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      PRONUNCIATIONS

      
        
          	
        Drakoan - Drah-coh-in
      

      	
        Drakonian - Drah-coh-nee-in
      

      	
        Drakon - Drah-gun
      

      	
        Koa - Goh-ah
      

      

      

      DEFINITIONS

      
        
          	
        Drakoan (n.) - species of red, scaled alien that are currently allied with humans
      

      	
        Drakonian (adj.) - being the possession of or containing characteristics of Drakoans.
      

      	
        Drakon (n.) - a shifted form of Drakoans which is a direct consequence of biological mating.
      

      	
        Koa (n.) - the Drakonian homeworld.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPISODE ONE

          

          The Problem with Earth

        

      

    

    
      He stared down at a list of names, the information in front of him overwhelming. Name after name stared back at him, along with country of origin, popularity, pronunciation, spelling variants, and so much more. He nearly growled with frustration.

      You just need to pick one.

      It felt weird, just picking a name like this. He’d been putting this off, just going by “commander” when talking with the human ships, but that wasn’t exactly a long-term solution. He had to pick a name if he wanted to interact with humans with any regularity. They didn’t have the oral capacity to pronounce many Drakonian names, and from what he could tell, it was a time-honored tradition for foreigners on Earth to pick local names. And he supposed it was easier to learn to identify with a name people could pronounce than to wince every time people butchered your birth name.

      With resignation, he scrolled down with his eyes closed and tapped his finger on the screen, then peeked one eye open.

      Davin.

      “I guess I’m Davin now.” He sighed and switched screens on his monitor, returning to the impetus that had finally forced him to pick a name—the situation with Earth. His fleet and the remainder of the human military ships surrounding the planet had been trying to contact Earth command for days now, too many days, and they were growing concerned.

      No, that wasn’t true. They had long passed the point of “concerned.” No one said it, but he could see the panic rising in the eyes of the captains of the other ships when they had their conference calls. Everyone was worried. No one knew what was going on down there.

      As he continued reviewing what little information they had, he tried to reassure himself that everything was probably fine. From what he could tell, those last bombs, the ones that had turned the tides of the conflict, had also deactivated or destroyed every satellite in orbit. He could communicate with the other ships, but his files indicated that a massive amount of the Earth’s communication systems relied on that satellite network which was now defunct.

      His comm buzzed, startling him and jerked his mind away from his concerns for the people of Earth. “Damn it,” he said, copying a common Earth phrase he’d learned while watching their media back home. He’d grown up with it, after all. While the streaming services had set up shop on Koa for the human colony there, they’d quickly become quite popular among the Drakoans as well.

      Davin looked down at his bracer, internally groaning when his sister’s name scrolled across the screen. He tapped answer, and the bracer interfaced with his desk, putting the video up on the monitor. She smiled at him in that enigmatic way she had, and he knew something was up.

      He sighed. “What did you do?”

      She clutched her chest, pretending to be offended. Light glinted off pale red scales she’d clearly spent a sizable portion of the day polishing and primping to perfection. “Me? I can’t believe you’d say such a thing.”

      Davin didn’t speak, instead crossing his arms and waiting for the inevitable confession. He was reminded of why he spent so much time away from home. His family was chaos incarnate and joining the military had been the only way to get a little peace in his life.

      Of course, chaos could never let peace reign for long, and today was no different.

      Eventually, she gave up the pretense. “It wasn’t me.” She looked away from the camera, her gaze roving around the room, and he just knew she was trying to come up with some excuse that would shift the blame away from one of her nightmarish kids. Because why else would she be calling? It certainly wasn’t to talk to him. “My son was playing in your room earlier today.”

      Davin’s entire body went tense, and he saw red. “My room is off limits. You know that.” It took everything in him to keep still. He wanted to yell, to pace, but a fit of anger wouldn’t solve anything, especially not with his family.

      “Oh, you know kids. Can’t keep them out of anything,” she said, waving her hand in dismissal.

      Yeah, especially when you unlock the door for the little monsters.

      He could just see it now. His nephew had probably been whining and generally being a pain, and instead of actually parenting him, she’d bribed him with exploring the forbidden, aka his uncle’s locked room. “What happened?”

      She held up an action figure that was currently missing an arm. “It was an accident.”

      Davin ground his teeth and closed his eyes, trying to regain control.

      Anger doesn’t solve anything. Besides, you can’t strangle her over a comm.

      He opened them again and forced words out through gritted teeth. “That… was a Star Wars Limited Edition. I bought it when I was ten.” It was one of his most prized possessions. Growing up, he’d been obsessed with Star Wars. There had been other “Science Fiction” shows and movies to watch, but many had steered a little too close to the familiar, a little too close to home. But Star Wars? Star Wars was different. It involved special powers and the ultimate fight of good vs. evil. For a little boy, the idea of playing around with a light sword and moving things with your mind? Pure magic.

      As he’d grown older, he’d started collecting. It was hard coming by these things, partially because he lived on another planet and partially because Star Wars was a very old franchise and thus a fairly niche one. Not everyone had even heard of it, and that made wanting to collect all things Star Wars even more important to him. He couldn’t enthuse about it with his friends, and so he’d thrust those impulses into his treasures.

      As he’d grown up, those impulses had matured, and eventually, they’d even been part of the reason he’d decided to join the military. The idea of being like the Jedis was appealing to him. He liked the idea of being a hero, of being on the front lines, of maybe even being the only thing between peace and war.

      She waved her hand again. “I know how much you like your silly Star something or ‘nother, but it was just an accident.  You know he didn’t mean anything by it.”

      He looked away.

      There she goes again. Opens her mouth and suddenly I’m pissed.

      “It wasn’t an accident,” he ground out. “It shouldn’t have been within his reach. The door was locked for good reason. I don’t want anyone touching my things. You know this.”

      “Oh, it’s not that big a deal.”

      “Isn’t it? You encourage him to violate someone’s privacy, their personal space, then you try to prevent him from having consequences when he damages another person’s property, which is a crime, by the way.”

      She glared at him, her expression growing calculating. “Do I have to get mom on the line?”

      For a split second, his heart lurched in his chest, his immediate reaction of panic setting in before he could control it. “Mom” was the ultimate authority, and each of his generation wielded it like a finely hewn weapon to be unleashed with ruthlessness. “You’re lucky I don’t have the time for this. Lives are on the line, and I need to go,” he said, changing the subject.

      “Aren’t they always?” A slight smirk tipped her lips. “Well, I said what I intended to say. I’ll catch you later.”

      She ended the call, and he fell back in his seat with a groan, palm covering his eyes. “Family sucks.” A part of him wished he could go home and inspect his room. What else had the little monster got into while he was breaking things? Just thinking about the possibilities sent anxiety spiking through him.

      I need to upgrade my locks.

      He took several deep breaths, then pulled up the messenger app on his desk.

      
        
        Hello, Mom. Can you upgrade the locks on my room? And this time, don’t give my sister a key. My nephew got in there again.

      

      

      He hit send and let out a deep breath. “It’s so much easier to talk to her over text,” he said, shaking his head and chuckling at the contradictions. He loved his mom, loved his family, but most of the time, he needed at least a few hundred thousand miles between them just to stay sane.

      “Now, where was I?” He checked the open screens on his computer. “Right.” He returned to staring at information that had started to blur together and almost made less sense the more he reviewed it. And the longer the situation persisted, the tighter the knots in his stomach grew. The unknown was a terrible thing, and knowing that the fate of an entire planet, an entire species, was unknown? He didn’t even want to think about what all could be going on down there. It was too much to contemplate.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      He looked up at his office door. “Enter.”

      His second in command stepped in, shoulders pulled back and chin high. Behind him, his tail was perfectly still, speaking to the reserved presence he was known for.

      “Have you picked a human name yet?” 

      “Van,” he said with a nod, his line of a mouth growing even thinner. It was the closest thing to a frown he’d ever seen on the man.

      “Good. Have we heard from the humans again?”

      “I talked with the Captain of the USS Venture.”

      “And?” Davin leaned forward, eager for news. They’d come to back up Earth’s defenses against an alien invasion days ago, only to find destruction. A shiver ran up his spine as he remembered the devastation. A massive debris field had cluttered the space around the planet, with only a handful of human ships still registering on the bridge’s display. Around those ships, countless unidentified orange dots had surrounded them, and for a heart-stopping moment, he’d wondered if his fleet had arrived too late.

      But moments later, an explosion had detonated unlike anything he’d ever seen. His people were mostly peaceful, keeping to themselves, keeping a standing military exclusively for defensive purposes. He’d never seen anything like it. He’d believed it impossible. That is, until that blindingly-white light blotted out their cameras and shorted their displays, throwing the room into perfect darkness.

      They’d scrambled to get their systems back online while fearing for their allies. With no working cameras, sensors, or comms, all they’d had was their imaginations to fill in the blanks. It wasn’t until later, when they’d reestablished contact with the other ships, that they’d learned that Earth Command had detonated a nuclear bomb.

      Many nuclear bombs.

      “The satellites are a lost cause,” Van said, interrupting Davin’s thoughts.

      “Oh?” he said, tuning back into the conversation. It had been easy of late to let his mind wander. There were just too many unknowns in this situation, and he didn’t like it. His mind wanted to run through tactics and scenarios, plan out strategies for each potential eventuality, but the possibilities were limitless and there was only so much time.

      “The Venture’s Captain sent shuttles to investigate if they could salvage any of the satellites, but a significant percentage of them have already lost geostationary orbit. Many more will require extensive repair and some, they haven’t been able to find. He thinks they were destroyed in the blasts.”

      Davin nodded. “And that means there’s no hope of communicating with Earth?”

      In an uncharacteristic expression of emotion, Van sighed. “It means communication is more… difficult. As we’ve been able to confirm, their communications systems are designed around those satellites. But the captain’s also concerned that there could be broader issues at play.”

      “Like?”

      “The planet’s gone dark.”

      Davin tensed. “Gone dark?”

      “Yes. During their investigations, shuttles that traveled to the night side of the planet reported no electrical lighting visible from space.”

      Meaning they’ve lost power.

      “So,” Davin said, “even if we had the satellites up and running, there’s no guarantee anyone could respond.”

      “That was my conclusion as well,” Van said with a nod of respect.

      “Contact the human captains again. I want a conference call.”

      “You have a plan?” Van asked.

      “When do I not?”

      Van paused, waiting for the explanation he knew was coming.

      “Someone has to go down to Earth, reestablish contact. Without the satellites or power, there’s no way to even try to do it from here.” He shook his head, worry for the humans intensifying. What was happening down there? Were they okay? And had any of the enemy managed to slip past them before the blasts? He hadn’t really thought of that yet, but it was possible, right? There was no guarantee all the enemy had been destroyed. Anything could be going on down there. Nothing was outside the realm of possibility at this point.

      “And you intend it to be us.”

      Davin nodded. “I do.” He couldn’t imagine doing it any other way. Maybe it was a failing of his, but he’d always believed if you wanted something done right, you didn’t ask someone else to do it.

      Van stiffened. “They could shoot at us. They just fought off an alien invasion. You know how humans can be.”

      He did. He’d seen enough human movies and shows to know sometimes their modus operandi was “shoot first, ask questions later,” but he didn’t care. The humans needed help, and he wanted to help them.

      And there was no one he trusted to do that more than his own people.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPISODE TWO

          

          Traveling to Earth

        

      

    

    
      Davin tried to keep a neutral expression as he entered the shuttle bay.

      Head tall.

      Shoulders back.

      Exude confidence.

      He was a leader, a commander. The team he’d chosen might have been his closest friends, but they were also his subordinates. He could never forget that, and it meant constantly balancing how he felt personally against the needs of his position.

      Sometimes, he wondered if it was worth it.

      Van stood by the shuttle, a small smile on his face as he oversaw the team. Other teams were also rushing around the shuttle bay, preparing for their own missions. Each of the ships in the fleet would have a similar scene playing out in their own shuttle bays.

      Coordinating with the human captains, they’d settled on a plan. His teams would send down shuttles to the planet’s surface, to each of the most influential governing centers, and reestablish communication while the human crews would work up here in space to repair and replace the technology that had been damaged or destroyed. Hopefully, between their combined efforts, they would find some semblance of normalcy again.

      At least they probably didn’t have to worry about the enemy. He still wasn’t entirely sure what species had attacked Earth’s forces in the first place, but when their systems had come back online, there had been nothing left of them. The bombs had done their jobs thoroughly. The Earth’s last ditch effort to save itself had worked, but had come at a great cost. As yet, they didn’t know how great.

      His team continued flitting in and out of the shuttle, prepping it for their mission.

      “Status,” he said as he came up beside Van.

      “Almost ready, Commander.”

      He nodded. “Anything else from the Venture?”

      “No, Commander, but any future calls will be relayed through the shuttle to our comms.” He tapped his bracer as he spoke. The bracer was the most high-tech gadget any of them generally kept on their persons. Civilian versions were smaller, less than half as wide, but for the military, it covered most of the forearm. It was their comms, their mission computer, their everything.

      “All set, Commander,” a deep feminine voice barked from the back of the shuttle. Her deep red scales shimmered in the overhead lighting.

      “Excellent. Let’s get started.”

      The team quickly stomped up the ramp, which started closing behind them. Davin continued forward, slipping quickly through the gear room at the back of the shuttle and into the main hallway. He passed by bunkrooms on either side and a tiny med bay on the right before entering the bridge. It was much smaller than the ship’s bridge, with only enough seats for the six of them. Their pilot was already in his seat, his hands touching screens, buttons, and switches as he prepared for launch. The only woman on the team plopped down beside him, opening up the communications display. The rest of them settled into the four remaining seats, securing themselves in their harnesses with practiced ease.

      Unsurprisingly, their chatty, if blunt, CO immediately turned around in her seat and started talking, “So, what names did everyone pick? I picked Grace.”

      Someone in the room snorted.

      Grace turned, glaring at their Tech Officer.

      “I picked Heath,” his pilot said, ever the peacekeeper, trying, as always, to distract Grace before all hell broke loose.

      “Lane,” their quiet Weapons Officer said.

      “Van.”

      Their TO snorted again, shaking his head.

      “What’s so funny?” Grace snapped, losing her cool as the engines roared to life.

      Davin frowned. Grace should have been communicating with the shuttle bay crew, informing them they were ready for launch. Instead, she was shooting daggers at their TO with her eyes.

      “You all picked like objects and shit,” he said, snorting again.

      She renewed her glare, looking like she was about to release her harness and tackle him, which wouldn’t end well. While their TO was much larger than her, she had a tendency to fight dirty and wasn’t averse to using her claws when she felt like it. “And what did you pick?”

      Their TO puffed up a little before speaking. “Erik. A nice, normal, human name.”

      Grace rolled her eyes, but finally turned back around and opened a comm line.

      Sitting next to him, Van looked over at Davin, shaking his head like a long suffering parent dealing with a recalcitrant child. Conversely, Davin smiled, struggling with the urge to laugh. As a commander, he had to maintain a certain amount of distance, but he savored moments like this, even when he couldn’t participate himself. He remembered how he used to joke around with his cohorts. There was something special about relationships in the military, a closeness and bond you couldn’t experience anywhere else. He kind of missed it. These people were his closest friends, but other than Van, he couldn’t really express himself the way he wished. He would love to join in on their banter, but it wouldn’t be professional.

      He let out a quiet sigh as the bay doors began opening before them. The shuttle lifted off, and they blasted forward, the inertia pushing Davin into his seat. In mere moments, the front shield grew red with the heat of entry, and he gripped his seat as a part of him thrilled at the ride.

      Her job done, Grace tilted her head back and said, “So, what did you choose, Commander?”

      “Davin.”

      The red began to fade and the details of the planet’s surface came into view. From here, everything looked oddly flat. He could just barely make out landmasses and bodies of water with clouds still marring the view, but little else.

      She nodded, pausing only briefly before opening her mouth again. “So, what do you guys know about humans?”

      There was a moment of silence before anyone said anything, the topic change both jarring and wholly expected from Grace at this point.

      “Probably as much as you,” Heath said, elbowing her from the pilot’s seat with an irreverent grin plastered on his face. “I bet as soon as you found out about this mission to Earth, you started researching their mating practices.”

      “Shut up, you tail licker,” she said with a frown as she punched him in the arm.

      He only laughed, ignoring her punch as he continued piloting the shuttle.

      After mumbling something under her breath, she slouched in her seat and crossed her arms. “So what if I want to get mated someday? Is that so wrong? At least I’m not a hypocrite about it,” she said, turning around to glare at the rest of the team accusingly. “You all are just too cowardly to admit it.”

      The fact that no one balked at being called a coward was answer enough. Mating was a quirk of their biology, an urge that, before modern medicine, was uncontrollable, stealing a Drakoan’s sanity, practically devolving them into animals. It was archaic, and most of their society frowned on it, even though it was rare in the first place. And yet still, some like Grace yearned for it. Many called it just biology, but for some it was romantic, like fate touching two people and nudging them together.

      Davin, personally, had never really thought about it. Between his family and his career, he had little time to find a partner, let alone long for a mate. Not that he needed one. Who had time for that when you had parents, grandparents, siblings, cousins, nieces, and nephews all living under the same roof? Sometimes it felt like he’d joined the military just to get some much needed peace and quiet.

      “Approaching our landing vector,” Heath said, jarring Davin out of his thoughts.

      He looked up, a little alarmed to realize they were almost there, to realize he’d lost track of time.

      But that wasn’t the only thing that alarmed him. The plan had been to initially touch down just outside of Washington, D.C., then travel to New York City when they were done. The two cities were relatively close together, and both were significant on the global scale, one being the seat of the government of the United States of America and the other being the location of the United Nations Headquarters. Both were important targets for reestablishing contact.

      And yet, as he looked out the front shield, he was shocked by what he saw. They were flying over a city of some sort, but it didn’t look like the pictures he’d seen of Earth. There was smoke billowing into the air in places and instead of the clean streets he expected, filled with cars and people going about their lives, everything was quiet. No people. No moving cars. Where he could see details, he noticed signs of damage. Broken glass. Crumpled metal. Burn marks.

      I thought the invasion didn’t reach Earth. 

      And yet as he continued to stare down at the scene unveiling around him, a sick, twisting feeling in his gut told him they’d missed something. Something important. Something vital.

      What the hell happened here?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPISODE THREE

          

          Smelling His Mate

        

      

    

    
      “Status,” Davin barked.

      They had touched down in a clearing just outside of Washington, D.C. It was quiet, too quiet, and that left him on edge. They’d landed in the middle of a metropolitan area. It shouldn’t be this quiet.

      “Shuttle’s locked down,” Heath said as he stepped up to the group.

      Grace looked down at her bracer. “Comms are good. Got a signal from the ship.”

      “Scans confirming distance and route to the US Capitol. Should take approximately one Earth hour,” Erik said, looking down at his own bracer.

      Davin nodded. He would have preferred parking closer. There was even a large lawn appropriate for landing in front of the White House. Unfortunately, the captain of the Venture had assured them that no unauthorized flights were allowed over Washington, D.C. airspace. If any of the normal systems were still in place, it could have caused an interplanetary incident and jeopardized their alliance, which was something he wasn’t willing to risk.

      Davin turned to Erik. “Good. Let’s head out.”

      They quickly left the small park where they’d landed the shuttle, stepping into a residential area as they followed the route Erik had planned to their destination. At first, he almost forgot how things had appeared from the air. The buildings looked similar to the database photos he’d seen, with clean facades, intact windows and entries, and roofs constructed in a way that reminded him of his own scales. Beyond that, each home seemed to have trees, small green spaces, and often a vehicle called a “car.” Some homes were large, consistent with the size of homes back on Koa, though humans didn’t use them in the same ways. They called them “apartments,” and loaded them up with many families instead of just one. Humans did have buildings intended for single families, but they were bafflingly small. He couldn’t imagine any family living in a place so tiny, but that was apparently normal here on Earth.

      As they continued toward the capitol, he kept a keen eye on their surroundings, idly scanning for threats as well as answers. Initially, the only sign of something darker was the occasional vehicle sitting idle in the road. Sometimes, it would just be stopped and abandoned, while other times, it had hit something. Another car. A small box propped up on a post. A sign. It wasn’t until they left this residential area and entered a business sector that the true depth of what had happened here made itself known.

      “What the…,” Grace said under her breath. She stepped up to a storefront, her fingers dancing over the broken glass in the window frame before turning around. “What happened here?”

      Van stepped up next to her, his head pivoting on his neck as he looked inside. “It’s been ransacked.” He turned, his steady gaze taking in the area around them.

      They stood in a parking lot overlooking a major road, with businesses lining either side and abandoned cars clogging up its five lanes. 

      “They’ve all been ransacked,” Van said, pulling back from the window.

      Davin stepped up to his second in command. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we need to pick up our pace.”

      Davin frowned. “You think there are threats.”

      Van gave him his most penetrating stare. “I think we should be on our guard and expect the unexpected. At some point in the last few days, anarchy clearly took over here.” He looked up and around once again. “If that happens again, we’d be outnumbered and overwhelmed.”

      Davin nodded. Van wasn’t wrong. While the street was quiet now, that didn’t mean it would stay that way. Cities on Earth had far denser populations than on Koa. There were likely millions of people within even a reasonable walking distance from their current location. He looked around him, at his team, his friends, people he was responsible for and cared about. A chaotic mix of emotions rose up inside him and he ruthlessly pushed it down, deeming it a dangerous distraction. He needed to focus, to keep his wits about him. He needed to get the job done and get out of here.

      “Move out, everyone,” he said, relieved to hear that none of the emotion he was currently feeling had slipped into his voice.

      “Yes, Commander,” they all said.

      After that, he pushed them forward at a ruthless pace, always jogging or running, never stopping. Davin wanted to focus on where they were going, on getting to their destination, but he couldn’t help the small inkling of paranoia that had slipped in. He was compelled to scan constantly for threats as they crossed a bridge and then eventually spotted the U.S. Capitol Building in the distance.

      Almost there.

      Then a brief gust of wind hit him in the face, and suddenly, he couldn’t move. His entire body screamed that something important had just happened, but his brain was too slow to tell him what. He looked around, trying to figure out what he’d picked up on, but there was nothing. Just abandoned cars, damaged storefronts, and an eerie stillness that set his nerves on edge.

      “Commander?” Van asked. He’d stopped and turned around to face Davin, a confused expression on his face.

      “I…” he started to say, but he quickly closed his mouth again when no words came to mind. What could he say? That some ephemeral sense was holding him frozen to the spot? That even though he hadn’t the slightest clue what he’d picked up on, he knew it was vitally important that he chase it down, that he solve the riddle of its existence? It had been there and gone so quickly. The only thing his brain had registered was just how significant it was. It felt like the air he breathed, the very blood in his veins. It felt that important, and yet he couldn’t have even told you a single thing to describe it.

      He shook his head in frustration and tried to ignore that nagging sense of significance as he looked up at Van. “It’s nothing,” he said, even though he didn’t actually believe anything he’d just said.

      Van, never willing to let things go, just arched a single eyebrow at him, telling him without a sound how little he believed Davin’s words.

      “I…” he started again, trying to put into words the weird feeling he had. The rest of the team was still jogging to their destination, leaving enough distance between them now for a private conversation.

      But then the wind picked up again, and this time it wasn’t just a brief gust. It was sustained and that vague sense of importance suddenly had substance. He could smell it, and it smelled exactly as it had always been described in all the books. It was enticing, compelling, and sweet enough to make his mouth water. His jaw hung open, and he struggled to breathe. He needed to expel air to take in his next breath, but all his body wanted to do was breathe in, to absorb as much of this manna as physically possible.

      The emotion was so strong he almost felt like crying. In fact, he could feel the tears welling up in his eyes. “I…” he said again, his voice cracking with everything he was feeling.

      “Davin?” Van said, this time looking worried as he slowly approached. “Are you okay?”

      You need to answer.

      You need to tell him.

      But his body and mind were struggling, caught between savoring this momentous event and performing the tiny acts necessary for survival. Then finally, something snapped and he let out a breath, gasping several times as his breathing returned to normal. He could still smell her, though, that sweet, addictive scent caressing his senses.

      She’s out there.

      She’s waiting.

      He looked over at Van, now a profound sense of awe rushing through him. “Mate,” he said under his breath, the very word feeling too divine for anything but a whisper.

      “What?” Van said, walking closer, almost within reach now. “Davin, what is it?”

      “She’s here.”

      “Who, Davin? Who’s here? You’re not making any sense.”

      “My mate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPISODE FOUR

          

          The World Has Changed... Forever?

        

      

    

    
      A FEW HOURS EARLIER…

      “Don’t do this, Jess. It’s not safe out there,” her roommate and best friend, Scottie, said, wringing his hands from the doorway to her room.

      She turned to him with a sigh. “Not now, Scottie.” He was wearing one of his favorite Star Trek t-shirts and a pair of jeans that now had mud stains on the knees from working in Inez’s garden.

      Before everything had gone dark, not a single one of them would have even dreamed of invading her garden. That was her space, her sanctuary, and they’d all respected that. They all had their own passions and projects, their own interests, and that was what made their household, filled with six young adults, all starting out their respective careers, work.

      But now? Worry left everyone feeling the need to do something. And with no power, no work, and a cloud of paranoia and fear hovering over them, they sometimes ended up invading each other’s private spaces and boundaries. She wished she could say she was the exception, but she’d also offered to help in the garden more than a couple times since everything went haywire.

      Hell, just the fact that she was even contemplating this course of action probably said a lot about their situation. She didn’t necessarily want to leave, but it was starting to become claustrophobic, and she was starting to worry about their supplies.

      No, that was a lie. She’d been worrying about their supplies for a while now. Six adults could plow through some food pretty quickly, and the first thing to go in the stores had been the food. It had all started when the government had announced the alien siege. The government had told people not to panic, to stay in their homes as much as possible. A State of Emergency had been declared. People should have stayed home, chewing on their nails as they obsessively watched the broadcasts, waiting on the news of their own salvation or destruction.

      Instead, Americans being Americans, they’d felt compelled to do something, even when there was nothing to do. The next thing you knew, the shelves were empty, and you saw people rolling shopping carts away from the grocery stores with more food than any one family could use in a lifetime. It was wasteful and left most people going without, but that didn’t stop people from doing it anyway.

      She and her roommates had spent that time inventorying their supplies, figuring out what would keep and what should be eaten first. Fortunately, they’d always kept a decent amount of canned goods on hand because, again, six young adults could wipe out a pantry at lightning speed. They’d figured they were good, that they could handle whatever came next so long as no one binged.

      Then the power went out.

      At first, they’d still thought everything would be fine. The recent communal panic had already put them in a good place
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