curtain,” the driver said, “but seems to me, war is war. Always the same, besides the guns we’re shooting. Could be different for you, though, sir. I hope.”

      “Thanks, um, what’s your name?” Connor asked, wincing as he did. Should he know that?

      “Donald, sir. All the drivers you must have, can’t expect you to remember everyone.”

      Connor forced a chuckle.

      “Why don’t you close your eyes and try to get some sleep?” Donald said. “I’ll keep the ride as smooth as I can. Don’t want you feeling too sick before they launch you to the moon.”

      “The moon?”

      “Oh, yes, so sorry—Luna. It’s still difficult for me to remember to call it by its proper name.”

      All the air felt like it was sucked out of Connor’s lungs. Neutral ground. He figured he’d be hopping on a plane off to Switzerland, where humanity had agreed to end so many other conflicts of the last century. At worst, neutral ground in Berlin. But Luna? Connor swallowed back the lump forming in his throat and closed his eyes just to keep them from bulging from his skull.

      One thing was for certain: if Frankie Soriano wanted him dead, he’d have a hell of a time catching him on another world.
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      It didn’t really hit Connor that he was en route to space until a speed bump shook him awake after he accidentally fell asleep, and the tip of the rocket loomed on the horizon. Somehow the media, even in its giant three-dimensional holo form, didn’t capture the true scale of the thing. Rising from the flat terrain of eastern Long Island, it was like a Manhattan skyscraper.

      For the first year or so after the Vulbathi arrival, every space launch was televised. It was such a new thing, and families would gather around their 2-D, black and white television sets, watching in anticipation as rockets climbed into the sky on a tower of smoke. Now, rockets went up to the Luna Mines every few weeks, filled with resources only available on Earth.

      That didn’t make Connor any less anxious. The wire fence bordering the joint Grumman-NASA facility allowed him to see everything. The rocket was something straight out of the future, which, apparently, he now lived in. The smooth chassis was made entirely of solar-absorbing polymer that was obsidian black and swooped down into four sharp fins. Painted along its side were a giant American flag and two logos: NASA and Grumman. The name Apollo 34 was printed beneath them.

      Early rocket prototypes left little room for habitable space on board, but thanks to Toad advancements in efficient energy transfer, the solar-ion propulsion system built into the shaft was much smaller. And there was no need for an external fuel tank to help boost it out of Earth’s gravity well, solving one of the major issues of space travel.

      Connor was no rocket scientist, but he got the gist of it. He did know explosives, though, and Rajeev had taught him a ton. Three football fields worth of slim solar panel arrays surrounded the spaceship, gathering massive amounts of energy to charge ions through the engine nozzle and boom!, send everyone soaring toward the moon.

      “Never gets old seeing one of these things go up,” Donald said as he slowed the car near the entry gate.

      Connor grunted in agreement. He was too busy wondering why the hell he hadn’t ducked and rolled out of the car as soon as he’d laid eyes on the shuttle. They were behind a cavalcade of cars full of VIPs waiting to get in, so there was still time to back out of this insane plan.

      Up ahead, sharpshooters were posted on towers every couple of hundred yards, and two Army Humvees sat parked on either side of the entry, machine guns mounted on top. The vision of it was enough to keep him in his seat. Knowing Frankie Soriano wanted him dead was bad enough without compounding it with the United States military. He felt sick and rustled through his bag to find another pill.

      Another fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into. Nowhere to go but forward. He was officially Kyle McCoy, senior agent at the Department of Alien Relations, perfect husband, soldier, and all-around swell guy. Connor only hoped he’d learned enough in Hollywood to keep him alive.

      A knock on the front window nearly made his heart leap to his throat. The pill bottle slipped from his hands and rolled under the front seat.

      “Credentials,” a soldier said. He wasn’t asking.

      The driver handed them over like a pro. When he was cleared, the soldier peeked his head in to get a look at Connor—no, Kyle McCoy, senior agent. He had to own it. It was the first real test of his little masquerade, and he froze like a deer caught in headlights. The soldier repeated the request. Connor fumbled through his suit jacket pockets for his brother’s DAR badge.

      “Agent, uh, Agent Kyle McCoy,” he squeaked out.

      The soldier squinted at the badge, read it, and removed his head from the vehicle. “Welcome, sir,” he said. “It’s an honor.” A wave ushered Connor’s car onto the base.

      “Well, here you are, sir,” Donald said as he pulled alongside a concrete fortress surrounded by more soldiers and men wearing black suits. It was as if the president of the United States were here.

      Just then, Connor noticed a plane sitting on a landing strip behind the rocket. None other than President John F. Kennedy strode down its stairs. He greeted Vice President Richard Nixon, who was already there, and waved at a few helping hands as if they were an adoring crowd. Secret servicemen swarmed around like ants.

      “That’s JFK . . .” Connor whispered.

      The driver placed his arm on the passenger seat headrest and turned to face him. Only then did Connor notice the mess of scars over a left eye that didn’t work. “This your first time seeing the commander in chief in person?” the driver asked.

      Connor nodded, then squeezed his eyes shut and looked again to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Kennedy was still there, wearing his patented smile as he shook hands with soldiers and other dignitaries. “I have a bad feeling about this,” he muttered under his breath.

      “What was that?” Donald asked.

      “Nothing, I—Thanks for the ride.”

      Connor looped his bag over his shoulder, then leaned down and groped for the pill bottle he’d dropped. The door suddenly swung open and a NASA assistant in blue was there to greet him.

      “Can I help with your bags?” she asked.

      Startled, Connor hit his head on the seat before swinging his legs out of the car. He cursed loudly, then gathered himself, cleared his throat, and said, “I’ve got it.” He stood, still reaching under the seat, relieved as his fingers clasped the bottle. As Connor straightened, the woman closed the door and his chest constricted.

      Someone with an air of importance glared at them—hair gray as storm clouds, face as rigid as stone. Connor recognized the expressionless director of the DAR from TV. There wasn’t a soul on Earth who appeared as grumpy being on camera, but he was the head, and thus the face, of the organization. Lucky for Connor, Kyle rarely had to show his face on camera. Otherwise some of the members of Connor’s old crew might’ve seen through his longer hair, beard, and rugged demeanor to realize that he was the twin of the man who would lock them up for counterfeiting.

      “About time you got here, McCoy,” the hard-nosed director grumbled as he approached. “And watch your language, there are ladies present.”

      “Sorry, sir,” Connor improvised. “She just startled me.”

      The director stared down his lumpy nose at him. “What’s that?”

      He pointed to the pill bottle. Connor almost swore again. “Just, uh. Just something for my nerves.”

      “Don’t be such a sissy, McCoy,” the director said. “It’s just a flight to the moon.”

      Connor released a nervous titter. “I can’t help myself.”

      The director wasn’t amused, his lips somehow falling into a deeper scowl. “Let’s get a move on. You’re late enough already.”

      A response never made it past Connor’s lips. He was many things at that moment, but late wasn’t one of them.

      Connor caught up with him. “How was your drive . . . sir?” he asked as he tried to lean in and sneak a look at the badge on the director’s lapel. All those times on the news and he couldn’t, for the life of him, remember the man’s name. If he was going to continue playing the role of this man’s subordinate, that information might be considered pertinent.

      The director ignored Connor and said, “You look like hell. Was that scene in Harlem that bad?”

      Connor swallowed. Of course, the DAR would wind up involved after what happened with Frankie. He’d been the reason his brother was late getting home last night. Connor had even offered Kyle an answer to his investigation, which Kyle refused.

      The irony wasn’t lost on him.

      “Awful,” Connor said.

      “Worse than Berlin, eh?” The director shook his head. “I don’t care what the reason is. Next time you’re going to be meeting with the president and visiting Luna for the first time, try not to smell like a cheap bar in Jersey.”

      Connor turned to the side and covered his mouth to take a whiff. He reeked of Kyle’s whiskey despite only having a quarter of what his brother had. It was stuck in the fabric of his suit. Dammit, Kyle, he thought. He knew his brother took after their father when it came to drinking, but Connor had always been too high to pay much attention to the extent of it.

      The perfect family.

      “I’m sorry, sir. It was a rough night.”

      “I hope your wife didn’t notice that shiner on your eye, either.”

      Connor’s hand rose to his face before he could stop it. Then, a familiar voice exclaimed, “Director Hoover!” and rescued him.

      Connor looked up, wondering whose voice he could possibly have recognized in a place so foreign to him. Then he realized—every American knew that voice. A beaming President Kennedy strolled toward them across the empty hangar along with Vice President Nixon and some important looking suits. Secret Service agents flanked them on all sides.

      Women at bars fawned over Kennedy when he appeared on TV, and now even Connor had to admit—the man was a damn Adonis. It was like he had been genetically engineered by fashion scientists, chiseled from marble, painted with liquid gold.

      “Mister President,” Director Hoover replied. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.” He stuck out his hand, and Kennedy gave it a firm shake. “And this is senior agent and supervisor of northeast operations, Kyle McCoy.”

      John Fitzgerald Kennedy, the single most powerful man in the world, the man every woman wanted and every man wanted to be, offered his hand to Connor. And Connor didn’t move a muscle. It would have been no different if his entire body had been encased in cement. He couldn’t even will his eyes to blink.

      Not only was he unsure if Kyle had ever met him—though he imagined he’d have bragged about it—but this was the man behind the voice he’d dreamed about almost every night since Julia died. A staccato speech pattern that seemed more contrived than genuine, bringing him the news that made him lose control.

      Director Hoover nudged Connor, finally urging him to take the president’s outstretched hand. He had a grip like iron.

      “I’ve heard good things, Agent McCoy,” Kennedy said. “Both from our kind and theirs. Your service after Contact Day was greatly appreciated.”

      Connor could feel an awkward grin instinctively forming on his face. He wasn’t sure how many crimes he was committing at that exact moment, but robbing his brother of a chance to meet the president seemed the worst of them.

      “I, uh . . . hate flying,” was all that he managed to squeak out. Stupid. He was the actor, the grifter. He was supposed to be an expert at talking his way out of situations.

      Kennedy laughed. “After what you’ve been through, I don’t blame you. First time going to Luna?”

      Connor recalled what Hoover had told him and nodded.

      “The Silver Star for your bravery and now a supervisor . . . at your age?” Vice President Nixon interjected. “I appreciate a fast riser.” He stuck out a hand and didn’t leave Connor much chance to avoid shaking it, not that he had a reason to. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      Connor hesitated once more. See you again were the words he’d been dreading. He eyed the vice president. If the president could have a polar opposite, this man was it. He was stout, with a chubby face that looked every bit its age. A bulbous nose filled his face, along with thick eyebrows perched over his eyes like caterpillars.

      Nixon was a fast riser himself, from what Connor had heard on the news. He’d served in the US Navy in the Pacific during World War II and earned commendations. Nothing like what Kyle earned, but still, any man crazy enough to volunteer for war was apparently viewed as a hero. He went on to serve as Eisenhower’s vice president for most of the ’50s before running against JFK in 1960. He lost a tough battle and began to fade into obscurity, but shortly after the Toads arrived, his predecessor Lyndon B. Johnson was found hanging by a rope in his office. Not everyone could handle the discovery that humanity wasn’t alone in the universe with aplomb.

      JFK chose Nixon, his former Republican rival, to replace Johnson. It was an expression of unity that would not only impress the American people, but the Vulbathi, who, according to Kyle’s stories, had a deep respect for warriors. Nixon was the obvious choice.

      Connor remembered the proudly-displayed photo in Kyle’s office where he stood beside a Toad after the Fallout Conflict. Nixon was the one presenting him with the Silver Star. Connor wasn’t sure how well they knew each other, whether to salute him or take his hand. He settled on the latter, shaking vigorously, his clammy palms likely leaving the vice president’s hand damp.

      Relax, Connor. Nobody would assume you’re a fake. Kyle probably never talked about you to anybody. You’re a memory from a family background check, if they even run those on war heroes.

      “It’s an honor to see you again,” Connor said out loud.

      Nixon pulled away and nonchalantly wiped his hand on his pants. “The honor is all mine, Agent McCoy,” he said. “I look forward to taking a tour of your operation while you’re up there.”

      “You’ll be visiting DAR HQ?” Connor said. “I wish I had known you were coming. I would have shredded some documents.”

      Nobody laughed.

      “Sirs—” Hoover cut in before Connor dug his hole any deeper. He shot him an irritated scowl, then said, “Since everyone is here, we really should prepare for launch.”

      “Of course. We’ll miss you up there, Dick.” JFK patted the vice president on the back. “But someone has to stay behind to keep an eye on the home world.”

      “Dealing with humans is trouble enough,” Nixon said.

      “Ever the ray of sunshine,” Kennedy said with a chortle.

      Nixon leveled his hand on Connor’s shoulder as he departed. “I look forward to seeing more of you, McCoy,” he said softly. “Men who served understand each other.”

      Connor grunted something inaudible in response. Even he wasn’t sure what he was trying to say, but Nixon was out of his hair before he could clarify. Kennedy clapped his hands together and ushered everybody along with his million-dollar smile.

      “We don’t want to keep our intergalactic neighbors waiting,” he exclaimed.

      “Like Vice President Nixon, I’m more worried about our earthly neighbors,” Hoover said. “Some world leaders seem particularly hesitant about pushing this resolution forward.”

      The president placed his arm around Hoover’s shoulder and led him toward the other side of the hangar where two men in bulky NASA flight suits waited. Connor glanced over to see the vice president exiting the hangar and exhaled.

      So far, so bad.

      “I’ll handle our world,” the president said. “You just worry about the aliens.”

      “That’s never going to sound any more normal, is it, sir?” Hoover replied.

      “Not while I’m around.”

      “Mister President,” the NASA officer interrupted, saluting and addressing him like nobody else was there. “Captain Neil Armstrong at your service. I’ll be taking you all up to Luna and back.”
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        * * *

      

      The United States’ new line of rocket ships may have looked sleek and pretty on the outside, but on the inside, they were just like Connor’s old Hollywood sets. And when the movie studios featured one onscreen, they apparently had to design them to be less cramped just to fit the cameras. The seat Connor was currently strapped into was so close to the one across from it that his knees touched Director Hoover’s.

      He was hoping to keep his distance from the man after his performance with Nixon and Kennedy, but who could be so lucky? At least now Connor had an oxygen mask hanging over his mouth, and a stiff NASA-Grumman jumpsuit that didn’t stink of liquor. He thought he looked like a NASCAR driver with so many logos plastered all over his suit.

      More than twenty people were stuffed into the rocket’s shaft like a tin of sardines. Closest to the cockpit, where Captain Armstrong and his copilot awaited launch, sat the president, along with secret servicemen, his speechwriter, the speaker of the house, and a Joint Chiefs general named Max Taylor, whom, Connor was lucky to find out, his brother had never met before. The man did, however, offer him a few kind words about how much of an honor it was to meet him.

      Additionally, there were other vital members of JFK’s cabinet Connor probably should have recognized. He and Hoover represented the DAR, with the rest already stationed at their Luna headquarters.

      From an abandoned hideout with a crew of lost and broken souls to a rocket filled with the most important people in the free world. All to escape the clutches of an angry mobster who’d gotten his hands on an illegal alien weapon, and his Soviet pet. It sounded like something out of one of the B movies Connor had worked on—the kind that were purely for entertainment and barely made you think.

      “Control has given us the go-ahead to launch,” Captain Armstrong announced over the rocket’s inboard speakers. “Put your seats in the upright and locked position and keep your hands inside the ride at all times.”

      Connor recognized the joke but didn’t find it humorous at the moment. Rocket launch used to be terrifying, a gamble with a control room of hundreds of sweaty geniuses carefully monitoring every system to make sure it didn’t explode. For Connor, it still was. It’d only been three years, no matter how fast they advanced. Connor had older underwear.

      He gripped his armrests tightly so nobody would see that his hands were shaking. He had to seem as composed as any soldier would but was lucky that this would also have been Kyle’s first time going to space. Nervousness has to be expected upon leaving the world. Right?

      “I’ll expect you to be in better form when we get there, McCoy,” Director Hoover said. “You barely seem like yourself.”

      If only you knew . . .

      “I took a leap of faith promoting you at so young an age and bringing you along for this,” Hoover went on. “All because the Vulbathi respect what you did in the Dead Curtain. I only respect results. Don’t make me regret it.”

      “You won’t, sir,” Connor answered with the attempted confidence of the real Kyle. Time to save his brother’s reputation.

      He knew Kyle was some sort of war hero in the Fallout Conflict. Something about helping the Vulbathi retrieve a piece of dangerous salvage before the Soviets did something else that would get people killed. Kyle kept his accolades posted proudly in his office, framed and displayed next to his grade school report cards. The guy celebrated every achievement like it was landing on the moon.

      “I’m sorry,” Connor added. “It’s been a rough couple of days. My wife is pregnant, you see—”

      “I know. I remember.”

      “She doesn’t like it when I leave for too long.”

      “Well, the sooner we can all come to an agreement, the sooner we’ll be back on Earth. You have your speech ready?”

      Connor almost threw up. “My . . .”

      “I’m kidding, kid. Geez. Loosen up, I’m relying on your relationship with their ambassador, and your knowledge of their customs to get a better sense of what they’re after.”

      Connor breathed a sigh of relief before saying, “I—I’m the expert here?”

      “No, Doctor Farnsworth is the expert. You haven’t met her yet, have you? When she can keep her tongue from running, the woman knows more about how the Vulbathi work than anybody on Earth. But there’s a difference between knowing their biology and seeing them in action. You have more in-field experience with them than anyone else.”

      The ship began to rumble as the propulsion system went live, masking Connor’s audible swallow. His throat had never felt so dry. He thought about pulling the bottle of Valium from his pocket but stopped. “You think they’re up to something?”

      “Everybody always has an angle, human or alien.” Hoover spat the word, like he had something putrid on his tongue. “It’s our job to find out how dangerous that angle is before the president shakes any hands. So, take a nap once the gravity goes out and get yourself focused, or I’ll bring in someone with a little more gray in their hair. You’ll be sent into the field for good.”

      Connor considering showing the man his middle finger. Now he understood why his brother drank, working for a crab like Hoover. Instead, he offered a perfunctory, “Yes, sir,” and leaned his head back.

      While the ship continued to shake, the co-captain squeezed down the aisle and ensured that everyone’s oxygen mask was secure and their restraints fit snugly. He spent the most time on the president, smiling and nodding at some cheesy joke Kennedy told, then returned to the cockpit. Shortly after, the strong voice of Captain Armstrong came over the speakers again.

      “Launch prep completed. Transferring solar gains to engines. Prepare for takeoff in ten . . . nine . . .”

      With each successive number, the rocket’s shaking amplified. Connor’s heart thudded right along with it. He knew Kyle worked closely with the Toads, but an expert on their customs? Connor was on a first-grade level when it came to them. As Armstrong neared the end of the countdown, a part of him hoped the rocket would explode on the platform. Even the thought would be considered treason, given who was onboard, but it’d solve a hell of a lot of his own problems.

      “One,” Armstrong said. “Hold onto your stomachs.”

      If Connor could’ve, he would’ve. He’d never liked being confined to a city, let alone a chair—yet there he was, automatically leaning backward while the pressure built around his eyes. He wasn’t even sure if they were taking off yet. No amount of movie magic could’ve come close to the intensity he felt as the rocket roared.

      Bones chattering, he closed his eyes, feeling like they were ready to jettison out of his skull and roll across the cabin like marbles being flicked from a kid’s fingers. The mask forced oxygen down his throat, ensuring he didn’t pass out from the pressure, but it was barely enough to quench his need. He wasn’t afforded the opportunity to be terrified because even the simple act of forming a thought proved impossible.

      Then, after what felt like an eternity, it all ended abruptly.

      His head floated forward, out of his control, weightless. Forcing it to turn to the cockpit viewports, he saw something that only the tiniest number of human beings had seen before: space, spanning infinitely. The next frontier.

      Maybe I’ve made a terrible mistake, Connor thought.
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      Kyle sat at the kitchen table with a glass of whiskey as the sun started its morning climb. The product of his anger surrounded him—broken shards of glass and wood covered the linoleum flooring. Their holo-tube played in the background, Walter Cronkite discussing the upcoming world summit. Tracy worked hard to sweep, never saying a word. She wore that look like she understood what Kyle was going through but wished he would take a moment to center himself.

      Kyle had let his guard down and his brother had done it again. Hurricane Connor swept in, upturning anything and everything around him—wreaking havoc on a life that had just begun to settle down.

      This is it.

      The last time that screwup would ever step foot in Kyle’s home, no matter what Tracy said. No matter how many times she made excuses for him. How they’d both grown up in the same home, with the same parents, and turned out so differently, he’d never know.

      Kyle stood after what seemed like an eternity of ruminating.

      “We need new chairs,” he said, the first words he’d spoken in as long a period. “These things are hard and uncomfortable.” He stared at a fist-sized hole in the wall. Later, after he’d calmed down, he’d be grateful his hand had missed the wooden stud.

      “They’re fine, you’ve been sitting there nursing a drink for over an hour without moving.” Tracy’s voice was steady, and her eyes didn’t look up from sweeping.

      Kyle cupped his grandfather’s gold crucifix, pressing the cold metal against his lips, a gentle reminder that he’d been through worse. He’d been in the Dead Curtain, fought against the darkness inside and around him. He’d done that. He could handle this.

      But could he? Those things seemed like a lifetime ago. He was different then. He was a fatigues-wearing, bone-chewing Kyle, not this suit-and-tie, answer-to-a-man-who’d-been-eating-off-a-silver-spoon-since-he-was-a-baby Kyle.

      He swore under his breath, hoping it was quiet enough that Tracy wouldn’t hear. She didn’t like when he swore. Good Catholics didn’t swear.

      He stood and stormed toward the open bottle on the counter to refill. He was reaching out for it when he saw Tracy in the corner of his eye. She didn’t stop sweeping, but after being married to someone so long you could feel when they were disappointed. Good Catholics probably didn’t drink so much either.

      “You’ve had enough, Kyle,” she said. “It’s nine in the morning.”

      “I’m just so angry,” he said. He walked over to the table, picked up a small stack of hundreds. “Does he think some money and a note would somehow fix everything? What is this supposed to be, Tracy?”

      But he knew. It was payment. Connor always thought he could buy his way out of trouble when he couldn’t sweet talk. He’d been suspended—almost expelled—in grade school for bribing the principal to not call their parents after pulling a childish prank in the cafeteria that everyone else found hilarious as usual. Somehow, he’d managed to replace the Thursday chili with cans of dog food. It was easy enough for Miss Kempler to figure out who’d done it. He reeked like Alpo.

      “I could kill him!” Kyle shouted.

      “And he’d probably deserve it, but he’s still your brother,” Tracy said, finally stopping her work and leaning on the broomstick. She had always been the voice of reason inside his cloudy mind.

      Not this time.

      “Are you joking? He’s the same jerk he’s always been. It’s about time he got what he’s deserved all these years. I’m doing it.” He tossed the money down and took two long strides toward the phone mounted on the kitchen wall.

      “Doing what?” Tracy asked him, picking the money up from the floor. “Kyle, hang up the phone and think.” When he didn’t listen, she stomped over and placed her finger on the latch, hanging it up herself.

      Kyle gently slapped her hand away and began dialing again. Tracy didn’t back down. He eyed her for a moment, anger dissipating slightly as he looked into her eyes. He dropped the receiver and let it dangle by the spiral cord.

      “What do you expect me to do?” he said.

      “Nothing yet,” she replied, stern.

      “Nothing?” Kyle asked, more than a tinge of cynicism in his voice. “My brother—my twin brother—is on his way to Luna to meet with two, no, three of the most important people in the solar system.”

      Tracy paused for a beat. Her expression twisted with concern, fear. She held her belly as if keeping their child from falling. “Luna?” she said softly.

      “Yes, Luna. With the godda—with the president of the United States. To deal specifically with Shimmer.”

      Again, she paused. Then she drew a deep, steadying breath.

      “He could ruin everything!” Kyle shouted after waiting too long for a response.

      “Yeah, and if you tell them that your brother—your twin brother—got you blitzed, stole your identity, tricked your driver, and is heading for the moon, you could certainly kiss your career goodbye. This house. Our child’s future.”

      “It’s not just about me, Tracy. You think we can trust Connor in a room with those people? He destroys everything he touches. This is about national security.”

      “You’ve told me yourself. They’re only inviting you as a glorified figurehead.”

      “Thanks, Tracy . . .”

      “You know what I mean. Let’s just think this through, okay? Sit down and talk.”

      “How long must I suffer that selfish bastard?” Kyle grunted and threw himself down onto the kitchen chair again.

      He knew she was right. This wasn’t the Dead Curtain, where he could rush to save someone without thinking. This was politics.

      A bark echoed from upstairs. Just the sound of Connor’s dog had Kyle’s hands balling into fists, but Tracy’s touched stayed him.

      “I’m going to let Haya out of the room,” she said. “This isn’t her fault. When I get down, we’ll figure this out, Kyle. Together.”

      She kissed the top of his head, then climbed the stairs. Kyle slumped back into the chair, took a sip of the melted ice in the bottom of his whiskey glass. His father had taught him early on that the best way to fix a hangover was with another drink. After the things he saw in the Fallout Conflict, he put that knowledge into practice plenty.

      He glanced at the phone, fighting an internal battle. Either way, life as he knew it was likely to end. He wanted Connor to pay. For too long he had brought ruin upon a McCoy name he didn’t even want.

      Connor McCartney. Yeah, that stage name booked him plenty of roles.

      Technically, he was a minute older than Kyle, but Kyle had always felt like the big brother. Always cleaning up Connor’s messes. He wasn’t going to do it this time. Enough was enough. He was going to report the situation to the DAR and whatever happened, happened.

      He stood again and strode toward the telephone.

      “Kyle!” Tracy shouted from upstairs.

      How did she know?

      “Kyle, come quick!”

      Kyle responded immediately to the distressed call of his pregnant wife. He took the stairs two at a time and ran down the hallway, calling her name. He came to a stop when he saw her standing near the window with a finger against her lip in a “shushing” gesture.

      Haya stood with her chin on the windowsill, growling a deep, angry growl and baring her fangs. He’d never heard a sound like that come out of her. Tracy knelt and petted her softly to try to calm her.

      “What’s wrong?” Kyle asked.

      Tracy looked up at him, again with the finger over her lips, more emphatically this time. Then she waved him over but motioned for him to stay low.

      Kyle was getting concerned now but listened to his wife. He squatted, realizing someone was outside that Tracy didn’t want to be seen by. Was Connor back? Was it the DAR come to take him away for being so careless with such a sensitive mission?

      When he arrived at the side of the window next to Tracy, he discovered it was none of those.

      Several men in dark suits and fedoras climbed out of a black Jaguar Mark VIII. They looked like mobsters. The Mafia mostly kept out of the alien counterfeit and weapons trade to keep the targets off their backs, but Kyle had seen enough of them. One towered over them in a white collared shirt, the top of it stained pink. Half his block-like face was marred by fresh cuts and bruises.

      Is this the bad person Connor was talking about?

      “Do you know them?” Tracy asked.

      Kyle ignored the question and sprang into action. He dragged his wife by the hand. Haya followed in tow. They took the staircase nearest the back of the house and he led her into the basement that doubled as a bomb shelter.

      He punched in a six-digit code, then turned the wheel to open the heavy door. He flipped the light switch and the room was washed in soft orange. Inside, they were surrounded by solid metal except for a seam in the wall farthest from them.

      After what happened in the Dead Curtain, Kyle became fixated on buying the best shelter he could afford. Tracy had fought it; the cost was so high. When Kyle was promoted to senior DAR agent, however, they insisted he got one. Director Hoover himself signed the paperwork with Sangro Shelters, Inc.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      “Where are you going?” she asked in a panic.

      “Just stay here.” He turned to leave, stopped, then pulled her in. They kissed deeply, like they had when they’d first met. Then he dropped to his knee and kissed her pregnant belly. “You’ll be fine.”

      Kyle closed the hatch and ran back upstairs into his study. He could see shadows moving through one of the front windows. He spun the dial on his gun safe and pulled out his standard-issue DAR M1911A1 pistol. He checked to make sure it was loaded, then grabbed extra ammunition.

      Someone pounded on the front door.

      “Connor McCartney!” a man shouted, his Brooklyn accent strong. “We know you’re there. Please don’t make this more difficult than it needs be.”

      What the hell did you get me into this time, Connor?

      Kyle snatched his car keys from the foyer as quickly as he could before rushing back down the stairs. A window shattered upstairs. He reached the bottom and began to enter the code for the bomb shelter door—their anniversary.

      “McCartneyyy!” the man repeated. “Come out, come out wherever you are.”

      Kyle hit a wrong button and had to start the sequence over again. He glanced up behind him and saw a shadow gathering near the stairs. The damn buttons beeped so loudly when he pressed them that he was sure the thug was going to hear.

      Footsteps echoed down the stairs, and Kyle heard a click. The door opened just as one of the mobsters reached the stairs. “Boss, he’s here. Downstairs!”

      “I want him alive!”

      Kyle slammed the door shut behind him. The lock shifted.

      “Kyle!” Tracy yelled.

      The mobsters beat on the metal door. Haya stood on the other side of it, barking and growling. Kyle knew there was no way they were getting through, but that wasn’t good enough. He had to get out and get Tracy to safety.

      “Kyle, who are they?” she said, voice shaking.

      “Just stay with me,” he said. “And hold the dog.”

      “Kyle . . .”

      “You’ll be fine.”

      He took her hand and led her to the back exit. The seam slid open to reveal a short staircase. It had been his brother’s idea to use the original exterior entrance to the basement as a secondary bomb shelter entrance—in case emergency struck while Haya was outside.

      At least Connor was good for an escape from the hell he created.

      Kyle and Tracy climbed the stairs, and he stopped at the hatch. Tracy had Haya by the collar and kept her beside them. Kyle took a moment to breathe. His mind steadied. He inhaled deeply. One . . . two . . . three . . . four. Then exhaled. One . . . two . . . three . . . four.

      He pushed aside the rush of adrenaline and listened carefully. Hearing nothing coming from outside, he turned to Tracy, released her hand, and held his finger to his lips.

      She nodded nervously.

      At his touch, the hatch opened slowly, and Kyle had his gun ready, checking his corners. He was pushing it further open when a massive arm smashed his hand from behind. Somehow, after all his caution, whoever it was had snuck up on him. The gun flew from his hand. Haya barked like crazy. A second arm seized his throat and heaved him outside.

      “Kyle!” Tracy squealed.

      Haya tore free and bounded forward, barking and snapping. But whoever seized Kyle swung him to impede her. The man was strong as a gorilla. Kyle felt his windpipe collapsing, his vision closing in. Then Tracy emerged from the stairs holding his pistol, leveled. Her hands quivered.

      In that moment, Kyle felt his attacker’s grip loosen enough for him to crane his neck forward and swing back, bashing the man in the face with the crown of his head. He saw stars, but his attacker took the brunt of it, releasing Kyle.

      Kyle whipped around to take in the towering hunk of muscle. He had a Slavic look to him, and the wounds covering half his face were burn marks. One of eyes was closed and he seemingly couldn’t open it. Kyle expected the man to shout for his buddies, but he said nothing.

      Instead, he drew a Bowie knife, twirled it in his hand, and sneered. He took an off-balance, lumbering swing at Kyle’s chest. Kyle hopped back, the blade just grazing his shirt, then kicked the giant in the shin. The man didn’t go down, but the blow to the head clearly had him out of sorts. He slashed again. Kyle dodged right, and then delivered an open palm to the man’s nose.

      The man dropped with a loud thud, but a lucky swipe as he went down swept Kyle off his feet and cut his leg. Kyle had no idea how anyone could still be conscious after a hit like that. From his peripherals, Kyle saw a mass of fur as Haya lunged and bit the man’s arm before he could stab Kyle again. Still, the man remained completely silent even as his knife clattered to the ground. Kyle leaned back and cracked the man across the jaw with his heel. Then again. That finally knocked him out.

      “Let’s go!” he ordered Tracy, for a moment forgetting she wasn’t one of his old squad mates.

      She didn’t move. He approached her from the side, brushed the gun’s aim aside, then took it from her.

      “You’re fine,” he said, rubbing her shoulder. “You’re fine. Get Haya and stay behind me. We need to get to the car.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “Tracy, I need you to nod that you understand me.” She did. “Good. Remember, behind me.”

      He sidled up to the corner of the house and peeked into the front yard. He saw one man in their way, armed with a tommy gun and marveling through the living room window like he thought the holographic reporter on their new TV was real.

      Somehow, he hadn’t heard the backyard commotion. Kyle snuck up behind him. He made it within breathing distance when Haya barked. Tracy hushed her and only made things worse.

      Kyle swore.

      The thug turned around. The first syllable of his holler for the others escaped his mouth before Kyle smashed the butt of his pistol into his man’s jaw with a sickening crunch. The thug released a long wail and doubled over. Kyle brought up a sharp knee, catching the mobster in the temple, then hit him again with the pistol across the nape of his neck. The man crumpled to the entry walkway.

      “Let’s go!” Kyle shouted to Tracy.

      He fumbled around in his pocket for his keys. They jingled as he shoved them into the keyhole of his Lincoln Continental.

      “Are you okay?” Kyle asked as they loaded in.

      “I’m fine,” she said as she got Haya situated in the back seat.

      The car started with a roar—no solar enhanced engine on this old thing to cover their exit. Kyle threw it into reverse. The front door to their house swung open, and one of the mobsters stood in the entry, fedora cocked, brow creased with anger. Whoever he was, judging by his expensive pinstripe suit and wingtips, he was clearly in charge. And he looked like a ravenous vulture ready to strike.

      “Shaved your head,” he called out. “I like it.”

      Kyle was terrified that he would open fire in the middle of the neighborhood and stray bullets might kill someone, but he held back and waved his men along instead as Kyle and Tracy peeled away down Old Farm Road.

      “What’s happening, Kyle?” Tracy asked, panicked.

      “Connor happened.” He checked the rearview and saw the mobsters pile into their car to give chase. The Slavic one Kyle had wrestled with threw one of them aside to get in the driver’s seat. Kyle hit the gas and turned hard, throwing his arm over Tracy.

      “Slow down, Kyle!”

      “I have to lose them first.”

      He whipped around another turn and saw that the mobsters were on their tail. Luckily, men like them were used to the concrete jungle, numbered streets and tall buildings. Everything in the suburbs probably looked the same to them. Quaint, white homes, roofs glowing a soft purple from the same Vulbathi-inspired solar panels rigged all over the city.

      He raced down a cul-de-sac and turned at the loop.

      “It’s a dead end, Kyle,” Tracy said.

      He didn’t answer, just waited until the mobsters followed him, then hit the gas and bashed through the front of their car, sending them rolling onto someone’s lawn. A bullet clanged off the side of his car on the way by, and he got a clear view of the Slav’s scarred face, glowering at him from behind the steering wheel.

      “Catch him or I’ll ship you home myself!” his boss’s scream echoed.

      Tracy gasped for air as if she’d been drowning. Haya paced the back seat, her hair raised.

      “Just breathe, sweetheart,” Kyle said, driving with one hand and rubbing her arm with the other. He imagined it was the first time she’d ever heard gunshots outside a range. He heard them every time he closed his eyes.

      Heading north toward the highway, he checked the rearview for what must have been the hundredth time. Whoever the Slav was, he was a hell of a driver. And their car was faster than his. They were gaining, quick. He turned left down another street, then crisscrossed his way around the neighborhood, hoping to lose them.

      When he turned back onto another main road, he thought he’d shaken them until he saw them speeding around the corner of a parallel street.

      “Damn!”

      Kyle slammed on the gas as hard as he could. Gardiners Avenue was up ahead. He hated to think it, but he might be able to lose them there in the traffic. He whipped around the corner, ran a red light. The mobsters followed.

      Then a police siren wailed.

      Kyle smashed his horn, urging a pedestrian to get out of the way. His tires screeched. Tracy’s nails dug into his forearm.

      “Be careful, Kyle!”

      “Pull over, right now!” The black and white drew up behind the mobsters, who wasted no time firing away and slowing them down. Kyle drifted around the next turn but hit it too hard and slammed into a parked car. Tracy’s side scraped and sparked. It only slowed them down a bit, but that was all the mobsters needed to close the distance.

      One shot plunked against the car’s body. A second tore apart one of the wheels. The car lurched as the rubber shredded. Tracy screamed. The car swerved, and it took all of Kyle’s strength to keep it straight, toward some undeveloped forest outside of town.

      Kyle drove as far as he could while the mobsters tried to fishtail his back bumper. He turned at the last second, ramming over a curb. The rear end swung around and bounced off a tree trunk. The tires spun in mud.

      “Get out!” he told Tracy. When she hesitated, he reached over her and opened her door. “Tracy. Get out!” This time she listened. Kyle ejected his magazine, checking it out of reflex, then slammed it back in and crawled over the seats to follow Haya out Tracy’s still-open door.

      Tracy ducked beside the car, clutching Haya tightly. She wasn’t crying but seemed to be in a state of shock. Kyle stayed low and checked the mirrors. The mobsters parked on the other side of his car and exited their black Mark VIII casually, as if they hadn’t just turned Levittown into a shooting gallery.

      Four of them.

      “Stay low and take Haya into the forest,” Kyle whispered to Tracy.

      “I . . . I’m not leaving you.”

      “I’ll be right behind you. Now go.” He gave her a light push to get her moving, and she ran with Haya in tow. Kyle was amazed at how well-trained Connor’s dog was considering how untrained he was.

      “Whoever you are, you have the wrong guy!” Kyle shouted.

      “Nah, I don’t think so,” the leader replied. “I told you our Russian friend here could track anyone.”

      Kyle peered over the hood and saw the man he now knew was Russian preparing to sneak around behind him. He stood and fired off rounds to send him back into cover.

      “You’re attacking an agent of the DAR, not Connor!” Kyle said. “I’m his bro—”

      Automatic fire peppered the other side of his car before he could finish. Kyle covered his head to guard himself from shattering glass. His eyes met Tracy’s where she watched through tears from behind a rock.

      One . . . Two . . . Three . . . Four . . . He let himself focus on her. It kept him grounded. Kept him from hearing the horrors of the Fallout Conflict again. Feeling the ash on his tongue like he was right back out there.

      He waited until the mobsters stopped, then leaned out to fire again, this time low and near the front bumper.

      A beat later, wheels screeched and the forest near Tracy’s hiding spot lit up in blue and red. Those police officers had arrived, and Kyle couldn’t do anything about it. The mobsters blazed into them with tommy guns. Holes appeared all over the front ends of the police cars, and the officers hid behind open doors, returning fire.

      “Oh God, no—no!” Kyle stood and unloaded his magazine. One round hit the Russian in the thigh, another in the shoulder, then Kyle’s gun clicked. He did the only thing he could: He bolted to the forest. The injuries would slow them down, but if he weren’t so rusty he’d have put them all down in short order.

      Tracy couldn’t even talk when he reached her. She was petrified. He grabbed her hand, feeling it tremble, unsure if his was too. “We’ll lose them in the forest,” he panted. Then he tugged her along and they sprinted into the thick growth.

      Kyle’s department would have to wait to hear about Connor. He had to keep Tracy safe from whatever mess his brother had gotten them all into. The worst one yet.
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      Using Vulbathi advanced solar-ion propulsion rockets, the average flight to Luna took eight hours. That was only a little longer than it took to hop a commercial jet from New York to LA—and somehow it was less enjoyable. Eating? Not even a bag of peanuts. Instead, Captain Armstrong handed out some grainy, NASA-labeled ration bars. Smoking? Not onboard. President Kennedy himself was asked to put out one of his hand-rolled Petit Upmann cigars. Connor hadn’t even had the chance to test out zero G or flip around like he was a trapeze artist at the local circus.

      Maybe somewhere there were spaceships built for comfort, but not the one currently hurtling toward Luna with him aboard. Sure, unlike the older models, it could fit more than three or four astronauts, but it was built for speed, speed, and more speed. The first Apollo that successfully launched after the Vulbathi arrived took three days, Earth to Luna, every second of its journey broadcast on the radio and TV. To the world, it seemed well worth the time and trouble spent appeasing aliens to receive advancements in technology that catapulted not just space travel but the automobile, entertainment, medical, and lighting industries, to name a few.

      Tell that to the corpses of the Dead Curtain.

      The President, along with his guards and sycophants, carried on at the other end of the rocket. Connor could have sworn he was watching a comedy show the way everyone laughed at his every word. All Connor could think of was President Kennedy’s pained voice on the radio when the nukes went up: “It is with deep regret I bring you this news . . .” Now the superpowers were too concerned with learning alien secrets and keeping up appearances to worry about how best to destroy one another. Everything brushed aside as an accident, a learning experience.

      Everything is different after the doomsday clock goes off.

      Connor eyed Director Hoover, snoring as if space travel were dull. He was jealous. He was exhausted but still couldn’t sleep a wink. The pounding headache from the drugs leaving his system certainly didn’t help. Instead, he stared through one of the tiny portholes at Earth. All the trouble he got into down there, yet the blue-green ball grew smaller and smaller against the endless sea of black. 

      All the fighting—endless wars—over that? A swirl of blue, green, and white . . . and of course, a glaring patch of lifeless brown between Russia and Western Europe. A constant reminder of how close the planet had come to being blown to space dust, thanks to fear and hatred.

      “This is your captain. We are now entering Luna orbit,” Armstrong announced, voice still smooth as velvet, even after hours at the controls. The man really seemed to live for space flight. “It’s coming up on midnight Eastern time, which means we’ll be arriving at Luna International shortly. There’s a bad storm on the surface, so we’ll have to circle around up here for a bit until it passes.”

      “A storm on the moon?” JFK whispered to his chief of staff, brow furrowed. 

      “Juuust kidding, folks. Some space humor for you.”

      Everybody is a comedian on this thing. Wasn’t anybody as nervous as Connor? His blue jumpsuit stuck to his sweat-soaked body, but for everyone else, this was another day at the office. Then again, not everyone is pretending to be someone they’re not.

      “I’ll ask that everybody strap in,” Captain Armstrong said. “Thrusters will begin the rotation and deceleration process in a few minutes. You may feel a knot in your stomach.”

      Connor watched as everyone, except Hoover—who had never unstrapped to begin with—took their sweet time following the orders. Connor was weightless, but there was a sudden and forceful tug on his side. Earth vanished from view through the porthole, replaced by a field of stars. 

      When the shuttle’s rotation concluded, his arms and legs were yanked against his straps. It wasn’t the same level of pressure exerted on his body at takeoff. That had been far worse. At least this is bearable, he thought.

      And that was the exact moment when Connor vomited for the second time in less than twenty-four hours. Like a child with the flu. He had never been so thankful for physics. He watched as the entire ration bar NASA handed out drifted slowly toward the back wall, away from him, and, more important, away from the president and the US Cabinet.

      Hoover snorted himself awake and rolled his eyes upon noticing the contents of Connor’s stomach floating down the tube. Everyone else struggled not to stare at the poor soul who didn’t have his space legs yet. At least if Connor was sick, he would have another excuse for acting out of character.

      A plain of craterous gray terrain unfolded beyond the porthole. It looked like someone had taken an ice cream scoop to the top of a gallon of vanilla—or a god-sized Frankie Soriano had unloaded his tommy gun into the surface. As they descended, sterling metal crossbeams and struts structuring a glassy dome came into focus.

      The rocket lurched to one side. Thruster exhaust dissipated into the blackness outside.

      “Sorry about that,” Captain Armstrong announced. “Just correcting course a bit.” One last jump, and Connor saw the maws of a great hatch closing around them. After a few more seconds, the floor pushed up gently on the soles of his boots, and the sensation of gravity, weaker than he was accustomed to, washed over him.

      With that, a chunk of Connor’s puke hit the floor with a splattering sound.

      “Welcome to the Luna International Spaceport,” announced Captain Armstrong.

      That was it?

      Some idiot in JFK’s entourage clapped like those awful people on flights do after a successful landing while the gentle rocket’s engines whined and cooled.

      The rocket had catapulted off Earth aiming for a tiny hole on the moon’s surface—yet Captain Armstrong made the landing seem simple compared to a typical flight on Delta Air Lines.

      It’s nothing like the movies, Connor thought. Hollywood always tried to add a sense of danger to everything, but the rumors were true. With the new advances, spaceflight was safer than walking down a protest-filled street in New York City.

      The restraints loosened, allowing Connor to breathe.

      “Thank you all for flying with NASA,” Captain Armstrong said, poking his head around into the cabin. “Not that you really had a choice.”

      “One day, Captain,” Kennedy laughed. “There will be flights all over the solar system.”

      “Well, Mister President, I can assure you they won’t be as smooth if I’m not flying.”

      “They keep telling me you’re the best.”

      “Now you know.”

      Director Hoover sat up, his foot slamming into Connor’s shin. Connor wasn’t sure if it was intentional.

      “Mister President,” Hoover said. “We really should be moving. Premier Khrushchev and the Soviet Presidium are already scheduled to have arrived.”

      “Let’s not keep them waiting, then,” JFK agreed. His plastic smile faded, then he stood, and the rest of the passengers followed. Hoover made sure that Connor was the last one on the exit ladder. Armstrong sat with his feet dangling from the hatch into the cockpit above. He must have noticed that Connor’s cheeks were green, because he wore a consoling expression and patted Connor’s shoulder when he reached the exit landing.

      “It happens to the best of us,” Armstrong said. “Watch yourself on the way out. There’s one small step.”

      Of course, Connor didn’t listen. He nearly tripped down the mobile stairs that had been rolled up to the rocket’s high entry. He caught himself just before hitting Hoover’s back and let out a sigh.

      Then he stopped and took it all in. The sight of the inside of an actual spaceport was too overwhelming. For the first time since he wound up in that shipping container with Frankie Soriano, he felt like he could be himself—the nerdy kid who hid in his basement, reading sci-fi mags while his brother was out making all-state. In Hollywood, he’d helped build sets with all the bells and whistles to simulate something out of the future, dreamed of landing a role as a planet-hopping outlaw. But those sets had been no bigger than his bedroom—it was all about angles.

      Luna International was something else entirely. It was like he’d entered the home in Forbidden Planet but at a more massive scale. All that was missing was Robby the Robot. The rocket had landed in a shaft. An air-light above glowed red, signifying the tight seal. The cylindrical shaft’s walls were raised, allowing the passengers to exit into the greater portion of the hangar. The ceiling was a dome—a wide web of glass and metal, exposing the glint of countless stars. Directly above him was home . . . Earth. It was still so massive, he felt he could reach out and grab it.

      “Let’s go, McCoy,” Hoover rumbled. “Sightseeing can wait. Doctor Farnsworth is eager to meet you. God knows why.”

      Connor was jarred back to reality. The rigid face of “his” boss hovered in front of him, waiting impatiently. At the bottom of the stairs, John F. Kennedy convened with a large group. Most of their uniforms he didn’t recognize, but Connor spotted a couple of NASA insignias, and even a pair of obviously-Soviet officers. Connor looked upon each of them like a time bomb. Any individual present might know his brother and recognize any irregularity or mannerism his brother had that Connor never noticed. As he reluctantly descended the stairs, every step came with a bounce and hover. He tried to make sense of it by imagining each tread as a miniature trampoline. His brain was going to take a bit to reprogram after thirty years of instinctive walking on Earth.

      He pushed off the second-to-last step too hard and missed the landing. A pale, undernourished woman in a white lab coat was there to catch him. Wide-rimmed glasses sat crooked on her sharp nose. Her hair was a mess of gray strands, sticking out every which way like seeding dandelions on an overgrown field. Black bags hugged her sunken eyes.

      “It takes some getting used to—walking up here,” she said with an accent that could have been British or possibly like she was from some privileged American home. It reminded Connor of everyone in that stuffy golf club in the Hamptons he’d been dragged to once when he and Kyle were kids. Each word was spoken succinctly, with intent. “You must be Agent McCoy. It’s a pleasure to meet you in person after all this time over the radio.”

      “To meet me?” Connor replied as he caught his balance. He glanced at her name tag. Thank God for name tags. “Oh, Doctor Farnsworth! It’s good to, uh, finally meet you too.”

      “You’re different from what I’d pictured.”

      “In a good way, I hope?”

      Her cheeks flushed a hot shade of pink. Connor always was good with mothers, and Dr. Farnsworth was more than old enough to be his. In fact, of all the people he’d met so far on this journey, she looked the most like what he’d imagined someone secluded on the moon studying aliens would look like. The West’s leading expert on Vulbathi—Rod Serling couldn’t have cast her any better.

      “A different way,” she corrected.

      Connor smirked and took a step toward Hoover and the collection of VIPs. The director held out an arm. “Essential personnel only, for now. Save your performance for the aliens.”

      Connor wasn’t sure if it was intended to be an insult, but that was how it sounded.

      Doctor Farnsworth took his arm and led him aside. “Director Hoover intimated that I should take care of you while you’re here. Is there anything you’d like to see before the formal summit begins? The Vulbathi keep most of their sector and ship strictly private, but there are public areas to view. Of course, I could acquire clearance to a mining facility. Then, there are the—”

      “Sleep,” Connor interrupted. She talked so fast his head felt like it could pop. “I could use some sleep.”

      She turned away to hide her obvious disappointment, then readjusted her glasses. “Of course. Rooms have been allotted for all of you. You will find them stocked with everything you might need. Right this way.”

      She guided Connor in the direction opposite Kennedy and his fawning public. Wherever they were going, Hoover was finally smiling. No invitation for Kyle, for which Connor felt relieved. He had enough of being around powerful people for one day.

      They entered a gracious passage encased in tinted glass. It sat on stilts, skirting the lip of a large crater. Several unattractive towers rose from the depths of the crater. Exhaust spewed from their tops before being squelched by the vacuum of space. At the far end, a rover tumbled out of a lift. It bounced along the lunar surface, hauling a ton of rock.

      Beyond it, construction equipment dotted the landscape near the foundation for another domed expansion of Luna International, as well as a tramline that would connect what already existed. Tall flag poles rose in intervals along the track, alternating the US and USSR flags with a third, purple one Connor wasn’t familiar with.

      “That’s one of three active mines being operated by NATO in order to provide the Vulbathi with the resources they need to repair their Mothership,” Farnsworth explained.

      “Yet only humans are coming out,” Connor said as a few men in full astronaut gear bobbed out of the lift.

      “With only three-hundred and thirty-eight Vulbathi present on Luna, they do not have the manpower—or alienpower—” she giggled, covering her mouth with a flat hand. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist. They don’t have the numbers to mine for raw materials as well as repair their vessel. This tribe was not their equivalent of engineers back on their world from what we understand, you see. They are not the burly, get-your-hands-dirty type. Our help will expedite the process by decades, even with the gap in understanding.”

      She paused and held her clipboard tight against her chest. “My whole life I’ve admired the moon, looking up at it from Earth, wondering what a wealth of rare elements existed below its crust. I’d never imagined any of this would happen in my lifetime.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty amazing,” Connor said, lost in the vision of it all.

      “Oh, listen to me,” she said with a sheepish grin. “I’m sorry, I’m explaining things you already know. I forget that you’re technically my superior.”

      “I don’t mind hearing a new perspective. First time here and all,” Connor said.

      “True. We don’t get many visitors from Earth who aren’t volunteers for the mines,” she said. “And they’d rather play space-ball or argue about things I don’t even understand than listen to me ramble on. If I’ve learned anything up here, it’s that men aren’t very different regardless of where they’re from.”

      “Space-ball? Now that’s something I haven’t heard of.”

      “You’ll see it if you stay up after working shifts. It’s just baseball, more or less, but out there”—she pointed through the glass to the expanse of gray and black beyond—“the field is exponentially larger. Home runs leave visible orbit. Two hundred feet between the bases.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “It starts that way. They usually split teams based on country. After a few innings, the US and Russians wind up in their own personal Fallout Conflicts.” She covered her mouth as soon as she mentioned the war, looking positively abashed. “Not that it’s anywhere near as bad.”

      “It’s fine, Doc. I’ve seen how rowdy games can get. Probably worse when they’re stuck up here.”

      “Yes . . . well, we at the DAR don’t have much time for leisure. I could spend years analyzing just a handful of the flora samples the Vulbathi arrived here with. In fact, if you want to see—”

      “How about tomorrow, after the summit?” He did want to see all the weird Luna and Vulbathi things no movie director had even imagined. However, getting to a place where he would be alone seemed like the smart move. This was all happening too fast, and he needed time to figure out his next step after such a curveball.

      “That works,” she said.

      “It’s a date.”

      She glanced down momentarily at the ring on Connor’s finger, then back up. “I’ll prepare an exhibition.”

      Scientists, aides, soldiers, and whoever else had received the honor of living on the moon passed by as they delved deeper into the facility, a variety of flags decorating their uniforms. Many were from America or Russia. They all wore the purple one as well. Connor assumed it must have been something created to represent the Vulbathi. Luna International was humanity’s grand gesture to show the Toads that even its most bitter rivals could play nice together. All an act.

      With every US soldier Connor passed, he instinctually clenched his jaw. Waiting to be arrested. By the time they reached a tall, domed atrium, a flourishing cherry tree in its center, Connor had sweat pouring from every part of him.

      “Gagarin Plaza,” Farnsworth said with no small amount of pride. “That’s the first tree planted on the moon. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      Connor had to admit, it was.

      Luna inhabitants strolled across high catwalks to adjoining rooms. The largest of them was sunken into the crust and glowed blue from artificial light sources. An intense heat emanated from it as they passed. Row after row of plants grew within. Connor figured it provided oxygen and fresh produce for the Luna International inhabitants.

      Farnsworth poked his arm to regain his attention and guided him to a staircase leading to the second floor. Rooms wrapped the edge on all sides. Despite the vastness of the moon, Luna’s residents lived like they were in an apartment complex—albeit one with a hell of a view.

      “I would absolutely love to hear about your experiences working side by side with a Vulbathi down there,” Doctor Farnsworth said, gesturing to the view of Earth.

      Now Earth is just a “down there?” Connor thought, but kept his mouth shut.

      “We deal with them here,” she said, “but it often feels more like a monologue than we would desire. We talk, they listen, and sometimes they request certain resources. They’re the most private guests I can ever remember having hosted.”

      Their first day here and we almost destroyed their Mothership and our own planet. Wouldn’t you be? Connor thought.

      As if on cue, shouting erupted. From another space branching off the atrium—a rec room of some sort, with a sleek chrome bar but no televisions or holo-tubes—a bearded man yelled in Russian as an American charged him from a table across the way, shouting all manner of obscenities. Drinks flew as they tumbled over a table. Soldiers from both sides of the world who had been standing guard hurried inside to break things up. Instead, they began arguing themselves.

      “I’d love to hear about your experiences living side by side with all these people up here,” Connor remarked.

      “It can be . . . difficult,” she admitted. “However, it is good practice for dealing with the Vulbathi. Active collaboration with other species, and even other tribes of their species, does not appear to be their strong suit, though your records intimate differently. Perhaps it is merely a language barrier. Or rather, a lack of spoken language on their part.”

      “Action is the universal language. We did what had to be done.” Connor could swear he’d heard his father say that before. He sounded confident, even though he had no idea what he was referring to. Records? The most he knew about his brother’s accomplishments was the Silver Star he earned in the Dead Curtain and the secret Vulbathi weapon Frankie was now toying with.

      “Yes . . . unfortunately. But at least you got to witness a Vulbathi riftwalk,” she said. “I would kill for a chance to see that—well, not kill, but you know. They don’t seem to do it unless there is an emergency.”

      Connor went to place a hand on her shoulder, then stopped midway. That wasn’t how a married man would act. “It’s a hell of a sight, Doc,” he lied.

      “If only I were there,” she said, sounding genuinely disappointed. “We’ve been wondering for years now how they managed to do what Einstein’s research says is impossible. If perhaps it is just a mental trick they play on the brain of the viewers.”

      “So they can read minds!” Connor exclaimed like he’d just won a round of bingo.

      She chuckled. “Paranoid? No, Mister McCoy, there’s not a shred of evidence supporting that level of psychic ability. However, by all descriptions, a riftwalk is like a shudder. Minor visual manipulation remains a theory.”

      “Well, trust me. You don’t want to be around when it happens.” He’d never heard anything about riftwalking on the news or in Kyle’s rambling stories, but it was easy enough to deduce that. The things that fascinated scientists were rarely benign.

      “Here’s your room.” She swiped an ID card over a console and the hydraulic door shot up into the lintel.

      “Cool,” Connor said without thinking.

      Construction began on Luna International only about a year after Contact Day, and it was already this advanced. Look what we can do when we aren’t focused on blowing each other up.

      Doctor Farnsworth gave him a once-over. “You really are not what I’d expected, Mister McCoy.” She placed the card in his hand. “This will grant you Level 4 clearance throughout the station. Go on in. You should clean up, maybe take a nap while your muscles adjust to the change in gravity. I’ll have the cafeteria prepare something for you to eat, and I’ll see you at the introduction ceremony in a few hours.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” he said. “Can I call you Doc?”

      “I don’t suppose I can stop you.”

      “I get that a—”

      “Kyle?” someone said excitedly from down the hall. “Kyle ‘Silver Star’ McCoy?”

      Crap. That was a more familiar greeting than the one the vice president had offered. A soldier wearing a US Army uniform rushed over. A few badges of valor bedecked his chest, but nothing overly impressive that Connor could recognize.

      “All right,” Connor said to Dr. Farnsworth, trying to speed things along before the soldier got too close. “I’m bushed. ‘Night, Doc.”

      “There is no night here, Mister McCoy. Sleep well.”

      They exchanged a smile, then Connor stepped inside the room that had been requisitioned for the real Kyle McCoy and searched for how to close the door. He found the small, square button too late. The soldier who’d recognized him reached the doorway, wearing an expression like he’d found a long-lost family member. He offered up a crisp salute. Connor started the motion, then decided it was better not to try and fake a salute. Any real soldier would know. Instead, he grimaced like his poor arms were too exhausted after the long flight up and the monumental shift in environment, then leaned on the door.

      “Don’t worry about it,” the soldier said. “Going soft in your new post, eh?”

      “The first time’s always the worst,” Connor replied.

      The soldier took a moment to size Connor up. “Sergeant McCoy. I can’t believe it’s you. DAR special agent now, right? It’s what you deserve after the Conflict.”

      Right . . . Sergeant. Remembering Kyle’s old rank would probably be a good start.

      “You don’t recognize me, sir?” the soldier asked, frowning.

      “I . . . I’m sorry. It was a long flight, I can hardly see straight.”

      “Private First Class Gonzalez, sir. Well, staff sergeant now.”

      “Staff Sergeant?” Connor said, genuinely confused.

      “I know, I know. It’s only been three years, but damn, Sarge, Berlin did wonders for all our careers.”

      “Oh, right!” Connor punched Gonzalez in the arm, hoping that was something soldiers would do. “Wow. I’m really out of it.”

      “It’s probably the ’stache.” Gonzalez stroked at the thin line of hair under his nose. “I couldn’t even grow one back then.”

      “That must be it. Wow. Yeah, I try not to think about those times.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Gonzalez agreed. “I’d be dead if it weren’t for you.”

      “Looks like you’ve done a fine job for yourself without me.”

      Gonzalez looked around. “Yeah, not bad. Guard duty on the moon. If only my seven-year-old-self could see me now.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s really an honor to see you again, Sarge. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Will do.” Connor went to turn away, but Gonzalez took a single step closer and clutched him by the forearm.

      “You give those Commies hell tomorrow like old times, eh?” he whispered, glancing over at a Soviet soldier marching down the hall. “Once the Toads live on Earth, they’ll see for sure who the good guys are.”

      Finally hearing someone refer to them as Toads brought the inkling of a smile to Connor’s lips. Faking the rest of his enthusiasm was easy. “It’ll be worse than the blitzkrieg. It’s great to see you. And, staff sergeant, shave that thing.”

      Gonzalez smirked. “Yes, sir. Goodnight, sir.” He saluted again, and this time Connor returned the gesture—though he waited until the soldier was half-turned away so any imperfections in his form wouldn’t be so obvious. It’d been a long time since his father made him practice.

      The door closed with a snap-hiss, and Connor released a mouthful of air. He didn’t waste time inspecting his space lodgings. His unnaturally light feet bounced across the floor toward a bed positioned beneath a triangular porthole. He plopped down—or rather descended slowly, despite his best efforts—and stared up at the stars.

      That was too close. If Gonzalez had been anyone more important, I’d be screwed.

      It was time for Connor to finally force himself to get some shuteye. He needed to be on his A game if he was going to be ready to encounter Kyle’s colleagues at the summit tomorrow. For the first time in a long time, Connor considered praying, but instead slid the bottle of Valium from his pocket, tossed one down the hatch, and fell asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      One of Kyle’s favorite sounds was the chirping of birds. He and Connor had grown up around woods just like these—tall trees, cold lakes, and abundant life. Now, the last call of the wild was coming with sunset and a crisp, cool, spring wind.

      By now, he was convinced they’d lost their attackers. He and Tracy had been trudging through the forest for miles. Once they got deep enough in, Kyle used the sun’s location to keep them on a parallel path with the road. Haya was calm, trotting a short way ahead of them but never getting too far.

      Kyle knew his brother had to be involved in some pretty shady stuff—as hard drugs usually indicated—but getting mixed up with the city’s most dangerous and influential crime families was next-level. Kyle couldn’t even imagine what his pea-brained brother must have done.

      Kyle swatted at his arm and crushed a mosquito. Nothing said the outdoors like bloodsuckers. He’d been thinking a lot lately about taking their future daughter camping. Just dad, baby, and the wild, since getting Tracy to go hiking was tougher than fighting a war.

      Something crunched, and the direness of their situation came surging forward. Kyle whipped around, ready to fight. A doe stared back at him from about a hundred feet behind them, frozen. Kyle’s heart bounced around against his rib cage. The brrrrr of gunfire rattled in the back of his mind, flashes of stumbling upon a Soviet squadron in the stifling dark.

      Then the deer pranced away.

      Kyle glanced right to check on Tracy. Her shoulders were slouched. Her jaw tight.

      “We’re fine, sweetheart. Just a deer,” he said, knowing how his reaction must have made her feel. He was supposed to be the trained, composed one.

      “I need . . . I can’t . . .” She stopped and leaned on a tree. Her other hand fell to her bulging stomach.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Can we rest?”

      “Of course.” Kyle whistled to Haya, whose head snapped to attention. Then he helped Tracy to the ground, clearing away a few sticks. She grimaced as she leaned back, then blew out slowly through her teeth.

      “Do you feel something?” He clutched her hand. “Tracy, tell me what you feel.”

      “It’s just my back.”

      Kyle sat beside her, cradled in a knot of roots. He rubbed her leg while she steadied her breathing and tried to work through the pain. No one in her condition should have been walking as far as they had, but there was no choice. He’d slowed the mobsters, but they were men willing to unload on cops. They wouldn’t give up.

      Haya trotted over and nuzzled her head under Tracy’s arm. Tracy stroked the back of the dog’s neck, then tears flowed freely down her cheeks. She shook with sobs.

      “We’ll figure this out, hon,” Kyle said. “We always do.”

      “I don’t know. It’s just . . . all of this. I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      Kyle didn’t either. He’d always heard that twins were supposed to be able to know what the other was thinking—like something left over from when they shared an egg in the womb—but where Connor was concerned, that egg might as well have been scrambled.

      “I don’t know, either,” Kyle said. “But we’re safe, for now.”

      “For how long, Kyle?” she asked, a tinge of anger in her voice. “We’re out in the middle of the woods. It’s almost dark. We have no food, no water, and killers are after us.”

      “I know, I know. One step at a time. We’ll rest here for a bit, then try to find a road and hail a car. We’ll go straight to the DAR and make Connor pay for this.” What Kyle had to tell them would be better in person than over the phone. And at least at the DAR they’d be safe from the Mafia, even if his own coworkers threw him in handcuffs.

      “What are you going to tell them?” Tracy asked, concern in her tone.

      “I’m not sure yet, but at least there, we’ll be safe. Those men might be watching any local police stations.”

      “Your stupid brother might be in real trouble.”

      “Of course he’s in real trouble—”

      “No,” she said, terse. “I mean real trouble. You are so used to him making silly little mistakes that you can fix or that he can run away from. But that was the Mob. I’m not stupid, I know how they’re dressed. Those men were out to kill you—Connor. What would have happened today if I hadn’t gone upstairs to let Haya out?”

      It was a fair question, and one Kyle hadn’t considered. He’d been raised to believe you thanked the good Lord for fortune and moved on, but that wasn’t going to satisfy his wife this time.

      “I don’t know what would have happened, but we don’t have to think about that because it didn’t.”

      “How am I ever supposed to live in a house that I know has been broken into by the Mafia? And if you lose your job. I . . . what are we going to do?”

      Kyle clutched her face and leaned in close. “We’ll be fine. This is Connor’s mess, and I’m used to fixing them. But this is the last one. The last time. I can forgive many things, but putting my family in danger . . . no. He’s getting locked up this time. I don’t care for how long.”

      She didn’t respond. Her lip trembled, and for the briefest second, Kyle expected her to defend Connor like she’d always done. Ever the soft spot for him; they’d all been so young when they’d first met. Those kinds of friends, they stick in your mind, leave an impression. Instead, she nodded slowly, then looked down somberly and rubbed her pregnant belly.

      “She’s going to be okay, sweetheart,” Kyle said.

      Tracy looked up at him with her big eyes—blue with flecks of gray, just one of the many reasons Kyle fell in love with her. He could swim in those eyes all day long and never come up for air.

      “How do you know that?” she asked.

      “Faith,” he said. “We have to have faith.”

      “We had faith during the first two pregnancies, too, and look what happened.”

      “What happened is we now have two little angels waiting for us in Heaven. We will be with them someday. But today, we have this little monster to look forward to. Even Connor can’t ruin that.” Kyle placed a hand on his wife’s bump, leaned over, and kissed her softly on the cheek. The saltiness of her tears met his lips, and he kissed her again. He hugged her and held her while she stroked Haya’s coat. They sat, quiet, until the dog started snoring.

      Full-on night was twenty minutes, maybe a half hour away—Kyle couldn’t be sure since Connor had presumably taken his watch too. Darkness crept across the forest; creatures of the night came out, insects buzzed. The moon appeared faintly in the dusky sky, barely visible through the thick canopy of pine trees. Kyle was supposed to be up there, being treated like a hero for what he’d done for the first time in too long. Being respected. He knew Connor’s rocket flight shouldn’t have arrived yet, but it would be close. Soon his worthless brother would be face-to-face with Shimmer. Right in a position to ruin everything while he playacted the fool.

      “So, let’s make a plan of action?” Tracy said after a short while, seeming calmer.

      “I already told you the plan,” he said, not meaning to sound as testy as he did. The sight of Luna made everything seem all the more real.

      “I mean about what you’re going to tell the DAR.”

      “The truth,” Kyle said. “Honesty is always the best policy.”

      “You plan to waltz into the Chrysler Building, and what—call the moon and tell Director Hoover that your brother got you drunk and that’s really him up there meeting the Vulbathi?”

      Kyle let his head hit the tree trunk. “If that’s what I need to do.”

      “We have a family to consider, Kyle. Maybe this time . . . just this time, you should bend the truth a bit. Not everyone will be as forgiving of your drinking as I am.”

      Kyle frowned. She never said much, but he knew she’d noticed. But sometimes work got too stressful or boring, or the memories of gunfire in the darkness of the Dead Curtain too overwhelming.

      “If I lie to them about this now, I’ll be lying to them about it forever. I can’t live with that. I can’t keep up the charade indefinitely. Hoover’s always on me like a hawk, doesn’t think I belong at my desk. Eventually, that little bent lie will break.”

      “I’m just saying, if Connor’s going to jail anyway, maybe we leave out the drinking. Say he drugged you, or, I mean, what if he really sent those mobsters after you.”

      “Tracy McCoy,” Kyle said, smirking. “What’s gotten into Miss ‘he’s-your-brother?’”

      “I’m just saying!” She lowered her voice and muttered, “I mean, he even stole your ring.”

      “I know, and trust me, I wouldn’t feel bad at all. But what happens if I lie and they find out? Heck, they might already know. Just because Connor can work in Hollywood doesn’t mean he can act. Can you imagine him meeting the—”

      Kyle’s eyes went wide.

      “What? What is it?” Tracy asked.

      “He’s meeting the president of the United States of America,” he said, breathless. “I’m going to be tried for treason. This is it, treason. I’m going to be guilty of treason against the United States.”

      “You didn’t do anything treasonous,” Tracy said.

      “Maybe not, but if I . . . if Connor does something stupid before we’re out of here . . . You know how he blames Kennedy for Julia’s death.”

      Tracy shook her head. “He doesn’t blame Kennedy, he blames the Russians. Kennedy was just the last voice he heard. That’s different.”

      “Yeah, and Khrushchev will be there too.” Kyle’s chin fell against his chest. “I’ll keep him off the electric chair for this, but that’s all I can promise.”

      This time, Tracy took Kyle’s hand. Her movement disturbed Haya, who shifted and snorted. “All right, then enough resting. Let’s go.” She panted from the exertion of standing. “What happened to him?”

      “He forgot to grow up,” Kyle said.

      Tracy agreed, then her stomach growled. Her stoic expression betrayed a wave of discomfort.

      “You need something to eat before we move again,” Kyle decided.

      “It’s fine, Kyle,” she groaned.

      “It’s not. You shouldn’t be walking like this, let alone on an empty stomach. We barely had breakfast.”

      “You said yourself what a risk it is with Connor around those people. The world needs you.”

      “You know you come before the world.”

      Tracy’s lip twisted. Her cheeks blushed. She looked like she did all those years ago when Kyle showed up at her parents’ house to pick her up for the prom. Late, because Connor lost the car keys.

      “What am I going to eat, pine needles?” she asked after they stared at each other for too long, like kids again.

      “You do remember I went through boot camp, right?” He chuckled. “I know how to survive in a forest.”

      “Oh right, you survived the Dead Curtain. Nothing compared to the big bad Long Island forest.”

      He knew she was teasing him. Positivity was good in situations like this.

      “Exactly,” he said. “Berries or something grosser. I’ll start looking before it’s too dark, then we’ll find a road.”

      She snatched his wrist with one hand, then Haya’s collar with the other. All the color drained from her face. “We’re coming with you.”

      “I’ll be faster alone. I won’t go far. You can stay here, and Haya will help keep lookout.”

      She shook her head quickly from side to side. Tears again welled in the corners of her eyes. Her terror broke Kyle’s heart.

      “Okay, okay, it’s fine,” he said, embracing her. “We’ll stick together.”

      She wiped her eyes, rumpled Haya’s fur, then took Kyle’s hand. He kissed it one more time, then they set off.

      So many times in boot camp, the things they did seemed ridiculous. What were the chances of him having to survive in a North American forest, foraging for food? His father always said it was about “life skills,” and now he understood.

      But things were so much simpler then. When he was young, idealistic. Now, as the darkness set, every snap of a twig, every slight noise brought flashes of the Dead Curtain. It haunted his every step, lingering no matter how hard he tried to shake it.

      And out here, there was no whiskey to help drive the demons away.
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      “Mister McCoy. Mister McCoy?”

      Connor sprung upright in a panic, breathing heavy, sweat pouring from his forehead. The sound of crumpling metal and Julia screaming filled his head. He searched from side to side until he noticed Dr. Farnsworth standing in his room’s open doorway.

      “Mister McCoy, Director Hoover wants to head over for introductions in fifteen minutes.”

      The way she regarded him made Connor feel sick. He knew what she thought, that he suffered from the same kind of nightmares that World War II vets brought back home with them—the kind that turned heroes into drunks. If Kyle suffered from nightmares, Connor had never seen it. He was the one left with them after that horrible day when the world changed, and he got the love of his life killed. He got to watch her die again almost every night.

      “You could knock next time,” Connor snapped, pulling up the covers.

      “I’ve been knocking for several minutes,” she said. “I heard sounds of struggle and decided to enter. I’m sorry for waking you.”

      “Sorry . . . bad dream. Dead Curtain,” he lied.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I should have been more considerate.”

      “It’s fine.” Connor rolled over and checked his watch—his brother’s watch. It was only 3 a.m. No decent time for a meeting or, rather, a legal one. But he supposed there was no such thing as daytime on Luna, or for the Toads.

      “Please try to be fast,” Farnsworth said. “I let you get some much-needed rest, but there isn’t much time, and we mustn’t make the Vulbathi wait. The water to your bathroom has been turned on, so you should be able to take a quick shower and clean up. You’ll find everything you need stocked in there.”

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s a high-pressure pump here in low G, but the water will cut off fast, so don’t push it. We have to conserve up here.”

      “Noted. I’ll see you out there.”

      “Mister McCoy.” She nodded.

      Fast was the biggest understatement of the year. The shower’s water stopped flowing after only a handful of pumps, leaving him to scrub his half-dry body with a wet washcloth.

      When he was done, he grabbed a tube of some sort of special, super-vitamin-laden toothpaste emblazoned with the NASA logo. He read the label as he brushed: “Enriched with Vitamin D. Keeping lunar inhabitants healthy since 1963.”

      Apparently, the station’s domes filtered the sunlight and leeched much-needed nutrients out before reaching the citizens of Luna—or at least that’s what the fine print said.

      Connor spit and rinsed with the trickle of water from the tap. Wincing, he peeled the bandage from his shoulder. The deep gash still stung, but he’d actually done a decent job closing it. And he’d learned enough from Julia to know it wasn’t infected. He poked it, noticed his hand trembling slightly. And even after showering, sweat dripped down his forehead. Just a bit of withdrawal from popping so many Valium so fast.

      He exhaled, then returned to the bedroom. Cover the colorful walls of the Abbey Hotel with aluminum and that’s basically all it was. Nothing large or fancy. The mattress was low to the floor, for what he assumed was some low-G reasoning. That explained why his back was killing him.

      The room service, however, was extraordinary. A pair of NASA-stamped jumpsuits were pressed and folded on the bed, along with his rucksack. A meal, which had arrived while he slept, sat on a small table by a radio receiver. No television service on the moon meant that the only source of daily entertainment came from that little brown box. He shuddered at the thought, hoping Hollywood hadn’t forgotten Luna. Maybe there was a theater somewhere in the complex with some old reels.

      The dinner or breakfast—he wasn’t sure what time of day it was anymore—was already cold. He stirred around a plateful of greens. There was a small slab of meat on the edge of the plate that had definitely been frozen too long. It tasted like a bad TV dinner, but he was starving, and he ate it up, then washed it down with glass of water and two more Valium.

      His stomach dropped. The bottle was empty. He hoped it was enough to keep him level until he found a way out of this.

      On his way out the door, he stopped at the hall mirror, adjusting his jumpsuit, and practiced looking eternally dour, like his brother. That was when he noticed his shiner. Nothing some more of Tracy’s stolen cover up couldn’t fix. He was glad he’d remembered to take it.

      “All right, Con . . . role of a lifetime. Let’s do this. You are Kyle McCoy. Mister Perfect. War hero and apparent expert on Toad field-ops.” Connor took a deep breath, then pushed the button. The door slid open to reveal Staff Sergeant Gonzalez waiting there for him.

      “Good to see you well-rested.”

      Connor hopped back, startled, then smoothed his collar. He’d hoped to have a few minutes alone now that he was rested, get the lay of the land, figure out some options—if sneaking off Luna was even possible, maybe smuggle himself aboard a departing ship—or if he’d have to play this role to its completion. The fact that he wasn’t detained yet meant Kyle had remained quiet through the night.

      “Thanks, I needed it,” he said to Gonzalez. “I can hardly sleep on planes, let alone rockets.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Gonzalez said. “C’mon, Director Hoover is waiting for you. This way.”

      The soldier led him to the atrium where Director Hoover was deep in conversation with Dr. Farnsworth and a few other people. His face was as hard and unwelcoming as it had been since the moment Connor met him. Apparently, no amount of sleep would make the man appear refreshed. A heavier contingent of international soldiers ensured that everyone in the rec room kept to themselves.

      “Why does it seem like I’m always waiting on you, McCoy?” Hoover said, raising one hand in front of him and cutting Farnsworth off mid-sentence.

      How would Kyle respond? Connor wondered. Screw it, he needs me. “As you said, sir. I work too hard. That’s the first real sleep I’ve gotten in a week.”

      Hoover bit his lip, then grumbled, “Great. We’re heading to the Mothership now. It’s just the meet and greet. No official negotiating yet.”

      “Got it.”

      “We’re to follow the president’s lead at all times. Address the group only if you’re specifically asked to or the Vulbathi North American ambassador communicates to you directly. Today is purely ceremonial—but you and I both know nothing is ever as simple as a handshake with the Vulbathi.”

      “The Vulbathi evolved underwater. Shaking hands was not practical, and is a foreign concept to them,” Farnsworth remarked. “From the data I’ve gathered, the currents on their home world are exceedingly strong, and the percentage of apex predators was exponential compared to Earth. It seems they have learned to cherish every moment.”

      “Good to know, Doctor.” Hoover dismissed her before she’d even finished her last word. “Let’s not keep the president waiting.”

      Doctor Farnsworth looked deflated. Connor leaned in and said, “I thought it was enlightening.”

      She smiled, and together they followed Hoover as he led them toward the docking station.

      “What kind of predators?” Connor asked as they walked. “Like sharks?”

      “We can only guess, as the Vulbathi aren’t keen on sharing too much information about their home world,” Farnsworth said. “We don’t even know what to call it, let alone what star it’s around. Considering their advanced level of technology, however, we’d have to presume their oceanic world is inhabited by predators on par with our own prehistoric megalodon for them to remain so dangerous.”

      “Okay, so . . . giant sharks.”

      “Or worse.”

      Connor’s inner geek came crawling to the surface despite himself. How many opportunities would he get to learn classified information about the Toads from someone who knew everything possible? He swore silently. Kyle was probably supposed to know more about their background, but he couldn’t help himself.

      “It’s amazing that even living up here with you, they won’t spill much,” he said.

      “Is it any different when a Vulbathi is sent down to oversee an investigation?” she asked.

      Connor tried to think of words his brother had used; he was in too deep now to feign ignorance. “Not really. They’re singular. Disciplined.”

      “Exactly. They share only what they need to about themselves or about their technology, when they need to. Their lack of spoken language caused their culture to evolve what seem to us to be very peculiar, standoffish behavioral patterns. They do not waste thoughts. Everything is straightforward. The way we converse and spin elaborate stories must seem extravagant to them.”

      “But they can communicate,” Connor said.

      “And we can swim, just not the way they do.”

      “They don’t share because they fear us,” Hoover offered. He glanced back and gave a look that said it all. “Give us everything they know all at once, and you know what we’d do with it? We’d blow the whole damn planet apart. We’ve been doing it for centuries. They’ve already seen what we’re capable of. Now, would you chatty Cathys speed up?”

      They passed through the hangar bay. Connor studied every crate, every corner. Eventually, they walked through a set of doors, and Connor realized too late they were on a tram car. The doors shut behind him, and he was stuck with Hoover and all the rest.

      The line ran out through an airlock and across the moon’s surface. Connor took a seat between the doctor and the director. Staff Sergeant Gonzalez, along with a few other soldiers and US dignitaries, accompanied them. A handful of Soviets sat opposite them in the car, eyeing them thoughtfully as they muttered in Russian.

      The metal tube zipped along over craters and bluffs. Connor found it strange. On the rocket, he never once found himself afraid of the vacuum of space—exploding, sure, but not suffocating. Now that he was without a space suit, crammed into a sleek car with glass on either side, it was all he could think about.

      Luna was not home. His mother had always said, “Home is where your heart is.” His dad would always pipe in, “It’s where you hang your hat.” Connor couldn’t imagine either of those things being true about this place, or why anyone would ever wear a hat on the moon.

      Luna International receded into the distance. The purplish glow emanating from the solar panels that adorned its massive domes, as well as a few mining facilities that speckled the surface, were the only signs of life. Everything else, including the rail car, was silent. Barren fields of gray, so empty that even meteors seemed to have grown tired of slamming into the pockmarked surface, spread out in all directions, undisturbed like overnight snow.

      No wonder the Vulbathi want to live somewhere else, Connor thought. Three years up here and I’d take a walk outside just to feel something, even if it was my head exploding from the pressure.

      Connor turned around to get a look through the other side of the car, and what he saw froze him solid. “Hot damn,” he said so loud that everyone nearby looked over. There were no other words for it. For years, a small piece of him couldn’t help but wonder if the conspiracy theorists were onto something—that the Vulbathi were some elaborate excuse to keep the US and the Soviets from annihilating each other after what happened to Eastern Europe.

      But no humans could have built what he saw.

      Looming on the star-spattered horizon was what could only be the Vulbathi Mothership. It lay half buried in blanched dirt like a great metal crag breaking the surface. The shape was similar to a blue whale—inspired, no doubt, by a creature from their oceanic home. Its shell was clad in a material similar to what encased the NASA-Grumman rocket—shiny and black like obsidian, with a purplish hue when it caught the sun’s glare.

      Vast swaths remained in disrepair, far more than what could’ve been caused by the Vostok’s impact or even crash-landing on the moon. It looked as if it had endured a war. Kyle always said the Vulbathi had fled one when they’d jumped to Earth’s orbit. The worst damage was by the stern, where the sleek form merged into a series of tremendous mechanical-looking apparatuses surrounded by scaffolding. Small, floating vehicles with spindly arms hanging from their bottoms swarmed around. They looked like flying jellyfish. Whoever or whatever was piloting them seemed to be able to manipulate the arms for repairs. On the ground level, storage silos poked through the surface, a human-made rover parked at one of them.

      The only piece on the entire Mothership that appeared undamaged was a transparent sphere filled with water, bowing out along the top, shadowy figures darting around inside like bullets.

      “The pictures don’t do it justice,” Farnsworth said.

      Connor didn’t realize he was supposed to have seen something as classified as photos of the Toad Mothership up close, so all he did was nod. The most ever shown on the news was a black speck on the surface of the moon—any clearer imagery was kept off the air. Now Connor knew why.

      This would scare the hell out of everyone.

      “They don’t,” Hoover said. “And here we are, helping them fix the damn thing with no clue what it’s capable of. The last time that ship fired its weapons, it detonated an arsenal of Soviet nukes in a split second.”

      “Maybe they’re on our side,” Gonzalez said, offering Connor a subtle nudge like he was supposed to know something.

      “We’d better damn hope so. Because the first one that pisses them off is going to see exactly what it can do.” Hoover blew out a breath. “But the president wants to play Let’s Make a Deal. So, let’s.”

      “Ever since that awful accident, they’ve shown no indication of being hostile, sir,” Dr. Farnsworth said through gritted teeth.

      “Maybe. But we’ve got to be ready for anything. You two can try your best to understand them, but I’m always going to put humanity first.”

      “‘Relations’ is in our title, sir,” Connor chimed in. Deep down, Connor agreed with the director, but that wasn’t any fun, and he doubted his brother would have either.

      “You served, McCoy. The public hears only what it needs to in order to make themselves feel comfortable. I don’t know how Kennedy expects us to share Earth with them when we can’t even share it with each other.”

      “Sir, with all due respect, President Kennedy”—Farnsworth emphasized the title, daring to correct the director—“thinks the Vulbathi deserve our support. Why are we involved in these negotiations if you’re so staunchly against them?”

      “Chain of command, Doctor.”

      “All they want is a new, safe home.”

      “I’m more concerned with figuring out exactly why they were kicked out of theirs than letting them waltz around on ours.”

      Connor wanted to throw his arms around the grizzled director. Someone was finally making some sense. From the moment the Toads had arrived, all they’d brought with them was trouble. And not just for Connor and the woman he’d lost. It brought a new focus for the Cold War and a grander prize. Things had been “peaceful” since the Fallout Conflict, but when it all came to a head—and he knew it would—Connor couldn’t even imagine the repercussions. The key to interstellar travel was a prize worth killing for, maybe even a prize worth destroying a planet for.

      Connor couldn’t say any of that out loud, of course. He knew how his brother felt about the Toads. So, he stayed quiet for once in his life. And so did Farnsworth, despite looking like a kickball in gym class. So much time trapped up on Luna and it was like she had grown more affection for the Toads than her own species.

      The doors of a human-made hangar constructed along the flank of the Mothership folded open as their tram car approached. Director Hoover made sure he was the first to step out after they stopped.

      “I have no idea how such a bigot was put in charge,” Farnsworth whispered to Connor.

      “He’s just being careful,” Connor said. “Someone has to be.”

      “Putting distance between our peoples will only make things worse.”

      “One step at a time, Doc.”

      They followed Hoover into a hangar filled to the brim with important people. Everyone pretended that seeing each other was as thrilling as winning the lottery. Exuberant hugs, salutes, forced grins. Connor wasn’t sure where to start.

      “Do you know who that is?” Farnsworth marveled, barely able to contain her excitement. Right in the entry, a crowd had formed around a middle-aged woman. She was as ordinary-looking as anyone Connor had ever seen, in plain clothes and with an unmissable mole on her cheek.

      Connor shook his head.

      “That’s Valentina Gagarin.”

      “Ohh, right,” Connor said, pretending he’d only had a momentary lapse. “Like the plaza.” He actually did recognize the name—any human born on Earth before 1960 would—but he didn’t recognize her face. She was the wife of Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space, and the man who died when his ship collided with the Toad Mothership Connor was about to enter. Whether intentional or not, Yuri had started everything.

      Apparently, his wife had become some sort of Soviet emissary because of it. Naturally, the Soviets dressed her like any old housewife. Everyone over there was equal after all, except all those who weren’t.

      Connor left Farnsworth to fawn over meeting someone directly connected to the Toad first contact. He turned, spotted President Kennedy, General Max Taylor, and some others who spoke English, then realized whose hand the president was busy shaking—Premier Khrushchev, leader of the Soviet Union and one of those Soviets who wasn’t truly equal.

      Connor’s fists tightened into balls. Like JFK, the premier was surrounded by a host of ministers and generals bedecked in red and gray. Two officials from their allies, the People’s Republic of China, kept silent nearby. What could only be KGB agents watched from behind them all, hands hovering over the grips of their holstered Makarovs. Connor recognized the guns from reproductions he’d worked with on countless films—Hollywood loved villainizing the Soviets, and Connor loved Hollywood for doing it.

      He wasn’t at all surprised to see the Soviet leader among the crowd. Kennedy’s counterpart obviously had to be at any major summit between the East and West. What he didn’t expect was how the sight made his blood boil. Khrushchev had ordered the firing of the nukes that effaced Eastern Europe. If he hadn’t, the shock of Kennedy’s announcement would never have caused Connor to lose focus. That man would never have crashed into him, and Julia would still be alive.

      Three years he’d spent hurting. No way to get revenge or justice for her death. He’d met plenty of wanton murderers through his counterfeiting crew and never understood the appeal until that moment. Unfathomable rage bubbled to the surface, and he veered toward the premier. The bastard smiled and shook hands as if he didn’t feel an ounce of regret over what he’d done when he should have been booted out of office and electrified.

      “The chamber is drained,” a bellowing, guttural voice said suddenly. “Enter.”

      The words rattled around in Connor’s skull like he was stuck in an echo chamber. He might have even described it as slightly painful, and he instinctively reached up and clutched his head with both hands. He whipped around to search for the source of the voice. A few others appeared just as surprised. The rest wrapped up their conversations and headed for a door on the opposite end of the hangar.

      Connor knew the Toads spoke telepathically, but Kyle always said it was with emotions and feelings, not clear words. When he turned around, Premier Khrushchev was lost among his entourage.

      “This way, Mister McCoy,” Farnsworth said as she caught up with him. “It still stings for you?”

      “Still?” Connor swore inwardly. Of course, Kyle would be used to hearing the Toads speak this way. “No, not at all. I woke up with a headache and it hasn’t quite subsided.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” she responded. “We have some Tylenol back at Luna International.”

      He was going to have to be much more careful from here on out.

      “They have to drain the water from a portion of their ship to accommodate us.”

      “Right,” Connor replied. “Of course.”

      Two lines formed at the entry to the Toad Mothership. US and NATO officials on one side were being patted down by the KGB agents. Soviets and their allies on the other were being handled by members of the Secret Service. Only the world powers’ elite guards got to keep their weapons.

      Kennedy and Khrushchev, side by side, sauntered into the Mothership—a delightful show of unity. Like peacocks flashing their vibrant feathers for potential mates, humanity had to present themselves to the Vulbathi, had to pretend that deep down they didn’t want to tear each other apart. Generals from either side followed after them.

      “Can you believe they’re in the same room?” Connor whispered to Farnsworth.

      “Honestly, I can’t believe they even convinced the president to travel up here again,” she said. “Don’t let the smiles fool you. Last time he was here, he complained about the conditions endlessly.”

      “I never let smiles fool me, Doc.”

      “Spread your arms and legs,” ordered a woman with a harsh Slavic accent.

      Connor glanced up. A sarcastic response made its way to the tip of his tongue but went no further when he saw who the voice belonged to. All the members of the Secret Service were towering, hard men who looked like they could crack his head like a walnut.

      Not this KGB agent.

      Straight auburn hair fell cropped at her slender shoulders. Her face was simultaneously gorgeous and intimidating, with pronounced Slavic features and gray eyes. Even her crisp, brown Soviet uniform couldn’t hide her figure, and that was probably exactly why the KGB brought her in. She could walk into any room and have the men salivating while she put a bullet in each of their skulls. A true femme fatale from the movies.

      Maybe the Soviet Union isn’t so bad.

      “Spread your arms and legs,” she repeated. “Now.”

      Connor heard this time and obeyed. How could he resist? It was the first time in his entire life he didn’t mind being patted down. Before every meeting with men like Frankie Soriano, some fat goombah would feel him up. This was preferable.

      “Watch it, Red,” he said as her strong hands squeezed his upper thighs. He felt like his jumpsuit had shrunk five sizes. “We haven’t even been on our first date yet.”

      She stood tall and shook her head. “Americans,” she grumbled, then shoved Connor along. He stared back as the low gravity caused him to float for a few long strides. He’d never seen anyone like her. Every motion she made was as rife with discipline as it was with grace, like he’d somehow wound up at a Russian ballet without realizing.

      “Aren’t you married, Mister McCoy?” Dr. Farnsworth asked as she passed through the checkpoint. She eyed Kyle’s wedding band and suppressed a smirk.

      “Just trying to . . . get her to smile,” he replied.

      “You are a very peculiar man. Besides, Russians don’t smile.”

      “Doctor Farnsworth!” Connor whispered loudly. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

      She chuckled meekly and adjusted her glasses. And it was in their reflection that Connor realized what they’d stepped into. Luna International was brilliant, but it was all undeniably human. The sharp corners, squared openings, symmetry. The Toad Mothership wasn’t, not at all.

      Connor turned to find a shimmering, malleable wall in front of him, like water stretched out thin as paper. The technology must have been similar to the Vulbathi’s hyper-condensed water shields. A way to keep things out or in. Of course, when Rajeev and his crew forged their first shield, it was nothing like this.

      He glanced at Farnsworth and said, “I thought you said water had to be conserved.” He poked the supple surface. It dimpled but didn’t break. Farnsworth shook her head, amused, before she herself stepped through the veil.

      “Move it, McCoy,” Director Hoover barked as he walked by.

      Come too far to turn back now.

      Connor filled his lungs, then followed them through. It felt as if he were momentarily dipped into a pool as the liquid wall folded around him. After about a foot, it peeled away from his body and he was blasted by an oppressive wave of heat and humidity like he’d stepped into a rainforest, minus the forest.

      A cavernous chamber lay within. Massive, sweeping pillars supported a ceiling hundreds of feet above them. Every surface—floor, ceiling, and walls—was covered in bizarre consoles and mechanisms, as if there were no up or down.

      A sort of makeshift walkway had been laid down, on which puddles of water pooled, left over from the room being drained. Now Connor understood what the Toad speaking in his mind had meant. He knew they lived in water, but it never really struck him what that entailed. The Vulbathi had traveled across space in their own contained, aquatic environment.

      As Connor was able to temper his astonishment and focus on this new world, he realized that the massive supports weren’t only that. Rifts and portals were cut into them, revealing hallways and other smaller chambers that remained filled with water and stringy plant life. There were enough spaces to fit thousands—maybe tens of thousands. Yet there were no lifts or stairs to get anywhere. This was no Mothership like in the movies. It was intended to be an underwater city.

      The damage throughout was extensive. In either direction, portions of the hull were blown open. The only reason the cruel void of space was kept at bay was because they were temporarily patched by more hyper-condensed water shields—like transparent Band-Aids. One of the inhabitable columns was snapped in two. He could see through the bridging the two pieces where more squid-like ships darted around outside, performing repairs that, even after three years, seemed just to have begun.

      Despite the enormity of the ship, life was scarce. Shadows flitted down the watery corridors here and there, disappearing into fields of flora. Not enough to fill a city, though. Since the Toads refused to have humans help with the actual ship repairs and only gather resources, who knew how long it was going to take to get them the hell off the moon.

      Connor marveled, if he were trapped in a nearly destroyed skyscraper with a few hundred humans, how many would have the knowledge to mend it? What if they were all completely uneducated? All of that led Connor to wonder. What if humans were so focused on gaining knowledge from these beings who crossed the galaxy that they ignored a crucial question: do these Vulbathi know anything about the ship they inhabited? The average man couldn’t fix a car engine on a whim.

      “Kyle McCoy of Earth.” Another strange, basso voice spoke directly into Connor’s head and made him feel like he’d been hit with a hammer. “My pleasure is deep to commune with you again.”

      This time he was certain he’d heard real words in his brain. He’d been so distracted by the enormity of the Toad Mothership that he’d failed to see the Vulbathi standing right in front of him.

      Connor McCoy, Hollywood failure and part-time connoisseur of forged Vulbathi technology, was about to meet an English-speaking, telepathic alien for the very first time. All while pretending to be someone he wasn’t.
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      Connor’s first thought, other than how royally screwed he was, was that “Toad” was an apt description. It had a wide, wrinkled face. Somber eyes, yellow as a summer sun, were buried deep in its sockets, spread as far as possible from the two slatted holes that functioned as nostrils while still being on the front of its head. The eyes had two layers of lids covering them. The semi-translucent inner lids closed horizontally like theater curtains.

      Its head, which was nearly the size of a tire, seem to force the creature to lean forward, like it was struggling to keep upright. Connor figured it might be. If they were used to living in water, standing on Luna, to them, must have felt even worse than to Connor. At least he was just adjusting to zero G and not a whole new way of mobility. Hunched over like Quasimodo, its long, wiry arms nearly scraped the floor as it stepped.

      Its lipless mouth was a flat line stretching all the way across its face, drooping ever-so-slightly at the edges in a permanent scowl. Its scaled skin continually shimmered and shifted coloring slightly—mostly green but silver on the cheeks—and a clump of thick tentacle-like tendrils growing out of its head had a bluish hue. The tendrils curled around in the top of a tight-fitting suit, like soft serve ice cream in a bowl.

      Connor recognized it immediately as one of the Vulbathi water shields, only this wasn’t merely a shield. The suit covered the alien’s torso and was mostly concealed by the gangly, fraying rags that draped over its shoulders. The suit itself was nothing to write home about besides a few dimly glowing strips on the seams, but it projected a film of water that flowed over every inch of the Toad’s body.

      It was evident that it needed water to survive. Its baggy neck inflated slightly with every breath—or drink, as it were—which it drew through a series of gills on the flanks.

      They were intelligent, Connor couldn’t deny that. The suits were a brilliant way of allowing them to evolve beyond their natural restrictions through technology—not unlike space suits or scuba gear. While they looked closer to amphibians, these toads were fish.

      “Are my words not correct?” Again, the creature’s voice vibrated through Connor’s brain.

      The feeling was intense. Connor fought back nausea. He could vaguely remember Kyle describing the sensation to Tracy one night, but he hadn’t been paying attention. He was grateful, however, because he knew Kyle had experienced it before. Connor made a conscious effort to remain calm and power through. He’d already accidentally let Dr. Farnsworth see his reaction to the inner voice; he couldn’t reveal to this alien how uncomfortable the communication made him feel.

      The words weren’t exactly a voice. Instead, they painted a picture, or feeling, or emotion within Connor’s brain. He couldn’t explain it if given a century, but the images were so vivid that even the simplest of words were easily understood. So while Kyle hadn’t told the whole truth about the extent of the Vulbathi’s telepathic communications, he didn’t exactly lie.

      The Toad’s mouth didn’t move at all, but its tendrils wiggled, and their color slowly shifted from blue to a ruddy brown. It raised its hands, palms and webbed fingers spread wide, and held them up in front of Connor.

      Connor was at a loss. He glanced nervously from side to side, then noticed that another alien was greeting Farnsworth in the same manner. The good doctor to the rescue again. Connor swallowed hard, then lifted his suddenly heavy hands—the gesturing appearing to be the equivalent of shaking hands—and pressed them flat against the alien’s. Connor’s whole hand, fingertips to heel, fit within the palm of the giant fish-toad. He hoped to whatever god was up there he’d done the gesture correctly.

      “They are. I’m sorry, friend,” Connor said. “I’m not feeling right after travel.” It was strange conversing with something whose reply was not verbal, so he closed his eyes and pretended he was talking to Haya. He’d always liked to imagine how his girl might answer him.

      The Toad reeled its hands back and straightened its spine, causing it to tower over Connor. If the beast was intimidating before, it was now the stuff of terror-filled nightmares. Its tendrils shifted back to a cool blue. “Many cycles have passed since our last commune, but you do not seem like yourself.” The words, like strokes from a master’s brush, ebbed and flowed, and a deep rolling thunder drove through Connor’s mind. “Travel through the eternal void can be trying for newly-raised sentients.”

      Connor bit off the beginning of several syllables.

      A day ago, meeting the president of the United States was the craziest thing he could remember doing in his immeasurably crazy life, and now that seemed commonplace. The alien in front of him believed it knew him, and Connor had no idea what its name was, if it went by a name, or how to figure it out. All he knew was that if it could read minds, it should’ve known Connor was an imposter, and it didn’t seem to. Kyle was finally right about something.

      “The Riftmother is honored to invite you into our present home,” the alien told him. “As are the other firstborn. She does not forget what you did for us in the city you call Berlin.”

      Was Riftmother its name? Connor thought. Do they refer to themselves in the third person? He decided it was best not to take any chances. The thing seemed content with being referred to as “friend.”

      “Just doing my job,” he said.

      “I will never comprehend the human obsession with jobs.”

      “Neither will I,” Connor chuckled.

      The Vulbathi turned and led Connor toward the gathering. At the base of one of the ship’s inhabitable pillars, someone had arrayed folding chairs facing a pocket of water. Folding chairs? Connor had never seen anything appear so out of place, and he’d worked in Hollywood. He thought about what it must have looked like to stack several dozen folding chairs into a spaceship and watch as they were blasted to the moon. What an age to live in.

      The chairs were fanned out without an aisle to separate the two nations, but humankind wasn’t ready for that level of intermingling yet. The powers of the East and West still separated themselves, sitting to the far right and left, respectively, leaving a cluster of empty chairs and deadly agents between them.

      “Do not hesitate to speak your mind, Kyle McCoy,” the alien told Connor. “Your support may lead us to fresh water.”

      Connor coughed. What the hell had Kyle really done for these creatures to earn such respect? He glanced up at the Toad’s giant, impassive face. His mouth opened to respond, but only air came out. Instead, he nodded modestly and headed for an empty chair.

      Director Hoover’s glare picked a seat for him, directly beside him. He didn’t even have Farnsworth nearby to take the edge off. It showed the arrogance of the leaders. The brilliant doctor, expert in the field of alien life and resident of Luna City, was in the back row while these blowhards who barely knew how to tie their own shoes sat up front.

      To make things worse, Kennedy sat directly in front of Connor, wearing so much cologne Connor wished he could return to the wet, musky stench of the drained Mothership. His one comfort was the fact that it was so hot and humid nobody would find it out of the ordinary that sweat poured down his forehead. Panic hit him, as he realized that with all this sweat, Tracy’s makeup was sure to run off and expose his black eye. The thought did nothing but make him sweat more.

      JFK stood, thankfully drawing Connor’s focus. There were no cameras around, no reason to perform, but that didn’t stop the man. Connor hadn’t seen an actor in Hollywood who could display such remarkable sangfroid. A line of nine Toads faced the humans. They were down on one knee, Kyle’s friend the closest to the US side.

      “Welcome, children of Earth.”

      The words shook inside Connor’s mind, this “voice” even more resounding. Every word seemed to trail off and circle his brain a few times. A few people in the crowd looked pained, confused.

      Connor saw movement in the water-filled orb at the center of the tower. A Vulbathi appeared through a mess of floating flora, blurred by the film of liquid. The rags draped across its shoulders fluttered in the current like a Halloween ghost. While it looked like the others, there was something . . . different. It didn’t wear a suit, and its hips were much wider. A dazzling, neon-blue necklace encapsulated its neck and narrow shoulders. The band was thick and pulsated with energy—tiny lightning strikes under water that didn’t conduct.

      “It is our great pleasure to commune with you, new friends and old.” As it spoke, half the crowd winced from the effect. The submerged Toad lifted its hands and pressed them flat against the inner surface of the water wall.

      “Thank you for having us, Madame Riftmother,” Kennedy said as he ceremoniously raised his hands. JFK took a step toward her, but a Toad a foot taller than all the others rose to block him. The president’s plastic smile cracked a smidgen as he backed away.

      “We want to present this gift to your people,” Kennedy continued. “We couldn’t be more thrilled to initiate these discussions. Just because we come from worlds apart does not mean we cannot coexist.”

      He gestured back to his chief of staff, who stood and removed a cloth from a painting—a portrait of one of the Vulbathi, expressed in bold colors.

      “This was painted by Andy Warhol, one of the United States’ premier artists,” JFK said. “We hope you will learn to appreciate our art while living on Earth.”

      The chief of staff, obviously terrified, had to be prodded by Director Hoover to get up. He strode cautiously toward the Toads and placed it down hastily. They didn’t seem impressed, but Connor wasn’t sure they could properly display such an emotion. A quick glance around their vast, unadorned Mothership city would indicate the aliens hadn’t much interest in the arts. Connor had to admit, it would be awful hard to paint under an ocean.

      “Under the ever-present gaze of the Rift, we accept your favor, from my firstborns to my last brood.” The Riftmother’s tendrils wriggled, shifting hues, as her words broadcast.

      Premier Khrushchev muttered something in Russian and drew Connor’s attention, and his pulse quickened. Khrushchev stood, and he too approached the Riftmother, raised his hands, then snapped to one of his aides, a skinny man wearing thick-rimmed glasses and hair stiff as a board. The beautiful KGB agent from the entry barked at the man in Russian, presumably to “move his ass.” Everything sounded angry in their language.

      The aide stood and escorted Valentina Gagarin to the premier. In her arms, Valentina cradled a crummy military radio. Despite best efforts, everyone appeared horrified. At least the Soviets and Americans could agree upon one thing: meeting towering aliens with the technology capable of reducing one to goo was not an ordinary affair.

      Khrushchev said something else in Russian, then turned to JFK and the Toads. “May I present Valentina Gagarin,” he said in what barely passed for English. His accent was like a slap across the face. “Wife of the late Yuri Gagarin, the man who discovered Vulbathi.”

      “Ran into, more like,” Connor muttered. He thought it was under his breath, but the vast space echoed and earned him a hard elbow from Director Hoover. He was lucky the Soviets didn’t appear to take notice, but Kyle’s alien friend did. Its pinprick eyes fixated on him, eyelids blinking side-to-side like windshield wipers.

      Would you keep your mouth shut already? Connor yelled inwardly, hoping he was still correct and the Toad couldn’t hear his thoughts.

      Valentina spoke in Russian, and her escort translated for her. “This is an antique radio used in World War II. We have come a long way since the death of my husband. Miscommunication led to great tragedy, but I hope we can continue learning many things from each other.”

      Antique was a generous term. By Connor’s estimates, the radio was from the ’20s at the latest and had enough dents and scratches for a lifetime.

      Valentina herself stepped forward. She placed the radio at the foot of the Riftmother’s pool. Unlike the rest of the humans present, she didn’t seem nervous at all. Her hands were steady as a master surgeon’s.

      “Now, we communicate,” she said in soft English, no translator needed, as she released the device. She then returned to her seat.

      Connor assumed she meant “communicate” symbolically, because nobody was going to be able to have a clear conversation through that thing. He didn’t think any gift could be worse than an Andy Warhol painting. The aliens, however, were fascinated by the radio.

      The painting could’ve probably fetched millions on the open market—not that Connor was involved in the black market art trade, though he knew people—and the Toads left it lying on the ground, gathering instead around the worthless radio. One lifted it and poked the speaker. It was obvious some telepathic conversation was occurring between them. Tendrils fidgeted, each shimmering an inviting sky blue.

      “We accept this favor as well,” the Riftmother said. Connor wasn’t sure how he could tell it was her speaking, but, somehow, he knew. It felt . . . different from the other alien. “Although we are unable to speak through your sound-wave machines, it has been a great pleasure listening and learning about your many cultures,” she went on.

      “We hope to learn more about yours as well, Riftmother,” Kennedy interceded, shifting the spotlight back to himself. “The words spoken by Mrs. Gagarin ring true in my heart. It is our hope that by the end of these negotiations we can share a small slice of our lush world with you.”

      He strode over to Khrushchev, causing every member of the KGB to show a nervous twitch. Laying his hand upon the shoulder of his greatest rival, he grinned ear to ear. “Change is the law of life,” he said. “And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future.”

      “Of course,” Khrushchev said. “Let us leave the past in the past. How you say . . . history is written.”

      In blood, Connor thought to himself, wisely controlling his tendency to blurt comments out loud this time.

      “We long for open water,” the Riftmother said. “There are many wounds to heal amongst those present today. Let this be the first step. We too wish to present humanity with a gift. To finally gaze upon the Chosen rescued from the nightmare of your Dead Curtain, a being one with the Rift, is a sacred charge.”

      The water in the orb rippled as the Riftmother paddled forward through a curtain of weeds. The surface broke around her scaly body. Some of the water merged with the hyper-condensed water shield given off by her suit, the rest dripped from the long, torn rags she wore. If she was a female, then every other alien Connor had seen must have been a male. She was larger and plumper. Her scales were rough instead of shimmering, and her body was a murky shade of brown except for the tips of her excessively long, blue tendrils.

      She reached up to grasp one end of her glowing blue necklace.

      “The Chosen!” Dr. Farnsworth gasped. Many others joined her.

      All this for a necklace?

      Connor quickly realized how wrong he was. What the Riftmother removed from her body was not a necklace, but an octopus, hanging onto her back like a monkey. An alien octopus, sure, but there was no better way to describe it. Beady eyes, bulbous head, and a slop of writhing tentacles that swirled around the Riftmother’s arms. The thing’s skin was translucent, and cobalt streaks of energy ran up and down every squirmy limb.

      The Toads all dropped from their positions on one knee to prostration before the creature. JFK and Khrushchev exchanged a baffled look, then decided to show respect. Probably the first genuine expression they’d ever shared. Together, they dropped to one knee, only willing to go so far.

      Connor’s jaw dropped. Of all the aliens who could have arrived at Earth uninvited, these worshipped a freaking octopus.

      “Kyle McCoy,” the Riftmother said into Connor’s head. His heart leaped into his throat. “The Chosen survives because of you. Come. May you now be the first human to commune with its power.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Hoover muttered, apparently as shocked by what was happening as Connor.

      Connor swallowed the lump forming in his throat. “Me?”

      “Go on, you dolt,” Hoover said. “Apparently, this is why they wanted you here, War Hero.”

      “Do not be afraid, Kyle McCoy.” Kyle’s friend spoke in pictures. “We do not forget what was done, even if your people do.”

      Fifty prodding faces—presidents, leaders, and emissaries—drew Connor from his chair. JFK and Khrushchev shifted their gazes toward him. Connor’s legs felt like Frankie had him in cement shoes, they were so heavy. When he finally took a step, they wobbled beneath him, which he didn’t even realize was possible under such low gravity. The line of Toads didn’t look up as he attempted to approach, but he could sense that they were fully aware of every move he made. The Riftmother cradled the blue octopus like a lapdog, her eyes boring deeply into Connor’s, seeming to penetrate his very soul.

      Somehow, he managed to take a step and then another. He glanced back. Doctor Farnsworth glared at him, one part jealousy, two parts admiration. All Connor could think about was that she deserved to meet this supposedly holy creature, as asinine as the whole thing was. The Toads were her life.

      Then the thought hit him like a ton of bricks . . .

      Kyle . . .

      Connor had been playing the role for long enough now that he’d almost forgotten that he was stealing his brother’s once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be the first person to interact with this . . . stupid creature.

      “Wait—” Kyle’s alien friend said. “Something is abnormal.” Connor knew the message wasn’t only in his mind. It was somehow louder and more distant at the same time. The other Toads lifted their heads from the floor. Kyle’s friend stood and leaped toward Connor, causing Connor’s legs to do more than wobble. He wasn’t even sure he still had them.

      The Vulbathi’s tendrils flurried, their color shifting between shades of orange and red but always shimmering. The Riftmother’s also moved, signaling their private conversation. When that concluded, Kyle’s friend’s gills and nostril slits sealed temporarily, and his throat inflated. He hit a switch on his suit and the sheen of water surrounding his body dissipated as he leaned toward Connor.

      “Riftmother, is something wrong?” Kennedy asked.

      This is it, Connor thought. I’m found out.

      Kyle’s friend was now so close Connor could feel the cold emanating from his suit. A distinct smell wafted through Connor’s nostrils, though it wasn’t foul. It reminded him of seaweed beginning to gather along the beaches of Long Island on an early summer day—before the season carried on and the stench became overbearing.

      Suddenly, the antique Russian radio crackled, and, through it, the shrill screams of countless terrified human cries overlapped each other, filling the halls of the Vulbathi Mothership. The Vulbathi reacted like they were allergic. Their mouths finally opened to release earsplitting screeches. They may have looked like toads, but they sounded like something completely otherworldly. Clutching the holes on the side of his head, Kyle’s friend collapsed, writhing on the cold metal floor.

      “What the hell is going on?” Director Hoover grunted.

      “Get to the president!” General Taylor shouted, spurring the Secret Service into action.

      Everyone was too busy looking down at the languishing aliens to notice what was happening above. Everyone except Connor, who had been staring at the ceiling to avoid eye contact with Kyle’s friend.

      One of the jellyfish-like repair vessels lost control and crashed through the ship’s hull. It pierced the stretching water shield, which somehow snapped back to maintain integrity and keep the vacuum of space from sucking them all out. It helped with little else.

      Connor dove right before the ship slammed into the base of the tower where they were all gathered. Flames and shrapnel shot out in every direction. The Secret Service jumped toward JFK, but they were too late. A fragment of sharp, jagged metal sliced his handsome head clean off his shoulders.

      Before anyone could react, the tower split open and all the water inside came gushing out, sweeping everyone, living or dead, away in its current. Connor was caught in it too, tumbling across the floor of the Mothership. He saw red as his wounded shoulder slammed against a console. At the same time, unbridled gunfire was unleashed upon the crowd from above. People in black space suits broke through the water shield on small parachutes likely meant to counteract low G, firing at anything that moved. Large chunks of the Mothership rained down with the bullets.

      Connor slid to a halt and tried to gather his bearings. The radio still played the screaming, somehow leaving the Toads dazed and unable to launch a counterattack. Their shields, however, kept them safe from fire. The bullets slowed to a crawl when they hit them, like shooting into the deep end of a pool, and by the time they were through, they were rendered harmless.

      “Turn that thing off!” shouted Premier Khrushchev. He used English because the radio had wound up in the hands of Sergeant Gonzalez, who’d somehow escaped the rush of water and held it high to keep it from breaking. “Turn it off!”

      The tide had carried Khrushchev directly beside Connor. Inches from the man who had kickstarted so much trauma in his life by launching the nukes. Bullets flying all around, debris and chaos filling the air, Connor could have revenge and not a soul would know the difference. He’d known enough murderers, and a lot of them were dumber than a pile of rubble. It couldn’t be that difficult.

      If Connor was at all serious, he missed his chance anyway. A bullet hit the premier in the temple, splattering blood and brain matter all over Connor. His body crumpled. Connor wiped his eyes and saw Gonzalez standing above a dead KGB agent, holding the Russian’s pistol. He moved toward the Riftmother. She lay on her back, clutching the blue octopus tightly against her chest.

      One of the Toads crawled toward them, gripping his head with one hand.

      “I won’t hide this time!” Gonzalez said as he stowed his pistol and went to grab the Chosen.

      Director Hoover ripped a gun out of the hands of a Secret Service agent and got a shot off that destroyed the radio just as Gonzalez seized the creature. The staff sergeant stumbled back and lost grip of the Chosen, which spun into the air, limbs outstretched like helicopter blades. In that moment, one of the mysterious paratroopers dove, soaring through the low gravity, and snatched it. Before Hoover could do any more, a shot from the attackers above slashed across his cheek and knocked him aside.

      With the radio signal deactivated, the Toads were once again able to move. A blade of pure energy shot out from an unassuming device on Kyle’s friend’s wrist and drew a large shield in front of the Riftmother. The massive Toad then turned and charged Gonzalez.

      Valentina Gagarin’s translator rushed toward the Toad and slowly plunged a knife through the alien’s water shield. The fact that the Toads had green blood was the least surprising thing about Connor’s day. Kyle’s friend grabbed the translator and flung him so hard his neck crunched against the far wall.

      And that was when Dr. Farnsworth and anyone else watching got to witness what Connor imagined had to be a riftwalk. The Toad vanished momentarily in a blur of distortion when Gonzalez opened fire, then reappeared in front of him a split second later, still in motion. Its energy blade slashed Gonzalez’s gut and sent him to his knees, his clothes smoking.

      Sergeant Gonzalez’s agony carried through a violent scream. The Toad reached for Gonzalez’s throat, but the man didn’t allow himself to be caught. “Get out of my head!” he yelled as he brought his pistol to his own chin and ended things for good.

      Everything happened so fast, Connor felt like he was caught in a tornado. He wasn’t sure where to look, where to run. Bullets created a deadly spiderweb, pinging off metal, ricocheting in every direction. The muzzle flashes were dizzying, and water continued pouring from the tower’s cracked foundation. Its top was slowly beginning to tear away from the ceiling.

      Running from mobsters in a shipping yard was one thing, but this? There wasn’t an action movie yet which featured a scene so chaotic. Secret Service and KGB alike aimed up at the masked assailants. They were also taking care to watch all of those around them, unsure of who the real enemy was.

      The words of the Riftmother boomed so loudly in everyone’s head it sent them all to their knees. All gunfire stopped.

      “No! Do not harm the Chosen!”

      Connor looked around and saw the little blue octopus in the grasp of one of the attackers.

      Just then, the damaged tower broke free and started to topple. Hunks of the obsidian-black alloy plummeted. Connor didn’t think. He darted forward and tackled Dr. Farnsworth before she was crushed.

      “Get the hell out of here!” he screamed.

      The firefight was on again, now all-encompassing—everywhere all at once. The attackers in black had finally landed, firing a brand of machine gun Connor didn’t recognize. Some launched explosives at the shielded Toads, forming a wall around the attacker who now carried the Chosen.

      Russians, Americans, Chinese, Europeans, and Vulbathi took cover behind anything they could find—debris, dead bodies, anything. Toads flooded out of the watery rifts of the slowly collapsing tower and others just like it. They hesitated, unable to fire vaporizers at the attackers for fear of hitting their holy octopus.

      “Drop your weapons or it dies!” one of the attackers shouted. He stormed forward, the Chosen raised high with a gun aimed at its head. A secret serviceman continued shooting only to be promptly slapped to the side by a Toad. Kyle’s friend was positioned at the front of everyone, energy blade surging with power, tendrils wagging madly. His formerly serene features—thin line of a mouth, deep-set eyes—were now the picture of terror.

      “That’s better,” the masked attacker said. “Any of you Toads moves, it dies.” He spat the word Toads from his mouth like he’d eaten rotten meat.

      The assailants slowly backed toward the Mothership’s exit. This clearly wasn’t a suicide mission; they were after the Chosen. But Connor had no idea who was on whose side. Gonzalez, a member of the US military, had gone after the Riftmother. One of the Russians had too.

      The humans and Toads were as busy glaring around distrustfully at one another as they were their enemies. Which human would be next to betray everything he or she stood for?

      Connor didn’t plan on staying to find out. So he did what he did best.

      He ran.

      He remembered the spindly-armed repair ships he saw as they approached and headed toward the engine side of the Mothership and away from the fray. Above, low G was all that kept a falling tower from crashing down with speed and force. Pieces from repairs came undone all around it. It wasn’t falling quickly, but it was falling all the same.

      He jumped out of the way of a chunk of wreckage the size of a small car that had crushed General Taylor, and ducked under shrapnel. Running was a new skill to master on Luna, but he didn’t have time to practice. No one paid him any attention. The Toads were busy retrieving their sacred octopus, and the humans were too busy trying to stay alive.

      Connor rushed through the oversized opening by the stern of the Mothership. Massive, tubular chambers were sunken into the back wall, each clearly affiliated with the Mothership’s giant engines. They were in bad shape: webs of structure exposed, with every breach sealed by water shields to keep the black expanse beyond at bay. Hundreds of feet above hung a huge floating orb of water, conduits draping from it like arteries from a heart.

      On any other day, the sheer scale of everything would have made Connor stop. Today, he beelined for one of the aliens’ jellyfish-like repair vessels. With the Vulbathi flocking to their leader, they’d left them unguarded.

      The ship’s tentacle arms were folded beneath it like a sleeping cow. The open hatch on top had to be fifteen feet off the ground, but low G made scaling the thing easy.

      Connor pulled his adrenaline-fueled body over the ship’s rim, where another human face awaited him. The beautiful, red-haired KGB agent rolled into the cockpit from the other side. She had her pistol pressed against Connor’s forehead before he could even process what was happening.

      “Trying to run, are you, traitor?” she snarled. Her English was decent. A bit harsh on the soft consonants, but easy enough to understand.

      “I could say the same about you,” Connor replied.

      “There are too many. I have a plan.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’ve got a better one.”

      “Well, get your own ship.”

      “I found it first, Red.”

      “I have the gun,” she said, pushing it deeper into the soft skin of his forehead. She was right about that.

      “How about the first one who figures out how to fly this crazy thing gets it?”

      Clearly, the cockpit was designed for a Toad, since there was only one oversized seat with curves in the middle that would never appeal to a human body. The glass bubble overhead was raised, but there was nothing on it. He could find no switches or consoles anywhere else either. All Connor could see was a medium-sized container filled with unnatural, silver liquid in front of him.

      “It is simple.” Red dipped one hand in, and the lid above them immediately sealed with a hiss. A holographic display appeared over it, all designed with alien hieroglyphics that made Egyptian look simple.

      “What the hell was that?” Connor questioned.

      She shoved her second hand in, and Connor felt the lurch of the ship’s tentacles extending, then they slowly ascended. Red closed her eyes and took a deep breath, manipulating her hands unseen beneath the oily liquid.

      “How do you know how to do that?”

      “Shut up! I need to concentrate.”

      The vessel swayed, bumping into two walls before she managed to straighten it out. Connor was about to say something smart when it shot forward through a breach, where the stars—freedom—greeted them. Earth cropped up into view momentarily, and then the ship swooped around back toward the Mothership.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Connor asked. “We can’t go back in there.”

      “I am stopping war before you stupid Americans start one,” she said.

      “You think we did this?”

      “One of you grabbed their Chosen. I watched it happen. You are all going to pay.”

      “Why would we have our own president killed, and yours? Turn around!” Connor grabbed her arm. She removed it from the liquid, causing the ship to dip slightly, grabbed her pistol from her lap, and shoved it against his gut.

      “Okay, okay! So, what’s your plan, Red? Get us both killed trying to save an octopus?”

      “If I must,” she replied.

      “And I thought this day couldn’t get any worse.”

      “Hold on.”

      She altered course and accelerated, heading straight for the entry hangar adjoining the Mothership. An unmarked human shuttle, unlike any Connor had ever seen before, now floated alongside it. He didn’t know of any space-faring vessel that could hover like a helicopter. There were definitely things they never showed on TV.

      “Slow down, you’re going to crash!” Connor said.

      “Good.”

      Connor’s gaze darted from side to side, searching for something to grab onto. He settled on clutching one of the woman’s arms with one hand and the bottom of the giant seat with the other.

      “For Mother Russia,” she said without a hint of regret.

      “Crazy-ass Russians!” Connor screamed at the top of his lungs.

      Red crashed the Toad ship through the manmade hangar. Rapid decompression slowed their descent and sucked a few of the helmeted attackers through the breach before the rest could secure themselves. The ship skidded across the floor and slammed into the wall hard enough to throw Connor and Red against the glass bubble.

      Connor groaned and rubbed his head, not for the first time wishing he’d just turned down Frankie’s business in the first place. He knew nothing good could come from dealing with the Mob, and the last two days just served as proof.

      “Ready to hold your breath?” Red asked.

      “No. No way. This was your bright idea. I pick the next one.”

      “Can’t pick anything when you’re dead.”

      “You’re a real charmer, Red. Anyone ever tell you that?”

      Connor glanced up through the bubble. Their ambush had caught the helmeted attackers off guard. The rush of decompression was diminishing, but most of them had already been thrown from their feet. One frantically crawled across the hangar floor, grasping for the Chosen, which had sprung loose and squirmed free.

      “You’re not planning to—” Red answered Connor’s question before he could finish asking it.

      The breath was forced out of Connor as Red popped the ship open and vaulted out, using him like a springboard. With no other choice, he followed. Everyone else in the hangar seemed to want him dead. If he opened his mouth to breathe, well . . . he’d worked on enough movies set in space to know what would probably happen. His lungs would collapse, or he’d explode.

      Red immediately took full advantage of the confusion. Her pistol flashed, handiwork as nimble as hummingbird wings. But one attacker managed to grab the Chosen as it scrambled toward the advanced shuttle parked outside. The goon barely had a chance to raise the thing by its glowing tentacles before being pummeled by Red. They stumbled onto the ship, the Chosen flying out of the attacker’s hands.

      Connor made it onto the ship next, his chest stinging from lack of air, white spots flickering on the edges of his vision. Red was wrestling the masked attacker for her gun. She was able to quickly roll free and land a shot, center mass. On the way to her feet, Red put another one through the attacker’s tinted visor.

      The blue octopus cowered in the corner. At least, that’s what it seemed to be doing—like Haya on the Fourth of July when the fireworks start going up. Red lunged for the loading ramp controls. With a soft hum, the hatch began to close. The attackers noticed and hurried for the ramp. Behind them, Toads riftwalked in, appearing out of nowhere, their water shields apparently allowing them to breathe in the exposed hangar. Their vaporizers liquified many of their enemies. Kyle’s friend sliced one in two with his glowing energy blade.

      His eyes met Connor’s just as the ramp sealed, the shuttle’s pressure normalized, and Connor gasped for air. Through the tiny viewport beside it, he watched as the attackers clustered outside the shuttle. The Vulbathi surrounded them, had them beaten. Instead of surrendering, they unleashed everything they had, forcing the aliens to attack. Some were seized but immediately started to convulse like they’d bitten down on cyanide pills.

      Connor flinched at the sight of it.

      “Some war hero,” Red said, coughing. “I’ll clear the ship. Make yourself useful. Get the octopus thing.”

      He wasn’t sure why he listened to her. Probably the way she looked at him, like he was useless. Maybe the way she looked. While she delved deeper into the ship, he slowly approached the creature the Riftmother had referred to as the Chosen.

      “Come here, girl,” he said softly. “You’re a girl, right? Ah, who cares.” He knelt in front of it. The creature might’ve been cute if it wasn’t so bizarre. “Everything is going to be all—”

      Connor was thrown into the wall as the shuttle took off. The Chosen scurried under him and into the halls. He gathered his bearings and chased after it. A radiant, blue tentacle disappeared around a corner. Connor followed, and then a bullet zipped by his ear.

      Red was crouched outside the cockpit while two pilots fired at her from within.

      “I thought you were going to clear the ship?” Connor yelled.

      “I thought you were going to get the creature?”

      “It’s complicated.” He looked down and a blur of blue zoomed through his legs. He dove for it, fingers slipping across its slimy skin. The ship banked hard to the side and sent him rolling.

      Red held tightly onto the edge of the cockpit’s hatch. She fought the grueling g-forces to heave herself up and put a bullet into the copilot’s head.

      “Stop this ship now!” she yelled at the pilot.

      “For humanity!” the pilot replied. He strapped himself in and put on his space helmet.

      Red’s face faltered for a moment at the recognition of the pilot’s accent.

      Connor saw it all unfold from down the hall, too far away to help, no idea where the creature had scampered off to.

      The pilot raised a rifle and turned it on the viewport instead of Red. It cracked, then the sudden change of pressure caused it to shatter and yanked the copilot’s corpse out. The pilot fought with the controls to keep the ship from spiraling. Red swung through the entry, holding on for dear life.

      Connor was dragged along the floor. He groped for something, anything he could find, but it all happened too fast. He would’ve been sucked into space if Red hadn’t grabbed hold of his wrist on the way through. The stress on his joints was excruciating, but the pressure kept him from screaming.

      This was how he was going to die. Thrown through a windshield without a seatbelt on just like Julia, only a world away and in space. Earth was straight ahead, so close, but so far. The last thing he would ever see.

      I’m sorry, Kyle, he thought. It should’ve been you here. You would have found a way to stop this . . . whatever this is.

      The Chosen thing had been stolen, and wherever the pilot was taking it, Connor wouldn’t live to see how the Toads retaliated. The Dead Curtain would just be the opening act.

      His vision grew black. His fingers were weak from holding on. He was nearly ready to release Red and earn the fate he deserved when the view of space disappeared. The pulling, the cold—it all vanished. Then the world folded in on itself. The soft glow of the lights turned to blackness, and the blackness became searing light. His head felt empty, like he’d just shot himself up with heroin. The light started to swirl, and Connor could see the world . . . the universe in a prism of color. There was a flash, and then another, and when he could see clearly again, brown replaced the white—desolate planes of dirt and crumbling buildings in every direction.

      Air rushed across his face—Earth’s air, but dry and ashy smelling. It burned his throat as he breathed in. The shuttle came in at a low angle and bounced harmlessly across the ground. It was only after they crashed through a building and screeched to a halt that Connor realized his throat was raw from screaming.

      He and Red collapsed. One moment they were barreling through space, doomed to suffocate or worse. The next, they were back on Earth, breathing in real air—like they’d teleported or something. He tried to lift himself. Through the shattered viewport he spotted a murky sky that could only belong to Earth, though it rippled with ribbons of crackling purple and blue.

      Then his trembling arms gave out. He fell flat on his face and passed out.
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      Kyle’s heart pounded, and he felt like he was sweating but there was no liquid perspiration. The meager contents of his stomach floated around in his esophagus and he battled with the urge to help them finish the journey.

      A hand fell upon his arm. He yanked it away, wrenched the arm back, and raised his fist. When he realized it was Tracy, his chest felt like it was going to explode. He wanted to speak, apologize, but nothing came out. Even Haya stood beside her, growling at him.

      “It’s okay,” she said, moonlight bright in her terror-stricken eyes. “It’s okay. It was just a dream, Kyle. You’re okay.”

      He was leaning against a tree, supposed to have been keeping watch. But he’d fallen asleep. “I’m so sorry, Tracy. I’m so sorry.”

      She edged up next to him and rubbed his back. “You have nothing to apologize for. I can’t imagine the memories this is dredging up.”

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “You drifted off while we were waiting.”

      “Some soldier . . .”

      “Stop it. It’s okay. We have Haya. You needed some rest. We both did.”

      “No.” He sprung up and ran out of the cluster of trees and rocks they were hiding in.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      He heard her but didn’t respond. They were by a road—he wasn’t sure which one—but it was so late at night, there was no one in sight. They’d planned to wait for a passing car, but apparently exhaustion overcame him. In the army, he could survive for days with no sleep. Now, he was a soft desk jockey. Might as well be a civilian.

      His survival skills were unpracticed too; it had taken a bit longer to find edible berries for Tracy, and longer still to find the road. As far into undeveloped forest as they were, no lights of civilization shone.

      He looked up where the moon was full and bright, the lights of Luna International and the alien Mothership twinkling through the atmosphere. He guessed it was 3 or 4 a.m. by its position. Connor would definitely have landed by now. The fact that Luna wasn’t blown to bits by his whirlwind of destruction was a good sign.

      “God dammit!” Kyle shouted and kicked the dirt.

      “Kyle!” Tracy snapped.

      He grunted a response, cleared his throat, then put his hands on his knees. Stress, exhaustion, fear—it was the perfect concoction. He needed to come up with a new plan, and fast.

      “Haya won’t move,” Tracy said. “I think she misses Connor.”

      “Just another problem he’s left us with,” Kyle said.

      “She saved you at the house.”

      “Then she’s better family than her owner already. Congratulations.”

      “I know you’re frustrated, hon, but we need to stay focused. You always said thinking about me and home and all the best things in your life was the only way you survived the Dead Curtain.”

      He spun toward her. “Oh, it’s more than frustration, Tracy. I have no idea where we a—”

      “Kyle!”

      She pointed, and he whipped back around. A pair of headlights shone around a corner. Kyle raced out into the middle of the road. Only once he was out there did he even consider the possibility that the car could have belonged to their attackers.

      Too late now.

      The car kept barreling forward. The old gasoline engine roared. The beams grew brighter, closer, enveloping him in white light. He closed his eyes and whispered a prayer. The horn beeped.

      “Please, stop!” Tracy screamed, running out too.

      Upon seeing her, the driver hit the brakes. The tires screeched, and the station wagon came to a stop far too close for comfort.

      “Are you insane?!” Kyle scolded his wife.

      “A man who looks like you in the middle of the night runs out of a forest?” she said. “I wouldn’t have stopped, either.”

      She ran to the driver’s window of the tan Chrysler Valiant and left Kyle with his jaw hanging. A grandfatherly-looking man sat inside—gray hair, sagging skin. He looked like he could have been the first person to ever live on Long Island. He rolled his window down a crack, no more.

      “Jesus Christ.” He opened the door, moved in front of her, and balled his liver-spotted hands into fists. “He hurting you, miss?”

      “What? No. No, he’s my husband,” Tracy said.

      “And?”

      “I promise, he would never hurt me.”

      “Sir, as you can see, my wife is very pregnant,” Kyle said.

      “You stay the hell back,” the old man said.

      “We really need your car.”

      “Sir, we just need a ride,” Tracy said. “We need you to take us into the city.”

      “Or anywhere with a phone at least,” Kyle added.

      “Would you two slow down?” the man grumbled. “What in God’s name are you doing out here in the dead of night? I almost hit you.”

      “We’re—”

      “You know the kind of stuff kids do in these woods?” the old man said.

      “I can only imagine.” Kyle instinctively reached for his wallet, which he’d left at home when the mobsters attacked. His DAR badge, which Connor stole, was on the moon. He swore.

      “Excuse me?” the man said.

      Kyle was still fidgeting in his pockets, and he could tell the old man was worried he was going to pull a weapon. He showed his palm. “Sir, I know it may sound crazy, but I’m an agent with the DAR,” he said. “I have to make a call. It’s a matter of national security.”

      The old man’s face scrunched even more than it was naturally. He looked to Tracy, who pled with her eyes. Anyone who could look there and not see sincerity, purity, would have to be crazy.

      “You work with them?” He pointed to the sky. The way he said it, Kyle wondered if he’d made a mistake. Some hated the Vulbathi. Others worshipped them. Others still thought they were all a ruse. Nobody was indifferent.

      “It’s a job,” he said, taking the safe route. “But yeah, I do.”

      “Men came after us because of a secret he knows,” Tracy said. “Please, sir. Do I look like I’d be out here for fun with this fat belly?”

      The old man chewed on his lip, then nodded. “You two seem like good folk. I’m actually heading to Brooklyn myself to visit my daughter. She just gave birth. My first grandson.”

      “That’s amazing,” Tracy said, then held her stomach. “She’ll be our first.”

      “A girl, how do you know? Oh. Right. Crazy the doodads we have because of the Toads. A girl,” he repeated. “Beautiful. Well . . . I suppose you can pile in and join me. Shouldn’t take long getting into the city at this time of night.”

      “Thank you, sir!” Tracy threw her arms around him. “A thousand times, thank you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t go giving birth in my back seat, you hear?”

      Tracy ran back toward their hiding spot. Kyle was about to ask where she was going, when she emerged with Haya by the collar. If a dog could look depressed, she was.

      The ones you love most get hurt the worst, Connor. That’s what Kyle would say when he saw him again.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we bring our dog?” Tracy asked, not really saying it like a question. She had the back door open before the old man could respond. Haya climbed in lethargically. The man winced as her nails shuffled against his leather seat before she sat, panting.

      “You don’t realize how much this means to us,” Kyle said, drawing his attention.

      “Bah, it’s no bother, really,” he said. “It’s the Christian thing to do.”

      Kyle noticed him glance at the cross hanging from his neck. Smiled.

      “I just hope you aren’t killers,” the man chuckled.

      “Her, maybe.” Kyle made his way around the front of the car, keeping his eye on the woods, hoping against everything that their bad luck had run out and they were actually in the clear of the mobsters.

      Nobody popped out.

      No gunfire erupted.

      Kyle got in the passenger door before he could jinx it. The station wagon smelled like a nursing home. The leather was worn down, tan cracks splaying out like spiderwebs. But sure as could be, there, hanging from the rearview, was a gold cross almost identical to Kyle’s. Their luck was really starting to turn around. No . . . not luck, Kyle thought.

      “Take us straight to DAR Headquarters downtown, and this is all yours,” Tracy said. She dug into her bra strap, produced the messy clump of bills Connor had left, and reached forward from the back seat.

      “That’s really not necessary,” the man said. His eyes told a different story.

      “Where did you—?” Kyle started, but then remembered the money from Connor he’d tossed down in the kitchen. He reached over and patted the man’s shoulder. “Please. We want to.”

      The man moved the money to the cupholder. Not taking it outright, but not denying it. “How about we start with you both getting your seatbelts on,” the old man said. “Sorry, I’m a father—grandfather now.”

      They obeyed while he got the car into gear. Kyle didn’t take another breath until it started rolling onward.

      “By the way, you can call me Nick Smith,” he said.

      “Kyle McCoy. And that’s Tracy.”

      “And Haya,” she added.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Nick said. “No name for the unborn one yet?”

      “None we’ve agreed on.”

      He laughed. “Isn’t that how it always goes? Don’t worry. When you see the little girl, one will feel right. That’s a promise from a stranger, so you know it’s true.”

      Kyle smiled, then let his head fall back. For the first time since Connor barged back into his life, he felt the tension leave his muscles. He knew it wasn’t smart around an admitted stranger, but this whole meeting felt as if it were meant to be. A chance to rescue his whole life from a fool, and maybe even save the world.

      “Everything’s going to be all right now, honey,” Tracy whispered, reaffirming his thoughts. She made herself comfortable against Haya. “It’s all okay.”

      She passed out soon after, while Kyle struggled not to. He stared at the road, forcing his heavy eyelids open. By the time they neared the Long Island Expressway, the glow of dawn caressed the horizon. Early commuters had already started hitting the road and the streets were thick with cabs, buses, and personal vehicles.

      Once Nick got comfortable, the man became a chatterbox. A fisherman, Kyle heard, the man had a house on a lake and an apartment in the city. Kyle wasn’t really paying attention, so he didn’t know which lake or where the building was—wasn’t even sure Nick had said “fisherman.”

      He focused on mentally rehearsing what he’d say when they arrived at the DAR. How he could tell the truth in a way that would clear him, perhaps even let him keep his job. Though he knew Tracy’s hopes were probably a stretch, maybe the DAR wouldn’t fire him. But he’d certainly go from SAC of the Northeast to a pencil pusher on the ground floor. And that was only because Hoover wouldn’t risk losing his connection with Shimmer.

      “So, the DAR, huh?” Nick asked, still pushing the small talk.

      Kyle nodded.

      “So, you’ve seen one of them Toads?”

      “Vul—” Kyle began, but didn’t have the energy and nodded again.

      “Man. That must be a sight. You know, it took me a long time to believe they’re real. I’m sure you know how all the conspiracy theorists can be. Then my daughter got pregnant, and I thought, if two little cells could grow into a human, why can’t aliens exist, you know?”

      Another nod.

      “Besides, the government’s too lazy to go through this much effort to cover up what happened over in Europe. No offense.”

      Kyle didn’t answer.

      “Going to check the traffic,” Nick said after a short silence. The morning commute in Queens was arriving in full, excruciating force. The closer they got to Manhattan, the worse it would be.

      Nick switched on the radio and fiddled with the AM dial. The grate of static saved Kyle from unintentionally nodding off. He sat up straight, slapped his cheeks, and rubbed his eyes.

      “And that’s the local traffic,” a timbre-filled voice on the radio concluded. “Back to you, Vivian.”

      “Dammit,” Nick grumbled. He went to shut off the radio, but Kyle stopped him when he heard what came next.

      Vivian stuttered a moment before saying, “Breaking news in New York. We’re . . . uh . . . going remote to Dill Herrington. Dill?”

      “We are here at Chrysler Plaza—the home of the Department of Alien Relations in New York City,” he said.

      The sound of protestors could be heard behind him. Kyle heard several shouts of “Kill the Toads,” and worse. He leaned forward. There were always crowds by his office, but it was early for them to sound so raucous.

      “The tension is palpable,” Dill said. “Riots are breaking out in the street, and protestors are making their thoughts known, as we’ve just had confirmation that there was an attack on today’s summit over the Vulbathi Colony Bill, which we’re now hearing took place aboard the Vulbathi Mothership on Luna.”

      A man’s voice shouted from somewhere behind him, “It’s called the moon, asshole!” Glass shattered.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Dill continued. “We don’t have any specifics yet, but we do know that several of the world’s leaders were in attendance. At the moment, there’s no reason to suspect the Vulbathi of anything nefarious, but only time will tell.”

      “We’ll bring you more details when we get them,” Vivian said after it cut back to her, her confidence seeming shaken. She stuttered through a couple more lines before Kyle tuned her out.

      “Mister Smith, I need you to drive faster,” Kyle said tersely.

      “I’m already going the—”

      “I said drive!” Kyle snapped.

      Nick’s knuckles went pale as he squeezed the wheeler harder and shifted lanes, earning several angry honks. His cheeks lost their color. Kyle knew how he sounded, like his old drill instructor. But the man had been paid handsomely for the ride. They’d come too far now for him to change his mind.

      Kyle looked behind him and noticed Tracy was awake, looking stunned.

      “Kyle, if Connor . . .” her words trailed off.

      “I know,” he said. He raised the radio’s volume.

      Please, Connor, tell me this wasn’t you . . . And tell me you’re alive. The second thought popped into his mind before he could stop it. But he didn’t fight it. He wanted to punch Connor across the jaw, but he didn’t want him dead. Not really.

      Somehow, though, Kyle knew his brother was alive. Call it twin’s intuition. Still, he heard Tracy whispering a prayer in the back seat for all those on Luna, and he silently moved his lips along with her.
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        * * *

      

      The stretch of pavement approaching the Midtown Tunnel was gridlocked. Horns blared and angry New Yorkers shouted as if any of that would help the traffic move more quickly.

      Additional news about the attack trickled in, and none of it was good. An unknown number died in the attack on Luna, and casualties were staggering. The Americans were blaming the Russians, and the Russians blamed the Americans. Then still more were blaming the Chinese—but most of all, nearly everyone felt the Vulbathi had some part to play.

      “Wait, we are getting word from Washington,” Vivian said mid-conversation. “Vice President Nixon is preparing to address the nation from a secure location.”

      Kyle straightened and turned the radio up. They were right outside the tunnel now and would lose the signal soon, but traffic had completely halted. Those already in the tunnel sped into it, but everyone outside it rolled slowly, feet off the gas, waiting to hear the address. The beeping and lane-switching stopped.

      “My fellow countrymen,” Nixon began. “On this occasion, the oath I have taken before you and before God is not mine alone, but ours together. We are one nation and one people. Our fate as a nation and our future as a people rests not upon one citizen, but upon all of us.”

      It was a good start, Kyle had to admit. He’d met the man only briefly when Nixon presented him with the Silver Star after the Berlin Accords were struck.

      “Never liked that man,” Nick commented.

      “The tragedy that took place on Luna was not only unexpected,” Nixon said. “It was undeserved and unforgivable.” His outrage could almost be felt through the speakers.

      “While nothing is yet clear, I wanted to be the first to inform you that our brave president, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, has been pronounced dead, along with General Maxwell Davenport Taylor, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, and many others, still unconfirmed.”

      “Oh my god,” Tracy whispered.

      Nick’s throat bobbed as he swallowed loudly.

      Kyle’s entire body went numb.

      “I have been sworn in as president of these United States of America,” Nixon said, “though it is a job I wish I didn’t have to take. Over these last years, John Kennedy has gone from an opponent to a dear friend. I swear to you, the people, the true leaders of this nation, that I will not rest until we see justice served to those responsible—whether human or . . . otherwise. I ask you to hold onto your loved ones in this troubled time, and trust that we will emerge stronger than ever. May God bless America.”

      His address ended, and the reporters began reacting to the news about JFK. Reading off his accomplishments, offering a eulogy in motion. They were noticeably shaken. Kyle still couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He’d never met JFK but happily served him in Berlin, and one couldn’t say that about every president. The man had handled the arrival of aliens, the incidental nuking of Eastern Europe, and so much more with more grace and aplomb than Kyle had in his little finger.

      “I knew it,” Nick said, then pounded on his wheel. “I knew those aliens were bad news!”

      Haya barked sharply.

      “It wasn’t the Vulbathi,” Kyle stated, turning off the radio. He couldn’t take it anymore, and they were entering the tunnel now anyway. Every time someone said the president’s—ex-president’s—name it was like a bomb went off in his mind.

      “How could you possibly know that?” Nick responded.

      “I know them.”

      “You know one of them,” Tracy said from the back seat. “You know Shimmer. That would be like him judging our entire species off just you, Kyle. You know that wouldn’t be fair. The others are more than just a mystery to you.”

      That might have been true, but Kyle did know Shimmer. He’d preserved Kyle’s life and what was left of his squad in the Dead Curtain. He’d shown humility and preference to the Americans and fought side by side with Kyle in order to secure the Chosen. Shimmer had been the one to present Kyle with the vaporizer that was later stolen by a brother he understood far less than any alien. Shimmer had been there when Kyle received the Silver Star and, truth be told, Shimmer should have received one as well.

      He could have killed them all in a flash, but he’d shown mercy that humanity didn’t deserve. Not then. Not in the Dead Curtain where they were killing each other for no reason other than greed.

      “Knowing him is enough,” Kyle said. “If Shimmer was there, he would never have allowed such a horrible act to be committed by his own people. All he wants is peace.”

      “What the hell is a Shimmer?” Nick asked, looking back and forth between them.

      “It’s classified,” Kyle muttered.

      What if Shimmer realized Kyle wasn’t Kyle? What if, in a fit of rage, he thought they were being duped and reacted? It seemed far-fetched, but in Kyle’s experience, Connor was behind every awful thing that’d ever occurred in his life that wasn’t a war. Still, killing two world leaders was a bit beyond his skill set.

      Kyle turned his attention back to the road. Traffic built up again at the tunnel’s exit. Further ahead, groups of protestors filled the streets and the sidewalks, all carrying signs or shouting.

      Kill the Toads!

      Go Home!

      And even one that said: Nuke the Moon!

      One thing was sure: whoever was responsible for the attack would face swift justice. America couldn’t stay out of war very long.

      “So much for peace,” Kyle said.
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      “Wake up.”

      “Julia?” Connor asked softly, reaching out and grazing her soft, pale cheek.

      He got a slap in return. Connor’s eyes flittered. A woman’s face hovered over him, still blurry as he adjusted to the light. Gray eyes the color of Haya’s coat gazed down, pin-straight hair framing her face, golden-red like the fleeting minutes at the start of sunset.

      “Is that you?” Connor said.

      His cheek earned an even harder slap. This time, his vision snapped right into focus and his face was left stinging.

      “No,” Red said. “I am the woman you got stranded here . . . wherever here is.”

      Connor groaned and shook his aching head, propping himself up against something hard—their ship. Crashed. Destroyed. “Now it’s my fault you went chasing a crazy blue octopus?”

      “If you caught it, we could have hopped off-ship in time,” Red replied. “Some war hero, running around like a little girl.”

      “Hey! That’s offensive to my people.”

      She sighed. “Just help me up, would you?”

      “Now you need the little girl’s help, huh?”

      “No, you are on my leg, idiot.” Red shoved him aside. As he rolled off her, she squealed in pain. A sharp piece of the ship’s strange black alloy was lodged in her thigh.

      “That looks bad,” Connor said. He leaned in to take a closer look, but she brushed him away.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “All right. Whatever you want.” Connor braced himself against the wall to get to his feet and left her there struggling to do the same. His own legs felt wobbly and his head woozy.

      “So, where is here?” Connor asked, but Red was too busy to answer. He slogged toward the ship’s busted viewport. Chunks of whatever building they’d crashed through had melded with it. Metal twisted and bent across the cockpit. The pilot was squished like a bug against the controls, a pulp of blood, bone, and ravaged space suit; impossible to identify.

      The ship itself was pinned on the second or third floor of the building. Connor climbed the rubble and felt the ship dip slightly. He took a deep breath and moved slower, then crawled over the ledge and gazed out. They were in the middle of nowhere. Worse than nowhere. Nowhere would be a farm out in Kansas. And there was one thing for certain: they weren’t in Kansas.

      The outskirts of a small, devastated town loomed before him. A sickly yellowish-brown tinge stained a sky infested with dark clouds as far as he could see. Streaks of purple danced among them, distorting swaths of the sky just as the Vulbathi vaporizer had affected the air in Harlem.

      Nuclear shadows marked the cracked streets and crumbling brick walls. He’d have never even known what those were just a few years ago, but now he recognized them from the photos of Nagasaki that so many protestors paraded around New York.

      As soon as Connor’s head emerged into the open, his stomach felt tight. His eyes watered to combat the stifling dryness. Every breath was an endeavor. Beyond the town, the wasteland disappeared into an amber smog that obstructed everything. Connor could see less than the length of a football field, and there wasn’t a tree in sight. No bushes, no grass, just pallid dirt, all color sapped by a lack of sunshine.

      “The Dead Curtain . . .” Connor mouthed. Just the way Kyle had described it. His brother’s watch started ticking loud and sporadic, and he glanced down to see the hands spinning wildly, like they were lost in the Bermuda Triangle or standing on a magnet. He tapped the glass, but it didn’t help.

      He looked back at Red. She’d made it to her feet. Blood stained her pants around a grisly wound, and her leg shook as she attempted to put weight on it.

      “How is this possible?” he asked.

      Without saying a word, Red rushed to grab him by the wrist, then pull him down and out of the cockpit. He was in too much shock to fight her. She slammed on the controls to seal the door once they were through. Then the pain in her leg caused her to collapse.

      “Are you wanting to die?” she panted.

      “It’s crossed my mind.” He leaned his head back against the wall, then closed his eyes. Countless times he’d pictured what had happened the day the nukes went up, trying desperately to give reason to why Julia had been taken from him. Seeing what the bombs had done with his own eyes nearly made his heart stop.

      “You guys did in a minute what Hitler couldn’t in years,” he said softly. “Must make you proud.”

      “It makes no one proud.”

      “Your premier could have fooled me.”

      “My premier is dead!” she shouted. “And soon we will be too.”

      “My last days, alongside a Commie. Perfect.” He looked Red over. “How in God’s name did we wind up here? One moment we’re cruising through space about to be sucked out, then we’re here. It was like something out of Crashing Suns.”

      She shrugged. “I do not know this Crashing Suns, but lack of oxygen makes you see things.”

      “So, what? We hallucinated the pilot shooting out the glass?”

      “Like I said, we ran a long way without breathing. All things are possible.”

      “Oxygen or not, I know you felt it. Everything, the whole ship, like we were folded inside out.”

      “I do not know what I felt. All that matters is we landed here.”

      “Crashed. But, all right, fine. What now? How long until our insides cook?”

      “You are the expert on this place, War Hero.”

      “I’m not—” Connor groaned in frustration. If there was a hell, he was in it. Or this was cosmic punishment for his actions toward Kyle. Somehow lost in the Dead Curtain, where his brother’s entire life had changed, with a Soviet KGB agent . . . and he didn’t even get to be himself.

      “Look, Red—” he said before she cut him off.

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Would you prefer Scarlet, because I don’t give a damn.” He smirked at his own joke. Her brow furrowed.

      “Ekaterina Kuznetsov is my name.”

      “E-cat-a-what?”

      “Americans . . .”

      “Have great taste in names. You’re right. Well, I’m sure not going to call you whatever the hell you just said, so we’re gonna stick with Red.”

      She grunted something uncomplimentary-sounding in Russian, then took a step. Her leg immediately gave out. Connor was there a second too late to keep her from hitting the ground, but he helped her to her knees. She squeezed his arm, hard. The moment he glanced down at her hand, however, she let go and stiffened her back, pretending to feel no pain.

      “We’re never going to get anywhere unless we take that thing out,” Connor said.

      “What is this ‘we’?” she replied, grimacing. “I do not know what happened up there, but I do not trust you.”

      “You’re right. I’m with those nice fellows who tried to blow up the Toa—Vulbathi—Mothership. ‘Oh, hey guys. I helped steal your escape ship and screwed up your dastardly plans, but let’s grab a beer.’”

      She groaned. “Are all Americans so insufferable?”

      “I consider myself unique.”

      “Well, you’re going to—argh!”

      Connor tore the piece of shrapnel from her leg mid-sentence. A trick he’d learned from Julia. He’d gotten a clean look at it during their conversation. The shard was in deep, but there were no arteries in the area. After howling in pain, she reared back and punched Connor. A right hook at a downward angle.

      “Dammit, Red!” he said, rubbing his cheek. “You’ve got to stop hitting me in the moneymaker.”

      “I could bleed out.”

      “You’ll be fine.” He scooted closer, scrunching his face as she shifted position and blood began to gurgle out. “Just keep pressure on it. It didn’t hit anything vital.”

      “I should trust a man who cannot catch an octopus?”

      “‘Catch an octopus’—you say that like it’s riding a bike.” Connor took a breath. “My girlfriend was a nurse. She taught me a few things.”

      She stared at his wedding band.

      “Ex-girlfriend,” he corrected. “Oh, and I was a combat medic. We’ll have to clean it out, though,” he said. “I hope you’ve had your tetanus shot.”

      “What is tetanus shot?”

      “Don’t you Russians do anything but drink?”

      “We do plenty. And a bit of vodka right now would help everything. Better than using the poison water out there.”

      “So, if we leave the ship, we’ll cook, and if we stay, we’ll starve. Figure something out. You KGB agents are supposed to be resourceful.”

      “I’m thinking.”

      “Well, while you’re doing that, put this around that leg so you can move.” Without looking, he gingerly picked up a portion of the eviscerated pilot’s clothing and handed it to Red.

      “Disgusting,” she said, flicking off a bit of flesh.

      “Better than dying. I’ll be back. I’m going to check the ship for supplies. Maybe the engine is still intact and we can fly this thing back to civilization.”

      “Brilliant, War Hero, perhaps you can use the control panel?” She nodded toward the sealed cockpit through which most of the controls were ruptured; some were no longer attached to the ship. “Looks fully operational, no?”

      “I didn’t realize Soviets understood sarcasm,” Connor groaned. He jabbed his finger against his head. “It’ll be like hot-wiring a car. By the way, you can call me Co—Kyle.”

      He turned and headed down the corridor. “‘Brilliant,’” he mocked her under his breath in his best Russian accent. “How about, ‘Sorry for getting you stranded in the damn middle of the Dead Curtain?’”

      The vessel wasn’t huge, but it was far more comfortable than the NASA-Grumman rocket he’d taken to Luna yesterday, which felt more like last week. He looked around at a spaceship that looked more like a luxury boat than a rocket, really. There were actual rooms. Being arranged on a horizontal plane was a good step, too. Connor couldn’t imagine the kind of technology whoever had built it must have had access to.

      Supplies littered the floor of a small break room. Vacuum-sealed packs of space food spilled out of a large, overturned plastic container. Someone had planned this attack, preparing for the long haul. After rifling through the supplies, it became clear that whoever it was held no clear allegiance to any one of Earth’s nations. Some labels were written in English, some in Russian, others in Chinese.

      He searched the cabinets, hoping maybe there might be something stronger than Valium to make things seem less terrible. Nothing but a handful of fancy space-age water bottles, still sealed. Connor knocked a few over in an attempt to grab one and break off the cap. He didn’t realize how parched he was until the opportunity to quench his thirst arrived.

      After two long gulps, he also realized how stupid he was being. If they were stranded in the Dead Curtain, they’d need every drop. He checked over his shoulder to make sure Red hadn’t seen him, then closed the top and hid it behind the others.

      To his left, the cargo bay door was three-quarters closed and spewing out sparks. Shielding his face, Connor gripped the edge and pulled with all his might. Jammed. It took a few more tries, and when it finally came loose, one of the attackers vaulted toward him.

      He yelped and jumped back before realizing it was just the corpse of the one Red had shot when they boarded the vessel.

      Just the corpse, Connor thought. It was amazing how quickly things became commonplace when they had to.

      The attacker’s blood was spattered everywhere. Thanks to Red, the man’s suit and visor had holes through them and were compromised.

      He kneeled over and poked portions of the suit to try and pry it open without getting covered in blood. It’s just the movies, he told himself as he lifted the body. Red dye and corn syrup. Under the padded black space armor was a jumpsuit without pockets. No identification—nothing.

      “Who are you people?” Connor asked.

      Something clanked deeper into the cargo bay. He backed against the wall and peered around the corner. A hatch was open on the far side of the room, a bluish glow emanating from it.

      “Hello?” he asked. “Who’s there?” He grabbed the dead soldier’s rifle off the floor and crept toward the opening. “I’m warning you. I’ll shoot.”

      He stopped near the hatch and studied the gun. He wasn’t sure if it was still loaded. It didn’t have a brand. Hell, it didn’t even look like a real gun. Up close, it was more like one of his counterfeits, with neon lights running along the barrel and stock.

      “Game over!” He peeked through, muzzle first, but there was nobody to shoot. The compartment housed access to the shuttle’s engine system. A gash cut through it and the floor. Whatever liquid propellant the ship used for fuel drip, drip, dripped through, only that wasn’t what caught Connor’s eye.

      The glowing blue octopus—the Chosen—the reason why he was stuck in the Dead Curtain, lay at the bottom. Energy still surged through its tentacles, though slower than he remembered. Its stunted body was motionless. A veil of distortion filled the air, more tempestuous than ever. Waves of the same purplish distortion teemed about the engine like a really bad acid trip.

      “Red! Got something,” Connor hollered. “You’d better check this out!”

      “What?” she answered almost immediately. Connor whipped around with the rifle raised. She grabbed the barrel and shoved it downward, making her scowl plainly visible.

      “Next time you point a gun at me, you are dead,” she warned.

      “Well, then, don’t sneak up on me.” Connor took a deep breath. “Geez, in America we knock first.”

      She ignored him and shoved by. She’d taken off her jacket and now wore a thin, white tank top undershirt. Her limp was pronounced, but the cloth was tight around the wound. Connor caught himself staring as she went by. He’d never seen arms on a woman with such definition. The way the beads of her sweat rolled over her slender shoulders and down her triceps . . .

      She barked what he could only assume was a curse in Russian. Only the harshness of her language could manage to recapture his attention.

      “Yup,” Connor said, pretending he understood. “Looks like our stowaway made it too.”

      “Is it alive?”

      “Not sure, but it’s like a sauna down there.”

      “You really are useless.” Red grabbed hold of the ladder. At first, she tried descending with both legs, but after a pained groan she decided to hop only on her good one. She held her breath, grabbed the octopus by a tentacle with two fingers, and carried it back up. Connor offered to help her up, but she swatted him away, then dropped the Chosen on the floor and wiped her hand on her pants.

      “Disgusting creature,” she said.

      Connor crouched to get a better look at it. He remembered seeing an octopus up close at the Bronx Zoo during one of his family’s oh-so-fun weekend outings. His dad rushed through, complaining, with Kyle and their mother in tow. Connor got himself lost for about an hour and felt the wrong end of a belt when they got home. It was worth it, in his mind, anyway, for the chance to slow down and actually look at some of the animals. The alien lying in front of him was no different—other than the semi-transparent skin and neon lights surging up and down its tentacles, of which he now realized there were nine.

      A noctopus. The bulging eyes on either side of its bulbous head were closed, but he imagined they were probably some strange color, too.

      “It’s not”—he began as he lifted a tentacle. A slimy residue remained on the floor beneath them—“that gross.”

      “Is she alive?” Real panic crept into Red’s tone for the first time.

      “I’m not sure. I think . . .” Connor leaned down near its beak of a mouth. The colorful, feathery gills just inside flowed with the air, but there was a gentle rasp, like a breeze through crisp leaves in fall. “I think maybe it needs water?”

      Red grabbed it by a tentacle and limped toward the exit. She held it as far away as possible, slime dripping all around her feet.

      “What are you doing?” Connor asked. He followed her around the corner. “I could help you, you know?”

      She ignored him and plopped the noctopus on the break room counter. She searched through the cabinets with even more urgency than Connor had until she found the water. With a foot, she flipped over a plastic container on the floor, dumping out any bags of food still inside, then started unscrewing water bottles and filling it. One was the bottle Connor had foolishly chugged from. He was relieved that she wouldn’t be able to scold him over it until he realized she was now wasting their most precious resource on the creature.

      “What are you doing?” Connor protested. “We need that!” He grabbed her wrist before she dumped another, and the withering glare she sent his way made his stomach shrivel. He let go and backed away before risking another right hook or worse.

      “I swear, I don’t know how your country hasn’t blown itself up yet,” she muttered. She grabbed the noctopus and lowered it into the water.

      “Go outside and look around. We’ve done a hell of a lot better than you.”

      She shoved a finger into Connor’s chest. “Don’t you see? She is still alive. If she dies, the whole world will be turned into Dead Curtain.”

      Connor fumbled through a few breaths. “How do you know it’s a girl?” Of course, the Chosen being a girl was his first thought too, thanks to Haya. Then there was the Riftmother, but he couldn’t help being difficult.

      “Because she is not useless,” Red said. Then, changing subjects, “You are an expert on Vulbathi, right?”

      “Apparently.”

      “Well, they worship her, no? Imagine what the Vatican would do if Jesus Christ returned and someone kidnapped him. Now imagine the Pope has an all-powerful Mothership capable of blowing up warheads.”

      “He has a pretty groovy hat, though.”

      She wasn’t amused.

      “All right, all right, I get it,” Connor said, hands raised palm out. “So, what do we do now—try to get this ship running and return her?”

      “Do you know how to repair spaceship engines? Please, surprise me, because all I see is a washed-up soldier who already almost got us killed once!”

      Connor’s cheeks went red. First he had to suffer the insults of a Soviet, and now his not-present brother? “Washed up—” He bit his tongue when his gaze returned to meet hers. “You could’ve chosen another jellyfish-ship-thing. There were plenty. My plan was way better.”

      “Yes. Tell me. I’m dying to hear what it was.”

      “It was—” Connor threw his hands up in exasperation. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Now I’m trapped here with you.”

      “Not for long. Gather anything you can find. We’re leaving.”

      Connor chuckled, then realized how deadpan she was. “You’re serious? You expect us to go out there?”

      “If you want to survive, we must reach safe air and get her to Moscow.”

      “It’s a damn microwave!”

      “Radiation is weaker than during the conflict. If we alternate using the suit of the man in the cargo bay, we can last for a few days. Poisoning should be treatable. Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” Connor asked.

      “You are welcome to wait here alone. Maybe Americans will find you. More likely, whoever built this ship will, and they will kill you faster. Or perhaps Vulbathi find us and are not in the mood for conversation.”

      “You’re really putting me between a rock and a hard place.”

      “A what?”

      “It’s a . . . never mind. Well, I’ll tell you this much: If I go out there—and that’s a huge if—there’s no way in hell I’m walking to Moscow. Not so they can blame me for whatever happened on Luna.” Especially once everyone finds out that I took my brother’s place, he thought. He’d have to be an idiot to ignore how guilty that made him look. Sneaking onto a Luna-bound rocket, and then the whole thing goes south and presidents die? Yeah, a vacation in the Dead Curtain would beat going to Moscow.

      “Fine. I’ll go alone.”

      Red left the galley to head back to the cargo bay. On her way past Connor, her leg twisted the wrong way and she fell to one knee and stifled a howl. Connor caught her by the arm so she didn’t collapse further.

      “You won’t make it far alone on that thing and you know it,” he said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be inviting me along in the first place.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Connor considered letting her leave and saving himself the trouble. He’d probably be able to move faster without having to drag her and her bum leg along. The problem was, he had never served in the Dead Curtain—his brother had. He had no idea what to expect out there or which broken-down roads to follow.

      He helped her to her feet and leaned her against the wall. One of the Chosen’s tentacles slithered out of the container and wrapped her waist, but she swatted it away.

      “Look,” Connor said. “I don’t know what’s out there anymore, and I’d wager you don’t either. We’ll be faster together, even with that leg slowing you down. So, how about we head west to Berlin. Neutral territory. We return the Chosen, get a medal from our countries, and go our separate ways.”

      He forgot to add the part about hoping the US government would pardon his many crimes in exchange for exemplary service. Stopping the Toads from annihilating Earth had to be enough to make things even. Handling his brother was a concern for another day.

      Red’s mouth became a flat line. Her features softened a bit the longer she thought. “Berlin?”

      “It’s hazy outside, but we won’t be able to miss the Wall,” Connor said.

      “Okay. It is, how you say . . .” She extended her hand.

      “A deal.” Connor grabbed her hand and shook.

      “If you slow me down I will leave you out there to cook.”

      “Wouldn’t expect anything else.”

      She murmured something in Russian, then continued to the cargo bay. “I’ll get the suit off him,” she said.

      “I’ll look for a med kit or something.” Connor turned back to the break room to rummage more through the cabinets. As he did, he noticed that the Chosen’s eyes were open. They had no pupils, just white orbs like an old dog with cataracts.

      The Toad’s messiah couldn’t even see.

      “What’s so special about you?” Connor asked. One of the Chosen’s tentacles lashed out and seized his arm. For a moment, Connor saw space again. He saw air and debris and chaos gushing all around him—then, in the blink of an eye, the surface of Earth.

      He staggered backward, rubbing his arm, which was now sore from the thing’s unforeseen strength. It bunched over the container, all its tentacles extended to hold its globular head above the water, its creepy, pure white eyes aimed in Connor’s direction. It didn’t have eyebrows, but Connor could swear its expression was inquisitive—like Haya’s when she wanted something but wasn’t sure how to communicate it.

      “It’s okay, girl,” Connor whispered, suddenly at a loss for breath and not sure why. “We’re going to get you home.”
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      In what could only be described as a miracle, Nick was able to maneuver his vehicle through the gathered masses close to the Chrysler Building. Kyle’s constant badgering probably helped. Getting any closer through the protestors, however, would mean running people over. They paraded around with their signs—crude, insulting drawings of the Vulbathi with prevalent X’s over them. Some of the more peaceful groups sat in circles and cried.

      “I’m not getting any closer,” Nick said.

      “Here’s fine,” Kyle said.

      Nick turned the key and killed the engine.

      Kyle angled the rearview mirror and did his best to make himself look presentable. It wasn’t easy. Bags under his eyes, his button-down ripped and dirty. He looked as crummy as he felt.

      “They’ll understand, honey,” Tracy said.

      Kyle turned to Nick. “You’ve done a great thing here. You deserve far more than we have to offer.”

      He dismissed Kyle with a wave. “At first I wasn’t sure what to think of you, but with what happened to . . . well, you know . . . I figure you must really be telling the truth.”

      “Unfortunately, I am,” Kyle said.

      “C’mon girl.” Tracy whispered to Haya, trying to stir her from her lethargic, missing-Connor state. Kyle and Connor could switch places and trick anyone, but not her. She saw beyond appearances in a way Kyle hoped the Vulbathi couldn’t.

      “Sir, would you mind waiting here with my wife?” Kyle asked. “Just for a few minutes.”

      “I really need to be going,” Nick said.

      “Please. You’ve come this far.”

      Tracy reached into the front and grabbed his arm. “I’m going with you.”

      “Only a few minutes to explain everything and then I’ll have a team bring you in,” Kyle said. “They think I’m on Luna, or they know by now it wasn’t me. Either way, I can’t go waltzing in with my wife and a dog.”

      “She has a name,” Tracy scolded.

      “Well, wait here with her. Nobody will do a thing this close to the DAR.” Kyle leaned over the center console and kissed Tracy on the cheek, then opened the door.

      He left Nick stuttering over a response. He felt bad, but a presidential assassination didn’t leave much room for feelings. He had to know what had happened, if he could help, and if a certain brother of his was involved in causing it.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I clear things up,” he said to Nick through the window. Then to Tracy, “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” Tracy said. Her mouth lifted into a crooked smile.

      Kyle tapped the station wagon’s fender twice before taking off in a jog. They were still a good block away from the DAR headquarters, which wouldn’t have been a big deal had it not been for the thousands protesting up and down Lexington Ave.

      Kyle hadn’t even been on the sidewalk thirty seconds before he was approached by a man wearing a tinfoil hat.

      “You know they can hear us, right?” he asked. “They’re listening to our thoughts, man—our thoughts!”

      Kyle brushed past him. The man continued yelling as Kyle shoved through the horde.

      It was a strange time for America, even without president-killing attacks. The Cold War had ended abruptly, but only an idiot would’ve thought it was actually over. It merely shifted. The Space Race concluded in a shower of alien shrapnel and Vostok 1 remains. Russia had won and lost at the same time. Conquering the moon was no longer enough; humanity wanted to conquer the stars, and the Vulbathi were the key.

      Sure, on the outside Russia and America had struck a peace treaty after the Fallout Conflict, forcing them to consider their approach to handling the Vulbathi together. Competing to retrieve stray tech so they might be able to retaliate took a back seat to working with the aliens in exchange for secrets.

      The only thing that was certain was that the world powers were now convinced that nuclear weapons were not the answer. The Dead Curtain was proof enough that sometimes there is such a thing as too much power. The radiation had done long-lasting damage to the planet. There were now entire regions outside the Curtain where even flying over could cause harm to the passengers on board, thanks to the drifting fallout cloud. What were once the picturesque landscapes of Poland, Hungary, and more were now just a beige, dank, apocalyptic wasteland Kyle knew too well.

      He walked as briskly as he could, not apologizing for bumping into people. It was New York after all. No one seemed to pay him any mind. It was one of those mindless crowds—hundreds of sheeple without aim or plan. They were mad about something; they were mad about anything. The Vulbathi were simply today’s target. Yesterday, their signs read vulgar and hateful things toward the Russians. Tomorrow it would be something totally different.

      “Kill the Toads! Kill the Toads! Kill the Toads!”

      The chant grew louder as Kyle fought his way toward the entrance of the Chrysler Building. Several long-haired hippie types who preached love and peace stood in opposition to the angry mob. They stayed perfectly silent but wore shirts and carried signs that read: Toads Are People Too.

      In addition to the protesters, armed military made their presence known. Above all the noise, Kyle heard a voice over a bullhorn commanding the people to calm down and dissipate. A dozen or more tan Humvees stood in a line in front of the building.

      “Excuse me. Pardon me,” Kyle said as he shoved his way through the chanters. “I need to get through here. Thanks.”

      “That’s one of them!” The cry came from a man dressed in a poncho and jeans. He was pointing at Kyle and a look of disgust covered his face. “Right there. I’ve seen him go in before!”

      Kyle had just broken through the ranks and stepped toward the security barricade.

      “Back away, sir,” a soldier said. He was too young, jittery thanks to the ever-growing mob.

      “I need to speak with someone immediately,” Kyle said.

      “So do all these people. Back away.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “No, you don’t.” The soldier adjusted his rifle slightly in a display of authority.

      “I know that you’re just following orders, I’ve been there. I’m SAC of Northeast operations, Kyle McCoy.”

      The man’s eyes went wide. He didn’t hesitate. He rammed the butt of his rifle into Kyle’s stomach and sent him to his knees gasping for air.

      “Stay on your knees!” the soldier barked, aiming down at him. “Hands behind your back.”

      A few of the protestors noticed his poor treatment and tried to come to Kyle’s aid, but the other soldiers raised their weapons and drove them back. Another soldier wrenched Kyle’s hands behind his back.

      “You need to let me through,” Kyle rasped. “The country—”

      “Don’t you say another word!”

      “McCoy?” someone shouted from the building’s entry. “McCoy! Move aside. I’ve got him!” Palmer shoved through and slapped down the soldier’s gun. He helped Kyle up and brushed off his shirt.

      “You look like hell,” he said.

      “I feel like it.” Kyle noticed out of the corner of his eye that the soldiers hadn’t stopped aiming at him.

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Palmer took Kyle’s wrists and slapped a pair of handcuffs on them.

      “What the—”

      “Don’t resist,” Palmer whispered in his ear. “It’s better that it’s me.” He then pulled Kyle toward the building’s glass entry. The soldiers stayed close behind, weapons ready.

      “No, no, no,” Kyle said. “Palmer, listen to me. I don’t know what happened, but I can explain everything.”

      “I have orders.”

      “You know me,” Kyle pleaded.

      “Which is why I saved you from them. You’re the most wanted man on two worlds and you show up here like nothing is wrong?”

      Wanted? Oh, Connor, no.

      Palmer brought him inside the lobby where more agents snapped to action, hands falling to their sidearms, muttering in shock. The way they looked at him rendered Kyle speechless, like he was a smear of dog vomit on a white carpet. It was pure revulsion mixed with confusion, like he himself had put a gun to the side of JFK’s head. Palmer dragged him through the gray marbled lobby to the elevators on the right—the ones that led up the highest floors, the ones that could only be accessed by the executives and high-ranking agents, the ones that Kyle had always used freely.

      Now he was grateful Tracy stayed behind. Being paraded in cuffs like this . . . it was mortifying. Now he understood why the criminals DAR took down ran and panicked no matter what. Even if escape was impossible. He didn’t say another word until they were in the elevator.

      “Palmer, you have to listen to me.”

      “I’m just doing my job, man,” he replied, sounding remorseful and unable to bring himself to make eye contact.

      “I know. But this is all a huge misunderstanding. If you’d just let me—”

      “McCoy, you don’t seem to understand,” Palmer interrupted. “The president is dead, and you’re the lead suspect in the attack. They’re keeping it off the news for now, but every federal agency is searching for you. The KGB too.”

      Kyle couldn’t assemble syllables into words. All his worst fears had come to fruition. The news could mean that Connor had done something to at least create suspicion, if not killed Kennedy himself. Maybe he’d finally snapped, unable to come to terms with his grief over losing Julia. Maybe this whole thing wasn’t about him escaping the Mafia but getting involved with those wanting to put a hit out on JFK. There’d always been talk about a connection between the president and the Families.

      Kyle’s mind kicked into overdrive. He glanced around the elevator. In these tight quarters, he could probably take Palmer out if the element of surprise were on his side, then escape and figure out a way to clear his name. But all that would do would be to deepen the belief that he was guilty. And Palmer was a good agent, a brother in arms . . . a friend.

      The elevator dinged and the doors slid open, revealing the top floor. He’d stridden onto the green and yellow carpet of the Department of Alien Relations headquarters every day for the last few years. Ever since the Vulbathi landed, the DAR had become the single most important government agency on the planet. Some would argue that Director Hoover held more power over certain decisions than even the president.

      Palmer gently pulled Kyle along. More agents noticed him, and their hands hovered near their holsters as they closed in around them. More disgusted looks from people he knew. Confusion. His secretary, Linda, glanced up from her desk, tears welling in her eyes. He’d had coffee with her almost daily. Two sugars, a splash of cream.

      Palmer brought Kyle through the large, reinforced double doors of their secure radio room where no one could possible listen in. A few senior agents stood inside, all familiar. Jameson, Dolly, Juarez, Cabrera. They all looked like they wanted to tear out his throat.

      Sweat poured off Kyle and he felt his legs dragging a bit. It took the soldier inside of him to rise above and meet the scared child he felt like in that moment. He’d done nothing wrong and he would easily prove it.

      “You all have to listen to me,” Kyle said, growing frantic. He yanked on his cuffs out of reflex, forcing Palmer to hold tighter.

      “Kyle, don’t do this,” Palmer said. “None of this adds up. Just tell your side.”

      Deputy Director Frank Price approached from the other side of the room, straight-backed and authoritative in his stance. He adjusted his collar and his lips twitched nervously. He was far easier to deal with than Hoover, which at least gave Kyle a better shot.

      Hoover . . . Kyle realized. Is he dead too?

      “Sir. I can explain everything.”

      “You’ll have the chance, Agent McCoy,” Price replied.

      “Am I to assume you’re the acting director?”

      “He is,” came a voice from behind him, “But I’m in charge.”

      A handful of agents in black suits flooded the room. Kyle could tell by the way they stood that they were Secret Service. The agents descended upon him like hyenas over a three-days-dead gazelle, a line on either side of him. He could feel the sweat beginning anew.

      Then, the man who’d spoken entered. Kyle saw the shoes first—black and recently polished, crossing the colorful carpet with grace. They belonged to a man whom Kyle had met before. A man who held permanent real estate in the picture on his office desk and the copy in his home study.

      Newly sworn-in President Richard Nixon strode in. His tight, brown hair was still worn the same way it had been years ago when he’d presented Kyle the Silver Star. He was dressed in a sharp navy-blue suit and a red, white, and blue tie.

      With him in the room, the secret servicemen not only had their hands near their guns, they palmed the grips. Kyle stood proud and straight on the outside, defiant. He shook like a leaf in the fall on the inside.

      “Gentlemen, is that necessary?” Nixon said. “Kyle McCoy is a distinguished veteran and an agent of the DAR. It was I who had the great pleasure of presenting him the Silver Star for his heroism in the Fallout Conflict. Surely, he is no threat to me. Stand down.”

      The agents reluctantly but obediently backed away and crossed their arms in front of them. Palmer relinquished his hold on the cuffs, then unlocked them. Kyle stretched his aching wrists. Then Palmer re-cuffed his hands in front of him.

      Kyle’s eyes never left his friend, but he said nothing.

      “Leave us,” the president said, and then added, “alone. I’d like to speak with the agent plainly. Man to man.”

      Price turned toward the new commander in chief and said, “Sir, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      President Nixon shot daggers and Price sank backward, a dog slapped on his snout. He was in over his head compared to Hoover. Untested and green, and with no idea who to try to appease in the situation.

      “Yes, sir,” Price said. He nodded to his men, and they followed him out. Palmer went last. Kyle held his gaze on his way out, hoping to tell him with his expression that he was innocent. He was the only one who didn’t seem angry. More heartbroken.

      Two secret servicemen remained inside the radio room and closed the door. A buzzing red light blinked on once it locked, indicating that no monitoring device could pierce the reinforced walls.

      “This is only temporary,” Nixon said. He sighed and took a seat at the conference table. Only then did Kyle realize that the walls were covered in portraits of past presidents. Files littered the desk, a Bible in the corner from when Nixon was sworn in. The entire room had been transformed into a makeshift Oval Office.

      “Sit,” Nixon invited.

      Kyle took the seat across from him and laid his cuffed hands atop the table.

      “Sir, I—”

      “I was here when the attack happened,” Nixon interrupted. “They have me grounded until the culprits are found. That’s our utmost priority right now, and with Hoover in critical condition, I’m overseeing things here on an emergency basis.” He glanced at a picture of the Empire State Building on the wall. “I can’t say I mind. New York is the true heartbeat of our nation, not some antique, white home. Don’t you think?”

      “Sir, I don’t know what you think I’ve done, but I am innocent.” Kyle hadn’t meant to be rude, but he couldn’t hold back any longer. “I wasn’t even on Luna.”

      The president leveled a glare on him. “We have eyewitnesses who place you there. I saw you board the rocket myself. What I don’t understand is how you vanished from that ship and reached Earth so quickly.”

      “Sir, if you’d pull up my file, you’d see that I have a twin brother. He—”

      “An evil twin?” Nixon laughed. “Of all the excuses I imagined you’d come up with, I must say I’m surprised.”

      “Not evil, just stupid,” Kyle muttered, almost inaudibly.

      “Excuse me? No, never mind. As I am confident you already know, your file has mysteriously been wiped. There’s no record of a brother or even you for that matter. It seems someone has effectively removed you from existence.”

      Kyle swallowed hard. “That’s . . . that’s impossible.”

      “Quite.”

      “Look,” Kyle began, but remembered who he was speaking to. “I mean, Mister President, if you’d just let me speak with Director Hoover, he could clear this whole thing up. I don’t talk about Connor much, but I promise he’s the one out there right now. He’s the one who’s done whatever it is everything thinks I did.”

      President Nixon leaned forward, steepling his fingers.

      “Well, unfortunately for us all, Director Hoover is in a coma from wounds suffered in the attack. Even if he recovers, the doctors fear he may never speak again.”

      “So, I am being accused of what?” Kyle asked. “Single-handedly orchestrating an attack on the Mothership on Luna and murdering the president?”

      “Two presidents.”

      Kyle swallowed harder.

      “But don’t be absurd,” Nixon said. “We know you had accomplices, and we are prepared to do anything necessary to relieve you of that information.”

      Just then the door burst open and Kyle heard Agent Palmer cry out. “Sir, we tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t listen!”

      A deep, guttural roar echoed distantly in Kyle’s mind. He stood and spun a quick half-circle. “Shimmer!”

      The creature towered over Palmer and even the six-and-a-half-foot tall Agent Cabrera standing beside him. His normally somber-looking eyes had turned angry and his tendrils a dark shade of crimson. His mouth, which was usually little more than a slit across his wide face, now bore vicious-looking fangs.

      “You,” Shimmer shouted within Kyle’s mind, the word painted with venom. “How dare you!”

      Kyle shrank back, unused to his friend referring to him in that manner. Connor must be guilty of something to illicit such a reaction from one of Kyle’s closest friends.

      “You dare hold this man prisoner?”

      It was then that Kyle noticed how distant the Vulbathi’s voice came across in his mind—a clear indication that the alien was communicating to any and all in the vicinity.

      Shimmer pushed past Kyle. He stood before the president, two giant, four-fingered hands placed palm down on the flat oak. Behind them, about a dozen Secret Service agents flooded the room and aimed their firearms at the alien’s back. With what was happening outside that room, Shimmer was lucky they hadn’t already fired. The president raised a hand to stay them.

      “This man,” the president said, pointing at Kyle, “is guilty of murder, treason, and a dozen other felonious charges.”

      “It was not him,” Shimmer spoke.

      “I would implore you, Ambassador, to reduce your communication to a more private conversation.”

      Shimmer’s voice grew closer, and Kyle still heard every word. He spoke into only his and the new president’s minds.

      “It was not him,” Shimmer repeated.

      “Am I to just accept your word?” the President asked.

      “I was there.”

      Nixon didn’t move, just sat, fingers in the form of a teepee, with his elbows resting securely on the arms of his chair.

      “I know you were, Ambassador,” the president said, resignation in his voice.

      “From the moment I first spoke to him on Luna, I had suspicions he was not the human I have come to know.” The alien looked to Kyle. “Your brother, Connor?”

      Kyle nodded. Maybe a handful in the DAR knew about Connor from Kyle’s mouth directly. Potentially only Agent Palmer, Linda, and Director Hoover, though only because the director had reviewed Kyle’s file. But he’d shared things with Shimmer, because when he did, Shimmer shared in return—as if the information were a gift between them.

      “Even if I were to believe you,” Nixon said, “this doesn’t account for his information being wiped on our systems.”

      “Maybe someone is trying to frame me,” Kyle blurted out.

      Nixon laughed, then his face turned deadly serious. “You must think very highly of yourself, McCoy.”

      “Not everyone is happy I helped the Vulbathi recover the Chosen,” Kyle said.

      “Now he must help again,” Shimmer said, though Kyle wasn’t sure what he meant. He stood and stepped around the desk, cuffs rattling. Shimmer shifted his weight. Kyle could tell the alien was preparing to defend his friend. The surrounding agents raised their weapons higher.

      “It’s all true, sir,” Kyle said. “You can check the police reports around my home address, there’s bound to be one by now. Yesterday, the Mafia hit my home with my pregnant wife inside. It was like they wanted to keep me from getting on that rocket to Luna.” It was a tiny white lie like Tracy suggested. “And my brother does exist. You can ask Agent Palmer, or my secretary, Linda Bartlett. They’ve heard me complain about him.”

      “He is telling the truth,” Shimmer affirmed forcefully. “I have heard many tales of Connor’s misdeeds from friend Kyle’s mouth.”

      Nixon’s bearing softened as he drew an elongated breath. “Fine. I’ll have the Secret Service start asking questions. If you are telling the truth, your brother is the most wanted man on Earth—to us, the Russians, the Vulbathi—he has a lot to answer for.”

      “Then let me find him, sir,” Kyle said. “Please. With all due respect, nobody knows him better than I do.”
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      Red swore in Russian. Connor knew it was a curse word. It didn’t matter the language, they all carried that feeling.

      Connor hid his face, but this time she didn’t strike him.

      “You have hands of stone,” she remarked.

      “Well, stop fidgeting,” he snapped. It was hard enough to focus on stitching her wound when she had her pants pulled down to just above her knees. She didn’t provide any warning before doing it either. Suddenly, there was Connor, sitting in front of her nearly naked form, trying his hardest to stay focused on the gash so that his eyes didn’t wander.

      “Just one more.” Connor pulled the thread through and snipped it. “There . . . closed.” He took a beat to marvel at his handiwork. A bit crooked and unevenly spaced, but it would do.

      He dropped the needle back into the med kit he’d found buried in the break room. A space-age shuttle beyond anything the world’s superpowers boasted in their fleets, and there was nothing but a kit you’d find in your local A&P. He dumped what little was left of a water bottle onto the wound to clean it off. She flinched.

      “Good as new,” Connor said.

      “Finally.”

      “In America, we say ‘thank you.’”

      “In Russia, we take a drink.”

      Red snatched a roll of gauze out of the kit, wrapped her thigh, then pulled a terrifying knife out of her boot. A faded Soviet hammer and sickle was carved on the hilt. Connor instinctually closed his eyes and feared the worst. She reached behind her and grabbed her uniform jacket, then cut a strip of cloth to wrap the wound.

      Connor exhaled. She gingerly squirmed back and forth as she pulled her pants over her hips. He averted his gaze, though he wasn’t sure why, considering he’d just been up close and personal for more than a few minutes.

      “All right,” she said as she stretched out her leg. “No more wasting time. We are lucky we have not been found yet.”

      “Or unlucky, depending on who does the finding,” Connor said.

      She rolled her eyes. It reminded him of the way Julia used to react to his comments. He ignored the rush of memories.

      “So, who gets it first?” Connor nodded toward the empty space suit propped up against the wall of the cargo bay. Connor had done what he could to patch the hole in the stomach and the one in the visor using some thread and caulk he’d found, intended for short-term, emergency repairs. He wasn’t Rajeev, but he wasn’t useless.

      His work did nothing that could help the suit fit two of them, however. The pilot’s suit was beyond repair and completely pinned by wreckage, so having two suits was off the table. They’d need to switch off.

      “Go ahead,” Red said. “You Americans do have such soft flesh.”

      “No way, ladies first,” he said.

      “If you insist.” She limped toward the suit without waiting for a response.

      Damn you and your big mouth, Connor.

      “So, now I’m not the girl?” he asked.

      “First thing they used to teach when I was child in Russia,” she said as she stepped into the suit. “Don’t get lost in Siberia. Now, they teach us not to get lost here. But you should be used to the poison air, eh, War Hero?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been itching to get back to this place.”

      She zipped the collar and grabbed the helmet. “Do not worry. We will switch wearer every rest.”

      “I’m still bringing this.” Connor snatched a shiny, wrinkled tarp hanging over the entry. He’d torn the sheet of insulation out of a ruptured portion of the ship to wear like a cloak.

      “I told you,” she said. “It will not help. There is no air filter.”

      “Well, it’ll make me feel better.”

      Connor returned to the break room where the Chosen remained half-submerged in the container, a clump of its tentacles drooping out. Their attackers weren’t kind enough to leave much in the way of useful supplies, so Connor jury-rigged a backpack out of more insulation and straps meant to restrain equipment.

      It took traveling from Earth to Luna and back for Connor’s crafting talents to be required. Rajeev would’ve been so proud. Another smaller handmade bag was stuffed with all the water and food they could fit—several bottles of water and about a dozen vacuum-packed space meals. Connor chose only the ones in American packaging.

      “All right, little buddy. It’s time.” Connor carefully lifted the bag off its hanger. He transferred the water and the creature out of the container into it. So long as it hung upright, the Chosen would have somewhere to breathe.

      “Coming or not?” Red called from down the corridor.

      A tentacle closed around his forearm as Connor slung the bag over his shoulders. The water made it heavy, but the noctopus was as light as it looked. He bounced it a few times to make sure the straps would hold. Another tentacle slapped his neck.

      “I know,” he said. “I don’t want to go out there with her either, but she’s right, you need to go home.” He sighed. “I need to go home.”

      Red waited for him in the cockpit, wearing the all-black space suit. The tinted visor obscured her face, somehow making her appear less intimidating.

      “See? I’m not totally useless,” Connor said, proudly displaying the supplies.

      She snatched the bag from his hand. “Took long enough,” she scoffed. The helmet slightly muffled her voice, making it tougher to understand her accent.

      They paused in front of the broken viewport. The wind had picked up beyond it, whipping up so much dirt they could barely see to the other side of the street.

      “So, this is how I’m going to die?” Connor said. “With a Soviet and an alien in the Dead Curtain.”

      “Better than behind a desk, isn’t it?” she replied.

      An involuntary, nervous chuckle slipped out of Connor’s mouth. On this rare occasion, he didn’t have anything else to say.

      Red headed out first in silence, her limp still noticeable but not nearly as pronounced. Connor watched her grow immediately blurry in the perpetual haze. If he wound up stranded alone . . . Fear may have kept him on that perch, but he wasn’t about to be outdone by her.

      He swallowed hard and patted one of the Chosen’s tentacles which had wound up draped over his shoulder. He drew the space blanket-poncho over his nose and mouth, then climbed out. A heady gust sent him staggering almost immediately. Dirt and wind—dashing around outside as if the angry souls of the millions who’d perished filled the air—stung his cheeks like fire ants.

      He covered his eyes and made his way to the edge. The crumbling brick walls and wood floor boards made climbing down a cinch. The Chosen’s tentacles gripped his neck loosely as he hopped between landings. His foot slipped on a chunk of fallen wall. Red grabbed him by one of the backpack straps. He fell forward into her, arms wrapping around her baggy suit.

      “Careful,” she said in a muffled voice. Connor couldn’t see through her tinted visor but could only imagine her glower. “The fate of the world is on your back.”

      He pulled the makeshift cloak down to speak.

      “I wish I’d practiced actually wearing my backpack to school,” he replied, then started coughing as dust filled his mouth. Red lifted a finger over her helmet to shush him. He nodded.

      Better if she tells me where to go anyway.

      He yanked his cloak back over his mouth as far as he could so dust couldn’t seep in, then pulled the Chosen’s bag tight to keep water from sloshing out. As if reading his thoughts, the creature immediately raised two tentacles to hold the blanket in place.

      Red led them into what seemed like a town square. The visibility was so poor, Connor could barely see the abandoned buildings behind the scorched chassis of the old cars lining the streets. Looking out at the wasteland was one thing; being in the midst of it was another.

      The air had a jaundiced hue. Pittsburgh was a trash heap, but at least the smog hanging over it was colorless. Here, there might as well have been a hazard logo painted on the sky. He drew breaths slowly, trying to space them out until he was desperate for oxygen. It may have just been in Connor’s head, but every breath made him feel queasy.

      Red stopped at the edge of town under a fallen church spire leaning against another building. The rest of its façade had been smashed to pieces. She removed a compass from her pocket, but the needle spun senselessly. She stowed it and instead pointed to the sky.

      “West is that way,” she said.

      “How do you know?” Connor asked. She cocked her head and remained silent like she couldn’t hear him, which of course made sense since he was talking into the blanket. Instead, she pointed the other way.

      “Sun is falling,” she indicated. “Look closely, you can see glow.”

      Connor saw nothing. He covered his face, leaned out of cover, and squinted. The sky was uniformly muddy. He’d seen plenty of white clouds and gray clouds in his life, but never anything like the ones covering them. They were the color of a golden delicious apple that had been left out of the fridge for a week. She was right, though. In the direction she’d pointed, the world was a bit brighter.

      He nodded.

      “We head that way,” she said. “The storm will weaken eventually. Let us just hope it does not rain.”

      Connor faced the wall so he could speak without getting a mouthful of dust. “Tell me again why we didn’t wait until after it passed?”

      She pointed back to the sky. “You can brave this.” Then she gestured to the suit she wore. “Or deal with more of these when they find the ship. Your call, War Hero.”

      She started off without waiting for his answer. He glanced up at the building their stolen shuttle had leached onto like a metal parasite. Safe enclosure, fresh air. He could hand over the Chosen to Red and wait alone there until somebody found him. Away from Russians and politics. What a laugh they’d share when he explained he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Or they might never come, and he would starve. Alone. He’d never see Haya, or Tracy, or Kyle again. He’d never see anyone again. He’d die, and none of them would ever know the truth.

      “All right, I’m coming,” he grumbled, as if Red were listening.

      “Careful.”

      Red held out an arm and guided Connor around the lip of a large crater he somehow hadn’t seen. A truck was flipped on its side, paint worn off, teetering over the edge. Energy crackled in the center of the site—apparently where an alien weapon had gone off when the Dead Curtain was made.

      They reached a meandering highway that seemed endless, vanishing into the murk and going God knows where. West was all the information they had to go by, like Columbus crossing the Atlantic. Landmarks? There were none, unless Connor counted the occasional empty car frame littering the road, driver vaporized during whatever journey they’d been on.

      A metal sign for the town they left behind was folded from unimaginable heat. Red picked it up and dusted it off. A few of the letters remained intact.

      “Zambrów,” she said. “Or what’s left of it. You are lucky. We are closer to Berlin than Moscow by a hair.”

      Connor grinned and nodded. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the path ahead of them. There was a time he craved the open road. He and Julia had never needed a destination as long as they were together. And his counterfeiting crew kept moving, always to new and unexpected places.

      But as he and this Soviet KGB agent set out across the Dead Curtain, darkness mounting with every step, he longed for Kyle’s cozy home in the suburbs. For cul-de-sacs and white picket fences. Crisp air kissed by budding flowers and a chubby neighbor to wave to.

      He stopped and glanced to his right. Behind what was left of a guardrail, a cluster of pale, leafless trees stood out against the whipping dust and ominous clouds. Petrified. Never to flourish or decay. Trapped in limbo.

      For this, Julia and so many died?

      It was then that he finally understood how JFK and Khrushchev smiled—used to smile—and shook hands after everything that happened. How the nuclear arms race could just stop in the name of proving humanity’s civility to aliens.

      Here, in the Dead Curtain, the powers of the world had seen a swath of destruction of biblical proportions—a glimpse of the end of the world far beyond what Japan had endured at the end of World War II.

      Better to make friends with aliens, he thought, than rule over a world that no longer exists.
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      “It’ll just be for a little while,” Kyle said to Tracy. “There’s nothing to worry about at all. Palmer will be down the street in that old telephone repair van listening in on everything, and he vouches for the agents in the guest house.”

      “But you won’t be here,” Tracy said. “If those men come again . . .”

      “We’re the only people who know where you are. Now, if you need anything—a gallon of ice cream, or some pickles, or even pickle-flavored ice cream—you just say it out loud and it’ll be delivered, understand?”

      Tracy ran her fingers along the back of a stitched couch in the quaint living room of a safe house in Katonah, about a forty-five-minute drive north of New York City with sirens on. It was the definition of forest country—trees surrounded by more trees and a lake out back with a dock and a tire swing.

      As he watched his wife take it all in, Kyle recalled how they got there. The Secret Service had corroborated Shimmer’s information about Connor, along with Tracy, Linda, Palmer, and a few other agents Kyle couldn’t remember. Enough that it seemed impossible they could all be in on a conspiracy.

      A few more white lies about how Connor had drugged him, and the attack, and Acting Director Price and President Nixon provided him full DAR clearance pending further investigation. Now wasn’t the time for him to worry about morals. Kyle could sort that out with God when the world was safe.

      Haya whipped by. She’d been darting from room to room, snorting up dust. She seemed to be feeling a bit better. Content, if not happy.

      “It isn’t just the attack,” the president had told Kyle before dispatching him. “The Vulbathi Ambassador”—he meant Shimmer—“witnessed the man who is apparently your brother fleeing the scene with their Chosen, right after they’d finally revealed it to us.”

      Kyle cursed inwardly. He would have loved to have seen that. He knew they worshipped the Chosen, and that it was what Shimmer had fought to retrieve in the Dead Curtain, but even his alien friend never revealed much about the creature. Its appearance, abilities, why they loved it, everything remained a mystery.

      “What an honor that must have been,” Kyle said. “I’m sorry my brother ruined it.”

      What Kyle couldn’t understand was why. Connor knew nothing about the Chosen. Barely anyone outside the highest levels of government even knew it existed. But if he were on the moon and found out the best way to get his revenge on the Vulbathi for their presumed crimes against Julia was . . . No. Even he isn’t that cruel.

      “Yes, truly,” Nixon said. “They surprised us with the gesture.”

      “Shared something sacred, in exchange for us opening our home to them,” Kyle said. “That’s the way they handle things.”

      “Well, during the attack on the ceremony, everyone turned on each other. A Soviet radio signal neutralized the Vulbathi’s ability to communicate, which of course Chairman Semichastny and the rest of them deny any knowledge of. Considering their premier and many other of their people died, I tend to believe them.”

      “Shouldn’t our people look into that?” Kyle asked

      “I assure you, they are. But it was chaos. Our own were seen firing on Soviets, Americans. Your old squad mate, a Fernando Gonzalez, attacked the Riftmother. Whether he was involved, or trying to protect us, we aren’t sure. The Vulbathi were too affected by the signal to sense emotions.”

      “Gonzalez?” Kyle said, incredulous. “No way he’d turn. He’s as loyal as any soldier ever was, and too jittery. Can I speak with him?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Kyle’s heart dropped. He was never close to the man, but theirs was a bond forged in blood.

      “What about any of the attackers?” Kyle asked.

      “Anyone who wasn’t on that ship with your brother is dead,” Nixon lamented. “Blew their own heads off or took cyanide pills.”

      “Can we ID them?”

      “Not yet. No files match. Vanished, like yours did. Plus, their fingerprints were burned off and their equipment is untraceable.”

      “Ghosts . . .”

      “Anyone worth talking to is dead,” Nixon went on. “Or, like Hoover, in a comatose state.”

      “Then why not put everything we have on that signal—?”

      “Or your brother. If he’s alive, somewhere, we need to find him. He’s the missing piece. The unidentified ship he took vanished. Off our grid, and, more impressively, off the Vulbathi’s grid.”

      “Jesus.” Kyle crossed his heart.

      “All we know is that a Soviet agent apparently tried to stop him but hasn’t been heard from since.”

      “What if the Soviets were behind this, then? Kidnapped Connor thinking he was me and tried to cover their trail?”

      Nixon sighed, spun his chair toward the windows and rested his hands over his lap. “What if, indeed.”

      “Whatever he’s caught up in, Mister President, I’ll get to the bottom of it,” Kyle replied.

      “You’d better.”

      “Just keep his name off the news for now. If he knows the whole world is after him, he’ll disappear. I know him.”

      “I’ll hold off as long as I can,” Nixon assured, “but the people of this country need somewhere to place blame. The Joint Chiefs are clamoring for military action against anyone after losing one of their own up there. You see the madness outside, don’t you?”

      “I know. I do.”

      “The Vulbathi Riftmother isn’t saying much, but you know better than anybody how much they revere that Chosen. I don’t care if this was the work of Russian sleeper agents, or terrorists, or the damn Chinese, the Vulbathi won’t wait forever to get it back. You’ve seen what they’re capable of when they feel threatened. Imagine what they could do to us when they’re angry.”

      “You can count on me, sir.”

      “The whole world is counting on you, Agent.”

      No pressure, Kyle thought. But he could handle it. He had to. That’s what soldiers did, and in the wake of what had happened, he was nothing if not a soldier once again. Other federal agencies continued their secret search for Connor throughout the world. Kyle just had to hope he found him first.

      “Are you really sure this is completely necessary?” Tracy said, pulling him back to the present. The way she moaned as she fell back on the oversized sofa betrayed her true feelings. Kyle knew she didn’t want to go back to the home they’d fled. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      “Yes,” Kyle said, leaving no room for doubt. “But you’re going to live so well here, you’ll never want to go home.”

      He surveyed the house one last time to make sure he was telling the truth. A fire roared in the stone fireplace and grocery bags filled the counter. The DAR had set her up with everything she’d need to be comfortable. It wasn’t home, but Kyle could see them having a second place up here in the future, when their family was more than two. Someplace where they could see the stars in all their glory.

      “Where exactly do you plan to go?” she asked.

      Kyle rubbed the back of his neck. “I wish I could tell you, but I’m lucky Shimmer arrived to help clear me to begin with.”

      “Kyle, I think we’re beyond you needing to keep secrets for my safety.”

      “Maybe. Just trust me and stay here. And take care of Haya in case that idiot brother of mine is still alive.”

      “Don’t even joke about that, Kyle.”

      He bent down and gave his wife a peck on each cheek and one on the forehead.

      “I love you,” he said.

      “I love you, too. Be safe.”

      “And you, our little miracle.” He kissed Tracy’s stomach, and when he pulled his face away, Haya’s big eyes were right there, and she startled him with a bark. He and Tracy shared a genuine laugh, one that left him wishing he could stay. Be in that moment forever. He stood and turned away before that wound up happening.

      “Watch after her, Palmer,” Kyle spoke into the air, knowing his old war buddy would hear him. “Or else.”

      Kyle stepped to the front door and took a moment to behold his beautiful, pregnant wife. She put on a smile just for him. Then he stepped outside into fresh air, which smelled of pine and newly bloomed flowers.

      He walked down the long driveway. An oddly-shaped vehicle was parked around the side, purposely kept out of Tracy’s view. It had the front cab of a pickup truck, but instead of a typical bed there was an oversized metal tank. Shimmer had just arrived from Luna, but, per the law, his ship had to be parked at DAR headquarters. So, he’d been transported up in the truck. By Kyle’s estimation, they were all lucky Shimmer obliged. He hardly thought human laws mattered anymore.

      Agent Cabrera, one of the agents assigned to the safe house, stepped out of the driver’s seat and brought Kyle the keys.

      “Been here long?”

      “Only a few minutes,” Cabrera said. “Good luck with it.”

      Kyle nodded, got into the car, and placed the key into the ignition. He looked over his shoulder. A thick plexiglass window showed Shimmer sloshing around in the tank’s water. The Vulbathi had no trouble in the open air while wearing their suits, but they only truly thrived when fully submerged. It had a way of restoring them, even healing them to a degree.

      “You doing okay?” he asked.

      “I am as well as I can be, friend Kyle.” Shimmer’s voice reverberated in his head. It was at once an unpleasant sound, but now, after all these years, it was soothing to Kyle.

      “Shimmer, I’ve told you a million times, just call me Kyle.”

      Shimmer painted a picture in Kyle’s mind . . . a series of words that were not words, but they conveyed a sense of understanding. Kyle was amazed at how quickly the Vulbathi had picked up the language and even unspoken gestures. Shimmer’s response was enough for Kyle to feel the alien’s sympathy. Without saying it, it said, But we are the closest of friends.

      “That we are, friend Shimmer.” Kyle smiled.

      The car started at the turn of the key. The solar-powered engine didn’t make even a hum.

      “I have to ask now that we’re alone, big guy,” Kyle said. “What really happened up there? I know they’re probably not keen to tell me everything, considering . . . you know.”

      “It is unclear to myself and my clan as well,” Shimmer replied, along with a feeling of confusion that momentarily left Kyle dizzy. He could make out a symphony of sounds including screams, gunshots, and explosions.

      “They told me what my old squad mate did—Gonzalez. I know the guy. I’m sure he was just scared, reacting. Not everyone understands what happened in the Conflict.”

      “He died a warrior’s death,” Shimmer replied. “As did many others, on all sides. Every human report of the incident differs. Our own were too blinded by the signal to discern intents. All I could feel was suffering. It was as if the explosion which created your Dead Curtain were occurring again, all around us. I could feel the crippling death.”

      “And I’m sure that’s what whoever was behind it wanted.” Kyle frowned. “I’m so sorry, Shimmer. About all of this. And if my brother really was involved . . .”

      “Then we will commune with him and learn. I will never understand your human families. They are not bound by will and intent like my clan. So, you cannot be blamed.”

      Kyle couldn’t help but wonder if that were true. He should have watched Connor closer from the start, kept him from stealing his identity. He should have called the cops the second he noticed Connor’s wound. Maybe that wouldn’t have prevented what happened on Luna—assuming Connor wasn’t somehow the mastermind behind a dual assassination—but then Kyle would have been there to help stop it. Or perhaps, like Gonzalez, Kyle would be dead, and Tracy and the baby would be left alone.

      Kyle shook that thought from his head and said, “I just want you to know that we aren’t all creatures of hate.”

      “You have displayed for me great proof of this,” Shimmer said. “Though I fear that the Riftmother and the other Firstborn have begun to see differently.”

      “We’ll make things right. We’ll find my brother and help figure this out.”

      “The Riftmother lives, and so do I. For that we are blessed. But the Chosen must be recovered before it is too late.”

      “It will be.” Kyle threw the truck into drive. He stopped just a block away at Palmer’s van and rolled down the window. His friend flicked a cigarette out, then reached back and returned with a folder.

      “Here it is,” Palmer said.

      “Thanks,” Kyle said. “And I’m sorry for getting you pulled off the Davega investigation. I know it was a big one.”

      Palmer shrugged. “There’ll be others.”

      Kyle opened the folder and thumbed through. They were dossiers he’d had pulled for any connected Mafiosi who fit his description of the attackers looking for Connor. The first few weren’t a fit, but the third, featured in a black and white photo at a Yankees game . . .

      “Bingo.” Kyle would never forget that face. Then he scanned through the info and froze on the name of a known associate—Sergei “The Drill” Drugov, a Soviet defector. No picture, but Kyle also couldn’t forget the foreign-looking man he’d wrestled with.

      Tapping the file, he said, “Frankie Soriano, Lucchese capo. This is the one who came after us. I’m sure of it.”

      “You know I met your brother?” Palmer asked.

      “You did?”

      “He was sweating it out on the couch that one time you had me over for dinner, remember?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I know the way you talked about him, but I read that file. Frankie’s a monster. Split a man’s head with a baseball bat, got off with nothing.”

      “Handling monsters is what we do, Palmer.”

      “How could your brother—?”

      “Connor’s worse than you might think. But he’s also better. I have to believe that whatever happened up on Luna, he was just caught in the middle of it. He’s an addict, but he’s not a killer. At least, I hope he’s not.”

      “So do I.” Palmer peered into Kyle’s truck and to the view of Shimmer, face pressed against the glass, watching. A monster to anybody who didn’t know better.

      “Oh, and McCoy, one more thing. We don’t know exactly who was responsible for that scene in Harlem yet, but a few locals talked, and the shell casings—it was definitely the Mafia that shot the place up. Not sure who, though. Maybe it’s connected, maybe it’s not.”

      “I guess they’re not staying out of the alien tech trade anymore,” Kyle said.

      “Apparently not,” Palmer agreed. “But it’s all too convenient. Good luck out there, man. And don’t worry about Tracy. You talked about her so much overseas, she’s as much my family as yours.”

      “Thanks Palmer. I’ll find the truth.”

      “You did for the aliens. You will this time, too.”

      Kyle offered a nod, then turned down the next road. The thump from the tank earned his attention.

      “Don’t make too much noise back there, okay?” Kyle said.

      The alien propped his arms against the walls. His tendrils wriggled through the water. “I will endeavor to try, friend Kyle.”

      Kyle smirked and shook his head. Then he gave the cross around his neck a kiss and accelerated down the street.

      It wasn’t long before they were out of the mountains and surrounded by civilization again. It felt silly, and a little less than safe, driving down I-95 with what amounted to a jacuzzi attached to the truck, but Kyle just drove a bit slower than he normally would. Even so, they made good time, returning to the city just after dark. Considering the current political climate, darkness was their friend. Walking down the streets of Brooklyn with a Vulbathi in tow was not among the wisest decisions.

      There was no discrete place to park the mobile SeaWorld, but Kyle chose an alley between two warehouses in Red Hook, near where intel said the Lucchese capo liked to hang out. He backed the truck into the dead end to try to conceal the tank from anyone who passed by and peered down the alley. Once content, he climbed out.

      Water splashed, followed by several clunks, then Shimmer climbed down a ladder near the back of the vehicle. He dripped as he dug through the passenger seat floorboard. He removed a large bag and poured its contents onto the asphalt.

      First, he drew his water suit over his hard, scale-covered body, clasping it at the neck. Next, a faint purple glow washed the walls of the alley as the alien grabbed a small black hunk of obsidian-black metal and affixed it to his wrist. He turned it over a couple of times before a blade of pure energy erupted from the hilt. After a moment, the blade and the purple light disappeared.

      His tendrils moved in synchronized swimmer-like harmony with one another, and his eyelids squeezed shut—both sets. He stood like that for a moment, then rolled his neck, opened his eyes, and spoke to Kyle telepathically.

      “Let us find your brother and retrieve the Chosen.”

      “Like old times,” Kyle said.

      He wasn’t sure if he’d yet come to terms with all that had happened over the last couple of days. A part of him wasn’t sure he wanted to find Connor, especially with Palmer’s intel that all this might be part of some wider plan by the Mafia to take over the black market contraband tech trade now that the government was no longer focused so intently on organized crime. JFK’s death would only make that worse.

      Would the Mob go that far to remove him?

      Kyle’s rage was still strong at the thought of the danger he’d put Tracy and the baby in. However, Kyle knew how much Connor loved Haya. If he left the dog at the house, he must not have thought he was putting them in harm’s way. The opposite, if anything. Then again, Connor wasn’t the thinker in the family.

      “We’re here,” Kyle said into his radio to the DAR agents working with them. “Keep a distance and keep your cars running. I want to go in soft. I know how easy my brother will get spooked if he hears anything.”

      “Yes, sir. In position,” one unit responded.

      “In position,” said the other.

      “We’re clear,” Kyle looked back and said, waving Shimmer along.

      The Red Hook docks weren’t far, and they covered ground at a quick pace. Ahead, Kyle could see a large concentration of shipping crates. The Lucchese mark—an upright lion wearing a king’s crown—was painted on each.

      “This is it. You know the plan?” Kyle asked.

      A feeling that Kyle had begun to recognize as discomfort resonated through his brain before hearing his friend’s response.

      “I do not like it,” Shimmer spoke. “There is no reason for you to go in alone.”

      “We all agreed that your immediate presence would cause far too much hostility,” Kyle said. “They might start shooting before we ever get a chance to explain the situation. I’ve read stories about this guy, none of them good.”

      “They might do that when you walk in as well. As you explained to me, they believe you are your brother.”

      “I have a new badge. But you hear anything crazy going on, you come in and save the day.”

      Shimmer let out a deep, guttural growl. Kyle felt a wave of fear, then the warmth of friendship. Kyle raised his palms in a gesture of understanding, and the Vulbathi responded with the same.

      “Be safe, friend Kyle.”

      Kyle nodded and turned toward a big steel structure. The sign read: Shipping and Receiving Office. He walked a few yards, then glanced back over his shoulder. Shimmer was no longer anywhere to be seen. Kyle knew he wouldn’t be far. Kyle had been shipped off to the Dead Curtain with hundreds of soldiers after Contact Day, but he trusted the alien more than any of them.

      Kyle knocked on the office door. “This is Kyle McCoy, special agent in charge of the Northeast Region. I’m with the DAR,” he announced. “I need to speak with Frankie Soriano.”

      A panel slid open, like he was in that James Bond movie with Sean Connery.

      “Well, son of a—” whoever it was said. The door suddenly swung open, and Kyle felt a hand grab him. Before he had a chance to speak, he was yanked inside and the door slammed shut.

      The room was small and dark. A single light bulb hung from the ceiling and electrical wires ran every which way, crisscrossing chaotically. A Gil Elvgren pin-up poster hung on the wall above a plain metal desk.

      “You got balls like a Clydesdale comin’ in here like this, kid,” a thug said. He was big—Wilt Chamberlain big. Kyle felt his feet lifting from the ground as the man raised his fistful of Kyle’s shirt. The man pulled his other fist back, readying for a strike.

      “I just want to speak with your boss,” Kyle said. “This whole thing is a misunderstanding. If he disagrees, I’ll let you pummel me all you want.”

      “You’ll let me?” The thug let out a deep, throaty laugh. “From where I’m standing, it doesn’t look like there’s anything you could do to stop me.”

      The man’s breath reeked of garlic and onions. Kyle had to consciously try not to gag.

      “I could have a cohort of DAR agents here in a second if I wanted. Now, think carefully about whether you want to die in a firefight, then let me speak with your boss.”

      The man bit his lip, then dropped Kyle. “I’d hate to deprive the boss of being able to watch you get your ass beaten to a pulp, so, yeah, okay. But don’t think for a second you’re off the hook, you squirmy little bastard.”

      The thug gave Kyle a shove toward a door at the far end of the small office. It opened into a warehouse. It was every bit what Kyle expected it would be. Pallets of boxes stacked floor to ceiling. He imagined they were filled with drugs and guns, but they were all unmarked except for the lion emblem.

      They blasted some Toadles song called “We’re All Toads on the Inside” from a static-filled radio. They were a rising band of Brits who preached peace with the aliens, though calling them by their proper name would’ve helped.

      “Hey, Boss!” the thug called out.

      The whole place came to a grinding halt as Frankie Soriano stepped out of what was presumably his office across the warehouse. Kyle knew he had to stay composed, but the moment he saw the Mafia captain, he wanted to tear his face off. Shooting at his pregnant wife—that was unforgivable, no matter what had happened between him and Connor.

      Frankie swore and shook his head, looking impressed. “Connor McCartney, you filthy sonofabitch.”

      “Mister Sor—” Kyle started.

      “No!” Frankie shouted. “You don’t speak to me!”

      The big thug emphasized his boss’s words with an ocean liner-sized fist to Kyle’s gut. Kyle fell to his knees, coughing. Frankie’s men promptly patted him down, removing his radio. He’d left his gun behind, and they seemed genuinely surprised he was unarmed.

      Kyle expected it all. Connor’s role in the crisis on Luna still wasn’t public, so convincing a piece of trash like Frankie of the truth would be a hassle. But a part of him was hoping Connor was already there. Clearly, he wasn’t.

      Frankie approached, clapping his hands with each step. Someone turned down the radio.

      “You saved me a lot of trouble,” he said. “To think, I thought you’d be in Canada, or at least California by now with that pretty wife and dog of yours. Had Sergei out looking for you too, but I guess you ain’t smarter than you look.”

      Kyle was still on his knees when Frankie took the final steps toward him. He adjusted his fedora.

      “I see you met Little Nicky, huh?” he said. “He ain’t Sergei, but he gets the job done.” Frankie put a foot on Kyle’s ribs and pushed him over. “So? You came here for a reason? What is it?”

      Kyle knew he might have only one chance to speak before getting told to shut up again—or worse. Dozens of thugs surrounded him like he was a boxer in a ring. Sergei “The Drill” wasn’t among them, probably still combing through the forest to find them on a bum leg.

      “I’m not Connor McCartney,” Kyle said.

      Frankie laughed so hard he bent over, slapping his thighs. The other boys around him hesitated a moment, then joined in with what was clearly forced mirth.

      “You hear that, boys?” Frankie asked. “Not Connor McCartney! Well, that’s good to know ‘cuz I was just about to kill you. Could you imagine what would’ve happened if I killed the wrong guy? The Holy Mother would have never forgiven me.”

      Frankie stopped laughing and drove a heel of his over-polished shoe hard into Kyle’s gut.

      “Look, I can prove it!” Kyle declared, raising a hand toward the mobster. It took every ounce of his willpower not to break the man’s leg right then and there.

      “Okay, this’ll be good. Prove it.”

      Kyle reached into his jacket pocket. Every hand in the room immediately gripped a gun, and they were all trained on Kyle.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Frankie said. “What do you think I am, some kinda freaking lemonhead?”

      “It’s my ID,” Kyle said. “He searched me.” He continued slowly pulling out his DAR identification card. “I don’t have any weapons.”

      Frankie snatched it and looked it over.

      “The hell is this?” Frankie asked. “Listen, kid—you got guts, but you and I got into this mess ‘cuz you tried to sell me some bogus, knock-off alien weapons. Why would you think I’d believe some fake ID?”

      “So, that was you in Harlem?” Kyle asked, realizing what that meant. Connor got involved with alien counterfeiting? Harlem, the new counterfeiting crew in town the last month, the Mafia—all of Kyle’s worst nightmares were becoming flesh before him.

      Frankie’s brow furrowed. “No shit. Thank Jesus, Mary, and even Joseph for that shit on Luna getting the heat off our back after what you made me do.”

      Kyle bit back a response. “I promise you, that’s real,” he said, seething. “And that there are agents stationed outside waiting to come in here and arrest you.”

      “For what? Running a business?”

      “For just admitting to being in the Vulbathi black market trade for one. And for firing upon a senior agent and his family. The only reason they’re not in here yet is because I need information, and I’d rather they didn’t shoot you to death before I get a chance to talk to you.”

      Frankie looked at his men, then threw the ID at Kyle. “You got a silver tongue, kid, but I can smell a bullshitter. If your men are out there, then let them come.”

      “The man you met is my twin brother,” he said. “Connor McCoy. My name is Kyle McCoy. I’m a senior agent with the DAR.”

      “McCoy?”

      “McCartney is . . .” Kyle paused. He knew how ridiculous this would sound. “His stage name.”

      Frankie shooed him with an exaggerated gesture. “I’m no longer entertained. Even if it were true. McCoy. McCartney. One Mick is as good as another.”

      “You want that I should kill him, boss?” Little Nicky asked.

      Frankie slapped the hulk of a man with the back of his hand. “We ain’t monsters, Nico—we’re running a legitimate operation here. Throw him in the back with the dothead. I ain’t gonna have blood spilt where I eat.”

      “Mister Soriano, you need to think this through,” Kyle said. “If I were Connor, why would I be here? I need to know everything my brother was involved in, and you’re my best lead. Don’t involve all of them. We only need you.”

      “You know what I think?” Frankie said. “I don’t think there’s anybody outside. I think you came here to take me out and stop looking over your back. Good news, now you won’t have to look anywhere. Nicky, take his eyes first, huh?”

      Little Nicky—the irony was not lost on Kyle—grabbed Kyle and dragged him through the warehouse by his foot. Kyle fought and thrashed for a bit before realizing it wasn’t going to help. This was always a possibility, hence the need for Shimmer and the other units. Kyle wouldn’t feel bad about a raid that took down Frankie Soriano after what the man had done. He wasn’t exactly a saint. Now that he knew Connor wasn’t here, all bets were off. It was also clear now that Frankie hadn’t been involved in sending Connor to Luna if he still had no idea who Kyle was.

      Or there’s someone higher up the food chain pulling the strings.

      Nico slammed his fist against a door, which banged the wall behind it, bounced back into his shoulder, then hit the wall again. Kyle had to throw his hand out to keep it from closing against him as well.

      The doorway led to another storage room with a couple of large shipping containers lined up. Nico pounded on the door of one of the containers.

      “Try anything stupid and I’ll kill you right here,” he shouted.

      He raised the large roll-up door, the rusty thing releasing with a cringe-worthy screech. Then the big thug grabbed Kyle under the arms and tossed him into the container.

      He landed with a loud, echoing thud. The door shut, and darkness covered Kyle like a thick winter blanket.

      “I guess it’s the hard way,” Kyle said.
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      Darkness was a term Connor thought he understood. That was, until it fell upon the Dead Curtain.

      Luna was completely blotted out by the perpetual veil of clouds. Streaks of purplish alien light vacillated across them. Alaska had the northern lights, and now the Dead Curtain had its own phenomenon courtesy of the Soviet Union and alien zealots—a constant reminder that the Toads were the ones who blew the nukes.

      The storm dwindled as he and Red walked for hours. Now, bitter cold replaced the wind and whipping dirt. Connor had to squeeze his hands together just to keep his fingers from feeling like they were going to snap off.

      Let her have the first go in the suit, he thought to himself. Another brilliant move, Connor. The only thing keeping him from catching a bad case of hypothermia or worse was the unexpected heat and light source strapped to his back.

      The Chosen was like a squishy space heater. Its tentacles wrapped Connor’s neck to hold up his blanket, each one like tongs left over a barbecue. The glowing blue aura emanating from the creature was the only light available to them. It let them know they weren’t about to slam into the side of a building and little else, but that was enough—it had to be. The tiny flashlights built into Red’s helmet died after about an hour. Time all but stood still in the dim despair of the Dead Curtain.

      Even with the Chosen keeping him warm, Connor’s limbs felt like blocks of ice. His boot struck a crack in the street and sent him stumbling. Red caught him before he toppled, keeping the Chosen’s watery habitat from spilling across the dusty pavement.

      “You need to rest,” she said, her limp growing more pronounced with every step. They both needed it.

      “Y-you think so?” Connor replied through chattering teeth.

      Red ignored him and helped him to the ground. She lifted the Chosen off his back and closed his arms and knees around its bag. “She will keep you warm.”

      “He,” Connor joked.

      “There is a stone driveway over there. Shelter must be close.”

      “I’m fine. We can keep going.” Keep acting like a tough guy, Connor. That’ll get you far. It’ll get you killed.

      “It has been hours. My leg is killing me, and I have no idea how far Warsaw is.”

      “You’ve got it, Red,” he replied with a lazy salute. “Who knew you cared so much.” She was gone before the second sentence. He regarded the Chosen, staring up at him through the darkness with its pure white eyes.

      “You’re so warm,” he said, squeezing the bag tightly to his chest. Then he started to chuckle. The cold and the blackness were starting to get to him. He felt like he’d just smoked a joint with some hippie cult before they’d agree to buy some of his counterfeit Toad tech. All he could picture as he stared down at the strange blue alien was its fat head on Haya’s body.

      Connor lifted a tentacle in front of his eyes. “I should set you up with one of our octopuses,” he said. “Bring you down to an aquarium. We could make millions.” It slithered out of his grasp and flopped onto the side of his neck. The warmth made him close his eyes in ecstasy. He wasn’t sure his heavy eyelids would ever re-open.

      “Not a good deal, huh?” he said. “We can split it fifty-fifty.” That tentacle began to wrap his neck, then another, and another. “C’mon that’s fair. No, I don’t know what you’d do with cash, but it’s better to have it than not, trust me.”

      Before Connor knew it, all nine slimy appendages wrapped his neck and head. The ends of two wriggled directly over his temples.

      “Hey, what are you doi—”

      A surge of energy caused his head to wrench back. The world went white, then black, then everything around him became visible. Fields of grass, unsullied by radiation. A verdant forest to the north. Only all of it was distorted and vacillating like he was underwater wearing fogged-up goggles. The very fabric of reality seemed to be tearing at the edges.

      Though he could see, all sense of his own physical body was lost. He felt nothing at all, not even the warmth of the Chosen or the chill in the air. He tried to talk but couldn’t. After a few seconds, indecipherable whispers assailed him. It wasn’t like the incessant murmurs of the movie theater crowd waiting for the picture to start either. These whispers were deafening, filling his brain as if coming from both within and without. He had a momentary insight into how a lunatic condemned to a psych ward could go mad from hearing voices. He wanted to tear his skull open and rip them out, but he couldn’t find his head.

      Suddenly, a pair of chilly hands cupped his cheeks. The clean version of the world evaporated around him, and he was left staring at a tinted visor with a patch of caulking in its corner.

      “McCoy.” Red slapped his face. “Kyle!”

      “What the hell just happened?” Connor rasped.

      “I think you passed out.”

      “Why do I keep waking up in this position?”

      “Because you Americans can’t keep your eyes open after dark.”

      She heaved Connor to his feet. He couldn’t believe how easy it was for her, despite her size.

      “Hold the creature close,” she instructed, using her free hand to wrap his tight around the glowing bag. “There is a small farmhouse a few hundred meters over there. Not much, but warmer than here. We’re too deep in the Curtain to last long without shelter.”

      “How sweet of you.”

      She ignored him from there on out, even as he rambled incoherently. Radiation, cold, shock, and exhaustion—it was the perfect combination for madness. He couldn’t think straight, especially not after that vivid dream of Eastern Europe before the Cold War and aliens left it ravaged.

      Before he knew it, Red leaned him against a wall or, rather, what was left of one. The farmhouse was a skeleton, a mere husk of what it once had been. Charred and corroded wood hung around its warped frame, and all that remained intact was a stone hearth standing proud like a tombstone for a community farm long forgotten.

      Red groaned and fell to the floor, stretching out her wounded leg. “I’m going to start a fire, then we switch clothing,” she said. She crawled over to the hearth and tossed some stray pieces of what used to be furniture into the chamber.

      “Whoa now! We haven’t even been on our first date yet.” Connor was barely through the last word when he fell to one knee and started coughing, then vomited a bit of bile. “Uh . . . Red?”

      He expected her to rush over and make a big deal of his condition, but she didn’t even look up.

      “It is from radiation,” she said as she started clanging her knife against a loose stone from the hearth. “Do not worry. It is early stages.”

      “Me, worry?”

      “Da!” she announced as the pieces of furniture caught sparks.

      It was a pathetic fire. Little more than a few embers, but Connor crawled closer with the Chosen in tow. Together, the two heat sources reminded him that he had hands and a face again. Then Red reminded him of another body part he possessed. She unzipped her space suit and let it drop to the floor.

      “Your turn,” she said.

      Connor’s mouth had suddenly gone dry, but he didn’t try to be a tough guy this time. He was too cold. He scrambled to grab the suit and shoved his numb limbs in piece by piece. The moment he sealed the helmet, he began to thaw—mind and body. The twisting feeling in his stomach waned, and his eyes stopped itching.

      “Better?” she asked.

      “You have no idea,” he replied.

      “It is not as cold as you made it look. You Americans have skin like paper.”

      “Right.” Connor retrieved the water-filled bag of the Chosen and his space blanket and placed them in front of her. She held off for a few seconds, then snatched them both. Even by the fire Connor saw the goosebumps on her skin as she experienced the glacial temperatures he’d endured for hours.

      “Here,” Red said. She reached into the supply bag, removed a vacuum-sealed meal, and clawed half out onto her lap. She tossed the rest to Connor. He fumbled it at first, hoping she didn’t notice. He still wasn’t used to wearing the bulky suit.

      “This is it?” he asked.

      “We conserve until we are desperate,” she said.

      “Who put you in charge?”

      “You did when you proved your uselessness.”

      Connor wanted to reply, but it was a valid point. When it came to surviving in the wilderness—any wilderness, not just a nuclear wasteland—his brother was the expert.

      “What about her?” He gestured to the Chosen, which had spent their conversation slowly extending one of its many tentacles toward Red every time she wasn’t paying attention, then retreating the moment she was.

      “Does it eat?” Red asked.

      “Beats me.” He sprinkled a bit of his pasty meal into the Chosen’s bag. It didn’t seem excited or make a move. Connor shrugged. “I wouldn’t eat this if I had a choice either, girl.”

      He lifted the visor of his suit and scarfed the rest of the bar down as quickly as he could so he wouldn’t be exposed long. It tasted about as good as any TV dinner, though he couldn’t quite make out the flavor. A twist on Salisbury steak, maybe? He was too starved to care.

      He reached for a bottle of water to top himself off, but Red slapped his hand. She took a brief drink for herself, and rubbed some on her wound, then handed it over. Connor barely had a chance to squeeze in a few sips before she tore it away and stuffed it back into the bag.

      “Conserve,” she scolded.

      “Is everyone in the KGB so bossy, or just you?”

      “You should meet Chairman Semichastny at the Center. Maybe he could turn you into a real man. Would be a miracle.”

      “Many have tried.”

      Connor thought he heard a snicker, but his suit also crinkled every time he moved, and he still felt a bit lightheaded. A laugh from her? They had a better chance of surviving the Dead Curtain.

      Red unwrapped her wound to check Connor’s stitching job. There was a bit of blood, but it held. She redressed it with another bit of gauze from the med kit. “Okay,” she said as she finished up. “We rest here for warmth. One hour, then we walk.”

      She lay on her side, tugged the space blanket over her body, and positioned the Chosen against her core. One of its tentacles slithered out as if to poke her and test for danger like Haya would do when she was testing ant hills. Red brushed it away and muttered in disgust.

      “Are you just going to sit there?” she questioned a few seconds later.

      Connor was lucky she was facing the other way, or she would’ve caught him staring. As it was, he stuttered over a response. He’d met hundreds of women in his lifetime. Shared a bed with a handful. Lost the one that mattered most.

      But he’d never seen a woman like the one lying only inches away from him. Strong, unrelenting, and a hell of a lot more efficient with a pistol than he was. Her hair was so red he almost couldn’t tell through his tinted visor where it ended and the piddling fire began.

      “What now?” he asked.

      “They don’t make you train for survival in America?” she asked. “I said we rest for warmth. You are in special suit. Share.”

      Connor stared at her, dumbfounded, until she poked the rotting floorboard just behind her. It was less an invitation than a demand. “Are you dull?”

      “No, I, uh . . . sorry.” Connor slid closer and lay on his side behind her. He kept a decent amount of space between them.

      “B’lyad! I’m not poisonous.” She grabbed Connor’s hand and drew his arm over her so he had no choice but to squeeze in. He felt his heart thumping against his chest. It’d been more than three years since he’d buried Julia. This was the closest he’d been to any woman since. Drugs, swindling criminals, roaming the country—it was all a better distraction.

      Feeling someone in his arms again was relaxing. He could almost close his eyes and pretend he was lying with Julia in the back of their car, parked off the highway by some lookout on California’s Big Sur coast. He was just starting to get comfortable when one of the Chosen’s tentacles slowly coiled around his arm and reminded him where he was.

      “All that war hero stuff, helping the Vulbathi, forging peace, it’s bullshit, isn’t it?” Red said abruptly, her harsh accent reminding him that she sure wasn’t Julia.

      “What are you talking about?” Connor replied.

      “I’ve known many soldiers. Russian. Even American warriors have their moments. But you ran around on Luna like a chicken without a head. You don’t know a single thing about survival. And for a man who has supposedly been here in hell before, you seem surprised by all of it.”

      “I stitched your wound, didn’t I?”

      “A nurse isn’t a soldier. I was still training during the Fallout Conflict. They don’t tell us much about what happened there. Only that an American—you—had a chance to steal critical Vulbathi technology for humanity and handed it back instead.”

      “Sounds like a smart move to me.”

      “It’s all made up, isn’t it? Great Kyle McCoy, fighting against my people and rogue forces with an alien at his side, after your country found a way to communicate with them. The story your president made up to make them happy and make us look bad. Slap a badge on a pretty face and show him off.”

      “So, I’m pretty now?”

      “I am not joking.”

      Connor thought about arguing with her, but what could he say? That was more than Kyle ever shared about the shadowy conflict which led to the Berlin Accords being signed among the US, USSR, and the Vulbathi. If she were right, though, why would a Vulbathi have presented his brother with the damn vaporizer that’d started all of this? It was all above Connor’s pay grade.

      He could try telling her the truth, his version of the truth. That he was the scumbag brother of an American hero. The one whose father told him he’d never amount to anything and wound up being right. He could tell someone the truth . . . for the first time in longer than he cared to remember.

      “I’m sworn to secrecy,” he said decidedly instead. The truth was delicate. If she knew, she could knock him out in a second, take the Chosen, and run off to be a hero herself. What use would she have for a struggling actor and part-time Hollywood effects man? Connor would die alone in the wasteland.

      “You are a horrible liar,” she said.

      “Night, Red.”

      She snickered, or grunted, it was hard to tell. Then she shifted around until the entire back surface of her body was pressed firmly against Connor. He swallowed the lump forming in his throat. He was half convinced she did it on purpose just so he wouldn’t get a wink of sleep and not because her leg was bothering her. That’s why the Russians trained her, he thought to himself. She knows how to wield anything as a weapon, even herself.

      But as impressive a KGB agent as she was, and as difficult as it was to keep his mouth shut while she wriggled around, she was wrong about one thing. Connor was an excellent liar. Too good . . .
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      Kyle sat in the darkness a short while, listening to the echo of his own breath. He was calm, probably too calm. Shimmer and his men knew to burst in if he disappeared for too long.

      He heard a shuffling to his left and jumped to his feet. He wasn’t alone.

      “Who’s there?” Kyle asked, ready to fight. He was a soldier. He wasn’t afraid of much, but the Dead Curtain taught him there were few things as terrifying as complete darkness. An enemy that can’t be seen can’t be beaten.

      A light flicked on from atop what looked like a workbench covered in scraps of wood. An amber glow filled a small portion of the shipping crate. The rusted, red corrugated walls were filthy with dark, brownish liquid dried in long drip stains. Kyle prayed it wasn’t blood.

      A brown-skinned man wearing cracked glasses—Indian? Middle Eastern? It was hard to tell with so little light—sat on the floor in the corner opposite to Kyle with his knee propped up.

      “Nice of them to give us a lamp, huh?” he muttered.

      “Yeah, real saints,” Kyle answered. “There a reason you’re sitting here in the dark when you’ve got a light?”

      The man had two black eyes, and his clothes were torn. He looked as if he’d put up quite the fight before being thrown in the crate.

      “Not much point in light when your eyes are almost swollen shut,” he said. “Can barely see a damn thing.”

      “What’s your name?”

      The man hesitated, considering it for a moment. “Rajeev. You?”

      Usually people introduced themselves with a last name, too, but being that the man was locked up in a Lucchese dungeon, Kyle didn’t press. “Kyle McCoy.” Kyle slid toward the man into the light, hand extended to shake.

      “Nice to meet—” Rajeev froze. “Con?” Rajeev laughed and unexpectedly threw his arms around Kyle. “You shouldn’t mess with me like that. My god am I glad to see you. Or—wait.” He backed away. “I hope you have a plan for getting us out of here?”

      “You know Connor? Yeah, sorry to disappoint. He’s actually my twin brother. I’m guessing he got you caught up in this?”

      Kyle thought he could see Rajeev squinting or widening his eyes—it was hard to tell what he was doing with those giant, swollen bags over his lids.

      “Twin brother?” Rajeev said. “He never talked about a brother.”

      Kyle snickered. “Of course, he didn’t. I’m sure he didn’t tell you that McCartney was a stage name either.”

      Rajeev slumped back. “Jesus.”

      “Yeah. Did you know him well?”

      “He didn’t talk a whole lot,” Rajeev said.

      “Well, that wasn’t Connor, then.”

      “No, no,” Rajeev laughed. “I mean, he talked a lot, but he didn’t tell much about himself or his plans—whatever. He and I were closer than any of the others—worked together on some movies out west before we, well . . . We all knew him as Connor McCartney.”

      “Wait, he actually worked on movies?” Kyle asked.

      “Yeah. Special effects stuff with my company, stunts, whatever he could dip his feet in. Got a few parts as an extra, too.”

      “I always figured he was lying.”

      “You sure you’re his brother?”

      “We, uh . . . lost touch.”

      “Hey, I’m not judging.” Rajeev shifted, exhaling sharply as if he were in pain. “My parents hated when I went out after my dream. Most people do. Your brother, though, he’s got talent. Everything he did, he nailed. Just got easily distracted.”

      “Oh, Connor.” Kyle shook his head. “How long have you been here?”

      “What day is it?”

      Kyle put fingers up, ticking them off one by one. “Thursday.”

      “Damn,” Rajeev whispered, shaking his head. “Guess it’s been three days now.”

      “Are you going to tell me what my jackass brother did to get you locked up?”

      “What he did? He pushed us, sure, but we were all in on it. No room for blame. I’m just lucky they want him and not me.”

      “In on what?”

      Rajeev licked his lips, then looked around the room. It didn’t take a trained agent to see how guilty he seemed.

      “You weren’t just working for Hollywood, were you?” Kyle asked.

      “With all due respect, we had a pact. No telling anyone any details, even family. Now, you certainly look like Connor, but I can tell you aren’t like him.”

      Kyle considering telling the man who he was, then stopped himself. DAR agents had a knack for spooking people, especially those who were wrapped up with the Mob. A lot more was making sense now, but Kyle didn’t want to jump to any conclusions too fast.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “If I get you out of here, will you tell me exactly what Connor was up to? I’ve figured out already it’s something to do with alien weapons counterfeiting.”

      Rajeev didn’t answer.

      “And clearly, the Mafia.”

      Rajeev still didn’t answer.

      “He’s my brother,” Kyle said. “I know I haven’t been there enough for him and I’m just trying to understand. To help him.”

      “I knew I should’ve stayed out west. Fine. You get me out of here alive, and I’ll talk to you.”

      “Okay, but I need to know something first, to prove I can trust you.”

      “You are his brother. Fine. Fine. What is it?”

      “The Mafia. Were they after the president? Did they make Connor do it?”

      Rajeev cocked his head. “The president?”

      “Right, you’ve been locked up. Kennedy was assassinated on Luna. They don’t know who did it.”

      Rajeev’s eyes couldn’t open very wide, but Kyle could see their whites now. The man’s jaw literally dropped.

      “Oh, shit. Shit. No, nothing I know of. Soriano was a client. One of many, and I told Connor a thousand times not to get involved with the Mob. This was just one deal gone rotten.”

      “A deal for what?”

      “For our . . .” Rajeev caught himself. “You get me out of here first.” He stood and walked toward the locked door. “How do you plan to do that anyway? You as slippery as your brother?”

      As if in response, there was a tremor. The lamp flickered, then went dark.

      “I brought backup,” Kyle said.

      The sound of a distant scream broke the silence. A low roar echoed through Kyle’s head.

      “What the hell was that?” Rajeev asked.

      “A friend,” Kyle said.

      A sudden, bright purple light was accompanied by the sound of metal sizzling. Shimmer’s blade pierced through the shipment crate. Kyle scrambled to his feet and Rajeev cried out, bellowing something in a language Kyle didn’t recognize.

      Shimmer extinguished his blade with a flick of his massive, scaled wrist. He approached Kyle and handed him his pistol.

      Kyle checked the magazine. “It’s okay.” He waved a reassuring hand toward Connor’s friend, who hid behind the workbench, shaking. “He’s with me.”

      “T-t-t-” Rajeev stammered. Kyle remembered his first time seeing Shimmer—though then he wasn’t sure whose side the alien was on. He understood the way it could take your breath away. A lifetime wondering if you were alone in the universe. Even with people talking about aliens, seeing them was different. Made you question everything.

      “He won’t hurt you,” Kyle said.

      “That Toad is . . . is with you?” Rajeev said, breathless.

      Shimmer released a low, rumbling grunt.

      “He prefers Vulbathi,” Kyle said. “I showed him pictures of their . . . nicknamesake after it became popular. He didn’t like them.”

      Another grunt from Shimmer.

      “His name is Shimmer,” Kyle said. “He’s with me, and he’s here to save our skins.”

      “Can it . . . he . . . understand me?” Rajeev asked.

      Rajeev then clutched his ears, scrunching his face in discomfort. It was always the same the first time someone heard directly from a Vulbathi. The physical feeling quickly passed, but the mental aspect lingered on. No human was comfortable with the knowledge that someone else was in their head. The human brain could barely rationalize it.

      “What did he say?” Kyle asked, smirking.

      “He said, ‘We Toads understand much.’” Rajeev winced, then leaned on the workbench for balance. His legs had to be wobbly. Kyle’s were the first time, too. “What does that mean? What’s going on?”

      Kyle chuckled, and Shimmer’s tendrils wriggled like he was joining in. Rajeev didn’t seem to get it.

      “We should move,” Kyle said. “Frankie’s men will have heard something.”

      “The other human agents are prepared to move in on your command,” Shimmer told Kyle.

      “We’ll get out, then take the place, hard,” Kyle said. “Soriano just admitted to contraband tech dealings, which sounds like probable cause enough to me for a raid. Let’s go.”

      “Don’t have to ask me twice,” Rajeev said.

      “Wrong again, Mister McCartney!” Frankie Soriano said, pleased with himself. “You ain’t going nowhere.” The doors swung open and he stood at the entry. All his men were at his side, guns aimed toward the shipment crate. Most were sweating, shivering, upon seeing what awaited them inside. Not Frankie. He eyed Shimmer like he was ready for a Thanksgiving feast.

      “I told you, that’s not my name,” Kyle said, leveling his pistol.

      “Ah, riiiight,” Frankie said. “Nonetheless, you come into my turf and you bring a damn alien? One of my boys thought he spotted a Toad, and by God, look at this! They all think we should run, but how’s about we take that monster down and sell its skin? Would make some cowboy a nice pair of boots. Maybe a coat? Better than the shit you were making.”

      Shimmer ignited his energy blade, and Frankie’s men flinched and gasped in fear. Frankie reached behind his back and removed a glowing, alien-looking weapon that was, indeed, alien. Kyle would’ve recognized his vaporizer anywhere. He’d hoped against hope that his brother wasn’t that foolish, hoped he could believe Connor when he said he’d scrapped the thing a long time ago. But there it was, in the hands of a mobster, completely intact.

      Dammit, Connor!

      “Hands in the air,” Frankie demanded. “Now please, understand, cleaning blood ain’t no easy task, so please, don’t do nothing stupid. Although, this thing makes a nice, clean puddle, and I promise, your curry-munching friend there got this thing working for me again . . . better than ever.”

      Kyle looked to Rajeev, then Shimmer. All three raised their hands. He could tell by Rajeev’s expression that he knew exactly what the weapon was capable of, that he’d been in that Davega Store, that his brother was responsible for what happened at that crime scene.

      “That is your vaporizer,” Shimmer spoke to Kyle.

      “I know,” Kyle said. “I’m so sorry, Shimmer. My brother stole it and apparently gave it to him.”

      “Who the hell are you talking to?” Frankie asked.

      “Remember when you found me in your Dead Curtain?” Shimmer asked.

      Kyle grunted an affirmative.

      In one swoop, Shimmer grabbed Kyle and Rajeev. Frankie fired. The vaporizer twisted the metal of their prison, sucking in the surroundings. The vortex then exploded outward, and the shock wave knocked Frankie off his feet.

      A cold, wet sensation flowed over Kyle like he’d been thrown into a pool in the middle of January. He found himself being carried through a place of indescribable light, bouncing along on Shimmer’s shoulder through a multitude of swirling colors, all prismatically echoing one another in an endless loop of pure, unadulterated luminescence.

      Bright spheres passed them, some whizzing by with incredible speed, others meandering by with no regard to the speed at which Shimmer bounded. The spheres weren’t blinding, though. As Kyle stared directly into one and within it, he thought he saw a mountain landscape with snow-covered tips, men and women skiing, and one of those gondola systems.

      Then, the wet sensation returned, and Kyle, Rajeev, and Shimmer now stood in the doorway behind Frankie Soriano. Shimmer placed them down, and Rajeev retched. Kyle grabbed him by the arm and pulled. He heard shouts and commotion behind them, but they kept running.

      “Shimmer, can you carry him?” Kyle asked.

      The alien didn’t respond except to stretch his giant hand behind him and lift the sick man off his feet. Even with Shimmer’s energy blade, they couldn’t risk a fight against so many men carrying guns. Kyle and Rajeev were unarmed, and even if Rajeev had a rocket launcher, he was in no condition to use it.

      “Get them!” Frankie screamed, sounding a bit dazed. “I want that thing dead!”

      Kyle and Shimmer took off through the warehouse with Rajeev in tow. Luckily, shooting at running targets wasn’t easy. Kyle kept his head down low and prayed. Bullets zipped past them, and they ran as fast as they could, finally reaching the small office through which Kyle had entered the building.

      Shimmer threw the door open and Kyle immediately closed and locked it behind them.

      They stood face-to-face with Little Nicky. He was caught off guard but quickly recovered his wits. Shimmer turned to put Rajeev down, but Kyle beat him to the punch—literally. Kyle slugged Nico so hard with the butt of his pistol, he heard bones crunch.

      The rest of his comrades banged on the door behind them, finally recovering from the vaporizer’s blast. Kyle took it as inspiration to continue running. They stepped over the fallen giant and swept outside and around the corner.

      Sirens flared as the DAR agents swooped in. Three cars screeched to a halt. Two armed agents emerged from each and took cover behind their doors, weapons aimed at the office.

      “My brother isn’t in there,” Kyle said to them once they got to cover. “But they have a Vulbathi vaporizer.”

      “This is the Department of Alien Relations,” one of the agents announced over a megaphone. “Lower your weapons and come out with your hands up, or we will open fire.”

      “Holy shit, you weren’t lying!” Frankie called out from inside the office, sounding far too gleeful about it. “You see that boys, he wasn’t lying.”

      “Soriano, this doesn’t have to be difficult!” Kyle shouted.

      “So that whole operation, all that shit back in Harlem . . . It was a sting, huh?”

      “I told you. That wasn’t me. Toss the weapon, or we will take it by force. The Lucchese family will never recover from this.”

      “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. I just want what’s due to us. What the bosses are all too chickenshit to see! We need strong men in charge in times like these. Men like me!”

      A high-pitched fluttering rang out like a copter falling from the sky. A pulsing stream of energy struck one of the agent’s cars. It was immediately caught in a tiny mass of gravity, the metal bending and twisting until it was crunched into a ball. Then the energy blew outward, along with an exploding engine, knocking Kyle and the others to the ground. A chunk of scorched, molten metal dropped to the pavement.

      “Oh, I like this thing!” Frankie shouted.

      Another blast hit one of the agents directly, and Kyle didn’t want to see the results—and he didn’t have time to. Frankie’s men moved to the door and windows and unloaded on them with a hail of gunfire. Kyle was exposed, but Shimmer flashed in front of him. His water shield absorbed the bullets as he grabbed Kyle and pulled him to safety.

      “Fall back!” one of the agents shouted.

      They ran for cover behind buildings. The vaporizer turned another of their cars to molten slag.

      “Backup, we need backup,” another agent shouted.

      Kyle spun, chaos surrounding him. Round after round flew in both directions. An agent was hit. Shimmer riftwalked at the shooters, flashing in and out of the world. Bullets rippled against his shield, falling harmlessly after being slowed by the hyper-condensed water. Then, a blast from the vaporizer caught him as he emerged from a temporal jump.

      “No!” Kyle screamed.

      Luckily, Shimmer’s shield absorbed the brunt of the blow. It did, however, tear him from his feet, into the singularity, then it hurled him across the street when it burst. More sirens from the local boys in blue echoed.

      “Screw the Toad—Boss, we gotta get out of here!” one of the mobsters shouted.

      “God dammit!” Frankie said. “Let’s move!”

      Kyle fired off his magazine at the office as he ran for his friend. He grabbed Shimmer under his massive shoulder, and this time he helped bring his alien friend to safety. A wave of imagery flooded Kyle’s mind as he did, but it seemed confused, happy when it should be scared. Scrambled. Like Shimmer’s brain was out of whack.

      A blast from the vaporizer missed Kyle’s shoulder by only a few feet and hit a fire hydrant. It burst, the water swirling about in a vortex before spewing out across the street.

      Kyle ducked around the corner, then stopped to catch his breath. Shimmer was on his hands and knees, toying with his shield-generator to get his watery environment working properly.

      Finally, backup arrived and red and blue lights reflected off every surface. Two agents rushed to Kyle.

      “Sir, what the hell was that?” one of the agents asked after he helped Kyle up.

      Kyle took a moment to catch his breath. “A real Vulbathi vaporizer.” He couldn’t very well tell them it had once belonged to him.

      “How in God’s name did they get one of those?”

      “I’m not sure I want to know,” Kyle said.

      “It appears the criminal humans fled,” Shimmer spoke. All the agents around winced, as his message had been broadcast to all their minds.

      “Son of a bitch!” Kyle punched the pavement. His knuckles split, but he didn’t care. He didn’t even notice he’d cursed until seconds after. “Agent Dolly, send for backup. I want that warehouse swept clean. And have the local PD set up a perimeter and canvas the neighborhood.”

      “Yes, sir,” the agent responded.

      “And make this public. I want the Lucchese name spread everywhere so Frankie can’t go hiding out with them. And have the Don, Tommy Lucchese, arrested. Seems like Frankie was acting on his own, but grabbing his boss ought to apply some pressure.”

      “Where are you going, sir?”

      “Following a lead.”

      Kyle turned and saw Connor’s friend, Rajeev, crouched behind a dumpster. He’d been trying to flee when Kyle’s gaze found him, but Shimmer was there to pluck him up.

      Shimmer carried him down the alley where Kyle had parked the tank truck, then dumped him in the passenger seat. Shimmer swiftly removed his weapon and tossed it into the truck before scurrying up the ladder and into his aquarium, not even bothering to remove his suit.

      “Look, whatever this is I want no part of it,” Rajeev said as Kyle climbed in behind the wheel. “I’ll head back west, I swear. I’ll go back to India. I don’t care! I’m done with all of this.”

      “Too late,” Kyle said through his teeth. Then he peeled out. He tried not to stare at the flames and gushing hydrant, or the puddles of blood left over from the mindless firefight caused by a weapon Kyle thought was destroyed.

      “My family is vast, so I do not understand human ones,” Shimmer spoke. “The Chosen, my gift—does your brother value nothing of yours?”

      “Honestly, I don’t think he values anything,” Kyle said. “Even his own life.”

      “What?” Rajeev said.

      Kyle hit a corner hard, and Rajeev quickly scrambled to strap on his seatbelt. Kyle drew his firearm and laid it across his lap, the barrel facing Rajeev.

      “Now that we’re free,” he said, “you’re going to tell me everything.”
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      At some point, with Red in his arms, Connor had fallen asleep. But that didn’t explain why his head was suddenly pounding. It felt like someone was hammering on the inside of his eyeballs, trying to pop them out of his skull.

      He sat up and tried to massage his temples but was impeded by his helmet. Oh, right, he thought, looking around. “Red. Pssst. Red, you ready?” he asked, then stretched his arm, only to find the Chosen half hanging from it with at least three tentacles out of its bag. “What’re you doing, girl?”

      Connor studied the neon-blue creature, and that was when he realized where he was. Gone were the worn wooden walls and stone hearth of the farmhouse where he’d fallen asleep next to Red—now replaced by a cluster of petrified trees on the edge of what used to be tilled farmland.

      “What the hell?” he said.

      He stood to get a better look at his surroundings. It was early in the morning, he thought, so he could now see a bit further than the back of his hand. Far enough to spot the lonely, disheveled farmhouse across the field, smoke still rising from the chimney. He couldn’t miss that. It was the tallest thing for miles in any direction.

      “How did you screw me now, Red?” Connor said, realizing he was talking to the noctopus. “Just when I thought we were starting to get along.”

      He saw movement. A silhouette in ragged clothing emerged from the farmhouse, dragging a woman across the scorched earth. Red! Connor realized. She wasn’t squirming, meaning she was either unconscious or worse. Someone was taking her away while he watched safely from across the farm, with no idea how he’d gotten there.

      He took a step toward them, then paused. What the hell am I going to do? Their only gun was with her, and he had no idea who her captors were.

      Floodlights winked on and lanced through the murk in his direction. He dropped to the ground and covered the Chosen’s bag to stifle its glow. The near-forgotten sound of an engine turning over met his ears. It was in bad shape, like an old man taking his final breaths. Black exhaust filled the sky over the farmhouse, mingling with the jaundiced air of the Dead Curtain in a cloud of cancerous death. The unidentified people loaded Red onto the truck’s bed. Then the vehicle lumbered away, frame and muffler rattling.

      Connor was sure this wasn’t the work of the attackers on Luna. Clandestine organizations with state-of-the-art space crafts don’t drive crummy trucks. There were rumors about people who still survived in the deep Dead Curtain, too ravaged by radiation and alien energy expulsion to be saved, even with Vulbathi medical technology. Deformed, mutant ghouls called rad-mons.

      Connor wasn’t sure he believed those monster stories—people said anything to paint the Toads and the Soviets in a worse light—but this was the perfect place for hermits or criminals with the right supplies to hide out.

      He waited until the trail of kicked-up ash and dust vanished, then grabbed the Chosen and hurried to the farmhouse.

      Their fire had been stamped out. A few fresh bullet holes and spots of blood stained what was left of the floor and walls, meaning Red had put up some sort of fight while Connor hid outside.

      How did I get outside? he wondered again, until a sudden realization took precedence: Not only had Red’s captors taken her gun with them, but also their bag of supplies. For a fleeting moment, Connor had thought about ditching her to follow a road west until he hit the Berlin Wall, but there was no way he’d survive without food or water.

      “Son of a bitch!” he punched a wall, and his hand crunched right through the rotting wood. A portion of the ceiling jarred loose, whacking him hard across the head and inspiring a far worse swear from his chapped lips.

      “Why don’t you hop on a rocket, Connor?” he muttered as he began to pace. “That’ll solve all of your problems. Pretend you’re Kyle, too. What bad can happen?” His foot bumped something, and he looked down to see the Chosen in its bag. Its colorless eyes stared up at him longingly. Bits of space-meal still floated around in the water.

      “You’re going to be the death of me, Nocky,” he sighed. “Can I call you that? Because I’m sure done calling you ‘The Chosen.’ Your Toad masters have no originality.”

      If Nocky was opposed, she gave Connor no indication of it.

      He slung the bag over his shoulders, then scanned the shack. The only thing the kidnappers left had behind was the cloak Connor had made out of insulation. He folded it up and tucked it between him and Nocky’s backpack, then headed outside and set off toward the road. The truck’s trail would be easy enough to follow. The tires left a clear imprint in the layer of dust coating everything in the Dead Curtain, but if the wind picked up even that would soon vanish . . . just like the people once living there.

      Connor set off to follow the tire tracks. After a few miles, his legs started to burn. The suit helped with the harsh environment, but he wasn’t at full strength. Once or twice he had to slow down to suffer a racking coughing fit. Even Nocky seemed drained. Connor had gotten used to her tentacles constantly slithering along his body. Now she was still.

      She must be starving, he thought. Or sleeping. Only the aliens on Luna knew if she even needed those things. If Connor didn’t hurry, and Red was right, they wouldn’t take kindly to something happening to their Chosen.

      Great job getting caught, Red, he thought as he ground his teeth and stretched his legs.

      “You’d think the KGB would’ve put some sort of tracker on you,” he groaned out loud. He hoisted the straps higher up on his back. For how small and supple, how light Nocky was, she was starting to feel like a sack of bricks.

      Another mile went by, maybe more, when a patch of blocky shadows emerged through the murk on the horizon.

      “Buildings,” Connor told the backpack. “Just a little more.”

      It looked like a real city, not just a few farmhouses and a church. The tire tracks headed straight into it.

      Connor took another moment to catch his breath. He lifted his visor momentarily and scooped a palmful of water out of the Chosen’s bag. Just a whiff of the unfiltered air made his insides feel like they’d shriveled up.

      “Sorry, girl,” he said before bringing the water to his mouth. She still didn’t move. He poked one of her tentacles, and finally the tip folded slightly around his finger. He sighed. “There you are.”

      Just then, a heavy droplet of water splashed on his open visor. The spray caught his cheek and burned like a bee sting. He shut his visor with one swift flick of his wrist and coughed from the stench of seared hair and flesh. Another drop hit the Chosen and it reeled all its tentacles into the safety of its bag.

      Black rain!

      Connor remembered his brother talking about it from his time in the Dead Curtain. It was discolored; mucky or brackish, he wasn’t exactly sure how to describe it. What he was sure about was that things had just gone from bad to worse.

      He could hear the crackle and see the steam rising after a steady barrage of droplets landed on his suit. It was built for space, but even the vacuum was more hospitable. And the rain was starting to come down faster with every passing second. A swirling yellowish-gray cloud grew and darkened overhead, bringing with it the whipping wind and dirt he was growing all too used to.

      A longer break would’ve been nice, but so would a bed. Neither was in the cards.

      “Hold on, girl!” he shouted.

      He grabbed the Chosen’s straps and took off as fast he could on as straight a path as he could manage toward the city. The nearer he got, the more crowded the street became with the shells of totaled cars. The truck had cleared a serpentine path through them.

      Black rain fell in sheets on a steep angle. The patchwork of caulking on his suit was melting away. His skin got itchy. By the time he reached the bridge over what used to be a river, his heart was nearly ready to burst through his rib cage.

      Connor remembered his insulation cloak and whipped it out from behind him, unfolding it and holding it over his head like an umbrella. It wouldn’t undo the damage that had already been done, but it might help keep him and Nocky safe from the continuing rain.

      “I told Red it wasn’t a stupid idea,” he said.

      Across the bridge stood a palace or government building of some sort. It was like a miniaturized version of the Pentagon. Connor had never been good in school, but if he had to guess, it was something out of the Renaissance. He could imagine how majestic the palace must have been in its prime, before the color was leached from what remained of its walls. Stone crumbled from the sides in large swatches, and the plazas flanking it were blanketed by dust and toppled statues.

      He bolted toward a half-collapsed tower that had peeled away from the façade and clambered underneath. “So much for my first vacation to Europe,” he said to Nocky, panting. He placed the bag down, then got to work trying to scratch himself. It wasn’t very effective through the suit. He wished he could hop out of his skin he was so itchy.

      Then, Nocky did something completely unexpected. Its tentacles flopped out of its bag. It scurried across the floor and climbed up onto Connor as he writhed on the ground. Water dripped down from its nine tentacles all over his suit, wiping the black rain away from any compromised seals. One swiped across his visor like a windshield wiper.

      It was like magic. The itching sensation was completely vanquished. He wondered if it had all been in his head.

      “What was that?” Connor asked. He hadn’t expected an answer but said, “Thanks. Now what?”

      As if answering, one of Nocky’s tentacles pointed toward the plaza. Connor squinted in that direction, and through the relentless storm, saw the outline of a familiar truck parked under a bridge of rubble. Orange light filtered through an opening behind it.

      “Someone’s feeling better,” Connor chuckled, then coughed. “So, what’s the move, Nocky?” He waited eagerly for Nocky to provide another answer, but this time she didn’t move. He shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt to try.”

      He crawled over to the bag and lifted Nocky’s exposed tentacles. “Here,” he said as he stuffed them all in. The alien didn’t fight him. Connor squeezed the top tight so there was only a tiny hole for air and the creature’s glow was snuffed out. “Now you won’t give us away. I’m used to sneaking out of places, but getting in can’t be much harder, right? We get in, grab the supplies . . . and I suppose Red, too, if she’s still alive . . . and take the truck.”

      Nocky poked one tentacle through the opening and slapped his hand.

      “I know we have no idea what’s in there,” Connor said, realizing how insane he would’ve looked talking to a blue octopus if anybody was watching. “But what choice do we have? The only water we have is in your bag, and if I go much longer without any, you’re gonna have to share some more.”

      He slung the bag over his back and drew a few deep breaths, then took off across the plaza with his makeshift umbrella held overhead. He stayed low through the driving wind and black rain, keeping along the shadows of the rubble until he reached the back of the truck. The tailgate was down and stuck out from cover. The rusted metal body rapidly sizzled in the rain.

      Connor crept along its side and peered into the driver’s seat. Empty. He opened the door slowly and checked the compartments. The glove box didn’t even have a cover. Everything was empty.

      Connor cursed inwardly. He had hoped to find a gun or, at the very least, something metal to swing, like a crowbar, but luck wasn’t on his side these days.

      Behind the truck was a tunnel someone had carved under the palace through the rubble. There was no way it was original. The orange glow emanated from a torch hanging just inside. Beyond it, a darkness where anything could be hiding.

      So, this is what medieval castles must have felt like. Connor was so used to cities, where the bright lights of billboards and neon signs shone like beacons from every direction. Hollywood especially. You couldn’t walk a block without running into a poster or a glamor shot, and after the infusion of Vulbathi tech, the rooftops were festooned with holographic projections.

      Connor bent and pawed at the floor to find a loose stone. Something large and sharp enough to do some damage. Then he stowed his space blanket and delved into the blackness where even the howling of the wind outside couldn’t penetrate.

      One fact had him feeling remarkably more at ease than he knew he should be. If he couldn’t see what awaited him beneath the palace, they couldn’t see him. Unless they’re mutant cats, he thought, swallowing hard as he pictured an army of the pointy-eared critters that tortured poor Haya from the shadows. He squeezed the stone tighter.

      He rounded a corner and spotted firelight about a hundred feet up ahead. He had to fight his instinct to run like a moth toward the light. Deep in the tunnel, the ceiling was barely higher than the top of his helmet. And he couldn’t extend his arms even if he wanted to.

      He approached the opening as quietly as possible—until his foot crunched. He held his breath and crouched. His gloved fingers ran across something in the shape of a . . . he pulled them away before he could confirm whether it was true. It’s not a skull, he told himself. It’s just an old sculpture.

      When nothing popped out to attack him, he continued even more cautiously. When he finally made it to the opening, he poked his head through. His eyes went wide. Words could barely convey the devastation rampant in the Dead Curtain, the destruction of countryside down to the lowliest farm. But what Connor entered was a room that was almost perfectly preserved. The walls had caved in around it and plugged the windows on one side, leaving a pocket of opulence capturing this lost civilization.

      Tall, baroque ceilings drew him forward into what must have been an old ballroom on the scale of Grand Central. It was as if he’d walked through a portal to the past and all the horrors of war and human error that had stolen Julia from him were wiped away. The paints and moldings faded from neglect, and the gold trim framing every door had long lost its luster, but it wasn’t impossible for Connor to imagine what the room had been like in its heyday.

      Then as he passed a thick pillar, he felt a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. Hanging from the ceiling by a rope around both wrists was the woman he’d never asked to come into his life. A fire crackled beneath her. Bones were strewn about the floor, with enough mangled rib cages and skulls to account for more than a dozen people.

      Connor couldn’t tell if Red was conscious, but sitting by the fire facing away from him was a dark figure. Patches of hide sewn to rags were draped over his shoulders. The man hummed a soft melody as he poked the fire. The flame rose ever-higher until the tendrils licked Red’s feet. Her bag of supplies lay a few feet away from them, the food untouched even as the man ostensibly prepared to cook her.

      Dead Curtain cannibals . . . great, Connor thought. It appeared that the rumors of irradiated survivors were truer than he imagined.

      Connor sidled up behind a gilded column and checked the rest of the room. There were other tunnels leading out since all the actual doors were blocked by rubble, but he didn’t see any other movement. He gave Red a wave and she nodded her head. Her face was sapped of all its color, but she was alive.

      He had to assume the nod meant the coast was clear unless Russian gestures were that different. There was no time to waste. Bash the cannibal across the head and bolt. The truck wouldn’t be a problem, he knew how to hot-wire a car. Just one of his many talents his mother wouldn’t be proud of.

      He crept closer, one foot in front of the other. That was the key: feel every footstep and know in his mind how quietly it would land. He’d learned the trick sneaking out of the house on school nights to meet up with friends. It was the only way to get down the creaky staircase without his dad waking to the sounds of World War II grenades in his dreams.

      Red’s eyes went wider as he neared. “You let me down, I’ll take you across the Wall,” she said to the cannibal, out of breath from hanging. “They can help you.”

      The cannibal ignored her. He was too busy stoking the flames and humming. Connor used the distraction to get right behind him and cock back his stone arm to strike. Then the cannibal screamed at the top of his lungs—a sound so primal it sent Connor staggering. The man whipped around with a jagged knife. It happened so fast that he would’ve sliced open Connor’s neck if a strong force hadn’t yanked Connor backward and down. Nocky was getting into the habit of saving him, and Connor couldn’t complain.

      Nocky tumbled out of the bag, water spilling across the marble floor. The cannibal jumped, and Connor barely had time to grab his attacker by the wrists. Blood and black matter spattered all over his visor from the man’s mouth. The cannibal’s gloves slipped away. Or rather, his skin peeled away from his muscle and sinew.

      Connor’s arms started to shake under the weight of the deformed man. He wasn’t sure how long he could hold him off, and he realized that the screams weren’t totally mad. Sure, the tone of his voice was, but it wasn’t babble. Connor recognized the words as Polish. He wasn’t fluent by any means, but he’d picked up a few words from a former crew member who didn’t have what it took.

      “Meat!” Connor made out.

      A blue appendage lashed across Connor’s view, wrapping the cannibal’s knife hand and pulling it sideways. Flesh shed away from the man’s arm and the knife fell, slicing Connor’s sleeve but leaving him unharmed. Connor rolled onto the cannibal’s arm so that the knife was pinned beneath. He groped for the stone with one free hand. Strong, bony fingers clenched his throat, squeezing tighter and tighter until his vision went starry. Then he found it.

      The stone cracked the cannibal across the head and sent him sprawling, squealing, until Connor silenced him. He brought the stone straight down into his face, and his skull cracked like a watermelon in July. It wasn’t until Connor scrambled backward and wiped his bloodstained mask that he realized he might’ve made an improvement. The cannibal was barely human anymore.

      Decaying skin literally hung from bone on the man’s face. It looked like if he were melting, one long piece pulling away from his mouth like a fleshy mandible. Exposed veins glowed the same purple as streaks in the sky outside. His thinning gray hair belonged on a corpse, and his bloodshot eyes lacked reason—like a dog with rabies. Blackish blood bubbled through the gaps in a few rotting teeth as he drew one final rasping breath.

      Rad-mons. Survivors turned into mindless, monstrous mutants by the radiation and alien tech, unable to die. Some said that was the true reason for extending the Berlin Wall across Europe. Kyle would never say if it were true, but now Connor knew for sure. Rad-mons roamed the Dead Curtain, and they spoke Polish.

      “Look who had change of heart,” Red groaned. “Cut me down from here.”

      Connor couldn’t tear his gaze away from the grotesque creature. Somehow being vaporized seemed preferable to turning into that. He never would have thought before that the Dead Curtain needed another round of nukes to finish the job.

      “Hey!” Red barked at him, then something in Russian that sounded hard and angry.

      Connor snapped out of it and glanced up at his restrained companion. She wore a scowl somehow more terrifying than the mutated human at his feet. At least tied up she couldn’t smack him.

      “Did you know about these things?” Connor asked.

      “You’re the one who fought here, remember? I thought these monsters were just stories parents on the fringes told to frighten children. Now, will you help me down?”

      “Sorry, Red. I’m only here for the supplies.” Connor stood, brushed himself off, and headed toward the makeshift bag.

      “This is no time for games! The others will have heard.”

      “Maybe if you ask nicely . . .”

      “Cut me down!”

      “All right, geez.”

      Connor picked up the knife the cannibal had attacked him with. It was Red’s, sickle and hammer emblazoned on the hilt.

      “You Russians have no manners,” he said. “Say please.”

      “McCoy!”

      “C’mon, I want to hear—”

      A bloodcurdling scream echoed from one of the surrounding tunnels, followed by another.

      “Dammit,” Connor whispered. He was always taking things a step too far. He looked for a way to get Red down without climbing her like a ladder, since he couldn’t reach her wrists. That certainly wouldn’t go over well. And the fire roaring beneath her would make it tough to get close regardless.

      He searched the area and noticed that the cannibal had the rope Red was strung to hung over a wood beam partially popping through the ceiling. The end was tied to a heavy chunk of rubble to support her weight. A pulley system. For all its horrid looks, there was still a bit of a good, old-fashioned human ingenuity in the creature.

      Connor bolted over and sliced the rope. A second too late, he realized this would send Red plummeting onto the cannibal’s fire. She squealed as she rolled through it, embers fraying her pants and likely burning her legs.

      “Idiot!” she shouted.

      Connor went to help her up. She snatched her knife. Part of him thought she was going to slash him, but she stowed it in her boot. A patch of burned, bubbling skin around her calves was unmistakable, but he decided it was better not to draw attention to it.

      He started to say something, then she smacked him on the side of the helmet.

      “Ow!” he yapped. “What was that for?!”

      “For leaving me behind in cabin to be taken,” she said.

      “Me? I woke up outside while you decided to get yourself kidnapped by monsters.”

      “Likely story.”

      Connor exhaled. “Look, the ugly guy’s truck is parked outside. Let’s get the hell out of here before we wind up as dinner, and then you can finish scolding me.”

      “First smart thing you have ever said.”

      Connor hurried to Nocky and held her bag open. Only a tiny puddle of water remained, but until they were safe there was no time to use more precious liquid to refill it.

      “Sorry, Nocky,” Connor said. “I promise we’ll fill it back up.”

      “Nocky?” Red asked.

      Nocky stared at him with its big, milky eyes, then squirmed in. It almost seemed sad. Red grabbed the supplies.

      “Noctopus. Nine legs.”

      “Stupid,” Red said. “Where is the gun?”

      “What? I thought you had the gun.”

      Red shrugged.

      “Great,” Connor said.

      With everything they needed in tow, they headed back toward the tunnel Connor had come through. The hair-raising screams started again, suddenly echoing louder all around them, accompanied by a stampede of approaching footsteps.

      “Looks like he wasn’t alone!” Connor glanced back over his shoulder to see Red struggling to keep up. She gritted her teeth with every step, her seared legs clearly causing a great deal of pain on top of the thigh wound she already had.

      “You going to let a Yank beat you?” he said, trying to goad her. It had the opposite effect. She stopped in her tracks, and Connor nearly slipped along the smooth floor when he saw why.

      A pack of three cannibals emerged from the darkness of the tunnel in front of him. Like the other, these had loose rags draped over decaying skin and iridescent veins. The woman in the center was hunched over and so emaciated he could play xylophone on her rib cage.

      They cackled, snarling like hyenas, words in Polish faintly slipping through the insanity. “Meat,” was all they seemed to care to repeat.

      Connor backed away slowly until he was beside Red.

      “I told you to hurry,” she spat.

      “We can play the blame game later,” Connor answered. “What’s the move?”

      “You tell me, War Hero.”

      “Would you—” he sighed in frustration. “We go through. Their bones look brittle.”

      Red shouted something in Russian, then brandished her knife. Connor balled his hands into fists. He’d been in plenty of scraps in his life, probably with stronger men then these abominations, but never with anybody who might bite a chunk out of his throat. He took a few short breaths to ready himself, but then noticed more movement out of the corner of his eye.

      “Uh, Red,” he whispered. He pointed to their left and right, where more rad-mons emerged from tunnels and bore down on them, each one more monstrous than the last. The rad-mons may have appeared mindless, but they hunted like wolves. He and Red had been lured into a corner and were surrounded. They were still human, somewhere deep inside. In all the worst ways.

      “Any more bright ideas?” Red asked.

      “Just maybe that I should have left you behind,” Connor said.

      “How sweet.”

      The rad-mons stopped, and a group of them spread apart. Through the hole in the wall strode a boulder of a man. He might have been a professional boxer before he lost his marbles. Skin flaked away from his broad chest and half his face, revealing shiny, ribbed sinew. A black hole sat where his right eye should’ve been, and the cartilage of his nose had dripped away to reveal an empty slit.

      In one hand he held the gun they’d taken from the ship like a mallet, as if he couldn’t remember how to use a firearm. In his other, he gripped a leash with a snarling hound on the end. It was skinny and deformed like the humans, with an excess of humps along its back. The stump of a fifth, half-formed leg poked out of its rear thigh.

      While the other cannibals continued to cackle, their apparent leader opened his mouth, speaking in barely discernible Polish.

      “What’s the move here, Red?” Connor asked.

      The dog lunged at them but snapped back as the cannibal tightened the leash. Its teeth were rotten but sharp enough, and the unnatural snarls it released sent a shiver up Connor’s spine.

      Poor thing. He imagined if the same happened to Haya and he needed to take her out back and reenact Old Yeller. He probably wouldn’t be able to do it, but someone ought to.

      “You take the dog,” she said. “I’ll get the gun, and we shoot out of here.”

      “Great pla—”

      Red bolted forward before he could finish, like nothing was wrong with her legs in the least. She ducked under the gun as the giant cannibal swung, then slashed him across the legs. He fell to his knees. She started jabbing the knife into his crumbling arm over and over to try and pry the gun free, but he wouldn’t let go. It was like he couldn’t feel pain. Energy swirled as his iridescent veins split.

      The dog came free and charged her. Connor dove, grabbing it by its furless tail and yanking it backward. The bone snapped, and he lost grip. It squealed and rolled over, turning its attention on him. He was able to grasp it by its chomping jaws just in time.

      Kill it, he thought. It’s not Haya.

      He fought his way toward wrapping an arm around its throat, but before he could snap its brittle neck—that was his plan, at least, though it was a long shot he could actually bring himself to harm an animal, however tainted—bony hands grabbed him all over. A sea of mangled limbs closed in around him, smothering him. Untrimmed nails tore at his suit. He felt as if he couldn’t breathe. Then the crackle of gunfire erupted. Red tore through the crowd with the advanced rifle, sending pieces of cannibals in every direction. The dog nearly had its teeth into Connor’s arm before it howled and fell away.

      Red grabbed Connor and pulled him free. The cannibal leader’s hand still clutched the rifle, but she’d hacked it off at the forearm. She bellowed in Russian as she unloaded into the twisted creatures until the magazine clicked empty.

      She and Connor exchanged the sort of look that he thought only happened in the movies. That there’s no way out stare from westerns when the good sheriff gets surrounded by outlaws in a saloon. Several of the rad-mons were on the ground, writhing, but the wave of rotting flesh-eaters didn’t stop. Even those missing arms crawled at them, growling ravenously.

      Connor and Red backed away slowly. He felt something touch his hand and glanced down to see her hand against his. Then something touched his calf. He saw the leader’s gnarled digits curling around his leg. He screamed and went to kick him away, but the world suddenly turned black.

      His head exploded with pain, like someone was stretching his lower lip all the way up over his nose. Indecipherable whispers flooded his brain, soft yet thunderous all at the same time.

      Harsh white light flooded in from every angle. Connor was twisting and turning, making it near-impossible to tell the ground from sky. But there was a sky— bright and blue and dotted with clouds. He squeezed his eyes shut to try to reorient himself, and when he opened them again, he and Red were standing outside in the Dead Curtain, back beside the rusty old truck.

      Connor looked around, dumbfounded. His hand gripped Red’s. Wrapped around them was one of Nocky’s unmistakable tentacles, glowing blue amidst the oppressive haze.

      The moment Connor and Red made eye contact, she tore her hand free. The rad-mon leader was on his knees behind them, still clutching Connor’s ankle with a grotesque hand, his single eye wide in horror. Red bashed his face with the butt of her empty rifle, sending a few yellow teeth to the ground where they were promptly lost in the dirt.

      “Are you going to tell me what the hell just happened?” Red questioned, breathless.

      Connor removed Nocky’s bag from his back. The creature lay limp within, the tiny bit of water barely able to cover her body. Fluttering gills were the only thing telling him she was still alive.

      “I think . . .” He couldn’t say it out loud, but was it really so crazy? He’d watched a Toad perform what they called a riftwalk right in front of him. He’d seen it blink from one spot to another, though that had been only a couple of feet.

      They’d just seemingly teleported through stone and earth, more than a football field in distance. Only a day earlier, they’d gone from the moon to Earth in what felt like a heartbeat, too. And then the cabin where he left Red. Could the Chosen possibly be . . . ?

      Shrill howls echoing from the palace tunnel disturbed his thoughts.

      “I think I’ve had my fill of Warsaw,” Connor said.

      “Agreed,” Red replied.

      “Get in the truck.”

      “You have the key?”

      Connor smirked, then realized she couldn’t see him through his visor.

      “Just get in.”

      He ran around to the driver’s side and hopped up. He shoved Nocky’s bag onto Red’s lap before taking a seat.

      “She’s not moving,” Red said.

      “I think she’s tired,” Connor said. “Pour some more water in.”

      Connor reached under the pickup’s steering wheel. The cap beneath it was so old, it popped off without him having to make a fuss.

      “Knife,” he blurted out.

      Red shot him a skeptical glower, but he didn’t back down until she handed it over. He sliced the wires, then returned it. From there, getting the engine to turn over was a cinch. The truck rattled to life and spat out exhaust. He’d become unused to hearing an engine purr, but Dead Curtain vehicles lacked the Vulbathi solar improvements.

      A pair of rad-mons leaped out of the tunnel onto the hood of the truck. Connor’s heart jumped into his throat, and out of reflex he hit the gas, slamming against the wall in front of them. They flew off. Then he backed out from under the overhang and hit the road. He had to lean forward just to see. Acidic rain pounded on the windshield, slowly eating away at the glass.

      Better than teeth on my arm.

      “Would you slow down!” Red said as she struggled to pour the contents of a bottle into Nocky’s bag.

      “Sure. Let me just pull into the nearest 7-Eleven.”

      Connor swerved left around a pileup of car frames that suddenly appeared through the smog, then back hard the other way when a collapsed building emerged. Red flew into her door so hard it swung open and the half-empty bottle she held fell out.

      She cursed in Russian as she tried to close the door. Black rain splashed in, sizzling on the dash.

      “Close that!” Connor yelled.

      “Trying!” Red reached out, then yelped as the rain hit her exposed forearm. When she went to try again, a deformed hand grabbed the handle and whipped the door back open.

      Connor couldn’t believe what he saw next, though he wasn’t sure why anything could surprise him anymore. A two-headed horse galloped beside the truck, ridden by a rad-mon. The thing didn’t have a single hair on the patchwork of crusty flesh and alien-veined muscle which passed for a body. Too little remained for the rain to bother it.

      The cannibal stuck its hand in and grabbed the Chosen’s bag. Red stabbed at the arm with her knife, but it wouldn’t let go. Connor attempted a move he’d once done as a stunt driver. He slammed on the breaks. The cannibal tore a strap off Nocky’s bag when it slammed into the truck’s open door, ripping it off the rusty hinges. The mutant horse hit the dirt and vanished into the murk.

      Nocky’s bag dangled out of the vehicle. Red reeled it in and placed it safely in the back seat before too much black rain filled it. Then she started to climb back there where the deadly precipitation couldn’t hit her either.

      “Drive!” she barked, only halfway over the seats.

      Connor pressed the gas as hard as he could. The momentum sent Red flying hard against the back seat. He knew he’d hear about that one later. A glimpse up at the cracked rearview mirror revealed the shadow of another mutant-horse-riding cannibal on their tail. It leaped toward the bed and clung to the rear flap with both hands. That split second of not paying attention to the road caused Connor to hit a portion of upturned street.

      The truck soared through the air and slammed down on a steep angle that bent the front bumper. The good news—the cannibal’s arms ripped off the back of the truck as it fell back onto all four wheels.

      “Finally, something you can do well,” Red commented.

      “What’s that?” Connor asked.

      “Drive.”

      Connor happily accepted the rare compliment.

      The blurry buildings surrounding them grew smaller as he built distance, the road straighter and less cluttered with debris. Without having to continuously dodge the clutter of a ruined city, Connor sped up until any shadows of the ravenous mutants chasing them vanished into the storm.
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      “You need to tell me everything,” Kyle said as he navigated his way away from the crime scene at the harbor.

      “Can that . . . thing . . . hear us?” Rajeev asked.

      Kyle had noticed him checking over his shoulder constantly to see into Shimmer’s tank. Kyle looked in the rearview mirror. Shimmer’s tendrils pulled his legs into a ball. Sleeping. Apparently, that was how they slept in the oceans of their home world so as to disguise themselves as a bit of debris or their equivalent of a sea anemone.

      “Only if he wants to,” Kyle said. “I’m guessing you heard the rumors about them—how they can read minds?”

      Rajeev nodded. Kyle had never seen a man sweat so much.

      “Well, I’d rather not turn him loose on you. It’s like someone peeling your brain open like a book.”

      “I told you I’ll spill everything!” Rajeev said.

      “You can start at the beginning.”

      “Well, Connor, your brother—”

      “I know who he is.”

      “Yeah . . . uh. Well, we worked together a bunch out west, you see. Became pretty good friends. And about two years after Contact Day he knocks on my door with this plan to get rich and live life to the fullest.”

      “Counterfeiting alien tech?”

      “Yes, basically. But high-end stuff. He had some schematics for a Vulbathi vaporizer and needed my expertise. We did good work. The stuff was pretty, looked alien, and actually worked a bit. Like I said, he was talented, would have been great in effects if he’d dedicated himself and didn’t crave performance so much.”

      “That vaporizer wasn’t schematics. He stole it, from me. The very same one Frankie Soriano used to kill a DAR agent tonight.”

      The lump in the man’s throat bobbed. “I figured that much out.”

      “And you’re telling me you had no idea your operation was based off of real weapons tech? You didn’t know about the gun?”

      “If I did, trust me, I never would have come.”

      “Are you sure? People are dead, Rajeev. Shimmer—” Kyle started to turn, but Rajeev grabbed at his wrist.

      “I swear to everything! I’m a criminal, not a fool. If we knew Connor had a brother in the DAR, nobody would have wanted anything to do with this.”

      Kyle studied his face. He’d seen enough liars in interrogation to know one, even a good one. Rajeev was neither.

      “So, Connor shows up, and you leave a cushy Hollywood job for a life squatting on the road?”

      “Cushy? You think guys behind the scenes like me do—what? I barely made more there than I could in Visakhapatnam. It was all for the love of it. And once the Toads arrived and new tech flooded in, all the younger people who’d studied their stuff took over. Effects became simpler. There was even less money in it, and California is not cheap. In the end, Connor offered me a way to learn, and make enough to not only live here in the US but to send money back for my family.”

      “Cute story.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So, what happened with Frankie?” Kyle said.

      “Like I said, a bad deal. We were supposed to be heading out to our next spot outside Philadelphia, but Soriano made contact. I told Connor it wasn’t worth it, that he was too high up in the Mob, but he didn’t listen.”

      “Of course, he didn’t.”

      “Hey, he changed my mind. We all worked together.”

      “Really? It sounds like you existed for Connor’s excitement, like everyone else in this world.”

      Rajeev’s features darkened and he turned to the window.

      “Yeah, well . . . it was a trap. Soriano wanted to get involved in the alien contraband trade and wanted our crew to work for him. Connor said no and escaped, but Frankie found us at our spot in Harlem. Connor and I barely made it out alive, thanks to that alien gun.”

      “Connor fired it first?”

      “Turned one of Frankie’s men into goop, yeah. First man he ever killed, I suspect. I saw the horror in his eyes. Didn’t say anything, but I saw it. Where I’m from, you know when a man has taken his first life.”

      “Jesus . . .”

      Kyle kissed his cross. He had seen that detached look in his brother’s eyes too. He’d blamed it on drugs and dismissed him. I should have listened . . . Kyle could remember his first kill in the Dead Curtain, how it gave him the shakes even though he had no choice.

      “We got out, and Connor said he was done. Wanted to disappear. He didn’t say where, I promise, and I didn’t push. He was very private about everything outside our work.”

      “He came to my house, stole my identity, and traveled to Luna for a crucial international summit,” Kyle said matter-of-factly. “A summit where both the Soviet premier and JFK were killed by unknown forces.”

      Rajeev swallowed again. “And you think he was part of it?”

      “I don’t know what to think,” Kyle said. And he meant it.

      “Well, for what it’s worth, I don’t see it. No way, not him.”

      “It’s my job to find out that it wasn’t,” Kyle said. “Do you know if he was using?”

      “Using?” Rajeev asked.

      The man looked genuinely confused. That was a good sign.

      “After Contact Day, when Julia died,” Kyle said. “He went to a dark place.”

      “Wait, Julia died?”

      “In a car accident, right after JFK’s announcement about the Vulbathi’s jump into our orbit.”

      “He told me they split up. ‘No big deal.’”

      Kyle’s chin hit his chest for just a moment before returning his eyes to the road.

      “No. He showed up at my house two years later . . . to the day. Hadn’t heard from him that whole time. Maybe once. He begged us to help him get clean. You didn’t know?”

      “No idea. Shit, I never saw him puff on anything but a cigarette. Oh, God, I knew I should have pressed him further. He just seemed so clear.”

      “He always was a great actor,” Kyle said. “So, do you think maybe he was working on anything on the side? Anything that would have him wanting to go to Luna?”

      “Definitely not. He handled the meets, so I don’t know what he talked about out there, but in our shops we all saw everything.”

      “Did he ever talk about wanting revenge on any presidents?”

      “I’m telling you, he barely talked about anything but the work. Honestly, toward the end he was obsessed with it. Pushing further. New tech. Moving faster and faster. Like he was frantic.”

      “He’s an addict.”

      “Well, I didn’t know that. Just like I didn’t know about his DAR brother.”

      Kyle slapped the steering wheel, drawing a small jump from Rajeev. They were quiet for a couple of minutes before Kyle said, “Your crew’s next location was Philly?”

      “Supposed to be,” Rajeev said. “But after Frankie hit us and killed . . .” He paused to take a breath. “Who knows how many of our crew dropped out or went somewhere else. There aren’t many left.”

      “Take me there.”

      “Take you there?” He laughed nervously. “You realize what you are, right? I’ll give you the truth, fine. But I’m not taking a DAR officer to arrest my friends. I’m no snitch.”

      “The president is dead,” Kyle said, making no effort to curb his harsh edge. “Something precious to the Vulbathi was stolen. You think I care about a bunch of counterfeiters?”

      “Maybe you don’t. But one call, and we’re all behind bars.”

      “You take me there, Rajeev, and you have my word, you’ll all leave free. You can keep your money, but no tech, and you can all return to your lives before Connor turned them upside down.”

      “Can I get that on paper?”

      “We don’t have time for this!”

      “In Hollywood, if there’s no signature, it’s worthless.”

      Kyle squeezed the wheel so hard his knuckles ached.

      “Fine. Reach in the glove compartment. You write something up to that end, and I’ll sign it. Or you can rot in jail the rest of your life. Your choice.”

      Rajeev thought for a second, then clapped his hands.

      “You drive a hard bargain. But it’s a deal. I’ll take you where we were supposed to go, and you’ll see everything he was up to for yourself. Trust me, there’s not much to it.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “It feels like he is being truthful, friend Kyle,” Shimmer spoke into Kyle’s mind. Kyle glanced at the rearview mirror and saw the alien, slightly untucked and watching with his brilliant, yellow eyes.

      “He does not possess the scent of a man who is lying,” Shimmer went on.

      Kyle nodded.

      There were plenty of Vulbathi-focused researchers—one named Doctor Farnsworth was specifically making headway in studying their living environment—but Kyle wondered if any knew how strong their olfactory senses were, to smell a man’s lie, or lack thereof, through water and plexiglass. Incredible.

      Kyle’s last conversation with his brother popped into his mind. “You’re being awful trusting of aliens who can supposedly read minds,” he’d said, to which Kyle responded that they couldn’t.

      “They can’t,” Kyle whispered to himself.

      “Huh?” Rajeev asked.

      Kyle didn’t answer. He just hit the gas.
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      Speeding down I-478 was easy this late at night—or early in the morning, as the clock on the dash told him. He made great time. Rajeev even fell asleep and didn’t wake up again until Kyle shook him. He opened his eyes and regarded Kyle blearily.

      “This the place?” Kyle asked. They were parked outside of an abandoned warehouse in North Philly.

      Rajeev sat up, wiped his eyes, and said, “Yeah, looks like it. The Toad—uh, Shimmer should probably stay here.”

      Kyle turned all the way in his seat and looked into the tank.

      “Are you okay with that, big guy?”

      Shimmer responded affirmatively and promptly. His communicative abilities no longer seemed to lag, and he floated actively in the tank, tendrils flowing from side to side. Majestic.

      “All right,” Kyle said, “but if you try anything, I can’t be held responsible for what he’ll do.”

      Rajeev regarded Shimmer and forced a laugh.

      “I would never do anything against him.”

      “Let’s go.” Kyle gave Rajeev a shove and the man opened his door to step out. Kyle followed him, bringing his gun this time just in case. He also grabbed a newly issued Vul-Scanner.

      “What’s that?” Rajeev asked, on edge.

      “Tells us if there’s any traces of riftwake,” Kyle said.

      “Rift what?”

      Kyle sighed. “Isn’t Vulbathi tech your job? It’s what we call the unique energy signature released by their weapons and shields.”

      “Riftwake . . . I like it.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      They approached the entry to the warehouse. The glass on the windows had been shot out, the brick aged and discolored. Kyle surveyed the shady neighborhood surrounding it. A few men were out at a time when nobody decent should be. Their bright eyes peered out from hoods like hawks.

      “You all keep great company, huh?” Kyle remarked.

      “We try.”

      Rajeev stopped at a side entry to the warehouse. He rapped on the metal door six succinct times, paused, and then three more.

      “6-3,” he said to Kyle. “The year we started this . . . whatever this is. Never gave it a name. Makes it too easy to get caught.”

      “I’m surprised. Connor loves taking credit.”

      The door opened on a petite girl with blonde hair and more freckles than face. She didn’t look like she could be a day over fifteen.

      “Carrie,” Rajeev said.

      “Connor! Raj!” she said, nearly throwing herself at Kyle. “Nice look! You should have shaved years ago.”

      Kyle pushed her away. “Not Connor—twin brother, Kyle.”

      She took a step back and looked him over, then Rajeev.

      “It’s true,” Rajeev said.

      “Really? I didn’t know he had one,” she said. “Geez . . . Rajeev, what the hell happened?”

      “Those men got me, but Connor’s brother broke me out.”

      “Where is he?” Carrie asked.

      “Think we could talk inside?” Rajeev pointed. “You know, sitting down, maybe over a bottle of brandy or something?”

      “Oh, yeah . . . yeah, come on.”

      The girl was so small it took all her weight to hold the door open. Kyle tried to help, but she didn’t budge, so instead he followed Rajeev into the warehouse. All they had for lighting were a few fluorescent bars fifteen feet above the floor. Fast food wrappers littered the place.

      “Where is everyone?” Rajeev asked.

      “Just me,” Carrie said. “Well, Chuck too, but he’s out scrounging up supplies. Boots made it out, but he never showed up here. Hope he’s okay. Just us two left, I guess. Hey! And you now, too, huh? It’s gonna be fine. Where’s Con?”

      Rajeev plopped down on one of the wooden chairs set around a radio and a lamp on the floor. Kyle accidentally kicked a sphere of metal as he went by. He picked it up and saw tiny, alien-looking inscriptions around a shifting plate.

      “Don’t know. Got anything softer?” Rajeev asked, tapping his knuckles against the hard wood of the chair.

      “Sorry, fresh out of sofas.” Carrie strode to the other side of the room and dug through a bag. “We figured those bastards found you after you and Connor got out. We’ve been waiting, and hoping.”

      “Where we at on that alcohol?” Rajeev said.

      Glass clanged, and Carrie pulled a bottle of something from the bag, then returned with it and a few plastic cups.

      “What’s your name again, Connor’s twin?” she asked.

      “Kyle,” he said, still poring over the bit of craftsmanship. The sphere looked good. Too good. Though the Vulbathi didn’t use grenade-type devices. Where they were from, it wouldn’t make much sense; throwing was tough underwater. They preferred energy-based projectiles and blades like Shimmer’s.

      “Well, Kyle. You look like you need this.” She dropped the bottle into his lap.

      He bit his lip and instinctively grabbed hold of his grandfather’s crucifix necklace. After the last bender with Connor and then almost letting Frankie Soriano get the jump on him in his own house, there was no way he was going to allow himself even a taste of that glorious, dark, smoky, sweet—Kyle shook his head and handed the bottle to Rajeev, who took a long pull.

      “Ah, that’s good,” Rajeev said. “After the week I’ve had, you have no idea.”

      “We’ve been lost without you and Connor. Most of our supplies got left behind. It isn’t much, but we gave Dino and Packer a proper sendoff.”

      “Carrie,” Rajeev said, “we have to stop the grift.”

      “You out of your mind? We can start fresh here, especially after we get Connor back. We can’t let one rotten deal ruin a good thing.”

      “You don’t get it,” Rajeev said after taking another swig. “These guys—the Luccheses . . . they’re the real deal, and we . . . we are in above our heads. And with what happened on Luna? We have to lay low and get off the map.”

      “Carrie,” Kyle said, “did Connor ever mention anything about a Luna job? Anything about working for the Mafia, or a hit?”

      She looked at him like he had two heads.

      “You talking about the assassination?” she asked. “Everyone else thinks it was the Toads, but I’ve got my money on those Chinese.”

      “Try and remember, Carrie,” Rajeev said. “You kept all our logs.”

      “Logs. Can I see them?” Kyle said.

      Carrie grinned. “Up here,” she said. “I got a photographic memory.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “I think I’d remember if Connor talked about going to Luna,” she chuckled. “What’s this all about?”

      “He went missing after Harlem,” Kyle said. “I just need to find him. He hasn’t tried to make contact here or anything like that?”

      “Nope. We thought he was with Raj. By the way, you don’t have all the savings, do you?”

      Rajeev looked to the ground, then shook his head. “All gone . . .”

      “Do you mind if I take a look around?” Kyle said. “Maybe there’s a clue or something. I know my brother better than anybody.”

      She shrugged. “Who would stop you?”

      Kyle pushed off the chair and headed toward the workstations with his Vul-Scanner armed. Rajeev caught up with him.

      “Look, Kyle. Your brother had a knack for this, but he got caught up in a hustle he couldn’t keep afloat. When Frankie and his boys showed up, maybe that was just it for him. What you told me about Julia, plus the Luccheses, plus our crewmembers who died—maybe he blamed himself for everything. Couldn’t cope anymore.”

      “That doesn’t sound like him,” Kyle muttered. He rifled through a few folders on a workbench, examining a long rod with a purple marble on the end.

      “I’m just saying, the moon is pretty damn far. As good a place to disappear as any. That’s my hunch. Like I’ve said, he’s no assassin.”

      Kyle grunted in agreement and continued along. His nose was assaulted by the stench of soldered metal as he stepped around a freestanding wall. Lamps illuminated a row of desks covered with scraps and more alien-looking equipment, same as what was found scattered in Harlem. A run-of-the-mill counterfeiting operation—good quality, but nothing out of the ordinary.

      Kyle checked under the tables, in storage. Nothing special. His Vul-Scanner barely read even the slightest trace of riftwake. Not even from the obsidian. Vulbathi metal was relatively easy to get on the black market. Plenty was scattered across Europe, and it wasn’t dangerous, just looked good and was sturdier than titanium.

      Whatever went down on Luna had nothing to do with Connor, or his meager little operation, or Frankie Soriano. Kyle had no doubt about it now.

      “Like I said, does this look like an operation that could attack Luna?” Rajeev asked, as if reading Kyle’s mind.

      “Not one bit,” Kyle admitted. To be truthful, it looked bare bones. The grift in Harlem seemed far more sophisticated, as if without Connor this ragtag group were lost.

      So what am I missing?

      “I didn’t know Connor as well as I thought,” Rajeev said. “But I think you’re looking in the wrong place. Wherever he is, I hope he’s all right.”

      Kyle leaned on one of the desks and stared at another fake detonator.

      “What was he thinking, getting involved in all of this?”

      “He wasn’t. None of us were.”

      Kyle squeezed his hands into fists. He wasn’t sure what was more foolish, thinking he’d find anything here, or the small part of him that believed Connor might be guilty of treason. He never thought far enough ahead to pull off something so complicated. He never thought at all.

      “I’ll give you and the rest of the crew the night to clear out,” Kyle said.

      “Kyle.” Rajeev grabbed his shoulder, then thought better of it and backed off. “Please, I know we had an agreement, but this is all we’ve got now. None of it is real.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous.”

      “We have nothing left to go back to. A year away from our jobs, our families.”

      “You all should have thought about that before starting this. You know the penalty for working with that metal? Life. It’s alien, treated under the same laws as anything else Vulbathi.”

      Rajeev’s eyes went wide. “But Connor said—”

      “Connor doesn’t know anything. Don’t you see that? This is all his sad attempt to distract himself from the fact that he lost the love of his life, because drugs just weren’t cutting it any longer.”

      “I don’t . . . I didn’t . . .”

      “He wasn’t your friend, Rajeev.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “If he were, he would have told you about Julia, the drugs, everything. He would have told you where he was running off to. Connor can’t have friendship or love anymore, he won’t let himself.”

      And that was when it hit Kyle like a ton of bricks. The behavior, all of it. Kyle had just never listened closely enough to his brother’s stories about the crash, or Tracy’s excuses for him. Connor didn’t only blame the world and the Vulbathi for what happened to Julia—he blamed himself for being behind the wheel.

      “Some brother you are,” Rajeev said, tone dripping with venom.

      “Not a good one,” Kyle said. “That’s on both of us. I see that now.”

      He strode back into the main room. He eyed Carrie. Seriously, how old could she be? Another victim of his brother’s lies.

      “I have to make the call about this place. Clear out. Keep any money, but leave every shard of material and equipment here. I’ve seen it, I’ll know if anything is missing.”

      “Who are you to—” Carrie started, before Kyle cut her off.

      “Kyle McCoy, Department of Alien Relations.”

      “McCoy?” Carrie stood.

      “Connor’s real last name and mine. Look, I don’t want to add more to your pain, but that’s it. No more of this. You’re both lucky you survived. Consider it a kindness.”

      Rajeev opened his mouth like he was going to protest, then nodded. “You’re right. It’s over without him anyway. We’ll be gone, you can bet on that.”

      Carrie stared with her mouth open. “Raj . . .”

      Raj returned the stare and shook his head.

      “Good.” Kyle sighed. “I hope you all find something worthwhile again. And I really am sorry for any trouble my brother has caused.”

      “Nothing we didn’t want,” Rajeev said. “You’ll find him, won’t you?”

      “Not if he doesn’t want to be found, I’m afraid.”

      “Can’t the alien search for his mind or something? Use its powers?”

      “Alien?” Carrie said.

      Kyle laughed. “The Vulbathi can’t actually read minds, Rajeev.” He gave the man a pat on the back, then started off toward the exit. “I hope I never see you again.”

      Kyle took one last look around the sad, broken operation on his way out. He was done letting his mind get the best of him, believing in the impossible. His hunch had served him in the Dead Curtain, saved his entire unit and helped open communications with the Vulbathi—a truth nobody would ever care to know.

      And now his hunch was that what had happened on Luna was bigger than a grieving addict and a brotherly feud. There was a conspiracy to uncover.
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      It had been hours since Connor and Red left Warsaw in the rearview. The fallout storm raged for a few more miles until the black rain subsided. Gale-force winds remained for a while after, but Connor could deal with that. His eyes grew accustomed to seeing only a car-length ahead. Eventually, even the visibility improved, leaving them in the silent darkness of the Dead Curtain once more.

      The truck rattled to a stop in the middle of the road, engine gasping as it consumed its final drop of gas, or maybe simply broke down. None of the busted gauges on the dash gave any indication.

      Connor blinked his heavy eyelids, then allowed his weary body to slump against the wheel. A few seconds later, Red shook his shoulder. They’d barely spoken since getting free of the Polish rad-mons, as if they both knew that any other horror could befall them at any moment.

      “I guess we’re on our feet from here,” she said.

      “Don’t remind me.” Connor went to turn his head, but the visor of his bulky helmet got stuck. “It’s your turn in the suit.”

      “Waste of time.” She yanked on a long tear up the sleeve, and then another on the chest, among a handful of other smaller ones. Connor arched his head to look down at the suit. Besides what the cannibals did to it, his caulk patch job was entirely corroded from acidic rain.

      “I did not have heart to tell you,” Red said. “Lucky for us, we are not so deep in the Dead Curtain any longer.”

      Connor unsealed the helmet and chucked it in the back. “No wonder I feel like crud again.” He glanced up at Red. With the adrenaline faded, he could see the sickness in her eyes. It was taking him, too, especially now that she pointed out the obvious fact that his suit was compromised. Nausea. Itching intestines. A foul taste on his tongue. All the awful sensations that assaulted his body when he’d walked miles without the suit came rushing back.

      “What is crud?” Red asked.

      Connor didn’t have time to answer.

      Red leaned out of the truck and vomited.

      “That,” he said.

      She rose with a water bottle in hand and took a swig, then gave it to Connor. Precious water. He eyed it suspiciously. As thirsty as he was, the thought of drinking after someone who’d just puked wasn’t an appetizing one. His reservations were forgotten as soon as he threw his head back and allowed the sweet liquid to dribble down his dry throat.

      He’d never realized how good water tasted before. Back home, all anyone seemed to drink these days were milkshakes or Coca-Cola. This time, Red didn’t snatch it away from him before he could get a few sips in. She was either lightening up, or too exhausted to care, or both.

      “So, are we ever going to discuss the fact that we were almost just eaten?” Connor asked after he had his fill.

      “We?” she said. “They were cooking me when you decided to finally show up.”

      Connor shot a stern look her way and then they both broke down in hysterical laughter. As much as it hurt his innards, he couldn’t bring himself to stop. Tears ran down their grubby cheeks in long, wet streaks by the time they composed themselves.

      “I wonder what you’d taste like,” he said.

      She punched him in the arm. “Pig!”

      “I meant to the cannibals!” He laughed again, then immediately had to open his door so he could spit up a gob of bile. “Roasted Russian,” he groaned. “Could be a specialty.”

      “Like one of your TV dinners, eh?”

      “Exactly.” Connor held his stomach and fought back a wave of nausea.

      A moment of silence passed before either of them did anything but look out at the dusty, cracked, nutrient-deprived earth.

      “Red,” Connor said. He didn’t continue until she finally glanced over. “You know I didn’t leave you in that cabin on purpose, right?”

      She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. If they took you, too, we would both be dead.”

      Connor placed his arms behind his head and leaned back against the torn seat.

      “I guess I really did save your life, didn’t I?”

      “Against your best efforts.”

      “I’ll take it. Although, I can’t accept all the credit. I think I know how I wound up outside of that farmhouse, and how we got out of the palace, and wound up on Earth with no memory of flying there for that matter. Nocky . . .”

      Connor turned to look into the back seat where the Chosen’s bag sat upright. Two of its tentacles were flopped onto the seat, but the creature was still asleep, or resting, or whatever it did.

      “Continue.”

      “Her.” Connor pointed with his thumb. “The Chosen. I think she riftwalked us every time.”

      Red considered that for a moment before saying, “Out of the cabin and palace, fine. Across space, I don’t think so. Russian scientists say Vulbathi can only teleport a short distance.”

      “Yeah, but Nocky isn’t a Toad.”

      They looked at each other. Neither had to say it. The US and USSR were fully invested in learning about Vulbathi tech for obvious reasons, but more than anything, scientists hoped to learn how the aliens managed to cross the vastness of space. Science fiction authors had come out of the woodwork after the Toads’ arrival, trying to explain it, each of them desperate to be the one who got it right once humanity learned the truth.

      Connor felt like an idiot, judging the Vulbathi for worshipping what seemed like nothing more than a glowing octopus. Maybe the radiation was messing with his brain, but Nocky wasn’t only an idol. She might’ve been the key to the Toads’ intergalactic engine.

      “The Center is never going to believe this,” Red marveled.

      “I’m not sure I do,” Connor said.

      “Maybe we can ask her to teleport us to Berlin?”

      “I don’t think it works like that.”

      “You have no idea how it works,” she snapped.

      “I know that after every time it happens, Nocky goes comatose.”

      He reached into the back seat and carefully brought the Chosen’s bag to the front. It was heavier now that Red had dumped the potentially tainted water and refilled it with fresh, clean water from the bottles.

      “Would you stop calling it ‘Nocky’?”

      “Why? It’s better than ‘the Chosen.’ Sounds like some cheesy kid’s book . . .” His words trailed off when he noticed that the bag was empty.

      “It’s Nocky. She—” He spun around. The truck’s back window was open, and the creature tumbled over the bed. Connor threw open his door and ran outside, finding himself out of breath by the time he rounded the vehicle.

      The glowing blue creature squirmed out amongst the dreary landscape. Until now, darkness covered the Dead Curtain. However, for the first time since they got to the place, there was a break in the cloudy veil. Connor thought he saw a shadowy blob pass through it, causing the break like some sort of ship, but he shook his head and the shadow was gone. A sliver of light from the setting sun now shone down on a portion of crisp farmland off the road.

      “What is it doing?” Red asked as she too climbed out of the truck.

      Nocky squirmed into the center of the light and spread her tentacles like a nine-pointed star. The energy pulsing down the length of each one augmented, streaming brighter and faster toward its body.

      “I think we know what she eats now,” Connor said. Surviving off sunlight like a plant made about as much sense as teleporting, but who was he to argue. There had to be some reason an underwater species like the Vulbathi had such an interest in solar energy.

      “Good for her. What about us?” Red wiped her groggy eyes with one hand and groped for their supply bag in the truck with the other. She removed two full space meals from the folds. “We get full meals tonight. Truck saved us time.”

      “Delicious.”

      It wasn’t. Getting any food down their throats turned out to be more difficult than expected for them both. Connor’s radiation-plagued body was basically rejecting nutrients. He threw up twice along the way, just one time fewer than Red. By the time he finished, he wasn’t sure if any of it had even stayed down, but it would have to do.

      Clouds closed around the rift in the sky, leaving Nocky in darkness. Connor knelt beside her and held open the water-filled bag. She climbed back in without a fuss. He slung the bag’s one remaining strap over his shoulder.

      “Feeling better, girl?” he asked.

      Nocky slid her glowing tentacles around his neck and shoulder.

      “Let’s move!” Red called over from the truck. “This thing is useless beyond repair.”

      “I love walking anyway,” he lied, feeling a chill deep in his stiff bones.

      “How is the Chosen?” she asked.

      “Seems better?”

      “Well, will you try asking her to teleport us to Berlin?” Red said. “She clearly likes you better since she left me behind.”

      “I’m a likable guy.”

      Red scoffed, then Connor swore he saw the inklings of a smirk shine through. He was almost dumb enough to mention she had a pretty smile, but managed to keep something to himself. It was true though. The way her nose crinkled a bit on the end and a dimple formed on only one of her cheeks. Somehow, out in the middle of hell, it was enough to make him feel like they were going to make it.

      “All right, I’ll get supplies,” Red said. “Time to go. Better to keep moving when it’s coldest, with no fires to attract rad-mons. There may be even more of them now that we are further outside the fallout.”

      “Can’t argue with that.”

      Connor had to get close to her so they could share Nocky’s light and warmth. What passed for a Dead Curtain sunset was ending, and total blackness loomed over the barren plains stretching before them, with only the ribbons of alien energy in the sky to remind them their eyes were open.

      Connor took a long breath of the scentless yet foul air. Nothing in his life could equate to how sore and tired his legs were at that moment, but he gritted his teeth and powered forward as they set off on the long, winding road.
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      “So, Red, is this where you thought you’d wind up when they blasted you off to Luna?” Connor asked after who-knows-how-long walking. He had to concentrate to make sure the words formed correctly on his shivering lips. The only benefit of the cold was that it seemed to slow his bodily functions and made him feel less queasy.

      “I do . . . do not want to talk,” she said, trembling worse than he was.

      “C’mon. We have to focus on something or we’ll lose it.”

      “I am not as weak as you.”

      “That’s probably true, but neither of us wants to wind up as one of the flesh-eating beasts, now do we?”

      She coughed.

      “All right, let’s make it a game. In America, kids play one called Truth or Dare.”

      “You are not special. We have this game too.”

      “Then you know the rules. Truth or dare?”

      She rubbed her hands together for warmth.

      “Truth,” she finally conceded.

      “Hmm.” Nocky’s tentacles slid up higher on his shoulders as if she wanted to partake. “How did a woman like you wind up in the KGB?”

      “What is a woman like me?”

      “You know . . . I . . . Oh, don’t make me say it.”

      She drew a ragged breath, coughed again.

      “I am from small Russian town on the border of Ukraine called Sachkovichi. You would not have heard of it. When bombs went off and made this place, Sachkovichi was on the edge. I was age seventeen and decided to run off from our collective farm to see Moscow for a few days. Lucky me. When I returned, I found my entire family, mother, father, brothers, and sister, dead. Even our family dog was dead.”

      Connor hadn’t expected her to tell him anything, but her lengthy response made him feel even sicker. He wasn’t sure what to say.

      “You see,” she continued before he could contemplate a response, “the blast was not so close for instant death, but no people in my town lasted long after the fallout. I watched bodies fall apart piece by piece. Fed them water until they could not stomach it any longer. They passed in horrible pain before the aliens provided us their medicines. The KGB targeted orphans without connections. They brought me in, trained me, gave me purpose when everything felt so lost.”

      “Red . . .” Connor never thought he’d shed a tear for a Russian, but he’d never considered how much the bombs hurt their families as well. “I’m . . . I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. In my country, we are used to death. Revolution. World war. Our dirt was red with blood long before the Dead Curtain was made and will be red long after.”

      “That doesn’t make it any easier. Your own people, causing your family to die.”

      “Are you really so stupid you blame my people alone for this?”

      “And our friends up there.” Connor pointed to the sky.

      “Without your country, nobody would have nuclear weapons. We saw what you did to Japan, so we armed ourselves. Back and forth, two stubborn countries intent on ending the world. You think if the alien Mothership arrived over New York City and destroyed even an aeroplane that your precious JFK would not have done the same thing? No aliens or flags are to blame. They just show us humans our true nature. Itching to pull the trigger. ‘Blow shit up,’ as you say.”

      “That’s a fine outlook you’ve got on the world there, Red,” Connor said. “So, what, you joined the KGB so that next time one of us inevitably messes up, you’ll be protected?”

      “No. I joined so that next time, maybe, I’ll have a chance to stop someone from hitting a button that will rob millions of their families.”

      Connor snickered, half to hide the fact that he was on the verge of crying, and half because he never expected an answer like that from one of the bloodthirsty Soviets the nightly news was so fond of vilifying.

      “This is funny?” Red asked.

      “Not at all.”

      She stopped walking suddenly.

      “What?” Connor asked. “Hey!”

      She abruptly pulled at his shoulder, and Nocky’s glow illuminated the immense, pale stump of a petrified tree which impeded them on the road. It probably once stood tall and proud, a landmark to travelers headed toward whatever town might have been nearby.

      “Mind if we rest for a little bit?” she asked. “I can hardly feel my leg.”

      “I was waiting for you to ask.”

      Connor fell against the stump and lay back so fast he almost forgot about Nocky. Red sat beside him, squeezing in as close as she could and massaging her wound. He placed Nocky between them. The creature wasted no time stretching all its slimy tentacles over them like tiny space heaters. Even Red was too bushed and freezing to brush them off. Connor thought he heard her mutter, “Thank you.”

      She moaned as she stretched out her legs and her neck. “All right then, funny man,” she said. “Your turn for truth and dare.”

      “I’m usually a dare man, but fair is fair,” he said. “Truth.”

      “Good. Is what they say you did in the Fallout Conflict true?”

      She pulled that question out like it was in a holster, waiting to be asked. It shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did.

      Truth or dare came with some pretty standard rules. A player could break them—Connor definitely had before in high school when girls were involved—but it relied solely upon the honor system. There was no punishment for lying or not going through on a dare except for shame. What, though, Connor wondered, were the rules when a previous lie rendered any possible question she might ask irrelevant?

      “You’ll have to ask my brother,” he said.

      It wasn’t much of an answer, but that alone made him feel like the weight of the world was off his shoulders, like he didn’t have to pretend any longer.

      What does it matter now? Considering what had happened on Luna, the whole world likely knew by now what Connor had done. Kyle would have had to tell the truth whenever they finally discovered he had remained on Earth.

      “What about your brother?” Red asked.

      “Kyle McCoy. He’s the war hero. I’m just a drug addict turned thief who couldn’t cut it in Hollywood.”

      “I do not understand.”

      Connor explained everything. If they died in the middle of nowhere, at least someone would know the mistakes he’d made. He told her things he’d never told anyone before. How Julia dying got him hooked on the worst kinds of drugs. How he stumbled in a daze back to Kyle’s house, and his brother and Tracy coached him through withdrawal. How he rewarded them by stealing Kyle’s prized vaporizer and using it to play the black market.

      He told her about the counterfeiting operation and how successful they were until he crossed the wrong mobster. And then, instead of making things right, he stole from his hero brother again, that time taking his identity and running to the moon. He expected her to hit him upon every new revelation, but she listened quietly, shivering. He imagined she was probably relieved to know that he, the clumsy idiot who couldn’t catch an octopus, wasn’t actually the one who beat her people to the punch in the Fallout Conflict.

      “So, yeah,” he said. “That’s how I wound up in this hellhole with you. And if you want to stab me and leave me for the cannibals, I’d understand.”

      “Why waste the energy?” she answered. “Your government will probably hang you when we get back.”

      “Not if we bring back Nocky.”

      “So that is your plan? You Americans do love your mercy. In Russia, they would thank you then still skin you for what you did.”

      “At least I met you then, huh?”

      “I suppose that is true, Connor McCoy.”

      He cough-laughed. “It’s already weird hearing you call me that.”

      “At least now I know why you fight like girl.”

      She stretched out again and rolled her head over, then closed her eyes.

      “We can’t fall asleep,” Connor said. “If any rad-mons find us, I don’t think we can outrun them again anyway.”

      “Being dinner sounds pretty good right now.”

      Now he knew the sickness was getting to her, same as it was him. He hugged his core and scrunched his chin against his chest. The cold was deep within his bones. Radiation poisoning had taken up semi-permanent residence in his gut, although, lucky for him, he had nothing left to vomit.

      Wood scraped, and he looked up. A raven or a crow had perched atop the stump, caught in Nocky’s glow. Whichever it was, it had two heads, and four black eyes fixated on Connor and Red. He hissed at it, and the mutant bird flapped off.

      “What are you doing?” Red rolled her head to face him, as if somehow he’d already managed to wake her from a deep slumber.

      “Nothing,” Connor said. He squirmed to try and get comfortable. Couldn’t. About a minute went by in silence before he couldn’t handle it anymore. “Your family didn’t deserve what happened to them, Red.”

      “Of course they didn’t,” she replied.

      “I just mean . . . Uh, truth?”

      “Truth?”

      “Yeah. The game,” Connor said.

      “It is my turn.”

      “To anyone I’ve told about Julia, relatives or drunks at a bar, I blamed your people and the aliens for her death,” he said, ignoring her. “But I was the one behind the wheel. I was the one who lost control and got her killed.”

      Red’s hand gripped his arm. Her fingers felt like icicles even through his sleeve.

      “I did not know her, but you must learn to cherish time you do have with people,” she said. “Not regret what time is lost. Winters like this taught my people that long ago.”

      “I hate to admit it, but your people have a few decent ideas.”

      “We have many,” she boasted. “It was not your fault. Just like it was not only Khrushchev’s fault he hit launch. Every man and woman on Earth was put in an impossible situation the day the aliens arrived. We are lucky this is the worst that happened.”

      “So far.”

      “So far,” she agreed.

      Connor lowered his arm until his hand brushed against Red’s. His fingers were mostly numb, but he slowly interlocked them with hers. She didn’t fight it. She squeezed as tightly as her fatigued muscles would allow. He glanced down without shifting his head. She closed her eyes again. Nocky’s glow revealed their intertwined hands, and he noticed something was missing. Kyle’s wedding band was nowhere to be found, probably swallowed by a cannibal.

      Kyle’s going to kill me. He wouldn’t blame him, either, but that was a problem for another day.

      After a long while like that, Connor shook Red and said, “We’ve gotta get going.” He wanted to sleep, more than anything, but he felt too sick to anyway. And he knew that if he did, he likely would wind up as food for mutant carrion birds.

      “Five more minutes,” Red groaned.

      “We have to keep moving,” he said. He gave her another shake. Nothing. He used the stump like a crutch to stand, then nudged her with his foot. “C’mon, I’m supposed to be the weak one.”

      She muttered a few curses in Russian.

      “Do you really want to freeze out here alone with me?” Connor asked.

      She stuck out a hand for him to help her up without bothering to open her eyes. He needed both hands to lift her, he was so weak. An arm around her thin waist to get her the last bit to her feet reminded him that he could die among worse company. Like Sergei the Drill.
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      “Do you know how many millions you and your good-for-nothing brother have cost this government?” President Nixon asked.

      Kyle felt like a kid in school again, or rather, like he were watching Connor from the back of class. He couldn’t count how many times he’d heard his father say those exact words—“good-for-nothing”—to his brother. Kyle had always been a straight-A, class president, captain of the wrestling team, valedictorian kind of kid.

      One afternoon in particular, after Connor had gotten caught drinking beer under the bleachers, Kyle figured the neighbors heard their father’s screams from the end of the block. Finn McCoy was a drinker—a heavy drinker. The irony of a drunken Irishman beating his son for getting drunk was almost laughable had it not been for poor Connor.

      Finn wasn’t all bad, though. He’d taught both boys to shoot and hunt and made sure they were in Sunday school every single week, even if he did usually sit out in the parking lot reading his newspaper.

      “Where’s your head, McCoy?” President Nixon shouted, still set up in the DAR director’s office and bossing people around like he was running the place with Hoover in a coma. Deputy Director Price clearly hadn’t made any effort to fight that. This was the new president of the United States after all. Price just stood by Nixon’s side, watching quietly.

      “I’m sorry, sir. It has been a tough few days,” Kyle said. “Having your house attacked by the Mafia, discovering that your brother not only stole your opportunity to go to the moon but is now using your face and name as the most wanted man in the world are all things that’ll make your head a little bit swimmy. Oh, and having a pregnant wife living in a safe house.”

      Kyle knew he was pushing his luck with the most powerful man on the planet, but his patience was wearing thin with the world. The drive back from Philly hadn’t been an easy one. After discovering that there had been no real connection between Connor’s two-bit bootlegging scam and the attack on Luna, Kyle was back at square one.

      “What happened in Brooklyn was unacceptable,” Price said. “And the perpetrator remains at large. Tommy Lucchese’s lawyer had him released from custody almost immediately.”

      “Had I known Frankie Soriano had Vulbathi weaponry, I never would have brought anyone there,” Kyle said.

      “Ambassador!” Nixon called. He waved to the door, and Secret Service allowed Shimmer in. The big alien had to duck through the doorway.

      “Yes, human President of the United States?” Shimmer asked. His tendrils vacillated, and Nixon flinched like he wasn’t used to Vulbathi communication. He was far out of his element.

      “How did that man get one of your weapons?” Nixon asked.

      Kyle looked to Shimmer, eyes practically begging him not to tell the truth. But honesty was a staple of Vulbathi communication. Shimmer looked back, and his double set of eyelids blinked twice before he answered.

      “It was stolen,” he said. Not a lie, but not exactly the full truth.

      “We have an agreement, Ambassador. Any misplaced weaponry of yours is to be reported to all Earth-side governments as soon as possible.”

      “And we have an agreement that we will share only what we think humanity is prepared to learn. Why were we not informed about so many humans attempting to replicate our weapons? Tampering with such energy is dangerous. We have seen worlds destroyed by it, felt their suffering.”

      “As we have seen firsthand,” Nixon noted.

      “We work tirelessly to control these operations, Ambassador,” Price added. “Agent McCoy here has thwarted a number of counterfeiting rings himself.”

      “We didn’t want to alarm you, Shimmer,” Kyle admitted, feeling a wave of shame pass through him as his friend communicated the emotion. “It’s usually harmless stuff. Human in every regard.” Kyle felt bad leaving out the fact that they kept a lot of the counterfeit and black market alien tech hidden so as not to appear more unworthy to the Vulbathi. It was a part of the DAR creed: Only tell them exactly what they needed to know.

      “This is a concern for another day,” Nixon said. “Surely, we must all focus on locating your missing brother.” He turned to Shimmer. “And what you call your Chosen.”

      “That is agreeable,” Shimmer spoke. “The Riftmother and the Firstborns’ patience wears thin.”

      “We’re cooperating fully, along with the Soviet Union and every nation in NATO. Other Vulbathi ambassadors have been deployed across the globe. There is nothing more we can do.” Nixon stuck a finger out at Kyle. “You were supposed to be our best chance at finding your brother. And here I find out you went on a field trip to Philadelphia.”

      “I learned what I needed to there, sir,” Kyle said. “I think we’re looking in the wrong places. Connor, he . . . I don’t know what he got caught up in, but I don’t think he’s involved.”

      Nixon threw up his arms in frustration. “You don’t think?”

      “I know it. It’s not in his nature. There is something else going on, sir. My brother couldn’t orchestrate an attack like that. I’ve heard about the masked attackers killing themselves to avoid talking.”

      “He ran a counterfeiting ring that aided the Mafia,” Price said. “Who knows what they were capable of?”

      “And now we saw them in action,” Kyle said. “They’re scam artists, that’s it. Right, Shimmer?”

      “The human engineer has very minimal understanding of our technology, this is true,” Shimmer spoke.

      Nixon ground his teeth, then slammed a fist on the desk and pointed at Kyle again. “Did you know Director Hoover had intentions of giving you a promotion to be his new deputy?” Price staggered at the news. “If that fool ever does get out of his coma I have half a mind to send him packing for even thinking you deserve more than a cardboard box and a pink slip!”

      Kyle seethed behind his stoic face. If there was one thing he’d learned as a soldier in the US Army, it was how to take a verbal beating without flinching. And this was no different.

      “We have enough men looking into every angle of the attack,” Nixon continued. “You were charged with finding your brother. I don’t care what you say, he’s a missing piece. Being on Luna and spotted with the Chosen is more than a coincidence.”

      “With all due respect, sir, Shimmer’s people crashed into us from across the galaxy. Stranger things have happened. This is bigger than Connor, I can feel it in my gut.”

      “I can’t believe you’re so forgiving of someone who’s done you so much harm.”

      “Call it instinct, like when I was in the Dead Curtain.”

      “In the Dead Curtain you were following orders,” Nixon said, terse. “And now you’ll do the same! You’ve got one more chance, McCoy. No more sojourns to Philadelphia or fights with the Mafia. Find your brother before eighteen hundred tomorrow or you’re going to have to find a new place to hang your hat. Am I understood?”

      Kyle took a beat to steady himself. “Yes, sir,” he said. “We’ll keep looking.”

      “Don’t promise me. Promise the ambassador, who you claim to be your friend. He is here, helping your search, because Connor is one of our few leads. That’s all. Am I wrong, Ambassador?”

      Shimmer released a deep growl, his throat making a clicking noise. Then his tendrils whirred. “You are not, human President.”

      “Exactly. Now, may I speak with Agent McCoy privately for a moment?”

      Shimmer raised an open palm, which Nixon didn’t reciprocate, then left the room. Price followed him, closing the heavy door behind him.

      “Enough theories, McCoy,” Nixon said, keeping his voice lower. “The Vulbathi can turn us all to sludge from their ship if they want to. You know that better than any. Until we get the Chosen back, they just might.”

      “Sir, they wouldn’t do that,” Kyle said. “They’re not like us.”

      “I said, enough theories. You think that alien is your friend? Or any of them? If they were, they wouldn’t be so secretive.”

      “They’re just cautious.”

      Nixon leaned back. “Cautious as a kind neighbor who keeps his blinds closed and his lights off but stores bodies in the fridge.”

      “Sir, that’s not fair.”

      “But we can’t know for sure. Don’t be fooled by ceremony and kind words, McCoy. Much of what they desire or are capable of remains a mystery. And so, we must maintain the search for your brother, for our own safety. And while you do, I want you to do your best to prod the ambassador and find out what his people are really thinking.”

      “I’m not a spy.”

      “You are what your country needs of you. We have to know what their move might be if we can’t locate the Chosen. Or if the thing is dead. The Ambassador trusts you more than anyone else, God knows why. The whole reason he insisted on you being at that summit was because they wanted you to be the first to meet the Chosen for your heroism in the Curtain.”

      That revelation hit Kyle like a runaway freight train. “I . . . what?”

      “The alien hasn’t told you?” Nixon licked his lips. “That brother you think is innocent, he stole that opportunity from you.”

      “I . . . I don’t know what to say.”

      Kyle hadn’t been briefed about that, and Hoover never told him. Or Shimmer. It was an honor beyond what he could believe, and yet as the weight of what he’d missed hit him, he knew even more surely that his brother couldn’t have cared about taking that from him. He wouldn’t have known the Chosen even existed. Few outside the government did.

      “Don’t say anything,” Nixon said. “The ambassador may trust you, but he isn’t working with you out of some kinship from old battles. He isn’t your squad mate or your friend. He’s helping you because it might lead to the thing they worship.”

      “Sir . . .”

      “In the morning, Connor’s identity will be broadcast publicly to uphold appearances and appease the Riftmother and the other Firstborn. We’ll be offering a reward for his capture, worldwide. Chairman Semichastny will issue the same, along with the identity of the agent who vanished with him.”

      “I don’t think that’s smart,” Kyle argued. “He’ll never come out of his hole.”

      “Then perhaps you should find him. Now get out of my sight and do your damn job!”

      Kyle’s next “Yes, sir,” escaped his lips in basically a whisper. He stood and smoothed his pants. He had barely more than twenty-four hours to find Connor and he had absolutely no leads to follow. He didn’t even know where to start. And once his identity was made public, the DAR had no idea how slippery Connor could be.

      Kyle and Shimmer were on their own.

      A buzz and a voice came over Nixon’s intercom. The president raised a finger, informing Kyle not to move.

      “Mister President, KGB Chairman Semichastny is on the line,” his aide said.

      “Have him hold.”

      “Are you sure, sir?” she asked. “He sounded upset.”

      “Let him sweat it out, Commie bastard.”

      “Uhhh, yes—yes, sir.”

      “Thank you, Miss Bartlett,” the president said, mustering his sweetest tone. “McCoy!” he shouted, not so sweetly.

      Kyle looked up, not even having realized he’d begun to look at his shoes.

      “Sir?”

      “I’ve got the odds-on favorite to be named the new Soviet premier making what is sure to be an angry phone call because of your family drama. It’s not just the aliens. We’re a pin drop away from World War III even though no one will talk about it. You know, as well as I do, those damn Russians are probably involved in this.”

      Kyle looked uncomfortable, unsure he agreed.

      “Are you a sympathizer on top of everything, McCoy?”

      “No, sir,” Kyle said. “Just thinking.”

      “Don’t.” Nixon drew a long breath and slumped back in his chair, seeming to finally cool down a bit. “Do not make me look like a fool.” Nixon’s voice was low and calculated.

      Kyle nodded slowly but didn’t answer this time.

      “Miss Bartlett,” Nixon said into the intercom, “be a dear and patch Mister Semichastny through?”

      Kyle shut the heavy door on his way out and heard nothing more. He had an awful mess to clean up. Somehow, his country had gone from blaming him to partially resting its future securely on his shoulders.

      “A commune with your president does not seem as much an honor as I have been informed,” Shimmer addressed Kyle as he approached him in the hall. His telepathy was louder now, direct, and private.

      Kyle stared at him for a spell, still in disbelief over the honor he was meant to be offered. “You’re telling me,” Kyle said, finally. “But I get it. A few days ago, things seemed simple.”

      The first time he’d met Nixon, he was handing him an award for his service to the country with a smile on his face. Now, it was like he was a totally different person. Kyle supposed something like this could do that to a man. One day, you were eating a cheeseburger at McDonald’s, and the next, you were president of the United States of America in the middle of a doomsday countdown.

      “Any chance you actually can read minds and tell me how angry the president really is?” Kyle asked. There was no reason not to check now.

      “I cannot, friend Kyle,” Shimmer replied. “But his anger seemed apparent. Could you not sense it?”

      “Trust me, I could.”

      “He does not know the full truth about the Fallout Conflict, does he? That you were the first to commune?”

      “Honestly? I’m not sure. Not many ever did.”

      “I do not understand why it was requested to be kept a secret.”

      “Politics . . .”

      Kyle glanced from side to side as they passed by the desks of more DAR employees. They all stared at the alien within his glistening water shield, a blend of wonder and dread. Many probably had never seen one before. Kyle waited until he was on the elevator, then looked up into Shimmer’s big, amphibious face.

      “Is something the matter?” Shimmer asked.

      “The president told me why I was really invited to that summit. To be the first to commune with the Chosen. I can’t tell you how honored I am.”

      “It was a deserved gift, friend Kyle.” A feeling of warmth flooded Kyle as Shimmer spoke. Of deep respect. “Our Riftmother and the Firstborn agreed you should be present. I am in sympathy for not informing you, but I know you would have understood the meaning of such a gift and did not want to cause you sadness.”

      Kyle stuck his hand out, through the cold, watery shield that enveloped his friend. It was a strange feeling, the hyper-condensed water coursing around his skin at a rapid pace, sending goosebumps up his arm and neck. But he wrapped Shimmer’s arm, that slick, bumpy skin.

      “You’ll never know how grateful I am for it, Shimmer,” he said. “And you’ll never know how sorry I am. I know how much the Chosen means to you and your people. I thought we were onto something after Brooklyn.”

      “Our first quest to locate your brother has failed,” Shimmer spoke. “But he is still out there, and the Chosen remains alive.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Shimmer closed his eyes. The lights of the elevator began to flicker, and the alien’s head tendrils squirmed. Kyle even felt the speed of the elevator slow and instinctively grabbed for the side railing. Kyle saw images of the happiest moment of his life yet to come. Tracy giving birth to his baby. Like he was seeing into the future.

      “I’m sure,” Shimmer communicated as the elevator returned to normal.

      “What’s so special about the Chosen, anyway?” Kyle asked.

      “Everything.”

      Kyle nodded. He understood his friend’s privacy and never liked to press further. The “why” didn’t matter. Only that he needed to help Shimmer find it, for everyone’s sake. His head spun in circles, but he knew where he had to go to center himself. He knew who he had to see, who always helped him see things clearly.

      “Where shall we investigate next?” Shimmer asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Kyle said. “But only one other person knows Connor as well as me.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened. The eyes of all the visitors and employees in the lobby went wide as they saw the massive Vulbathi hunched over within.

      “Shimmer, I think it’s time you meet my family.”
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      Connor and Red were far enough out of the heart of the Dead Curtain for the light to show when morning hit, but the sky grew even dustier. Connor wanted to comment about it, but talking proved too much effort now. He had to focus on every footstep. Every breath.

      Neither could eat. Even swallowing what little spit they had left was a chore. So, on top of radiation sickness, they were completely starving and almost out of water.

      Still in a bag on Connor’s shoulder, Nocky propped herself as far up as she could while they walked, allowing her tentacles to extend over his and Red’s arms and chests, doing her best to provide some semblance of warmth, as if she could somehow sense their bodies were failing. Connor would have preferred she transport them, but it didn’t happen.

      They just lumbered along in silence for miles, side by side, using each other to stay upright. Pain had them moaning like they were the undead crew in Zombies of Mora Tau.

      They stopped at the lip of a deep crater where a nuke had apparently gone off. Flattened buildings surrounding the hole meant this used to be a town, though every inch of dirt within the hole was smooth as glass. Connor couldn’t help but wonder how many buried nuclear missile silos he’d crossed over back home without knowing.

      “Through or around?” Connor asked softly.

      “Through is faster,” Red said. “But I don’t think we will be able to climb back up.” She could barely speak above a whisper, seized by coughing fits anytime she tried.

      “Nocky, can you teleport us across?” He poked the creature’s tentacle. “No?”

      “I think she only cares when we’re in danger,” Red said.

      Connor groaned, then coughed. He drew his hand away from his mouth, and in Nocky’s glow he noticed the sheen of blood on his hand. It glistened like rich, black motor oil. The radiation, alien energy, whatever poisoning was getting worse.

      “I’m pretty sure my stomach just ate a lung,” he said. “That’s not danger?”

      “I don’t think radiation bothers her,” Red answered.

      “Lucky thing. All right, around it is.”

      They couldn’t see to the other side through the unyielding haze, but the crater appeared to be only a couple of hundred feet in diameter—which seemed like an eternity. The mound of soft earth skirting the edge made it seem like they were slogging through wet concrete. Red leaned into Connor, and they kept each other upright as they moved. He didn’t mind. He threw his arm around her waist and held her tight.

      Her hip bones and ribs were prominent now through her uniform. Only two days or so out in the irradiated wilderness and she was on her way to being as emaciated as a heroin addict.

      They were about halfway around when Red stopped suddenly.

      “What’s wrong?” Connor said.

      “Do you hear that?” Red asked.

      “What?”

      “Listen.”

      Connor willed his brain to focus, then heard it. A whir overhead and a high-pitched whine. He couldn’t see anything, but the dusty air whipped in a tight circle like a tornado was forming. He expected the worst. Then the long, shadowy body of a helicopter emerged through a looping arm of smog. Its two rotors chopped the air, and once it was low enough, its bright floodlight slashed toward them.

      “Red,” Connor said, blinking hard a few times. “It’s not just me seeing this, right?”

      She pinched his arm. “You felt that?”

      “Barely.”

      He covered his brow as the metal behemoth touched down a short distance away. He could just make out the pale outline of a red Soviet star along the stern. They stood unmoving, bodies tense from anxiety, waiting to see faceless attackers like those on Luna pile out.

      The first man to disembark wore a rad-suit. The vehicle was Soviet, but the men weren’t. They wore the blue, orange, and red striped flag of the People’s Republic of Germany on their shoulders. It was an independent nation under the military protection of both NATO and the Soviet Alliance, as agreed upon in the Berlin Accords. Basically, it was a neutral region of the former Third Reich, established to show the Toads that the US and the USSR could co-exist before Luna International construction started. Of course, they wound up splitting the city into North and South Berlin, monitored by the USSR and the US militaries respectively, and divided by barbed wire.

      Three more soldiers in rad-suits emerged. They fanned out in front of Connor and Red, rifles aimed. One barked something in German. Connor thought Russian was harsh, but he’d forgotten the sound of his country’s previous enemy.

      “You speak German?” Connor asked Red as they raised their hands.

      She shook her head. “They’re from North Berlin. Soviet-run. I’ll handle this.”

      “Just don’t get us shot.”

      Red limped forward slowly, her bad leg wobbling and her thin arms quaking from holding them up in a surrender position. She addressed them in Russian, but they stomped forward hard and poked their weapons at her.

      “Stoy!” Red shouted too loudly, which made her wheeze. She fell to one knee, coughing up blood and black phlegm just like Connor had. “Stoy, stoy.” She reached into the folds of her tattered clothing, removed some sort of identification, and raised it high. The Germans exchanged some words, then the most highly-decorated of them approached her cautiously.

      “Tell them to take us to Berlin,” Connor said. “That we’re muy importante—or however you say that in German.”

      “Just be quiet,” Red snapped.

      The German kept his rifle trained on her chest while he snatched her papers. He had to hold them inches from his face to read since the visibility was so poor.

      Connor’s heart raced a million miles a minute. It was taking too long. He had no idea how far from Berlin they were, but by some miracle they’d been found. Now that a helicopter ride to civilization was on the table, the notion of walking another foot made him want to vomit even more.

      Finally, the soldier waved back to his men. “Stillstehen!” he ordered. “Stillstehen!”

      Connor assumed it meant something good, because they all lowered their weapons. He took a step forward, and they all aimed again.

      Red presented her palms and rattled off something in Russian.

      Three soldiers moved toward Connor, weapons leveled on him.

      “Whoa, I’m with her! I’m with her!”

      One of the soldiers rushed him, grabbed him by the collar, and dragged him up beside Red. He kept his hands raised, but if he had to any longer he feared they might snap off at his weak shoulders.

      The soldier circled him, lips twisting behind his visor as he poked one of Nocky’s tentacles. He then tried to lift it, but Connor pulled the bag away.

      “Watch it!”

      “Don’t talk,” Red told him.

      “Then tell me what’s going on!”

      She and the leader conversed in Russian. The man threw his hands around with every word trying to get his meaning across. Connor didn’t know Russian, but he could tell the German’s was poor.

      “Red?”

      “They are a search party,” she said.

      The man drew a large circle with his hand while he spouted more broken Russian.

      “He says they’re all over Europe,” she said. “Searching for alien energy readings. Their Vul-Scanners went crazy over our position, so they landed.”

      “Nocky . . .” Connor whispered to himself.

      “I told them we need to be taken to Berlin immediately.”

      The leader whistled, and his men laid off. He took Red by the arm to help her toward the chopper. Nobody assisted Connor, but the soldier eyeing him allowed him to pass.

      His muscles burned worse than hell. Only a little bit farther and I’ll be free. He could handle whatever his brother or the government threw at him compared to the Dead Curtain. Life behind bars would be preferable.

      Two of the soldiers convened in front of him and started chatting. He felt like cursing them out for not giving him a hand, not that they’d understand. He knew maybe two or three words in German but recognized that they were using one English word. “Chosen.” He heard it repeated more than once.

      Red and the leader stopped a few feet away from the chopper when she tripped. The man kneeled to help her, then toppled over onto his side, her knife sticking out of his chest. Red snatched the man’s sidearm, fired into the chopper and took out the pilot. Then she whipped around, smooth as silk, and plugged two of the soldiers center-mass. Before she could take out the third, he had his arm wrapped around Connor’s throat and a gun to his head.

      “Don’t shoot!” Connor screamed at her. “We can all talk about this!”

      She stared down the sights. Her entire body trembled from exhaustion, but not her trigger finger. That was as calm as sunrise on the Great Lakes.

      Red and the soldier spat back and forth in Russian with some German sprinkled in. Connor had no idea if they even understood each other, but he did know that, somehow, the Dead Curtain had just gotten worse. Not only was his failing body in the world’s largest X-ray chamber, but now he had two guns aimed at his head.

      Red panted like a starved animal, blood spattered on the side of her cheek. For a time, Connor had forgotten what she was—a trained killer, a Soviet wolf willing to do whatever it took for the Motherland. Maybe she played him, or maybe all that truth or dare talk was from the heart, but at that moment all he saw in her expression was a person who could put a bullet in his head and not think twice.

      “Red—” Connor gagged as the soldier put more pressure on his throat.

      Then he felt something squirming on his back. A mess of tentacles slithered along his spine and up the man’s chin. He shrieked in disgust, backing up far enough to provide Red an opening.

      A gunshot echoed across the Dead Curtain.

      Connor closed his eyes. When he re-opened them, the soldier had a hole right in the center of his visor.

      Connor gasped for air, collapsed forward, and started coughing uncontrollably. He wasn’t sure whose blood was on his hand anymore when he pulled it away from his mouth.

      “Are you okay?” Red asked. She laid a hand on his shoulder. He slapped it away.

      “What the hell was that!” he yelled.

      “They were going to shoot us in the back.”

      “I—wha—” He squeezed his eyes tight and tried to steady his breathing. “How do you know that?” he finally forced out.

      “They recognized Nocky from her energy signature. Planned to take credit for her rescue.”

      “I thought . . . I thought you didn’t speak German?”

      “I lied. I was a spy in Berlin for one year before being assigned to Luna International.”

      Connor looked from side to side. Four motionless bodies surrounded them. Red was half-dead and still took them all down before they could get a single shot off. He knew upstairs he should be appalled, but the other half of him was stirred.

      “Jesus,” he wheezed. With his adrenaline waning, his insides felt worse than ever. “For a second there, I thought you might shoot me.”

      “If Nocky hadn’t helped, I might have needed to.” She extended a hand to help him up. A part of him wasn’t sure if she could even will her facial muscles to smirk, but her lips held a firm line. “I kid. These men are Berlin militia. Waste of uniform. If Nocky stayed still, maybe I would have clipped your ear, that is all.”

      “Perfect.”

      He grabbed for her hand, but apparently helping him up wasn’t as easy as mowing down four men. She had to toss the gun aside and use both hands.

      They then helped each other to the helicopter’s cabin. Red fell back-first onto the floor and took a few moments to catch her breath. Connor would’ve have joined her, but that would’ve meant squishing Nocky.

      “Can you fly this thing?” Connor asked.

      “You handle trucks,” she replied. “I handle chopper.”

      “You can barely stand.”

      “Any better plan?”

      He exhaled. “Let’s get you up.” He heaved her to her knees. They crawled together to the front of the chopper. The pilot was slumped forward over the controls, head blown open. Connor squeezed his way to the copilot’s seat and shoved the corpse with his feet using all his might.

      “Idiot . . .” Red snickered. She unhooked the man’s safety restraint. One more hard push and grunt, and Connor sent him toppling through the side door.

      “Just getting some exercise,” Connor said.

      He removed Nocky’s bag from his back and placed it between his legs, noticing a nick in the tip of one of its tentacles. Neon blue liquid dripped from a gash like the kind of radiation spill in a comic that leads to people getting superpowers.

      “Apparently you aren’t that good a shot,” he said while Red was busy heaving her body into the pilot seat. “Poor girl.” He tried to examine Nocky more closely, but she reeled the tentacle back into her bag. Her white eyes aimed up at him, emotionless as always.

      “It’s just a flesh wound,” Red said.

      “Well, if the Toads ask, I’m throwing you under the bus.”

      “Under the bus?”

      “Blaming you.”

      “I would not expect anything else from a cowardly American.”

      She situated herself in the seat, wincing as she swung her legs into position. In the light provided by the cockpit, he noticed the blood soaking her thigh. The wound he’d stitched was no longer sealed.

      “You sure you can handle this?” Connor asked.

      “No offense,” she said, looking him in the eye. “If I spend one more day in this place with you I think I’ll blow my own brains out.” She flipped some switch on the control panel.

      “So, let’s go over the plan,” Connor said. “You contact your people, I contact mine. We tell them we got the Chosen back alive, together, and make everything right. The Toads don’t destroy the world, you get to be a hero, and maybe I don’t get stuffed into the slammer for the rest of my life.”

      “This, I can live with.”

      Her trembling hand gripped the chopper’s yoke. The vehicle lifted slowly, then bobbed hard to the right. Connor held on to the first thing he could find, which just so happened to be Red’s thigh. She leveled off and used two hands to pilot, needing all the strength her exhausted muscles could muster to keep them in the air.

      “My brother is a whole different story,” Connor said.

      “The war hero. If you want, I can make him see the right path.”

      “As much as I’d love to see whatever that entails, it’s fine. I’ll take a few licks for sure, but his wife won’t let him kill me. And if anything happened to Haya—well, then I might have to kill him myself.”

      “Haya?”

      Connor couldn’t believe his dog hadn’t come up yet. The only friend he had left in the whole world, abandoned so he could play hero with an octopus from another planet. He closed his eyes and pictured her staring up at him with her big, golden eyes. When he saw her, he’d squeeze her so tight she’d squirm and bowl him over to get free. He wouldn’t care.

      “Connor?”

      He nodded awake without even realizing he’d started to drift off from the pleasant vision. Sitting on a cushion was heavenly.

      “Who is Haya?” Red asked.

      “Yeah, sorry,” he grumbled. “She’s my girl.”

      “Your girl?”

      Connor thought he could hear a twinge of jealousy in her voice.

      “A dog, don’t worry,” he clarified.

      “I was not worried,” she spat. “I was being polite.”

      “That’s a new look on you, Red.”

      A patch of turbulence made the chopper dip so far Connor felt his stomach up in his throat.

      Red fought with the controls and said, “We should stop talking. I must concentrate.”

      She stared straight ahead, not even blinking. Not that there was anything to watch for. They were flying blind through the Dead Curtain’s shadowy veil.

      “Fine with me. Just get us to Berlin.” Connor rolled his head to look out the side window. Black clouds rushed by with streaks of alien energy swirling between them. He had to close his eyes to keep from throwing up. He’d always preferred driving to flying until, of course, what happened with Julia had ruined that for him, too.

      But he was too exhausted to be anxious. Instead, he drifted in and out of sleep, waking every time they hit an air pocket or Red nodded off momentarily at the controls. At one point, Nocky must have noticed because she slapped two of her tentacles over Red’s wrists, squeezed tight, and made sure her grip didn’t falter.
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      The last thing Connor could remember was flying over the brown wasteland. He felt something poking him and opened his bleary eyes. A face cropped by red hair hovered over him.

      “Red . . . we made it?”

      He went to stroke her cheek, and she jumped backward as if he were poisonous. A needle slid out of his wrist.

      A woman cursed in another language. Russian? No, German. She grabbed his arm and reaffixed the needle. Gentle wasn’t a word likely used to describe her. She had hands as rough as sandpaper and a grip like a vice.

      “Please. No move,” she said with an unmistakable German accent. Connor focused his vision and saw that while her hair was red, she wasn’t Red. She was a nurse wearing a sanitary mask. Her shape made her seem young, but her skin was worn and leathery.

      “Where am I?”

      He looked from side to side. The room was small with walls painted a pale yellow. A tiny sliver of a window on one side was barred as if he were in an insane asylum.

      “North Berlin.” She pointed to a patch on her shoulder bearing the Berlin flag. “Militia . . . uh . . . ’ospital.”

      She checked the connections on an IV bag coupled to the needle Connor had disrupted. Every word on it was in German but he could make out a yellow radiation hazard logo. That was universal. He looked down at a white and blue speckled hospital gown, then leaned up to get a better view. A wave of vertigo left him dizzy and he fell back.

      The nurse hushed him and smoothed a blanket, covering him up to his chest.

      “You safe now. That is special Toad no-radiation, for officer only. Agent Kuznetsov say take special care.”

      “Kuznetsov? Kuznetsov—Red!” He blurted it so loud, he startled the poor nurse. They’d made it after all, but where was Red? He couldn’t remember much of their flight after the famed Berlin Wall had come into view. Thirty feet of concrete blocks and scrap metal that extended from horizon to horizon—a patchwork of rubbish collected from the flames of World War II and the Berlin Crisis, apparently to keep the hopelessly irradiated from flooding Western Europe.

      “The agent,” Connor said. “Does she have red hair like you? Look like she was dying?”

      The woman nodded. “You both dying. Very lucky you return. One day longer, forever damage.”

      “I need to see her.”

      Connor tried to sit up again, but the woman pressed him down.

      “No. You have rest.”

      Connor swore under his breath. If I wake up lost one more time . . .

      “Red. Kutzet—whatever,” he said. “Where did she go?”

      “Uhhh.”

      Connor pointed to the window with his free arm. The quick movement had his muscles burning with soreness. “Where is she?”

      “She, uh. She go to Soviet Emb-ba—” she struggled to pronounce the last word.

      “Embassy?”

      “Ja. Em-ba-see. She say: take care of you. That you wichtig . . . important US offizielle.”

      “Can you take me there? We’re supposed to handle some vital business together. The world’s at stake.”

      She shook her head. “Only Soviet there. She says to tell you when you wake. Auf wiedersehen. Goodbye.”

      “No.”

      “Ja. I do not forget.”

      She placed the back of her coarse hand on Connor’s forehead like his mother used to when he was brewing a fever. Never anything so bad as radiation sickness, though. He could see the concern in the nurse’s eyes as she pulled away. If his skin felt as toasty as his insides did, she had reason to be worried.

      She rolled a rickety metal table up beside the bed. A glass of water with a brownish tinge sat in the center. The best Berlin had to offer.

      “You must drink,” she said.

      “Sorry, Doc, but I’ve got to go.”

      “No. You rest now.” She muttered something in German that ended with her saying “Americans” in not so nice a way. Then she left the room and closed the door behind her.

      “Germans . . . always so pleasant.”

      Connor snatched the water and chugged it like his mouth was on fire. Too fast. His stomach knotted and he bent over, desperate to throw up but unable to. Anti-rad medicine dripped into him, but he still felt worse than dirt. Like he’d just been beaten down in an alley by a crew of Lucchese goons, then run over by a city bus.

      Lucchese . . . Frankie Soriano was a name Connor hadn’t given serious thought to since crash-landing. He’d been so concerned about what the government would do to him, or what Kyle would do to him, or surviving, that he hadn’t considered the enemy who caused all this.

      He fought to push the thought from his head. What was one more day living in denial?

      Right now, he had more pressing concerns. He’d put his trust in Red, a Soviet, and she betrayed him. He should’ve seen it coming. She was in the Soviet Embassy getting the finest care, turning over Nocky and receiving all the credit.

      “Damn you, Red!” he growled, pounding on his squeaky medical bed. He felt like screaming at the top of his lungs, but that might call the insufferable German nurse back in. All that trouble trekking across the Dead Curtain, saving Red from rad-mons and helping her walk on a wounded leg and burned ankles, and now she’d left him in the dust the first chance she got.

      It was just wrong. And he knew that because it was exactly what he would have done if he were in her shoes. Behaving like himself was nothing to be proud of. He might not have even had the decency to do what she had—leaving him in a local hospital rather than a US facility where he might be recognized.

      At least she has a heart, however small.

      But her final act of kindness wouldn’t save him. Without the goodwill bought by returning Nocky, returning to the United States wasn’t an option. Red might appease the Toads, but Connor had still impersonated a high-level officer—a fact that had to be known by someone by now. He’d still broken enough laws to get court-martialed, or whatever they did to civilians.

      He swung his legs off the bed. They felt like sacks of rocks. Out of habit, he fidgeted with the needle in his arm. He started to yank it out but stopped. He couldn’t move fast if his body fell apart. Connor grabbed the bag of liquid medicine and strung it around his neck so it would keep dripping. The nurse said it was Toad medicine. Potent enough to save him, apparently, but not to do anything for the poor mutants eating each other out in the Dead Curtain.

      Connor staggered toward the only door in his tiny room, bracing himself against the wall the whole way. The world spun as he fidgeted with the knob, but it wouldn’t budge.

      He turned and regarded the window. It was thin, but so was he after a couple of days in hell. He could squeeze through if only the bars were gone. He opened the pane and gave the bars a shake. Like everything else in his crummy room, they were old and loose.

      He punched at them with both palms. Nothing. His arms were still too weak. So, he grabbed the medical bed’s frame and, using all his meager strength, dragged it across the cracked tile. The screech raised all the hairs on his body, probably alerted the nurse, too. He slowed down and positioned it across from the window. Then, lying back, he kicked the bars.

      One . . . two . . . three . . . and the bars popped off. He winced upon hearing how long it took for them to hit the street, then again when he poked his head through the opening and looked down. He was three stories up an institutional brick building, with little in the way of moldings or trim for him to scale down.

      “Castles and palaces and I get stuck in the most mundane building in all of Europe,” he said.

      He dangled his feet and sat for a moment, plotting his course. He could try to hop to the adjacent building. He’d escaped from worse and been a part of crazier stunts in Hollywood. Sliding forward, drawing a few long, deep breaths, he decided he had no choice. Red had screwed him out of his get-out-of-jail-free card, and expecting his brother to vouch for him was a long shot at best.

      It was time to disappear.

      He could go to the hills of Finland, maybe—live off the sea like a Viking. Maybe travel east to the Orient and share in adventures like Marco Polo. He didn’t have a home to go back to. All he had was Haya, and after a week with Tracy and a backyard, Connor imagined she was having the time of her life. Better than being shuffled from one grift to another, living like a street dog in rundown, decrepit old buildings.

      She’d be better off without him. They all would.

      “Herr McCoy!” the nurse said as she opened the door. Connor glanced back, saw her, then panicked.

      He slipped from the sill and plummeted. Air rushed up around him as he flailed desperately for something to grab. A cluttered laundry line slowed his fall, but it wasn’t a movie. The string snapped off its fastening in the hospital wall and Connor swung, swaddled by clothes, heavy blankets, and sheets.

      His side slammed a wall hard, knocking out some bricks like loose teeth. He unraveled and managed to grab the line. It held for a moment before snapping, sending him down the remaining ten feet to the loose gravel. There, he lay on his back, staring up at the sliver of gray sky far above, wondering if he was dreaming. When he tried to get up, he realized he wasn’t.

      Pain radiated across his entire body and he dry heaved a few times. The only consolation was that there was no blood.

      The nurse screamed down at him in German—and it wasn’t to “have a nice day.” He sent a salute her way, then stood. If he wasn’t so used to aching, he might have collapsed. He took a step toward the busy streets ahead, then glanced down at what he was wearing.

      He couldn’t traipse around Berlin in a hospital gown. He searched the pile of linens he’d disturbed. An old brown loden coat sat on the top, half its wooden buttons missing. He groaned as he threw it over his shoulders, then put on some slacks and continued out of the alley.

      Berlin appeared like a war zone. Whether that dated back to the Big One or the Fallout Conflict, he wasn’t sure, but it was a city going nowhere. A dark gray smog hanging over the rooftops would’ve made the Dead Curtain proud. Smoke poured out of distant factory spires reaching up in every direction, probably producing the army trucks posted at every other corner. Soviets, North Berlin militia, it didn’t matter. Some streets were blocked off by spiked wire, defended by tanks well past their prime.

      Connor liked to imagine that the south part of the city run by the US was different, but he doubted it. Down the long avenue, riddled with antique cars trying to shove their way past military installments, he saw the shadow of the largest blockade. It divided the city into north and south halves between two world powers, all trapped by a wall keeping out irradiated monsters.

      The Dead Curtain put a pit in Connor’s stomach, but somehow the city felt equally awful. Back in the US, he was used to protestors and businessmen, high on quaaludes. Here, nobody even seemed to be chatting. They only walked from one place to another, wearing thick, colorless coats to battle the cold or to fade into the drab surroundings.

      Nobody smiled.

      Nobody frowned.

      They simply moved along on dilapidated sidewalks like it was no big deal.

      Just another day in Berlin.

      It was like everybody was waiting around for things to explode. And the moment they did, Berlin’s decaying buildings would finally come crumbling down.

      A factory worker covered in soot bumped into Connor’s shoulder and grumbled in German. Connor focused and fell into the current, heading north. His own countrymen to the south might recognize him too easily. He’d reach the city outskirts, find a nice German with a car, and hitchhike somewhere rural.

      Then disappear.

      He wondered what he would do for money—maybe become a traveling repairman. People outside the US weren’t as keen on gobbling up every new invention to come through Sears and Roebuck, so there’d be opportunity. And he knew his way around a car. All sorts of people had those, and in the places he was heading, they wouldn’t have fancy, solar-powered engines. The old gas-and-oil ones would need fixing, and what Connor hadn’t known before, Rajeev had done a great job teaching.

      “Connor McCoy.”

      He heard his name spoken clear as day and whipped around. All he saw were stoic Slavic and Germanic faces eager to get to where they were going. He searched across the street, then in the line of barely moving cars waiting to cross their next checkpoint. He spun all the way around only to spot his own face through the glass of the shop behind him—a clean-shaven headshot from his Hollywood days.

      The store had a stack of black and white TVs playing. Connor pressed his ear against the window. A handful of languages from all the channels blended together, but he did his best to focus on the English one.

      “American fugitive Connor McCoy is still at large,” said a British reporter. “He’s wanted in connection to the Luna Crisis. Be advised, he is rumored to be in possession of valuable Vulbathi technology and is considered extremely dangerous.”

      Connor’s jaw dropped.

      He expected to be in trouble, but to be publicly blamed for everything that happened? To be the most wanted man in the world?

      Then, blurry footage of the moon, as taken from Earth, came on the screen. Connor grasped what he was seeing in an instant, even before the reporter explained. The long, dark blob of the Vulbathi mothership hovered low over the surface instead of resting on it.

      “In other news, the world continues to hold its breath. Several hours ago, the Vulbathi Mothership lifted off the Luna surface for the first time in three years. So far, it’s made no further movement, but rumors circulating from the Kremlin indicate that the aliens are demanding immediate return of their stolen artifact.”

      Artifact? Connor thought. And then he realized, They’re talking about Nocky.

      The Vulbathi were making a show of force because they thought Connor still had their Chosen. As if he were holding her hostage. And if they wanted her back, that meant Red and the Soviets hadn’t returned her yet.

      Connor’s picture reappeared on-screen, and the reporter said, “The question remains. Where is Connor McCoy now, and what is he after?”

      Connor knew then how lucky he was that the nurse at the hospital hadn’t recognized him. His face was gaunter from the Dead Curtain and he had more stubble than he’d had in the picture they used, but it was still him. He didn’t just have to flee to somewhere rural. He might as well go back into the Curtain.

      Whatever Red and her comrades were up to, he could never be free until they returned the Chosen.

      So, he decided to do the only thing he could do. If they refused to hand over Nocky, he’d turn in the Russians. He raised the lapel of his coat and lowered his head as he delved back into the boring Berlin streets. If the world was panicked thanks to the Vulbathi ship, nobody in Berlin seemed to notice.

      Connor found a pay phone up a few blocks. Two soldiers in furry hats leaned against a wall at the corner sharing a cigarette. The adjoining street had a strong Soviet military presence. The embassy Red had run off to was probably nearby.

      Connor hid his face and stepped into the booth. It was only then he realized he didn’t have a mark, or whatever type of coin the thing ran on. He knelt and slowly ran his fingers along the joint of the glass. About halfway around, a metal disk shifted.

      Guess my luck is finally turning around.

      He lifted the coin and held it in front of the slot. There was only one person on Earth who might listen to what he had to say and be able to do something about it. It just so happened he was also the last person on Earth Connor wanted to call.
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      Shimmer’s aquarium sloshed and lolloped as Kyle drove over the bumpy gravel and parked in the driveway of the safe house in northern Westchester.

      “You ready to meet Tracy?” Kyle asked.

      Shimmer answered in the affirmative.

      Kyle always found it interesting that the Vulbathi were so conservative with their words. He imagined it would be difficult for Shimmer to speak telepathically without also betraying his thoughts. Even with Kyle, Shimmer chose his words carefully and only spoke when necessary. Because of this, Kyle spent the whole drive from Manhattan to the country in relative silence, just him and his thoughts, which were maddening. Or maybe Shimmer was just equally frustrated.

      Connor, you incredible idiot.

      Everyone on the news was talking about him now, thanks to Nixon. The brother of decorated war hero Kyle McCoy. Wanted in connection to what they were now officially calling the Luna Crisis. Media outlets were fully accusing Connor of the heinous crime of treason.

      Talking heads, good for nothing but empty words.

      “Shimmer, would you mind staying here until I warn—I mean, let—Tracy know you’re here?” Kyle was embarrassed at the slip, but the truth was, the Vulbathi were terrifying at first glance. His pregnant wife deserved to be forewarned that a giant alien was about to enter her temporary home.

      “It is okay, friend Kyle,” Shimmer said. “We know we can appear frightening to your kind. Go. Tell Tracy of our arrival.”

      “Thanks, big guy,” Kyle said, smiling.

      “You still believe she can help us locate your brother and the Chosen?”

      “I believe that she’s probably listened to him more than I ever did. There has to be something we’re missing.”

      He closed the truck door and crunched his way up the driveway, throwing a hand up in salute to Agent Palmer, who was parked just a few doors down.

      Tracy answered the door—they hadn’t given Kyle a key, an annoying but appreciated safety measure.

      “Kyle!” Tracy threw her arms around his neck.

      “Hey, honey?” He spoke it like a question. He pushed her back at arm’s length and studied her face as if for the very first time. A smile stretched from ear to ear. She pressed herself in for another hug.

      “I was so worried,” she said. “What they’re saying about your brother and that stolen alien artifact—do you think it’s true?”

      Not even Tracy knew what the missing artifact was or the kind of danger not recovering it quickly would cause.

      “I don’t know what’s true anymore,” Kyle replied, and he meant it.

      “I still don’t think he could do something like that,” she said.

      “I agree.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      He shrugged and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I was hoping you might have some answers. He’s the only lead we’ve got, and somehow he’s vanished into thin air like he always does.”

      Tracy placed her hand on Kyle’s chest. He closed his eyes and threaded his fingers into hers, feeling her warmth, the pulse in her fingers. “I know you’ll find a way. You always do.”

      “Do you know what I could really use?”

      She shook her head.

      “One of your famous homemade dinners.”

      Her smile widened. “I think I’ve got just the thing. I’ve been preparing something for me, Palmer, and the others so I didn’t have to eat alone.”

      “They’re taking good care of you?” Kyle asked. He hated leaving her in the hands of other men. Palmer could handle himself, but he didn’t fully trust anybody else when it came to keeping her safe.

      “The best,” she said.

      “Good. Tracy, I . . . I know I’ve always been secretive about what I do, but I need your help with this one. I’m going to tell you everything about Luna and what Connor’s done or been accused of doing.”

      Her mouth became a thin line. “Do I want to know?”

      “No, but you know him. Ever since he was a kid. We need your help.”

      “We?”

      “I’d like you to meet someone.”

      He took her arm and led her down the driveway. Agent Cabrera appeared from around the corner where he’d apparently been keeping a lookout. “I don’t think she should leave, sir.”

      “We’re not leaving,” Kyle said.

      The man took the hint and turned, speaking to Palmer into a microphone near his sleeve cuff.

      Kyle opened the truck’s passenger door and helped Tracy in, then got in on the other side.

      “What’s going on?” Tracy asked. After a few seconds of his staring, she appeared nervous. Just then, a deep growling noise reverberated in Kyle’s mind. He recognized the greeting and knew that Shimmer had intended it for Tracy.

      She squeaked out in surprise, then tilted her head and squeezed her eyes shut tight.

      “Tracy, I’d like you to meet Shimmer,” he said.

      “What?” she asked. Looking around the truck, she noticed the window. She stared at the fish tank for a moment, then jumped and let out another stifled yip.

      A massive face filled the whole of the window. Shimmer’s bulging eyes blinked with two sets of eyelids and a long line of thin lips as he tried hard to look unimposing and friendly.

      Tracy looked at Kyle. “That’s . . . it’s . . . Vulbathi? Him? Shimmer?”

      Kyle laughed and nodded. “I didn’t want to say anything over the phone, just in case.”

      “Hello, Shimmer,” she said. “He can hear me, right?”

      “Of course. Shimmer is going to have dinner with us. We’re going to figure this thing out.”

      “Here?” she asked, incredulous.

      “Yes. I . . .” He took her hand and kissed it. “I need you, Tracy. More than I ever knew. And he’s been a friend for a long time, and I could use the people—or aliens—closest to me right now.”

      Kyle opened the door and Tracy followed. He knocked on the side of Shimmer’s pool and the hulking alien lifted the roof hatch, then shot up out of it onto the roof. Tracy’s eyes bulged as she watched him extend to full height, then shake off his wet body. He engaged his water shield, hopped down, then turned to her.

      His tendrils wriggled and went a shade of light green. That usually meant he was pleased, though Kyle was no expert on how Vulbathi colors conveyed their spirits. It was a complicated visual vernacular Shimmer’s kind used to better communicate so they never misunderstood each other. Their own language was said to be very simplistic.

      Tracy slowly stepped forward. “It is a pleasure to commune with you as well, Shimmer,” she said meekly. She extended her hand, but their conversation remained between them. Vulbathi considered it rude to broadcast to more than one mind upon first introduction.

      Kyle wordlessly took his wife’s hand and positioned it upright, palm facing out. Shimmer did the same, his tremendous, four-fingered hand dwarfing hers.

      Tracy chuckled nervously from something in their private conversation. “Thank you for saving my husband’s life more than once.”

      “Hey now, no more secrets,” Kyle said. “I’m starving.”

      They headed back to the house and Shimmer cautiously made his way inside. He had been an ambassador for his people to Earth for long enough but never seemed comfortable with the trappings of comfort humans required.

      “Welcome to our temporary home, big guy,” Kyle said.

      “It is small,” Shimmer answered. Kyle noticed Tracy wince a bit, even as she chuckled, meaning he was speaking with both of them.

      “It is,” Tracy said.

      Shimmer swept inside, knocking over a side table by the door. He spun around to pick it back up and shattered a vase. Shimmer whipped back around, crouched as if ready to fight. Kyle and Tracy looked to each other, then smirked at Shimmer.

      “What in here shall help our search, friend Kyle?” Shimmer asked.

      “Sometimes, the best thing to do in an investigation is take a step back,” Kyle said. “Clear your mind and reconsider all the angles.”

      “Angles will not recover the Chosen. Time is of the essence, and you said this place would assist us.”

      “Just trust me, big guy. We need to unwind, get our heads on straight.”

      “My head—”

      Haya peeked through the bars of the bannister from the second level loft. She growled, and Shimmer responded with a similar sound after once again dropping into a battle stance. Haya let out a soft whimper and clamored downstairs.

      Shimmer viewed her with intense curiosity.

      “Haven’t you seen a dog before, Shimmer?” Tracy asked.

      “Never so closely,” he replied.

      Kyle bent down on one knee between Haya and the Vulbathi. He waved a hand for Shimmer to come closer. “Take a knee.”

      Shimmer did so. Even standing, Kyle would still have been several heads shorter than him.

      “She belongs to my vile brother, but she isn’t too bad. Is she?”

      Kyle scratched her behind the ear. After the last couple of days he’d had, he even missed her a bit. With his free hand, he took Shimmer by the wrist. The alien recoiled slightly, then gave in. Kyle placed Shimmer’s hand on Haya’s head. The dog made an excited noise before rolling over onto her back, kicking her feet in the air in pleasure.

      Shimmer made a sound, audibly, that resembled a chortle.

      Kyle stood and walked into the kitchen where Tracy had already begun chopping vegetables.

      “What do they even like to eat?” she whispered to Kyle.

      “Plants,” he said. “I guess I never really thought about which he liked to eat, just greens. I’m sure he’ll be grateful for anything. What are you thinking?”

      “Pot roast.”

      Kyle’s eyes lit up. Pot roast sounded like the perfect remedy for his tapped mind. “Any vegetables?”

      “I don’t really have a choice now.”
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      Kyle spread all the files related to the Luna Crisis and Connor on the living room table, not caring now if Tracy saw. He watched through the sliding glass door as Shimmer and Haya swam together in a freezing, leaf-filled pool in the backyard. It didn’t take long for his friend to discover the dog’s love of water.

      “I wonder if they can talk to each other too?” Kyle wondered.

      Shimmer soared above the surface like a dolphin while Haya paddled around, tongue wagging in pure ecstasy. Given the years Shimmer spent in artificial places on Luna, Kyle couldn’t imagine how nice it must be for his friend to swim outdoors. Unwinding was exactly what they needed in order to see things more clearly.

      “You want to see a match made in Heaven?” Kyle said. “Tracy?”

      He turned to see her distracted from cooking, listening to the news on the radio.

      “Breaking news,” a reporter announced. “Contacts around the world are reporting that for the first time in three years, the Vulbathi Mothership has lifted off the surface of Luna. It’s impossible to tell from our telescope, but it appears to be hovering.”

      Tracy’s eyes locked with Kyle’s from across the room.

      “I have to imagine”—the voice continued over the radio—“this is related to the recent report that a Vulbathi artifact was stolen during the Luna Crisis, which claimed the lives of both President Kennedy and Premier Khrushchev, among many others. Is this a sign of aggression? A message? Just a test of ship functionality? There’s been no word from President Nixon yet, but if I had a bomb shelter, I’d be heading for it. I hope God is on our side tonight, New York.”

      Tracy sniffled and looked back over her shoulder, tears streaming from her eyes.

      “Kyle, I’m scared.”

      He rushed over, turned off the radio, and wrapped her in his arms. He held her tightly, her pregnant belly pressing against him.

      “It’s going to be okay, honey,” he said. “We’re going to find Connor, and I’ll get this whole mess cleared up.” Nixon’s deadline and no leads meant that it wasn’t likely, but he had to stay positive for her.

      “Kyle,” Tracy said, pulling herself away. “No one has heard from your brother in days. What if you don’t—Oh, God. I’m here cooking like nothing is wrong while you should be out there searching.”

      He hushed her and ran his hand through her hair.

      “Everything’s going to be fine. Trust me, I need you to help me think.”

      She looked straight over his shoulder, and he followed her gaze to see Shimmer standing at the back door, watching them. Completely still.

      “You don’t think they’d—” Tracy said before Kyle cut her off.

      “I know Shimmer. If he thought the Riftmother were going to attack, he would told me. I know how they look, but they’re just posturing. They are a peaceful people. They just want something back that means as much to them as you do to me. As you both do.”

      He knelt and placed his lips on her stomach. He stayed there, waiting for a kick, when suddenly there was a hard knock on the front door.

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Agent Palmer opened up without waiting for an invite. Kyle had his firearm out and aimed, ready to fire. He lowered it. Palmer held a large black brick of a phone attached to a briefcase.

      “What is it, Palmer?” Kyle snapped without meaning to.

      “I’ve got someone on the line that says they have information about the whereabouts of Connor McCoy and the stolen artifact, but they won’t speak to anyone but you.”

      Kyle glanced up into Tracy’s puffy eyes and reached out for the phone.

      He stepped to the side and turned away to keep things somewhat private.

      “Hello?” he asked impatiently.

      “Hey, brother,” the man on the other end of the line said. “Miss me?”
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      “I assure you, the president requested an explanation for this act of aggression,” the White House press secretary stammered.

      Agent Palmer listened to the news conference in the surveillance van. He’d switched on the radio after McCoy and Shimmer drove off to retrieve the alien’s ship so they could chase after the caller claiming to be Connor.

      The reporters were shouting questions at Pierre Salinger, the press secretary.

      “We don’t know!” Salinger said. “Our Vulbathi Ambassador has denied prior knowledge of this action.”

      More questioning.

      “The Vulbathi leadership has refused to respond. No, they haven’t spoken with Mister Semichastny either. I can’t say what the stolen artifact is. That information is classified.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Palmer groaned. He switched off the radio and took a long drag on his cigarette. He put it out on the side of the van. “Where the hell did we go wrong?”

      It was a question he was sure most of humanity was asking now that the Mothership had lifted off and hovered ominously just above the Luna surface. But most of them hadn’t seen the true horrors of the Dead Curtain. Not like he had. He knew the stolen artifact was whatever McCoy had secured for Shimmer back in the Conflict, though he still had no idea what it was. He suspected no human really did, maybe not even McCoy.

      A part of him wondered if things would be different if McCoy hadn’t stopped him from killing Shimmer that day and his country got their hands on whatever it was. If they could have gained the upper hand.

      No, Sarge made the right move. They would have wiped us out.

      He knew it had to be true. Ever since they met at boot camp, he wished he’d had his head on straight like Kyle McCoy. Married to an incredible woman, child on the way, beautiful house with a white picket fence. The real American dream.

      Palmer hadn’t met anyone he could stand for more than a few weeks, or anyone who wasn’t frightened off when he woke from nightmares of the Conflict nearly every night. McCoy didn’t seem to suffer, but Palmer wasn’t so lucky. When he closed his eyes, he could hear the screams.

      He slapped the bottom of his cigarette box and went to remove another when he heard a knock on the side of his van. His gaze shot toward the mirror, and he saw a shadow quickly vanish.

      “Damn kids,” he grumbled.

      He stowed the pack, drew his pistol, and stepped out.

      “I need you to get away from the van,” he said.

      No answer.

      His finger tapped on the trigger housing and he licked his lips—a nervous tick he’d had since the Conflict. As he peered around the back of the van, a wire pulled tight against his neck. He was able to get his free hand in between it and his throat just in time.

      His attacker chopped down and disarmed him, then dragged him to the ground. Palmer thrashed and caught them in the side with an elbow, gaining enough purchase to crawl free. He reached for his pistol, but a knife jammed into the small of his back.

      The attacker, a massive bodybuilder type, lifted him up against the truck with it, the blade digging through his flesh and twisting. A hand covered Palmer’s mouth. Palmer tried to bite, and the man bashed his head against the van, then flung him to the street, where he felt the knife slide out.

      Palmer wheezed and crawled for the gun. He was too dazed to shout, his throat too compromised. Just as his fingers hit the grip of his pistol, a boot crushed his hand and he saw stars. Then a swift kick flipped him onto his back.

      He could hardly see straight, but a mass of muscle hulked over him. The man had Slavic features and a jaw like an anvil.

      Palmer slowly reached to switch on his radio and warn the other agents when the man raised a bloody knife to his throat. The hilt had a swastika engraved on it. The Slav placed a finger over Palmer’s mouth and shook his head.

      “Who are—?” Palmer rasped, when the sight of another man approaching caused him to lose his breath. He wore a pinstripe suit and fedora, but they were tattered and worn. His face was scraped, dark bags hanging like duffels from his eyes.

      The Slav kept the knife close and the newcomer kneeled at his side. Palmer’s eyes went wide as he recognized him from his files. Frankie Soriano, the man apparently responsible for the deaths in Harlem and then Brooklyn. And his Russian friend was the thug known as the Drill.

      “You,” he said, seething.

      “Me,” Frankie said, then put on a nightmarish grin. “Who would’ve thought your friends were telling the truth about there being two of them?”

      “Do you have any idea what you’re doing? Do you know who I work for?”

      “I do, and I don’t care. Thanks to the smarter brother, I can’t go home. I can’t stay here. Tommy’s gonna plug me in the back of the head for this.”

      “It’d be less than you deserve.”

      Frankie’s hand lashed out and smacked Palmer across the face, his gaudy rings leaving an imprint. Sergei’s knife drew a thin line on Palmer’s neck.

      “McCoy ruined everything,” Frankie growled. Then he readjusted his collar. “But it’s time me and all those who stayed loyal get ours. Me and you, we’re goin’ to go someplace and have a little chat.”

      Palmer spat at him. “You think I’d tell you anything?”

      “I think you ought to, or the pretty woman you’re protecting might wind up short a few limbs.”

      “If you hurt her, I—”

      Sergei lowered a boot across Palmer’s face.

      “Shut up.”
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      Kyle was halfway across the Triborough Bridge when traffic came to a sudden stop. Ahead of him was nothing short of a parking lot. He glanced nervously from side to side. He wore a hood and sunglasses now that Connor’s face was out in public.

      Up ahead, blue and red lights washed the dark sky. The sound of his truck’s siren was drowned out by honking horns and police cruisers. Not that anyone could give way on the jammed bridge anyway. Kyle slammed his fist against the steering wheel.

      He’d requested a pickup from the DAR after informing the president about Connor’s whereabouts but was refused. No choppers could be spared from keeping the peace, and both Price and Nixon decided Kyle shouldn’t be there. They were sending other agents to Berlin—people who weren’t “too close to the forest to see the trees.”

      But Kyle didn’t share one bit of information: the address where Connor said he’d be. He had to reach him first. His brother was going to jail, but Kyle knew how dire the situation was. If Connor saw any other agent and ran, it’d be shoot to kill. And for all that Connor had done, Tracy was right—he was his brother.

      He and Shimmer needed to reach the Vulbathi ship docked at the DAR headquarters and beat them there. Per an agreement, Shimmer had to keep his vessel secure there while operating Earth-side, but it was the fastest way to reach Berlin by far. Kyle would deal with the ramifications after. When Hoover woke from his coma, Kyle was likely finished with the DAR anyway. And if Hoover didn’t wake, the weakling Price certainly wouldn’t keep Kyle around after hearing he was set to be his replacement.

      Ignoring the rules, just like Connor now . . .

      As he sat helplessly in traffic, Kyle noticed the protestors for the first time. Where there once were two opposing sides—one toting peace, love, and Vulbathi signs, the other spewing every derogatory term for the aliens imaginable—now only one group filled the bridge, unified in their fear.

      “Nuke the Toads!” they chanted. Kyle could hear them loud and clear through the closed windows of his truck as he and Shimmer slogged back to the city. For them to be protesting and blocking access this far out, Kyle couldn’t imagine what Manhattan was like.

      “Nuke the Toads! Nuke the Toads!”

      Kyle was barely old enough to remember the anti-Axis fervor after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, but he imagined this was something similar. Only this wasn’t a war they could win. All the aliens had to do was move their ship and everybody lost their minds. If they actually fired on anything, humanity would tear itself to pieces for them.

      “This isn’t good,” Kyle said to Shimmer without turning around. He knew the Vulbathi would hear him as he floated in his large spherical tank attached to the back of the truck. “Not good at all.”

      Kyle heard an affirmation rumbling within his skull. He was glad Shimmer was with him. They’d been in a war zone together before, and that was exactly what this looked like.

      “I wish our Riftmother and the other Firstborn would have consulted me before taking action,” Shimmer said. “I am greatly ashamed.”

      “They’re scared,” Kyle said. “Just like them.” He glanced back outside.

      Smoke billowed in the distance and sirens converged from all directions. Looking up, Kyle could see military helicopters piling in. A state of emergency had been declared in cities all over the nation. Kyle knew humanity should be taking this crisis as an opportunity to come together, but when had they ever done that? They were letting their fear get the best of them just like they had at the height of the Cold War when the aliens changed everything.

      Kyle let his head fall back against the seat and closed his eyes in frustration. How has it come to this?

      He turned on the radio. He wasn’t sure why, as he already knew what he’d hear. It had been the same constant reports of chaos being transmitted from all over the world. Ever since the Mothership rose from the surface of the moon for the first time, there was nothing else to talk about. The Luna Crisis was old news.

      Shimmer pressed his fingers against the glass at the back of the truck.

      “Things would be easier if your kind were more like the dog, Haya.”

      “How so?” Kyle asked.

      “She never questioned my heart based on my face.”

      “Dogs are loyal and loving creatures,” he said. “Unlike their owners.”

      The thought of Haya made Kyle think about Tracy. He hated rushing out on her back at the safe house. After Connor’s call, he barely got to say goodbye.

      A sudden cry pierced through the din of the crowd, then a thunk. Kyle looked in his side mirror and saw that a kid wearing a New York Mets cap had climbed on top of the truck.

      “It’s one of them!” he shouted. He pointed down through the porthole atop Shimmer’s tank.

      “Shimmer, get away from there!” Kyle hollered back.

      “What is wrong, friend Kyle?”

      “They’ve seen you,” he said. “Hold on, this could get ugly.”

      Kyle revved the engine and tried to squeeze out through traffic. He swerved ahead, pushing a car into the right lane to a chorus of horns, but a van in front of him wouldn’t budge, and there was nowhere else to go.

      “He’s got a Toad!” another voice rang out.

      A wave of people slapped on Kyle’s window and screamed at him. They may as well have been foaming at the mouth like the mutant rad-mons stuck in the Dead Curtain.

      Kyle fumbled through his pocket, produced his DAR badge, and cracked the window. “Back up!” he said. “I’m a DAR Agent.”

      “You aren’t bringing that thing into my city!” barked a man built like a woodshed.

      “This is a matter of national security. Back up!”

      “I do not like their scent,” Shimmer spoke. Kyle’s mind flooded with memories of the Dead Curtain, being surrounded by unseen gunfire.

      The truck rocked as the swelling mob pushed on the tank—a slight jarring at first, then a strong back-and-forth motion. Kyle checked his mirrors. An angry army amassed on the passenger side of the truck.

      “Get that thing out of there!” one shouted. Grunts of exertion came, followed by another cry. “Push!”

      The truck teetered and tottered. Kyle gritted his teeth and looked for a way out. He reached for his gun. He wasn’t going to use it against civilians, but he fired twice into the air through the window. It didn’t do a thing. It even seemed to energize them.

      Kyle tried to shove his door open so he could make a display of force, but it was jammed by bodies. The pushes were now accompanied by fists beating against the windows and doors.

      “We do not have time for this delay,” Shimmer said. “I can put an end to this.”

      “No!” Kyle glanced back into the tank and saw his friend preparing to break out, his suit on and his water shield armed. “They’re just scared, Shimmer. You harm innocents, all this will get even worse.”

      Kyle tried to hit the gas again and squeeze by. One of the rioters commandeered a van in front of them and reversed it to block him. Its rear bumper got trapped on their front one, lifting the truck. The mob immediately took advantage. The combined force of their rage twisted the truck on its axles and sent it halfway over the edge of the bridge.

      The people roared in triumph as the truck continued to rock, the bottom caught on the guard rail.

      “Stop this, now!” Kyle shouted. He even raised his gun toward those at the window, but all attention was on Shimmer’s tank and the wanton desire to rip apart a being they felt threatened to destroy their entire world.

      “It’s them or us!” someone screamed. A bat slammed against the tank. It was bulletproof, let alone bat-proof, but that didn’t stop Kyle from wincing. The other truck reversed and pushed Kyle’s further.

      “Allow me to settle them,” Shimmer requested.

      “We can’t be seen fighting back,” Kyle said. “Not right now.”

      “There are no other—”

      For the first time in their relationship, Kyle felt Shimmer’s words cut off in his mind. The tank flipped off its wheels, rolling over the barrier. The bottom of the truck scraped against the concrete before it joined it. Kyle’s stomach suddenly felt like it was rising up into his throat.

      The bridge receded into the distance through the windshield. Then the truck slammed into the East River. Kyle’s hipbone met the front console and exploded with pain. Water rushed into the car, ice cold and whipping at his face. He yanked as hard as he could on the belt and got it free just as water filled his mouth. He stretched up, gasping for air against the roof of the truck.

      “Shimmer!” he rasped. As the cold rose all around him, he drew in a mouthful of air and ducked under the water. It was pitch-black, but he twisted his body and kicked the window again and again.

      “I have you, my friend.”

      A blade of light bloomed above him, splitting apart the roof of the truck. A powerful hand grasped Kyle’s arm, fingers so long they wrapped fully around his biceps. Then he was heaved up out of the water.

      He’d endured the Dead Curtain and still had never been so grateful for air. The lights of Manhattan shimmered.

      “Wrap your arms around me,” Shimmer said. Kyle’s arms barely fit halfway around the alien’s incredibly thick neck, but he held tight.

      “You really love saving my life, don’t you?” Kyle said, his entire body shivering.

      “I do not want to disappoint wife Tracy.”

      “Good plan.”

      “Hold on.”

      Shimmer took off through the water. Kyle felt like he was on a motorboat. The alien skimmed the surface so fast, he would have gold medaled at the Olympics before a human finished the first lap. Jeers echoed down from the bridge as the truck sank behind them.

      “Go back to your home, Toad!”

      “Sewer water is where you belong!”

      Kyle’s blood would’ve been boiling if he wasn’t on the verge of freezing to death. Hating Shimmer was natural for them, but cheering as they imagined a DAR agent drowning was another story. Humans were hurting other humans and finding joy in it. Forget money, this was the root of all evil.

      The feeling of Tracy’s arms around him filled his mind. Her warmth.

      “Stay focused on what matters,” Shimmer spoke. “Your warm-blooded body does not react well to these conditions.”

      “Well, swim faster.”

      Somehow, Shimmer managed that. Wind rendered Kyle’s ears and cheeks numb. His heart beat so slowly he wasn’t sure it was still there. His eyelids grew heavy, but before they closed completely, Shimmer launched up out of the water. They landed securely on the island of Manhattan.

      Kyle collapsed, and Shimmer immediately ignited his energy blade. He held it low over Kyle’s body, slowly moving it over him. Kyle had never realized how much heat the thing gave off, but he could feel the exposed parts of his skin blistering despite having just been ice-cold.

      “Shimmer,” he said softly.

      “Relax, friend Kyle,” he replied. “You’ll be up on your feet in a moment and we can move.”

      “Shimmer—”

      Kyle pointed over the alien’s shoulder toward a crowd of people accumulating. Eyes wide. Terrified. Only, they didn’t stare at Shimmer, but at Kyle, who realized he’d lost his sunglasses in the water and his hood was down.

      “It’s him,” they murmured.

      “The terrorist.”

      “He killed the president.”

      Shimmer’s massive head turned to face them, tendrils flailing. He raised his fist and his energy blade coruscated across the crisp, night air. The whole area was bathed in the purple glow.

      “Move!” Shimmer’s voice boomed. Kyle knew it wasn’t only in his head. Silence overcame the crowd, and the people parted before them like the Red Sea, grasping their skulls. Kyle considered scolding his friend but decided against it. The future of two species was at stake, and short of killing protestors, it was time to take advantage of people’s fear of the Vulbathi so they could reach Midtown quickly.

      Shimmer helped Kyle to his feet with ease. Pain and soreness pulled at every joint in Kyle’s body. Every breath came with a shiver, but he’d make it. Basic training had put him through harder and colder adversity, and even though the desk job had softened his body, that part of him would never go away completely.

      “I couldn’t agree more, Shimmer.” He reached into his jacket and removed a sopping wet DAR identification to show the crowd. “Out of our way. Move!”

      They obeyed, all but one. A homeless man stood beside a burning garbage bin in their path, holding a sign with a message that struck Kyle closest to home:

      The End Has Come.
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      Connor waited by the door, watching through the grimy window of an abandoned store across the street from the gated plaza of the Soviet Embassy. Going to space, getting attacked by men in black, crash-landing in the Dead Curtain with a KGB officer—it all paled in comparison to his next endeavor.

      Seeing his brother.

      His heart raced so fast, his rib cage felt like it was going to burst open. Making things right was probably impossible, but things hadn’t been right between them since they were toddlers. Luckily, he didn’t need to earn back his brother’s trust. All he needed to do was help him find the Chosen, appease the Toads, and clear his name, if that remained possible. It was a big misunderstanding, right? Who wouldn’t have acted like Connor did if they’d been targeted by the Mob?

      Hours went by watching soldiers and the somber inhabitants of Berlin stroll by. He would have caught up on sleep if he could’ve managed anything but pacing. Every five minutes he found himself glancing at his brother’s watch, which now, outside the Dead Curtain, worked again. Though he’d never get the dust out of its ridges.

      Finally, Connor saw someone promising. He flung the door open, grabbed a hooded man, and yanked him inside the store. Cobwebs hung in every corner, and a pro-Nazi poster behind the counter had gone untouched for so long that it was literally melted onto the wall.

      The man removed his hood. Before Connor could get a word out, Kyle shouted, “You son of a bitch!” and punched him square in the jaw. Connor staggered backward but didn’t go down. That was how their fights went. First one to hit the floor lost.

      “Really? That’s our mother you’re talking about,” Connor muttered, rubbing his face.

      “Heretic!”

      A voice boomed in Connor’s brain so loudly it paralyzed him. Four long fingers grasped his throat, heaved him into the air, and slammed him against the wall. Connor had no idea where the Toad had come from, but there it was, with its head nearly scraping the ceiling, its ugly face glaring down at him. They all looked the same to him, but the way this one spoke made it an easy guess; this was the one he’d met on Luna.

      “About that,” Connor rasped, hardly able to breathe.

      “Explain, human, why I should not snap your cervical vertebrae for your deceit?”

      Its bugging eyes were like two smoldering coals under the shadow of a large hood. The scales on its face and its wiggling tendrils were bright red, all blurred by the shimmer of its water shield.

      “For one, he might not be too happy about it.” Connor pointed to his brother and quickly questioned his own logic.

      Kyle crossed his arms. “Trust me, brother. Right now, I don’t think I’d be too upset.”

      “We saw you fleeing with the Chosen.”

      The alien squeezed harder. Connor’s vision went blurry until all he could see was the glow of its nightmarish eyes.

      “We. . . were trying to . . . to get it back . . .”

      “Shimmer,” Kyle said. “That’s enough. If I’ve learned anything from picking up the pieces of my brother’s messes, it’s that he’s far too incompetent to be behind what happened.”

      The Toad released Connor without lowering its arm. His already weak body thumped against the rotting, wooden floor. Bruises Connor didn’t even realize he had flared with pain, but he quickly scrambled to his knees. They got their deserved shots in, but no more.

      “Shimmer?” Connor wheezed. “That’s a cute name for it.”

      “For him” Kyle corrected. “You’re lucky I don’t have you in handcuffs right now after what you did. Your friend Frankie tracked you to my house. My house! You put Tracy, my child . . . hell, if that’s not enough to make you care, you put your own dog in jeopardy.”

      Connor swallowed back a response. He didn’t think he’d been followed with all the precautions he took on the way to Levittown, and even so, he’d never imagined in a million years Frankie Soriano would be dumb enough to pull up to a DAR agent’s house. That was the last time he’d underestimate a second-rate mobster.

      “Nothing to say to that?” Kyle said.

      “Geez, man. I’m sorry,” Connor said.

      “Sorry isn’t gonna cut it this time.”

      “Look, all I need is for you to clear my name. After this, you don’t have to deal with me ever again.”

      “I . . .” Kyle bit his lip and took a measured breath. “Do you think it’s fun having to wear a hood because my idiot brother is wanted on two worlds and I was cursed to look like him? I had to sneak here to find you before any other agent because I’m afraid of what they’ll to do you, not to mention the Mothership. This mess is beyond cleaning.”

      “Nothing is beyond cleaning.”

      A tangible crackle of energy stole upon the air. A blade of light shot out from Shimmer’s arm and he stuck it toward Connor’s throat. Connor had seen the weapon back on Luna, but never so close. The heat was enough to singe his hair if it came any closer.

      “Enough!” Shimmer’s voice boomed. “You will take us to the Chosen! I cannot stand to be so close to the suffering caused by our weapons for long.”

      The words echoed in Connor’s head. Shimmer appeared the same as always, but it was as if he could feel its rage throughout his own body.

      “I don’t know how you got used to him talking like this,” Connor groaned, looking at Kyle and rubbing his temples.

      “You were correct about him, friend Kyle.”

      “I told you,” Kyle responded. “Are any of your brothers so insufferable?”

      “Our mother would have exiled us to the deep sea.”

      “I know you’re letting me hear on purpose,” Connor said. “Kyle, tell—ask your friend to lower his weapon.” He ducked his way past the energy blade and over to the window. He tapped on the glass. “You want your precious Chosen, you’re going to have to find your way into the Soviet Embassy, right over there.”

      “Christ, Connor.” Kyle crossed himself. “The Soviet Embassy? You’re sure it’s in there? I’ll need clearance from up top to make any sort of move on them.”

      “Yeah. I spotted Red through a window.”

      “Who?”

      “She’s the KGB agent who stole Nocky.”

      “What?”

      “The Chosen. Keep up.”

      Shimmer rose to his full height in front of Connor and his words trailed off. “Were you responsible for this . . . Luna Crisis?”

      “No, of course not,” Connor said. “I have no idea what happened on Luna, trust me. Me and Red just happened to follow Nocky onto some ship.”

      “Why do you call her that?”

      “She’s got bright red hair,” Connor said.

      “No. The Chosen. Why do you call her Nocky?”

      “So it is a she!”

      “Why?”

      “She has nine legs. Octopus? Noctopus?”

      “Stop it.”

      Connor felt the full weight of the command and shrank back. “Okay. Fine . . .” he muttered. “We were following the Chosen onto some ship. Then we helped get her here after crash-landing in the Dead Curtain. Only, Red decided to screw me over and take credit for the rescue herself.”

      “The Dead Curtain?” Kyle said, incredulous. “I read the reports. There is no way anybody could have gone from Luna to there without anyone seeing. I don’t care what kind of ship you were in. Even the Vulbathi ships aren’t that fast or stealthy—and I know because we took one here.”

      “Don’t tell me where I was.” Connor pulled the anti-rad IV bag out from under his shirt and tore the needle from his arm. It was basically empty anyway, and he was starting to feel a bit better.

      Kyle examined it, then leaned closer to stare his brother straight in the eye. If anyone would know what Dead Curtain sickness looked like, it was him.

      “How did you do it?” Kyle asked.

      “A good magician never reveals his tricks,” Connor said.

      “Please, you couldn’t even get the slip on Frankie Soriano.”

      He smirked. “I did get the slip on Frankie Soriano, remember? Just like I survived the same hell you did, War Hero.”

      Kyle grimaced. Connor circled behind Shimmer. The Toad turned to keep an eye on him.

      “Wait, he doesn’t know about the Chosen, does he?” Connor asked Shimmer.

      “I know that I was supposed to be the first human to have contact with her, and you stole that. Just like the vaporizer.”

      “Shit. Kyle. I’m sorry. I didn’t . . .”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Kyle said. “What are you talking about?”

      “Why don’t you tell him, Shimmer? Tell him how I made it from Luna to Poland and more. Tell him how your people’s space-lake-ark magically appeared over Earth.”

      “What’s he talking about?” Kyle asked.

      The alien’s tendrils wriggled. It stormed past Connor to reach Kyle. They shared what must have been a private conversation. Kyle’s eyes grew wider with each passing second. Just the right amount of shock filled them, enough to let Connor know that Shimmer was telling him the truth.

      “My God.” Kyle looked like he’d seen a ghost. “Connor, you’re saying your Russian friend knows this, too?”

      “I wouldn’t call us friends . . .”

      “Answer the damn question!”

      “I don’t know! Maybe? We were a few hours from dying. Neither of us was really sure what to believe. Or what we saw. At least, I wasn’t, until seeing your reaction. So Nocky—the Chosen—really can riftwalk across time and space?”

      Kyle ignored him to talk with Shimmer, but a lack of denial was all Connor needed to hear.

      “That could be why the Soviets haven’t returned the Chosen yet,” Kyle said.

      “They must,” Shimmer said, and as he spoke Connor felt the inexorable sensation of loss. He was back in the car with Julia watching the life leave her eyes. He grabbed his chest and leaned on the wall to stay upright.

      “The Riftmother grows impatient,” Shimmer said. “If they do not return the Chosen, I will not be able to protect your kind for long.”

      “Protect us from what?” Connor asked first.

      “From our own stupidity,” Kyle said. “You might know something about robbing someone who was kind enough to invite you into their home.”

      “Technically they came to our home first.”

      “Use the half-a-brain you were born with, for God’s sake. If the Chosen really is their only way to leave and find a new home, and the Soviets know it, what do you think they might ask for in return? The Vulbathi could hand Earth over to them on a silver platter.”

      Connor shrugged blithely, then shook his head. “All right, I get it. So, what’s the plan?”

      “Friend Kyle, I still do not trust him,” Shimmer said, his voice distant. He wanted Connor to hear. “We concealed the true nature of the Chosen’s connection to the Rift from your people to avoid this situation. Many of your kind are petty and impulsive like this one. A danger to themselves.”

      Kyle laid his hand on the alien’s arm as if they were brothers. Connor couldn’t remember a time when his twin touched him like that—full of consolation and understanding.

      “You don’t have to explain, big guy,” Kyle said. “I understand. Connor’s going to stay here, out of trouble. We’ll get in, get the Chosen, and end this. I don’t care what happens to my job anymore. This is about keeping the world safe, keeping Tracy and my daughter safe.”

      Big guy? Connor thought. Now they have cute nicknames?

      “Hey, insults aside,” Connor said aloud. “I’m fine waiting right here. As long as you get my face off every TV on Earth, I’m as good as gone. Lips sealed.”

      “Our face,” Kyle said.

      “Fair enough.”

      “If the Chosen really is in the embassy, it’s possible,” Kyle said. “But I’m probably not in the best position to argue for your freedom after lying to the president so I could get here to you first.”

      “My perfect brother broke the rules for me?” Connor said, covering his mouth in jest.

      “And you broke more laws than I have fingers. But saving the world from chaos and showing the Soviets’ true, selfish nature is a start. Maybe enough for me to save myself. And maybe enough for you to get your dog back, and your life, and get the hell out of mine. For good this time.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that. That’s the deal. You agree to stay away forever, and I won’t turn you over right now.”

      “Kyle . . .”

      “Tracy almost got shot, Connor. I can’t let you near her or my child. Just can’t do it.”

      Connor swallowed the lump forming in his throat, trying his best to keep his brother from seeing it. He didn’t expect to hug and make up, but of all the times he’d pissed off his brother, he’d never been written off. Their parents were gone. They had no aunts or uncles. Kyle and Tracy were the only family he had left, and now he’d never see them again. Never see his niece come into the world.

      It’s better than being dead, he told himself. Better than the electric chair. Though, for once, he wasn’t so sure if that was true. He’d spent the years since the aliens arrived and Julia’s death cutting everyone and everything out of his life, staying disconnected, and now he’d finally severed the last string.

      “You’ve got it,” Connor conceded. “Go save the world again so that petty and impulsive roaches like me still have somewhere left to infest.”

      Their eyes locked. For a moment, Connor thought he saw a hint of softness enter Kyle’s glare, then it was gone.

      “You did this to yourself, Connor. Remember that.”

      Shimmer’s gaze shifted back and forth between them. “It is interesting that two humans from the same breed could be so different.”

      “One of our world’s many unexplained mysteries,” Kyle said. “Hundreds of children, and your Riftmother seems to have made out good on all of them.”

      “Wait,” Connor said. “All the . . . uh . . . aliens up there are one family?”

      “We are,” Shimmer replied. He turned to the window and touched the glass longingly. “The other Riftmothers pushed the other Chosen so hard to reach new worlds,” Shimmer went on without anyone asking, “it took many energies to keep them from dying, but still many did. Our leaders sought to control the Rift, breed our Chosen to respond to direction, but they were chosen for a reason. It is not ours to know or control. The Chosen are not born, they are manifested from pure energy.”

      “You’re talking about Nocky, right?” Connor said, incredulous. “There’re more of her?”

      “Shimmer,” Kyle said, voice shaking. “Why are you telling us this? He shouldn’t be the first to know this.”

      “You humans divide and segment. Claim superiority to one another. But a clan should protect each other, not betray. Our Riftmother refused to surrender our Chosen, but one of her Firstborn betrayed us. Our clan was attacked, and we fled. Our Chosen brought us here.”

      Kyle walked to the alien’s side and stared up at him. Connor watched. What else could he do? The two of them clearly had a bond beyond what Connor and Kyle ever had. And now, here was Connor, privy to a truth that had apparently never been told.

      “So, it really was all one big accident,” Connor said.

      “We did not understand why, but now I see.” Shimmer regarded Kyle again. “The rift between humans must be mended. Perhaps, this knowledge will earn forgiveness for you from those who do not know the understanding you created between our peoples.”

      “First, we’ll get the Chosen,” Kyle said. “Then we’ll solve centuries of hate and war.” He turned back to Connor. “You can start by telling us everything you’ve seen go in and out of the embassy.”

      “I already told you,” Connor said. “Red and the Chosen, who the Soviets don’t seem eager to return.”

      Kyle strode back toward Connor. “I mean every supply truck, every soldier that’s gone by, every little detail. I know plans aren’t your thing, but we need one.”

      “You have a Toad!”

      Kyle’s scowl fell upon Connor, but it was the massive head behind him that made a chill run up Connor’s spine.

      “Vulbathi,” Connor corrected. “I’m just saying, can’t he just teleport in there and get it?”

      “We’re trying not to start a war, and his range is limited; otherwise, it could cripple his mind,” Kyle said. “And forgive me if our only proof that the Chosen is in there is your word.”

      “All right, fine.” Connor rolled his eyes. He moved to the shop’s counter and started drawing a diagram of the street in the dust. He’d been casing the place for hours now anyway and couldn’t help himself. “I’ll do the dirty work for you. But only to prove that I’m not lying. This is the layout. I think I saw Red through this window.”

      “You think?” Kyle crossed the room toward the drawing when the door swung open and the barrel of a shotgun was shoved right up under his chin. Shimmer’s blade sparked to life, but he dared not move as he wound up looking down at a familiar vaporizer.

      Frankie Soriano stood center stage with a small crew of black-fedora-wearing mobsters.

      “Well, well, well, boys, looks like we hit the jackpot!” Frankie’s voice was full of malice. He no longer looked prim, manicured, and composed, but wore torn-up rags. His whole face was unshaven, covered in grime. He looked unhinged.

      His men were so focused on disarming Kyle and Shimmer that Connor took a chance. He made a break, ducking behind the cashier’s bar. He thought he was in the clear when he found himself under the watch of a familiar Russian. Sergei “the Drill” Drugov. Sergei gripped his knife in one hand, and a steadily beeping Vul-Scanner in the other.

      “Stop, there.” Frankie swept into the room, keeping the vaporizer aimed squarely at Shimmer’s chest. “It’s like a damn family reunion! The real McCoy boys under one roof, both of them. You know, I really didn’t believe there were two of you until I saw the news.”

      Kyle shook his head, clearly responding to a private conversation with the Toad. Shimmer’s tentacles vibrated slightly and changed color. His heavy leg shifted toward Frankie, who raised the vaporizer higher.

      “Ah, ah, ah,” Frankie warned. “Another move and I’ll turn you into a pile of green goo like we used to do to the toads in my pa’s backyard.”

      “You came all the way here for me?” Connor asked as Sergei forced him around the counter at knifepoint.

      “Don’t be a fool. After you vanished, me and your brother here had a nice conversation that we didn’t get to finish before he ruined everything.”

      Connor glanced at Kyle, who shot back his usual I-told-you-so glower.

      “I have an opening,” Shimmer spoke to both of them.

      “Don’t risk it,” Kyle answered. “Not yet.”

      “No!” Frankie spun, cheeks flushing a bright shade of red. He aimed the vaporizer between the three of them. “No secret talks. That’s what it is with you Toads, ain’t it? Think you could hide everything from us like you’re some sort of gods. Well, you ain’t.”

      “This is too far, Soriano,” Kyle said. “How the hell did you find us?”

      “Sergei paid a visit to that agent . . . what’s his name? Palmer? Tracked you to that swanky safe house. The man’s a damn hound, I tell ya. But your man Palmer . . .” Frankie clapped his hand against his forearm, never taking the vaporizer off of them. “He was tough to crack, but we opened him up. Just a few threats to hurt your wife. What a fox, huh, boys?”

      “If you touched her!” Kyle lunged at Frankie and caught the butt of a shotgun to his gut.

      “This is between us, Frankie!” Connor shouted. “Leave them out of it!”

      “Relax,” Frankie said. “I don’t touch women. But Kyle’s friend Palmer, well . . . let’s just say he won’t need his alien scanner anymore.” Frankie laughed, and a few of his goons imitated him just to stay in his good graces. “Don’t worry, Sergei went easy on him.”

      “I’m going to kill you,” Kyle said, seething.

      “People been saying that my whole life, and look: Here I am, good as new.”

      “Frankie, you don’t know what you’re doing,” Connor said.

      “Oh, I do. Palmer told me why your DAR brother is really here, and I’m just glad we made it before the fun starts. Thank god for Sergei’s contacts in North Berlin helping us land. Anything to screw over his failing Motherland.”

      Frankie winced like Shimmer was speaking into his mind. His men too. But he tapped the vaporizer against the center of Shimmer’s suit and didn’t back down. Shimmer shifted to a color so dark it may as well have been black.

      “Funny thing, too. You DAR scum thought Tommy Lucchese would turn on me. But that’s the thing. Family don’t do that. I get him a new toy, all is forgiven.”

      At that, Connor looked at Kyle, but if Kyle cared to think about family, he didn’t show it.

      “But forgiveness . . . who needs that? Tommy’s done. The age of Don Soriano is here, right Connie? You said that, didn’t you?”

      “This isn’t just some toy, Soriano,” Kyle said.

      “No, you’re right. This here is a toy,” Frankie said, waving the vaporizer around a little. “But a Toad artifact so valuable the whole world is chasing its tail? Now that I gotta have.”

      “This cannot continue.” Shimmer stated the obvious.

      “People are going to die if you don’t stop,” Kyle said.

      “Only Toads. How’s about you tell me where to find this artifact, and I don’t turn your scaly friend here into a pistachio pudding.” He nodded toward Connor. “Or maybe I’ll do it to your brother. He killed one of my boys, so it’s only fair. A puddle for a puddle.”

      “C’mon, Frankie. We can talk about this,” Connor said. He backed away slowly until Sergei’s knife pressed against the back of his neck.

      “No, I’m done talking. I’m gonna count down from five, and if one of you don’t tell me what I wanna know, the Toad is gonna start losing limbs. Five—”

      “It’s not an artifact, Frankie. It’s useless.”

      “Four.”

      “You do this and the Lucchese family is finished,” Kyle said. “The DAR will—”

      “Will what?” Frankie stopped counting. “Thanks to you, every cop, agent, and goombah in New York is after me. But I’m here, ain’t I? Nobody caught me. Then I see the Toad Mothership moving. People scrambling. And you know what I realized? The DAR has more important things to worry about than who’s ruling over New York. So, you take out Tommy for me if you want, I won’t stop you. Don Soriano has a better ring to it anyway.”

      “You’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      “Three!” Frankie barked.

      “No, Shimmer!” Kyle said. “It’s too risky.”

      Shimmer’s tendrils wriggled as they shared a private conversation. Connor didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to figure out what it was about. The wrinkles of concern forming on his brother’s forehead told enough. He half expected Kyle to give his alien friend the green light to do whatever was necessary, even if it got Connor killed—he probably would’ve done so if he were in his brother’s shoes.

      All Connor could hope was that maybe he hadn’t been completely written off by his brother just yet.

      “Two!” Frankie said with a joyful lilt.

      “I know where the artifact is!” Connor blurted out. Kyle cursed in a way Connor had never heard before. Shimmer’s blade of light extended from his forearm, but Frankie had the vaporizer aimed at his head before he could make a move.

      “I knew you were the smarter brother,” Frankie said.

      “You didn’t even know I had one until today,” Connor said.

      “You’re a coward, Connor,” Kyle spat. “Trading the world for your own worthless life?”

      Connor shrugged and strode forward. Selling false Vulbathi tech was his specialty. Greedy, power-hungry criminals like Frankie ate it up. He was a bit out of practice, but it was like riding a bike.

      “The world’s never done me any favors.”

      Connor pulled up in front of Frankie and dusted off his sleeves, trying to ignore the shadow of the hulking Russian killer at his back. It was always about the presentation. Mobsters such as Frankie and the other lowlifes he’d swindled had all the guns, women, and money they could dream of. He had to make them imagine something they never had—something that existed beyond their wildest dreams.

      “They call it the Nuke Killer,” Connor said, placing the right emphasis on the words. Frankie’s eyes sparkled. Connor turned slowly and imitated a mushroom cloud with his hands, catching Kyle’s attention for long enough to wink at him. Kyle immediately threw his arm in front of Shimmer, and the alien’s color tone softened.

      “I’m listening,” Frankie said.

      “Why do you think I’m here?” Connor said. “I heard about it when I was up on Luna and I’ve been after the score ever since. You think that vaporizer’s powerful? Wait until you see this thing. It’s the laser cannon that detonated the nukes over the Dead Curtain from space. It’s what everyone in the Fallout Conflict hoped to find. Right, Kyle?”

      “You know I’m not at liberty to say,” he grumbled, starting to figure out what was happening.

      Connor shooed him. “He told me the code name when we were drunk. The thing’s powerful enough to take out a plane all the way from Luna. You get it, and nobody will be able to touch you. Not the DAR, not any of the families. Not even the Toads. You’ll be bigger than some Mob boss. You’ll be Earth Boss.”

      “And you’re telling me it’s here in Berlin?” Frankie said, a sparkle in his eye. The kind any swindler like Connor longed to see.

      “I could tell you exactly where . . . for a price.”

      “You’re not really in a place to bargain, kid. Your life is payment enough.”

      “I know, and I’m not asking for much more. Just hear a desperate man out. I don’t know if you’ve seen a TV, but I’m the most wanted man in the world because I got my hands on the weapon once. I lost it, but nobody else knows where it is now. Kyle came here to find me, not it.”

      “How about I just have Sergei make you tell me.”

      The Russian pressed the knife harder against Connor’s back.

      “Because it’s messier,” Connor said. “And I might decide to be brave and keep quiet for once in my life just to piss you off.”

      Frankie turned to one of his men and smirked. “The balls on this guy. I can’t tell if I want to blow his brains out or give him a damn kiss. All right, what do you want? And keep in mind, I’m the one with the vaporizer.”

      “For one, you don’t kill me or my brother.”

      “He’s DAR, kid,” Frankie said.

      “He let me and a mobster steal a Toad vaporizer and is here against orders. He’s as much an outlaw as me now.”

      Frankie scratched his chin, didn’t budge.

      “He’s an asshole, Frankie, but he’s still blood,” Connor said. “You said it. ‘Family don’t do that.’”

      Frankie sighed. “Trust me, kid, I get that. I got a thousand cousins I’d rather see dead, but my mother—she would kill me. What else?”

      “All right. Second, how about twenty-thousand dollars?”

      “Twenty?”

      “C’mon, that’s nothing to you, and I lost almost everything in Harlem. I hear Argentina is amazing year-round. I’ve been thinking about buying a place down there and disappearing. Being wanted and all. That should be enough to get me going.”

      “I’ll do ten and not a penny more.”

      “Ten! Frankie, this is the Nuke Killer.” Frankie’s expression didn’t shift, not that Connor cared. He gave in quick to make him think he was in control. “All right, fine, ten.”

      Frankie smiled wide. “Man, you ain’t too good at bargaining. I woulda done fifteen but it’s too late now.”

      “You got me, Frankie,” Connor chuckled nervously.

      “And you two never show your faces in New York again. I’m tired of looking at you.”

      Connor looked to Kyle, who grimaced. “As long as you don’t hurt his family, fine, I’ll make him listen. I’m sick of the place anyway.”

      “Then maybe we can talk. Now tell me where it is.” His finger played on the vaporizer’s trigger.

      Shimmer’s tendrils squirmed with what seemed like discomfort.

      Connor pointed out the window. “It’s right across the street in the west wing of the Soviet Embassy. They’re waiting to transport it to their country and become the world’s only superpower.”

      “Damn Commies.” Frankie’s gaze darted toward Sergei. “No offense.”

      Sergei released a hellish grunt in response.

      “You’re telling me,” Connor said.

      “Good thing Sergei’s seen the light now.”

      “Connor, think about what you’re doing!” Kyle shouted too loudly.

      Man, he’s a terrible actor, Connor thought.

      “Soviets haven’t bolstered security because they don’t want to draw attention from the other side of Berlin,” Connor said before his brother had a chance to ruin everything. “With this many men and a Toad vaporizer . . . hell, you could grab it easy. I already drew up a plan.”

      “Come to think of it, I didn’t see any tanks on this street,” Frankie said.

      “Exactly. It’s supposed to be a diplomatic refuge. Not a vault for the Nuke Killer. A KGB agent stole it right from under my nose, but she’ll get hers. You’ll have the whole world and our friends on the moon to ransom—or you keep it for yourself.”

      “Connor, stop this,” Kyle said.

      “Think about it, Frankie,” Connor said, waving his hand in the air as if revealing some invisible neon flashing sign. “Don Soriano. The man who robbed the Soviets of their full house. A new power in the Cold War. No more hiding out in shipping containers.”

      Connor saw all the possibilities flashing across Frankie’s face. The most powerful weapon in the world. Humans had been after that for all of eternity, and some things never changed.

      “You know, we’ve had a rough start, but I like your vision, kid,” Frankie said. “If you change your mind and don’t feel like running, maybe there’s a seat at my new table for you after I take out all the scared dons who screwed us.”

      Kyle scoffed. “All my loving brother knows how to do is run.”

      “Quiet!” Frankie snapped his fingers and had his men seize Kyle and Shimmer. It took one of them on each of Shimmer’s long arms. “All right, kid. The Commies seem to forget the Romans ruled the Earth first. We’ll teach them. We’re wanted everywhere thanks to Kyle there. What do we have to lose, boys? You’ve followed me this far.”

      His men muttered in approval. Connor took a step back, but Sergei grabbed him by the arm.

      “You and your brother are coming with us,” Frankie said, grinning ear to ear. “Just in case there’s any funny business. Once we get this thing, I’ll decide what to do with the DAR agent. You two, waste the Toad. Barrels through the shield first. You remember what happened last time.”

      His men glanced at each other nervously as they pushed their guns through Shimmer’s shield and right against his body.

      “Don’t you dare touch him!” Kyle protested.

      “Wait!” Connor said.

      “What? He your blood too or something?” Frankie laughed.

      “No, I don’t give two shits about a Toad. But I lost the weapon because I didn’t know how to use it. Your vaporizer was a gift made for human use. The Nuke Killer isn’t. The Toad can help.”

      “Smart. Hand over that glowy thing, Toad,” Frankie said. Shimmer didn’t move. “I know you can understand me.” He held out one hand and moved the vaporizer up under Shimmer’s neck.

      Connor nodded Shimmer along, hoping he’d understand. Hoping he wasn’t as prideful as Kyle. Finally, the alien complied and unfastened the device from his wrist. Frankie motioned for Sergei, and the Russian hurried over to take it.

      “Now, hands behind your back,” Frankie said. “C’mon.”

      “Just do it, Shimmer,” Kyle said. “We’ll find a way out of this, we always do.”

      Shimmer obeyed.

      “Good,” Frankie said. “You two, grab that and bind him.” He pointed to the chains lying by the door and the lock Connor had picked to break into the shop.

      Connor cursed their rotten luck but kept the ruse going. He’d seen the Toads fight and knew nothing so simple could hold them. Still, the sense of shame that stole over Connor as he watched them bind the alien’s long arms was sickening. He sensed it was Shimmer’s mind broadcasting the emotion, but that didn’t change. Images of the first few times he stuck a needle into his arms in some shady drug den filled his head.

      “There we go,” Frankie said. “Sergei, if he tries anything, cut off a tendril.”

      The Russian fiddled with the device, which was too big for his wrist, and a blade of energy shot out and scorched through the floor. He looked like a kid at carnival as he stared at the raw, violent energy.

      “Watch that thing!” Frankie said while Sergei tried to find a comfortable grip. Then Frankie gestured to his man with the shotgun. “You, keep a watch on the brothers. If they try anything, blow Connor’s head off.”

      “We had a deal!” Connor objected.

      “Then I suggest you keep your brother in line. Sorry, kid. A DAR hostage is more valuable than a counterfeiting twerp.”

      Connor couldn’t help but notice the subtle smirk playing at his brother’s lips.

      “All right,” Frankie said. “Let’s fry us some Commies and get what we came for.”

      The thug with the shotgun shoved Connor toward the door, then Kyle. Sergei raised the energy blade near Shimmer’s neck, and the alien’s replenishing water shield steamed at the touch of it. The shield wouldn’t be able to protect him from his own weapon.

      “What about my plan?” Connor questioned, nudging away from the thug.

      “You’ve got ideas, kid, but clearly your plans aren’t great,” Frankie said. “They got no idea what’s coming. We hit ’em, and we hit ’em hard, then we blow our way out with the Nuke Killer.”

      Frankie kicked open the door, then strode onto the street with his crew. It was dusk, quiet. Not a civilian in sight, probably all under a curfew judging by what little Connor had seen of the city already.

      “Here’s your way in,” Connor whispered to Kyle.

      “You do not actually plan to allow the Chosen to fall into that insane man’s possession, do you?” they heard Shimmer say.

      “Remember when I taught you about lying?” Kyle said.

      Shimmer’s scales turned a greenish hue. “Perhaps he is not useless after all.” His tendrils moved, and Sergei brought the blade so close to one that a harrowing yelp escaped the alien’s mouth.

      Frankie walked right toward the gate, ignoring shouts from the Soviet guards who armed themselves. He was out of his mind, but he had no fear. Connor had to give him that. The front of the embassy was a brick wall with a metal gate in the center. A Soviet military truck sat behind it along with a handful of active soldiers. A few more patrolled the streets nearby but were too far to return fire.

      Frankie raised the vaporizer and fired through the gate into the vehicle. The metal bars warped, then turned to slag as he held the trigger. The whole front of the truck exploded, flinging soldiers in every direction. The rest of the truck imploded so that only the hood was left like a crumpled-up paper ball.

      “Nuke this, you bastards!” he shouted. Then his men joined in on the fun.
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      Frankie caught the Soviets completely off guard with his brazenness. They returned fire, but he and his crew of lowlifes had the jump and a weapon that put all of theirs to shame.

      Kyle heard the distinct sound of Frankie’s—no, his—vaporizer whirling up. The weapon fired, and the result was calamitous. The front door to the embassy no longer remained. Bricks fired out like cannonballs, ripping and tearing through everything in their paths.

      “You’ve got something I want!” Frankie shouted. “And I’m not leaving here without it.”

      He pushed forward at a deliberate pace, firing with abandon along with his men. It wasn’t long before the Soviet guards stopped fighting back altogether and fled for cover. Kyle glanced at Shimmer, shrouded by his steaming shield as Sergei twirled the energy blade around in it. Kyle had known Shimmer for years but had never seen his scales go pale or his wide mouth creased the way it was. He was in pain.

      The Russian turncoat’s ugly mug made Kyle’s blood boil. Palmer had been a good man and a good soldier—too good for this mess—and that Soviet asshole had killed him. Kyle had had enough.

      “Now, Shimmer!” Kyle yelled.

      Sergei closed his eyes and screamed from what looked like the worst headache imaginable. He slashed with the blade, but Shimmer blinked out of sight. The chains on his wrist clattered to the ground.

      At the same time, Kyle lashed out and knocked the shotgun holding him and Connor hostage into the air. The thug’s shot hit only sky. Connor elbowed the man in the gut, allowing Kyle to steal the gun. Kyle bashed the man in the head and spun around, gun leveled.

      Shimmer reappeared behind Sergei, but the Russian was fast. He swung back and sliced off one of Shimmer’s tendrils. The howl that echoed was overwhelming. Kyle felt like he was going to throw up. He knew what his friend was enduring. According to researchers, the Vulbathi tendrils had more nerve endings than any other part of their body.

      Shimmer fell to a knee but gripped Sergei’s wrist before he could strike again, forcing the blade’s energy down into the stone street. Sergei was strong enough to fight back, but the ground melted away and Shimmer’s shield remained compromised by the incredible heat.

      Kyle didn’t have a clean shot, and the alien was struggling from the pain, so it wasn’t clear who’d win the fight. Kyle’s trigger finger itched to make a decision. Fear overwhelmed him, both his own and that radiating from Shimmer’s mind.

      Suddenly, Connor appeared behind the Russian. He removed the knife from Sergei’s belt and jammed it into the center of his back.

      The Drill didn’t scream—he couldn’t. Shimmer overpowered him, wrenched his arm back, and the energy blade cleaved his neck, melting the lower half of his face.

      “We need to get to cover!” Kyle shouted.

      Connor was too busy gaping at the man’s head, the stench of cauterized skin heavy on the air.

      “Brother Connor saved my being,” Shimmer spoke as he reclaimed his blade. He still seemed to be in a state of shock. Kyle could feel it. His muscles didn’t want to move.

      “There’s no time, Shimmer,” Kyle said. “Shimmer!”

      The alien’s head snapped to attention. He reached out with both arms and grasped Kyle and Connor by their shirts. Prismatic swirls of energy overwhelmed Kyle. His eyelids felt like they were being stretched back off his head.

      A moment later, the three of them stood in the middle of an office. They could still hear gun and vaporizer fire, but they were tucked somewhere inside the embassy.

      “We need to find the Chosen before Frankie brings this place down on our heads,” Kyle said.

      Shimmer leaned over a desk and wheezed. That was a far riftwalk for him and likely had him out of sorts. Connor searched the room in a daze as well. Kyle clutched him by the face to settle him down, staring straight into his eyes like they were still kids just off on some adventure. Like brothers.

      “Connor, you’re fine,” he said. “I’m with you.”

      “I . . .” Connor muttered, then shook out his head. “Okay, okay. We’re in. We should find Red. She’ll know where Nocky is.”

      “Good. We need to beat Frankie before he—”

      “McCoy!” Frankie hollered loud enough to be heard over the chaos. “That double-crossing, lowlife, dirty sonuva bitch.”

      “Which one of us do you think he’s talking about?” Connor asked, wearing a crooked smile.

      “Tear this place to pieces, boys! I want the Nuke Killer, the Toad, and the twins on a platter!”

      “We don’t have much time left,” Kyle said. “Let’s move.”

      His day-to-day DAR responsibilities involved sitting at a desk—mostly paperwork, and sometimes visiting crime scenes after the fact. He didn’t see action much, but after the last few days he could now turn on soldier-Kyle with ease. He opened the office door with his foot and stuck his head into the hallway. He reeled it back in quickly.

      “Three guards at the end of the hall,” he said. “They’re facing the other way thanks to our friends outside.”

      “Easy,” Connor said. “Three of them, three of us.”

      While Kyle and Connor talked, Shimmer pushed past them, having recovered from the riftwalk. He no longer seemed to radiate fear and pain, but incredible anger. It all happened so quickly. Kyle heard a few stifled grunts and looked out into the hall to find all three guards sliced open.

      “I have removed our obstacle,” Shimmer spoke matter-of-factly.

      “Or that,” Connor said.

      Kyle caught up with the alien. “Shimmer, I know how you must be feeling, but we have to be smarter.”

      “The Chosen is near. I can sense it.”

      “And we’ll get it back. But we can’t leave behind this many dead Russians—”

      “Vulbathi!” shouted a heavily accented voice.

      They ducked back into the office and took cover behind a file cabinet. The door opened slowly and Kyle saw the nose of a rifle sticking in. Connor forced the barrel down, pulling its owner forward. As soon as his head cleared the opening, Kyle bashed him with the butt of his shotgun.

      Connor snatched up the weapon and aimed it at the Soviet’s head.

      “No,” Kyle said. He nudged Connor aside and knocked the man out with a boot. “We fought too hard for the Berlin Accords. We do not kill any more Russians unless we have to, is that understood? Both of you.”

      “Red’s not just going to hand the Chosen over—”

      “Hey,” Kyle interrupted. “I said, ‘Is that understood?’”

      “Yes, sir,” Connor said, throwing up a mock salute. “No killing.”

      Kyle looked to Shimmer. “You too.”

      “Like when you found me in the Dead Curtain?” Shimmer responded.

      “Exactly. All right, let’s go.”

      Kyle rushed on ahead so he could try to lead and keep things from getting out of hand, but Shimmer kept pace. The alien had to walk hunched over to avoid hitting his head on the low-hanging light fixtures. Connor, naturally, stayed behind them where it was safest.

      “So, who is this Red, exactly?” Kyle asked. “Are you sure she wasn’t behind the Luna Crisis?”

      “Her? No way. We were both just in the wrong place at the wrong time when the shooting started. I did trust her not to screw me though. Not that I wouldn’t have done the same. The worst part is, if we find her, I don’t know whether to kiss her or kill her.”

      “Focus, Connor.”

      “Right, sorry. No, we were both just trying to survive. Oh, wait. On Luna, there was someone who recognized you and seemed in on things. I totally forgot. A soldier who—”

      “Shhhh,” Kyle said, putting a finger to his pursed lips.

      “I thought you wanted my honesty.”

      “Later. I hear someone,” Kyle said, backing against the side of a door, listening for footsteps. It was difficult to hear anything over the commotion caused by Frankie and his damned vaporizer outside, but soon a guard was close enough. Kyle held up a single finger, signifying that there was only one of them.

      The guard rounded the corner. Kyle lifted his leg and brought it down hard on the side of the guard’s knee. The man dropped, and Kyle quickly stripped the gun with one hand and unbuckled the man’s helmet with the other. Once the helmet fell to the ground, Kyle whipped him with his shotgun in the base of the skull. The soldier’s weapon fell free.

      “What the hell?” Connor said, clearly stunned at his brother’s skills. “I thought you were some pencil-pushing medic. When we find Red, you’re handling her.”

      Kyle shot his brother a scowl, then waved a hand for them to follow. They took the next hallway without trouble. At the end of it was a T, two choices. They began to turn left when a stray bullet pierced the wall in front of them.

      “The other way, then!” Connor said.

      They turned, and Kyle began to run. Shimmer and Connor followed closely behind.

      “We don’t have time for this,” Kyle said.

      “Tell me again how I wound up here?” Connor panted.

      They charged ahead and finally reached a door plastered with big red letters—something in Russian.

      “I think it says not to enter,” Kyle said.

      “Always something good behind a door no one wants you to enter.” Connor jiggled the handled. “Plus, it’s locked. I’d bet the Chosen is through here.”

      Kyle nodded. He shouldered the door once, twice, and a third time. Nothing happened. He felt a soft but firm hand on his shoulder. Shimmer walked forward, igniting his energy blade.

      As he did, Connor moved up beside Kyle. “By the way,” he whispered. “I thought you should know I lost your wedding band. Don’t worry, I’ll take the blame with Trace.”

      Kyle glared at him, incredulous.

      Seconds later, Shimmer cleaved the door in half with one downward stroke, leaving Kyle no chance to respond—as if there were anything to say at a time like this.

      Guards poured in from a door on the opposite side of the room it opened into. Each had their weapons raised, shouting.

      Connor fired off a few shots, giving them time to take cover behind desks. The Soviets did the same.

      “Hold them off,” Shimmer spoke. “The rift calls to me.”

      The alien winked away before Kyle could answer.

      “Surrender guns now!” one of the Soviets ordered.

      “Shimmer, enough no killing bull, take them down,” Connor said, before realizing that the alien wasn’t with them. “Where’d he go?”

      “I think he found something,” Kyle said.

      Before anyone could make another move, a voice from the front of the room caught their attention.

      “Let’s see, kill the Commie scum?” Frankie laughed. “I think so, yeah?”

      Bullets filled the air, pounding the walls, the floor, and the bodies of every guard in the room. The vaporizer’s pulse screamed, breaking down a portion of wall, the ceiling, and turning one of the Soviets to sludge. The rest were blown back by the singularity collapsing.

      “Search the place!” Frankie shouted. “Find that Nuke Killer.”

      Kyle and Connor eyed each other nervously. Equipment crashed all around the room in the chaos. As the noises grew nearer, Kyle struggled to come up with a plan. There was none. This was it.

      He willed his mind to think of Shimmer. He had no evidence that the Vulbathi could read minds. In fact, there seemed to be overwhelming evidence that they couldn’t. When Shimmer didn’t magically appear, Kyle grabbed hold of his grandfather’s crucifix and began praying silently.

      Connor had a different strategy. He popped up with his AK-47, opened fire, and got them both spotted.

      “Well, sonuva—boss! Look what I found!”

      A gun pressed against the back of Kyle’s head, digging deep. Its owner urged him to stand, and Kyle complied. Connor did the same.

      “Hey, Don Soriano!” Connor said, his voice cracking. “Funny thing . . .”

      “No!” Frankie shouted, bringing the vaporizer up to eye level. “No more talking. I talk. You listen. I’ve had enough of you and your games, kid. Bring them to me!”

      The thug pushed Kyle and Connor into the center of the room. Frankie had lost a good number of men in the fighting, but the McCoy twins were still overwhelmingly outnumbered.

      “I’ve traveled thousands of miles, watched several of my family die, and for what?” Frankie said. “This place is empty! It’s really a shame, you know? You got a beautiful wife at home and a kid on the way. And you . . . you got, what? A dog?”

      “Frankie,” Kyle said softly, cautiously. “I can still get you what you want.”

      “There ain’t no Nuke Killer!”

      “You’re right, Connor is a liar and always has been.”

      “That makes two of you. You must think I’m some sort of moron, but I’ll have the last laugh. Tie ’em up, fellas! We’ll sneak out the back and pin this whole thing on the DAR.”

      “You’d have done the same thing if your life was in danger!” Kyle protested, shaking free of a gangster. “This is about bigger things than us, Mister Soriano. The fate of the world—possibly the galaxy—depends upon the artifact that is supposedly in this building. It isn’t a weapon.”

      He laughed. “Oh, this I gotta hear. You’ve got one chance. Either way, you get left here. The amount I hurt you first relies strongly upon the next words outta your mouth.”

      “It’s a god.”

      “That’s it, whack ’em.”

      “Wait! Wait! Wait!” Connor said. “He’s telling the truth. Frankie, my brother wouldn’t lie even if he needed to, ninth commandment or some nonsense.”

      “The Vulbathi worship the creature hiding here,” Kyle said. “It has absolutely no value outside of their ridiculous beliefs.”

      Kyle was glad Shimmer wasn’t around to hear his words, even if he didn’t mean them. Was the Chosen having power any different than him having faith in his God? Deep down he knew they had to all be connected. All life. But making believe everything in the world is one big joke was the only way to get through to jerks like Frankie. He had no idea how his brother lied so frequently and with such ease.

      Frankie lifted a hand, stilling his gunmen. “So, why don’t I just find this god of theirs and leverage it?”

      “Mister Soriano, do you remember what they did to Eastern Europe?” Kyle said. “They did that over a misunderstanding. Imagine what they’d do if they felt like you were threatening their god?”

      Another white lie, but anti-Vulbathi prejudice was rampant. Regardless of the evidence, most people refused to believe the aliens fired back because they thought they were under attack. They thought it was a message, or judgment, or worse.

      Frankie paced the room. “That might be a chance I’m willin’ to take. You know what? I’m gonna bring you boys along to watch all this happen after all. C’mon, let’s see if we can’t find ourselves a Toad god, huh?”

      Frankie pushed his gun into Kyle’s back and shoved him toward the door on the opposite side of the room. More thugs escorted Connor. He caught Kyle’s gaze and offered him a nod of approval, like the potential dooming of mankind could simply be shrugged off as a “nice try.”

      Two of Frankie’s remaining men crossed the threshold and toppled hard, blood spraying from their necks. Mobsters shouted and fired aimlessly at their unseen assailant. They were picked off one by one.

      Frankie was already running for cover when Shimmer popped back in with a glowing blue octopus wrapped around his neck within the safety of his water shield. Shimmer sliced Frankie’s arm off at the wrist, causing it to bounce across the room with the vaporizer in its grip. He grasped Frankie by the throat, squelching his scream, and heaved him into the air.

      “Don’t . . . do . . .” Frankie gagged.

      “I have located the Chosen.”

      Shimmer’s voice echoed, painting a feeling of joy within Kyle’s mind. He couldn’t help but be in awe over how precisely beautiful Vulbathi communication was. It was concise yet abstract all at the same time.

      “Thanks for coming back for us, big guy,” Kyle said. “Now, we need to get the hell out of here fast.”

      “Uh . . . Kyle,” Connor stammered.

      Kyle spun around to see a beautiful woman standing with a silenced pistol in one hand and his Vulbathi vaporizer in the other. One to aim at each of their heads. He didn’t need Connor to spell out who she was. Her clothes were covered in blood as red as her wild hair.
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      “Red!” Connor exclaimed, throwing as much enthusiasm into it as he could manage. “What a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Both of you, against the wall!” she demanded. After everything they’d been through, he couldn’t remember seeing her so angry, not even while being chased by faceless president killers or rad-mons.

      “I just wanted to come say a proper goodbye,” Connor said.

      “Now!”

      She was still gorgeous, even angry. Regardless, Connor had his back to the nearest wall so fast he wasn’t even sure how he got over there. Kyle followed soon after. He had that same flabbergasted look Connor knew he must have had when he first witnessed Red in action. She was nothing like they made them in the US of A.

      Shimmer stood silently in the entrance, his fingers squeezing Frankie’s throat until the mobster lost consciousness, and he dropped him in a heap. Nocky clung to the Toad’s neck, but its white eyes were aimed at Connor.

      It was strange. The creature had no irises, making it impossible to really know where it was looking, but Connor knew it. He felt it. After the number of times the creature had gotten him out of a jam already, it made sense they had a connection.

      “What happened to returning him together, Red?” Connor asked. “We made a deal.”

      “I don’t deal with Americans,” she replied. She edged closer, fingers getting comfortable on her weapons. A mobster groaned and tried to crawl. She put a bullet in his back and had the sights set back on Kyle in less than a heartbeat. Connor had the pleasure of staring down the barrel of an alien vaporizer that would turn him into a puddle like that thug in Harlem. The weapon he stole to start all of this.

      “Oh, c’mon, that’s not you,” Connor said. “The world’s in a frenzy and you’ve just been sitting here with the only thing that could set things straight?”

      “I’m following orders. Something you would know nothing about, civilian.”

      She spat the last word at Connor with unexpected venom. She didn’t seem to care much when Connor told her the truth about his identity back in the Dead Curtain.

      “I might, Shimmer,” Kyle said, then added, “No, let me talk to her first.”

      More private conversations, Connor groaned inwardly. His brother and his alien friend were going to be the death of him. Shimmer had his weapon, his powers, and his shield, but if Connor was a betting man—and he was—he’d put all his green on Red.

      “Ah, Kyle McCoy,” Red said. “This is the war hero I hear so much about. The one who helped bring peace. I’m not impressed.”

      “I only did what a soldier is supposed to do,” Kyle said. “I don’t know why you haven’t offered to return the Chosen yet, but it’s over now. You let us walk out of here and I won’t tell anyone what your government had you do. Peace can endure.”

      “You think we will ever really have peace with those things walking our world?” She gestured to Shimmer. “Earth is not even big enough for us alone.”

      “Have you been to Texas?” Connor asked.

      Everyone ignored him, as usual.

      “Maybe not,” Kyle said, “but we can try like we’ve been trying. I believe that. Shimmer believes that, too.”

      She squeezed her eyes and winced like she was in pain. “Get out of my head, alien!” she shouted, aiming the vaporizer at Shimmer. “Drop the Chosen or I will kill them.”

      “You’re gonna kill us over Nocky?” Connor said. “You couldn’t wait to get rid of her.”

      “Your brother got to play pretend hero in the Fallout Conflict for his government,” she said. “Maybe the aliens treat our countries the same now, but they trust yours more. No Russian ever got invited to commune with their Chosen. No Russian gives their kind names.”

      “And this is supposed to help?” Connor asked.

      “It’s our chance to earn their trust. The aliens get their Chosen back, but on our terms.”

      “He’s not going to hand it over,” Kyle said.

      “Whoa, now,” Connor chimed in. “That doesn’t sound too bad. Everybody gets what they want—they just have to wait a little longer.”

      “I know, Shimmer,” Kyle said. “I understand. You do what you have to.”

      Red raised her weapons higher. “What are you two talking about?”

      “No secrets!” Connor demanded. “Just give her what she wants.”

      “Tracy already knows that, but thank you,” Kyle said, continuing his half-private discussion with Shimmer. “It’s been an honor.”

      Suddenly, Shimmer and Nocky vanished in a blur.

      “No!” Red screamed. She fired the vaporizer and blew open the wall, then lost control until the weapon was drained, same as Connor had back in Harlem.

      The embassy had suffered all it could, compromised by Frankie’s careless and reckless display of force, so now the weapon didn’t just blow holes in the wall. Debris flew every which way, sucked into the weapon’s powerful vortex. A chunk of stone cracked against Kyle’s head, knocking him out cold. The floor beneath Frankie’s body collapsed and he tumbled out into the garden surrounding the embassy. The wall behind Connor started to crumble but got caught on itself, and the debris acted like a structural support pillar that didn’t appear like it would last long.

      Connor ducked under falling fragments and charged forward.

      He’d put his trust in Red. If only she’d held up her end of the bargain, none of this would have ever happened and he might have been puffing on a Lucky Strike under a tree in the US somewhere with Haya at his side. Thanks to her, he finally understood why Kyle got so pissed every time he lied.

      Connor crashed into Red’s side, taking advantage of the distraction. The vaporizer soared through the air. They hit the ground, wrestling for the silenced pistol in her other hand.

      “I should have left you to be eaten!” he shouted as he kicked at her.

      “I would have been better off!” she answered.

      Red snuck a jab across his face and knocked him off-kilter. She rolled him over and pinned him down. He was about to send a knee into her stomach when he caught a glimpse of her face. Her eyes, fierce but stunning, like nothing he’d ever seen before. Before he knew it, she had her pistol aimed down at his forehead.

      “You won’t do it,” he whispered.

      “You know nothing, Connor McCoy.”

      “I know that if you wanted to kill me, I’d be dead already.”

      Her hand started to shake. He didn’t break eye contact, even as the warm barrel pressed harder against his skin. She was built to be a weapon, but that didn’t make her a monster. He felt pretty sure about that. Not one-hundred percent, but at least if he was going to die, he’d go out with one hell of a view.

      “Ah!” Red screamed.

      She rolled off him, gripping her head like something was trying to dig its way out of her skull. Connor knew what caused it because he heard it too. Indecipherable words rattled around his brain as if someone were trying to reach out to him for help but forgot how. It was more intense than anything he’d felt from one of the Toads using their telepathy.

      “Nocky!” Connor groaned.

      He scrambled toward the massive hole in the wall to look outside. Red shoved by him. Both could barely keep their balance. The mind-numbing cry didn’t last long, but Connor could feel the anguish coursing through his veins. It barely made sense, yet he knew something was wrong.

      Soviet soldiers and North Berlin militia amassed by the entrance to the embassy. He even spotted a tank. Sirens blared throughout the city, reminiscent of the ones Connor heard daily during the nuclear drills prior to the Berlin Accords, the same one he’d heard just before Julia died. But for once in the last few years, that wasn’t his focus. Shimmer had apparently riftwalked up onto the roof to escape without fighting, but he’d stopped moving.

      He gripped his head in visible agony, then lost his footing. Shingles tumbled off the roof and the large Toad went with them. The Chosen had its tentacles firmly around Shimmer’s neck as they fell. They riftwalked several times, disappearing and reappearing over and over, no more than a few feet in each direction, as if Connor were watching them through bad TV reception.

      It was no use. They crashed into the paved plaza, where Shimmer continued to writhe. Nocky joined him. The innocent little blue noctopus squirmed along the ground, tentacles thrashing as if she were throwing a fit. Connor could sense her anguish.

      “What is this?” Red asked, teeth grinding as if she could feel it too.

      “I don’t—”

      A pair of transport choppers appeared overhead, swirling ever-rising pillars of black smoke caused by Frankie’s wanton destruction. Not usually a strange site over Berlin, except for the fact that the two flying vehicles originated from opposite sides of the world. One proudly wore the US flag on its flank, the other a red Soviet star. They pulled up in the center of the plaza and descended.

      “Expecting company?” Connor asked.

      She shook her head. “Only mine,” she said, pointing at the Soviet chopper.

      The copters touched down. Soviet soldiers poured out of the one and US Marines from the other. They formed a perimeter.

      “Chairman Semichastny is finally here,” Red said.

      “Vice President Nixon?” Connor said at the same time.

      Nixon stepped out of the US transport chopper with a couple of Secret Service agents at his side. His thick eyebrows accentuated a scowl only a former soldier could muster. A dark gray suede suit fit nicely over his stout frame and, a solid red tie—a presidential tie—hung tightly around his neck.

      Right, must be president now, Connor thought, recalling the grisly fate of the beloved JFK.

      KGB Chairman Vladimir Semichastny was well on in years, with a stooped back and a sharp nose. At least his presence made sense, but that didn’t explain the look of shock on Red’s face.

      Before Connor could bolt, both Russian and American rifles were aimed at him.

      They’re working together? Connor wondered.

      “Nobody move!” a marine ordered while a Soviet said the same in Russian.

      Semichastny cursed in Russian and rushed forward. “Stoy! She is the one who retrieved the package.” He waved Red down, and she hesitated but stopped.

      She saluted. “I expected you alone.”

      “Plans have changed. Thanks to you. What happened here?”

      “I am not sure. But it is handled.”

      “You’ve done both our nations a great service returning the Chosen, Agent Kuznetsov,” Nixon said, grinning. He laid his hand on Red’s shoulder. She twitched. “We won’t forget it.”

      Nixon stopped and regarded Connor, his smile spreading even more.

      “Ah, Mister McCoy, I didn’t expect you to make such a mess.”

      Connor had been out of the loop ever since Luna, but he thought he’d figured out everything from the news and Kyle. Am I missing something? He glanced over at his brother, hoping to find some answers, but Kyle remained unconscious.

      “Wrong McCoy, actually,” Connor said. “I’m the one who helped get the Chosen here. Ask agent what’s-her-face.”

      “Of course, the less-distinguished McCoy. Your brother seemed to think you were innocent. Would you happen to know where he is?”

      “Behind me, hurt. You have any medics in that clown-chopper?”

      Nixon looked back over his shoulder at Shimmer and Nocky. A group of soldiers were clasping some sort of collar around Shimmer’s neck. A few others tried to grab Nocky with a net, and the flailing creature continued to try to teleport but couldn’t manage to go far.

      “What are you doing to them?” Connor asked. He took a step, but that only brought on more attention from the soldiers.

      “Oh, Mister McCoy, always in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Nixon said.

      One of the soldiers got tired of the fight and drew a tranquilizer gun. The first two shots missed Nocky, but the third struck her right in her bulbous head. She released a shrill scream, then grew silent. Red turned from her conversation with Semichastny and regarded Connor. For a moment, he saw a flicker of remorse, then she straightened her lips and returned to her conversation.

      Had it all been an act? Connor felt betrayed, but it was more than that. Red was the first woman he’d allowed to get so close since Julia. They’d slept together—well, not together, but near one another. He couldn’t bring himself to believe it, but it had to be true. She stood there watching as the soldiers did God-knows-what to poor Nocky.

      “Stop them!” Connor shouted. “She’s not harmful!”

      “Men, take him into custody,” Nixon ordered. “And find his brother. He’ll be the one who looks like a clone.”

      In an instant, a handful of marines closed in around Connor.

      “What the hell is this?” he yelled. “We got you the Chosen!”

      One soldier went to grab him. In a desperate attempt, Connor threw a wild punch, barely connecting. Another butted him in the hip with a gun and sent him to his knees.

      “We found Agent McCoy,” a voice came through the radios on Connor’s captors. “And the contraband firearm. Soviet soldiers are down. I don’t know who these other corpses are.”

      Connor was too far away to see how the men were treating his brother until they dragged him out of the embassy, his hands forcefully cuffed behind his back.

      “This is all a big misunderstanding!” Connor shouted. “It wasn’t me.”

      Nixon stepped in front of him and sighed. “Trust me, I know.”

      “What’re you doing?” Connor tried to resist, but he was no soldier—he was not his brother. “Stop!”

      The marines controlled him with ease, and across the plaza, Red did her best not to look at him again.

      “We’re saving the world, Mister McCoy,” Nixon said. “Our world.”

      As soon as he said the word “our,” everything finally came together. The aliens were carelessly loaded into a chopper like airplane luggage. A soldier following them carried a radio playing what sounded to him like nothing more than static-filled screaming. Connor hadn’t noticed it earlier when Shimmer and Nocky reacted.

      He recalled back on Luna when that ancient radio started playing the chorus of screaming that rendered all the Toads useless and vulnerable to attack. Connor had watched as Soviets and Americans went crazy that day, either acting out of fear or joining with the faceless attackers to betray their people. So much was happening so fast, but every possibility he could imagine based on the evidence now circled back to one conclusion: Nixon and Chairman Semichastny had staged a coup.

      The Luna Crisis, everything . . . they were behind it all.

      “Did you know?!” Connor screamed at Red, pulling at his captors. She ignored him. She stepped up into the cabin of the Soviet chopper with her head hanging. Nocky was being loaded into it while Shimmer was hauled into the American craft.

      “Answer me!” Connor yelled.

      “Shut your damn mouth, traitor,” one of the marines growled. He shoved Connor into the chopper, then another set of hands pushed him into a seat and strapped his restraints.

      Connor spit at them. “Yeah, I’m the traitor. You’re all—”

      A soldier hit him hard.

      “Now, now, that is no way to treat our guest,” Nixon said.

      A member of the Secret Service helped the president in and took a seat across the cabin. Connor didn’t know the man from a hole in the wall, but the smug grin smeared across Nixon’s face made his blood boil. He knew that expression. It was the same one any lowlife criminal put on after Connor convinced them they were buying legitimate alien technology. Like they’d won.

      “It was you,” Connor said. “All of it.”

      “The world will never think so,” Nixon said.

      “You son of a bitch!” Connor yanked at his restraints with all his might, cuffs digging into his wrists. It was no use.

      “Is that any way to talk to your president?”

      “You’re not my president.”

      He grinned but said nothing. Just then, a group of marines lifted Shimmer into the cabin and laid him on the floor. He wasn’t moving. The collar on his neck pulsed with energy. Two more soldiers carried Kyle’s unconscious body and strapped him in beside Connor.

      “Kyle.” Connor nudged him with a shoulder. “Kyle, wake up. Kyle. I swear, if you hurt him—”

      “That is entirely up to him,” Nixon replied. “Your interference on Luna caused us a lot of problems, Mister McCoy. If I didn’t have such respect for your brother’s service, there would be a bullet in your head already.”

      “Then you might as well do it now, because I plan on making an even bigger mess.” He yanked on his restraints again.

      “Soon enough. I do feel for your brother. As much as he gripes about you, as much as you destroyed his life, he couldn’t help but come here to save you. Family,” he scoffed. “What a burden.”

      “Mister President, we’re clear for takeoff,” the pilot said as he leaned into the cabin. “The Atlantis is prepped for our arrival.”

      “Excellent,” Nixon replied. “Stay behind Chairman Semichastny on approach. I don’t trust him with the Chosen.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Working with Commies now,” Connor remarked, yelling as the chopper’s rotors sped up and it lifted off. “What, you think you’re going to threaten them with the Chosen? You have no idea what she’s capable of.”

      “You’re right. That’s a mistake we will not make again. Your interference only delayed the inevitable but provided us with so much more. Now that Kyle McCoy is involved, it’s time to rectify the mistake he made so many years ago in trusting them.”

      “What are you talking about? Just let us go. Kyle. Kyle!”

      “Shut up!” a secret serviceman barked.

      “Why don’t you come make me?”

      He obliged. Before Connor knew what hit him, the man tore him free. He threw open the door of the chopper and pushed Connor to the edge until he could feel the air rushing against his back. Turbulence and wind had the vehicle rocking, but it was the smell that silenced Connor. They were flying through the pitch blackness of the Dead Curtain’s veil.

      “I should toss you out to starve in the wasteland,” Nixon said as he leaned forward into the breach. “Or maybe you’ll turn into a radiation monster. It would suit you. It’s men like you who showed me that our world needed help. Who swindle and profit off the Toads’ presence without a care. Who keep the whole world staring up at them like gods when they’re not.”

      Nixon flicked his hand, and Connor was pulled back in and pushed into his seat. He gasped for air, not even realizing he’d been holding it as he dangled over a place he never wanted to return to.

      “Whatever you’re planning to do with Nocky . . .” Connor rasped. “The Chosen—Kyle won’t help you.”

      “No. Not on his own.” Nixon lifted the Vulbathi vaporizer. Once again it had found a new owner. One apparently even worse than Frankie. He aimed it at Connor, who couldn’t help but close his eyes even though its charge was dead. Then the president of the United States of America smirked and lowered the alien weapon.

      “It makes me sick to know that your brother would be willing to sacrifice all he believes in for you,” Nixon said. “A small price to pay for saving humanity.”

      Definitely worse than Frankie. Men like Frankie were simple. All they wanted was to get rich quick without putting the work in. It was the cultists, the idealists, who Connor feared more: the people who gazed upon Luna and decided that sharing the universe meant their world had to change.

      Connor swallowed hard, his throat dry from the poisonous air. He regarded his brother, head slumped peacefully, no idea what was happening. Then Shimmer; the alien’s hulking body filled most of the floor, but he too was still.

      It’s all my fault.

      If Connor hadn’t stolen his brother’s identity and run, the Chosen would have been taken on the first go-round. Nixon would have had his golden goose and never would have needed to use Kyle to track Connor down. Whatever he’d planned to do with Nocky, at least Kyle would’ve been left out of it.

      Connor’s heart sank. He turned to look through the cockpit. Swirling dark clouds flowed across the windshield, but something floated ahead of them. A shadow speckled with artificial lights. It was some sort of ship floating in the heart of the Dead Curtain’s shroud, and they were headed right for it.
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      Everything was blurry. It reminded Kyle of when, as kids, he and Connor used to play school, and Kyle was always the teacher. Their father had an old pair of eyeglasses from the ’20s. He could never see a thing in front of his face, and he always ended up with a bad headache, but it was all part of the game. A basso droning sound emanated all around him. From his right came a high-pitched squeal—a machine of some kind. In front of him, sitting in a chair, a figure took shape. It wasn’t long before he recognized the man.

      Richard Nixon, the new president of the United States of America, and he was holding a pistol.

      “Mister President?” Kyle said, barely able to speak above a whisper.

      “Yes, Agent McCoy. Welcome back to the land of the living.” His voice was soft, sweet, almost fatherly.

      “Where are we?” Kyle’s head lolled in a circle as he attempted to level it. “What happened down there?”

      “We won. Thanks to you, the Chosen has been delivered safe and sound.”

      “I remember—Shimmer, Connor. Are they all right?”

      The strain on Kyle’s mind caused him to dry heave a couple of times before ending up in a coughing fit.

      “Some water for Agent McCoy, please,” Nixon ordered to someone Kyle couldn’t see, then turned back again. “You’ll be happy to hear that the Vulbathi ambassador is safe as well, along with your troublesome brother.”

      A young lady, long of legs and full of lips, meandered into the room, holding a tall glass of water. She bent over, rather unnecessarily, and stretched it toward Kyle. “Here you go, Mister McCoy.” Her lilting voice almost sang the words.

      After all the times he’d wished ill upon his brother, Kyle never imagined that hearing he was okay would so settle his troubled spirit. He reached for the glass but found his arms restrained.

      “What is this?” he asked, jerking at the bindings.

      “It’s for your own good.”

      Nixon motioned for one of his men to loosen the straps around Kyle’s wrists. The president brought his gun up, leaning his elbow on his knee.

      By now, Kyle had regained full use of his senses. He saw the man who, years ago, had presented him with one of the military’s greatest awards after the semi-cover-up in the Dead Curtain; the man who was now president of the United States, the picture of freedom around the world.

      He was holding Kyle’s Vulbathi vaporizer, fully charged.

      Kyle rolled his eyes. What was supposed to be his crowning moment had been reduced to a day he would forever regret. If Shimmer hadn’t ever given him that gun, the events of the last several days would have looked far different—perhaps never would have happened. At the least, Frankie Soriano would have easily been taken down in Brooklyn and wouldn’t have had the chance to muck things up in his mad quest for power and redemption.

      “You still think I had something to do with the attack?” Kyle asked.

      “So many years behind a desk truly have dulled your mind, soldier,” Nixon said.

      “What am I missing here, sir? Where are we?”

      A look around revealed what appeared to be the command deck of an aircraft carrier. Only, it was more advanced than any he’d ever been on and far less rusty. Gizmos and gauges lined a window that wrapped half of the octagonal space, along with a few holographic projections of maps. And through the glass, he didn’t see water but instead a smog with ribbons of raw, purple energy dancing through it.

      Nixon spread his arms. “This is the Atlantis.”

      Kyle wracked his brain for answers. “A new carrier?”

      “Think of it as our very own Mothership. A floating stronghold lost in the smog above our greatest regret. We’ve only just begun to tap into the potential of merging Vulbathi technology with our own. Soon, we will be able to do so unimpeded.”

      “I don’t understand . . .”

      Nixon came closer. “I need your help, Kyle McCoy,” he said with verve. “One last mission for your people before you can ride off into the sunset.”

      “Mission?”

      As if on cue, men dragged large racks of equipment into the control room, including an array of small television screens—the old kind everyone used before the Vulbathi brought with them the technology necessary for the holos. Each of them broadcast news from around the world. Static plagued all of them thanks to the interference of the Dead Curtain, and the volume was on low, dozens of languages playing over each other. But the message was clear enough.

      Every single story was about the Vulbathi Mothership’s recent movement, how it had not yet returned to the Luna surface and continued to hover. Fear and paranoia had taken hold of humanity. Riots in Barcelona. Thousands in Tibet on their knees praying. As was true across America and the world, some worried the aliens above were going to destroy the world, while others welcomed it.

      “All the Vulbathi did was move their ship,” Nixon said. “Can you imagine if they did anything worse? If they fired again, now that we know what they are?”

      “They just want their Chosen one back. Then this will all . . .” Kyle paused. His brow furrowed as he realized what the Vulbathi Mothership’s continued stance of intimidation meant. “Why haven’t you returned it to them?”

      “Because we are tired of losing our world,” a man said from behind, his accent thick as molasses. Kyle recognized it from phone conversations. KGB Chairman Vladimir Semichastny—the man presumed to be named the next Soviet premier—stepped out of the shadows and approached him.

      Kyle’s jaw could have hit the floor. “You’re working with the Soviets?” Kyle asked Nixon. His arms instinctively flailed against his restraints. “They were holding the Chosen prisoner!”

      “How you say? The enemy of my enemy . . .” Semichastny smiled and let the familiar line hang in the air.

      “Mister Semichastny and I came to an understanding long ago,” Nixon said. “You see, we both served the war, joined together to destroy evil, only to see it to return in the form of monsters from above, which that weakling Kennedy would rather bow to than stand up to.”

      “They’re peaceful!” Kyle snapped.

      “They came here, uninvited. For what? We still have no real picture. Only vague stories. All those times serving with your Toad ‘friend,’ and has he ever told you anymore than we all know?”

      Toad. JFK never would have called them that. But as much as Kyle wanted to jump to Shimmer’s defense, the president was right. The Vulbathi’s answers were always vague. “The Rift brought them to Earth,” or, “They were exiled.” Never why. Except what Shimmer had told them in Berlin before the gates of hell opened up.

      “He has,” Kyle said, earning an eyebrow raise from the president. “I can explain it all. It’s all about their Chosen.”

      “Save your breath,” Nixon dismissed, waving his hand. “They claim all they want is a new home. Have you seen that mammoth of a ship whose guns are trained on our planet? A ship we were helping them return to full power. Do you not recall them unleashing upon us with fire and brimstone from above?”

      “We attacked them first,” Kyle expressed, leaning forward in his seat.

      A hand grabbed his shoulder and pushed him back down.

      “You call death of my husband an attack?” another strongly accented voice said. This one female.

      The sound of high heels click-clacked on the ship’s metal floor. The woman’s hair was pulled up in a tight bun. A loose, red silk blouse hung from her like the flag of her Motherland. Her neck was adorned with pearls and she wore cat’s-eye glasses. Valentina Gagarin, the famous cosmonaut’s wife. Over the years, she’d become sort of a spokeswomen in the Soviet Union, preaching understanding with the aliens. Lying, apparently.

      Seeing her brought so much clarity. Kyle knew, as a married man, what he’d do if something happened to Tracy. How he’d lose that part of himself that made him a rational human being.

      “Valentina, it wasn’t their fault your husband—” Kyle began before she cut him off.

      “No,” she spat. “Whose fault was, friend of Toads?”

      Kyle let his head hang, chin against his chest. He took a deep breath.

      “It was a tragic accident. One no one could have predicted. The Vulbathi’s Chosen brought them here randomly to escape persecution. All of that is true. They arrived here in a great cosmic car crash. It was an accident.”

      “No accident.”

      She walked closer to him. Kyle saw the red of her eyes—he’d seen it before in Berlin in the enemy. Anger. Rage. Boiling over until all the blood reached the head. She was fuming.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Sorry will not bring my husband back!” she yelled.

      “Okay, okay, friends,” Nixon said in the saccharine-sweet voice he’d been using all evening. “We can point fingers all day, but nothing can change what happened.”

      Kyle glowered in Semichastny’s direction. “They launched the nukes.”

      “No,” Semichastny replied. “We all hit the button together because we don’t trust each other. They know this and took advantage. No longer.”

      “That’s insane.” Kyle looked to Nixon. “Sir, that’s insane. They’ve helped all of us with their technology. Equally! Even after what I did for them in the Dead Curtain while the Soviets fought us tooth and nail.”

      “A strategy this old military mind can admire.” Nixon began pacing. “So few of them made it here. Maybe they really were kicked out. Maybe they don’t even have a home anymore at all. I’ve watched for a long time as our world becomes more enamored with them. Obsessed. I’ve waited for the other shoe to drop, and then it happened. Their Riftmother requested a settlement on Earth. A place with water where they can stretch out and live naturally. Of course, Kennedy was happy to open negotiations. Helping meant more gadgets for his presidency to be remembered by. That was when I saw it.”

      “Wouldn’t you want to be able to live free after so long on a ship?” Kyle asked, appealing to Nixon’s inner Navy serviceman. Maybe the Fallout Conflict couldn’t be compared to World War II, but Kyle knew what it was like to be trapped in the foul fog of war, surrounded by smoke, darkness, and the reek of death.

      “Show him,” Nixon ordered.

      A secret serviceman handed Nixon a photo, and he held it up for Kyle to see. On it, Kyle could see what appeared to be water . . . standing upright like a tube . . . filled with something lumpy. It was too blurry to tell.

      “Do you know what that is?” Nixon asked.

      Kyle shook his head.

      “Each one of those is an egg born from their Riftmother,” he explained. “A young soldier risked his life to sneak that footage of her inner sanctum on their Mothership, which we’ve never been permitted to see. So, I ask you this, Kyle McCoy, why raise children in secret? Is it so that one day they can rise from their small settlement and take over a new home? Our home?”

      Kyle’s eyelids stretched wide. Their reproductive methods remained mysterious to him. All he knew for certain was that the Riftmother was the only Vulbathi female and that Shimmer and all the others were her hatchlings from different generations, Shimmer’s being one of the Firstborn. Now that Nixon said it, Kyle could see thousands of gelatinous eggs in the photograph.

      “Or maybe they knew we would react this way,” Kyle bristled.

      Valentina whispered something in Semichastny’s ear, bringing her lips so close they touched. Her hand wrapped his lower back.

      Semichastny chuckled. “I told you this how he would react, Mister President.”

      “Weak, sympathizer,” Valentina added.

      Kyle didn’t miss the irony of being called a sympathizer by someone whose people had, for so long, been thought to be America’s greatest enemy.

      “Now, now, my friends,” Nixon said. “Agent McCoy is a loyal soldier of the United States of America. He’s a war hero. Decorated. He would do anything for his country, isn’t that right?”

      Kyle hesitated. He’d lived his entire adult life thinking that, but suddenly he wasn’t so sure. Secret alliances. Advanced ships cloaked in radiated clouds. Refusing to hand over the Chosen. Radical talk about how dangerous the Vulbathi were. He didn’t want to believe any of it was true, but his mind kept going to darker places.

      “Just tell me one thing,” Kyle said. “The attack on Luna that killed President Kennedy. And Khrushchev. Was that you?”

      Nixon frowned, eyes solemn like he really meant it. “An unfortunate sacrifice for the good of our kind.”

      “Then go to hell.”

      “I serve the good of humanity, as always.” Nixon snapped his fingers, and a soldier emerged from behind Kyle, rolling a large television camera and bulky equipment. “I should really thank your brother. At first, we only planned to take the Chosen and use it to take back control of our future, but using you will be so much more poetic and clean up a few loose ends. A man the aliens trusted, who saw them for their true colors. Your actions here will show the world the truth.”

      “Well, that’s too bad, because I won’t help you,” Kyle said. “Was Hoover in on this too? Setting me up from the start?”

      “Hoover.” Nixon laughed. “Even if he does wake up, that old bag can’t see two feet in front of him. No vision, that one.”

      “All due respect, sir, and that’s lessening by the minute . . . you’re a disgrace. Betraying your own president.”

      “Kennedy was a fool! Three years ago, you discovered the Chosen in the Dead Curtain, right below us. You had the chance to change everything, give us the upper hand, but instead, you let them into your head and gave the thing back. For all we know, they’re controlling you still. We were forced to grin and wave at the invaders—and you make no mistake, that’s what they are. Imagine if we did that with the damn Chinese! We had to claim we wanted their happiness. And Kennedy had me pin a medal on you for damning us!”

      That answered whether or not Nixon knew the full truth about Kyle’s involvement in the Conflict. Though it seemed there was very little the traitor didn’t know.

      “And if given the chance, I’d do it all again,” Kyle said. “Even if I knew back then what it was . . . what I was returning to them. I’d do it the same.”

      Nixon grinned, a big, friendly smile that made Kyle feel ill.

      “And it’s time to rectify that mistake. This is a direct feed to Luna. Our men stationed there will have already invited the Toads to the viewing area. When we start recording, they will see their hero, Kyle McCoy, brother of Connor McCoy—the world’s most wanted criminal. You will claim total and complete credit for the attack. You will read a prepared statement demanding that the Vulbathi stand down and reveal their secrets to the world.”

      “Not a chance,” Kyle spat. “If you think I’m going to take the fall for this—”

      A fist colliding with the side of his head stole the words from his mouth.

      “No!” Nixon roared. “Not the face, the world needs to see his face.”

      Kyle rubbed his ear, pulling his hand away and looking, expecting to see blood. There was none.

      “I won’t do it,” Kyle said with enough venom in his tone to kill a horse.

      “Don’t be so sure.”

      With that, a commotion began, and Kyle heard shouting belonging to an all-too-familiar voice, the reason he was in the situation to begin with. Kyle swore as the KGB agent called Red forced Connor into the room. A defeated-looking Shimmer dragged his feet in after them. A pulsing, metal collar throttled his throat, and the color in his tendrils was completely sapped.

      “Shimmer . . .” Kyle said under his breath.

      “This is why it must be you, Kyle!” Nixon continued. “We bring your own flesh and blood, the man who shares your face, and all you can think about is a poor alien who wants to steal your home. If you can see them for what they really are, the world will, too.”

      “Whatever it is, don’t do it, Kyle!” Connor growled before getting punched in the gut by one of the soldiers.

      Shimmer shook his head slowly. Kyle couldn’t know for sure, but he assumed the collar limited his ability to communicate. The once-proud alien ambassador’s eyes were half-closed, the inner layer of eyelids shut. Depressed wasn’t even a sad enough word to describe it. He looked . . . shattered.

      “Get your hands off them!” Kyle roared. He struggled with his restraints to try to break free, but it only caused the chair to tip. Valentina Gagarin stopped him with her boot and kicked him upright, smirking wickedly.

      “Shimmer,” Kyle said, panting. “Grab the Chosen and get out of here.”

      The alien didn’t budge, just rolled his big head somberly.

      “He can’t do that,” Nixon said. “The signal put off by the dampener scrambles their ability to communicate. It doesn’t hurt, and the range isn’t far, but . . . well . . . it renders them useless. We tested one of their kind after capturing it in the Fallout Conflict. We learned the necessary frequency. The beast didn’t make it.”

      “You have to fight this, big guy,” Kyle said. “End this.”

      “Focus, McCoy!” Nixon demanded. “I can see you still don’t realize what’s happening here, so maybe this will help . . .”

      All the screens on the television array changed channels from images of the world starting to tear itself apart to the interior of a house Kyle recognized. Tracy stood by the stove cooking, Haya begging at her feet. She had no idea what was happening halfway across the world, but Nixon had his eyes on her.

      “Tracy,” Kyle said so quietly it was almost inaudible. He felt all the fight flee his body.

      “This brings me no pleasure,” Nixon said. “But we’re doing what’s necessary. For that, I won’t hesitate to kill everyone you love, McCoy. Spare them your pride.”

      “Don’t listen to him!” Connor shouted. “They’re behind everything that happened.”

      “I know,” Kyle replied. But Connor couldn’t see what was on the screen. Couldn’t see the choice that Nixon was placing before him.

      “I can start with the dog and work my way up,” Nixon said to Kyle. “Or you can be humanity’s savior again.”

      “Dog?” Connor said. Not soon after the word escaped his lips did his features darken. “Haya!”

      He rose and charged at Nixon, but a clothesline from one of the soldiers stopped him. The back of his head bounced off the metal floor and the other soldiers commenced kicking, one boot after another into his midsection.

      “Enough!” Red barked, yanking Connor away from them.

      “You can have some shots too, Red,” Connor groaned.

      Nixon bit his lip in frustration and focused back on Kyle.

      “Or maybe, we will start with the pest you call a brother, and I can free you of another problem.”

      No matter what had happened between them, Kyle couldn’t watch Connor die. And even if he could, what about Shimmer? And Tracy? Nixon might have been insane, but Kyle believed him when he said he’d do anything. The man was a soldier fighting in a holy war he’d invented in his head.

      “This isn’t a drill, McCoy,” Nixon scolded. “Now, are you ready to help your country?”

      Kyle stared back at the screen. Tracy stretched out her back and rubbed her pregnant belly, smiling as she felt what must have been their child’s kick.

      “I . . .” He thought about it for a moment before conceding. “Yes.”

      “Kyle, no!” Connor yelled.

      “Now, was that so hard?” Nixon clapped, then turned to the men with the camera. “Bring it over.”

      “Kyle, don’t let this prick win.”

      “He has her . . .” Kyle said. All the color drained from Connor’s cheeks.

      While the agents went to work setting up the cameras, a water tank was rolled into the room. Kyle could see the blue light coruscating on the floor as the Chosen floated around inside. Its tentacles were stretched toward the sides of the tank, wrapped by pulsing ropes similar to the collar on Shimmer’s neck. The big alien’s head cocked, then his eyes drooped as he watched the Chosen being placed behind Kyle in view of the camera.

      “I swear, when we break out of here, I’m going to tell Nocky to teleport you into a pack of cannibals,” Connor snarled.

      “Chairman Semichastny,” Nixon said. “Tell Agent Kuznetsov to feed the brother a bullet the next time he opens his mouth.”

      Semichastny said something to Red in Russian, and she nodded. The wolfish ferocity in her eyes from back in the embassy was gone. As she squeezed Connor’s throat with her arm and planted the barrel of a pistol in his temple, Kyle couldn’t help but think she looked ashamed.

      “Can you get any closer, Red?” Connor said, always pushing the envelope.

      “Quiet!” she snapped. Then Kyle saw her lips twist into what looked like the whispering of the word please.

      “Now, are we ready?” Nixon said. He positioned himself behind a teleprompter and rested the vaporizer on top, aimed in Shimmer’s direction.

      “You realize if you shoot us with that in here, you’re going to get turned to mush too?” Connor said.

      “Connor, please,” Red whispered. She squeezed tight.

      Nixon raised his hand, keeping Red from pulling the trigger. “You know, for once in your worthless life, you might be right.” He placed the vaporizer down on a counter behind him and removed his Navy-issued Colt Model 1911A1 from a holster. A World War II weapon. Old-school, like the man had never left the war behind.

      Kyle cringed. That would have been all the opening he’d have needed to try something, anything, to break free. But Connor wasn’t a trained soldier. He would have gotten himself completely obliterated if he tried to make a move.

      “We’re ready to start, Mister President,” said an agent standing behind the camera.

      “Say anything off-cue and we kill them one at a time,” Nixon warned.

      “And make you watch,” Valentina added.

      Once again, Kyle knew the president wasn’t bluffing. There was no choice but to do as he asked now. All he could hope was that, as he played along, some sort of plan might come to him, or to Shimmer, or that Connor would do what he did best and sow chaos.

      The camera began rolling and a red light flashed above it. His face appeared on a screen, the shot tight on him, not showing the restraints. Kyle saw the teleprompter start up but didn’t speak. Nixon pointed at the screen with Tracy on it. Kyle winced.

      “People . . .” Kyle took a deep breath. “People of Earth and Vulbathi of Luna, my name is Kyle McCoy.” He stopped again and regarded Shimmer, whose eyes were closed all the way now. “Just days ago, an attack took place at the Lunar Summit. President Kennedy, Premier Khrushchev, and many others perished that day, and I was—” he almost choked on the words.

      “Kyle, stop,” Connor squeezed through his lips as Red continued to choke him. But it was easy for him. He didn’t get attached to anyone—not since Julia at least. Life was a big game for him.

      Nixon growled.

      Kyle caught his breath and continued. “I . . . I was responsible for it,” he said, reading the words, just not with the conviction of a man who actually believed them. He hoped that anybody who watched this would see that too.

      “And I would do it again,” he read on. “I may be known as a friend to the Toads, but I’ve seen their true colors in the Fallout Conflict. Saw what horrors they’re capable of. So, I got close to try to learn their secrets. To find out why they’re here.”

      The teleprompter went black for a moment, and Kyle saw a new scene on the monitor next to him. A countdown started at thirty minutes and began ticking down. The teleprompter started up and the monitor once again displayed Kyle.

      Nixon nodded him along.

      “One last nuclear missile,” Kyle read. “More powerful than anything ever seen before, has been launched from the Dead Curtain.”

      He paused upon reading ahead.

      “I . . . I can’t,” he said, shaking his head.

      Nixon whispered to one of his secret servicemen, who got on his com. Suddenly, on the screen displaying Tracy, Kyle saw the shadow of a man dressed in a black, armored suit. Haya hopped onto the couch and started barking, but Tracy hushed her so she could continue listening to the radio, her hands over her mouth and eyes wide open.

      “I now address the Vulbathi,” Kyle rushed to say. Even speaking felt impossible, but he pushed through, feeling his heart thumping in his throat. “This missile has been designed using your technologies. It . . . it will hit your Mothership in thirty minutes. From within the mass grave you made in our world, salvation will rise.”

      He paused again and gazed at Tracy.

      This is for her, he thought. And the baby.

      “Riftmother and her Firstborn,” Kyle said. “You have until that countdown ends to stand down. Return your ship to the surface of Luna and transmit the formula for faster-than-light travel. Only then will I stop the nuke from destroying each and every one of you.”

      The camera feed on the monitor zoomed in on the Chosen. There was no missing the glowing blue creature behind him.

      “If your Mothership fires at the nuke, or anywhere else, I . . . I will not hesitate to put a bullet in your Chosen’s ugly little head.” Those words felt like vomit pouring from his mouth. “If your ship moves anywhere but down, it dies. If you try to flee your ship, it dies. Humanity cannot help you any longer. Only you can.”

      The cameraman panned back to Kyle’s face. His lips were quivering.

      “This is the only communication we will have.” His voice was barely above a whisper now. “Choose wisely.”

      The prompter stopped. The feed cut. The next breath Kyle took felt like the first in his entire life. His whole body juddered, but as he finished, the shadow in Tracy’s window backed away and disappeared.

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” Kyle said through gritted teeth.

      President Richard Nixon glanced out of the Atlantis’s command deck viewport, where an unnatural streak of flame shot by. Too small to be a rocket ship.

      The missile.

      “McCoy,” he said. “I already have.”
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      As the transmission came to an end, Connor had never seen his brother so defeated. Even when their father, in a fit of drunken rage, would take a belt to them, Kyle was always the stoic one. Connor would cry and whine, but never Kyle. He was strong. Always strong.

      Then Nixon made him betray everything he believed in.

      Connor would probably never understand why, but his brother cared for the aliens. Now, they’d never trust him again. Kyle believed in serving his country, putting the flag before himself, but if Nixon was the leader of the United States, it wasn’t a country Connor recognized anymore. Overthrowing Kennedy as if the United States government were the Lucchese family, conspiring with the Soviets on a mad mission to create some crisis on Luna—it just wasn’t the same USA.

      Nixon and Chairman Semichastny stood side by side, gazing through the viewport as the withering trail of the missile smoke vanished in the Dead Curtain fallout. In front of them was a holographic display of Luna. Specks of blinking light confirmed that the Mothership wasn’t budging from its position.

      Valentina Gagarin stood behind the chairman, whispering into his ear, stroking his lapel.

      Behind every great man . . . Connor realized.

      Everyone in the world was so wrong. The Cold War was over. The one thing the world’s two bitterest enemies needed to bring them together was something to hate more, and that something was a moon full of Toads.

      Connor laughed into Red’s calloused hand, softly at first, then louder. Kyle regarded him, eyes wet with tears. Nixon sighed and looked over.

      “Please tell me what’s so funny,” Nixon said. “I’m dying to know.”

      Red removed her hand from Connor’s mouth.

      “All of you,” Connor said. “Standing up there like you’re conquering heroes. I bet the future premier thinks this was all his idea, too.” He glanced over his shoulder at Red. “Women make us do crazy things, huh?”

      “History rarely recognizes heroes until after they’re gone,” Nixon said.

      “Hero?” Connor scoffed. “You’re a crook.”

      “I’m not a crook! I’m just willing to do what’s necessary for our species to survive.”

      “I’m sorry, what? All I can think about is you two being gone, and I’ve gotta say, that sounds pretty great.”

      “Connor, would you just stop?” Kyle said. His voice was frail. In light of Kyle’s resigned defeat, it suddenly felt okay to be scolded by him.

      Nixon sauntered over to his assortment of screens, blue light illuminating his pale skin. The view of Tracy was gone, and dozens of news stations played in its place. They all discussed Kyle’s threat and showed the footage of him. Kyle had clearly been wrestling internally as delivered the prepared speech. It made him actually seem like a lunatic. The perfect scapegoat.

      Nixon chuckled.

      “Look at them, scrambling for answers, afraid.” He wasn’t lying. Every screen now showed reports of riots or worse. “Soon, Chairman Semichastny will be named premier, and we will usher in a new era of peace and prosperity thanks to the Toads’ gifts. It all starts here. A new future—a human future.”

      “You two arranging to marry each other too?” Connor said. “Bring the countries together? Unite the kingdoms? You know, old school.”

      “Would you please shut him up,” Semichastny ordered Red as Valentina rattled off some Russian in his ear and tickled his arm.

      “My plea—”

      “Sir!” a soldier at the controls hollered, likely saving Connor’s life for the moment. “The Riftmother has transmitted a response through Luna International. She says that they cannot show us the secret to the stars without the Chosen.”

      “Tell her to try harder!” Nixon snapped.

      Connor laughed again upon realizing that Nixon had no idea. Only Connor, Kyle, and the woman holding him hostage knew the truth. And for some reason, Red hadn’t told anybody yet. Maybe she didn’t quite understand, or maybe it was on purpose.

      Nocky was the key to the stars. The innocent creature, strapped down in a tank, being tortured. Who would ever believe it?

      “I bet it’s not the first time he’s said that,” Connor remarked.

      “Connor, please stay quiet,” Kyle begged.

      “Sorry, sorry. I’m just wondering why we possibly would need to go to other planets when we can barely take care of our own.”

      Nixon turned, lips creasing into a sneer. He said he took no joy in this, but Connor was having a hard time believing it. Even the way he walked betrayed a man who was overly pleased with himself. Connor had encountered enough criminals to know the look.

      “You think we really care about the stars?” Nixon said.

      “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?” Connor said. “Wanting what they have and being too impatient to wait for it. And you wonder why they’re hesitant to share anything. Well, you can call off the nuke, sir. The power has been here in this room the whole time.”

      “Connor, don’t!” Kyle growled.

      Connor thought he could feel Shimmer’s pain stinging at his own nerves. He ignored them both.

      “I told you, you have no idea what the Chosen is capable of,” Connor said to Nixon.

      “What, that its ability to travel through the Rift is what allows their ship to move through folds in space?” Connor’s jaw dropped. Nixon’s smile grew. “We figured that one out from that Toad the Soviets captured in the Fallout Conflict. The same one who helped us develop the dampener tech.” Kyle’s eyes lit up. “We know everything.”

      “Then why?” The words trailed off because Connor knew the answer. It was so obvious. “You don’t plan on disarming that nuke, do you?”

      “Bingo.”

      “That’s genocide!” Kyle shouted, stirring from his spell of self-pity. At the same time, Shimmer released a harrowing, audible cry. Connor’s eardrums felt like they were going to burst.

      “No, it’s survival,” Nixon said when the sound abated.

      “They are not human,” Valentina spat.

      “They’re still living beings,” Kyle said. “If they fear for the Chosen’s life, they won’t move that ship no matter what. They’re only here to protect her from others who would do the same as you.”

      “We’re counting on it,” Nixon said. “All these long years of waiting, and we finally have the chance to free ourselves.”

      “But the ship isn’t that far off the surface. A bomb like that going off and blowing it up—you could wipe out all we’ve built on Luna. And kill who knows how many people!”

      Nixon closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “One last sacrifice. You must know that if I could have evacuated every human up there in time, I would have.”

      “You have to stop this,” Kyle implored. “You fought to end evil. If you don’t stop, all history will remember you as is another Hitler. They may not look like us, but I know Shimmer. They’re more like us than you can imagine.”

      Nixon rested a hand on Semichastny’s shoulder. The Russian bowed his head. “Whatever it takes.”

      “Listen to me!” Kyle yanked at his restraints again. “Shimmer’s family. This clan. They’re peaceful!”

      “You may as well give up, Kyle,” Connor said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you can’t reason with lunatics. Take Frankie, for example.”

      “I tire of these games,” Valentina said. “Remove them already.”

      “Yes, Mister President,” Semichastny added. “He cause too many problems. We only need one now for trial.”

      Nixon drew a long breath. “You’re right. Execute the brother and drag the Toad to the tank. There is much we can learn from one so high up in their family.”

      “You said you wouldn’t kill them,” Kyle rasped, throat sore from shouting.

      “They know too much. Take solace in knowing that you had no choice. Your wife will live. She’ll watch as you are tried before the world as a traitor and a murderer.”

      He stepped closer to Kyle. Kyle flinched almost imperceptibly as Nixon reached out for him. His hand grasped their grandfather’s cross. Kyle whimpered as the president tore it from his neck.

      “You’ll die for our sins so that we can live free of them.”

      Vladimir Semichastny snapped orders in Russian, and Red forced Connor to his knees. To his right, a handful of Russian soldiers struggled with Shimmer’s heavy body. The big Vulbathi couldn’t do much while wearing the interfering collar, but he wasn’t going to make things easy for them either.

      Red stepped before him, and Connor once again found himself under the sights of her pistol. Kyle continued shouting at Nixon in the background, but Connor focused on Red. Her hand was steady, but the rest of her wasn’t. Lines of concern wracked her hard but pretty face, and she couldn’t bring herself to regard Connor directly. He did the opposite. He stared directly into her eyes without faltering.

      “Remember sitting by that tree, Red?” Connor whispered. “What you told me about being there the next time a man had a choice to rob countless people of their families?”

      She didn’t answer, but she didn’t shoot either. He thought he noticed her jaw shift, like she was nervous.

      “I know you, Red,” he said. “You’re a good person who serves her country. But this? Whatever they made you, this isn’t you.”

      Still, silence.

      “I don’t care that you left me behind in Berlin. I would’ve done the same. I think that’s why I like you. But you’re better than this.”

      Her finger applied more pressure to the trigger, and finally her gun hand began to quake. He slid closer anyway.

      “What would your family have thought?” he asked. “You’re going to do the same to theirs. Over what? They aren’t human, sure. And I’ll be the first to say I’m not their biggest fan. But they are alive. We do this, and . . . what are we?”

      Again, he moved closer, until the barrel of the pistol pressed against his forehead. It shook with her hand, or he did. He wasn’t sure. But he closed his eyes, and for whatever reason, he wasn’t afraid. He saw Julia staring back at him in his mind, right before he got her killed. Smiling. Like somewhere, somehow, she knew he was doing the right thing. Giving someone else a shot.

      He opened his eyes, and what Red did next caught him completely off guard. She unleashed a scream that came from deep in her gut. Anger, confusion, frustration, it was a bloodcurdling concoction. She aimed to the right and fired at Shimmer. He collapsed, bringing his captors to the ground with him.

      “No!” Kyle and Connor yelled simultaneously.

      “I said bring him to holding!” Nixon scolded. “Semichastny, was something lost in the translation?”

      Connor looked back at Red, but something changed. Suddenly, she didn’t seem so distraught. She was almost at peace with her murder. Connor was ready to curse her when the corner of her lip lifted.

      Shimmer roused from his stupor. The collar snapped off his neck, her bullet having broken it. He made short work of the four soldiers holding him, tossing two against the walls and pounding the others with his giant, four-fingered fists.

      “Traitors!” his telepathic voice roared, all its former vim returned.

      Red shot a secret serviceman and a KGB agent as she whipped around. Before any others could arm themselves, she had her pistol aimed at Chairman Semichastny. He and Nixon raised their arms. Valentina didn’t. Her stern, weathered features barely shifted.

      “Mister Semichastny, control your hound,” Nixon said through clenched teeth.

      Semichastny began speaking in Russian, but Red interrupted in English, surely wanting everyone to understand. “You are a disgrace to our people,” she said while slowly approaching them. “You do not deserve to wear our flag.”

      “Agent Kuznetsov, you do not understand,” Semichastny replied, a tremor in his voice.

      “Oh, I understand. You are a coward. All of you are cowards.”

      She stopped by the counter where Nixon had forgotten the Vulbathi vaporizer and tossed it to Connor. He was so shocked he nearly fumbled it. Shimmer lifted him with one massive hand and placed him on his feet so that he could take aim at Nixon.

      “Everyone, drop your weapons or I kill him!” Connor addressed the room. At least a dozen Soviet and US agents remained upright. KGB, Secret Service, it didn’t matter, they were all involved in this twisted plot to slaughter an entire species.

      Connor had no love for the Vulbathi, but he remembered when Eastern Europe was flattened. Halfway around the world and all those innocent deaths affected him, got Julia killed. Destroyed his life. That’s what killing does. Nobody deserves it, not even aliens.

      Nixon signaled their men to listen. “Let’s all try to relax.” Unlike Semichastny, Nixon remained calm. He had a soldier’s focus.

      “Untie my brother,” Connor told Shimmer.

      “With great pleasure,” the alien replied.

      Shimmer lumbered over and freed Kyle. He stood, and they exchanged a hasty palm-out greeting the Vulbathi were so fond of. Then Shimmer turned his attention to the Chosen’s tank, where he gently began removing the ties on each of its tentacles.

      “I like your girlfriend,” Kyle said.

      Connor grinned. He was glad to see his brother back to normal. Kyle walked over to one of the secret servicemen, picked up a discarded pistol, and joined Connor in aiming.

      “You can’t stop this,” Nixon said. “Nothing can stop this.”

      “They invited us onto their ship for peace talks, and you betrayed them all,” Kyle said. “You threatened the lives of my wife and unborn child. It’s over. Soon, the world will see you for what you truly are. May God have mercy on your soul.”

      As he watched things unfold, Chairman Semichastny lost his cool. He barked at Red in Russian, words that could only mean something harsh. Then in English, “I should have left you to rot with family, piz’da!”

      “I trusted you!” Red yelled. She pulled the trigger, but Semichastny yanked Valentina in front of him at the same time. A stain of blood spread in the center of her shirt, then she collapsed. Red stormed forward, ostensibly to put another through Semichastny’s head, but Connor grabbed her arm.

      “No, Red!” he implored. “Not like this. We’ll expose them for what they are.”

      She pressed her pistol against the bottom of Semichastny’s jaw. The coward closed his eyes and sniveled like a baby, terrified. She exhaled and pulled away, aiming back at a few of the stunned Soviet agents before they did anything stupid. Semichastny dropped to his knees and put pressure on Valentina’s wound while she murmured faintly in Russian.

      “And I’m the murderer,” Nixon commented, rolling his eyes.

      “Shut up,” Connor spat.

      “The Chosen is free and unharmed,” Shimmer said. A moment later, he was beside Connor, the glowing creature in hand. One of its tentacles slapped across Connor’s arm.

      “Hey, girl,” Connor said. “Let’s get you home.”

      “You see, Mister President, you failed,” Kyle said, throwing a fair bit of rancor into the title. He walked over to the soldier at the ship’s controls and pressed his gun against the back of the man’s head. “Disarm the missile and transmit a message to Luna.”

      Before the frightened soldier could respond, Nixon released a hearty laugh.

      “What’s so funny, you self-righteous piece of shit?” Connor asked.

      “All of you, thinking I would leave such an important mission like this to chance. The missile cannot be disarmed or rerouted. And you’ll find it hard to make a call from the heart of the Dead Curtain when we go dark.”

      The soldier executed a command while Kyle was distracted, and the power to all the consoles around the room suddenly switched off—the lights, too. Only the soft glow of red emergency lighting remained. Kyle threw the soldier aside and slammed on the console’s many keys and buttons, but nothing happened.

      “Son of a—” he swore under his breath, then charged the president and punched him hard in the jaw. The bastard took it like a champ, Connor had to admit. Kyle had a right hook like Cassius Clay, and Nixon didn’t even go down. Hell, he barely flinched.

      “How do I shut it down!” Kyle shouted.

      “You don’t,” Nixon cackled.

      “How?” Shimmer stormed forward and heaved both Nixon and Semichastny into the air at the same time. His tendrils wriggled as he filled the entire room with thoughts of anger.

      “Say goodbye to your family, Toad,” Nixon said. “Soon they’ll have no home at all.”

      Shimmer flung them across the room like they were rag dolls. Semichastny hit the wall by the exit so hard he went out like the lights. Nixon crashed into one of his own men and probably broke some ribs.

      “Friends, we must find a way to warn my people to evacuate or to destroy the missile in space,” Shimmer said. “I’m reaching out, but I cannot confirm communication with them from so far. The Riftmother feels so . . . distant.”

      “Oh, now you tell us, Shimmer,” Connor said, realizing it was the first time he called the alien by a name out loud. “Can Nock—the Chosen take us?”

      “The Chosen chooses when to commune with the Rift. All we can do is ask.”

      “What kind of space travel method is that?” Connor argued.

      “There are radios in the helicopters,” Red said. “All we need to do is clear the storm and we can radio anybody who is listening.”

      “She’s right,” Kyle said, looking up from the consoles as he continued to try every single one in the room. “Shimmer, you’re the fastest. Riftwalk there. We’ll stay here and make sure they pay for what they’ve done.”

      “No,” a strained voice interrupted. “You all die now.”

      They all turned to see Valentina Gagarin standing nearby. Blood coated her chest and trickled from the corner of her mouth, but in her hands, she held a Soviet grenade stolen from one of the disarmed soldiers.

      “For Yuri.” She held the grenade over her heart. “For my love.”

      “Insane woman!” Nixon yelled. His agents stopped worrying about the vaporizer and unloaded their magazines at her. The Soviets too. Bullets lanced all around the command deck, destroying equipment and setting off every warning alert the ship came with. Valentina was sent into a dance of death as bullets struck her from every angle.

      “Shimmer, get us out of here!” Connor shouted.

      Shimmer scooped up Connor and Red with one long arm. Kyle was still across the deck fidgeting with the ship’s controls, desperate to stop the missile.

      “Kyle, let’s go!” Connor said.

      “It’s not too late!” he answered. “It can’t be.”

      “Think about your little girl.”

      Shimmer carried Connor toward him. Just then, Connor felt something slithering around his arm. Nocky’s tentacle.

      The grenade in Valentina’s hand’s clicked.

      Connor saw the first millisecond of the explosion. He watched Nixon’s eyes go wide; the traitorous president had remained only a few feet away from it. Then Nocky surged with energy and the world went black, then white.

      He would have been confused by the sudden onset of vertigo and displacement if he hadn’t experienced it before. Only this time it was powerful. Like when-they’d-teleported-from-Luna-to-Earth powerful. He felt as if his head were going to split open, then fold back over the top of his body.
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      Connor opened his eyelids and staggered backward. He saw Shimmer and Red right in front of him, painted by Nocky’s withering glow. The creature had tentacles around all of them, but they slowly unraveled and it fell to the ground. Shimmer dropped to his knees and lifted Nocky by her bulbous head. Her tentacles fell in messy clumps. Nearly all her color was drained away, but as Shimmer brought her within his water shield, her limbs started to twitch and show life again.

      “Kyle?” Connor said softly, searching from side to side.

      He didn’t see his brother anywhere, but when he and Red met each other’s gaze, they heard a groan. Kyle lay on the floor behind them, clutching a bullet wound on his hip.

      “Friend Kyle!” Shimmer said.

      An onslaught of anxiety overcame Connor. He rushed to his brother’s side and pressed a hand over the wound. Kyle winced in pain, then moaned, but the pressure seemed to help.

      “It didn’t hit anything vital,” Kyle said. “I’ll be fine.”

      Shimmer gently brushed Connor aside and placed a hand on Kyle. His water shield washed away the blood, entered the wound, and lured the bullet out. It did everything but seal the thing. When he was done, Kyle bit off the sleeve of his jacket and tied it tight around his midsection.

      Connor didn’t allow his brother to finish the knot before throwing his arms around him and squeezing, probably too hard, considering his injury. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d hugged like that. Or even if they ever had. Kyle patted his hand.

      “We’re okay,” he said. “We’re fine.”

      “Where are we?” Red asked.

      Connor looked away from Kyle for a moment to see her a small distance away, spinning a tight circle. It was dark, but they weren’t in the Dead Curtain. The air was too crisp. It was, however, equally silent.

      He glanced left and right and saw a few old, abandoned wood buildings like something straight out of a western set. A sign for the saloon hung half-broken in front of the doorway.

      Then Connor looked up and saw the full moon, like a lidless eye gazing down upon them. “Did we stop it?”

      Kyle grumbled something under his breath, then said, “Shimmer, do you feel anything?”

      “We killed the traitors, at least,” Red said. “That is for sure. World won’t miss them.”

      “How did we get here?” Kyle asked.

      “Nocky saved us,” Connor said. He looked to Red. “Again.”

      Suddenly, Shimmer grabbed his chest, dropped the Chosen, and fell over. An unnatural howl escaped his lips, like a baying wolf put through a distortion device. A sense of dread and loss washed over Connor; an uncontrollable wave of emotion. It was like waking up and finding out Julia had died all over again.

      A brilliant purple light bloomed over what looked like a whole quarter of the moon. The shockwave expanded all around, clearly destroying much more than just the Vulbathi Mothership. Connor stood to watch. All the videos they saw in school about hiding under a table if a nuclear bomb went off came rushing back to him.

      Three years ago, he’d been driving without a care in the world when the Vulbathi arrived. Now, it seemed humanity was alone again. Rather than risking the life of their Chosen, the Vulbathi had sacrificed their Mothership to a nuclear fire strikingly similar to the one responsible for creating the Dead Curtain.

      “The bastards did it,” Kyle said, barely above a whisper. His eyes were glazed over, and he made a move toward Shimmer, but winced and grabbed his wound again.

      “No . . .” Red whispered. Her hand grasped Connor’s as they stared up, awestruck.

      “I could have stopped it,” Kyle said. “I know I could have.”

      “You would have been blown to pieces . . .” Connor said, the end of his sentence trailing off as he stared.

      Valentina Gagarin had her revenge on the Vulbathi, and the two men who gave it to her died with her, faces full of shrapnel. The most powerful leaders of the world. Connor and the others would have joined them if not for Nocky.

      Not that it saved Luna, or the aliens, or the humans who died there over a lie. And as Connor saw Shimmer, struggling to breathe, he knew nothing would ever be the same. The whole world would blame his brother, and the only others who knew the truth were a Soviet spy and two aliens stranded in the middle of nowhere.

      “They think it was you,” Connor said. “And me, and . . . Kyle, they think we did this.”

      He nodded slowly, assuredly.

      “I cannot believe Chairman Semichastny was working with your president all along,” Red said. “Liars!”

      “We’ll tell everybody what really happened,” Connor said, more to convince himself than anyone else.

      “No,” Kyle said, slow and calculating. He was leaning against Shimmer now so they both stayed upright. The alien who’d lost who knows how many of his family, and the soldier who’d had his honor torn away from him.

      “Kyle, what are you talking about?” Connor pointed toward the moon, invisible behind unbridled streaks of energy. “The world thinks you did that! I saw the station. There weren’t only aliens up there.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Shouting made Kyle shrink back in pain even more. He grunted, exhaled. “But the world can either unite in hatred of a single traitor or against its two most powerful nations, which would tear us apart. And then, what was any of this for?”

      “You have to be kidding me. Think about Tracy. Your daughter.”

      “I am.”

      “No, screw this. I’ve spent too long running; I don’t want to anymore. I have to tell the truth for once.”

      “To who? Who’d believe you? Or me, even? More world leaders dead, and both situations have one thing in common: This face. Humans and aliens on Luna, dead. Who would believe our leaders would do something so terrible?”

      “They killed Shimmer’s entire family,” Connor said.

      “I’m with Connor,” Red chimed in. “Semichastny did not only betray my trust.”

      “Shimmer, what do you think?” Connor asked. “They have to pay.”

      “They’re dead,” Kyle said.

      “Death isn’t good enough.”

      The big alien turned to face them. His tendrils whirled, but still remained colorless. Connor wasn’t sure if his amphibious eyes could cry, but he could feel the sadness. Overwhelming. Crippling.

      Shimmer didn’t say a word. His tendrils lifted back, then there came a flash of purple energy, and he was gone. The whir of him riftwalking across a short distance echoed a few times, then no more. And he didn’t take Nocky with him. The creature fell to the dirt, left alone with humans.

      Connor released Red’s hand and ran to Nocky. Her mucusy skin ran along his arms and the tears in his shirt, but he couldn’t feel the warmth of her energy like he had before. Her tentacles drooped, full of weight when there was once only light.

      “Where is he going?” Connor asked. “Did he tell you?”

      “No,” Kyle said.

      “This is just great,” Red groaned.

      Connor bit his lip, then glanced back at the crumbling moon.

      “I know you’re not thinking straight, brother. We’ll figure this out. We’ll make things right and get you back to your family.”

      Kyle released a few uncomfortable noises as he forced himself to his feet, leaning toward his good side. “There’s nothing we can do now.”

      “The truth, dammit! It’s all you’ve ever cared about.”

      “Connor, it has to be this way. The world can’t know.”

      Connor looked down and remembered that he had the vaporizer—that alien weapon that’d caused nothing but trouble. “Try and stop me.” He turned to Red and she offered a nod of agreement.

      “I’m with you, Connor McCoy,” she said.

      Then, together with Nocky again, they turned to walk away. His brother’s will was broken. Shimmer had fled in anguish. But if Connor had learned one thing from this whole insane fiasco, it was that it was finally time to do the right thing.

      The truth would set them free.
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      “All Luna personnel, please report to the International Hazard Bunker immediately.”

      Speakers positioned all around the station blasted the same announcement on repeat, accompanied by three loud, succinct buzzing noises and flashing red lights. It felt as if he’d heard it a thousand times. Captain Neil Armstrong winced with each blare, but still, he didn’t move.

      He lifted a perspiring glass of Budweiser to his lips and let the cool liquid roll down his throat. He released a sigh that echoed throughout the mostly empty rec room. The rest of the station was in chaos. Carts, laden with supplies, rolled by so quickly it appeared no one was pushing them. Soldiers marched by with VIPs—or what passed for marching under Luna’s low G. Shouting in multiple languages echoed from the Gagarin Plaza outside the bar, most of which Neil didn’t understand.

      “Are you gonna move, man?” the bartender asked as he hurried out from the back room carrying a box of supplies. “They say if that nuke blows along with their Mothership, it could wipe out Luna International, too.” He held a bloated cardboard box in his hands, which he had been frantically stuffing while Neil sat alone at the counter.

      “I think I’ll finish my drink first,” Neil replied. “Two of the first men on Luna—the new world—and we’re hiding in bunkers all the same.”

      “You think the Toads are gonna let that madman, McCoy, get away with this?”

      Neil shrugged.

      “Suit yourself!” The bartender scurried out of the room and joined the panic.

      What else could Neil do? He’d quickly become the youngest captain in NASA’s growing fleet of rockets. He’d had the freedom of flying through the next frontier, leading the new wave of exploration and colonization that, as a child, he’d never dreamed would be possible in his lifetime. The stuff of science fiction.

      But that was all it was, a dream—a good one, but a dream, nonetheless. People from all over Earth coming together on Luna in the single pursuit of brotherhood with extraterrestrials. Now it was all coming to an end. Humans had finally turned on the Vulbathi. The very aliens whose technology had saved his baby daughter Karen from dying of cancer when she was only three. Now, he might never see his family again.

      He could hear Kyle McCoy’s static-filled speech playing over the bar’s radio between every scream of the alarm. Humanity had created something magical, and now thanks to the brother of the man he’d falsely transported to Luna days ago, it was all coming undone.

      We just can’t get out of our own way.

      He pulled another long sip from his glass until there was nothing left, then spun around on his stool, scanning the room from left to right. The rec room was empty now. A few tables had been overturned as miners fled in a hurry. He counted at least a dozen unfinished drinks.

      He stood, took a step toward Gagarin Plaza, then turned around. He grabbed his glass and ducked under the counter. Wasn’t often he had the chance for a free drink. They charged a ton for everything on Luna, water included. A cold beer straight from the tap might as well have been gold. He knew better than most how expensive each shipment from Earth to Luna was, but it still felt like highway robbery.

      He drew himself another full glass and sat.

      “All Luna personnel, please report—”

      He closed his eyes and tried to drown out the alarms. It was all so pointless. What could a bunker buried in Luna’s thin crust do against the Toads if they retaliated? Nothing.

      “Mister Armstrong?” someone asked behind him.

      “I’m finishing my drink!” he snapped.

      “There’s no time.” A woman stepped beside him. She wore a white coat with a DAR label, graying hair pulled back into a bun, accentuating her narrow face.

      “Doctor Farnsworth, shouldn’t you be underground?” Neil asked.

      “It’s crazy out there. I have orders to get Director Hoover off Luna immediately. I’ve been looking everywhere for a pilot.”

      “Too bad, doctor,” Armstrong said, taking another sip. “All ships are grounded—thanks to McCoy’s threat.”

      She glanced at the radio, her features darkening. “I can’t believe he would do this.”

      “You never met the real Kyle. Plus, he’s human, ain’t he?”

      “I’ve never met him, but we’ve spoken many times.” Farnsworth adjusted her glasses. A tape bandage held them together on the ridge. “Well, you’re a pilot. Apollo 34 is prepped to take the director. It just needs someone to fly it.”

      “I told you, the airlock is sealed up. Defcon 1. Do I look like I’m in any condition to fly a spaceship anyway?”

      Neil went to take a sip, but she held his forearm down, lines of rage creasing her face. Her eyes bulged like she hadn’t slept in days.

      “I am a DAR employee, Captain,” she said, voice trembling. “We’ll get clearance.”

      “Only for as long as there are Toads left.”

      “Vulbathi!” She smacked the counter. Then she reached into the folds of her coat, pulled out a Walther TP, and shoved it into the small of his back. “Look, I don’t know what’s happening down there on Earth, but I won’t ask again, Captain. You’re my last option.”

      Neil raised his arms. “Dammit, lady! All right, I’ll come warm the engines up, but we’re not getting anywhere.”

      “Let’s go!”

      He went to take one last sip, but she yanked on his arm and shouted again. He knew better than to mess with a genius running on no sleep. There were plenty down in NASA headquarters who’d slice off your arm if you brewed their coffee wrong.

      Farnsworth held his arm as they jogged down one of Luna International’s glassy corridors toward the spaceport. Everyone else ran the other way, too panicked to notice them. The mine outside on the surface was empty for the first time in as long as he could remember. It wasn’t even spewing exhaust anymore.

      When they reached the door to the US dock shaft, it was sealed.

      “I told you, doctor,” Neil said. “We’re grounded.”

      She banged on the metal with the back of her pistol and the gate slid into the ceiling. Inside, a handful of US soldiers were on their knees, held hostage by men in white coats—a militia of DAR scientists and doctors. The obsidian chassis of Apollo 34 towered behind them.

      “We have our orders from above,” one of the apprehended soldiers said. “Nobody leaves until the crisis is resolved.”

      “It’ll never be resolved,” Farnsworth said.

      “Doctor Farnsworth,” one of the scientists addressed her. “Director Hoover is prepped and mobile. Is this the pilot?”

      “Yes.”

      “A little young, isn’t he?”

      “I’m standing right here,” Armstrong said. “What is this?” It wasn’t every day he saw soldiers on their knees, courtesy of glasses-wearing geeks. This day was full of surprises.

      “He’ll do,” Farnsworth said, ignoring the question. “Load the director. Captain Armstrong, initiate launch sequence.”

      He pointed up the cylindrical tube to the pressure-sealed ceiling. Only control could open it, and it appeared these scientists didn’t have them under duress. “You planning to get that open?”

      “Just do it!” Farnsworth growled, thrusting the pistol closer. He had a hard time taking her seriously with her frail voice and even frailer body. She closed her eyes and inhaled. “Please, Captain,” she said, calmer now. “We need you.”

      “Never could say no to a flight,” he said, stumbling toward the stairs up to Apollo 34’s cockpit. “But we’re not leaving until that seal is open. You crazies want to blow yourselves up, you do it on your own time.”

      Farnsworth prodded him up the stairs. He glanced back a few times. Four of the scientists carried a gurney with the unconscious body of Director J. Edgar Hoover on it. A handful of tubes ran from him to mobile equipment keeping him alive. The poor sap had been in a coma since the attack, and now they had a missile crisis.

      “Go on, Captain,” Farnsworth ordered.

      The hatch was already unsealed. The doctor’s sidearm goaded him along, and he climbed up the ladder to the cockpit. Drinks had his head feeling a little woozy, but he’d flown under worse conditions. Flying up to Luna was easy. Making sure the occupied portion of the rocket survived reentry through Earth’s atmosphere was another story entirely.

      He swallowed hard and started flipping all the switches to get the engines warmed. Solar gains from the panels outside the station were optimal. Propellant was at max capacity.

      “Hurry up!” Farnsworth shouted. He didn’t even have a chance to respond before she’d moved on to talking with the others. “Strap him there,” she ordered her people. “I’ll hold his mask on and keep him breathing. Are we ready? Captain!”

      “I’m going as fast as I can,” Neil said. “Give her a few minutes to warm up.”

      “Everything is set, Doctor Farnsworth,” a scientist said. “Godspeed and get them to safety.”

      “Them?” Neil asked.

      He craned his neck to see down out of the cockpit and into the passenger cabin. Seats lined the tube on their sides. It was uncomfortable to sit sideways when there was gravity, for sure, but in space, up or down was merely a point of reference. Farnsworth sat strapped into one exposed seat and Hoover across from her, all his life support tied to the chair. Everything else below them, almost the entire cabin, was submerged in water that somehow managed not to spill out everywhere, filled with tiny, gelatinous balls with black dots in them. They looked like frog eggs.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Neil asked.

      Apollo 34’s hatch slammed shut and clicked as it was locked and sealed from the outside. He went to climb down, but Farnsworth aimed the gun at him. She had tears in her eyes.

      “He’ll do it,” she said, talking toward him but not to him. “I know, Riftmother, but there are some of us who are good. We’ll be ready to try communicating again when they’re older.”

      “Who are you talking to?” Neil said. “What is this?”

      “The Riftmother foresaw this,” Farnsworth said. “She doesn’t blame us. We are young, impulsive. If her own kind could make the mistakes that sent her family here, we couldn’t help doing it either.”

      “What?”

      The water’s surface suddenly stretched as if a layer of plastic wrap were holding the liquid in place, and a scaly face emerged. A Vulbathi face, though thinner than any of the others he’d seen—more feminine.

      “Is that—?” Neil said.

      “I feared and knew this day would come,” a voice boomed in his head. All at once he felt frightened and somber, as if he were experiencing her very emotions. “Humanity was not ready yet. Today, they will have their victory. But we will commune again.”

      Neil held his ears. He’d never conversed with a Toad before, but he’d heard how awful it felt the first time. Like someone had planted a radio in your cerebral cortex and turned the volume up.

      “Doctor, what is this?” he groaned.

      “Preservation,” she replied.

      “Are those—?”

      “Vulbathi eggs, yes. Now please, Captain, we must launch.”

      “But how did—I—”

      “Captain! If you don’t launch, this clan will go extinct. Every Riftmother’s brood is unique. Their own genus. I don’t know how you feel about them, but I don’t care. They don’t deserve to die any more than we do . . . less than we do.”

      Neil glanced up through the viewport. The launch shaft remained sealed. “We can’t go anywhere.”

      “I will guide us through,” the Riftmother said. “Please, save my new brood, human Armstrong. Our species’ relationship was built on so much pain and death. So, it will end that way. A new one must be rebuilt from the ocean’s floor.”

      As the Riftmother spoke into Neil’s mind, he felt himself trusting her. He flipped the switch for engine ignition absentmindedly, and only when the rocket started rumbling did he realize what he’d done.

      “Get out of my head!” he yelled. He went to reverse it, but the captain chair’s restraints tightened automatically over his limbs as they always did during takeoff. He stretched his fingers for the controls, but a part of him didn’t want to stop it. The Riftmother’s plight echoed in his brain and stayed his hand.

      “This isn’t how it was supposed to be,” Farnsworth spoke loudly over the rattling ship.

      “The Rift makes all things as they are. We cannot seek to control it. I see now it was not yet our people’s time to commune. Yet our Chosen brought us here for a reason. We do not want your home, but one day, I hope you will learn to share it.”

      “They’re all going to die if this ship takes off!” Neil shouted, still unable to will himself to shut off the engines.

      “They will not. Only me. My eldest will sacrifice their lives for peace and for the Chosen. We go with the rift now.”

      The rocket shot forward, racing toward the solid seal. No matter how good a pilot Neil was, he couldn’t go through things. He squeezed his armrest, so terrified he couldn’t even manage a scream.

      His heart leapt into his throat, then his whole body followed. His vision went blank, then filled with strange and unnatural colors. His teeth felt like they were being squeezed up into his gums, the top portion of his head folding over itself. He’d been in plenty of launches, but it never felt like this.

      And then, as quickly as it started, it stopped. His vision normalized, and Apollo 34 raced through space toward the blue-green orb known as Earth. Neil couldn’t form words even if he’d had something to say. Glancing down, he saw Farnsworth had her arms crossed over her chest, murmuring to herself, and Hoover’s limp head had tilted to the other side.

      The Riftmother’s arms and legs were stretched to touch both sides of the tube. An aura of distortion surrounded her, streaks of translucent purple rippling through the air like magical eels. The rich color of her eyes slowly drained until they were white, then she collapsed back into the contained pool of water, thousands of her eggs parting around her body as she sank to the bottom.
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        This concludes the first book in Contact Day.

      

      

      The world has changed. Mortal enemies now stand together. Heroes have become the most wanted people on the planet.

      Will Shimmer and the Vulbathi ever find a home to call their own again? Will Kyle and Conner's family remain broken, scattered in the ashes of what happened on Luna?

      Will Red find new purpose now that the KGB has abandoned her?
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      Find out in the exciting follow-up to the award-winning Luna Missile Crisis. Coming 2021.
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        Thank you for reading The Luna Missile Crisis.

      

      

      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book on Amazon and Goodreads. Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      If you liked The Luna Missile Crisis, check out the rest of our books.

      The Buried Goddess Saga including the IPPY Web of Eyes, Winds of War, Will of Fire, Way of Gods, War of Men and Word of Truth.

      Also, visit www.aethonbooks.com. To sign up to receive updates regarding all new releases, If you liked this book, check out the rest of our catalogue at www.aethonbooks.com. To sign up to receive a FREE collection from some of our best authors as well as updates regarding all new releases, visit www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHORS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Jaime Castle hails from the great nation of Texas where he lives with his wife and two children and enjoys anything creative. A self-proclaimed comic book nerd and artist, he spends what little free time he can muster with his art tablet.

      Jaime is a #1 Audible Bestseller, Audible Originals author (The Luna Missile Crisis) and co-authored The Buried Goddess Saga, which includes the IPPY award-winning Web of Eyes.

      
        
        The Buried Goddess Saga:

        Web of Eyes

        Winds of War

        Will of Fire

        Way of Gods

        War of Men

        Word of Truth

      

        

      
        Find out more at www.jaimecastle.com

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Rhett is a Sci-fi/Fantasy author currently living in Stamford, Connecticut. His published works include books in the USA Today Bestselling CIRCUIT SERIES (Published by Diversion Books and Podium Audio), THE BURIED GODDESS SAGA and the THE CHILDREN OF TITAN SERIES (Aethon Books, Audible Studios). He is also one of the founders of the popular science fiction platform, Sci-Fi Bridge.

    

  

cover.jpeg
vy e

VA MISSILE*
_ :np§|5'

BRUNO CASTLE





images/00002.jpeg
e CONTACT DAY BOUK WO

IRiDS '






images/00001.jpeg
111111

BRUNO CASTLE

LUNA MISSILE
LRISIS






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





