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      I have never been particularly brave. Having lived, grown up with, and then fought and beat cancer, I could easily say that I have always depended upon others when things got rough.

      But when They came, everything changed.

      I still remember that day as if it were yesterday.

      My mother, rousing me from sleep—

      My father, whispering we needed to go—

      My eyes as they opened, my lips as they parted—

      I hadn’t been able to ask what was going on, or where we were going. There’d been a wild look in my mother’s eyes; and worst yet: she’d had her pistol in the holster on her waist.

      I knew, at that moment, that one thing was for certain:

      If my mother was openly carrying her weapon, something was horribly, horribly wrong.

      Fortunately for me, I was so young that I could barely understand what was happening.

      Unfortunately, that made the nightmares even worse.

      People running. People crying.

      Spaceships flying. People dying.

      It’d all been too much to take—and still is, if you want me to be perfectly honest.

      It’s especially bad now that my father is gone.

      It’s been almost six years since his death—six years since They came, six years since They changed everything—and not a day goes by when I don’t think about him, or those words he’d told me before everything had happened.

      He’d said, Be brave.

      It had all happened like this:

      
      “We have to go,” my mother had said as she shoved clothes in a bag as fast as possible one late night in 2024. “The military is preparing to evacuate.”

      “Evacuate?” my father asked. “Susan, are you crazy? We can’t evacuate. Those… things are all over the place!”

      “We can’t just stay here,” my mother replied. “Barry—take this—” she shoved the bag of clothes in my father’s direction “—and grab Mary-Anne.”

      “Mommy?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing you need to concern yourself over, Angel,” my mother said. She brushed my hair out of my eyes and turned her head to consider my father. “Grab the keys. We’re getting out of here.”

      “But—”

      “Do it!” my mother barked.

      My father scrambled down the door without so much as a look back.

      Turning, I considered the world outside my bedroom window—listened to the sound of men screaming, women shrieking. I thought of what father had said—about things being outside—and though I tried my hardest not to cry, I found that I could do little but that.

      “Hey hey hey,” my mother said. “It’s okay. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      “What’s happening, Mommy? Is it something bad?”

      “It’s something bad,” my mother said. “But I need you to do something for me—something very, very important. Are you listening?”

      I nodded.

      “I need you to do what me and your father say. I need you not to cry, and most of all: I need you not to scream, no matter what you see. I need you to be as quiet as possible. Do you understand?”

      “I—”

      “This isn’t a game, Mary-Anne. Something bad could happen if you don’t do as I say.”

      “Bad?” I asked, and waited for her to nod before asking, “You mean… like… someone could get in trouble?”

      “Worse,” she said. “Someone could get hurt, maybe even die.”

      As someone who’d been in the hospital for cancer treatments—for an illness that took some kids’ lives and not others—I knew that not everyone made it out alive. But up until that point, I’d never heard my mother say that word, especially not  around me.

      Someone could get hurt, she’d said. Someone could die.

      Die.

      I trembled as I looked at her—as I considered everything that the night could possibly mean, especially for my family—and offered a slow, yet hesitant nod as I looked upon her calm, yet uneasy features.

      “Do you understand, Mary-Anne?”

      “I—I understand,” I said.

      “Good.” My mother pressed a hand against my shoulder and pulled me into a tight hug. “Do as I say, and everything will be fine. Now come on. Let’s go.”

      I took her hand. Allowed her to lead me out of my room. Followed obediently as we wound around the curve in the hall, then as we made our way toward the kitchen. My father was already there—trembling, then, more than he ever had before—and the look in his eyes was pure panic. I could tell, at that moment, that whatever training my mother had gone through in the military had changed her tremendously. It’d erased, or at least silenced, some kind of outer panic, that inner chaos that I felt bouncing around my chest.

      My father asked, “Are we ready?”

      My mother said, “Give me the keys.”

      “What are you—”

      “I’m not letting you drive, Barry.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “Because you’re panicking. I can’t afford someone like that in the driver’s seat.”

      “Susan—”

      “Give me the damn keys, Barry!”

      My father whip-lashed emotionally, and relented almost instantly. He tossed the keys upon the counter, and took hold of a wooden baseball bat that leaned against the kitchen counter as he turned to look outside the doorway.

      He said, “Oh God, Susan, what are we getting ourselves into?”

      “We’re leaving. Now.”

      Now, I thought.

      I took hold of my mother’s hand. Thought of her words, her warning, more than I ever thought possible.

      Someone could die, she’d said.

      I had to be quiet. No matter what I saw.

      My mother stepped forward. Gestured my father to open the door. Raised the pistol in her grasp, and pointed it toward the doorway.

      The moment we were exposed to the outside world was the moment I knew things had changed forever.

      My mother said, “Go!”

      My father burst out first—eyes wide, bat raised. My mother exited next, careful to tug me along, but not so kind as to keep us from slowing down.

      Nearby, someone screamed.

      My father cried out.

      My mother lifted her gun and fired at something that moved nearby.

      I didn’t have time to see it, much less respond, as soon, she was tugging me toward the family SUV, and pushing me toward my father.

      “Get her inside,” she said.

      She unlocked the car. Slid the backseat door open. Turned her head, pistol raised, as my father took hold of me and carefully pulled me inside.

      “Buckle your seatbelt,” he said as he tugged the belt toward me.

      I did as asked, and grimaced as he slammed the backseat door back into place.

      I lifted my eyes—

      Saw something moving toward him—

      Screamed, “Daddy!”

      My father spun just in time for my mother to let loose a hail of bullets on the monster that had crept up on him from the dark.

      “Get inside, Barry!” my mother screamed.

      He ran around the vehicle, clutching his ear, yelling, “You blew out my eardrum!”

      “Get inside the damn car!”

      My father tossed himself into the passenger seat just in time for my mother to throw herself behind the wheel, stab the keys into the ignition, then go shooting backward out of our driveway.

      “Dammit, Susan!” my father said. “I can’t hear out of my right ear!”

      “Better than dead, Barry.”

      I turned my head from my mother, to my father cupping his ear, then back to my mother again. “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “A military base,” my mother replied. “I’ve been called back to duty.”

      “Duty?”

      My mother tightened her hands on the steering wheel and said, “Don’t worry, honey. We’re going to be fine.”

      I turned my head to consider the cars flying out of their homes, the people as they ran along the streets, and found my heart pounding, my mind racing.

      I thought, What’s going on?

      And I thought, What was that monster that almost got daddy?

      It’d looked like a wolf, but wasn’t; was standing like a man, but wasn’t. At first I’d thought I was seeing things. But then I saw its eyes—its glowing yellow eyes—

      My mother swore as someone cut into the road in front of her.

      “Watch the road!” my father cried.

      “Shut up!” my mother screamed. “Just shut up, Barry, and let me drive!”

      “It’s gonna be okay,” my father said, turning his head to face me. “Everything’s going to be fine, Mary-Anne. We just have to get out of the city. Then everything will be okay.”

      “There’s so many cars—” I started.

      My mother slammed her fist against the steering wheel and swore yet again. “There’s gonna be too many people going up the interstate,” she said.

      “Then go on the frontage,” my father replied.

      “I don’t know if that
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