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         After five days on her own, Lana decided that she had no other options.



She couldn’t reach any of her family on her shortwave radio, to the point that she had been desperate enough to keep hers switched on for an entire day, rather than just at the hour before sunset, as her parents had instructed.



She didn’t dare go back to the farmhouse—it was more than twenty miles behind her, and it was burning with hellfire when they had fled and were separated. The home where she grew up could offer no more safety.



The only thing left to do was to pray. And the thought of it was the most terrifying thing Lana had ever faced in all her seventeen years.



There was a hallowed ground just a few miles away, and the angel that visited the ground was almost always there. Father had told her never to approach the angel, but he was also a prudent man who knew that things seldom went to plan. He once reluctantly told her how best to get its attention, in a way that wouldn’t likely end in her death.



She’d need to present it with a live demon.



Lana had shot imps and cackles before with her .22 rifle; they were pests, like gophers and coyotes. But this time, she didn’t have her rifle, and she needed it alive.



It took all morning before she found a burrow that might belong to a cackle.  When she started digging it out with her knife, the hissing and spitting sounds coming from inside confirmed her suspicions.



It had rained the night before. While that had been uncomfortable, it meant that the dirt was easily pliable, giving freely away to her bare hands and her blade. While she dug, the demon’s sputtering grew in volume.



“Fuck you!” came its coarse, shrill voice. “Fuck you! Fuck you!”



Lana ignored it and continued to dig. Demons rarely were spawned knowing more than a handful of words.



Finally, she saw a glint of iridescent green among the dirt and grass roots. Her hand snaked out, as fast as she could, and she caught the cackle by the tail.



“Fuck you, no, fuck!”



“Sorry,” Lana muttered, as she pulled it out of the ground.



The cackle was a small one, barely six inches long. Half its length was in its tail, and its lizard-like neck accounted for another third of its length. Its four gossamer wings were the size of Lana’s palms. It was a tiny and frail, absolutely nothing like the hulking things that had torn down the farmhouse walls six nights ago.



The only container Lana had with her that could hold the cackle was her emptied water canteen. She did her best to force the cackle into it, but not before it managed to scratch her hand with its tiny clawed feet once or twice. Finally, she shoved the lid back on, and twisted it tightly.



“Fuck you!”



The demon’s cry reverberated through the whole metal canteen.



Lana put her injured fingers in her mouth and tasted blood and dirt. When the stinging faded away, she wasted no time making her way to the hallowed ground. There was a freshwater stream nearby, but without her canteen to hold water, the time she could spend active today was limited, she knew.



Holding her canteen in both hands, she walked through the woods, her steps punctuated by the demon’s muffled screeches.








Lana knew the angel was at the hallowed ground, because it looked like there was a new, miniature sun in front of her. Even several hundred feet away, she could feel the heat on her face, like a July afternoon. This far out, the trees were twisted, and the grass was withered.



“Fuck you!”



The cackle in her bottle redoubled its protests. Once or twice, it almost even managed to knock the canteen out of Lana’s hands. But she held onto it tightly, and continued forward with as steady a gait as she could manage.



Closer to the angel no plants grew, and the ground was cracked and dusty from the heat. Lana felt beads of sweat roll down her eyebrows and into the corners of her lips. A little tickle of thirst was just now building up in the back of her throat. She swallowed her saliva, but it didn’t really help.



Soon, there came a point where she couldn’t face completely forward anymore, because her eyes kept watering from the light. She pulled the hood of her jacket over her head and tilted her head downward, looking only at the next few paces’ worth of ground in front of her. But she didn’t need to really see where she was going; the heat made it clear where the angel was.



During the last hundred or so feet, the dusty dirt ground finally gave way to soft, fine sand—sediment that had been blasted into dry powder by the angel’s presence. Lana’s feet sank to her ankles with every step.



Now, the demon in her canteen was perfectly still and perfectly silent. If it weren’t for the weight, she would have thought that it wasn’t in the canteen anymore.



The heat was like an open oven in her face. When she couldn’t bear getting any closer, she stopped and stole a peek forward through squinted eyes.



There were skulls around the angel, in the sand. Demon’s skulls, shaped not unlike a cackle’s, but several times larger than her whole body. Skulls that might have belonged to the same kind of demons that burned down her home.



The angel itself was a shining point in space, too bright to make out any real details. But in the split second Lana tried to focus her eyes on it, she saw something like a star in its center, with something like disks spinning within and around it. Her vision quickly gave way to dark spots, and she had to turn away and spend several moments blinking before she could see again.



It didn’t seem like it had noticed her yet. Father said that angels rarely paid attention to people, the same way people rarely paid attention to birds or bugs or dirt. He said that even if they spoke to you, they’d be spending a hundredth of a billionth of one percent of their attention to do so.



But they always paid attention to demons. They hated demons.



Lana began unscrewing her canteen’s cap. Every bit of exposed skin on her face and hands stung from the sheer force of the angel’s light, and her arms kept shaking.



“Please,” said the cackle, softly.



“I’m sorry, little guy,” said Lana.



She reached inside the canteen, gripped the cackle by its throat, and pulled it out.



“Please!” screeched the cackle. It beat its wings uselessly in Lana’s grasp and clawed with all four limbs. “Please! Please!”



The cackle’s claws drew blood, and Lana felt a quickly-drying streak of it roll down her wrist. But she held the cackle up towards the angel in a firm fist.



At that moment, Lana felt the angel’s attention upon her. There was no change in the blinding heat or the scorching light, but she felt something pass through her body and through the ground, like waves of force.



Suddenly, the cackle popped, as if it were a balloon. The angel’s fourth dimensional grasp had plucked the cackle’s skin away, the same way you’d ruin a two dimensional painting by tearing the canvas.



Black blood, stringy muscle, and bones all came apart in Lana’s grasp and fell to the sand below.



It happened so quickly that Lana recoiled only several seconds later, when she had finally processed what had happened. She knew that angels sometimes did this to people, too.



The angel’s attention was still on her.



“Fear not, Lana Tollman,” said the angel.



It was the traditional way an angel opened discourse with a human. Its voice was like a knife being drawn across corrugated sheet metal—warbling and silvery.



Lana didn’t know how to pray to an angel, outside of what she had heard from stories and read online whenever the house managed to get a net connection. She swallowed her spit again, because her throat was burning, and tried to speak.



“B-blessed be me, that you would look on me,” she said. “Can I— May I ask you some questions?”



A moment passed, and the angel replied.



“Upon the seven states of perceiving rests immutable and intangible truths which underlie all perception and falsehoods.”



The sound of the angel’s voice was not loud, but it was somehow just as  intense as the heat or the light. Lana’s ears stung and rang, and she covered them with her hands. But it made no difference.



“Where is my father?” she asked, assuming the angel’s previous statement was in agreement.



“Our Father which art in Heaven, hollowed be a name.” sang the angel’s piercing voice.



“No, not that father…” Lana had to work up saliva back into her mouth, because her whole throat felt dry. Speaking in this heat felt like getting car exhaust blasted into her mouth.



She tried again.



“Where is Jonathan Tollman, the farmer who has a ranch twenty or twenty-five miles from here?”



A moment passed.



“Specificity acceptance. Jonathan Tollman, fathering as defined and illustrated by the transience of Lana Tollman. Jonathan Tollman is twenty-three point five-four miles away, bearing one hundred and thirty-four point eight-five degrees by the Julian compass on the reference plane.”



Lana drew a circle in her head, and counted out the degrees. One hundred and thirty-odd degrees on a compass was… southeast. And twenty-three miles… But that was…



“That’s where the farm is? Right?” asked Lana.



“Studiously asked, and reciprocally answered,” said the angel.



“But… he can’t be at the farm!” said Lana.



“Jonathan Tollman, fathering as defined and illustrated by the mawkishly fervent Lana Tollman, is twenty-three point five-four miles away, bearing one hundred and thirty-four point eight-five degrees by the Julian compass,” said the angel.



“Why is he there?”



“Etched on this sphere are rules of physicality that both govern and define the state of being of every euclidean agent, predetermining their animation and agency.”



Lana could not understand what it meant, but there was something in its voice that made her heart sink. She didn’t know why, but she was almost too afraid to ask her next question.



“Is he okay?”



“He is dead,” said the angel. “Fear not.”



The angels words shook the inside of Lana’s head like a bell. A wave of nausea swept across her, starting from her groin and rising into her mouth. But she fought it, somehow instinctively knowing that vomiting would mean losing fluid in this dreadful heat.



The angel’s gaze was still on her, as she stumbled on her feet. Finally, she gathered herself enough to ask her next question.



“Where is Nisha Tollman, wife of Jonathan Tollman?” she said, through cracked lips.



“Nisha Tollman, humbly and steadfastly depicted upon Jonathan Tollman’s acquiescence, is twenty-three point five-six miles away, bearing one hundred and thirty-five point zero-three degrees by the blessed compass.”



“Is she alive?” said Lana.



“Prophetically asked, and respective upon the answering hark,” said the angel. “She is dead. Fear not.”



Lana didn’t allow herself to process the angel’s words. She could already feel the angel losing interest in her, and she still had one more important question to ask. She didn’t have time to compose herself, again.



“Where is Kara-Mia Tollman?” she asked. Then, remembering how the angel seemed to think, she added, “Daughter of Jonathan Tollman and Nisha Tollman.”



“Kara-Mia Tollman, four thousand days hence a cooing babe as thought of by loved ones, is twelve point zero-two miles away, bearing sixty-five point seven-eight degrees by the compass which was paid in blood.”



Lana’s eyes widened, even in this light.



“Is she alive?” she asked. She would have screamed it if she could, but her voice was almost entirely spent, and the words came out as a sandpaper scratch.



“She lives and fears and sleeps upon the paper-plane of this sphere. Fear not,” said the angel.



Lana found herself dizzy, from the heat, and from the light, and from the invasive ringing in her ears. Her footing in the soft sand was constantly unsure, and she found that she could no longer coax spit into her mouth.



“Thank you,” said Lana. “That’s all.”



The angel’s presence seemed to shimmer for a moment. Its voice rang out.



“All. All, all, all, all, 

all, 

    all, 

        all,

ALL! FEAR NOT.”



And then suddenly, the world stopped vibrating in Lana’s chest. The angel retracted its billionth of a percent of attention from her, and her ears stopped stinging.



Just as Lana was about to turn away, there was a deafening crack of force, and then the angel was gone, kicking up a stinging blast of sand from where it had been.



Lana blinked, and realized it was night, despite it the fact that it had been early afternoon when she first made her way onto the hallowed ground.



She sat down hard, heaving cool air into her lungs through her mouth and nose at the same time, as her eyes adjusted to the dark.



When she could see again, she found her canteen where she had apparently dropped it, crawled to it, and picked it back up.



The freshwater creek she had visited this morning was more than a mile back the way she came. She knew that if she didn’t get water soon, she’d be in danger.



And she also knew that her little sister might not stay where the angel said she was for very long.



Lana had no time to waste. She got up, sand falling in little streams down from the places where it had accumulated on pants and in her hair.



And then she walked.
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         I threaded the maze of rebar and concrete that had been an apartment building. Nothing was left of any value, but bits of graffiti on the wall showed turf markers for ancient gang wars, letters inflated and stylized into logos, then overpainted until any meaning was lost in the noise. Someone had tried to draw shadows on the floor, crude caricatures of the last images of people flashed onto bare concrete by the Skurge, right before they took the daytime sun away from us.



The time was 7:23 PM; my neural implants never left me in doubt, giving me a perfect innate clock, but still there was one portion of my visual overlay that always showed the time when I focussed my attention there. A reassurance that the old symbols still had meaning. Overhead the stars were periodically blacked out by the dark bladelike shapes of the Skurge up in orbit, the light reflected from the moon being the only sunlight they were willing to let us have.



If nothing else tried to kill me tonight, I’d be on time for my appointment. I looked out from the missing wall over to the Reinhardt building, seeking Vancet’s lab and apartment… and light was shining from his window.



That couldn’t possibly be good; Reinhardt’s security was as competent as one might hope for, in present circumstances, but no one left their lights visible through the windows. It was a giant “Come break in and kill me” signal. Was it a trap for me, or was Vancet warning me to stay away? I shot him an inquiry, but no text came in reply.



Well, shit. I’d have to take the high road all the way in. I launched a few drones to get a better view of the window as I returned to the roof where I’d landed the rental flyer. It was a mini-model, wingless with ducted fans and about the size of a motorcycle, which was a lot better for my plan. I flipped the canopy, got in, and let the shock harness settle around me. I punched controls off of auto to manual, retina-printed to authorize the risk, then started the fans.



My drones showed a glimpse of the expanse of Vancet’s lap through the window. I could make out a hunched shape on the left, some blood, the edge of what looked like a brick circle, and a shadowy figure to the right, holding something gunnish. I didn’t want to get the drones any closer and spark an alert, so I told them to circle wide. I gunned the fans, and the flyer shot dirt in a circle as I guided it to the edge of the ruined roof, then punched it forward, building it to an effective but (I hoped) non lethal velocity. I aimed it at the lit window, left of center.



The flyer’s nose cone hit with a crunch and I got squeezed hard by the shock harness. The Nyklene window panel popped free from the frame and shot off to the right side; Shadowdude had to dodge it and wound up dropping his weapon. As the flyer smacked into the far wall and came to an emergency halt, I’d already gotten my arm free of the smothering harness and popped off the canopy. I got my stunner out and gave Shadowdude a faceful as he tried to dodge. The shock tendrils wrapped around his face and dropped him quickly, and I squirmed free from the flyer and secured him, wrapping his limbs with slapcuffs and slipping a Faraday hood over his head. He wouldn’t be waking up for a long while.



“Hey, Lucie?” came a croaking voice from behind me. “I know that parking spaces around here require you to sign a mortgage and provide a blood sample, but that doesn’t make my lab floor an acceptable alternative.”



“Vancet!” I left Mr. Gruesome face down and ran over to help. Vancet was wearing a gray labcoat over a blue shirt, and one leg of his jeans was soaked with blood, while the thigh was bent at a bad angle. A Faraday hood was tied over his face, which explained why he hadn’t texted back earlier. I quickly freed him, and he directed me to the location of his Portadoc. 



I opened it, sliced off his pant leg with a knife and set the machine in place. Once the pain suppression field kicked in, I pulled his leg straight at the Portadoc’s direction, and Vancet settled back to let it do its work as I called my drones back to me, popped the Nyklene pane back into the window and swiped it down to perfect black. I’d figure out how to get the flyer out of here a bit later.



“Good to see you again,” I said to Vancet at last. “I like you a lot better when you’re not dead. I think you need a better class of friends.”



“You’re the best friend I could hope for right now,” he said. “Punctual, well supplied, and impressively prepared for trouble.” He sat up as I placed a cushion behind him. “I was hoping to have you here to help me before he arrived, but he showed up early and forced the issue. He was supposedly a potential investor and contributor, but has proved to be a robber under the hood. I’ll call security in a bit later to take him away”



“So what was he planning to steal from you?” I sniffed the air that now filled the apartment; it had a different quality than the regular air outside, richer, almost brighter, and invigorating. “Did you invent a new air freshener?”



He grinned smugly and shook his head. “Lucie, my friend, you are smelling what no one on this side of the Earth has smelled for a long time—fresh air, recycled directly from genuine living plants.”



“So you started another algae farm? Those always stink like pond water, no matter how they treat it…”



“Nope. It’s from… another woooorld,” he said with a spooky dramatic tone of voice. “Go check out that circle you’ve been side-eyeing since you popped in.”



I stepped up to the floor mounted device, with glowing metal pipes inlaid between common firebricks, with nearby fire buckets full of sand, and looked down through the circle into paradise. I saw a sun, enough like ours to send a pain through my heart, shining over rippling water, with trees bearing green leaves and healthy grasses...



I must have gone as slack jawed as a child in a candy store, for I heard Vancet chuckling behind me.



“It’s beautiful,” I breathed quietly. “Where in the world is it?”



“It’s not of this world,” he said, again in the pretentious portentous voice. “I’ve been working with some other tech enclaves remotely for a few years now, and things finally came together for us. This is a dimensional portal to another, real place.”



“And we can smell the air. So we can go to these places. We can actually get out of here and leave the Skurge hanging in the sky and blocking the sun over the US all they want, and start over elsewhere—” My voice started to choke up with all the hope I thought I’d buried forever.



“Right now, all we can do is visit for a while,” said Vancet. “Conservation of energy is involved with permanent mass transfers, and the energy costs get way high really quickly. But we’re working on it, believe me.



“Meanwhile, we can start exploring some of these places temporarily, which is part of why I asked you here this evening. If we can’t manage a permanent exodus yet, we can at least explore and get some ideas, and maybe even some help if we find the right sort of place. Maybe a world that’s dealt with the Skurge and knows how to knock them out of the sky safely.”



I was still staring at that enchanting circle of hope. “How do we see or access these other places?”



“That knob on the pedestal there,” said Vancet, grunting as the Portadoc’s tendrils dug deep and started to repair his shattered femur. “Flip that switch—that’s the safety lock—and turn that knob there.”



I watched the scenes flicker through the well, sunsets and moons over the waters, all normal and peaceful. I could see myself actually lying back on the soft grasses and relaxing under an alien sun. I got a whiff of a deep forest scent that put me in mind of childhood, running through the trees with the dry twigs crackling underfoot.

 

I turned the knob more, and things started to get weirder. I saw purple skies, planetary rings, a mountain with a deep crater in one side, trees that looked like single celery stalks, but never a sign of sapient life. “Is any of this going to hurt me? What if the air is cyanide or something?” I muttered as multihued light played over my face.

 

“It's safe,” Vancet said with a drum of his bloody fingers. “Out of the space of possible destinations, narrowed by GAN comparison, I ran a sampler and spectro analysis to double check. We were already limited to the most analogous worlds in terms of survivable environment, and I pruned it down further just to be on the safe side for the initial exploration. There's still thousands of choices.”

 

I paused. One scene had caught my eye, a dark red desert landscape under a blue-green sky with a giant skull in profile, oddly distorted. I realized it was an image projected on the red sand, something like a shadow... but shadows don't glow with bright light. They receive special awards for not glowing.

 

But that wasn't the only thing. There was a... not really a man, and ‘he’ was sort of swimming through the air, and there were things bouncing after him like murderous fleas, and they seemed to be taking bites out of him.

 

I started trying to describe this scene to Vancet, and then the thought burned through me—this was real, and happening now, and I was just standing there and watching someone slowly being hunted down and killed.

 

The next instant, I leaped headfirst into the circle. I heard Vancet start to shout “LUCE—!” but then my head was in another world's atmosphere. I felt my ears pop and the press of hot air clamping down on me as I left the cool climate of Vancet's apartment. I heard the swooshing of the man-thing's fins and the shrieking of the beasts behind him, sounds that seemed distorted as if the audio had its higher frequencies clipped.

 

I drew breath, and coughed as I felt something just a little more solid than air enter my mouth; it was like drinking bubble soda, except I was getting it in my nose and lungs. Well, it didn't seem to be killing me. But I realized I could feel it on my skin too, in the wind that rushed past my face and hands. It was slowing my descent; now I knew why that guy was using fins. 



I started swimming down to him, but wasn’t making good time until I remembered my drones. I pulled a few out and tethered them to my jacket, and made better speed. Now that I didn’t have to use my hands to swim, I’d be able to aim better. 



The manthing was approaching one of those huge skulls, or sculpted skull houses, perhaps to find shelter, and as he passed over those glowing shadows they didn’t fall on him. His shadow was glowing too, bright on the red sand below! It was fascinating, but he didn’t have much time left; those things were about to mob him.



I considered the stunner, but it was the sort of thing effective for one human-sized target, not a pack of rat-piranhas. I sighed and made sure my knife was unclipped, drew my emergency .22 and braced it, and got ready to make a difference. Somewhere.








Vratuuk grosted harder, pushing the drindles with desperate strokes as the yattlechaks leapt and rolled and snapped their sharp icicle teeth. Drops of vital fluid trailed behind him from his wounds, floating in the air like a string of black pearls. 



Another yattlechak shot ahead of the others and took a bite, ripping off a round chunk of thick tough hide from Vratuuk’s leg. Soon they would start to reach muscle, and that would be the end. He grosted now with fierce energy as his blood trailed behind, heading for a large lumac-cho where it was possible to turn and face them without being surrounded.



But there, above the lumac-cho, there was a ring, and from the ring came a faj, or fajthing! Another foe could only bring disaster. But if Vratuuk turned now, the yattlechaks would flank and feed without mercy. The fajthing came forward, drindleless but yet with speed, and Vratuuk, resigned, felt doomed to ignoble death.



The fajthing had only four limbs, but raised two of them to present a tiny bent rostund. “Pap! Pap!” it spat, and Vratuuk heard the hissing of small stones through the shaish around the yattlechaks. And more paps happened, and the yattlechaks started to die, bursting with little shrieks of surprise! 



Vratuuk reached the lumac-cho and spun, casting aside the drindles and wielding two rostunds, each made from sharp lumac-tooth. They did not make pap-noises like that of the fajthing, nor did they project stones, but they were weighty and effective. Vratuuk swung them and connected, spiking two of the yattlechaks as the rest closed in with glittering translucent fangs.



The paps stopped, but then the fajthing was near, and it had another rostund, this one small and shiny, and though its limbs were small, it moved effectively and speared more yattlechaks. They showed fear for the first time. Had they swarmed the fajthing they could have overwhelmed it, but only one of them dared try, and when it bit its teeth broke and it screamed. The fajthing stabbed and struck with the little rostund and opened large gashes in the yattlechaks wherever it struck, and they showed little hunger for its meat. Another fell, and another, and now they fell back, fell away from the fajthing and also Vratuuk! 



The yattlechaks tried to regroup, and Vratuuk himself struck the deciding blow. There would be no meal for them today! They skittered apart and fled, seeking a cavern where they could lick their wounds..



Vratuuk sang! Deliverance from death by mysterious aid, what a great song to share back home, and from which to make a legend! Vratuuk danced, and the fajthing danced too, looking down with great fascination at its own lower limbs, below which its shadow danced with it in a bright glowing silhouette. It reached down to take up a scoop of the brilliant sand, which it made to disappear within its raiments.



Vratuuk directed words at the fajthing, who responded in kind, but nothing made sense; they did not share fatuume. But Vratuuk then saw the fajthing staring up at the shining ring from whence it came; the ring flickered and flashed! This was understood, the fajthing wanted to go back to the ring. Vratuuk took up the cast-aside drindles and took hold of the fajthing, who yielded, and with great strokes they grosted up to the ring, higher and higher above the lumac-cho, and the ring shuddered as if to fade, which caused the fajthing to squirm almost free from Vratuuk’s grasp. Vratuuk swung the drindles harder and faster, and at last hurled the twisting fajthing towards the ring—








My head popped back through, continuing my scream, and I could almost still feel those alien claws on my waist. I dropped my knife and the .22 and grabbed at the bricks, pulling myself up. I strained at the edge, and got most of the way through, but something was holding my foot; was it that alien? No, he was too far away, hanging in the air and looking at me oddly. Then what was going on?



Vancet was nearby, he’d dragged himself over to the hole with the Portadoc still wrapped around his leg. “Sand bucket! Grab some! Throw it back!” he yelled.



I did as directed and suddenly the stricture was gone. I collapsed as I rolled out of the hole, lying next to him.



“What was that all about?” I panted as my breath came back to me and I tasted genuine Earth air once more, coughing out the last few of those weird invisible bubbles.



“At the end, the mass has to be in balance between the two worlds; conservation of energy,” he said. “We can postpone the balancing for a while with enough energy input but we can’t break it.



“Basically, we sent you and a lungful of your air into that world; we needed to get you and a lungful back. But you apparently brought some extra mass with you—”



“And left some behind,” I said. “Emptied a clip of plastic bullets, and sweated a lot, and one of those rat-piranhas bit my kevlar.”



“Understood. Still, there was an imbalance and we couldn’t close the field until enough mass had crossed in the other direction. That bucket of sand there wasn’t just for fighting the occasional fire.



“Anyway, you got back just in time! I mentioned that we can only visit for a while, you had about 15 minutes. I was about to warn you of that when you jumped in and gave me a heart attack along with my busted leg.”



I looked down through the hole again, and saw the manthing. ‘He’ was waving his weapons with two limbs, and using his fans with two others, and his face was so alien as he looked at me, but I still knew what that look meant, and that was enough.



At that point, the hole blinked one last time and went dark. Relays popped open and parts of Vancet’s setup started to smoke or vent steam, though the pipes and wires continued to glow a dull red among the firebricks.



“So, what’d you bring back?” asked Vancet, breaking me out of my thoughts. But his question brought more joy to me. I reached in my pocket and took out a handful of beautiful dark red sand.



“This sand. Look at this stuff!” I cupped my hand over it. “It’s just red sand in regular light, but it shines in shadow. I don’t know what’s powering it, but we can figure it out. Put a ring of this around a tree, and we can have apples again, and pears, and fresh veggies that haven’t turned to paste in a metal can—” 



“Put that stuff right in here,” he said, holding out a thickly lined sample container. “I didn’t measure deadly radiation from that particular world, or it wouldn’t be in the rotation, but let’s not take chances until we test it all out. You should probably ditch your clothes and hit the ‘fresher just to be safe.”



“You’ve been trying to get my pants off for soooo long, and you settled on that cheesy a line?” I teased as I started to unstrap my equipment and head for the ‘fresher cabinet. Soon I had hot water streaming down all over me as the washbox on the side took care of my clothes.



“Towels and a robe are in the cabinet to the left, if you choose not to display your considerable raw animal charms to me,” Vancet said. “Anyway, sales pitch cut short, I need someone to help me research this, and someone who can listen to instructions before smashing through windows and jumping headfirst into portals to alternate dimensions. Is that a skill that you think you can acquire?”



“You are very likely still alive because I acted quickly and used my judgement to adapt available resources in an emergency,” I retorted with raised voice as I let the ‘fresher dry me with blasts of hot air. “But yes, what you have just outlined does interest me, and I want in.”



I didn’t hear exactly what Vancet said in reply, because at that moment the hot air stopped flowing, and with my eyes closed I could feel again that moment under the alien star, dancing amid skulls below an open sky with a happy alien next to me, filling my heart with charity and relief and a curious sort of hope, and a figure bright as my soul dancing under me, made of the purest light.
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         In the far distant past, before our history began, another species’ history came to a monumental turning point. They called themselves the Ni’so, and their favorite pasttime was advancing science and shooting drones at planets to see what they could see. 



The previous one hundred and eleven planets they’d shot drones at were barren rocks, all iron and silicates and nothing even remotely interesting. 



The one hundred and twelfth planet they shot a drone at was earth.



To this day, the first image the drone beamed back paints the cover of history textbooks. The Ni’so carved it into their monuments and tattooed it on their bodies and framed it in their  art galleries. Their annual holiday, Discovery Day, cements it in their calendar. 



The picture is pastoral, if not a bit bland. It depicts a lush Mississippi river basin, circa one million years ago. Trees dot the landscape. A tributary runs along one border of the image. Two bird-shaped blurs tease the opposite corner of the image. 



It took six months from the time the drone captured the image to the time it was received on the Ni’so home world. In under a day’s time (days on the Ni’so homeworld are equal to four of our days), the government organized a crewed mission, packed with the world’s finest scientists and educators, the curious and the able. 



The trip would take six hundred and twelve years. The average Ni’so lifespan was a mere two hundred. 



The first generation aboard that rocket went forth bravely, without complaint. The second generation, the ones born en-route, who neither got the glory of their heroic sacrifice upon departure nor the honor of setting up the future base on that strange new earth, the proverbial middle children, the Moseses--they mutinied. 



Lucky for the mission, the rocket was computer-guided. Its destination couldn’t be changed. The middle children slaughtered their aging parents, dumped them out the airlock, and established communist rule in the rocket. All communications equipment was destroyed, along with all the guns and weapons of war. The mission became one-way.



Their little utopia lasted approximately one hundred years, until the third and final generation of the voyage came of age. Then, cyclically, they turned against their parents, killing them to the last and dumping their bodies out the airlock. They then declared the rocket back under the control of the Ni’so world government, and continued on with the mission. Anyone who dissented was thrown out the airlock.



The rocket arrived exactly six hundred and twelve years later, having left in its wake a trail of floating corpses three generations long.







The children of those who arrived in the rocket knew nothing of its claustrophobic terrors. They grew up in habitats with windows that opened to scenic expanses of untouched wilderness. They breathed deep the air of the new Ni’so world and were happy, for a time. 



These children grew to be the first generation of explorers and scientists. Their days were strictly regimented, but they were loved by the older generation, who were so terrified of being killed like the previous generations of Ni’so travelers they resorted to loving their children instead. 



It worked.



One of the children showed a particular aptitude for biology at an early age. His name was Them. Them was placed under the direct tutelage of the Ni’so biology team. For ten years, he slept with them, ate with them, studied with them, and shadowed them on their excursions outside the base. 



These excursions were unique for their own reasons. The Ni’so colonizers only brought with them enough supplies to make a single habitation consisting of several dorm-style buildings, a main assembly hall and cafeteria, and a wall running around the length of the perimeter.



Unless otherwise authorized to, no one was allowed to go outside the wall.



Them’s peers were endlessly fascinated by his tales of the outside world. He told them between classes about the strange rock formations, the trees with their alien green leaves, and the strange variety of apes living in the nearby woods. 



“We leave most of it alone,” he said to his friends, “except for the apes. The biologists say their brains are plastic, and we can mold them with the right chemistry.”



“Are their brains really made of plastic?” one of his friends asked. 



“No. It’s just meat, same as the rest of them.”



The whole group of young Ni’so hummed in disappointment.







When Them was a young adult, he and the rest of his peers witnessed a sight they never expected. One day, without any warning at all, a rocket descended from the sky. Painted on its side was the flag of the Ni’so world government. 



It circled the camp once, then moved off to a clearing in the forest a mile away. All day and all night it stood there, silently watching. 



All expeditions outside the walls were cancelled. Them, along with the rest of the adult Ni’so, were called to the assembly hall to deliberate. There was a lot of shouting and hurling of words Them had never heard before.



Eventually, it came to a common consensus that the two oldest colonists should go to the rocket and ascertain their intentions. 



Several hours later, the two elders returned, grim looks on their faces. They said they had met with the rocket’s pilot, a military commander from the Ni’so space force. He and his attachment of troops had been sent from the Ni’so homeworld following the second generation of colonists’ communist uprising. The mission of the soldiers was to reclaim the wayward expedition, or destroy it if it was deemed unsalvageable. 



“How did they get here?” Them asked. 



“What do you mean?” one of the two elders asked. “They flew a rocket, same as us.”



“But it would have taken six hundred years for them, too. Three generations.”



The elder shrugged. “Their grandparents must have been firmer of heart than ours.”



The elders continued speaking. They had tried to explain to the commander that all the communists were long dead, and that they were loyal to Ni’so and to the original intent of the expedition. But the commander didn’t believe them. He proclaimed he would tour the colony the following morning to determine whether or not they were still fit to continue the expedition.



“What if they think we’re not fit?” Them asked. 



“We’ll get airlock’d,” the elder said, fear in his voice. 



The collective unconscious memory of a string of bodies three lifetimes long overtook the assembly. No one spoke. The air was as silent as the vacuum of space.







The commander arrived promptly at sunrise. 



The alien single sun made the ribbons on his chest shine. His uniform looked unsuited for the alien world. The dozen or so guards he brought with them had armor plating much more appropriate for the occasion. 



The camp was utterly silent as the commander and his cadre took their tour. He inspected the scientific instruments, noted the perimeter defenses, and shared a cup of coffee with the two elders in the assembly hall. 



The tension ebbed slowly from the camp as it became clear he saw no harm in them. He concluded the tour by chatting amiably with several of the colony’s adults in the outdoor area by the assembly hall.



As the commander was wrapping up his tour, he passed by Them and a few of his friends. 



“What do you do?” he asked Them.



“I’m studying to be a biologist.”



“Very good. A necessary and noble profession.” The commander’s tone became softer. “If you could go home right now and say anything you wanted to the people of Ni’so, what would you say?”



Them noticed the elders tense up. He considered his words very carefully before responding. 



“I wouldn’t say anything. I would show them all the data we’ve accrued. The neural malleability of these animals is astounding. Just last decade, we chemically manipulated some primates’ brains to grow larger frontal cortices. Now they’re fishing with spears. It’s remarkable.”



The commander smiled and nodded. Them’s heart swelled with pride. The impossible distance between him and his ancient home seemed a little less, if only for a moment.



Them and the others followed the commander and his guards to the gate to see him off. Just as he turned to walk through the gate, however, Them heard a strange whistling sound fill the air. 



He looked at the commander just in time to see a spear slide into his face. 



His eyes darted one way, then another. Then he collapsed. 



Them fell to the earth and closed his eyes. More whistling sounds came from all around him. Awful, grotesque squishing sounds filled the air. 



When Them looked up, the commander’s guards had all been airlock’d. Spears not unlike the kind the manipulated apes used jutted from their bodies at stilted angles. They lay in pools of their own blood, staring at each other, unblinking.



Them looked around. The elders and a few of the other adults were breathing heavily, edging closer to the corpses. They held more spears in their hands. 



Them was too confused to scream. 







A council was called once the bodies had been buried. Everyone wanted to talk at once. Them forced himself to stay quiet. 



“He was never going to let us live,” one elder said. “We had to do it.”



“We are no better than our grandparents. Those soldiers are well within their right to wipe us out. We deserve it,” another said.



“That’s not true. Look at all we’ve accomplished. If they’d just left us alone, we would have been fine.”



A chorus of cheers went up in the meeting hall. 



“The government did this to them. We were willing to be peaceful. They were the ones knocking on our wall with guns.”



“What do we do?” one asked.



“We have to kill the rest, or they’ll wipe us out. We don’t have much time.”



“We won’t get close to their rocket. They’re armed to the teeth. They’ll airlock every last one of us.”



“There is still hope!” an elder cried above the din. His fragile, warbling voice stopped the assembly cold. “We must be smart. The die is cast now. Us or them. Hear me now...”



A plan was concocted. The elder designated tasks for the adults to carry out. Gruesome tasks.



Towards the end of his briefing, he pointed at Them. 



“You are a clever young man. You have a role to play as well.”



“I do?” Them asked. 



“Yes. The first part is this: go to the guards and strip them of their uniforms.”



“Oh.”



“And be mindful of the spears. You’ll need to pull them out. The edges are quite sharp.”







The insanity of the plan did not end at stripping corpses of their clothes. 



The colonists dressed themselves up like the guards. The elder who had formulated this plan put on the commander’s medal-studded uniform, folding the neck crease just so to hide the bloodstains. 



Them was handed a uniform, too. He put it on without complaint, even though it barely fit. The plate armor sat heavy on his diminutive shoulders.



Then, as a group, they walked the mile to where the rocket was parked in the clearing. Several other colonists with spears trailed behind, unseen. 



The woods around the landing site made them difficult to pick out from a distance, and the remaining guards weren’t expecting a fight. But as the group drew closer the guards realized something was off about the commander and the way he was hobbling along. 



Just before the shooting started, Them realized it had most likely been a bad idea for the elder to dress as the commander. 



The guards raised their weapons to fire, and that was when Them heard the strange, horrible whistling sound again. Spears flew through the air before planting themselves firmly in the faces and necks of the guards. A few misplaced throws bounced off the guards’ armor, but it was enough to stagger them. 



The guards recovered quickly and opened up with their guns. It was a slaughter. The elder dressed as the commander went down first, his chest bursting open from the inside. More colonists were hit. 



It was over in seconds. All of the colonists and most of the guards were airlock’d. But somehow, Them passed through the maelstrom uninjured. He ran to the entrance of the rocket and threw himself inside, sealing the door shut behind him. 



The inside of the rocket was quiet and sterile. It looked remarkably similar to the pictures of the rocket his parents came to this planet in. It made him sad to know that Ni’so technology had developed so little in all this time. 



As he ran through the rocket, he began to realize why his ancestors went mad. 



As the elder instructed him, he made his way up to the bridge. He was surprised to find it empty. Several windows outside illuminated a grizzly scene. The few surviving guards had beaten back the colonist attack and were now probing the bodies of his friends and mentors. 



His breathing grew heavy. His eyes could not stay on one thing. He stepped backward and tripped over an access panel with a colossal clatter. 



From down the access corridor, he swore he heard footsteps. 



In a panic, he looked around until he found a panel that read:



MISSILE CONTROLS



The footsteps got louder. He frantically started pressing different buttons. Any buttons. It no longer mattered which. The elder said push the buttons. So push he did. 



The footsteps got louder. They picked up, like someone was running towards him. Fear blistered his mind. He cried out and hit a small red button on the bottom of the board. Alarm bells went off. 



The footsteps were right around the corner. He pressed the button a second time just as more Ni’so guards entered the bridge and opened fire. 







Outside of the rocket, a micro-MIRV missile shot out of its housing with a wispy poof of smoke.



The rocket reached its apex and hovered a moment, floating weightlessly through space.



 Then, twenty four rockets broke off from the main housing and spread in a circle one mile wide. 



They started to fall.



A great explosion rocked the fledgling earth. 



And then for many years, there was peace.
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