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      That last moment changed my life forever.

      But, you’re probably wondering: what was that last moment like? Before the stars aligned, before They came?

      Well, I’m here to tell you: it was horrible. Undoubtedly the worst day of my life. And it went something like this:

      It was the night of September 17th, 2024. Me, my sister Xiomara, and my father had just returned from popping popcorn and were awaiting my mother to return from her smoke break so we could resume watching our movie. It was a typical family night, during which everything was absolutely normal. That was why nothing could have prepared us for what was about to occur.

      Mom had just walked through the door, and was still smelling of cigarette smoke, when the channel we were watching our movie on suddenly, and unexpectedly, changed.

      “Daddy?” my sister, Xiomara, asked. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m not sure,” my father said as he stared at the screen with rainbow colors. “I—”

      The television switched before he could finish.

      The American president’s logo appeared upon the screen.

      Then, in moments, our commander in chief, President Suzanne Gale, appeared.

      “Good evening,” she said, her eyes set, her lips pursed. “My name is President Suzanne Gale, and I am here to tell you that First Contact has been made.”

      “What is she talking about?” my mother asked, stepping away from the door to approach the television. “What does she mean by First Contact?”

      “Shh,” my father replied. “Listen.”

      “At exactly six o’clock PM Pacific Standard Time, we received reports that  an unidentified aircraft had entered California airspace. After a brief engagement, we opened fire upon what we initially believed to be foreign invaders from another country. What we couldn’t anticipate was their counterattack.”

      “Is this a joke?” my mother asked, turning her attention back to my father. “Are you pranking us?”

      “You know I wouldn’t,” my father replied as he scrambled to turn the volume up. “Now be quiet and listen!”

      “At this time, we do not know much about who They are, what They want, or what Their intentions happen to be. All I can tell you is that They have come from somewhere else, and that They mean harm to us.”

      “Victor,” my mother cautioned. “You’re scaring the girls.”

      “I’m not trying to!” my father barked. “Please just shut up and—”

      “—remain calm. Local police and military are working to respond to the domestic threats here within the United States. Residents are advised to lock their doors and—”

      “Daddy,” Xiomara said, tightening her hold around a pillow she’d pulled against her chest. “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are,” my father replied, “but just remain calm. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Everything’s not fine!” my mother shouted. “You’re scaring the girls!”

      “Go to bed,” my father said, removing me from my place on the couch and pushing me toward the edge of the living room.

      “But—” I started.

      “I said go to—”

      My mother screamed.

      I turned my head.

      And saw a pair of glowing yellow eyes looking through the window.

      It was impossible for me to determine what it was. I couldn’t rationalize it—this thing, this monster outside the window. It looked like a coyote, but it was massive, and standing on two legs, its slack-jawed mouth looking in at us—at me. I wanted to scream so badly, but something—and I’m not sure what, exactly—kept me from doing so. It was as if I was under its spell, and being held captive by its gaze.

      My father scrambled to pull the curtains across the windows before Xiomara could see, but the damage had already been done.

      The monster knew we were inside.

      “What was that?” my mother screamed. “What the hell was that?”

      “Turn the lights off,” my father said.

      “Why—” she started.

      “Just do it!”

      My mother rushed to do as asked as he pulled Xiomara from the couch and thrust her into the dining room. “Get under the table,” he said. “Both of you! Now!”

      “Daddy,” I managed. “What’s going on? What was that thing?”

      “I don’t know, honey. Just get under the table.”

      My mother pressed her hands to my shoulders and guided me without pause.

      As I came to rest under the table alongside Xiomara, my father finished turning the lights off and pushed my mother underneath—

      Just in time for the doorknob to start jiggling.

      “The door,” my mother whispered.

      “I’ll get it,” my father replied.

      “No!” My mother took hold of his shirtsleeve. “Stay here. It… it doesn’t know how to get in.”

      I stared, in complete horror and fascination, as the doorknob continued to jiggle.

      Xiomara sobbed.

      My mother held me tight.

      My father maintained his fixed stare.

      I’d never seen him so scared before. His face white, his hands trembling. He took hold of one of the table’s legs to still his shaking hands, but even then, his arms tensed, his body reacted. His gaze was set on the door—as if waiting for the thing to get in.

      “What’re we gonna do?” my mother asked as screams began to rise in the night outside.

      “Just remain calm,” my father replied. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “But what if—”

      The doorknob ceased to jiggle.

      “See?” he asked. “It’s leaving. It knows it can’t get in.”

      “But—”

      The doorknob turned.

      My mother gasped.

      Xiomara whimpered.

      In moments, the creature outside pushed the door opened, then let itself inside.

      There was little we could do. It knew we were in here, and its laughter seemed to indicate that. As its eyes swept across the room, slowly but surely illuminating anything in its path, it set its gaze toward the table, then lowered its head.

      My father bolted from beneath the table and headed toward the back door.

      “Victor!” my mother cried. “Victor!”

      “Stay with the girls!” my father screamed.

      The creature bolted into the kitchen.

      My father took off out the back door.

      A massive white light filled the outside world.

      What sounded like a trumpet blared throughout the back yard.

      Then, my father screamed.

      My mother pushed me back toward Xiomara, threw herself out from under the table, then grabbed one of the wooden chairs and swung with all her might.

      The backrest collided with the creature and snapped in half.

      It grunted.

      She screamed.

      Xiomara grabbed me and pulled me out from under the table just as my mother took hold what remained of one of the hair legs and slammed it into the monster’s face.

      “Ana!” our mother cried. “Xiomara!”

      “We’re here!” Xiomara said.

      “Go to the door!”

      My older sister pulled me as the first scream of the night ripped from my throat.

      The monster turned its head toward my mother and snarled just as she slammed the table leg into its face again, knocking it off-center. It slammed into the fridge, then spun in an attempt to defend itself as my mother whacked it again, and again, and again and again and again.

      By the time it was on its hands and knees, she spun and ran toward us.

      “Go to the car,” she said as she swiped the keys from the rack.

      “But—Daddy—” I started.

      “We can’t help him,” she replied. “Go! Go!”

      Xiomara opened the door and pushed me out.

      I bolted toward the blue SUV sitting in the drive.

      Xiomara followed. My mother, too.

      Lights punctuated the sky. Saucer-shaped aircraft darted to and fro. Gunfire lit the night.

      I was so transfixed by the sight of one of the ships making its way from our backyard that I barely acknowledged my sister as she pulled the door open and shoved me into the vehicle.

      “Buckle up,” she said.

      My mother threw herself into the driver’s seat and slammed the key into the ignition.

      My sister crawled over me, then pulled the door into place just in time for the bloodied creature to come stumbling out of our home.

      It laughed like a hyena.

      I struggled not to scream.

      Xiomara buckled me into place and was just about to do the same for herself when my mother tore out of the drive, sending my sister sailing into the opposite door.

      “Mom!” Xiomara cried. “Slow down!”

      “I can’t!” my mother screamed. “Just sit down and buckle up!”

      She scrambled for the radio just as Xiomara did as asked.

      Within moments, the sound of a radio broadcast was streaming into the car.

      “All San Antonio residents are advised to report to their local high schools,” the announcer said. “The military is arranging evacuations as we speak.”

      “Why can’t we just leave?” Xiomara asked.

      “We can’t,” my mother replied. “Your father will need to know.”

      “Where is he?” I managed to ask.

      But my mother didn’t reply. Instead, she slammed her foot on the pedal and sent the vehicle sailing up the road.

      Another car ran a stop sign.

      My mother swerved to avoid it.

      We spun, briefly, before she corrected us and started up the road again.

      “Hey,” Xiomara said, taking hold of my hand as I struggled to see through my tears. “It’s okay. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

      “You don’t know that!” I replied. “You don’t know that!”

      “Mom’s gonna get us to the high school and we’re gonna leave,” she said. “Okay? Just stay calm. We’re gonna be okay.”

      “But I—you—we—”

      She pressed a finger to my lips and smiled. “Remember that song we used to sing when we got scared?” she asked.

      “No monsters, no monsters, no monsters go away,” I sang.

      “No monsters, no monsters, can’t come out and play,” she repeated.

      I sang with her for the next several moments as our mother continued to weave along the road, dodging incoming traffic, people running, people screaming. At one point, something small hit the side of the SUV, but what it was I couldn’t be sure. My mother just said to ignore it—that everything was all right, but everything was okay.

      But I knew it wasn’t.

      No.

      After calming down enough to process everything in my eleven-year-old mind, I realized what was going on.

      Monsters—

      Flying saucers—

      Things that looked like coyotes but weren’t—

      Aliens had come to take over our planet. And they were going to do it no matter what.

      My mother swore as the traffic ahead of us began to thicken.

      “Come on!” she screamed, slamming her fist on the horn over and over again. “Move!”

      Someone on foot slammed into the side of our vehicle.

      My mother instantly flicked the safety locks into place.

      “Please!” the man cried. “ Help me!”

      “I can’t!” my mother replied. “I have girls in here!”

      “Please! Please! I have nowhere to go!”

      “I said—”

      He punched the window.

      Xiomara cried out.

      My mother said, “Grab the bat from under the seat.”

      “He needs help,” Xiomara replied. “Why can’t we let him in?”

      “Desperate people do desperate things,” my mother replied. “Now grab the bat!”

      Xiomara reached under the seat and pulled it out just in time for the man to approach the driver’s-side window.

      My mother held the bat up for him to see.

      He startled, then fled.

      About this time, the traffic began to ease forward, so my mother started to advance up the road again, toward where the high school stood in the distance.

      “Mama?” I asked. “Why aren’t we moving faster?”

      “Because everyone’s trying to get away,” my mother replied. “Don’t worry, hon. We’ll get there. Even if we have to run.”

      Run, I thought.

      The image of the three of us in our pajamas running the darkened streets of San Antonio filled my mind, and caused teardrops to fall from my eyes.

      Xiomara took hold of my hand; and I, terrified out of my mind, took hold of hers.

      The next time my mother spoke, she swore.

      “What’s wrong?” Xiomara asked. “Why aren’t we moving?”

      “Because they’re stopping the traffic,” she replied.

      “What?”

      She pointed.

      The two of us lifted our heads.

      Distantly, we could just make out the sight of soldiers and policemen making their way along the rows of cars. They first spoke with the occupants inside, then gestured them to move their vehicles off the road.

      “Are we—” Xiomara started.

      The sensation of my mother guiding the vehicle off the road cut her off.

      “We’re running,” I said, stating it more than questioning it, “aren’t we?”

      “Yes, honey. We are.” My mother unbuckled her seatbelt and took hold of the bat before turning her head to face us. “Now, listen to me. Okay? I want you to do everything I say.”

      We both nodded.

      Sighing, my mother considered the policewoman quickly making her way to the vehicle, then turned her head to look at us and said, “I want the two of you to hold hands and not let go. Understand?”

      “What about you?” Xiomara asked.

      “I’ll be right behind you. If we get separated, don’t panic. I’ll find you.”

      “But Mom!”

      “Do as I say, Xiomara. And Ana, you listen to your sister. Understand?”

      “I understand,” I said.

      “Good. Now, go. Now.”

      Xiomara unbuckled first her seatbelt, then my own
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