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Dedication
For my youngest daughter, Katie
Science fiction is the opportunity to travel between worlds, to visit far flung vistas without ever leaving your armchair.



Synopsis
Ashley Kelly is your typical American teenager—or she would be if it wasn’t for the cluster bomb that crippled her. Seven years after the invasion, over a hundred million Americans have been displaced by the war, with millions more dead. Ash has spent seven years learning to walk again, and she’ll be damned if she’s going to lie down for anyone, human or otherwise.



Home Sweet Home
My throat is as dry as the desert beyond the window. Dust kicks up behind the aging Greyhound bus, swirling to one side in the crosswind whipping over the sunbaked terrain. The old diesel engine leaks exhaust fumes into the cabin, forcing me to crack open the upper window and allow dust to seep in. Sweat drips from my nose. The padding in the seats has been compressed by countless refugees over the years, leaving my boney ass sitting uncomfortably on what amounts to a metal bench.
It’s been seven years since I’ve seen my mom. Seven years since the invasion began. Seven years since shrapnel from a cluster bomb embedded itself in my spine, leaving me partially paralyzed from the waist down. And they say I’m one of the lucky ones.
I was ten when the alien horde arrived. I spent the first nine months being evac’d from one hospital to another. The fancy inner city hospitals slowly gave way to aging hospitals in the Deep South, before turning into military field hospitals in Louisiana and later Texas. From there, I was one of the second wave accepted at the Hospital de General in Mexico City.
Everyone I met, so many doctors and nurses and orderlies over the best part of a decade, they all told me I was lucky. I didn’t feel lucky. Going through puberty while bouncing between hospital wards in a wheelchair isn’t the kind of luck I envy. Seven years of rehab and I can walk again. I guess that’s what they mean by lucky. I have a limp, and my hip feels as though it’s set on an angle sloping to the right. There’s a lift in my shoe to compensate, but depending on how my hip feels, some days it’s more of a hindrance than a help. I’m alive and I’m mobile. Sort of. Any more than ten to fifteen minutes on my feet and I’m in agony, but I really am lucky. Seventy million dead. Over a hundred million displaced. One grumpy teenaged girl in a wheelchair isn’t so bad in comparison.
Through the heat mirage shimmering on the horizon, I can make out the watchtowers surrounding Camp Augustus. Mom’s in there somewhere, and I feel sad. After seven years, we barely know each other. I was a kid when the first pod arrived. I may only be seventeen, but with all that’s happened, I feel like I’m forty, making all kinds of treatment decisions in Mom’s absence, and often fighting with American diplomats and army officials wanting to draft a cripple to free up a hospital bed. Their legs work fine, I would point out, much to their displeasure and protests about how “we” need to work together as a team. To hell with the team. Teams play sports. Shooting grubs is not sport. Being chased by grubs is not fun. “But you could work in a munitions factory,” they’d say. “So could you,” I’d gleefully reply.
Still makes my blood boil. Here we are, fighting creatures from the other side of the galaxy, and the biggest fights are still between ourselves. The military is a machine—a grist mill. It only works if you don’t think, just do. Even if I were able bodied, I couldn’t live like that. But it’s total war. No time for pleasantries or sentiment, even though these attributes are the only things that make us human in the first place.
I wonder if Mom will recognize me? She’ll remember my facial features, but my pudgy cheeks are now gaunt. I doubt she’ll recognize my fiery nature. Or maybe she will. I was a handful as a kid.
As we approach the gates, I see protestors gathered outside with placards.
Yankee Go Home.
No more illegal settlements.
Stealing our land, our jobs, our future.
Not my fault. Not my fight.
What about our independence?
At least I can understand these banners. In Mexico City, the placards are mostly in Spanish, so I never know quite what everyone’s upset about although it’s clear they’re annoyed with me and my kind. With all that humanity has been through following the alien invasion, I thought we would have figured this out by now. There’s no us and them anymore, only us. If there’s a them, it’s the grubs. Planet Earth is too small for lines on a map.
The bus slows. The gates open. Soldiers wave us through. With rifles slung over their shoulders, dark sunglasses and desert fatigues, it’s hard to tell if they’re Mexican or American. Shouldn’t matter, but apparently it does.
From where I am at the back of the bus, I look out over a sea of tents stretching into the distance. Refugees clog the impromptu roads within the camp. Their clothing is as dull as the desert sand around them.
The bus stops outside the only fixed structure I’ve seen so far, a large hut with a corrugated iron roof. An American soldier climbs onboard and addresses us.
“Welcome to Camp Augustus. Make sure you have your papers and inoculation documents handy.”
Refugees pack the aisle of the bus, although I’m not sure why. What’s the rush? This ain’t the Waldorf.
Once the bus empties, I drag myself to my feet, using the chair backs to steady my legs. I make my way down the aisle, watching each step so as to avoid tripping on the worn linoleum. My hip hurts after the long ride. I hate waddling like a duck, but I can’t help it. The thirty seconds or so it takes me to get to the stairs by the door seems like forever. A soldier waits patiently outside the bus with my wheelchair. As I lower myself down the stairs leading to the door, he rushes around, ready to grab me should I fall.
“I’m fine. Really,” I say, wanting to assure him I can make it the last few feet. I don’t remember the step up from the bus station in Mexico City being that high, and I come close to falling as I step down onto the dusty road. Sweet moves, Ashley. Way to make an impression. With your face planted in the dirt. The soldier holds out his hand, taking my bicep to steady me as I stumble into the road.
I smile, saying, “Thanks.”
One thing I’ve learned being crippled, is that even with the best of intentions, no one really knows what I need. Often, that includes me. As helpful as the soldier is, he’s left the brakes off of my wheelchair, simply rolling it up to the door and then coming around to help me. If I collapse into the wheelchair now, it’ll shoot back beneath me and I’ll be left sitting on my ass in the dust. Done that before.
I reach down on either side of the wheelchair, flipping the brake levers on and locking the chair in place as the young soldier fusses with my arms. I’m so tempted to tell him to back off, but “Ashley is polite,” as my physiotherapist in Mexico City loves to remind me. Be nice, Ash. He’s only trying to help.
I ignore the soldier, turning and backing up to the chair. Holding the armrests, I try to lower myself, but I’m exhausted and plonk my ass into the chair with the grace of someone slipping and falling from a high diving board into an Olympic size swimming pool.
The soldier doesn’t seem to notice. If he does, he’s polite and doesn’t say anything. He walks around behind me, grabbing the handles of the wheelchair as I release the brakes.
“Let’s get you registered,” he says, pushing me out of the sun and into a line of refugees waiting to sign into the camp. It’s always nice to be wheeled around by someone. Never lasts long. Normally, it’s a courtesy for us cripples on arrival, but it’s nice nonetheless.
“Ashley Kelly, right?” he says, leaning down and talking directly into my ear. I’m not deaf. But I am polite. Remember to be polite, Ash.
“Yes,” I say, turning slightly to one side so as to pretend to face him. Again, I’m careful to provide the obligatory smile. Girls are supposed to smile. Apparently, it makes us pretty, even when we’re in a wheelchair.
“Jai Davidson,” he says. “Sergeant McKenzie sent me to greet you.”
“Ah,” I say, remembering the sergeant from the hospital. He’s the one that tracked me down, and made the connection between me and Mom. Official records are sporadic at best, these days. We’ve gone from computer databases back to paper pads and index cards. Occasionally, I’ve seen the odd overloaded computer in one of the hospital wards, but they’re never new, and most have been co-opted for the war effort. I’m disappointed not to see Sergeant McKenzie, but I guess he’s busy soldiering or something.   
Jai is nice enough as soldiers go. He’s roughly my age. These days, they’ll take anyone as a soldier. Men, women, teens, kids. Makes no difference to either the politicians or the grubs. Can you hold a gun? Can you point it this way? Can you run that way when the grubs mow down your friends? Even a cripple like me can work in a munitions factory. Are you breathing? You’re qualified. Cynical much? Yep, that’s me. Ashley Kelly, war correspondent, at least within the bounds of my own mind.
Jai hands me a lanyard with my name written on a card inside a plastic tag.
“Jewelry?” I say, slipping it over my head. “For me? You didn’t have to.”
Jai smiles politely.
I’m pretty sure Jai is a new recruit as he hasn’t introduced himself with the normal bluster of rank.
Private First Class—cannon fodder.
Corporal—a private that escaped a wave of grubs and lived to fight another day.
Sergeant—a corporal that’s been flattered with a leadership position, but not because they actually have any real leadership potential—rather because they’re one of the few left standing, and that’s leadership right there. Although I’d never say this to Sergeant McKenzie. I’d like to think he’s one of the real soldiers. There’s not many of them left.
Captain—college education before the invasion. Doesn’t matter about the subject. Art diplomas are as good as engineering degrees.
Colonel—someone that hides in the corner beside the exit sign when the grubs are on the move.
General—well, those are the idiots that failed to stop this forest fire from burning out of control.
Did I forget Major? Of course I did. Everyone forgets Majors.
“Where are you from, Jai?” I ask turning on my not-a-bitch persona and pretending to be interested in someone other than myself.
“Arkansas,” he says, wheeling me up to the registration table.
“Arkansas,” I reply with mock enthusiasm, followed by sarcasm. “I flew over Arkansas once.” Be nice, Ash. Behave. He’s only trying to be nice, but honestly, what else is there to say about Arkansas?
Jai laughs. “Doesn’t everyone.” I appreciate that he’s not offended by my silly, snide remark. Jai’s a nice guy. Most people would write me off as a jerk, and want to be rid of me.
“Do you have baggage?” a Mexican woman asks.
“Physically or metaphorically?” I ask in reply, but my comment goes past the goalkeeper and straight into the net. She misses it completely.
Her skin is smooth and unblemished. She could be any age from twenty to forty—it’s impossible to tell. Her dark hair falls off her slender shoulders, and I am jelly—so jealous. With high cheekbones and natural curves, she should be modeling swimsuits, not working in a refugee camp. Me? I’m plain. If I’m not rolling around in my wheelchair squishing people’s toes, I don’t so much blend into a crowd as disappear. I have forgettable features.
“Ah, yes,” I say, noticing the name Dr. Luisa Martinez on her Red Cross badge. “Just one backpack.”
“I’ll get that taken to your tent,” she says, noting something on her clipboard. “If you need anything practical, stop by the Red Cross tent. Supplies are limited, but we can get feminine products and simple first aid items, like ibuprofen.”
Painkillers. Damn, I hadn’t even thought about them. I’d just assumed my meds would continue in camp, but looking at the rundown tents, I have my doubts about even basic necessities.
“We can get messages out to loved ones,” she says, and suddenly the camp is feeling distinctly like a prison.
“There’s only my mom,” I say. “And she’s here, somewhere.”
“OK,” she replies. “Well, even if you just want to talk to a friendly face. Drop by and say hi.” I can see the genuine care she has for us refugees. I suspect she’s frustrated by a lack of resources.
“Dr. Martinez,” someone says from behind her, and she excuses herself.
“Name?” a grumpy old woman in an ill-fitting uniform says from behind the registration table. I straighten in my wheelchair in a mock show of standing to attention. That my name is written in large letters inside a plastic tag attached to the lanyard around my neck is lost on this woman, so I decide I’m going to have some fun.
“Kelly, Ashley,” I say, with seasoned practice, reversing my name as though formality is somehow important. They write names that way on documents, leading with the last name. It’s a military thing, I guess, and I watch with glee as she writes Ashley Kelly, which is technically correct when read by any normal human being, but not what she intends as she’s assuming Ashley is my last name.
I lean over, pretending to be helpful with a slight flutter of my hand, saying, “Kelly is my last name. So Ashley Kelly. As in, Kelly, Ashley.”
Does not compute.
She looks at me dumbfounded, still trying to figure out which name should be first as either could work as a last name.
“Put down Kelly as the first name,” I say, pointing at the field for the last name, and knowing full well I’ve thrown her into a tailspin. I mean first as in the first name on her stupid form, not my first name.
She crosses out my name and writes it again, precisely as I’d said it the first time. Kelly, Ashley.
You’re cruel, Ash. So cruel. And on the inside, I smile a little.
“Date of birth?”
“Fourth of July, 2020.”
“Born on Independence Day, huh?”
“Yep,” I say, lying my ass off with a cheesy grin stretched across my face. Everyone loves the irony of that date given our predicament, especially those gullible enough to believe it.
I should show more respect for authority, but I can’t. Maybe there’s a few wires crossed inside my brain, but the only way I can deal with mind numbing bureaucracy is with a dose of defiance.
“Social Security Number?”
Social Security? Really? I’m pretty sure that hasn’t existed anywhere for seven years. I was a kid when the world went to hell.
In a slow, deliberate voice, I say, “123-45-6789,” taking pains to pause after each number so she gets them all down in sequence.
The look on her face is priceless. Without lifting her head, she peers over her glasses, looking at me with eyes that could kill. I smile, tempted to bat my eyelids to project my innocence. She thinks about saying something. I can see her on the verge of challenging me on the legitimacy of that number, but it must strike her that she has no way of verifying any ID number given to her. And she’s right. If she doesn’t like that one, I’ll go with 987-65-4321. At the very least, my number is openly fraudulent, but even so it’s probably far more unique than the dodgy numbers she normally deals with. Genuine Social Security IDs fetch absurd prices on the black market.
She lowers her eyes and writes down the number.
YES!
Ashley Kelly — 3.
Camp Augustus — 0.
God, I hate bureaucracy. 
“Take her over to basic necessities,” the lady says, still writing stuff down. I’m tempted to point out that such a term is redundant. Necessities are, by definition, basic, but hey, I’m ahead on the scoreboard, so I leave that one hanging.
She’s still writing.
What is she writing? I can’t read her sloppy handwriting upside down.
Poetry?
It doesn’t take that long to write down a sequential list of numbers, and I haven’t told her anything else. In my mind, I’d like to imagine she’s composing a haiku between interviews, but I doubt it.
Crippled girl in a wheelchair,
Clothed in dust and sweat,
Grubs eat babies.
OK, the last line only has four syllables, but it’s got sufficient shock factor to work. Maybe that’s what has her stumped. Perhaps she’s trying to figure out if the final line would translate into seven syllables in Japanese?
Sigh.
If only the aliens could have rescued us from bureaucracy. We would have hailed them as saviors rather than invaders.
Jai reverses slightly, turning and rolling me back onto the road and out into the blistering hot sun. I’m not expecting the chauffeur service to last much longer. It’s about now I normally get abandoned. Jai wheels me up to the quartermaster, who dumps a load of bedding tied in a bundle onto the countertop, saying, “Sign here.”
“Ah, you’re a man after my own heart,” I reply, leaning forward and drawing a massive X through the signature line rather than signing neatly above the thin row of dots. “None of this male Bos taurus primigenius feces.”
He looks at me like I’m crazy. Aren’t we all?
I look at the form in front of me. I’ll be damned if I’m going to bother with putting down a date. Who cares? Honestly? That world ended seven years ago. Who will ever look at this? I plop the pen down on the clipboard with as much gusto as he managed with my bedding bundle, and the quartermaster looks at me, befuddled to see his own behavior mirrored by a tiny crippled girl. Perhaps the big strong mean quartermaster isn’t so insensitive after all. I smile. Smiles defuse bombs.
I catch Jai shrugging his shoulders as the quartermaster looks at him for an explanation. We cripples can get away with murder.
Jai hands the bundle to me, resting it gently on my lap. It’s right about now I’m expecting him to excuse himself. Time to run away. That’s the thing about cripples like me. Better out of sight and out of mind. He’ll have guard duty, or he’ll need to report in to the sergeant, or he’ll be scheduled to work in the mess tent, or he’ll have one of a hundred other stupid reasons to abandon me. I’ve heard them all before. Believed most of them. Not anymore.
Without saying a word, Jai walks around behind me. I wonder if he’s going to give me some lame excuse as he walks away, but he takes the handles of the wheelchair and again backs up, taking care not to bump my legs on the wooden supports framing the makeshift tent door. Jai lowers me gently from the wooden planks, back onto the dusty road, and starts wheeling me down the broad avenue cutting through the heart of the camp.
“Ah…” Jai says, pausing as he speaks. “The taurus thing, what was that?”
“Male Bos taurus primigenius feces?” I reply. “Bullsh—”
“I get it. I get it,” Jai says, laughing as he cuts me off.
The camp is depressingly huge. I can’t see the end of the road for the dust haze and the rows of tents stretching toward infinity.
“Are you thirsty?” he asks after a couple of hundred yards in the scorching sun.
I am. I don’t want to admit it, though. I don’t need anything from him, and I certainly don’t want his pity.
“No. I’m fine.”
Jai stops in the shade of a tent, takes a swig of water from a canteen on his hip, and offers it to me, saying, “Are you sure?”
Of course, I’m sure.
I peer at him with suspicious eyes.
He waits.
He wins.
I take the canteen from him and chug the water, being sure to drink in the most unladylike way I can, with water dribbling out of the corner of my mouth, and running down my neck.
“Thanks.”
“That’s better, Ash,” the tiny angel on my shoulder says, finally winning out against the demon on the other side.
“You’re welcome,” he says, clipping the canteen back on his belt, and pushing me further on down the dusty road. I want to ask where we’re going, but I’m nothing if not stubborn. Pride keeps me from saying anything else.
Dead eyes watch us from the cots. They’re zombies—without the biting and snarling. I try not to stare, keeping my face forward, but occasionally my eyes dart from side to side, catching the lifeless refugees hidden in the shade. Most of them lie on their cots, or sit leaning against suitcases holding their last and most precious possessions.
I always thought of tents as small rooms, but these tents are vast. Each one encompasses easily a hundred yards, being twenty or thirty yards across. With the sides rolled up, I can see through one tent to the next. No more than ten feet separate them. There’s just enough room for a maze of support ropes to reach the ground. Beyond that, there’s another tent, and another, and another. All those tents lined up so neatly. It’s as though order brings life, when they might as well be gravestones set in a row.
Large fans blow out from the side of the tents at regular intervals, and at first I’m confused. Why aren’t people lying in front of the fans? Then I see the plastic tubing reaching back to what looks like a plywood chimney set in the middle of the tent. They’re venting air from up high within the tent. Sure enough, Jai rolls me past one of the fans, and the blast of hot air is akin to opening an oven.
There are a few kids sitting on a couple of cots playing cards, but the adults are dead inside. I’d like to think they’re staring at me with curiosity, but they have blank eyes. 
Is this where we come to die? Have we run from the grubs to die here in the camps? To me, it seems we’re dead before our time.
“You’re in AL5. They’ve given you a cot near the showers.”
I nod.
I can’t reply.
I should have stayed in the hospital back in Mexico City.
Jai steers me into one of the tents, rolling my wheelchair carefully between cots with suitcases and bags stuffed beneath them, and what could be dead bodies lying on top, were it not for the occasional twitch, or suspicious glance at me, a stranger, an intruder. He stops beside an empty cot about three rows in, and at least ten cots from the entrance. Turning my wheelchair around is going to be tough, as the aisle is narrow, but I can partially collapse the wheelchair, so I can make this work.
“Your luggage will be dropped off later,” he says.
I get to my feet slowly and turn to face him, saying, “Thank you.” And for once, I mean it. I feel overwhelmed by the refugees around me. Jai is a lifelong friend by comparison, and my heart beats a little faster at the prospect of being abandoned here. Silly, I know. Irrational, but that’s me.
I shake his hand, leaning over the wheelchair between us. Awkwardly, he accepts my hand, looking surprised by what’s clearly an unexpected emotional response from me.
“Is there anything else you need?”
And there it is—this is goodbye.
“Ah,” I say, not wanting to lose my only companion so quickly. “My mother. Liz Kelly.”
“She’s here?” he asks.
“Yes.”
“Do you know her Social Security number?” he asks, pulling out a pad and pen.
“123-” I begin before he cuts me off with a smile.
“OK, I get it. I’ll have a look for her.”
“Thank you,” I say, placing the bundle from the quartermaster on my cot.
“Take care, Kelly, Ashley Kelly.”
I smile, saying, “You too, Jai.”
He nods slightly, tipping his hat, turns, and walks away with the swagger only the military can pull off with aplomb.
I sit on my cot—my new home.
These cots are old. They’re made from canvas strung between wooden poles set on a wooden X-frame at either end. I roll into the middle of the cot, wanting to rest from my journey. The canvas sags under my weight. I’ve been on the move since about 3 AM, and I’m tired.
After lying there for a few minutes trying to rate the comfort of my new cot, I sit up and grab the bundle, undoing the twine holding it together as though I were unwrapping a Christmas present.
Four out of ten, I decide, settling on what I feel is a fair rating for my cot.
With my weak lower back, this cot is going to become mighty uncomfortable over time, and I revise my estimate down to a two. There’s a crumpled sheet of paper describing the contents of the bundle. 
Woolen blanket.
Insect net.
Flat pillow.
Washcloth.
Bar of soap.
Toothbrush.
Toothpaste.
“Welcome to Camp Augustus,” I mumble to myself, and I cry.



Toothpaste
My cot is directly opposite the shower tent and communal bathroom. From the smell, I’m guessing it’s the bathroom that gets most of the action. I try to hold off as long as I can, dreading what I’m going to find, but nature demands my surrender, and by midafternoon I hobble over to the tent to relieve myself. Like the other tents in the camp, the bathroom tent is huge, only the sides are left down, turning the tent into a sauna sans perfume.
The toilets are long drops lined up next to each other without any surrounding stall for privacy, which makes what is an absolutely natural and normal bodily process somewhat public. For me, it’s humiliating—horrifying. Call me a prude, but there are things I’d rather do alone.
Who needs toilet paper when you’ve got flies? There is toilet paper. Well, there’s paper. Actually, I’m not sure it’s paper. I try not to think about the details too much, but I’m really missing de General back in Mexico City. And to think I used to complain about the sanitary conditions there.
After washing my hands under a tap with a working range spanning from bone-dry to slow drip, I make my way back to AL5. I’ve got to come up with a better name for my new home than AL5. Alf? Kind of sounds similar to AL5. It’s a nice play on the formal name, replacing the 5 with an F—being the first letter in five as a word. I wonder if I can get anyone else to join me in personifying our tent as “Alf,” and together we can make the camp a little more homey.
Sitting back on my cot, I look for someone to talk to, but the silence is conspicuous, and besides, I already know something’s wrong. My bedding has been ruffled. I reach around beneath my pillow. Gone. I should have known better than to leave my shower soap and toothpaste. I look around, feeling as though someone’s watching, knowing, gloating, but if my new friend is watching me, they’re coy, as I can’t pick them out. Damn. Well, at least they left the toothbrush.
My luggage arrives in the hands of two other soldiers, both as apologetically polite as Jai, and I stow my bags under my cot, wondering how long it will take someone to rifle through them the next time I hobble to the bathroom.
I need to form an alliance with someone. Find someone I can trust. There must be some kind of allegiance between refugees looking out for each other. We can’t remain strangers. Society is based on trust, and with the breakdown of normal social structures, it seems no one trusts anyone any more. Have the aliens taken that away from us? Or did we take that from each other?
I try to introduce myself to the elderly guy on the cot next to me, but he snorts and rolls over, turning his back to me.
The dinner cart rolls around the street corner outside, being pulled by an anemic horse that looks as though it could end up forming the basis of tomorrow night’s soup broth. I join a line for food, keeping a wary eye on my cot in the distance. I’m not sure what I expect for dinner, but the lack of any plates, knives or forks gives me a clue the food won’t be gourmet.
Dinner consists of a bread roll that could be a reincarnated rock, a shriveled apple, and a hunk of smelly cheese—at least I’d like to think it’s cheese.
The soldier working on the cart hands me a bottle of not-so-clear water, and I wonder about Jai. I’m pretty sure he’s been recruited from within this camp. I wonder where he is, and what he’s doing. He’s probably working a similar cart somewhere else.
The sun doesn’t set so much as plummet from the sky as darkness falls across the desert. The stars are out, but the stars no longer hold the romantic allure they once did. Now, we look at them with trepidation, wondering what other threats they harbor in silence.
What happened to me today? I thought I knew what life held in store, but Camp Augustus has redefined despair. The doctors told me I was lucky back at the hospital. Now, I know what they meant. Camps like this have been the only luck millions of Americans have known for five, six, seven years now, depending on when the grubs moved between the various states. Our existence is as fragile as the thin blades of grass eking out an existence around the tent poles and pegs, struggling to survive in any spot they won’t be crushed and trampled underfoot.
I alternate between the bread and the cheese, saving the apple for dessert. Gnawing on the stale bread, I’m seriously wondering if I’m burning more calories than I’m consuming.
Gas lamps light up the dusty street. Occasionally, there’s the distant scream of a woman in the darkness. No prizes for guessing why, and I shudder at the thought of being vulnerable and alone in a camp containing hundreds of thousands of people.
I mount the insect net over my cot, draping it over a strand of rope running between the tent poles. The transparent netting forms a mini-tent around me, keeping mosquitos at bay. Sitting cross-legged on my cot beneath the netting, I’m bored out of my brains. It’s no wonder the people I’ve seen in camp are so lethargic. What am I going to do? I can’t live like this. I won’t survive a few weeks, let alone years.
Someone walks down the aisle.
A flashlight blinds my eyes.
“Ash?”
My heart skips a beat.
“Jai?” I say, staring into the light. I explode off my cot, forgetting about my back, my hips, and my weary legs. I swear, in that moment I could run a hundred yards in under ten seconds.
“Hey, how are you doing?” he asks. “Are you settling in OK?”
“Sure,” I say, lying, but unable to suppress a smile at seeing him again.
“Can you walk?” he asks.
“Sure,” I say, loathe to leave my stuff, but deep down I know I’m delaying the inevitable. What little I have will be picked over by other refugees like vultures descending on the carcass of a fat cow. I can only hope they have pity on a cripple.
“We can take your wheelchair if you need it.”
“No, I’m fine,” I say, hobbling over to him. I try to straighten up. Am I trying to impress a guy? Maybe. I’m not sure.
We step out into the dusty alley, and Jai gestures to a couple of crates. I sit down, flicking my hair behind my ears, wondering what I look like, somewhat relieved the low light takes my shoddy appearance out of the equation. Am I flirting?
“Listen,” he says, and I can see it in his eyes before he says anything else—Mom’s dead.
I don’t know that I’ve ever gone from a feeling of utter elation to such despair so quickly. My lips tremble. He holds my hand, softly speaking the words I dread to hear, “Your mother died about three years ago.”
I squeeze his fingers, looking deep into his eyes as tears stream down my cheeks.
“I’m sorry,” he says.
“Don’t be,” I say, appreciating his honesty. It took courage to come back here and tell me this. Jai could have forgotten about me. I’m one among a hundred thousand refugees crammed into this camp. Under normal circumstances, we would probably never cross paths again. Jai could have ignored my request, or he could’ve pretended he couldn’t track her down. That he’s brought me this news, however bitter, is a relief to my soul.
“How?” I ask.
“Cholera,” he replies with one solemn word.
I’ve no idea what cholera is, other than that it’s a disease, and that it kills people. I thought cholera was consigned to the Third World, but then I remind myself, the Third World is all we have left. Grubs have devoured the First World.
Cholera killed my mom.
Jai puts his arm around me, holding me tight as I sob into his shoulder. I appreciate his quiet calm. He doesn’t try to say anything. He doesn’t try to make everything better, or to fix that which is irreparably broken. He doesn’t rush to speak, and isn’t anxious to leave, or move on to something else. He just holds me, and I feel something I haven’t felt since before the invasion.
Safe.
After what seems like forever, but was probably only thirty seconds—maybe a minute—I lean back, wiping my eyes and forcing a brave smile.
“Thank you,” I say, knowing I must look a mess.
Jai lowers his head, looking down at my feeble legs, not wanting our eyes to meet. He feels bad. Guilty. He shouldn’t.
He withdraws his hand from where it had rested briefly on my thigh. I’d rather he hadn’t, but I understand. Jai’s a nice guy, but I suspect the longer he comforts me, the more he becomes uncomfortable. After all, we don’t know each other beyond a single day. He sits back a little, changing the subject.
“Hey, I brought you a present,” he says, perking up, and he hands me a bar of soap and some toothpaste.
Sniffing, and still fighting against tears, I shake my head in disbelief, unable to suppress a smile. I laugh. I’m not sure what he makes of it, as it must seem grossly out of place given what he just told me about my mom, but I can’t help myself. It’s the contrast, the juxtaposition of the necessities of life set against the bitter reality of death.
“They’re the first things to go, right?” he says.
“Right,” I say, feeling overwhelmed by this kind young man. “Yep, I lost mine within about three hours.”
I laugh, finding myself once more consumed by life.
Jai smiles.
I don’t know that I’ve ever seen such a beautiful smile.
Jai isn’t much to look at. He’s scrawny, but that could simply be because he’s wearing clothes too big for him. Like everything post-war, uniforms are in short supply. Whereas most teenaged boys and young men are sporting facial hair of some sort, or at least several days worth of regrowth between shaving with aging dull blades, Jai has curly tufts of fine hair on his cheeks and jawline. He couldn’t grow either a beard or a mustache to save himself. I’m tempted to point out he could never be a hipster, but I don’t as that would be mean. Ash, you’re getting soft.
“Well,” he says. “I’d better be going.”
My heart sinks.
“Jai,” I say as we stand. I take his hand, feeling the warmth of his fingers, not sure what I’m about to say next. “I—ah. I’m not normally one lost for words.”
Jai nods, smiling softly. He’s spent an afternoon watching me torture administrative clerks. He knows me. He knows this is out of character.
“I realize it sounds a little silly saying thank you yet again, but... thanks.”
He’s shy.
I pull gently on his hand, dragging him a little closer, and I do something impetuous, something I’ll probably kick myself for in the morning. I kiss him on the cheek, right smack on some of that cute fluff.
“Good night,” I say.
“Night,” he replies with a slight wave of his hand, and I get the feeling he’s heading somewhere on duty, having stopped only briefly to see me.
Am I in love?
Oh, no.
Yet I feel smitten.
Jai walks to the corner of the dust-covered track, and then turns back for a moment. I wave like a love-struck girl in the third grade. He waves before disappearing into the shadows.
Slowly, I hobble over to my cot with the biggest grin I’ve had in years. I’m not in love. I’d be a fool to admit to something that soppy so quickly. Nothing can come of us as a couple. He’s sweet and kind, but I suspect that’s as far as things will go. And yet I feel light. While normally my right leg tends to drag as I walk, tonight I feel as though I’m skipping on white, fluffy clouds. Perhaps skipping in slow motion would be a better description given my pace, but on the inside, I’m dancing through a meadow of wildflowers.
Someone has mounted a gas lantern inside the tent. Shadows stretch away from the light. I climb under my insect net, feeling secure in my tiny sanctuary. I bury the toothpaste and soap beneath my pillow, but I’m aware their value is beyond merely being practical now. There’s sentiment attached to them, and I’m determined to guard them.
“Your boyfriend seems nice,” a middle aged woman says from behind me. I turn to see her lying on the cot kitty-corner from mine. I’m not sure where she’s been all day, but it’s nice to finally talk to someone in our refugee community.
I’m slightly embarrassed and tempted to deny her point about Jai, but the words that come out are, “Yes. He is.” I’m kidding myself, but I don’t want to let go of the warm feeling inside. I’ll leave reality until tomorrow. 
“Have you just arrived?” the woman asks. “Or did you transfer from another sector?”
“I’m from Mexico City,” I say, speaking as though that’s the only home I’ve ever known and forgetting about our white farmhouse in North Carolina.
I lift the insect net and hold out my hand in friendship, adding, “Ash. Ashley Kelly.” No games tonight. It’s funny, but it’s suddenly apparent to me that my cynical nature is a defense mechanism. For the first time, I understand how I protect myself by distancing myself from the insanity of reality. Only with Jai, I’m defenseless. Ah, to know what love is. My cynical nature reminds me that tomorrow I’ll know what heartache feels like as well. One can but live in hope.
“Masodi Rama,” the woman says, shaking my hand.
I twist around on my cot. Strange, I’m normally aloof and distant, but tonight I crave companionship.
“Where are you from, Masodi?”
“Portland,” she says. “By way of evacuation centers in Salt Lake City, Denver, Kansas City, Oklahoma City, Lubbock and El Paso.”
“You took the long way, huh?” I say.
“Over four years,” she replies. “And you?”
“Greensboro, North Carolina,” I say.
“Greensboro?” she replies. “Isn’t that where this all started?”
“Yep,” I say.
“You were there when they first landed?”
“Yep, that’s my claim to fame,” I say. “Saw the first pod land from my bedroom window.”
I’m enjoying talking with Masodi. I should be buried in grief, but deep down, I knew Mom was dead a long time ago, after her letters stopped coming. I guess I just never had any confirmation. A lot of people have died—millions of them—but it’s the ones I care about that hurt. Everyone else is just a number, a statistic, but not Mom. I’m not sure the ache I feel will ever go away, but like my deformed spine and shattered bones, I can live with it. I have to. I’ve no choice. If anything, Jai has given me closure.
Reminiscing with Masodi about the early days is somewhat therapeutic, allowing me to move on.
Thunder rumbles in the distance. Beyond the tents, flashes of lightning ripple above the hills, but we both know this isn’t a storm. It would be nice if it were, but we’re being teased, tormented with the promise of rain that will never come. The grubs are on the move.
“We’re safe here, right?” she asks, but I’m not sure why she’s asking me. How would I know?
“It’s been seven years,” I say. “They’ve left Mexico alone all this time. I can’t see them changing that now.”
Wow, I almost convinced myself.
“How long have you been here?” I ask, regretting my question almost as soon as the words come out of my mouth. Being stuck here for any length of time is a dreary, depressing thought.
“Two years.”
For Masodi, there’s probably some comfort in being in one camp for so long, as I doubt her other camps lasted more than a few months. When grubs are on the move, they cover a lot of ground quickly. To me, two years is a prison sentence. I desperately miss de General down in Mexico City.
“Do you have any news?” she asks, and I’m aware there are now dozens of heads turned toward us. Everyone’s curious. “We don’t hear much in here.”
That’s not what I wanted to hear, but it can’t be helped, I guess.
“Ah,” I say. “You’ve heard about the annexation?” I ask.
Masodi shakes her head.
“President Addison has negotiated with the U.N. and the Mexican government to recognize the provinces of Baja, Sonora and Coahuila as being under U.S. jurisdiction.”
You’d think I was the President, the way everyone hangs on my words.
“I’m not sure what that means in practice, but the politicians are talking about the Extended States of America.”
“Well, that’s good, right?” Masodi asks. “I mean, maybe they’ll let us out of the camps. Let us resettle in the community.”
A grumpy young man speaks up saying, “Yeah, but notice which regions the Mexicans are giving us. They’re not resettling us in the south. They’re keeping us as a buffer zone between them and the grubs. You think they’re doing this to help us? Nah. We’re cannon fodder.”
Ah, I love a bit of healthy cynicism.
“But they haven’t given up on the Lower Forty-Eight, right?” another man asks.
“Did you get reports from within the Occupied States?” someone asks.
“How many of free states are still standing?” a young woman not much older than me asks. “Last I heard, it was down to Wyoming, Montana, Idaho, and the Dakotas. In the east, there’s southern Florida, and a few states in the north. Maine and Vermont through to Connecticut, I think.”
“But no New York?” someone asks.
“Not the city,” I reply. “I heard Upstate was free.”
Grubs don’t follow lines on a map. There are so many voices, all talking over the top of each other.
“What about Congress? Is it true they’ve convened in Boston?”
“Where is the President?”
“What about the military? Did the Europeans join the fight?”
“They’ve got their own war.”
I’m not sure who to answer, or how authoritative my answer will be, but I explain what I know.
“We got weekly newsreels in the hospital.”
The refugees around me fall silent. They want to know everything, every last detail. I can see it in their eyes—I’m a storyteller. My words conjure up images as well as hopes.
“I saw footage from L.A.”
“From the resistance? Or from traders?”
“Resistance, I guess. L.A. is a jungle. The city no longer exists. Plants are growing everywhere. Palms have broken through the middle of concrete roads, living rooms, garages, busting out through the roofs. Moss and grass and weeds have sprouted all over the place, growing over rusted cars and buses. In some suburbs, you can’t see the homes anymore, just the outline of houses buried beneath layers of lush green carpet. Hundreds of identical green mounds in the shape of houses stretching down row upon row of moss covered streets.”
“In Los Angeles?” Masodi asks. “Even with the drought?”
“They make it rain,” I say, trying to recall as many details as I can. “Vines hang from bridges and overpasses, falling like curtains in a lounge room. You’d think it had been centuries since we left, not a few years.”
“Does anyone know what they want? Have they figured that out yet?” the inquisitive man on my left asks. It’s the question that’s been on everyone’s lips since Day One. Why invade Earth? What do they want from us? Wars are fought over ideology, or resources, but the grubs war without demands. That the grubs are intelligent is beyond dispute, but if they have some form of language, it’s lost on our brightest minds. They’re animals, predators, a swarm of locusts stripping the land bare—only of people, not wheat.
I shake my head. I don’t know.
Someone calls out, “That’s simple. They want the planet.”
“What else did you see?” Masodi asks as though I was there, and not simply a passive spectator watching a video.
“There were birds. Cats and dogs. Deer, bears, horses.”
“What about people?” she asks.
“Not many. Some collaborators. Some traders. Those that remained are starving. You can practically see their bones beneath their clothing.”
“And the grubs?” another man asks.
“They’re learning. Their camouflage is better now. They can mimic anything. The footage I saw had survivors prodding just about everything to see if there were grubs in disguise. Not just trees and rocks, like in the early days. They test everything. Street signs, lampposts, fences. I saw a mailbox turn into grubs.”
“Are you serious?” the same man asks. Again, I’m aware I’m talking as though my recollection is firsthand. Video is the closest any of us will get to an eyewitness.
“I saw them poke a mailbox, but they knew beforehand. A mailbox in the middle of an overgrown road? Either someone moved it there as a prank or it’s grubs. It’s grubs, all right. One poke and thousands of grubs go scurrying into the ground. And they ran. Boy, did they run.”
“Did the grubs get them?” someone asks.
“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” The video stopped at that point, which is a little ominous, but for me, talking about the footage feels good. I’ve made the transition from outcast to celebrity within the camp.
“Europe, the U.S., and Asia are infected. Anywhere above the equator, although it’s mainly in the upper latitudes. No one knows why.”
“So long as they don’t come south, we’ll be fine,” Masodi says.
“They’ll come for us eventually,” someone behind me says. “I don’t know why we’re waiting. We should take the fight to them. Scorch the Earth, that’s the only way to defeat them.”
“They tried that,” Masodi says, and she’s right. Grubs love dirt. Nukes and napalm and whatever else the military tries, it’s all wasted on a creature that can burrow miles beneath the surface of the planet. Grubs are interplanetary cockroaches.
“They say there are free zones,” one of the other women says. “In the Dakotas. There are survivors there. Millions of them. Did you hear about them?”
I shake my head, and as it becomes apparent I don’t have much more to add, other conversations break out around the tent.
“Winter is too harsh up there,” someone else says, and the debate moves on past me.
Masodi speaks quietly, saying, “Everyone wants to hear about the outside world. We all dream of going back one day.”
“One day,” I say, though I think the situation is hopeless.
Masodi and I talk for another hour, mainly about Mexico City, and the U.S. presence there. She clings to the hope of resettlement outside the camps, but I don’t have anything constructive to add. If that’s the plan, the officials aren’t talking about it openly, and yet the designation of three Mexican states as part of the Extended States of America is a positive sign. Maybe change is coming.
I don’t mean to be rude, but after yawning several times, I excuse myself, turning around on my cot and getting under the blanket. At a guess, it’s after ten in the evening. A cool breeze finally blows through the camp.
“Good night, Ash.”
“Night, Masodi,” I say, surprising myself with how domesticated I’ve become since leaving the hospital and arriving in camp. Two new friends in one day. Ash, you’ve outdone yourself.
My eyes close only to blink open with sunlight streaming in through the tent. The night is gone in a flash that is cruelly unlike six or seven hours. On the bright side, I slept soundly, which is surprising given how different sleeping in a tent is from a hospital ward. Dawn brings the heat of a new day, and I suspect we’re in for a hundred degrees plus. I roll over, wanting to sleep a little longer, but it’s impossible. Chitter-chatter drifts through the air, and the tent is alive with people moving about the cots.
Masodi is already up.
“Good morning, Ash.”
Mornings aren’t good for me. I never was a morning person, and less so after four bouts of major surgery spread over six months to repair my spine. The muscles in my back seize up as I move, cramping in tiny spasms. It takes me a minute to sit up.
“Hi,” I say, still squinting in the light. I can’t bring myself to say good morning to Masodi, as I’m not convinced about the good part. Not yet. I sit on my cot, wiggling my toes. They’re a little numb, which isn’t a good sign given my flaky back. Slowly, I work some feeling back into them, rolling my ankles and stretching my legs. I’ve got dozens of exercises I need to do each day, mostly simple stuff that targets particular muscle groups and stretches my tendons. Without an orderly to prod me along, I’m going to have to be vigilant if I want to keep making progress. One day, I hope to run, skip and jump without being in pain. Ash, you’re a dreamer.
“Every third day is shower day for AL5,” Masodi says, throwing a towel over her shoulder.
“Alf,” I say in response, and she turns her head slightly, unsure what I’ve said. “Alf” is going to take some work.
“Would you watch my stuff?”
“Sure.”
She’s included me in her trusted circle, and I understand the intent. She’s telling me she’ll do the same for me, which is a relief. Watching stuff is something I can do. Masodi wanders off, talking to a couple of other women.
I take a sip of water from my bottle and grab my biology textbook. I once had quite a collection of books, ranging from obscure science fiction stories to romance novels. War of the Worlds seems pretty tame these days, although we haven’t had to contend with Martian death rays. Theft has always been a problem for refugees, even back at de General. All my novels sprouted legs and walked away, but no one’s interested in textbooks. No one but me.
Biology is the un-science science. Math is exact. Two plus two equals four. Physics applies math to the universe. From cannonballs shooting through the air to stars collapsing into black holes, physics rules the cosmos. Then comes chemistry. Chemistry is physics applied to atomic stuff. Chemistry is Lego to my mind. Lots of pretty colored building blocks and infinite possibilities. And finally, there’s biology. Take all those hard and fast rules built up through math, physics and chemistry, and put them into a blender. That’s biology. Biology is a banana, apple, mango smoothie. I’m not sure how it all works together, it just does.
Maybe that’s why I like biology so much. Biology is the science of exceptions. Come up with a clean, crisp, clear-cut rule about life, and biology will violate it somewhere along the line. Biology is sassy and defiant. Yep, me and biology. We’re birds of a feather.
I swing my legs back and forth as I flip through the textbook. I’ve read this book easily a dozen times. I can quote several sections, and yet I never tire thinking about life. Cells are crazy—they’re a mushy mess of silly little things. Bags of complex chemicals exchanging energy and information in a patchwork quilt that defies belief, and yet somehow, all that zany stuff turns into plants, and animals, and people—cells do this on an astonishingly consistent basis.
I gaze at the few blades of grass fighting to survive by the edge of the tent.
Life is tenacious. Life has held on against impossible odds for billions of years. And even now, life is defiant in the face of an alien invasion.
Maybe I like biology because I’m biological. Silly, but that’s me. Like that tiny patch of green grass, I too had to fight for life. I had to fight to walk again. Those early years were painful. Clinging to parallel wooden bars in an empty gymnasium, I’d swing my hips, convincing myself I could walk when my toes did nothing more than drag lightly across the floor. It took nine months before I could put any weight on my legs. My physiotherapist likened that time to being reborn, and she was right. Cars get dented. Tires go flat. Nothing we make ever fixes itself. But these wonderful bodies of ours, they mend broken bones, repair deep cuts—all kinds of miracles happen on a scale smaller than we can ever see.
These days, I don’t read the textbook much. It’s more of a comfort blanket, a reminder. I should read it again.
Masodi comes back.
“Your turn.”
I have my towel, soap, toothbrush and toothpaste ready in a bag, along with a change of clothes, but as I get to my feet, I almost collapse. My mind is willing, but my muscles are weak. Reluctantly, I sit in my wheelchair and roll myself down the aisle. The wheels on my chair crush some of those fragile strands of grass clinging to life just off the edge of the walkway beside the cot legs, and I hate myself. That’s the thing about life on this planet. Everything’s interconnected. Nothing is simple. Good intentions are never enough.
“Do you need a hand?” Masodi asks, and I force myself to smile and reply in a light, breezy tone.
“I’m fine, thanks.”
Grumpy Ash stayed in de General, I tell myself.
For a thin, frail girl, I’ve a huge amount of upper body strength, which probably isn’t too surprising given the workout my arms get sweeping the wheelchair along dozens of times a day. My wheels sink into the soft dust and pebbles on the track, making the trek harder than it should be. My tires are made from solid rubber, so I can’t let air out to get more grip. As much as I’d love to see the rains come, to cool off the camp and wash away the smell, I’ll get bogged down in my wheelchair, so rain isn’t actually that great for me. I push myself along the dusty track, much to the interest of refugees in the other tents. I’m an oddity, but I don’t care. Strangers always stare. I don’t think they mean to, but I’m used to shutting out the unwanted attention.
I roll up to the line by the showers and wait patiently.
“Would you like to go before me?” a woman asks, and both the woman in front of her, and the next woman all gesture for me to jump the line. Would I like to get into the shower now instead of waiting? Yes. Would I like to get out of the sun and into the shade? Absolutely. Selfish Ash would take these patsies for a ride in a heartbeat, but the new Ash doesn’t want special treatment.
“Thank you, but I don’t mind waiting my turn.”
The line moves quite quickly.
Once I’m at the front of the line, I park my wheelchair to one side and stand up. As I walk into the tent, I catch the perplexed looks on the faces of the other women. They’re surprised to see me walking. It’s as though I’ve been lying to them, or cheating them out of their sympathy. I guess they assumed I was paralyzed. Nope, more complex than that.
It was one thing to squat over long drops without stalls, but the showers are worse. I didn’t think that would be possible, but it is. Twenty or thirty showerheads have been arranged in a grid hanging beneath the tent. There’s no privacy. Women strip off, dumping their clothing on bench seats lining the sides of the tent, then double up together beneath a showerhead to wash. Bizarre as that seems, it makes sense. The only way to activate the various showerheads is to pull on a chain hanging beside one. Let go, and the water stops. So it’s either buddy up with someone, or struggle to wash yourself with one hand.
Who designed this wretched contraption? Here I was, looking forward to soaking under cool water and washing away my aches and pains, but now I can’t wait to finish. It’s no wonder the line moves so fast. With my hip, there’s no way I can hold onto one of the chains for long, and my range of motion is already limited without reaching up like a gymnast for the chain. I try to be polite. Stepping through a maze of naked women and young girls, I squeeze next to two women and try to wash myself in their spray. They look horrified by the notion of sharing shower space with a hobbling cripple, so I end up slowly moving around and catching what little water I can as I wash myself. Next time, I’m going with Masodi.
After drying off and considering the plus side, that I saved my soap, I get dressed and walk back out into the glare of the day.
My wheelchair is gone.
My heart leaps into my throat.
No.
This cannot be happening.
I need that wheelchair.
I can’t—
Jai crouches to one side, pointing at something beneath my wheelchair, as he talks to someone over by the intersection. I storm over to him, ready to bring back Grumpy Ash, when I notice he’s talking about repairing the bearings in the wheels.
“Hey, Ash,” he says innocently, and I bite my tongue, smiling as my wet hair drips down my neck and onto my shoulder.
“Good morning,” I manage, and I almost believe it. 
“This is Phil from the Marine Corps garage. He thinks he might have some spare parts we can use to trick out your ride.”
“The dust around here is going to be hell on those bearings,” Phil says, barely looking at me. He seems to relish the challenge of fixing up my wheelchair, which is nice. He’s certainly far more interested in the mechanical challenge than he is in idle chitchat. “Any lubricant is going to turn to sludge, so we’ve got to be smart about this. I’ve got a few self-contained rollers I can probably fit to a set of wheels this size. They’re a little lighter too. Should work well. And I’ve got some pneumatic shocks to smooth out the ride, but I need to check on their weight.”
He stands back, surveying my wheelchair as though he is a mountaineer about to assault a peak.
“Give me a day or two,” he says to Jai, not me. “Let me see what I can fashion in the workshop.”
“Thanks, man,” Jai says. Rather than shaking hands, they slap their palms together like football players congratulating each other after a touchdown. Phil excuses himself.
I plonk myself down into my wheelchair. Standing barefoot on the concrete slab in the shower tent has taken its toll on my knees.
“Sleep well?” Jai asks.
“Like a baby,” I say.
“You were up crying all night, huh?” Jai asks with a smart ass grin. I glare at him, but only playfully. I should have seen that coming. I rest my daypack on my waist, with my clothing and my towel half sticking out, and grab the wheels, getting ready to roll. Jai beats me to it, taking the handles of the wheelchair, and pushing me back toward Alf.
“Would you like to see something cool?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say. Anything beats lounging around in the tent. “But don’t you have work?”
“Six days on. One day off.”
“Oh,” I reply. “Let me tidy up, and then sure. We can go after breakfast.”
“Breakfast?” he replies, with a mixture of curiosity and humor. “You’re so funny, Ash.”
After yesterday, I probably had that coming, but I was actually being serious, and I’m horrified to think there’s nothing for breakfast. Last night, I noticed a few people saved their apples. At the time, I didn’t think too much of it.
As I start wheeling myself forward, Jai circles around behind me.
“Ah,” I say, raising a finger and signaling for him to stop. “I know you mean well, but you don’t have to push me. And…”
“And what?” he asks.
“This is going to sound kinda weird, but us rollers—we don’t like being touched without permission. I know you mean well, everyone always does, but it’s kind of like being patted on the butt. If it’s not what you want, it sucks.”
“Oh,” he says, adding, “Well, may I?”
“That’s a yes to both,” I say, smiling. He laughs. At the moment he can’t reach my butt, so I’m safe. Jai is chill. I think he’s cool. He deserves better than being stuck in a refugee camp.
Jai rolls me back to my cot. I try to hide my physical discomfort as I get up and hang out my towel to dry. Being crippled is tough in a different way than people think. It’s not just a case of having limits. I spend too much time worrying about what other people think of me. Equality is a big deal for wheelchair users. The difference between me and anyone else is superficial, yet all too often I feel as though I’m being patronized. I feel as though I’m an eyesore, an embarrassment, an inconvenience.
I’m not supposed to use the term “crippled,” or to think of myself as crippled. Even the term disabled is frowned upon. The preferred terminology is “physically challenged,” but to me, that’s just as insulting. Everyone’s afraid of offending someone, so they search for neutral, inoffensive terms, as though a change in terminology is somehow going to help me walk. As far as I’m concerned, it’s the same problem repeating itself in a different guise—supposedly normal people are embarrassed by my existence. I’m an interruption to their otherwise idyllic existence on two feet. The reality is, I’m just as normal as anyone else, only I’m on wheels. Think of me as a roller-bladder.
The worst is when they say I’m “differently abled.” And I’d love to see them confined to a wheelchair for just a day to see what it’s really like, to see if they still consider being crippled a form of ability that simply differs from walking on two legs.
I don’t want sympathy or attention. I don’t even want something nominal, like respect. What I really want is for people to forget about my wheelchair and my legs, and to see me for who I am. So I push through the pain, pulling my insect net back, straightening my bedding, and stuffing my dirty clothes in a laundry bag.
Jai sits in the wheelchair as he waits for me. That’s a big no-no to us differently abled, physically challenged but not crippled folk, and yet I can’t help but see his reaction to my wheelchair sitting idle as anything other than acceptance. It’s a chair. Most of the time I sit in it. I’m not sitting in it, so why shouldn’t he? I love the fact he’s taken the weight off his legs in my chair. I want to kiss him for having such audacity, although I suspect it’s probably ignorance on his part, and he’d be mortified if he knew he’d broken yet another taboo among us rollers.
I grab a thin long sleeved shirt to slip over my tank top, and a floppy hat to ward off the sun. Jai notices the biology textbook sitting at the foot of my cot, but he doesn’t say anything. His fingers rest on the cover.
“Are you comfortable?” I ask, looking down at him in the wheelchair.
“Yes.”
“Would you like me to push you around for a while?”
“Now that would be fun,” he replies, getting to his feet and shifting to one side.
Lowering myself into the wheelchair is never easy. It’s the last few inches that are tough on my back, and I generally plonk myself down without a care, but today I sit with the grace and charm of a lady. New Ashley would make old Ashley sick. It’s a good thing old Ash isn’t around any more.
Jai wheels me out of the tent, grabbing a small backpack he left by the entrance.
“So,” I ask, “where are we going?”
“It’s a surprise,” he replies as we turn into the broad dusty avenue cutting through the camp. “It’s also a long way, so I hope you’re patient.”
“Sure.”
Mornings are more active than the afternoons in the camp, and thousands of refugees move around with far more energy and purpose than they did yesterday. Men hang out washing, draping damp clothing over tent lines. Women air bedding, shaking blankets and beating pillows. Kids play with a plastic bottle, kicking it around like a soccer ball.
There’s silence between us for a while, and I’m wondering what Jai is thinking as he pushes me along in my wheelchair. It’s a beautiful day. I shouldn’t be thinking about yesterday, but I am. They lied to me. They told me Mom was here just to get me out of the hospital system and into the grist mill that is the refugee camps. Perhaps Dr. Albietz didn’t know. Maybe he genuinely thought she was still up here, and he was reuniting me with her.
I find myself torn between two points of view. I’m free to think whatever I want. I can be grumpy and sour, and believe I was sent here so they could get rid of me, or I can believe they were sincere, wanting to reunite a family. The choice is mine. What I think or feel makes no difference to them, but it makes a difference to me. I decide I’d like to think the best. They didn’t know. Any other conclusion will drive me crazy with bitterness.      
Jai leaves me alone with my thoughts. He has no guile that I’ve seen. I’m sure he gets annoyed by stuff—everyone does—but his fuse seems considerably longer than mine. He takes me down a side alley between rusted shipping containers. The bustle and noise of the camp fade.
“This is the kind of surprise I’m supposed to like, right?” I ask, noting that we’ve left the heavily populated areas of the camp and moved into what amounts to a junkyard. An old army truck sits raised on railway sleepers, its wheels stripped from the chassis, along with various body panels, and most of the engine parts. Even the seats have been removed. I’ve seen car seats scattered around the camp as impromptu sofas. I’m guessing that’s what’s happened to these seats as well.
“You’re going to love this,” Jai says. “Trust me.”
Trust is a big word when there are so many factors outside my control, especially when those factors could move rapidly outside his control as well. I’m vulnerable. I’m not fearful or nervous, but I’m all too aware of my own physical limitations—how slowly I move, and how quickly I tire. But I trust Jai. Complete stranger. One kiss on the cheek, and I trust him with my life. Smart move, Ash.
We round a rusted military tank with broken metal treads, and a barrel that seems to droop like a wilted leaf. Jai pulls up beside a golf cart parked out of sight in the shade.
“If you will,” he says, gesturing to the vinyl seat beneath the golf cart’s sunshade. I shift from my wheelchair to the golf cart, curious, but determined not to bug him about his surprise. I want to trust him. I want him to see that I’m not nervous around him. I’m adventurous at heart.
Jai folds my wheelchair down and lifts it into the back of the cart.
“I have to warn you,” I say. “I may not be able to drive a golf ball hundreds of yards down the fairway, but I have a mean putt. You’re looking at the de General mini-golf champ, three years running.”
He smiles, relishing that he knows something I don’t, and I have to bite my tongue and resist the temptation to ask him where we’re going. Jai seems to realize this is torture for me, and I suspect he loves tormenting me like this. Given how much I tease others, there’s some justice in his decision. He reaches down, turns a key, starting the gas-powered golf cart, and we drive off toward a hill at the back of the camp. We pass through a security checkpoint with nothing more than the wave of his hand, and from the grins on the faces of the soldiers guarding the gate, they’re all in on the surprise. 
“Tell me about Arkansas,” I say as we bounce along.
“Well, I was born and raised on a farm just outside of Little Rock. My parents and my grandparents are from the southeast. We ran a chicken farm.”
“A chicken farm?” I cry, finding it hard to imagine Jai surrounded by thousands of chickens bustling around his feet.
“Free range,” he says. “Raised for their meat.”
“Ah.”
“Organic.”
“I thought all animals were organic,” I say.
“Technically, they are. But caged birds are kept in horrible conditions. Imagine a prison with everyone jammed into one room, and you’ve got a factory chicken farm. Our farm allowed the birds to go outdoors and eat insects as well as grains, producing a fine cut of meat, if I do say so myself.”
I cannot imagine Jai as a farmer. To me, he seems more of an office worker. I can see him sitting in front of a computer, not grappling with barrels of feed, or shoveling manure.
“And you?” he asks, as we round a bend, leaving the camp behind, and weave our way into the rocky hills. I still have no idea where we’re going, and we’re getting more isolated all the time, but it’s we—not I. I’m not isolated. I’m with Jai. Even though he’s not the most muscle bound soldier I’ve ever met, I’ve no doubt his scrawny muscles would do everything they could to protect me, and that’s flattering.
“I grew up on a farm outside of Greensboro,” I say. “Although you probably wouldn’t call it a farm.”
“Why not?”
“We farmed flowers.”
“Flowers?”
“I knew you wouldn’t consider it a farm,” I reply, laughing at how he screws up his face briefly, taking his eyes off the track for a moment to look at me. Dust kicks up from our tires. The cart races over loose gravel on the track, past rocks and boulders and the occasional lifeless bush.
“Lilies, carnations, roses, you name it. My dad’s a horticulturalist. He loves botany.” I’m barely conscious of the present tense in my description. Dad’s dead, like Mom, but in my mind, he’s still out there somewhere.
“Wasn’t Greensboro?”
“Yes,” I reply, cutting him off. “And yes, I saw them that first night.”
“Really? You were there?”
For me, the story gets old, but I guess it’s the stuff of legend these days.
“We were supposed to be watching for the Leonids, a bunch of meteorites that strike Earth every year, just tiny flecks of dust high in the atmosphere, but they light up the night with short, glowing trails. Dad had his telescope out. I was more interested in the fireflies.”
“Go on,” he says, as we follow a rough track over the hillside and into the mountains. I glance back as the camp disappears from sight on the plain below.
“We didn’t see the pod coming in. I know the news reports say we did, but we didn’t, although we heard it land. Well, I felt it before I heard it. The ground shook. Birds took flight into the night sky, and a split second later there was a boom like thunder, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. We turned and saw the dust plume rising above the barn in a dark mushroom cloud. There weren’t any flames, or balls of fire, or anything like that.
“Dad thought it was a plane crash, but there wasn’t any kind of explosion, just dirt and dust. We ran for the barn. I think Mom forgot I was there. She was simply following Dad as he ran, talking into his phone. That’s when he dialed 911.”
“I’ve heard the call,” Jai says.
“Everyone’s heard that call.” I’m filling in the blanks for him, giving him the full picture, providing details missing from the various news reports.
“Dad grabbed some rope, an ax, and a first aid kit from the barn, and handed them to my mom. I got two buckets of water, which felt like lead weights to me. Dad fired up the tractor, and we followed him down to the back fields.
“My dad’s awesome. Most people would rush down there to rescue survivors, only to realize they didn’t have any equipment, and they would have to backtrack to get it. Not my dad. He always thinks ahead.”
There I go again, talking about my dad as though he’s still alive, but I think Jai understands. I love my dad. Talking about him in the past tense is painful.
“We had this Massey Ferguson. I loved that tractor. Dad would let me drive it, sometimes. It was a nasty old thing. If you left the choke open, dark black clouds of unburned diesel would billow into the air.
“At the time, I had no idea what Dad was thinking. It was all I could do to run after him and Mom with my arms sagging under the weight of the water, but he thought he was going to have to pry people out of the wreckage.”
“What did you find?” Jai asks, as though he doesn’t know.
“The headlights on the tractor picked them out of the darkness. The pod had come in at an angle, digging a long furrow in the field before coming to rest by the fence line, over by the forest. There were grubs everywhere. I don’t know if they scattered on impact, or abandoned the pod once it came to rest, but the grass in the field rippled, shimmering like a mirage.
“Dad had left his phone on speaker. He was talking constantly, telling the 911 operator what he could see.”
“I remember that,” Jai says. That first recording is iconic. Maybe it was the lack of video, but hearing Dad’s words replayed over and over during those first few months set the tone for the invasion.
“Dad said ‘Not a plane crash.’ The operator was confused. Everyone was. But not Dad. He knew what he was looking at. ‘This is crazy,’ he said, and at the time I thought he was talking to me as I came running up beside the tractor, but he was looking out over the open field. ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ he yelled over the thumping engine, ‘but they’re alive. They’re swarming out of the meteorite, covering the ground to a depth of several feet.’ And I dropped the buckets, spilling the water over the ground.”
“What did they look like?” Jai asks.
“There were so many of them, it was hard to see just one. And they moved so fast. We watched in the headlights as they stripped an oak tree bare in seconds. I was small, so I might be exaggerating the size, but I swear, that old oak was fifty feet high. First the leaves vanished, leaving the tree looking as though it were suddenly caught in the dead of winter, then the branches shrank from sight, followed by the limbs, and then the trunk. Within five or six seconds, the whole tree was gone. Then another. And another. The trees in the forest beyond the field disappeared as though they were being sucked into the ground. I couldn’t see the trees very well in the darkness, but I could see the skyline beyond them once they were gone.”
I’m distracting myself from our journey into the scorching desert, losing myself in my memories of that first, bitter cold night.
“Then they came for us.”
“It’s OK,” Jai says. “You don’t have to go on.”
And he’s right. Everyone knows the story.
“No, it’s OK. I’m fine.”
“Are you sure?” he asks, again taking his eyes off the track for a moment, and facing me briefly.
“I want to,” I say, and he nods, half leaning on the steering wheel as we bounce along the rough track.
“Dad turned to Mom and yelled, ‘Run!’ Mom grabbed me. I was terrified. Mom never looked back. As for me, I couldn’t help but watch. Mom held me against her shoulder, holding me so I was facing backwards. I saw the whole thing.”
Jai is silent.
“I can still see him. He had no fear. He knew exactly what was going to happen, and he didn’t mind. I couldn’t hear what he said in those last few seconds, but I learned about them later from the 911 call. He was brave. He described everything, right up until the point they started stripping his flesh from his bones. He shifted the throttle on the tractor forward, engaged the clutch, and drove toward the horde. He was buying us time, drawing them away from us. And it worked. They surrounded him, covering him like ants swarming over a dead bird. I closed my eyes when I heard him scream. When I opened them, the tractor was gone.”
Jai nods his head knowingly, acknowledging this act of valor. I’ve no doubt Jai would do the same thing, and not just for me. For anyone. Soldiers are known for being gung-ho, but that’s not Jai or my dad. Theirs is a quiet courage, one that doesn’t need to brag.
Our golf cart rounds a rocky hill and suddenly there are trees. We drive down into a glade, following an animal trail along the base of a cliff. Water springs out of the rocks halfway down the cliff face, forming more of a dribble than a waterfall, but it’s enough to fill a vast rock pool.
“Oh, wow,” I say as the cart comes to a halt.
“Thought you’d like it,” he says.
Butterflies flitter through the air. At first, just one or two, but as Jai comes around to help me out of the golf cart, hundreds take flight. As they’re white, they could be moths for all I know, not having the brilliant colors of the butterflies I’m used to in North Carolina, but I don’t care. They’re beautiful. Thousands of the tiny critters take flight, swirling around us like snow.
Jai holds my hand, and I step down onto the grass. We walk to the pool and sit on some rocks in the shade of a tree.
“This is amazing,” I say, taking off my boots and dipping my feet in the cool water.  Dragonflies dance above the rock pool. For a moment, there’s no camp, no refugees, no aliens—there’s just the two of us, alone in this world. “This is… This is heaven.”
Jai pulls his boots and socks off, and slips his feet into the rock pool. He grabs a bottle of fresh water from his backpack, along with some stale bread from last night, offering me something to eat and drink. I accept, saying, “Thanks,” followed by something that is probably ill advised and certainly not romantic. “So, why me? Why did you bring me here?” I’ve spoiled the moment, but I have to know. Perhaps it’s the cynic in me, but I want to understand his motivation.
“Why you?” he asks, but surely he’s thought about this. Is his interest in me simply out of pity? If it is, the date is over.
He smiles. “Because only you would ask that question.”
“And what is that supposed to mean?” I ask, unable to suppress a smile in reply.
“It means, you’re unique… I like the way you think. Guys put too much stock in what someone looks like—how pretty they are, or how trim and athletic they appear.”
“Oh, so I’m not sexy?”
“That’s not what I meant,” he replies awkwardly, and I punch him playfully on the shoulder.
“You’re not helpless,” he laughs, adding, “You may look helpless in that wheelchair, but you’re not.”
“Good answer,” I say, biting off some bread and chasing it down with a sip of water.
“And I laughed my ass off at the way you handled that clerk and the quartermaster. Well, not right there and then, but afterwards with the guys. I think you’re... you’re—”
“Pick your next word carefully.”
“Incorrigible.”
“OK, I’m going to let that one slide, but only because I don’t know if it’s an insult or a compliment.”
“Does it have to be one or the other?” he asks, chewing on some bread, and I laugh.
“It can be both.”
The rock pool is wide, and looks deep. It’s pressed hard up against the canyon wall. Leaves and twigs float on the muddy surface. Dragonflies hover inches above the water before darting away, searching for insects.
“Let’s go for a swim,” I say, feeling impetuous.
“Really?” Jai asks as I whip my shirt up over my head. I’m wearing a bra, which is only a tiny step removed from a bikini top, so no big deal. Jai sits there stunned for a moment.
“Sure,” I say, pulling off my pants and laying them over the rocks. “Why not?”
Hospital issue underwear completes my bikini. The beige color isn’t likely to make it onto the catwalks in Milan, but I’m hoping I wear it well enough for Jai. I’m normally self conscious of the scars on my back, but with Jai, I don’t care.
Jai looks like a kid in a candy store. I find his smile contagious.
I wade out into the rock pool, watching my footing on the slippery, algae-covered stones. Once I’m in waist-deep water, I push off, swimming with breaststrokes as I cross the pool, keeping my head above the water.
I’m waiting for the sound of a splash behind me, but Jai climbs the rock wall, working his way around the edge of the pool wearing nothing more than his underwear. He positions himself on a ledge roughly fifteen feet above the water, and calls out, “Heads up!”
He jumps and lands no more than ten feet from me, sending out a wall of water and spray. As he surfaces, he shakes his head like a dog, and swims over to me.
“I come here all the time,” he says. “I didn’t think you’d be up for a swim in this mud hole.”
“Oh, I love swimming,” I reply. “For me, it’s heaven. In the water, there’s no pressure on my spine, and my legs aren’t uneven and clunky. Water is wonderful. I’m a regular mermaid.”
Jai puts his hands on my waist and we kiss. I pull him close, enjoying how it feels to be in the water together. For a moment, I can almost imagine I’m a normal girl. Our lips touch again and again. I close my eyes, enjoying the slick feel of his skin, and the soft touch of his hands on my body.
Suddenly, he pushes himself off from my hips. I open my eyes.
“Wh—”
“Shhhhh,” he says, raising one finger to his lips as our heads bob in the water.
“I don’t—”
My skin breaks out in goosebumps as he whispers, “No sudden movements.”
Jai isn’t looking at me. He’s looking over my shoulder. I’m terrified. I want to burst out of the water and run. Twigs break and leaves rustle on the far side of the rock pool. I start to hyperventilate, but the look in Jai’s eyes keeps me calm, helping me to slow my breathing.
“It’s going to be OK,” he whispers. “Trust me.”
And I do.



Grubs
Jai speaks softly, his lips barely moving.
“Get your clothes and walk slowly back to the golf cart.”
I desperately want to look behind me, but he shakes his head as I start to turn. Together, we push off the bottom of the rock pool, drifting over to the water’s edge, barely making any ripples. As the pool becomes shallow, Jai stays low, keeping his shoulders in the water as long as possible. My heart races a million miles an hour. I want to turn and look, but I trust him. No sudden movements. No surprises.
Jai continues to stare over my shoulder. I doubt he’s blinked in the last minute.
I step out of the rock pool with my back to the creatures behind us.
“Easy,” he says, as though he’s done this before. He’s a lion tamer, confident and proud. I’m the nervous kid in the audience, waiting for him to be eaten. Or better yet, I’m the wooden chair held between him and the lion, keeping it at bay.
I pick up my clothing and creep over to the golf cart, taking pains not to step on any twigs. I shuffle my feet forward under leaves and loose branches, wanting to avoid making noise. Jai moves in step with me, never taking his eyes off the monster. My dad died like this, and I have to fight the urge not to run in sheer terror. Jai grabs his backpack, lifting it as though he were shifting a live bomb. His pants and boots rest on a large rock. He picks them up slowly. They’re booby-trapped, or so it seems. Jai leaves his shirt draped over a bush.
I slide my wet ass onto the seat of the golf cart, wondering how close the grub is to charging at us. Jai creeps around the front of the cart, but before he climbs in, he tosses his backpack over the roof of the golf cart and into the water. No sooner has the pack hit the water than the rock pool seethes and bubbles like a boiling pot. In the same moment, Jai starts the engine and floors the accelerator. Loose stones kick up from beneath our wheels, and finally, I turn. There, towering hundreds of feet above the rock pool, is a creature unlike anything I’ve ever seen. Long spindly legs probe the trees in the grove. A tentacle thrashes at the pool, smashing rocks, and spraying water on the cliff face.
“Keep your eyes on it,” Jai yells over the roar of the engine as we race away from the trees, and back into the desert.
Keep my eyes on it? I can’t take my eyes off the damn thing. The monster moves with an ungainly gait, almost as though it could trip and fall at any moment. Legs poke at the ground, stabbing at the desert rather than standing upon the rocks and dirt. Tentacles wave through the air, catching who knows what, but reaching up hundreds of feet above the body of the monster. The tentacles trail slightly behind the massive beast like streamers caught in the wind.
“Has anything dropped?”
“Dropped?”
“Smaller grubs. Do you see any grubs on the ground?” he asks.
“No.”
“That’s good. How many of the mothers can you see?” he asks.
“Four. No, five,” I say as another lanky creature appears from deep within the canyon.
“Are they following us?”
“No, I don’t think so. They’re moving at an angle behind us,” I say, slipping my shirt over my head. I’d like to put on my pants, but the ride is too rough to contemplate such acrobatics. “They’re heading toward the desert.”
“Until they smell the camp,” Jai replies.
He grabs a radio handset mounted in the cart, and squeezes the transmission key, saying, “Lima Bravo. Lima Bravo, this is Recon Four-Five. I have confirmed sighting of X-Ray inbound to Augustus. Repeat, X-Ray in bound to Augustus. Over.”
The radio crackles, but there’s no reply.
Jai swerves around a corner, kicking up dust. I feel helpless, holding onto the handrail on the open side of the cart as we career along the mountain path, bouncing off the sharp rocks, occasionally catching our wheels in a rut, and jolting in and out of potholes. Jai grips the steering wheel with white-knuckled fists, clinging to the radio transmitter with just a few fingers, keeping it pinned against the steering wheel. The steering on the cart is lousy, even when it’s traveling in a straight line. Jai’s constantly correcting and adjusting our course.
“Not getting through,” he shouts as we fly over a bump in the track and go airborne for a moment. Our flimsy vehicle slams back onto the rocks, bouncing sideways. The golf cart is dangerously fast, not having been built for the speed at which we’re driving. Like everything following the invasion, the cart has been rebuilt and repurposed. On a concrete road, it can probably reach fifty miles an hour. On this thin, winding track, anything over thirty has me fearful of rolling off the road and tumbling down the mountainside.
“Lima Bravo. Recon Four-Five. Confirmed sighting of X-Ray across the border. X-Ray in bound to Augustus. Herd size is five. I repeat, five. Over.”
Jai is frustrated by the lack of response, and he tries to clip the radio handset back on the main unit, but he can’t get it in place and settles for tossing it on the floor by my feet. Even though I’m bouncing around, I try to help. Holding on to the open door frame with one hand, and leaning down, I grab the handset and clip it in place on the radio.
“There should have been flares,” he says, more to himself than me. “Those bastards should have tripped hundreds of traps. The border is mined. The whole frontier should have gone up like the fourth of July. There’s supposed to be an entire battalion between us and them. How the hell did they slip through?”
The golf cart slides around a corner, with the fat wheels slipping on the loose gravel.
“Be careful,” I call out, but it’s too late. The back of the golf cart connects with a boulder on the side of the track, spinning us to one side. Jai corrects, but the golf cart fishtails on the loose stones, and we ride up over the edge of the track. There’s a fall of fifty feet beside me. Rocks scatter beneath our wheels, tumbling into the ravine. Jai overcompensates, trying to avoid the drop, and we slam into a boulder. The cart skews to one side in the impact, throwing me out of the cab. I roll painfully on the gravel, trying to protect my face with my arms.
Before I have time to register what’s happening, a gigantic claw skewers the cab of the golf cart, punching through the sheet metal roof and piercing my seat. Jai jumps clear as a monster lifts the cart high into the air, tossing it to one side like a petulant child with a broken toy.
Jai scrambles over to me, pulling me into the shade and out of sight as the alien lumbers past. We huddle against the cliff face, hiding in the shadows, staying perfectly still as spindly legs thud into the track, and the monster steps down into the canyon.
“Are you OK?” he asks as the creature moves away from us.
I lie. “I’m fine,” Tiny shards have been embedded in my arms and legs, but nothing is broken. I’ve suffered worse. I’ll survive. Clutching my pants against my waist, not so much out of modesty as to hide the extent of my injuries, I say, “You have to go. You have to warn the camp.”
“I’m not leaving you,” he says, looking around and spotting my wheelchair lying to one side.
“You’re noble. Heroic. I get that,” I say. “But hundreds of thousands of people will die if those things turn up unannounced. You’ve got to get word to the camp so they can evacuate.”
“But…” And I can see it in his eyes, a genuine depth of concern for me. Perhaps it’s that I’m crippled and unable to flee, perhaps it’s that I’m a girl and I’m physically weaker than him, or perhaps it’s that he dragged me out here into the desert, but Jai feels as though he’s honor-bound to protect me.
“I’ll slow you down.”
From here, I can’t tell if the wheels on my chair are bent, but my old faithful friend looks OK, a little scratched and dented, but still as reliable as ever. I swear, the guy that designed my wheelchair must have started out building armored personnel carriers.
“Listen,” I say. “I’m not going anywhere. But you have to go. You have to warn them.”
“It’s about five klicks,” he says, slipping his pants on followed by his socks and his boots. “They’re not heading straight for the camp. We’ve still got time. I’ll carry you.” Jai goes to pick me up, but I swat him with my bundled up pants.
“Run,” I say. “Lives depend on you.”
He squints, pursing his lips, on the verge of saying something, but—
“I’ll be fine. I’ll wait here for you.”
Jai nods, springs to his feet and sprints along the track. Gravel flies from beneath his boots as he pumps his legs and arms, lowering his head, and running with all his might. I marvel at how quick he is, but I’m not sure he can maintain such a breakneck pace for long.
Jai runs at roughly a right angle to the vast alien creatures lumbering across the plain. They ignore him. I watch as he sprints around the corner and out of sight without stopping to look back. I’m glad he didn’t look back.
Slowly, I get to my feet. My legs sting. After picking gravel out of my knees and my bloodied shins, I slip on my pants. There’s a large outcrop nearby, so I hobble down there in bare feet, noting that even with a nasty road rash on my right leg, my walking pace is about normal. Jai or Masodi would think I’m slow, but I’m as mobile as ever.
Tiny flecks of gravel dig into my bare feet like shards of glass.
I pick up one of my boots, but the other is nowhere to be found. Peering over the edge of the road, I spot the crushed remains of the golf cart lying easily fifty feet below. My other boot has caught on a bush on the slope leading to the drop. Carefully, I climb down toward the boot. My feet slip, threatening to send me plummeting into the ravine, but I need that second boot. Crouching, I make my way down, feeling the loose soil giving way under my feet. The wind buffets me, pushing me closer to the edge. Reaching out, I grab at one of the branches, pulling it toward me, and the boot falls, threatening to topple down to the crushed remains of the cart. I snatch at the laces, pulling it back from the edge.
After climbing up onto the road, I sit on the bank looking out over the valley, watching the alien creatures moving across the desert as I put my boots on. I’ve lost my socks, but somehow having boots on my feet makes me feel more mobile.
The monstrous aliens are vast, spidery animals with impossibly long thin legs. For now, they’re not heading toward the camp. They’re wandering through the valley, moving away from the rock pool. They seem to lack purpose, meandering. These creatures look like intergalactic giraffes, yet their role is more like that of lions.
For the best part of an hour, they prod at the desert, turning over boulders and uprooting shrubs. I hear them calling to each other with long, low howls that remind me of whale songs. As the wind shifts, their eerie calls grow louder as though they were coming closer, but it’s an illusion created by the canyon walls. 
They’re looking for something. I’m fascinated by their antics as it’s somewhat comical watching such absurdly tall creatures pawing over rocks and sapling trees. We only ever see grubs as killers, and I find myself wondering about the strange, alien motives that drive their behavior.
I’m bored.
My war correspondent persona kicks in and I begin talking to myself.
“I’ve been stranded on a dirt track,” I say, providing some context to my imaginary viewers, watching from the comfort of their fictitious lounges in their non-existent but astonishingly plush homes. Context is important for reporters. You have to set the scene so the audience understands what you’re presenting.
“The creatures that flushed us out of the rock pool weren’t seeking to attack us. If they had been, we’d be dead. They seem to be merely passing through. They’re searching for something, calling to each other like whales at sea.
“All too often, we see grubs as ruthless, efficient killing machines, but they’re animals. They’re not machines. They’re not all consumed by a singular desire, slavishly obeying a set routine.
“Looking at them, I’m reminded of rhinos, hippos, or perhaps a bull elephant. They’re all equally dangerous to us, and yet we’re not on the menu. Maybe the same is true of grubs. Certainly, they don’t kill everyone. There are still people in the Occupied States. Perhaps we were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not to belittle the threat caused by these creatures, but seen from afar, they’re more terrestrial in their habits than we’ve imagined.”
Two of the spider-walkers exchange something. They’re curious, which is an attribute I’d never associated with the aliens before.
I wonder about Jai. He must have made it back to camp by now, and raised the alarm. Occasionally I catch a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye, and I turn, thinking it’s Jai returning, only to see a tree swaying. After several hours, I’m left wondering if I’ve been abandoned. Perhaps not on purpose, but I don’t think he’s coming back for me any time soon.
As the sun sits low on the horizon, fighter aircraft come roaring through the valley, soaring barely a thousand feet above the desert, unleashing cluster bombs. Someone’s aware of the advance. Large canisters fall lazily through the air, breaking open, splitting into hundreds of tiny bomblets that tumble to Earth. Explosions pepper the creatures. The crack of artificial thunder echoes off the canyon walls, jarringly out of sync with the flashes of light cutting into the vast, leathery hides of these massive animals.
The monsters writhe in what I imagine must be pain. Their motion is slow compared to the jets. They lash out, but with no effect. Tentacles whip through the air, but the aircraft have already cleared the vast canyon and are banking as they turn, lining up another attack. As the jets approach, more munitions fall from beneath their wings, guided by invisible lasers, and suddenly a line of fire erupts from the back of one of the immense aliens. Again, the sound of the attack is delayed, with the explosions breaking in staccato after the fact.
One of the aliens falls to its knees, and I’m on the verge of cheering, when I see something I’d only heard described before. Burning body parts fall from the vast animal, and it’s tempting to see this as a victory, but as those severed limbs scatter across the ground, they grow limbs of their own, scurrying away. Whereas moments before, there was only one monster, now there are dozens of smaller creatures. They’re fast, scattering, making it impossible for the aircraft to target them individually. Each of these new creatures must be the size of a house, yet in among them, there are hundreds of even smaller ones.
I’m reminded of what I saw that first night, when my father gave his life to save me. Grubs move in a horde, coordinating their attack, or in this case, their retreat. I heard about this on the news reports in the hospital. They said the aliens combine to create more complex beings the way I might build a house with a Lego set. It’s as though thousands of ants swarmed together to form a massive colony, only to break apart when attacked.
Back then, the reporter called the large grubs ‘mothers,’ explaining how they disassemble when they reach their objective, scattering into thousands of small grubs. Bombing a mother triggers the reaction, killing at least some of the smaller grubs and slowing their advance.
More explosions devastate the other giraffe-like creatures, and they rise up on their hind legs, clawing at the sky, before collapsing to the ground and scattering as though with the wind. They form into hundreds of smaller creatures. 
I’m mesmerized by the sight before me. Moving as one, the horde wheels to the south—they’ve picked up on the scent of the camp. Several more jets scream through the valley, trying to cut them off. Explosions trail behind the aircraft, running in lines easily a quarter of a mile in length along the desert floor as the pilots try to buy the refugees more time. By forcing the grubs to divide, the pilots slow down the advance, as the smaller creatures can’t cover the ground as fast as the larger animals.
Again, napalm scorches the landscape, but with each strike, the horde becomes more diffuse. They shimmer like a mirage. I know what this is. I saw this that first night. The grubs are activating their camouflage, mimicking their surroundings and burrowing beneath the ground. It’s impossible to tell where the leading edge of the horde is, but it grows thicker back toward the bigger creatures. Five monstrous aliens have become an army of thousands, and I fear Jai’s run has been in vain. Even if he’s managed to raise the alarm, mobilizing hundreds of thousands of civilians, and getting them to safety in a matter of hours is impossible.
Helicopter gunships move in, positioning themselves between the horde and the approach to the camp. Their rotor blades thrash at the air like angry hornets. I lose sight of the choppers as they strafe the front of the swarm, seemingly cutting down trees and splitting boulders with their machine guns firing long bursts into the barren desert. The grubs are dividing again, leaving their dead and wounded, and surging on toward their prey while blending in with the environment.
I’m ignored.
I’m nothing—a spectator of a bloody conflict no one really understands. Isn’t that true of every war?
As the sun dips below the mountains, and shadows stretch across the desert, an eerie silence falls. The battle has moved on behind the hills, leaving me sitting on a boulder overlooking the valley. Smoke drifts from the remains of the alien carcasses. Birds circle, looking for carrion, but spying nothing earthly on the plain below. In some ways, being stranded is more terrifying than being caught on the fringe of the battle.
I’m alone.
If Jai was coming back for me, he’d be here by now.
I’ve been abandoned, and I fear for Jai. Having seen my father stripped to the bone by these creatures, my heart sinks at the senseless waste. To me, that’s the tragedy of the invasion. Life is too precious. For thousands of years, we valued gold, rubies, and diamonds, but on a celestial scale, none of these precious stones is as rare as life. Our planet is an oasis in the midst of billions of lifeless planets. Perhaps that’s what drew the grubs here. And yet to take life is cruel. Can’t they see that? I guess we eat cows and chickens, but I’d like to think we’re different. We’re intelligent. How can they reach the stars, and not respect the sanctity of sentient life? I would. If I were them, I’d be fascinated by a tiny, unassuming planet with so much biodiversity, but the grubs are monsters.
I walk over to my wheelchair, picking it up and unfolding the back, locking the clips on the frame. The hand rest is torn, and one of the circular handrails tracing the wheels has been bent, but the bent rail has protected the wheel, keeping it true and straight. Sitting in my wheelchair, I’m overcome with a sense of being home, which is strange, as I haven’t known any home since the invasion began. Is this why kids have special blankets and stuffed toys? There’s a sense of comfort in the feel of the chrome handrails sliding beneath my fingers as I roll my chair along the track. Slowly, I make my way over the rocks, not sure what I’ll find back at camp. I can’t stay here.
“Where the hell am I going?” I ask myself for no other reason than to hear a voice beyond the gentle crunch of gravel beneath my wheels. There’s nowhere to go. The rock pool would have been an ideal place to hide had it not been overrun by the grubs. Now, it would be impossible to distinguish rocks and trees from these vicious creatures lying in wait. By default, I head back to camp. Camp Augustus is all I know. Three kilometers is a crazy distance to travel over a rough track in a wheelchair, even though the heat of the day is fading, but it’s mostly downhill. I know what I’ll find back at camp—death and destruction. To do something, anything, feels constructive. Sitting in the middle of the desert, waiting for a lone soldier who may never return, is madness—perhaps not as insane as returning to an overrun camp, but to my mind, taking action puts me in control. It doesn’t, but I push that thought away.
On the downhill slopes, all I need to do is rest my hands on the push rim attached to the wheels to slow my descent. Heading up even a gentle rise is tough on the rough gravel. It’s hard work, but I’m nothing if not stubborn.
“Hang on! I’m coming!” I call out with gallows humor and false urgency, knowing how absurd it would look to someone watching me make my way along the track in a wheelchair. “Help is on the way!”
Truth is, we need each other. From the strongest, muscle-bound Marine, to a cripple like me. None of us can survive alone. Hominids figured that out millions of years ago. Banding together is the only way we can survive. I may not bring much to the party, but right now, I’m the best they’ve got, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to leave someone to die alone. If we’re going to die tonight, we’ll die together.
After almost an hour, I round a steep corner and the camp comes into view. Flames lick at the twilight, and yet on I push. In the distance, aliens probe the torn tents, leaning over the wreckage and tearing away the canvas, snatching refugees hiding in the shadows. There’s nothing I can do as they scream in terror. I must be in shock—which is a peculiar realization, as I feel detached, and able to observe myself objectively, but it’s an illusion.
I’ve nowhere else to go. I’ll die down there, and yet alone in the desert, I’ll die from dehydration and heat stroke within a couple of days at most. Down there, I’ll die with purpose, and so I push on in my feeble wheelchair.
Sarcasm is never far from my mind, and through quivering lips, I whisper, “Is there room for one more in tomorrow’s breaking news?”
Tears roll down my cheeks. They never stood a chance.
Gunfire breaks the still of the twilight, but it’s a token gesture and is quickly silenced by the victors.
A jet soars overhead, banking as it circles out wide. The clear cockpit canopy is visible from the ground. A white helmet within the cockpit surveys the carnage, unable to help, and my heart breaks.
On I roll, determined not to abandon my home of one day. Something I learned a long time ago is that being disabled may limit my options, but I still have choices to make. Today, I choose not to run. There’s something fundamentally human about compassion, something the grubs will never understand. I have to help. Me. Crippled girl in a wheelchair. But what can I do? I won’t know until I’m down there. I have to try. My mother’s dead. Jai’s dead. Someone has to be alive down there. They’re all I have left. I have to do what I can to help, feeble though my efforts may be.
I hate this. I hate the injustice of a single moment that condemns me to life in a wheelchair. I hate seeing people hurt, their lives torn apart, their bodies ravaged by grubs. But what can I do? Anything is preferable to nothing.
I roll up to the gates of the camp as night wins over the twilight, plunging the landscape into darkness. Fires rage in the distance. Crushed steel fencing marks where the creatures struck, tearing their way into the camp.
“Look for things that are out of place,” I mumble to myself, remembering the war stories I heard down in Mexico City. Grubs are masters of disguise, only revealing their true form when they’re ready to strike, but they don’t understand context. Kids love bicycles, but a bicycle on a garage roof makes no sense. I’ve heard of chairs in swimming pools, car tires in a clothing store, oven mitts on a beach. With time, they’ve grown smarter. They’re like landmines. I only hope I can spot anything that’s out of place as I move through the camp.
My heart pounds in my throat, but I’m compelled to go on. Canvas rustles in the wind. Loose tent flaps wave back and forth, breaking the eerie stillness of the night. The crushed tents provide a somber view of the camp, allowing me to see for hundreds of yards. The grubs have picked through the ruins, and are moving south. Occasionally, someone stands up. I want to call to them, but I’m afraid.
The smoldering wreckage of a helicopter blocks the dirt road linking the different sections within the camp, forcing me to get out of my wheelchair to clamber over the debris. My back aches, making it difficult to move. I’m not supposed to rely so heavily on my wheelchair. I’m supposed to push myself to walk, but that’s easy for a physiotherapist to say when they don’t get painful, shooting spasms down their legs. If only my physio could see me now, dragging my wheelchair behind me as I step around the wreckage. 
Why I’m continuing on is lost on me. I’m in a daze, shocked by the sheer scale of the devastation. Any goal will do. To do nothing would be to admit defeat.
I’ve no idea why, but I need to get back to my cot. On one level, I’m aware that this is a stupid idea. Yet I need my things. I need my clothes, my meds, my books. I drag my wheelchair over the crushed boom of the helicopter, setting it up beyond the acrid aviation fuel staining the ground.
Inside the cockpit, bony hands cling to flight controls. Although I don’t want to, I have to get closer. I creep forward, approaching the cockpit with caution. It’s irrational, but it seems as though the skeleton of the pilot could somehow spring to life at any second and chase me. Rationally, I know that could never happen, and yet still my heart beats faster. It’s madness—he’s not the monster. Yet the fear of something lurching out of the darkness and chasing me is overwhelming.
The pilot has been stripped of both his clothing and his flesh. These bones could be hundreds of years old. His skull leans on a headrest, with black pits where eyes once saw starlight. The darkness stares back at me. I’m assuming the pilot was male. I don’t know. Perhaps that association helps me depersonalize his death. The idea of a woman dying like this strikes too close to home. His bones are white. A hollow skull, empty eye sockets, and laughing white teeth mock me, terrifying me. Shoulder bones, ribs, a chunky spinal column, and a seemingly bleached white pelvis—these are the unseen structure supporting all our lives, only now these bones might as well be rocks in the desert.
I can’t see these bones as ever sustaining life, and yet a few hours ago they did. It’s as though someone planted a skeleton in the cockpit as a Halloween prank. Did these bones ever harbor life? Of course they did, and that’s the tragedy before me. I can’t ignore death. I can’t pretend this soldier never laughed at jokes, or cried when his dog died, or blew out candles on a birthday cake as one more year was added to his lot, but there won’t be any candles this year.
Death is the antithesis of life. Love, laughter, heartache and toil—they’re for but a moment, and yet they define who we are, not these bones. Whoever this was, he loved to fly, and he fought to save thousands of refugees from being slaughtered, dying to give us a chance at life. To me, that is what it means to be human; that’s what sets us apart from the grubs. I reach out and touch lightly at the bones of his wrist, to overcome the fear of my own mortality, and honor this fallen hero.
“Thank you,” slips from my lips as my head lowers and I turn away. 
I walk slowly back to my wheelchair, limping under more than the pain in my hip. I have to find life. Someone must have survived.
Resting in my wheelchair for a moment, I listen for sounds drifting on the wind. Nothing. I roll forward, hearing the crunch of rocks passing rhythmically beneath my thin tires. Bloodied arms and crushed legs lie inert, sticking out from beneath the fallen tents. These aren’t injuries inflicted by grubs. In the panic and chaos that befell hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing these monstrous creatures, we've crushed each other.
I don’t have the nerve to peel back the canvas, but I get out of my wheelchair and check for a pulse. Nothing, just soft skin cooling with the evening.
Dark scars mark where explosions tore up the road. At points, I have to go around fallen tents and crushed cots as I move into the heart of the camp.
“Hello?” I whisper.
There’s no reply.
Burning embers drift through the air as a fire smolders in the remains of an overturned tent.
“Anyone?”
Someone coughs in the smoke. I jump out of my wheelchair and rush toward the sound, hobbling over the carnage, forgetting about the grubs.
“Hold on,” I cry.
There’s movement under the heavy canvas ahead in the intersection by the shower tent. I try to lift the canvas, peeling it back and pulling it away as best I can.
A middle-aged man crawls toward me. Blood drips from a gash on his forehead. He turns back to the darkness behind him, saying, “They’re here. Help is here.”
Slowly, several more refugees crawl out of the tent: a woman, a teenaged girl, and a young boy. They huddle together as a family, and the father asks, “Where’s the rescue crew?”
I plop back in my wheelchair. “You’re looking at the whole team.”
He’s nervous, scanning the crushed tents for any sign of movement near us. They were hiding, waiting for a proper rescue, but no one came. I’ve blown their cover. From the anger in his eyes, he seems to think I’ve jeopardized his one chance of escape—exposing his family to the grubs—only no one’s coming.
“Listen,” I say. “We’re on our own. These things are moving off again. You want help? You need to be that help.”
Flashes of light on the horizon mark a battle being played out in silence beyond the hills. There must be hundreds of monsters on the move. We’re refuse—roadkill.
I look him in the eye. “We have to save ourselves.”
He nods. Sweat drips from his forehead. His face is expressive. He looks down at me in my wheelchair, clearly wondering if I know what I’m doing. I don’t, but I know enough to realize indecision is a fatal mistake. Hiding won’t help.
“East gate,” I say, pointing back toward the crushed remains of the helicopter. “I came in from there. It’s safe. That’s where we’ll meet. Find as many survivors as you can, and send them there.”
He nods again. He’s in shock. I swear, right now, he’d do anything I ask, and I’m tempted to test my theory by saying, “Hop on one foot.” Ash, behave.
“We can do this,” I say, addressing the woman. “We can escape, but we need to help each other. Get your kids to the east gate. Your husband and I will go on and search for more survivors. We’ll circle back and meet you there.”
She kisses him on the cheek, whispering something in his ear, and then leads her kids away.
“What’s your name?” I ask as I lead him further into the decimated camp, and away from his family. I thrust my wheelchair forward, working hard with my arms. Being assertive is all I’ve got.
“Mohammad,” he says, keeping pace beside me.
“We’re going to get through this, Mohammad.”
We reach an intersection, and I say, “You take the left fork. I’ll head down to the right. Funnel survivors back to the gate. Recruit anyone you can to help with the search. In one hour, meet back by the east gate.”
He nods. “East gate. I’ll see you there.”
“Yes, you will,” I say, knowing what we both need right now is a little certainty.
Mohammad jogs off with unexpected enthusiasm. A sense of purpose does that, I guess. I hope he makes it back to his family.
I whisper, “Stay safe, Mohammad,” but he doesn’t hear me. Mohammad is already lifting the flap of a collapsed tent, and dragging someone out into the dusty track.
Debris clogs the road—scraps of clothing, jewelry boxes, busted suitcases. I pick my way around them, calling out, “Hello? Is there anyone here? Can you hear me?”
Pages flicker in the wind, and I recognize my biology textbook lying in the middle of the dusty road.
My heart leaps into my throat. It’s silly, but it’s as though I’ve stumbled upon an old friend. I lean down and pick up the book, wondering where Jai is, hoping he’s survived the attack.
The cover of my textbook is burnt. Several of the pages have been singed, curling at the ends. I dust it off, slipping it into the pouch behind my seat back. I feel a little stupid, but this book represents years of painstaking recovery for me. These worn pages have been with me through good times and bad. They’ve seen laughter and tears. Everyone has a favorite book, and I always thought mine would be something emotionally riveting, like Jane Eyre, or Fault in Our Stars. But no, I picked a dull biology textbook. Or should I say, that stupid thing chose me, following me around through so many hospital wards. Anything worth reading got stolen along the way, but no one wanted a biology text, though it holds a wealth of knowledge. So we ended up becoming the most unlikely of companions.
Sentimental much?
Ash, you’re soft.
And yet there’s something comforting in the emotionally detached sentences describing the evolution of life on Earth. To hear of billions of years described in just a few sentences that take mere seconds to read is quietly reassuring. Life thrives. Maybe it’s just me, but I’m encouraged by the way humanity has come to understand itself: its origins on the savannas of Africa, its place in this vast universe, and the astonishing diversity of life that has sprung from such humble beginnings, billions of years ago. These days, few can see beyond the grubs ravaging the land, but life will continue for hundreds of millions, if not billions of years to come. Today is just another black smudge in history, but one that’s not quite as severe as that which befell the dinosaurs. Life will continue. One day, we’ll overcome our foe. One day we’ll take life from this planet to the stars, and all this will be little more than a bad dream, just a note in the history textbooks—or whatever they use for books in the future.
Refugees huddle in the shadows by an overturned truck. I wheel myself over. In the darkness, I recognize Dr. Martinez leaning over an injured women, binding a wound on her leg. Two men lift the woman onto a cot, using it as a stretcher.
“Ash?” Dr. Martinez says, surprised to see me rolling up casually in my wheelchair.  “Ashley Kelly?”
“Hey, Doc.”
“What are you doing here? We need to get you out of here. We’re heading for the evacuation point by the main gate.”
“No,” I cry, surprising myself with the vehemence of my reply. “I saw the main gate from the hill. There are grubs crawling all over the place. You need to get to the east gate, back that way, beyond the crashed chopper.”
“Ashley. We need to get you out of here,” Dr. Martinez says, repeating herself. There’s something eerie in her rote repetition that tells me she’s not her normal self. Her eyes glaze over as she says, “We’re heading for the evacuation point by the main gate.”
“Luisa,” I say, taking a gamble and calling her by her first name even though we barely know each other. The sound of her name seems to register an alarm at some deeper level within her consciousness. For the first time since we started talking, she blinks. It’s as though her mind is rebooting. “Is everything OK?”
Blood seeps from around her waist, forming a dark patch on her shirt and running down her trousers.
“You’re hurt,” I say.
“Me?” she replies, clearly in shock. “I’m fine.”
I reach out and touch gently at her hip, lifting her shirt. A metal rod is stuck in her side.
“Looks worse than it is,” she says, resting her hand around the metal, holding it in place. “Can’t remove it. Too much internal bleeding. Dead man walking. Or woman. But somehow ‘dead woman’ doesn’t have the same ring.”
She’s lightheaded, laughing at the point she made as though it were a joke.
I’m already out of my wheelchair, grabbing her and helping her to sit on the worn seat.
“Oh, no,” she protests, but she’s too weak to get back to her feet. “This is your wheelchair. You need it.”
“Not as much as you,” I say, standing behind the wheelchair, taking a firm hold on the handles.
“You two,” I say, gesturing to a man and women huddled in the shadows. They seem to shrink in response. Neither of them appear injured, but they’re just as much in shock as Dr. Martinez. “I need your help. I need you to keep looking for survivors.”
No response.
“Please,” I say.
“We’re waiting for the rescue team,” the woman says.
“There is no rescue team,” I say. “There’s just us. If we don’t help each other, we die. Don’t you get that?”
Reluctantly, she nods.
“But...” the man says, yet in his heart he must recognize the truth in what I’ve said. His voice trails off in unwilling acceptance of reality.
“You’ve got to help,” I say, knowing that if they can push through the fear, they’ll find strength. “I need you to help with the search. Send survivors to the east gate.”
“Where will we go from there?” the woman asks.
“Up into the hills. The grubs followed the valleys to get here. The hills are safe.”
I begin pushing Dr. Martinez, surprised by how hard it is to get her going. I’ve never pushed anyone in a wheelchair before. The two men carrying the stretcher walk beside me, but my slow pace is holding them back. They’re solemn, silent—undertakers carrying a coffin, even though the woman is alive for now. We join several more stragglers making their way to the crashed helicopter. Mohammad has been busy. As for me, I can barely walk. My right leg drags on the gravel, but I force myself on. Another woman sees me struggling with Dr. Martinez and comes over to help.
“Thanks,” I say, surrendering the handles of the wheelchair to her. It takes four people to lift Dr. Martinez over the crashed chopper boom. I sit on the end of the boom for a few minutes, feeling exhausted.
News is traveling fast. Dark shapes emerge from the ruins. More survivors are coming. I stagger on, trying to keep pace with the doctor in the wheelchair, but I fall behind. There are easily a hundred people in and around the east gate by the time I get there.
I hobble up to a young woman, touching her on the shoulder and asking for help. “I need you to spread the word. There’s a spring—a rock pool, about three miles away. The grubs were there, but they moved on. None of them dropped. We should be safe there. Get everyone moving. Tell them to keep their eyes open.”
“OK,” she says, and begins moving between the small bands of survivors huddled by the gate. Slowly, dark silhouettes begin making the trek up the hill. They’re carrying whatever they can—suitcases, backpacks, pots, even a tent pole.
I’m not going anywhere. I slump on the ground, leaning against a chain link fence. I’m in pain. For me, this is the end of the road. For the next thirty minutes, I watch as stragglers join the long march up the hill in the darkness. No one stops to help me.
A small group of soldiers marches along the fence line, coming up from the south. They’re carrying heavy backpacks, rifles in hand, skirting the fallen tents.
From out of the darkness, a voice says, “Ash?”
“—Jai?”
The lead soldier rushes toward me, tossing his backpack and rifle on the ground. Jai kneels in front of me, checking for any injuries.
“Jai,” I cry again, feeling as though I’m seeing a ghost. “I thought—I thought you were dead.”
“Easy,” he says, holding me by the shoulders.
“You didn’t come back for me,” I blurt out, struggling to contain my tears. “You left me there.”
“I’d never abandon you,” he says. “It’s just… there were so many people, so few soldiers, so little time.”
It’s irrational, but I’m hurt emotionally. I’m so tired I could collapse. He’s right, but that doesn’t negate the anguish I feel. Jai pulls me close, resting my head on his shoulders and running his hand through my hair.
“You scared me,” I whisper.
“I was always coming back for you.”
I breathe deeply, trying to calm my nerves.
“It’s OK,” he says. “We’re going to make it out of this. The two of us. We’ll be fine. You and me.”
Whether he’s right or not, only time will tell, but this is what I need to hear.
“I was afraid,” I say. “I’ve always been alone, even in a crowd. I just…”
“I know,” he says softly. 
I sigh, grateful to have him as an ally in this crazy war. I’m so glad he made it through the attack.
“How are you doing?” he asks, pulling back and holding me by my shoulders. He looks at my frail body in the dark asking, “Are you hurt? Have you been injured?”
“Me?” I reply as though the concept of being hurt is impossible. “I’m fine. I mean, my body is a wreck, but hey, that’s normal for me.”
“How did you get back here?” he asks.
“Have wheels, will travel,” I say.
Jai looks up, peering around. “They said there was a rescue team here coordinating the evacuation. Have you seen them?”
“Yep,” I say. “You’re looking at the whole crew.”
He laughs, resting his hand affectionately on my cheek and saying, “Well done. I should have guessed.”
I smile, appreciating his confidence in a cripple.
“You’re sending them to the rock pool?”
“Yes,” I say. “I hope it’s safe, but I figured anywhere is better than here.”
“Anywhere is,” he replies.
One of the other soldiers says, “I’ll take Phelps and Johnson, and scout ahead to make sure the route is clear.”
Jai turns to him, saying, “We had a tall walker out there, but I didn’t see any grubs on the ground.”
“Good to know,” the soldier says before jogging along the straggling line of refugees marching over the hill. Jai gets to his feet and I feel obliged to stand, even though my back’s killing me.
“Take it easy,” he says, as I try to hide the pain. “What happened to your wheelchair?”
“Someone else needed it more.”
“Well, we need to get you out of here,” Jai says, picking up his rifle and pack. He leans the rifle against the fence. To my surprise, Jai slips his pack over his chest, working his arms through the straps and wearing the pack on his front, leaving his back free.
“Oh, no. You can’t carry me up there,” I say as Jai turns and gestures for me to climb on his back.
“Let’s see how far we get.”
“I’ll be fine,” I say. “I can walk.”
Jai raises an eyebrow.
“I just need a little rest.”
“Hey,” he says, reaching out behind his back as he bends down. “Just like riding a pony.”
I laugh.
“I love ponies.”
Reluctantly, I climb up and he locks his hands beneath me. Jai shimmies, working me higher up on his back. I wrap my hands around his head, and lean forward, kissing him lightly on the cheek, saying, “Thank you.”
“I bet you say that to all your pack horses,” he replies.
One of the other soldiers grabs his rifle.
Jai hunches over, leaning into the march, and hitting a good stride. I’m not sure how long he can keep this pace.
I’m surprised by the number of people on the track. There’s easily two hundred people strung out along the hillside, largely in single file, or in groups of two or three. Some use makeshift crutches. Others cradle injured arms. A few people carry suitcases and bags, but most of the survivors have nothing.
I want to talk to Jai, but I can’t, as that wouldn’t be fair to him. He’s breathing hard, drawing in vast amounts of air with every second step. The rhythmic crunch of gravel under his boots is hypnotic. Rocking back and forth, I find my eyelids sinking. Each blink lasts longer than the previous one, and before I know it, my eyelids are closed, and the sounds around me fade.



North
I wake to a red glow seeping through my eyelids as the sun rises over the mountains. Rocks and stones dig into my waist. The back of my head rests next to a broken branch. Slowly, I sit up. Someone’s snoring beside me. I’ve rolled off a makeshift bed formed from a scrunched up jacket and a sheet of plastic, but I’ve no recollection of preparing it. I guess I passed out last night. Wouldn’t be the first time my crappy body has given out on me. Seems Jai is my knight in shining armor.
A lone guard stands on the edge of the tree line with a rifle slung over his shoulder. He looks out across the valley, keeping us safe, although if one of those things attacked us here, there’s nothing he could do beyond warning us of its approach.
Light flickers through the leaves of the trees. I get up, grabbing hold of branches on a nearby tree to help me stand. Jai is over by the rock pool tending to Dr. Martinez. My wheelchair sits abandoned by the stream leading from the rock pool. Dark stains mark where blood has soaked into the cushion. 
“Dr. Martinez,” I say to myself, remembering her abdominal injury from the attack. I waddle over, hobbling on the uneven rocky ground. Clumps of grass and weeds fight for life among the rocks.
“Morning, Ash,” Dr. Martinez says, turning her head and seeing me as I walk over, but those few words have her grimacing in pain. Jai turns. His eyes tell me all I need to know. Without medical intervention, she’s going to die.
Being half asleep, it takes me a moment to realize what’s happening. They’re going to operate on her. The soldiers are busying themselves, preparing for open air surgery. One of the soldiers rocks her gently on her side, spreading a plastic sheet beneath her waist. A fire rages not more than fifteen feet away even though the heat of the morning is already stifling, ready to sterilize equipment. Blackened pots of water sit cooling on the grass. Steam wafts into the air.
“What can I do to help?” I say, kneeing down next to Jai as he surveys her wound. His arms are white, almost bleached, and he has thin blue plastic gloves on.
Jai looks at me as if to say, “Nothing.” He sighs.
“Normally, we’d call for a helo evac. At worst, we’d have a major trauma kit, with at least two qualified medics, a support team of four, bags of blood and plasma on standby, along with a full field sterilization kit.”
“And?” I ask.
“We have nothing but a combat first aid kit. I’ve given her a little codeine and some fentanyl, but…”
He doesn’t want to say any more with her listening.
“You need bandages,” I say, stating the obvious and making it sound trivial. “No problem.”
Jai looks at me as though I’ve gone insane. His eyes narrow as if to say, “Now’s not the time, Ash.”
“I can get you plenty of sterile bandages,” I say, looking around at the survivors scattered throughout the grove. They’re clustered in small groups, with bags, and suitcases, and whatever else they were able to grab on their way out last night.
Jai asks, “You’re in the middle of the wilderness, and you can just conjure up a bunch of sterile bandages?”
“Yep.”
“OK, I’ll bite. How?”
“Women.”
“Women?” he echoes, but I’m already walking over to a family with three teenaged girls sitting by the rock pool. I ask the mother if she salvaged any toiletries. She looks at me as if I’m asking for the life of her first born, so I explain why I need them, and she hands me a few tampons along with a sanitary pad from her backpack. I check the plastic wrapping, making sure it’s intact, and thank her.
I move on, talking discreetly with the women. A sense of purpose allows me to push through the pain, and I find myself walking more naturally than usual. I know I’ll pay for this later, my hips are already beginning to ache, but I’m excited to be able to help.
Not every woman managed to grab toiletries, but those that did are willing to share, realizing these items have more importance for surgery. Within fifteen minutes I’ve got easily two dozen sanitary pads and tampons.
“Will these help?” I ask, kneeling beside Jai, and laying them out on a cloth in order of size and type.
Jai smiles, “They’re perfect. Thanks.”
“I can help,” I say, insisting on being involved. My spine may be crippled, but my arms and my mind are fine. People tend to forget that we disabled folk are only limited in a few areas. Outside of those, we’re like anyone else. “I used to help out in the ER down in Mexico City.”
“Help” might be overstating the case. I hobbled around delivering meds and talking with patients as they waited for hours in the overloaded health care system. The ER administrator even gave me the classic white overcoat as a uniform. I think she appreciated an extra set of hands, even if I was only delivering blankets in my wheelchair, or walking around collecting forms. I’d bounce between rooms with a clipboard under my arm, and on occasion would be mistaken for a nurse or a doctor. When people are desperate, any ray of hope is welcome, even if it is from a teen with bad acne.
“Well, we didn’t end up pulling refugee duty because of our combat skills. I suspect you’re more experienced than any of these guys. How steady are your hands?”
“Like a rock.”
“Johnson will get you set up,” Jai replies, gently pouring water from a pot around the wound, and daubing at Luisa’s stomach with a cloth. “She’s still losing blood.”
Johnson is over by the fire, using a pole to stir rags in a pot of boiling water. He’s got an assembly line going, with rags hanging out to dry on an impromptu clothesline strung between trees.
“What can I do?” I ask.
“Roll up your sleeves, and we’ll get you scrubbed.” Johnson is older than the other soldiers. Gray hair peeps out from under his hat. His face is pink from too much sun.
“Lather up with soap,” he says, gesturing to three pots set next to each other on the dirt. The first is milky white. I roll up my sleeves and dip my hands into the hot water, finding a cloth on the bottom and a bar of soap nearby. 
“Abdominal injuries are notorious for infection,” he says as I pull my hands out of the pot and rub soap down to my elbows. “We can’t take any chances.”
He pours water from a pot over my arms, rinsing away the suds as I rub the cloth back and forth. “Focus on your fingertips and fingernails. Really give them a good scrub. You’ll find gloves in the first aid kit, but you mustn’t contaminate them with unclean hands. We have to reduce the risk of contact contamination at every step. We don’t want to save her today only to lose her to infection tomorrow.”
I work the cloth over my hands and under my nails as he moves in front of the second pot. Even with soap, I’m dubious about how clean I can get, as I’ve seen how hardy microbes are in hospitals, but I follow his directions and drop the cloth in the first pot, rinsing in the second. Thankfully, this pot is cooler, but it smells of chlorine.
“Drip dry before touching your gloves,” he says, and I stand, shaking my hands vigorously. “Microbes are the enemy now.”
I follow his lead, holding my hands up so the water drains down to my elbows, away from my fingers.
“And one last rinse,” he says, pouring hot water over my arms again. The smell of chlorine is quite sharp.
“You’re good,” he says, once I’ve dried off, and I pull a pair of thin surgical gloves from a sterile packet, slipping them over my hands.
“Don’t touch anything,” he says, as he puts the pot down. “You and Jai will act as primary. Davies and I are in support. You need to be a spare set of hands for Jai.”
“I can do that.”
“If there are complications,” he says quietly, “we’ll need to move quickly. Just be ready to do whatever Jai asks. We’ll prep everything you need.”
Johnson hands me a metal dish with a scalpel, a knife, a pair of weird looking scissors, a roll of cotton, proper bandages sealed in plastic, and a threaded needle. He holds the dish by the base, keeping his gloved fingers away from the sides, and signals for me to pick it up from the top.
“We need to avoid all possibility of microbe transmission,” he says. “Think twice before touching anything.”
I nod, feeling as though I’ve been scolded for doing something wrong. I understand the need for sterile conditions—that’s why I only brought back sanitary products still in their wrapping, but I understand why he’s saying this. Johnson isn’t being condescending or critical. Good intentions are not enough when a life is at stake. 
“We’re ready,” Jai says, having wrung out several of the cloths from a cooling pot of water. He places the cloths around the wound, pressing lightly at the metal rod embedded in her stomach. Doctor Martinez leans forward, trying to see what’s happening. Johnson tears open several of the sanitary pads and tampon packs, being careful only to expose one end, leaving them loosely in their wrappers, so they’re easy to retrieve.
“Try to relax, Doc,” Jai says.
“Relax?” she says, letting out a sigh. “The one person qualified to perform this surgery is the only person that can’t do a goddamn thing to help, and you want me to relax?”
“Combat medic, Doc,” Jai replies. He pulls at his gloves, peeling off one set and revealing a second set of gloves beneath, and I get a glimpse into how he’s mitigating the risk of infection at every step during the procedure. Now that the prep is complete, he’s dropping back to an inner, sterile pair of gloves, effectively changing gloves before surgery begins.
“How—How many abdominal surgeries?” she asks as her head sinks into a folded jacket.
“Five.”
“On humans?”
“None,” Jai replies.
I’m confused.
“We practice field surgery on pigs,” he says, looking up at me as I kneel opposite him.
“They shoot them first,” the doctor says, trying not to laugh, and although such a thought is horrifying, I can see her banter with Jai is distracting her from what’s happening. “Then they treat them for gunshot wounds.”
“They all survived, Doc. I’ve never lost a patient—human or otherwise.”
She jokes, saying, “So that’s why we never get any bacon in camp.”
“Yep, that’s it, Doc.”
Her eyes stare up at the sky, no longer trying to watch us. She relaxes, slowing her breathing. If I was in her place, I’d be panicking.
“You’re in good hands,” Jai says.
I love the way Jai exudes confidence. My hands are shaking, but he’s calm under pressure.
Dr. Martinez clenches a cut off branch in each hand, trying to stave off the pain.
Looking at me, Jai says, “The tissue around the rod is compressed. As soon as I pull it out, the pressure will be released and she’s going to bleed. We’ve got to seal off any ruptured blood vessels, and reconnect any severed arteries.”
“Simple enough,” I say, bluffing.
“I’m going to make a small incision along here, leading down to the puncture so I can get a good look at the damage before I remove the rod. There’s going to be some bleeding. I need you to soak it up, and draw it away.”
“Understood,” I reply, only now fully realizing what I’ve got myself into. The soldiers are busy, placing the sanitary pads beside me, and laying out the instruments Jai needs.
The doctor breathes deeply. Jai draws a scalpel along her stomach, leading down to the steel rod protruding from her abdomen. She tries not to flinch. At first, I could almost swear he’d run a red marker along her stomach. The trickle of blood on her pale skin looks more like a pencil line than a cut. I daub at the blood around the steel rod, watching as Jai separates the skin. He leans down and peers into her stomach cavity. I’m shocked by how deep the scalpel cut as it seemed to glide over her skin, yet I can see globules of fat just below the surface, along with the texture of muscle, and the pink squishy internal organs deep below.
“Good news, Dr. Martinez,” he says as she pants with short, sharp breaths. “No internal leakage. Blood’s pooling around your spleen, but the stomach wall is intact. You’re going to be fine. No damage to either your kidneys or your liver.”
Not surprisingly, Dr. Martinez doesn’t reply. Her eyes gaze up at the vast expanse of the clear blue sky above. I wipe the skin on her stomach with a sanitary pad, soaking up the excess blood.
Jai looks up at me saying, “If her stomach had ruptured, infection would be a major problem, but she’s lucky.”
He probes around a little, gently moving his gloved fingers within her abdomen, shifting his head around so he can get the best vantage point.
“You’re going to be fine, Doc. There’s some damage to your spleen. The rod is up hard against an artery. It’s nicked it, but it hasn’t severed it. I suspect there’s going to be ruptured blood vessels and some damage to the outer wall, but you’re going to make it.”
He keeps saying she’ll be fine, and I’m not sure if he’s trying to convince her, me, or perhaps himself.
“Pass me the clamp,” he says, and I hand him what looks like a pair of scissors with interlocking teeth and a slight curve at the tip.
Jai fiddles around inside her abdomen, squishing his bloodied, gloved fingers into the narrow opening, saying, “Just like working on my dad’s old convertible.”
Dr. Martinez smiles, but she’s broken out in a sweat. She’s feeling the trauma of the operation, regardless of any drugs.
Flies buzz around us. I wave them away with one hand, but they don’t seem intent on landing. They’re attracted by the smell. Our constant motion keeps them at bay. The growing pile of discarded bloody pads beside me is an easy target, and they swarm, feasting on the fresh blood.
“OK, we’re ready to remove the rod.”
He looks at me, saying, “Put your fingers here. I need you to be ready to apply pressure to stop any bleeding while I sew her up. If there is a nick in the artery, it’s going to feel like you’re trying to block a fine hole on the side of a high pressure hose, but without being able to reach it properly. Keep up the pressure regardless. It’s all about pressure. Exert more pressure than her heart is producing and you’ll stop the bleeding. Got it?”
“Got it,” I say. I’m fighting the dismay of seeing fresh blood oozing out of her wound. The pace with which her surgery is progressing is unnerving. Luisa could die under our hands, and that realization freaks me out. I have to demand that my mind stays strong. Think of something else.
My mother used to take me for pony rides.
My favorite candy is a Snickers bar.
My best friend’s name was Abigail, but I haven’t seen her since the invasion began.
Just a few, fleeting, random thoughts get me through the moment.
Jai says, “It’s going well. Hang in there, Doc. We’ll have you back playing street soccer with the kids in no time.”
Dr. Martinez doesn’t respond.
Jai is focused. Sweat beads on his brow. He might be joking around, but I can see through the facade. He’s nervous—I can tell from his tight jaw and the thin white lines appearing around his clenched lips.
“Ready?”
You’re asking me?
Am I ready?
Hell, no.
Will I do what I have to?
Yes.
I’m not sure any normal person could ever be ready for surgery. Even doctors and nurses spend the best part of a decade getting to this point. I’ve got about two seconds.
I nod.
With my fingers poised to push deep inside her abdomen, I watch as Jai tugs gently on the metal rod, slowly working it out of her side. Dr. Martinez squirms, trying to hold herself still. The bloody metal is accompanied by a soft squelching sound as it comes out, leaving a gaping hole in her abdomen. At first, I think nothing drastic is necessary, as there’s minimal bleeding, but then deep red blood wells up, filling the hole and spilling out onto her skin
Jai nods, signaling me to act. He’s already daubing at the wound, trying to clear away the blood to see the source. As much as I hate to, I know what has to happen. I stick my thin fingers inside her, prodding gingerly until I feel the telltale throb of her heart causing blood to pulse through an artery. With my other hand, I insert a tampon beside my fingers, drawing the blood away so Jai can see.
“Got it,” I say, not sure what I’ve got, but pushing into the soft tissue.
Jai works with a blood-soaked pad, leaning down and looking around inside the wound before saying, “I see it. Rupture on the side of the artery. Ease up a little, don’t damage the tissue. Johnson, I’ve got a leaking blood vessel.”
Johnson brings over a combat knife with another blue plastic disposable glove fitted over the handle. He hands the knife to Jai by the hilt. Jai presses into the opening with one hand, holding the tip of the knife perfectly still, poised just above the wound. Slowly, he lowers the knife. I flatten my hands against her abdomen, feeling the heat coming off the blade. With precision, Jai touches the tip of the blade against a blood vessel and there’s a sizzle. Steam rises in a small burst.
“Got it,” he says, handing the knife back to Johnson with the care of someone defusing a bomb.
“You need to keep that pressure up,” Jai says, taking the needle and thread, and working on the artery. I keep one hand in place, constantly wiping away blood with the other.
Dr. Martinez breathes in short pants, flexing her leg muscles while trying to stay still.
“Hang in there, Doc,” Jai says. “Almost finished. You’re doing well. You’re a legend.”
For all our medical advances over the past few centuries, I’m horrified to realize surgery is still barely a step removed from butchery. Our hands are big and clumsy. Even when dealing with something like a severed artery, we’re working at a macro level to solve a microscopic, cellular problem. The best we can do is tend to basic remedial action, and get the body in a position where it can heal itself. Yet I’m proud to help Jai. I can see the efforts the soldiers have gone through to provide a sterile environment. It’s madness, but drastic times demand insane measures.
“Missed the bowel,” Jai says, confirming his earlier suspicion. “Spleen’s badly damaged. I’m going to leave the spleen. I’ll stitch up the tear, but we need a doctor to make the call on whether it stays or goes.”
“I—I’m a doctor,” our patient says between short breaths.
“And you’ve been very helpful,” Jai says, working with the needle and thread as I go through yet another sanitary pad, cleaning away the blood.
“Ease up,” Jai says to me. I release my fingers, slowly pulling them back as he works on the wound.
Although there’s blood everywhere, the bleeding has slowed. The blood on her stomach is thin and runny rather than thick and goopy, which is good, I think, as I gently wipe her down. For the first time, I feel I can relax. She’s going to survive.
“I’m closing up,” Jai says, shifting from stitching inside her abdomen to sewing up the skin. Dr. Martinez nods slightly. Her skin is pale and sweaty.
“Bandage,” Jai says, and I tear open a plastic patch larger than my hand, trying not to get blood on it. Jai wipes at the wound before applying the patch.
“Tape.”
I pull off my bloodied gloves, grab the tape, and tear off strips. Jai lays them over her stomach, fixing the bandage in place.
“You’re doing great, Doc.”
Dr. Martinez doesn’t respond. Her eyes are shut. The rise and fall of her chest are the only signs of life.
“We’re all done. We’re going to get you cleaned up, get some fluids into you, and then make sure you get some rest.”
With her eyes still shut, Dr. Martinez nods slightly.
It takes another ten minutes, almost twice as long as the actual surgery, before we’ve cleaned up the bloody mess around us.
Johnson helps change the bedding Dr. Martinez is lying on, rolling her gently to one side and laying a clean plastic sheet beneath her. He sits with her, holding her hand and talking softly with her as she rests in the shade. Blood stains my pants, leaving dark patches on my knees, reminding me of just how much blood was lost. Her recovery is going to take time. We have to get her out of here, back to civilization.
Afterwards, we clean up in the stream. I’m so relieved. I feel a sense of euphoria. I feel as though there’s nothing we can’t do, but Jai is silent. His mind is still racing, so I leave him to his thoughts. The last thing he needs is one more person consuming his attention, and placing demands on his time. Atlas never had it so tough.
Jai works with the soldiers to set up an assembly line of sorts, sterilizing drinking water by boiling it, and allowing it to cool, rotating pots as refugees shuffle past. I don’t know who dragged these pots here, but they’re a godsend. There’s a line of people waiting for a drink of water, so I join from the rear, sitting in my wheelchair on the path. Several of the men insist I go before them, but I’m tired of favoritism. I have no desire to use my disability as leverage so I bide my time patiently. Me? I’m nobody. An elderly man kindly says I’m special. I just smile and say we’re all special, because we are. We’re all important, and somehow, we need to get out of here alive.
Later, I sit on a rock looking out over the valley. There’s a soft breeze, and the shade of a tree makes the afternoon heat bearable. Jai comes over and sits next to me. 
“How are you doing?” he asks.
“Oh,” I say. “I’m fine. I’m just normal, good ol’ Ash, glad to sit down whenever I can.”
He nods.
“And you?” I ask.
Jai doesn’t reply. He’s lost in thought, and I get the impression his question was more rote than deliberate. He’s going through the motions. After all we’ve been through over the past day, reality seems to have caught up with him.
“I’m good,” he finally says.
“Liar.”
That gets his attention.
Jai turns and looks at me. He’s on the verge of denying it, but I cross my eyes, pulling a silly face as I stare at him, and he can’t help but smile.
“You’re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders, huh?” I ask.
“Something like that.”
“And you don’t know what to do next.”
“Nope.”
The view before us isn’t exactly inspiring. Thousands of tiny craters pockmark the valley. Black soot scars the rocks. The burnt remains of trees line the desert, a dark legacy left over from the battle.
Jai says, “No food. No radio. No heavy weapons. Caught behind the lines. We’re history.”
“We’re alive,” I say.
“For today.”
“For today,” I reply, agreeing with him, but seeing something different in our predicament. “We have water.”
“We do,” he concedes.
There’s silence for a minute or so as we watch a distant bird soaring on the thermals rising out of the valley.
“How do you do it?” Jai asks. “How do you stay positive?”
“Me?” I say. “Oh, you get to see the Broadway show as part of the audience. If you went backstage, you’d see a different Ash.”
“Actors and makeup, huh?” Jai asks.
“Something like that,” I reply.
“But you’re a fighter,” he says.
“Only because I have to be. I learned that a long time ago. Feeling sorry for myself wasn’t going to get me walking again. There wasn’t any choice—I had to do something.”
“How did it happen?” he asks, followed quickly by, “No, you don’t need to tell me. I don’t need to know.”
“It’s fine,” I say, resting my hand on his thigh. “I understand. Everyone’s curious. I don’t think that’s morbid or anything bizarre. I get it. I’m different, so it’s natural to wonder why.”
Jai rests his hand on mine.
“In those early days, there was so much confusion. FEMA wanted to evacuate everyone from Greensboro, but the state troopers kept turning people back. The National Guard made things worse. They’d tell us one thing at one checkpoint, and something else at another. Go west along I-40. Go east on I-40. The airport has been overrun. The airport is safe. And in that order. I mean, who were we supposed to believe?”
Jai squeezes my fingers gently.
“We heard Jamestown and Lexington had been spared. Then we heard they’d been destroyed. People were driving in circles, burning their fuel while inching forward in traffic jams that stretched in both directions. It was insane.”
Listening to myself, I’m surprised how these few words take me back in time. It’s as though the bright sunlight and the heat of the day have dissipated. Rain falls. Dark clouds billow overhead. I can still see the blurred taillights beyond the windshield wipers as we sat trapped in traffic.
“They came in waves, running through the fields on either side of the interstate. We could see the cornstalks swaying as the grubs moved in under cover of the crops. They were smart. They ran parallel with the road, trapping tens of thousands of us before closing their snare.
A couple of drivers panicked, pulling off the interstate. They drove down into the surrounding ditches, through the fences and into the cornfields. Everyone followed. I pleaded with Mom to follow, but she wouldn’t. We screamed at each other. My God, did we scream. I cried, pleading for my life with my mother, but she wouldn’t follow them.”
I’m crying.
I’m lost in Greensboro.
“I tugged on her arm, begging her to follow those escaping through the fields. But as quickly as the exodus began, it came to a halt. The leading cars stopped, buried in tall cornstalks. The cars behind them tried to go around, looking for another way through, and then they stopped as well. At the time, it seemed inexplicable. Why are they stopping, Mommy?
“I knew the reason, of course. I just didn’t want to admit it to myself. They were dead.
“Mom tried to edge forward, nudging the car in front, but the cars were five across  on a three-lane freeway. There was nowhere to go when the bombs started falling.
“I remember pointing at the lights in the sky, asking Mom what they were. She must have known because she popped my seatbelt open and pulled me down, dragging me below the dashboard. She unbuckled her seatbelt and huddled over me, shielding me.
“It’s going to be OK, she said, but she was lying.
“The roar of the jets screaming overhead was deafening. Explosions ripped through the cornfields on both sides of the freeway. Our windows shattered. Glass sprayed over us like hail—and the heat—a wall of heat washed over us, followed by the glow of flames as fireballs billowed into the sky.”
I pause, returning to the present to catch my breath. The scars in the desert look all too familiar.
Jai is quiet, waiting for me to continue.
“Uh, we couldn’t get out of our car. All the cars were packed in against each other, jamming the doors. Flames leapt into the night. There was screaming—lots of screaming. Mom dragged me out through the smashed windshield, and onto the hood of our Honda.
“It’s funny the things I remember. The little things. Mom slipped on the wet hood. She was frantic. She couldn’t move fast enough. Come on, baby, she said, and it sounds silly now, but in all the chaos, the wind, and the rain, I stood there on the hood of our Honda protesting—I’m not a baby. I was ten.”
I laugh. I’m not sure Jai finds my anecdote humorous, as he’s silent, but in retrospect, I think it was silly.
“We ran over the stalled cars. ‘Run’ is the wrong word, as it was more like climbing over an obstacle course in the rain. We couldn’t run on the road. The gaps between the cars were too tight. We had to climb onto the trunk of the car in front, from there up onto the roof, which flexed and popped under us, then down onto the hood, and then we’d repeat the whole thing. People yelled at us from inside their cars, but the scary thing was when they didn’t. It wasn’t until we reached the hood of those cars that I understood why. Bloody bodies still strapped in their seats, leaning on the dashboard, or slumped over steering wheels, and I knew Mom had saved our lives by getting us low.
“It was always, Faster, baby. Quick, baby. Give me your hand, baby. I couldn’t understand why we were rushing. Where did she think we were going? The traffic jam stretched for miles. Jets continued to pour in from the clouds, dropping their bombs and peeling away into the darkness.
“I don’t know where Mom was trying to go. Nowhere was safe. Grubs dragged people from their cars, pulling them down into the ditch and feeding on them. Mom pushed me on ahead of her.
“I never saw the plane that hit me, but I heard it rushing in. I guess the pilots were under orders to protect us—they must have been—but they were dropping their bombs too close.
“The blast lifted me off my feet, hurling me over the median, and onto the hood of a Cadillac on the other side of the road.”
Jai squeezes my fingers, acknowledging what I went through then, and what I’m going through now.
“It hurt, but not as bad as you’d think. I couldn’t feel anything below my waist. My back hurt, but not my legs. It was just that I couldn’t move my feet. I remember being confused. Normally, walking, running, turning your head, or picking up something requires barely any thought. The mental process is so vague as to be transparent. But now, there was no response. I wanted to get up. Mentally, I moved my legs, flexing my thighs, straightening my calf muscles, but nothing happened. It was as though someone had thrown a switch and turned off the Ferris wheel ride at the carnival.
“Mom scrambled over to me. There was blood everywhere, but the rain made it look worse than it was.
“The grubs kept coming, the bombs kept falling, but I never thought I was going to die. I don’t know how, but I knew I’d survive that night.
“The Cadillac was driven by a woman by the name of Mary Anne. She was an overweight African-American lady in her sixties. She was so kind. There was a truck on the far shoulder of the road—an eighteen wheeler. A trucker stood in the back of the trailer with the doors open, yelling to us. Yelling to everyone, I guess. Mary Anne helped Mom carry me over to the truck, slipping and sliding on the hood of a pickup packed full of furniture, then over a car with suitcases stacked on the roof.
“I remember the rain—so strange, the things that stick in my mind—but the rain was hypnotic. Like most people, I’d only ever seen rain falling around me, but they were carrying me face up, looking at the clouds, holding me under my shoulders and by my legs. The rain was beautiful—mesmerizing. Thousands of tiny droplets streaked past me, coming out of the darkness and racing along. Kind of like one of those movies where the stars blend into white lines and streak past a spaceship. I remember wondering why I’d never noticed this before—so beautiful.
“The truck was carrying flour, or cake mix, or something like that, something in lots of big heavy sacks. I’m not sure how many people were crammed into the truck, but they were throwing sacks out onto the road, hollowing out the center, leaving sacks stacked against the inside of the trailer.
“I was fading in and out of consciousness. We were packed in. Mom held me all through the night, resting my head over her shoulder as she leaned against one of the pallets. Blood trickled down my legs. I could see it, but I couldn’t feel it, and that was when I knew what had happened. I was paralyzed.
“Mom kept saying, Everything’s going to be OK. You’re going to be OK, and I believed her.
“Bombs continued to fall. Shrapnel tore through the thin sheet metal lining the trailer. Puffs of dust exploded from the bags of flour around us, but we were safe. And that’s all I remember. When I woke, I was lying in a hospital bed, surrounded by clean, starched white sheets.”
Jai nods, pursing his lips tight.
“I’m not sure how, but I became the poster child for the evacuation. I’d been there that first night on the farm, and then on the Highway of Death, as the media called it. Pretty Young Girl Survives Against The Odds—That’s a good story, right? She’s paralyzed—That helps ratings and gets sympathy. Learns To Walk Again. Wasn’t the whole country trying to do that?
“Back then, I think they thought they could win. PR was important. Nuking Atlanta changed all that. How desperate do you have to be to nuke one of your own cities? That was the day I knew we’d lost both the war and our country.”
Jai nods, but he doesn’t say anything. This is my story—he’s letting me speak, allowing me to clear my head. I like that about Jai. He doesn’t feel as though he has to take control of the conversation. I’m sure he wants to tell me about his journey too. Refugees are like that. Everyone’s got a story of survival to tell. Those that don’t are already dead. But this is my moment, and he leaves it open for me to talk. I respect that.
“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” I say. “We talk about all this as though it happened to someone else, to some other country. It’s surreal to realize it happened to us. I guess we’re all still in shock to some degree.”
“Yep,” Jai says, hanging his head low.
“So,” I say, perking up and slapping his thigh. “I’ve made it out of tighter spots than this, young man.”
He laughs, saying, “Yes. You have.”
“What’s the plan, Mister Military Man? How are we getting out of here?”
Jai shakes his head, but he’s smiling. At a guess, he likes my lighthearted impetuous nature.
I add, “Because that’s what you soldier people do, right? You have a plan for everything.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
I get a fake salute.
“The plan,” he says, thinking out loud. “Well, the plan was for an officer to make it out alive with a radio, but that didn’t happen.”
“So?”
“I guess the plan is kind of obvious. Survive.”
“I like it.”
“There are almost two hundred people here,” Jai says. “Escaping on foot is impossible. We simply wouldn’t make it more than five, maybe ten miles in the desert. Even if we avoid the grubs, we’d lose half the refugees to heat stroke and dehydration within a day or two.”
“So what do we do?” I ask.
“We stay put,” Jai says. “We send for help. We need transport, so we go and get transport and bring it back.”
“We send soldiers out to get help,” I say.
“Yes. They’re young and fit. They’ll be able to cover thirty to forty miles a day, although they’ll move mostly at night. Load them up with water, get them going, and within a few days, they should have reached the front line.”
I nod. It’s my turn to be quiet.
“Our most likely point of contact is south, but it’s also where we’re most likely to run into grubs, so I’m thinking we send out three parties—south, west toward the Pacific, and north.”
“North?” I say, surprised by his thinking. “Isn’t that going into the lion’s den?”
“Maybe,” he says. “There was a resistance group in El Paso. I met the commander a few years back. If we can hook up with him or find traders, we might get some supplies. We need food if we’re going to hold out until help arrives. And if they have a radio, we’ve hit the—”
The sound of gunfire echoes around us. I turn, but the crack reverberates off the canyon walls, making it impossible to pinpoint its origin. Two more shots ring out. Jai is gone before I realize what’s happening. He runs so fast, all I catch is the pounding of his boots on the gravel.
Without breaking his stride, Jai snatches his rifle and charges up the hill overlooking the rock pool. Loose stones cascade from beneath his boots, and I can only marvel at his speed and agility. He’s yelling something, and yet, although I understand the words he’s using, I’ve no idea of their meaning—formation, arc, burst, span.
Jai slides to a halt, crouching as he peers over the crest of the hill, with his rifle hard into his shoulder. Several other soldiers take up positions along the ridge, but they’re slower than Jai, huffing and puffing as they spread out roughly thirty feet apart. If just one of those creatures has come back, it’s Game Over—we don’t stand a chance—yet Jai and his troops are determined to fight to the end and give us whatever chance they can.
Already, most of the refugees are grabbing whatever meager possessions they salvaged from the camp last night, and are gathering along the tree line, ready to run into the desert as though the scorching sun somehow offers safety. Their only hope lies in scattering. Bunch together and they’re easy targets.
I hobble back to my wheelchair. There’s a long slope leading down from the grove into the valley. For the first quarter mile, or so, I’ll have gravity on my side.
Who am I kidding? I’m too slow. I’m easy pickings—alien bait. Best I can hope for is to distract the grubs so the others can escape. I sit in my wheelchair, but I don’t bother racing to the edge of the trees. Instead, I swivel around, watching Jai and the soldiers, waiting for them to unleash volley after volley of gunfire. Jai, though, is standing in a relaxed manner. I think he’s laughing. He swings his rifle over his shoulder, and jogs out of sight, heading down the far side of the hill. The other soldiers are cheering.
It’s almost half an hour before Jai and the rest of his squad return to our impromptu camp by the rock pool. Dozens of theories circulate among the refugees, but it’s not until we see the soldiers returning with several dead goats hanging from poles carried between them on their shoulders that everything makes sense. There are cheers from the refugees. Looks like we’re eating roast meat tonight.
The soldiers string up the goats, hanging them from branches, and strip the skin from them. The goats have already been gutted, which I think is smart as there was less weight to carry.
Jai jogs over to me as I sit in my wheelchair in the shade of a tree.
“Nice catch,” I say.
“Yeah, there’s a small herd in the far valley. I made out eight to ten, but Jared says there’s easily thirty of them. Shooting wasn’t the smartest move, as we don’t want to drive them off, but we may have a viable food source for the next few days, perhaps even a week if we set traps. Food is good.”
“Yes, it is,” I say, surprised by how hungry I feel at the mention of a meal.
“So it’s settled,” he says. “We’re going to split the squad. Four stay. Four go. One north into the occupied zone. One west, looking for boats along the coast. Two south, trying to catch up with the main force. With luck, we’ll all be in Mexico City by the weekend.”
I smile.
The weekend? I’ve no idea what day of the week it is, but from his manner, I’m guessing it must be Tuesday or Wednesday, as he seems to be suggesting our little adventure will be over within a few days. ‘Torture’ is a better term than ‘adventure.’ After less than a day, our idyllic paradise is looking decidedly haggard. Someone has dug a his-and-hers slit trench for use as a bathroom. They’ve even set up what Masodi calls, “The Paddle of Joy,” to fill in each section of the trench after use. God forbid I need to go in the middle of the night. Knowing me, I’ll tumble in, or step in a freshly cultivated patch.
Privacy is nonexistent. Families stick together, but there are a lot of singles, pining for lost children and missing spouses. I ache with them.
Most people don’t know anyone else that made it, which is crazy given that yesterday I was the stranger—the outsider. I feel as though I’ve cheated them, knowing not only Dr. Martinez and Masodi, but some of the soldiers as well. Jai is a private, but so are the other soldiers. I’m not sure why, but he’s been recognized as the de facto officer. Being the only medic, I guess he’s seen as having a position of authority, of sorts. There seems to be some debate between the soldiers at times, but from what I’ve seen, Jai has the final say. If there were a real point of contention, there might be more dissension between them, but for now, everyone is working together.
I spend the rest of the afternoon with Dr. Martinez. Someone’s rigged a cot for her, and she’s resting comfortably. We talk about pre-war foods. Ah, to have donuts and milkshakes again. On one level, it’s silly talking about stuff we can’t have, as we’re tormenting ourselves, and yet there’s an opportunity to escape by imagining the old world. Dr. Martinez admits to being an ice cream fiend. I’m not even sure I remember what ice cream is anymore. I’ve forgotten the texture, not the flavor, as that was always something else, like chocolate, or mint, or vanilla, but I remember ice cream being refreshing and cool. The texture, though, eludes me. I’m confusing it with milkshakes and smoothies.
As the sun sits low in the sky, one of the soldiers walks around with scraps of meat on a metal tray. Three strips each. I swear, it’s chicken! I lick my fingers, savoring the taste, and trying to fool my grumbling tummy into feeling full.
Masodi comes over. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”
“You know me, always rushing around, never in one place for long,” I reply with a comment bordering on sarcasm but not quite making it. You’re getting soft, Ash.
“Jai asked me to give this to you,” she says, handing me a torn scrap of paper. Out of nowhere, my hands start shaking. A bucket of ice water dumped over my head couldn’t have had more of an impact on me, and my fingers tremble as I unwrap the note.
Ash,
Gone north to contact the Resistance. See you in a few days.
Take care of Dr. Martinez for me.
Jai.
“No,” I whisper.
“What’s wrong?” Dr. Martinez asks. I hand her the note.
Masodi knows—I can see it in her eyes.
“Don’t do anything stupid,” Masodi says, but there’s kindness in her voice. She’s not being critical or condescending. She cares.
“Me?” I ask, trying not to let tears show.
“Ash,” Dr. Martinez says. “He’s coming back. You have to believe that.”
A knot forms in my throat. I don’t mean to be rude, but I can’t take this. I can’t reply to her. I’m not sure what I think or how I feel. All I know is, I need to be alone. I push away from the two women, wheeling my chair over the rough ground. It’s as much a symbolic act as a physical one.
Masodi and Dr. Martinez talk in hushed voices.
Breathe, Ash.
A tear runs down my cheek. I can’t explain why. It just does. From where I sit, I can see out through the trees and across the valley. The sun dips below the hills, lighting up the clouds high in the stratosphere. Golden rays bathe the sky with beauty. Pink clouds slowly deepen into shades of blood red and purple, making for a spectacular sunset. I doubt Jai is looking. He’ll be trying to cover as much ground as he can before the light fades. I only hope he gets a clear run north.



Wheels
The night is long and unseasonably cold.
I can’t sleep.
I tell myself not to worry about Jai. I tell myself there’s nothing I can do, but I can’t relax. Although I’ve scraped away the loose stones from the ground, and bunched up bundles of torn grass to act as a mattress, my impromptu bed is a torture rack. My back aches. My legs are sore.
I must drift off to sleep at times, as I’m not conscious the whole night, but it feels as though I haven’t slept at all. I guess I’m not getting the deep, relaxing REM sleep.
I wake an hour or more before dawn as the sky slowly lightens. After stretching to ease my muscles out of their lethargy, I get up and sit on the edge of the rock pool. The stars are quiet—content. I’m angry. I’m angry at the grubs for interrupting our moment together in the water. I’m angry at them for attacking the refugee camp. I’m angry with Jai for leaving me. I’m angry at the injustice of being crippled by bombs we dropped on ourselves. I’m frustrated. A tear comes to my eye. I hate this. I hate feeling sorry for myself. I hate not having any options. In my heart, I want to go after Jai. Could I catch up to him in a wheelchair? No, and I find I hate myself for being crippled. Why can’t I be normal?
I whisper to myself. “Don’t do anything crazy, Ash.”
Hah. Crazy is what I do best.
Damn it, Ash. You can’t go after him.
But why not?
Because you can’t, Stupid.
What good is a girl in a wheelchair? Even if I could catch up to him, then what? I’m dead weight. Jai can move faster and quicker without me. If he runs into grubs, stealth is needed, not a noisy wheelchair crunching loose gravel beneath its tires. Yet, what is there for me here? We’re waiting to be rescued, or slaughtered. I hate the uncertainty in our position. I want to take control of my own life, even if it means my death.
This is me—impetuous, stubborn, reckless, foolhardy. If I wasn’t like this, I wouldn’t be true to myself. Will such bravado be the death of me? Nah, I’m bullet proof—I’m invincible—and I fight to ignore the dull ache in my back reminding me otherwise.
One advantage I do have is the amount of water I can carry. I load up several large plastic containers, stuffing them in a backpack and shoving it into the basket beneath my seat. I sling an extra bag over the seat back. The weight is supported by the frame of my wheelchair, although while I’m standing, the wheelchair tends to tip backwards. It needs my weight to balance the load. Quietly, I push the wheelchair to the outskirts of the glade.
A trail leads north, marking a graded track with finely crushed stone compressed into the path. This has to be a prewar track, the kind built for weekend trekkers, or tourists wanting to explore the desert and reach the rock pool without too much effort. For the first mile or so, it winds down into the valley.
“Last chance, Ash.”
I have to go. I have to try. If I don’t do something, I’ll hate myself forever. Being crippled, I have a good excuse not to go, but I don’t want an excuse. I want a choice.
If only the whole track went downhill, that would be perfect. Ah, but reality. After about forty minutes, I’m struggling up a steep incline opposite the grove, working furiously with my arms. Wheelchairs weren’t designed as all-terrain vehicles. The sections of track that wind their way up the hill have railway sleepers set into the slope, preventing large rocks from rolling onto the path. Occasionally, there’s an area that’s been concreted over, or a nice wooden walkway spanning a narrow gully, even so, it’s hard work in a wheelchair.
Stairs are a killer, and slow me down as I have to traverse them twice—once to carry up the backpack, and again, dragging the wheelchair behind me. I hate stairs, but once I‘m at the top, I take a break. Sitting there on a smooth, rounded boulder, I watch as the sun peeks over the mountains to the east. The trees surrounding the rock pool are surprisingly small, and tightly clumped together. I can’t see anyone moving around, although I know they must be awake by now. I’m sweating, and my muscles are sore, but not from the pain of injury. If anything, the exertion is doing them good, working out the creaks and groans. I feel good. Feeling good is a good thing, I decide, conveniently ignoring how dangerous my journey is going to get. Feeling good is preferable to hating myself, and so on I go, trundling along the trail.
As the heat of the day hits, I come across a road. The extreme temperatures in the desert have cracked the concrete. After seven years without maintenance, large slabs have broken up, making some sections of the road a jigsaw puzzle, but it's still easier going than the rough track. A bend in the road reveals a dead-straight strip easily a mile long that’s in surprisingly good condition. Wheels were made for roads, I decide, absolutely loving the freedom of motion I have rolling along with the rough, rocky desert on either side of me. I pace myself. With a long sleeved shirt tucked under my hat, providing some improvised shade on the back of my neck and arms, I establish a rhythm. One, two, three—rest. And again. There’s something strangely hypnotic about counting out the effort and repeating a mantra. The miles slip by beneath my wheels.
By mid morning, the heat is unbearable, reflecting back off the road at me like the proverbial alien death ray in sci-fi movies. Oh, how easy fictional aliens are to defeat. If only reality was as accommodating.
Sweat drips from my forehead. I pull into an abandoned gas station, rolling up beside the pumps, and saying, “Fill’er up. Check the water.” There’s no one around to appreciate my wit. A crow watches me from the rafters.
I expected to find derelict buildings, but the gas station looks as though it’s open for business. There are lights on inside. I roll over to the doors, but they fail to open. Peering through the glass, I see nothing but empty shelves. When the grubs came through, the owners must have cleared out, and I can’t blame them.
I roll around the side of the building. Smashed glass reveals where someone broke into the garage through a side door. Jai? Cautiously, I get out of my wheelchair, and step inside the long corridor, avoiding the glass on the floor.
“Hello?” I ask tentatively, unsure whether I should give away my presence, but feeling compelled to reveal friendly intent. Shooting looters was considered justifiable in the anarchy that followed the collapse of the southern states, so I need to be careful. There’s no response.
Someone has rifled through the storeroom looking for supplies, but like most places outside the camps, even minor items, like packets of ketchup or mustard, are in short supply.
Inside the shop, the cash register has been ransacked. The shelves have been stripped bare. I kneel, peering under the empty shelving, looking for anything that might have been missed. 
“Yes.”
There’s a packet of ramen noodles still in its wrapping—Chicken.
The staff kitchenette still has a few appliances. What good is a waffle maker in the desert? It’s no wonder looters left some of this stuff. Since there’s electricity, I boil water in a kettle and make up the noodles in a large coffee mug. The smell of the seasoning has me salivating, and after mixing in the fine powder, I lick the inside of the tiny foil packet, determined to savor every last grain of salt.
I find an office chair behind the counter, the kind with plush leather padding and a pneumatic shock absorber that makes it an absolute pleasure to ride. After eating my noodles, I kick off with my feet and whiz around the empty store. If only this chair could replace my wheelchair, but the tiny plastic wheels would never last on the harsh concrete.
The display freezer at the back of the store is empty, but it’s still on, so I prop open the glass door with a bit of shelving, lean the back of the seat almost horizontal, and relax, sticking my legs into the freezer.
“Redneck air conditioning,” I say to no one other than myself. “You’ve got to love it.”
Within minutes, I’m asleep.
I wake feeling cold. Somehow I’ve curled up on the seat, leaning mostly on the seat back, and drifted into a deep sleep. How I didn’t end up falling on the floor is beyond me. The sun is low on the horizon, which is great, as I need to travel at night to avoid the heat. I shut the door to the freezer before leaving. I’m a little compulsive like that. I’ll probably never see this quirky little store again, with its worn linoleum and yellow walls, but should someone else come through here, and the electricity is still on, I’d like to think they’ll roll around on the office chair and take advantage of the improvised air conditioning. Not likely, but that’s me—dreams are free.
I leave the chair neatly in place behind the counter, and walk to the back of the garage. Outside, dozens of empty wheelchairs sit parked on the dusty ground, all pointing in slightly different directions, as though they’ve been abandoned by a bunch of lazy hospital orderlies. My heart sinks at the thought these wheelchairs are bereft of their patients, but this is no ghostly visitation. Grubs.
Slowly, I step back, not taking my eyes off the wheelchairs.
Glass crunches softly beneath my boots.
I turn. Behind me in the door leading to the store, there’s a wheelchair identical to mine.
I’m trapped.
The wheelchairs look innocuous, but they’re not. They’re lethal. As if to prove the point, a fly settles on the armrest of one of the chairs to my right. Instantly, thousands of needle-like threads burst from the seat, twisting and contorting as they catch the insect. Like a spider on a web plucking an unwary victim from the air, they devour the fly. Then the trap is reset—the wheelchair looks normal again, right down to the scratches on the frame, the chrome flaking off the handrail, and the bloodstains on the seat. Damn, they’re getting good at camouflage.
I inch out of the doorway with my feet sliding rather than stepping on the ground. I need to get a better view to see if I can pick my way through this minefield. Which wheelchair is mine? It’s impossible to tell, even the textbook sitting in the pouch on the seat back looks real, although I’m sure there are no pages to turn.
“Relax,” I whisper, wanting to hear the sound of my own voice.
My legs shake, trembling in spite of my admonition to be still, which is not good given how weak my legs are at the best of times. I’m in danger of toppling into one of these monsters.
There’s nothing scary about wheelchairs, and that’s what makes them terrifying. Wheelchairs are normal, for me at least. I’d rather be faced with a field full of snarling grubs, or one of the tall, giraffe-like creatures than dozens of wheelchairs sitting there inert.
The sun is setting and the light is fading. I need my wheelchair. I won’t make it more than a couple of hundred yards without it. If I can’t pick between the wheelchairs in the daylight, I’ll have no chance in the darkness.
Grubs like these are landmines. They’ll keep their camouflage intact until they snare some poor unwitting soul. If I can make it to the road, I can escape, but I need my wheelchair.
There has to be some point of difference, some subtle distinction that will allow me to identify the real wheelchair. I crouch down next to one of the wheelchairs close to the door, cursing myself for not paying more attention to where I’d left my wheelchair hours before. Tiny stones have been embedded in the tire tread during my journey. Light reflects off the aging chrome rims, mirroring the colors of the desert. There are fresh gouges in the metal, revealing the damage from yesterday when my wheelchair fell from the golf cart. This is it. This is the original, and beyond it, I have a clear run to the road, passing within a few feet of several other wheelchairs, but I think I can make it.
My hand reaches out for the armrest. My fingers are a fraction of an inch from touching the soft fabric when I freeze. There are no tread marks in the soft dirt beneath the wheels.
I withdraw my hand as slowly as I approached, not wanting to provoke the grubs to attack. In that instant, the fabric ripples slightly, revealing thousands of minuscule, maggot-like creatures in the weave of the cushion. They adjust themselves, apparently wanting to increase the detail in their camouflage, but not realizing they’ve given themselves away.
My heart pounds like crazy. I scan the ground, looking for tire tracks, and the soft impression of my boots in the dust. The second row of wheelchairs contains a chair twisted to one side. A set of faint tracks align perfectly with the wheels.
I tread cautiously between the dummy wheelchairs, trying not to bump them with my behind, or clip the wheels with my boots.
“Easy. Slow and easy.”
I can do slow. Slow is something I’m good at.
Carefully, I position myself behind my wheelchair and gently take the handles, half expecting to be eaten alive in seconds. Nothing. I’m good. And I can breathe again.
Creeping backwards with a firm grip on the handles, I’m concerned with watching the wheelchairs behind me, not wanting to collide with them. It takes me a moment to realize that the mass of wheelchairs in front of me are slowly turning to face me.
I hold my hand out as though I were calming a rattled horse, signaling them to stand still, but to no avail. The wheelchairs turn in unison as though they’re inhabited by ghosts.
Once I’m under the portico of the gas station, I sit in my wheelchair and turn away from the store, pushing off toward the road. I hate turning my back on these creatures, as I feel a near-compulsive desire to see where they are at all times, but I have to turn if I’m to flee.
Jai, where are you? What the hell am I doing out here alone? What the hell was I thinking? I am so stupid. The little mobility I have, being able to get up and move around beyond my wheelchair, has given me a false sense of confidence. I’m going to die out here, if not from the grubs, then in the desert.
Heat still radiates from the road even though the sun has set, but I don’t care. I have to put as much distance between myself and the gas station as possible. I work with my arms, thrusting my wheelchair forward, going faster and faster. If I were able bodied, I would have broken from a run into a sprint by now.
After a couple of hundred yards, I let my wheelchair roll gently to a stop, and turn to look back at the gas station. I’m gasping for breath.
Not more than ten feet behind me there’s a fleet of empty wheelchairs, all facing me. They’ve spread out across the road, four or five deep in places. There’s more of them now than there were when I came out of the store.
“Damn.” 
With a series of quick thrusts, I rocket down the road. I’m probably still moving at a pace less than that of a sprinter, but for me, this is quick. Glancing over my shoulder, I can see the ghostly wheelchairs keeping pace behind me. The wind whips through my hair. I’m frantic. I have to escape, but this is a monster I can’t outrun. At some point, they’ll form together into a single entity and tower over me. If this wasn’t so terrifying, it would be comical as they’re capable of passing me with barely any effort.
My small front wheels aren’t designed for speed. They shake, catching on the rough stones on the road, but my arms are unrelenting, refusing to slow. I’m too busy looking over my shoulder to notice a stone as it catches under my leading left wheel, but I feel it flick up, jamming between the wheel and the front caster. I know the feeling. I know what’s coming a split second before it happens. When stones jam they act like brakes. At low speed, they’re annoying. At this speed, they’re catastrophic, and the wheelchair lurches, tipping to one side. The footplate catches against the road, and I’m catapulted out of the chair. For a brief moment, there’s no pain, but it’s coming. I soar through the air with my arms outstretched, bracing for the impact.
Gravity obliges, and I slam into the road. Concrete tears open the skin on my hands. Hundreds of tiny stones embed themselves into my arms and elbows. My chin catches on the road, slamming my jaw shut, and causing my head to jerk back. I roll, trying to lessen the impact, but I merely skid across the concrete and come to an abrupt halt with the wheelchair crashing down on my legs.
And then it hits.
Pain receptors across my body scream. My hands sting. My knees throb. My hip has been stretched and twisted, unleashing even more pain in spasms cutting through my body. I’m stunned. I try not to move, somehow hoping that will lessen the pain. It doesn’t. I’m yelling, although it sounds to me as though there’s someone else wailing nearby. All kinds of swear words resound through the night air.
The fleet of wheelchairs comes to a halt. I scramble to face them with blood dripping from my hands.
“What are you looking at?” I shriek, marching toward the lead wheelchair. “What the hell were you thinking? You think this is funny? Is this all just some big joke to you?”
I’m not thinking straight. Pain rather than reason has control of my mind.
“Look at what you did,” I yell, holding my bloody palms out for the invisible riders on the alien wheelchairs to see.
The wheelchairs back up. That one tiny stone kicking up under my front wheel has unleashed a chain reaction in me, one of nuclear proportions. Even interstellar killers need beware. At this point, I don’t care what happens.
“You want to eat me?” I yell, throwing my arms wide and stepping forward, daring them to attack. “GO AHEAD!”
I stamp my boots on the road barely a foot shy of the lead wheelchair, and in unison, all the wheelchairs roll backwards a few inches.
I’m scaring them.
Me.
Napalm, machine guns, air-fuel bombs, and thermonuclear weapons all failed. A teenaged girl in a wheelchair, on the other hand—that’s some serious firepower.
“Don’t mess with me,” I warn them.
Blood runs from my chin down my neck. I wipe it away with the back of my hand and turn to tip my wheelchair back up. As my back turns, the alien wheelchairs advance. I swing around. My hair catches in the breeze as I yell, “I’m not afraid of you.”
The wheelchairs stop.
“Do you hear me?” I yell. “Can you understand English? I was there! I saw you that first night. I know what you can do, and I’m not afraid.”
I pick up my wheelchair, saying, “Do you know why I’m not afraid? Because WE—WILL—WIN!”
My biology textbook lies on the road with its pages bent and torn. I pick it up, dust it off, and pick bits of rock from the cover.
“And do you know how I know we’ll win? Because we’ve won before. Life on this rock has held on for billions of years against the odds, and it’s defeated all comers.”
I grip my textbook with one bloodied hand, pointing it at the wheelchairs as though I were brandishing a weapon.
“You think you’ve got us on the run? Bah. We’ve survived mass extinctions that make you idiots look like amateurs. We eat extinction events for breakfast! Hell, the Permian-Triassic extinction wiped out 90% of all the species on this planet. And do you know what Life’s answer to that was? Dinosaurs. Goddamn gigantic dinosaurs with claws and teeth so big they would chew you up and spit you out.”
The wheelchairs remain stationary.
“Look at me,” I shout, knowing it’s more than a little unhinged to ask a bunch of fake wheelchairs with no discernible eyes to look anywhere. “I’m the product of 3.8 billion years of evolution on this rock. Do you think I’ll go quietly without a fight?”
I put the textbook in the pouch on the back of my wheelchair’s seat.
“Hell, no.”
I pick up a water bottle, and my hat, and shove them into my backpack. These grubs could strip me to the bone in seconds, but I’m past caring.
“And it’s a pathetic disguise,” I say with disgust. “Wheelchairs. You’re not fooling anyone.”
I’ve heard of hunters being chased by bears, and tourists in Africa being stalked by lions. I once read about a marine biologist being followed by a Great White shark as he paddled along in a flimsy kayak. I feel as though I understand a little of what they felt. Danger, yes, but also the exhilaration of life. It’s possible to reach beyond fear.
“Go home,” I say with disgust, collapsing into my wheelchair, exhausted and in pain. Tears run down my cheeks. With my fingernails, I pluck bloodied stones from my palms, tossing them one by one onto the road. I’m in no rush. I couldn’t rush if I wanted to. I sob, sitting alone on an abandoned highway in the dark—only I’m not alone.
After a couple of minutes, I push forward in my wheelchair. The stone caught between the wheel and the caster must have been shaken loose, as there’s no resistance. I roll down the road, not looking back. I don’t care. If they’re going to kill me, what can I do about it? Nothing. I can’t outrun them. I should look back to see if they’re following, but I don’t. I keep my eyes on the road ahead, watching as the rough concrete slips by beneath my wheels.
The stars are majestic.
I’d forgotten just how beautiful the stars are out here in the desert. There are no clouds and the Moon hasn’t risen yet. The stars remind me of how vast and incredible the universe is.
Being stuck in Mexico City for years on end, with smog and haze cluttering the sky, I lost sight of the stars. At best, they were pinpricks of light competing with the traffic signals outside my window at night. Here, though, the stars put life in perspective. They have a grandeur—a sense of regal pride that casts earthly sentiment aside.
“What’s it like out there?” I ask, settling into a rhythm, and knowing I’m still being followed. I’m not expecting a reply.
Thousands of tiny pinpricks of light speak of the vast distances in space. The stars are scattered like flecks of white paint haphazardly scattered across the sky by a careless artist.
A thin streak of light cuts across the sky as a meteorite burns up in the atmosphere. It’s probably just a speck of dust, and not another pod, as the pods tend to glow like newborn stars.
“Why did you come here?”
There’s no reply.
“What drew you to Earth?”
The road disappears beneath my wheels. My motion seems effortless. The sound of my tires rolling down the road is soothing. The soft, muted crunch of rubber on the rough concrete is strangely comforting.
As the miles pass, boredom sets in.
“This is Ashley Kelly,” I say, kicking into my war correspondent persona to pass the time as I work relentlessly with my arms, pushing myself on. “Coming to you live… from nowhere.”
I’m slightly out of breath. My sentences aren’t as long as I’d like. I try to pull off a decent commentary while pushing myself along the road, but oxygen has never been so scarce.
“I’m convinced… War is fought in sepia tones… not color, not black and white… but some murky shade in between … As with all wars, beauty is lost… We’re so busy fighting, so busy running for our lives… we don’t see what’s right in front of us… Cliché, I know… Reporters shouldn’t use clichés… But clichés are our collective wisdom… The truth we return to time and again… And here it is… the beauty of the stars shining down on a desolate wasteland… They came from the stars… But so did we… We’re all children of the stars… We forget that everything we see around us… was once glowing at ten thousand degrees in the heart of a star.”
That’s it. That’s all this war correspondent has for this segment.
After working my way along the valley, I come to a steep climb that demands I put in more effort. Once I reach the top of the rise, breathing heavily with the steady exertion of the past few hours, I pause, realizing I’ve forgotten about my aches and pains. I’m too busy enjoying the stunning vista opening out before me. There’s a city ahead, cloaked in darkness, easily five miles in the distance. Seeing a city is rewarding. I feel as though I’ve accomplished something significant even though I haven’t.
The Mexican city of Ciudad Juárez is nestled up against the U.S. city of El Paso, with the Rio Grande meandering in between. Dark, brooding mountains lord over the twin cities in the valley.
“There it is,” I say to my imaginary audience. “The occupied zone.”
I turn, glancing behind me.
A lone wheelchair hangs back some thirty feet.
“Just you, huh, Chuckles?”
I settle on Chuckles as the name for my alien stalker for a couple of reasons. Personifying this savage creature is a way of suppressing my fears. And Chuckles suits him, because grubs are a barrel of laughs. Not.
I stop and have a drink of water, asking, “Do you want some?”
There’s no reply.
“Are you coming?” I ask, slipping the water bottle back into the pouch behind my seat, and pushing off, enjoying the light glide down the road. My palms are sore, so I use the cuffs of my shirt pressed against the rails on the sides of my wheels to slow my descent.
Ciudad Juárez has been abandoned. Burned out cars line the edge of the road, having been pushed there either by tanks or bulldozers. It’s easy to see what happened. Yet another tragedy reminiscent of the Highway of Death must have unfolded, and in the aftermath, the authorities simply pushed the wreckage to one side to clear the road. Cars became coffins—the dead buried in rust. My heart breaks to realize these calamities unfolded hundreds of times around the world.
The houses are dark. Boards have been nailed across doorways. Bars hide shattered windows. Occasionally, there’s a sign I recognize, like ‘Jeep’, but most of the signage is in Spanish.
I pass by an abandoned airstrip, wondering where Jai has gone, but finding him is hopeless. Even if he made it this far, there are thousands of places he could’ve gone. He’s probably looking for supplies in one of the darkened suburbs I saw from the hill.
Why am I here? Me? I’m just taking my pet alien for a stroll. It’s kind of like taking a dog for a walk, or maybe a pet tiger—something that could turn on you at any second and devour you.
“How are you doing back there?” I ask, finding it hard going even though the road is flat. I’m tired. I’m burning a bazillion calories. I stop for some more water, and the empty wheelchair behind me stops as well.
“Not very talkative, are you?” I say, sipping at my bottle and noticing the Moon is high overhead. How did that happen? How many hours have passed? I could’ve sworn I tipped out of my chair not more than a mile or two back, but the harsh desert has given way to the city.
I keep going. The main road is stupidly straight and long. I’m tempted to think I’ve died and gone to purgatory where I’m trapped on an endless conveyor belt, never able to reach the end. Yet the buildings change. Slowly, I’m getting somewhere.
“Come on, Chuckles. You could help,” I say. “You could take the lead for a bit. You know, like cyclists forming a slipstream.”
Now, that would be a sight. As bizarre as it is being followed by an empty wheelchair, it would be even stranger for me to follow a grub, and I laugh. I’m so tired, I’m becoming delirious, but my arms refuse to rest, pushing me on.
The sky lightens. I’m rolling down a long slope toward the Rio Grande—the river marking the border between Mexico and the USA.
Hundreds of burned out cars clog the road. There’s enough room to roll between them, but the bridge leading to the border post has a long, slow incline, making it a tough climb.
“Don’t give up on me now,” I say to my invisible friend seated in the empty wheelchair behind me.
Passing between the abandoned cars, I try not to bump into the side mirrors. Skeletons grip steering wheels, staring blindly ahead.
“I know, I know. Curiosity—it doesn’t just kill cats.” I say, berating myself for my stupidity in coming to a ghost town.
The border post is empty.
As dawn breaks over the mountains, I come to a halt before a sign with a U.S. flag painted on it along with the words, “WELCOME TO THE OCCUPIED STATES OF AMERICA.” The red and white stripes of the Star Spangled Banner have been hand painted and are a little crooked. In places, drips of white have bled into the red. The fifty stars arranged so neatly in the top left quarter of the flag have been replaced with tiny white alien heads set on a sea of blue.
Ah, it’s good to be home.



The Occupied States
I’m exhausted. It’s refreshing to get out of my wheelchair and stretch my legs, although I end up walking with a hunch.
There’s a portable office mounted beside the border post—American Red Cross. It’s little more than a converted shipping container set beside the overpass leading into El Paso, but there’s a key hanging on a hook by the door. This is an old trick, a way of expressing solidarity between survivors. To the best of my knowledge, grubs haven’t figured out locks. Yet. If they need to get in somewhere, they bust in, so I’m confident I’ve found a refuge.
A service road runs beneath the bridge on the U.S. side of the river, leading to a warehouse. If I wasn’t so tired I’d go down there and investigate, but for now, I need to rest.
I go to lift my wheelchair up the stairs so I can take it inside, but my muscles rebel against me, refusing to lift. I’m too weak. I park my wheelchair to one side, taking note of precisely where it is in relation to the fence and the walkway. My ghostly doppelgänger sits on the road facing me.
“Stay,” I say as though I hold some sway over these alien creatures. Treating grubs like they’re pets is probably not smart, but I’m sore, and I’m tired. I was beyond caring about ten miles back. My arms are aching.
Climbing the handful of stairs is an effort. Inside the Red Cross office, there’s a desk and a bed. Not a cot, an actual bed with a mattress. It smells musty, but it’s a bed. A real bed, albeit the kind used for conducting simple medical examinations in a field office. A torn plastic sheet stretches over a stiff foam mattress, but to me, it’s as soft as a waterbed. I find some clean cotton sheets in a drawer, and suddenly I’m ready to dance a jig in celebration. My excitement fades, as I notice the faux wheelchair at the top of the stairs beside the open door.
“Not so fast, Chuckles. You sleep outside,” I say, closing the door.
There’s a screen on the window, so I slide the glass to one side, allowing a breeze to enter the portable office. I go to sit on the bed and almost collapse. After bunching up my jacket as a pillow, I pull the sheet up over my shoulder, and I’m asleep in seconds.
I wake in the afternoon. It’s hot, but not unbearably humid. I’m not sure what to do now, after all, I’m here. I’ve got nowhere else to be. The crazy motivation that drove me to venture into the city has been satisfied. I haven’t found Jai, but for now, I’m content. After the last few days of sleeping on canvas cots, and rocks in the wilderness, lying on a real bed is like being back in the hospital. I have no desire to move, although my stomach disagrees, rumbling in the quiet.
“Shhhh,” I say for no reason other than to hear a voice around me.
I lie on the bed staring out the window. No clouds. No birds. No sounds.
“What are you doing, Ash?” I whisper. “Where the hell are you going?”
What a fool. What was I thinking? Well, that’s the problem. I wasn’t thinking. I was reacting. Emotion got the better of me. I don’t like to admit it, but being wheelchair bound, I often feel I’ve got something to prove. I’m just as capable as the next person—wheels or no wheels. No special treatment, please. No sympathy asked for—none required. In my desire to feel normal, I make stupid decisions like this.
Well, I’m here now. What next? I didn’t think this far ahead. I assumed I’d catch up to Jai—like that was ever going to happen.
I sit up on the bed, wondering if I could somehow tie the foam mattress to my wheelchair, but it’s too bulky and would never fit. Maybe I could cut it into sections that I could attach to my wheelchair somehow, then each night, I’d have a soft mattress to sleep on. I like that idea.
After folding up the sheet, I rummage through the desk drawers and find a pair of scissors. The foam is thick, but I manage to cut the mattress into four wide strips a few feet in length. It’s somewhat perverse to be proud of destroying something perfectly functional, but I figure I can stuff the severed pieces inside the fitted sheet to essentially reassemble the mattress each night. I’m a genius.
Oh, and I’m also modest. Cue reporter-cam. I’m ready to film a segment on how correspondents survive in a war zone by salvaging necessities. The funny thing about being physically slow is I’m mentally hyper. I laugh at how low I’ve set the bar for ingenuity. Some would call it vandalism.
Clutching the chunky strips of foam under my arms, I open the door. To my surprise, the office is in the shade, which explains why it wasn’t like an oven inside, but why? My eyes cast up. I drop the strips of foam. There, towering a hundred feet above the portable office, is a gigantic spider-like grub with a massive, broad body. One of its legs is embedded in the ground not more than a foot from my wheelchair. The alien straddles the border post.
There’s no mistaking which wheelchair is mine. Chuckles is rolling around on the dirt, pulling donuts and reversing into U-turns as though there’s a game of paraplegic basketball underway. Someone’s excited about having visitors.
I edge my way down the stairs toward my wheelchair, leaving the loose bits of foam where they fall.
The monster crouches in response to my motion, although such an act merely halves its height, leaving it still some fifty feet above me. I’m not sure how many legs it has. I’ve seen creatures with three, four, five, eight, twelve legs, and no discernible reason why. Their torsos differ wildly as well. This one is bloated. Do grubs get pregnant?
I want to run, but I’m afraid that will provoke an attack. Slowly, I inch my way along the side of the converted container, wanting to reach the corner and then make a run for the overpass. Run? Who am I kidding?
A long, spindly leg comes down from above, aiming straight for me. I’ve got to move, but Chuckles whips past, cutting me off.
I’m dead.
There’s nowhere to hide. If I run back up the stairs into the Red Cross station, my motion would be rather like that of an old lady coming home from bingo. Even if I made it inside, this monster would simply tear the top off the container. For a grub this size, it’s like popping a can of soda. I stand my ground, but not because I’m brave or fearless—I’m out of options.
The jagged end of the leg stops barely a foot from my rapidly beating heart, suspended a few feet above the ground. Thousands of tiny grubs swarm over the leg like angry ants stirred from a nest. As the leg moves closer to me, drawing level with my head, it forms into the shape of a face—a girl’s face, my face, but not my face as it would appear in a mirror. These dark features are a shadow of my face as it was almost a decade ago. It’s as though I’m staring at a black and white photograph of myself as a child, albeit one covered in bugs.
“You remember,” I say softly, not sure who I’m talking to. “But you—you couldn’t have been there. How?”
A crack resounds through the air like that of thunder echoing off the buildings. Out across the valley, I see a puff of dust rise from the roof of a distant apartment block.
The creature stiffens. The face disappears.
High above, a pencil-thin line extends out of the dust cloud, arcing through the clear blue sky toward us. More puffs of smoke from the surrounding buildings leads to four more thin tendrils racing through the sky, and I watch in horror as the first missile strikes the side of this massive beast. The concussion wave throws me into the building, shattering the glass in the window behind me. A wave of heat washes over me, scorching my face. My ears feel as though they’re blocked, a sensation I’ve only felt when flying. Then the ringing begins. It’s as though a smoke alarm has gone off, only the alarm is inside my head.
I turn to run when another rocket slams into the monster. The explosion throws me across the ground, and I roll in the dust like a rag doll caught in a storm.
Dirt and rocks fly through the air as one of the rockets misses, exploding among the cars. A fourth rocket finds its mark, striking the underbelly of the monster and tearing open its stomach.
Burning fragments fall from the alien creature, crushing the roof of a van abandoned beside the Red Cross office. Glass shatters, flying through the air and pelting me like hail. Immediately, several grubs form from the fallen alien remains, rearing up like cornered spiders with their fangs and forelegs exposed, challenging any threat.
One of them charges at me, and I brace for the worst, fearing I’m about to be disemboweled by the creature, but it’s scared. It sees me and darts away, hiding under a car. Shock isn’t just a terrestrial reaction.
I take advantage of the confusion to flee, and slide down the embankment, racing for the safety of the overpass when two more rockets rip into the monster, causing it to stagger. One final rocket hits the center of the abdomen, and tears through the creature, exploding out the other side, spreading debris over hundreds of yards.
I reach what looks like a staff parking lot and clamber over a crushed fence, getting my boots caught in the rusting wire. Smoke drifts from my hair. My clothes smell burnt. I stagger on in a haze. The world narrows, and I have no awareness of anything other than the boom gate in front of me. I push on, barely aware of the sound of machine gun fire breaking around me.
Once I’m in the shade of the guardhouse by the gate, I turn and look back. The burning husk of the alien creature is still standing, but only because the legs have collapsed together to form almost a tripod. There’s no life—not any more.
Soldiers run in around the border post. Flames leap from burning cars. There are several more explosions, but I see rather than hear them, as my ears are still ringing. There are no Hollywood special effects, no billowing fireballs rushing into the sky, just a burst of dirt and dust spraying rocks across the road.
There’s someone beside me.
I jump. I’m not sure what frightened me more, the appearance of the vast creature when I walked out of the office, or the soldier that came up on my right.
His lips are moving. He’s saying something, but I can’t hear anything coherent, just a continuous mumble. His shirt and pants are military issue, but none of them match, and his helmet doesn’t fit, being at least two sizes too big.
He touches me, grabbing my shoulder. I say something, but I can’t hear myself speak. I’m not sure I’m making sense. The world swings around me, and I collapse, with darkness bringing relief from the insanity.
I’m not sure how long I’m unconscious, but slowly I become aware of the darkness, and the sound of voices around me.
“How are you feeling?” Jai says as I open my eyes.
I try to sit up, grabbing the sides of the cot with my hands, but Jai rests his hand on my shoulder, saying, “Easy. You gave us a scare back there.”
The darkened room is quiet. My ears are still ringing. I can barely hear Jai above the high-pitched phantom noise in my head. I want to ask him to speak up, but I don’t for fear of seeming stupid. It’s only then I notice other people in the room, and they’re noisy. What seems like silence is my ears still struggling in the aftermath of the rocket blast. It takes me a moment to realize there’s a bunch of soldiers playing cards and joking with each other in the far corner of the room.
“Look at you,” Jai says, daubing gently at the cut on my chin with a damp rag, and clearing away dried blood from my neck. “Looks like you had it pretty rough out there.”
“Yep,” I say, turning my palms up and noticing Jai has already cleaned them, and applied large self-adhesive bandages over the road rash. The sickly yellow of iodine stains the skin on my hands. Seems he’s getting plenty of opportunities to be a medic these days.
“What were you doing down there?” Jai asks softly, opening a bottle of water and offering me a sip.
“I was—I was looking for you,” I say, matching his volume. I sip at the water. It’s bitter. He’s gotten ahold of water purification tablets.
Jai smiles, shaking his head softly. He’s seated beside me and has his elbows resting on his knees.
“That’s not the way it’s supposed to work,” he says gently. “I came up here to help you. You were supposed to wait back there.”
“What?” I ask, still feeling groggy. “Like some damsel in distress?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that’s never gonna happen,” I say. I hate all that macho sexist garbage. I think Jai’s sweet, but even though I’m wheelchair bound, I’m determined to take care of myself—even if it kills me, which given my track record over the past day, it probably will. I’m an independent war correspondent, right? If only to the mythical audience in my head.
“I should have guessed,” he says, laughing.
“Yep.”
“I can’t believe you were crazy enough to follow me here.”
“Me neither,” I say, laughing.
“So I’m growing on you?”
“Kind of like a fungus,” I say, smiling in reply.
“I was worried there for a while,” Jai says. “That mother was nestling over you since around eight in the morning. Bringing down the big grubs is tough. It took us almost four hours to coordinate the attack that saved you.”
“Saved me?” I ask, incredulous. “You almost killed me!”
“But you were—”
“I didn’t need saving,” I say, sitting up and swinging my legs over the edge of the cot.
“But that monster—”
“That ‘monster’, as you call it, wasn’t about to kill me—It was talking to me!”
“Whoa,” another voice says. An older man creeps forward from the shadows, staying below the window ledge and out of sight from the road. I’m not sure how Jai’s taken our banter, but I’ve been enjoying it so much I hadn’t stopped to consider whether we were in any danger. Since the soldiers in the corner are playing cards, I’d assumed we were safe. But they too are out of sight of the windows.
“Talking?” the stranger asks, holding his hand out in a gesture for me to slow down and explain myself in more detail, but I’m still shaken by what happened by the border post. Who is he? Where am I?
The far wall of the room has been crushed by grubs in some past attack. Broken bricks lie in a heap, making a pile that leads to an enclosed courtyard.
All the windows in the lounge room have been removed. It’s not that the glass has shattered, although the floor is covered in shards of glass. The entire window frame has been removed, leaving the brickwork visible. Total war demands an endless supply of resources, and aluminum window frames are a great for smelting down into bombs and planes and stuff.
Everything’s covered in dust. Cracks run through the walls. Bits of plaster have fallen, revealing crumbling bricks underneath.
As my eyes adjust, I can see outside. The world is stark, bleached by the intensity of the sun. A monstrous grub steps over rooftops in the distance. Spidery legs pick through the ruins of an apartment complex not more than half a mile away. We’re in an abandoned home on the hillside overlooking the border post. Smoke drifts from the burning husk of the alien carcass still standing beside the Red Cross station. 
“What do you mean talking?” the old man asks again. He’s in his sixties, and is bald on top, with straggly gray hair around the sides of his head. He has a full beard that suggests personal grooming isn’t possible in a war zone. “It spoke to you?”
“No,” I say, distracted by what’s happening outside. A soldier comes running in toward our hideout, sliding the last few feet like a baseball player reaching home plate, and then quickly moving into the shadows. “It showed me something. My face—but not my face now—my face as it was on the day they landed.”
The man makes notes on a tiny pad, scribbling rather than writing from what I can tell from his frantic pace.
“How?” he asks.
“The grubs, they formed the shape of my face.”
“In fine detail or coarse?”
“Like a grainy black and white photo.”
“So it wasn’t trying to mimic your facial features?”
“No. I don’t think so.”
“Have you ever traded?”
“Traded?” I say, surprised by the notion.
“They probably wanted to trade with you,” he says.
“Trade what?”
“I don’t know,” he replies. “Grubs trade lots of things. Mostly things we find useless. Old trinkets, ornaments. Moldy food. Rotten meat. Scraps of newspaper.”
Jai asks, “What did it want from you?”
“I—I don’t know,” I reply.
“Interesting,” the old man says.
“What does it mean?” I ask.
The soldier that arrived moments ago comes over, addressing the scruffy man beside me. “We’ve got another wave on the move, coming down from White Sands. I’m hearing thirty on the wire.”
“OK, get on the radio and alert Southern Command,” he replies. “Tell them we’ll need air support if we’re going to contain them on this side of the border.”
“Roger,” the soldier says, before scrambling over the pile of bricks and disappearing out the back of the partially-demolished house.
“We’ll talk more,” the man says to me. “For now, keep your head down.”
He creeps over to the far side of the room, keeping to the shadows, and talks to someone peering out across the valley with a pair of binoculars. One of the soldiers at the card table lays down a royal flush, and the banter grows louder.
I gesture toward him, shrugging my shoulders, and Jai says, “Professor McAllister.”
“Professor?” I ask, surprised not to hear Captain or Major in his title.
“Yeah, they’re thin on troops up here. Before the war, he taught at the University of Texas here in El Paso. Biology, from what I hear. He’s been coordinating resistance along this section of the border for about five years.”
“What did he mean by trading?”
Jai says, “Not everyone fled south. Some stayed. The grubs leave them alone, so long as they trade.”
“Huh?” I reply, followed quickly by, “What about the survivors back at the rock pool?”
“They’re safe. Connors was picked up by a reconnaissance chopper as he headed east. He arranged for Southern Command to dispatch Chinooks. They’re being evacuated to Mexico City later today. Apparently, the front line moved by about seventy miles.”
“That’s great news,” I say.
“You should be with them,” he says.
“So should you. So, how do we get out of here?”
“We,” he says, patting my hand in a manner I seriously hope is not patronizing, “We’re stuck here until things die down. It’s too dangerous to be on the move at the moment.”
“It was quiet last night,” I say, watching as the Professor creeps out the back of the building.
Jai laughs. “Do you know how we found you?”
“No.”
“We sat up here watching tens of thousands of grubs of all shapes and sizes converging from across the city as you rolled in around dawn.”
“Oh,” I say, feeling a little stupid.
“When they told me someone was rolling into the city alone in a wheelchair, I laughed.”
“Who else could it be?” I say, smiling.
A soldier walks past the window. He’s got short-cropped blonde hair, but there’s something about him that's slightly disturbing.
“Only you could pull that off,” Jai says, but I’m distracted, curious about the soldier outside. Something’s wrong. I can’t figure out what, but the blonde soldier gives me the creeps. It’s only then I realize he looks exactly like another soldier standing outside the doorway. I’m confused. Why is he standing there in plain sight? Why is his twin brother walking around outside as well?
“Jai?”
“Yes,” he replies, looking as I point at the silhouette of two other soldiers standing in the doorway. There’s something uncanny, something unnatural about the way they’re standing still. They both have perfect posture, which is unnerving. They’re robotic.
“We need to leave,” I say, getting to my feet and edging toward the open window. I sit on the brickwork facing the door, looking as though I’m resting on the side of the windowsill, but I’m ready to swing my legs around, over the edge.
“What’s the matter?” he asks softly. He’s got his back to the door, facing me. I feel stupid. I’m overreacting. I’m being paranoid, and yet the soldiers are still standing motionless by the doorway. This is a far cry from the soldier that came sliding in and out of sight. No one else seems bothered by the twins.
“Hey, you’re safe,” he says, reaching out and resting his arms on my shoulders, wanting to move me out of the window so I’m out of sight.
“Triplets,” I say, looking over his shoulder and seeing a third blonde soldier walk past the far window. “What are the odds?”
Our eyes lock. It’s almost as if he can see their reflection in my pupils. I know he can’t, but he’s following the same process we used in the rock pool—no sudden movements.
“Stationary?” he whispers.
“Yes,” I say, watching as he slowly retrieves an M16 from where it leans against the wall.
“Just the three of them?”
“Yes”
“Has anyone else noticed?”
With barely any motion, I shake my head, not taking my eyes off the intruders.
Prof. McAllister waves at me from a side room, signaling for me to get out of the window. He starts to call out, but Jai raises his hand ever so slightly and he falls silent. Slowly, he steps out of sight. He must see them as well—three dark silhouettes milling around just outside the door. The other soldiers are seated at the makeshift table, still playing cards. From their perspective, they probably can’t see the triplets, but if they looked they’d see shadows in the doorway. The banter between the soldiers provides a baseline of background noise that keeps the grubs from realizing they’ve been detected.
Jai has his M16 up in front of his chest, hidden from their sight. I watch as he slowly pulls down on a tube mounted below the barrel, slipping a grenade from his vest into the breech. He grimaces as he pushes the tube back up, locking the grenade in place as quietly as possible. The ominous clunk of the housing locking in place over the chamber seems like thunder to my ears.
“Move slowly,” he whispers. I nod. I’m really, really good at slow.
I raise one leg, then the other, lowering them to the far side of the window, still facing the creatures. Jai’s waiting, giving me time to get away, and providing Prof. McAllister an opportunity to get reinforcements.
Jai pulls another grenade from his vest, only this one looks more like the bug bombs I saw my dad use on the farm. If it wasn’t for the pin mounted on top, it could be a generic can of fly spray. He holds it up so I can see a few words printed on the side: flash bang. Still holding onto his rifle with his left hand, Jai pulls the pin on the grenade, keeping his right hand clamped over the safety lever, giving me some idea what’s going to unfold. 
“You cheated!” one of the soldiers yells, throwing a pair of cards on the table in disgust. Suddenly, he’s self-conscious, realizing the only noise in the room is coming from him. He looks up at the soldiers standing in the doorway and he falls silent. He knows.
What are the grubs waiting for?
I’m standing in the dust outside the window, still looking in at Jai gripping his M16 with white knuckles. His eyes never leave mine. He’s taking his cue from my reactions, but I’m shaking.
A thin, spindly leg thrusts down on the road beyond the building, signaling the start of the attack. I look up as a gigantic spider-walker raises itself over the house. I’d assumed they always loomed overhead, but this vast creature snuck up by keeping itself low to the ground, creeping down an alley from the north. The grubs are retaliating for the attack by the border post.
Jai tosses his flash-bang grenade behind him, diving out of the window and knocking me to the ground.
An explosion rips through the room. Dust billows out of the open window. I’m still catching my breath as Jai spins around, crouching with his M16 pointing in through the window. He fires his grenade launcher and ducks below the brickwork as another explosion rips through the house. Instantly, he’s back at the empty window, firing his M16. Each shot is so loud it hurts.
I scramble down the hillside, trying to put as much distance between myself and the attack as possible. I’m horribly slow. I slip on loose rocks as I make my way down to the road. In the confusion of the moment, I’m going anywhere other than here.
The battle roars behind me. I’m crying. I’m screaming. I’m terrified.
Crushed cars line the road, forcing me to weave between them. They’re covered in dust, hiding their true colors. Jai grabs me as he runs past, wrapping his arm around my waist and lifting me off the ground. It’s not the most practical of carries, but he’s got the M16 in his other hand. He runs hard, but his steps are short, pounding on the concrete road. He’s breathing hard, half crouching as he runs. Dust and rocks thunder down around us as the spider-walker pounds the house.
We round a burnt out bus and he puts me down. Jai gasps for air as he crouches, peering around the side of the bus, leading with his M16 and looking to see if we were followed. Gunfire echoes off the surrounding buildings.
“We’re good. We’re safe,” he says. With his training kicking in, Jai repeats himself, wanting to make sure I understand. “Are you OK? Are you hurt?”
“I’m fine.” I say. For me, saying something once is enough.
Through a cracked window of the bus, I watch as the spider-like creature towers over the house with its legs crushing the roof, punching through the tiles as it hunts for the soldiers. Several more explosions tear through the building, but the massive alien is in a frenzy, slashing at the roof and crushing the brick walls.
“Time to go,” Jai says, grabbing my hand and running alongside the bus, only I can’t run. I’m like an anchor being dragged behind a ship. Try as I may, I cannot keep up with his pace.
“Jai,” I call out, wrestling my arm free. “I can’t.”
“You must.”
“It’s not by choice,” I say, shaking my head. “If I could, I would, but I…”
I hate to admit my limitations, and yet there’s no denying what I physically cannot do.
“I’ll carry you,” he says, crouching down and preparing to hoist me over his shoulder. His heart is probably already on the verge of bursting.
“No, you can’t. You wouldn’t make it more than a hundred yards like this, and you know it.”
“Then we’ll make it a hundred yards,” he says.
I shake my head.
Several more explosions tear through the house on the hill, which is now little more than a pile of rubble, but the battle is moving away from us.
“Please,” I beg him. “If we go slow, we can go far.”
“We have to go,” he says, grabbing my arm and dragging me after him. I don’t get his obsession with speed. We could round the next corner and run into another mother.  I guess it’s an ‘able-bodied’ thing. If you’re not going as fast as you can, you’re not doing everything you can, and you have to do everything you can, or you’re not doing enough, apparently. But for me, life moves at a different pace.
“Jai,” I say with tears streaming down my cheeks. I’m in agony. I’m in so much pain I can barely think.
“We can do this,” he says, stepping up to me and resting his hand on my cheek. “You and me. We’re going to make it. One day, we’ll look back at all this and laugh.”
I appreciate what he’s trying to do, but we’re not the same. I simply cannot go on, and I know what will happen if he carries me. He’ll run at full pace until he drops, and then we’re both done for.
“Your wheelchair,” he says, pointing.
“What?”
This section of El Paso contains terraces cut into the hill, with roads at various levels. The service road below us leads back to the border post. I look, but I don’t see anything.
“Stay here,” he says, crouching beside an overturned car. I slump against the rusted car door, sitting on shattered safety glass scattered across the road. Jai stays low as he jumps the steel barrier and slides down the steep incline. Rocks tumble after him. Less than a hundred yards away, my wheelchair lies on its side in a ditch, propped up against the back of a truck that rolled off the road years ago. The wheelchair must have been knocked down there during the assault on the border post.
Jai scrambles over with his M16 in one hand, and grabs the wheelchair. He flips the lever behind the handles, allowing the chair to collapse, and carries it back. I watch as he fights his way up the steep, rocky hill, unable to use his hands to climb.
Breathing heavily, he lifts the wheelchair over the railing and dumps it on the ground, saying, “Better?”
“Yes,” I reply, already dusting off the seat and locking the folding levers back in place. “Thank you.”
Some of the material on the seat back has been seared in the heat of a rocket blast, fusing the synthetic weave and tearing it away from the frame in one area, but other than that, the chair is in good condition. I’ll have to be careful, or the back could rip at the seam and come undone. I’ve lost my backpack and water bottles, but the textbook is still in the pouch behind the seat.
Jai leans on his knees, breathing heavily. He looks up at the remains of the outpost. Sweat drips off his brow. The grubs have moved on.
“We need to keep going,” he gasps.
“I’m good to go.”
I sit in my wheelchair and start rolling forward, feeling bits of glass and rock crunching beneath my tires. It’s irrational, but once I’m back in my wheelchair, I feel safe. It’s as though nothing can hurt me now.



Confidence
“I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” Jai says. “This is the safe house they brought me to yesterday. It’s off the main route. You’ll be okay up here. I need to go back and help the wounded.”
“No problem.”
Once a medic, always a medic. I’m not going to argue. It took us almost an hour to get to the top of the hill, which is roughly a mile from the border post. I’m exhausted. I can see the Rio Grande in the distance. The shattered frame of the dead spider-walker has become a landmark of sorts, allowing me to get my bearing within the city. Between here and the border there’s a scattering of houses, but it’s mostly rough, rocky ground covered in low shrubs and the odd cactus. Coming from North Carolina, I could never understand the Southwest. Why would anyone want to live in a desert when you could be surrounded by lush green?
“This is an observation post. It’s quiet up here. No grubs. You’ll be fine.”
“Who are you trying to convince?” I say. Jai smiles as I add, “Go.”
Jai jogs down the path, out into the street, and disappears behind the buildings further down the slope. I want to call out, “Be careful,” but it’s redundant and kind of corny. What else would he be? Jai is too smart to be reckless—I hope.
I wheel myself around the small lounge. Like the post near the border, there are no glass windows, or window frames. Cinder blocks line rectangular openings in the walls. It’s as though the house is only partially built, even though it was once a mansion. Seven years of war has demanded everything of value be stripped and reused. The resistance can commandeer any house they want, but I guess they tend to gravitate to locations like this that afford clear views across the valley.
The house has been stripped of almost everything. There’s a couch against the back wall, but there aren’t any other furnishings. No pictures. No tables. No chairs. No carpet. No books or magazines. No curtains. No pots or pans. Nothing a grub could imitate so as to lie in wait. I bet the couch gets a few good prods before anyone sits on it—not that the couch itself could become a grub. The grubs would produce a second, quite obvious couch, but grubs could mimic a cushion on the couch. If they did, the soldiers would turn it into a pincushion, for sure. Twins and triplets, any time there’s more than one seemingly identical object in an area, survivors get nervous.
There’s a pair of binoculars in one of the drawers in the kitchen, but I don’t dare touch them. I check the other drawers to see if there are any more lying around. Grubs tend to lack imagination. They highjack nearby objects. So long as there’s only one set of binoculars, I’ll be fine.
After rifling through the drawers, I satisfy myself these binoculars are real. Even so, I’m cautious, opening the carrying case slowly. 
The lenses are dirty, so I clean them by blowing gently on the glass and using a fine cloth from inside the carrying case. Back in the living room, I stare out of a vast rectangular hole in the wall I cannot imagine ever actually held sliding glass doors. The heat of the day causes a haze to sit over the city. There’s a spider-walker in the distance. I peer through the binoculars out across the valley, watching the creature pick its way through the ruins by the border.
Spider-walkers are menacing and intimidating. On one level, they’re similar to the tripods from the H.G. Wells classic, War of the Worlds, towering over the city, except that they’re animals, not machines. On another level, grubs have an astonishing amount of variety. How can a creature have an odd number of legs? I rack my brain trying to think of animals with three, five or seven legs. Even millipedes, with hundreds of legs, have an even number. Starfish have five legs, though, and there are animals that use other appendages as though they were limbs, like elephants with their trunks, and monkeys with their tails. But for the most part, it seems life on Earth has evolved into even proportions, unlike the grubs where the limb count is more random.
Then there’s the body of the spider-walkers. Some of them have long, thin, slender bodies. Others are fat, or round. Some look like crab shells. Others have tentacles swaying in the breeze like an octopus lying on its back.
“And we’re over to you, Ash,” I say in a rich voice, mimicking an anchor in some comfortable studio, transferring live to their favorite correspondent in war-torn El Paso.
“Thanks,” I say. “Life in a war zone is unpredictable. This morning, we were attacked by grubs disguised as soldiers. I’ve got to tell you, Dan, I’m still a little shaken by the whole incident. We barely got out of there with our lives.”
Down in the valley, the gigantic grub spiders look almost trivial, dotted among the sea of rooftops.
“There are people down there,” I say, imagining a tiny microphone hooked over my ear, and wrapped around my cheek to the edge of my lips. “Perhaps that’s the most surprising thing about the Occupied States. There are still people living here. Ordinary people, not soldiers. People surviving on the fringes of the war. From where I am, I can see them hanging out washing, digging in the garden, fixing broken shutters. When the walkers come, they retreat into the shadows. When the spider-walkers leave, the people continue on with life. And it’s a hard life, one of endless toil.”
As I watch, an elderly couple pushes a rusted shopping cart along a side road running parallel to my line of sight. They stop beneath a spider-walker. The tentacles I’d previously seen blowing in the breeze above the creature extend down beside, and then beneath the alien, like a squid settling on its prey. The man holds something up, reaching high above his head, and one of the tentacles retrieves the object.
“He’s trading,” I say, explaining something I don’t understand to an audience I don’t actually have. “This is tribute. A tax. But what has he given this creature from another world? Can we get a close up?”
No, we can’t.
The couple walk on, pushing their cart before them, and the spider-walker steps over the neighboring house, leaving them alone.
“Trading is like getting stopped by a cop and being asked for your license and registration. You may not like what’s happening, but if you know what’s good for you, you’ll do as you’re told.”
As I watch, the creature hands the item to a smaller grub on a flat rooftop.
“And there’s the hand-off,” I say as though I know what I’m talking about. I can spin a yarn with the best of them. Hand-off? What is this? College football?
Fascinated, I watch as the smaller grub clambers down a brick wall, disappearing into an alleyway.
“Where are you going, little fellow?” I ask. “Can we get another angle?”
No.
The binoculars aren’t overly heavy, but after holding them for a few minutes, my arms are starting to feel a little fatigued, so I rest my elbows on the armrests of my wheelchair to steady the view.
“Oh, there it is,” I say, watching as the grub scampers along the main road. “Notice the way they use our infrastructure. This critter could go off-road. Certainly, it has no need for roads as it’s got six legs rather than four wheels, but grubs exploit anything that’s available to them.”
The road leads along the base of the hill near me, heading north, so I get a good view of this ungainly creature galloping along.
Suddenly, there’s a crunch beside me. I’ve been so focused on peering through the binoculars, I hadn’t realized they give me tunnel vision, cutting off my peripheral vision. I pull the binoculars away, and watch in horror as a gigantic spider leg stabs at the path not more than ten feet from me. Dark shadows loom overhead. I panic. My body shakes. But the creature moves on as swiftly as it came, loping over the rooftops, heading down to the main road. A flock of birds take flight, spooked by the motion of the vast creature, but they’re not in danger. For the most part, grubs don’t bother with other animals.
“That was close,” I whisper for the imaginary folks at home.
My friendly neighborhood spider-walker greets the far smaller grub down on the main road, taking the baton from him. I peer through the binoculars, trying to make out what’s so important to the enemy.
“It’s a potted plant,” I say, getting a clear view of a colorful ceramic pot and a spindly, half dead plant. “I don’t know what you paid for that, but you should get a refund.”
The large walker continues north along the road as the smaller grub turns south, heading back into the city.
“Where are you going?” I ask, almost forgetting I’m live on the air. “Are they intergalactic junk collectors? What’s the meaning behind this cryptic behavior?”
I’m mesmerized.
“They’re communicating. We may not hear them, but they've clearly coordinated this hand-off. Do we know where they’re taking this potted plant?”
There’s no answer from the studio.
“Perhaps they’re horticulturalists.”
Now, I’m just being plain silly.
I lose sight of the walker as it rounds a hill. Mentally, I count out the seconds, estimating when the creature will appear again, based on its speed. It’s walking north, toward the mountains shrouded in clouds, but this is no brooding storm. These clouds are unnatural. In the time I’ve been in El Paso, they’ve never moved. They billow and change shape, but they remain over the northern part of the state, seemingly anchored in place.
“OK, buddy,” I say. “In three, two, one...”
Not quite on time, but a few seconds later, the grub appears loping down the road. Another lanky walker looms on the horizon. They greet each other. At this distance, I can’t make out what they’re doing, other than that they’re exchanging something, presumably the potted plant.
“What’s so important about a stupid plant?”
Being an experienced war correspondent, I know the importance of keeping the narrative flowing.
“They’re running a zone defense, remaining in local areas and simply passing the spoils along. But why? What’s so important about a dead plant in a crappy old terra-cotta pot?”
The afternoon wears on, and even war correspondents weary with time. I roll away from the balcony and position my wheelchair in front of an open window so I catch the breeze. After setting the brakes, I lean back, sticking my feet up on the bricks that once defined the windowsill on the cooler side of the house.
Occasionally, there’s a puff of smoke in the distance, followed by thunder in the clear skies as the resistance attacks a walker, but the grubs are adept at evasion. They divide like bacteria. One becomes two. Two split into four. Four into eight. It’s impossible for the soldiers to target any one grub for long. I can hear gunfire drifting on the breeze, and my heart breaks when it stops abruptly, knowing some of our troops have fallen. Jets scream through the air, following the valley as they line up an attack, but the grubs are like sea anemones, shrinking at the first sign of danger. Across the city, spider-walkers melt into the streets, and merge with the buildings. It’s easy to see why they prefer urban warfare over meeting on an open field of battle. It’s a shame that the cities are home for us. 
“They’re like ghosts,” I say, reviving my commentary for the viewers at home. “How do you shoot something that’s constantly changing shape?"
A helicopter gunship swings over the city. Chunks of masonry are flung skyward, and the helicopter has to swerve to avoid being hit as grubs throw entire brick walls and boulders at the craft. Air superiority should win the day, but somehow the grubs outsmart our computerized targeting systems. As the chopper banks to one side, a spider-walker blends in with the palm trees planted along the street, effectively disappearing. Where there were five palms reaching up above the surrounding courtyards and homes, now there’s six—but which one is it? The damn thing was moving so fast even I’m not sure, and I never took my eyes off it.
“This is no game,” I say as part of my imaginary commentary. “Lives are at stake on both sides, and I think we often forget that. We’re repelling invaders. They’re fighting insurgents. I can’t help but wonder if there’s more going on at some other level. In the same way that our military is driven by political goals, are these mere brute beasts, or is there some unseen dynamic at play behind the scenes?”
The helicopter rushes over the suburbs to the south, racing in and touching down on a flat rooftop for what must only be seconds as someone scrambles onboard, before climbing back into the sky. Rocks cascade through the air as the grubs try to hit the chopper.
“The complexity of warfare with the grubs is—”
“Who are you talking to?” Jai asks, and I jump from my seat, almost knocking my wheelchair over.
“Don’t sneak up on people like that,” I say, ignoring his question. I’m embarrassed, desperately wanting to hide behind a sense of being surprised.
“Is there someone else here?” he asks.
“No, silly,” I say, batting him lightly with my folded up jacket.
“Oh, OK,” he says, reluctantly accepting my diversion, but he’s curious—I can see it in his eyes. He knows I was daydreaming, role-playing. I’m sure I’m blushing. I must be as red as freshly squeezed beet juice.
“Hungry?”
“Famished,” I say, happy to move the conversation forward. 
Jai hands me a bar of processed something wrapped in foil. I won’t ask. I peel back the wrapper and take a bite. Tastes like cardboard, but it’s food.
“Mmmmm,” I say, looking at him.
“Liar,” he says, and we both know what he’s really talking about. He’s not referring to my response to the food bar. Jai is tacitly letting me know my reporter routine has been busted. He caught me out, and he clearly finds that humorous—hilarious even—given the grin on his face. I smile. That’s as much of an admission of guilt as he’s going to get.
Jai slumps against the wall, sitting opposite me as I plop back in my wheelchair.
Prof. McAllister walks in from the rear of the building. Unlike Jai, his boots crunch on the tiny pebbles scattered across the concrete floor, confirming my suspicion that Jai saw me talking to myself and snuck up behind me. I’m mortified by the realization that Jai could’ve been standing behind me for several minutes, listening to my running commentary, and trying not to laugh—I could die.
Prof. McAllister sits next to Jai in the corner, sitting below the window, which is a curious choice. The professor has headed up the resistance here for years. Jai’s a foot soldier on loan. Prof. McAllister has a whole command beneath him, but he seems to see something in Jai, and treats him like a son, I guess. I like the professor.
Both men rest their rifles beside them on the ground, never leaving them out of reach. Prof. McAllister sips from a water bottle, before offering me some of his germs.
“I’m good,” I say, struggling to be polite.
Ash, be nice. He’s being kind.
Hygiene is the least of my worries. I’m being rude.
“Are you sure?” he asks.
“That would be good, thanks,” I say, trying to be nice. Prof. McAllister smiles, handing me the bottle.
Knowing how close I came to offending him, I take a good swig and hand the bottle back. “Thanks.”
As the professor reaches out to take the bottle from me, his eyes go wide. His fingers close around the plastic bottle, but he freezes, holding it inches from my fingers.
“What?” I ask, confused by his expression.
Jai grabs his rifle and brings it to bear on me.
Shocked, I rock back, reacting to a gun being pointed at me.
Tentacles wrap around my arms, reaching around my waist, and clinging to my legs, binding me to the wheelchair.
“Jai?” I whisper, doing my best not to panic. It’s a plea for help, even though I know there’s nothing he can do.
Jai has one hand out, signaling for me to remain calm, while his other hand grips the M16. Calm? Are you kidding me?
I want to scream. Our eyes lock as they did back in the rock pool, and again in the house overlooking the border post. Trust. Please, don’t let me die, Jai.
Prof. McAllister backs into the nearest corner. He has his M16 out, tracing the trail of tentacles as they snake through the air, coming in through a side window. 
My wheelchair lifts off the ground. I fight to get up and jump clear, but I’m held firmly in my seat. Suddenly, the roof is ripped off the top of the building. Dust billows through the air. Sheets of drywall, wooden beams, and roof tiles collapse to the floor, sending out a wall of dust. I blink and the ground is thirty feet below me and rapidly disappearing.
I’m screaming. Funny how it takes a few seconds before I realize that there’s any screaming at all, let alone that it’s coming from me.
Jai and Prof. McAllister duck beneath the falling debris, racing out of the living room and hiding in the kitchen. Rifles protrude from behind the illusion of safety that is the marble kitchen counter top. Several soldiers in the house next door rush to set up a heavy caliber machine gun. Another soldier raises a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher, peering through the sight and aiming squarely for me. Bullets tear through the air, thumping into the massive beast.
“NOOO!” Jai yells, running out below me, waving off the soldiers. I’m about to die, and he’s worried about his guys helping the process along. He’s so sweet—I’m terrified.
The spider-walker turns me around, holding me easily fifty feet above the ground, examining me closely. Tentacles wrap around the wheels of my chair, weaving their way between the spokes and over my legs. It’s crazy, but I’m more afraid of peeing on the seat than dying. My bladder feels as though it’s going to explode, and it takes all my mental energy to keep from wetting myself.
The body of the walker resembles a giant cockroach. Feelers, or antennae, or who knows what flicker inches from my face. I find myself in the unenviable position of shrinking into the tentacles wrapped around my seat back.
“What do you want?” I yell, feeling as though I’m talking to an intelligence of some kind. I’m alive. Whatever this thing wants, it isn’t to kill me, or I’d already be dead. I feel my heart rate slowing as it becomes apparent this mother isn’t about to dissolve the flesh from my bones. A pair of compound eyes with dozens of lenses examines me, scrutinizing the features of my face.
The creature releases my arms. As the wheelchair isn’t level, I’m in danger of toppling out of my seat onto the crushed remains of the house some fifty feet below. My feet tingle at prospect of a bungee jump without the bungee, and I grip the armrests for dear life.
Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of Jai in the second floor window of the terrace house behind us. He has a sniper rifle leveled at the creature. I raise a hand, signaling for him not to fire.
Below, I catch a glimpse of the soldiers spreading out into the neighboring yards, taking up positions to assault the creature.
“Don’t shoot,” I whisper even though Jai can’t hear me. I hope he can read my lips. He must see me shaking my head softly. Something unique is happening, something I don’t understand, but something profound.
I reach out and touch one of the feelers, saying, “I’m not afraid.”
You’re such a terrible liar, Ash.
The antenna is as soft as a feather, flexing beneath my touch.
“Why are you doing this?” I ask, with my voice quivering. I’m assuming grubs understand human languages like English. Hopefully, they’ve had enough time to figure out how we communicate. I’m assuming this creature can respond in some non-verbal way. My question isn’t simply “Why have you picked me,” but “Why are you doing all of this?” Somehow, I sense the creature understands that broader context as its multiple eyes follow the motion of my hands still touching at the antenna.
In the distance, a jet fighter circles high in the clouds. From the arc it’s following, it’s clear the plane is focusing a run on us. Someone must have called in an airstrike from the planes circling the city. They’re waiting for the soldiers to clear the area before executing a bombing run, probably on the orders of Prof. McAllister.
I still have my half-eaten dinner bar in its foil wrapper. The bar has fallen into the narrow gap beside my right leg, getting wedged in the crack between the seat and the armrest. Slowly, I retrieve it, holding it up before the creature.
“Trade?”
A series of thin tendrils reach out from one of the tentacles, wrapping around the half-chewed bar.
“I’m sure you’ll like this more than I did.”
Another tentacle holds out a dead branch, offering it to me.
“Thank you,” I say, hoping aliens can’t detect sarcasm. I pretend to sniff the branch, imagining it as a bouquet of roses. Does this gesture communicate? Hopefully, my facial motion, along with my tightly-shut eyes signal a dependence on the sense of smell, and the long, slow breath communicates acceptance, not violence. I’d really like to see another sunset.
I open my eyes as the creature lowers me slowly toward the shattered remains of the roof. For something so vast and strong, it’s surprisingly gentle, and I barely feel my wheels touch down. I had the brakes on when I was snatched, which is handy now I’m resting on a steep incline. The creature releases me on a collapsed section of tiles in what was once the living room.
I fake a smile. I hope it’s a universal gesture of warmth, not a display of aggression wherever grubs come from. The gigantic creature is still looking intently at me with its multiple eyes, lowering itself down to my level. I dare not break eye contact, although I catch a glimpse of one of the soldiers working his way along the inside wall. He’s out of sight, poised to grab me if needed. That’s the remarkable thing about soldiers. Not only are they willing to fight for their country, they’ll risk life and limb to protect strangers like me, and for no other reason than a sense of duty. I subtly raise my hand, signaling that I’m fine, wanting him to wait where he is.
Tentacles dance before my face like streamers in a breeze. The spider-walker crouches, its eyes still locked on me even though there are a dozen soldiers with rifles and who knows what else trained on it from various vantage points in the surrounding buildings. It’s not until the creature is at the same level as me that I realize what’s happening. It’s melting into the ground. Melting is the wrong word, but I’m struggling to think of what else could be happening. The road, the yard, the rubble—they’re quicksand, drawing the creature into the ground. The massive creature dissolves—disappearing from sight—vanishing as though it had never been here.
Jai comes bounding over a low wall as the last remnants of the creature sink into the solid surfaces around me. He slides on loose tiles, racing to snatch me up. My wheelchair is knocked over, and I’m more worried about that than I am about myself. Jai carries me into a darkened garage before putting me down.   
“What did it do to you? Are you hurt?” he asks.
I’m spellbound by what just happened. It takes me a moment to answer. I’m still trying to process the events of the last few minutes. I’ve seen something like this before, not the melting thing, but the reaction people have when encountering a wild animal. I’ve seen this on television—years ago. Someone interacts with a gorilla, a whale, or a cheetah in the wild—something physically intimidating and yet gentle—and they’re left with a profound sense of their own humanity.
“Ash?”
“Sorry,” I say, catching up with the moment. “I’m fine. Really, I am. My legs are a little shaky, and my heart’s pounding, but it didn’t hurt me.”
Soldiers fan out within the ruins with their rifles pointing barely a foot in front of their boots, scanning the ground for any kind of movement, but the massive creature is gone, having melted away like snow.
Prof. McAllister jogs over. He reaches out, placing his hand on my shoulder as he asks, “Are you OK?”
“I’m fine,” I say, feeling a little silly being the center of attention.
Prof. McAllister turns to Jai saying, “Never seen that before. I’ve seen grubs imitate things, even people, but I’ve never seen them disperse like that. Damn thing just disappeared.”
His radio crackles, and he turns away, responding to someone with a series of code words I don’t understand—Charlie, Baker, and a bunch of numbers that mean nothing to me.
“Why me?” I ask Jai, as tears well up in my eyes.
He shrugs, “I’m just glad you’re OK.”
“You and me both,” I reply, looking at the dead branch gifted to me by the alien. My fingers are trembling, but I have to examine it. The branch is rotten. I can easily peel away the outer, thin layer of bark with my nails and feel the soft inside crumble away.
“So strange,” I say, rubbing my fingers back and forth, rolling the rotten wood around as it disintegrates with my touch. “What do they want? Why pick me?”
I hadn’t noticed, but Prof. McAllister is back. He says, “That’s what I want to know too, but for now, we need to get you somewhere safe.”
“Safe?” Jai says, and I’m with him on this. Nowhere is safe from monsters that can rise out of the ground, impersonate soldiers, and snatch people without warning.
“Safer,” Prof. McAllister says, which is a concession of sorts, but still debatable.
I walk over and right my wheelchair. Thankfully, my biology textbook is still in the back pouch. I’d hate to lose that book. We have so much history together, and today’s another chapter in our story. I smile, resting my hand on the book. We’ve made it through another day. Almost.
I can’t help but wonder what will happen to this book when I die. It’s crazy to think of inanimate objects outlasting me, but it’s a very real proposition. I imagine my textbook would be discarded, buried under rubble, or burned in a fire. Who’s going to read a book on biology? What value does it have beyond my emotional sentiments? No one else will appreciate this book as the lifeline it’s been for me.
Jai dusts the seat of my wheelchair, which is sweet considering it’s bloodstained. If anything, the dust hid the dried blood. I hope Dr. Martinez has made it out alive. I’d like to think she’s in my old room at de General in Mexico City by now.
We walk out into the road, following the soldiers. Jai carries my wheelchair over the rubble, which isn’t easy given he has a backpack and a rifle slung over his shoulder.
“Thanks,” I say, as he sets the wheelchair on the road. After releasing the brakes, he pushes me up the hill. We’re almost forty feet behind the lead soldiers. They stay to either side of the road, minimizing their visibility, which isn’t a viable strategy for me as the footpath is littered with rocks and bricks. The only option I have is to stick to the center of the road. Jai understands. Like me, he seems to realize the futility of hiding from a creature that could be anywhere and anything. Perhaps in the early years, it made sense to move in the shadows, but with the sheer number of spider-walkers cutting through the city, it’s futile now. Maybe they’ll ignore two people but would be attracted to ten, so perhaps this is a viable strategy after all.
“How do you know him?” I ask, as Jai settles into a rhythm, pushing me along. I can feel Jai leaning into the handles of the wheelchair as he pushes off with his boots, keeping a good pace up the hill.
“Professor McAllister?” he replies, avoiding long sentences as he’s breathing hard. “I met him down in Mexico City during a resupply run. He’s a legend. Why do you ask?”
“He seems like a good man,” I say.
“He is,” Jai says, “Must’ve been one heck of a lecturer.”
“Can you imagine it?” I say, laughing.
“You’d never turn up late to class.”
“I suspect he’s a big softy at heart.”
“Yep.”
We wind our way through the streets for well over an hour. Finally, we round a corner high above the valley, and watch as the soldiers disappear down an alley halfway along the street. It’s no surprise Prof. McAllister is waiting for us. He could have left someone else to make sure we found our way, but not him.
Jai increases his march to a power walk that’s just shy of running. I’m busy watching for rocks and pebbles. I don’t want to spill onto the ground again like I did on the highway. I have my hands on the armrests, ready to spring clear if Jai hits an errant rock.
Prof. McAllister waits patiently for us with a friendly smile. “No rush,” he says as we approach.
Jai’s a bit rough mounting the curb with the wheelchair, and I bounce around in the seat. “Sorry,” he says, but hey, who am I to complain about a free ride?
“No problem.”
Prof. McAllister follows us down the alleyway. Two-story houses crowd the narrow concrete path, shielding us from view. We enter a courtyard which opens onto a modest-sized house set into the hill. Sandbags line the empty windows. The smell of stew drifts through the air. After eating bland food for years on end, I can almost pick the ingredients out of the breeze—onion, garlic, cumin, tomatoes, chili, and chicken, if I’m not mistaken.
“Smells good, doesn’t it?” Prof. McAllister says. “Frenchie is quite the chef.”
I nod, saying, “Yes, it does.”
I’m salivating, anticipating a proper meal for once.
As the sun sets, the shadows grow long. The only light within the open plan lower floor comes from a tiny gas camp stove in the kitchen at the rear. One of the soldiers stands behind it, stirring an impossibly large pot that seems to threaten to crush the stove. The flicker of blue flames and the sound of the gas is strangely reminiscent of summer barbecues back in North Carolina. Funny how something so simple can trigger so many memories.
I roll my wheelchair out of the walkway and against the far wall before getting up to help. To my delight, the soldiers ignore me. Whether I’m in my wheelchair or hobbling toward the kitchen, I seem to be more or less invisible to them, which is nice. Although soldiers is probably the wrong term. Everyone’s wearing a uniform of some type, but this is far from the crew cut Marines of yesteryear. There are elderly men, a few overweight middle-aged men, and a couple of women with gray hair pulled back into ponytails. They could be grandmothers, for all I know, and then there’s the odd scrawny teen like Jai.
“I’m Ashley,” I say, walking up to Frenchie. “How can I help?”
Frenchie is easily two, possibly three times my body weight. The muscles on his arms are thicker than my thighs, although in my defense, the atrophy that sets in when I’m not walking much doesn’t help my cause. I’m prone to saying, “I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse,” while Frenchie looks as though he already has. Frenchie is one of those rare people you feel as though you can judge with a glance. His face beams with warmth. He’s jovial, smiling as though he’s greeting a long-lost friend.
“Almost ready,” he says. “Can you get some bowls out and help with serving?”
“Sure.”
“Cupboard on the left.”
“Got it,” I say.
The bowls are sealed inside a clear plastic container, limiting the ability of the grubs to mimic them, as they’d emulate the whole shebang, and unbeknownst to them, seeing two containers with the same number of plates side by side would be a dead giveaway.
“You’re new,” he says, and I get the feeling he’s quite chatty.
“Yep,” I reply, not sure how many bowls to get out, so I figure I’ll grab them all. If I dropped them, I’d be mortified, so I split the pile into three, and transfer them in groups to the central bench. It’s more effort, but reduces the risk of me being clumsy and breaking all of them at once.
“From up north, or out east?” Frenchie asks. It’s nice that someone’s more interested in where I’m from than what happened to me.
“From down south. Mexico City,” I say, grabbing a pile of spoons from another container in a kitchen drawer. The spoons in the drawer are also in a clear plastic container, but one that takes up less than half of the drawer space, leaving plenty of room for grubs to duplicate them. It’s a clever system, and one the grubs haven’t figured out. They will, but for now it works. I stack the spoons beside the bowls.
“You came north?” he asks in surprise.
“I know. Crazy, right?”
“Aren’t we all,” he says with a smile.
He takes a spoon and tastes the stew before offering me some.
“Mmm,” I say without any hint of exaggeration. This isn’t some amateur throwing a few ingredients together. Frenchie should be running a restaurant. He starts dishing up bowls of stew, taking care to ensure the first few bowls get some of the meat and vegetables that have settled in the bottom.
Before being evac’d to Mexico, I’d never been outside the Continental USA, and had only ever heard foreign languages on TV. I’ve picked up plenty of Spanish along the way, but when Frenchie says, “Le dîner est servi,” I feel as though I’ve been transported to Paris.
Out of nowhere, soldiers appear, lining up along the bench. Frenchie hands out bowls full of stew, while nudging me, saying, “Parsley.”
“Oh, right,” I reply, picking up a bowl with finely diced leaves piled high. I take a pinch, sprinkling parsley on top of each bowl as the soldiers file past. Prof. McAllister comes through the line. Frenchie pours each bowl with precision, and I note Prof. McAllister gets no more than anyone else. Moments like these say something profound about both men—Prof. McAllister doesn’t abuse his position, and Frenchie isn’t afraid to treat him like everyone else.
Jai is a couple of soldiers behind Prof. McAllister, and it’s not until he smiles at my flourish of parsley falling on his stew that I realize it’s him. “Thank you,” he says, and I smile, even though my contribution is minimal to nonexistent.
As Jai walks away, Frenchie mumbles, “See how he flatters you,” chuckling softly. It’s nice to have a little attention from Jai. I’m plain Jane. Even without my injury, I’d never win a beauty pageant. For some girls, that stuff is important. Not me. Never cared about looks, and yet for a moment, I almost feel civilized again. Give me a shower, a change of clothes, and I could forget all about aliens and monsters. Oh, to be a typical American teen—pre-invasion. If only my greatest concern was final exams and what to do over summer break. Will those days ever return?
I keep helping on the line. By the end, we’ve fed easily forty soldiers. Finally, Frenchie pours a bowl for each of us as I wipe down the countertop and clean up. He hands me a bowl, and I thank him, sprinkling the last of the parsley on top.
“You’re very intelligent, Ashley,” he says in a soft tone as though he were admitting to a conspiracy. “We cooks. We do not wash. The others, they must scrub the pots and wash the plates.” I grin. That wasn’t my intent in helping, but I like his thinking.
Frenchie winks, apparently colluding with me in getting out of the dishes. He’s funny. I like Frenchie. I think he just found himself a sous chef. I feel strangely at home, something I haven’t felt in a long time.
Jai reserves a spot for me on the couch. It is surreal sitting in the dark on a beautiful leather lounge with everyone except me wearing army fatigues. The soldiers talk among themselves in hushed voices. The room opens out into what must have once been a spectacular patio laid out beyond what was probably sliding glass doors. They’re gone now, leaving the room open to insects and bugs.
I sip at my stew, determined to savor every mouthful. “French-Mexican cuisine. Creole to the extreme. Frenchie, you’re a genius.”
Prof. McAllister laughs, saying, “Oh, and he won’t let you forget it.”
Occasionally, someone switches on a Maglite to look for something in a backpack. As the darkness descends and the stars come out, a peace falls over the city. I’ve never really thought about it before, but cities and stars don’t mix. I only ever saw a handful of stars in U.S. cities, now there are thousands overhead. It’s as though the stars, and not the grubs, have reclaimed the land.
“Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?” Prof. McAllister says, catching me gazing at the night sky as I finish my stew.
“About them?” I say, “Where they came from?”
“Why they bothered in the first place,” Prof. McAllister replies. “I wonder how they found us. The universe is an awfully big place. Heck, our solar system alone is a big place. Earth is small. Tiny. Our planet could fit into the sun a million times.”
“It does make you wonder,” I say. It’s interesting to hear him speaking as a professor, not a military commander. “What do you know about them?”
“Well,” he says, pausing as one of the soldiers collects our plates. “They’re a star-faring species, but we’re not sure how. Their pods are organic, rather than machines like our spaceships.”
“Organic?” I ask, wondering how that’s possible and feeling privileged to talk with a professor about grubs. I have a thirst to learn.
“Picture a turtle. Its hard, outer shell isn’t alive, but it was formed at a cellular level from living bone and cartilage. Or consider something like a rhino’s horn, even your fingernails and hair—they’re all organic products that are inert, no longer alive. In the same way, the pods have an outer layer of armor that once formed from living tissue.”
“Armor?”
I feel stupid repeating his terminology, but I’ve never thought about the pods this way before. I’m intensely curious about the grubs—their origins, their motives, their biology.
“In essence, yes. They need something to insulate and protect themselves from the extreme cold of space, along with the scorching heat of reentry. There’s one theory that suggests reentry heat, along with the violent shock on impact is what woke them from a dormant state. Kind of like how a pinecone splits open in response to fire. Actually, a pinecone is a good analogy, as the outer layers wrapped around the pods flared open on reentry, catching the atmosphere, and slowing the descent of the pods so they didn’t hit like a meteorite. If the grubs weren’t so damn lethal, they’d be admirable. They evolved to reach the stars without mechanical aid.”
I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees, focusing on his every word. I wish I had a video recorder, or pen and paper. I don’t want to forget anything.
“What do they want with us?” I ask.
“If it’s water they’re after, there’s more on the moons of Jupiter than in all the seas on Earth. If it’s to populate a planet, they could have Mars without a fight. I don’t get why they came here. If it’s precious metals they want, go mine an asteroid. No one knows what they see in Earth.”
There’s silence for a few seconds as we ponder his point. I ask, “Do you know where they’re from?”
“No, but they must have been in space a long time, and by long I mean anywhere up to a billion years. The transit time for panspermia, or life from the stars, is so crazy-long that none of the mechanisms for life we know of could survive.”
“Like DNA?” I ask.
“Exactly. Here on Earth, DNA survives in deep time only by constantly replicating across untold generations. By itself, a single strand would break down in less than a few hundred thousand years, perhaps a million years at the outside. DNA simply cannot last for billions of years.”
“Do they have DNA?” I ask.
“In a way, yes, but it’s not the same as ours. There’s a sugar-phosphate scaffold forming a double helix, but they use six nucleotides, not four. Two of these nucleic acids aren’t found anywhere on Earth. The individual atoms are, but not in that molecular combination.”
Jai grins. I know what he’s thinking—see, I told you he loves biology.
Prof. McAllister doesn’t notice, and continues, saying, “How such frail structures survived for so long in space is a mystery.”
I love the way the professor is considering the broader implications. Most people only see these creatures as the enemy—the only thing they want to know is how to kill them. Like me, I suspect the professor wants to understand them.
“Do you ever wonder if we’ve got this all wrong?” I ask, feeling a little naive, but being compelled to ask. “I mean, like most wars, the only dialogue is with guns and bombs.”
“We didn’t start this,” Jai replies with a burst of passion. “You, more than anyone, know that.”
“I know, I know,” I reply, “But I can’t help wondering what they want.”
“Want?” Jai asks, surprised by the notion. “I don’t know that grubs want anything.”
Prof. McAllister is silent. I guess he’s enjoying the view from the sidelines.
“They want something,” I say. “Everybody wants something.”
“Why do you say that?” Prof. McAllister asks. He may look like a grizzled warrior, but I get the feeling the professor is in this role out of necessity rather than choice. He’s intelligent. He knows far more about the grubs than I do, but he’s willing to listen to new perspectives. I like him more as a professor than a soldier.
I say, “Because Life wants stuff. They want trinkets—I saw them trading earlier today. I watched as they interacted peacefully with an old man on the street, taking a potted plant in exchange for free passage. And the mother that snatched me. I gave her a protein bar.”
“And she gave you some rotten wood,” the professor says.
“Yes.”
Jai asks, “Why do they trade?”
It’s heresy, but I say, “Maybe they want something more than a pointless war.”
The silence that greets me is disconcerting. I’m walking on hallowed ground for these soldiers. They’ve all lost someone. I scramble, trying to explain the logic whizzing through my head.
“I saw them before the attack on our camp. They were looking for something out in the desert, picking up rocks and stones, pulling up trees by the roots. This afternoon, I watched as they handed off the potted plant from one to another. They were sending it somewhere.”
Prof. McAllister leans forward. He’s no longer as relaxed as he once was. He’s considering my words deeply. No one speaks. I think they’re waiting for him to declare his position.
“Is there a pod north of here?” I ask, pointing in the direction of the main road.
“Yes,” he says softly.
“That’s where they were taking the potted plant, handing it off like a baton in a relay race.”
The professor is silent.
“They’ve got to have some motivation behind what they do. Today, when that mother snatched me, it was a trade that satisfied her.”
Prof. McAllister looks down at his combat boots as he replies, “Well, yes. All life is driven by instinctive desires of some sort. Life is goal-oriented. Plants seek out sunlight. Carnivores stalk prey.”
“We need to understand them,” I say.
Prof. McAllister nods.
I add, “And not just so we can kill them. Bombs and bullets aren’t going to win this war.”
Prof. McAllister has a pained look on his face. Deep down, he agrees, but I suspect he doesn’t want to. He’s a good man, but he’s conflicted, torn between being a soldier and a scientist. He clasps his hands together, wringing his fingers. Oh, what I’d give to know what he’s thinking. I doubt even he really knows. Thoughts are like that. Our minds are a moonshine still—bubbling and seething with ideas, slowly distilling into coherent thoughts. It’s astonishing to see the respect his soldiers have for him. They’re watching, listening, thinking, but none of them dare break his train of thought. As for me, I can’t help myself. I have to know.
“There must be more to them than scary monsters—the stuff of nightmares.”
“They’re complex,” Prof. McAllister replies. “From our perspective, they first appeared in the constellation of Musca, deep in the southern hemisphere. That’s where the term grub comes from. Astronomers at Princeton called them The Larvae of Musca.”
“Huh,” I say. I’d always assumed it was because they swarmed like maggots.
“It’s an illusion of perspective. They’re not actually from those stars, but that’s the vector they followed—coming from outside the plane of the ecliptic.
“They sailed straight for us, bypassing the other planets entirely. For creatures lying dormant inside what amounts to little more than a bunch of asteroids, they made a beeline for us. Gravity caused them to corkscrew on approach. Most of the pods landed in the northern hemisphere, but we’re not sure if that’s simply because the south is mainly ocean, and they splashed down, disappearing into the depths.
“Point is, they came from outside the narrow plane on which the planets orbit the sun. Imagine a broad hat with a stiff rim. Your head’s the sun. All the planets lie somewhere along the rim of the hat. These guys came up from beneath us, and they came straight for us.”
“So something drew them here?” I ask.
Prof. McAllister holds his hands apart, gesturing that no one knows, but it’s clearly a reasonable conclusion.
“They’re composite creatures,” he says, returning to my original question, “but they lack cellular differentiation.”
“I don’t understand,” I say.
“Life is compact. For billions of years, the only life on Earth was single-celled bacteria, archea, stuff like that. Basically, pond scum. At some point, roughly a billion years ago, cells started to differentiate, cooperating to form multicellular organisms. They gave up their hermit status to be part of a community. They specialized.”
I remember reading about this in my biology textbook.
He says, “Cells lost their autonomy. They became part of a greater whole, and now we have hearts, lungs, eyes, and brains, which are all comprised of billions of specialized, dedicated cells.”
“But grubs don’t do this?” I ask, as I’ve seen them split and combine to form various creatures.
“No,” he says. “They swarm like matryoshka dolls—nested Russian dolls, one inside the other. What we see is billions, probably trillions of seemingly identical cells banding together. Whereas we have specialized cells, it’s as though they’re made from multipurpose cells. It looks as though their cells specialize as limbs, arms, eyes, and tentacles, but they don’t. These are temporary forms. That’s what makes them so damn hard to kill. Shoot a person through the heart, and the heart dies, followed rapidly by the person themselves. Shoot a grub through the heart, or whatever their equivalent is, and a billion cells from some other organ will rush to become a new heart.”
Jai says, “So they’re more like a plant than an animal—cut down a tree and it’ll grow again from the roots. Cut down a man, and life’s over.”
“Exactly,” Prof. McAllister says. “It took seven rockets to bring down that walker towering over you. It should’ve only needed one.”
“They’re like a Swiss army knife,” Jai says. “They become whatever’s needed to survive.”
“They remind me of slime mold,” I say, recalling something I read in my biology textbook.
“Slime mold?” Jai asks.
“Yes, just like slime mold,” Prof. McAllister replies. “There are types of amoebae here on Earth that will band together in times of scarcity to form simple creatures capable of motion. Once food becomes abundant again, they’ll dissolve, and return to being individual organisms.”
“Yes, that’s it,” I say, excited to make the connection with something I’ve learned from my textbook. If it wasn’t so dark, I’d jump up and grab the book to show Jai. I know exactly where slime mold is described in the book—and there are pictures of the different phases. Three-quarters of the way toward the back. Just after the section on neurology. I know that book so well, I could flip to the correct page in seconds.
“So what do they want with you?” Jai asks, looking at me. His question is innocuous enough, and yet I shudder.
“I don’t know.”
“Why are they interested in a girl in a wheelchair?” Prof. McAllister asks, echoing Jai’s sentiments. I’m as baffled as they are. The professor continues. “I’m not sure anyone’s really given the idea of alien motives too much thought. Grubs seem to lack sophisticated intelligence. I guess there’s always been an underlying assumption they’re running on simple instincts—conquest, harvest, evasion, reproduction. We’ve seen all these characteristics. Grubs are predictable. But you—why the interest in you?”
I feel uncomfortable being the focus of attention.
“Why do they trade?” I ask, shifting the subject.
“Trading’s peculiar,” Prof. McAllister says.
Jai asks, “What are they looking for?”
“And why transport dead plants and rotten wood back to their pods?” I ask. “Why go to all that effort for garbage?”
“What’s in the pods?” Jai asks.
“Not much,” Prof. McAllister replies in response to the barrage of questions from us. “They’re hollow. At first, we thought they were like hives or nests, but grubs breed underground. We’ve had soldiers and scientists go inside the pods. There’s not much to see. Grubs aren’t overly protective of their pods. They dump their trades beside them, but no one’s ever figured out why.”
“Have you seen inside one?” I ask.
“No, but I know the outer sections are layered, thousands and thousands of layers woven on top of each other like fiberglass. Mostly the layers are formed from what we think of as mucus, but there are differences in the composition. As best we understand, the pods serve no purpose beyond interstellar travel.”
I ask what seems to me to be an obvious question, “Then why do they return to them bearing gifts?”
I have too many questions. It’s not fair to expect an answer to every question. I can see it in his eyes—Prof. McAllister doesn’t want to guess.
“Something’s happening inside those pods,” I say with a level of confidence I have no right to hold. Evidence, not feelings, should rule, but I feel as though we’re missing something important, and the clues are all around us.
Prof. McAllister smiles, shaking his head in disagreement.
“Perhaps there’s something beyond the mimicry of the grubs,” I say. “I mean, think about it. On Earth, the most successful species are microbes—stand-alone cellular life that’s thrived for billions of years in every conceivable environment. Microbes are our equivalent of grubs. Where’s their version of multicellular life? Where are their complex organisms?”
The professor says, “They may have never crossed that evolutionary hurdle. Natural selection favors survival, not specific solutions.”
“What about convergent evolution?” I ask. “Bats have wings, birds have wings, and insects have wings—and all independent of each other.”
“Grubs don’t have wings,” the professor says with the patience of a grandfather. “Your argument is a good one, but it defeats itself in that we don’t see grubs converging in flight.” And yet he nods his head, seriously considering the evolution of these alien creatures even though he doesn’t agree with my point.
He asks a rhetorical question. “Could there be convergent evolution of similar species on entirely different planets? Or at least the convergence of similar organs? Sure. Eyes are the most obvious example, because seeing light is so darn useful. However, different planets will have different environments, different gravity, and different atmospheric density, along with a different mix of chemicals. Natural selection can only work with what’s at hand. As far as we can tell, grubs never evolved winged flight.”
“And yet,” I counter, “they evolved a means of escaping their host planet, something we need rockets to accomplish.”
Prof. McAllister smiles. He’s enjoying the debate. I doubt he’s talked biology with anyone in a long time.
“And you think the answers lie in the pods?” he asks.
“I don’t know where the answers lie, but I think we’re wasting our time shooting rockets at these things. There has to be more to them. You yourself said as much. They evolved to be an interstellar species. Where are the new pods ready for launch? Why aren’t they breeding and moving on, like ants forming new colonies? Why aren’t they like bees going out to establish new hives?”
He says, “You’re looking for reasons, but sometimes there’s no clear answer.”
“Reason is all we have,” I say.
“And when reason fails,” Professor McAllister replies, “war is inevitable.”
I can’t help myself. I can’t let go of this point. “There must be a reason behind their actions.”
Prof. McAllister laughs, shaking his head.
“What?” Jai asks, seeing Professor McAllister is amused by something I said.
“Life’s not that simple.”
“It should be,” I protest.
“Ah, the impetuous desires of youth,” he says. I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean, and I struggle not to be offended. He says, “When you’re young, the world’s your oyster. Everything’s possible if you simply try hard enough. There are answers waiting around every corner.”
“But—”
“But then you grow up,” he says, “and you come to realize that reality sucks. The world doesn’t spin on your account, it just spins regardless—has done so for billions of years—will do for billions more.”
“There has to be more to this,” I say.
“There is,” he says. “but the answers you’re looking for lie in war—in defeating these monsters. The only answers we’re going to get are from destroying these things. Don’t get me wrong—I admire your passion, but as Jai said, we didn’t start this fight—they did.”
“And what?” I ask. “We’ll finish it?”
Prof. McAllister is silent.
“We’ve lost,” I say, raising my voice more than I should. “Don’t you see that? We’ve lost the United States of America, and the longer this war goes on, the more we’ll lose. They’ll keep coming. Eventually, we’ll lose the planet.”
I’m not being fair. What can he do? What is it I want him to do? Damn it, I want him to do something—to solve this, but he can’t.
“So what would you do?” he asks, indulging me.
“Learn,” I say, concentrating all my reason into that one word. “There has to be something else going on, some goal they’re working toward. They’re not dumb. They know more than we give them credit for. Think about it. Why stop at the Rio Grande? For seven years, they’ve stopped at the border of the USA. Why? Doesn’t that strike you as strange?”
Jai asks, “And why are they on the move now again?”
“So what?” Prof. McAllister asks. “You think you’re their lucky charm? You think they like you, that they’ll just let you walk inside one of their pods?”
“I—I don’t know,” I say. “But I have to try—Isn’t that what it means to be human? To never give up? To be willing to try? Isn’t that what you’re doing here in El Paso? Isn’t that why you fight on even though the country is lost?”
Prof. McAllister starts to say something when the radio resting on the coffee table squawks to life.
“Easy Dog, Easy Dog, Easy Dog. This is Zebra-One-Five. Comms check and report. Over.”
Prof. McAllister picks up the handset attached to the bulky radio and replies, “Zebra-One-Five, this is Easy Dog in the clear. Over.”
One of the soldiers comes over and kneels beside Prof. McAllister, holding a Maglite over a map. Various notes have been scrawled on it, but a few of them are smudged. There are arrows, circles, and a variety of lines crossing the border. The soldiers must clean and redraw grub movements each day.
“Zebra-One-Five. Easy Dog. Weather report. Lordsburg four. Demming seven. Las Cruces five. White Sands twenty seven. Lincoln four. Pine Springs three. Over.”
“Easy Dog. Confirm White Sands twenty seven. Over.”
“Zebra-One-Five. Confirmed. Over.”
Prof. McAllister looks at me, but I’ve no idea what he’s thinking. He smiles, pausing for a moment as he raises the radio handset to his lips again.
“Zebra-One-Five. Easy Dog requesting helo for White Sands recon. I want to see what’s going on up there firsthand. Over.”
Prof. McAllister lowers the handset, saying, “You really think there’s something up there in that pod?”
I nod.
“Then let’s take a look.”
Prof. McAllister is nothing if not effervescent. He’s intrepid, unpredictable. I guess it takes those traits to survive this long in a war zone.
The soldier beside him points at the map, running his finger along a mountain range, talking in a whisper about returning by river.
Prof. McAllister looks at him, saying, “So we take an inflatable. If the tributaries are flooding, we can float all the way back down here.”
The soldier replies, “If not, it’s a hell of a walk.”
Prof. McAllister seems to relish the opportunity to get out of town and into the desert.
The radio blurts, “Easy Dog. Zebra-One-Five. Please hold. Requesting authorization for recon flight. Over.”
“Roger,” Prof. McAllister says into the microphone. He releases the transmit key and tells us, “Zebra-One-Five is a US destroyer sitting just off the coast in the Gulf of California, inside the Baja peninsula.”
The radio crackles to life. “Easy Dog. Zebra-One-Five. We can arrange a drone recon flight by Reaper for oh-nine-hundred to confirm count. Over.”
“Negative,” Prof. McAllister says. “Need boots on the ground. Over.”
A woman’s voice comes over the radio waves, and all formality is dispensed with in a terse cry. “Goddamn it, Mac. I’m not sending you on another booze run.”
“Commander Jane Bosnan,” Prof. McAllister says with a grin on his face. “We have—history.” He keys the microphone and speaks clearly, saying, “Affirmative. Investigating unusual grub behavior. Need to check ground activity near a pod. Over.”
There’s silence for almost a minute.
“Command is spooked by the border crossings. I don’t like this, Mac. We’ve got grubs moving in a coordinated action along several hundred miles. We haven’t seen anything this aggressive in the last five years. Something’s up—they’re probing, testing our defenses. It’s as if they’re comparing response times along the front, planning for a major assault.
We listen intently, getting a rare glimpse into how the war is unfolding.
“We’re under orders to head south at noon tomorrow to join the main carrier group. They want everyone in fighting range in case there’s a drive toward Mexico City.”
Professor McAllister flips the transmit button with barely enough time to say, “Understood.”
“We’re evacuating refugees from the camps, but that’s clogging the roads, making military ground ops almost impossible. Between us and the Mexicans, there’s almost two hundred and seventy million people on that thin strip of land leading down to Guatemala. It’s a chokepoint, Mac. I don’t like it.”
The tension on Prof. McAllister’s face is unbearable. He’s conflicted, tormented. White knuckles squeeze the radio handset, but he doesn’t say anything. His head is bowed, avoiding eye contact, even with his own men and women. I want to say something, but I can’t. It’s not my place. Besides, nothing I say will make any difference. He and Commander Bosnan are dealing with issues beyond our scope.
“Mac?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re asking me to risk a flight crew on long range fuel tanks.”
“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important—Come on, Jane. You owe me.”
“I don’t owe you squat, Mac.”
Seconds drag like hours. I get the feeling this is the radio equivalent of playing Chicken. The first one to talk next loses.
“Damn it, Mac. You’re only going to get ten, maybe fifteen minutes on station. You know that, right? Stay any longer, and you’re walking out. This had better be good intel.”
Prof. McAllister looks up. Our eyes meet. I’m not intimidated. I can see the earnest desire on his part. He wants answers, and he wants them bad enough to trust some dumb kid in a wheelchair.
“It’s good,” he says. “Drop us nearby and we’ll float down the river, drifting past like debris. We’ll act as a mobile forward observation team on that band in White Sands.”
The voice over the radio switches back to the original operator. Once again, there’s a sense of military formality to the message.
“Easy Dog. Zebra-One-Five. Tasking long range helo recon for zero-five-hundred hours. Confirm?”
“Zebra-One-Five, this is Easy Dog. Confirm long range helo zero-five-hundred. Over.”
“Easy Dog. Zebra-One-Five. Dust on. Dust off. No landing. Ten minutes on station and return—with or without you. Over.”
“Roger.”
“Easy Dog. Zebra-One-Five. Out.”
“Zebra-One-Five. Easy Dog. Out.”
Prof. McAllister clips the handset on the side of the military radio and slumps back into the couch. I feel as though I should say something, to thank him for not giving up on my crazy ideas, but the silence demands respect. He unfolds the map, laying it out on the coffee table and shining a Maglite on it. Jai leans in. I shuffle closer.
“We’ve got a pod here, just south of the mountains. This line is a riverbed. Ordinarily, it would be dry, but the way the grubs control the weather, it’s flooded most of the year. It will take us within a few hundred yards of the pod.”
The soldier beside Prof. McAllister says, “We drop a mile upstream with inflatables, float down past the pod. Assess the threat, and either divert inland, or drift on.”
“Either way,” Prof. McAllister says, looking at me, “it’s going to be tough.”
“Oh, no,” I say. “You can’t leave me out of this. I’m in.”
“I’m in, too,” Frenchie says, having come around behind me. Frenchie is huge. If this weren’t the apocalypse, and we weren’t waiting for the end of the world, he’d be killing it as a pro wrestler. “I’ll carry her if need be.” Given his size and my weight, or lack thereof, I’ve no doubt he will, although he might have to arm wrestle Jai for the honor.
Prof. McAllister ignores the banter, saying, “McKinnon, Mitchell, prep the wet gear. We stand to at zero-three-thirty, rolling to the LZ by zero-four-hundred. Wheels up at zero-five-hundred. Dismissed.”
The soldiers begin peeling away.
“What changed your mind?” I ask the professor as different conversations ignite around the room. I have to know what he’s thinking.
“Jane’s right,” he says. “These aren’t cross-border incursions—not anymore. The grubs are on the move again. Perhaps it’s the biologist in me—but like you said, we’ve already lost. The way I see it, if we’ve already lost, we’ve got nothing left to lose. We might as well go out pushing the boundaries.”
He folds the map, slipping it into a pouch on the side of the radio as he adds, “If we keep doing what we’ve always done, we’ll get the same results we always have. I’m sick of this war of attrition. We’ve got to do something different. Maybe you’re right. Maybe there’s something we can learn out there to tip the balance in our favor. They like you. Like is probably not the right word, but let’s run with that. Let’s use that for what it’s worth. Let’s see if there’s something we can glean from them that will help us end this wretched war.”
He turns to Jai, saying, “Get some sleep.” With that, he gets up and walks out, talking with McKinnon and Frenchie. They’re excited. We’re about to fly into a viper’s nest, and they’re like kids that can’t wait for Christmas.
Within a few minutes, Jai and I are alone in the room. Occasionally, I get a glimpse of someone on a distant rooftop, watching over the dark city. It’s comforting to know there are sentries out there. 
“What do you think we’ll find?” Jai asks.
“I don’t know,” I say. “but something has changed. And not just the advance south. I’ve had three encounters—three times I should have died. I was trapped in a gas station, but the grubs let me go. Then by the American Red Cross post when that big mother showed me the image of my own face as a child. And then when I was grabbed by the tentacles and raised up in my wheelchair. I—I just... I feel as though something has changed.”
Jai holds my hand. “I hope you’re right,” he says.
“We can’t win,” I say. “but maybe we don’t need to. Maybe we need to understand.”
“Understand?”
“Yes,” I reply. I’m so stupidly tired I'm not making much sense. The day has been exhausting. Getting up off the couch, I almost trip and fall, but I want to show Jai the pictures of the slime mold in my biology textbook. To me, they’re the key to understanding how grubs function. Slime forms complex relationships under stress—when the need is desperate. I wonder if grubs are similar.
I’m clumsy. “Are you okay?” Jai asks as my boots catch on the edge of the couch.
“I’m fine. Really.”
I brace myself against the back of the couch and walk around toward my wheelchair. “We’re not the strongest or fastest creatures on this planet, we’re the smartest. We need to use those smarts.”
I tug at the textbook in the pouch behind my seat, but it’s stuck. I'd like to show Jai some of the numerous times life has survived extinction events over the last billion years, but the book won't budge. I slip my hands down either side of the cover, confused as to how it could get stuck in the loose pouch. I’m so intent on showing him the book, so delirious and distracted by all that’s happened, it takes me a moment to realize the book isn’t stuck—it’s attached to the seat pocket. I’m bewildered. My fingers feel around the base of the book, but instead of an abrupt edge, the stiff cover merges seamlessly with the soft material around it.
“What?” I mumble, not realizing I’m speaking out loud.
“Is everything all right?” Jai asks, looking over the back of the couch.
“I’m—yeah. Fine,” I say, tugging on the book again in disbelief. I’m stunned. My mind is struggling to comprehend what’s happened. I find myself reeling at the implications of the textbook being fused into the very fabric of the wheelchair.
“What were you going to show me?” Jai asks as I step slowly away from the wheelchair. The hairs on my arms rise. In the soft moonlight, the wheelchair appears ominous, drained of color by the darkness.
Grubs? How? How long?
Since the garage?
No, it can’t have been that long. My textbook fell out on the road.
The border post. The grubs must have switched out my wheelchair this morning. Jai picked up the fake wheelchair. He carried it up the hill. I sat in that chair. He pushed me along.
My mind spins. It could’ve killed him. It could’ve killed me. The spider-walker—when the spider-walker picked me up, its tentacles wrapped around the chair. It wasn’t me the creature was interested in—it was the wheelchair. I was incidental. I just happened to be seated at the time.
“Chuckles,” I whisper, looking for a response. My wheelchair sits inert, only it’s not mine—not any more.
“Are you OK?” Jai asks.
“Oh, just tired,” I say. I need time to process this. Mentally, I’m fatigued. I’m not thinking clearly. I edge my way back over to Jai, not wanting to turn my back on the wheelchair. I’m trembling with fear. I don’t know what to do. I’m surprised Jai doesn’t pick up on my body language, but he’s already facing forward again, sipping from a bottle of water.
Chrome reflects the soft moonlight creeping in through the open windows. The empty wheelchair looks menacing—like a bomb ready to explode.
What should I do? I have to do something, but what? I don’t know what to do. Indecision is the worst decision of all, and yet to react is to unleash hell in the darkness—we’ll die. I hate myself. I'm dammed. I feel as though any decision I make will inevitably be wrong. 
What should I say to Jai? To the professor? I’ve brought the enemy into the midst of their base—a Trojan horse. We should be dead, but we’re not. Even upon discovering the deception, Chuckles has remained incognito. I sit down on the far side of Jai—stunned. I turn so I can face him while keeping the wheelchair in sight.
“You’re shaking,” he says, holding my hands.
“I—um.”
I don’t want to freak him out. Back at the rock pool, and this morning when the fake soldiers attacked, it was important to remain calm, to make slow, deliberate movements. I breathe deeply.
How do I tell him to grab his gun without causing alarm and provoking the creature to attack? In the darkness, the grub will be impossible to kill. After the first shots are fired, the creature will splinter, splitting into dozens of smaller, equally lethal creatures. We’re going to die.
“Are you all right?” he asks, rubbing my arms. “You’re tense.”
There’s only one conclusion I can draw—this is deliberate. If Chuckles wanted me dead, I’d have been stripped to the bone already. Given how the spider-walker was drawn to Chuckles earlier, I’ve no doubt we’re already surrounded. They’re out there, hiding in the shadows, waiting for the signal to spring their trap. My only hope is that this is something more than a feint. Is this part of the changing dynamic?
If this is a snare, why are they waiting? They could’ve struck at any point in the last few hours while our defenses were down. Even as far back as this afternoon, when I was picked up in the wheelchair, they could have wiped us out, but they didn’t. They traded. Why?
“Hey,” Jai says softly. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be OK.”
“No,” I say, surprising myself with how stern my voice is. I have to tell him. “No. It’s not okay. That’s a lie. We’re going to die—all of us.”
“Easy,” he says, but I’m distracted, I can’t help glancing behind him into the shadows. “If it’s too much for you, you don’t have to go. We can check out the pod and tell you what we find.”
“It’s not that. I need to go. It’s just—”
“Listen,” he continues. “This is normal before a mission. Nerves. They get the better of us.”
“I don’t want you to die,” I say as emotion wells up in my chest, constricting my breathing. But it’s not my own death I’m scared of—it’s his. I guess that's how the human mind works, always in denial over mortality.
“Is that what you’re worried about?” he says. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”
“You won’t,” I say. “You don’t—”
I want to say, you don’t understand, but I’m conflicted about how much to reveal. I don’t want Jai to realize he’s in the presence of an alien ready to tear the muscles from his bones. What the hell are you playing at, Chuckles?
“Come here,” Jai says, drawing me close and wrapping his arms around me. I rest my head on his shoulder, watching the wheelchair, wondering what it sees, wondering how it interprets this act of kindness, wondering if it will strike.
“I’m scared.”
“I know,” Jai says, running his hand through my hair. To be touched is to feel alive, and I’m on the verge of collapsing in his arms. I’m exhausted. Physically, mentally, emotionally—I’m spent. I can’t deal with this. I don’t know what to say. I’m crying for a lack of options. Silly. Stupid.
“I don't know what to do,” I blurt out.
“It’s OK,” Jai says. I sniff, wiping away my tears.
“No, it’s not,” I insist, struggling with how to tell him about my wheelchair. I feel as though I've fallen down a dark well. I'm trapped.
“Trust me,” Jai says.
“I trust you,” I say, but I’m not talking to Jai. My eyes are locked on the wheelchair. “I need to.”
“You can,” Jai replies. “I'll always be there for you.”
“Don’t let me down.”
“I won’t,” Jai says, not realizing I’m talking to someone else.
“Please, don’t let me down. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Jai laughs softly, saying, “What’s brought this on?” I can’t reply. I’m afraid I’m going to say something that’s going to cause him to react and get us both killed.
“I’ve got you,” he says. “You’re safe.”
But I’m not.



White Sands
A flashlight flickers in my eyes, and I jump. I’m being hunted.
“Hey, it’s OK,” Jai says, rocking me gently by my shoulder. “It’s just me.”
I’m lying on the couch. In a panic, I launch myself up, grabbing at the back of the couch and looking over at the wheelchair in the darkness. The shadows have moved, but Chuckles hasn’t.
“What time is it?” I ask.
“Almost four,” he says. “I let you sleep as long as I could.”
Soldiers move around in the dark. I don’t remember falling asleep. I was determined to keep my eyes on Chuckles, but clearly my body had other plans. 
Does it know? Maybe it doesn’t realize I figured out its secret? Maybe it thinks its camouflage is still intact and the illusion has been maintained. Perhaps if I ignore it, we can escape. I want to tell Jai what we’re dealing with, but our only chance lies in acting natural. We can leave the wheelchair here. I have to pretend there’s nothing wrong.
“I need to, uh—”
“No problem,” Jai says, apparently anticipating my needs. “There’s a long-drop out the back.”
“Thanks.”
“We’re gathering on the road. Come on out when you’re ready.”
This is good. Everyone’s leaving. I can relieve my bursting bladder, and then leave with them, quietly abandoning this chameleon.
I walk to the rear of the house. All the doors have been removed from their hinges, opening up every room except one. The long-drop is easy enough to find by smell alone, besides being the only room with a door. This isn’t a bathroom, it’s a bedroom, but the floor has been torn up, and a pit dug in the corner. Moonlight streams in through an open window. A plank of wood has been set up over the pit with an old toilet seat nailed to it, and a hole cut in the center. To my surprise, there’s a roll of toilet paper. Small mercies.
Sitting on the toilet, and feeling a sense of relief, I whisper, “Just walk away. Leave via the side door. Tell the professor, and he can send someone back to deal with the grub.”
After rinsing my hands in a bucket of water, I open the door to see the wheelchair blocking the hallway.
“Chuckles?” I say warily.
I go to step to one side and squeeze past the wheelchair when it moves, cutting me off.
“Please, no,” I say. “Don’t do this.”
I should shout. That will bring the soldiers running, but I’m silent. If I yell, we’re all dead. Me, them, and this strange creature from beyond our solar system. I hope Chuckles understands that.
“There has to be another way,” I say, crouching before the alien creature in the guise of a wheelchair, knowing it carried me yesterday without harming me. “We can’t go on killing each other.”
Slowly, I reach out my hand, touching softly at the fabric on the seat, expecting it to come alive and devour my fingers, but the cloth feels natural.
“What do you want?” I ask, as my fear abates. “Why are you doing this?”
The wheelchair backs up a few feet. This is the first time the creature has consciously revealed itself. All pretenses are gone, and yet it seems to be offering me free passage out of the hallway.
I press against the wall with one hand, straightening up. My joints creak. Rocking on my bad hip and using the wall for support, I edge forward into the lounge.
“You’ve won,” I say. “What more do you want from me?”
The wheelchair backs away and turns, facing toward the opening where once sliding glass doors separated the lounge from the concrete patio.
“You want to go with them?” I say, intrigued by the awareness this creature has of our plans. “Why?”
I step forward slowly, creeping past the wheelchair.
There’s a shadow in the alley.
“Ash, are you OK?”
It’s Jai. I want to yell, “Stay where you are!” but instead I calm myself, not wanting to alarm him. This monstrous thing is so close, it could devour me in seconds.
“I’m fine,” I call out, trying to sound relaxed. “Give me a minute.”
“OK. We’re ready to move out when you are.”
Jai is a shadow. I can see him talking with someone in the alley, stuffing items in a backpack.
The wheelchair edges forward, and the footrests touch lightly at the back of my legs, nudging me softly. I’m not going anywhere. I’m a condemned woman being led to the gallows, or perhaps a better analogy would be an electric chair. Again, the hard steel footrests tap against my Achilles tendon, causing me to falter. I want to cry out in terror, but the thought of luring Jai to his death has me mute.
“Jai,” I whisper even though I know he could never hear me at this distance. “Run.”
Jai has his Maglite out, looking at a setting on the scope of his rifle. From where he is, I would be hidden in darkness. I reach behind myself, grabbing at the armrests, and lowering myself into the seat, resigned to defeat.
“So this is it? This is what you want?”
I’m pathetic. Why can’t I do something clever, or at least run? Run? With my legs, I’d never make it to the door. The grub would be on me in a fraction of a second. All I can do is surrender, and yet I feel like a coward.
My bottom rests on the seat. I edge myself against the back padding, lifting my feet onto the footrests. I’m about to reach out and grab the rails to roll forward, when thousands of needles pierce my clothing, cutting through the soft fabric and into my skin. Fire burns through the skin on my back like a branding iron. I try to scream, but I can’t. My mouth opens, but no sounds come out. I’m choking, unable to breathe.
Thin tendrils wrap around my arms and legs, anchoring me to the wheelchair. I can feel thousands of tiny probes reaching deep inside my body, consuming my flesh. Panic grips me. I can’t move.
Spasms of pain rip down my legs. Involuntary twitches ripple through my muscles. I try to break free, but my efforts are futile. This is how I die. I’ve seen this before—my father on the tractor, those fleeing on the Highway of Death, the skeleton in the helicopter. I’ve always known this was coming. I just never thought I’d die so soon—in what looks like my own wheelchair.
I’m sorry, Jai.
My heart breaks to think of how he’ll find me. He’ll come looking for me in a few minutes and find a lifeless skeleton seated in a wheelchair. His Maglite will ripple across bleached white bones with disbelief that they ever harbored life, and then he’ll open fire, avenging my death. My tears fall like rain. I only hope he survives.
Thick tendrils dig into my hips, feeding on my flesh and burrowing into my bones. I can feel them wrapping around my spine, tearing at the soft muscle. I’m merging with the wheelchair, fusing to it just like the fake textbook. I’m paralyzed, having lost all control of my body from the neck down. I blink. Sweat drips from my forehead. I gasp for air, but my lungs won’t expand.
Suddenly, the pain subsides. I can move. My chest heaves and fresh air floods my lungs. The needles retract, retreating from my body. I can feel them drawing out of my skin, and suddenly, I’m free. I spring out of the seat, leaping across the kitchen.
Wait a moment—I jumped. I haven’t leapt like this in almost a decade.
I straighten. No pain. The dull ache that has pervaded my life for so long is gone.
“What have you done?” I ask, staring at my wheelchair. I grab my back, feeling an inch taller. I laugh. “Chuckles,” I say, rushing back to the wheelchair, and feeling as though I could run the hundred meters in the Olympics. My legs are strong. Gravity feels so light. I bounce over to my wheelchair. I’m an astronaut frolicking on the Moon.
I kneel before the wheelchair—my wheelchair—forgetting about monsters from another world as I ask, “What—what did you do? Thank you. Oh, thank you, but how? Why?”
“Ash?” a voice says from behind me. “Who are you talking to?” Jai probably thinks providing news reports to imaginary friends is a rather persistent habit.
“Jai,” I cry, turning and rushing toward him as he steps onto the patio, picking up a couple of two gallon water containers. I throw myself at him, wrapping my arms around him.
“Easy,” he says, staggering backwards with the combined weight of both me and the water. He’s wearing a backpack and carrying a rifle. Grenades line his vest, making hug distinctly uncomfortable. “Is everything all right?”
“Everything is perfect,” I say, kissing him impetuously on the lips. He’s not ready, and the kiss comes off one sided. 
“Wow, I’m not sure where that came from,” he says, still holding the water containers by his side.
I have to tell him. I want to, but before I can say anything, he continues. “Hey, we need to leave your wheelchair here.”
“NO!” I yell, pulling away from him, and surprising myself with the vehemence in my response.
“Ash, relax. It’ll still be here when you get back. Frenchie has rigged a three-wheeler for you, something that can go off-road.”
“No, no, no,” I say, not sure what I’m thinking. I need more time to comprehend what's happening. “You don’t understand. I need my wheelchair.” I plop down onto the alien wheelchair, landing with a thud on its seat.
“Ash, please,” he says, but I roll past him, over the lip of the patio, and onto the pavement.
“Come on, Chuckles,” I say softly, as I push myself along the alleyway. I have no idea what I’m doing, but it seems that there’s a truce being offered, so I’m taking it.
How do I break this to Prof. McAllister? Will he understand, or will he think this is a trap? The grubs want something. They’re looking for something from me, that much is clear. They’ve fought over this land for seven years, but what do they really want? What have they been looking for all this time? And why the interest in me? Now, at least one of them is trying a different tack.
“Morning,” Prof. McAllister says. As much as I want to run, and skip, and dance, I remain in my wheelchair, playing a role I’ve spent seven years perfecting.
“Good morning,” I reply, and for once I believe that.
What the hell am I doing? I’m sitting on an alien masquerading as a wheelchair, pretending everything’s normal? I feel overwhelmed.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” The professor asks.
“I’m sure.”
“It’s going to be dangerous up at White Sands.”
“It’s dangerous here.”
“Your wheelchair is going to be useless out there,” he says.
“So is your sidearm,” I say. “And your knife.”
The professor smiles.
Frenchie says, “This is for you.” He gestures toward a three-wheeled cart with a triangular base.
“Are you trying to hide something?” I ask, pointing at the camouflage netting that forms the seat on the cart. “Or is that to make my ass look smaller?”
Frenchie laughs. As it’s more of a cradle than a seat, I can’t imagine sitting in it for any length of time. It looks as if Frenchie has repurposed a stroller of some sort with bigger wheels. I’m not sure whether to be flattered by the effort, or offended by being thought of as a child.
I look at the soldiers gathered around me, weighed down with packs containing everything they need for the next few days, which is mostly ammunition and water. I need a reason to stay in my wheelchair. I’ve got to make sure Chuckles comes with us.
“You guys should dump your packs in there,” I say. If we do have to leg it across country, those big wheels are going to be far more practical than a wheelchair, but for now, I’m settled.”
Frenchie looks at me as if I’m a genius, having accepted I’m more comfortable in my wheelchair. He swings his pack from his shoulders and dumps it in the oversized buggy. Several other soldiers drop their packs as well, including Jai. From a practical perspective, they have more freedom of motion without their packs, but I can see a downside. If the packs are lost, they lose all their supplies at once. Prof. McAllister doesn't look overly impressed at the speed with which his soldiers have taken up the offer. Although he doesn't say anything, he keeps his pack on his back, which speaks loudly enough for a couple of the soldiers to retain their packs, but Frenchie and Jai don't care.
“All right, enough goofing around,” Prof. McAllister says. “We’re behind schedule.” He looks at me and winks as he adds, “Let’s roll.” This is one of the few times that phrase is literally true, for me at least. He marches down the road with his rifle held across his chest. I push off purposefully, determined not to bring up the rear like yesterday.
The morning air is brisk. It’s still well before dawn, but the sky is growing lighter.
“Whether you’re right about the pods remains to be seen,” Prof. McAllister says as I keep pace beside him. “but you’re right about one thing. We can’t continue doing what we always have. It hasn’t worked. The British Special Air Service has the motto, Who Dares, Wins. Time for us to be daring.”
I don’t reply. The road veers slightly uphill, and although I could manage a word or two, I couldn’t hold a conversation with this level of exertion, not without quickly sounding out of breath. That’s one of the downsides of being in a wheelchair—I can only focus on one thing at a time. Multitask, and I risk clipping a pothole. Besides, there’s nothing more that needs to be said.
At the top of the rise, Prof. McAllister stops beside a burnt out bus on the corner of an intersection. From the positions the squad takes, it’s clear they’ve been this way before. They fan out on either side, keeping plenty of distance between them, while staying in formation. Jai and Frenchie are the only ones with Prof. McAllister, taking turns pushing the cart.
Dark shadows loom over the city. Aliens pick their way across the buildings.
“I’d hoped we could head straight down here to the landing zone, but there’s too much traffic,” Prof. McAllister says, pausing to check a map. “We’ll keep going a few more blocks, and come in from another angle. Otherwise, we’ll have to radio for an alternate LZ.”
The road ahead is steep. I’d much rather go downhill toward the landing zone. I lean forward in my wheelchair to retrieve a bottle of water from a holder on the side of the leg rest, and whisper, “Come on, Chuckles. We need to get down there.” Jai notices me lingering slightly, but he probably thinks I’m working on a loose fitting. Although, the professor wants to continue on, I take a long, slow drink, hoping Chuckles is good for something other than mimicry.
“Could we stop awhile to see if they thin out?” I ask.
“Too risky,” Prof. McAllister replies, peering through the scope on his rifle. “Hey, wait a minute. Looks like they may have got wind of something to the south. They’re all moving in unison away from us.”
Of course they are. I turn away from Jai, unable to suppress a smile, and unwilling to give away my secret. I whisper, “Thanks,” as I slip my water bottle into the back pouch, and the act of nudging the textbook awakens the rational side of my mind. What is this? A Walt Disney movie? Ash, you’re naive. Do you really think you’ve tamed an alien? Who’s to say it’s not the other way around? Don’t for a moment think you’re in control. Remember the pilot in the downed helicopter? That’s you in a heartbeat if you take one wrong step. Swimming with Great Whites was never this dangerous.
Prof. McAllister begins working his way down the hill, moving between cover. I stay on the road, wanting to coast down the hill. Unlike most roads in El Paso, this one is clear of debris, making it easy to navigate. I use my hands as brakes, slowing my descent, and pausing beside each parked car in a show of moving between cover, even though I suspect we’re perfectly safe—for now.
I think we’re safe. I can’t imagine why this creature would perform surgery on my back, only to kill me an hour later. What does it want? There has to be a motive behind this particular alien’s behavior. What is it after? I’ve no way of knowing what Chuckles wants, but clearly, it's not to kill us—not yet. Chuckles isn't looking for a fight. If he was, none of us would be alive. This bizarre alien gave up the element of surprise without attacking me. I’ve no idea what’s going on inside what I guess is the alien equivalent of a mind, but it probably wonders the same thing about me.
Perhaps together we can learn something about each other. For now, it seems we’re using each other. If the pendulum were to swing the other way, Chuckles could summon those spider-walkers as easily as he sent them away.
Why me? I’d do well to answer that before I run out of goodwill with this creature. Rather than feeling smug, safe, and secure in my wheelchair, I need to remain cognizant that I’m riding on the back of a leopard. Don’t get complacent, Ash.
Prof. McAllister raises a fist, coming to a halt under the eaves of a supermarket. We gather around. I roll up onto the pavement as the soldiers watch the approaches.
“I don’t like this,” Jai says. “It’s too easy.”
“Smells like a trap,” Frenchie says.
A knot forms in my throat.
Prof. McAllister is on the radio.
“Zebra-One-Five. Zebra-One-Five. This is Easy Dog en route to LZ 425. 800 meters out. Requesting update on helo. Over.”
“Easy Dog, this is Zebra-One-Five. We have Navy Dancer Five-Five-One at six minutes out, circling the city, bearing south by southeast, moving to due east for approach. Over.”
“Roger. Easy Dog. Out,” Prof. McAllister says. “They’re early. We need to hustle. They’re not going to stick around.”
The soldiers jog down a side street leading toward a park. No one pays attention to me straining to keep up on the sidewalk. Everyone’s looking to the sky, but they’re not looking for the helicopter, they’re looking for spider-walkers. I drop down off the curb, rolling into the road before thrusting forward.
“I’m trusting you, Chuckles,” I say under my breath.
Once I have momentum, I cruise past several soldiers on the footpath. I keep an eye out for debris, steering with a deft touch on the rails attached to my wheels. Every few seconds, I pump madly with my arms, keeping up the pace. Prof. McAllister jogs up a grassy incline at the end of the road, stopping under a tree. If I could retain my momentum, I could clear the top of that hill, but I need to slow for the curb. Then once I’m on the grass, fighting against rocks and loose dirt, it’s going to be tough. I negotiate the curb and push hard up the hill. Running would be much easier, but I need to keep Chuckles a secret. They wouldn’t understand. They’d abort the run at the pod. I suspect Chuckles knows what we’re doing. I think he knows what we’re going to find in that pod. Perhaps I’m reading too much into his actions, but I think he wants us to go there.
I’m still catching my breath as Prof. McAllister points at the dark hills in the distance. A ruddy hue glows on the horizon.
“This is the best time of day for a helo flight,” he says. “They come in low and hard over the mountains, flying out of the glare from the rising sun. Makes them hard to hit.”
Prof. McAllister calls in our position.
“Navy Dancer Five-Five-One. Navy Dancer Five-Five-One. This is Easy Dog on location at LZ 425. We are in the clear and ready to go. Over.”
The voice that replies from the helicopter sounds more distant than the destroyer, even though it’s closer.
“Easy Dog, this is Navy Dancer Five-Five-One. We are eight minutes out. Aligning flight path for a run east-to-west directly over your location. Over.”
“Roger. Easy Dog. Out.”
Why the change of time? We spent at least five minutes getting here from beside the supermarket, and I’m exhausted. We could’ve dawdled, saving our strength. I suspect the answer is they’re timing their run exactly with sunrise.
The soldiers fan out among the trees. They kneel, looking in different directions. No one is looking due east.
Prof. McAllister says, “We need to get your wheelchair folded up.” Jai comes over.
“I’ll do it,” I say, though there’s no way I can keep up the facade without letting him help. I can’t pretend to be crippled and run to the helicopter carrying my wheelchair.
As I get up, I hobble a little, pretending to feel stiff and sore. I stoop, holding onto the handrail as I move behind the wheelchair and crouch down.
“Easy, Chuckles,” I whisper, unclipping the frame. “Just go with it.”
I fold up the wheelchair as though I’m packing eggs. Jai, though, steps up and grabs the wheelchair, jerking it up so it’s level with his chest. He’s got his backpack on, and is equalizing his center of gravity. I’m mortified. I reach out as though I’m steadying the wheelchair, touching at the frame.
Jai smiles, saying, “I’ll take good care of it.” I watch Jai as though waiting for him to explode, when Prof. McAllister says, “Here they come.” He turns to me, asking, “Do you need to be carried?”
“No. God, no,” I say. “I’ll be fine.”
“We’re going for a thirty second turnaround—can you cover that distance in that time?”
“I’ll make it,” I assure him, still standing as though my hip is crooked. It’s surprisingly difficult to stand with a lean. I never knew how pronounced my hips were slanted until now, when I can stand straight.
Day breaks. “Easy Dog. Navy Dancer Five-Five-One inbound. Over.”
“Roger,” Prof. McAllister says. He hoists the radio over one shoulder, ready to run for the middle of the field.
I’m looking for the helicopter, but don’t see it until it’s almost on top of us. A black dot in the sky suddenly becomes an angry hornet tearing across the rooftops.
Prof. McAllister starts running before the helicopter has reached the field. I follow behind him, pretending to limp and drop back a little for realism.
The helicopter descends, kicking up hurricane-force winds. Dust, pebbles, rocks, and tiny sticks are flung out at a horrific speed, pelting my legs and causing me to squint. If I had been worried about anyone seeing me run, I needn’t have bothered—all eyes are on the helicopter as it hovers a foot above the ground.
Frenchie’s the first soldier to reach the open back of the helicopter. He’s been pushing the cart, and starts hauling backpacks, tossing them into the cargo area. The loadmaster onboard the helicopter catches each pack, handling them as though they were stuffed with crumpled newspaper, and slides them to one side. Jai is slightly ahead of me. He keeps peering back, but as he’s squinting, I wonder how well he can see me. Tiny bits of rock flung out by the rotor blades bite at my arms, legs, and face.
Jai throws the wheelchair in the back of the helicopter. I’m horrified, watching as it skids across the deck. He grabs me and hoists me up, but my concern is about Chuckles. The wheelchair lies wedged against a couple of packs.
I go to scramble over toward the wheelchair when the loadmaster grabs me by the collar. He hauls me into the middle of the helicopter, well clear of the doors as the remaining soldiers clamber onboard. No sooner has the last soldier rolled onto the deck than the helicopter launches skyward. I feel the deck of the craft lifting hard beneath my feet. The ground rushes away. The field, the trees, the labyrinth of roads in northern El Paso, and the devastated houses shrink rapidly beneath us.
The chopper banks. The packs and wheelchair shift, sliding on the deck. I have my legs spread wide to keep my balance. The noise is overwhelming. Jai is yelling, trying to be heard over the engines. I’ve no idea what he’s saying. My hair swirls madly around my face. I want to pull it back into a ponytail, but I dare not let go of the strap I’m holding onto.
Jai pulls a set of headphones from the low bulkhead separating us from the pilots and fits them over my ears. Even with them on, the noise of the engine is astonishingly loud. Jai reaches up, flips a switch on the side, and there’s silence.
I can’t believe it. I haven’t experienced a quiet like this in years. It’s as though I’m locked in a library.
Jai adjusts a microphone, pulling it down in front of my lips, and then he puts on an identical headset. “Are you OK?” he asks, but his voice sounds tinny.
“Yes. I’m OK. I’m good,” I reply. My voice sounds somewhat robotic.
Jai picks up on the novelty I’m experiencing. “Noise-cancelling headphones, but they’re range dependent, blocking out anything over 85 decibels. Don’t yell or I won’t hear you.”
“Cool,” I say, laughing at the novelty.
The loadmaster stacks the packs, shifting them to the rear. I hold my breath, watching as he straightens the wheelchair, and wraps a net made from bungie cords over the pile. To my relief, Chuckles plays along.
I sit down on a foldout seat on the bulkhead behind the pilots.
“Let’s get you strapped in,” Jai says, pulling a three-point harness over my head.
“Yes, yes,” I say, almost tearing the seatbelt out of his hands in my eagerness to be held securely in place.
“Relax,” he says, reaching between my legs and pulling up a buckle. “You’re going to be fine.” He clips the seatbelt in place.
Prof. McAllister stands beside the loadmaster, holding on to some webbing on the side of the fuselage. He points at his headphones, and then at Jai. Jai holds up four fingers, signaling the channel we’re on, I guess.
“How are you feeling?” Prof. McAllister asks. I simply give him a thumbs up.
Ash, you’re a terrible liar.
“Once we clear six thousand feet we’ll be out of range. The pilots said they had a quiet run in, which is unusual given the grub activity we’ve seen, but hey, I’m not complaining.”
He looks at me for a second before adding, “Are you sure you’re OK?” I nod. “If you’re going to be sick, don’t try to vomit out of the open doors. It’ll just come flying back in. Go for the floor.” Great, I think, already feeling a little green.
We pass through clouds that look as thin and tenuous as tissue paper. I’ve never been in a helicopter before, and it’s horribly disconcerting sitting beside an open door with thousands of feet between me and a bloody smudge on the desert floor. Chuckles may have repaired my spine, but I feel as weak as ever.
Prof. McAllister says, “When we get to the river, we’re going to drop onto the bank. The chopper isn’t going to land. We’ve had grubs stow away in the landing gear before, so we can’t risk it on an untried LZ.”
Suddenly, I’m not feeling so confident about Chuckles. I hope the doubts don’t show on my face.
“The pilots will hover just a few feet above the ground. You’ll need to jump. Can you do that?”
I nod.
“Lean forward, bend your knees, and roll when you hit the ground. OK?”
“Yes,” I say, and to have spoken one word seems to satisfy him. I must look a mess.
The other soldiers are seated at the rear. One of them is perched on a backpack next to Chuckles. Little does he know of the danger just inches from his boots. Is this another way grubs fight? Is this the alien equivalent of a sniper laying in wait, patiently watching for the perfect moment to fire? I certainly hope not, but I can’t ignore the possibility.
Frenchie stands in the open doorway, holding onto the roof as the mountains pass beneath us. I hold onto the straps running over my shoulders and breathe deeply. With the headset on and my head resting against the bulkhead, my hair isn’t quite as unruly. Thin strands dance before me, twirling in the wind. It’s cold. I guess I assumed it would be hot, but the temperature’s in the fifties.
Jai holds my hand. It’s not a romantic gesture, more to provide comfort, but I can’t find any comfort in being strapped inside a flimsy tin can thundering through the sky.
Prof. McAllister holds up six fingers, signaling Jai.
“Channel six, if you want to listen in,” Jai says, reaching up and twisting the knob on the side of his headset.
I copy him. I’ve no idea which channel I’m on, but I keep turning, hearing the occasional voice on various channels, and stopping when I hear Prof. McAllister.
“—Predator radar shows four walkers in the target zone. We’ll stick to the plan, circle around and come in from the north. The mountains and heavy cloud cover will cover our approach. Once we’re on the water, we’re on our own. If anyone wants out, stay on the chopper. No hard feelings.”
A voice I don’t recognize says, “I’ve got the William Lawrence on seven.”
“Roger,” Prof. McAllister says, and I see him change the knob on the side of his headset.
Jai reaches up and twists the knob on mine, saying, “I just put you back on four, so we can talk. The William Lawrence is the destroyer we were chatting with last night.”
“Can we listen in?” I ask.
“Yes, but keep quiet.”
Jai turns the knob and I hear, “—complete mess. I need to recall your chopper.”
“We’re already airborne and outbound,” Prof. McAllister replies. I notice that the sandy browns of the desert have been replaced with gray clouds. Clouds like these should billow high above the ground, reaching up for tens of thousands of feet, but they appear to hug the mountains like a fog. There’s none of the white sand for which this region is famous. We’re over grub country.
“You’re not hearing me, Mac. They’ve taken out the forward operating bases at McAllen, Monterrey, Monclova, and Laguna. That’s the entire east side split open. We’ve lost easily five hundred aircraft on the ground in a series of coordinated surprise attacks. The goddamn things were coming out of the ground. There was no warning, no approach. They just appeared in the middle of four different airfields simultaneously. And that’s not all. I’ve got reports on Cil-Net of attacks in Yucatan, Belize, and El Salvador. It’s a pincer movement. They mean to trap three hundred million people between two fronts.”
“Yucatan? Belize?” Prof. McAllister says. “How the blazes did they get that far south? How did they bypass the Potosi line?”
“I don’t know. There’s so much confusion at the moment, but this is what they’ve been building toward, Mac. This isn’t an offensive. It’s an endgame maneuver. They mean to finish us off.”
“Get me on the ground,” Prof. McAllister growls to the pilot.
“I don’t know what the hell you think you can do out there,” Commander Bosnan says. “Whatever damn fool idea you have, it's too late.”
“We need to get inside one of those pods.”
Commander Bosnan replies, “My boys will drop you off in White Sands, but they’re coming straight home. Understood? One loop to confirm you're safe from contact, and they're gone.”
“Understood,” Prof. McAllister replies.
“We've got Predator drones from the John Hill in the area if you need to call in an airstrike, but you won't be able to call for extraction. The Lawrence is already heading south at thirty knots.”
“Roger.”
“Be careful out there, Mac.”
The radio transmission ends abruptly. There’s no formal sign off. From the looks on the faces of the soldiers and aircrew, everyone’s been listening. They must have heard about the attack in the south.
What do I tell them? How do I explain my crazy idea that the dynamics of the war have changed, that the grubs are far more complex than we've dared imagine? How do I tell them we’re carrying a grub onboard? What is Chuckles? A pacifist? A dissident? Or is this all part of their plan and they mean to ensnare us? We hit turbulence, and the helicopter rocks violently, breaking my train of thought.
“Ready for descent,” the pilot says. “Radar confirms four walkers beneath the clouds, north-by-northeast, approximately two miles away.
“Roger,” Prof. McAllister replies.
We begin dropping through the thick cloud cover, and the temperature plummets. Outside, there’s nothing but an indistinct murky gray.
“Fifteen hundred meters,” is the call over the radio. Then, “A thousand meters, should be breaking cloud cover around six hundred.”
With the exception of Jai, the soldiers are standing, preparing for the landing. Someone peels back the cargo net. I want to tell them to be careful with my wheelchair.
“Five hundred meters,” and still there’s nothing but thick cloud on either side of us. “Four hundred.”
Suddenly, the mist clears, and there are walkers everywhere—hundreds of them scattered across the rugged mountainside, towering over the landscape. Tentacles drift among the clouds. The helicopter jerks to one side. I feel myself sinking in the seat as the pilot pulls up, but it’s too late—the pilot can’t overcome our downward momentum. We thunder into the back of a spider-walker.
Alarms sound from the cockpit. Metal crunches against the outer carapace of the alien creature. The helicopter rocks violently to one side as the rotor blades pound at the air. In seconds, we’re driving back into the clouds. The soldiers sway, hanging on to webbing mounted on the inside of the helicopter. Several of them are grinning. We almost died, and they’re loving the ride. I’d like to remind them this isn’t Disneyland. I bet I’m as white as a sheet.
The pilot speaks calmly. “Zebra-One-Five. This is Navy Dancer. Reporting impact. Collision. We came down on top of one of them. Navy Dancer is stable at three hundred meters. No damage to flight controls. Over.”
The helicopter hovers on the fringe of the cloud canopy. Through the mist, I can see hundreds of spider-walkers on either side of us. They’re all moving in the same direction, like a herd of wild horses. Mist trails from their tentacles. They’re producing their own smoke screen.
“I don’t get it,” the copilot says, turning her helmet to face the pilot. “Radar showed only a handful.”
“Are you catching this, Zebra?” the pilot says. “They’ve developed the ability to hide from radar.”
“There’s an entire goddamn army of them,” Prof. McAllister says, surveying the creatures.
“Throw in the towel, Mac. Get the hell out of there.”
“I can’t,” he replies. “Like you said, this is the end game.”
Prof. McAllister leans through the gap in the bulkhead, talking to the pilot as he says, “Can you get us down there?”
“Hold on,” the pilot replies. The helicopter banks and I feel myself sliding sideways, held in place only by my harness. Soldiers around the bulkhead brace themselves. We dive below the clouds, racing over the rugged terrain.
“I don’t get it,” the pilot says with surprising ease. It’s as though he’s describing a Sunday drive in the country—which is the polar opposite of what I’m experiencing. “We’re not fielding incoming fire. They’re ignoring us.”
The helicopter weaves its way around the legs of a walker. We drop into a canyon. Rock walls race past the open door of the helicopter. I’m waiting for the bone-shattering thud as we crash at the base of the cliff, but somehow we swerve to one side, pulling out less than fifty feet above the ground. Suddenly we’re over a river. The rotor blades kick up a wall of spray. As I’m facing backwards, I can see the spray billowing across the water. We bank, swerving as we follow the winding course of the river through the canyon.
“Sixty seconds out,” the pilot says.
“Roger,” Prof. McAllister says. The soldiers grab their kits and form up beside the door.
Jai lets go of my hand. I’d forgotten he was holding it. Now, I want it back. He reaches up to pull his headphones off, clipping them on the low bulkhead separating us from the cockpit. Jai smiles, pulling off my headphones, and a wall of noise assaults my ears. He shouts above the roar of the engines and the thumping rotors. “I’ll be with you the whole way. Remember, crouch, lean forward, jump, and roll on impact.”
“You've done this before?” I yell back.
“Parachute training.” I nod. Jai grins, adding, “No actual jumps.” It’s all a game to him.  The chopper pitches up, flaring as it comes to a halt in midair.
Prof. McAllister yells, “GO!”
The soldiers toss their packs ahead of them, jumping onto the bank. They’re crouched in a squat, falling forward rather than leaping out. As we’re standing in the middle of the deck, I can see them landing on loose river rocks. Their boots give way and they roll as though they’re landing on a gymnast’s mat. The downdraft from the helicopter seems to push them away from us. As they roll, they scramble quickly to their feet, grabbing their packs, and running into the underbrush.
Prof. McAllister picks up my wheelchair and throws it out of the chopper. I’m waiting for one of the soldiers to catch it, but he throws it onto the rocks.
Sorry, Chuckles.
Jai and I line up at the edge of the door. I hold onto the metal frame, feeling the helicopter vibrating beneath my fingers.
“On three,” Jai yells. “One, two, three.” He wasn’t kidding. On three, he’s sailing through the air in a crouched position.
Don’t think. Just do. Stop thinking about this, I scold myself. Suddenly, I’m in the air as well. The ground doesn’t look that far away, but I feel as though I’m falling forever. The ground slams into my feet and the world flips upside down. The riverbank is covered in smooth, worn pebbles that give way beneath my feet, and yet it feels as though someone just slapped the soles of my boots with a baseball bat.
Jai grabs me, carrying me off the beach before I can react. Prof. McAllister lands behind us, rolling and springing to his feet. He jogs past, and the hurricane around us subsides as the helicopter quickly lifts back into the air. I doubt it hovered there for more than twenty seconds.
The sudden silence is overwhelming. Once the chopper clears the canyon wall, there’s nothing but the wind whistling past my ears. No one speaks. The soldiers crouch behind cover, hiding behind logs washed up during a flood.
No one moves.
Jai and I crouch behind a tree that’s been uprooted in a storm. The tree is still alive, but it’s at an angle, with its roots exposed. I shift my weight.
“Shhhh,” Jai whispers. I wasn’t aware I’d made any noise.
All eyes are on the canyon walls, with the soldiers circled out thirty feet apart. I can see rifle barrels protruding above bushes and logs.
I’m not sure what I was expecting once we were on the ground, but it wasn’t silence. As quietly as I can, I lower myself onto my behind. Even with some impromptu back surgery from Chuckles, my muscles are so weak I can’t crouch for long.
A spider-walker appears at the top of a ridge on the far side of the river, but it keeps going, ignoring us. I can hear the helicopter speeding away through the clouds.
Jai whispers, “He’s making one final pass. The drop is the most likely point of compromise. If we’re discovered, he’ll return for evac. If not, we’re on our own.” I’m not sure which of those options I want to play out.
The helicopter cuts in and out of the clouds, but he’s easily a mile away already. Prof. McAllister has the radio out. I can see his lips moving, but there’s no sound besides the river singing over the rocks behind me.
“Throat mic,” Jai whispers, seeing my gaze. “Not as crisp, but good for tactical use.” The trees and bushes around us sway in the wind.
We sit there listening to the gentle rustle of the leaves for what seems like forever. No one moves. After five minutes, Prof. McAllister signals with his hand, but I have no idea what his gestures mean. Two of the soldiers leave their rifles and packs where they are, and grab a long black bag, dragging it between them as they make their way down to the water’s edge. They run with what looks like a body bag between them, only it’s full. Although I’m watching them, no one else is. All eyes are on the various approaches from the hills, the cliff, and the ridge line on the far side of the river.
The soldiers unpack an inflatable raft. Gas cylinders cause the sides to swell. Another soldier joins them, dragging branches and laying them over the raft, building it up so it looks like a beaver’s version of a Winnebago.
I’m putting off the inevitable, and it’s eating away at me. These men are risking their lives on a hunch. They have a right to know about Chuckles, but I can’t simply blurt it out while we’re hiding from the spider-walkers. The question in my mind is—does the truce Chuckles arranged with the walkers still hold, or was that something that applied only in El Paso?
I’m such a cretin. I should have told Jai last night. I should have told him this morning. Stupid. I was afraid, but afraid of what? Making a mistake? What a colossal mistake waiting was. Instead of laying out what I knew in my own time as we waited for the helicopter back in El Paso, I left it too late. This knowledge changes everything, and yet now we’re out here, nothing can change. We’re committed to drifting down this river past the pod. What if Prof. McAllister would’ve done something different? I want to kick myself for denying him that option.
“Jai,” I say.
“Shhh.”
“It’s important,” I say, no longer whispering.
Jai points. Several walkers loom over us out of nowhere on the other side of the river. They step down from a cliff hundreds of feet high as easily as walking down stairs. Another spider-walker approaches along the river, wading through the water as though it were a puddle.
The soldiers by the river pull the inflatable boat half out of the water, resting it on the rocks. They jog back and crouch down, using the natural cover of the trees and undergrowth.
“Too many,” Jai whispers. “Why are there so many of them around here? All this for one pod?”
Jai and the other soldiers load grenades into the launchers mounted beneath their M16 rifles, but their motion is slow. Like me, I think they hope to remain concealed.
Suddenly, the spider-walker coming up the river advances toward us, kicking at the bank several hundred yards away, causing it to collapse. Water thrashes beneath its feet.
The spider-walkers that came down from the cliff rush past on the far side of the river. They charge at the walker coming up through the canyon. To our surprise, the creatures attack each other. Tentacles lash out. Like terrestrial spiders provoked to attack, the walkers rear up, striking at each other with their front legs.
Screams echo through the canyon, but not from any human voice. The creatures are so massive, even fast strikes appear as though they’re moving in slow motion. Legs clash. Body parts are torn off as the monsters wrestle. Dozens of smaller creatures form from the debris, fighting each other.
“What the hell?” Jai says. He’s on one knee, peering down the scope on his rifle for a better view. “What is going on?”
“I think I know,” I say, and he looks at me as though I’ve conjured up a demon.
“My wheelchair—” I begin, but I don’t get to finish the sentence.
“Your wheelchair?” Jai snaps as though I’ve already said enough, but he doesn’t understand. There’s confusion in his eyes. It’s hard to explain as boulders are ripped from the canyon walls and hurled about by these alien creatures barely a quarter mile away. Thunder breaks around us, but not from the clouds.
Several more grubs clamber over the ridge, racing to the battle. They scuttle across the hill, sitting lower to the ground than the giants caught up in the fight. If they’ve seen us, they show no sign of recognition, being preoccupied by the battle. One of the spider-walkers hurls boulders from the cliff top onto the crushed remains of a fallen walker, targeting those smaller creatures splintering from the main body.
“We need to get the hell out of here,” the professor says, whispering in my ear. I hadn’t seen him as he crept up beside me. The other solders are already over against the base of the cliff behind us. They’ve abandoned their packs. Their pockets brim with ammunition. Several of them are carrying steel cases packed with spare grenades, but just one of these creatures could kill us, let alone the half dozen further down the canyon.
“Stick with Jai and Frenchie,” Prof. McAllister says. “They’ll carry you if need be. We need to box this canyon and make a run to the south.”
“Box?” I ask.
“Think of a square on a map. Instead of moving in a straight line across the top of the square, we’re going to trace the other three sides. Takes longer, but we’ll get to the same point, and it’ll throw the grubs off our trail.”
Jai says, “There’s just too many of these things to continue on the river.”
“No,” I say, realizing we’re about to abandon my wheelchair.
“What?” Jai replies, looking as though I’ve gone mad.
I’ve got to tell them, but how? Nothing I say is going to convince them, so I run down to the water’s edge, waving my hands over my head, and yelling, “HEY, OVER HERE! WE’RE OVER HERE!”
“Ashley!” Jai calls out, running after me. I hope the fact I can actually run is a clue for him, but it doesn’t seem to register, and he slides on the loose stones as he comes up to me. He tries to pull me away from the river, but I’m strong enough to stand my ground.
“You don’t understand,” I cry, wrenching my arms away from him. With a few quick strides, one of the spider walkers is almost on top of us. It’s suddenly standing on the other side of a river it could cross like a flooded gutter. The soldiers raise their rifles.
“NO!” I yell, waving my hands and running toward the troops scattered among the trees. “Don't shoot! It's OK! WE’RE ON THE SAME SIDE!” That’s an assumption, but given what I’ve seen I’m betting it’s the right one.
The spider-walker holds its ground. That it doesn’t advance is enough for the soldiers to shrink back into the rocks, looking for cover. I don’t think that means that they won’t open fire, but rather that they’ll take time to get into a favorable position first.
I’m in the open, but the spider-walker behind me doesn’t move, and that seems to communicate with more clarity than my clumsy words.
Suddenly, the professor is barely an inch from my ear, yelling, “WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?”
I reply in kind, matching his volume and intensity as I yell, “I DON’T KNOW!”
Somehow, that admission calms things down. The massive spider-walker steps backwards, taking its front feet out of the river. I think even the grubs are scared of me at this point.
Prof. McAllister isn’t facing me. He’s got his M16 trained on the creature behind me. With a wide stance, he’s ready to absorb the recoil from firing grenades at the monster. His finger touches lightly on the trigger.
“It won’t attack,” I say, resting my hand on his shoulder. Touch is an intrusion. I understand that better than most, but right now, it works better than words. The professor’s eyes dart between me and the massive creature towering above us on the far side of the river. He’s conflicted. I say, “It’s not here to kill us. I think it’s here to protect us.”
“WHAT?” Prof. McAllister explodes, but before I can respond, Jai marches up to me. I’m relieved to see he’s shouldered his rifle.
As usual, his words carry far more wisdom than his years. “You’ve made contact?”
I hadn’t actually thought of it in those terms before, but, “Yes.”
“I don’t get it,” the professor says, scanning the creature. He’s peering through the telescopic scope on top of his rifle. I know what he’s looking for. He’s looking to see if there are smaller creatures dropping from the mother, but there’s not. 
“You’re thinking like a soldier,” I say. “Think like a biologist.”
When it’s apparent there’s at least an informal ceasefire in effect, Prof. McAllister relaxes. He says, “Well, I’ll be damned. How did you—How did you do that?”
“I didn’t,” I say, lost for where to start or how to explain what’s happening. I call out, “Chuckles!”
My empty wheelchair rolls out of the bushes onto the beach.
“Chuckles?” the professor says, tracking the motion of the wheelchair with his rifle. “Your chair’s a grub?”
He’s taking this better than I’d thought.
“Yes.”
Prof. McAllister walks cautiously toward my wheelchair, leading with his rifle. For a moment, I’m worried he might shoot, and it’s difficult to trust him, but as he gets close, he lowers his M16.
“How?” he asks, crouching beside the wheelchair and examining it carefully. I can see the college professor coming to life. He holds his rifle by the stock. His relaxed tone seems to draw out the other soldiers. They move forward cautiously. A few of them have their weapons shouldered. They’re not convinced yet.
“Late last night,” I say. It’s not really a sentence. It’s certainly not an explanation. It’s a time.
“Ash,” Jai says, more concerned about me than either Chuckles or the spider-walker standing fifty feet away. I feel guilty.
“I’m sorry,” I say as tears well up in my eyes. “I wanted to say something to you, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to lose you.” Jai pulls me close and hugs me.
Prof. McAllister plonks himself down on his butt, sitting cross-legged on the smooth river stones barely a foot from the wheelchair. He’s got his rifle resting across his lap. “Well,” he says, and I hear the biologist in his voice. “This is unexpected.”
“How did this happen?” Jai asks.
“You realize this is your fault,” I say, not being as sensitive as I perhaps should, but wanting him to realize this amazing creature means us no harm.
“Me?”
“You ran off to get the wheelchair from below the border post.”
“That?” he says, pointing at the wheelchair. “That was—”
“Yes, that. You retrieved a grub that had been mimicking my wheelchair ever since I stopped at a gas station about twenty miles outside the city.”
Jai says, “You stopped for gas?”
Smart ass. Although I appreciate him making light of the insanity that has ensued. He smiles, knowing he’s goading me, so I raise my eyebrows, playing along. Humor makes us human.
Frenchie walks up and crouches beside the professor. No one’s seen a live grub this close before.
“Can I touch it?” Prof. McAllister asks.
“Sure,” I say. “It won’t hurt you. Jai’s been pushing it around for the past day, and he’s fine.”
Jai looks at me as the realization hits. Prof. McAllister reaches out his hand, holding his wrist still so his hand hovers slightly above the armrest. The material ripples, but he keeps his nerve. As he waves his hand across the fabric, the filaments lift like iron filings attracted to a magnet. They follow his hand, barely touching his fingers.
“Astonishing,” he says. “Does it understand what we’re saying?”
“I don’t know. I think so.”
Jai isn’t interested in the wheelchair. While all the others have gathered around Chuckles, he walks slowly around me, looking me up and down.
“And you?” he asks. I know what he’s thinking. How does he know I’m me? We’ve seem grubs mimic humans before, but their motion has always been stiff, and they’ve never spoken, not that we know of, but it’s possible, I guess. He must be wondering if I’m I an imposter as well.
“I’m me,” I assure him. I tell him something no grub could know. “We met as I got off the bus at Camp Augustus. You brought me soap as a present. Honestly, next time go for flowers.” That’s my revenge for the jibe about getting gas.
“But—” he says, his eyes glancing up and down my body.
“Oh, yeah,” I say, realizing he’s seeing me hold a decent posture for once. “Chuckles gave me an overhaul.”
Prof. McAllister turns to me, asking, “Grubs tampered with your body?”
“Fixed,” I say, correcting him.
“Damn.” Jai shakes his head, but I know what he’s thinking. He’s not being negative. It’s a lot to take in.
“And the name?” the professor asks, getting to his feet. “Chuckles?”
“It’s a long story,” I reply. “Let’s just say, he was a barrel of laughs when we first met.”
“I’ve got to call this in,” he says. “No one’s going to believe this.”
“Now you understand my predicament.”
He fetches the radio from his backpack, glances up at the massive spider-walker standing motionless on the other side of the river, and says, “Zebra-Five-One, Zebra-Five-One, Zebra-Five-One. This is Easy Dog. Over.”
“Easy Dog. Zebra-Five-One. Go ahead.”
The response is breaking up. The William Lawrence must be moving out of range.
“Zebra. We have made contact. We have peaceful contact. I repeat, we are in contact, but not under threat. No shots fired. Over.”
“Easy Dog. Repeat your last. Over.”
“Zebra. I’m standing thirty feet from a walker. It’s watching me, but it is not advancing. Over.” I’m just waiting for Commander Bosnan to cut in.
“Mac? What is going on out there?”
“Jane,” he says, staring up at the creature that could kill us in a heartbeat. “I can’t explain it. I’m sitting here on a riverbank, looking at half a dozen walkers. One is so close I could throw stones at it. They’re not advancing.” There’s silence.
Commander Bosnan speaks rapidly. “What the hell are you talking about, Mac? Mil-Sat is tracking a herd of over four thousand of these monsters advancing on Mexico City. They’re wiping out everything in their path. Everything. And you? You’re sitting down for goddamn coffee with them? What is going on?”
“Seems this isn’t the only war,” Prof. McAllister says into the microphone, and I’m stunned by his insight. “We saw a bunch of them fighting among themselves. They were fighting to protect us.” There’s no reply. “I think we’re dealing with a breakaway group—a splinter group. They’re mounting a coup or something.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.”
“Find out what they want—I’ve got to go, Mac. We’re throwing everything into this. Hell, I’d beach the Lawrence if I thought it would help. Gotta go. Zebra, Out.”
There’s no one listening any more, but the professor ends with, “Easy Dog. Out.”
For all the change over the past twenty-four hours, one thing has remained the same. A simple question—Why me?



The Pod
There’s no sense in hiding any more. Jai pulls the branches off the inflatable raft, tossing them onto the rocks.
Frenchie walks over to me. “You know, for the runt of the litter, you’re totally badass.”
I laugh. “Thanks.”
He loads backpacks onto the raft as the professor pulls Jai and me to one side.
“I want to talk to you two,” he says, which sounds ominous, more like a college professor than a military commander.
“Sure,” I say. I already know roughly what he’s going to say. Don’t get too cozy with your new alien friend. Don’t let the warm fuzzies blur your thinking. Too late.
“Chuckles, here. He’s not your friend.”
I nod. I hate this. He’s right, and I hate that he’s right. I know all this, but I don’t want to admit it—Prof. McAllister is forcing me to confront my reluctance.
“Don’t read your own hopes and desires into his actions.”
Jai nods. For him, it’s easy. For me, not so much.
“These vermin have murdered millions of Americans, and displaced hundreds of millions more. Don’t you forget that!” My head droops. I feel stupid. “Whatever’s going on here, we’re being used.” I want to argue, but I clench my teeth. “Keep your wits about you. I doubt we’ll end up sitting around a campfire tonight singing Kumbaya with our new friends. More than likely, we’ll be dead before sunset.” I struggle to swallow the lump in my throat. “If we find a command and control center, or anything that might swing the battle in our favor and prevent the attack on Mexico City, we will take it. If we die, so be it.” I can’t look him in the eye. The professor rests his hand on my shoulder. “There was always a risk this would be a one-way ticket. You knew that, right?”
I nod as tears fall. He walks away with defiance in his stride. I can’t help but wonder about the professor’s morals—his motivations. Why did he come here? I don’t believe it was just because of what I said. Why lead your squad on a suicide mission? What does it say about him that a grown man would entertain the flights of fantasy of a young, disabled girl? Yeah, I knew this might be a one-way trip, but he enabled the journey. I guess life’s cheap when your coffee mug, your umbrella, or even your wheelchair can strip the flesh from your bones like piranha in a feeding frenzy. What does it matter whether we die in El Paso, Mexico City, or on the banks of a river in White Sands?
“Are you going to be OK?” Jai asks. Stupid question. I want to scream, “No, I won’t be OK. I’m going to die. We all are. And for what? For nothing?” but I see beyond the moment. He’s just trying to be kind. I wipe away my tears and bite my tongue.
“Come on,” I say. “Time to go.”
We walk back to the raft, each of us lost in our own thoughts. The soldiers climb onto the broad raft by sitting on the edge and swinging their legs over the thick, inflated sidewalls. I go to copy them, only to realize the wheelchair is still sitting on the rocks.
Prof. McAllister calls out, “Come on, Chuckles. Let’s go.”
What a stupid name. If we get out of this alive, and I end up recounting this story to anyone, I’m changing the name. Bartholomew. That’s better. Or something that amplifies its most basic characteristic. Wheels! Anything but Chuckles.
Chuckles rolls down the slope and pulls up beside me. I’m sure Chuckles could rearrange itself into some more natural shape, but the alien retains its wheelchair persona. I guess its current form communicates to us, specifically me, but the professor’s warning still rings in my ears. I can’t let my feelings blur my judgment. I lean down and unclip the frame, folding up the chair.
I start to pick up the wheelchair when Frenchie says, “Allow me.” With no hesitation, he picks up the folded wheelchair and stacks it in the back of the raft as though it were just another piece of equipment. I’m about to say something, when he hoists me in the air, swings me over the sidewall, and plonks me in the raft.
“Thanks.”
My eyes shift to the spider-walker towering above us on the other side of the river. It hasn’t moved, which is unnerving, as it seems almost like a lion ready to pounce. Whose stupid idea was this? Oh, yeah. War correspondent, right? Go anywhere for a story. Well, I’ll have one hell of a yarn to recount if we get out of this alive.
Frenchie vaults over the side of the raft. He ruffles my hair and grabs a paddle, positioning himself at the back.
Prof. McAllister and Jai push us off the rocks and out into the current. They wade after us. The professor climbs onto the raft, while Jai has the ignoble honor of being hauled in by Frenchie. I grin, knowing Jai saw me being dumped in the raft a few minutes ago. He probably thought it was funny. Not so funny now, huh, big guy.
“Frenchie,” Prof. McAllister says, “We’re in your hands.”
With Frenchie and the packs in the rear of the raft, the front is light, riding up over the waves. We hit white water as we drift into rapids. Frenchie yells instructions. The soldiers follow his lead, paddling madly against the swirling water.
“Left back. Right forward.”
I’m seated in the center, beside a small outboard motor and a fuel can, which seems strange at first, but the tiny engine would never allow us to evade rocks as quickly as the soldiers with their paddles, and if the propeller struck a submerged rock it would shatter. It must be used for quiet sections of the river.
“Both forward.” Jai puts his back into his strokes. “Rest.” Jai sits up and catches his breath. “Right hard back.” As Jai and I are on the left, we get to watch the others for a moment. Frenchie is anticipating the ebbs and eddies within the rapids, keeping us in the central channel.
The spider-walker keeps pace on the bank, staying slightly behind us even though it could step ahead with barely a stride. The inflatable raft bends and flexes with the rhythm of the river, folding slightly in on itself as we round a boulder. Spray drifts through the air, soaking my shirt.
The white water funnels us toward a low waterfall. I grab at the ropes on the seat, holding on as we launch forward and down, crumpling into the raging waters below. The waterfall was probably less than ten feet high, but it felt like a hundred. I have visions of falling over a gigantic waterfall somewhere ahead. Too many movies, Ash. Only in the movies—I hope.
The spider-walkers follow us along the bank and up on the cliff. They’re growing in number, but Frenchie and the professor are focused on the river. The rapids fade and we float out onto deep, dark water.
“I knew you were trouble,” Jai says softly as we drift over the smooth water. I get what he’s trying to do. He wants to lighten the mood. “From the moment I saw you at the back of that bus. I wasn’t fooled—not for a moment.”
I fake a smile. Polite Ash escaped the camp, leaving grumpy Ash to the grubs. “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” I say, but such recollections only carry significance because we both know we’re going to die. The calm gives us a moment for reflection, and I appreciate his kind words.
Jai squeezes my hand.
“Thanks.”
“For what? Being stubborn?”
“Persistent,” Jai replies, ever the gentleman and diplomat. “Regardless of what happens, I’ve loved every minute of the last few days.”
“Me too,” I reply.
Prof. McAllister moves around the raft. His boots cause the underside of the raft to flex with each step. He speaks loudly, decisively. “Assume nothing. We’re still at war. Don’t forget that. If we separate under fire, rally point is one mile further down on the southern side. Box your movements, no straight lines.”
I want him to be wrong, but I suspect he’s not.
We hear the next set of rapids before we see them. Whitewater appears on the fringe of the river ahead. Above, on the cliff, spider-walkers fight. Boulders tumble into the river, sending out a wall of water along with a burst of spray.
“Why are there so many of them?” I ask, echoing Jai’s earlier question.
“Reserves,” the professor says. “You never commit everyone to a battle. This is probably the second wave, destined for Mexico if the first fails.”
“But they’re fighting each other,” I say. “They’re fighting over us.”
“And that makes you feel good?” he asks. “It makes me nervous as hell.” I’m silent. “I know you want to understand why all this is happening, but you need to be ready for an answer you may not like. This ain’t the movies. We don’t get to ride off into the sunset as the credits roll. Whatever they’re scheming, we’re part of it. They’re using us, Ash. Don’t forget that. So long as we’re useful, we’re alive. Stop being useful and we’re dead. For now, I’m happy to use them to get close to that damn pod. If there’s anything in that pod of military value, I’m calling in an airstrike.” Jai clenches his jaw. I get the feeling he’s unsure which way to lean, unconvinced by either a naive young girl or an old bearded warrior. I can’t argue. I mean, I could, but my words would be meaningless.
“I’m sorry, Ash,” the professor says, resting his hand briefly on my shoulder. I wriggle away from him. I don’t want to be touched. He turns, moving back to the front of the raft as we hit the start of the rapids.
Boulders continue to fall, sending massive waves racing over the river.
“Hard right. Back left,” Frenchie yells over the roar of the rapids. He’s riding high, standing in the rear of the inflatable with his legs wide to keep his balance. He steadies himself with his paddle, using it as a rudder behind us. As we roll over submerged rocks and race into the various channels, he moves with the flow, like a rodeo rider on a wild bronco, swaying with the animal rather than fighting it.
Waves swamp the raft, washing over us as spray sails through the air.
I’m bailing with a black bucket attached to the raft by a short rope, but my efforts are feeble. At times, it’s impossible to see where the edge of the raft is, as it’s submerged in whitewater. Jai looks silly. In the midst of the chaos and stress, I can’t help but laugh. It looks like he’s floating down the rapids alone, paddling in a river without a raft, and then as quickly as it disappeared, the raft rises out of the darkness. I throw buckets of water over the edge, being busy for the sake of being busy rather than actually being effective.
Jai cheers. He’s loving this. He spits water from his mouth, shaking his head like a dog. He’s struggling to see through the spray thrown out by the rapids. For a moment, there are no grubs, no pods, no war, just us riding the river.
Waves crash over the half-sunken sidewalls. Sheets of water wash over me, and I too become caught up in the moment. There’s a sense of euphoria in mastering the elements and cheating death together.
Frenchie is waist deep, still standing defiant and barking commands. I’m not sure why he hasn’t tossed the backpacks out to lighten the load. Maybe he has. There’s so much water flooding the raft, it’s impossible to tell.
Spider-walkers step across the river, climbing the cliffs to join the battle on the far bank. They’re a blur through the spray. I’m sitting in a bathtub—a gigantic spa bath full of bubbles and rocks. Water sloshes over my shoulders. I slide into Jai, then back into the center of the raft. I have to anchor my feet beneath one of the support struts. It’s only then I realize I’m not wearing a lifejacket. None of us are. None of us care.
The roar of thunder breaks, but not from the clouds. Spider-walkers sway under fierce blows. It’s impossible to distinguish between them. Boulders rain down on the river. 
“E-4,” Jai yells, turning toward me.
“What?” I cry above the roar of the water.
“Battleships! If one of those boulders connects, we’re hit and sunk.”
“Not funny.” But I laugh anyway.
The raft goes under again. The weight of the water pressing down around us is astonishing. I can feel the raft scraping over rocks, bending and contorting with the rush of the water. Again, I lose sight of the sidewall as it’s submerged by the torrent.
Jai calls out, “You look like you’re trying to bail out the entire river.”
“I am,” I yell in reply.
As suddenly as they began, the rapids end.
We’re sitting heavy in the water, barely afloat.
“Hard right,” Frenchie yells, pulling us into a cove. “We need to flip the raft.” I’m glad for a break.
The nose of the raft nudges the beach. Several soldiers jump into the knee-deep water to drag the raft onto the rocks. Despite their efforts, no more than a foot of the craft sits on the stony beach. The raft is simply too heavy, laden with so much water.
The soldiers form a line, passing wet backpacks between them and the shore. Water drips from the wheelchair as it’s shuffled along with the packs. I assume grubs can survive being submerged. Do grubs hold their breath? Do they even breathe?
“I want a weapons check and lost-inventory check,” the professor yells. “If you’ve got clogged magazines, clean them out.”
I walk over to where the wheelchair lies folded on its side, unsure whether I’m concerned about an ally, or an enemy. How exactly do you check to see if a grub is alive? I drop onto my butt, water dripping from my clothes and hair.
“Are you OK?” I ask, not looking at the wheelchair. My eyes are on the broad expanse of the river so deceptively calm between rapids. I’m aloof, not wanting to give Prof. McAllister room for criticism. I rest my hand on the chrome push ring, feeling the rubber wheel. The tread is worn. Tiny stones have become embedded in the gaps, wedged in as I’ve rolled along. It’s hard to believe this is a creature from another planet in orbit around a distant star. A soft ripple runs back and forth under my fingers, similar to what I saw with the professor.
“Shy, huh?” I say, feeling I understand a little of what this alien creature must be going through. Perhaps that’s the missing element of the war—feelings. The only feelings we have toward grubs are hatred and anger. Maybe they feel the same way about us, and compassion is lost. Chuckles has gone out on a limb. We’re trusting him—he’s trusting us. To what end? I’m about to find out. Chuckles saw something in me that told him fighting was futile, but what, I’m not sure. I’m just glad to be alive. I appreciate how he’s keeping a low profile. I doubt anyone would be comfortable with him if he looked like a grub. “Hang in there,” I whisper, tapping the wheel softly.
A spider-walker patrols the far shore, pacing back and forth like a tiger in captivity, impatient to attack, and yet it’s facing away from us, looking at the distant ridge leading to the mountains. I whisper, “What did you tell them, Chuckles? What did you say to convince them not just to leave us alone, but to protect us?” Prof. McAllister might see an enemy. I don’t. I see a chance for peace. Naive? Absolutely. Isn’t that true for everyone that wants peace? Maybe a little naive dumb luck is what we need. Wars shouldn’t last forever.
Frenchie calls Jai over, and I watch as they grab ropes from one side of the raft and stand on the far sidewall. They pull on the ropes, slowly raising the opposite side of the raft. Water empties from the foot well. The raft reaches higher until it’s vertical, and then flips over on top of them to roars of laughter from the soldiers watching. Frenchie emerges from beneath the raft with a grin. He shakes water out of his hair. He and Jai flip the lighter raft back over and we’re ready to continue.
Soldiers sit on the pebble beach, checking their rifles and ammunition. We’re on the verge of something monumental, but whether it is for good or ill remains to be seen. There’s sober determination in the soldiers’ preparations. They’re outgunned, but will fight to the last. I only hope that isn’t needed. Brains must win over brawn. Peace needs to prevail over war.
Prof. McAllister and Frenchie load the backpacks onto the raft. I carry my wheelchair over. Yes, it’s an alien. Yes, it has a stupid name. But I cannot separate the illusion from reality. Wheelchairs have been part of my life for the past seven years.
Is such an association deliberate on the part of the aliens? Do they understand how we’re driven by emotion? I hope the professor’s wrong about their intent, and yet I can still hear him saying those sobering words—a hundred million Americans displaced, tens of millions killed. Such numbers are humbling. Heartache on that scale is unimaginable, yet it happened. 
As I climb onto the raft, I hand the wheelchair to Jai. He places it on top of the packs. Prof. McAllister and Frenchie push the raft off the beach, and we drift back into the current.
“We’re close,” the professor says, picking up the radio and calling in an update. “Zebra-One-Five. Zebra-One-Five, this is Easy Dog.”
“Easy Dog, we read you. Over.”
“Zebra-One-Five. We’re on the river. One mile out from the pod. Over.”
“Roger, Easy Dog. Be advised we have reports of walkers on the outskirts of Mexico City—on both northern and southern approaches. Air engagement is limited. Ground defense is active. Over.”
“Roger. Easy Dog, Out.”
I expect the professor to look at me after he hangs up the radio, but he doesn’t. I’m not sure what that means, perhaps nothing on a personal level. We both know the stakes are high. We both know the only hope for change lies in that pod. And yet we see the world in a different light.
There’s no need to paddle as the current pushes us on. The soldiers still dip their paddles in the dark water regardless, gently adjusting the orientation of the raft so we remain facing forward. I’m waiting for more rapids, but they never come. The east side of the river is starting to look like a junkyard. Rusted cars, empty boxcars from an overturned train, the fuselage of a 747, and an M-1 Abrams tank sit abandoned on the bank. There are bicycles, suitcases, lounge chairs, dining tables, torn paintings still set in broken wooden frames, refrigerators, even a life size bronze statue of a cowboy on a horse.
Birds take flight as we approach, settling once we pass. A Greyhound bus lies partially submerged. Spider-walkers pick their way through the junk, shadowing us.
Prof. McAllister’s voice softens. He and Frenchie are standing near the rear, anchoring themselves against the inflated walls. “Find somewhere we can pull up.”
He sits down next to us with a folded map and points, saying, “We’re somewhere in this stretch. The pod should be a few hundred yards inland, but I don’t see it.”
We round a bend, and from behind the hill a pod comes into view.
I’ve seen pods before on television. The pod that came down on our farm seemed smaller, but it was dark and I didn’t get a good look at it as it was hidden by the shadows of the nearby forest. This one is huge, easily ten stories in height, and shaped like an almond, with a sharp tip reaching back into the sky at an angle. As large as it is, the spider-walkers are taller, so it’s easy to see how the pods escaped our attention. Once the grubs started reproducing and growing underground, pods became a curiosity.
Frenchie calls for the troops to paddle toward a collapsed section of the bank. He ties the raft to a fallen radio mast that disappears into the dark water, and we use that as a ladder to climb up onto shore. Again, the soldiers form a line, passing backpacks and one particularly worn, ordinary-looking wheelchair onto the bank. I set it up, unfolding the seat, and clipping the frame in place, but I don’t sit down. I can walk, run, and jump—and I intend to.
“Come on, Chuckles,” I say as the professor leads the soldiers through the junkyard toward the pod. “Time to work for a living.”
Jai and I bring up the rear, with an empty wheelchair rolling between us. Being lightweight, it negotiates the trash and rubble around us with ease.
Garbage litters the white sand, everything from empty cans to broken computer monitors. Slabs of concrete torn out of a building and carted hundreds of miles by walkers lie abandoned without regard, raising the question as to why. Occasionally, there’s a skeleton half-buried in the rubble. To my surprise, they’re not always human. I’ve never seen or heard of grubs attacking farm animals, but there’s the unmistakable ribcage of a large herbivore—either a horse or a cow.
A light shines from a crack on the side of the pod, flickering in the gloomy half-light. Brooding clouds swirl overhead. 
As we approach the pod, it takes on the character of a European cathedral with ornate swirls and spires looking more like those of a medieval architect than a capsule from another world. Ornate patterns have been carved into the dark wooden surface, stretching the length of the capsule, and I wonder if these are natural, or if the grubs have decorated the pod.
Prof. McAllister positions his men covering the entrance. Golden light spills out from the breach, sparking as though someone’s working with an arc welder inside. The professor speaks under his breath to Frenchie. I suspect he doesn’t intend me hearing his instructions, but I catch at least part of the conversation. “One hour. If we’re not back by then, or if that herd turns south, burn this sucker to the ground.”
Frenchie nods. For someone that’s normally chatty, his silence screams determination. He’ll do it. There are hundreds of spider-walkers circling the pod, marching along the cliff tops and hills. That they’re all walking in unison, moving counterclockwise around us, is unnerving. If they think they can protect the pod, they’ve underestimated the professor. His soldiers have no intention of fighting their way out of here.
Prof. McAllister walks over to us as we flank the wheelchair. “The pod is yours,” he says politely, gesturing with his hand to the rupture in the side of the pod. “You wanted to come here. You thought this would answer our questions. You said this was that something different that could turn the tide. Well, here it is.”
Chuckles leads the way. Jai and I follow, stepping cautiously into the flickering light. Jai has his M16 shouldered, in contrast to the professor, who comes up behind us with his finger barely an inch from the trigger of the grenade launcher mounted below his rifle.
“Well,” I say, taking a good look inside. “One thing’s for sure. It’s not empty.”
We stop at the threshold, unsure what we’re walking into. As if to welcome us, Chuckles spins around and rolls back toward us, wanting to escort us onto the floor of the vast, living spaceship.
Lightning crackles within the pod, dancing across the vast ceiling and highlighting what looks like hundreds of cocoons. In the darkness that follows, the glassy chambers look empty, but another crackle of light reveals creatures growing within. The cocoons are scattered throughout the void, suspended from the ceiling by thin strands that shimmer in the near constant lightning. They’re shaped like teardrops. Most of them are well off the ground, but a few hang down near the floor.
White sand crunches beneath our boots. Further inside the pod, the sand has been fused into glass, roughly level with the ground outside even though the pod is set at an angle.
The ornate exterior and the vast cavern inside remind me of the cathedral in Mexico City, while the cocoons are similar to the lamps hanging from its ceiling. Each teardrop is easily the size of a small car. A low fog swirls around our feet. I walk up to one of the glassy cocoons, reaching out to touch the slick surface, when the professor says, “Don’t.”
“They’re eggs,” I say.
“Yeah, I’ve seen this movie,” Jai says. “Doesn’t end well.”
He’s joking. I hope.
Chuckles races ahead, coming to a stop beside a platform at the heart of the pod. Thousands of fireflies swirl across the ceiling, moving in vast clouds like a flock of starlings taking flight to evade a hawk. Lightning jumps between cocoons, arcing as it ripples throughout the pod. Prof. McAllister walks up beside us.
“The photos I’ve seen,” he says, stopping mid-sentence.
“Nothing like this, huh?” I reply.
“No.”
The softest of words echo around us.
We approach the platform. It’s clear from the position of the wheelchair that Chuckles wants us to step up onto what looks like the stump of a mighty redwood. I look at Jai, then the professor. “So this is it.” I step onto the platform. Lightning ripples across the ceiling hundreds of feet above me. The crackle of static electricity fills the air. I feel my hair lifting. The lights dim. A hologram appears in front of me, but it contains nothing more than twine or straggly bits of string.
“What is that?” I ask, keeping my eyes on scraps of black string floating before me. They move with the gentle sway of my body, floating as though suspended in water. Each strand is paired, but chaotic. Some of them look like the loose threads found on an old couch, others like a badly mangled metal spring, twisted and gnarled and ultimately useless. They’re so close I could touch them.
“I don’t understand,” Jai says.
“I think I do,” Prof. McAllister replies. He shoulders his M16, walking around beside me. “Reach out for one pair—gently.” The professor could step up here next to me, but it’s as though he doesn’t want to get too close. My fingers touch at one of the bits of string. It turns in response to my touch, twisting slowly in the air.
The professor is counting aloud, pointing at each pair as he whispers, “…28, 29, 30. Thirty pairs.”
“Of what,” Jai asks.
“Chromosomes,” I say, remembering similar images from my biology textbook.
“Or the alien equivalent thereof,” Prof. McAllister says. “Here’s your convergent evolution, Ash. Grubs might not have wings like birds, but at a cellular level, they settled on the same strategy for encoding life as we have here on Earth.”
“Makes sense,” I say. “Life is the transmission of instructions. Biological information flowing from one generation to the next.”
The professor reaches out and touches at the thin strands, but his fingers pass through the ethereal ghostly images. The hologram only responds to the person on the platform. I gesture as though I’ll happily step down, but he says, “No. Keep going. I need time and space to think.”
“Why show us this?” Jai asks. “Why show us their DNA? I mean, our scientists have already looked at this stuff, right? We’ve been trying to find ways to kill them for years.”
“I don’t know,” the professor replies, examining one of the cocoons. He seems strangely content. It’s nice to see the professor in charge, rather than the commander.
“I don’t think this is grub DNA,” I say, pointing at the cocoons. “These guys aren’t grubs.”
Jai walks across the floor. Fog swirls around his legs, parting as he steps forward, revealing the slick glassy surface beneath us. He’s more interested in the cocoons than the bits of fluff floating before me. Jai uses his Maglite to peer through the dark glass. Thousands of bulbous eyes stare back, only they’re dead. I hope they’re dead. I don’t really know, but the creature in the cocoon isn’t moving. As Jai’s flashlight flickers over the creature its features become more apparent. Whether they’re thousands of eyes or a cluster of tadpole eggs, I’m not sure, but these creatures are bigger than us. If there’s a body, it’s hidden by hundreds of fronds floating in a pale liquid. Rather than tentacles, they look like seaweed to me. Spindly spider-like legs lie tucked beneath the rotund body of the creature.   
“Yeah, this is no grub,” Jai says, walking over to another cocoon. “Grubs are all different. I’ve never seen any two the same. These creatures are identical.”
“Clones?” I ask.
“Dunno,” he says. “I don’t think so.”
Lightning runs across the vast ceiling, affording us a view of hundreds of these creatures suspended in their cocoons.
“How—How many pods are there?” Jai asks somewhat nervously.
“In the U.S.?” the professor replies, looking at another cocoon. “A couple of hundred. Globally, a few thousand, perhaps?”
“And we’ve raided them? Bombed them? Nuked them?”
“Yep,” the professor replies, shining his Maglite on another creature. He’s methodical, taking in all the fine detail—the way the eyes sit clustered together like billiard balls in a rack, the veins running around the edges, the coarse texture of the fronds.
Although these unusual creatures are fascinating, I’m more interested in the DNA. This is what Chuckles wanted us to see—not the freak show. I manipulate the DNA, noticing how it responds to my touch. I can zoom in by widening my hands. Rotating my arms causes the thin strands to twist in response.  
“And the grubs never cared?” Jai asks, walking over to another cocoon some thirty feet away. The acoustics are so crisp it sounds as though he’s standing beside me. The fine points of light that look like fireflies up high on the ceiling rush down the strand supporting the cocoon, moving like ants scurrying around. 
“No,” the professor says. “They never put up any real resistance around the pods. They abandoned them, breeding underground. That’s why I thought we’d be able to get in and out without attracting too much attention. I thought it was empty.”
“Strange, don’t you think?” Jai says. “I mean, look at this place. It’s like a temple.”
“Or a laboratory,” I say. “Pods are clearly important to the grubs.”
“What are these creatures?” Jai asks.
The professor shakes his head, saying, “I don’t know... I’m not sure I want to know.”
Jai asks, “Why do grubs stockpile garbage outside their pods? It must have something to do with these things.”
“Maybe to them, it’s not garbage,” I say.
“All this,” Jai says, gesturing to the streams of light cascading around him and the slick glassy surface of the cocoon. “It’s important, right? The grubs are doing something in here. They’re running experiments—conducting research or something. If they aren’t, why bother dragging all that junk in from around the country?”
“They wanted us to come here,” I say, noticing Chuckles hasn’t moved from behind me.
“Why don’t they defend their pods?” Jai asks. Given what we've seen in here, it’s a good question.
“How important is your M16?” the professor asks. “How important is a bomber? Or an M1 Abrams tank? They’re all critically important in battle, but they’re also redundant. Lose one, and you call for another.”
“So the pods are all the same?” I say.
“It would make sense,” the professor replies, watching as his light flickers over dozens of cocoons high above. “You don’t put all your interstellar eggs in one basket.”
“So they’re trying to hatch these things?”
“I guess so,” Jai replies.
“Not good,” the professor says. If he was unsettled before, he’s deeply troubled now.
I reach out and grab at the virtual corners of a strand within the hologram, slowly drawing my hands apart. The hologram expands, revealing more detail in the torturous turns and curves latent within the alien chromosome. The strands are not continuous. There are gaps bridged by glowing blue sections.
“It’s damaged,” I say. “There are bits missing.”
“Why show us damaged DNA?” Jai asks. I don’t say anything, but to me it seems obvious. They want help.
Prof. McAllister is unusually quiet. His academic brain is running on overdrive.
Jai points at a pod, asking, “So who the hell are these guys?” 
“Whoever sent the grubs,” I say. I’m guessing, but I think it’s a good guess.
“DNA is information,” the professor says. “It’s a blueprint for life. If you can’t colonize the galaxy because the distances are too vast, you do the next best thing.”
“You send out blueprints,” I say. He nods.
I flick my wrist, and one set of thirty chromosomes is replaced by another. At the same time, the teardrop cocoons are in motion, shifting around the pod until one descends in front of me.
“That wasn’t at all freaky,” Jai says sarcastically.
“You’re in control of it,” the professor says.
Tiny blue sections of DNA glow, highlighting missing portions, only they’re in different positions. I swipe again and the capsule before me retreats to the ceiling while another moves forward. Another set of DNA floats before me, showing a different range of damage, limited to just a few areas of a couple of chromosomes.
“I don’t get it,” Jai says. “If these things are the real aliens, what are the grubs?”
“The construction crew,” the professor says, examining the cocoon before me as I rotate the DNA, looking at the damaged portions. “They’re a colony of ants without a leader. Drones. Worker bees. Take your pick. We’ve got dozens of similar terrestrial species.”
“So this?” Jai says, holding his hand inches from the glowing strands of damaged DNA. “This is a—”
“Queen,” I say.
“Oh, yeah,” Jai quips. “I have definitely seen this movie before. It’s right about now there’s running and screaming, and things exploding out of some poor guy’s chest.”
Although the air is warm, I feel a chill run through me. Professor McAllister’s warning comes to mind—the answers may not be what you want.
“We need to leave,” Prof. McAllister says.
“No, wait,” I say. “We don’t know this is a bad development—that’s an assumption.”
“One based on plenty of past experience,” the professor says, pointing at the exit. “Or have you forgotten about the army of spider-walkers out there?”
I’m excited by what we’ve learned—we have answers, we’re finally starting to learn something about these complex creatures, but the professor doesn’t like where this is leading. His face hardens.
“And they brought us here?” Jai asks.
“To help,” I say.
Prof. McAllister holds out his hand, appealing for caution. “Because they couldn’t figure this out themselves.”
“Figure out what?” Jai asks.
“How to repair the broken strands,” the professor says. “I have to call this in to the Lawrence.”
“What is there to call in?” I ask.
Prof. McAllister looks at me as though I’m insane.
“Everything. Look at this. All this is new.”
I ignore him, saying, “You know as well as I do why they can’t repair this DNA.”
“Ah, why?” Jai asks, caught between the professor and me.
Prof. McAllister says, “Because life on Earth uses a combination of only four nucleotides. The grubs, and presumably these creatures use six—two of which don’t occur naturally on Earth. That’s why they’re trading. They’re looking for patterns, looking for matching sections to repair the damage, but they’ll never find any. All the raw material is here, but not in a useable, biological form.”
“Call it in if you want,” I say with a level of authority I don’t actually have. “Nothing has changed. Those spider-walkers are still advancing on hundreds of millions of civilians.”
The professor looses his temper. “What would you do?” he yells, with his voice booming through the cavernous pod. In that second, it seems more like a crypt than either a temple or a laboratory. These things are dead. “You want to help them? You cannot be serious. They’re monsters—you’d be complicit in the extinction of the entire human race.”
“These things,” I shout, pointing at my wheelchair. “These monsters healed me. Don’t you get it? We see what we want to see. We see endless war. What if there’s something more?”
My words echo around me. Chuckles doesn’t move. The wheelchair hasn’t moved since I stepped up on the platform. I wonder how it interprets our argument. Does it realize what’s at stake?
“Look around you,” I say. “Where are they? Do you see grubs swarming around us? They trust us. They sent us in here with just one stupid, crazy alien in the form of a dumb wheelchair. You could kill it with a single grenade. You could destroy most, if not all of these cocoons with a burst from your machine gun, and yet here we are. They’re vulnerable. They’re exposed. Don’t you get that? What does that tell you?”
Prof. McAllister shakes his head. Although he disagrees, he must see that I’m right on this point.
I say, “It’s a mistake to think they’re all the same when we’re not. Like any war, stereotypes replace reason. Do you really think they’re all the same simply because they’re the enemy? Because they’re alien? Can’t you see what’s happening here?” The professor’s face is flushed with anger, but I’m not finished. “They’re fighting out there to protect us in here. They’re fighting to protect us from themselves. You saw them. You saw them dying to get us inside this damn pod. There are hundreds of them fighting on our side.”
“Get off the platform,” Prof. McAllister says.
“No.”
“This is over,” he growls. “We’re leaving.”
“No.”
The professor slips his M16 from his shoulder. Although he doesn’t point it at me, the very act of retrieving it is intimidating. I’m not sure whether he’s done this because he’s going to leave, or whether he intends to threaten me if I don’t step down. His lips tighten. Veins bulge in his neck.
“Whoa,” Jai says, gesturing for calm. “Clearly, I missed the memo. You two know something I don’t, right?”
“We can fix these broken strands,” I say. The professor clenches his jaw. I stare him down, “Right?”
Prof. McAllister yells, pointing at me, “They used you, Ash! But you can’t see that. You’re too attached. You’re blinded by your emotions.”
“Am I?” I say, marching to the edge of the platform closest to him but refusing to step down. “I’m the one that’s blinded? Yeah, I’ve got so much hatred burning inside me after seven years of war that I can’t see straight, right? The only good grub is a dead one, huh?”
The professor pulls back on the bolt of his M16, loading a round into the chamber.
“I can’t let you do this,” he says. He still hasn’t brought the gun to bear on me, but it’s coming—I can feel it in the air.
I throw my hands up, saying, “Oh, more violence. Great. Because that’s worked so well for us, hasn’t it? Stop and think. Look at yourself. Look at what you’re doing. Look at what you’ve become.”
“Ash.” Jai says. “You’re not helping.”
“We cannot wake those things,” the professor says, pointing at one of the cocoons.
“Don’t you wonder why they want them woken?” I say. “Because I do. Grubs have ravaged our world for seven years. Why? I’ve spent seven years lying in one hospital bed after another wondering why they came here. Why attack us? It’s the question on all our minds, isn’t it?” Prof. McAllister is silent. The rage on his face says what words can’t, but I’m not finished. “Why spare me? Why lure us here? Why protect us when the rest of their gang or army or whatever the hell you want to call them want us dead?”
“The risk is too great,” the professor pleads, and I can see he doesn’t want to hurt me. He feels he has no other choice. His hands tremble. His rifle points at my feet.
“And you’re right,” I say, gesturing to one of the cocoons. “The risk is too great. It’s too great for them, and yet here we are. The risk is so great, they’ve surrounded us with hundreds of walkers that were surely slated for invading Mexico, and yet here they are, protecting us. What do you think is happening out on the fringes right now? Do you think the others are letting them get away with this? I don’t. This is a coup, you said it yourself. The others are fighting to get in here and tear the flesh from our bones. Please—ask yourself why this splinter group would risk their lives to bring us here?”
Jai answers, “Because this changes everything.”
“YES,” I yell, with my voice echoing through the pod. “We have to stop fighting and start listening—learning. We’re so convinced we need to win this stupid war we’ve never stopped to consider there might be another way to bring peace.”
“You don’t understand,” the professor says. “It’s not that simple.”
“This is as simple or as complicated as we want it to be. We can do this. We can change the rules. Just the three of us—we can change the course of the war. Right here. Right now.”
“But you don’t know what you’re unleashing on this world.”
“No, I don’t,” I say. “But I know what happens if we don’t try. Hundreds of millions of people will be dead by this time tomorrow.”
I point at my wheelchair, saying, “These grubs trust us. Think about how crazy that is in the middle of a war. What amounts to maybe a battalion within an alien army has committed treason, fighting to protect us. They want our help. The question is, do we trust them?”
Prof. McAllister falls to his knees and sobs. He drops his M16. The rifle clatters on the floor. I watch as he covers his face and cries. The weight of the moment is crippling. Gravity seems to double. Jai has his head bowed.
“If you’re wrong, we die. We all die. All of humanity.”
“If I’m right,” I say.
“If,” the professor replies through tear-stained eyes. He gets to his feet slowly, leaving his rifle where it fell.
He breathes deeply, shaking as he says, “This is it. This is all we can do.”
I nod, unable to speak in the tension of the moment.
“But—what can we do?” Jai asks. “I don’t understand. I thought you said this stuff isn’t found on Earth, that’s why they could never repair the DNA.”
“The individual atoms are,” the professor says, “but not as organically formed nucleotides.”
“We can’t repair their DNA,” I say, looking at Prof. McAllister to confirm my suspicions. “But we don’t need to, do we?”
“No,” the professor says. “There’s enough DNA there already. All we need to do is combine what’s there.”
“What?” Jai says, surprised by the notion.
The professor says, “Overwrite the broken sections with complete sections from other samples.”
I’m already at work. By splitting my hands apart and moving them independently, I can grapple with the hologram of DNA from two creatures at once. The cocoons respond, aligning themselves with my motion. I pull up two broken sets of chromosomes. With a pinch and a squeeze, I drag sections from one hologram to another, overlaying broken sections to make a complete strand. There are hundreds of changes to make. My fingers ripple through the air, grasping at strands and resolving them. Lego. Just like playing with Lego as a kid. I love Lego.
Neither man talks as I work. Lightning flashes around me. Static electricity fills the air. The pod hums, throbbing as tiny lights appear inside the glassy cocoons.
I move between the holograms, snipping sections with my fingernails, matching patterns on either side of the gaps, and inserting strands. The hologram must have some kind of error-correction as it recognizes complete sections, occasionally rejecting a partial match. It’s like working on a jigsaw puzzle, something I had plenty of time to master while in the hospital, and I settle into a groove.
I complete the first set after about ten minutes and say, “Done.”
“Is that it?” Jai asks. “Is that all we need?”
“No, that was just one chromosome.”
Holograms flicker above me. The pod mimics my action, repeating and replicating the same process dozens of times around me. The pod itself seems to be alive. It’s observed and learned how to repair these broken genes, replicating the process at an accelerated rate as it swaps out strands of DNA from dozens of cocoons.
Lightning strikes several of the cocoons, leaving them glowing. Molten glass drips to the floor as the outer casing melts. Fluid seeps onto the ground. A pinprick of light glows like an arc welder, forcing me to turn away from the glare.
“Time to go,” Jai says. I clamber off the platform, joining the professor and Jai.
The light fades and we turn to see a cocoon splitting open. Slowly, we step back, moving away as the mass throbs, pulsating with life. 
“Damn,” Jai says.
“Shhh,” Prof. McAllister says in a much softer tone, creeping backwards.
Thousands of eyes swivel, surveying us in far too much detail. The hair on the back of my neck raises in fright.
Jai whispers, “How do we—”
“We don’t,” I whisper, pointing as the wheelchair rolls between us and the newborn creature. “Do me proud, Chuckles.”
I’m not sure what is more unnerving, a mass of eyes apparently staring right through us, or an empty wheelchair with its back to us, moving around as though it were possessed by a ghost.
The throbbing grows louder, increasing in tempo like the beat of a war drum. Soon, the noise is deafening.
Prof. McAllister has his hand out, tugging on Jai’s uniform, urging us back as he inches toward the crack in the side of the pod. I can’t take my eyes off the creature.
The pinpoints of light we saw previously spread throughout the inside of the pod form an ever-changing kaleidoscope of shapes and colors, unlike the swirling patterns we saw when we entered. While the initial patterns seemed natural, these shapes are geometric. There’s an ever-changing symmetry to the lights as the various sections spread around, echoing each other. Several other cocoons lower, breaking open and revealing more of these strange creatures.
I continue edging back until I feel the sand by the entrance crunching beneath my boots.
Once we’re outside, Jai asks, “Now what?”
“We wait,” the professor says. He’s shaking.
I say, “Now it’s about trust. Chuckles knows. He understands what has to happen. If he can communicate what’s transpired to this creature, then maybe—”
The professor seems to be rationalizing what we’ve done. He’s still expecting the worst. “We took a risk—a chance. When you’ve already lost, what is there to lose?”
“We did what was right,” I say, hoping I’m not about to be proven wrong.
“Look,” Jai says, pointing at the ridge beyond the pod. Dozens of spider-walkers were fighting with each other, only now they’re frozen in place. One has a boulder the size of a house poised to come crashing down on the shell of a walker that’s fallen to its knees, but neither moves. It’s as though someone has paused the video.
Frenchie comes jogging over with the radio, saying, “It’s the Lawrence. Commander Bosnan. She’s asking for you. I said you were dealing with something inside the pod, but she said it was urgent. She ordered me to come and get you.”
Jai is still peering at the strange creature inside the pod. I’m glad to be outside. Spider-walkers look downright natural by comparison. Seeing them frozen in place is mesmerizing, giving me hope.
The professor talks into the radio, but his voice trembles. He’s nervous. “Zebra-One-Five. This is Easy-Dog. Over.”
“What the hell have you done, Mac?” Commander Bosnan asks, once again dispensing with any formality. “Did you do this? Tell me you did this, Mac!”
“Did what?” the professor asks.
“They’ve stopped. Every goddamn one of ‘em. It’s like they’re statues. I’m watching a live feed from the outskirts of Mexico City. Hundreds of them standing still. It’s as though someone switched off the lights. We’re pummeling them, but they’re not fighting back. They’re not advancing. They’re not fleeing. They’re simply standing there, taking one hell of a pounding from our attack. What did you do?”
Prof. McAllister looks at me and smiles. He speaks into the microphone, saying, “I think we have a truce.”
“You’re negotiating?” she asks. “You’ve established dialog? How is that possible?”
The professor peers inside the pod, looking at the wheelchair rolling around wildly. “We have an intermediary talking with their leader”
“Who?”
“Someone we trust.”
The spider-walkers on the ridge come back to life, only there’s no fighting. They simply walk away, disappearing over the hill.
“So there’s a ceasefire in effect?”
“Roger that,” Prof. McAllister says, smiling. “We have a ceasefire. You should see the spider-walkers withdrawing.”
There’s silence, followed by, “Yes. I can see that on the feed. They’re pulling back. Mac, how the— I just—Well done! OK, I’ve got to get the word out on our side. I’ll be in touch. Zebra, out.”
“Easy Dog, out.”
The professor grabs me and hugs me with his muscular arms. I’m frail. Even with a bit of rework by Chuckles, I’m mostly skin and bones. I’ve got good upper body strength, but my chest, hips and legs are puny. I crumple beneath his hug, but I don’t mind. Prof. McAllister lets me go and I have a fraction of a second to snatch a breath before Jai does his best impression of a bear hug on me as well.
“Easy,” I say. He relaxes, letting me go. He has a smile that’s a mile wide. This time, it’s my turn to hold his hand. Touch is important, and I notice we’re still being scrutinized by thousands of bulbous eyes. I’d like to think this strange creature understands our immense sense of relief. Rather than the end, I suspect this is just the beginning for all of us.
Dust swirls around us as the wind picks up. A storm is coming, but not from the artificial clouds generated by the grubs. Thunder rumbles overhead as a low front moves in. A soft rain begins to fall, breaking the heat of the day and bringing a cool, refreshing breeze.
Jai asks Prof. McAllister, “What changed your mind?”
I’m curious about that too. I lean into Jai. The rain drizzles, soothing my tired muscles.
“Chuckles never intervened,” the professor says, pointing at the wheelchair still pulling donuts inside the pod. “That creature knew we disagreed. It must have known we were turning on each other, and yet it left us to decide. For seven years, grubs have forced our hand. Today, they trusted we’d make the right decision, and we did.”
The rain increases its tempo, becoming a torrential downpour within minutes, but no one cares. The rain soaks our hair, drenching our clothes, but I’m so excited to think the war has ended I barely notice. The storm washes away the mud and grime from the past few days, invigorating me with life.
The End



Epilogue
A helicopter roars overhead. Even from within the high school hall, the noise is deafening as the rotors thrash at the air. Peering through the louver windows, I watch as Marine One settles on the football field. Soldiers sit in the bleachers, watching the rotor blades power down.
Marine One has seen better days. Gone is the pomp and prestige of state. The paint on the fuselage has lost its luster. Scratches run the length of the helicopter, marking a close encounter of the murderous kind where once a spider-walker tried to down the craft in an attempt to assassinate the President. But given time and a new paint job, the past can be overcome.
As soon as the President appears at the top of the stairs, the soldiers stand and salute. The President salutes back, and jogs down the steps of the helicopter onto the grassy field. Most of the dignitaries are already seated in the hall. I’m nervous.
“Relax,” Jai says, looking over my shoulder as the President jogs toward the hall in his dark suit, flanked by Secret Service agents. I’d feel better if he walked. It seems as though there’s a weight of expectation bearing down on me.
“Why me?” I ask Jai. “I don’t want this. I’d be quite happy disappearing into the crowd.”
“Why you?” Jai replies, “Because you’re the one that brought the war to an end.”
“I’m nobody,” I say.
“We’re all no one and someone, if you stop and think about it.”
“Alright Mr. Smart-ass-talking-in-riddles-like-Confucius. Be serious.”
“I’m serious,” he says. “We’re all no one in the grand scheme of things. We’re all insignificant on some scale, and yet we’re someone special on another.”
I look at him sideways.
“Stop trying to make me feel better.”
“Why?” he asks. “Is it working?”
I punch him playfully on the shoulder. The door opens and the President jogs up the stairs. He’s surprisingly energetic.
“Ash?” he says. I stand to one side just as I’ve been instructed to by the Office of the Chief of Protocol. Honestly, the world is overrun with aliens and we still have an Office of the Chief of Protocol? Damn grubs can’t do anything right. We had one chance to rid ourselves of bureaucracy, and they blew it. Be nice, Ash. I extend my hand and smile.
“Ashley Kelly?” he says.
“Yes, Mr. President,” I say, noticing that Jai has stepped back a little. He was there too, as was Prof. McAllister. This wasn’t a one-woman show. But I guess the media likes a pinup gal. Things get too busy when you start trying to include Frenchie and the others, although we all risked our lives in the mountains of New Mexico.
The President takes my outstretched hand with both of his and shakes vigorously, saying, “It’s good to see you.”
“It’s good to see you too,” I say, feeling a little stupid repeating his words back to him. Star struck much, Ash?
The President’s smile, along with his warmth, leaves me with the impression I’m greeting a long lost friend. He’s taller than he appears on television, and older, but that’s to be expected after seven years of war.
“Sorry I’m late,” he says. I half-heartedly shrug my shoulders. No big deal, and I mumble something, but even I’m not sure what I say.
“We’d best not keep everyone waiting,” he says, gesturing to the open stage behind us. I’ve been hiding beside the curtain for the past half hour as various dignitaries filed in, taking their seats.
Both the stage manager and the chief of the Office of Protocol confer with the President, pointing at a clipboard and talking about the after-meeting, telling him where we’re supposed to walk after the speeches, who we’re supposed to meet, how long we should spend with each dignitary, stuff like that. We? I feel like a horse on display at the county fair. I guess I’m going to be paraded around for everyone to pat.
Jai whispers, “Break a leg.”
“I’ll break yours,” I reply, and he laughs.
The President offers me his arm, and I accept. We walk out onto the stage and the audience erupts with applause. Everyone gets to their feet. It’s overwhelming. Spotlights glare. There are diplomats and ambassadors from around the world gathered in the rundown school hall with its stiff wooden seats. New York was ravaged by the grubs. This was the only place the State Department could find to meet near the old UN building.
The President joins in the applause, turning sideways and clapping as he faces me, smiling. Right now, I could run off stage. I smile, trying to be appreciative. I’m really not sure what the appropriate response is. The applause—is it ever going to stop? Enough already. This is torture. Finally, the clapping subsides.
The President stands behind a microphone mounted on an old wooden lectern. I notice there’s graffiti all over the stand. Most of the comments wouldn’t be visible to anyone more than a few feet away as they’re in pencil, or have been scratched into the wood. Someone’s carved “J.T. loves S.L.” on the thin strip of wood that holds notes in place so they don’t slide off the angled surface. To me, that epitomizes the human race. Stupid teens leaving love notes for each other. It’ll be nice when that happens again.
The President says, “Ambassadors, distinguished guests, and representatives from around the world, thank you for making the journey here today to honor not just this remarkable young woman, but all those that lost their lives in this conflict, as well as to honor the progress that has been made since hostilities ceased.” I nod, but only because I’d feel pretty damn stupid if I didn’t.
“By now,” the President continues. “You’ve all heard what happened on the morning of October 10th as the grubs advanced on Mexico City, you’ve seen the debrief, and the interviews. This afternoon is an opportunity to hear from Ms. Ashley Kelly in person, and to meet her afterwards.”
Boy, is that going to be fun.
Behave, Ash.
“Ashley Kelly,” he says, stepping to one side and gesturing for me to step up to the lectern. Again, there are cheers and applause. I’m so embarrassed. I want to say, “Would you please just stop,” but I smile politely and wait to be heard above the noise.
“Thank you. Thank you,” I say, not sure how many times I have to say those few words before the applause finally fades. I unfold the notes Jai and I worked on last night, straightening the crinkled paper and feeling very much as though I’m back in elementary school.
As the audience settles, I notice three words carved into the desktop of the lectern: Fight for peace. Who writes garbage like that? What inspired someone to hack those words into a piece of school equipment? I’m not sure how vandalism promotes peace. Give peace a chance, maybe. Or, peace & love. But, fight for peace? It doesn’t even make sense. If you’re fighting, you’re not at peace, you’re at war. And I wonder when this was scratched into the surface of the lectern. I can’t imagine it was during the war with the grubs, which makes me wonder why anyone bothered. I wonder which of our own pointless wars this was etched in protest against.
There’s an awkward silence in the hall as the audience waits for me to speak.
Way to go, Ash. I’ve always been a bit of an airhead. Easily distracted.
Come on, Ash. You’re a war correspondent. You live for moments like this.
“On behalf of everyone that was there that day in New Mexico,” I say, referring to the comments made by the President. “Thank you for coming here today to celebrate our newfound peace.”
My notes are a blur.  
“Over the past seven years, we have suffered. We have lost friends and family. We have wounds—physical, mental, and emotional pains. And some of these wounds may never heal. But today, we have peace.”
I clear my throat. I hate reading notes from a page as it seems sterile and unimaginative, but I stick to the narrative.
“All wars come to an end… As it is written in the Book of Isaiah, The lion and the lamb shall lie down together. And so it is today, we are no longer foes.”
An outbreak of applause interrupts me, and I’m suddenly glad I have notes or I’d lose my train of thought.
“In the past, the Germans, the Japanese, the Russians, and for us Americans, even the English were once our bitter enemies. Now, we embrace them as friends and allies. In the same way, we will move past this war and embrace our position beside other alien life forms in this unimaginably vast universe.
“I’m often asked how I brought peace. I didn’t. They did. They recognized me from that first night on my parent’s farm in North Carolina, and then later on the Highway of Death. They saw me in our news broadcasts. They thought I was revered as some kind of warrior hero among humans. Boy, were they wrong.”
I let out a single laugh. No one else finds my comment funny, and my laugh sounds decidedly nervous.
Tough crowd, Ash.
“And so when they encountered me again alone in a gas station outside El Paso, they were confused. Fight or flight, right? That’s the basic instinct of every creature on Earth when threatened. Well, it seems the grubs have a similar base response, but I neither fought, nor did I flee. Instead, I ignored them. I headed deeper into their territory without attacking, and that got them curious. A third option emerged. It seems they finally understood that battles needn’t result in either victory or defeat—there’s another possibility—peace. And so one, lone wheelchair followed me into El Paso, curious about what could possibly be going on inside the crazy mind of a crippled teenaged girl.”
Tears well up in my eyes. I’m surprised by the mix of emotions I’m feeling, but this is my life I’m recounting. This is how I cheated death.
“As far as we understand their reasoning, they thought they had a chance to explore an alternative to war. Just as during the Second World War, German generals rose up against Hitler, trying to assassinate him in his hidden fortress—a faction within the alien army was weary of the war and looking for peace. They were looking for an opportunity to overthrow their leadership and bring an end to what they saw as a pointless conflict.”
I have to thank Jai for the Nazi comparison. I wasn’t convinced about it when he wrote that section into the speech, but I can see it works for the audience as heads are nodding.
“They dared to believe peace could hold the answers they were seeking. You see, while we were losing the war, they saw the war as a stalemate because regardless of what they tried, they couldn’t revive their masters. We lost ground. They lost hope, direction, purpose. And somehow they saw in me someone that could make a difference. Me. A girl in a wheelchair.”
My emotions are on a rollercoaster. I want to laugh again, but everyone looks so serious.
Stick to the script, Ash.
“I’d like to introduce you to a friend of mine.”
Chuckles rolls slowly out onto the stage. There’s no applause, but neither are there any gasps. A haunting silence is perhaps the best description of the mood from the previously jovial crowd. I’m not sure anyone’s breathing.
“There’s still much we don’t know about our alien guests, but they appear to understand us far better than we understand them.”
The wheelchair comes to a halt beside me. Camera flashes go off as photographers capture the image of an empty wheelchair to my left, and the President of the Reformed States of America on my right, (apparently, in the aftermath of the war, we’re consolidating on twenty two states and territories). It was a big deal getting the President to agree to be on stage with the alien, and I pause, giving everyone time to take in the sight.
“I think it’s wonderfully appropriate that the first meaningful contact between us and creatures from another world has come in the form of a wheelchair. Is there any symbol more appropriate to capture our struggle against adversity than a wheelchair?
“We have to learn to think like grubs if we want to understand them. Look at their fascination with my wheelchair. Here’s an interstellar species that thrives without any mechanical advances, and they observe us relying almost exclusively on machines of one kind or another—from cars to combine harvesters. For them, it must be somewhat bewildering to see how we leverage machines to extend our capabilities—from helicopters, and boats, and planes, to computers. We’re a machine-enabled biological species.
“And then they stumble across a young girl that can barely walk, and yet her species has not given up on her. Someone cared enough to build her a device to enhance her life and give her the mobility she’d otherwise lack. That must have resonated deeply with them, teaching them something of the compassion we have one for another. Perhaps that's why they chose me for meaningful contact, because they knew I'd understand the need for cooperation. They needed someone that could see beyond the hatred of war. They needed a back channel for peace.”
Chuckles reverses slowly, retreating to the wings. During rehearsal, he was pulling his trademark donuts and reversing across the stage, rocking back on his two big wheels, with the leading wheels almost a foot in the air, hamming it up and showing off, but he’s made the right call in backing away quietly. Next time, Chuckles.
“The grubs have consolidated in New Mexico,” I say, deviating from the script but feeling it’s important to clarify this point. “They have stood down and no longer pose a threat.”
There’s some unease among the audience on this point. Without consciously realizing it, a few of the ambassadors squirm in their seats, shifting their weight slightly, and I understand, but trust must prevail.
I think I finally know why Chuckles has never shown me his true form. His masquerade may have started out as a ruse to trap me, but his motivation transformed over time. I suspect he’s ashamed of what happened. I think he has disowned his fellow aliens. Certainly, he didn't want to stay with them in White Sands. As far as I know, he’s the only grub outside of New Mexico. If there are others, they’re in hiding as there’s been no reports of grub activity anywhere. In Europe, the grubs have gathered in the desolate desert regions of Kazakhstan. They’re avoiding humans. But Chuckles won’t leave my side even though I no longer need a wheelchair.
I read a point prepared for me by Prof. McAllister.
“NASA estimates the age of the pods at 440 to 480 million years old, and coming from Barnard’s Star, a red dwarf some 5.9 light years away from Earth, but their actual point of origin probably lies somewhere else, with Barnard’s Star simply being a waypoint.
“For hundreds of millions of years, these pods tumbled through space, homing in on the signatures for life emanating from Earth in the reflected starlight of our Sun.
“They first saw our world during the Ordovician period, when the waters covering two-thirds of our planet were swamped with algae. The tiniest of plants on Earth formed blooms visible from space, drawing them here.”
I don't know about anyone else, but I think that’s pretty cool.
“NASA and ESA have a First Contact team on the ground in White Sands working with the creatures in the pod, but progress is slow. Perhaps one day, we’ll learn to work together and we can rebuild our world.”
Learn. For me, that’s the key to letting go of the past. Holding on to something new. Not being afraid to learn.
I return to my notes.
“Over thousands of years, we’ve learned that war is often a bitter necessity, something thrust upon us. And yet for every war that ever was, there has always been peace. Seldom has peace come as quickly as it should have, but peace is the default, not war. Evil will always exist. Evil will always try the steel of our resolve. But evil is fleeting. Peace is the end game.
“When we revived the first of the eyes—I digress, but we need a better name than eyes for these guys. How about wanderers? That’s what they are, wandering between worlds like nomads in the desert searching for an oasis.
“When we revived the first wanderer, it immediately understood what was happening. It understood such action against us as the native, leading intelligence on this planet was wrong. The wanderer stopped the war, not me.
“Grubs are workers. They were intended to secure landing sites, to infiltrate hostile environments, and ward off predators, but they weren’t prepared for an ongoing conflict with an advanced intelligent species. With each battle, both sides became more hostile.
“I may be reading too much into things, but I don't think grubs understand the notion of peace, not as we do. Eventually fatigue forced change. A select few realized their continued war would only ever lead to a hollow victory. Without reviving the wanderers, what was the point? Slaughtering an intelligent species gained nothing. And they realized there had to be a better way. The grubs stumbled upon the concept of peaceful cooperation out of necessity. Trading made them realize there were other ways of reaching their goals. Trading got them to explore the possibility of cooperation rather than conquest. My friend, Chuckles, finally realized there was more to trade than just potted plants and scraps of newspaper. Chuckles sought to trade in trust and cooperation.”
I breathe deeply, trying to calm my trembling hands.
“True peace is based on respect, not force of arms. Peace is what has allowed our civilization to flourish, and I think the grubs are slowly starting to learn that peace is more than an ideal, it’s a necessity for progress. Peace is the freedom to pursue this precious commodity we call life. Peace is a fundamental right for intelligent life forms like us.”
And that’s it. I’ve reached the bottom of the page. I could’ve sworn there was more to this speech while I was standing backstage. I turn my head sideways, looking toward Jai in the wings, hiding behind one of the curtains. He’s confused. He’s wondering why I’m not continuing with the speech. I think I left page two in the green room. Oh well, that’s Ashley Kelly in a nutshell—war correspondent extraordinaire. Blow in like a whirlwind. Slam the door when leaving.
“Ah, that’s all I’ve got,” I say, leaning down a little too close to the microphone as I finish. My amplified voice booms out, “Fight for peace!”



Afterword
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction.
If you’re a fan of Philip K. Dick and H.G. Wells, I hope you enjoyed the depiction of the grubs in this novel as a homage to both The Colony and War of the Worlds. Another influence on this story is the independent movie Monsters by Gareth Edwards. Monsters is a gritty tale set largely in Mexico and the border states of the U.S. I loved its vision and how well the story was executed. 
Welcome to the Occupied States of America is an opportunity to explore an alternative to the normally brutal victories associated with alien invasion books and movies.
Like most people, I love a good action/adventure story, and wanted to cheer at the triumphant conclusion of movies such as Independence Day, Oblivion, Edge of Tomorrow, and hundreds of others, and yet all too often, we glorify violence in a way that is unrealistic. Through the magic of Hollywood, we can fantasize about aliens arriving and destroying The White House, or blasting a bunch of buildings in New York, providing us with the justification we need to rise up and kick some alien ass. In this novel, I’ve tried to sidestep this science fiction trope and explore another possibility, that peace can overcome war.  
At some point, we will make contact with intelligent extraterrestrials, although the odds are against aliens dropping by just because they happen to be in the neighborhood. When we do make contact, I wonder what they’ll make of the fanciful, grandiose, self-importance and defiance displayed in our human-vs-alien stories. Perhaps they’ll see them as quaint, or possibly deluded, maybe even comical.
As sensational and emotionally stirring as the idea of conflict may be in the entertainment industry, the bitter reality of war quickly replaces the illusion of patriotic fever and self-righteousness. Peace ought to be valued more than war. Unfortunately, peace isn’t always possible. But even when it isn’t, we shouldn’t lose sight that peace is the goal, not destruction. And not the peace that comes through forced subjugation—peace can only flourish where there is respect and equality. During World War II, few would’ve thought Nazi Germany or Imperial Japan could be transformed into constructive, peaceful societies, and yet perhaps the greatest foes ever faced in open warfare by Western armies have become some of our strongest allies. This is a lesson that fills me with hope when I look at the conflicts around us today. This is a lesson that needs to endure to future generations.
I hope you’ve enjoyed this story about the importance of holding onto the promise of peace when faced with war. Peace isn’t always possible, but it’s always desirable. Peace is the end game. Wars may be inevitable, but we need to be as committed to finding a lasting, genuine peace as we are to winning on the battlefield. We need to fight for peace.
I’d like to thank Andrea Beatrice Reed and Ellen Campbell who laboriously edited various versions of this story.
If you’ve enjoyed reading this novel as much as I have enjoyed writing it, please take the time to leave a review online and recommend it to a friend.
Be a vocal reader. Whether you think this story is worth one, two, three, four or five stars, take the time to make your voice heard by leaving a review. Books like this don’t have the backing of a major publisher. You won’t see Welcome to the Occupied States of America in USA Today or on a billboard in Times Square. If other readers are going to hear about this novel, it’s got to come from passionate readers like you, so thanks for helping spread the word.
Thank you for supporting independent science fiction.
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