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Ethan flinched as the woman’s body hit the floor. Bumping into a pair of legs, she raised her head. Her eyes widened in terror as she took in the alien appearance of the man seated beside her. Panicked, she scrabbled away from the soldier as fast as her bound hands and feet would allow eliciting laughter from her captors. The alien looked on with indifference from where he sat, tied to a post dividing the dilapidated kitchen from the equally shabby dining room. At least Ethan supposed it was indifference. He honestly didn’t know enough about the aliens to be able to judge their expressions, he had only encountered one for the first time that morning, so his experience was somewhat limited. To him, they all looked alike, including the one tied up. The other men in the room, humans like himself, simply looked away.

There really wasn’t anything they could do. All of the men were bound with their hands behind their backs and their ankles and knees secured in front of them. In addition, the alien prisoner had been tied to the post. Ethan wondered if perhaps he was a deserter and posed an additional risk. It stood to reason; not only did he resemble the other aliens physically, he was dressed in the same blue or green uniform whose colors shifted in the dim light making it difficult to determine its exact color. Taller and broader in the shoulders than the average man, the prisoner was built like a lethal bodybuilder. Ethan knew firsthand the aliens could pack a vicious punch. Despite his military training, he had been taken down quickly and with little effort. Slightly larger than the other aliens, Ethan could only imagine the damage this particular individual could inflict.

Ethan’s humiliation was not lessened when he was unceremoniously dumped in the kitchen with others from his unit. He didn’t recognize any of the other men, just the patches on their uniforms identifying them as part of the 5th Division. His own battalion had been scattered when a blockish ship landed right on top of their encampment, noiselessly squashing tents as soldiers poured out the openings on each side of the ship unleashing death and destruction at an alarming rate. Ethan’s commanding officer had ordered them to take cover and find defensive positions right before taking a shot to the neck.

Ethan never made it to cover. His head throbbed where he had been hit the first time, rendering him nearly unconscious as the enemy disarmed him, then trussed him up and carried him to the abandoned farmhouse where other men like himself were deposited in heaps. The room stank of sweat and urine, making Ethan’s stomach protest. He was glad he hadn’t had breakfast. His body hurt enough from the rough treatment he had taken after being tied up.

Overall, it had been a shitty weekend and it didn’t look like it was going to improve any time soon.

The man nearest him whimpered and one of the alien captors strode over and kicked the man until he ceased to make noise. A short conversation between the guards followed and two of the aliens grabbed one of the trussed up men. The man struggled in protest as he was dragged out the door leading to the farmyard. The remaining guard toed the woman with one black boot and she angled up her head at her captor, giving Ethan a clear view of her face. Under a short shock of matted brown hair, one eye was discolored around the socket and blood dripped from her mouth onto the oversized T-shirt she wore. If it hadn’t been for the bruising, he might have called her pretty. Besides the T-shirt, she wasn’t wearing much else and Ethan could see a dark stain on the inside of one bare leg.

The soldier who poked her laughed and spoke to her in a soft mocking voice, but whatever he said was as unintelligible as the conversation between the guards. The woman watched him warily as he chose a spot along the wall and sat, laying his unusual rifle over his knees. Outside, Ethan could hear swearing, then screaming. The long, agonized pitches grated on his ears, but were not nearly as awful as the silence that followed. The rays of the sun angled through the broken window over the sink, filtering through the tattered curtains and illuminating the dust motes that floated in the disturbed air. After a time, a pair of alien soldiers returned. Ethan couldn’t be sure it was the same two men, but like before, they selected another of the ragged group of uniformed humans and dragged one outside. This time the screaming lasted longer before it was no more.

Periodically, Ethan tested the cord that restricted his movement and numbed his arms and legs, but the binding was tight and there was no freeing himself from the sharp pain where it bit into his skin. Resigned to await his fate, he lie still, watching the shadows move across the chipped floor. From time to time, the alien soldiers returned and selected one or another of the men. Some struggled, others laid  limp; their eyes dull as they were dragged to their fate outside. Ethan tried to block out the sounds passing through the opening, remaining still and trying not to draw attention to himself. Not that he had a plan or expected a different fate, but merely a habit carried over from basic training where attention was not necessarily a good thing.

By evening, there was only Ethan and the man kicked into silence remaining in the kitchen along with the woman and the alien prisoner. It occurred to Ethan that the other man hadn’t made a sound since he had been viciously kicked and might be dead, leaving himself to be the next selection. In a way, he welcomed an end to the dreadful waiting and the burning agony in his arms and legs, yet another part of him was angry at the prospect of surviving the day only to meet the same ignominious fate as his fellow comrades.

The guard seated against the wall dozed, his hand resting loosely on his rifle. Evidently he felt his remaining prisoners held no threat. The yard beyond the broken door frame was eerily quiet. Careful not to put tension on his bindings, Ethan shifted slightly for a better view. As best he could tell, the yard was deserted. The woman at his feet lie  still, her head turned away from him, possibly sleeping. The alien prisoner watched him with his dark eyes. Like all the other aliens, he had light brown skin and straight jet black hair that fell just short of three raised V-shaped ridges above his nose. Faint eyebrows and long dark lashes framed solid black eyes that lacked any iris or whites. Two slight indentations on either side of his face gave his high cheekbones an angular appearance that seemed at odds with his dimpled chin. Pointed ears tipped back smoothly along the shaved sides of his head, beneath which he could make out three thin slits. He assumed there were three more beneath the other ear. Ethan thought he detected a swollen lump on one temple, but it was hard to be sure in the fading light.

The eyes, a solid black, gave nothing away of what the man might be thinking. A few early crickets began their evening chorus and the sleeping guard’s head rolled to one side, his hand slipping off his rifle. If he had been in Ethan’s unit, the commanding officer would have had a field day.

The woman at Ethan’s feet stirred. She hadn’t moved in hours and he had wondered if she had passed out. Now she rose slowly, but steadily to her hands and knees. Unlike the men, only her ankles had been tied together leaving her knees free to gain purchase. For several moments she remained still, head turning as she scanned the kitchen and dining room, focusing on the alien prisoner for some time before turning her attention out the door to the yard beyond. From her vantage, Ethan guessed she had a pretty good view. She spent several minutes gauging the distance between herself and their guard before she moved, inching her way forward, her bare knees barely making a sound against the worn linoleum until she reached the guard. With infinite slowness, she lifted the rifle. The man slept on, unaware of his danger.

To Ethan’s surprise, she lay the rifle on the floor, just out of the guard’s reach. Twisting her arms, she then reached around his waist, careful not to come into contact with the soldier. Ethan frowned, wondering what she could be doing. His own instinct would have been to disarm the man and use his rifle against him; but it occurred to him that she probably lacked the upper body strength to deliver an effective blow and the noise of the rifle would alert others to her actions. A wicked knife appeared in her hand, the metal blade glinting in the rapidly fading light. Spreading her knees slightly, she crouched down, then suddenly uncoiled her entire body, thrusting the knife upward through the underside of the soldier’s jaw and into the back of his throat.

The man’s dark eyes flew open registering shock, but only a soft gurgling sound emitted from his throat before his eyes glazed and he slumped back. Her body quivered for several moments before she pulled the knife out and collapsed in his lap. She lay there for a short time as the front of the soldier’s uniform darkened. It was still quiet both inside and outside the house and Ethan didn’t dare to speak. Beside him, he could see the alien captive watching with interest.

When she did move again, it was to wipe the knife on the guard’s pants. Having removed some of the blood, Ethan watched her saw through the cord binding her ankles together. The edge of the T-shirt she wore had a fresh dark stain and Ethan thought he saw fresh blood on the filthy floor. After rubbing life back into her feet, she turned once more to the rifle. It slightly resembled the M4, but Ethan knew from seeing the gun in action it could do much more than the weapon he himself had been issued. She turned it over in her hands to study it, making Ethan wonder if she knew how to use the weapon. She didn’t handle it as though she had any training, but then again, with no way to cut her bonds, her hands remained tied at an awkward angle. He was about to suggest she untie him when her eyes came up and focused on the alien prisoner.

Rising to her feet, she silently tread across the kitchen until she stood between the alien prisoner and Ethan. Her eyes flitted from the prisoner, to himself, then back to the prisoner. Coming to some conclusion, she placed the gun at her feet and approached the alien. He pressed himself against the pole when she squatted in front of him, knife raised. Ethan heard the sharp intake of breath as she leaned forward and he found himself tense as the knife moved toward the defenseless man. The prisoner’s wide eyes were locked onto hers while she ran the knife along his chin leaving a thin red line in its wake, but he didn’t utter a sound.

Then to Ethan’s amazement, she lowered to one knee, reached around the prisoner and cut him free from the pole. The alien let his arms drop to his sides, but made no other movement. The woman moved back and nudged the gun with her foot toward the freed man. The man’s lips parted and his tongue darted out to wet his lips, but he still made no move. She nudged the rifle once more. This time the alien flexed his fingers, then took the gun. Deftly moving a switch near the trigger, he pointed it toward the open door.

The woman then turned her attention toward Ethan. Ethan lie still as she slithered over to him and bent over to cut his hands free. His eyes watered as the cords fell away leaving a wake of pinpricks in their absence. Remaining on his side, he waited until she cut the cords binding his legs and ankles before he attempted to sit up. When he finally did, she held her wrists out to him, the knife resting on her open palm. Nodding, he cut her free.

Though there were no whites to his eyes to indicate movement, Ethan knew the alien was alternately watching both the door to the outside and the doorway leading to the rest of the house, as well as himself and the woman by the slight movements of his head. Having regained the feeling in his own legs, he debated the wisdom of cutting the alien’s legs free. His silent argument was cut short when a shadow filled the doorway, blocking out the last rays of light. The rifle flashed mutely and the shadow staggered in, then dropped to the floor with a thud.

It took a half a second before Ethan realized the alien soldier wasn’t going to rise again. Stirring himself to action, he scurried over to the alien prisoner and cut his legs and ankles free, before rushing to the downed soldier to relieve him of his weapon. The freed prisoner joined him, grabbing the canteen that hung from the dead man’s belt and pulling off the cap to gulp the contents down. Ethan searched for, and found, a second knife. Glancing behind him, he could see the woman leaning over the soldier who had been kicked into silence. He slid the first knife across the floor to her.

The alien prisoner gripped his wrist, drawing his attention back to the rifle in his hands. Moving his fingers along the stock and stopping just above the trigger, he flipped a switch, then tapped his own rifle so Ethan would know that the setting had been changed to match the silent function the alien had used on the dead soldier. When Ethan nodded his understanding, the alien handed him a box from inside the man’s jacket before moving to the deceased guard against the wall.

Ethan rapidly rummaged the dead alien soldier for anything he thought might be useful. Taking the knife with its sheath from the man’s belt as well as a sidearm, he unfastened his own belt and looped them through. Meanwhile, the alien prisoner similarly stripped the foolish dead guard and pulled the man’s body armor free, donning it over his own broad shoulders as he continued to watch the door. Despite being larger than the guard, the prisoner managed to get it fastened. Ethan mimicked him, wrestling with the large soldier on the floor until he too had the body armor vest over himself. In his case, it hung loose, but it was better than nothing.

The woman sidled up to Ethan. In addition to the oversized T-shirt, she now wore a baggy pair of fatigues, cuffed tightly at the ankles. In place of a belt was a length of cord knotted in the front, with the knife tucked beneath at an angle where it couldn’t fall loose. On her feet were a pair of boots, obviously too big and probably belonging to the dead human soldier. Ethan didn’t look. Together they moved next to their alien ally who was finishing the contents of the guard’s canteen. Wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, the alien clipped the canteen to his belt and crouched in the doorway, his rifle doing a sweep of the yard outside.

It was nearly dark, but Ethan could see the yard was empty. Cautiously, he pivoted out the door, sweeping to one side while the alien swept in the other direction. He started along the house when the alien caught him by the shoulder. Using hand movements, the alien indicated they should cross the yard to the decayed remains of a barn a short distance away. Ethan didn’t like the idea of crossing the open yard with its ominous dark stains in the dirt, but before he could protest, the alien was in motion, the woman following his lead. Cursing to himself, Ethan ran in a half squat until he was alongside the barn. Encountering no one and seeing nothing of his squadron's men who had been dragged outside earlier, they continued to move quickly, rounding the edge of the half collapsed building, in what Ethan considered a reckless manner.

The alien never slowed. Reaching the far end of what had once been the front of the barn, the man spun around the second corner, giving off two short bursts that flashed noiselessly from his gun. Ethan checked the growing gloom behind him, but the area was still empty. Slipping around the corner, he found the alien relieving another dead soldier of his weapon, this time handing it to the woman. Ethan assumed he had already switched the weapon to silent mode. The alien paused a moment more to drink the soldier’s canteen before dropping it on the ground and grabbing the woman by the arm. Together they sprinted into a field of tall grass and headed toward a small grove of trees.

Cursing, Ethan scooped up the canteen, thinking it might be a good idea to have a second vessel to hold water should they find a clean source. Breaking into a full run, it took several minutes to close the distance between himself and the trees where the alien and the woman disappeared. Entering the grove, he pulled up short before nearly colliding with the alien. The alien was barely visible, his uniform having changed to match the shadows that engulfed them. The woman was doubled over, holding her side with one hand, the rifle hanging loosely in the other. Ethan did a quick sweep of their surroundings.

Leaves rustled in the cool breeze, which did little to relieve the sweat on his brow, but the tall grass they emerged from was still, showing no signs that they were pursued. Ethan couldn’t make out the alien’s face in the darkness, but he could see the pale features of the woman who accompanied them and it was clear she needed a rest. A cricket resumed its interrupted song.

The alien started to move further into the trees. “Wait.” Ethan whispered.

The alien turned and cocked his head, then started again. Ethan grabbed his arm and tugged until the bigger man faced the woman. There was silence for a moment before the alien bent down and swept the woman over his shoulder, causing her to gasp and drop her rifle. Turning back into the trees, he started off once more.

Tucking the empty canteen he carried into his oversized vest, Ethan scooped up the rifle and followed once more into the dark cover of the trees.
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They moved across the countryside for several hours before the alien stopped in a small depression where a cow pond had formed. Placing the woman gently on the ground, he dropped to his knees beside the water and cupped his hands, drinking deeply. The woman lie limply in the grass and Ethan stood guard, his own knees weak with exhaustion. When it seemed the alien had finally slacked his thirst, he lay both hands in the water and bowed down until his head rested on the muddy ground.

Ethan himself felt his throat burn with thirst, but didn’t want to risk drinking from the muddy water. His CO’s voice echoed in his head; it might not kill you, but you’ll be shitting your drawers for a week.

He nudged the alien with his foot. “We should find cover.”

The alien lifted his head and blinked up at him, water dripping from his muddy forehead and streaking down along the sides of his face. In the moonlight, he could see the man’s expression clearly enough to see there was no sign of comprehension. Frustrated, Ethan pointed to some nearby trees. The alien looked toward the trees, then back at him, blinking as the water dripped into his eyes.

Ethan glanced around nervously. “We’re too exposed here.”

The alien sat up, then took the canteen from his belt and filled it, offering it to Ethan.

Ethan shook his head and pointed to the trees again. “We need to get beneath the trees.” With his rifle, he swept the pasture around them. “This is too open.”

The alien merely blinked at Ethan once more.

“Oh, hell. Why am I even bothering. You can’t understand anything I’m saying.” Leaning over the woman, he tugged at her arm. “Come on.”

The woman stirred, rising unsteadily to her feet, and allowed Ethan to guide her to the trees before she sank down once more. Turning, Ethan could see the alien had followed them carrying both his and the woman’s rifle. Ethan dropped to the ground and leaned back against a tree. The alien studied them for several minutes before he too lowered himself to the ground. After several moments of silence, he took the canteen from his belt and offered it once more. When Ethan shook his head, the alien uncapped it, and drank until he finished the contents, then lay back in the grass and closed his eyes, his hand rested on the rifles beside him.

“I guess I’ll take first watch,” Ethan grumbled to himself. Adjusting his own rifle in his lap, he pulled the empty canteen from under his shirt and set it down beside him so he would be more comfortable in the hours to come.

Ethan jerked awake, his hand instantly on his rifle. His eyes battled to focus in the brilliant sunlight as he fought to find the sound that woke him. The sight of the alien nearly made him pull the trigger, but his brain caught up a split second before his finger found purchase.

He had escaped. The alien, crouched beside the woman they had helped.

Ethan let out a long breath as he lowered the weapon. Cursing himself mentally for having fallen asleep, he scrubbed his face with his hand and scanned his surroundings. It was early, the sun still low on the horizon and dew heavy on the cropped grass around him. Nothing stirred, save a bird hopping in the shadowy leaves beneath the stand of trees where they took shelter. Returning his attention to his comrades, he could see the alien watching him intently.

“What are you doing?” Ethan asked. His voice was dry and scratchy.

He was rewarded with an unwavering blank stare. So much for communication, Ethan thought, as he placed his rifle on the ground to reassure his tense companion, whose own hand hovered over the woman. Ethan realized the alien wasn’t wearing the body armor he had donned the night before nor did he have his uniform shirt, just a plain green T-shirt tucked snugly into his trousers. Looking down, Ethan could see the uniform shirt draped over the woman. It alternated colors as the dappled shade shifted in the breeze.

Stiffly, Ethan made his way to his feet and moved closer. His own uniform, damp from the morning dew, clung uncomfortably to his skin. The alien leaned back on his haunches, his hands now close to his chest. Ethan noted one of his wrists had a leather tie wrapped around it several times and knotted at the end. Squatting down, Ethan placed one hand on the woman’s head, eliciting a soft moan. Though pale beneath the purple bruising that had surfaced overnight, she seemed warm enough to the touch. Her lips, however, were whitish in appearance and beginning to flake.

Ethan scanned the hilly horizon, but only empty fields and clumps of trees met his eyes. The maneuvers his battalion participated in hadn’t taken them far from the base they called home, but as to his current location, he hadn’t a clue. His capture and subsequent flight in the dark left him disorientated. At some point his watch had been confiscated, leaving him without so much as a compass. Somewhere in the vicinity was a lake and a national forest...and his girlfriend. The thought of his girlfriend Maddy, somewhere nearby, left his stomach sour. They had come up north together, intending to take a short camping vacation along the lake after his long weekend training stint. A vacation that now wasn’t going to happen.

He had teased her about going to the spa when she dropped him off at the base. Told her she had better make the most of it while he was out in the field because he intended to make her set up camp and wait on him hand and foot when he got back. He admitted to himself, he was a tiny bit jealous at the time, but now, he just hoped she was safe.

Somehow he had to regroup with his unit, but before that could happen, he needed to find a source of clean water. The thought made his already pounding head worse. Trudging back to where he spent the night, he picked up his rifle and the canteen. The canteen was no longer empty. Slinging the rifle over his shoulder, Ethan uncapped the canteen and held it to his nose. The odor rising from it matched the smell of the muddy pond. At some point the alien must have filled it. Now he would have to find a way to sterilize it before he could use it. Resisting the urge to dump it out, he recapped the canteen and dropped it back to the ground.

Despite being parched, he needed to urinate. Moving a little farther into the trees, Ethan selected a semi-private spot and turned his back to the alien and the woman. Survival training told him what he must do next. Unzipping his pants, he cupped his hands. He splashed himself trying to capture some of the foul smelling stream to drink. Holding his breath he forced himself to drink, nearly retching when he attempted to swallow. After several starts and stops, he was finished, the horrific taste in his mouth making him wonder if it was worth the effort. Wiping his face with his sleeve, he zipped up and rejoined the alien and the woman.

She was sitting up now, and the alien was offering her a canteen. “NO!” Ethan shouted louder than he intended, making them both jump. Ethan lowered his voice. “Don’t drink that, it’s contaminated.”

The woman paused just before she placed the canteen to her lips. “Contaminated?” Her voice was soft, but clear. Blue eyes looked up at him questioningly.

Ethan approached and took the canteen from her. “He filled it from the pond.”

“He took a drink from it.” She indicated the alien, who looked at Ethan with his head cocked.

“He also drank directly from the pond,” Ethan replied. “Either his body can tolerate the bacteria, or he is going to be very sick in a little while.”

“Oh.” The woman grew silent.

Ethan handed the canteen to the alien. “I’m SPC Ethan Fellows. Thank you for freeing me. I’m sorry, I don’t have anything to offer you to drink.”

“I’m Ana.” The woman looked around their surroundings. “Where are we?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Ethan replied honestly. “I’ve trained in this area once or twice before, so I was hoping once we got moving, I might recognize a landmark and we could make our way back to civilization and I could rejoin my unit. Are you from around here?”

“No,” Ana said quietly. “I don’t think he is either.”

It took a second before Ethan caught her dry humor. He laughed, despite his headache and all the aches and pains in his body. The alien merely watched them quietly. Ethan finally caught his breath. “No, I don’t think he is, so I’m guessing he probably doesn’t know where we are either.” Ethan swept his gaze over the landscape once more. “I’m not sure what direction we traveled last night, but we came across the pond before we hit the tree line, so if we continue in roughly the same direction, we will be headed east. I do know there’s a resort along the lake, east of the base. Hopefully we can chance upon it and get help.”

The alien rose while they spoke and gathered up the body armor he had discarded beside the trees. Donning it, he drank from his own canteen.

“Are we at war?” Ana asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” Ethan replied, watching the alien. “I was out here doing weekend training maneuvers when this, I guess you’d call it a ship, landed right on top of our camp. Those guys all spilled out with guns blazing. I was captured. What for, I don’t know.”

“I’m sorry.”

Ethan watched the alien strap the body armor on and head toward the pond, canteen dangling in his hand. Ethan spied his own canteen still in the dirt beside the tree where he slept. He strode over and picked it up, turning it in his hand thoughtfully. “I know it’s contaminated, but we should probably bring it along anyway. This guy, whoever he is, seems to drink a lot. He may need it.”

Ana stood up and shaded her eyes as she watched the alien first fill his canteen, then drink directly from the pond. “He carried me, didn’t he?”

“Yes. I think he appreciated you freeing him and not killing him.” Ethan looked down at his feet. “I couldn’t have gotten you this far without his help.”

Ana placed her hand on Ethan’s arm. “I’m sure you would have figured out something. You wouldn’t have left me there.”

Ethan didn’t respond immediately. “As soon as he’s done, we should get going. I don’t know how much distance we put between ourselves and those...” Ethan faltered, unsure of what to call his captors, “I’d feel more comfortable if we were moving.”

The three traveled all morning from one grouping of trees to the next before they stood at the edge of a wide expanse of tall grasses devoid of cover. Ethan estimated that they had traveled more or less in an eastern direction; the trees across the green grassland were part of the National Forest he knew bordered the abandoned farmlands where the army conducted cross-unit training maneuvers. If his guess was not too far off, the lake he hoped to encounter should lie less than a mile inside the forest. It was a large recreational lake and hopefully wouldn’t be too hard to find.

The idea of fresh water made him swallow, despite his parched throat. The woman next to him panted softly, her eyes somewhat glazed. He knew she was probably dehydrated, and wished he had been able to go again so he could at least share bodily fluids with her. Disgusting as it sounded, he guessed she probably wouldn’t have refused. She’d listened carefully when he explained survival techniques, but hadn’t relieved herself once. There was a dark stain on the baggy fatigues she wore and he wondered if she was injured and unable to do so.

Their alien companion not only drank the contents of both canteens, but stopped to refill them from a brackish deposit he had discovered among a patch of trees. He seemed unaffected by the foul water and Ethan envied his ability to drink directly from the muddy ground. Beside him, the alien was also assessing the vast amount of ground they would have to cross before reaching the cover of trees once more. Dirt streaked his face and neck where the water had dripped and dried. The alien tipped his head up and scanned the skies.

“I think we should wait until dark,” Ethan said to no one in particular.

“Would it be okay if I laid down?” Ana asked.

Ethan turned at the sound of the weariness in her voice. “Yeah, sure. You okay?”

“Just tired and thirsty.”

“I don’t think we have a lot farther to go before we reach the lake, but I would like to make our hike over the fields as quickly as possible. The less time we spend in the open, the better.”

“How long before we start?”

“A few hours. I don’t want to head out until we have the cover of darkness, just in case. You go ahead and rest up. I’ll keep watch.”

“Thanks.” Propping her rifle against a tree, Ana collapsed in a heap. Ethan could see the dark stain on the fatigues she wore had spread.

He crouched down beside her. “You’re bleeding.”

Ana turned to her side and pressed her legs together. “There’s nothing I can do about it.”

“I just want to help.”

“And what would you do?”

Ethan didn’t have an answer. “Try to get some rest. If you need anything, just let me know.” He finished lamely.

Ana closed her eyes and let out a small breath. Ethan straightened. The alien was sipping water from his canteen and watching them intently. He tracked Ethan’s movements as Ethan joined him at the edge of the tree line. Ethan gave a yawn and rubbed the back of his neck.

“Auktol.”

Ethan shook his head at the unexpected verbalization. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what that means.”

The alien made a face Ethan interpreted as frustration. Casting a glance back at Ana he pointed, “Auktol.”

It was Ethan’s turn to stare blankly. The alien made another face and turned his head toward the open pastures. They stood that way for several minutes before the alien capped his canteen and clipped it to his belt. Turning to face Ethan once more, the alien gestured toward the pasture, then tapped two fingers under his eyes.

Ethan looked out at the pasture. “What do you see?”

The alien made a muted noise, drawing Ethan’s attention back. This time he tapped his own chest, then repeated his previous gestures, using his rifle to make a sweep over the pasture. Ethan thought he understood. Stepping back, he lowered himself to the ground.

“If you want to take the first watch, I’m not going to argue.” The alien’s mouth curved upward as Ethan lay back against a tree. He yawned for a second time. “Wake me if you get tired.”

The alien cocked his head, but Ethan just closed his eyes, too exhausted to try and communicate further.
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Ethan woke to someone gently shaking his shoulder. Bleary-eyed, he took in his surroundings. A few feet away, Ana slept, curled in a ball. The trees, now bathed in the gray of twilight, framed an inky sky where pinpricks of light were beginning to appear. The alien withdrew his hand as Ethan sat up and rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

Everything around them seemed to be still. “Thank you for letting me sleep.”

The alien offered him a canteen.

Ethan shook his head, pushing it away. “No.”

The alien looked at the canteen, then at Ethan. “No?”

Ethan shook his head again as he rose. “No.”

The alien took a drink, then capped the canteen. He turned his dark eyes out to the pastures and the dim form of the distant trees. In the fading light, they looked farther than before.

“You should try to get some rest, it will be a little while before we head out.” At Ethan’s words, the angular face tilted back toward Ethan.

“Auktol.” Ethan imitated the man’s earlier pronunciation.

The faint eyebrows drew together, adding wrinkles to the three raised Vs on his forehead. Ethan pointed to Ana. “Auktol.” He then tapped on his chest and gestured with his rifle as the alien had earlier. The wrinkles around the Vs smoothed out and the alien nodded understanding. Ethan took up his gun and selected a tree to lean against. Behind him he could hear the alien move around. After a short time, Ethan glanced over his shoulder to see the alien lying beside Ana. It was hard to tell in the fading light if he had closed his eyes.

Ethan turned his attention back to the fields he hoped to cross in a few hours. His mind wandered back to Maddy. He assumed the spa she was visiting was located somewhere in the resort area by the lake. The town closest to the base was woefully bare, lacking in all but the most basic amenities. He hoped with the attack that the officials cleared civilians from the area.

Maddy would probably be worried about him. He wondered if she would return to the small house they purchased together or if she would go to stay with her parents. She didn’t like to be alone for long periods of time. Although they talked about marrying in the coming year, his choice to join the military had put a strain on their relationship, and he had hoped that buying a house in a bustling community would allow her to make friends to fill the gaps when he had to be away several times a year. He still had four years to fulfill his enlistment and he wished now that he had formally proposed to her and tied her more firmly to him. Her parents didn’t particularly approve of him and he feared time with them might add further tension in their already troubled relationship.

He knew he didn’t deserve her, she was sweet and kind and beautiful in all the ways he wasn’t, but he loved her more than anything and the idea of losing her drove him wild. He tamped this thought down, afraid of conjuring up an ugly bout of jealousy. His jealousy was part of their problems and he had finally agreed to seek counseling when they returned from their vacation. Now that probably wasn’t going to happen.

To distract himself, he studied the stars appearing in the sky. The moon hadn’t risen yet, so he had an unobstructed view that he seldom had a chance to admire. Subconsciously he found himself finding the North Star and mentally calculating the direction he should take to keep their course true. It would be easier if he had a map and a compass, but he would have to make do. At least with the stars, he would have a better idea if they were consistent in their direction of travel.

Shivering slightly, he adjusted the oversized body armor he wore. The woman had to be cold, dressed only in a T-shirt and fatigues. He was sure her feet had to hurt wearing boots that were too large. Reluctant as he was to give up his shirt, he knew it would be the gallant thing to do. Turning, he was shocked to see the alien had stripped off his body armor once more and opened his shirt, draping it over the small woman as he held her against his body. One leg was draped over hers, essentially anchoring her to the ground as he spooned around her form.

The intimate scene unsettled Ethan in a way he couldn’t explain. Maybe the alien was just showing his gratitude toward her, but the familiarity seemed to be something more. Ethan had caught the alien watching the woman throughout the day. Chastising himself, he shook his head. The alien probably was watching him too. They had all escaped together and the alien’s attention was probably more curiosity than some ulterior motive.

Ethan shook himself and returned his attention to the open fields once more. The cool air gave him some relief from his throbbing head, which no doubt fueled his unwarranted suspicions against their alien companion. The hours passed slowly as his mind flitted from one thought to another in his boredom. Finally, he decided it was time they started the next leg of their journey.

The alien was still curled about Ana. Careful not to startle the man, Ethan made noise as he approached the pair. The alien raised his head, his black eyes nothing more than dark pools in his angular face. Ethan gave the woman’s shoulder a squeeze to wake her. Her eyes flying open, she backed away from Ethan into the solid chest of the alien. Finding herself trapped, she gave a strangled cry and began to struggle in earnest. The alien released her and she scrambled out of his
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