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Dedication and Thanks

 

This book is dedicated to all those who feel that so much in life often falls apart, but yet still hold onto the hope of a better, brighter future.

 

 



 

 

 

This book is a work of fiction.

Characters and places and such are fictional. Now, I would think this would be obvious information and therefore unnecessary to include in this book, but even so, I am putting this statement in here. I guess it’s possible that there may be someone, somewhere who might think this story is based on a true experience of an alien invasion.

If, by chance, this is you—you happen to be the one who believes the stories on these pages are true, and we have been invaded—then I encourage you to do this:

Look outside and evaluate. Are all buildings across the planet destroyed and do you see towering alien creatures walking the earth?

If so… I’m sorry. It’s all true.

If not, then… it’s fiction.

Simple?

 

Special note on the allegorical aspects of this story:

Personally, I believe nearly all stories have, by their very nature, an allegorical aspect to them of pointing towards the condition of the human heart and a hope for a better future. This story holds true to this shared desire held by people down through the ages.

 

 



 

 

 

Preface

 

This book came about through a discussion with a friend about what a story which drives a video game could look like. How would it flow? What would it convey? How does it grip the gamer beyond gameplay, and how does it create a beautiful allegory of hope?

A challenge, of course, is the problem of violence, as I’m not an author who enjoys writing violent stories. Another challenge when creating a story that points to the condition of the human heart is how to convey that story in a manner that comes across as neither preachy nor dorky.

In response to this, this story is not only about the events in these pages, but the heart of Xavier in his struggle to be more than a soldier and more than a survivor, which I think is beautiful, since all of us long to rise above the rubble, the destruction, and the ashes that we often see around us and not only find but also be something more.

 

Shawn P. B. Robinson
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Prologue

 

 

Tuesday, 12:04pm

 

The burgers sizzle on the grill, and a smile slowly stretches across my face.

Doesn’t get much better than this.

Three weeks of leave, and the best weather of the season expected in the days ahead. Alliah and Aaron seem to be getting along… I think. Can’t always tell with those two. But Connie’s easy to read from the huge grin on her face.

I flip the burgers and smile again. I could get used to this, but I ship out again in… no. Not shipping out. I’m flipping burgers. This is what I’m doing right now.

I smile again.

“Hey,” Connie says as she comes up beside me.

I put my arm around my wife, and she nestles in close. I’ve been gone too long. “Hey.”

“Did you get the emergency alert?”

I laugh. “Emergency? No, I left my phone in the bedroom. I’m not even sure it’s charged. I don’t want any calls or texts or emergency alerts or anything but this.” I give her another squeeze.

She smiles but can’t seem to take her focus on her phone. “This one’s weird, though. It says ‘Emergency. Remain indoors. More information to follow’.”

She holds up her phone, and I glance at it, not overly interested. “Maybe it’s just a…”

A loud BOOM knocks us to our knees, and the sun turns red as a huge meteorite tears across the sky.
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Wednesday, 9:28am

 

“Down here!” Connie hollers.

Alliah turns and follows without a second’s hesitation, but Aaron’s a little off. I grab the back of his jacket and yank him off his feet, not dropping him down again until he’s facing the right way. We can’t afford a lack of concentration right now. If one of us doesn’t listen, we’ll lose that one in the panicking crowd in seconds.

We squeeze into the small alley Connie’s found while we catch our breath, letting the people race by out in the street. I’m good to go, no need for a break, but Connie’s never run much, and Aaron’s always been a bookworm. He’d rather read than run and play. Alliah’s not having much trouble. Track and field champion every year since she was seven. She’s not as fast as me in a brief run, but she could outrun me any day over a distance.

But right now, it doesn’t matter who’s a bookworm and who’s a runner; I need them all to outrun me. I don’t know how else to keep them alive.

I check them over, one by one. They don’t even ask what I’m doing anymore as I check for cuts, for injuries, they just answer any questions like, “Does anything hurt?” or “How did you get this rip in your shirt?” My singular focus is to keep these three healthy and alive.

“Did you see it?” Aaron asks in a whisper as I check him over, inspecting the cut on his belly he got yesterday.

“See what?” I ask, barely paying attention. The bandage needs to be replaced. It’s not a serious cut, small enough the tape will hold it together. I’ve had worse many times in the field, but he’ll need antibiotics.

“The… thing. The thing they call a Grek.”

I stop and look at him. Alliah and Connie have gone silent as well. “You saw one? When? Where?”

“Behind us. It had… in its mouth… or… on its back… or… it had…”

His eyes are glassy, unfocused, and I put my hand on his cheek. “Look at me, buddy.” It takes him a moment, but he focuses, and I smile. “We’ve got each other, right?”

He nods.

“And we love each other, right?”

He nods again.

“Do you want to tell us what you saw, or do you want to tell us later?”

He stares at me for a moment, then whispers, “Later…” but as I pull away, I hear him quietly say, “Never…”

Coming back, I give him a hug. He’ll need to talk about it, but maybe not now. For now, we run.

I herd the family back toward the crowd racing down the street, and we join the flood of people, all running as hard as they can from what they don’t understand. And none of us even know where we’re running to.

But for now, all we can do is run.
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Saturday, 3:09pm

 

“Head into the open!” a man hollers at the crowd.

We’ve been running.

Well… running isn’t the right word. At this point, even Alliah can only put one foot in front of the other.

“Why the open? They’ll get us!” a woman shouts back.

Somehow, while running for our lives with thousands of others, we ended up splitting away from the masses along with about fifty people. Don’t know where the thousands of other people are now, which is strange, but we’re with these people at the moment.

The guy in plaid’s name is Geoff, and he fancies himself as a leader. He might be okay at it… if he had any sense.

“They’re not interested in us!” he explains between breaths. “Look at them! They just ignore us. All they want to do is tear stuff down. If we get away from the buildings, they won’t bother us. They’ll grow bored when everything’s destroyed, and they’ll leave!”

Connie looks at me, and I shake my head. “Doubt it,” I say.

“You have something to add?” Geoff growls at me.

He must have noticed my reaction. “Geoff,” I say, coming to a halt. The rest of the crowd slows down and stops around us. This isn’t the first time Geoff and I have butted heads, but I suspect it might be the last.

I turn slowly around, scanning the area. From this spot on the road, I can see six Greks, the closest at least seven or eight hundred yards away. Tall. Four legs. Hairy, thick body, tentacles on top. Hideous creatures!

Geoff’s right about one thing: they’re not interested in us. For the moment, anyway. “You see the lack of military?”

“Yeah!” he says with a sneer. “I gather they’re fighting them all over the place.”

“It’s possible,” I say. “It’s also possible the Greks took out every military installation on day one.”

His face turns beet red in a second, and he clenches his fists. “We don’t know that!” he screams. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

Geoff turns and walks away, but I take another stab at it. The people seem to gravitate towards him. Not sure why, but they hang on his every word. “If the army still existed, they’d be fighting. Even if they weren’t fighting here, we’d see signs. We’d hear gunfire, see the Airforce flying over our heads, and more. We’d at least hear the jets, if nothing else. Here’s my take on it, Geoff, based on years in the Navy. Once these Greks took out the military and likely most of our infrastructure, preventing food and supplies from reaching us, they turned their attention to destroying buildings. Either they like destroying buildings, or they’re removing every place we can hide. This… attack… that’s what it is, Geoff, an attack. It’s an operation. It’s strategic. It’s not chaos. Not random. It’s…”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Geoff shouts again as he waves for everyone to follow.

Connie, the kids, and I remain where we are while the crowd moves along, giving me dirty looks and coaxing Connie and my kids to go with them. One lady even whispers to Alliah, “You don’t have to listen to him. Come with us. We’ll keep you safe.”

I want to scream at the lady, but I know my daughter. She frowns at the woman and crosses her arms. My girl isn’t fooled that easily.

Before they get too far from us, I wave for my family to crouch, and we move along the edge of an enormous pile of rubble, turning down an alley, and weaving our way through the ruins.

“Where are we going?” Connie asks.

“I saw a pile of rubble back there that looks like it had some places to hide. I think we need to wait this one out. More’s going on here than Geoff or the others think.”

In another twenty minutes, we find our hiding spot. It’s near a destroyed market, and I take a run over to the ruins, finding some cans of food amongst the broken beams, bricks, and mortar.

That’ll get us through a couple more days, at least. Then I hope to know more about what’s going on.
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Thursday, Time unknown. Late at night.

 

“I hate that you were right,” Connie whispers to me as we sit in a crevice between two piles of rubble. I can barely see her in the dark.

We’ve moved three times since we left Geoff’s group. I’m glad none of the others saw what happened, but I did, out scavenging for food a few days ago. Once the Greks finished tearing down every building, the creatures converged on anyone out in the open.

Nowhere to hide out there.

And now… people… humans… they…

I saw Geoff when they took him, beating his fists against the large body of the Grek, its four legs thudding along the ground, moving off to the north. Most of the others fought just as hard, but no one had any chance against those beasts once those tentacles wrapped around them.

A few hours later, the Greks returned, carrying the same people they’d left with. Geoff, as much as I despised the man… I didn’t want this for him. His eyes are now just like the Greks, glowing green eyes most of the time, yellow when they think they have someone to find… just like the aliens.

And all the people… the humans… they’ve somehow joined the Greks.

“I hate it too,” I say, genuinely wishing I’d been wrong. “But it is what it is.”

“You think we’re the only ones left?” she asks, still in a whisper.

I glance back at the kids. I can’t see them in the dark, but I hear their breathing. They sound asleep to me. Turning back to Connie, I say quietly, “I hope not. I truly hope not.”

 

 

 

 

 


Children

 

 

Weeks later…

 

The small boy picked his way through the rubble, all that was left of his school. He thought he might be standing where his grade one class had been, but he couldn’t be sure. The occasional wall rose a foot or two above the piles of bricks and concrete and steel bars, possibly offering some cover if he pulled some plaster over himself, but he also had plenty of desks to hide under, if needed. And it would be needed. He knew that better than he knew where he was or where his next meal might come from.

Part of the chalkboard remained on the wall jutting up before him. Not much, just enough to see that it was, in fact, a chalkboard. The faded writing only remained because half a cabinet had fallen over, covering up what lay beneath.

Checking first to see if it would be a good hiding place—he had learned to look for that kind of thing first—and satisfied that it would do just fine, he crouched down and examined the chalkboard. The writing, faint as it was, showed names. His teacher always wrote names on that corner of the board, names of kids who had done well, a way to thank those who had worked hard, or smiled a lot.

Aaron had often got the smile award in class most days, along with Chloe. She smiled a lot, too. The two of them had been friends.

And they had a lot to smile about.

Aaron tried to get his lips to move into that position, that smile. It seemed so long ago. Only weeks, from what his mom had told him, but he didn’t think that could be true. His mom wasn’t a liar, never, but he thought she might be this time. It felt more like he’d spent his entire life running, hiding.

He squinted at the first letter of the name on the board. In the early morning light, along with the faded chalk, it was impossible to make out the letter. He thought the second letter could be an “H” or it could be an “A”. The top of the letter was smudged too much. The third letter, though… that was clear. It was definitely an “L”. Aaron’s teacher had a fun way of writing an “L” when she put a name on that list. She always wrote it with a little curve. Chloe. The name… it’s Chloe.

He nodded. Chloe had been smiling a lot that day. He could no longer remember why. She had told him, but the memories of that day were fuzzy.

That last day.

Aaron knew where he was. Definitely his classroom.

Chloe never smiled anymore, at least not when Aaron saw her. No one taken by the Greks smiled anymore. No one at all.

Well, that wasn’t really true. They smiled, but Aaron didn’t like their smiles. The smiles weren’t safe smiles. They weren’t happy smiles. They were smiles that told you that you were about to be caught.

Thud… thud… thud… thud…

Aaron’s heart dropped in his chest. The Greks were on the hunt.

He quickly slipped between the cabinet and the wall, his heart racing, the sweat breaking out along his forehead and running down his back.

“Calm your breathing, Aaron…”

That’s what his dad always said. Somehow, his dad and his mom stayed strong when he and Alliah could barely keep from crying all the time. Well, Aaron didn’t cry, but Alliah still did. Aaron couldn’t find tears anymore. They just wouldn’t come. He hadn’t cried in weeks? months? years? That seemed to scare his mom more than the crying did. She wanted tears. Or, at least, she wanted him able to.

But he didn’t think the tears would ever come again.

No more tears. Only fear.

He slipped inside what was left of the cabinet. The spiders didn’t bother him anymore. They seemed friendly compared to the Greks. And the human Greks.

Thud…

Thud…

Thud…

Thud… thud… thud… thud…

Slow steps, then fast steps. Aaron’s dad said that was the way they searched. A few slow steps, then fast. As long as they don’t make that noise… that Grek sound… the sound they got their name from… the sound they made when they see someone…

When they made that sound, dad said to run. Don’t look back, just run.

Thud…

Thud…

Thud…

Thud… thud… thud… thud…

Aaron closed his eyes and tried to calm his breathing. A moment later, he opened them again, and checked over his entire body, doing his best to make sure no part of him stuck out. He was sure they couldn’t see him, but he pulled himself back further inside the cabinet just to be sure.

As he moved his foot, a stone moved with it, then rolled down onto one of the few spots where he could see the floor tiles of his former grade one class. The stone clacked against the tile, not loud, but maybe too loud.

The thuds came to a halt, and he waited. One-one thousand… two-one thousand… three-one thousand…

Aaron nearly screamed when he heard the dreaded sound.

“GRRREHHHHK!”

Scrambling out the far side of what remained of the crumbling wall and cabinet, he ran as hard as he could over broken concrete and bricks. He got through the standing arch of the doorway, and out into the hall connecting the classrooms, then through the rubble of the grade two class and up and over the bricks of the outside wall. When he reached the bottom of the pile of bricks and hit open ground, Aaron ran. Hard. As hard as he’d ever run in his life.

He raced across the playground, angling toward the gate leading into the neighborhood behind the school, back where his house used to be. Not many houses still stood, but a few walls here and there and the occasional house rose up somewhat intact.

But not his own home. It was nothing more than a pile.

Aaron didn’t look back as he ran. His dad always said, “Just run. Forget everything else. Run and hide.”

He’d learned to obey, for the most part, and as he ran, he wished he’d obeyed this time as well.

Thud… thud… thud… thud…

GRRREHHHHK!

Thud… thud… thud… thud…

Running as hard as he could, he reached the far side of the schoolyard. Maybe they hadn’t seen him yet. He hoped he might be far enough away.

The tears seemed to have come back suddenly. A bad time for it. Made it hard to see as he ran for his life.

He reached the gate, but didn’t make the turn in time, slamming into the fencing and stumbling off to the side. The moment he regained his balance, he took off to his right until the fencing opened into the empty street.

He had his escape route already down. His mom and dad had drilled it into him so many times he knew where to go wherever he was in the city—what was left of it, anyway.

He turned into the street and risked a glance back. Two of them. The big ones, the full Greks. Large, four legs—hard like a crab’s—with a hairy spider-like body. No wonder the little spiders never bothered him anymore.

The human Greks were probably back there somewhere. He figured Chloe might even be with them. She was around a lot. She’d always been fast and small. Aaron thought they used her a lot for that alone.

He raced up the street past the piles of rubble from all the homes and turned sharply to the left toward a house, hoping to lose his pursuers. Crouched low enough he couldn’t see the Greks past the debris left from the ruined buildings, Aaron rushed along a mostly clear path laying between two destroyed houses. He moved along a wall still somewhat remaining, standing just above his own height, and then made his way toward a hole he could see ahead.

“GRRREHHHHK!”

He broke into an all-out run, but barely made it two steps before something slammed into his chest and yanked him right off his feet. Spinning around through the air, he struggled, but then crashed down next to the wall he had just passed. A moment later, a large hand covered his mouth before everything went dark.

“Calm your breathing, Aaron…”

The hand came away, and Aaron wanted to shout and wrap his arms around his dad’s neck, but he dared not move or make a sound. His dad had covered the two of them in one of those silver blankets, the one he thought would hide them from the Greks.

“Will it work?” Aaron asked.

“This will be a good test. We’ll know in a few minutes.”

“Should we try to make it into that hole? I saw one just up ahead.”

“No,” his dad replied, so quiet Aaron could barely hear. “They’re too close. Don’t make a sound.”

They waited, remaining still, listening to the crashing sounds all around as the Greks tore along the streets, looking for them.

No, not them. Looking for Aaron. The Greks didn’t know about his dad.

“Maybe I should go out there. Then you can get away. They’re not looking for you, dad.”

He felt his dad tense for a moment, but then his dad lowered his head and rested his cheek on top of Aaron’s head. “My brave boy, always willing to sacrifice for others. Don’t you worry. We’ll get out of this. Together.”

They settled in, waiting for what felt like hours, the searching Greks stomping along the streets and through the rubble. In time, the sounds changed. No more quick thuds. No more screeches.

Thud…

Thud…

Thud…

Thud…

“They’ve calmed down,” Aaron’s dad whispered. “They’re back to their normal search pattern. We can leave soon.”

“Do you have a way out?”

His dad chuckled. “About four of them. We won’t know which one we want until we take a peek.”

They waited a little longer before his dad carefully pulled back the silver blanket. Aaron couldn’t see anything out there, other than the blue sky above, but when his dad finally dropped the sheet, the Greks were out of sight. Only the faint sounds of their feet on the ground far off gave any threat of danger.

“This way.”

Aaron followed carefully, mimicking his dad’s movements exactly, just as his dad had taught him. They moved along, crouching as low as they could, sometimes even crawling on their knees, until they reached a dip in the ground. Moving down into it, Aaron felt some of the stress leave his shoulders. It always felt best when they were down out of sight.

At the bottom of the dip, a small stream flowed freely, the level slightly higher than yesterday after last night’s rain. The grassy bank grew thick with overgrown grass and weeds, and they took the time to stop and have a drink. It wasn’t clean, but it was the cleanest they got those days. The water tower itself had come down the first day of the attack, so any tap they found did nothing at all.

“Come along,” his dad whispered once they’d had plenty to drink and filled their canteens. “Your mom and sister are worried sick about you.”

His dad didn’t say it, but Aaron knew he’d messed up. He had just wanted to see his school again. He’d hated school—every second of it—but he’d give anything to be back there now with Chloe and everyone else. Even the bullies. They were easy to deal with compared to this life.

Crawling along the bank of the stream, they reached a culvert running under a road. Most were too small for Aaron’s dad, which meant a quick run up and over the road, risking exposure, but this one stood tall enough Aaron could walk and his dad could move along with only hunching his shoulders and neck.

They never spoke in a culvert or tunnel of any kind. Sound moved strangely in tunnels, and the risk of giving away their location was too great.

On the far side, they paused. The culvert came out in a small forest running alongside the stream. No Greks could make it through the trees—at least not without tearing the trees down—but the human Greks… they were harder to see, didn’t make as much noise, and could call the Greks in seconds. And they could go anywhere Aaron and his dad could.

The two waited patiently, slowly surveying the area, ensuring no eyes, no searching eyes, could see them. Aaron scanned the area as carefully as his dad, his heart racing. The forest… it was exactly the kind of place the human Greks hid. That and some of the few remaining buildings.

The only thing that made it easier, although it added to the terror, were the eyes. The human Greks’ eyes glowed like the big Greks. Green was regular, normal searching. Yellow, his dad thought, was aggressive searching and attack. And white, they’d only seen that once before, but Aaron’s mom thought it might be caution, fear.

“I think we’re good,” Aaron’s dad hissed. “Gotta move.”

Aaron followed quickly. He still wasn’t sure it was clear, that the Greks really were gone, but he wouldn’t lag behind. He didn’t want to lose his dad.

They ran along the bank of the stream, pushing their way through thick bushes, around trees, over fallen logs, and even crossing the shallow stream a few times, back and forth, just for easier travel.

When they reached home, Aaron collapsed right into his mother’s arms. His sister, Alliah, frowned and shook her head, but before she could say anything, Aaron whispered, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have gone.”

“You’re lucky we figured out where you were,” his dad whispered. No one spoke loudly anymore. Their home, just a black tarp over an open area with sticks and leaves covering the entire outside to camouflage their presence, would never keep the sound in.

Without another word, they settled in for breakfast. Aaron had left before the sun had risen, hoping to get back before his family noticed, but, like every day, the busy schedule started early.
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Alliah wanted to yell at her brother, but she knew she couldn’t. The sound would betray them all, and it wouldn’t do any good. Aaron wasn’t the same boy he’d been a few weeks ago. He still cared for others, in a way, well… at times, but he’d grown hard, cold… angry… not at all the kind boy she’d known ever since he’d come home from the hospital with her mom. At least not kind toward her.

Her mom and dad wouldn’t do anything about it, either. They never did. They didn’t seem to do anything about anything anymore. Well, nothing other than hunt for food. Their only focus seemed to be to stay safe and stay fed.

When they finished eating their breakfast, Alliah and her family left their little hole in the ground, stepping out into the early morning light. On the way out, they carefully covered up the opening before circling the area to make sure nothing of the tarp showed at all. Once her parents were satisfied, they split up. Today, she went with dad. She didn’t know who she liked to go with more, but she liked that her dad moved fast. Her mom spent more time in each place. Aaron liked to do that too, so it was probably better that the two of them traveled together.

“Let’s find our food for today,” her dad said with a smile. He always smiled at her and Aaron. Alliah didn’t know what there was to smile about anymore, but her dad said getting through these first few weeks with all four of them alive was enough reason to smile.

Alliah thought she agreed, but wasn’t sure.

By early afternoon, they’d found a house with food. Alliah assumed most houses had food in them, but digging through the rubble was too difficult, especially since it had to be done quietly while keeping an eye out for movement. What they did instead was scan the surface of the ruins for any signs of anything they could eat.

More than a week had passed since Alliah had seen anyone else, other than the Greks and human Greks. Although her parents disagreed, she figured no one else had survived. Maybe the four of them were the only free humans.

The day turned out to be a good day for hunting. They found cans and even some freeze-dried food, enough for three, maybe four days. When her dad told her they could go back to their home, it was sometime around five or six in the evening, based on the height of the sun above the horizon.

They reached home or, the cave as Alliah called it and found mom and Aaron had a good day too. With everything collected, Alliah guessed they had close to a week’s worth of food. She hoped that meant they could take it easy for a few days, but her dad wouldn’t hear of it. “Every day!” he told her. She wondered if he feared they’d one day find nothing—ever again.

They ate cold peas and cold stew that night, and even Aaron liked it. Alliah suspected he was just happy they wouldn’t have to eat stewed tomatoes a fourth day in a row.

When they settled down for the night, Alliah pulled herself deep into her little corner. Her dad didn’t come to kiss her goodnight, nor did her mom. She ground her teeth and felt the anger grow. They never did anymore. Not since the Greks came. She lay there thinking to herself that they never really had time for her now.

Maybe they never would again.

The minutes dragged on as Alliah lay there, right next to her little brother. She hated the feeling of bugs crawling on her. Not much she could do about it, though, so she tried to brush them off. No matter how hard she tried, she’d never get them all.

Squeezing her eyes tight, she tried to block out the bugs, to block out everything, but something caught her attention. A sound. Nothing too loud. Not a Grek sound, but something else. Something that broke through the wall she’d built around her heart.

A sniff.

She rolled over quietly and listened. There it was again. Her mom. Her mom was like a rock. Nothing shook her.

Her dad turned his head and looked back at Alliah, then over at Aaron. In the darkness, he’d never see Alliah’s eyes looking back at him, but whatever he could see, he seemed satisfied. They whispered, her mom and dad. Whatever they talked about, it couldn’t be good. Maybe they’d have to move. In one sense, that would be nice, but then again, the next place could be worse. Even their secret meeting places, the places they’d marked out to meet if they got separated, none of those places even kept the rain off, let alone the bugs out.

Alliah pushed back her damp blanket and crept closer. She’d learned quickly how to move silently, and she kept to the edges of the little cave they called home. Even if her dad looked back again, he might not see her. She could barely see them in the darkness.

“…could have lost him today, Xavier! We’ll never get him back if they take him. We’ll just have to watch him wander around like all the others, looking for us. I can’t bear to see our kids living out their lives as… those things!”

“I know, Connie. I know. But we got him back. That’s the important thing.”

“I know… and I’m glad. I really am, but…”

“But what?”

“I need something from you.”

“Connie, I can’t predict when one kid is going to run off. Nor can I stay up all night long and guard the door. I’m barely on my feet as it is!”

Alliah wrapped her arms around herself to keep herself from shivering, despite the heat. She hadn’t realized how tired her dad was, or how upset her mom was.

“No, I don’t mean that. I mean…”

Her mom paused for long enough that Alliah thought maybe the conversation was over, and she’d just missed the end. She was about to crawl back to her bed when she heard her mom whisper, “I want a promise.”

“What promise?” her dad asked.

“Promise me you’ll…” She took a deep breath and said, “the kids are what’s important. More important than you or me.”

“I agree,” her dad said, without hesitation.

“Then I want us to promise each other that we’ll protect the kids first—even if it costs each of us our lives.”

Alliah’s mouth dropped open, and she nearly spoke up, but stopped when her dad chuckled quietly. “I’d give my life for Alliah or Aaron in an instant. I wouldn’t even hesitate! You know that. I know you’d do that same.”

“I know. That’s not what I’m asking.”

“What are you asking?” His voice had grown serious again, and Alliah’s heart raced. What could her mom be talking about?

“I mean… I mean, if it comes down to me or them, Xavier… save them.”

Alliah’s mouth dropped open again, and she forgot to breathe for a few seconds. We don’t do that kind of thing! It’s all or nothing with us. That’s the way it’s been. That’s the way it’ll always be. My dad will tell her. He should yell at her! How dare she! How could she even think this? He’ll remind her!

She waited for her dad to tell her mom off for saying something so wicked, but his voice grew even quieter. “And you’ll do the same for me? The kids first?”

“Yes.”

In the darkness, Alliah couldn’t be sure, but she thought he nodded. “I promise.”

“I promise too. The kids first.”

She backed away as her parents hugged, her heart racing and confused. In the night’s silence, she fell asleep to the sound of her parents weeping.
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Six weeks later…

 

They ran along an alley between two destroyed buildings, the one on the left all concrete, tiles, and beams, the one on the right, bricks, beams, plaster, and books. Alliah thought for sure it must have been a library, but she didn’t know this area. They were far from their home. Her dad had told her what city they were in, had been in for the last week or so, but she hadn’t listened. She didn’t care. All that mattered was staying away from the Greks.

For another day.

Another week, maybe.

Maybe even a month.

The Greks had smashed the structures on either side inward, like many of the buildings in this city, leaving the alley just perfect for running and hiding, but what lay ahead was the real problem. They never knew where their steps would lead them.

Reaching the street, they stopped and checked the area. No one said a word. They’d done this too many times, over and over, to wonder how to act. Her dad gave the signal, and they raced across the street, down another alley, then came to a startled halt.

“Wha…?” Aaron asked, his voice barely heard above the sound of everyone’s breathing.

Alliah’s mouth moved, but no sound came out. Ahead sat… buildings. Somewhat unbroken buildings. Windows smashed, of course—the Greks liked to break things—but most of the walls stood intact. A school, a few houses, a store. For each structure, only about half the building still stood, but that was far more than most. She wondered if people had survived! They’d seen no one other than human Greks in weeks. Or months. She couldn’t remember how long it had been.

But none of that mattered. All that mattered at that moment was how they responded to their mom’s command. “RUN!”

They took off across the street.

RUN had become a sacred word, spoken only when Greks spotted them. Move meant they had to run fast and stay hidden. Sneak meant move slow and stay hidden. But RUN… that meant Greks had their eyes on them. That meant the Grek eyes had turned yellow.

Alliah had the lead. She was the fastest out of all of them. Her dad next. Then Aaron. Then her mom. Because of Alliah’s speed, she chose the path, unless her dad or mom shouted a different order, a different direction.

She led them across the street, directly into the school. The doors stood open… or torn off, but the hallways lay clear of debris. A perfect escape, or a perfect trap. They’d know soon.

She pushed the second possibility out of her mind. That risk was the same with every situation, every time the Greks saw them. In every place, they could always find themselves trapped.

She turned down a hallway and ran through the dark. Despite how difficult it was to see, she raced on, her dad’s heavy breathing not far behind, and Aaron and her mom’s footsteps echoing along the walls, reminding her she wasn’t alone.

Thud… thud… thud… thud… thud… thud… thud… thud…

The big Greks had arrived, and Alliah turned down a hallway, brighter than the rest. It led out into the open. She thought that was the last place they wanted to be right then, but they had to check. Always check. Always find out where the danger lay.

They ran out into the sunlight, Alliah shielding her eyes from the sun to give herself the best chance of seeing where to go next.

Thud… thud… thud…

She skidded to a halt, and her dad crashed into her, grabbing her and picking her right up to keep the two of them from sliding into the leg of the Grek that had stepped out right in front of her. They turned to go back into the school, just as a Grek came up beside them, knocking a wall right over. Alliah and her dad stood frozen, his fingers digging into her arms as they watched the brick wall collapse right on Alliah’s mom.

Alliah screamed, and Aaron joined in. Her dad rushed to her mom’s side, the top half of her body somehow managed not to be covered. Alliah’s heart filled with relief when her mom turned her head up to look at her dad.

Alliah’s mom focused on her dad for just a second, then let her eyes flick briefly to Alliah, then to Aaron, then back to her dad. She ground her teeth before she growled. “This is it, Xavier. YOU PROMISED!”

It had all happened in a moment, all so fast. Alliah couldn’t quite remember the promise, but she knew it wasn’t good. She turned to Aaron just as a tentacle came down and wrenched him into the air. Alliah lunged toward him, to get him back, but something yanked her back so hard it nearly ripped the shirt off her, and a moment later, she found herself carried back into the school over her dad’s shoulder. The last sight of her mom was of her struggling to get out from under the wall as two large Greks circled around.

No sign of Aaron. Her brother was gone.

She thought at first the screams were her mom’s. A tortured sound, a scream of rage, horror, the sound of a heart breaking. But as she beat her fists against her dad’s back, she knew it all came from her, her screams blocking out the faint sounds of her dad’s moans.

As he carried her, he turned, then again, then again, and she found herself whipped around through the air. When she came to a halt, her face was less than an inch from her dad’s, his hands firmly on each side of her head.

“STOP!” he ordered, and Alliah immediately snapped her mouth shut. There was never time for grief or fear. Only time to follow orders. The ones who followed orders survived.

“What about mom and Aaron?”

“Listen closely, Alliah. There’s a small window here. I’m going to drop you out of it. It’s just a few feet to the ground. It won’t hurt. Make your way to our secret spot. Hide there until I return. I’m going to see if I can get Aaron and mom back. Do you understand?”

Alliah nodded, unsure if she could do it, but her dad waited for nothing else. Her body spun around, and a moment later, she dangled out the window for just a heartbeat before he let go. A short drop to the ground, and she looked up to see her dad’s desperate eyes for the last time.

She turned to go but ducked quickly behind a bush as the terrifying thud sound announced the coming of a Grek. Knowing the bush might not hide her, she scanned the area for a way out, but all she could see was a small hole in the brick, leading back into the school, right into a classroom similar to the one she’d been in with her dad a moment before. She scrambled through the hole and behind the teacher’s desk as three human Greks raced past the door in the hallway. Human Greks never spoke, but their eyes… yellow… that was all she needed to know.

“I need to help,” she thought quietly to herself, then made her decision. She’d follow her dad and see if she could help get her brother back.

 

 


Loss

 

 

I race through the school, turning down the corridors. The Greks won’t come in here, not the building. They like to destroy any structure they find, but they don’t do it if someone’s inside. They want the people.

But they won’t get me.

And I’m going to do everything I can to make sure they don’t keep my son and wife.

I slow, then come to a halt outside a doorway. Seeing what I’m after, I race into the room. On the far wall, a large hole leads out into the side yard of the school. I reach it and stick my head out, scanning the area. No Greks. No human Greks.

Slipping out, careful to be as quiet as I can, I focus hard on Connie and Aaron, doing my best to push Alliah out of my mind. If I’m not careful, the fear that the Greks will catch her will keep me from my mission. Just have to trust Alliah to keep herself safe. Right now, my only focus is to get Connie and Aaron back.

I run hard across the schoolyard. I always kept in shape over the years but focused more on muscle. Running was never my thing. But the last few months… it feels like that’s all I do. Now, as long as we can find enough food and water, running comes easy. And it’s a good thing, too. The Greks who have my wife and son have quite a lead on me.

And they’re fast. The only good news is, carrying someone slows them down.

On the other side of the yard, I climb past a broken fence and run down a street, mostly clear of debris. I’m risking a lot to run like this in the open, but I have to get Connie and Aaron!

I catch sight of the Greks ahead. They’re tall, standing above the wreckage of the buildings. They face forward, their eyes ahead, away from me, following behind. I’m safe for now, as long as nothing else sees me.

Ahead, the street turns. The buildings before me are all torn down, but climbing the pile of debris will slow me down too much. I turn to the left, then race to the next street heading the direction I want, only half a block away. When I reach it, I turn to the right and see a dead end ahead, but this dead end leads right into an open field. I get to it and push through the thick, tall grass and weeds. This kind of running is dangerous. Never know what holes might lie before me. A broken foot will not only end my chance to rescue my wife and son, but it might also stop me from reaching Alliah again.

Just to the right is a bit of a hill, and I run up the side of it, crouching down when I get near
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