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Gray fleecy clouds had gathered in the midmorning sky as the family climbed out of the SUV and trudged up the steps to the imposing house with its buff exterior, fringe of red tiles, and roof full of gleaming solar panels. 

In the past, the doorbell had been silent, the intelligent house informing residents of visitors through non-audible means, but now a chime rang within when Gregory pressed the button.

His finger was poised to press it again when the thick windowless oak door opened. The greeter was Max's second wife, Charisma, usually called Cary, looking prim and perky in faux leather sandals, tan slacks, pink blouse, and a modicum of makeup. Her dyed blonde hair had lengthy roots of dark brown; she'd obviously not had a chance to visit a hairdresser recently.

"Welcome," said Cary. "Sorry it took so long to answer. We've turned off the systems to prevent hacking. We're glad you made it safely. Max is working right now. He'll be down soon."

Gregory said, "Working? Why? Aren't his publishing channels suspended?"

Cary smiled. "Max always works, regardless of the circumstances." Her expression switched to concerned. "Did you see any of those creatures along the way?"

"No," said Gregory's wife Selena. "Not directly. People we spoke to had seen them. Some reported friends or family killed."

"Well, you're here now." Cary stood aside. "Come in; come in." As Titus, the sixteen-year-old, and Amethyst, the ten-year-old, passed, she gave them each hugs, and she gently touched the cheek of Steven, the infant in Selena's arms. "You know where your room is."

When he'd designed the house, Amadeus Maverick, commonly referred to as Max, had set aside one spacious bedroom for each of his three sons, so that they'd always feel that they had a place to come home to.

The kids wore backpacks, and Gregory toted a suitcase in each hand.

Charisma said, "Can I help you with your bags?"

"That's all right," said Gregory. "Ty and I will come back for the rest."

The stairway had Mediterranean-style rails of ornate metal topped with polished dark wood. They ascended it one after the other, turned left, and followed the hallway to the end.

"I've put fresh sheets on the bed," said Charisma. "I suppose we'll have to blow up some inflatable mattresses for the kids."

"About that," said Gregory. "We're not all going to fit in here. We heard from Alex that he's not sure he'll be able to make it. Maybe we can overflow into his room."

"I'll let Max work that out with you," said Cary. "He won't be long. In the meantime, we've got plenty of supplies. If you're hungry, help yourself to anything in the kitchen."

"Thank you," said Selena, as she gently bounced the baby, who'd started to fuss.

*     *     *
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Later in the afternoon, as the clouds had congealed, become dark as swollen blisters, and threatened rain, the second family arrived. Max had just descended from his office aerie on the third floor and swung the door wide open himself. 

"Richie! Marissa! Chrissie!" He gave them each a generous squeeze as they entered, causing them to drop their luggage. "Thanks for coming."

Richard said, "You make it sound as if this is a holiday and not an alien invasion."

Max grabbed the suitcases that Marissa and Christina had been carrying.

"Hey," said Christina. "No you don't. I'll carry my own bag."

"It's okay, Chrissie. I've got it."

"You think I'm a helpless woman?"

"Uh - you're six years old."

"So now it's ageism, is it?"

Marissa said, "You're not going to win this one. She's become liberated."

"Fair enough. Can I still carry yours, or is this liberation contagious?"

"Suit yourself."

Upstairs Gregory and Richard's families exchanged rounds of greetings and hugs.

Gregory asked Max, "Have you heard anything more from Alex?"

"As far as I know he's on his way, but we're talking about over eight hundred miles through possibly hostile territory. No word lately. He isn't the kind to send regular updates, though."

"In the meantime I was wondering if the older kids could bunk in his room."

"That shouldn't be a problem. Just let them know that they'll have to move without complaints if he shows up and asks them to."

*     *     *
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The house stood on three acres atop a bluff overlooking Puget Sound. Each of the bedrooms had wide windows and balconies overlooking the dark churning waters. The pale setting sun, which often manifested in a spectacular spray of flamboyant colors, was this evening barely visible through the ever-thickening clouds.

A somber meditative silence had descended upon the recently reunited family. Amethyst, who had set herself up as a sentry scanning for monsters, broke the pensive mood as she ran in from the back terrace shouting, "I see something! I see something!"

In short order everyone except Selena, who was nursing the baby, joined her in the hallway.

"What did you see?" said Gregory.

"I don't know. Something moving. Something on the road."

"Kill the lights out there," said Max. "Here too. Quiet, now. Let's have a look."

The road ascended in gradual switchbacks from the highway. Sure enough, in the gloaming under the scattered evergreens a shape was making its way up the hill.

"It's not a car," said Richard. "Not a motorcycle either; it's moving too slowly."

"It's a bicycle," whispered Titus.

"Why is it running without lights?" asked Marissa.

"Probably to avoid attracting the attention of alien beasties," said Max. "Come on, boys. Let's go greet our visitor."

"Why just the boys?" said Marissa.

"It might be dangerous. We don't know who it is."

Marissa said, "FYI, I've been taking self defense classes. I could probably kick Rich's ass."

"This is no time to argue," said Max.

Despite his cautions and entreaties, everyone followed him downstairs. They were just in time to see the cyclist pull up under the porch light.

It was Alex. He was riding a large-framed mountain bike with a bulging saddlebag hanging over the back. Despite the cold, he wore stark pink gym shorts and a blood-stained white sleeveless shirt. He had a heavy gauge rifle slung across his back, a holstered pistol on his right hip, a large hunting knife in a sheath on his left hip, and a smaller knife strapped to his right ankle. His arms and face were sweaty and caked with road dust, and his jowls were shadowed with several days' worth of beard stubble.

"Hey guys," he said. "What's up?"

Everyone remained still and silent with astonishment except Max, who took a step forward and said, "Are you all right?"

"What? Oh, you mean the blood. It's okay. It's not mine."

Charisma said, "Did you cycle all the way from the Bay Area?"

Alex leaned the bike against a rail, took off his battered helmet, and slung it over a handlebar. "Not really. I hitchhiked part of the distance. I got most of the way through northern California and Oregon riding with truckers. I had to pedal the last couple of hundred miles though. There are surprisingly few drivers on the road."

Christina said, "Did you see any...you know?"

"Nasty alien creatures? Sure did. In California they look kind of like dark wolves and run in packs. We were going over a pass near Mount Shasta when some of them jumped right out onto the road. I was riding in a huge semi with a tractor unit and we just kept going. I'm sure we ran over a few. Crazy. Up here they're something like grizzlies but their claws and teeth are longer and sharper. I shot one not thirty miles from here and cut off its front paws to make a claw necklace. That's what the blood's from."

"Cool," said Titus. "Can I see?"

"Right here," said Alex, and unstrapped one of the sides of the saddlebag.

"Uh... Maybe we can do this later," said Selena, who'd come downstairs after bedding the baby.

"It'll just take a sec," said Alex. He lifted out a large plastic-wrapped bundle, set it on the bottom step, and opened it. Lifting one of the blood-soaked paws, he used two hands to spread it and accentuate the long, wicked-looking claws.

"Wow," said Titus.

"That's gross," said Amethyst.

"No it's not," said Christina.

"Actually, do you mind if I keep these in the freezer until I get around to working on them?" said Alex.

"I suppose that would be all right," said Charisma.

"I'll take them," said Titus. As soon as Alex had repacked the bundle, he grabbed it and ran up the steps.

"Hey," said Alex, "don't open it again. Just put it away."

Without turning, Titus shouted, "I promise."

"Well," said Alex. "Let me put the bike in the garage and I'll be right in. I could use a shower." Hoisting the heavy saddlebag onto his shoulder, he walked away into the shadows beyond the porch.

"What an entrance," said Gregory. "That's so like him."

"I suppose you won't be able to use Alex's room anymore," Max said to Amethyst. "Come on, let's get Ty and we'll find you two some other accommodation."

They found Titus still staring at the bundle in the open freezer chest.

"Close that, please," said Max. "We need to conserve energy."

"Sorry," said Titus.

"I was telling Amy that you two need another place to sleep. How about the basement? It's huge; it practically runs the length of the house, and you can have it all to yourselves."

"I've never been in the basement," said Christina, who'd trailed in behind them. "Can I come too?"

"Sure," said Max. "Let's go."

The basement door was in a hallway right next to the kitchen. Max flipped on the light switch and they descended the steps.

It was one enormous room, half of which was filled with storage items.

"Plenty of space for a couple of cots. You can drag over some chairs and other furniture from that corner if you want. That door leads to a bathroom with a toilet, sink, and shower."

"What about that other door?" said Christina.

"That one leads to a spiral stairway that goes all the way down to the beach. We leave it locked now for security reasons. Well, what do you think?"

"I like it," said Titus. "It's fine."

Amethyst nodded.

"Can I stay down here too?" said Christina.

"Wouldn't you feel better if you were with your parents?" said Max.

"No. I want to be with them."

"But you're only..."

"Six. I know. But you know what they say: six is the new twelve."

"No they don't say that," said Amethyst. "You just made it up."

"It's up to these two..." said Max.

Christina stared expectantly.

Titus and Amethyst shrugged.

"...And to your parents."

Chrissie said, "Awe..."

"Ask them," said Max. "I'm sure you'll be very erudite in presenting your case."

*     *     *
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By the time they all sat down around the dining table, Alex had shaved, showered, changed, and applied deodorant and cologne. Max was at one end with Charisma to his right, and Gregory was at the other end with Serena to his right. The others claimed chairs at random. Baby Steven slept in a pram near his mother.

Charisma had cooked some spaghetti and meat sauce and made a salad from garden vegetables. Max had opened up a couple of bottles of red wine and served some cold decaf green tea to the kids.

"I'm starved," said Alex, as he demolished a bowl of salad and then heaped pasta into the same bowl. "I've been living off trail mix and MREs for days."

"What are MREs?" said Christina.

"Meals ready to eat," said Alex. "I had them left over from the military. They taste terrible, but they keep you alive."

"I'd like to try one," said Christina.

"I have a few left," said Alex. "Maybe tomorrow. Right now let's enjoy this. I hope there's enough."

"There is," said Charisma. "I know how you all eat."

"Father," said Alex
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