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EPILOGUE


ALIEN LANGUAGE TRANSLATION GUIDE:


THE OBSERVER LEXICON

(Translated from the Zar’Keth dialect for human comprehension) 

Zar’thuun (noun) = Human / Earth creature (usually loud) 

Vel’kraa (noun/adjective) = Idiot / dangerously stupid lifeform (also used as an insult, often repeated) 

Klii’tok (noun) = Politician (literal translation: “loud liar parasite”)

Threx (noun) = War / conflict / unnecessary violence 

Oom’bah (noun) = Hope (often used sarcastically) 

Grath’uun (noun) = Rare intelligent human / “worthy mind” 

Nok’thel (noun) = Lost cause / unsalvageable civilisation 

Sha’drik (verb) = To observe / monitor / stalk quietly 

Kreth’na (verb) = To extract / remove / rescue 

Drum’vak (noun) = Chaos event / civilisation meltdown 

Fek’tah (expression) = “Fuck this.” / “Absolutely not.” (common alien swear phrase)

Varnok (expression) = “You have got to be kidding.” (also translates loosely to “What the fuck?”) 

Zuu’ma (noun) = Social media (literal translation: “mind poison stream”) 

Blarr’tik (noun) = News media (literal translation: “fear broadcast machine”)

Korr’ven (noun) = Earth leader / “supreme liar” 

COMMON ALIEN PHRASES 

“Zar’thuun Vel’kraa.” = “Humans are idiots.”

“Klii’tok infestation confirmed.” = “Politicians detected. We are doomed.” 

“Planet status: Nok’thel.” = “This planet is a lost cause.” 

“Fek’tah... initiate Kreth’na.” = “Fuck it... begin extraction.” 


ACT I: 


THE

ARRIVAL 
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CHAPTER 1
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THEY ARRIVED SILENTLY

The first thing everyone expected was noise. 

A sonic boom. A flash of light. A mushroom cloud somewhere over the ocean to really kick things off. Something dramatic. Something Hollywood. But when the ships arrived... there was nothing. No sound. No warning. No countdown. No “we come in peace” message beamed onto the side of the moon like a PowerPoint presentation. Just twelve enormous shadows appearing above the world’s major cities like God had dropped a set of black dinner plates and couldn’t be bothered picking them up. Melbourne got one. Of course Melbourne got one. Because Melbourne can’t just have normal problems like potholes or overpriced coffee. Melbourne has to be the city that gets an alien mothership hovering over it like a pissed-off landlord. I was standing in my driveway holding a rubbish bag, still wearing yesterday’s shirt, because my twins had woken up at 4:17am for absolutely no reason other than spite. And then the sun disappeared. I looked up. And there it was. A massive black shape in the sky, hanging over the suburbs like a silent judgement. My first thought wasn’t fear. 

My first thought was: Great. Another thing I can’t afford. Because when you’re raising twins in Australia during a fuel crisis, an alien invasion is just... inconvenient. Like a parking fine. Or a politician. Or your kid vomiting into your mouth while you’re trying to kiss them goodnight. The neighbourhood went quiet. Not peaceful quiet. That special kind of quiet where you can physically feel humanity’s brain buffering. Then the screaming started. Doors slammed. Dogs barked. A car alarm went off and just stayed on, as if even the car was panicking. My phone vibrated. Emergency alert. “SEEK SHELTER. DO NOT PANIC.” Which is the government’s way of saying: PANIC IMMEDIATELY. I stared at the message and laughed, because I’d seen this movie before. Not the alien one. The lockdown one. I remembered standing in this exact driveway a few years earlier, watching police helicopters circle overhead while the news told us it was illegal to sit on a park bench for too long. 

Back then, the enemy was an invisible virus. Now the enemy was a floating city-sized piece of alien architecture hovering over Melbourne like it was about to ask for a latte. I stepped back and looked at the ship again. It didn’t move. Didn’t pulse. Didn’t hum. Just... existed. That was somehow worse. Because if it was roaring and shooting lasers, at least we’d know where we stood. But silence? Silence means they’re thinking. And I didn’t like the idea of something smarter than our politicians thinking about us. Inside the house, I heard my twins yelling. “DADDDDDDDDD!” One of them was crying. The other was laughing. Because of course. I turned to go inside when the neighbour, Steve, burst out of his house barefoot holding a golf club like it was Excalibur. “Daniel!” he shouted. I blinked. “Mate... what the fuck are you gonna do with that?” Steve pointed it at the sky. 

“I’m ready.” “Ready for what? To tee off at the mothership?” Steve’s wife came out behind him, filming on her phone. “Oh my God,” she gasped. “This is going viral.” Steve looked at her. “This is not the time, Karen.” She ignored him. “I hope they don’t interrupt The Block.” I stood there, watching this unfold, and that’s when it hit me. This wasn’t going to be a war. This was going to be a spectacle. Humanity wasn’t going to respond with bravery or intelligence. Humanity was going to respond the way it always responds: By being the dumbest species in the galaxy with unlimited WiFi. My phone buzzed again. Another alert. “ALL CITIZENS REMAIN CALM. FUEL SUPPLIES ARE NOT AT RISK.” And just like that... the entire country immediately decided fuel supplies were at risk. Across the street, a guy started loading jerry cans into his ute like he was preparing for Mad Max. Somewhere down the road, someone yelled:

“GET THE TOILET PAPER!” 

I closed my eyes. It hadn’t even been ten minutes. And we were already doing the toilet paper thing again. I looked back up at the ship. It was still hovering. Still silent. Still watching. And for a brief moment, I felt something strange. Not fear. Not panic. Something else. The feeling of being observed. Like the entire planet had just become a reality TV show... and we were the contestants nobody wanted. 

ORBITAL OBSERVATION VESSEL 

CLASSIFIED 

Inside the ship, the lights were dim and cold, not because the aliens were evil... but because they had taste. Two beings stood in front of a floating holographic interface, watching Earth’s reaction unfold in real time. One of them leaned forward slightly. 

Its eyes—if you could call them eyes—shifted through the planet’s data like it was scrolling a menu. “Initial contact achieved,” it said. “Zar’thuun response?” The second alien didn’t answer immediately. It watched the footage of humans running in circles. Filming. Screaming. Arguing. Then it zoomed in on a petrol station in Australia. A fight had already started. Over fuel. One human had thrown a punch. Another had pulled a knife. Someone was yelling about government lies. Someone else was livestreaming it. The second alien paused. Then spoke calmly. “Vel’kraa.” (Idiots.) The first alien tilted its head. “So soon?” The second alien’s voice remained flat. 

“This species has achieved new levels of stupidity faster than predicted.” The first alien nodded slowly. “Confirm: this is the planet we assisted?” “Yes.” “With clean energy prototypes?” “Yes.” “With advanced communication systems?” “Yes.” “With medical advancements?” Yes. “And they are using it for... this?” The second alien zoomed out. The entire planet was already melting down. A leader was giving a speech. A billionaire was tweeting. A news channel had “ALIENS MAY BE

RACIST?” 

The first alien leaned closer. “Are the Collectors aware of this planet?” The second alien didn’t move. “Yes.” The first alien hesitated. “...Should we warn them?” The second alien watched another broadcast. A politician was blaming the opposition party for the alien arrival. A second politician was demanding an immediate inquiry. A third was selling “Alien Preparedness Kits” on television. The second alien’s voice dropped into something almost... exhausted. “Why would we warn them?” A pause. Then it added: “They will arrive... observe this... and say Fek’tah.” (Fuck it.) The ship’s interface pulsed. A new signal appeared on the edge of the system. Faint. Dark. Massive. Incoming. The second fleet. The Collectors. The first alien stared at the signal. Then back at Earth. “...How long until they arrive?” The second alien watched the planet again. Watched the violence. Watched the stupidity. Watched the politicians. Watched the news. Watched the panic-buying. Then it answered.

“Approximately seven minutes.” 

And down on Earth... I stood in my driveway, staring at the ship above Melbourne. My twins were still screaming inside the house. My neighbour was still holding his golf club like an absolute hero. And the news anchor on TV next door was saying the words: “We urge everyone to remain calm.” I shook my head. Because I knew what was coming. 

Not the aliens. Not the invasion. Not the end of the world. The real disaster was worse. The real disaster was us. 


END OF CHAPTER 1

(And humanity’s dignity.) 
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CHAPTER 2 SEVEN MINUTES OF UNITY 
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For the first time in human history, something miraculous happened. The world stopped arguing. No politics. No culture wars. No “my team vs your team.” No debates about gender, religion, vaccines, petrol prices, climate change, or whether pineapple belongs on pizza. For seven minutes... humanity was united. Seven minutes of pure, global solidarity. It was beautiful. It was inspiring. It was the kind of moment you’d expect to be written about in history books, taught in schools, and turned into a shitty inspirational movie starring Chris Hemsworth as “Australian Man Who Looks Concerned.” For seven minutes, people looked up at the sky and thought the same thing: “Holy shit.” And then... like all good things... it ended. Because humans can’t hold hands for long without someone trying to pickpocket the bloke next to them. 

I was still standing in my driveway, holding the rubbish bag like a useless soldier who’d been issued the wrong weapon. My twins were inside the house screaming. One of them was yelling “ALIENS!” like it was Christmas morning. The other was crying because his toast was “too toasty.” You could hear neighbours arguing already. Not about survival. Not about safety. About who was going to get the best video angle for Instagram. Across the street, Steve was still holding his golf club like it was going to do something other than get him vaporised in high definition. His wife Karen—because of course her name was Karen—was still filming. “This is insane,” she said, zooming in. Steve looked at her. “If they attack, we run.” Karen didn’t even look away from her phone. “If they attack, I’m going to need lighting.” I blinked slowly. This was going to be a long week. 

The TV in Steve’s house was loud enough that I could hear the news through his front window. The anchor was trying his absolute best to sound calm. He had that tone journalists use when they’re one step away from wetting themselves but still want to appear professional. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “we can now confirm multiple unidentified aircraft—” A producer screamed in the background. “DON’T SAY AIRCRAFT! IT SOUNDS TOO NORMAL!” The anchor continued, sweat forming on his forehead. “—multiple unidentified... objects... have appeared over major cities around the globe.” A graphic appeared on screen. ALIEN INVASION? GOVERNMENT SILENT WHAT THIS MEANS FOR

HOUSE PRICES I shit you not. That was an actual headline. House prices. The world was ending and Australia was still worried about whether a threebedroom weatherboard in Frankston would drop fifty grand. Some things never change. 

I pulled my phone out again. The internet was still working, because apparently aliens can cross galaxies but Telstra will still refuse to upgrade the NBN. Social media was already a disaster. There were livestreams everywhere. People crying. People praying. People yelling. And of course... 

Influencers. 

One girl was standing in front of the alien ship in the city, doing a TikTok dance like she was auditioning for “Australia’s Got Brain Damage.” The caption read: “WHEN ALIENS INVADE BUT YOU STILL GOTTA SERVE” I stared at it for a long moment. Then I whispered to myself: “...We

deserve extinction.” 

The first official government broadcast came about twenty minutes later. The Prime Minister appeared on every channel at once. He stood behind a podium, wearing a suit that looked like it had been ironed by a frightened intern. His smile was too big. The kind of smile politicians wear when they’re lying through their teeth but want you to feel safe while they do it. “Fellow Australians,” he began. “We are currently facing an unprecedented situation.” No shit. “We want to assure you that we are taking all necessary steps to ensure the safety and wellbeing of all Australians during this... event.” He paused, as if the word “event” made it less terrifying. “As Prime Minister, I have spoken with our allies and we are working closely with international partners to determine the nature of these... objects.” 

Objects. Not alien ships. Objects. Like someone had left a couch on the nature strip. He continued. “I want to be clear. There is no immediate cause for alarm.” Behind him, on a live camera feed, you could literally see the alien ship blocking out half the sky. I couldn’t help myself. I said out loud: “Mate... the sun is missing.” The Prime Minister kept going. “We ask all Australians to remain calm and avoid panic buying.” And that’s when I knew we were doomed. Because the moment the government tells Australians not to panic buy... Australians panic buy like it’s a sport. The broadcast ended. The Prime Minister smiled again. Then walked off stage like he’d just solved the alien invasion with positive vibes and a wellrehearsed speech. 

Within thirty minutes, petrol stations were chaos. It happened so fast it was almost impressive. It was like Australians had a built-in emergency response system. Not for survival. For hoarding. People weren’t thinking about food. Or water. Or shelter. No. They were thinking about fuel. Because apparently the official national plan in an alien invasion is: “Let’s all fill up our cars so we can sit in traffic while the world ends.” I watched a live stream of a servo in Dandenong. A man was screaming at the attendant. “You’re limiting me to fifty bucks?!” The attendant shrugged. “Mate, we’ve got aliens in the sky. I don’t control the pumps.” The man slammed his fist on the counter. “This is communism!” Communism. Yes. Because fuel limits during an alien invasion is definitely Marxism. 

Then came

VICTORIA. 

Of course Victoria had to do Victoria things. If you’ve ever lived through the lockdowns, you know what I mean. Victoria doesn’t respond to crisis with action. Victoria responds with rules. A few hours after the ships arrived, the Premier went live. And I swear to God, the man looked like he’d been waiting for this moment his entire life. He stood at a podium with the energy of a teacher about to punish the entire class because one kid sneezed too loud. “My fellow Victorians,” he began. “I understand that this is a challenging time.” He paused dramatically. “But we must remain calm, remain safe, and follow the directions of authorised officers.” Authorised officers. Already. We hadn’t even met the aliens yet and we were already being told to obey some bloke in a hi-vis vest. The Premier continued. “As of midnight tonight, Melbourne will enter a precautionary lockdown.” I stared at the screen. “A lockdown?” I said. Steve shouted from across the street: “LOCKDOWN THE ALIENS!” The

Premier wasn’t finished. 

“All residents are required to stay within a fivekilometre radius of their homes.” I blinked. “The alien ship is literally above Melbourne,” I muttered. “How the fuck is it staying within five kilometres?” Then he said it. The words that triggered PTSD in every Victorian. “Masks will be mandatory.” I felt my soul leave my body. The twins screamed inside the house again. It wasn’t fear. It was because one of them had stolen the other’s dinosaur. The world was ending, and my children were fighting over a plastic reptile. Honestly... fair enough. 

Then the American broadcast cut in. The President appeared on screen. He was orange. He was angry. And he looked like he’d just discovered someone   had   eaten   his   fries.   “My   fellow Americans,” he said, “we are facing an alien situation. A big one. A tremendous one.” He leaned forward. 

“And I want you to know something. We are not scared.” Behind him were military generals standing like statues, all looking like they’d rather be fighting the aliens than standing next to this man. He continued. “These aliens? They think they’re tough. They think they’re strong. But let me tell you something.” He jabbed a finger at the camera. “We’ve got the best weapons. The best pilots. The best nukes. Everybody knows it.” I covered my mouth. This man was about to start a war with outer space. He kept going. “If they want a fight... we’ll give them one. We’ll give them a fight so big... so beautiful... they’ll never forget it.” Then he smiled. “And frankly, I don’t think they’re even real.” I stared. “...What?” He raised his voice. “I think it’s a hoax. A global hoax. Probably made by the media.” I nodded slowly. Of course. Aliens travel across the universe, arrive over Earth... and the President calls it fake news. 

Perfect. 

Absolutely perfect.

Within hours, the world had split into groups. Group One: The Panickers They were buying fuel, food, toilet paper, and assault rifles like the apocalypse was a Black Friday sale. Group Two: The Denial People They insisted the ships were CGI. They believed the alien invasion was a distraction from “the real issues.” One man on Facebook wrote: “IF ALIENS WERE REAL THEY’D SPEAK ENGLISH.” I didn’t even have the energy to respond. Group Three: The Spiritual Crowd They were convinced the aliens were angels. Or demons. Or both. One lady said the aliens were here to punish humanity for eating gluten. Group Four: The Influencers They treated the invasion like a brand opportunity. There were already “Alien Invasion Discount Codes.” And then Group Five... Group Five was the most dangerous of all. Politicians. Because politicians looked at twelve alien ships hovering over Earth... and saw one thing. A chance. A chance to control people. A chance to stay in power. A chance to blame someone else. A chance to appear important. The aliens weren’t the biggest threat.

Human ego was. 

I walked back inside my house. My twins were in the lounge room staring at the TV. One of them pointed at the alien ship on screen. “Daddy,” he asked, “are they coming to take us?” I looked at the ship. Then at the news anchor. Then at the Prime Minister’s face frozen on the screen midsmile. Then at the Premier’s lockdown announcement. Then at footage of people fighting at petrol stations. Then at Americans yelling about nukes. I thought about it for a moment. Then I answered honestly. “No, mate.” My twin frowned. “Why not?” I sighed. “Because they’re probably watching us right now... and thinking we’re too fucken stupid to bother.” ORBITAL OBSERVATION VESSEL OBSERVER LOG 002: 

The two Observers watched Earth like scientists watching bacteria in a petri dish. Only the bacteria were armed. And loud. And somehow had political parties. The first alien spoke. “Global unity achieved?” The second alien didn’t look impressed. “Yes.” “How long?” The second alien zoomed in on the timeline. “Seven minutes.” The first alien paused. “...Seven minutes of

cooperation.” “Yes.” 

“...Then conflict resumed?” The second alien tilted its head. “Not resumed.” It zoomed in further. The data spiked. Violence. Panic. Fear. Consumption. It was escalating like a firestorm. “Increased,” the second alien said. “Exponentially.” The first alien stared. “Explain.” The second alien played footage. Humans fighting over fuel. Humans fighting over toilet paper. Humans fighting over ideology. Humans fighting because someone looked at them wrong. Then it played footage of politicians. Smiling. Speaking. Deflecting.

Manipulating. Blaming. 

The second alien spoke quietly. “Klii’tok infestation confirmed.” (Politicians detected. Loud liars.) The first alien’s voice lowered. “...They are using this event to gain control.” The second alien nodded. “Yes.” The first alien paused. “...This species is attempting to weaponise first contact.” The second alien didn’t blink. “Yes.” The first alien leaned back slightly. “...Vel’kraa.” (Idiots.) A new warning signal appeared. Red. Deep space. Approaching. 

The  second  alien’s  interface  translated   it automatically. 

COLLECTOR FLEET DETECTED 

The first alien stiffened. “They’re early.” 

The second alien watched Earth again. Watched the chaos. Watched the stupidity. Watched the violence. Watched the politicians. Watched the influencers dancing in front of military checkpoints. Then it said the words every species fears hearing about itself. “Planet status approaching: Nok’thel.” (Lost cause.) 

The first alien whispered: “...If the Collectors see this...” The second alien cut it off. “They will not invade.” The first alien hesitated. “...They won’t?” The second alien’s voice became cold and final. “No.” It zoomed in on the human broadcasts one more time. A politician was promising “strong leadership.” A billionaire was launching “AlienCoin.” A news anchor was saying aliens were a “threat to democracy.” A man in Australia was trying to fight a soldier because he didn’t want to wear a mask. 

The second alien stared at the madness. Then spoke the ancient universal phrase of all intelligent life: “Fek’tah.” (Fuck it.) The first alien asked: “How long until the Collectors arrive?” The second alien checked the signal. Then looked down at Earth. Then looked at the timeline. Then answered.

“Seven minutes.” 

And down on Earth... the world continued collapsing. Not because aliens attacked. But because humans couldn’t stop being human. And somewhere deep inside me, I felt the same thought forming as the aliens. Not fear. Not panic. Just acceptance. The kind you feel when you’ve seen your twins smear yoghurt into the carpet and you know there’s no saving the situation. Just...

“Well... fuck.” 
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CHAPTER 3 
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THE COLLECTORS ARRIVED (AND


IMMEDIATELY REGRETTED IT) 


The sky didn’t change when the Collectors arrived. There was no thunder. No fire. No dramatic music. Just a subtle shift in the air... like the universe itself had taken a step back and said: “Yeah... nah. I’m not getting involved in this.” I didn’t see them at first. None of us did. Because we were too busy doing what humans do best during a global crisis: Arguing with strangers on the internet. But then the birds disappeared. Every single one of them. Not like “oh look, they flew away.” No. They vanished like they’d been recalled by the bird union. Then the dogs went quiet. Which, if you’ve ever owned a dog, is terrifying.

Dogs don’t go quiet unless: 

	They’re dead. 

	They’re guilty.

	They’ve seen something so horrifying their soulhas left their body. 


I stepped outside again, holding my coffee like it was going to protect me. The ship was still there. The big one. Hovering above Melbourne like a silent god. But now... there was something else. A shadow behind the shadow. A darker shape, higher in the clouds. Almost invisible. Like a second predator had arrived... and the first predator suddenly looked nervous. I squinted. My neighbour Steve was out there too, still holding his golf club like a warrior who’d trained his whole life for this moment. He pointed up. “Daniel...” I nodded slowly. “Yep.” Steve swallowed. “...That’s bigger.” 

And he was right. The new ship wasn’t just bigger. It was wrong. The first ships had been smooth, silent, clean. Like advanced technology. This new one looked like it had been designed by something that didn’t believe in mercy. It was jagged. Asymmetrical. Like it had been built for one purpose: To take. My phone buzzed again. Emergency alert. This time it didn’t even try to sound calm. “SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER. THIS IS NOT A DRILL.” 

Steve looked at me. “So... golf club still good?” I looked at the sky again. Then at Steve. “Mate... if they attack, your golf club is just going to help them identify which one of us is the biggest fuckwit.” Steve nodded. Fair. 

Inside my house, the twins were now glued to the TV like this was the greatest cartoon they’d ever seen. One of them turned to me. “Daddy,” he said, “is it good aliens or bad aliens?” I stared at the screen. The news anchor was now openly sweating. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, voice trembling, “we are receiving reports that... additional objects have entered Earth’s orbit.” The camera cut to shaky footage of the sky. The new ship was barely visible, but the shape of it was unmistakable. Even the anchor didn’t try to pretend it was “weather balloons” anymore. His voice cracked. “...This appears to be... another fleet.” A panel of experts appeared on screen immediately, because nothing screams “we’re doomed” like a panel of experts. One of them was a scientist. One of them was a retired general. One of them was a political commentator who looked like he’d never done anything useful in his entire life. The political commentator leaned forward. “I believe we need to consider the economic impacts of this second fleet.” The retired general stared at him. “The economic impacts?” “Yes,” the commentator insisted. “What will this do to consumer confidence?”

I rubbed my face. My twin tugged my shirt. “Daddy?” I sighed. “Yeah mate?” The twin asked the question every kid asks at the worst possible time. “Can we still have chicken nuggets?” I looked at the sky. Then at my child. Then back at the sky. “Honestly mate... chicken nuggets might be the last thing keeping society together right now.”


ORBITAL OBSERVATION VESSEL  OBSERVER LOG 003:


The Observers felt it before they saw it. A vibration through the hull. A frequency only their species could detect. The kind of vibration that meant: Danger has entered the room. The first Observer turned sharply to the interface. The display pulsed. A dark signal expanded like an infection. 

COLLECTOR FLEET — CONFIRMED 

The first Observer’s throat tightened. “They’re early.”

The second Observer didn’t respond. It was staring at Earth. At the chaos. At the humans. At the politicians already trying to blame each other for the second fleet. At the news channels turning terror into ratings. At the influencers still filming dances. At the petrol station brawls. At the man in Australia screaming that aliens were “fake” while standing under a ship the size of a city. The second Observer whispered: “Zar’thuun

Vel’kraa.” (Humans are idiots.) 

A shadow moved outside the vessel. Then another. Then another. The Collectors arrived like sharks entering a pool. The ship’s lights dimmed automatically. Not because of fear... but because the universe itself understood it was time to shut up. 

A docking alarm sounded. The doors opened. And the first Collector stepped inside. It was tall. Armoured. Silent. Its skin looked like polished obsidian mixed with scars. It didn’t walk. It glided. Like gravity was too afraid to make it obey the rules. Behind it came two more. Then three. The air grew colder. The first Observer stepped forward. “Welcome,” it said. “We have been monitoring—” The Collector raised one hand. The Observer stopped instantly. Not because it was ordered... but because every cell in its body knew that hand could end civilizations. The Collector didn’t speak. It simply stared at the holographic display of Earth. For a long moment, the room was silent except for the faint hum of the ship. 

The Collector leaned closer. It watched footage of humans fighting in a supermarket aisle. Not for food. For toilet paper. The Collector’s head tilted slightly. It watched a politician smiling while promising “strong leadership.” It watched a news panel arguing whether aliens were “left wing” or “right wing.” It watched a billionaire selling “Alien Preparedness NFTs.” The Collector stared. Then, finally... it spoke. Its voice was deep and distorted, like it had been forged in a furnace. “Varnok...” (What the fuck...?) The Observers froze. The Collector zoomed in on Australia. A man had just thrown a punch at a servo attendant. Another man was waving a knife. A third was livestreaming it with the caption: “ALIEN APOCALYPSE FIGHT LOL” The Collector’s eyes narrowed. It spoke again, slowly, as if trying to process the stupidity scientifically. “Surely...” It paused. Its voice dropped into disbelief. “Surely these Zar’thuun can’t be this Fek’tah Vel’kraa.” (Surely these humans can’t be this fucking stupid.) The second Observer flinched. The first Observer hesitated. “...Your dialect has changed,” it said carefully. The Collector didn’t blink. 

“I have been observing for eight minutes.” It zoomed out. Earth spun slowly on the hologram. A planet full of noise, war, pride, ego and self-destruction. Then it spoke a phrase that hit the Observers like a funeral bell. “Planet status... Nok’thel.” (Planet status... lost cause.) The first Observer stepped forward nervously. “Collector Commander... your fleet requested this planet for harvesting.” The Collector stared at the hologram again. Then it zoomed in on a world leader giving a speech. The leader’s mouth moved. The translation system generated the words: 

“We will not be intimidated. We will stand strong. We will fight for freedom.” Behind him was an alien ship the size of a city. The Collector watched the speech for ten seconds. Then spoke again. “Klii’tok.” (Politician. Loud liar parasite.) The Collector turned slightly, addressing its own fleet. “Sha’drik the Klii’tok.” (Observe the politicians.) A second Collector stepped forward. It watched humans arguing online. It watched humans calling each other sheep. It watched humans threatening each other. It watched humans denying reality. Then it spoke, with disgust: “Zuu’ma is mind poison.” (Social media is mind poison.) The first Collector leaned closer. Its voice became darker. “This species is not defended.” The first Observer swallowed. 

“No... they are armed.” The Collector’s head tilted. “Armed?” The Observer gestured at the hologram. “They possess weapons. Nukes. Militaries.” The Collector stared at the footage again. Then it zoomed in on humans shooting each other over fuel. Then stabbing each other over groceries. Then arguing about masks. Then protesting an alien invasion because it was “government propaganda.” The Collector finally spoke. “They are armed... against themselves.” The second Observer whispered: “Yes.” The Collector paused. Then it said something no Observer had ever heard a Collector say. A sentence that did not belong in the Collector vocabulary. A sentence filled with something unfamiliar. Confusion. “...This is not a conquest.” The first Observer blinked. “It is not?” 

The Collector’s voice turned colder. “No.” It stared at Earth again. Then it spoke. “Invasion is redundant.” The Observers stood frozen. The Collector continued. “They are already destroying their planet.” “They are already enslaved by their Klii’tok.” “They are already divided.” “They are already violent.” “They are already collapsing.” It paused. 

Then the Collector said it again, slower. Like it needed the universe to hear it clearly. “This is not a conquest.” The first Observer’s voice trembled. “...Then what is it?” The Collector looked at Earth like a doctor looking at a patient who’d arrived too late. Then it spoke: “A mercy mission.” The Observers stared. The Collector turned back to the display. It zoomed in on a single human. A man in Australia. Standing in his driveway. Holding a coffee. Looking up at the sky with the exhausted expression of someone who had already survived worse. The translation system pulled in audio. The human muttered: “Yeah... nah. We’re fucked.” The Collector stared. Then it said quietly: “Grath’uun.” (Rare intelligent human.) The Observer blinked. “That one?” The Collector nodded once. “Yes.” It zoomed in further. Inside the house behind the man, two small humans were screaming. The Observer frowned. “...Those are offspring.” 

The Collector stared at the chaos inside the home. One child was crying. The other was laughing. The man looked like he hadn’t slept in years. The Collector paused. Then its voice lowered. “...This one has survived young Zar’thuun.” 

The second Observer nodded slowly. “Twin offspring.” The Collector’s eyes narrowed. Then it spoke with the closest thing it had to respect. “Warrior.” The Observers didn’t know what to do with that. The Collector turned away. “Mark him.” The Observer hesitated. “Mark for extraction?” The Collector paused. Then, quietly... “Not yet.” The first Observer frowned. “Why?” 

The Collector didn’t answer immediately. Instead it stared at Earth again. At the screaming. The violence. The leaders. The stupidity. The endless noise. Then the Collector Commander said the most horrifying sentence imaginable. Not because it was violent... but because it sounded tired. “If we take all Grath’uun... there will be few.” (If we rescue all intelligent humans... there will be very few.) The Observer whispered: “How few?” The Collector stared at the hologram. It watched humanity for another ten seconds. Then answered honestly. “...Less than expected.” A third Collector stepped forward. Its voice was strained. “Commander... my cognition systems are experiencing distress.” The Commander turned slowly. 

“...Explain.” The Collector hesitated. Then said: “I have watched their news broadcasts.” Silence. The Commander nodded slowly. “...Understood.” The Collector continued. “My mental stability is... compromised.” The Commander stared. Then, in a voice that sounded almost defeated, it issued an order no Collector had ever issued in recorded history. “Initiate Ther’pah.” The Observers blinked. “What is Ther’pah?” The Commander’s voice lowered. “Therapy.” The Observers froze. “...Therapy?” The Commander stared at Earth again. At the chaos. At the stupidity. At the politicians. Then it said: “This planet is psychologically toxic.” The second Observer whispered: “Zuu’ma...” The Commander nodded. “Yes.” Then it spoke the final phrase, the one that would later be recorded as the moment the invasion ended before it began. “Fek’tah.” (Fuck it.) 

EARTH — MELBOURNE SUBURBS: 

Back in my driveway, I had no idea that three alien species were currently debating whether to rescue humanity or put us down like a sick dog. I was just trying to survive the next ten minutes. My twins were still screaming. Steve was still holding his golf club. And the news was now reporting that the American President had demanded the aliens “come down and fight like men.” I stared at the TV. Then at the sky. Then at my coffee. Then at my children.  Then back at the sky. And I said out loud, calmly, like a man who had reached the end of his emotional rope: “Surely... surely we can’t be this fucken dumb.” Above me... the Collector Commander stared down at Earth. And even though I couldn’t hear it... I swear I could feel the same thought echoing across the atmosphere. Because somewhere up there, an alien was probably thinking: “Mate... you have no idea.” 
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CHAPTER 4 
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BREAKING NEWS: WE’RE SCREWED 

I didn’t sleep. Not because I was scared of aliens. I didn’t sleep because my twins had decided this was the perfect time to rediscover the ancient art of screaming for absolutely no reason. At 2:11am one of them woke up crying because he had a nightmare. At 2:17am the other one woke up because he heard the first one crying. At 2:23am both of them were awake because they realised it was now a party. At 3:00am I gave up and sat on the couch staring at the ceiling, thinking about my life choices and wondering if aliens could abduct me purely out of pity. Then at 4:45am, the alien ship pulsed. Just once. A low ripple of light ran along its underside like a heartbeat. Melbourne lit up for half a second. Car alarms went off. Dogs lost their minds. And somewhere in the distance, I heard someone yell: “THEY’RE TURNING ON!” Which, honestly, is exactly how I felt most mornings anyway. I looked out the window and whispered: “Yeah... cool. Great. Fantastic.” Because if you’ve already survived twin toddlers, you’re basically immune to fear. At this point, the apocalypse is just another inconvenience. Like fuel prices. Or politicians. Or Lego on bare feet. 

By sunrise, the entire planet had officially lost its mind. And the best part? The aliens still hadn’t done anything. They hadn’t fired a single shot. They hadn’t spoken. They hadn
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