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Earth Orbit

The damaged alien ship struggled to avoid crashing into the gray slate surface of Earth’s moon. Precious atmosphere hissed from gashes in its crescent-shaped hull.

Three spiny enemies pursued. They had chased their prey away from the great battle beyond the asteroid belt and the hunt now drew to a close. Though they risked alerting this solar system’s natives — destined for conquest regardless of who won — they would not be denied their kill. 

Every so often, a pursuer darted forward and squeezed off an energy burst, leaving them vulnerable to return fire. They eventually learned to hang back. It mattered not — their prey would eventually crash, either onto the lifeless moon below or the more distant blue-white world known to both species as Rygos III.

The crescent’s slow plunge accelerated. Turquoise lightning sparked from the two enormous spines jutting from the rear of the craft. This effort pushed the craft higher above the gray seas of dust, terminating its near-fatal descent.

The curve of the lunar surface fell away below the damaged vessel. Minutes passed as the crescent floated above the gap between the two worlds.

Then the turquoise lightning vanished. The ship hung suspended before Earth’s gravity seized it. Friction-fires flared around it as it plunged earthward, its tormentors in hot pursuit...
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Somewhere in Arizona

“When the hell will that coyote get back? It’s been hours,” Patrido Guzman grumbled as the temperature steadily increased. He ran his fingers through his thinning dark hair, spattering the nearby metal wall with sweat.

The immigrant smuggler he spoke of had crammed Guzman and nine other men into the trailer and promised to let them out in Gila Bend. Then the truck broke down. The smuggler said he would return with help and left candy and a small amount of water. Neither had lasted long.

Cries and shouts erupted in one end of the trailer. Someone flicked on a cigarette lighter, illuminating the pitch-black interior. The others brought forward a young man. Sweat soaked his thin face. His eyes rolled back in his head. He moaned, his tongue hanging out.

“He’s dying!” Miguel, a big man from the slums of Mexico City, cried out on the verge of panic.

Guzman had worked his whole in life in the drier parts of Zacatecas, so he immediately recognized the problem. “Heat exhaustion. We need to get him some water and get him out of the heat.”

“How can we get him out of the heat? We can’t even get out of the heat!”

Guzman thought for a moment. “Get some big strong men and break down the door.” The door was steel like the rest of the trailer but only a cheap-looking latch held it in place. Their only chance was to break it.

Miguel nodded and made his way towards the trailer door. He gave it a solid kick. Other men joined in. The thunder of their desperate blows echoed through the trailer, giving Guzman a headache. 

Someone tugged on Guzman’s sleeve. “What about Jesús?” another man asked, gesturing to the heat-sick man. When combined with the noise and the heat, this pushed Guzman a little too far.

“Quiet!” Guzman shouted. “I’m thinking!” 

He considered the possibility of urinating in Jesús’ mouth, but his bladder was empty. He’d been sweating for hours and... 

Wait a minute. Sweat!

Guzman knelt beside Jesús and held his own arm to the other man’s mouth. He ran a finger down the outstretched arm and managed to get a sizable quantity of sweat into Jesús’ mouth. The man gulped it and managed a grateful half-smile.

The others looked at him strangely. “We don’t have much of a choice,” he said. “Very small amounts of salt water can make the difference between life and death.” He rose to his feet and gestured for another man to perform the same ritual. 

A beam of light grabbed his attention. “How are we doing?” he called out.

“We’ve managed to tear the latch loose, but not break it,” Miguel replied. “We’ll be dead before we can batter the door down.”

Shit! Guzman peered over the man’s shoulder. An idea struck him. “Can someone fit their arm through?”

Miguel nodded. “A small man, perhaps.”

“If someone can reach up there, we can undo the latch from the inside.”

Juan, a small man with Indian features, came forward. “I can do that, señor.”

“Good.”

Juan made his way to the door. A few terrible minutes passed. The trailer grew hotter. Sweat — derived as much from fear as from the heat — darkened Guzman’s already-damp clothes.

Something scraped and clanged beyond the door. The men cheered. The door toppled, admitting a flood of sunlight and cool air into the suffocating trailer. Within seconds, the men spilled out into the afternoon sun. Guzman was among the last to join them.

Red rocky desert lay in every direction. The blinding sun hung overhead. Though the outside felt cold in comparison to the trailer, Guzman knew the heat would kill them if they could not find water.

“Nos dejó en la mierda,” one of the men muttered.

Damn right, Guzman thought. That coyote really landed us in the shit. How are we going to get out of it?

Guzman pondered their situation. “All right. We need to start moving north. That’s where we want to go, and if worse comes to worst, we might run into some limones verdes.” Curses flittered through the crowd at the mention of the immigration agents who patrolled the border in their green vehicles. Guzman silenced them with a gesture. “Being taken back to Mexico is better than being dead. We can always try again.” Some of the men quieted down, but others continued to mutter. He knew they had worked for years to get the money to cross the border and would rather chance the desert than try again.

A rumbling sound from the west interrupted his thoughts. “Mierda!” he swore. He looked up. His jaw dropped. 

Something roared in the distance. Guzman squinted and soon realized there was not just one something, but four. As he watched, the fiery interlopers drew closer. The sight reminded him of the UFO sightings in Mexico City he’d heard about. He’d written them off as fantasies by people who had too much imagination or who’d drunk too much tequila. 

He wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Wreathed in flames, a huge crescent-shaped spacecraft plummeted out of the sky. Three smaller ships nipped at its heels, pounding their prey with red energy. The pursuers’ speed ripped metal from their hulls, but they continued their assault. 

Though the prey shuddered under the continuous attack, it was not helpless. The big ship fired back. Although the smaller ships dodged the return fire most of the time, one wasn’t so lucky. Two energy bursts from the gray craft slammed into the front of the foremost hunter. The spiny ship went spinning off to the north. The two other hunters broke off their pursuit and went after the tumbling spaceship. The saucer kept on flying east until it was out of sight.

Guzman looked around. The other men were on the verge of panic. By the Virgin, he was on the verge of panic.

“All right,” he said quickly, hoping to calm himself as well as the others. “New plan. Any gringo police or soldiers will be more interested in that than us. Got it?”  The other men nodded. “Okay. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

The men set off as fast as their legs could carry them.
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“Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners,” one of the other men gasped. Guzman knew death was near.

Running through the dry country had taken a lot out of them. They’d slowed once Guzman figured aliens wouldn’t be popping out from behind the nearest boulder, but even walking wrung sweat from their tired bodies. Guzman had ceased sweating a few minutes before. Already a mixture of thirst and fatigue tinted his vision red. He would soon fall onto the red stony ground, to sleep until Judgment Day...

A man fell onto the rocky ground behind him. “Diego!” someone called out. Jesús, still weak from his ordeal in the trailer, toppled away from the man who helped him walk. Guzman trudged on, head hanging lower. He could feel the back of his neck beginning to blister beneath the angry gaze of the sun.

He stumbled. Despite his best efforts, he sank to the ground. The desert rocks cut through his jeans and stung his knees. His tongue lolled out of his mouth and he could hear roaring in his ears.

“Agua!” Miguel shouted. Guzman jammed a hand to the flinty ground, ignoring the pain of the rock biting his flesh, and forced himself back to his feet.

“Where is it?” he called out, voice hoarse. Hands guided him forward, towards a scrub-ringed stagnant pool about the size of a washtub.

At that point, Guzman abandoned all control and shoved himself face-first into the water. He drank and drank, ignoring the fact the water was half mud, until the tint was gone from his vision and he realized he needed to breathe. He pulled himself from the pool and sat down, inhaling deeply. Then he remembered the others.

“Two men fell!” he called out. “Bring them here!” The others carried the two men to the pool and splashed water in their mouths until they revived.

The men stayed there for a long time. Once they all sated their thirst, Guzman rose to his feet. “Okay,” he began. “Now we’ve drunk, let’s get moving again.”

They hadn’t seen any aliens, and they hadn’t seen any gringo law enforcement or troops either. But the longer they lingered anywhere, the more likely they would.
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They’d been walking for an hour when a strange electric whine touched Guzman’s ears. The sound was coming from the east. “Everyone stop!” he ordered. “Quiet!” With an alien invasion going on, chances were the gringos had bigger fish to fry, but it would be just their luck to get arrested by the Border Patrol anyway.

The men waited. Something moved in the distance, something large and gray. As it drew closer, it resolved into a steel box-like vehicle floating on a shimmering cushion of air. He tried to think of just where he’d seen a vehicle like that before. Certainly not back in Mexico. He squinted. Try as he might, he could not see the driver.

“Limones verdes!” Diego shouted. Some of the men scrambled behind a scraggly bush that offered little shelter. Guzman stared at the strange vehicle as it came to a stop. Its driver stood up. Guzman froze.

The occupant was not human. It was shorter than even Juan, and its skin was dull gray like a scaled fish. Its large black eyes focused on him. It looked the creatures drunken gringos on imported American TV programs claimed abducted them. Some of the other men saw the vehicle’s strange occupant. “What the devil?” one of the men called out. Some crossed themselves, but more scrambled behind the scrawny bush.

Two more of the creatures rose and watched the men. One began talking to the other in a strange beeping language, its words punctuated with gestures at the men. Guzman narrowed his eyes, watching the creatures.

Do they have weapons? He couldn’t see any visible guns on the alien vehicle. Are they deciding whether or not to attack?

After the conversation ended, the first alien turned towards the men and gestured at the vehicle. The metal siding of the craft split apart and a ramp descended.

“What the hell?” one of the men asked. “Do they want us to go with them?” 

Before Guzman could respond, another man
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