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      Chapter One

    


    
      Courtney Cartwright stared absently at the boy band poster on her bedroom wall as she chatted on her phone. She studied the boys’ faces wondering what she could ever have seen in them. They were so last year, she thought. She made a mental note to replace the poster. “I’m leaving now. I’ll meet you guys at the food court.” Courtney clicked off her phone and slid it into her purse. She paused long enough to check her hair in the mirror before dashing out the door.


      “Where do you think you’re going?” her mother asked, as Courtney breezed past the living room.


      “Out.”


      “Out where?”


      “Just up to the mall.” Courtney grabbed her jacket from the coat rack in the hallway.


      “But it’s dark already.”


      “Mommmm!” Courtney uttered in exasperation. “I’m sixteen. It’s been a long time since I had a 7 p.m. curfew.”


      Her mother shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go out at night. It’s only been a month since they found that young girl’s body—”


      “Some girl we don’t even know gets killed and I’m grounded for life?” Courtney looked at her mother pleadingly. “Like you said, it was a whole month ago. It happened on the other side of town. People get murdered all the time. Do you expect me to spend my life in my bedroom?”


      “She was only a few years older than you, Courtney.”


      “So what? If she had been a middle-aged housewife would you be staying home all day?”


      Her mother shuddered. “This is different. The newspaper reports were so gruesome.”


      “Seriously, Mom, you still read the newspaper?”


      “It’s a good thing I do. The TV news didn’t tell the whole story. According to The Daily Inquisitor, the poor girl was drained of all her blood. There’s suspicion it might have been some sort of satanic ritual. There could even be a gang of killer cultists out there.”


      Courtney rolled her eyes. “Or maybe she had a jealous boyfriend who’s already three states away by now. Look Mom, Brandon will be there to look after me.”


      “Oh, I’m supposed to feel better about my teenage daughter being alone at night with a boy I’ve never met?”


      Courtney sighed. “I won’t be alone; I’m meeting Valerie. Besides, Brandon’s gay.”


      Her mother arched her eyebrows. “Are you certain of that?”


      Courtney nodded. “I flashed him my boobs and offered to make out with him under the gym bleachers and he turned me down.”


      Courtney’s mother’s jaw dropped.


      “Kidding.” Courtney grinned. “I’m certain.” She headed toward the door. “Don’t wait up.”


      “I want you home by midnight. Do you hear me?”


      The front door swung shut behind Courtney.


       


      Valerie Rumson sipped her soda. Her eyes darted around the food court. “This place is dead.”


      “A lot of folks are sticking close to home since the murder,” Brandon said, dipping a french fry into the ketchup he had squirted onto the side of his plate.


      “Not you too!” Courtney exclaimed in exasperation. “You sound like my mother.”


      Valerie winked at Brandon. “You’re just disappointed that new Iranian student isn’t here tonight.”


      Courtney’s ears perked up. “What new student?”


      Brandon’s lips twisted in mild annoyance. “His name’s Reza. I mentioned some of us would be at the food court tonight and he could hang with us. It’s not like we had a date or anything. I guess he had something better to do.”


      “Poor Brandon.” Courtney patted his hand. “Maybe he’s just shy. It’s like that when you’re the new kid. I remember when we moved here after Dad got transferred to the military base. It was weeks before I worked up the courage to talk to anyone.”


      Valerie pointed toward the mall. “Hey, look. It’s Spencer.”


      “Are you still pining for him?” Courtney asked. “You know there’s no chance. College guys aren’t interested in high school girls.”


      “He’s only a couple years older than Brandon,” Valerie replied defensively.


      “But Brandon’s eighteen, so Spencer’s in his twenties.”


      Valerie grinned. “Which means he has a car, a job, and cash in his wallet.”


      “And his pick of the hottest girls on the college campus,” Courtney replied. “At least set your sights on a senior.” She glanced in Spencer’s direction and saw him passing the Victoria’s Secret store. Two hot young coeds, a redhead and a brunette, exited the shop as he passed. “Now those girls stand a chance with him.”


      Several yards away, the brunette patted the Victoria’s Secret shopping bag in her hand. “I think tonight’s purchases will make our seduction attempts effortless, Scarlett.”


      “Really Misha, as if we needed designer underwear to attract men.” She flashed a pearly-white smile at a passing young man. His eyes locked onto hers and he paused in mid-step, transfixed. Scarlett approached him. “My friend and I were wondering if you’d like to join us for a drink.”


      The dazed man nodded. “That would be awesome.”


      Misha held up her bag. “All this shopping has made us quite thirsty and we can’t wait to try this stuff on.”


      A lecherous grin crossed his face. “My car’s parked in the lot. I know a great little bar that just happens to be around the corner from my apartment.”


      Misha smiled at him. “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s go.” She clasped his hand.


      Scarlett leaned in and whispered into her ear, “ Nice, but seduction will only go so far. I’ll need to trance him again once he realizes he’s the drink.” Her fangs glistened as she chuckled.


       


      Elsewhere in town, a young couple strolled hand-in-hand beneath the moonlit night, along a deserted country road. The young woman glanced up at the moon. “It’s a perfect date night. I had no idea from your profile that you would turn out to be so romantic.”


      “That’s the problem with the modern world. We live in an age of fast food and one-night stands. Romance, like dining, should never be rushed. Such pleasures should be savored.”


      She smiled. “You’re so different from the other guys I’ve dated, Jaxson.”


      “Oh?” He arched an eyebrow. “How so?”


      “Your manners, the way you speak. You don’t just make small talk; when you talk about the world, it’s as if you’ve seen it all already. And by now most guys would be trying to get into my pants but you’ve been a perfect gentleman. Not to mention, a moonlight stroll in the woods… How much more romantic can you get?” She glanced upward. “Look, a shooting star.”


      He leaned in, as if to kiss her. She closed her eyes in anticipation. Jaxson’s face drew nearer to hers and his lips parted, revealing a sharp pair of pointed fangs, which sank deeply into her throat. The blood flowed quickly from her body, leaving her in shock as her life essence slipped away. The vampire drained his prey, sating his hunger, and released the lifeless corpse. He wiped the blood from his lips, content to leave her body in the field to be found in the morning by the humans.


      He was momentarily blinded by a harsh light from above. Another shooting star? Jaxson wondered, blinking. He felt a vibration around him, a powerful wind, and a tremor coming from the ground. He opened his eyes and saw a spaceship had landed in the empty field. What the hell?


      The spaceship was as large as several football fields and of obvious alien design. It didn’t resemble anything human minds had conceived of in science fiction movies. If form followed function, then Jaxson could only imagine what the oddly-shaped craft was capable of. And then, it shimmered and disappeared, replaced by trees and the expanse of the forest.


      Intrigued, Jaxson approached the area where the ship had been. Had he imagined it, he wondered? There were no scorch marks on the ground and no impression of a heavy object having landed or lifted off. The surrounding trees did not appear to have been flattened by a tremendous craft. He continued walking straight into the spot, gazing to his left and right and seeing nothing but trees. Then he struck what felt like a metal wall. Jaxson massaged the pain from his face and reached out in front of him. He touched something solid even though his eyes told him there was empty space before him. He ran his hand against the solid, invisible surface and the air flickered with electricity around his outstretched hand. He realized a spaceship had in fact landed in front of him and, more importantly, it hadn’t left.


      Inside the craft, a humanoid female looked at a video monitor displaying their surroundings. “We’ve been observed by a human,” she said. “He has seen through the hologram.”


      “That’s impossible, Kira,” her brother replied, studying the control screens before him intently. “I scanned the area before we landed. The sensors indicated there were no human life forms in the landing area.”


      A slight smile crossed Kira’s lips. “Father will be displeased to learn you miscalibrated the sensors, Kevian.”


      “The sensors are perfectly calibrated for humans and other life forms native to this planet,” Kevian replied defensively. He glanced at the monitor, confused by the sight of Jaxson standing outside the ship. The alien sensors had been correctly calibrated for life forms such as humans and animals, but not for the undead.


      Kira grimaced. “The humans must not be alerted to our presence.” She turned to a male and female of her species. “Dargan, Brexa, with me.” She gestured them toward an exit, pausing as she passed her brother. “Do not worry, Kevian. I shall clean up your mess and kill the human before he can sound the alarm.” Kira led the armed aliens out of the ship.


      Outside the spacecraft, Jaxson saw the hologram shimmer and a metal door appear and open about 40 yards away. Kira emerged, followed by the male alien Dargan and his female counterpart Brexa. He saw their weapons and ran into the forest.


      “After him!” Kira cried. “Kill him.” The aliens chased after Jaxson, who slipped deeper into the forest and, once hidden by the foliage, transformed into a bat. Jaxson flew above the trees, circling the aliens. Dargan aimed his weapon at the bat.


      “Put that away,” Kira ordered. “Don’t waste your firepower on an indigenous bird. Find the human.”


      Brexa fidgeted with an alien instrument. “I’m not picking up any human life forms. He’s not within sensor range. I’m sorry, Princess. It would appear he has escaped.”


      Kira scowled. “Father shall be extremely displeased.” She smiled. “Then again, this whole fiasco was Kevian’s fault. Make sure your reports corroborate that.”


      “Yes, Princess,” Brexa said.


      Kira perused the landscape before her. “The human has only postponed his death. Once we have drained every drop of water from this planet it will become incapable of supporting life. Come, let us return to the command ship and write up our reports.”


      Jaxson watched them leave. He flew from the woods back to town, where he transformed into his human form. He walked down the road until he reached a dark, foreboding mansion at the edge of the town. He pushed open the cast-iron gate and continued several yards across the lush lawn to the entrance. The front door opened as he stepped onto the porch, and an attractive young woman dressed in lingerie greeted him. “About time you showed your face. Gaunt is furious with you. The entire town is in an uproar over that girl you killed last month. How could you be so careless with the body?”


      “Never mind that now, Misha. I must see the Elders. We have a far more serious problem.”


      Misha frowned. “What could be more serious than the risk of discovery by the mortals?”


      Jaxson grimaced. “Extinction.”

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      Jaxson walked along the darkened corridors of the palatial mansion he called home. He passed several of the tall, stained glass windows which, although beautiful when seen from the outside, had long ago been boarded up with thick wooden planks. Daylight was anathema to all who dwelled within the great estate. He reached the spiraling marble staircase, above which were the rooms assigned to each of his vampiric brethren. His eyes followed the steps downward, and he began his descent into what may have been the closest thing to hell on earth.


      The basement was even darker than the rest of the mansion but Jaxson’s eyes had little difficulty adjusting. The musty smell was another matter. The crypt was larger than the mansion itself because of the network of subterranean tunnels stretching out in all directions. The diurnal presence of the sun made it impossible for vampires to traverse the town’s streets during the daylight hours but the tunnels provided safe ingress to and egress from key locations within the community. He continued onward to a sepulchral chamber. He removed a candle from a bronze sconce bolted to the wall and lit it, not to illuminate the darkness but rather to summon those who reveled most in it.


      They came, without footfall or other sounds. They were quiet as the night because they were of the night. They were the night. They were darkness. The candlelight illuminated their leader’s pale face. “Gaunt, I must address the Elders at once,” Jaxson exclaimed.


      Gaunt’s appearance lived up to his name. He was tall, and thin practically to the point of emaciation. His sunken cheekbones and wan, pallid complexion gave the appearance of an undertaker who had spent too much time tending his charges. He had the mien of an 18th-century schoolmaster and Jaxson had wondered if perhaps Gaunt had been one in an earlier lifetime.


      “It is we who must address you, child.” Gaunt’s stern features hardened. “You continue to flout our rules and traditions. You Young Bloods give in too easily to your impulsive nature. You constantly let yourselves be ruled by your emotions. You have no respect for the ancient traditions and that means you have little or no respect for the Elders themselves.”


      Jaxson was taken aback. “That’s not true. I have great respect for all of you. We all do.”


      Gaunt shook his head. “It is not your fault; not entirely. You young ones were turned into our kind only centuries ago. I realize it takes millennia to be completely shod of the human emotions with which we were all born. Young Bloods are more wild and less in control of their emotions. You rebel against the ancient traditions to which we adhere. But you will learn to accept the ancient culture as you mature.”


      “There’s a pressing matter I must speak with you about,” Jaxson said.


      Gaunt nodded. “Yes. You have been careless many times and your sloppiness has finally caught up with you. We survive because we are discreet. Thanks to you, the body of a young woman drained of blood is the talk of the town. Thankfully, we live in ‘enlightened’ times in which the existence of vampires has been relegated to fairytales and horror films. But a string of bloodless bodies has the potential to cause even the most self-described rational of men to recall mankind’s vestigial memories of the nocturnal creatures they still subliminally fear.”


      Jaxson genuflected before the assembled Elders, whose disapproving faces flickered in the candlelight. “You’re right, of course. I apologize. I’ll be more careful in the future. But there’s an urgent matter you must be made aware of.”


      “Speak, then.” The woman’s voice was sharp and clear. Jaxson’s eyes darted to the left of Gaunt and the lovely features of the ancient vampire Talia came into focus.


      “I was in the woods tonight, hunting prey. Something incredible happened. I still don’t believe it. But I swear it’s true.”


      “Gaunt was correct.” Jaxson identified the male voice as Tobias’. “You must learn to control your emotions.”


      “Let the child speak, Tobias.” Francesca ran her upper lip over her lower fangs. “I would hear what he has to say.”


      “As would I,” a male voice from the shadows said.


      Jaxson recognized Marcus’ voice. He blinked to help adjust to the darkness and continued. “There was a bright light; the earth shook. Something huge had landed before me, but it was invisible. Yet I could feel it. Some sort of metallic surface that stretched at least three hundred yards.”


      “You said it landed; a meteorite?” Marcus ventured.


      Jaxson shook his head. “It came from the stars but it wasn’t a piece of space rock. It was an alien vessel.”


      “Are you certain?” Talia asked.


      “Yes. I saw the aliens.”


      “What did they look like?” Gaunt asked.


      “They appeared to be humans, but I can’t be sure. They had the technology to cloak a spaceship the size of several football fields. It’s possible I saw what they wanted me to see. They could be disguising their true appearance to blend into their surroundings.”


      “This is certainly interesting,” Gaunt said. “However, it is not the first time aliens have set foot on the earth. I recall a similar incident several millennia ago. I suspect it happens far more frequently than is realized but, whether they are here for scientific research or merely a vacation, it does not affect us.”


      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Jaxson said. “With all due respect,” he added. “I overheard them. They’ve come for the Earth’s water. All of it.”


      “Fortunately, we drink blood, not water,” Francesca said.


      “But blood comes from humans and animals who must drink water to survive,” Jaxson said. “Without water, every living creature on this planet will die. We will be left with no food source. How long can we survive without a steady supply of fresh blood?”


      Gaunt frowned. “The Earth is three-quarters water. It would be impossible for anyone to remove and transport that much water.”


      Tobias shook his head. “The history of the planet revolves around men traveling to foreign lands in search of scarce resources and plundering those lands. Mining, deforestation… Mankind has always been willing to sacrifice the lands of others in its quest for scarce resources. That’s been the major source of wars and the reason for the destruction of the Amazon Rainforest. Why would you think aliens would be any different? If water is an essential but scarce resource to them and they have the technology to take it from us, I have no doubt they will.”


      “We cannot allow that,” Gaunt said.


      “When the humans find out, they will stop them,” Francesca said.


      “It may be too late by then,” Gaunt said. “Or they may lie to the humans about their true motives. We cannot leave our fate in the hands of mortals.”


      “But we cannot warn them, either,” Marcus said. “We must not call attention to ourselves.”


      “Surely you can bend the ancient rules,” Jaxson said. “Tradition is all well and good but if ever there were a time to make an exception—”


      “Our rules and traditions exist for a reason, child,” Talia said. “I don’t expect you to fully understand, but you must follow them nonetheless. The humans must know none of this. Do you understand, Jaxson?”


      “Yes.”


      “I hope you truly do, Jaxson,” Gaunt said. “We must wage a secret war against the extraterrestrial invaders while keeping the fact of our own existence from the humans. If you prove unable to do so, we will have no choice but to orchestrate your destruction as well.”


       


      The svelte redhead in the light gray pantsuit set down her coffee cup and pulled a microcassette recorder from her purse. “I appreciate you taking the time to see me, Gen. Cartwright.”


      Angus Cartwright leaned back in his chair, eyeing the coffee ring slowly staining the ink blotter on his desk. He hid his annoyance; his many years in the military had taught him to control his emotions. “We don’t usually allow the press inside our facility, Miss Fontaine, but you apparently have some rather influential friends.”


      Veronica Fontaine smiled. “I get around. It’s in my job description.”


      Cartwright gestured to the tape recorder. “However, we have a strict policy regarding taping of any kind. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to put that away.”


      “Of course. I understand.”


      Cartwright reached for the tape recorder. He flipped open the back and removed the batteries. “We wouldn’t want it turning on by accident, now would we?” He handed the device back to the reporter.


      Veronica grimaced. “Of course not.” She returned the recorder to her purse and pulled out a pad and pencil. “I’m an old-school gal, anyway.”


      “I’m sorry I was only able to give you an abbreviated tour of the facility. As with all government military bases, much of our work is top secret.”


      “Shrouded in mystery… That’s what makes it so intriguing to my readers. What exactly do you people do out here?”


      “Rather mundane stuff for the most part. A lot of prosaic training, military exercises, and some research. Nothing that would excite your tabloid readers, Miss Fontaine.”


      Veronica chuckled. “Oh, you never know, General. Our readers turn to us for the news the big city papers don’t cover. They may denigrate us as gossip tabloids but people in a small town like this thrive on gossip and rumors. And you know what they say: where there’s smoke, there’s often fire.”


      “Don’t get me wrong, Miss Fontaine. I enjoy your paper. Your article on the haunted hotel was quite entertaining. But I’m afraid you’re not going to find any newsworthy stories here.”


      “Why General, the town is full of newsworthy stories. Take the murder of that young girl last month, for example.”


      Cartwright nodded. “A highly unfortunate event. As the father of a daughter myself, it certainly struck home. But that’s a police issue, not a military matter.”


      Veronica grinned coyly. “Do you know what’s most notable about that story? There was a body. There have been dozens of people, mostly young women, who have disappeared. Most of them had no family locally, so their disappearance didn’t set off any alarm bells. Some of my colleagues believe we have a serial killer and that the girl last month was only his latest victim; the one whose body was left behind. They speculate the killer may have been interrupted and fled the scene.”


      “An interesting theory. But you should really be discussing it with Police Chief Mullins, not me.”


      “I said that’s what some of my colleagues believe. I have a different theory.” Veronica took out a pack of cigarettes from her purse. She placed one in her mouth. “Light?”


      Cartwright pulled out his lighter and lit her cigarette. Then he slid open his desk drawer and took out a cigar. “Technically, we’re not allowed to smoke in the building, but it’s the only place where I can enjoy a good cigar without my wife knowing.” He grinned. “Being a general does have a few perks. So what’s your theory?”


      Veronica opened her mouth and cigarette smoke escaped from her lips. “I believe it was a botched kidnapping. I think we’re dealing with a series of abductions. Alien abductions.”


      Cartwright laughed. “Next you’ll be telling me the mayor is secretly an alien. I suppose anything that sells tabloids.”


      “There have been increasing reports of UFO sightings.”


      “That’s not unusual. We’re a military base. Sometimes we test experimental planes for the Air Force. Obviously I can’t give you any details, but I can see where a civilian observer might mistake one for a flying saucer… Especially after a few too many beers.”


      “That’s a rational explanation, General, and exactly what I’d expect you to say. But you were right: I do have friends in high places, including one at NORAD. According to my source, the North American Aerospace Defense Command tracked an enormous unidentified flying object entering Earth’s atmosphere in the vicinity of our sleepy little town last night.”


      “A weather balloon?” Cartwright asked.


      Veronica shook her head. “Weather balloons don’t shoot down satellites that are tracking them.”


      “Shot down? Have you confirmed that with NORAD?”


      Veronica grimaced. “The official word is a technical malfunction, but my source says otherwise. However, NORAD isn’t the only one monitoring the skies. Don’t tell me your military base wouldn’t notice a craft violating the local airspace.”


      “Of course we would,” Cartwright said. “But I can assure you, that’s not the case. If you want to write a story about little green men from Mars kidnapping local Earth women, go right ahead. But they already made that movie in 1967: Mars Needs Women. You might get sued for copyright infringement.”


      “So you’re denying—?”


      Cartwright’s cell phone interrupted her question. He held up a finger. “Excuse me, I have to take this call.” He spoke into the receiver. “Hello.”


      “Dad, Mom wants to know when you’ll be home,” a girl’s voice filtered through the phone. “You didn’t call to say you’d be late and she won’t let us eat until you’re here.”


      Cartwright glanced at his watch. “Oh jeez, I lost all track of time.” He glanced up at Veronica and said, “I should’ve been home an hour ago.” He placed the phone back to his mouth. “Tell your mother I’m sorry, Courtney. I’m leaving right now.” He clicked off the phone and turned to Veronica. “I apologize, Miss Fontaine, but we’re going to have to cut this interview short. Besides, I don’t think there’s anything more I could add. Good luck with your little green men.”


      Veronica smiled. “Thank you for your time, General Cartwright. Don’t worry; I assure you, whatever the truth is, I’ll get to the bottom of this story."


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      Valerie Rumson sat on the schoolyard bench perusing her peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It was embarrassing enough brown-bagging it, she thought, but why on earth would her stepmother pack her a PB and J? She considered tossing it in the trashcan a few feet away but the nagging hunger pains convinced her to hold onto it a little longer. She looked around and saw Brandon at the next table. He had his own car, and Mickey D’s was only six miles away. She walked over to him. He didn’t notice her as she sat beside him. “Earth to Brandon.”


      He looked up. “Valerie! You startled me.”


      “You’re supposed to daydream in class, not during lunch.”


      “Sorry,” Brandon replied sheepishly. “I was lost in thought.”


      “What were you thinking about so intently?” Valerie glanced in the direction Brandon had been staring and her eyes fell on Reza. “Oh.”


      “Is it that obvious?” Brandon sighed.


      “So go over and talk to him.”


      Brandon hesitated. “I don’t know what to say. When he didn’t show last night I figured he wasn’t interested in me. I mean, he’s the only Iranian enrolled in school; what’s the likelihood he’s also a gay Muslim?”


      “What have you got to lose?” Valerie nodded in Reza’s direction.


      Brandon shrugged. He rose and headed toward Reza. Valerie bit her lip and muttered, cursing herself for having forgotten to ask for a ride to McDonald’s.


      “Hey,” Brandon said to Reza. “We missed you last night.”


      “Oh, sorry about that.” Reza blushed. “I was planning to meet up with you and your friends but I ended up making a new friend last evening.”


      “Oh?”


      Reza nodded. “I was surprised, too. I was actually at the mall, or at least as far as the parking lot, when this guy came up to me and started a conversation. Most Americans are quite, how do you say, standoffish when it comes to Muslims. But Nicholas was incredibly friendly.” Reza grinned. “At first, I thought he might be coming on to me, but a few minutes later two incredibly hot women joined him. A brunette and a redhead, and they were much less inhibited than the women back home in Iran. I had the impression he wanted to stay with me longer but they practically dragged him away.” Reza held up his phone. “At least I got his number.”


      Brandon tried to fine-tune his gaydar, but he couldn’t tell if Reza had been attracted to Nicholas or the “hot” women. “I guess you want to make as many new friends as possible.”


      Reza nodded.


      Valerie joined them. “You’re Reza, right? The new kid from Iran? I’m Valerie.”


      Reza extended his hand. “I am very pleased to meet you, Valerie. I was just telling Brandon I want to assimilate into American culture.”


      Valerie grinned. “Well, there’s nothing more American than McDonald’s.” She turned to Brandon. “You’ve got a car; let’s head to Mickey D’s and give our new Iranian friend a taste of America.”


      Brandon jumped at the opportunity, reaching into his pocket for his car keys. As they walked past the bench, Valerie snatched her peanut butter and jelly sandwich, stuffed it back into the brown bag, and made a dunk shot into the trashcan.


       


      Dusk fell over the mansion, coating it in chiaroscuro layers of dark grays and inky blackness. Jaxson tapped on the mahogany lid of the coffin in the bedroom he had entered. The lid pushed open, creaking slightly as it rose. A young man set upright in the coffin. “Jaxson! What are you doing in my room?”


      “Making sure you don’t sleep the night away. Wake up, Nicholas. We have work to do.”


      “Work?” Nicholas shook the grogginess from his head. “What sort of work?”


      “The Elders are still debating what to do about the news I brought them last night. Meanwhile, every minute we waste the aliens will use to carry out their plans. I want to go back to where I discovered their ship and find out what those plans are.”


      “You can’t defy the Elders,” Nicholas said.


      “There’s nothing to defy. They haven’t said anything.”


      “You’re being disingenuous as usual, Jaxson. You know what they would say if you asked them.”


      Jaxson grinned. “Which is why I have no intention of asking. It’s a simple reconnaissance mission. We look for an opportunity to slip inside their ship, turn into near-invisible mist, and learn everything we can about them. Gaunt and the others may not approve of our methods but they will value the information we bring back.”


      “We?”


      “It’s not entirely without risk. If something were to happen, at least one of us could escape to warn the others.”


      “Should we bring Zachary or the girls?”


      Jaxson shook his head. “The more of us there are, the greater our chances of being caught. We have to assume they have some sort of surveillance equipment within their ship. That’s another reason for the mission: to learn their strengths and weaknesses.”


      A beep emanated from the coffin. “What was that?” Jaxson asked.


      Nicholas reached into the coffin and pulled out his phone. “A message from a guy I met last night. New in town, no friends or family. He would’ve been the perfect meal if Misha and Scarlett hadn’t insisted on returning to the mansion directly from their shopping spree to try on their new lingerie. And now tonight, your cockamamie plan is keeping me from meeting him again. That kid must lead a charmed life.”


      “We can eat on the way. The woods are filled with deer and other wild animals; we can indulge in the taste of gamey-tinged blood sucked from the venison. Come, Nicholas. Before anyone questions where we are going.”


       


      Gen. Cartwright unlocked the front door to his home and stepped inside. A white-furred Sealyham Terrier capered around his legs as he stepped through the foyer. “Courtney!” he called out. “Take Schnapps out for a walk before he wets the carpet again.”


      “All right,” the teenage girl shouted back. Moments later, Courtney strolled into the foyer with a leash in her hand. “Let’s go, Schnapps.” She clipped the leash to the dog’s collar and together they stepped out into the brisk night air.


      Schnapps whined and tugged on the leash. “You’re being unusually frisky today.” The terrier pulled her in the direction of the woods. “What is it, boy?” Courtney asked. “Did you see a squirrel?” The dog continued tugging and Courtney pulled back on the leash. The dog struggled against the taut chain until Courtney heard a snap and saw Schnapps bolt off into the woods.


      “Schnapps!” she shouted after him. “Come back. It’s dark out.” Courtney took out her phone and switched on the flashlight app, shining it on the path ahead of her as she followed the terrier deeper into the woods.


       


      Inside the alien craft, Kevian entered his father’s quarters. The prince noticed the king’s furrowed brow as he read a communiqué from their home world. “You appear troubled, Father.”


      “It’s the damn rebel faction,” Skar grumbled. “They’re using my absence to stir up discontent among the populace. Perhaps I should have acquiesced to your suggestion and remained behind, placing you in full command of this mission.” He looked up at Kevian. “Then again, you managed to botch things up the moment we landed.”


      “That wasn’t my fault,” Kevian objected. “The sensors did not indicate any life forms present in the landing area.”


      “Whatever,” Skar said. “What’s done is done. We were bound to be seen by the Earthlings sooner or later. I merely thought we would have more time to initiate our plans undetected.”


      “We don’t know if the human who spotted our ship has told his fellow humans or what their reaction would be if he had. As long as we remain cloaked, they might not even believe him.”


      Skar nodded. “If any other Earthlings discover the ship, capture them. We can interrogate them and learn what the one who escaped might have told them.”


      “Yes, Father.”


      Skar turned away from the communiqué to face Kevian. “Your sister wishes me to place her in command. She made a persuasive argument.”


      Kevian scowled. “She is a female. Do not let a minor mishap sway your judgment, Father. I am still your best surrogate.”


      “As we discussed, I am placing you in charge of the water transfer once the other ships arrive. But Kira will be your second in command. She may be a female but she is my daughter and as skilled in warfare as she is in deceit and guile. Kira may yet improve her station.” A loud alarm jarred the alien king. “What was that?”


      “I set up an intruder alert around the ship’s perimeter. An Earthling must have breached it.”


      “Go,” Skar ordered. “Capture the creature.”


      Kevian dashed to the bridge.


      “About time you got here,” Kira chided her brother.


      “What’s going on?”


      “Humans,” Kira replied. “Two of them nearing the ship. It can’t be a coincidence; they must be looking for us. Look at the view screen. One of them resembles the human who escaped.”


      “He must have returned,” Kevian said. “Send a squad to capture them. Father wants them alive for interrogation.”


      Kira turned to the other aliens. “Brexa. Dargan. Targas. Zarg — with me. We must capture at least one of them… but none must escape alive this time.” She led the aliens to the ship’s hatch.


       


      Jaxson licked the blood from his lips. “The deer was filling, wasn’t it?”


      Nicholas nodded. “I’m stuffed. That gamey blood is a bit rich for me.” He looked around the woods. “So where is this spacecraft you saw?”


      Jaxson glanced about their surroundings. “It was here, somewhere in the woods.”


      “That’s a lot of territory; the woods go on for miles.”


      “It was camouflaged to blend in with the bushes and trees. If I hadn’t literally walked into it, I wouldn’t have known it was there. It was as if someone had draped a realistic painting of the forest over the entire ship.”


      “Sounds like a hologram,” Nicholas said. He noticed the confused expression on Jaxson’s face. “The Elders may consider you a child, but you’re an


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    

  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
M A \ . . : y : : ‘
o VAR ¥ ; J : .
b : : : ‘

*Keith B. Darrell





OEBPS/Misc/page.xpgt
 

    
       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
      

       
          
          
      

       
          
             
             
             
             
             
             
         
      
   

    
       
   





OEBPS/Images/AmberLogoName.gif





