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She is sitting at what seems like the world's longest bar, her hand trembling on her drink, causing it to slosh and spill, her face pale as the dead. A handful of patrons—regulars, she thinks—are grouped at the end, talking amongst themselves, glancing at her from time to time, their gaze making her increasingly uncomfortable. At length the waitress reappears.

"Ambulance is tied up elsewhere, hon. Big accident out along 1-5. State Patrol are on their way, though. How do you feel?"

"Better, slightly." She stares at her drink. "How can there be so many accidents when there's no one on the road?"

The waitress stares at her sweetly. "That's exactly the perception that causes them out here, hon." She pats her hand. "You holler if you need anything."

At last Beth takes out her phone and dials Dr. Lairman—there is no answer. She hangs up and dials her mother. She gets the operator instead: "We're sorry. You have reached a number that has been disconnected or is no longer in service. If you feel you have reached this message in error, please try again."

She hears the sound of helicopters in the distance, very faintly. And something else: military jets.

She tries the number again—gets the same message. Then again, dialing extra carefully. Same message. She glances at the newspaper on the counter as she listens. Its headline reads: AUTHORITIES LIED ABOUT RADIATION DANGER.

She looks down the bar at the others, a few of whom stare back. She quickly takes out a few bills and lays them on the counter, stands. The military jets fly exceedingly close as she moves toward the exit, the roar of their engines rattling the panes. "Ah, go ahead an' blow us up!" someone calls.

She exits the diner just as a jet passes over. Peering up at it against the gloomy sky, she has a brief flashback of the shape outside her windshield, and reasons that what she saw was indeed a jet. She moves toward her car ... and realizes that its hood is up. Concerned and a little angry, she continues walking toward it, finds a mechanic toiling away.

"What are you doing?"

The man looks up, startled, and wipes his hands on his pants. "After the way you careened in here? Giving you a safety check. Don’t worry, it’s all on the house.”

"A safety check," she says, mostly to herself. "But I ... no, I’m sure I don’t need one of those. Why would you—"

"No, no, I insist," says the mechanic, ignoring her. "Your own safety’s one thing, but you’ve got a baby to think about. Says so right there on your—"

"I said I don’t need one!" And she unloads on him, telling him to get the hell away from there. She looks up in mid-tirade to find the waitress and most the patrons gathered in the door of the café, staring at her.

She looks at the mechanic, who seems genuinely hurt, and a wave of guilt washes over her. At last she drops the hood and climbs in, starts the engine. The mechanic joins the others, still wiping his hands.

And they watch her drive away.
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SHE ZOOMS DOWN THE highway into a thickening fog. Frodo hangs his head out the window; he's watching the gloom-shrouded landscape pass. They come to a railway stop just as the flashing arms lower into position. As the train roars past she realizes it's a long one, and settles in. The clackity-clack of the rail cars is all she can hear. Fog swirls ominously.

Beth waits, peering intently through the gaps in the cars; there is nothing but darkness on the other side. As she waits, lights appear behind her. She watches them through her rearview mirror as they approach, resolving into the headlights of a small pick-up truck, pulling a travel trailer, which slows to a halt behind her—mere inches, it seems, from her bumper. Uncomfortable with this, she locks her doors and rolls both windows up to within a few inches of the moldings. She shakes out a cigarette and places it to her lips, holding up her lighter, then glances at the BABY ON BOARD sign. She lights it anyway.

As she takes a drag and exhales she notices another set of lights approaching from the opposite side of the train. The rail cars, meanwhile, are beginning to slow, shrieking and groaning. Beth smokes as the lights on the opposite side slow to a halt. They are extraordinarily bright—a big truck, perhaps?

Beth glances behind her; she is not at all comfortable with being so boxed-in.

The headlights of the vehicle on her bumper suddenly go black. The rail cars are moving very slowly now, as if they might stop altogether. She watches the pickup like a hawk, until its driver's-side door pops open abruptly, and she stiffens.

A woman climbs out and lifts the truck's hood; Beth breathes a sigh of relief. She glances at the bright lights on the opposite side of the tracks— they remain on, bright as ever.

The train grinds to a complete stop as Beth stares at the rail car directly in front of her. Its side door, which is closed, boasts a crude illustration of a UFO, and has been tagged with the words, THEY'RE HERE. She turns her attention back to the woman. Watching, Beth feels torn between getting out and helping—or staying put.

She decides on the former, and opens her door, telling Frodo to stay put. She moves toward the woman, who is bent over the pickup's engine. As the stranger’s back is turned toward her, she cannot see the woman's face. "Excuse me, Miss?"

The rail cars suddenly jolt and shudder, and Beth jumps. The woman apparently hasn't heard her. Beth repeats herself: "Excuse me, Miss?"

The woman turns and looks at her. She smiles sweetly. "Oh, hello."

"Need a hand there?"

"No, that’s okay. I know what it is. But thanks."

"Okay."

The fog is very thick now. Beth tums and walks back to her car, gets in. Frodo whimpers and whines. Beth pets him, comforts him. She glances at the rail car in front of her: the door with the graffiti on it is now open. She can see clean through the boxcar to the blazing white lights on the other side. She sits back, not sure what to make of this, and looks out her side window.

A masked figure clothed in surgery green is right outside the glass, peering in. It reaches through the partially open window and grabs her by the hair. Beth shrieks. Frodo goes berserk, snapping and barking. The figure wrestles with Beth violently; it is trying to inject her with something—a syringe full of yellow fluid. Suddenly another figure is at the passenger-side window, reaching through the gap, groping for the door handle. Frodo attacks its arm savagely, bloodying it, and it quickly withdraws. Beth puts the car into reverse, starts backing up—collides with the vehicle behind her. The tires of her car spin wildly; they are hopelessly pinned. There is a crash as the passenger-side window is smashed out. Another figure reaches in, zapping Frodo with a taser, debilitating him. The commotion distracts Beth just long enough so that the figure with the syringe is able to inject her. She grunts and moans in pain.

A gunshot splits the night and the figure with the taser falls into the car. It grasps at the seat as blood pours from the eyelets of its mask, then crumples to the ground outside—presumably dead.

There is a grizzled, rancher-type standing in the doorway of the boxcar, aiming a rifle. He is backlit by the glare of his headlights; the door of his truck hangs open behind him. The figure with the syringe glares at him and stands erect.

The rancher says: "Now I want you to listen, very carefully. First, drop whatever it is you got there. And kick it toward me. Second—"

The figure starts walking toward him, slowly but deliberately. The rancher fires at him, hitting him in the chest. The figure is knocked back—but keeps coming. The rancher fires again, hitting him in the shoulder. Again, the figure keeps coming. The rancher fires again. The figure keeps coming. The figure is now merely yards away from him. He repositions his rifle. "I'm aiming at your head."

The figure stops, cold.

"Okay, you son of a bitch. I don't know what kind of vest you're wearing, and I don't care. But start backing up—right ... now.

The figure stares at him through the eyelets of its mask.

"I'll take it clean off," warns the rancher.

A green-clad figure appears behind him suddenly. It clasps his forehead and draws a scalpel across his neck. Blood jets out, splatters the assailant's mask. Beth screams.
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EVERYTHING BECOMES like a dream—it is the injection, of course—and she is dimly aware of getting into the pickup behind her and putting it into neutral. Then she is back in her car and reversing, pushing the truck clear, before peeling away from the scene with one of the green men riding the hood—like TJ Hooker. She swerves about the road like a mad woman until he falls off, then slams on the breaks and backs over him, just to be sure.

She zooms back the way she came, careening against the guardrail, dialing Dr. Lairman, leaving a message telling him that she is coming back. When she passes the truck stop from earlier she notices that it’s gone completely dark.

The motel, she thinks, incoherently. The old woman. Andy. They’ll help.

That’s when she sees the Shape again. Sees it through the shattered passenger window—silhouetted against a flash of lightning, approaching over the desert hills, maneuvering impossibly.

"No ..." she whimpers, as Frodo barks and howls.

Then a horn sounds and she faces forward—in time to avoid a head-on collision by mere seconds.

By the time she skids to a stop on the shoulder of the road, a man is running up to her, apologetic, out of breath, asking if she is okay. She gets out, shrieking and gesturing with her arms, completely hysterical.

"Did you see it? Did you see it?"

He catches her wrists in his hands and holds them—an overly intimate gesture she could be offended by, but isn’t.

"I saw a jet," he says, staring into her eyes, continuing to hold her hands. "A jet—they’re everywhere out here today. They must be doing maneuvers or something. It’s okay, all right? You’re okay."

She begins to calm down at last, however slightly. There’s something about him, something about his mild eyes and soft but firm hands, his shock of dark hair, his soothing voice. She senses something and looks up, sees a fighter jet flying right over the top of them—low enough that she can make out the rivets in its fuselage. It is there and gone before its sharp-edged whine even cuts the air. 

"See?" he says, releasing her hands. "Just a jet."

––––––––
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BY THE TIME HE RETURNS to his car and drives off, giving her a friendly little beep of the horn as he goes, she is something approaching sane again. And yet, while she knows they stood and talked for a considerable amount of time, she cannot remember what they talked about. Only that she liked him, trusted him. And she wishes, as she moves to start her car and finds it completely non-responsive, that she would have kept him around. Why didn’t she keep him around?

Because you liked him, she admits to herself at last. Because keeping him around would have let the cat out of the bag. Because you are now certifiably insane, and there’s nothing he or anyone else—no one who isn’t already a little crazy—can do for you.

Andy. Them.

The motel.

And then she is walking, having retrieved her travel bag from the backseat, walking with Frodo— the sun dipping below the horizon as the stars slowly wink on, the pain in her abdomen multiplying with each mile, the vespertine dark threatening to swallow her—while the sound of choppers and jets echoes in the distance ... and searchlights sweep back and forth.

––––––––
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SHE IS BACK AT THE motel, having almost no idea how she got there. They found her, she thinks—Andy and the old woman—passed out in a pool of vomit in the parking lot, after which she vaguely recalls being brought in and put to bed. Now she is lying next to Frodo, nude, in what, she is certain, is the same room as before. And she is sick, sicker than she has ever been in her life, so sick that she throws off the covers—forcing Frodo off the bed—and rushes to the bathroom, where she vomits a seemingly endless spew of green bile into the surprisingly clean toilet—atop which sits a cellphone, plugged into the wall and fully charged, her cellphone, which begins ringing as she coughs and spits and flushes it all away.

She answers it, her hands trembling.

"Beth? Dr. Lairman. How are you doing, kiddo? I just got your—"

"I—I need to know what you’ve done to me," she says, feeling suddenly cold, as though she might tremble out of her skin. "To all of us. Just ... start talking. I’m listening."

"Beth, first you’ve got to settle down. Can you do that for me? Just count to ten slowly. The important thing for you to know right now is that you’re going to be all right. We’re—we’re on our way. And know this also: your baby is going to be fine."

"But there ... there is no baby. There never was—was there? I just ... I need to know." 

"But there is a baby. A very, very special one. And you’ll be seeing it soon. Beth, listen to me: You mustn't trust your senses right now, do you understand?"

"My mother ..."

"Your mother is fine. I spoke with her just a few hours ago."

"I—I killed someone."

"No, you didn't. You’re having a psychotic episode."

"But the green men ..."

"There are no green men."

"And the helicopters ..."

"There are no helicopters, Beth. We're on our way. Stay where you are."
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WHEN SHE PEEKS BETWEEN the blinds she sees that police vehicles have begun arriving and that helicopters have begun to circle the motel. But there’s more: the motor home from the day before—the one with the parabolic antennae on top—has pulled in behind the patrol cars, followed by the pickup and travel-trailer from the train incident.

"Frodo, stay, please," she says, before slipping through the bathroom window and escaping into the rainy dark—a dark full of searching helicopters and reflected police lights—until she trips over something while crossing the empty field behind the motel and realizes with horror that it is another human body. Then she is sliding and tumbling down a muddy bank and into a pool of fetid water, which swallows her and spits her back out, at which instant, while gasping for air, she realizes something is bobbing in the pool next to her—a mutated fetus, its head lolling, a white eye staring. So, too, does she feel a sudden heaviness about her, a fullness; it is not just the water, and when she climbs from the basin she realizes her stomach has become grotesquely distended in the space of mere seconds.

She sees a rotting, roofless barn not fifty feet away and runs for it—staggering and weaving, crying, screaming—as a helicopter lands nearby and men in green scrubs and green masks start piling out. The motor home and the other vehicles follow her across the field. She runs until she can run no more, collapsing at last in a stall full of hay, as the men, the people, surround her—shining lights upon her, pointing recording devices.

The men in green begin taking off their masks even as the others, the cops and the people from the RV, emerge into her field of vision. They are all there: Dr. Lairman, who drops his mask to the ground, the State Trooper, the woman whose truck broke down by the train—nearly everyone she has had contact with since being swallowed by the desert the day before.

"Looks like the gang’s all here," says Lairman, adding, "I trust security can manage to keep any errant fucking farmers away this time." There’s some muted laughter until at last he addresses Beth directly: "It’s okay ... let it come. Let it come so that they may come."

But they have come, she realizes, as a shadow falls over them all. They are above them right now. And everything happens at once as she convulses violently and something slips between her legs—something about a foot long and covered in blood, something shaped like a gigantic maggot—which sprouts arms and legs amidst the jumble of hay and opens its black, oval eyes ... even as the deltoid above them begins to glow like a burner on high and to emit electrical currents, which strike everyone but her, causing them to shrink and implode upon themselves, so that in the end they look like so many shriveled fetuses spread out upon the ground. And then the maggot, the alien, the thing, her son, is being lifted via invisible wires into the Shape ... until the craft itself begins rising and finally disappears—and the only thing Beth can feel is Frodo lapping at her face, slathering her with saliva, elated at having found her, happy just to be near.
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WHEN SHE AWAKENS IT is daylight and the people from the night before have become mere piles of ash ... which swirls on the breeze as she clothes herself in a blanket from the barn, and finally spreads away to nothing.

They walk, she and Frodo, back to the highway and along its shoulder, where, after several moments, a familiar-looking car rattles to a stop ahead of them. She hurries to catch up to it, realizing, as she stoops to look into its passenger window, that it is being driven by the man with the soft but firm hands and the soothing voice and the shock of dark hair.

"Hey, baby ... going my way?" he asks, grinning broadly, then quickly adds: "Don’t worry. I’m not even going to ask."

She just stares at him—even as Frodo leaps into the car, tongue lolling, tail wagging.

"Well, maybe that's a sign, " she says at last, and gets in.

And then they are away, no questions asked, and no answers given.

The End
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