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      The shadow ran. Stumbling over boxes, it hurtled across the alleyway headlong and without direction. It needed to escape, each footstep buying a few more minutes of freedom. The alternative was unthinkable. The alternative meant something worse than death. Or almost as bad as death, since on consideration, death was pretty crappy in its own right.

      The body belonging to the shadow, a man who up till now had thought himself cool, sometimes cynical, smart, nice, and great-looking reassessed his career choices as he ran. His job was interesting in all the wrong ways.

      His jeans and T-shirt were better suited by far to the centrally heated Wellness Center behind and so many floors below, not a New York winter. That place was old, fed by Manhattan’s ancient steam system, sometimes a little moist, but always hot. Now, he realized if an “incident” didn’t finish him, exposure would. He only needed a few more minutes, but he suspected he didn’t even have those. He never expected to go out this way. David always assumed his autopsy would include words such as “heart failure,” “overexertion,” “nubile bikini-hostesses” and “Bahamas”. Also, “Oldest Man In History.”

      But no, the aliens were after him.

      Something dark moved against the shadows. He controlled his breathing, forcing his heartbeat to slow, willing himself another few moments. If he was going to be captured, it wouldn’t be because of his pulse beating like an idiot with a drum kit. A random part of his panicking mind wondered if they had laser guns, like in the movies. He’d love to see a laser gun. Just for the coolness-factor. It would be better not to be on the pointy end of it, but the eight-year-old inside insisted: you know... laser gun.

      A shadow within the other shadows moved again, forcing David to press against the wall and hold his breath. Sensing an opportunity, he risked running across an open space to scrunch down behind a dumpster where he chanced a glance down the alley. David tried to make sense of the shape lurking in the gloom a few feet away.

      Someone friendly would have spoken by now. If it was an alien, it already knew he was here. No doubt it would first play with him before eating his face off. Or whatever aliens did these days. Or maybe it was just a cat.

      The shadow said meow.

      David’s mouth blipped into a smile. The shadow said meow a second time, annoyed in the way all cats are annoyed, simply on principle. His smile widened: he was a world-class idiot, but a free world-class idiot. Much better. So much for literally leaping at every shadow.

      Then a new shape stepped from an orange steam pipe in the middle of the alley, making no attempt to conceal itself.

      “I can see you,” said a voice so thick with a fake German accent it made him cringe.

      “Just checking.” David sighed. “But are you also a cat by any chance?”

      The silence on the other end of the question spoke volumes about his current state of mind. David realized with a sinking feeling how lost he was. What the hell had they put into those pills?

      “It’s okay. You will be okay.”

      David emerged from the safety the dumpster. “I’m not so sure.”

      The shape detached itself from the darkness and settled beneath a light. The extra illumination didn’t so much reveal the face of the newcomer as render him cartoony and because of his large Stetson, weird. “So, you saw?” said the man.

      “Everything.”

      “Ah.”
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      “So, vat did you learn?” asked the stranger.

      “Stop pretending you care, I know what you are—shape shifters! You’ve been manipulating us all for years.”

      The shadow shifted. “Vell, about that.”

      “I have the proof!” said David. “There’s nothing you can do now.” The words were a relief. Speaking made everything real, which meant no turning back. Now escape was no longer possible, everything became simpler.

      The stranger, a man whose name he never learned rubbed his face. “Proof?”

      “I broke into your communication systems. I read your plan to repopulate the world with your own kind. But you failed!”

      A moment of silence filled the air. “Failed? Says who?”

      A surge of what? Elation, perhaps victory fired through him. No, something far better: schadenfreude. “The one you call the Supreme General. Your mission’s canceled.” He took a shaking breath, watching the other for a reaction. “You didn’t realize that, did you?”

      “Say vat? Canceled?” The other man looked away. “Okay, that’s heavy.”

      “Yeah I know, right? You have one year to leave the planet.”

      “A year? Whoah, this is like totally crap.”

      “And another thing,” David said. “Your accent’s totally inconsistent.”

      “Hey,” said the stranger, “My accent iz zuper-dooper good. Goot, I mean.”

      David permitted himself a smile. Perhaps he would get out alive. All he needed were minutes, and every military and law enforcement agency in the city would be down on them like a hammer. Made of guns. With knives sticking out of the guns. He made a mental note to remember the metaphor. He dropped his hammer-knife bomb. “In seconds, I will expose your plan. I’ve sent out my podcast.”

      The figure scratched something under his hat. “Sorry, but no.”

      David squinted upwards, searching for lights in the sky, the sound of chopper blades. Gunfire. “What do you mean, no?” he said when none of those things materialized. “I hit the send button. Twice.”

      “It’s our Wi-Fi. Kinda shitty. I tried moving ze modem thingy around but no luck. Zere’s a Starbucks around the corner. Zat’s vat I use.”

      He hunted for words, mind reeling. To be so close, but failing because of a bad Wi-Fi connection? David’s face flushed in the darkness. As he struggled to complete the sentence, two other shapes emerged from the shadows, each holding a small snub-nosed device pointed at him.

      “Well I’ll be damned. Laser guns.”

      “Kill the Human,” said the smaller alien.

      “No,” replied her companion. “I have a better idea. Klaus—do you have the Brain Controller? Yes? Great. Overlord, I propose we experiment on the Human.”

      “My name is David.”

      “Human,” repeated the other. “I’m bad with names. Don’t get me started.”

      The shadowy figure removed his hat. “Oh yah,” said Klaus, “ze Brain Controller is super nifty.”

      “No!” David turned and ran straight into someone else. The force of his impact sent them both tumbling to the road.

      “Sorry man.” The man into whom he’d crashed smiled. It wasn’t unkind. “My fault.”

      David scrambled across the asphalt, his fingers numb. “Let me go!”

      “Oh, wow.” The newcomer helped him to his feet. “No can do. No Siree. See the scary-looking lady next to the Overlord?”

      “Yes?”

      “That’s Raquel, and she’s my boss. And also, she’s scary. I said scary twice on purpose. She’s that scary. I don’t want to be Vatted. So, we good, bro?”

      “No! We are not good!”

      “Enough!” yelled the shadow known as Raquel.

      David struggled to run, but steel claws gripped his shoulders. He could no more escape that grasp than grow wings and fly into the night. “Sorry bro.”

      “Sorry about what?” David noticed Klaus remove a silver device from his cloak. It resembled a TV remote control, a wild, gibbering part of him observed. Klaus touched it to his forehead. The flash of light, while not blinding, was still bright enough to fragment David’s memory into pretty rainbows.

      “Okay...” said David. The world was better, but couldn’t understand why. “Whatevs.” He looked around at the group of oddly shaped people surrounding him. “So, hi. I feel we need an introduction. I’m...” He paused, trying to figure out the next bit.

      Klaus grinned, his eyes blinking in the cold. “You are ze Janitor! Now go back into the Center and clean up ze joint. It’s a total pigsty I’m telling you.”

      David’s smile faltered for a heartbeat before reasserting itself. “Okay.”

      “While you’re zere,” said Klaus, “see if you can get the Wi-Fi going. I’m drinking too much coffee these days and I sink I dropped ze modem last time. Coffee makes me pee purple by ze way. Is zat weird?” David smiled again and walked toward the steam pipe.

      “No no no.” Klaus took him by the elbow and guided him toward the entrance to the alley. “Ze steam pipes are not for you, silly Human. Go. Use the door on 43rd and take ze elevator.”

      An absent smile roosted in his expression as he wandered into the semi-dark.

      Raquel waited for David to disappear, then placed her fists on her hips. “When were you going to tell us?”

      The Supreme Overlord of Lizard Ops regarded them. The night was a bust. Not only had a Human exposed their mission, but she was developing the worst case of scale-itch right under her nose holes.

      “Yes... About that. Soon. We have new orders. We have twelve months to collect the remaining deep cover agents, and then we evac.”

      Raquel shook her head. “God, I hate deadlines.”
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      The room felt as though it should be smokey, although it wasn’t. Cold, depressing, intimidating—it was none of those things. It was snug, dark and intense. The conversation between the two women rendered the air intimate and charged. They were not in agreement. They hunched over a bench, the smooth wood a veteran of many such arguments.

      “But this is the whole point,” said the woman on the right. Her eyes flashed in the dim lighting. “The current geopolitical situation in the West is the root-cause of global food distribution issues. It’s disgusting!”

      The other woman, about the same age and height but with a shock of red hair in contrast to her friend’s platinum blonde shook her head. She reached into the darkness and found a cigarette. The smoke curled in dragon-tails around her face.

      “Oh, come on, Tina. It’s not so easy and you know it. So now you’re telling me the President sneezes and there’s a famine in Ethiopia?”

      Tina’s lips compressed. Jennifer knew ‘The Look’: the precursor to an amazing feat of put-downery capable of leaving better women dazed and shocked. The Look was a nuclear weapon brought to a tickle fight. Shit.

      “Seriously? That’s the best you can do? And don’t put words in my mouth.” Tina’s voice was a silk Katana. “I’m saying—follow the money. Arms sales have grown by sixty percent this year. Who needs weapons? People defending their borders. Why are they defending those borders? Because we force populations to migrate. And why are they migrating?”

      Jennifer took a long drag on her cigarette. God, she loved smoking. Lung Cancer be damned. “Crop failure. Drought.” She sensed the nicotine take effect. Good. She needed something to help her though this. “Come on, this is a stretch, even for you. There’s no conspiracy here.”

      “Sure, crop failure,” said Tina, “But this isn’t the first time Africa’s had a drought. So, why now? Think about it.”

      Jennifer stared at her friend through the layers of smoke. Sometimes, she didn’t get her at all. “Well...”

      “I’ll tell you why.” Swish went the Katana again. “Supply and demand. Cause and effect. Budgets to balance.”

      A buzzer sounded. Tina looked up, surprised by the noise. A man walked past them both, hand cupped to an earpiece. “Three minutes ladies,” he said, disappearing into a nest of ropes and stage curtains. Tina stood, her intelligent scowl replaced by a diamond-smile sharp enough to cut glass. Jennifer also stood, matching her smile for smile. She shucked out of her warm, comfy coat, revealing a figure-hugging sequined evening gown. Tina did the same, her dress an electric blue, lower-cut. Sexier. More likely to win. She wondered how they were friends.

      “By the way,” she said, leaning in, “you-know-who is in the audience.”

      “Damn.” This was why they were friends. They took care of each other. No one else would.

      “Watch your ass. He tried to grab my ass this morning, but I kicked him in the nuts.”

      Jennifer couldn’t stifle a laugh. “No way... You realize he owns the entire pageant, right?”

      Tina stiffened. “He doesn’t own me.”

      Jennifer stubbed out the cigarette. “I don’t understand. You don’t like this. Why are you still here?”

      Tina’s diamond-smile softened, turning real. A tide of applause rose from beyond the curtains as the first strains of the Ms Beautiful World theme washed out of the orchestra pit.

      “For reach, Jen. It’s all about reach.”

      “Reach?”

      “Outsiders can’t change anything. What good is a degree in journalism and Masters in philosophy going to do if the people I need to reach don’t read the newspapers anymore? Change doesn’t come from the top, it comes from everywhere. That’s where I have to be.”

      “Everywhere?”

      “Everywhere. In the system.”

      Jennifer straightened her gown and applied a touch up from her lipstick. She practiced her stage smile. Then raised an eyebrow at Tina. “People still read.”

      “Fashion magazines. Fluff pieces. Most of us are spoon-fed mental slop, right from birth. If I win this thing I get reach. I’m not Gandhi, but this is a chance to change the world, and I’ll do what I’ve got to do.”

      “Bull crap,” said Jennifer. “There are a million other ways. I know you Tina. I believe you want the things you say you want. But also, you just love it.”

      “What?”

      “This. All of this. You’re into it. You love the impossible choice. And you love the love, baby.”

      “No...” Tina stopped herself. A sheepish grin dismantling the vision of coolness she’d been seconds ago. She took a deep breath. “Kisses!”

      They air-kissed.

      “Okay ladies,” called the Director. “You’re on!” And they walked into the light.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The wood sucked at Tina’s shoes with the ghost of a thousand stage-markers. She adjusted her gait as she joined the parade of women circling the judges. Tina channeled her emotion from the exchange with Jennifer into her body and became purposeful, regal. Damn her for knowing her so well. In the background, the score reached peak-corny. Tina target-locked onto the cyclops-eye of the single broadcast camera covering the event, giving the viewers an extra special smile. Just for them.

      
        
        It’s a beautiful world

        Such beautiful girls

        This crown will rest

        On our beautiful best

        A beautiful world

      

      

      She completed the circuit and stood with the others in a perfect semi-circle as a dais rose in a cloud of smoke from the center of the stage. The lights dimmed, and more smoke filled the air. The guy with the dry-ice machine was overdoing it, she thought. It was good to love your job.

      From somewhere above, red laser-light cut through the billowing mists, drawing bright geometries into the clouds. She had to admit; it looked neat. Then they had to wreck it by lowering the tiara from the ceiling. The laser danced around the prize, reflecting and refracting from the cut-glass inserts, glancing prettily off the gold-painted frame. You could almost not see the fishing line.

      A large balding man in a sharp tuxedo strode into the spotlight, stopping at the dais as the jeweled headdress fell into his outstretched hand. Tina had to admire the timing. He beamed, his smile every bit as practiced and professional as her own. He raised his hands to the audience, showing them the tiara. Then turning to face the women arrayed behind him, bowed once before returning his attention to the camera.

      “Thank you,” he said, voice dark velvet. “Thank you.”

      He returned to the contestants. “Remember ladies, this is your time to shine. You are all winners. If it were up to me, you’d all be going home with this.” He raised the tiara again. People went aww. Tina’s smile glued to her face. Her jaw muscles were aching. “This is your moment. In this last section of the pageant, you get to show America the real you. One of the many things that makes our pageant unique is that we only have one prize. There are no runner-ups. Like Ms Beautiful World, every one of you is unique, like a diamond or a snowflake. Or an evidentiary fingerprint.” He paused for a breath. “Now I’d like to introduce Ms Arizona!”

      The audience erupted into applause as a woman wearing a burnt orange sash and a wide welcoming smile stepped forward. Tina clapped and waited her turn.
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      “And last,” purred the Master of Ceremonies, “please welcome back Ms Yukon, Tina Lions!”

      Tina came back from a dream. She blinked to attention, beaming and waving as she took center stage. Her shoes were too tight and her feet screamed promises of revenge. She ignored them, just as she ignored the pinch of the bra-strap and the fake applause from the other women. Well, not all. Jennifer’s was real.

      “Tell us Tina,” said the MC, putting his arm around her. He was sweaty and reeked of Scotch Whiskey. “How much do you want the title of Ms Beautiful World?”

      Tina allowed herself to get a little breathless. “Well, James,” she said, “I can call you James, right?” His reaction wasn’t so much a smile, more a constriction of gums around teeth. “Ever since I was a little girl I’ve dreamed of this moment.”

      Another aww.

      “Ms Beautiful World represents everything I want to be. Growing up in a condemned orphanage next to a toxic landfill, all I could ever dream of was winning Ms Beautiful World. Later when my adopted parents tragically died in the refinery explosion in nineteen eighty-three, the dream kept me going. Even through those dark, dark days, I never gave up hope.” She drew a breath as James the MC nodded, motioning for her to continue. “Later, as a volunteer worker at the St
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