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Exodus

			The priestess of the people of Zirath walked elegantly through the great hall of the divine temple, her flowing robes trailing behind her. She was flanked by two guardians: one was a male Zandorian, a towering specimen who walked with a sturdy demeanour; the other, a female of Valtorian heritage like the priestess, their armour gleaming in the dim light. The three of them conversed, discussing the impending ruin of their planet. As the priestess and her guardians made their way through the great hall toward the sanctum, their voices hushed but urgent. 

			“Zirath won’t survive this. My strength isn’t what it was long ago,” the priestess said, her voice heavy with sorrow. 

			“We must not dwell on what has been done. We fought to the very end for what we all believed was righteous,” the towering guardian replied. 

			The other guardian nodded in agreement. “The divine beings will guide us through this,” she said. 

			As they approached the sanctum, the priestess paused and turned to her guardians. “You must be prepared for what is to come,” she said. “Our people are counting on us to guide them through this. I truly regret not being able to explain myself more fluidly to both of you.” 

			“We won’t fail you or our people. Whatever you require from us we will see to without fail,” the tall guardian replied, his voice firm. 

			The female guardian placed a hand on the priestess’s shoulder. “We are with you until the end. You’ve guided us this far, and we will follow you to whatever end you see fit,” she said. 

			The priestess smiled gratefully at her guardians. “May the divine beings watch over us,” she said in a soft voice before entering the sanctum. 

			“Did we fail in the end?” the tall guardian asked.

			“The fate of our people rested on our shoulders. We did everything within our power to prevent this great war, and we fought valiantly through countless battles until the end,” the female guardian added.

			As they approached the sanctum, the priestess paused before the massive stone doors, taking a deep breath before pushing them open. Inside, the room was bathed in a radiating white light emanating from a towering crystal positioned behind an altar at the centre of the chamber. 

			The priestess and her guardians made their way to the altar, the sound of their footsteps echoing in the empty chamber. As she knelt before the altar, the priestess closed her eyes and began to pray out loud. 

			Her guardians stood watch, their eyes scanning the horizon through the grand openings on both sides of the chamber for any signs of danger. They spoke briefly to each other, their voices low but determined as they watched the destruction of their planet unfold before them. Flames lit up the night sky, and the crushing and horrendous sounds of tremors and blasts could be heard in the distance. 

			But the priestess remained focused on her prayers, calling out to the divine beings she worshipped to guide her people through this dark time. As the destruction drew closer, the guardians knew that their time was coming to an end, but they remained stoic, their duty to the priestess unwavering. Suddenly, one of them noticed a small group of ships taking off from the planet’s surface. 

			“Look,” she said, pointing toward the ships. “The last remaining ships are escaping.” 

			The other guardian nodded, a faint glimmer of hope in his eyes. “Not all is lost. There will always be hope as long as the people survive.” 

			The female guardian turned to him. His expression was solemn. “Our duty is to protect the priestess and our people until the very end,” he said. “We have fulfilled that oath.” 

			The female guardian nodded in agreement. “We fought until our duty was fulfilled, with no remorse or regret,” she said. “For the honour of the people we protect and the divine beings we serve.” 

			As the ships disappeared into the distance, the guardians turned back to the priestess, who was still deep in prayer. Their resolve was strengthened by the knowledge that some of their people had survived. They would continue to protect their priestess and their people’s faith with all their strength, knowing that even in the darkest of times, there was always hope and salvation.

			Finally, as the destruction reached the temple, the priestess rose from her prayer and stood before the crystal altar, her eyes closed in silent reverence. The guardians stood beside her, ready to face their own deaths alongside the priestess. 

			“My dear guardians—no, my dear friends—this may be the end of our planet, but it’s not the end of our people. It’s a new beginning, a chance to rebuild and create something greater than what we had before.”

			She paused for a moment, her eyes watering before continuing. “But it’s not just our people who will benefit from this new beginning. Our ancient galaxy, which has been here since the beginning of time, will also benefit. All lifeforms in every galaxy will benefit from the knowledge and wisdom that our people will bring with them as they journey into the unknown.”

			The priestess turned to face the great altar, her voice growing stronger. “We must take with us the knowledge of our ancestors, the wisdom of our divine beings, and the strength of our people,” she said. “We must carry with us the hope of a better future, not just for ourselves, but for every living being in this vast universe.”

			Her guardians bowed in agreement, their eyes fixed on her as she spoke. 

			As the priestess and her guardians stood awaiting their fate, a deafening explosion shook the temple, sending debris flying in every direction. The great doors shattered, and the walls began to crumble, sending clouds of dust and smoke billowing into the air.

			The priestess and her guardians were thrown to the ground, their bodies battered and broken by the force of the blast. The altar on which she’d been praying was destroyed, its ancient stone reduced to rubble.

			Amid the chaos and destruction, the priestess struggled to stand, her vision blurred by the thick clouds of dust that filled the air. She searched frantically for her guardians, calling out to them. But there was no response. The only sound that filled the air was the groaning of the collapsing temple and the crackling of flames.

			The priestess crawled through the rubble, her body weak and battered, searching for any sign of her guardians. But all she found were broken stones and twisted metal—evidence of the destruction that had befallen the once-great temple.

			As the priestess lay amid the rubble, she grasped a small piece of the sacred crystal in her hand, holding it tightly to her chest. It was a precious artifact, a long-standing divine figure of her people, believed to hold the essence of their divine beings.

			With her last breath, the priestess whispered a final prayer, her words barely audible amid the chaos and destruction. She spoke to the divine beings that had guided her people for generations, asking for their mercy and forgiveness, and begging for a new beginning for those who had survived the destruction.

			As she spoke, the piece of sacred crystal began to glow, casting a soft light across her face. The priestess felt a sense of peace wash over her, as if the divine beings were listening to her prayer and offering comfort in her last moments.

			And as the temple collapsed around her, the piece of sacred crystal remained in her hand, its light shining out into the darkness—a beacon of hope and a reminder of the faith that had sustained her people since the beginning of time.

			In the end, all that remained was the rubble of the temple, a testament to the once great civilization that had been destroyed by forces beyond their control. The priestess and her guardians were gone, but their memory and spirit lived on, a reminder of the fragility of life and the need to cherish every moment.

			*   *   *   *   *

			The people gathered in the gallery of the ship. They were a mixture of different races that had all taken refuge on the sacred planet of Zirath. A sense of horror and disbelief washed over them. Outside the window, they could see their once-beautiful planet—now a raging inferno of flames and ruin.

			The sky was a sickly orange hue, and plumes of smoke rose high into the air, clouding the atmosphere and obscuring the landscape below. The ground shook with the force of the explosions, sending shockwaves rippling through the atmosphere.

			The people watched in silent horror, their faces pressed against the glass as they bore witness to the destruction of their home. They could see the cities they had once known and loved now reduced to rubble and ash. They could see the oceans, now boiling and churning with fury. As they watched, they knew that everything they’d known was gone: their homes, their families, their entire way of life, all destroyed in an instant.

			The silence in the viewing gallery was deafening, broken only by the occasional gasp or sob. The people clung to each other, their faces etched with grief and despair. But even amid their sorrow, they knew they were the lucky ones. They’d been among the few to escape the destruction and board the ships that would carry them away to a new life among the stars.

			As they watched their planet explode in a final burst of light, the people held on to the hope that somewhere, somehow, they would find a new home, a new beginning, and a chance to rebuild what they had lost.



	

Chapter 1: Event

			On January 6, 2025, satellites detected a convoy of ships entering our solar system. The experts of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) calculated that the trajectory of the convoy would lead it directly to our planet. At first this was kept secret by the administrations and governments of the world to avoid creating panic among the civilian population, but it didn’t take long for some amateur astronomers equipped with telescopes to see and record this convoy heading for Earth. The fact that we were naïve enough to think we were the only intelligent life in the universe was hard to grasp for many among us.

			That secret wasn’t going to be kept for long. All the men and women of power around the world came together at the United Nations to discuss and plan for the inevitable encounter with the extraterrestrial lifeform. 

			During the meeting in New York City, arguments were made on how to approach the incoming convoy. The size and number of ships made it hard to determine their intent; the thousands of ships of various appearances seemed to stream through space endlessly. The debate went on for weeks. One British admiral remarked that from what he observed from the images, the ships looked like the Atlantic supply convoys of World War Two. Smaller and more agile ships escorted larger and bulkier ships in formation, and they formed for quick reactions to threats in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree set of defence. 

			The decision was taken to greet the convoy peacefully but with caution. The main argument by the winning party—led by the leaders of the United States, China, France, England, and Germany—centred on the possibility of the new lifeform sharing their advanced technology with us to advance our health, transportation, and energy sectors. 

			After months of planning and preparations, a video of a cloaked figure performing what seemed to be a ceremonial prayer was sent to the United Nations, He made peaceful and heartfelt gestures with his smooth, light-grey hands. The language barrier that most believed would be a challenge was surmounted with simple coordinates and signals sent by the world leaders for a location for the proposed meeting. The United States capital was chosen as a suitable location for the greeting of these alien emissaries. 

			August 6, 2025— a date in every history textbook these days. At 11:00 Eastern Time, a small spacecraft descended from our atmosphere and landed before the steps of the Capitol building in Washington, DC. Hundreds of thousands of people from all around the world had gathered to catch a glimpse of this historic day in the human race’s brief history. The media and leaders from all over the globe had assembled to witness what would surely be the day the world would change for the better.

			The ship glided silently through the sky, its silhouette unmistakably reminiscent of a stingray. Its wide, flat body swept outward in graceful arcs, tapering into thin, fin-like wings that flexed subtly as it adjusted course. The metallic surface shimmered with a pearlescent sheen, catching light like oil on water, hinting at adaptive camouflage or advanced shielding. Underneath, its underbelly curved with a fluid elegance, housing dimly glowing vents that pulsed softly, like the slow, measured breathing of a living being.

			A hatch slowly opened from the belly of the spacecraft, and four individuals walked down the ramp and onto the steps of the entrance of the United States Congress. The high priest from the communication was the first to exit, dressed in fine, elegant garments styled in rich colours that just barely touched the ground. His skin, a stony shade of grey, appeared matte and unreflective, as if carved from ancient basalt—weathered not by time but by aeons of quiet wisdom. The texture was smooth to the eye but bore no gloss, no hint of moisture or warmth. It was more like sculpted mineral than flesh. His features were elongated and regal: high cheekbones, narrow jaws, and deep-set eyes that shimmered faintly with a subtle inner glow.

			He was followed by another individual in more modest attire with a darker tone and a different aura than the first. Finally, two guards emerged, suited with rugged armour that appeared to be made of some kind of metal resembling stone. They wore helmets and showed no visible weak points or weapons.

			As they walked up the flight of stairs to the chamber entrance, they were received by cheers and applause by the hundreds of thousands in attendance. The priest acknowledged the raucous crowd by stopping his ascent and turning toward the onlookers. He bowed his upper body in their direction. The other three didn’t pay any attention to the sea of people around them but instead kept their focus solely on the priest and the people at the top of the stairs. As the priest and his three followers finished their walk, they met with the forty-sixth President of the United States, President James Wisemen. 

			As the priest took his last step up the stairs, he turned toward the president, who stepped forward and extended his open hand. The priest raised his eyes with a look of confusion and uncertainty. After a brief pause, he returned the gesture. They clasped hands, and the president was clearly shocked at the strength of the priest’s grip and the rugged texture of his skin. The president noted that the priest’s facial profile was fine and elegant, with pale eyes, a defined chin, full lips, and light skin. 

			The president’s shocked expression didn’t go unnoticed by the priest, and the hint of smile could be seen on his lips.

			Bang! 

			The gunshot echoed through the crowded street, the sound bouncing off the surrounding buildings. As the report faded, those nearby began to panic, alarmed and unsettled. Pedestrians stopped in their tracks, looking around nervously for the source of the gunshot.

			The bullet had struck the priest’s forehead with a sharp crack, sending a shower of sparks cascading into the air. For a split second, the air was filled with a bright, fiery explosion of light as the bullet flew off in a new direction. The impact of the blow sent a jolt through his skull, ringing in his ears and causing his vision to blur for a moment. He stumbled backwards, feeling off-balance and disoriented as he struggled to regain his footing. For a moment, the priest teetered precariously on the edge of falling, his body swaying back and forth as he fought to maintain his balance. His hands flailed out, grasping at the air for support as he tried to steady himself.

			Somehow, he managed to find his footing, planting his feet firmly on the ground as he shook his head, trying to clear the lingering dizziness. Despite the throbbing in his skull, he gritted his teeth and took a step forward. 

			The president’s eyes widened in shock as he watched the scene unfold before him. As the thoughts raced through his mind, he closed his eyes. In that brief period of time, the two guardians had taken position between the priest and the direction from which the shot was believed to have come.

			The guardian on the right side of the priest moved forward to the edge of the steps, his gaze sweeping through the crowd and buildings. Despite the intensity of his focus, he appeared calm and collected. His movements were smooth and deliberate, giving the impression of someone who was experienced in this kind of surveillance. With a deep breath, he forced himself to remain calm and assess the situation. Through the advanced visuals provided by his visor, the guard studied the target intently, taking note of its location in relation to his own position. He quickly calculated the distance. His hands tightened into fists at his sides as he prepared to move. He gestured to his comrade, silently communicating the location of their target. 

			As the other guardian stepped forward, a strange metallic whirring sound filled the air. The surface of his armour began to shimmer and shift, and suddenly, a weapon materialized in its hand. The weapon was unlike anything anyone had ever seen. It was made of the same metal as the armour, and its design was sleek and angular, with sharp edges and a menacing aura.

			The guardian aimed the weapon at the distant building, its powerful hum intensifying as it charged for its shot. The guardian’s arm remained steady as it took aim, with the weapon glowing with fierce energy.

			With a sudden burst of motion, the warrior unleashed the weapon’s full power, and a bright beam of light shot out from the barrel, slicing through the air with deadly accuracy. The beam moved with incredible speed. As it neared the building, it grew, its intensity burning hotter and brighter as it closed in on its target. The sound of the weapon grew louder and more intense, vibrating the air around it with a deafening hum.

			Suddenly, the beam contacted the building, and a massive explosion ripped through the air. Debris flew in every direction, and the sound of shattering glass filled the streets. The ground shook with the force of the blast, and a cloud of dust and smoke rose from the site of impact.

			The president was horrified, his eyes fixed on the explosion and destruction unfolding before him. He couldn’t believe the power of the weapon and the way it effortlessly tore through the building. He turned to the priest with a look of sadness and disgust 

			Though he was still reeling from the impact, the priest faced the president and spoke in perfect English. “I truly hoped your species was one of peace and intelligence. The events that unfolded today will be fuel for the factions that don’t have the best intentions after such a long and grueling voyage. I pray to the divine being for a swift end to the conflict to come. I am terribly sorry for the losses your people will suffer. Farewell, President Wiseman. May the divine being guide your future actions.”

			As the priest turned to walk toward the ship with the help of one the guards, the president fell to his knees and stared blankly ahead as he tried to process, in shock and disbelief, the situation. He regained his composure and quickly screamed at the priest, “What? You just spoke English! How is that even possible? Wait, we haven’t even had a chance to talk.” 

			As he got back up to his feet and started running toward them, he was met by the other priest, who was wearing modest attire. He had a flatter facial profile, a finer nose, and almond-coloured eyes. His skin was scaly, as if he’d lived in a harsh environment. 

			He raised his hand with his palms facing outward and calmly said, “You had your chance, human, and squandered it. We learned your world’s history and languages through the communication network you call the internet, and we were appalled by your species. Since entering your solar system, we’ve studied your kind diligently, with the hope of helping you thrive and grow through lessons from the divine being. We’ve seen your debauchery as the superior species on this planet. 

			“You have a creative way of communicating and learning, but you use it primarily to hate and insult each other instead of spreading love and faith. You argue over nonexistent or pointless differences, and fixate over sinful acts of unrestrained sexual desire. Your obsessive longing for wealth and material goods fuels your anger and vengeful feelings toward each other, which in turn leads to arrogance and disregard of the less fortunate.” He paused to take a breath. “The high priest genuinely believed that with the knowledge learned during the giga-annum of the creation of the creed of our faith, and with the blessing of the divine being, your species would flourish. It was not meant to be. You will suffer as we suffered. Only through great sacrifice and prayer can your people understand the trial and tribulation of the divine faith’s wisdom. I’m terribly sorry it has come to this; the miniscule flame of hope for your people has been extinguished with that one reckless act of violence.”

			In a frantic voice, the president responded. “No! It was only the action of one individual. You can’t justify bringing war to our planet based on the act of one man or woman! We have so much potential—I see it every day in the hearts and minds of the children of this nation. Please don’t act brashly. Give us a chance to apologize and make it right.”

			“Your chance has come and gone, unfortunately, for all of you. The only one who stood in the way of our warriors descending with warships was the one you assaulted.” The priest explained

			“Please, take my life in exchange for this transgression,” the president pleaded. “It’s only right for the leader of the people to pay the price of blood you seek.”

			“I must inform you that justice has already been served. The guilty party has been executed, and you were a witness.” The Priest pointed at the destroyed building.

			The president raised his voice. “This is it! For such an advanced and superior species with all your knowledge and faith, you give up on us so quickly! Are there no teachings of forgiveness in your faith? God have mercy on your broken soul. Humanity will face any hardships thrown its way with its head held high and its heart on its chest.”

			“I would tread carefully on the next words that come to your tongue,” the priest warned. “God didn’t have mercy on us. She sacrificed herself for our well-being. I can’t begin to imagine what she had planned for us, and I don’t claim to understand her intentions. I do know this: humanity is lost and needs guidance. To achieve this, many will be purged for the benefit of the future lifeforms on this planet and throughout the galaxy. 

			“Farewell, President Wisemen. I pray for the hearts and minds of the innocent children you spoke of. May they learn from their parents’ mistakes and guide the future down the path of faith and enlightenment.”

			The president was left speechless. Nothing he said could defuse this volatile predicament. He pressed his hands against his face and mouth to hide his shame as the world watched him fail to represent the best interest of humanity.

			As the aliens walked to their ship, the president loosened his tie with shaking hands and quickly turned to his cabinet ministers and fellow world leaders. They were all devastated and shattered by the events that had happened. They looked at the hatch of the ship being raised to a close. 

			As the ship slowly rose, the engines whined, and with a sudden burst of speed, the ship broke free of the earth’s gravitational pull, soaring into the sky with incredible speed. It climbed higher and higher, its engines roaring like thunder, until it was nothing more than a tiny speck in the endless blue expanse of the sky.

			The president had lost face in front of the entire world. He felt so little and insignificant in that moment that he dared not speak a word. His only thought was about what tomorrow would bring.

			The chairman of the joint chiefs of staff approached and simply asked one thing: “Your orders, Mr. President?” 

			The president had a lump in his throat. He couldn’t believe what he was about to say. He took a deep breath before continuing. “I am ordering all military forces to prepare for DEFCON 3. We must be ready to respond to any threat. I want all units fully prepared to engage in defensive manoeuvres at a moment’s notice. I am authorizing the activation of all reserve forces, and I expect all personnel to report for duty immediately.”

			He paused for a moment to let his words sink in. “No, I take that back. I am upgrading our DEFCON status to DEFCON 2.”

			The president’s voice was firm as he concluded his address. He turned to the world leaders. “Gentlemen, our way of life is at stake.” He paused “No, our world is at stake. I have faith in your abilities and commitment to duty. Let’s work together to protect our ways and ensure the safety of our citizens.”

			*   *   *   *   *

			August 6, 2025, 23:15, Andrews Air Force Base. Airman First Class Rick Smith was going through his list of inspections. The air base was a powder keg of men, women, equipment, and ammunitions. The pandemonium caused by the morning’s events, followed by the commander-in-chief’s order, had brought a weight of urgency upon the men and women deployed all around the world. 

			As he walked out of the hangar to proceed with his inspection, he gazed at the night sky, losing himself in the stars and organizing his thoughts and fears over what may come in the next few days. He watched as the clouds slowly drifted across the moon and stars, obscuring the light and casting a veil of darkness upon the air base. 

			A figure in the distance screamed, “Airman First Class Smith! What are you doing? Dreaming about that pussy you never had?” 

			Master Sergeant Clovis Dickson, a seasoned veteran, approached the young man, ready to scold him. 

			The young airman, still staring at the sky, didn’t respond. 

			As Dickson got closer, he yelled, “Young man, you better be ready to clean shit and piss for the next month! Stand at attention.”

			He got close enough to the young man to see his puzzled face. “What the fuck are you looking at with your jaw dropped to your knees?” he shouted.

			The young man simply pointed to the sky, and as the master sergeant raised his eyes, he couldn’t believe it. A spaceship had entered the atmosphere, the nose of the ship emerging from the thick clouds. The ship glided through the clouds effortlessly, its sleek metallic surface reflecting the light of the moon. The clouds parted way to reveal the ship’s size and stretched sphere shape. The master sergeant immediately thought of a football, but he couldn’t grasp the size of it, being so far away. 

			He snapped out of his daze, grabbed his com, and yelled, “Warship above us! Do you read? Warship above us!”

			Meanwhile, in the command centre of Andrews Air Force Base, Lieutenant General Simmons asked, “What did I just hear?”

			“No clue, sir. Nothing on radar,” Corporal Wilson responded.

			“Can I get answers? Let’s go, gentlemen—I need answers now! What are we dealing with?” Simmons asked.

			“Sir, Captain Johnson is asking permission for take-off,” Lieutenant Carter said. 

			“Denied. Not until we can confirm its intention,” Simmons ordered.

			Lieutenant Carter yelled into his comms, “Permission denied, Captain. Stand down! Do you copy? Over.” He paused after not getting a response.

			“Sir, Lieutenant Colonel Delorme confirms a spheroid-shaped ship in our air space,” Senior Airman Chavez screamed over the frantic noise of the room. 

			“For fuck’s sake, what is happening?” Simmons asked as he crouched over a soldier at his station monitoring his screen.

			Lieutenant Carter yelled, “No clue, sir. Multiple confirmed visuals on the ship right above us.”

			Jesus Christ, this is completely unexpected. How did they enter our atmosphere without anyone detecting them? We assumed their technology would be far more advanced, but this is ridiculous, Simmons told himself before shouting, “I need confirmation on number of enemies.” 

			“Sir confirmed only one ship in our air space,” Senior Airman Chavez shouted.

			“Shit! I need to assume it has stealth capabilities.” 

			A screaming Lieutenant Carter interrupted. “Sir, unauthorized bird taking off runway four.”

			“Damn that hot head. Give me comms.” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			Lieutenant Carter handed him his headset.

			“Captain, you have violated a direct order. Stand down now! This is Lieutenant General Simmons, and I order you to stand down now!”

			The audio turned to a static noise, and the screens in the control room began to flicker. 

			“Sir, all my equipment is malfunctioning,” Lieutenant Carter yelled, irritated with the situation.

			“Sir, audio and communication systems are down,” Senior Airman Chavez called out. 

			Corporal Wilson shouted, “Sir, the visual feeds are also down.” 

			“Gentlemen, get a hold of yourselves. I need answers now!” Simmons screamed.

			“Sir, everything is down,” Lieutenant Carter confirmed.

			“Fix it! That’s an order!” Simmons had a sick feeling in his gut. Fearing the worst outcome, he rushed through the door of the command centre in the direction of the nearest exit to the outside. As he closed in on the exit door, he could hear the distinct sound of the M4 assault rifles being fired. 

			He opened the door as a blinding flash completely obscured his vision. He raised his hand to cover his eyes and immediately felt a sting on his skin. The stinging sensation became more intense and quickly became too much to bear. He screamed in agony and lowered his arm to the sight of a pure white light. In that moment, he thought of his family, his loving wife, and the regret of not spending enough time with them. 

			Is this heaven? Did I really deserve this? Was I a good enough husband and father? I have so many things left to accomplish. I wanted to see my son graduate and marry a splendid and wonderful woman. To see him raise a family of his own and spend my retirement years playing with my grandchildren. 

			His thoughts were quickly disrupted by the intense burning of the flesh of his arm and face. The pressure sent his way was so powerful that he felt every bone shatter and every muscle fiber tear in his body. His mind blacked out, unable to comprehend the shock his body had just absorbed. The blast had thrown him down the hall he’d just run through, his limbs quickly disintegrating from the energy of the blast that had fallen upon the air base. 

			These attacks were meticulously planned out, taking out satellites and communication stations around the globe while simultaneously destroying every air force base that had been gathering manpower and equipment. They were wiped out in the span of a few minutes. The most powerful and advanced air force in the world had been decimated in seconds. The weapons used produced controlled blasts, limiting destruction to their intended targets without generating massive shockwaves. As superpowers, The United States’ and China’s forces were the first to be demolished, in an effort to annihilate the strongest foes first. 

			At first, only military facilities were targeted. As a counterattack, a joint nuclear assault was planned against the alien forces—a desperate and ill-advised course of action that had no effect. The missiles didn’t even make it out of their silos. With the loss of satellites, all communications were difficult and sluggish, giving the enemy plenty of time to set up countermeasures. Every location ordered at the ready was hit with precision, and all nuclear facilities were rendered useless with controlled energy blasts.

			Not long after the nuclear threats were dealt with, the warships appeared to retreat into orbit—but this was no retreat. Two warships stayed behind: one hovered above what was once the location of Fort Benning, south of Atlanta, Georgia, and the other over what was once a nuclear missile depot in the mountains of the Sichuan Province of China. The weapon they unleashed on these two locations was horrifying. A blast radius of over 900 kilometres (about 559.23 miles) was registered in America, the shockwave spanning from Washington, DC in the east, Chicago in the north, Houston in the west, and Miami in the south. 

			The blast was powerful enough to cause an earthquake of such magnitude, it ruptured the San Andreas Fault. Most of Southern California and parts of Mexico disappeared into the Pacific Ocean. The earthquake caused a massive tsunami that completely erased the Caribbean islands off the face of the earth. The devastation reached the coasts of all the nations of the Gulf of Mexico to the Caribbean Sea.

			The explosion in North America was devastating, to say the least—but compared to the devastation in Asia, the toll on human life was immeasurable. The attack centred in China was three times as powerful, and the effects were felt as far as the Gulf of Aden and the east coast of Africa. The blast radius of 3,000 kilometres (about 1,864.11 miles) annihilated most of the Asian continent. China, India, and Thailand were decimated, and all the island nations of the South China Sea were engulfed by waves. The loss of life was estimated at over 4 billion. The survivors left alive in the wake of these swift attacks were left with one thing on their minds: What’s next? 

			Warships descended in waves across America and Europe, setting up bases of operation outside the cities of Dorchester, Great Britain and Boston, United States. Battalions of warriors began slowly driving the people of these regions away. All resistance was pushed back without great effect, and the difference in weaponry and technology discouraged the remaining soldiers. With all branches of government and military structure abandoned, and a lack of leadership, people simply fled to any place they deemed safe. 

			In Great Britain, after the fall of London, the people took refuge across the English Channel. The British Isles fell completely to the alien invaders.

			In America, the aliens pushed humanity to the north and as far west as the Mississippi River, taking control of the land south of the Great Lakes and the Saint Lawrence River, all the way down to the Gulf of Mexico. The world we had known had changed forever.

			But even in the face of such overwhelming destruction and despair, the people remained hopeful. They knew they were resilient and resourceful, and that with time and effort, they could rebuild and create a better future for themselves.

			“A man is great not because he hasn’t failed but because failure hasn’t stopped him. It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”



	

Chapter 2: Farm

			My name is John. I’m twenty-four years old. The year 2045. Twenty years have passed since what we’ve come to call “The Event.” I often think about all the things that could have been, all the missed opportunities for humanity to make a better future for itself. Then again, I wasn’t even four years old when The Event took place.

			As he rode down a dirty road toward his farm, he thought about the work he had to do, the crops he had to tend to, and the life he’d built for himself in this fractured world. It wasn’t perfect, but it was his, and he was grateful for it. And just maybe he could take a small part in rebuilding the world and making it a better place.

			He revved up the engine of his motorcycle and felt the rush of adrenaline that came with it. Tightening his grip on the handlebars, he slowly released the clutch. As he accelerated, he felt the wind rushing against his face and the dust swirling in his wake. The thoughts of the state of the world began to spill into his mind. He looked ahead at the tree line and open sky and thought, The sun is bright. It’s been a wonderful season so far; everything has been working like clockwork this year. I should be able to harvest enough to store food for everyone in town for winter. Last winter was short, but I can’t expect this winter to be the same. The radishes, carrots, and beans were plentiful. The tomatoes, cucumbers, and bell peppers in the greenhouses are coming along nicely. Hopefully, the detection system I set up will keep critters out of my corn and potato fields. My traps might be a bit excessive, but you can never be too careful; anyway, bringing some meat occasionally never hurts. 

			They had survived the tragedies and traumas of the last two decades and been able to stay at a standstill with the Zandorians, a warrior race with skin as tough as steel. They weren’t violent people, but if push came to shove, you didn’t want to be in their path. They weren’t to be taken lightly. Their advanced armour could manifest into weapons and shields at the wielder’s command. They had settled around the Great Lakes and built cities and communities overnight, with a small settlement just fifty clicks to the south of John’s small town. The two communities didn’t bother each other. 

			Most of the trouble came from bandits and outlaws. Each community had its own local militia for policing and protection. The towns and cities elected councils to oversee laws and other issues. After most governments and other bureaucratic structures fell twenty years earlier, they had developed new systems in order to not make the same mistakes. Members elected to council had to have a proven record of accomplishment in any field important to the everyday well-being, such as medicine, engineering, mechanics, mining—even a farmer like John could be elected. The goal wasn’t for the wealthy to have decision-making power, as the concept of wealth was outdated. 

			Currency was nonexistent, and the people bartered for everything. Lumber, water, meat, and produce were as valuable as any precious metal. Having a tradecraft was essential. If you had nothing to offer, you had nothing to gain. Those without skills or a tradecraft offered their time in exchange for products and resources. 

			John’s farm had become too much to handle by himself, leaving him no choice but to hire a few farmhands to help me with the daily tasks. They were good people, and John gave them a percentage of the harvest in exchange for their work. That way, everyone had plenty for themselves plus enough to trade in town for other goods and services. They may not have had all the technological advancements of other people around the world, but they could manage with what they had.

			John smiled as he thought about the PRR—The People’s Republic of Russia—and their approach to the alien visitors. The PRR had overthrown their old regime, which had been in power for decades, and had embraced the aliens with open arms. They established a relationship based on information, trade, and the gift of land to call their own, and the benefits were rapidly bearing fruit. Unlike many other nations, they had seen the potential advantages of establishing friendly relations with the aliens and had worked hard to build a mutually beneficial relationship. They had advanced rapidly in the last decade, with new ways to harness energy. This allowed them to move forward in sectors such as mining, health care, transportation, and civil engineering. Reportedly, they’d built a train that could run on a fusion reactor that recycled its own radioactive waste. It could travel from Kyiv to Ozerpakh in twenty-four hours—that would be a ten-thousand-kilometre trip through mountains and some of the roughest terrain on earth at speeds of up to 400 kilometres (about 248.55 miles) an hour.

			John admired the PRR’s willingness to think outside the box, to take risks and try something new. It was a stark contrast to the fear and hostility prevalent in so many other parts of the world. Most of the information on them came from the PRR. Six different races had taken refuge on the planet: Zirathians, Zandorians, Antolians, Luminescians, Qorians, Valtorians, and Orianites. The reason behind their exodus across the universe was still unknown.

			As he approached his farm, John felt a sense of gratitude and satisfaction. He knew the world was far from perfect, and that there were still many challenges and obstacles to overcome. But he also knew that there were people out there willing to take a different approach, to embrace change and work toward a better future.

			In his own small way, John was doing the same. He tended to his crops, worked his land, and tried to build a life for himself and his loved ones in this new world. It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it. And just maybe, by working together, humanity could overcome their challenges and build a better future for all. 

			As he sped down the road, he could see in the distance, past the hill, the corn fields growing across the valley. He slowed down to take the turn toward his store houses and refineries. As he came to a stop at the entrance of the equipment warehouse, he spotted one of his farmhands rushing his way.

			As soon as John turned off the ignition, the man came to a stop and paused to catch his breath.

			“Good morning, Enrique, what seems to be the problem for you to come running to greet me on this beautiful day?” John asked. 

			Enrique quickly gathered himself and replied. “Buenos dias jefe, uno de los aerogeneradores no funciona.” 

			John responded in an annoyed tone. “Enrique, how many times do I have to tell you not to be shy about your accent? Your English has come a long way since I met you. Now which turbine has stopped working?” 

			With a smile on his face, Enrique said, “Number 11 has stopped generating power, jefe. The battery still has a charge of 95 per cent.” 

			John sighed but wasted little time in responding. “All right, go get the maintenance truck and meet me up there. Oh, and Enrique, tell Carlos to come join us when he’s done measuring the pH and ppm levels in the water reservoir.” 

			When John arrived, he climbed up the ladder of the sixty-metre-tall wind turbine to inspect the problem. He discovered that the gearbox, which helped convert the wind’s kinetic energy into electrical energy, had failed and needed to be replaced. John looked down at Enrique and shouted, “Tell Carlos to come up here and bring the hoist; we need to lower this to the ground to be able to fix it properly.”

			“Yes, jefe, right away,” Enrique replied.

			To fix the gearbox, John first shut down the turbine, and Carlos used a hoist to lower the heavy equipment to the ground. He then carefully disassembled the gearbox and replaced the damaged parts with new ones. He inspected the surrounding components for any damage or wear and replaced anything that needed to be fixed. He also checked the lubrication system to make sure everything was working correctly. 

			After completing the repairs, John reassembled the gearbox, and they got ready to install the fixed components. He tested the turbine’s blade pitch and yaw system to ensure they were functioning properly. Finally, John turned the turbine back on and checked the electrical output to verify that it was generating electricity at the expected level.

			As John cleaned his hands, he looked at Enrique and Carlos and said, “All right, guys, we’re looking good. Unless there’s something else to fix, I’ll go check up on my babies.”

			“Okay, John,” Carlos said, “we’ll clean up. You’re taking the truck back?”

			John looked at him and said, “Damn right! You guys make me work too hard. I’m not walking back.” Laughing, John opened the door of the truck and hopped in the driver’s seat. He turned the ignition, put it into gear, and accelerated, leaving them in a cloud of dust. 

			John arrived outside the warehouse, got out of the truck, and entered through the garage door. He jogged up the steel stairs as he took out his set of keys. After entering his office and closing the door behind him, he grabbed something to drink and walked toward the armoured door at the far wall. 

			Finishing his drink, he deposited his empty glass on the shelf and then typed in the security code. A clicking noise signalled that the door was unlocked, and he opened it. As he walked down the stairs, the smell of vegetation, chemicals, and soil permeated the air. John sat at the desk, booted up his computer, and started looking through his feeding and nutritional charts. John’s farmhands knew what he was growing in this separate and undisclosed building, but they ignored it. He had split the building into different sections: germination and seeding, vegetation, flowering and processing, and packaging, with a hallway down the middle with sliding doors accessing every section. 

			He was growing two separate plants that needed different environments to grow and flourish. One was marijuana that he grew for personal enjoyment, and the other was opium poppies that he refined himself and sold overseas. 

			As soon as he was done going through his charts for the day, he started his routine of mixing the daily nutrients into the water reservoirs. After checking his pumps and connection lines before switching tanks, he stopped by the computer to adjust the lights’ height and luminosity, and fix the room’s temperature, humidity, and air purity. After making his rounds and inputting his notes into his data bank, he went back up the stairs and into his office to sit down at his desk in front of the screens on the wall. 

			As he got comfortable, his screens began to flash, and he heard the shriek of the alarm. “What the fuck!” he screamed. He quickly scrolled to see what had triggered the sensors, and he read on the screen: “Code orange in sector 41C.” 

			Orange is too big to be an animal and too small to be human. 

			“Code orange sector 42C” 

			SHIT! It can’t be!

			John grabbed his pad off his desk and raced out of the office toward his motorcycle. He put it into gear and rushed toward the sector where the sensor had been triggered. 

			The tall stalks of corn towered over the figure as he ran through the field, their leaves rustling in the wind. The ground beneath his feet was soft and pliant, the earth giving way with each step. The figure weaved in and out of the rows of corn, moving quickly and purposefully.

			The sound of his breath was ragged and uneven—the effort of running clearly taking its toll. His arms flailed as he tried to keep his balance, and his eyes darted back and forth as he searched for a path through the field. He looked at the sky to see the sun’s location. He ran as fast as he could through the cornfield, his bag bouncing with each step. Suddenly, he felt a sharp tug on the bag, and he stumbled forward, losing his balance. With a sinking feeling, he realized that someone had grabbed the bag. He tried to pull away, but the person behind him was too strong.

			John was towering over the Zandorian child, whose expression quickly turned to one of fear, and soon tears were running down his face. John noticed the scar running from the left side of his neck to his mouth. 

			The young Zandorian looked up at John and shouted, “Kalete gen kalete, qorata gi hate!” He left the bag at John’s feet and jumped up to run. 

			John quickly grabbed the child’s arm and pulled him back. John stared into his eyes, looked at all the vegetables the child had put in the bag, and smiled. He thrust the bag into the child’s chest and pointed toward a clearing in the fields. The confused child took a few steps back. John waved his finger and pointed again at the clearing, this time with a hint of a smile. The child grasped the bag and slowly walked toward the clearing, never turning his back to John. He nodded, and as soon as there was enough distance between them, sprinted away at a speed that left John amazed at the strength and agility of the young Zandorian. 

			As John watched the boy disappear, he kneeled on the ground and stared at the device a few feet away from where he stood. That was too damn close. I didn’t want the death of a child on my conscience, even if he isn’t human—then again, I’m not sure if my traps would even wound them.

			As he got back up, he brushed the dirt off his pants and shirt and looked up at birds flying over him. The vibration in his pocket jolted him out of his daze, and he took out his pad to read the alert: “Code yellow Sector 26A, Trap #79 activated.” As he read the message, he thought. Hopefully it’s something good enough to trade with Michael back in town.



	

Chapter 3: Town

			The town of Eau Claire, the community John called home, was vibrant, colourful, and filled with diversity and energy. It sported a mix of structures, some dating back a hundred years and newer buildings from the last decade. Eau Claire was everything to the people who resided there; a sense of pride and joy was felt by all individuals who called it home. 

			John slowed down as he passed the militia outpost station at the north end of Main Street. The sergeant posted outside waved at him, but John ignored him and looked ahead to see many people gathered outside the gate to the town park. He wondered if he’d forgotten something of importance, or if a game was being played. John slowed to a stop in front of the butcher shop, took the groundhog carcass out of his side-case holder, and entered the shop. 

			“Johnny, how are you?” Michael asked. 

			“Pretty good, buddy. Thanks for asking. I’ve got a little something for you; hopefully, you can make my day and I can have something great for dinner,” said John.

			“Those traps of yours doing the job, I see. This time it’s going to cost ya,” Michael replied.

			John looked at him with a smirk on his lips. “Cost me what? I’ve got a nice fresh groundhog for you, and all I want in return is two chicken breasts. That’s a damn good deal, if you ask me.”

			Michael laughed and smacked his right palm on his counter. “You’re a smart ass—you know that, right? Unfortunately for you, I’m all out of chicken. Let me see … best I can do is duck breast. If you’re trying to impress the wife and get lucky tonight, that’s the way to go. You can’t go wrong with duck meat.”

			John shook his head and smiled. “All right, that works for me. Hey, Mike, before I forget, let me know what day you want me to pick up all your scraps. I’m going to be composting soon and can always use whatever you got.”

			Michael thought about it for a second while wrapping the duck breasts in parchment paper. “If Monday next week works for ya, I’ll get everything in the waste bin, and you can pick it up.”

			John shook his hand, took his duck meat off the counter, and said, “That’s perfect for me. I’ll come early morning before the sun has time to make the whole town stench. Thanks, Mike, I’ll talk to you later.”

			Michael shouted at John as he opened the shop door, “Here, catch!” He threw a bone at John. “For Charlie—that one should last a few days.” 

			John caught the bone with his left hand and looked at Michael. “Thanks, but you underestimate my dog. This thing won’t last the night.” John laughed as he closed the door.

			As John left, Michael couldn’t help but think of everything that had been said about him—some he knew to be true, some were rumours, and some were so farfetched they had to be lies. But then again, not every man whose part of the militia comes back with their head on straight. That could always be the case for John. 

			John entered his house through the narrow entrance, the soft creak of the wooden floors echoing behind him. Warm light leaked from the living room ahead, casting a golden hue on the maple-toned hardwood floors. A plush couch faced a low coffee table, and a single bookshelf leaned against the far wall. Just beyond this was a cozy dining area with a square oak table with four chairs, leading seamlessly into a compact kitchen.

			Looking around, he yelled, “Babe, I’m home!” To his surprise, there was no response. “Sunshine, you here?” 

			John heard his dog running toward him. “Charlie! Who’s a good girl?” She twirled around him in excitement as he scratched her ears and rubbed under her chin. “I’ve got something for you. Sit, Charlie.” She set her bottom on the ground in an instant, staring at him with her big marble eyes and wagging her tail. He took the bone out of his bag, and she couldn’t contain herself. He gave her the bone, and she ripped it out of his hand to go on parading around the house with it in her jaw, huffing as she walked. 

			“Now, girl, tell me where mommy’s at. She still at work, huh? Do you want to go for a walk?”

			Charlie dropped the bone and ran straight to the front door, shaking with excitement. 

			“All right, girl, let me store this away and we’ll go for a walk.” 

			He put the duck breasts and vegetables into the refrigerator.

			*   *   *   *   *

			John turned the corner onto Main Street as Charlie sniffed at every little thing she deemed interesting. As he continued his stroll down the street, he heard someone yelling from a rooftop, “John, wait!”

			John looked up to see Joshua hanging over the guard rail of his house roof and waving. 

			“Hey Josh, how are you?”

			“Give me a minute. I’m coming down.”

			John pulled lightly on Charlie’s leash, and she started smelling around the front yard of Joshua’s house to find a suitable spot to lie down. A few moments later, Joshua came out of his house and looked at John, who had an irritated expression on his face. 

			“What do you want, Joshua?” 

			Joshua quickly responded. “Nothing, nothing, I just wanted to thank you for the new meteorological sensors you got me last week. They operate perfectly and much more efficiently than the ones I had before. I need to know how I can pay you back.”

			John looked at him and shook his head. “I told you, all you have to do is keep those weather reports coming my way. The reports you send me are payment enough.”

			Joshua wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “You sure? I know damn well how much these things go for, and I have no idea how you got it so quickly. When I placed an order with my colleague in North Bay, I had to wait ten months to get it.”

			John laughed. “Now you know who to come to when you need something.”

			Joshua ran his fingers through his hair and started scratching his skull out of frustration. He looked at John. “At least let me send you a video of the meteor shower I’ve been tracking over the last week. It’s amazing! I’ve never seen anything like it!”

			John shook his head. “Sure, that’s fine. If it gets the local astronomer all excited, it must be something I have to see for myself.”

			“Perfect! I’ll get it right away!” Joshua yelled out in delight. 

			“Bring it to my house later. I’m on my way to see Chrissy, and I’ll hopefully get this one to do her business on the way there. Hey, before I forget, what’s the commotion about in the park? I saw everyone gathered when I came into town.”

			“Oh yeah, the school kids were doing the play they’ve been working on for the last month. Which reminds me, when are you and Chrissy going to start pumping out miniature versions of yourselves? The whole town is waiting on the day.” 

			John smiled and waved goodbye, crouching down to give a little tap on Charlie’s back. She sprung up and sprinted forward.

			*   *   *   *   *

			The door opened and the bell signalled to Dr. Jones that someone had come into the clinic. He yelled out, “Take a seat. I’ll be right with you.” 

			“Don’t bother, Doc,” John answered. “I’m not here for a checkup.”

			“John, is that you?” Dr. Jones shouted. “That damn dog better be tied up outside. This is a medical clinic. How many times do I have to tell you to not bring it inside?” 

			John grinned as he asked, “Is Chrissy here?” 

			“Yes, she’s finishing up the inventory; she’ll be done soon. You know, John, she’s too good for you. A woman like her shouldn’t be dragged in the mud with the likes of you. Now go wait outside with your dog. I’m tired of repeating myself.”

			John couldn’t help but slide in a friendly jab at the doctor. “But Doc, look at that face and those cute little eyes. How can you ask her to wait outside? Right, girl? Tell him how you feel.” 

			Charlie looked up at the doctor with a “Ru ruff ruff.” 

			As John was laughing at the exhausted expression on the doctor’s face, he saw Chrissy coming out of the doorway down the hall. She was breathtakingly beautiful, with long flowing hair cascading down her shoulders, and a curvaceous figure that swayed with each step. Her outfit hugged her every curve, and her smile lit up the room. As she walked toward him, he could only think of how lucky he was to have such a wonderful woman by his side. He watched her approach with a mixture of awe and desire. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and he felt his heart skip a beat as she drew nearer. 

			She looked up and their eyes met, and John was struck by her piercing gaze. She smiled as she drew closer, and he felt his knees weaken. Her beauty was overwhelming, and he knew he was the luckiest man on earth.

			As she approached John, she clenched her right fist. He could see she was seething. Without warning, she stepped up to him and punched him in the gut—hard. John doubled over, gasping for air. 

			“What the hell was that for?” he wheezed.

			She glared at him, her nostrils flaring. “You know damn well what it was for. Stop causing Dr. Jones problems and being a jackass whenever you come in. I heard everything from the back room. Do not bullshit me.”

			John straightened up, rubbing his stomach. “I’m sorry, sunshine.” He looked apologetic. “I’ll make it up to him. Here, Doc, I’ve got those oil extracts for you. The best I got, delivered personally ahead of schedule.”

			As John handed over the bottles to the doctor, Chrissy landed another right punch that folded John in two. She smirked. “Good. You
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