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      That first hour was the worst I’d experienced.

      On the night it all began—September 17, 2024, when I was just eleven years old—I was sitting on my back porch practicing chords I’d just learned on my guitar when I looked into the sky and saw what appeared to be a shooting star. Lone, white, and resembling a firefly in the dead of night, it broke through the upper atmosphere and began to trail across the horizon as if it were an angel cast down from the Heavens.

      “Dad,” I said, setting my guitar down on the step beside me.

      “I see it,” my father replied from his place at the grill, where he stood cooking hamburgers and hot dogs for the evening meal. “Pretty cool, isn’t it, son?”

      I nodded, and continued to watch the star as it plummeted throughout the upper atmosphere, both impressed and somewhat leery over the event taking place before me. Though I’d been lucky enough to see shooting stars before regardless of the bright lights extending out from my hometown of San Antonio, Texas, I’d never seen one this close before, let alone one that appeared to be drawing nearer with each passing second.

      My mother—who’d been doing dishes in the kitchen—stepped out the back door and asked, “Is that a shooting star?”

      I couldn’t reply. Neither could my father, who’d seemingly lost complete interest in the food cooking in front of him. We were both so transfixed by the star that we couldn’t even open our mouths to speak, let alone utter a coherent sentence.

      At one point it looked as though it wouldn’t stop falling, and though normally not one to be paranoid, I swallowed the lump in my throat, then turned to look at my parents and said, “Maybe we should get away from the house.”

      “Don’t be silly,” my mother laughed. “It’s just a falling⁠—”

      She stopped speaking.

      Her face paled, her mouth dropped open.

      I turned, and stared.

      It was at that moment that I realized it wasn’t a shooting star falling toward our house.

      No.

      It was an aircraft.

      Shaped like a chrome disk and bearing along its edges many flashing lights, it came to rest in the sky above our backyard and caused the nearby trees to shift as it descended, whipping leaves from branches and knocking a bird’s nest to the ground below.

      “Jason,” my father said as he descended the porch and took hold of my shirtsleeve, drawing me back several steps so that I stood beneath our back porch’s awning. “Get in the house.”

      “What’re you,” I started.

      “I said: get in the⁠—”

      He wasn’t able to finish.

      A blinding blue light pierced through the night and struck my father dead center, illuminating him like a floodlight would a dancer upon a stage.

      A short moment later, he was lifted into the air.

      My mother screamed.

      I cried out.

      Within a moment my father was gone—sucked into the glowing nexus of the disk’s underside.

      “CALL 911!” my mother screamed as she descended the steps. “Call 91⁠—”

      She, too, was struck by the light, and though she tried to flee, she was unable to free herself and instead was lifted into the air just like my father had seconds before.

      “JASON!” she screamed as she rose into the blinding blue light. “RUN!”

      I bolted into the house without hesitation, too scared to watch my mother rise and too panicked to even consider the implications of what my flight would mean to her survival. Heart hammering, sweat streaming down my face, I burst through the back door, grabbed my cell phone off the tabletop, and dialed the three numbers I knew might save my parents’ lives.

      911.

      “The number you have entered cannot be reached,” the operator said. “Please check the number and try again.”

      “NO!” I screamed, pulling the phone away from my ear and ending the call while scrambling to redial. “No no no no⁠—”

      The sound of a trumpet unlike any I had ever heard blasted through the air.

      Windows shook.

      Pictures fell from the walls.

      Glass shattered.

      I turned, tears in my eyes, and looked out as the aircraft began to rise.

      “NO!” I cried once more, running back toward the doorway.

      A second trumpeting blast cut through the night.

      I cried out, stumbled, then fell, landing with enough force to knock the wind out of me.

      I could only stare as I watched the ship rise, my parents somewhere within.

      Tears burned at my eyes as the aircraft slowly began to make its way out of the backyard.

      I feebly reached for the phone lying nearby—believing that something, anything, could be done so long as I got a hold of the right person.

      But 911 was down.

      What was I supposed to do if I couldn’t get a hold of the police?

      I had just started to regain my bearings and was rising when I saw a pair of yellow lights appear in the backyard.

      I was just about to question what they were when laughter—sounding much like a hyena at the San Antonio zoo—cut through the silent night, chilling the blood in my veins and causing the hairs on my arms and neck to rise on end.

      A short moment later, it appeared.

      Tall, emaciated, with a loped gait and a sloping jawline, the creature—which resembled a werewolf but looked to be more like an upright-walking Coyote with glowing yellow eyes—stepped beneath the porch lights and revealed itself in full.

      I froze—unable to breathe, unable to move.

      It laughed once more, then opened its mouth to reveal two rows of dagger-sharp teeth.

      It flexed its knife-like fingers as it lifted a foot and took the first step.

      “No,” I breathed, grabbing my phone and pushing myself upright. “No… this can’t be real. It can’t be. It⁠—”

      The creature’s laughter cut me off.

      Then it lunged through the back door.

      I took off into the living room, tore around the corner, and took the staircase as if it were the last thing I would ever do, pounding on the wooden steps with enough force to make the planks shake and the railing vibrate.

      The creature—right on my tail—gave chase, maneuvering the stairs with lupine ease and following me all the way up to the second floor.

      It was just about to reach out and swipe at me when I threw myself into the bedroom and slammed the door shut.

      The door buckled as the creature slammed itself into it.

      I gasped, stunned, and took several steps back, staring in mute horror and terrible fascination at the one thing that separated me from a world of trouble.

      Then, all at once, it stopped.

      I was convinced I was having a nightmare—that I’d fallen asleep on the couch while waiting for my father to finish dinner and that it was all just a dream. I would wake up to my mother’s gentle voice, walk to the table and seat myself, then eat dinner with my family while outside the world turned normally.

      Except, I realized, that it wasn’t a dream.

      It was real.

      The doorknob began to turn.

      My breath caught in my chest.

      The only thing I could do was stare.

      I hadn’t even considered locking the door.

      I turned to look at the window—at the road outside which lay illuminated by streetlights—and realized that there was only one thing I could do.

      Run.

      I slammed myself against the door before the monster could fully twist the doorknob and locked the door, only throwing myself back when I heard the lock click and the door snap into place.

      The creature—desperate to gain entry—began to jiggle the doorknob.

      I turned and started toward the window.

      When the monster realized it could not open the door, it began to throw its entire weight at it.

      The door was flimsy, old, thin enough to where you could push on one side and see the wood bow on the other. It wouldn’t take long for the creature to gain entrance, and when it did⁠—

      I threw myself at the window and fumbled for the latch—trying, desperately, to find purchase upon it as I worked to free myself from the confines of my room.

      The door splintered.

      The creature shoved its head in.

      I thrust the window open and crawled out onto the roof just in time for the door to cave in.

      I didn’t hesitate.

      I began to scale the roof.

      I struggled to guide myself along its slanted surface and nearly stumbled to my death several times as in the room behind me the creature threw itself at the window, slamming its fist through glass and attempting to squeeze through the tiny compartment that made up my bedroom’s second-story window. I stumbled several times over the course of the next several minutes, and had it not been for my near-perfect balance, I would’ve fallen to my death.

      At the edge of the roof, I peered down at the latticework below me and tried to determine if it would be strong enough to hold my weight. My father had always threatened to ground me if I’d ever tried to climb it, though whether that was because it was unstable or just because he didn’t want me on crawling it I did not know.

      At that moment, I didn’t care.

      I had to make my way to the ground.

      After casting a glance back over my shoulder to see that the monster was still struggling to free itself, I took a deep breath, prepared myself for what was to come, then slid onto my butt before flipping onto my hands and knees and descending onto the latticework.

      The monster broke through the window just as I slid my hands into the latticework.

      Unable to find purchase, it slipped, stumbled, then fell, only barely missing me.

      It hit the ground with a grisly crack.

      I looked down.

      Its body twitched, its eyes flickered, its black tongue slipped from its mouth. Then the light in its eyes went out and it stopped moving.

      Convinced that I was safe, I descended the latticework with speed I could’ve never possibly imagined and planted my feet on the ground, my heart threatening to burst out of my chest as I stared at the dead creature and my thoughts racing through my head.

      What had happened?

      Where were my mother and father? What had taken them? What was this thing lying dead at my feet?

      All those questions, with absolutely no answers, assaulted me, and though not normally prone to crying, tears stung at my eyes as I realized that I was completely and utterly alone.

      A scream rent the night.

      I lifted my head.

      I scanned the road.

      I saw, in the distance, another one of the disk-shaped aircraft as it tore across the sky, only just barely skimming the tops of houses and knocking free the brickwork chimneys that fed from their fireplaces.

      The brickwork, as it went sailing through the air, made a cacophony of sound when it hit the ground.

      Lights similar to the ones I had seen before lit the night.

      Then more of the monsters stepped into the street.

      I had no choice at that moment.

      I ran.

      The creatures—who’d been standing in bushes, in front yards, beneath the awnings of other homes—gave pursuit instantly, their footfalls slapping against the asphalt below and causing every nerve in my body to alight in flames. It was like I was running the triathlon of my life—and, if I wanted to be honest with myself, the triathlon for my life.

      I couldn’t afford to stop for anything.

      My lungs
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