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      If good things come in threes. What do nines bring?

      Newton put two brown slices of sprouted-grain bread in his failing stainless-steel toaster. The lever slipped down and wouldn’t hold, popping back up and jostling the bread.

      Coffee was brewing, and it smelled great.

      He sighed and tried the lever again.

      “Don’t say it,” Janine said. She had sidled back into the kitchen, in white square cuts and a baggy tank top. It was still warm enough for bare feet.

      Newton knew how lucky he was to have a love like Janine. This was no hill to die on.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You’re thinking it, Newt, and we can’t trash the toaster.”

      Jan was his dream come true. Her mother, who asked about that damn toaster every time she saw them, was the warning shot across the bow of wedded bliss.

      He pressed the toaster lever down. When Mom was gone, he’d get a new one.

      “Thanks for getting coffee ready.”

      “Coffee is life, lover boy,” Jan said.

      Newton watched as she filled a heavy-sided white diner mug to just shy of the top. Picking it up with care, she walked over and pressed her bare legs against his, waiting for a hug, and sipping the black gold.

      Janine shared his love of coffee, bacon, and 70’s film. She didn’t like anime. No one was perfect.

      He wrapped his arms around her, held her tight, smelling the coffee, sleep, and a hint of yesterday’s perfume.

      Jan held on to his arm while sipping her coffee. He felt her leaning into him. Then she said.

      “Did you see that comet thing? They’re saying it’s not a comet after all.”

      Newton gradually released Jan, running his palm down her side, enjoying the curves and warmth. He’d been following the coverage of the latest interstellar object to transit the solar system. It was becoming a far more common event.

      “Not a comet, no. What is it?”

      “Honey, you missed the news. They’re saying it’s a spaceship of some kind.”

       

      When the ninth interstellar object, initially labeled a strange-behavior comet, passed through the solar system, even the experts who’d been telling everyone they were just rocks or ice had to admit this ninth one was special.

      Reports said some people at NASA were calling it worrisome.

      It’s never aliens, until it’s aliens. A wise man once said.

      When the rock started circling Earth repeatedly, its orbit was declared deliberate.

      That trajectory was not an anomaly.

      The object, a rock composed of various metals, also maintained a constant distance of 15 million miles.

      Newton held his phone to get the latest updates on the NASA Planetary Defense website. He also had the Russian and Chinese sites open and translated.

      Clicking on the video NASA offered, he turned up the phone volume with his left thumb.

      “… that’s what we’re finding. Over a short period of time, at astounding speeds, the comet has traced a series of orbital paths and left behind fragments of itself, orbiting ever faster as it sheds mass.”

      In the video, Newton looked at the graphic. It showed Earth, not to scale, and a web of globes positioned around the entire planet. A web or sphere of sorts that aligned with every part of the planet.

      “At its current rate, the interstellar craft will have shed all of its mass in a week.”

      We had been found, but had we been contacted?

      Newton felt a rush of joy that made him clench his fists and squint his eyes shut in a mad moment of elation.

      “This is fucking amazing.”

      Jan was in their bedroom making the bed, but he heard her yell down the steps.

      “What an amazing moment to be alive. We should go out for dinner to celebrate.”

      Newton was certain that the joy he felt now was shared by every person like him, in every part of the world. All of those who wondered whether we were alone out here in the vastness of the universe. Now we knew.

      He didn’t feel any particular kinship with the disclosure people; they’d gone off the deep end for carnival barkers selling their wares. That stuff was using modern folklore as a cover for government programs.

      This event was rational, logical, and it could be witnessed in real time by billions. It was happening while the world watched. This was something that couldn’t be denied. But Newton wondered if the powers-that-be would try?

       

      A week later, when every space agency on the planet was working hard to launch missions to the web of orbs around the earth, Newton decided, a new age for humanity or not, the grass needed to be cut.

      Five minutes into pushing the mower, he could feel the sun stinging the back of his long, pale legs. The smell of the green cut grass was something Newton could never make up his mind about. He hated it being hinted at in any cologne. But here, in his yard, it was bearable. But his throat was starting to itch.

      Newton leaned into the mower, pushing it along smoothly. He never heard Jan yelling for him over the engine, but when he turned, she was waving her phone and walking back into the garage's shadows. He got a glimpse of her shorts as she moved out of sight. He cut the engine and waited a moment.

      Jan appeared in the garage opening again, now she was looking up.

      “Newt, they’re coming. The President is on TV, the internet, that emergency broadcast service thing is going nuts.”

      Newton saw garage doors and front doors opening across the line of suburban homes in his cookie-cutter neighborhood.

      Across the street, a couple he’d never introduced himself to stood looking at the sky with hands shielding their eyes against the sun. The woman held a baby in her left arm.

      There was nothing but blue sky above, clear, bright, and too intense for long gazes.

      Jan was looking at her phone, and her face changed. Newton saw fear. She shielded her eyes with both hands and looked up.

      “They’re landing, it says.”

      Sonic booms sounded overhead. A pop and boom, over and over. Looking up, Newton saw contrails and flaming reentries across a thousand points.

      “Man, that is amazing. Look at that.”

      “You think, amazing, really?” Janine said. “Go get your AK.”

      Newton wasn’t sure he wanted to draw fire, if it came to that.

      “Are they attacking anyone?”

      Jan shook her head no. “I’m on a live feed from Tokyo, and Moscow, and D.C. looks like no so far.”

      Newton pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket and headed to whatever live video he could find on YouTube. Above, he heard engine noise, like a rocket or jet.

      In a moment, they were both standing in the doorway to their garage, and a rod thundered down from above, its small engine firing furiously, then stopping. The rod landed dead center in their front yard, smoldering, red hot from a fast reentry.

      “Holy shit.”

      Newton could feel the intense heat from seventy feet away.

      “Yeah,” Jan said. “Or, how about, do you come in peace?”

      Across the street, just shy of hitting the family, another rod thundered down and plowed into the macadam of their driveway.

      Next door, a rod slammed through concrete and smoldered on
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