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It was still dark in the early morning when I heard the noise. At first, I thought I was dreaming — but then I woke up, and the loud swishing sound ended with a deep bang that made the earth tremble slightly. For a moment, I wondered if a plane had crashed. I decided to wait until sunrise before investigating. When morning came, I had breakfast, then stepped outside to look for any signs. That’s when I noticed a faint trail of smoke rising in the air upriver.

*  *  *
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But let me first tell you a little about myself.

My name is Ethan Carter, and I’m a farmer—one of the last, in fact—deep in the Kentucky forest. Our old family farmhouse sits right by the Licking River, tucked at the edge of the Daniel Boone National Forest. It’s a quiet, stubborn place, far from the nearest town of Jackson.

My parents, Samuel and Martha Carter, finally moved into town two years ago. Age caught up with them, and running the farm became too much. They’re settled now, in a small white house on Main Street, enjoying their church friends and the ease of town life.

My little sister, Emily, is off at the University of Kentucky in Lexington. She’s smart—a real scholar—and I reckon she won’t be coming back here for good. That leaves me—Ethan—on my own to run Carter Farm, a smallholding of about fifty acres. Crops, a few cattle, chickens, the usual mix.

I don’t mind the work or the solitude most days. I like the rhythm of it. But I won’t lie—some evenings get a bit too quiet. Especially with no sweetheart to share them with.

Ours is the last working farm inside the national park boundary. The government made it clear years ago: once our family’s line runs out, the land will pass into the park system. We’ve been allowed to stay on as long as someone from our generation—Emily or me—keeps living here.

I guess that makes me the last caretaker of Carter Farm.

And it was from this lonely place, one dark morning, that I first heard that sound.

*  *  *
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I packed my rucksack with a few essentials — a flashlight, my old hunting knife, a water bottle, and a first-aid kit — and set off upriver. The air was cool and damp from the night’s rain, the ground still soft beneath my boots. The Licking River churned beside me, swollen and fast-flowing, carrying branches and foam in its restless current.

The forest was alive with the scents of wet pine and rich earth. That familiar smell always gave me a strange kind of peace. But today, it mixed with something else. Something sharp. Acrid.

About twenty minutes into the hike, I caught a whiff of smoke — but not the kind from a campfire. This was harsher... chemical, almost metallic. Like burnt plastic and something I couldn’t quite place. I quickened my pace, heart thudding a little harder with every step.

The river veered sharply near a rock face where the water had carved a narrow gap through the mountainside. I followed it around and stepped into a clearing I knew well — a wide, grassy flat bordered by towering cliffs.

That’s when I saw it.

It lay half-buried in the mud and torn-up earth, a massive, disk-shaped object — smooth, metallic, dull grey with scorched patches. One side was split open, jagged edges of melted metal twisted like wax. Smoke hissed from the gash, and faint blue sparks flickered inside the dark interior.

I froze.

It was shaped like every UFO I’d ever seen in those crazy supermarket tabloids. Only this one wasn’t floating in the sky. It was very real, very solid... and very broken.

For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. I stared, expecting — I don’t know — little green men? Some alien symbols?

But then I noticed the writing scorched along the outer hull. Letters. Words. In English.

“UNITED STATES FLIGHT DIVISION — PROPERTY OF US DEFENSE.”

I let out a shaky breath.

So... no aliens. At least, not the kind from outer space.

I stepped carefully over the churned-up earth, keeping my eyes on the jagged opening in the hull. Smoke still curled from the torn metal, and a faint hum — like dying electricity — buzzed from within. I swallowed hard and edged closer.

Inside, sprawled across the floor, were bodies. Four of them. All clad in tight black flight suits with no insignia, their helmets cracked or gone. I knelt beside the nearest one, fingers instinctively checking for a pulse. Nothing. I moved to the next. The same.

They were all dead.

The interior breach looked as though it had been seared open — the edges molten and warped, dripping in frozen metallic tears. This wasn’t a crash from engine failure. Somebody — or something — had shot them down.

Later, I'd piece it together in my mind... the focused heat marks, the precision of the damage. It had been a laser weapon. A man-made one.

And that’s when I saw it — half-concealed by twisted beams — a small capsule built into the core of the craft. Emergency escape pod, I guessed. Probably meant to jettison in a crisis. But clearly, it hadn’t done its job.

I edged around the wreckage, searching for any kind of hatch or door. My fingers brushed against a recessed panel with a faint symbol I didn’t recognize. I pressed it, half expecting nothing.

With a soft hiss, a hidden door began to open — slow, deliberate.

Inside was what looked like a flight console — a sleek dashboard lined with darkened screens. And slumped beneath it, almost hidden in the shadows, was another figure.

At first, I thought he was gone too. I crouched down, reached out with two fingers to his neck...

A faint pulse. Weak, but steady. 

He stirred slightly as I touched him — a flicker of life in an otherwise still form. I eased his helmet off and caught my breath.

I realized it was a woman. She wasn’t some hardened soldier like the others. She was young — maybe mid-twenties — with delicate features, long dark lashes, and a thin line of blood trickling from a cut on her temple.

Beautiful. And still breathing.

The capsule must’ve shielded her from the worst of the impact. Probably saved her life.

I knew there was nothing I could do for her here — not with smoke filling the wreck, and who knew what kind of tech humming around us.

I’m a farmer, sure. But I’ve hauled heavier loads than this. She couldn’t have weighed more than fifty kilos, if that.

I slid my arms under her, lifted her carefully onto my shoulder, and started the long walk back toward the farmhouse.

I didn’t look back.

Something told me this was only the beginning.

*  *  *
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Back at the farm, I laid her gently down on the old leather couch in the living room. She looked pale, her dark hair falling over the cushion like spilled ink. I fetched a bowl of water, soaked a cloth, and carefully wiped the blood from her face. Then I packed some ice in a kitchen towel and pressed it softly against the swelling on her forehead.

I sat back on the armrest, watching for any sign of movement, hoping — praying — there was no serious damage to her head.

While I
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