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      The wrecked spaceship behind me sent up clouds of black smoke into the sharp, blue New Mexico sky.  I was bone tired.  Cut and bruised in more places than I cared to think about.  My desert camo uniform was singed and tore and smeared with three kinds of blood.  I was limping from a cheap shot the other guy took at me.

      He was gonna live to regret it.

      I had a bunch of blue tentacles clutched in my right hand.  Which was attached to an unconscious blue alien.  One that was gonna have one helluva headache when he woke up.  Even though he was downwind, I could still catch a whiff of the rotten meat stench of him.

      Nothing that smelled that bad could be any good.

      No matter what that goody-two-shoes, Chris, tried to say.

      In my other hand was a busted plasma rifle.  The charge had gone out of it long since.  But it still made a nifty club.  Plus it was property of the United States military, so I felt somewhat obligated to bring it back.

      In the shimmering distance I spotted flashing blue lights, and dark shapes on the ground, coming my way.  They was too far away for me to hear the sirens and engines.  That’d come soon enough.

      Two silver hover jets shot over the distant trucks.

      Them, I could hear, even though my ears was ringing from all the explosions behind me.

      The hover jets screamed overhead, zooming past.  I didn’t turn to look, but I heard the turbines of one whine as the sleek craft pulled to a stop and set down near the wreck.

      The other one made a different sound as it pivoted and swung back around toward me.  Its turbines changed pitch, then revved back up as the pilot played the controls.

      It reminded me, I was gonna have to learn how to fly stuff.  Useful skill that I'd probably be needing some time in the future.

      There was a lot of work to be done.  I needed to be prepared.

      The second hover jet zipped back over me.  Then stopped, pivoted and set itself down right smart about fifty yards in front of me.  A cloud of red dust and sand puffed up around it, momentarily obscuring it.

      The turbines wound down.  The main hatch popped open and a landing ramp extended.  A herd of Space Marines in silver space armor and handheld plasma rifles piled out.  They quickstepped out in formation.  Five of them run up to me.  The rest spread out, taking up positions.

      Could have told them it was a waste of time.  It was just me and old tentacle head.

      But they wouldn’t have listened.  Heck, most of them knew me, and they still wouldn’t have listened.

      “Hold up there, Buck,” said the center Marine.  His voice came out a little metallic and crackly through the grill at the bottom of his helmet. All five of the Marines had their plasma rifles on me.  The rifles whined.  Armed with full charges.  The ozone coming off them made me want to sneeze, but I held it.

      I squinted at the name stenciled on the Marine’s chest. Gny Sgt Stewart.

      Good man.  Not quite so green as some of them other boys.

      I came to a halt.  No sense in trying to walk through a wall of men in space armor. I kept hold of the jerk-hole alien’s tentacles. And my busted plasma rifle.

      Couldn’t blame the Marines for wondering if I was friend or foe.  Had a little trouble figuring that out myself until just a little while back.

      “How about you let go the alien and put the rifle down, Buck,” Gunnery Sergeant Stewart said.

      Not using my rank when he addressed me told me a lot about how mad folks were.

      Too bad.  Doing the right thing isn’t always pretty.  Or comfortable.

      Neither is figuring out the right thing to do.

      Right, Chris?

      “I’m returning the prisoner to the brig, Gunny,” I said.

      I could just catch a hint of Gny. Sgt. Stewart’s face behind the smooth, polarized visor on his silver helmet.  The Space Marine armor was the most advanced stuff Earth could make.  It was sleek and smooth.  A bit bulkier at the joints where the servos whined and hissed as the men in them moved.

      But compared to Don armor, Space Marine armor was little better than those medieval tin cans knights used to gallivant around in.

      And compared to Liz…Don armor wasn’t much more than tin foil.

      “We’ll take it from here, Sgt,” Stewart said, “Just let him go and hand over the rifle.”

      “Rifle’s busted anyway.  Just wanted to get it back in inventory,” I said.

      Stewart’s helmet rotated just enough to show he was looking at my rifle.

      “I see that,” he said, “Buck. Need you to stand down now.  Can you do that for me?”

      A wave of weariness washed over me.  Just as quick as it arrived, I pushed back at it.  I’d come too far to give up.

      “No, Gunny, can’t do that,” I said, “Need to see this through.  You can give me a lift back to base, though.”

      Servos whined as the Marines exchanged looks.  There was probably some radio chatter between them too, but I didn’t care what they was saying.

      Stubborn was in my genes.  Going back a whole lot of generations.

      My folk didn’t give up.  Mostly, we’d always been dirt poor.  But we had pride stiffening up our spines.

      “Buck…” Stewart said.

      One of the Marines spun around, the servos on his suit hissing and clattering.  He raised his rifle.  Then just as quick, put it down.

      “Shit! She’s coming!” he said.

      All the other Marines forgot about me, jerking around to look at the gold streak that suddenly appeared in the sky.

      “Whatever you do, don’t shoot!” Gny. Sgt. Stewart shouted, “That just pisses her off!”

      The streak of gold became a comet, flashing through the cloudless New Mexico sky.  It came racing at us so fast no one had time to react.  One second there was nothing but empty air over us, the next…

      A golden figure came to a stop. A blast of hot air washed over us. Then she gently lowered to the ground.

      My heart did a little flip-flop at the sight of her.  I wasn't immune to the charms of a good looking woman.

      But this was something different.  A whole other level.

      I never got impressed easy.

      But that woman impressed the living hell out of me.

      Liz, covered from head to toe in gleaming, golden Dendon armor, stalked toward me.  The armor was near skin tight.  She looked like a stylized statue of a naked woman, but with the naughty bits sorta obscured.  Which only made it all seem even more sexy.

      The armor over her face was a blank mask as she came up to me.  I got a distorted glimpse of my dirty and weary face in it.

      She put her hands on her hips. Which made a musical, bell-like chiming sound as metal hit metal.

      “Buck,” she said, “You are one lucky bastard, you know that?”

      I rested the busted rifle against my leg.  Then tipped my beat-up, black Stetson to her.

      “Luck’s only part of it, ma’am,” I said.

      The whole thing that happened here was different parts, luck, foolishness, and plain old stupidity.  The rest was skill, guts, and a bit of late arriving good sense.

      It had all started when Chris and Liz arrived back at the base with a messed up ship and a pissed off blue alien…
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      I was heading for the noonday chow line when the wounded spaceship came down outa the hot New Mexico sky and hovered over the base.

      And turned everyone’s day upside down.

      Even beat up as it was, the spaceship had a sinister shape to it.  Like some bird of prey with wings folded back, ready to strike.  Thing was all harsh angles and pointy parts that looked a bit too much like jagged teeth.  It was black as a politicians’ heart, except for places where the hull had been torn up.

      Ain’t nobody’d look at that thing and think anything good was gonna come out of it.

      Santa Claus wasn’t gonna pop outa the hatch with toys for us.

      The ship limped out over the acres of sun-baked concrete laid between the rows of big hangers on either side.  Streamers of thin, gray smoke trailed from the front and back of the ship, and from the tears in the hull.

      It came in with an eerie silence, though.  Wasn’t until it come in close that I heard anything.  Even that was just a low hum–with an occasional crackle of something like static.

      Sweat ran down from my temples.  Wasn’t scared of the ship or nothing.  It was just danged hot out there.  I pushed a stick of cinnamon gum into my pie hole and started chewing. Wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and adjusted my grip on my plasma rifle.  The thing was fully charged, letting off a scent of ozone as the barrel buzzed with contained energy.

      I glanced up and down the line of grunts lining the front of Hanger 6.  They were all in desert camo, holding up Class V plasma rifles like I was.  Just a bunch of Marines, waiting for orders to start shooting.  If Command were so inclined.

      Just beyond the landing pads and the hangers, the tall cloaking poles buzzed.  The air around them was distorted like a funhouse mirror.  At the top of the poles, globes of white energy pulsed with a slow and steady rhythm.  The air above the base was distorted, too.  The blue New Mexico sky was covered up with shimmery browns.

      The old hands here told me it was some super fancy alien cloaking system the government had gotten from the Blinkys.

      Which should have sounded like a load of horse crap.

      The Blinkys–and later on, the Stickmen–had made First Contact with us lowly Earthlings about a decade back.  Since then, everyone’d been told the aliens weren’t handing out any techno goodies to us butt-scratching apes.

      But…rules always got bent somewheres, didn’t they?

      The ship came to a stop above the landing pad.  Everyone jumped as hatches slammed open on the underside.  I was half amazed no one took a shot at it.

      Though not too amazed.  General Mattany woulda had the ass of anyone who started taking pot shots without his orders.

      A set of landing gear extended.  Then the ship dropped down on them.  A bit hard.  Enough to make the ground jump under my feet.  The humming from the ship started winding down.

      General Mattany showed up a second later in a ground car–a smaller, open-topped version of the big, armored Grums that constantly patrolled the base' perimeter.  His driver screeched the car to a halt just forward of our line.

      There were other troops filing out of various hangers.  Mostly grunts like me and my squad, in our desert camo uniforms.  But there were a few Space Marines in their silver armor and forearm mounted plasma blasters, too.  Some of them were running for the last two operating hover jets we had on base.

      I was off base when the other jets got destroyed.  So far, whoever I asked about ‘em would just shake their heads and walk off.

      Something had been going down at Area 53, as the military, with their usual imagination, had named this super secret base.  Everyone was twitchy.  And folks weren’t wanting to talk about it, either.

      Dang my luck.  If it weren’t for Momma insisting me attend little brother Roy’s college graduation…

      But it looked like my luck was finally turning.  Cause I had a damned good idea what was gonna come off that ship.

      General Mattany pulled a bullhorn from somewhere and started shouting orders at the ship.  Which didn’t produce much of anything.  Danged thing just sat there ignoring him.

      Mattany’s face went red. He yelled at the armored Space Marines closest to the ship to move in.

      The General looked the part of a General.  He had a square jaw and a bristle cut head of steel gray hair to match his steely eyes.  He was broad shouldered and narrow waisted.  The dress blue uniform he always wore was always spotless, the crease on his trousers pressed to a knife-like edge.

      The only thing that didn't match was his small, long-fingered, delicate hands.  They looked kind of ridiculous clutching that bullhorn.  He had the hands of a teenage girl.  My momma had bigger hands than him.

      But what his hands lacked in authority, his voice more than made up for.

      Them armored Space Marines jumped right to.  They ran up to the sinister looking ship, holding their forearm mounted plasma blasters in front of them.

      Mattany yelled through his bullhorn about final warnings and authority of the U.S. Government and such.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught motion.  My hackles rose up.  I turned my head just enough to get a better look at the thing staring out from the shadowed doorway of the Special Hanger.  The one hanger on base that didn’t have a number.  The extra most secret hanger on the whole danged secret base.

      The creature stayed out of the sunlight.  Apparently its sort didn’t take too kindly to New Mexico sunshine.  My guess being the thing was more accustomed to dank, dreary swamps.

      The thing was sort of human shaped, dressed in a dark blue coverall type of suit.  Its body was squat, with two thick arms and two even thicker legs, attached to a thick, barrel-like body.  Its fingers were stubby and thick.  So was its darned neck.  Which was holding up the ugliness that was its head.  The creature’s skin was gray and rough looking, like a rhino’s.  I wasn’t close enough to smell it, but it’d been near enough to this particular specimen once.  I recalled it stank like a stagnant tidal pool.  A stench like rotting ocean plants.

      But the stank wasn’t the worst thing about it.  No, that honor belonged to its head.  It had two, flat ears on either side of its bald head that were hardly more than cauliflower bumps.  Its mouth was a wide, thin-lipped slash on the lower half of its face.  Closed, it didn’t look so bad.  But when it talked, that things’ lips moved in ways that didn’t seem right.  Ways that could make a grown mans’ stomach turn sour.

      Above the mouth were two wide nostrils sitting on its flat face. On top of that were two normal, though large looking eyes, with wide, brown irises.  But above those was one more eye. Right smack in the middle of its thick forehead.  This eye moved independently of the other two.  It had an extra wide, pale yellow iris that reminded most folks of what they flushed down the toilet every now and again.

      Blinky.

      The type of aliens who had made first contact with little old Earth.  They were kind of creepy, but not so unlike people that people would lose their minds when they saw ‘em.

      That would come later, when the Stickmen arrived and made themselves known.

      The Blinkys had a real name–Ponohejon.  But no one ever called them that.  Folks took one look at that big ass, yellow eye and started calling them Blinkys.  The name stuck.  Heck, even the Blinkys call each other Blinkys here on Earth.

      This particular Blinky kept to the secret hanger, for the most part.  But I’d seen it and a couple like it out in the mess hall on occasion, late at night.

      I hadn’t gotten a chance yet to talk at it.  But it was on my list of things to get to.

      This base was full of stuff I wanted to get at the bottom of.

      But right now I was more interested in that mean looking black ship crouched out there on the concrete landing pad.  The humming plasma rifle in my hands was warm enough to make my palms sweat.  I was getting impatient like Mattany.  I wanted to see what was gonna come outa that ship.

      Wanted to see what color it was.  Because I had a sneaking suspicion it might be a particular shade of blue.

      “THIS IS YOUR LAST WARNING!” Mattany blasted out the bullhorn clutched in his little lady hands.

      The word WARNING echoed out across the concrete.  Silence fell over all us.  Except for the collective hum of a few hundred plasma rifles, and the buzz of the cloaking columns out on the perimeter.

      Then…

      A hatch opened on the side of the ship.

      Lucky for me, I had a nice, clear view of it.

      A landing ramp extended out.  Got stuck halfway down.  Motors clunked and whined as the thing fought itself.  It shuddered, then went all the way down to the concrete below. Hitting with a decisive CLANK.

      My fingers clamped down around my rifle.  A tightness went through my chest.  I made my breath steady–even though my heart was racing like a scared pony.

      So many dang years waiting for this…

      Shadows moved beyond the hatch.  A figure appeared, stepping into the harsh, afternoon light.

      A collective sigh of disappointment went through the troops.

      It was just some guy.  Ordinary looking in every way.  Average height, average build.  Brown hair.  He wore shorts and a t-shirt that looked like they’d seen better days.

      He held his hands up and stepped down onto the landing ramp, a smile curling up his lips.

      He knew what was coming behind him.

      She stepped into the light.  A gleaming, golden figure.  Like a stylized statue of a woman come to life.  As she moved, the light ran over her light it was liquid.

      Several hundred men (and a good number of women) sighed in appreciation.

      I appreciated her majestic form too.  But my eyes went to what she was dragging behind her.  My heart skipped a couple beats, then went into overdrive.  My face went hot with rage.  It took all I had to keep my hands from snapping that humming plasma rifle up to my shoulder and squeezing off a shot.

      I coulda done it, too.  I was a good shot.  I could shoot the ass off a gnat at five hundred yards.

      But I contained myself.  Tamped that rage back down into its little box, deep inside my belly where it burned bright.  Kept me warm on some damned cold nights, it did.

      I was a redneck kid from middle-of-nowhere Montana.  I grew up hunting rabbits with pappy’s old .22 to help round out the dinner table.  I knew patience.

      Patience would get me what I wanted.

      A dead alien wouldn’t be able to tell me how I could get at the rest of his kind.  Find out where they live.  What their weaknesses were.

      So I held myself steady as that golden goddess dragged a blue-skinned alien out into the light.  An alien with a familiar triangle shaped head, its chin coming down to a sharp point above its chest.  The tentacles that sprouted from the thing's head quivered and its orange eyes blinked as the woman yanked it out into the light.  Its long-fingered hands were tied in front of it, bound with some kind of wire.

      Strange enough, it wore a charcoal gray business suit with a button up shirt and a dark blue tie.  Like it had been on its way to a meeting.

      I took a quick glance at Mattany.  His jaw was clenched, his eyes narrowed.

      Weren’t no shock there.  He knew what that alien was.

      The great unwashed masses of humanity thought there were only two kinds of aliens.  The military and the government knew of at least one other kind, it seemed.

      I’d known since I was a kid.

      One day soon, them blue aliens was gonna know who Buck DeHaas was.

      If I had my way, it’d be the last damned thing they ever knew.
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      Took me a while to find out what the deal was with the dude and the golden lady.  I was still getting to know folks around the base.  I'd transferred in some weeks back from hot and swampy Jacksonville, Florida after doing a tour in the latest skirmish the politicians in D.C. had gotten us into.

      I preferred hot and dry.

      I’d joined the Marines a few years back.  My efforts at tracking down the blue aliens on my own hadn’t been producing much for me.  Rumors had it the government was playing footsie with the Blinkys and Stickmen.  I figured joining up was my best bet to get closer to the bastards.

      Turned out I was right.

      I managed to get myself assigned to the base quartermasters’ in Florida.  There I made nice with the computer system.  I scanned postings and tracked the flow of supplies going out across the country.

      And I found a steady stream of items going to a blank spot on the map in New Mexico.

      With some more finagling, I got myself assigned to that blank spot on the map.

      A base called Area 53.  Just a bit west of the old, decommissioned Holloman Air Force Base.

      I knew I'd hit the right place when I got off the transport and saw one of them ugly Blinky spaceships squatting out on a landing pad.  Along with a dozen sleek, silver hover jets.

      The cloaking field generated by them buzzing, pulsing poles was another hint this place was so far off the map that even a bloodhound couldn’t find it.

      I didn’t have much luck getting closer to the aliens, though.  I’d been working on getting myself assigned to the Lab’s security detail when that black ship dropped down out of the sky and upset everyone’s applecart.

      The base–which had been on high alert after I got back from Roy’s graduation–went into super mega freakout lockdown after the black ship landed.

      I cooled my heels for a few weeks.  Watching.  Waiting.  Working the channels to get myself placed higher in the food chain where it came to guarding the aliens.

      I found out the blue alien was locked up in the special hanger.  The hanger that had the secret lab.  I hadn’t found out what they were doing in there.  If it didn’t have anything to do with the aliens, I wouldn’t care.

      But I saw them Blinkys going in there.  Along with a dumpy guy in a lab coat they called Dr. Kincaid.

      There was a lot going on with that hanger.

      The guy and lady from the black ship was in and out of there a lot, too.

      Along with a perpetually pissed off General Mattany.

      Didn't take long to figure out the guy and lady were civilians.  He wore shorts or jeans and a never ending series of old rock band t-shirts.  The lady…well, she went around in a bathrobe and flip-flops.  From chatter around the barracks, word was she didn't bother with anything else under that robe.  No one knew where her golden armor had gotten to. But she walked around like she was still wearing it.  Proud, fierce, and invulnerable.

      Most of the base was desperately in love with her.  All the while wondering how the skinny nobody she was with managed to catch a woman like her.

      If my life had been different, I mighta been one of them boys slobbering after her.  I had bigger fish to fry, though.

      The sinister black ship they brought to the base had gotten dragged into the hanger next to the Lab.  Then that hanger got locked up tighter than banker’s wallet.

      The only thing that came back out of that hanger was a classic Jeep 4x4.  The thing had been bright red once.  But its paint was dull and peeling.  It didn’t have any tires, either.  It had wheels.  With bits of crumbly rubber stuck around the rims.

      They rolled it over to the motor pool.  The woman sweet talked the boys there into fixing it up.  Hell, I’d snuck over there when I saw them hauling it in.  I made like I was getting stuff from one of the Grums parked back in the stifling hot hanger.  The place stank of rubber and grease.  Cars ain’t never been my thing.  Growing up out on farm had learned me the mechanics, though.  I could turn a wrench as good as any of the grease monkeys in there.

      The Master Sgt in charge of the motor pool had watched the Jeep roll in.  He’d marched right over there, setting his cap back on his head.

      “What in the hell is this?” he said.

      “Orders to roll it in here, Master Sgt,” the Corporal behind the wheel said.

      “Well you can roll it the hell back out of here,” the Master Sgt. barked back.

      That was when she strolled in like she owned the place.

      Everything came to a stop in the hanger.  The banging and chatter and clatter of air guns cut out.  Every eye turned her way.

      She went up to the Master Sgt.  She was as tall as him, though he wasn’t exactly a giant.  He was wide though, with a gut that was probably just short of getting him kicked out of the service.

      She put her hands on her hips.  I was close enough to see that robe she wore wasn’t all that thick.  Didn’t leave much doubt she wasn’t sporting anything underneath it.

      Took a healthy set of cojones for a gal to walk into a building full of testosterone loaded young males like that.

      There wasn’t a whiff of fear about her.

      Her brilliant blue eyes locked on the Master Sgt's.

      “I need this fixed,” she said, “How soon can you do it?”

      The Master Sgt. rallied, finding his voice after gulping air like a fish for a few seconds.

      “We’re not a civilian shop, ma’am,” he said, “We don’t take just anything.”

      She leaned in at him. He cringed just a bit under her withering stare.

      “How soon can you fix it?” she said.

      “Ma’am, I can’t…” he said.

      “One week,” she said, “You can do that, right?”

      “I don’t…”

      “One week, right?”

      Light glinted off something below her neck.  A circle of gold.  I couldn’t see any chain holding it up.  It looked stuck to her skin.

      The Master Sgt’s gaze darted back and forth.  No one was stepping forward to bail him out.  Fact, a lot of the guys were grinning from ear to ear.

      I was kinda surprised there weren’t any catcalls.  Then again, this lady exuded an aura of menace.  A sense of Don’t even think of messing with me.

      “The keys are in it,” she said, “I’ll be back on Friday to pick it up.”

      The Master Sgt’s eyes went wide.  “Friday! But today’s Monday! You said a week!”

      She winked at him. “I changed my mind,” she said, “Friday. I have faith in you Master Sgt…”

      She glanced down at his coveralls, where his tag would be.

      “Master Sgt. Buxwald.  I know you and your highly skilled crew can take on this challenge. You’re patriots.  All of you.  I know you won’t let me down.”

      She snapped off a perfect salute.  Then turned right smart and marched out of there.

      There was a collective sigh as that posterior disappeared into the bright sunshine beyond the big, open doors.

      That lady might not have been in the service.  But there was military in her blood.

      And I knew where she was going to be on Friday.

      I just had to make sure I’d be ready, too.
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      I followed the freshly painted Jeep out past the base gatehouse.  My pass was forged, and the ground car I was driving was borrowed without permission.  I’d end up in the brig if this little jaunt took more than three hours.

      The risk was worth it.

      The ordinary guy (whose name I’d learned was Chris) was driving the Jeep, a big grin on his face.  The Jeep was bright red and shiny again.  Rolling on some fresh, black, fat tires.  The engine had a nice, throaty hum to it.

      The boys in the motor pool had done a nice job on it.

      And they got it done by Friday.

      Once again I’d snuck around to watch.  Hanging back behind a Grum that stank of diesel and hot rubber.  All the mechanics lined up around the sparkling clean Jeep when she walked in, her boyfriend strolling in behind her.  His eyes had gone wide and he shouted with delighted surprise.

      The goddesses' name was Liz.  Every red-blooded male on the base had made a point to find out her name.

      The Master Sgt and his mechanics totally ignored Chris.

      They got their reward as the woman went from man to man (along with a couple women mechanics) and gave each one a big hug and a big kiss on the cheek.  Liz praised each and every one of them, telling them she was proud of them.

      The Master Sgt’s crew had such red faces they shoulda caught fire.

      But I’d never seen a happier crowd of guys.  They all stood up straight and returned her perfect salute.

      It was pretty danged obvious they'd follow that gal straight into hell if she was so inclined to lead them there.

      The military woulda done a whole lot better with folks like her in charge.

      Chris had gotten behind the wheel and started the Jeep up.  Liz got in on the passenger side, stood up and blew the mechanics kisses as Chris peeled the Jeep out of the hanger.

      I ran out the back of the hanger and around the side where I’d parked my borrowed ground car.  Which was a flattened version of the armored Grums that patrolled the base perimeter day and night.  It was painted in desert camo, just like me.  I wasn’t planning on staying in camo, though.  I’d thrown a duffle bag with some civies in the back before coming over to the hanger.

      Chris and Liz sailed past the gatehouse–which wasn't manned.  Everyone one on base had transponders in their handheld comm units.  If you didn't have the code, a crap ton of hurt was going to be coming your way.

      I eased on past the gatehouse a couple minutes later.  I wasn't carrying any weapons, except for my well-worn hunting knife stuck in my duffle bag.  The military didn't have much sense of humor about folks walking off base with plasma blasters or normal projectile weapons.

      There was only one road in or out of the base.  A long, straight stretch of well-maintained blacktop.  Which ended a couple miles short of the old Holloman base.  The nice, smooth blacktop turned into a narrow road of crumbling asphalt that ran past Holloman and out to the highway.

      Nothing to see here, folks, just an old decommissioned base.

      Right.

      Chris and Liz turned their shiny red Jeep north.

      I followed at a good distance.  Barely keeping them in sight.  The New Mexico desert flashed by the narrow windows of my ground car.  Reddish rock and dirt, punctuated once in a while with a stand of mesquite or cholla cactus or sagebrush.

      The air conditioning in the ground car wasn’t up to the task of keeping the desert heat out.  Pretty soon sweat rolled down my cheeks again and my uniform was sticking to my back.  My stomach rumbled, but I didn’t feel like fishing any of the bland military rations I’d snagged from out of my bag.  I pulled a stick of cinnamon gum out of my shirt pocket and folded it into my mouth.  The sharp sting of it quieted my gut a bit.

      About thirty minutes later, the Jeep pulled into a dirt parking lot off the west side of the highway.

      I drove by without slowing.

      There was some tents and a big panel truck in the lot, along with a lot of people.

      There was also a burned out building on the other side of the lot.

      I went a couple miles down the Highway, then found a spot to turn around.  I parked the car and slipped into the back and did a quick change of clothes.  Five minutes later I was behind the wheel, pulling back onto the highway.  I had on a comfortable pair of jeans, my good, broken-in pair of cowboy boots, a tan, button-up western style shirt.  And, of course, my black Stetson.  Which settled down on my head like it was born to be there.

      I felt a bit more like my old self again.

      A few minutes later I pulled into the dirt lot and found a spot to park behind a couple of big rigs–far as I could get from that bright red Jeep.

      I wandered over to the end of the long line leading to the panel truck.  A vinyl banner flapping between two crooked, metal poles declared the place to be Guydoro’s.

      Just, Guydoro’s.

      I was going on the assumption the place was serving food.  Had to admit, the smells coming from that truck were mighty fine.  Sizzling burger and bacon, plus notes of freshly charred chili peppers.

      One didn’t spend much time in New Mex without getting into the Great Chili Debate.  I hadn’t come down on either side–green or red–yet.  But I was leaning toward green.

      Chris and Liz were near the front of the line, which was moving at a pretty good clip.  There were lots of happy looking customers walking away from the food truck window with paper plates loaded with burgers and fries and big cups of soda pop in their hands.  My stomach rumbled again, telling me it needed something more than cinnamon flavored saliva coming its way.

      I moved forward with the line, and eyeballed what Chris and Liz had on their plates when they walked away from the truck.  Burgers and fries.  Fine.  I could do that.  If I could eat military food three times a day, I could eat something from a truck sitting beside a burned-out building.

      I kept half an eye on the ordinary dude and his skimpily dressed goddess.  There were dozens of mismatched picnic tables spread out behind the food truck.  They went over to an isolated one and sat.  Liz made sure she faced the crowd.  Her eyes scanned everyone.

      I looked away quick, before her eyes caught mine.

      That woman wasn’t one to underestimate.  I had a feeling maybe she was almost as dangerous without her fancy armor as she was with.

      When I got up to the front of the line, I saw there was only one thing on the menu. Bacon Cheeseburger, with Roasted Green Chilis.

      Well. That simplified things.

      I handed over some money to a gal at the window.  A few seconds later I was in possession of a paper plate full of burger and fries.  I opted for a bottle of water instead of the soda pop, though.  I woulda preferred a beer, but the gal explained their liquor license had been blown up with their restaurant.

      Blown up.

      I let that sink in as I ambled around the truck, toward the tables behind it.

      Blown up.

      I sure as heck missed a lot going to Roy’s graduation.

      I came up to the tables and faced my decision.  If I went up and talked to them Chris and Liz folks, then I was putting myself at risk of getting my ass kicked out of the Marines.  The Marines were a fine institution, but I wasn’t planning on making a career of it.  At some point what I wanted and what the Marines wanted was gonna diverge.  Possibly in a very big way.

      But if I was gonna get any closer to them aliens, especially that blue piece of crap, I needed to make some inroads with folks who were actually having contact with ‘em.

      Honestly, it wasn’t really a choice at all.

      There was only one direction for me.  Forward.

      Besides, I was mighty curious about these two.

      I walked up to their table.  Liz raised her eyes to mine.  Her eyes were a piercing blue.  And her look wasn’t friendly.  Her gaze flicked to Chris.

      “Is it the guy who’s been following us around everywhere?” Chris asked.

      “Yup. Same,” Liz said.

      She took a big bite of her burger.  Fixed me with a steely-eyed glare.  My heart might have skipped a beat.  My gut twisted with more than hunger.

      The Chris guy sighed.  He got up off the bench.  We were about the same height.  Neither of us was gonna win any contests for being tall. For a second I thought he was gonna come at me.  I tensed.  Ready to smash a burger into his face.

      But then he turned.  His look was more amused than anything.  He seemed relaxed as he moved around the table and sat back down next to Liz.  He waved at the seat he just vacated.

      “Please,” he said, “join us.”

      My heart bumped overtime in my chest.  I forced calm on myself.  I could sense power radiating off these two folks.  They weren’t afraid.  Not of anything I’d bring at them.

      Maybe I’d done the right thing after all.
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      We sat eating burgers in silence for a bit.

      I have to admit, once I took a bite of that burger, my eyes just about popped out of my head.  Damn it was good.  That dang burger had to be the best combination of cow, pig, and vegetable I'd ever stuffed in my pie hole.  The beef patty was thick and juicy and full of flavor.  The melted cheddar cheese on top made for a tangy sensation before the smokiness of the bacon hit.  But it was them green chilis that put the whole thing over the top.  Those chilis were fresh roasted, thick and meaty all by themselves.  There was that touch of bitterness and spice that melded with all that beef and bacon and cheese into something that I would have called magic–if I'd believed in such foolishness as magic.

      I sat there at that picnic table, a gentle breeze pulling some of the New Mexico heat off me.  The sun was moving off toward the horizon, though it wasn’t in any hurry to get there.  I looked off to the distant mountains.  For a second a stab of homesickness went through me.  They weren’t the Rockies that had sat low and jagged and blue on the horizon back home in Montana.  Me and Roy would often go down to the bluffs overlooking the big river and watch the sun go down behind that jagged line while we chucked rocks at the river.

      I shook it off.  Put that amazing burger down and tried the wash the taste of it out of my mouth with some water.

      Really coulda used a beer right about then.

      “Not to your liking?” Chris asked, nodding at the burger.

      I shook my head. “No sir, it’s damned good.  Too good.”

      Chris stared at me for a few beats.  His look was calm, maybe a little amused.  I had a sense of immense patience behind those bland eyes of his.

      I also got an uncomfortable notion he was seeing direct into my soul.

      I looked away.

      “What’s your name, soldier?” Liz said.

      Now her I could look at.  Her brilliant blue eyes danced with amusement.  The breeze made her long, blonde hair wave about her head like a soft, golden halo.

      I got the notion she and I were two of a kind.  Warriors, but not quite soldiers.  Soldiers served for a greater cause together.  Warriors…well, sometimes they were more like lone wolves.  Hunting for a certain kind of prey.

      “My name’s Buck DeHaas, ma’am,” I said.

      “You can just call me Liz,” she said.  She waved a hand at her man, “You can call him Chris.  We’re not big on formalities.”

      “So why are you so interested in the Don?” Chris asked.

      A jolt of electricity went through me.

      Don.

      I knew instantly that was what them ass-ugly blue aliens were called.  Wasn’t a human nickname, either.  It was their own language and just happened to fit right neat into ours.

      I took a slow sip from the water bottle.  Needing time to think. And get my heart rate down a notch.  These two were a bit spooky.  A sudden notion occurred to me.  I set the bottle down on the table.  Slow and steady.

      Casual-like, I reached back to scratch at my neck, then sent my hand down to the back of my jeans. Where I’d hidden my hunting knife.

      “Dude, if you pull that knife on us, I will pile-drive you into the ground and then piss on your corpse,” Liz said.

      She was still eating her burger.  Her body still at ease.  It seemed.  But her eyes were narrowed down to icy slits.

      I didn’t take my hand away.  She didn’t have her armor.  Though….

      My eyes went to that golden circle at her throat.

      “Buck,” Chris said, “We’re not going to hurt you if you don’t try to hurt us.  But don’t test our patience, either.”

      Which was as close to making threats as Chris got.

      Tension tightened every muscle in my body. I’d been in plenty of rough spots.  If it came down to a fight, I wasn’t going down easy.

      Them blue aliens–the Don–had found that out, once.

      “You two human?” I said, “Or you alien?”

      They exchanged looks.  Chris let out another sigh.  He gave me a weary look.

      “We’re human,” he said, “Mostly.  Up until a few weeks ago, we were all human.”

      “So what happened? What changed?” I said.

      Liz snorted a small, unlady-like laugh. “Isn’t that a ways above your pay grade, soldier?” she said.

      Heat rose up my neck.

      “Might be,” I said, “But I got some personal interests that I’m thinking you two might be able to help with.”

      Liz popped the last bite of burger into her mouth.  She chewed while holding me in place with her steely gaze.  She swallowed and wiped a napkin across her lips with dainty motion.

      “You want something from us?” she said, “Then what do you have to offer, cowboy?”

      I tamped down the grin that wanted to plaster itself across my face.

      Negotiations had begun.
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      My run of good luck immediately ran out.

      So I thought.

      A familiar rumble sounded out from the highway.  Three Grums, painted in desert camo, roared in from the south.  Their big, turbine diesel engines made a distinctive whine as the trucks shifted down.

      My whole body went tight.

      For a couple seconds, I thought they might run right on past Guydoro's wide, dirt parking lot.  I silently willed them to keep on heading north.  It wasn't unusual for military trucks to make runs to Albuquerque.

      Today wasn’t one of them days, though.

      One after another, the big Grums slowed and turned into the lot.  They came to a hard stop just inside the entrance.  Dust flew up from their big tires, sending a cloud of reddish dust over Guydoro’s customers.  People coughed and waved at the air and sent glares toward the trucks.

      Chris stood.  His fists were clenched at his sides, his face set in grim lines.

      “Not again,” he said.

      Liz was up in a shot.  Her hand went to the cloth belt cinching her robe closed.

      “Armor time?” she said, “Pretty please?”

      Her eyes glittered with excitement.

      “Give me a minute,” Chris said, “If any of them points a weapon at anything other than a rock, make them behave.”

      “Got it.”

      Liz had a grin that about went from ear to ear.

      I kept my seat.  For the moment.  Wondering where she was gonna get her armor.  Was it in the  Jeep?  If that was the case, them Grums was between them and that bright red four-wheeler.

      And it didn’t seem likely the soldiers piling out of the back of the Grums were gonna let Liz walk past to get it.

      No matter how much she batted her eyelashes at them.

      A full squad assembled out in front of the Grums.  Twelve lightly armored Marines with Class VI plasma rifles, plus a burly squad leader.  They weren’t looking for a heavy duty fight, then.  Not with Class VI’s.

      Though a Class VI plasma rifle would do plenty of damage, even if those fellas couldn’t aim worth a dang.

      The squad fanned out across the lot.

      Didn’t take them more than two seconds to spot us.  The squad leader sent two men off toward the cars. Probably to look for my ride.

      The rest of them came our way.

      Chris came around the table.  Met them as they walked up in stink of ozone from the charged plasma rifles.

      “What’s going on here, Sergeant?” Chris said.

      The squad leader, a big guy with a tactical helmet covering half his face looked Chris up and down.  I knew the guy.  Burkwalker. A jerk who thought his crap didn’t exude any odor.

      “This doesn’t concern you, sir,” Burkwalker said, “Stand aside. Now.”

      Chris folded his arms over his chest.

      “Really? What does it concern? Because now you’ve got me curious,” Chris said.

      The other ten Marines behind Burkwalker grinned.  So far they were keeping their rifles pointed at the ground.

      I got a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      If those boys weren’t here for Chris and Liz…

      Burkwalker snapped his fingers at two of his men and pointed to me. “Get him,” he said.

      This day wasn’t going the way I planned.  But that was okay.  I liked to see every door as an opportunity. Even if it was a jail cell door.

      Two soldiers peeled off from the end of the line and marched up to me.  Their tactical helmets covered half their faces, too.  But I could read their tags just fine. Simpson and Wrester.  Little acorns off the tree of jerkitude that was Burkwalker.

      “Dumbass,” Simpson said.

      He went to grab my arm.  I pulled away.  His stupid fingers clamped around empty air.

      “I’ll go quietly, fellas,” I said.

      That wasn't good enough for Simpson and Wrester though.  They yanked their plasma rifles up.  I found myself with a faceful of buzzing plasma barrel.  The ozone tickled my nose.

      “Screw you, cowboy,” Wrester said.

      “Chris?” Liz said, “Double checking. Does pointing at this guy count?”

      She pointed at me. Chris, arms folded across his chest, nodded.

      “Yay!” Liz cried.

      What came next happened so fast it took me a while to process it.  One instant Liz was standing there, grinning, her eyes shining.

      The next she whipped off that robe of hers.  Tossing it in the air.

      It was true–gloriously true–that she did not have on a single stitch of clothing under that robe.  She was an awe inspiring sight.

      And she was just getting started.

      Her fingers touched the golden circle below her neck.  Gleaming gold shot out in every direction from it.  In less time than it took me to blink, she was covered in gold.  The surface of her body was shiny and bright.  Everything around and above was reflected on that golden armor of hers.  Blue New Mexico sky. The reddish desert landscape. The startled faces of myself and a squad of Marines.

      Her robe was still in the air.  Fluttering in an arc above her.

      She became a blur of motion.

      The two Marines on either side of me got their plasma rifles snatched from their hands.

      The rifles went spinning up in the air.  Liz pointed her arm at them. Something like plasma fire burst from a spot that suddenly swelled up on her forearm.

      The Marines’ rifles exploded with a thunderous CRACK and a shower of hot metal and plastic bits.

      Then she grabbed the Marines, Simpson and Wrester, by the back of their belts. She spun. Flinging them across the parking lot.  They landed smartly on the top of one of the Grums.

      She held her hand out.  Her robe dropped down onto her open palm.  Her other hand went to her hip. Landing with a soft, musical, CLINK.

      “Anyone else want flying lessons today?” she said.

      The squad of Marines looked to their fearless leader.

      “Sarg?” one of the men asked.

      Burkwalker stood there.  His jaw looked clenched so tight it should have shattered his teeth. I bet under that visor of his, his eyes were half bugged out of his head.

      “This man is under arrest,” Burkwalker said through clenched teeth, pointing a stubby finger at me. “You are interfering with military justice. Stand down.”

      “Military justice?” Chris said, “That’s not anything like military intelligence, is it?”

      Burkwalker’s neck reddened.

      “I was told you agreed not to interfere with military operations,” Burkwalker said.

      Chris raised an eyebrow. “Really? Who said that? Because that wouldn’t have been me.”

      “Or me,” Liz said.

      It took everything I had to keep the grin off my face.  I was liking these two more all the time.

      But this didn’t need to turn into bigger mess than it already was.

      I stepped forward, holding my hands up.

      “Fellas, I told ya I’d go quiet,” I said. I turned to Chris and Liz. “It’s okay, I borrowed a ground car and left base without permission. They got me dead to rights. Take me away, guys.”

      I held out my arms to Burkwalker, like I was ready for the cuffs.

      Burkwalker shook his head.

      “You ass,” he said, “You think we’d send out a squad just for that? You’re nowhere near as smart as you think, DeHaas.  They’re gonna throw you in the deepest darkest hole they can find.”

      A jolt went through me.  I sorta had a notion of what they might be thinking about.  But that wasn’t possible.  I’d covered my tracks, but good.

      “Treason,” Burkwalker, “Not just to your country, but to your whole damned planet.  If I wasn’t under orders, I blast a hole through that smug face of yours right now.”

      Treason?

      “Now just a minute fellas,” I said, “I–”

      The squad of Marines closed in around me.

      "Tell it to the judge advocate's office," Burkwalker said.

      They grabbed me and marched me off.  The last thing I saw before they threw me in the back of the Grum was Chris and his golden lady warrior still standing off across the lot.

      Watching me.
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      Treason.

      That was a mighty heavy word.  It right pinned a guy in place when someone put it on him.

      I had plenty of time to think on it during the drive back to Area 53.  Burkwalker and four of his squad rode in the back of the Grum with me.  They didn't think I was much of a threat, though.  They took off their tactical helmets and turned off the plasma rifles.  I didn't blame them for taking off the helmets.  Them things was hotter than Hades on a summer day.

      I wasn’t unhappy to not have armed weapons pointed my way, either.  The whine of those plasma rifles had been like a swarm of mosquitos I didn’t have any hope of swatting away.  Though instead of ozone tickling my nose, I got the sweaty musk of five grumpy guys.

      I tried to ask Burkwalker about the treason thing.  He just told me to shut up.

      Figured as much.  He probably didn’t know anything, either.

      Most grunts in the service were treated like mushrooms by command.  Keep ‘em in the dark and feed ‘em bullcrap.

      So I leaned my head back on the warm metal side of the Grum.  The thrum of the big diesel turbine engine vibrated the truck.  About enough to lull me to sleep.

      But that word kept turning over in my mind.  Keeping me awake.

      Treason.

      Someone had a bug up their ass about something.  Or was looking for a convenient spot to
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