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Light crept over the salt-weathered rooftops of Stonefield, Massachusetts, a town as old as the legends that haunted its hillsides. It was around Stonefield that the Salem Witch Trials were held hundreds of years before. Nestled between gnarly stretches of pine forest and the restless Atlantic, the town had always attracted the odd and the eccentric. But few groups embodied this spirit quite like the Stonefield Alien Hunters, a band of five young adults and a cat who, despite what anyone else thought, took their work very seriously.

Their headquarters was the homey, rambling Victorian at the end of Maple Lane—a house whose porch sagged like it was tired of holding up secrets, its faded yellow paint outshone only by the riot of wildflowers Claudia had planted beneath the parlor windows. Inside, the morning began with the familiar aroma of percolating coffee, punctuated by the banshee shrieks of Kira attempting to explain quantum entanglement to the group’s only cat, Quasar.

“He gets it,” Kira insisted, wagging a cinnamon stick at the shaggy gray tabby draped across the kitchen table. “He’s just pretending to nap so he can avoid thinking about his own place in the universe.”

Quasar, unbothered, yawned and rolled over, exposing a constellation of white patches on his fur.

“Can we please focus?” snapped Marcus, the group’s resident skeptic and, despite his best efforts, their de facto leader. He set his mug down with a thud. “We have a credible report this time. Mrs. Gomez watched a literal orb float through her backyard, and she’s not even on Facebook.”

Claudia, a former geology major with a soft spot for all things supernatural, perked up at that. “Didn’t she also say her hydrangeas started glowing afterward? Maybe there’s a radiological angle.”

“Or maybe she’s finally losing it,” muttered Sam, who preferred the company of his complicated camera rig to actual people.

“Sam,” said Kira, “can you just admit that you’re dying to take photos of this thing? Mrs. Gomez promised us her famous churros if we help.”

Sam grumbled, but his eyes flickered with curiosity.

Liv, the last member of the crew and their designated driver (after a regrettable sugar-high incident with Kira), scrolled through her phone while absentmindedly batting Quasar’s tail away from her cereal bowl. “Guys,” she said, “it’s not just Mrs. Gomez. Three different farms reported animals missing last night. If these are pranks, someone’s going all in.”

Silence fell. Even Quasar paused mid-purr.

Marcus leaned forward, his skepticism wavering. “Pattern?”

“All within three miles of each other,” Liv replied, turning her screen to show a cluster of red pins on a digital map. “And guess what? All near the woods in the north quarter.”

Claudia’s eyes widened. “That’s where the Baker twins saw that weird light show last month.”

“Which we never explained,” Marcus admitted, begrudgingly impressed.

Outside, the morning sun had burned through the mist, revealing a town poised between the mundane and the uncanny. The Alien Hunters gathered their equipment: cameras, thermal scanners, a weathered field notebook, and, most importantly, Quasar in his customized backpack.

They headed out in Liv’s battered Subaru, its bumper adorned with stickers ranging from ‘I Want to Believe’ to ‘My Other Car is a UFO.’ As they rattled past the old colonial cemetery and into the open farmland, Sam’s camera captured everything—the dew on the grass, the glint of uncertainty in Marcus’s eyes, even the faintest shimmer in the air above the treeline.

Their first stop was the Gomez backyard, a riot of sunflowers and bird-feeders. Mrs. Gomez met them at the gate, her hands flour-dusted from an early batch of churros and her expression grave.

“It came from the woods,” she told them, voice trembling but resolute. “A ball of light, like a tiny sun. It moved so fast—then, poof. My dog barked for hours.”

They found odd scorch marks in the grass; a charred ring no bigger than a dinner plate. Claudia knelt beside it, running her fingers over the brittle edge. “It’s not electrical,” she murmured. “Feels... cold, almost.”

Kira recorded the readings on her phone, frowning. “Electromagnetic spike, then nothing. Like it blinked off the grid.”

Sam, suspicious but intrigued, snapped photos from every angle. “If this is a hoax, it’s a good one.”

They canvassed the area, talking to neighbors who all repeated the same story: Strange lights, a whiff of ozone, animals restless or gone missing. By midday, they’d collected enough evidence to fill a whiteboard, but not enough to make sense of any of it.

Liv suggested lunch at the diner, but Marcus insisted they push on to the north quarter woods where the last animal disappearance was reported. There, the trees grew close together, their branches woven tight like fingers guarding a secret. The group made their way through the undergrowth, Quasar in the lead, tail high like a radar antenna.

The deeper they went, the more uneasy they felt. Sunlight filtered down in slanting beams, dappling the moss with ghostly patterns. The silence was thick, broken only by the rhythmic crunch of their boots and Quasar’s occasional chirp.

Suddenly, Marcus halted. Ahead lay a circle of scorched earth, much larger than the one at Mrs. Gomez’s. In the center, a single white feather stood upright, planted in the soil as if by invisible hands.

Claudia reached out to touch it, but her hand trembled.

Kira, voice barely above a whisper, asked, “Since when do aliens leave feathers?”

Sam snapped a photo, but the screen glitched, lines of static distorting the image.

Marcus knelt beside the feather, studying the ground. “This isn’t a prank,” he said, voice hollow and certain. “Someone—or something—wants us to notice.”

They stood in the silence, five humans and a cat, dwarfed by the looming pines and the mystery that grew larger with every clue.

When they finally turned for home, the sun was low and the shadows stretched long behind them, following their every step.
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The five friends—plus Quasar, who was a mystery unto himself—had developed a kind of routine when it came to unexplained phenomena. They tackled every new mystery with a blend of steadfast skepticism and open-minded excitement, but never without a plan. Emily, who had a knack for strategy and a spreadsheet for everything from sleep schedules to local legends, immediately called a meeting at the kitchen table. 

She started, as always, by dividing up assignments. 

“First, we need hard evidence,” she declared, tacking a blank sheet of printer paper to the wall above the coffee maker. “No wild theories until we know exactly what we’re dealing with. Zoe, photos. Nate, sensors and data. Rachel, interviews. Leo, mapping. Let’s get moving.” 

Zoe, who practically had her camera glued to her hand, was out the door in under a minute. She started by retracing Mrs. Gomez’s steps from the previous night, snapping photos of the burnt grass, the warped fence post, even the way the sunlight hit the distant pines near the edge of the woods. Her phone buzzed as Rachel pinged her for updates. 

Rachel, meanwhile, was already on Mrs. Gomez’s porch, sipping at a cup of strong peppermint tea and coaxing out details with practiced ease. “Was it a steady light, or did it flicker?” she asked, voice gentle. “Did you hear any sounds, like buzzing or... humming?” 

Mrs. Gomez pondered for a moment before replying, “It was so bright it hurt to look at
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