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“Hey, Billy Ray did you see the lights in the sky last night?” Jimmy Lee asked.

“Yep. Most likely swamp gas or some such,” I said looking up at my younger cousin. As usual the boy was a mess. Most of the time he reminded me of the “pig pen” character from the Charlie Brown Christmas special. If we’d ever had snow here in the bayou I just knew he’d build a gray snowman.

“Ned says he heard noise like an engine. Maybe were airplanes,” Jimmy Lee said.

I shook my head; the boy still seemed to think the stories about the way the world was before the last war, were the way it was now. Guess the kid needed something to believe in. And there really weren’t no harm in hoping things might eventually return to normal. “Naw, been no airplanes around here for a while now,” I finally said. Unfortunately, hope was all it was. 

“Maybe it was one of them unidentified flying objects?”

“Now Jimmy Lee, you know better than that. UFOs was nothing more than secret government projects designed to keep people talking bout them and not prying into other secret government projects. Since there be no more government; there be no more secret government projects and no more UFOs.”

“Well, it weren’t no swamp gas. Ned says he heard engine noises and I believe him.”

“And Ned’s the one who took you snipe hunting as well,” I said with a grin. “Guess that makes him all trustworthy and what not now don’t it.”

Jimmy Lee’s face turned red and he turned to walk away. I’ll never understand why that boy continued to listen to Ned after that. Granted, taking youngsters on the infamous snipe hunt is a tradition that has been around for longer than any of us can remember. With the changes that took place since the last war we do have to plan them a bit more carefully. 

No one rightly knows what truly caused the changes; some say it was use of nukes in the atmosphere that shut down all the tech stuff and caused the mutations. Whatever it was, the cities were no place to be anymore, particularly at night. Them so-called civilized folks had become nothing more than feral dogs; scavenging and hunting in packs.

Ned decided to do this particular hunt on a night of the full moon; a night when the wild ‘uns are usually out. And he thought it would be funny to plan the hunt near town. I think he was hoping for one of them mutants to wander into the area in order to scare Jimmy Lee. I doubt he was planning on Jimmy Lee having to fight his way through a small horde of them to get back that night.

“Jimmy Lee, you want a chance to get even with Ned?” I held out a burlap sack, just like ones we used on a snipe hunt.

“Ned ain’t stupid enough to fall for a snipe hunt,” Jimmy Lee said.

“I reckon not, but he might be fool enough to fall for an alien hunt.”

That made Jimmy Lee smile and he glanced up at the sky. “Yeah, I think he might just be fool enough for that.”

~ * ~

“Looks like the boy may have been right bout them being UFOs,” Ned said as he pointed to a nearby tree. 

I only nodded as Ned touched a small pool of silver liquid that lay in a small hollow on the branch. Now I understood why Jimmy Lee had collected several old thermometers before he left to lay the trail for the hunt. This couldn’t be a true snipe hunt in the traditional sense as neither of us would have been able to convince Ned to hold a bag while we chased the “alien” down a ravine for him to capture. So, Jimmy Lee had figured on laying a false trail through the bayou and leading Ned around half the night before we ended up back at my cabin. I was along to make sure Ned didn’t shoot Jimmy Lee if he actually caught up to the boy.

“There.” Ned raised his shotgun and nodded toward something glowing behind a thick curtain of moss hanging from several large cypress trees.

“Wait.” I placed a hand on the gun and pushed it down slightly. “We don’t even know what that is.”

Something crashed through the trees behind me and I spun around to see Jimmy Lee running toward us. The boy was as white as if he seen a ghost. The old uniform he had put on as a costume was ripped in several places and one of the pointed ears he had stuck over his own was gone.

“Jimmy Lee?” Ned lowered the gun and stared at the boy. He then turned and looked at me. “You two thought to fool me—didn’t ya.”

Yeah,” Jimmy Lee said between breaths. “But this weren’t no part of it. There’s a real alien ship over there.” He pointed toward the glow.

“Jimmy Lee what did I tell you bout UFOs.” I slapped the boy lightly on the back of the head.

“Billy Ray, I’m serious. There’s a real alien ship over there and real aliens. They ain’t no cute little ET’s either. They’re mean ones. They’ve been out hunting mutants.”

“Well that’s good for us. Maybe we can make friends.” Ned glanced toward the glow.

“Only one way to find out,” I said. 

“You two’re both crazy. I dun told ya, this ain’t no part of our snipe hunt. Billy Ray listen to me. This is real.”

“Come on, Billy Ray. Let’s go check out those there aliens,” Ned said grinning. He shouldered his shotgun and pushed his way through the hanging moss then stopped.

I found myself staring at what appeared to be a large, silver flying saucer; just like the ones that use to be in the movies. Two large aliens, and they were aliens, were standing next to a long ramp that led up into the saucer. Both stood about seven feet tall, were dark skinned with long black clumps of hair. Their necks were ridged on either side and they had tails. Both were also holding some sort of firearm--short and compact, but still obviously a weapon.

The two aliens glanced toward a group that was coming back to the ship. They had several mutants on some sort of sled. They looked like a hunting party returning with their kills.

“See I told ya,” Jimmy Lee said.

“Shush,” Ned and I said together.

Another of the aliens walked down the ramp and looked at the bodies. “This is all this planet has to offer?” The voice was harsh and guttural, but the language was English.

“Not very worthy opponents,” one of the others said.

“True, even after the first few were killed, the rest just kept coming toward us,” another said.

“The Commission was correct then; there is no intelligent life on this planet.” That was the first one again; I figured it must be the one in charge of the group.

“The life forms may be unique, but there is nothing to indicate they are worth preserving. The Commission will most likely grant permission to go ahead with full colonization.”

“Colonization?” Jimmy Lee whispered.

“That’s what it said.”

“Hey, how is it we’re able to understand them things?” Jimmy Lee asked.

“Maybe they have some sort of translation device. Kinda like all them television shows,” I said. 

“Like hell any talking gator’s gonna colonize my home,” Ned said raising his shotgun and taking a step forward. “We got more’n enough of the normal variety.”

“Ned!” Jimmy Lee started to grab the shotgun.

“Now, let’s not be too hasty here,” I said stepping out next to Ned. I hoped the aliens would be surprised long for me to finish talking before they started shooting. “Obviously these folks are interested in hunting rare and worthy opponents. Perhaps we should introduce them to one of the most dangerous and elusive opponents in the world.” I paused and looked back at Jimmy Lee and grinned. “The snipe,” I said turning back to face the aliens.

“No! That’s too dangerous even for them,” Jimmy Lee said. “The last time I went out hunting a snipe, I almost didn’t make it back.”

The one in charge of the group of aliens snorted. “We have studied this planet for many cycles and do not know this snipe of which you speak.” It stepped forward and watched me with large yellow eyes. Ned’s comparison to a talking gator was seeming more and more appropriate. I was just glad the thing was talking and not shooting. If I could keep its interest, then we might have a chance.

“Not many
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