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    To the REAL Samarayen. Thank you for being you, for helping inspire me, to keep pushing forward. And to never give up, even when the Stars Turn Cold.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They didn't just take our planet. They took the sound of our names in the mouths of those who loved us. And we—we became the silence that followed."
-Samasaryen D'Mara'tel Airken'Vey (Sam)
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CHAPTER ONE
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They say there are over twenty billion solar systems in our galaxy. Maybe more. And yet, in all that vastness, we still ask the same ancient question: Are we alone? The popular belief leans toward no. Every year, hundreds report sightings of strange crafts in the skies, flickers of light that defy physics. Some claim they were abducted, experimented on, or even enlightened.

Half of that is true. The other half? Delusions, hoaxes, or cries for attention. But the truth—the terrifying, incredible truth—is that Earth has been a sanctuary for alien refugees for longer than humans have had electricity.

Twenty-six alien species live among us. Not monsters, depending on who you ask. Not shapeshifters, that’s subjective. Not the way Hollywood has made them out to be, anyway. Just people—exiled, scattered, quietly surviving. They look like us. Mostly. A slight variation in their eyes, maybe the way they speak. But otherwise, indistinguishable. Okay, that’s not true either, some of them are scary as hell, but all the interstellar beings on Earth are friendly. And no, there’s no shadowy agency in black suits erasing memories or zapping threats. That’s just bedtime propaganda to keep little Venusians in their bunks.

Earth is a hidden haven. But it wasn’t always that way.

There’s a reason these alien races fled here, and it’s not because Earth is paradise. Out in the void—beyond the spiraling arms of the Milky Way—there exists a scourge. A species without mercy, known only as the Invaders. They lost their world long ago, and ever since, they’ve wandered from planet to planet, conquering, draining, and discarding. Civilizations collapse in their wake, their resources stripped bare. They don’t negotiate. They don’t care. They only consume.

Only twenty-six races ever escaped their reach. And they did so thanks to one dying empire—the Zinothians.

The Zinothians weren’t the most advanced in the galaxy, but they were among the most selfless. They saw the coming storm and made it their mission to protect what they could. Risking extinction, they scattered beacons across the stars—lifelines encoded with maps to Earth, survival strategies, and, most importantly, hope.

But they knew hope alone wouldn't be enough. So they built something—something Earth never realized hovered above them. Four million cloaked satellites, forming a planetary defense net. A shield. A failsafe. If activated, the Earth would be untouchable.

But fate is cruel. Just before activation, the Zinothian capital ship was destroyed. The control tablet that activated the defense shield was onboard, lost or destroyed. The leaders of the Zinothian race were all but wiped out.

All but one.

She was a child then. 

She was raised with a singular purpose: Help those in need, protect the innocent. But her ultimate goal? Recover the control tablet that could activate the defense grid—and protect Earth, no matter the cost. But years passed. Leads went cold. Her people were gone. And the Invaders kept coming.

So she stopped searching.

And started fighting.

NINE DAYS AGO

The Invader Dreadnaught was less a ship and more a floating city of annihilation, a monolith of dark alloy and humming quantum energy. It loomed in orbit like a second moon, casting long shadows over Earth’s curvature—an ever-present reminder that the stars no longer belonged to humanity alone.

THE DREADNAUGHT – ANATOMY OF A NIGHTMARE

The vessel was ten kilometers long, shaped not like any human craft but more like the jagged husk of some ancient deep-sea predator. Its surface was uneven and biomechanical, layered in obsidian plates that shimmered with unnatural patterns. The plating itself pulsed faintly, as if the ship were alive—some hybrid of engineered material and sentient muscle. An amalgam of hundreds of different species’ technology bastardized to fit their own needs.

Spines of adaptive weaponry jutted from every angle: plasma spears, graviton displacers, electromagnetic netcasters—all capable of rewriting the rules of engagement mid-battle. Its engines, buried deep within its core, generated no traditional heat or signature, making it effectively undetectable until it wanted to be seen.

The Dreadnaught housed multiple decks, many of which were atmospheric simulations tailored to the Invaders' physiology—low light, damp air, and a gravity just slightly heavier than Earth’s. Organic walls connected through arterial conduits, some of which moved or throbbed in response to motion. Everything inside was constructed with psychometric locks—biologically attuned to the Invaders’ DNA or neural frequency.

No one unauthorized should’ve made it past the hull.

All Sam had to do was plant the charges in the engine room and get the hell off the ship.

Simple. In theory.

She didn’t get aboard the Dreadnaught by force.

She got there because they didn’t see her.

Sam was Zinothian, one of the few still left in the galaxy. Her bio-signature was adaptable, just enough that, to the Dreadnaught’s filters, she was something unknown but not a threat—neither prey nor enemy. She was noise in the system, a corrupted data packet the ship ignored.

But it wasn’t just that.

She knew the Invaders. Had studied them. Fought them. Killed them. She understood their blind spots, their arrogance. And she had a tool—a small control shard salvaged from a crashed scout drone years ago. A slick black shard that could, when carefully modulated, override local sensor arrays in short bursts.

It gave her ten-second windows of invisibility from the ship’s internal scan grid. She couldn’t use it too often or it would draw attention. But it was enough.

She didn’t board through a docking bay. That would’ve been suicide. Instead, she hitched a ride on a corpse.

A battlefield floated in low orbit where a skirmish had taken place days earlier. The Dreadnaught had left it there like a warning—twisted wrecks of otherworldly fighters, the frozen remains of soldiers drifting like forgotten ghosts.

Sam had cloaked herself inside the torn remains of a dead Interceptor pilot, dragging it to the underside of the ship. There, she found what she was hoping for—a ventral repair maw, a self-sealing aperture used to digest battlefield debris and recycle tech.

When the Dreadnaught opened the maw to suck in the next wave of trash, she let it take her.



INSIDE THE BEAST

She landed on a conveyor of bone-like tendrils, half-crushed armor clinking beneath her. The smell hit her first: burnt ozone, blood, and something sweet and fungal. The recycling system didn’t kill intruders. It assumed anything inside was already dead.

Sam played the part.

She went limp as the conveyor pulled her through a maze of digestive alcoves, where machine arms dissected scrap for biofuel or storage. She narrowly avoided being sliced by a rotating surgical limb by engaging the shard at the last second, triggering a false error loop in the ships scanners.

Once through the recycling sector, she ducked into an unused maintenance artery—a muscular tunnel lined with pulses of yellow light, like being inside a throat. She crawled, climbed, and waited. Hours passed. She barely breathed.

By the time she emerged into the interior escape pod sector, she’d memorized every movement pattern of the patrolling Invaders—each one tall, faceless, wrapped in fractal armor that shimmered like a starfield. While one of the smaller ones wasn’t looking she attacked in a silent storm, neutralizing the Invader patrol troop with simple ease. She mimicked their pace, never looking directly at them. She understood that their perception was based on pattern recognition; if she didn’t break the rhythm, they wouldn’t see her.

The blueprints had been clear. The objective was clear. Get in, set the Nuko charges, and get out before the Invaders realized one of their warships had been breached. But in war, plans rarely survive contact with the enemy.

Samasaryen (Sam to her friends) crouched behind a bulkhead, blood still tacky on the stolen uniform clinging to her frame. Her short, jagged hair was slicked back, streaks of crimson and jet-black tied up into a tiny ponytail. The Invader troopers helmet smelled like humid breath and fused wires. She kept her breathing slow. Controlled. But beneath the practiced stillness, her heart beat like a war drum.

The enemy’s dreadnaught was colossal. Ten times the size of an Earth ocean liner. Every corridor buzzed with activity. Her infiltration had been smooth so far, but now—now she was off-course. And her crew was not happy about it.

“Sam, what the hell are you doing?” Weyland Demetrius Fordee’s voice hissed in her ear, clipped and British as ever. “Your signal’s showing up near the bridge, not the engine room. That’s not where you’re supposed to be.”

“Fordee, I swear to every god in this galaxy, shut up for thirty seconds.” Her voice was a whisper edged with steel. “There are Invaders everywhere. I can’t look like I’m talking to ghosts.”

A second voice crackled through. Unmistakably louder. And thrilled.

“You should’ve let me come, Sam. Would’ve blown a hole in this thing, danced through the wreckage, maybe carved my initials into—”

“Luke,” she snapped. “This is covert. Something you don’t understand. Let me do my job.”

Lu’khar Ven fell silent. For now.

Sam crept forward. Around her, Invader crew moved with mechanical precision. Their voices were harsh, guttural, like gravel dragged across metal. She kept her head low and made her way toward the bridge.

Why the bridge?

Because something was wrong. She had a gut feeling, and Sam had learned to trust that feeling. It had saved her life more times than she could count.

From the shadowed edge of the bridge, she watched. A large projection hovered over a circular table, glowing with vivid detail. It was Earth—green, blue, white clouds swirling.

The sight froze her breath.

A memory flashed—flames streaking across the sky, her people’s ship crumbling in midair, the explosion that made her an orphan in seconds. Earth was the final refuge. If the Invaders targeted it...

She leaned closer, catching the conversation. Their language wasn’t hers, but she'd learned enough to follow the meaning.

“The Visionary wants the fleet assembled. The planet is now called Earth.”

“Are we sure it’s unprotected? The Zinothians—”

“They’re dead,” the Commander said with finality. “And these humans are weak.”

Sam’s blood ran cold. This was it. The nightmare they'd tried to outrun was now headed for the last place left to run.

She ducked back and murmured into her comm. “Weyland. Earth is the target. They’re planning to invade.”

A pause.

“What the hell would they want with Earth?” Fordee asked.

“If Earth falls, everything falls. The Zinothians made Earth a sanctuary for survivors. If we lose that, we lose everyone.”

“Does Earth even have a defense system?”

“My family was working on one,” she said, her voice tight. “But they never got to finish it.”

“Of course,” Luke grunted. “So now what?”

“I finish the mission. The Nuko charges are armed. I’m heading to the escape pod. Swing by when I give the signal.”

She retraced her steps, heart pounding. Her exit strategy was tight—get to the pod bay, launch before they noticed, and get picked up by The Silver Sadie mid-flight. Simple. Again: in theory.

The guard she’d taken out earlier had been posted at the escape pod bay, body still laying in a bloodied pile. Sam slipped inside the pod, sealed the hatch behind her, and activated the launch sequence.

“Okay, I’m loose!” she called over comms. “Get ready for pickup!”

“What do you mean, ‘loose’? I don’t see you!” Weyland barked.

Sam froze. “What?”

“You were supposed to launch from the port side! That’s where I’m circling!”

“We never agreed on that!”

The voice on the bridge barked again. “Sir! An escape pod just launched!”

“Scan it!”

“It’s... no, not possible. Zinothian.”

The commander’s face darkened. “Shoot it down. Now!”

The pod lurched as the Invader ship opened fire. Sam’s fists gripped the harness straps.

“I launched from the bottom, Weyland!”

“Are you insane?! Hold on—I’m coming in hot!”

The Silver Sadie came screaming across the void, belly hatch open. Fordee executed a barrel roll at full thrust, angling the cargo bay like a net. Sam’s pod slammed inside with a jarring crunch.

Luke hit the hatch controls, but not before taking a piece of broken escape pod hull across the jaw. Red blood, turned purple, trickled down his blue skin. “We got her!”

The Invader ship locked on, their turrets lighting up the black.

Sam scrambled out of the pod, bruised but intact. She ran to the cockpit, typing in the detonation code. The screen flashed red.

“You can’t blow it yet!” Luke shouted, stumbling in, blood dripping from his jaw. “We’re not far enough away!”

“Their scanners are picking up the ship!” she snapped. “We don’t have a choice.”

Weyland didn’t argue. He angled the Sadie hard, thrusters maxed out.

Sam slammed her fist down on the switch.

If space had sound, the explosion would have shattered solar systems. The Invader flagship bloomed in white fire, the ripple lighting up every window on the Sadie. The shockwave caught them—violently. But they made it.

Barely.

Weyland finally exhaled, steering the ship into calmer air.

Sam leaned back in her seat, sweat dripping down her temple. She pulled her short hair from the tiny ponytail. It wasn’t a trick of the light, but her hair seemed to change color. It went from the crimson black to a luminous copper and teal.

“I told you—port side,” Fordee muttered, still furious.

Sam yanked off the stolen armor and tossed it at his feet. “Next time, you sneak aboard an Invader Dreadnaught unnoticed, spend time plan ting explosives and then we can argue about exits.”

Luke slumped into a chair, a bloody rag pressed to his jaw. “What’s all this crap about Earth?”

Sam’s face hardened. “We’ve watched planet after planet fall. Earth is the last. It’s not just a home—it’s a beacon. Every refugee heads there. If the Invaders take it, they’ll wipe out the entire galaxy’s last hope.”

Fordee turned to her. “You said the Zinothians built a defense shield? Your people?”

“They did. Four million satellites around Earth concealed by fractal displacement and fluctuating frequencies. When activated, they’d form a barrier nothing could breach. My father called it the Aegis Veil”

“So... activate it.”

“That’s the problem.” Her voice dropped. “The control tablet was on my people’s ship. The one that exploded.”

“Of course it was,” Luke muttered.

“There’s another problem,” she said, her tone darkening.

Weyland turned. “Bigger than ‘galactic genocide’?”

Sam nodded. “There are still humans on Earth. Set a course . . .Full throttle.”

Almost a day later Sam stood alone at the viewport, her green, pupil-less eyes reflecting the distant shape of Earth. Even half cloaked in the void of space, the planet shimmered with a kind of naive beauty—blue oceans cradled by soft white cloud spirals. A fragile orb, still unaware that extinction had already begun making its way toward them.

Her voice was quiet. Resolute. “Set a course. New Mexico. Coordinates: 33.3943° N, 104.5230° W.”

Weyland didn’t question it. He just looked over at her from the co-pilot seat and raised a brow. “Roswell?”

Sam gave a nod. “The wreckage from my people’s ship scattered over miles. Almost 80 years ago now. If the tablet survived... it would be there.”

Luke leaned against the doorway, still nursing a jaw that had swollen to twice its normal size. “You're talking about Roswell? The same Roswell where the humans think they saw a space ship crash, but were lied to, government saying it was a weather balloon and half the world still believes it was a cover-up? THAT Roswell?”

“That’s the one,” she said.

“Great,” he muttered. “Alien hotspot on a planet full of trigger-happy primates.”

Weyland sighed, flipping switches and angling their descent. “Quite Right. Humans aren’t just paranoid. They’re obsessed. Every science fiction novel, every late-night conspiracy, every Area 51 meme—it all started there. If we land even close to that town, we’re going to be met with bullets or cameras. Possibly both.”

“They’ll need to see the truth eventually,” Sam said, almost to herself. “Better they hear it from someone who actually wants to help them.”

“Let’s keep our presence to a scarce minimum for now. I rather like the holes I currently have, no need to add more.” Weyland said smarmily 



As the Silver Sadie entered Earth’s upper atmosphere, the ship shimmered in its cloaked shell, invisible to all known human detection. But Sam knew better than to trust Earth’s current level of ignorance. Humanity had always been far more advanced than it let on. The problem was never technology—it was trust.

The desert stretched out beneath them, harsh and desolate, as though scorched by a thousand suns. Sam remembered the landing site from the fragmented memories of a terrified child. Her people’s ship had been breaking apart in orbit. Fire, screaming, confusion. Then darkness. When she awoke, everything she had ever known was gone—her family, her people, her homeworld reduced to cinders.

Her father promised he would return soon. That he needed to make the final adjustments to the defense shield. He didn’t keep his promise. She remembered soldiers in strange uniforms, speaking in harsh tongues. Her escape was aided by a family friend. The Americans had buried the truth, locked it away behind chain-link fences and underground bunkers.

Now she was going back. She hadn’t been to Earth in almost 60 years.

They landed miles outside of Roswell under the cover of early dawn, in the scrublands just beyond the White Sands Missile Range. The Sadie touched down behind a rocky outcrop near Bitter Lake, camouflaged by its cloaking field and the natural terrain.

Sam disembarked in silence, the air dry and cool against her skin. The ground cracked beneath her boots. The land here was stark—red dirt and beige dust, the faint smell of heat lingering even before the sun had fully risen. Mesquite trees, yucca, and spiny cholla cactus peppered the landscape, all sharp edges and survival.

In the distance, the faint red lights of a military radar station blinked in rhythm, watching the sky like a paranoid eye. She remembered how, decades ago, the crash of her people's ship had triggered weeks of panic. Men in uniforms swarmed the desert, salvaging alien metal, whispering about reverse engineering. Had she not escaped, she probably wouldn’t have survived.

She still remembered how it felt. The awe. The fear.

Now, she’d return with far more than a cry.

Weyland joined her at the base of the outcrop, scanning the area with a field sensor. “I’m picking up energy signatures. Could be debris from your ship... or could be something the humans buried.”

Sam didn’t respond. She knelt and brushed aside sand, revealing a shard of blackened Zinothian alloy—smooth, curved, still faintly warm after all these years. Her breath caught.

“It’s still here,” she whispered. “Some of it survived. I can’t believe the humans didn’t find every single piece of metal.”

Luke stood lookout, scanning the empty road beyond the dunes. “Samasaryen,” he said, half-warning, “you know what this means, right? If we find that tablet... if we power up the grid... you’ll have to reveal yourself.”

She stood slowly. Her voice was steady, but heavy with the weight of what she knew was coming.

“Humans are a paradox. Brave, but afraid. Intelligent, yet reckless. They’ve spent centuries hiding from the idea that they aren’t alone. They made jokes about aliens, mocked them, feared them... but never prepared for them. If I step into the light, I won’t be seen as a savior. I’ll be seen as the beginning of the end.”

“And we’ll be painted as invaders,” Weyland said. “Or weapons. Or both.”

“I know,” she said. “But if I don’t, the real invaders will turn this place into ash.”

They moved quickly, heading toward the old crash site—now surrounded by rusted barbed wire, radiation signs faded by sun and sand. Inside the perimeter, concrete hatches sat buried under decades of dust. Government bunkers. Vaults. Possibly still active.

Sam touched the gate.

“Somewhere down there,” she said, “is the control tablet. The last piece of my people’s legacy. And Earth’s only hope.”

She looked out over the desert. The wind was rising. Roswell lay just beyond the horizon—unaware, unready, unbelieving.

That would have to change.

The gate creaked as it opened, resisting after decades of rust and desert wind. The old perimeter fence looked abandoned, but Sam could feel it—the hum of surveillance, low-frequency EM signatures, and faint seismic pings beneath the earth. The site wasn’t forgotten.

It was watched.

Weyland adjusted the signal jammer on his wrist. “Short-range disruptor’s up. We’ve got about twelve minutes before someone notices the security feed’s gone dead.”

Sam nodded, stepping cautiously over the wire. Beneath her boots, the sand gave way to fractured Zinothian alloy that could easily be mistaken for random rocks and broken glass. A scorched path marked the descent of her people’s ship—now mostly buried by time and tactical cover-ups. But Sam remembered the angle of descent, the way the ship had broken apart. If the control tablet survived, it would be near the core chamber, now deep underground.

Luke whistled low as they moved closer to a sunken concrete hatch. “You know, for something the U.S. government claimed was a weather balloon, this sure looks a hell of a lot like a military-grade vault.”

Sam ran her palm across the cold slab of steel. “They salvaged what they could. Hid the rest. My ship was half-integrated into this vault before the public even heard about the crash.”

Weyland scanned the panel beside the entrance—an ancient keycard slot and a biometric scanner long since fused over with dust. “How do we open this without tripping alarms?”

“We don’t,” Sam said, stepping forward. “We wake it up.”

She pulled off one of her gloves and placed her bare hand against the reinforced concrete. Beneath the surface, old Zinothian tech pulsed in response. A faint green glow emerged along a thin seam in the wall, like the heartbeat of something long dormant.

Luke took a step back. “Okay... that’s new.”

Zinothian tech was partially organic—symbiotic with the people who used it. Even now, it recognized her. She could feel it, as if something ancient had stirred at her touch.

The vault responded with a groan. Metal shifted beneath sand and stone. With a seismic shudder, the ground cracked, and a hidden hatch spiraled open, releasing a gust of sterile, artificially cooled air.

Below them, a tunnel descended into blackness. Sam stepped to the edge, peering down. The scent was familiar: scorched metal, ozone, decay—and something else. Something she hadn’t smelled since childhood.

Memory hit her like a punch to the chest.

Flames.
Screaming.
Her disbelief as the ship plummeted. The silence after the impact. Then boots—dozens of them—American soldiers swarming the area as the scattered bodies of her people smoldered.
She blinked hard. “It’s down there. The tablet.”

Weyland hesitated. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“I’ve been carrying this moment my whole life,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Underground

The descent was slow, the tunnel lit by bioluminescent Zinothian moss still clinging to the walls after all these years. They passed shattered consoles, fused data nodes, and rusted Earth military crates—proof that the humans had been here, and left in a hurry.

Luke pulled a flashlight from his belt. “I don’t like this. It’s too quiet.”

Sam kept moving, her pulse matching the rhythm of the alien lights. She felt the energy source drawing her deeper—stronger with every step.

At last, they reached what was once the core chamber of the Zinothian ship. The room was spherical, lined with what looked like pulsing veins of crystal. In the center, suspended within a shattered containment field, was the tablet.

It was barely the size of a book. Matte black. Sleek. Cracked—but still intact.

Sam stepped toward it with reverence. “This is it. The control key. With this... we activate the shield.”

“Then grab it . . . and let’s get the hell out,” Luke said motioning his hands overly dramatic towards the exit.

Sam reached for the tablet.

That’s when the lights snapped on.

A voice echoed from above—filtered, commanding, human.

“Step away from the object. Hands where we can see them.”

Floodlights dropped from hidden fixtures in the ceiling. Red laser sights ignited across their bodies.

Luke hissed. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. I knew this was going too smooth.”

Figures stepped from the shadows—U.S. soldiers in desert fatigues, armed and clearly not surprised to find them.

The leader, a woman in a dark gray uniform with no visible insignia, stepped forward. Her voice was cold.

“I’m not sure how you got in here, but you just triggered the final security protocol.”

Weyland raised his hands slowly. “We don’t want trouble. We just need that tablet.”

The woman ignored him, her eyes fixed on Sam then over to Luke. She took a step closer.

“You’re not human,” she said. Not a question.

Sam didn’t flinch. “Neither is the war that’s coming.”

The woman’s jaw tightened. “We’ve had rumors of an invasion before. Nothing ever came of it.”

“Because my people stopped it. Because this tablet has been hidden.” Sam’s eyes glowed faintly. “But this time, the Invaders know. They’re on their way. And if you don’t let me activate Earth’s defense grid, billions will die.”

The woman hesitated—but only for a moment.

Then she raised her hand.

“Detain them.”

Soldiers surged forward.

Sam grabbed the tablet. “Weyland, the flare!”

Weyland tossed a small metallic orb to the ground. It detonated in a brilliant flash of plasma light—blinding but non-lethal. As the soldiers staggered back, coughing and swearing, Sam and her team bolted for the tunnel.

Luke covered the rear, firing stun bursts behind him. “Next time we go artifact hunting, can we not visit the most paranoid country on the planet?!”

They burst into daylight as alarms began to howl. From behind them, helicopters spun into the sky. Ground patrols mobilized from nearby bases. Weyland, remote controlling the Sadie brought it to their location. Bullets rang past their heads as the ship landed, entry ramp already deployed.

Weyland slammed the Sadie’s ramp closed just as gun fire sparked off the hull.

Sam cradled the tablet, breath ragged, eyes wide.

She had it.

But Earth knew they were here now.

The Silver Sadie tore through the upper atmosphere, leaving behind a wake of scrambled military signals and furious American ground teams. The cloaking drive reengaged just before they hit the cloud line, rendering the ship invisible once more.

Weyland was at the helm, his bio-mechanical body not breaking a sweat, hands steady despite the artifice of adrenaline pounding through him. Luke had slumped into the co-pilot seat, mumbling curses about governments, grenades, and the desert.

Sam sat cross-legged in the center of the ship’s main cabin. The control tablet lay before her, set gently atop a sealed crate. Her hands hovered over it, trembling.

It looked perfect. Smooth black casing. Zinothian alloy. Power signatures intact.

But something was wrong.

Too light.

Too... quiet.

She closed her eyes and reached out—not physically, but through the resonance her people once shared with their technology. Zinothian devices weren’t built—they were grown, bonded, alive in a way most species couldn’t understand.

But this one... didn’t speak.

Her hands moved over the surface again, slower this time. She tapped the edge. The tablet vibrated faintly. A green glyph flickered. It was trying to pretend.

“No,” she whispered. “No, no, no—”

Luke glanced back. “What’s wrong?”

Sam didn’t answer. She slid the side panel open.

The tablet chirped.

And then... a voice.

“—Verification bypassed. You have accessed Control Node Unit two-seven-four. Flight protocol active, insert to initiate lift off.”

Sam stared in stunned silence.

Luke stood up fast, brow furrowed. “What did it just say?”

Weyland turned in his chair. “Tell me that wasn’t a mockup.”

Sam’s voice cracked as she spoke. “It’s not what we need.”

She stood, fury and grief twisting across her face. “Lost. Decades ago. While I was still a child, hiding. This is what Zinothians used to pilot the ships. Basically, a key to start the engines of their ships. Same biosignature as the control tablet.”

She slammed her fist down on the tablet. It sparked, whined, and then fell silent.

For a long time, no one said anything.

Luke finally muttered, “So now what? We just wait until the sky turns red and the Invaders start glassing cities?”

Sam turned to the viewport. Earth hung just beyond the hull—so full of life, so blind to the threat above.

“No,” she said. “We find the real one. Someone on this planet has it. Maybe they don’t know what it is—or maybe they’ve been hiding it. Either way, we have to get it back.”

Weyland folded his arms. “And if we can’t?”

Sam looked at her reflection in the glass—her glowing green eyes staring back.

“Then Earth falls.” Sam glanced at the holomap near the cockpit, “Set a new course. Let’s go see an old friend.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rachel, Nevada
Population: Maybe 50. UFOs: Definitely more.
Tucked like a stubborn splinter into the dry, sun-bleached hide of the Nevada desert, Rachel isn’t so much a town as it is a suggestion of civilization. A few trailers, a gas pump that might work if you ask nicely, and a scattering of buildings that look like they got tired halfway through being built and just called it quits. There’s one dusty road in and the same dusty road out. If you're looking for cell service, you'll have better luck tuning your dental implants to alien frequencies.

The town's official welcome sign is just a warning in disguise: No services for the next 100 miles, but we do have stories. And stories they have — whispered between rusted lawn chairs, broadcast from pirate radio towers, or scrawled into the walls of the one open bar that moonlights as a diner, post office, library, museum, and place to silently wonder where your life went wrong.

Rachel clings to the edge of the world like it knows something the rest of us don’t — maybe because just over the next ridge lies Area 51. Yes, that Area 51. The one with all the fences and cameras and men in mirrored sunglasses who don’t wave back. The one that doesn’t officially exist but somehow has better security than Fort Knox. If the government’s hiding aliens, or reverse-engineered spacecraft, that’s where it’s happening. The locals won’t say much about it, but they’ll sure smirk when you ask.

Here, conspiracy isn’t a theory, it’s a lifestyle. Everyone’s got a telescope, a Geiger counter, and a deeply personal account of the time they saw something hovering — or maybe it was drifting — above the mountains. It blinked. Or pulsed. Details get fuzzy after the second beer.

The people of Rachel are a peculiar kind of hardy. Desert folk with leathery hands and humor drier than the ground they walk on. They wear sunglasses like armor and stare at the horizon like it owes them money. They’re part philosopher, part prankster, and part cryptid themselves — the kind of folks who can tell you exactly where the government buries its secrets but won’t tell you where they found their dog.

At night, the desert sky explodes with stars — so many you start to wonder why we ever invented ceilings. And if you’re quiet enough, and still enough, you’ll swear you hear a low hum coming from the mountains. Or maybe it’s just your car battery dying because nothing here is quite normal.

Rachel is less a place and more a mirage that didn’t disappear. It’s a dusty riddle wrapped in tinfoil, doused in alien lore, and left to bake under a sun that doesn’t believe in mercy. You don’t end up in Rachel by accident — and if you do, the town just smiles and says, Sure you did.

The blinds over Ashton’s camper window were useless. They hung crooked and cracked, just like everything else in his life. And the sun? The sun was merciless. He’d barely opened his eyes when it punched through the plastic slats and lit up his tiny world like a tactical spotlight.

“Another day in paradise.” He thought

He shoved the thin blanket off, scratched his jaw, and sat up. The air was already thick with heat, and the metal walls of his 1960s trailer were turning it into a slow cooker. He thought about the busted A/C unit again. Should’ve bought the new one. But no—He spent the last of his money on a beat-up dirt bike he had planned on riding out of Rachel and never look back.

It seized up two days later.

“What a wonderful life.” He muttered to himself

Ashton Vash wasn’t exactly the type of man you’d remember if you passed him on the street. Not because he lacked substance—far from it—but because he’d built his entire life on the philosophy of staying out of the way. At twenty-two, he stood on the edge of something—not greatness, not disaster, just... something undefined. He lived in a world that moved with agonizing slowness, and Rachel, Nevada, didn’t help. A town too small to be on most maps, yet somehow big enough to feel like a prison cell, especially on those nights when the wind howled across the empty flats like it had a grudge.

By day, Ashton worked the fryers at The Space Diner, flipping grease-soaked burgers for tourists who came for the UFO kitsch and cheap pie. He smelled like fried oil and burnt coffee grounds most days, and the back of his neck was always sunburned no matter the season. But the thing about Ashton was that he never truly belonged there. Even he knew it. He just didn’t know where else to go. He’d always carried a gnawing sense of being misplaced—like a puzzle piece shoved into the wrong corner, forced to fit into a picture it didn’t belong to.

He didn’t talk about dreams much, mostly because he didn’t know how to define them. When people asked—on the rare occasion they bothered—he’d shrug and say, “Just not this.” That was as specific as he could get. He didn’t have a plan or a five-year trajectory. He didn’t want to be rich or famous, but he did want something. Something meaningful. Something that made waking up every day feel like more than obligation.

He had no delusions of grandeur. He wasn’t especially smart, talented, or driven. But there was depth in Ashton, hidden beneath layers of sarcasm and half-hearted ambition. At night, he’d sit under the stars behind the diner with a beer in one hand and a wrench in the other, fixing up some neighbor’s busted alternator, or adjusting his old motorcycle that hadn’t run properly since he bought it. He wasn’t licensed, but people trusted him with their engines because Rachel had a way of accepting makeshift solutions over official ones. And Ashton? He was the human equivalent of a makeshift solution.

His evenings often ended in front of the TV, sitting shoulder to shoulder with his closest—and maybe only—friend, Manu. An ex-military type with a wonky hip and stories too wild to be fake, Manu had a way of filling the silence without crowding it. They’d watch Jeopardy! religiously, taking bets on the Final Jeopardy answers with greasy dollar bills and stale pretzels, pretending either of them knew what an “anapestic tetrameter” was. Ashton wasn’t great at trivia, but he liked pretending he could be. Manu would say, “One day you’ll get your shot, kid,” and Ashton would snort and say, “What, go on Jeopardy?” But the truth was, he wanted some shot. Any shot. He was just tired of waiting.

His relationships had been as dusty and weathered as the desert roads he rode down. There had been women, sure—nights of breathless kisses and tangled sheets. But the connections never lasted longer than a few weeks, sometimes a couple of months if the loneliness was mutual enough. Ashton liked sex, liked the feeling of being needed, liked the brief illusion of intimacy it brought. But he always walked away feeling emptier than when he started. For him, it wasn’t about the act—it was about what it should’ve meant. A deeper connection, something rooted in trust, mutual curiosity, and the quiet spaces between conversation where you didn’t need to talk to feel understood. He wanted someone to see him, really see him, and not just the version he put forward. But Rachel wasn’t exactly fertile ground for emotional vulnerability. The women he met were either passing through or just as lost as him.

Every time he thought about leaving—really leaving—he’d get that familiar tightness in his chest. Not fear, exactly. More like... inertia. He hated the idea of being the guy who waited around for something to happen, some sign or opportunity to fall out of the sky. But when he tried to imagine stepping beyond the borders of that sleepy alien-themed town, he’d freeze. Where would he go? What would he do? He had no degree, no savings, no roadmap. He wasn’t a scientist, or a writer, or a soldier. He wasn’t a “dreamer” in the classical sense. Just a guy with grease under his nails and too much heart for a place like Rachel.

Sometimes, he’d drive out into the desert alone, let the bike idle under the moonlight while he stared out at the black nothingness. Out there, surrounded by wind and silence, he could almost trick himself into believing he belonged to something bigger. That maybe, just maybe, there was a version of himself waiting in another life—someone braver, smarter, more. But the road always led back to Rachel. Back to the clink of a spatula on a griddle and the buzzing neon signs, and the weird comfort of knowing nothing ever changed.

But deep down, Vash wasn’t resigned. He was waiting. Not for a sign, not for permission. But for something inside him to click. For the fog to lift. For the day he’d finally stand up, look around, and say, I’m done waiting.

And maybe, just maybe, that day was closer than he thought.

He looked like the kind of guy who’d stopped putting effort into his appearance somewhere around the age of eighteen—and somehow that only made him more interesting. He was thin, with some defined muscle on him, there was a functional strength in his frame—like someone who could carry a car battery across a lot without breaking a sweat, even if he grumbled about it the whole time.

His skin had the faint sun-scorched hue of someone who spent more time outside than he cared to admit, and his face was always a few days past clean-shaven. Ashton’s jawline was sharper than you’d expect, especially when you caught him in profile, cigarette dangling from his lips, eyes squinting at some rusted bolt like it had personally insulted him.

His hair was shaggy—medium length and perpetually unkempt, like he’d tried brushing it once years ago and decided against it ever since. It flopped in his eyes, stuck out at weird angles when he rolled out of bed, and sometimes curled slightly from the desert heat. If someone had bothered to style it, they might’ve called it “grunge chic,” but Ashton wasn’t trying to make a statement. He just didn’t own a comb.

His wardrobe was as disinterested as the rest of him: tattered jeans that sagged just enough to show the waistband of whatever boxers were clean that week, faded t-shirts with old band logos or blank prints stained with fryer grease, and those same brown boots he’d worn since high school. The laces were frayed, the soles worn smooth, but they fit like home, and Ashton hated the thought of breaking in anything new.

He owned exactly one button-down shirt, faded red with white buttons and a faint whiskey stain on the sleeve. He kept it pressed and folded in the back of his narrow trailer closet, only bringing it out for “special occasions”—which usually meant a wedding, a funeral, or the one night a year the diner threw a half-hearted Christmas party. Even then, he wore it like a costume, like a man pretending to be someone who had his life together.

At home, Ashton was practically feral. On his days off—or at least the long stretches between shifts—he wandered around his trailer half-dressed or not at all. Just a pair of worn briefs if it was chilly, nothing at all if the air was warm and still. His place was too cramped for modesty and too isolated for shame. There was something oddly confident in the way he let it all hang out, literally, even if he never admitted it aloud. And though he’d never say it directly, he liked to imagine that one or two of the local girls—bored, curious, maybe a little wild—had caught a glimpse of him through the slats in his window blinds. Maybe they whispered about it in the booths of the diner, maybe they didn’t. But the thought amused him enough to keep doing it.

There was a kind of reluctant charm to Ashton—something weathered and real. He didn’t try to impress, didn’t polish himself up for anyone, and that made him stand out more than he realized. He was the guy who seemed like he belonged nowhere but somehow made anywhere feel a little more grounded. Someone who hadn’t figured himself out yet, but hadn’t given up trying, either.

He didn’t look like a hero. He didn’t even look like a man who’d ever leave Rachel.

But looks, after all, can be deceiving.

Ashton Vash had lived in Rachel, Nevada for most of his life. It’s not a town so much as a suggestion—just a blip along the Extraterrestrial Highway, stuck between dust storms and conspiracy theories. Tourists come here hoping to spot flying saucers, hear secret government radio chatter, maybe get abducted. Most of the locals? They just try to get through the day without heatstroke or losing their minds.

Vash stepped out of the camper, coffee in hand, wearing only boxer briefs with a worn-out elastic waistband barely covering his backside, boots, and regret. Across the gravel lot, Manu—his best friend, five-foot-six of muscle and mischief. Possibly Hawaiian or Native American, Vash never asked—stumbled out of his own trailer, already in sunglasses and a cowboy hat. He carried his aluminum folding chair like a weapon and dropped it beside him with a grunt.

“Howzit, brah? You brew real stuff today, or we talkin’ instant death?”

“It’s real,” he said, sipping. “You’re safe—for now.”

Vash handed him a mug with what resembled coffee. Manu took his first sip, sighed like he was tasting heaven, then gave Vash a suspicious look. “Still thinkin’ ‘bout runnin’ off?”

Vash nodded toward the horizon. “Thinking about it every damn day.”

Rachel had a way of holding people. Not with opportunity—but with emptiness. There was nothing here. Nothing to do but flip burgers for UFO tourists at the Space Diner and hope your dreams didn’t dry up in the sun.

Manu smirked. “You got that weird black stone still? Maybe sell it off. Make a couple extra bucks?”

He glanced back at into his trailer. Inside, tucked inside a trunk with under of his dad, was a strange matte black tablet—smooth, heavy, carved with symbols no human language could explain. His dad had found it ten years ago in Lincoln National Forest while on a camping trip. Vash’s dad had been so excited. He knew it was something special, just not why.

Three days later, men in suits showed up.

They took him.

They left Vash, barely 15 years old.

The stone was all he had left.

By noon, Vash and Manu were at the Space Diner. Millie—“Auntie” to Manu—was chewing them out for being late again, but no one cared. She couldn’t understand how the two of them, living in trailers parked out behind the diner, no more than 100 feet away, were always late to work. They only ever served a few customers, made a few Space Burgers, and watched the minutes drag by like they were carrying sandbags.

A small rush of about 6 people came through. A few of them soldiers from the nearby Area 51 military base. The others were just the regulars. Locals that lived near by that ate there almost everyday. Vash, the fry cook flipped burgers and made fries for the hungry patrons, lost in thought that led to dreams of a better life. What that entailed, he didn’t know, but there had to be something better than the desert cat box of Rachel, Nevada. 

The blacktop burned under his boots as walked out of the diner’s backdoor.

The desert morning had finally broken its fever. The rush was over. The coffee pots were low, the last of the bacon grease had gone cold on the grill, and the jukebox inside hummed a low static tune like it, too, was ready for a break. Ashton leaned against the cinderblock wall just outside the diner’s back door, his boots kicking at a pile of gravel that hadn’t moved in years. A cigarette dangled from his fingers, half-forgotten, smoke curling upward into the washed-out Nevada sky.

The silence was everything he needed—until it wasn’t.

She came walking across the parking lot like something that didn’t belong in this world. Not just because of the way she looked—though God knows that would've been enough—but because the heat shimmered differently around her. Like the desert sun didn’t quite know what to make of her either.

Her hair was a wild, soft violet pixie type cut that seemed to move against the wind, like something alive. Her skin was sun-warmed bronze, but there was something faintly metallic about it too, like shimmer-dust clinging to her pores—shining not just in the sun, but in the shade too. Like her skin carried its own light. She wore a thin gray tank top, loose-fitting and just barely clinging to her shoulders. No bra. It was the kind of thing that made Ashton forget how to blink. Her low-rise cargo pants hung deliberately low, the band of her black underwear riding high above the waistline—and lower down, the gentle, irreverent peek of her backside where the pants dipped and hugged too loose. And then there was the tattoo.

It started just beneath the knuckles of her right hand. Strange, fluid lines that twisted like ink dropped in water—glowing faintly beneath the skin. The design crept up her arm in wild, alien geometry, slid over her shoulder blade, and vanished beneath her tank top only to reappear at her waist, curling down the slope of her hip and disappearing again into the shadow of her leg.

She wore dark aviator glasses that mirrored the cloudless sky, her expression unreadable behind the sheen.

Ashton just stared.

She stopped a few feet away, her boots kicking up a puff of desert dust, and tilted her head.

“Hey,” she said, voice low, calm, but rich with something—teasing? Warning? Memory?

“Uh,” Ashton started. The cigarette wobbled between his fingers. “H-hey.”

She nodded toward the smoke. “Terrible habit.”

Before he could respond, she reached forward with deliberate ease and plucked it from his fingers. Her skin brushed his, warm and dry. She brought the cigarette to her lips, took a long drag—longer than he expected—and then flicked it over his shoulder like it was an afterthought. The cherry sparked in the dirt, fading out.

“Name’s Sam,” she said, already walking past him, headed for the diner door.

He turned, still in shock, the image of her shoulder blades and that glowing ink burned into his memory like an afterimage from staring at the sun too long.

She was the most beautiful person he had ever seen.

Sam had turned and stopped at the edge of the wall—leaning against the sunbaked concrete like she’d been here a hundred times before.

Ashton still hadn’t moved.

His brain hadn’t quite caught up with his eyes. Something about the way she moved—slow but confident, like gravity obeyed her a little differently. And that voice. Calm, smooth, not bored, but like she knew how this was all going to go and was already tired of waiting for him to catch up.

“Let me guess,” she said, folding her arms, the tank top shifting ever so slightly. “You work here. You live in one of those rusted-out trailers over there. You dream of getting the hell out of this town but haven’t quite gotten around to doing anything about it.”

Ashton blinked. “...Okay. What the hell?”

She smiled just a little, and somehow it wasn’t comforting at all.

“I’m just good at reading people,” she said, shrugging one shoulder.

“No offense,” he said, scratching the back of his head and trying really hard not to stare at the ink trailing across her bicep, “but that sounded less like reading and more like stalking.”

“Maybe it’s both.”

That grin again. His spine did a weird thing, somewhere between intrigued and very concerned.

Ashton reached in his back pocket for another cigarette but paused halfway. He could still feel the ghost of her fingers when she’d taken the last one. Still smelled the smoke on her breath. He gave up and leaned against the wall next to her, keeping half a foot of awkward distance between them.

“Alright,” he said, exhaling sharply, “what’s your deal, exactly?”

She pulled the sunglasses down just a little, just enough to peek over the top. Her eyes were... like emeralds, no iris? No, deeper. Like a storm in a tropical sea. She held his gaze for a second longer than comfortable.

“I’m looking for someone,” she said. “Someone who may have passed through here. Not sure yet. Thought I’d ask around. Eat something greasy. Make conversation.”

“Well,” he said, gesturing to the empty lot and sun-bleached diner sign missing half its letters, “welcome to the bustling metropolis of Rachel, Nevada. Population: mostly dust. It’s not much, but it’s my humble commode.”

“You didn’t ask who I was looking for,” she said, sliding her sunglasses back up.

He shrugged. “Didn’t seem like you were gonna tell me even if I did.”

She let out a soft chuckle—barely a breath—but it sounded like the first honest thing she’d given him.

For a long moment they both stood there, soaking in the heavy quiet. A crow screamed out in the distance, then got bored and flapped away. Somewhere across the street, a guy in a lawn chair swatted at flies and failed at life.

“So,” she said finally, “are you gonna invite me inside, or are we just gonna flirt by the dumpster all morning?”

“I—what—flirt? Who’s flirting? I haven’t even—”

She was already walking toward the door.

Ashton followed, dragging his feet like his brain still hadn’t processed anything that had just happened. He wasn’t sure if this was real, or if he’d fallen asleep standing up again and was dreaming up violet-haired desert goddesses who mocked him for his bad habits and questionable life choices.

But if this was a dream, it was better than most.

And if it wasn’t... well. Something told him Rachel was about to get a hell of a lot less boring.

Coffee, Questions, and Ice

The bell above the door gave its usual janky ka-ding as Ashton pushed it open, stepping aside to let Sam enter first.

She didn’t so much walk as glide — her boots silent on the worn black-and-white checkered tiles. The whole place smelled like bacon, burnt toast, and the faint chemical tang of cheap cleaning supplies. The overhead fans spun lazily, like they knew better than to try too hard in this heat.

Sam slid into one of the booths by the window, the cracked red vinyl squeaking beneath her. She didn’t bother removing her sunglasses. Her legs sprawled out under the table like she owned the place.

Ashton lingered by the counter for a second, rubbing the back of his neck like a man suddenly aware of how sweaty he was. “Uh... you want coffee, or...?”

“Water,” she said without looking. “With ice. Lots of it.”

He nodded, maybe too eagerly, and turned toward the drink station. Smooth, he thought. Real smooth. The first actual goddess to wander into this God-forsaken town and you’re stammering like a fourteen-year-old who found the lingerie section of a catalog.

He grabbed a tall glass, filled it halfway with cloudy cubes, then ran the water until it wasn’t brown. Sort of a house tradition.

As he placed it on the table in front of her, Sam finally took off her sunglasses. Her eyes were even stranger up close — too sharp, too deep, almost too... aware. Like she was already ten steps ahead of him and just pretending to enjoy the ride.

“Thanks,” she said, then took a sip. “You know, for a guy who looks like he’d rather be anywhere else, you’re not bad at service.”

“I moonlight as a disappointment,” Ashton said, sitting across from her and trying not to look directly at her chest again. “Pays about the same.”

She smirked and clinked a single cube of ice against the rim of the glass. “Cute.”

There was a pause, quiet except for the buzz of a fly near the pie display and the tired hum of the fridge compressor kicking on.

“So,” Ashton asked, “you said you were looking for someone?”

Sam nodded slowly, watching the ice cube melt between her fingers. “Yeah. Broad guy. Muscular, like really built
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