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      It was evening in the river city of Burlington, Iowa, and a storm was rolling in, bringing with it a welcome chill in the air that broke the sweltering summer heat. As the locals ran to take shelter from the coming storm, none of them noticed the two shapes rocketing west over the Port of Burlington overlooking the Mississippi River. Suddenly, lightning streaked across the sky, briefly illuminating the objects, human-shaped and gleaming in the crackling electricity, one silver, the other a deep cornflower blue. The lightning bolt found its target, striking one of the figures. The resulting thunder rumbled all throughout downtown, its shockwave felt as far away as the aptly named Snake Alley, but nothing—not even the storm’s wrath—could have drowned out what came next.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      The blue-clad figure plummeted toward earth, limbs flailing as it gathered speed.

      “Sam!” a second voice called out.

      The stricken figure plunged toward the river’s western shore.

      “Oh no,” the first voice cried again. “No, no, no, no—”

      The metallic figure struck a cottonwood and kept going, shattering the once proud tree into countless splinters. It collided with the ground in an eruption of earth and grass, tumbling along the beach until it crashed into the wreck of an abandoned aluminum jon boat and came to a jarring halt. Rain splattered the still form, and steam rose from its superheated surface.

      The second figure alighted much more gracefully a few yards away, its boosters extinguishing as its boots touched down on the wet sand.

      “Sam!” the new arrival called out again.

      The downed man, Sam, groaned. His blue and red helmet digitized the sound in a way that made it seem all the more agonizing.

      The second man thumbed a hidden switch in the base of his helmet, and the silver armor encasing his body dissolved into a liquid that crawled up his torso until it disappeared inside the helmet. With the armor retracted, he removed the helmet, revealing the features of a young, handsome Asian man with shaggy, black hair. He dropped the helmet and ran to his companion’s side.

      “Are you all right?” he said.

      “Damn it, Moe.” Sam struggled to sit up, but was hindered by a rusty fish stringer tangled around his neck and left arm. “Does it look like I’m okay to you?”

      “That was one hell of a fall.”

      “Remind me to put you in for a promotion when we get back to base,” Sam said, tossing the stringer aside with an air of disgust. “Captain Obvious, most valuable member of the Terran Defense Corps.”

      Moe offered a hand, which his brother begrudgingly accepted, and helped him to his feet. “Can you fly?”

      “Let’s find out.”

      Sam staggered a few feet away and bent his knees, ready to jump, but instead of an impressive ignition launching him into the sky, the Replodian bunny-hopped a mere six inches off the ground.

      “Try again,” Moe said.

      Sam bent his knees in a deeper crouch and jumped again, this time managing a slightly more impressive eight inches before sinking almost as deep into the wet sand.

      “Keep trying.”

      “Damn it, Moe,” Sam snarled, removing his helmet and shaking out the untidy mess of blond hair atop his head. “Do you know the definition of insanity? Flight systems are totally offline.”

      “Well, how are we going to get home?”

      Sam looked to the west and squinted. “We’re, what? Thirty? Forty miles from home? Hell, we can hoof that if necessary.”

      “Or I could carry you,” Moe offered.

      Sam scowled. “Not if my very life depended on it, Little Sister.”

      “It was just a suggestion,” Moe said.

      “I’d rather walk.”

      Suddenly, headlights illuminated the brothers’ faces.

      “Hide,” Sam hissed, grabbing his brother by the arm and dragging him into the weeds.

      Sam and Moe ran deep into the brush, hunkering down behind a rotten, gnarled log. They watched as a black cargo van tore across the beach toward the twisted wreckage of the jon boat. The light caught a silver glint in the sand, and Moe cursed.

      “What’s wrong?” Sam said.

      “My helmet,” Moe said. “I left my helmet!”

      The van slid to a halt, with the helmet square in its headlights.

      Sam stared. “Get it, quick, before—”

      Moe was already on the move. The van’s side door slid open, and soldiers clad in black and armed with P90 submachine guns filed out of the vehicle. Sam quickly grabbed Moe’s waistband and tugged him back behind cover as the passenger-side front door opened and a man in his mid-fifties with a high-and-tight military crew cut stepped out.

      “Well, I’ll be goddamned,” Moe whispered. “Fancy meeting you here, Christopher.”

      Sam squinted in the glare from the van’s headlights. “I’ve seen that guy before. The badge on your bulletin board! Is that… General Brinkmann?”

      Moe nodded. He’d last seen the general during his brief visit to Area 51 deep in the Nevada desert. Their meeting hadn’t ended well for either the general’s reputation or his underwear. Brinkmann adjusted the front of his uniform and straightened the gold signet ring on his right hand.

      “What the hell is he doing here?” Moe said. “And how did they get here so fast?”

      Sam frowned. “They must have been tracking us.”

      “How?”

      Sam shook his head. “Trajectory? Heat signature from our thrusters? Who knows?”

      “I thought you said these suits were untraceable,” Moe hissed.

      Sam grabbed his brother by the ear and tugged. “Keep your damn voice down, or they’ll hear your traceable-ass voice, Little Sister!”

      The general knelt to pick up the silver helmet, turning it over in his hands and brushing the sand from its gleaming surface. He turned to address his men. “They’re here!”

      “Secure the perimeter,” one of the men barked, immediately spurring the other soldiers into action. The men spread out while Brinkmann continued to examine his prize, staring deep into the helmet’s expressionless, black visor. His face split into a white-toothed grin.

      “We have to go,” Sam said. “Now.”

      “What about my helmet?” Moe protested. “We can’t just leave it with Brinkmann.”

      “You want to join it on an all-expenses paid vacation to Groom Lake, be my guest,” Sam said, tugging on his brother’s arm, “but that’s not how I plan to spend my weekend. Now, let’s go!”

      Moe cast a final look over his shoulder at the grinning general and broke into a sprint, pushing weeds and saplings aside as he struggled to keep pace with his brother.
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        * * *

      

      A single, small light burned inside the closed Burlington By The Book bookstore on Jefferson Street. Half of the street was blocked off by chain link barricades encircling a burned out and crumbling building across the street from the store. Moe stood near the window, keeping an eye on the street. He craned his neck over the counter to check on his brother, who was huddled on the floor with a penlight clenched between his teeth. In one hand, the Replodian engineer held the azure helmet, while the other hand probed the internal components. Moe resumed his vigil of the street and reached into a yellow and red Sterzing’s potato chips bag.

      His eyes wandered over the burned out derelict building and popped one of the salty crisps into his mouth. The Tama Building fire had been all over the local news for the past week, and a substantial reward had been offered for information related to the fire. Moe squinted at one of the many reward flyers dotting the chain-link enclosure.

      Ten thousand dollars.

      He smiled. That would buy a hell of a lot of Sterzing’s.

      With any luck, the fencing and debris would keep Brinkmann and his men from searching the street for them, or at the very least slow them down enough for Sam to make the repairs to his armor. Moe popped another chip into his mouth and crunched.

      “Stop that,” Sam said.

      Moe glared at his brother and crunched loudly, open-mouthed, as he crinkled the bag between his fingers. Sam scowled.

      “So what’s the verdict?” Moe asked, sucking the salt from his fingertips. “Can you fix it?”

      Sam sighed. “If I was back in my workshop or at least had some decent tools, then sure. Can’t even call for backup since somebody didn’t wear his wrist communicator.”

      “It chafes inside the suit,” Moe said. “Besides, somebody didn’t wear his, either.”

      He wadded up the empty Sterzing’s bag and tossed it at his brother’s head.

      Sam batted the bag away and shrugged. “Let’s not point fingers, shall we?”

      Moe picked up the phone on the counter and held it out toward his brother. The receiver emitted a soft dial tone. “We could always try calling Alex for pickup. Oh, that’s right. You don’t know his number. Mister ‘I have
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