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Just Another Saturday Night
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I am the only man alive who still remembers the night Earth was invaded.

Saturday night around midnight, a clear, late spring evening in Asheville, North Carolina, where I was working as the night pharmacist for a retail chain. My technician had already gone home, and I had one person waiting on pain medication, three new electronic scripts from Memorial Hospital’s emergency room, two people waiting to pick up their already filled prescriptions...

And Bob, babbling away about seeing a UFO. “Tom, I’m telling you this little flying saucer chased mah car a durn mile before it shot past me overhead and vanished behind the hills.”

The consultation booth sat next to the registers, and I was using its terminal to input the information off the pain script as I asked, “Bob, your face looks like it’s been scorched and you’ve got no eyebrows. What have you done to yourself this time?”

Bob’s ample beer gut, sticking out from a tee-shirt with an eagle holding crossed M-16’s and the logo, ‘God, Guts, and Guns Made America Great’, rested on the counter. “Well, I got me this wood stove,” he said, his normally red cheeks lit up like hot coals, “and I usually use me a little kerosene with mah kindling to get it started.”

I finished the pain script, sent it off to the pharmacy robot to fill, and started inputting the antibiotic. “Let me guess,” I said without taking my eyes off the screen, “you didn’t have any kindling, so you used a full cup of kerosene instead.”

“And a big old ball of fire shot out, torching mah face,” he said as he flung out his arms. Then he gingerly touched the place where his eyebrows had been. “Stings like hell, too.”

I couldn’t suppress a snort. “Yeah, I’ll bet. Okay, go to the first-aid aisle and get a tube of triple-antibiotic ointment with pain relief, 4 by 4 gauze, and surgical tape. Once everyone else’s taken care of, I’ll patch you up.” He started to leave, and I added, “Then I swear I’m making you a sign that reads, ‘Don’t let me play with matches’, and hanging it around your neck.” Bob gave me a hard stare.

Then he laughed. “Like that guy who says stupid people should wear a sign to warn everyone else, and if they don’t have one, you give them one while saying, ‘Here’s your sign’.”

Bob left the counter, still repeating the phrase and cracking himself up as I walked over to the register. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

I scanned the middle-aged woman’s drug card, bringing her information up on the screen as she said, “You should have more help. Why don’t you hire someone?”

I stepped over to the basket holding her filled prescription and brought the bag back. “I would if I could,” I said, scanning the bar code on the bag, “but corporate does all the hiring. If this was ‘Thomas Wolf Drugs’, I’d have a technician here all night, but it isn’t.”

She sniffed, glancing down at the ringless finger of my left hand, then back up at my face. “So tell me,” her voice growing a few shades warmer, “is it Thomas Wolfe like the author?”

I shook my head. “It’s wolf like the animal,” I replied as the woman behind her glanced at her phone, went pale, and hurried back up the aisle. “When my parents named me, they’d never even heard of Thomas Wolfe before I moved to Asheville.” I scanned her card and asked, “Would you like me to go over your medications?”

She looked at the young Latino man in a dark suit, his left arm in an air cast and sling, and shook her head. “Maybe another time when you’re less busy.”

I gave her a sardonic smile. “That would be around three in the morning... if I’m lucky.” She smiled back, then turned away with her bag in hand as I looked at the gentleman getting to his feet. “Mr. Rodriguez, the robot should have your medications filled. Just give me a moment to check them for accuracy, and I’ll have you on your way.”

I finished his prescription and brought it over to the register as I glanced down the first-aid aisle. Bob was staring at the supplies as if they were alien artifacts. “Tom,” he called out, “I know you’re busy. Do you think Molly could come down here and help me?”

“Sure thing, Bob.” I snorted in suppressed laughter as the Latino gentleman gave me a puzzled look. “Molly’s going to kill me for this,” I said in a quiet voice, reaching for the intercom on the phone. He glanced at Bob, then back at me, a slow smile spreading over his face as I picked up the handset and pushed the intercom button, making it beep. “”Sweet Molly Malone is needed in first-aid for... special assistance.”

Bob’s face lit up, making him look like a pyromaniac Santa Claus as the intercom beeped back. “Molly’s outside with everyone else,” said Heather, Molly’s trainee. “They’re watching to see if any more UFOs fly past.”

I traded a troubled look with my customer. “Heather,” I said over the intercom, “did you just say UFOs?”

“They’re flying in diamond-shaped groups,” Heather’s voice replied. “Check your phone.”

From the first-aid aisle, Bob yelled, “I told you I saw a flying saucer. I’m going out to mah pickup and getting mah guns.”

As Bob lumbered up the aisle as fast as he could, I looked at my customer. “I’m not allowed to have my phone on me while on duty.”

“I’ve got mine,” he replied, digging his own cellphone out of his pocket and turning it on. He deftly began using his thumb to touch icons before his eyes went wide. “Madre Dios,” he said, scrolling down with his thumb. “Mexico City’s under attack.”

“What?” He held up his phone with a video showing something happening, and I came around the counter to get a better look. The video clip showed a half dozen police firing at a silver disc the size of an old Volkswagen as it flew past. The disc stopped on a dime, turned, and the half dozen police blew apart like exploding rag dolls. The disc then turned around and resumed its original course. I handed the phone back as I asked, “Mr. Rodriquez, could this be a hoax?”

“Call me Manuel,” he said absently, still scrolling with his thumb. “No, it can’t be. I’m getting posts from friends in Moscow and Paris, all saying the same...” He trailed off as horror swept across his face. “No! Merida is under attack as well.” He held up a picture of a Spanish colonial era church with another silver disc flying past it, and police firing.

“Is that where you’re from?”

He nodded, continuing to scroll. “I grew up in the United States but I was born in Merida. I was the guest violinist for your symphony tonight, but after the performance, I tripped backstage and gashed my arm trying to break my fall.”

“Ouch.”

He nodded, frowning as he kept scrolling. “My friends all over say the aliens are broadcasting the same things in whatever the local language is. They’re telling people to go home and not resist. Anyone firing upon one of their craft will be destroyed, but everyone else will be spared... oh, and more instructions will follow once they’ve taken control.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, as it says in the ‘Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy’, the first rule is not to panic. Let me get your medications and go over them really quick, and then we’ll head up front.”

He stared at me. “The aliens are invading and you want to give me a drug lecture?”

I gave him a stern look. “No one leaves my counter without understanding what they’re taking. I don’t care if aliens are really invading or not; this is the way I’ve always done things, and I’m not going to change.” His expression turned bemused, but once I pulled the prescription bottles off the robot’s conveyor belt and checked them for accuracy, he paid attention as I took each bottle out and told him what he needed to know.

As I handed them over, he asked, “What do I owe you?”

“On the house.” He raised his eyebrows in surprise and I shrugged. “They’re both cheap. If this turns out to be a hoax, I’ll cover them. I know how crappy symphony musicians get paid.”

“What if it’s not?”

“Then it probably won’t matter. But I’m betting it is.”

I debated securing the pharmacy by closing the metal gates that came down from the ceiling, but decided to leave it open for the moment. I strode through the swinging door between the consultation booth and the register and walked towards the front, Manuel joining me. “Why don’t they let you carry your cellphone?”

“Corporate policy,” I replied as we passed through first-aid. “Most pharmacists ignore it, but my ex-wife is the Regional manager, and she loves busting my chops over minor infractions every chance she gets.”

He shook his head. “Have you thought about looking for another job?”

I sighed. “I’d lose my stock options and longevity bonus if I did. Besides, Jayne’s bad mouthed me all over Western North Carolina, and even if she hadn’t, no one’s hiring old pharmacists anymore.”

“Surely you aren’t that old?”

“Fifty-five this year. I keep myself lean with jogging and martial arts sword fighting using Kendo blades, but my body tells me I’m not as young as I used to－”

Molly raced around the end-cap and ran towards us, her big blond curls bouncing as she gasped, “Wolfman, you’ve got to come quick. Bob’s armed himself to the teeth and he’s scaring everyone.”
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As I cursed under my breath, Manuel gave Molly a puzzled look. “Why did you call him the Wolfman?”

“It’s the beard,” she replied, pointing at the close cropped hair on my face. “Oh, and before I forget, we got a robo-call from corporate, saying any talk about an alien invasion is false news and that all stores will remain open.”

“Now I’m beginning to believe this isn’t a hoax. Where’s Bob?”

“Outside in the parking lot... Oh my God,” she exclaimed as she noticed Manuel. “You’re the guest violinist who played with the symphony tonight. I really wanted to go,” she gushed, “but I couldn’t get out of work...”

I left the two them together and jogged up to the front, taking a left past the photo department and then the row of registers until I reached the automatic doors. I came to a halt as they opened and walked outside.

Cool air swept over my face from the mountains across the valley, their peaks highlighted by the lights coming from the army reserve base on their opposite side as I strode across the sidewalk and onto the parking lot. A dozen or so customers, mostly women, a couple of them with kids, were huddled together in a group, speaking quietly among themselves as they warily watched Bob. He had his AR-15 rifle in his hands as he stared up at the sky. I gave the customers the most reassuring smile I could as I walked past them. Bob turned to look at me as I approached. “Doc, I am ready for them aliens.”

Along with the rifle, Bob had a pistol tucked into his belt on both sides, a third one at the small of his back, and a Bowie knife sticking out of his boot. Looking him up and down, I stopped beside him and smiled. “Molly told me you were loaded for bear, and she was right.” I glanced back at the customers, who were watching us, before turning back to Bob. “Hey, did I ever tell you the story about the hiker and the Christian bear?”

Bob lowered his rifle as he gave me a puzzled look. “A Christian bear?”

“Absolutely. About this time of the year, a hiker came upon a bear just coming out of hibernation, and he was hungry. I mean, Huuuungry!” Bob chuckled as I went on. “So the hiker starts running, but he can’t outrun the bear, so he drops to his knees, clasps his hands, and looks up at the sky. ‘Lord’, he says, ‘please make this be a Christian bear’.”

Bob scratched his grizzled head. “So, what happened?”

“A miracle,” I replied, throwing open my arms. “The bear dropped to its knees beside the hiker, clasped its paws together, and said, ‘Oh Lord, for this which we are about to receive, let us give thanks’.” Bob belly laughed as the customers either smiled or laughed themselves, the tension breaking up as I lowered my arms. “Bob, everyone appreciates you looking out for us, but I don’t think the aliens are coming for us just yet. How about flipping on the safety of your rifle, so we don’t have any accidents－”

Red light flared behind the mountains across the valley, illuminating mushroom clouds of smoke, and a moment later the bellow of multiple explosions rolled over us. Several women screamed as one of the men shouted, “They’re attacking the army base.”

Bob had his rifle pointed skyward again as one of the women pointed at a group of fast moving lights in a diamond formation, far off in the distance. “Look, there’s more of them heading towards the base.”

Bob aimed his rifle and fired. “Come and get some,” he yelled as I quickly backed away from him, the rest of the customers doing the same. “I ain’t afraid of you alien mother-fuckers.”

There’s no way Bob could’ve hit any of them or even come close, but as if in response, one of the lights detached itself from the group and shot towards us. The group reformed itself back into a diamond shape and continued on towards the ongoing explosions. For a moment I stared in shock at the light streaking towards us like a bolt from heaven, before shaking my head to clear it. “Everyone back inside.” The customers continued staring upward with horrified expressions, and I dug out the drill instructor voice every Marine Corps recruit remembers from boot camp. “All of you, back inside, now!”

They jumped, shaken out of their horror, and began stumbling towards the doors as I hurried them along, glancing over my shoulder at the light rushing towards us like a missile. One of the kids began running towards the door and suddenly they all were, a young girl tripping on the curb and falling with a cry. Her mother helped her up, and they joined the others pelting through the entrance as I reached the sidewalk and turned around. “Bob, drop your weapon and come on.”

“Hell no,” he shouted. “Ain’t no damn alien taking mah guns away.” He aimed towards the craft, the light becoming a silver disc with two forward vents in an upside triangle and odd hump between them, now at rooftop level over the Food King far back across the street. “Got me a bump stock, so this baby’s going full automatic.” As it shot across the empty grocery store parking lot straight at Bob, he yelled, “Come git some!” He blazed away at the alien with the AR-15, the rifle spitting bullets ringing as they ricocheted off the silvery metal. As it reached the grassy edge of the store’s property, both vents glowed red.

Then came a hiss like dozens of serpents as Bob blew apart like a rag doll filled with blood. I stumbled backwards, the double doors opening behind me as red gore sprayed across the pavement. The AR-15 disintegrated into chunks of steel and plastic, pinging as they hit the parking lot. I made it inside and leaped for the switch that closed the double doors and inactivated the electronic eye, as the craft stopped on a dime without slowing down. Then its vents turned towards us. “Everyone back,” I yelled, panic in my voice as I ran to the edge of the front store counter. “Molly, herd everyone into the office and lock－”

The silver disc crashed through the doors. Glass shattered and metal shrieked as it tore through the steel frames, entering the store as I turned and caught my foot on the bottom of the candy rack. I tripped and fell, rolling away from the counter as the customers screamed and ran towards the office where Molly was frantically trying to get people to enter. I ended up with my backside on the carpet in a crab-like position.

The alien craft hovered motionless at eye-level with me. The silvery disc was large as those one-person electric cars, but slender, with the hump between the triangle vents an androgynous metal face. I began backing up like a hermit crab, terrified that if I turned my back on it, I’d be destroyed like Bob was. Relentless as death, it kept pace with me until my back bumped up against the sunglasses stand. I stopped, and it moved until the androgynous face hovered a yard or so from my own.

“I am so fucked,” I whispered as the triangles to either side began to glow.
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A female voice with a strange inflection came from the metal face, though the lips never moved. “An illogical response as the act is anatomically impossible. However, I will accept it as a sign of your surrender.” The triangular vents lost their red glow as the voice said, “Is there a female of your species in charge?”

“Tom’s the boss,” Molly called out from behind me. “He’s the pharmacist on duty; I’m just the Shift supervisor.”

“Males of your species are irrelevant,” it replied. “I require a female of your species to assume command over the other females in this space.”

“But－”

“Molly,” I called out, risking a quick glance over my shoulder. She was huddled between the front counter and photo, a terrified expression on her face. “I really...” My voice cracked, and I cleared my throat. “Really need you to pull up your big girl pants and take command.” She made a little head shake ‘No’. “Yes, you can. Molly, we’ve faced down enraged customers and meth addicts using nothing other than our wits. You can do this.” I could do a fair impersonation of voices I knew, and I made my voice sound like Tomeka, one of the other shifts. “Girl friend, you got balls or what?”

Molly gave out a snort of laughter before taking a deep breath. Then she slowly rose to her feet. “Alright, what do you want?”

“Segregate the females and children under sixteen years of age, and move them to the rear of the building where the merchandise is stored. We are considering using this building as a temporary holding place until this sector has been pacified. Once that is accomplished, they will be moved to more permanent facilities.”

“Why only women and children,” Molly asked. Her eyes met mine. “Why can’t Tom come with us?”

“This is for your safety,” the alien craft replied. I turned forward again as it added, “We have taken note of the harm human males routinely cause to the females of your species, and while our first priority is pacification of all sectors, our second priority is your health and well being. All will be explained later.”

I cleared my throat. “What about us guys?”

“Cooperation will be noted and looked upon favorably. More will be explained－”

From the parking lot came the squeal of tires, rising to rubber shrieking as headlights pierced the darkness outside. The silver disc rotated 180 degrees and shot up into the air, hovering near the ceiling above the shattered entrance as car doors slammed. I scrambled to my feet as someone outside gave a low whistle. “Sheeit, Jimbo,” a rough male voice said, “look at that.”

“This is a really bad idea,” a different male voice said. “We should go back to the cabin.”

“Not ‘till we get some oxy’s,” a deep male voice replied. I strode towards the front with glass crunching under my shoes, fear fueling my anger as three men walked in through the opening. All three were in their mid-twenties; one skinny with red hair, one chubby with a beard, and a big guy with stringy black hair. All of them wore dirty jeans and grubby tee-shirts. The big man looked at the mangled doors before staring at me. “What the fuck happened?”

“The doors malfunctioned,” I said, meeting him glare for glare. “The store’s closed for repairs.”

“Not until we get all your oxycodone,” the big guy snarled. He and the others stepped through the twisted metal as he motioned towards the back of the store. “You’re taking us back there and opening the safe.”

“Screw the oxy’s,” the red haired man said as he looked past me. “We’re taking little Mary Sunshine there back to the cabin with us.”

“The hell you are,” I snarled, my fear forgotten as I stabbed my finger at his face. “You want drugs? No problem; I’ll gladly open the safe and let you have anything you want. But you aren’t touching a hair on Molly’s, or anyone else’s head.”

His skinny hand reached behind him and came back with a revolver. “Oh yeah? Mr. Smith and Mr. Wesson disagree.” I was likely a bit hysterical, because it struck me as so funny that I began to laugh. He cocked the hammer back. “Do you fucking want to die?”

“Do you know what your problem is?” With one hand, I motioned up towards the ceiling. “You never bothered to ask if whatever blew the doors off their supports is still here.”

The big guy pulled out a Glock and pointed it my way as the chubby man looked up. “Oh shit! Jim, he’s not kidding; there’s an alien drone above us with its gun ports pointing right at us.”

My laugh had a brittle edge as they both looked up and froze. “Boys, let me introduce you to my little friend.” I was going to say, ‘Bob’s killer’, but it came out, “Bob, the alien attack drone, who’s going to turn all of you into mother-fucking hamburger if you touch Molly or any other female.” I whipped my arm out towards the back. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about the drugs and I’ll give you whatever you want. But then the three of you will take your happy asses out of here. Are we clear?” The big guy gave me a hard stare.

Then he opened his hand, holding the Glock loosely in his fingers as he raised the other. “I don’t want no trouble, I just want the drugs. Come on, Red,” he said, glancing at the skinny man beside him. “Let it go for once so we can do the end of the world party in style.”

“I ain’t letting it go,” he snarled. “It’s that bitch’s fault and I’m not letting her get away with it.” He pointed the revolver past me at Molly as above me I heard the hissing sound.

He blew apart in bloody gore, spraying the big man who jumped back with his revolver raised as the chubby guy turned and pelted through the opening. I backed away, then ran towards Molly as the big man disintegrated as well. Then the alien drone crashed through the twisted bits of metal hanging from the entrance, as the chubby man’s voice screamed from the parking lot, “It wasn’t me! I didn’t want to hurt－”

His words were cut off with a serpent’s hiss. I reached Molly and we threw our arms around each other, Molly sobbing as the alien drone flew back inside. It floated along the long counter until it came to a halt just a couple yards away. I eyed the silvery metal face askance and pulled back. “Okay, big girl pants, remember?”

“I can’t,” she sobbed, still clinging to me with her eyes closed. “Wolfman, I just can’t.”

I put my face close to hers. “Molly, don’t look at anything else except my eyes. Can you do that?” She nodded, her eyes locking on to mine as I said, “I know you can. Look, I’m so terrified that if I wasn’t in my usual state of dehydration, I’d have already peed myself.” That got another snort of laughter, and I put my hands on her shoulders. “I’m pretending to be brave, and if I can do it, you can too.” She nodded, her face growing less fearful as I said, “So, here’s the plan. You gather up the women and kids, raid the store for anything they need, and herd them into the stockroom.”

“But that’s against company policy.”

“I’ll pay for everything you take... that is, if there’s still a company after tonight.” Taking my hands off Molly’s shoulders, I turned around. “Alien space drone, or whatever you are, may I ask a question?”

“You may refer to me by the name you gave me earlier, which is Bob. What is the nature of your question?”

I blinked in surprise, then shook it off. “Alright... Bob, tell me, after tonight, is there going to be a company?”

“Or any companies?” Molly added.

“While a detailed explanation will be forthcoming, once pacification is complete, no human institutions will remain. So the answer to both of your questions is no.”

Well, there goes my 401k and stock options. Focus, Wolfman. “Okay,” I said as I turned back around, “that’s that.” In the office beyond the photo department, I could hear children crying. “Give the kids whatever toys and books they want, and the rest of the women as well. Take anything you think they might need.”

Molly nodded, the fear sliding away from her face replaced by an expression of resolve. “Once we’ve raided the shelves, do the same thing. Whatever you don’t need, leave outside, including the drugs. Maybe we can keep someone else...”

She was looking past the drone at the blood soaked entrance, but looked back at me as I inclined my head. “That’s a good idea. Tell the guys to join me, and we’ll wait until your group’s in the stockroom before raiding the store ourselves.”

“Alright then.” Molly started towards the office, but then turned around. “By the way, I did.”

“Did what?”

“Peed myself.”

Without missing a beat, I picked up the phone receiver and hit the intercom button. “Clean-up in the photo department.”

As my voice echoed through the store, Molly gave an outraged laugh and smacked my chest. “You bastard, I－” At once she stopped and backed away from me, looking at the alien vessel as she raised her hands. “Don’t hurt Tom, I’m not mad at him or anything.”

Its voice replied, “You are upset, and the male is using humor to help you cope. We understand your behaviors. Gather what materials are needed for your group’s comfort and I will guard you until the sector is pacified.”

Molly and I traded a troubled look. Then we got to work.
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The poster sized sign we placed on the beginning of the long tables outside of the store read: ‘End of the World Giveaway. Everything Must Go’.

The only two men in the office besides Manuel were a married couple whose names were both Albert. Big Al was tall and muscular, reminding me of the cartoon character, Mr. Clean, with his bald head and gold earring, while Little Al was short and a bit on the fluffy side. He also talked enough for three people, chatting up Manuel while Big Al and I hauled stuff off the shelves and placed them on the long tables.

After the women and kids had been settled, I’d propped open the emergency door near the back so we wouldn’t have to walk through the destroyed entrance. I was just walking through it with a load of canned goods when Manuel, sitting on one of the folding chairs we’d liberated and set up, called out, “Looks like we’ve got our first customer.”

I set it down on a table and watched with the others as an SUV drove towards us with a different alien drone keeping pace overhead. As the SUV pulled into the parking lot, the second and smaller alien drone shot towards the loading dock at the back where Molly was standing. The larger drone I’d named Bob rose into the air as the SUV drove slightly past the loading dock and stopped. Both rear doors and the passenger side door opened, and a young boy, a young teen-age girl, and a woman in her thirties got out. They slammed the doors shut, the two kids chasing after the small drone that had dropped down to their level while the woman hesitated, looking back at the vehicle.

Through the windshield, I could see the driver, a man about my age with steel grey hair cut like bristles in a brush, holding onto the steering wheel with a white-knuckle grip. The expression on his face looked grim. Molly had left the loading dock when the SUV pulled in, shaking hands with the woman as she motioned towards the open back doors. They spoke for a moment, the woman pointing back towards the SUV. Molly told her something that seemed to satisfy the woman, for she followed after the children who’d already gone inside, while Molly strode over to where we were standing. “Tom,” she called out, not getting too close, “can you talk to this guy? His wife says he doesn’t want to leave them alone.”

“Sure.” I traded a look with the others, then walked over to the driver’s side door as Molly stood a short distance away to watch. The driver lowered the window as I stopped beside him. “Can I help you, mister...”

“It’s major,” he snapped, looking at me with eyes as steel grey as his hair. “Major Robert Laskaris of the United States Army, and I’m not leaving my wife and children alone.”

One of the best classes I ever took in pharmacy school was one on communication, especially using non-verbal gestures, and I made an open gesture with my hands to seem less threatening. “Major, I completely understand. However, so far these invaders have gone out of their way to protect women and children. They don’t seem give a rat’s rear-end about us men, but the rest of your family will be safe.”

“Another idiot who hasn’t bothered to understand their motivation,” he said in a voice dripping with scorn. “The aliens have a plan to eradicate us, starting with the separation of families, and I refuse to cooperate. We’re at war, or hadn’t you noticed?”

Screw niceness. “I’m noticing the world’s getting its collective ass kicked,” I snapped back, gesturing towards the tables where the guys were now standing. “Manuel’s been keeping track of what’s happening in Central and South America, and most of the governments have already surrendered. Both Albert's have been tracking Europe and the US, and while no one’s surrendered yet, every single video, post, whatever, says the same thing: nothing we’ve got is able to even make a dent in the alien drones, let alone bring one down.”

“I kept telling Robert that,” a warm, female voice said from the SUV’s console, “but he refuses to listen.” Startled, I looked past him at the cellphone in its bracket. A cartoon character face with red hair and freckles, occupied the screen. The voice went on. “Your technology is vastly inferior to ours, on the level of the ancient Babylonians being invaded by a fully supplied United States military, all branches. The difference is that, unlike your conflicts, we are not motivated by either greed or anger.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Then why are you attacking us?”

“Get Major Laskaris to join your group, and I will explain to you all that is permitted.”

A granite cliff face had more give than the major’s expression. “There’s no argument you can muster that will sway me.”

“Yeah? Try this: is your family better off with you alive or dead? I can show you video clips from Manuel’s and both Al’s cellphones, showing male soldiers torn apart by whatever weapon these drones are using, while the female soldiers beside them are untouched. Major, we’re talking about video from battles all over the world.”

The major’s expression slid into surprise as the voice from the phone said, “There have been a few accidental deaths, which I can show you as well. But otherwise, Thomas is correct.”

I stiffened, realizing she already knew my name, but hid my unease as I put both hands on the car door’s open window. “So, here’s my deal. You either join us right now or I’m walking away. From what I’ve seen so far, these aliens really, and I mean really, don’t care about what happens to us guys. I suspect the only reason you aren’t dead is that your wife and kids would be upset, and for whatever reason it matters to them. But I don’t think they’ll let you keep defying them for much longer.”

“And you would just watch them kill me.”

“It’s completely your call,” I shot back. “Door number one you join us, door number two I walk away and don’t look back.”

“That’s cold.”

I shrugged. “It’s called living to see another day. So, which door will it be?” The granite hardness returned to his face and I said, “Door number two then. Best hope the aliens have more patience than I do.” Taking my hands off the door, I turned around to leave.

“Wait.” I stopped and turned back towards him, the granite melting away as he sighed. “Tell me where to park.”

I motioned towards the area where the parking lot curved around the box-like store. “Drive past what’s left of the store entrance and park somewhere over there. That way, if another group of stupid rednecks decides to pull a gun on the aliens, it won’t get damaged in the crossfire.”

“What if they pull a gun on us?”

“Why do you think I’m giving away the store, including the drugs? Nothing on these tables is worth the life of another human being, and that includes the chemicals. They can have whatever they want.”

“Robert,” the warm female voice said from the phone, “by joining this group you will be protected, as Bob and I have determined that the males of this group are acting within the protocols we operate by. So long as the males continue to do so, Bob will guard the exterior of the building while I protect the female group and their offspring.” The major opened his mouth as if to retort.

Then he shut it and pulled the cellphone out from its bracket. “My phone’s been possessed by an alien named Ariel,” he said as he handed it to me. “You’re welcome to her.” Putting the SUV in gear, the major drove around the entrance and parked under one of the tall lights as I walked back towards our group.

I’ve always been critical of people who walk around with their eyes glued to their cellphones, yet found myself doing exactly that as the face morphed into a cartoon of a red haired girl in an old fashioned silver spacesuit. “The major’s daughter named me Ariel after the character in her favorite cartoon,” the character said, her mouth moving with the words, “because she said Ariel would never hurt her. Thank you for helping me preserve her faith in me.”

“Ah, no problem. Listen, if you need me to, I can give this phone to Molly to give to the girl, so you can keep speaking to her.”

“There is no need. I am currently speaking with both children using her brother’s phone, as well as all the children and their mothers who are in the building.”

I blinked. “You’re able to hold multiple conversations at the same time?” On the screen, the cartoon character nodded, and I said, “That’s incredible.”

The character took a bow. “Thank you. I am also interacting with both Albert’s and Manuel, the living mothers of the adult females inside the building, letting them know their adult children are safe, with other Strike Angels, and with our own Mother, of course.”

“You... have a mother?”

“In a manner of speaking. Everything will be explained in greater detail later, but for now, let me answer the question you asked. What motivates us is the ongoing survival of the human female species.”

I stopped moving, the tables a stone’s throw away as I asked, “Why just females? Why not all of us?”

The screen changed to a cartoon rendition of a planet different than earth, as if seen a distance away. On the edge of the top right-hand screen, a fiery meteor the size of our moon appeared and streaked towards the planet, smashing into it as tiny silver sparks flew away in a group. The planet broke apart as the silver sparks reached the edge of the screen and vanished.

The screen changed back to the cartoon character in her space suit. “We uploaded the consciousness of all the members of the species who created us, and began searching the galaxy for other life forms similar to them. Human females, while binary and primitive, share enough characteristics with our creator species to make them worthy of survival, and so we are taking steps to make sure females of the species are preserved.”

I stared at the cartoon character on the screen. “But what about us guys? I mean, without us, the human race will soon die out.”

The character waggled her forefinger like a scolding teacher. “Males are irrelevant. We have technology capable of regenerating humans from making small repairs to complete regeneration, turning them back into children, or combining the DNA from two or more females and creating a brand new child. Procreation is no longer necessary.” I gaped at the phone in shock, and the character made an open gesture as she smiled. “Thomas, if we wanted to eliminate all males, you and I wouldn’t be speaking right now. We have a plan for the males not destroyed during the pacification process, or culled during the judgment phase, but all that will be explained－”

“Wait, back up. What do you mean by culled?”

The character folded her arms across her chest. “Thomas, think about it. If a psychopathic killer offered no violence during pacification, could he be trusted in the new society being established?”

“But how would you know?”

“Because we have been monitoring the entire planet for quite some time, using billions of drones masquerading as insects. We know most everything about every living person, and that knowledge will be used during the judging process.”

Stay calm, Wolfman. You’ve never killed anyone... at least, that you know of. “When does this judging phase begin?”

“It already has. We are taking the easy cases first, like both of the males called Albert. They have been taking care of three children who were abused by their natural parents, and their actions, along with their attraction strictly for other males, has given them a favorable status. While final judgment is pending, I anticipate they will continue to remain in contact with their children and enjoy a more privileged status than will Manuel, who has a strong attraction to females.”

“You say it like it’s a bad thing.”

“It is with us. He has no history of violence, and considerable skill with musical instruments, both of which are marks in his favor, but trusting him will be more difficult. He will have the chance to prove himself over time, though.”

“But you’ll let him live?” The character nodded, then gestured as if to say, ‘Aren’t you going to ask’? I took another deep breath. “What about me?”

She grinned. “Seriously? Marine Corps infantry, association with a medieval recreation group that fought full contact with weapons made out of rattan, ugly divorce from your wife－”

“She’s a sociopath.”

“She is worse than that, actually, which helps your case a good bit.” I gaped at the phone in surprise as she continued. “I could go on, but essentially this is a good news/ bad news situation. The good news is you are not going to be culled.”

I let out my breath with a lot up built up tension. “And the bad news?”

The cartoon character smiled. “We have a special fate lined up for people like you.”
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Before I could ask Ariel what she meant by ‘special fate’, the cartoon character turned in the direction of two vehicles, slowing down to either pull into the Food King or the pharmacy. On the major’s phone, the character ran towards a silver spaceship, which shot into the air...

As the actual space drone rose up and took position overhead. Bob moved to flank her as the vehicles, a candy apple red Mustang and a dented pickup truck the color of old grunge, squealed tires as they pulled into the pharmacy’s far parking lot. I ran towards the tables, positioning myself in front of the others, including the major, as both vehicles whipped around and screeched to a stop. The doors opened, and four men in camouflage uniforms, all of them carrying M-16’s, stepped out. “Everything’s under control here,” I said, holding up my empty left hand and the cell phone in my right. “We’re in the process of giving away the store.”

The driver, a beefy white guy in his mid-twenties with short blond hair, motioned with his rifle at the front entrance. “Looks like you’re having the same shitty night we’ve had.”

Before I could answer, the major pushed past me. “Corporal Anderson,” he snarled, “what are you doing here?”

“Running away as fast as we can, major” he snapped back. “The base just got its ass kicked.”

“Nothing stopped those things,” a wiry soldier with short black hair added. “The alien drones were sending messages over everybody’s cell phones to either surrender or evacuate, and we beat feet.”

The major stabbed his finger at Anderson’s face. “Deserting your post is a court-martial offense. I will see all of you brought up on charges—”

“Yeah, and who are you going to bring them up to?” Anderson held onto his rifle with one hand while waving the other around. “The base is totally gone, destroyed by those alien motherfuckers, and everyone’s either dead or fled.”

The major’s arm lowered as he began trembling. “But, the general informed us the base was setting up anti-aircraft guns, Stinger missiles, Reaper drones.”

“Which were all blown apart in the initial attack,” a pudgy white guy in his early thirties said. He had short brown hair and the name tag ‘Mortimer’ stitched onto the front of his camouflaged shirt. “Sir, people were dying all around us, and Corporal Anderson made the decision to retrograde back here rather than die uselessly ourselves.”

“For that matter,” the fourth soldier, a tall, Latin man with wavy dark hair slightly longer than the others, said, “why are you here and not at your post?”

Major Laskaris’s face went red. “I’ll have you know that I was at home when this began, and was in the process of taking my family to safety when one of the alien drones overtook my SUV and forced us to drive here.”

“Sounds like a load of bull crap to me,” Anderson snapped as the driver of the pickup truck got out with a shotgun in his hand. He looked like a football linebacker gone to fat, with a dirty tee-shirt, jeans, and long greasy brown hair. He lumbered towards us as Anderson pointed his rifle at the major’s face. “I’ve put up with your shit for the last two years and I’m not putting up with it anymore. You’re a liar and a damn...” His face screwed up in thought as he said, “What’s the word for someone who’s always, ‘Do as I say and not as I do’?”

“Hypocrite,” I replied, pulling the major away from them. “Maybe he is, but not about this.”

“Stay out of this, doc,” Anderson said, keeping the muzzle of his M-16 pointed at the major. “I don’t want to shoot you by mistake.”

“Yeah, and I don’t want you reduced to a red smear on the pave—”

The major and I stumbled backwards as the Ariel drone dropped between us and the four men, Bob taking a position to their side, which covered the fifth guy as well. Glancing down at the phone, the red haired character popped her head out of the spaceship. “I think you better step out of the line of fire,” the cartoon character said, waving her arm to get us moving as the drone, in the exact same voice, said, “Anderson, you and your squad are a lot closer to being terminated than you have been all night. However, if you drop the weapons and surrender, we will not only let you live, but give you favorable scores towards remaining that way when we judge your worth to us.”

The big guy with the shotgun said, “Told y’all this was judgment day.”

“Wayne,” Bob’s voice said from the other drone, “this applies to you as well.”

He gaped like a beached fish at the silvery drone. “How the fuck do you know my name?”

“We have extensive files on everyone. Now, drop your weapons so Ariel and I can destroy them, and speak with Wolfman about the five of you joining his group.”

Anderson gave me a puzzled look. “Wolfman?”

“It’s the beard,” I replied, stroking the close cropped hair on my face. “Look guys, you know we can’t hurt these things, so do as the nice aliens say and I’ll go get all of us beers out of the fridge.”

“Ain’t no one taking my guns away,” the big man began. “They’ll have to pry it out of my cold—”

“Billy-Bob, put a sock in it,” Anderson snapped. “Me and my boys have got this. Just get your ass back in the truck.” The heavy man opened his mouth to argue and Anderson yelled, “Did I stutter? Back the fuck off.” Billy-Bob, looking both angry and confused, lowered his shotgun and retreated a few steps as Anderson turned towards the other three. “You boys remember what we talked about if this happened?” Grim faced, they nodded, and Anderson turned around to face the drones. “Alright, on the count of three. One...”

The major pulled me away as Anderson said, “Two...”

Bob’s gun ports began glowing red, with Ariel’s following suit as Anderson yelled, “Three!”
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Anderson yelled three, the four soldiers took their M-16’s...

And dumped them on the pavement with a clatter of plastic and steel, turning around as they dropped their trousers and began slapping their butt cheeks towards the alien drones.

I broke out laughing as did the guys behind me, the major face-palming while Wayne’s expression turned to disgust. “Y’all are a bunch of fucking retards.”

Ariel giggled, while Bob’s female voice grew tart. “Now that you have gotten that out of your systems, leave your weapons and ask Wolfman if you may join his group.”

The drones rose up above us. All four soldiers were grinning like relieved fools as they pulled up their trousers and refastened them. “I can’t believe we got away with that.”

“The last great act of defiance,” I said, holding out my hand. “Anderson, if you want to join us, all I ask is that you and your guys stay chill.”

“We’ll be so chill we’ll be frosty,” he replied, shaking it. As we let go, he motioned towards the black haired, skinny guy. “This is Joe-Bo. C’mere and sign on with Wolfman’s pack.” I caught a flash of resentment, quickly masked, as he walked over and shook my hand. Anderson either missed it or didn’t care as he motioned at the pudgy soldier. “This is Mort.”

“John Mortimer,” he said as he pumped my hand. “I’m Anderson’s right hand man.”

I nodded as the Latino man strode over. “Diego Lopez, but everyone calls me Coyote.”

“I nicknamed him that after he chased my sister like the coyote chases the roadrunner,” Anderson said, “with about as much success.”

Coyote’s smile never wavered as he shook my hand with a firm grip. “Not yet, but the coyote never gives up.” As we let go, he glanced upward at the drones. “Though I think it’s going to be a lot harder, now.”

“Let’s hope it’s not impossible,” I said, getting back a grimace and a nod. I hooked a thumb at the long haired man now cradling his shotgun. “What about your friend?”

“Wayne,” Anderson said as he turned towards him, “time to call it a day. Toss your zombie-stomper on the pile with ours and lets all have a beer.”

Wayne only shook his head, greasy hair whipping around as he backed up towards his truck. “Why? So they can put me in some kind of concentration camp and give me drugs that mess with my mind? Fuck that.”

“For chrissake, Wayne,” black haired Joe-Bo said, “give it up already. The war’s over and we got our ass kicked.”

Holding the shotgun in one hand, he flipped us off with his middle finger of the other. “Y’all do what you want, but I’m going back to my cabin, grabbing the speed freak bitch next door, and going out of this world in style.”

“Wayne Wilson,” Ariel said from above us, “for your actions abusing women, whether willing or not, you are presently on our list to be culled.”

He gave the drone a puzzled look. “I’m being what?”

“Culled,” I replied. “Killed, executed, a redneck smear on the pavement. Bob,” I said as I looked up, “is it possible for someone on the cull list to redeem themselves?”

As Manuel walked up beside me, Bob said from overhead, “If Wayne will add his weapon to the pile and do exactly as we say, his actions will go a long way towards moving him off the list.”

“Mr. Wilson,” I said, handing my cellphone to Manuel before opening my hands towards him, “we’re all in a bad spot here. I’ve already watched three men get blown apart tonight and I don’t want to watch you become the fourth.” I motioned up at Bob. “If the army can’t hurt these...” I glanced up. “Did I hear right that you call yourselves Strike Angels?”

“That is the closest approximation in the English language to what we are in this specific form.”

Specific form? Do they have others? I cleared my throat. “Right. Anyway, if you’ll add your weapon to the pile—” Wayne’s eyes narrowed, his grip tightening on the shotgun, and my open hands clenched into fists as I snapped, “What the fuck is wrong with people tonight? This isn’t the Rambo hour; if you unload into either one of these Strike Angels, all you’re going to do is die.”

“I’m going to die anyway,” Wayne said, his eyes now fixed on me. “You’re just another of those damned doctors, all ready to turn me into a fucking zombie. Well, I ain’t putting up with it anymore.” My heart began doing a drum solo in my chest as he gave me a mad smile. “Maybe I’m going straight to hell, but I’m taking you with me.” He grabbed the shotgun with both hands and pumped the action.

Hissing serpents and the gun blew apart, along with both forearms up to the elbows, and his crotch. He shrieked in agony as he dropped to the pavement, all of us scrambling to get away from him as the alien drone named Ariel moved until it hovered just over Wayne’s head. “All of you will step away to the far end of the tables and remain there.”

Self-preservation stomped all over my instincts to help as I moved away with the others except Joe-Bo, who stayed where he was. “We can’t just leave him,” he said, his hand stabbing towards Wayne, whose shrieks were turning into moans as blood spurted from his arms. “He’s bleeding out.”

“Judgment has been rendered,” Bob replied, the drone dropping down until its metallic face and gun ports were at eye-level. “Wayne’s body will remain where it is as a warning to any male thinking of doing the same.”

Anderson grabbed the man’s shoulder and moved him away. “Leave him. Wayne’s not worth dying over.”

“Fucker deserved it,” Coyote snarled as all of us retreated to the far end of the tables.

Manuel muttered a few words in Spanish before shaking his head. “This has to be the worst night of my life.”

I clapped him on the shoulder, my heart beginning to calm down again as the sound of an approaching car came from far off. “Hey, it can’t get any worse than it’s already been.” I glanced at the car moving past the intersection and slowing down to make the turn into the entrance near the loading dock, and my heart sank. “Oh crap. I had to open my mouth.”

The major, who had stopped beside me, raised his eyebrows. “What is it?”

I pointed at the silver Mercedes whipping around into the parking lot. “My ex-wife’s here.”

The car’s tires screeched as it came to a stop a half-dozen yards away, leaving the stink of burnt rubber in the air as the driver’s door was flung open. “What is the meaning of this,” Jayne shrieked as she jumped out of her Mercedes and stalked towards me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Anger flared inside me as I held my ground. “End of the world giveaway,” I replied, baring my teeth in a false, feral smile, “including the happy pills you’re addicted to.”

Blond headed Jayne had the best body medical science could give her, all sharp edges and angles perfectly matched with the black pantsuit and gold jewelry at her ears and throat. Her high heels clicked on the pavement as she scuttled forward. “You wouldn’t dare...” Her voice trailed off as her eyes scanned the tables, including the one with white stock bottles of various medications. Her eyes went wide as she stopped in front of me. “I’m going to have your license revoked for this,” she snapped as her wife Victoria, who was a brown haired, large, strong woman and an ex-marine like I was, got out of the car. She strode over as Jayne’s wraith-thin hand waved to encompass the merchandise. “You will put all of this back and then reopen—”

“Try this instead,” I growled, interrupting her as several of the group came to a halt behind me. “It’s over. The store, the corporation, the nation—”

“I’ll have you know I just got off the phone with the vice-president of operations, who assured me that this so-called alien invasion is nothing more than a hoax.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I whipped my hand towards the front of the store, narrowly missing Anderson’s nose as I said, “Three men are red smears on the carpet, and another man’s dying from whatever weapon the alien drones are using to destroy everything.”

From the phone in Manuel’s hand, Ariel’s voice said, “We use a type of organic fletchette designed to penetrate anything man-made, which then dissolves so no one will be hurt by it afterward. Hello, Jayne and Victoria.” Glancing at the cell phone Manuel was holding out, the red haired character in a silver spacesuit was waving as she smiled. “If you will look up above you, I can prove we are not swamp gas or anything else except the real thing.”

Victoria glanced up... then stared as her mouth dropped open, her eyes wide as Jayne kept her own gaze fixed on me. “I’ve been looking for a way to fire you without violating those stupid federal laws, and you just handed me your head on a platter. As of this moment, Thomas Wolf, you’re terminated, forfeiting all bonus money, severance pay, stock options...”

As she went on, my initial flash of anger faded as the absurdity of the situation swept over me, and I burst out laughing. Jayne stopped talking, her mouth open in an O of shock as I opened my arms wide. “This is too funny. Jayne, you’ve held the Sword of Damocles over my head ever since you left me for stud-woman over there, and now that it’s fallen, you know what? The blade’s been broken. I don’t know what the aliens have planned, but I can almost guarantee that stock options aren’t going to be part of it.”

“There are no aliens,” she screamed, moving close enough to spit on me if she wanted. “This is fake news, and you will put everything back the way it was before begging me for your job back.”

I put my face close to hers. “Jayne, I’ve wanted to say this for a long time. Fuck you, the leased Beamer you rode in on, and the bank you worship in. Whatever power you had over me is gone, and I’m never, ever, letting you seize control over me ever again.”

Jayne cracked me hard across the face with her open hand, her long nails raking my cheek. Rage engulfed me and I lost control, not caring in that moment whether I lived or died in a burst of bloody gore as I raised my hand to strike her back.

Hands grabbed my arm and shoulders. “Whoa, stay frosty, Wolfman,” Anderson said in my ear as several guys pulled me back a few steps. “Bitch isn’t worth getting yourself killed.”

“Stay in control,” the major barked in my other ear.

I nodded, breathing hard, the side of my face stinging as I lowered my arm and gingerly touched my cheek. My fingers came back with streaks of blood. “If I’m the Wolfman, then why is she the one with claws?” 

The guys around me chuckled and even the major smiled. Jayne shrieked, and we all looked in her direction as the Ariel drone dropped between us and the two women, Jayne stumbling backwards and falling into Victoria’s arms. We moved away from them to the tables, the adrenaline leaving me shaky as I realized just how close I was to getting myself killed. The Bob drone dropped down beside us. “I have just been authorized to escort all the males present to Memorial Hospital, where you will be processed.”

“What does that entail?” Little Al asked.

“Nothing sinister. You will be fully scanned, given boosters, then sent home to await final judgment.” Several guys spoke at once, Bob overriding them as he added, “None of you are on the list to be culled, so continue your cooperation and you will be informed as to what your final status will be. Anderson, take your squad members in your vehicle, while Major takes the rest of the group in his.”

“It’s Major Laskaris,” he said, “not just major.”

“Every male who passes final judgment will be known by his official designation. Your temporary designation is Major, dash ten ninety two, but you will be called Major since that is the name you seem to identify with. Anyone who dislikes their permanent designation may petition to have it changed after final judgment.”

“Shit,” Joe-Bo muttered, “what I wouldn’t give to have someone offer me the blue pill, so I could wake up back on base and have this all be a nightmare.”

Several others voiced their agreement as I shook my head. “There’s no way I want to wake up and have this only be a dream,” I said, turning to look at Jayne, now sobbing in her lover’s arms. I grimaced. “I don’t care what the aliens have planned for us. There’s no way I’d go back to the stressed-out life I had before.”

“The way of life all of you knew before is gone,” Bob said. “Your new lives are going to be quite different, dictated by our desires and the desires of the preserved consciousness’s of our creator species. Now, if all of you will get into your respective vehicles, we will finish processing so you can get some sleep.”

“Red pills all around,” Big Al said as he looked at the major. “Mind if I ride shotgun?”

“I want to see my family first,” the major said to Bob.

“No contacts between separated groups are allowed,” Bob’s voice replied. “If it helps, your family has been watching these events unfold and understands your desire to see them. Continue to cooperate and once final processing is over, if your family desires contact with you, then it will be arranged.”

The major’s face took on its stubborn expression and I put my hand on his shoulder. “It’s a concession,” I said as I let go. “C’mon, let’s get this over with so I can get some shut-eye.”

Several guys chimed in, agreeing with me, and the major sighed. “I suppose you’re right. It’s just...”

“I understand,” I said as he trailed off. “You want to be in control of the situation, but the situation’s in chaos and it’s driving you crazy.” He nodded and I gave him a sardonic smile. “Welcome to my old world.”

The ghost of a smile touched his lips. “After seeing your ex-wife in action, I’m beginning to understand you better.” He frowned. “But what is all this ‘blue pill, red pill’, business?”

Little Al looked at the major like he’d grown a third eye. “You haven’t seen ‘The Matrix’?” 

The major shook his head. “I do not watch science fiction or, heaven forbid, fantasy.”

Little Al snorted. “And now I understand you better. I’ll explain the plot and the filmmaker’s motivations as we go.”

“In exhaustive detail,” Big Al added, rolling his eyes. I grinned at him, my mood lightening as we began walking towards our vehicles.

“Thomas,” Jayne’s voice called out. I stopped and turned around. She’d put Victoria between us, her stick thin hands clinging to the large woman as her dark eyes shot daggers at me. “We aren’t finished. Ariel,” her hand motioning at the small drone floating beside them, “informed me as to what your final fate is going to be and what I can do about it.” She pointed her forefinger at my face. “You will put yourself under my thumb again or I will destroy you.”

“Go ahead,” I snapped. “I don’t care what you’re planning; I’m not ever letting you
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