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      As I stood on the precipice of what separated our home from the landscape beyond, I tried, with everything I could manage, not to cry.

      On any other night, I wouldn’t be as bothered by what I’ve been thinking, of what I’ve been imagining, of what I’ve been dreading. Tonight was, realistically, the calmest, and quietest, it had been in weeks. But deep down, I knew that tonight would be different.

      Deep down, I knew that my sister was planning on joining the Midnight Guard.

      Call it a psychic sense. A sister’s intuition. A knowledge I knew was beyond my own. Either way, the mere thought of Ana Mia standing up here in my place, or maybe even next to me, left me feeling breathless and full of dread.

      I tightened my hold on the rifle in my grasp to keep myself from trembling.

      I knew, deep down, that it would be my sister’s decision. It was her right, by civilian law, to do what it was she felt was her duty not just to herself, but her community. But the fact was: I had done everything in my power to protect her for these past six years.

      But now I can’t, I thought.

      I couldn’t help but sigh as a tear slipped from my eye.

      Almost six years ago to the day—on the night of September 17th, 2024—the United States of America received an emergency broadcast from then-president Suzanne Gale, during which she had announced that an unidentified number of aircraft had entered our borders. It was during this time that she told us that we did not know who They were, nor what They wanted. All we knew is that They had come from somewhere else, and that They had meant us harm.

      They being Them: the aliens from outer space.

      I can still vividly recall looking outside that night and seeing that beastly thing, its glowing eyes, its ghastly grin. My mother’s screams have haunted my dreams for years, as have my sister’s.

      And my father’s.

      I reached up to tighten my hold on the cross that dangled around my neck, and tried to recite the only Psalm I know from memory beneath my breath.

       Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

      “For thou art with me,” I whispered, “thy rod and staff, they comfort me.”

      A flicker of glowing lights appeared in the distance, causing me to purse my lips and still my tongue. I relinquished my hold on the cross and tightened my grip on the rifle, fully prepared to do what I’d been trained for the past four years of my life.

      “It’s all right,” Captain Henshaw said beside me. “We’re safe.”

      His voice, in the darkness, was like gentle waters washing over me. It caused me to close my eyes. To take a deep breath. To, thankfully, breathe.
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