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  The Ambassador's Staff


  I considered the kid in the threadbare armchair on the other side of my desk. Shaggy-cut brown hair, clothes on the edge of shabby, two dull metal earrings looped through one ear and a stud in his lower lip. Sitting up straight, though, and looking worried. It had been a while since I'd had much to do with teenage boys—not since I was a teenage girl. I didn't remember them being this quiet.


  "Most people come to see me because they're in some kind of trouble," I prompted.


  He shook his head. "No—at least, I don't think so. I'm just—I want to do the right thing."


  "That doesn't usually require the help of a private detective."


  "No." He chewed his lip for a second, the stud clicking against his teeth. "I need some advice."


  "Fair enough. What's your name, kid?" I tapped my temple to activate my implant, blinked through the heads-up display options, and started a recording. Implants were pricey, but this one had been worth it.


  "Seetharaman Warren, but everyone calls me Seeth. I live out in the Crops, with my mom." The rest came in a rush. "This morning I found this out there. In the street."


  He reached inside his jacket and came out with something wrapped in a thin beige towel. My heart ramped up for a second, adrenaline reaction. He set the towel gently on the desk and glanced at the window, the walklane outside in full view.


  I shook my head. "Don't worry. It's one-way."


  He nodded and unwrapped the contents. I stared, not comprehending what I was seeing, and then it clicked and the adrenaline shot off another round. A big one this time.


  "Is that," I breathed, "the Ambassador's staff?"


  "I think so. What's left of it, anyway," he said, staring, like me, at the three jaggedly-broken crystalline shafts. My eyes put them together easily enough—there's the bottom, look at the way one end is capped, and it broke apart from that middle section there, and here's the top, with the curved head, perfectly polished to fit into a man's—a particular Martian man's—hand. It was really more of a cane or a walking-stick, but the Ambassador himself had always called it his staff, and who was I to argue? Whole, it had appeared pearly and luminescent, as if lit up from the inside by some arcane alchemy. Broken, it was dead white stone. Scattered dark stains marred the surface.


  "They said on the tri-V," I said slowly, "that the Martian Ambassador died in his sleep. In his hotel." It had been the only news on any channel all morning.


  Seeth must have felt my eyes on him, and looked up to meet my gaze, reading the question there. He nodded. "I know, ma'am, I don't understand it, either. I found this on my way home from work, and I knew right away what it was."


  I believed him. Anyone who'd ever seen the Martian Ambassador would recognize it, the way he wielded it like his staff of office.


  I frowned at Seeth. "So how does the Ambassador's staff wind up broken on a street in the Crops, when the Ambassador is dying peacefully in his hotel room?"


  "I guess that's what I need you to find out."


  "Me?"


  He stared at me, his eyes blue and clear and as absolutely honest as any I've ever seen. "I can't take it to the police. They'll think—I don't know what they'll think, but it won't be good. I haven't heard a word on the news about this thing being missing."


  I nodded. "You've got a point." The police wouldn't be falling over themselves to believe a story like this from a kid from the Crops.


  "But—there could be a reward or something." He almost whispered it, like it was too much to even hope for, like he shouldn't even say it because it would somehow become less likely if he gave it voice.


  "Okay," I said briskly. I folded the broken bits of the staff back up into the towel and shoved them into the bottom drawer of my desk, and locked it. "They're safer here, right? I'll write you a receipt."


  Seeth nodded, although I could tell it worried him to let it out of his hands.


  "I'll see what I can find out first from the police, and we'll decide where to go from there."


  "But you won't tell them where it came from." Trusting strangers doesn't come easy to folks from the Crops. It had obviously taken him most of the morning just to decide to come and see me.


  I smiled. "I'm not even planning to mention it," I told him. "I'm just going to see what they know and what they don't know. And what they're keeping quiet, maybe. I won't get you into any trouble."


  "Great," he said, getting up. "Thanks, Miss Thompson." He hesitated. "We didn't talk about money—"


  I shook my head. "Don't worry about it yet. Now that I've seen that—" I gestured to the locked drawer and grinned, "I won't sleep until I know a little more, anyway. And please, just call me Rachel."


  "Great," he said again. "If it turns out there's a reward—"


  "We'll work something out." I followed him to the door and he headed into the street. I watched him through the window, weaving his way through the folks milling around the spaceport, a few going to or from jobs, more just wandering—the street vendors, the homeless, the dealers and the Levelers.


  One of those was sprawled in the doorway of Kugar's video shop across the walklane, and I could tell the way he just stared, not moving, not blinking, that he was Leveled 'way up. Kugar wouldn't like that, but if he wanted the Leveler moved, he'd have to pick the guy up and carry him away. Once that white liquid finds its way down their throat or into a vein, they're living in an alternate reality, and they don't see, hear, feel or care anything about this one until they come back down.


  I sighed and turned away from the window. The joke is that Leveling is the furthest you can get from Earth without actually boarding a ship. If I'd gone off-planet when I'd had the opportunity—well, who knows what would have happened. But chances are I wouldn't be living in a tiny apartment above my office in a place like Cape City. Even if it was my own office.


  The tri-V was on in the outer office, still squawking about the dead Ambassador, and I stopped, intending to switch it off. They were replaying yesterday's speech, where he was trying to sell us on the benefits of Marseramic. He stood on a dais in the heart of the spaceport, unmistakable in his red and gold robes and one of those little square hats the Martians love, waving his staff around for emphasis as he spoke. The crowd, as usual, looked enthralled. The man had oozed charisma.


  The benefits of Marseramic can indeed stretch all the way from our red planet home to yours, our kindred of Earth. A Free and Fair Trade Accord will allow the people of both our planets to share technological advances and improvements. Advances in medical equipment. Advances in manufacturing. Advances in space transportation.


  His pearly staff was made of Marseramic, so it was pretty as well as useful, but it could mean trouble for a big sector of Earth's economy. For that reason, it was subject to a massive tariff, and the Martians were pissed. The Ambassador's number one job seemed to be rousing the rabble to put pressure on the governments to change that.


  According to the endless coverage on the tri-V, a heart attack in his sleep last night put an end to that undertaking.


  I listened to him for a minute more with my finger on the power button. He was animated and passionate, waving the staff around for emphasis, the light catching on the swirling substance inside it, making it look like a living thing in his hand. His color was good, energy was practically sparking off him, and he looked like he'd never been sick a day in his life. Watching him there, I just didn't buy it. If that guy had a heart attack, I thought, I'll sell out and leave the Cape. Hell, I'll move off-planet. Really, this time.


  Which left me with two big questions. If it wasn't a heart attack, what was it? And like I'd said to the kid, how did the staff end up broken in the street?


  Seemed like a good time for a walk. I switched on my avatar to take calls and mind the office, and headed down to the community police kiosk to see if my old friend Singh was around.


  ~o~


  Arturo Singh wasn't overjoyed to see me. Reception at the police kiosk was full: at least three Levelers sprawled in various states of their highs, a too-young kid in garish gang colors darting scared glances at a big guy who must be his father, a couple of hookers not even bothering to try and sweet-talk their way out of trouble. I was trying to convince Carmel, the receptionist, to buzz Singh for me when he happened to open the door of his office and glance out. Too late, he saw that I'd noticed him. He frowned, and motioned me over. Carmel rolled her eyes.


  "I'm busy, Rachel-ji," Singh said as he shut his office door behind me, barely waiting until I was inside his office. He's a tall man but thin and wiry, no telltale coffee-and-doughnuts bulk for him. There's some grey peppering the dark triangle of his beard now, but he's still years from retirement. I knew if he was using my first name he could spare me five minutes.


  "Quick question," I promised, and it was his turn to roll his eyes.


  He didn't invite me to sit but I did, and waited until he settled resignedly in his own chair.


  "What happened to the Martian Ambassador?"


  Singh leaned back in his chair. "Heart attack. Don't you watch the news? Or did you have to pawn your tri-V to pay the rent?" He grinned at his own joke, his teeth very white in his burnished-copper face.


  "Haha. I mean, what really happened to him? He wasn't heart-attack material."


  Singh shrugged. "You can tell by looking now? Maybe you should have been a doctor."


  Even with a room full of problems waiting for him outside, Singh could make jokes at my expense all day. Maybe I could shock him a little.


  "You know that staff the Ambassador always had with him? It's sitting in a locked drawer in my office. It's broken. And maybe bloodstained. Kid found it in the Crops this morning. I still have my tri-V and I have to say, I haven't seen anything on it all morning that would explain that."


  Singh narrowed his eyes at me. "Straight?"


  I nodded.


  He shook his head. "Official word is heart attack. His people are looking after everything—we're not involved at all. No need. No autopsy, nothing. Diplomatic blah-blah, they're taking his body home to Mars, end of story. No doubt his replacement will show up in a month banging the same gong about Marseramic and fair trade."


  Now it was my turn to frown. "But it doesn't make sense. How'd his staff end up in the Crops, smashed?"


  "You're sure that's what it is you've got?"


  "Absolutely. You ever see him without it?"


  "As a matter of fact, no." Singh looked through me for a minute. It's a weird habit he has, like when there's something on his mind you just fade into nothingness and he can't see you anymore. I used to think he was trying to politely let me know it was time to leave, but I've discovered it means he's thinking deep thoughts. And it's usually best to stay quiet and let him think them.


  The phone buzzed and he picked up, listened for a minute, sighed and said "I'll get on it," and hung up. "Body in a dumpster out in the Crops. Head bashed in. How unusual. You want to take odds it's a Leveler? Or a dealer?"


  I grinned and shook my head.


  He stood up to let me know he had to get back to work. "Go. Promise you'll come to me if you find out anything I should know about the Ambassador, okay?"


  I barely kept my mouth from dropping open. "Aren't you going to tell me to stay out of this?"


  "Nope. Like I told you, we're not involved in the Ambassador's death. So I have no reason to tell you to stay away. Far as I know, there's nothing for you to stay away from." He didn't even crack a smile.


  "No warnings, nothing you're holding back. I can just go and investigate on my own?" I asked, incredulous. "This isn't my birthday."


  "Try to stay safe," he said, "Just in case there is anything—wrong. I doubt it, but you never know. And if staying safe means coming back to me—"


  "I will. Thanks."


  He shrugged again. "I didn't do anything."


  "You didn't tell me to stay out of it. That's something."


  He shook his head while he opened the door. "Well, don't make me regret doing nothing, okay?"


  Out on the walklane, I realized I didn't know a single thing more than I did going in. Except that the police weren't involved. Which didn't seem like much of a lead.


  ~o~


  My next logical stop was the Ambassador's hotel. If I got lucky I might find someone there who'd be willing to talk to me. And if I didn't get lucky, I could bring up the matter of the missing staff. Surely that would get someone's attention.


  The ambitiously-named GalaxyPort Hotel is one of the oldest buildings in Cape City, built in the first concentric ring of businesses that sprang up around the original spaceport when it became obvious the port was going to be a success. The GalaxyPort has managed to maintain itself well, despite its age, and it's got that stately, cosmopolitan air that suggests old money and impeccable service. The young desk clerk looked frazzled, no doubt in part because of the milling crowd of tri-V and Web and HUDnet reporters dirtying up her nice clean lobby. And of course, an Ambassador dying here the night before.


  I didn't waste any time, just quietly showed her my PI's license and told her I was here to speak with the members of the Ambassador's staff. Her eyes got big for a second and then she nodded, told me in a low voice which descender to take and how far to go down. Naturally buildings this close to the spaceport were built down, not up. You don't want to get any closer to landing spacecraft than you have to, and you don't want to stick anything up in their way.


  Getting in was just that easy. None of the reporters gave me a second glance, since I was careful not to look like anyone important. And I guess the desk clerk didn't consider that I could have been a reporter pretending to be a detective. Well, she was young. She'd learn.


  The descender stopped at the tenth level and I followed the clerk's directions to the Ambassador's suite. There were only three suites here, so they all had to be pretty big. I knocked, and the door opened surprisingly quickly. A young blonde woman with eyes red and puffed from crying said, "Yes?"


  "I'm sorry to bother you, I know what a difficult time this must be," I said in my most sympathetic tone. I meant it, too, because she was obviously distraught by the Ambassador's death. I pulled out my license again and showed it to her. "Is there someone on the Ambassador's staff I could speak with? It's important."


  Confusion showed on her face for a moment, followed quickly by a flash of something else I couldn't identify. But she opened the door wider and I stepped inside. "Mr. Olara," she called into the recesses of the suite.


  I'd expected the suite to be nice—no, I'd expected it to be really nice—but I wasn't prepared for such lavish elegance. Cape City is a spaceport city, after all. Most of the people who lived here were on their way somewhere else or stuck here, like me, for reasons personal or financial. Even before it had turned out to be a perfect geographical spot for a spaceport, it had been a poor area. I know I gaped for just a second before I caught myself. I really didn't think places like this existed in Cape City.


  Mr. Olara came hurrying out from the depths of the suite, looking harried and annoyed. He ran a hand distractedly over his salt-and-pepper brush cut. His eyes were not red from crying.


  "Yes?" he asked, clipped and brusque. He shot the red-eyed woman a dirty look.


  There'd be no point trying to impress Olara with my license, so for him I took a different tack. "I'm a private investigator, Mr. Olara, and I'm sorry to bother you. But there's a matter involving the Ambassador's death that I think we should discuss." I let him see my eyes flick towards the young woman. The glance said, alone.


  A frown creased his face and I saw the internal struggle. He didn't want to talk to me, but could he risk not knowing what I was talking about? "I don't have long," he said, "And honestly, I don't see—but all right. Follow me." He turned on his heel and headed down the hallway, apparently expecting me to follow. Not wanting to disappoint him, I did. The young woman slipped off to another room without a word.


  At the end of the hall was a "sunroom"—sunlight seemed to flood in through the windows, although I knew the view outside them was holographic since we were ten stories underground. The sunlight was piped in via super-reflective solar collectors, or some mix of sunlight and artificial, anyway. As long as the customer thinks it's real, right? This room was just as elegant and imposing as the rest of the suite. Olara closed the door behind us but didn't offer me a seat in any of the blue and white toile-covered chairs.


  "The Ambassador's death was unfortunate but natural," he said abruptly. "I don't know what game you're playing, but there's nothing in this for you. Nothing."


  My right hand itched to smack him across the face, but I held back in the interests of punching him with something that might hurt more.


  "The Ambassador's shattered staff is locked in a drawer in my office," I said. "I believe there are bloodstains on it. I thought that might be of interest to someone here. If not, I'll be on my way." I turned to go.


  "Wait," he said in a thin voice.


  I turned back, my face carefully neutral.


  "I'm sorry," he said. "I had the wrong impression. Please sit down, Detective—?"


  "Thompson," I said. "But just Miss Thompson. You only get to call yourself 'Detective' if the police department is paying you."


  "Miss Thompson," he repeated. "We're all understandably upset here. The Ambassador—well, he was a great man. The whole embassy staff is devastated."


  "I can see that," I said, although Olara didn't look devastated. He looked stressed and disgruntled, but not brimming with grief. "I'm only here because I thought the staff would be important to someone. It's a mystery, and when there's a mystery, I tend to investigate." I flashed him a smile. "It's an occupational hazard."


  He twitched his lips but didn't smile. "Of course. The Ambassador lost that staff yesterday, after his speech. You might have seen him speaking on the tri-V. He was distraught about the staff, but somehow in the crowds—you know how these things happen. This entire trip, it's been one problem after another. But it wasn't something he cared to cause a fuss about, so we didn't report it or anything like that. I expected someone would turn up with it eventually, looking for a reward, but with all that's happened, I simply forgot about it."


  "What else has gone wrong?" I asked. I didn't really need to know, but I've found that if you keep people talking, about anything, interesting things sometimes turn up.


  Olara ticked items off on his stubby fingers. "The Ambassador's luggage was mislaid somewhere between Orion Station and here—it wasn't on the shuttle when we arrived and they still haven't tracked it down. The suite here wasn't as large as we'd been expecting, so I had to scramble to make alternate arrangements for several functions we had planned. There were protesters waiting at three of the Ambassador's speaking venues—he had to cancel the last one yesterday because of them—and he wasn't feeling well into the bargain, and then losing the staff—" He shrugged and sighed. "That all seems so trivial now."


  "And was there a reward?" I asked, because it was what I'd promised Seeth I'd find out.


  Olara shrugged. "I'm sure the Ambassador would have paid one, had the staff been returned intact. But if it's broken, as you say, and with the Ambassador gone..." He left the sentence hanging.


  "He doesn't need it back," I finished for him. "I understand. I had to ask, on behalf of my client."


  He looked at me more sharply. "You have a client? I'm not sure I understand."


  "My client is the one who found the staff," I explained.


  "Oh. Well. I assumed you intended to return the staff here regardless," he said severely. "To go back to Mars with the Ambassador's things."


  "So I should tell my client that there may be a reward after all?"


  Olara tried to stare me down, but I wasn't looking away. If he wanted the thing back, it seemed fair that he give the kid something for his trouble. Seeth could have left it lying in the street, after all, and no one ever would have known what happened to it.


  "I'll have to get back to you about that, Miss Thompson," he said finally.


  "No problem," I said. "Of course you have to consult with others about it." I handed him one of my cards and told him he could reach me, or my avatar, at the number on it anytime. I could tell he didn't like my implication that he couldn't make a decision about the reward on his own authority. That was okay—I'd only said it to get under his skin anyway. I just didn't like the guy.


  I decided to find Seeth and break the bad news that there was probably no reward in sight for the pieces of the staff. I stopped at my office and changed into scruffier clothes. You didn't want to attract undue attention out in the Crops.


  The Crops were what might once have been called a shantytown, one of the outermost rings of the spaceport. Some of the houses were scrapped spacecraft, propped up on blocks and sporting haphazard additions; some were ancient mobile homes; some seemed to be not much more than lean-tos constructed out of castoff cargo pods and sheet metal.


  But they all had the dignity of an address, and I found the one Seeth had given me without too much trouble. It actually wasn't a bad-looking spot. The base of the house was formed from an old payload module that was a pretty good size, with a big porch of aluminum sheathing hammered on to the front. Whoever had fitted the windows had scrounged them from a low-orbit shuttle and done a good job of setting them in. It would be weather-tight at least, a definite consideration since our winters swung down as low as -55° sometimes now, in sharp contrast to the 40°+ days of the summers. Cape City used to have a more temperate climate, but that's just one of the many things that have changed since my grandfather's time.


  There were a few people on the street. I had the eerie sensation of eyes on my back, but I didn't try to figure out which curtained window they might be behind. If I lived in the Crops, I'd be wary and curious about strangers, too.


  I stepped up and knocked on the door. It was answered after a few moments by a woman I assumed to be Seeth's mother. She was perhaps my age, quite possibly beautiful once, but her face was gaunt and her breath came in painful-sounding rasps. Her eyes were suspicious and she opened only the inner door. "Yes?"


  I smiled. "Good afternoon, I'm just looking for Seeth. Is he at home?"


  "He's not in any trouble." It wasn't a question. She was telling me something she knew with certainty. Even living out here in the Crops, her boy was a good boy. Period.


  "No, he's not." I showed her my license. "Seeth is my client, and I wanted to report to him."


  She raised one eyebrow and drew a wheezy breath. "Come in, Miss Thompson," she said, pushing open the outer door and stepping back to make room for me.


  "Please, call me Rachel," I said. The place was nicer inside than I'd expected. Whatever had happened to the Warren family to land them out here, Mrs. Warren was obviously determined to make a home for Seeth. Every surface was clean, the furniture old but not scruffy, and the walls hung with bright tapestries of paint and threadwork. A small tri-V flickered in the corner, although the sound was muted.


  She motioned me to a table in the kitchen area. "I'm Sally. Will you have some green tea?"


  "That would be great," I said. I hoped she wasn't going to ask me what Seeth had hired me for, since I had to keep confidentiality. If he'd told her about it, that would make it easier, but she'd have to bring it up.


  She moved slowly making the tea, her breathing slow and labored. I itched to offer to help but sensed that would be an affront to her dignity. I wondered what kind of Herculean effort it took her to keep the house this clean.


  "I expect it's about that staff Seeth found," she said. "He was hoping there might be a reward."


  I nodded. "I spoke to one of the Ambassador's people earlier. He wasn't sure what they'd do about it."


  "Probably denying the man had ever been in the Crops," she said, setting the tea on the table next to a pair of delicately painted cups. "Sorry I'm so slow," she added. "Vacuum burn in my lungs when Seeth was just a baby."


  "Wow. How did that happen?"


  She shrugged. "My husband and I were crewing on an asteroid miner. Same old story, company not following the regs, health and safety procedures not enforced." Her face hardened as she poured the tea for us. "At least I made it back to Earth alive. My husband wasn't so lucky."


  "I'm so sorry. What about compensation?"


  She shook her head. "Blamed the accident on my husband, so they wouldn't pay anything for him. Me, I got my back pay and a settlement, but hardly enough to support the two of us. I couldn't do much for a long time." She glanced around the room. "We've managed, but it hasn't been easy. That's why Seeth was hoping there'd be a reward for the staff. He's already working two jobs and going to school."


  I sipped my drink, savoring the pleasant swirl of sweet honey over the slightly bitter tea. "You guessed they'd deny that the Ambassador had ever been in the Crops. You're right. I was told the staff disappeared after his speech yesterday morning."


  "I suppose it doesn't much matter, then, if that's their story." She shrugged. "I thought they might want to cover something up, and they might pay to do that."


  I looked at her curiously. "You think they're lying? That the Ambassador actually was here? Why?"


  She looked out the window for a long moment, staring through the thick pane at something that I couldn't see. "My husband," she said slowly, "was a Leveler, Miss Thompson. A mind-Leveler. You know what that is?"


  "I've heard stories," I said slowly. "A handful of people react to Level differently from everyone else."


  She nodded. "The government would like to keep that quiet. In mind-Levelers, the drug makes them smarter, more charismatic. They're stronger, faster, better problem-solvers, better at almost anything."


  "So...Level really makes them the way the other users just feel," I said.


  "You could put it that way," she said with a humorless chuckle. "The cost is just the same, though. After the effects have worn off they crash just as hard as anyone else."


  "But while they're under the influence of the drug—"


  "They can achieve almost anything," she finished for me. "And that Ambassador...from the first time I saw him on the tri-V, I said to myself, that man's a mind-Leveler."


  "But how could he hide it? In the kind of position he held?" I protested.


  Mrs. Warren sipped her tea. "They're good," she said simply. "I know—I lived with one for ten years. And if the Ambassador had a few trusted staff members, just one or two—"


  "To run interference for him when he needed them to—"


  She nodded again. "It could be done. And anyone looking for Level in Cape City, they'd likely end up out here."


  I still couldn't quite get my head around the notion that the Martian Ambassador could have been a Leveler, but I didn't want to argue with her. It also wouldn't really explain why he'd be out in the Crops trying to score a hit of the stuff. He'd bring his own with him, or send someone out to get it for him.


  I finished my tea. "Thanks for telling me all this, Mrs. Warren," I said, and stood to leave. "Will you tell Seeth I was looking for him?"


  She nodded. "Drop by if you find out anything else," she said, and for just an instant I saw in her eyes how hungry for company she was.


  The air was still warm outside but I shivered as I walked back towards the inner rings. If that was what going off-world could get you, maybe I'd made the right choice after all, staying on Earth.


  Still, in a way, I envied Mrs. Warren. She'd had a chance at life beyond the planet, working in the dark reaches of space with her husband. Me, I'd been too scared to take the chance.


  I took a deep breath of the warm spring air and thought of her raspy, painful breathing.


  ~o~


  I stopped for some supper and it was late by the time I got back to my office. I spent the evening scouring the Web and HUDnet for every available scrap of news footage covering the Ambassador's visit, watching vid and HUD images until I had a headache. It paid off in the end, although I almost missed it.


  Olara had mentioned one appearance the Ambassador had to cancel because of protesters—the last one of the day, he'd said. I found a few brief images of the Ambassador leaving the venue, looking slightly pissed and being hustled into a waiting limo by anxious-looking security guards.


  Because of the camera angle, it wasn't easy to see, but in one fleeting shot, the Ambassador's staff was clearly still in his hand. This would have been hours after Olara claimed it had been lost.


  So Olara had lied to me—but why?


  I could confront him with that in the morning, but even if he'd let me in, I'd need more information first. I wanted to know if there was anything in Mrs. Warren's ideas about the Ambassador being a Leveler, and there was one person who might know. I'd go to her first. If, after our last meeting, she'd even speak to me.


  Porsche Violetta wouldn't be anywhere I could find her until at least noon, so I spent the next morning catching up on paperwork and tidying the office. Okay, so that took about fifteen minutes, and the rest of the time I spent in a VR sim exploring faraway worlds. If I ever did get up the courage to go off-world, at least I'd already know what it looked like.


  A little after one I left the office, looking considerably different than I had for my visit to the Crops yesterday. Porsche was big on appearances, so I paired a bright red turtleneck with my best black leather jacket and black jeans, boots with silver toecaps and a pair of red-framed sunglasses that screamed "diva." I walked, because it was only two rings in toward the center. It was still a world away from my office.


  The doors were locked at Porsche's club, Xeviosity. What doesn't happen at Xeviosity gets talked about there, and Porsche pulls a lot of strings in Cape City. I'm not on the end of one anymore, which was why I wasn't sure of my reception.


  I knocked and waited. Finally one of the lugs Porsche employs to watch the rabble opened the door a crack. "She in yet?" I asked.


  He stared at me for a minute with eyes that were all iris in the dim light. I caught a glitter behind one that could have been an implant, but I didn't want to stare, even behind my own dark lenses. I could almost hear his brain trying to match my face with some internal file. "Office," he said finally. I wondered what might be in that file.


  Two more goons stood outside the office but they let me in without any questions. Porsche had likely been watching me on hidden vids ever since I got within half a click of the place.


  She was at her desk. Her long, tiger-striped hair was loose around her shoulders and she twisted one silky strand around her crimson-tipped fingers. Her eyes, smoky and mysterious, watched me cross the room. Porsche knew the art of wearing makeup so that it didn't look like makeup, just perfect, perfect skin.


  I flipped off my shades and sat down in one of the big faux croc chairs facing her desk. "Thanks for seeing me, Porsche."


  She leaned back in her chair, still silent, then shrugged. "I stopped being mad at you for turning down my offer," she said. "And if you're here, it must be important. Which could also mean interesting. And you know how I love interesting."


  "Hope I don't disappoint. I'm really here for asking, not telling." She merely raised her eyebrows, so I continued. "The Martian Ambassador."


  Porsche nodded. "He was more interesting when he was alive."


  "You knew him?"


  She pulled a half-smile. "Not personally. Xeviosity's not exactly the Embassy. No matter how well he might have fit in here."


  I pursed my lips. "The man seemed pretty squeaky clean, to all appearances."


  "Maybe you should just tell me what you want to know," she countered. She might not be angry any more, but she wasn't going to make my life easy, either.


  "Okay, straight," I said. "I think the Martian Ambassador was a Leveler, and that he didn't die peacefully in his sleep at his hotel. I think he was murdered, and I want to know if Level had anything to do with it."


  Porsche flipped her hair away from her face and sat back, smiling. "And you think I'd know. I'm flattered."


  "Flattery aside, can you help? I know you don't deal, but you know who does."


  "You on a case?"


  I shrugged. "Sort of. I'm helping a kid from the Crops, and I smell something wrong in this business with the Ambassador."


  "And you can't let it go now that your nose is on the scent. The faithful bloodhound," she teased.


  I grinned. "Woof, woof. Any answers?"


  She traced an intricate design on the desktop with one long red fingernail for a moment. "The Ambassador was definitely a mind-Leveler. You familiar?"


  "I know a little. The drug actually makes you as good as most people only think they are on it."


  Porsche nodded. "It was the Ambassador's ticket to greatness. I have it on good authority from a Martian...business acquaintance. The man got where he was thanks to Level, and that's what kept him at the top."


  It was almost shocking to have my suspicions confirmed so easily. But it didn't give me all the answers I needed. "So why would he be out in the Crops looking for a score? If he was completely dependent on it, he wouldn't go anywhere—let alone off-world—without an adequate supply."


  "Well, you're the detective," Porsche said with a shrug, "you'll have to figure out that part. Something must have gone wrong, some problem he didn't anticipate. Seems like there's always some kind of screwup when you travel. I guess even ambassadors aren't immune to that."


  "You're right there," I agreed. "Apparently he was having one of those trips where everything goes wrong—" The words died on my tongue as something Olara had said came back to me. Just one more problem in the litany of things gone wrong, too-small hotel suites and protesters making things difficult—The Ambassador's luggage was mislaid somewhere between Orion Station and here—it wasn't on the shuttle when we arrived and they still haven't tracked it down.


  Would he carry his supply of Level in his luggage? Of course he would. An off-world ambassador wouldn't have his baggage searched, wouldn't be suspected of bringing anything contraband with him...but if it got lost, he'd be just as helpless and frustrated as any other traveler.


  I stood up, my mind racing. Porsche was grinning at me. "You've had a brainstorm."


  "I think so. I—" Without warning, my implant pinged. Unauthorized access flashed on my HUD, practically blinding me in one eye. Dammit. Someone was breaking into my office.


  "Porsche, I gotta run." I didn't wait for her to say goodbye, just threw "Thanks!"over my shoulder as I left the office. I hoped she wouldn't end up mad at me again.


  I ran almost the whole two rings to my office, although I thought it was going to kill me. Everything looked fine from the outside. I let myself catch my breath, then opened the door cautiously. The outer office was intact, the door to the inner office closed, just as I'd left it. Then came a muffled thud, like wood splintering. I tapped my implant and blinked through the HUD to send a call to Arturo Singh, although he'd take time to get here. Wishing for my gun, I tiptoed to the inner door and eased it open.


  Olara was bent over my desk.


  I opened the door wide and said, "I didn't know we had an appointment."


  He jerked upright, and I saw that he held the towel-wrapped pieces of the staff. He didn't appear to be armed, which didn't surprise me. If I'd taken him for the kind of guy to carry a piece I wouldn't have startled him.


  I stepped inside and shut the office door, leaning against it and crossing my arms. "Breaking and entering, willful damage to property, just to avoid paying a little reward money? I would have expected the Martian government to be above this sort of thing."


  He glared at me. "What about you—and your client—trying to extort money to keep this quiet?"


  I was dumbfounded. "What?"


  "I know how this sort of thing works," he snarled. "I've run into it before. You ask for a 'reward,' or maybe money to keep quiet, but then it isn't enough. You try to get more, and threaten to go to the press if we don't come across with it. Try to turn this into some kind of sordid mess, which it isn't. You never would have given me the staff."


  "You're the one who's turned this into a mess," I retorted. "You've got it all wrong."


  He came around the desk toward me, not belligerently, just determined-looking. I didn't move. He wasn't a big guy and he wasn't in great shape. I was pretty sure I could take him down if it came to that.


  "Move. I'm leaving," he said.


  "No way. I've already called the police on my implant. You can explain the whole thing to them when they get here."


  He sneered. "I have diplomatic immunity. They can't touch me."


  I smiled. "I paged a friend at the tri-V station, too, and a newsblogger. I don't think diplomatic immunity means much to them. Not when there's a story to be had."


  I've learned a few valuable lessons in the course of this job. Sadly, they're always in the form of "mistakes-I-won't-make-again." I learned another one that day. Just because you don't think a person is armed, doesn't mean they're not.


  Olara's face contorted with rage and he moved as if to hit me. I put out an arm to block him.


  Unfortunately, under the towel he'd been holding a syringe, and he plunged it into my raised forearm before I could react. I caught just the merest swirl of the pale, luminescent liquid in the barrel before he hit the plunger. In a weird bit of displaced memory it reminded me of the Ambassador's staff.


  "See how you like Leveling, bitch," Olara spat at me. "No-one's going to believe the word of a drug addict. And by the time you're coherent again, I'll be off-world."


  I yelped in pain and jerked away, but it was too late. My skin stung where he'd stuck the needle, and my entire arm already tingled and burned. I blinked as my vision blurred.


  "Once I take care of your 'client,' too, that will be the end of this nightmare," he said, watching unconcernedly as I staggered. "I don't think she'll give me much trouble. The Ambassador wouldn't listen to me when he was alive, but at least I can clean up this one last mess for him."


  My knees buckled as he turned the door handle, and all I saw as I toppled forward were his shoes walking out.


  ~o~


  It seemed like only moments later when I woke. I glanced at my watch, checked my HUD; less than five minutes had passed. Judging by the utter quiet of the office, the police hadn't even arrived yet. Typical.


  I didn't try to move right away, but my mind was racing. What had Olara said just before he left? That he was going to "take care of my client"? But how could he know who my client was? I hadn't mentioned a thing about Seeth...and Olara had said "she."


  The answer clicked into place like a jigsaw puzzle piece. He must have followed me out to the Crops after I'd talked to him the first time, saw me talking to Seeth's mother. Thought Sally was my client. And he was headed out there to "take care" of her. The bastard.


  That was why I'd had the feeling of someone watching me. He'd probably followed me to Xeviosity, too, then tried to race me back to my office. He'd have succeeded if my HUD hadn't alerted me to the breach.


  I had to get out to the Crops and help Sally. I started for my desk to get my gun and stepped on something. The Level syringe Olara had dropped. I stared at the thing. That much Level should have incapacitated me for hours.


  The image of the Leveler outside Kugar's shop rose in my mind. Sprawled and staring, unmoving, unblinking, while a completely different, drug-conjured life played in his brain. My heart thudded painfully in my chest.


  Is any of this real?


  I bent to pick up the syringe and stared at the trace of pearly white liquid clinging to the inside. That's what it would do, right? Make me think I was the best damned detective ever, figuring things out, rushing to rescue people. When all the while I might still be just lying on the floor of my office, drooling.


  I took a deep breath and pinched myself. It hurt. Okay, maybe I had some time before the Level really kicked in. If I hurried, maybe I could still get to Sally in time. I just had to stay focused, make sure I didn't slip under the influence of the Level. I wrenched open the drawer of my desk and jammed the gun into the back of my waistband, then left the office at a run. Just let me get there before the drug takes me down. I pumped my legs harder, sprinting for the Crops. People stared as I passed. The firm weight of my gun against the small of my back was oddly comforting. Surely Level wouldn't make me imagine a detail like that?


  I ran faster.


  As I ran, all the pieces slotted into order like tumblers in a lock. The Ambassador had gone out to the Crops to try and score some Level, since his stash was lost in the missing luggage. He probably had Olara with him, but he'd have gone himself, because whatever his shortcomings, he'd been the sort of man who took personal responsibility for his actions. Something had gone wrong, they'd run into more than they could handle, a dealer, maybe, who got greedy when he saw who his customer was. There'd been an altercation.


  Arturo Singh's phone call about the body in a dumpster fit into the story perfectly. It was as plain as a tri-V scene in my mind: the dealer—maybe more than one of them—making the wrong move, Olara grabbing the staff and using it as a weapon...just too late, since the Ambassador had been killed. If Olara had killed the dealer, even in self-defense, he'd keep it quiet—he had the Ambassador's reputation and his own to consider. Olara could have gotten the Ambassador's body back to the hotel, but the broken staff had been overlooked in the street. It all made sense.


  But was that me, or the Level? And why was I breathing so hard? Was I tiring, slipping? Buildings sped past me,the rings blending as I flew through them. Maybe adrenaline would keep the drug at bay long enough.


  I wished I knew more about Level. I'd have to ask Sally if this kind of delayed reaction was normal. And ask her more about going off-world. Why had I made such a big deal about that? It would be as simple as stepping on a shuttle.


  It was the drug, trying to distract me with another imaginary life. I had to fight it long enough to get to Seeth and his mother. Somehow I found the strength to run even faster. Folks on the street seemed blurry, slowed. I wondered if my perception was deteriorating.


  By the time the Warrens' converted home came into view, my lungs were burning like I'd tried to breathe vacuum. In the back of my mind I knew I should not have been able to run this far, this fast, this steadily, and fear clawed at my mind again—none of this is real. I shoved the thought aside. Either this was reality and I had to keep going, or it wasn't and I was still in my office imagining it all. The only logical thing to do was play out the scenario as well as I could. At the very least, I'd hallucinate a happy ending.


  The street was quiet, the door to the house closed. I dodged behind a corrugated aluminum fence and scuttled along in its shadow until I was close to the house. A quick dash took me to the front corner, and I sidled along the wall, ducking low under the window, until I reached the door. I pulled the gun out of my waistband, kicked the door open, and surveyed the scene.


  I was too late.


  Sally Warren stood over Olara, who cringed on the floor cradling the bloodied side of his head. She had him more than adequately covered with a Creighton 220 HandLaser. She looked up, startled, when the door burst open, but the gun didn't waver. Sally smiled. "You the cavalry?"


  I grinned, although my legs felt watery. This must be reality; I couldn't have dreamt up this scene. "Like you need it. You and Seeth okay?"


  She nodded and pulled a rasping breath. "Seeth's at school. And once you've been a space jock, the reflexes don't go away. Who is this?"


  I pulled up my HUD and blinked alternate instructions to Singh, sending him my coordinates before I answered. "An idiot who thinks he's above the law," I said. I walked over to Olara, barely resisting the urge to kick him. "He injected me with Level, but I don't think it worked."


  "Level?" Sally sucked in a breath and said in a different voice, "Rachel, are you all right?"


  "I'm fine," I said. "I was worried at first, but I'm okay now. I guess it didn't work on me," I said again. I stood staring down at Olara, not really sure what I wanted to say to him. I thought I'd have more questions, but I'd already figured it all out, or at least enough to satisfy me. "Did you put the body in a dumpster?" I asked him finally.


  "Go to hell," Olara said through clenched teeth.


  I chuckled. It sounded really loud, even to me. "Yeah, you did. There'll be evidence somewhere." I explained to him, and to Sally, everything I'd figured out, the way it all fit together, made perfect sense. Singh would see it, too, once I explained it to him. It was all as clear as the skies over Cape City had once been.


  "Rachel," Sally said again, more urgently this time.


  "You know, you could have avoided all this," I said, squatting down beside Olara. I wobbled a bit, then caught my balance. "It all would have gone away, if you'd just coughed up a little money as a reward for a kid who found something and wanted to do the right thing. But no, you were too stupid. Stupid," I said, and stood up. I hadn't realized before how unbearably stupid he was. The man was such an idiot, he disgusted me.


  "Rachel, sit down on that chair over there," Sally told me sternly.


  I smiled at her. Why was she using her "mom" voice on me? But Sally wasn't stupid. She was my friend.


  "Sit. Down. Now," she said, and I did, because it seemed like it would make her happy. It was a good thing, too, because as I sat I noticed my legs getting wobbly again.


  Singh and some other policemen arrived then, and there was a short period of confusion. I know I explained everything to him very clearly, but it seemed to take him a long time to get it, and he kept looking at Sally with a strange expression on his face. And then I must have been tired from all the excitement and dozed off for a while, because when I woke up it was back to just Sally and me.


  I had the worst headache of my life, and my eyes were two burning pits in the front of my head. Sally kept the lights out and made me sip green tea in silence for a while. The only sound was the steady rasp of her breathing.


  Then I got the shakes. They lasted a long time.


  Then I threw up. More than once. I lost track.


  Then we went back to the green tea.


  "What the hell happened?" I whispered finally.


  "Olara injected you with Level," Sally said. "Do you remember that?"


  I snorted gently, then regretted it when my head gonged. "Yeah, but he didn't do a very good job of it, or it was a weak batch. I kept thinking it was going to kick in, but it hardly even affected me. Well, except for making me sick."


  She just stared at me for a long moment. "You're a mind-Leveler, Rachel. The Level affected you, all right. You must have run over here at lightning speed, and you put all the clues together—"she chuckled a little. "And you kicked in my door. Didn't you realize what was happening?"


  I swallowed hard, green tea burning all the way down my throat. My protest died without ever getting out of my mouth. It made perfect sense, in hindsight. Olara had stuck me with the needle, I'd had an initial brief reaction that put me out, and then I'd turned into the classic mind-Leveler. Smarter, faster, stronger. The best damn detective in Cape City.


  "You crashed fast, probably because it was the first time," Sally said. "I could see what was happening right away."


  "Olara?" I managed to ask.


  "In custody. Your friend the policeman was confused at first, and you were explaining things too fast, like you were in hyperdrive," she said with a smile. "But he put it all together in the end. There's going to be a full investigation into the Ambassador's death."


  I didn't know how to feel about that. Suddenly I had a certain amount of sympathy for the late Ambassador.


  ~o~


  So I'm still trying to come to terms with the fact that I'm a mind-Leveler. Don't misunderstand me—I never want to touch the stuff again. But I'm haunted by the memory of what it was like to feel that confident. To have an entire messy, complicated problem laid out and see where every part fit, how it all came together. To act on instinct guided by reason and do everything right.


  It's a tempting prospect for a private detective. I just keep telling myself that if I can do it Leveled, I should be able to do it straight. I figured some things out without the drug, after all. That has to count for something.


  Seeth and Sally Warren each got a small reward for their part in the case, and I've ditched my avatar and hired Sally to be my secretary. She's a lot better company and the clients like her more. I know more than one who thinks her raspy voice is sexy. And she knows how to deal with the occasional Level-head who wanders in to the office.


  And sometimes at night I stare up at the stars and try to recapture that brief moment when going off-world seemed as simple as stepping onto a shuttle. That one...well, that one is the most elusive.


  o~o~o


  On The Road With Fiamong's Rule


  The worst moment of the whole trip came just before three a.m. on Friday. I stood in the driving rain, mud seeping insidiously into my shoes. The alien's outline looked enormous in the dark, and the tire iron in his hand even more so, silhouetted against the probing glare of the police car's headlights. When the cruiser had driven past a moment ago I thought we might be in the clear, but no, it had turned and was coming back.


  My credit card was still being held hostage by the jerk at the service station and I had lost the rest of my ID in the motel fire. We had to make it to Ottawa by noon the next day or the entire mission could fail. I had about thirty seconds to think of something to tell the police, and if I didn't get rid of them quickly, the alien would give himself away and we'd both be in the soup.


  What was I, a previously normal at-home-mom of two, doing here? Tim was going to be furious when he found out.


  Definitely the worst moment of the whole experience. Well, except for what happened later.


  ~o~


  It's surprisingly easy the way an altruistic act can metamorphose into a nightmare.


  When I answered the front door and it all started—could it be only twenty-four hours ago?—the wind gusted in with a flurry of autumn-stained leaves, a spatter of rain, and the alien.


  I expected the weather, but not the alien, and his first words didn't help matters.


  "Buenas noches, madam. Would it be possible pour vous pour me conduire to Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, bitte? It is uiterst belangrijk. Dringend!"


  I stared. On a good day I can process the spoken word just as well and as fast as anyone else, but I couldn't count how many tongues had been in that brief speech. There was also the little matter of his appearance. Even living in a little hole-in-the-wall town in Nova Scotia I know that we humans are a many-hued race. But sorry, we don't come in pale mauve. We also don't have decoratively ridged jawlines, or multiple rows of epicanthic folds around our eyes. He wasn't ugly, he wasn't frightening, but he sure as heck wasn't human. He smelled pleasantly like line-dried linens.


  I simply stood and gaped.


  He muttered, "Warten sie bitte," reached up and flipped down the apparently hinged upper portion of his left ear in a fluid motion, and wiggled something inside. "Attendez s'il vous plaît."


  Then he lowered his left arm to horizontal, shot back the cuff of the red plaid jack shirt that hung on him two sizes too big, and began pressing buttons on his forearm. Trouble was, there were no buttons. Only pale, mauve, hairless skin. He continued to speak rapidly.


  "Please wait. Por favor espere."


  His enigmatic activities gave me a chance to realize that the chill north wind and rain were still squalling in through the open door. Alien or no, so far he had been polite in several languages, so I made a quick decision, motioned him inside and shut the door.


  "Ahem." He cleared his throat in the very precise manner of a British butler on American television, although his speech was devoid of accent. "If I may try again, I believe the problem is corrected. Good evening, madam. Would it be possible for you to drive me to Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, please? It is very important. Urgent!"


  He smiled, and his jaw ridges protruded even more, like sections of a kid's pop-up book when you pull the paper tabs.


  "Er...good evening." My brain seemed to be slogging uphill through cold water. I wouldn't say I was scared stupid, because I didn't feel scared. Apparently just stupid.


  The alien seemed to sense my befuddlement. "Perhaps I should explicar?" He frowned and made another adjustment inside his ear. "Explain?"


  That seemed like a good idea. I led the way to the living room, motioned him to the couch and sat down opposite him. The comforting warmth of my grandmother's hand-crocheted blanket behind my back made it easier to calmly survey the alien in my house. Scents of lavender and bergamot hung in the air, and although that seemed vaguely odd, it didn't strike me as important.


  All in all, it was just as weird as you might expect, but also perfectly okay.


  "I shall be brief," he promised. "I must be in Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, in two day's time, to reunite with the delegation of my colleagues which is scheduled to ankommen there." His left ear twitched. "Sorry—arrive there. Similar delegations will be landing simultaneously in capitals all over your world. I was unfortunately separado...(twitch) ...separated from mine in an incident involving my scout ship, a cosmic shoehorn, and a pinwormhole; my ship was barely capable of withstanding atmosphere-entry and it is remarkable that I am alive, unharmed, and, I believe, relatively near my destination." Each time the wrong language came out he shook his head in apparent irritation and twitched his left ear a time or two.


  I nodded. Except for cosmic shoehorns and pinwormholes, everything so far seemed perfectly reasonable. And he was certainly keeping it brief.


  "I have already ascertained that you are in possession of a working wagen (twitch) motor vehicle and that you are capable of operating it. It is vital that I rejoin my delegation as my areas of expertise are human psychology, languages, and cultural protocols. Our mission, and I assure you it is a paisible (twitch, twitch) peaceable one, could well fail without me. Can you assist me?"


  I had to admire him, keeping his cool when his delivery was obviously not all he could have hoped. I opened my mouth to say "yes," but I seemed to be having a problem similar to his.


  "Why me?" Damn, I felt stupid. Here I was, talking to an alien, and all I could come up with was clichés.


  The alien smiled again—actually this time it was an all-out grin. "Why not you? I have been reconnoitering this area for twenty-four hours. I saw no indication that I might not find sympathy and understanding behind your door."


  Sympathy and understanding. Right. And more importantly, a housewife with a few days free and a desperate longing to escape the fall housecleaning ordeal. Things were going well for this alien. First a safe passage through the atmosphere, and now finding me. This time my mouth said "yes," although in retrospect I think my brain was still answering the door.


  Ralph Waldo Emerson was an optimist. He wrote, "Our spontaneous action is always the best." But I'll bet you a hundred bucks he never agreed on the spur of the moment to drive an alien halfway across the country.


  ~o~


  I know what you're thinking. Why in the world did I agree to do it? Ever hear the phrase, "It seemed like a good idea at the time?" Tim and the kids were at my mother's for the week, specifically so that I would be free to pursue the mind-numbing task of fall housecleaning unencumbered by eleven-and-five-year olds. It was Day Three; I'd vigorously cleaned both bathrooms, two bedrooms, and the living room into the realms beyond even spick-and-span.


  I was sick and tired of housecleaning.


  I was, frankly, bored.


  And tomorrow I was scheduled to clean the kitchen.


  Compelling reasons, indeed. If you don't think so, well, you haven't seen my kitchen.


  ~o~


  He wouldn't accept my offer to put him up for the night.


  "My craft is secured nearby and is capable of sustaining me in comfort," he explained, "while you were not expecting a guest. I shall return at whatever time you deem convenient in the morning."


  We agreed on an early start at six. Belatedly and apologizing, he asked my name, but when I asked his in return there was an uncomfortable pause.


  "It does not translate...agreeably," he said finally, and the mauve skin on his cheeks deepened to lavender. Just for an instant a whiff of wet dog shivered in the air. "It might be best if you suggest a name with which you are comfortable, and I shall be known by that while I am here."


  How do you suggest a name for an alien—when you aren't certain of its gender? The last thing I wanted to do was insult him—if it was a him—so I thought fast.


  "How about Aaron?" I held my breath. I was banking on the fact that supposing he/she knew anything about human names, he'd hear "Aaron" if he was male and "Erin" if she was female.


  He/she nodded. "Aaron will be fine." Unfortunately, it worked both ways. I couldn't tell if he said "Aaron" or "Erin," but I decided I'd call him "Aaron" and think of him as male, because that was my first impression. And everyone knows what first impressions are worth.


  ~o~


  Some people are blessed with the gift of thinking on their feet. They're never dumbstruck or paralyzed by unexpected circumstances. They thrive on unforeseen adversity and snap off witty one-liners in the face of danger.


  I hate those people.


  The police headlights drew closer through the torrential rain, crowned by a dizzying pulse of blue and red flashes. I know those lights are specifically designed to fluster their quarry. They work. My brain kept repeating, "Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap," which wasn't going to help me unless the car was actually being driven by Officer Crap, which I doubted.


  Aaron started to turn to face the cruiser, which finally jolted me out of my stupor. I couldn't imagine what the police officer would do if he saw that face—and even worse, that face as I had seen it at the motel a little while ago. I grabbed the tire iron out of Aaron's hand and hissed, "Get into the back and lie down on the seat. Cover up like you're cold. Pull the neck of your sweater up over your chin and keep your cap on." He hesitated, so I gave him a little shove. His eyebrow ridges rose, but he went.


  I hefted the tire iron and strode forward to meet the police.


  ~o~


  The first few hours of our trip had been mostly...idyllic, I suppose. Aaron arrived on time, sporting a woolen cap pulled low and a grey turtleneck sweater pulled high, obscuring most of his face. I hoped it would be enough. I didn't ask where he'd gotten the clothes, but I envisioned large gaps on one of my neighbors' clotheslines. I was ready to go, we slung our bags and a picnic lunch into the back of the minivan and hit the road in good spirits.


  Why yes, I did say "minivan." Oh, I can hear the snickers. A minivan is not a cruising machine, you're thinking. Using a minivan for a road trip is like answering the call of the wild on your digital phone. It's like getting back to nature in an RV complete with satellite dish and built-in sauna.


  However, the van was comfortable, powerful, and its tinted windows offered a lot more scope for Aaron to hide if the need arose. It was relatively clean except for the hatchful of summer detritus from beach, camping and soccer practice—in other words, it looked nice and normal.


  You have to consider these things when you're harboring an alien. Anyway, I had no choice since Tim had taken his car.


  On to the idyllic parts. If you've never experienced autumn in Nova Scotia you won't fully appreciate this. The first few hours of the drive were breathtaking. Stands of maple, birch, ash and oak skirted both sides of the TransCanada Highway, flaunting their fall colors with embarrassing abandon. Here and there an errant blaze of Virginia creeper lit up the wood like the fires that had threatened us all the long dry summer. The evergreen branches of red pine and black spruce stood out like burnt embers in the heart of a campfire. The van smelled of cedar and I thought Tim must have picked up a new deodorizer.


  Driving with Aaron was...interesting. He sneezed uncontrollably at the air conditioning and I had to turn it off, and when I drew his attention to the bright autumn display he closed some kind of inner lid over his eyes to "perceive the colors."


  As we drove, he grilled me in a very polite way about all sorts of things: Were we likely to see an eagle? Other indigenous fauna? Was television an effective vehicle for social change? Had humans developed a safe and effective use for radioactive waste? Should both sexes serve together in military endeavors? How long had it been since our last armed conflict? The list was diverse, and long, and he was very astute at avoiding answering my own questions directly.


  It took him a long while to get used to roads with no divider down the center. He actually screamed when the first transport truck passed us. He'd squeeze up against his door in terror when other vehicles were oncoming, and I'd have to coax him back to sitting normally and relaxing.


  "So what's a 'cosmic shoehorn?'" I asked at one point, to take his mind off the eighteen-wheeler that was bearing down on us at an admittedly frightening velocity.


  He didn't answer until we had passed it unscathed. "The term may not have translated well," he gasped, mauve fingers white-knuckled on the armrest. "There may be no direct correlation for it in your language. I will simplify. It is a phenomenon wherein an area of space slides into a slightly larger area of space. We have yet to discover the cause of this curiosity ourselves, but if a craft happens to be inside the smaller area when it moves inside the larger area, that craft can in some instances be transported a considerable distance in a very short time.


  "Sounds dangerous," I said, hoping it masked the fact that I really had no idea what he was talking about.


  "In most cases there is no damage to either the craft or its occupants."


  I nodded. "It's actually not a bad translation. But I doubt anyone here has ever heard of it. So that's how you arrived early?" There was another truck on the horizon. Best to keep him talking.


  "Yes, that, and the subsequent encounter with the pinwormhole." He clamped his lips and eyes shut as the truck thundered past.


  "Which is?"


  "An unstable, very small wormhole. They are triggered by our propulsion systems and sometimes open up without warning just as we approach them. Very inconvenient. They do not connect two stable points in space but rather writhe around like...well, like the creatures you call worms. I was unable to avoid the pinwormhole that opened in front of my ship, as I was still disoriented from the effects of the cosmic shoehorn. It is quite remarkable that the two incidents acted in concert to put me so close to Earth."


  "I'll say," I muttered, stepping on the gas and pulling out around a slow-moving station wagon. "I should have called you 'Lucky.'"


  "Dishkat!" Aaron started and made an odd sign with the fingers of his right hand. I caught a whiff of something akin to burning rubber, although I hadn't accelerated that fast.


  I must have looked the question at him, because he settled back in his seat and said, "In my culture, it is unseemly to attribute anything to what you would call fortune or luck."


  "'Unseemly?'"


  The lavender blush crept into his cheeks again. "All right," he confessed. "It is thought to provoke negative consequences."


  I grinned. "You mean it's bad luck to talk about good luck."


  Aaron nodded sheepishly and went back to perceiving the colors.


  I thought humans might get along with these aliens just fine.


  ~o~


  "Ma'am? Would you put the tire iron down, please?" The officer was out of his car, standing behind the shield of its open door.


  Damn! I hadn't thought about what I looked like, heading for him with a hefty chunk of steel in my hand. He probably thought I was planning to whack him on the head.


  "Sorry!" I quickly tossed the tire iron back towards the van, where it landed with a wet splat. I swiped at the water streaming in my eyes and tried to make out the officer's face.


  He came out from behind his car door then, moving closer with cautious steps. "You folks need some help?" He was discreetly surveying the scene, looking for more tire-iron-wielding mothers or other unlikely threats, I supposed.


  Well, I'm trying to get this alien to Ottawa, you see... "No, I think we can manage." I tried to sound cheerful. "My husband was going to change the tire, but he's sick, and he had to go and lie down in the van. I can do it, though."


  The officer had a young and friendly face, and although I caught a hint of dismay as he looked at the muddied pancake that was my right rear tire, I could just tell he was going to be helpful.


  "Well, I can radio for a tow truck, that's no problem. Is your husband all right?" He looked toward the van.


  "Oh, yes, it's just that he has a...a rare medical condition, and he doesn't have much energy. We're heading for...Toronto right now so he can get a special treatment."


  "It's not contagious?"


  "No, no, nothing like that. It's...it's just something I can't pronounce," I floundered, trying to look innocently apologetic.


  Not good enough. "I'll just check on him," the officer said, pulling his flashlight from his belt and walking closer to the van.


  Panic bubbled up in my chest and I glanced at my watch. While we couldn't predict it with any certainty, it was most likely only a matter of minutes until Aaron's autonomic nervous system would kick back in and blow our cover, and there wasn't a thing he or I could do about it.


  ~o~


  If the first hours of our journey were idyllic, the idyll ended just about the middle of the afternoon. I had to make a pit stop (Aaron never did—and I didn't ask), and I pulled into an almost-deserted gas station and convenience store. I didn't need to warn Aaron to stay away from the windows until we got back on the road. He was already clambering into the back while I got out of the van, a ritual we had perfected with all the coffeeshop drive-thrus we'd patronized.


  I swear I was only in the place five minutes, which just goes to show you how quickly things can go to Hell. I know I was fast because a woman came in with a wailing baby and plopped it down on the change table just as I got settled in the stall. I finished up my business, washed my hands and checked my hair as quickly as I could to get away from the crying. Oh, the noise itself didn't bother me—it just made me feel guilty about being away on an adventure without my kids.


  The only other thing I did was stop at the cash to buy some bottled water. The baby was still howling in the washroom when I left the building. Five minutes, tops.


  The first thing I noticed was the kid on the hood of my van.


  He was about eleven, his clothes car-creased and scruffy. There was only one place he could have come from, a beat-up blue Hyundai parked near the door of the building. A faint snoring issued from the half-open passenger's window, where a man slumped in the seat, eyes closed and mouth agape. I calculated that the boy, the man and the Hyundai went with the woman and the wailing infant.


  All this flashed in my cognitive center while I raced to the van. Peripherally I took in the sneakered feet and footprints on the smooth paint and imagined Tim's reaction, but that was too horrible to contemplate so I concentrated on grabbing the kid and dragging him down. Carefully.


  "Hey!"


  "What the heck do you think you're doing?" I demanded. "This is my van!"


  The boy flicked a look at the Hyundai and its sleeping occupant, but there was no help coming from that quarter. He jerked a thumb toward the back seat of the van. "There's a guy in there."


  "Yes, I know. He's with me." I gave him my best motherly glare, but since I wasn't his mother it didn't have much effect.


  He brushed a shock of blond hair out of his eyes and glared back. "He looks really weird. Is he sick or something?"


  I considered scaring him, but that would only loosen his tongue, and I wanted him to keep quiet. The mother would be appearing soon, but I thought I knew the best way around an eleven-year-old boy. I owned one, after all. I lowered my voice.


  "He's not sick, but he is kind of...a secret. Can you keep a secret?"


  The glare gave way to a sly look. As expected. "Maybe."


  I bent down, glancing over both shoulders before I spoke. "Could you keep a secret until bedtime tonight, and not tell anyone about the guy in the van...for...fifty dollars?" I hoped I still had that much in my purse.


  A low whistle, and another look at the Hyundai. "Do I have to take a fifty dollar bill, or can you break it up?"


  Ahh, maybe a bit craftier than my eleven-year-old. A big bill he'd have to explain, but small ones and change he could stretch out for a long time without arousing suspicion.


  I knew I didn't have a fifty anyway, but I said, "Okay, if that's the way you want it." I ended up giving him fifty-one, because I didn't have exact change, but I didn't care at that point. When I finished counting it out I said, "So you don't mention the weird guy in the van to anyone until bedtime tonight, right?"


  He nodded, held out his grubby right hand seriously. "Right. 'Cause you'll take back the money if I do."


  That hurt, having him say it like that, even though it was exactly what I hoped he'd think. I just hate feeling smaller than the child I'm bribing.


  But I nodded back, shook his hand, and shooed him back toward his own car, and while I was climbing into the van the woman with the baby emerged looking frazzled and started giving him heck for getting out of the car alone. She didn't even look at us, and we were off again with the tires thrumming the highway beneath us.


  Aaron was upset and apologetic, and what I thought of as his language 'software' was slipping again. Funny thing was, I was starting to understand what he meant even before he corrected himself. "I was in the hinterseite seat, but suddenly he was just there, looking in the fenêtre. I knew immediately that he had seen me. Pido perdón. I should have concealed myself completely while we were stopped."


  "It doesn't matter, I think we're safe enough," I said. "Who would have expected a kid to climb up on the van? That was the last of the cash I had, but we can get along without it. I've still got my credit cards."


  Famous last words.


  ~o~


  "You okay in there, sir?" The RCMP officer shone his flashlight in through the rain-smeared, tinted windows of the van. At least Aaron wouldn't look quite so mauve in these conditions. The officer walked back to me. "So, will I call for that tow truck?"


  "No, thanks, really." The last thing we needed was more people around. "I can have it fixed before they even get here."


  He contemplated his warm, dry cruiser for a moment, then shook his head. "Well, I'll give you a hand. Like to see you back on your way before I leave."


  How do you tell a friendly, helpful police officer that he doesn't need to hang around any longer—without raising suspicion?


  It's not a riddle. You don't.


  He went to get his rain gear and I pulled feverishly on the nuts that held the wheel in place. I didn't look at my watch again. I knew the minutes were ticking away and if I didn't have Aaron back on the road and in the back seat underneath the blanket by the time it started we didn't have a chance. Even that might not be enough. The officer joined me and took a turn on the tire iron and I held a flashlight for him, glancing at the van windows every few seconds, dreading what I might see.


  We struggled the flat tire off and had the new one on by the time it happened. So close. Despite my hopes, a greenish light began to flicker behind the van windows. My heart sank deeper than my feet in the mud. Aaron had begun to glow.


  ~o~


  The full magnitude of my cash sacrifice to the grubby little boy didn't manifest itself until my gas card was refused at the next fuel stop. The grease-spattered attendant came back from the register with a little smirk and pointed to the expiry date on the card—two days earlier. Oh, yes, a new one had come in the mail, but it was still sitting in its envelope in the pile of mail I'd been letting accumulate until after the housecleaning was finished. There couldn't be anything really urgent, right? I could let it go until the end of the week, right?


  I blushed and laughed it off and handed him my other credit card, aware of Aaron hunkered uncomfortably in the back seat under a blanket. This time the attendant wasn't back so quickly, and when he did materialize at my window it was with a dark, accusatory look.


  "Wouldn't swipe."


  "What?"


  "Card won't swipe. Happens sometimes." He waited, ran a hand over slick hair.


  Instinct gripped me and I dug through my purse, although I knew full well that the kid had cleaned me out. A useless collection of change rattled in the very bottom among the requisite paperclips and bits of tissue and linty peppermints. That was all.


  I went through it twice, then, face blazing, I looked him in the eye and said, "I don't have any cash. What can I do? Do you have an ATM?"


  He shook his head just enough to show his disdain. The hair didn't move. "Nope. Guess I can hang onto your card until you come back with the cash."


  I hated leaving my card behind, but there seemed little choice. "Okay, I'll be back later," I said. I took his name just in case he decided to go on an Internet spending spree and we hit the road again. Screw it, I decided recklessly as we gained speed. I wasn't going to find a bank machine and backtrack, wasting precious time. I'd get the card on my way home after I'd delivered Aaron. If it wouldn't work it was no use to me right now anyway.


  I found an ATM at a corner store when it was just about dark and took out a hundred dollars, all I could risk because I knew the bill payments would be coming out and I didn't want Tim to have a heart attack before I could explain everything to him. Aaron assured me that I would be compensated for my time and expenses but the way things were going, I wasn't keen on taking too many chances. The hundred would pay for supper, a motel, and hopefully anything we needed before we arrived in Ottawa tomorrow.


  Supper was fast food we ate in the van, and finally around seven o'clock we checked into a motel and I collapsed on the bed. This covert mission stuff was more exhausting than I'd expected. Aaron had suggested that one bed would be sufficient and made an enigmatic reference to "preferring the lavatorial facilities." I didn't aruge. It was cheaper than two rooms. The place was clean enough, anyway, and smelled agreeably of geraniums although there were none in evidence.


  In the next hour, while Aaron explored the dubious possibilities of cable television, his courteous interrogation of me continued. Was corporal punishment for children the accepted norm or aberrant behavior? Was globalization a disastrous economic blow for developing countries or the eventual savior of all? Would humans utilize nuclear energy more if they could overcome their fear of radiation? Did public radio and television cater to a small, super-intelligent minority? I wished I paid more attention to current affairs, answering with what I felt was inexcusable ineptitude.


  Just before eight o'clock Aaron said, "Would it be tolerable for you to use the lavatorial facilities now, so that I may retire for the night? The journey has been trés fatigant (twitch) very tiring."


  I was surprised—it was early, and I'd hoped to learn more about his race and their mission once I could get a word in edgewise—but I did as he asked. When I was through he wished me goodnight, went into the tiny, windowless bathroom, and shut the door. I turned the television down and lay on the bed, half-wondering what I was doing here. Suddenly lonesome, I called the kids, blocking the caller ID so that Tim wouldn't notice that I wasn't home. They all seemed to be having a great time without me, which didn't make me feel any better. After we said goodnight I turned everything off and promptly fell asleep.


  Disaster struck around midnight.


  I had to use the bathroom again, thanks to the copious amounts of driving-induced coffee I'd drunk all day. Only half-awake, I got up and stumbled to the unlocked door, tripped over a towel stuffed inexplicably along the crack at the bottom and was assaulted by a heavy, delicious redolence of chocolate, cinnamon and patchouli.


  A shocking impulse hit me: to throw myself on Aaron, (sleeping peacefully in the tub, still fully clothed and apparently unaware of my invasion) kiss him, caress him and goodness knows what else. Happily married and faithful wife that I was, I might have done it, too, if it wasn't for the fact that the alien's formerly pale mauve skin was now emitting a bright, unearthly green light. It bounced off the pasty walls of the bathroom with such intensity that I had the horrible impression of being trapped inside one of the kids' glow-in-the-dark toys.


  Safeguarding an alien all day had not rendered me as immune to panic as I had arrogantly assumed. Confronted with said alien glowing like a living Christmas light, and swept up by this sudden, inexplicable ardor, it shames me to admit it, but—I screamed. A small scream, but there it was. Worse, my bladder full of now-processed coffee betrayed me and simply let go.


  Aaron didn't even flinch.


  I staggered back from the weirdly luminescent alien and managed to close the door. The enticing chocolatey fragrance lingered for a few seconds, but it faded quickly with the door shut, and thankfully so did my inexplicable and embarrassing urges. I tiptoed across the bedroom and changed my clothes, then steeled myself, held my breath, opened the bathroom door and leaned inside to quickly wipe up the floor. Aaron still slept peacefully. When I closed the bathroom door again I fetched a deep breath of relief and stood with my back against the reassuringly solid wood—okay, plastic—for a moment. Then I went back to bed. Sure, I had questions, but I was just too darn tired to ask them. An exhausted brain is a very accepting sort of brain. And I no longer had to go to the bathroom, which was what woke me in the first place.


  I had a great sleep until about 2 a.m., when the motel caught on fire.


  ~o~


  "What the—what's that?"


  The RCMP officer straightened up slowly as green light leaked from the van windows, creeping out to the center line on one side and almost to the treeline on the other.


  This was it, dammit, I was going to have to take action. Why couldn't he have been an ignorant jerk of a policeman and just left us alone to change the tire in the rain? No, no, we had to get the nice guy.


  Stealthily, I bent to retrieve the tire iron from where it lay in the mud. My heart thudded uncomfortably in my chest. How hard did you have to hit someone to knock them out without killing them? I'd never even spanked my kids, for goodness' sake. And now I was going to have to conk a perfectly nice police officer over the head.


  Except that Aaron opened the van door and said, "Buenas noches, officer. Would it be possible pour vous pour me conduire to Ottawa, Ontario, Canada, bitte? It is uiterst belangrijk. Dringend!"


  The green luminescence flooded from the van, limning the surrounding area with a light like a thousand Halloween glowsticks. The aroma that spilled out at the same time, swirling around and enveloping us as thoroughly as the still-drumming rain was, fortunately, different from last night's bathroom perfume. Coffee and doughnuts. It was wonderful. My stomach rumbled, though I'm sure no one else heard it.


  I couldn't see the officer's face, but I could imagine it. The slightly vacant gaze while his brain tried to process all those languages and also decide if there was any threat in this situation. I still held the tire iron at the ready.


  "Warten sie bitte," said Aaron. He reached up, flipped down the hinged upper portion of his left ear in a fluid motion, and wiggled something inside. "Attendez s'il vous plaît."


  He lowered his left arm to horizontal, shot back the cuff of the grey wool sweater, and began pressing buttons on his forearm. Between the dark, the rain and his bioluminescence, he didn't even look mauve tonight. Suddenly I knew what he was going to say next. I was back at my door, and it was all one big déjà vu. The whole thing—speech, gestures, tone—was rehearsed.


  "Please wait. Por favor espere."


  Only one other thing, besides the rain and the setting, was dramatically different from the night I'd met the alien. Aaron's voice was now decidedly female.


  ~o~


  I'm really pretty sure we had nothing to do with the motel fire. I know I was still asleep when the alarm went off because it wrenched me out of a most embarrassing dream. The smell of smoke permeated the room. Aaron came bursting out of the bathroom, not glowing, and the fire wasn't in there.


  "What is that?" he yelled.


  I was scrambling into my clothes even as I answered him. "Fire! Grab everything and get out to the van! Get inside quick and wait for me."


  Grabbing everything didn't take long because we were, as they say, travelling light. The electricity was out, probably some kind of safety shut-off, so we groped around in the half-dark. Aaron was still wearing the grey sweater and had the presence of mind to pull it up over his face before he left the room, bags in hand. I ran toward the office as sirens wailed in the near distance. All I could think of was getting Aaron out of there before the place was overrun with police and firemen. He wasn't glowing now, but who knew if or when it would start again?


  The desk clerk stood outside, bleary-eyed and wringing his hands in the harsh glow of the parking lot lights. I shoved the room keys at him.


  "Room 245, we're fine, but we're checking out," I said.


  "But, but—your receipt!" He took a step toward the darkened office, stopped, and turned back to me. He looked like he was going to cry.


  I waved it off. "Not necessary. Don't worry about it. Good luck!"


  I had the van on the road before the first fire engine turned into the driveway, but we didn't get far. A couple of miles down the road I pulled over onto the shoulder, turned off the ignition, and burst into tears.


  Aaron started.


  "But—but, we are safe! We are evitado! Escaped!"


  I gulped. "I know. I just realized I left my wallet in the motel room! I took it out of my purse last night to use my calling card and it's still on the night table. All my ID is in it!"


  Not to mention my debit card and what was left of our last hundred dollars. Damn, damn, and damn. I took a deep breath and fought back another flight of sobs. The van smelled like smoke and vanilla. I breathed out in a long, slow huff.


  "Well, I wonder what else can go wrong?"


  Aaron chuckled. "It is a testament to Fiamong's Rule, for certain."


  I looked over at him. He was shaking his head. I gulped back a sob. "What's Fiamong's Rule?"


  "A saying we have. 'Every foul scent finds its way to someone's nostril.' It means that every bad thing that is waiting out there will happen to someone."


  I managed a smile. "But it's not bad luck."


  Aaron smiled back and shook his head. "No, never that."


  "Well, here we call it Murphy's Law. 'If anything can go wrong, it will.'"


  "I believe Fiamong and your Murphy would get along just fine," Aaron said. He patted my hand in a fatherly sort of way. "And we will manage somehow. Can you drive again now?"


  I got us back on the road, but there were things I needed to know.


  "I had to go to the bathroom last night," I said finally, keeping my eyes on the highway ahead.


  "Ah."


  "I couldn't help but notice that you were...glowing."


  "Mmm-hmm."


  "And you also smelled really, really—er, good."


  There was such a long silence that I thought he just wasn't going to answer me. At last he said, "I apologize if you were unerledigt (twitch, twitch) unsettled."


  "Well, it was startling, but now, of course, I'm curious," I said, hoping he'd just start explaining without my having to beat it out of him.


  Aaron sighed. "Please understand, I do not fault you for your questions. It is just...it is somewhat embarrassing. On my world, we are the dominant species, but it was not always so. We have always been at risk of being hunted as food by some of the larger animals. We do, however, have a natural defence against predators."


  He shifted as if his seat were suddenly uncomfortable. "Our flesh is extremely poisonous to those who would make a meal of us. Our ancestors evolved the bioluminescence to warn predators away during the nighttime hours, so that we could rest without fear of being attacked. It is a response of our autonomic nervous system, and not something we can control at will."


  I nodded, thinking of those bright orange and yellow frogs you can always see hopping about on rainforest tv specials. "Some poisonous species here have something similar. But you're not glowing now."


  "No, the sudden interruption of the sleep cycle sometimes causes a temporary shutdown of that response. As long as it remains dark, however, it will eventually commence again, whether I am asleep or not."


  That could be trouble. "And the...er...aroma?"


  As I said it I realized the lingering smokiness had all but vanished. The light vanilla fragrance was all that was left, although for just a moment it was overlaid by something less pleasant, like vinegar and eggs left too long in the sun.


  Aaron's voice was low and he didn't look over at me. "That is a component of our...reproductive mechanisms. It is another nightly autonomic function linked to the relaxation mode preceding sleep. It will not happen if I remain awake. I'm terribly sorry if you were offended."


  "Not at all. Thanks for telling me," I said easily, and changed the subject. Poor Aaron! From his voice I supposed it was the equivalent of hearing that I'd barged into the bathroom and seen him naked. I felt terrible that I'd even brought it up, but there you go. Fiamong's Rule continued to rule the road.


  And that's when the tire went flat.


  ~o~


  Over the officer's head, Aaron—Erin?—winked at me, epicanthic folds rippling.


  "Hold on now. Is this radiation or something? And I thought you said this was your husband?" The officer sounded calm, even though he must be darn confused right about now, what with Aaron's healthy glow and unexpected female voice. I had to hand it to him, though. Naturally he wanted some answers, but he wasn't freaking out.


  My own brain was working feverishly as I tried to puzzle it all out and answer the officer at the same time. "No, no, it's not harmful, perfectly safe," I babbled desperately. "Just a side effect of some treatments— bioluminescence—occurs commonly in nature, you know. Did I say husband? I meant my sister. He's—she's my sister."


  My words ended in a nervous giggle I simply couldn't control, which cut off abruptly when I ran out of breath. The tire iron was slippery with mud and seemed to squirm in my hand. Now? Surely I'd have to hit him now?


  Aaron—or Erin—moved smoothly into the gap. "Perhaps I should explicar?" He frowned and tapped his forearm. "Explain?"


  The officer nodded. He seemed, unbelievably, okay with it all. He hadn't drawn his gun, even though I had seen the deceptively innocent bulge of it in his holster earlier. He was standing in the pouring rain listening intently to a glowing green alien chat about cosmic shoehorns and pinwormholes while a patently lying woman with a tire iron in her hand stood two feet behind him. And he wasn't freaking out. What was wrong with this picture?


  I suddenly wondered again what I was doing here. I could have been home cleaning my perfectly normal, dirty kitchen.


  And then I got it.


  Yes, I'm sure you got it long ago. But you weren't subject to the effects of all those lovely, calming, pheromone-laden scents like I was. Your brain wasn't being chemically manipulated by a very nice, very clever alien whose race just happened to know that humans can recognize over ten thousand different smells which subtly but strongly influence our moods. And who could, at will, manufacture just the pheromone needed to make humans feel very, very friendly. Anyway.


  I had stopped listening when the realization hit me, but now I turned my attention back to Aaron and the officer. They were chatting as amiably as the rain would allow and just finishing up changing the tire. I don't know if the rain was intensifying that coffee-and-doughnut smell or what, but it was strong enough now to almost turn my stomach. Only I wasn't hungry anymore. I was mad. If I'd still had the tire iron in my hand I probably would have hit them both, but one of them had eased it out of my hand to finish the tire while I was lost in thought.


  With a final word and—I couldn't believe my eyes—a high-five for Aaron and a wave for me, the officer headed back to his cruiser. Aaron motioned me to get into the van. Cold with rage and disbelief, I got in, started the motor, and drove off. In the rear view mirror I saw the police cruiser switch off its flashers, swing a wide U-turn in the deserted highway, and drive off in the other direction with a cheery toot-toot on the horn. Unbelievable.


  Aaron was wrapping himself up in the blanket from the back seat to try and damp down the glow. The aroma of fresh-baked bread began to fill the van.


  "Stop that!"


  Aaron jumped a little and the scent faded. I didn't look at him.


  "My apologies." I caught a whiff of something like Easter lilies, but it was very muted. His voice was back to normal—or what I knew as normal.


  I gripped the steering wheel hard to steady my hands. "How long until that officer gets suspicious and starts the whole detachment looking for us?"


  "I do not think we need to worry about that. I verborgen (twitch) concealed a scent emitter on the officer's coat which should keep any uncomfortable thoughts at bay until the end of his shift, which I ascertained was just commencé (twitch) beginning." Aaron spoke stiffly, staring straight ahead out the rain-streaked windshield.


  "You can cut out that whole language thing, too. I notice it only seems to happen when you're looking for sympathy."


  "I take it you have come to some conclusions," he said after a few minutes.


  "You take it right."


  We drove in chilly silence for a while, and I pulled into the next 24-hour coffee shop parking lot. Aaron's glow seemed to fade in the bright lights of the lot, although at this point I was almost past caring. I parked under the harsh glare of a light, got out and went around to the back of the van and rummaged through the summer refuse until I found the weapon I wanted. Then I went in and bought a large coffee. Black. I never drink it black, but the mood I was in, it was the only thing that seemed appropriate.


  Back in the van I took a careful swig of hot coffee and rammed my weapon—one of the kids' sets of beach noseplugs—down over my nostrils.


  "No, no! That is not necessary!" Aaron looked genuinely distressed, his epicanthic folds thinning and flattening out.


  "Would you trust you? I'll take them off when I've heard what you have to say, without any subliminal messages," I said. "Now, what's with the whole scent thing?"


  Aaron shuddered, looking at the noseplugs. "What a horrible device," he said, his face crinkling in distaste.


  "Just answer the question." I was in full angry-mother-mode now, and I wasn't taking any nonsense.


  Aaron sighed. "Aroma is an integral part of our language," he said. "We discovered in our study of your race that humans, while they do not use it as we do, are also subtly influenced by scent."


  "Mmm-hmm. Well, I've never gone off on some wild road trip before, just because someone smelled good." I took another swig of coffee, which I could hardly taste with my nose plugged. Good thing, too. I hate black coffee.


  "Controlled pheromone emission is also a natural ability among my people," he said, "although it is unmonitored when we sleep, just like the bioluminescence and the other...aromas you noticed."


  Well, that explained one more thing, anyway.


  "We decided to use it, and the scent emissions, only to make humans more amenable to helping us," he added defensively. "It's only a marginal influence."


  "And, don't tell me, you can change your gender appearance at will, too." I tried to keep the sarcasm out of my voice, but it wasn't easy.


  Aaron just nodded.


  "Handy," I commented. We sat in silence.


  "You're thinking we should not use any sort of influence," Aaron said glumly.


  "Let's just say that in general, humans don't like that kind of thing. It seems like a dirty trick to us." Aaron started to protest, but I held up a hand. "Anyway, what I need to know right now, before I take you any further, is what you're really doing here. If you were just dropping in to say hello, I can't see that you'd need to resort to any kind of 'influencing.' You must want something."


  Aaron stared at me for a long moment, and I stared right back, breathing shallowly through my mouth. The noseplugs were 'way too small and hurt like heck, but I wasn't taking them off, not yet, not for all the polite aliens anyone wanted send knocking on my door.


  Finally he shrugged and rummaged in his pocket. "I have a list."


  Oh, right, a list. Well, I should have known. The aliens came to earth, and they brought their shopping list with them. Earth, the galactic convenience store.


  He read it aloud slowly, translating as he went. "Primarily, our first trade choice would be uranium, specifically of the type enriched in the fissile isotope 235 if you have it. Failing that, we would be interested in purchasing unlimited amounts of plutonium, neptunium, americium, curium..."


  The names slurried over me, familiar, but—what were they? Something I'd read, heard a news story about... uranium, plutonium...and then I had it. I had it, but I didn't believe it.


  "Wait a second. You want to buy unlimited amounts of our radioactive waste?"


  "The spent fuel of nuclear energy production, yes, if that's possible. We use it to power our interstellar drives, but the natural supply of uranium on our planet, not plentiful to begin with, has been all but depleted. As I ascertained in our earlier conversation, you have not yet developed a productive use for this material, and we'd be willing to enter into a trade agreement with earth for its purchase."


  "But—but, it's so dangerous! How can you use it safely?"


  Aaron squirmed a little in his seat. "There are...protocols, shieldings, certain technologies...you know." He sighed. "We're not really supposed to talk about that, give you any ideas. It's kind of...a directive we have."


  I tried to stifle a laugh and the noseplugs almost shot off my nostrils. "Yeah, I'm sure we'll have the same thing in a couple hundred years." I gave him a hard stare. "That's really all you want? To buy our radioactive garbage?"


  He met my gaze steadily. The folds around his eyes stood in sharply defined rings, making him look like a very serious owl. "That's all we want," he said, "That, and to develop a good relationship with the people of your planet."


  "Well, if I know the people of this planet, they'll make the business deals first and talk friendship later," I said. But I believed him. I took off the noseplugs. The van smelled a bit like smoke, a bit like burnt coffee, and a bit like old beach gear. In other words, just as it should.


  It was still a dark and stormy night, but there's no actual rule that says a story can't happen then. We had to put a good many miles behind us yet if I was going to get Aaron to Ottawa on time. In a little while I'd have to pull over and sleep for a bit, but for now I wanted to keep going. If Aaron's glow got out of hand, we'd cover him up with the blankets. I stuck out my hand and he shook it solemnly.


  "Welcome to earth," I said, "Let's start over, and this time I'm asking the questions."


  Aaron chuckled and nodded.


  "This time I want to know your real name and your gender." I started the van and pulled out of the lot, back onto the slick blacktop ribbon that would hopefully take us to Aaron's appointment with destiny and no more encounters with Fiamong, Murphy, or their pet sayings. And then, thank God, I could go home and do nice, normal, non-adventurous things like scrub floors and clean windows. I realized I was actually looking forward to it. A little.


  "Could we have a little cinnamon-roll in the air?" I asked, and as Aaron's jaw-ridges popped out in a grin and just a hint of sweetness filled the van I added, "And for goodness' sake, don't fall asleep before we get there."


  o~o~o


  Encountering Evie


  -1-


  Close Encounters of the First Kind:


  UFO’s are witnessed at close quarters


  Scout yawned and slid his fingers absently over the shimmering holochrom display. Another planet, another sensor scan, another ream of data logged.


  Might be time to transfer out of Scout division, he thought. Look for something with more action.


  <Another assignment could be more dangerous> Ship noted.


  Scout twitched the folds of skin on his back, annoyed. Ship's AI stayed attuned to his thoughts unless he specifically requested privacy, or intentionally damped down his telepathic jara waves. Sometimes he forgot that. 


  Maybe I'm ready for a little danger, he thought back defiantly.


  <Why?> asked Ship.


  "Because I'm starting to think of my job description as my name," he said aloud. "I don't think that's a good sign."


  <A sign of what?>


  "Oh, never mind."


  He'd logged countless planets on his missions, some empty, some inhabited, some evincing the first wet squirming signs of life. He didn't know which he preferred. The empty ones were less work, those with life were—sometimes—more interesting, but also more disturbing.


  Scout turned his dusky, lobed eyes back to the holochromatic planet display. This one was inhabited. Fledgling nuclear capabilities, scattered hostilities, ecological corruption; the usual mix of beauty and ugliness. No indication of jara activity. Scout shuddered. Millions of minds, only half-alive. These planets he regarded with horrified fascination, as he'd view a dead alien insect. He'd study it, but with a pervasive feeling of faint revulsion. 


  "Boost shielding fifty percent," he directed Ship. Scout logged the entry time and slipped through an inviting hole in the planet's monitoring systems. 


  <Sensors online. Data collection may be initiated>


  Scout traced a long, coppery index finger down a holochrom slide to start the scans, and sat back in his skimchair.


  And jolted up again. Something from the planet surface had brushed his mind like the stroke of a fingertip. No jara activity? 


  It was not a call, not a word, nothing so distinct or deliberate. More like a possibility, a latent energy oscillating below the surface of ordinary consciousness. Scout shivered, the vestigial hairs on his forearms pricking up like hackles. Telepathy of any sort was rare in the charted universe, one reason his own race had risen to a somewhat discomfiting superiority. He had not expected to find even a trace of it in this solar backwater.


  "Interesting," he breathed. "I think we'll have a look." Another hazard of Scout missions, talking to oneself. Well, he'd talked to less interesting lifeforms. It felt healthier than having Ship silently inspect his thoughts.


  Scout propelled the skimchair to the opposite side of the console and plucked a jarakiva booster from the medkit, the pearlescent drug swirling lazily inside the clear disk. He pressed it into the thinly furred skin behind his left ear, barely feeling the prick of the injection, then configured one set of sensors to work in tandem with his own jara waves. The "signal" from the surface intensified, but it was still random, formless. Scout crosslinked to the incoming data readouts, then piloted the craft swiftly around the globe, seeking the source of the unexpected mental energy.


  "There you are," he murmured. The ship hovered well out of visual range in the sky above a small habitation. At this distance he hardly needed the jarakiva booster to pinpoint the single entity from whom the signals emanated. Scout bent eagerly toward the display.


  A young female in early childhood wandered a small grassy area near a dwelling, chasing tiny, twinkling lights in the descending dusk. Her delight was palpable. Telepathic bursts sparked like laughter in his brain.


  That was all he could discern from this distance. Scout snorted in frustration.


  <It would be unwise to venture closer> 


  "I know, I know."


  Detection wouldn't be the end of his career, but Scouts were expected to avoid it if possible. There was something, though, something about this girl, the touch of her alien mind on his, that compelled him to know more.


  Suddenly deciding, he boosted his shielding further and dropped the ship towards the surface. Ship said nothing, once the decision was made. The girl's mind brightened at this close proximity, burning with a sweet, steady flame. Scout caught his breath, his twin hearts shaking his breast with their hammering.


  "Closer," he breathed. He must get just a little...


  <You could be reprimanded for this action>


  Scout ignored Ship. He was drawn to this mind like a moon moth to candlelight. The connection felt almost spiritual. Ship couldn't understand, and Scout couldn't explain.


  The girl looked up, directly at the craft as it hovered above her. Scout knew she would see it clearly. The shielding allowed the ship to slip past peripheral vision, but a direct stare would penetrate the illusion. She pointed up with a small finger.


  "Lights, Mama," he knew she said. The words coalesced in his mind as plainly as if they had been audible. Immediately a second figure emerged from the shadowy overhang of a porch, crossing swiftly to the child. Scout's chest contracted, squeezing against the wild pumping of his hearts. He'd been so focused on the child, he'd missed the mother.


  The woman's gaze followed where the child pointed, and she swept the girl up in her arms. A wave of anxiety from the child washed over Scout. It jangled his nerves and twisted his guts, burning his brain like a venomous sting. From the mother he felt nothing. She was not a telepath; only the child.


  Evie, he picked out of the wild mental tumult pouring from the girl now. Her name was Evie. The mother turned and ran for the house, cradling Evie close. Scout felt the door slam shut behind them. Shaking, he dragged his mind from the telepathic maelstrom of Evie's jara.


  Reflexively his long fingers maneuvered the colors of the holochrom, diverting power from the shielding and the sensors to the engines, pushing for maximum speed away from there. Away from the disgrace of having been seen and from the child who had touched his mind.


  <That was interesting> Ship said, more wryly than its programming should have allowed. 


  Scout snatched the jarakiva booster from his neck and hurled it across the bridge in an uncharacteristic gesture. His fingers shook.


  "Definitely time," he said. "Definitely time for a change."


  -2-


  Close Encounters of the Second Kind:


  UFO's cause physical effects on humans, animals and objects


  Evie was twelve the summer her mother finally let her take an astronomy course over the 'Net. She'd been fascinated with the sky for years, but had to content herself with books from the library and what television programs she could find, and of course the astronomy websites. She'd soaked up everything they offered, but the course made her feel like she was finally making real progress in understanding the universe.


  This hot August night she sat on the windowseat she'd cajoled her father into building for her. Her mother had been strangely against it. She had always disapproved of Evie's interest in the stars. Evie knew it was only fear; she'd read that easily enough when she was still innocently tuning into others' thoughts without realizing it was wrong. She didn't understand that fear. What could be frightening about the universe?


  Evie leaned her temple against the cool glass and drew her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. Galileo, her cat, leapt up beside her with easy grace and curled up next to Evie's feet. She stroked his calico fur absently, glad of his easy company. With Galileo there was no need to shutter her mind.


  Her new astronomy books lay strewn over the bed, where Evie had rifled the pages, dipping eagerly into their secrets. A nagging at her mind distracted her, though, drawing her to the window. It was almost familiar, like a faraway memory. It reminded her of the emptiness she'd tried for years to fill by reaching out to the minds of other people. None had ever responded. Sometimes...sometimes she'd felt a twitch, a mind with potential, but she could never touch it, never reach deeply enough to trigger a response. The frustration was excruciating.


  Finally she'd given up, when others started complaining of sudden headaches in her presence and watching her with covert suspicion. Now she struggled to quiet her mind, and it grew more difficult all the time. She'd never mentioned it to anyone. She knew her parents suspected something odd about their daughter, but they said nothing. Sometimes she wished they would.


  Galileo seemed restless tonight, too. He didn't drowse on her feet, as he usually did, but stood again and paced the length of the window seat, mewling inquiringly.


  "I don't know, Leo," she said to the cat. "There's something weird in the air tonight." She focused the darkening sky beyond the windowpane, reflexively picking out the constellations.


  "Look, Leo, there you are," she said, pointing to the cluster of stars in the lion constellation. "Are you going to get that pesky crab tonight? Are you, boy?" Evie tickled the cat under the chin, but he wouldn't turn his slitted eyes to the sky, where the starry outline of Leo stood eternally poised to pounce upon the unfortunate Cancer.


  Evie idly picked out some of the stars, still chatting to the cat. "There's Regulus, and that one's Algeiba," she said. "And that really bright light, right between Cancer's claws, that's not a star at all, it's Jupiter."


  Galileo yawned widely, pink tongue curling, and lay down, then immediately rose again and arched his back in a long stretch. Evie glanced at him, then turned her face back to the window and frowned.


  "Why does it have to be so hard, Leo?" she whispered. It tortured her, this terrible yearning for closeness when she looked to the stars. They were so far away, so removed from her touch. Conversely, the people who made up her world were too close and had to be kept at bay.


  Jupiter was moving. 


  Evie blinked, focused on the flickering light again. No, of course the planet wasn't moving, it had to be something else. She wasn't one of those people who couldn't tell a planet from a passing airplane. This light was moving closer. Fast.


  Coming to fill the hole in my mind, Evie thought absurdly.


  She stared, barely blinking as the light grew inexorably larger and nearer. It fractured into several lights, strung out like a child's dot-to-dot puzzle around the perimeter of the object.


  Galileo hissed, his green eyes riveted out the window, where seconds ago Evie couldn't persuade him to look. The fur on his hackles bristled like a wire brush.


  "It's a ship," she whispered, as the shape became undeniable. Not a plane, not a weather balloon, not the planet Venus, but a ship, a craft, a vehicle.


  And Evie recognized it.


  A memory, buried and long forgotten, materialized. Chasing the neon twinkles of fireflies in the yard, the creak of the wicker rocking chair signifying her mother watchful on the porch. It was dusk, and the grass glistened wetly underfoot, pungent and freshly cut. She'd been happy. Then she'd looked up and something had jumped inside her head. There'd been lights, just like these lights. Her mother had scooped her up and run into the house. She recalled the terrified bounding of her mother's heart as she crushed Evie close, and that was the first time Evie's mind had been engulfed by her mother's fear.


  But I'm not afraid, Evie thought. Her own heart thrummed like the motor of Galileo's purr, but not from fear.


  The shape in the night sky hovered, how far from her window Evie couldn't tell. White brilliance washed over her. The yard outside and her room remained draped in shadow. Galileo stood like a creature petrified, every hair of his fur distended like a porcupine's quills.


  Her hands shook and sweat pricked at her palms. The invisible light—was there such a thing?—touched her hair, her mind, her heart. Her mind, unguarded with only the cat for company, reached out and felt—another? Evie gasped. The cover of one of her new books flipped open and the pages shuddered as if swept by a sudden wind. The cat shrieked, once, and collapsed.


  Evie wrenched her eyes away from the strange illumination and gathered Galileo into her arms with a cry. His heartbeat thudded gently against her hand. Tears of relief stung her eyes, and when she looked up again, the lights, the shape, were gone. The room was still.


  She understood with startling clarity that something—it—he—had been looking for her. She'd been visited by an old friend...one she'd never actually met. And although she still didn't feel it herself, she finally understood some of her mother's fear.


  -3- 


  Close Encounters of the Third Kind:


  Entities are seen in or near UFO's


  This time Scout stayed away longer, while Evie's planet completed twenty-six long, graceful revolutions around its yellow sun. He had no intention of going back, but he could not forget that unexpected, inexplicable mind that had touched his, that had drawn him back to Earth the second time. It tormented him, awake or asleep. Always he expected...waited...to feel that touch again, no matter how far he was from Evie's planet. In dreams he lingered above her house, letting her wild, tumultuous mental energy wash over him like a cleansing storm.


  And so inevitably, he went back. He'd never left the Scouts. Risk his life in a war zone or on some ridiculous mission? Not if it meant he might never get back to Evie. When the yearning became unbearable, he scheduled another follow-up survey of Evie's planet and nosed his craft toward the small spiral galaxy that rarely left his thoughts. His hearts felt lighter than they had in years. 


  <I do not advise this> Ship must have accessed the course charts.


  Scout ignored Ship and entered the solar system, fighting to quell a burgeoning excitement.


  "Not as if you're actually going to make contact with her," he scolded himself. "She might have lost the talent anyway, having to suppress it all these years."


  <You do not believe that. What are you hoping for?>


  "Nothing. I just want to check up on...the planet."


  Ship made a sound that, had it come from any living creature, could only have been called a snort.


  Scout stubbornly kept his mind open, not caring what Ship read, waiting for that gentle jara touch that would tell him he had found her.


  It did not come.


  Closer and closer he flew to her spot on the globe, anxiety instilling a tremble in his long-fingered hands.


  <Shielding has not been boosted> Ship reprimanded.


  Scout flushed and adjusted the holochrom slides distractedly. "Scan for any technological advancements the inhabitants might have made since our last visit." That should keep Ship busy for a few minutes. Finally Evie's house resolved on the viewscreen. Still nothing. 


  Evie was not there.


  Scout felt a sharp clench of dread. Shaking, he urged the craft up beyond the exosphere of the planet, where the spacedark lay like a blanket around him, and shut down all nonessential systems. He blocked his jara from Ship's meddlesome AI and settled his thoughts.


  He refused to consider the possibility that she might be dead. Therefore she must have moved. This race did not yet have interstellar or even routine interplanetary travel. He should be able to find her.


  "Ship," he said, "Calculate a circumnavigation route that lets us pass closely over all the inhabited areas of this planet. But make sure we'll avoid the current monitoring systems."


  <Just checking up on the planet?>


  "Just do it."


  While Ship ran the calculations, Scout lit the tachee, his meditation lanterns, and settled in his skimchair. When the spiced tachee fragrance intensified, he opened his mind as he would have opened it at home, in his private, protected space. He wasn't worried about his own jara reaching the planet from this distance, and Ship wasn't listening. He wanted to be ready to receive any sign of Evie.


  The meditation refreshed him. He had not released his mind so completely in a long time. Now he would be open to the slightest mental touch.


  <Calculations are complete. Course is laid in>


  Scout calmly set the piloting threads and let Ship drop toward the planet again.


  "Please be there, Evie," he breathed, as the colors of the planet intensified. "Please."


  They'd traversed almost half the course when it came, a humming undercurrent of jara activity that plucked at his own. The mental signature was muted, nothing like the unfettered tumult of his first visit, nor even the resolutely damped-down energy of the last time. This was a mind more settled, in better control of its singular powers. It pained Scout to think how hard-won that control must have been for Evie, coping alone.


  A strange distortion buzzed around the edges of Evie's thoughts, which puzzled Scout at first. As he pinpointed her location the explanation became clear.


  Evie had travelled a long way from her childhood home, to a hot, dry place where blunt saucers pointed their monolithic noses to the sky. Scout knew from his previous visits that the inhabitants of this planet called them "radio telescopes." Evie's proximity to the things seemed to both garble and boost her jara output.


  Scout smiled. Evie had not forgotten the sky.


  He parked in a high orbit where detection was unlikely, this time not even bothering to run the planetary scans right away. He could do that later, to justify his visit here, but for a while he wanted simply to bask in the sensation of contact with Evie's mind. There was still nothing one could call a conversation or even the most rudimentary message, but the mere touching of her mind to his was pleasurable. He had to concentrate to keep his jara from responding eagerly to hers. He ached to know for certain if she was aware of him at all, but it did not seem so.


  When night fell upon the planet, however, Scout had cause to doubt that estimation. As the dark hours passed he knew that Evie's mind did not settle into sleep. She was wakeful on the planet far below him, as wakeful as he was here.


  Intrigued, he engaged the ship's stealth field and dropped down through the layers of atmosphere, down to where the telescope facility was clear on his viewscreen. Only a few windows cast thin yellow fingers across the ground outside. Evie's mind was still shrouded, but active. She must work here. Her thoughts were concentrated, logical. Did her own kind recognize her genius?


  Much later she emerged into the moonlit night. Scout watched, his mind quivering with excitement, as Evie strolled down a winding, brush-lined path to the telescope array, glancing occasionally at the clear, starry sky as she went. A furry creature stalked elegantly beside her, stopping occasionally to sniff the air or the dusty ground.


  "How is it possible," Scout asked himself in a low voice, "That one so strange could seem so...familiar?" Their races were enormously dissimilar. It made no sense to him that he could find Evie attractive to look at, no matter how the touch of her mind intrigued him. But there it was.


  <How is it possible that one so intelligent can be so foolish?> Ship asked dryly.


  "Oh, shut up, Ship." Scout still had Ship blocked from reading his thoughts, but he'd forgotten himself and spoken aloud.


  Evie apparently reached her destination a moment later, stopping between two of the huge, concave dishes. She suddenly threw her arms wide, turned her face up to the night sky, and mentally drew the shroud away from her thoughts.


  The blast of jara waves was shattering. Scout flinched back as if he had been struck a physical blow. Evie's mind was like a wild thing suddenly freed. There was still no form, no message, no signal, only the joy of release from a prison, the mad exultation of freedom. It washed over Scout like a roiling wave, knocking him breathless.


  Then, as she had done before, Evie looked directly at the Ship. Her jara energy faltered; doubt, wonder, shock overriding the joy before it was quickly damped down.


  "No!" Scout cried. He must not be the cause of more mental anguish for her, must not be the reason she clamped down on that wonderful mind. Without thought for consequences, he changed the settings on the holochrom, altering the light-reflecting character of the front viewscreen to transparency, raising the level of illumination inside the bridge.


  <Scout, what are you doing?>


  Scout stood and walked to the viewscreen, knowing she would see him, knowing his silhouette would be clear and unmistakable, not caring about any of that. He would not try and contact her mentally yet. He didn't understand her jara well enough and would not risk damaging it.


  When he reached the window, he raised a hand.


  Hello, he hoped the gesture said. Be calm.


  Evie's arms had dropped to her sides, her gaze locked on the ship. Now she raised a tentative hand in reply. And with it came a mental bubble of recognition. As if she remembered him. As if he were...a friend.


  Then she turned and sprinted for the building, her furred companion darting ahead along the starlit path.


  Scout leapt across the bridge, hearts thudding as if they would burst from his body. He was panting, tongue lolling out as he slammed instructions into the holochrom and got the ship moving.


  <You deliberately allowed her to see you> Ship's voice was stern.


  She hadn't minded.


  <This is outside the parameters of your assignment>


  She hadn't minded.


  Scout shook his head. He had to think. Had to get away and think long and hard about this. He shielded his jara against Ship, leaned into the comforting pressure of his skimchair, and watched the solar system wink past outside the viewscreen.


  The only real question was when he'd be back.
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  Close Encounters of the Fourth Kind:


  UFO's abduct humans


  Evie sat back from the computer screen and rubbed her eyes. The building was nighttime quiet, the silence broken only by the hum of computer fans and the occasional tick of fluorescent lights. It wasn't necessary to do radio astronomy at night. Radio astronomy happened all the time. But the rest of her team went home at night, and Evie was always more comfortable when she was alone.


  She glanced over at her office window, although it showed her only the reflection of her neat and uncluttered office. Beyond the window, Evie knew the stars winked down at her, offering to share all their secrets if she'd only come and ask them.


  A cat as black as the night outside her window leapt up on her desk with easy grace and she stroked a hand down its sleek back. It arched in pleasure and a purr rumbled under her touch.


  "Hello, Galileo," she said. All her succession of cats had been named Galileo, after her childhood friend. Evie had never been a dog person. Dogs were nervous around her, and she always wondered if they could pick up on her thoughts, just a little. Cats never seemed to. Or perhaps they just didn't care.


  "So, tomorrow," she said to the cat. "My birthday." Evie sighed, and Galileo twitched his ears as if he were paying attention. "Oh, I don't really mind turning forty, you know. Age is just a number anyway. The number of times the earth has orbited the sun since I was born."


  The cat climbed into her lap, kneading her legs with his paws. 


  "It's completely arbitrary, Leo. Just another artificial construct for human convenience."


  She was just so...tired. Almost four decades of mental stress will do that to you.


  Anyway, tomorrow. Caroline, Amin, and the others in her department were planning a party for her. It was nice of them, of course. Evie squeezed her eyes shut until the afterimage of monitor glow faded. Crowds were hard, had always been hard, seemed to grow harder every year.


  The window drew her gaze again, and she shook her head and rose from her desk, dumping the cat gently to the floor. What was wrong with her tonight? She felt anxious, anticipatory—but for what? It wasn't her approaching birthday. It wasn't work.


  It was...the alien.


  There, she'd admitted it.


  Evie shrugged into her lambswool jacket and strode down the hallway, her footsteps echoing in the empty building. The night air brushed her cheeks like a cooling hand when she pushed open the door, a welcome relief from the stuffiness of her office. She stood uncertainly on the steps with her hands in her pockets. Should she walk down to the array?


  She shivered. Not tonight. Not when she was already thinking about him—him? she didn't even know—not when he seemed so close.


  The cat wound around her ankles and she bent to pick him up.


  "You were there, Galileo," she whispered into his twitching ear. "It's our little secret, right? But what do you think it meant? And if they're out there, why don't we ever pick up any signals?"


  The cat lay still just long enough for Evie to think he was content, green eyes glinting in the moonlight, then leapt from her arms. Evie shoved her hands back into the pockets of her jacket. They had to be missing something. She was always looking, always trying to think outside the box. She'd made some notable discoveries that way. But she'd never come up with an explanation to satisfy herself.


  Those were only the questions she let herself think about. There were others, buried much deeper, where she rarely let her mind venture. Was her encounter with the alien linked to the others, long ago and fuzzier in her memory? Lights in the sky, and then later, outside her window. Her strange, inexplicable brain and the abilities she struggled to control. She'd travelled the world when she was younger, searching for another mind like her own, and never had a word in reply. Sometimes that frustrating twitch, like a sleeping consciousness that almost awoke at her call, but in the end, silence. What did it all mean?


  Was this what turning forty meant? Focusing on all the unanswered questions in one's life?


  "If that's it," she muttered, "I'm not interested." Evie gathered Galileo up again, turned on her heel and went back inside, shut off the lights in her office, and went home.


  She awoke in the night to the sensation that she was in a strange room, not her own. She lay in the darkness, perfectly still, collecting her thoughts. A familiar presence hovered at the edge of consciousness, familiar but vague, like a face at a darkened window. An impression without detail, like her room, filled with colorless shapes in the moonlight. 


  She became aware of more lights outside her bedroom window, flickering in a steady cadence. Their presence was no surprise—they seemed right, as if she had expected them. Evie rose and stood a long moment at the window, looking out as the familiar craft settled to the ground in her open yard. Evie's natural tendency to isolation meant no near neighbors, no-one to notice the intrusion. Galileo stalked the length of her bed, hackles stiff, mewling plaintively.


  As she watched, a panel in the side slid open, just like in all the old science fiction movies. Evie's heart fluttered, feeling too large in her chest. 


  It felt like an invitation.


  She dressed slowly. I should be shocked, or terrified, she thought, stifling the urge to laugh. Why am I so...relieved?


  The house around her lay still, almost as if it held its breath, waiting. Waiting for me, she realized. This is the moment of choice. She stroked the agitated cat absently, and tucked him up under her arm, one hand resting lightly on his head as she looked around. She liked her house; it had long been her sanctuary—but it was nothing she couldn't bear to leave. Her parents were dead, other connections lapsed over her years of self-enforced solitude.


  There was nothing, really, to keep her here.


  But what might wait beyond? Evie returned to the window. Now a creature stood silhouetted in the warm glow that spilled through the open panel and onto the hard-packed earth. A silhouette Evie recognized. Still he had made no effort to contact her, mentally or otherwise.


  A choice. And clearly hers alone.


  Still carrying the cat, Evie left the house, locking the door carefully behind her. She barely noticed the chill night air that raised goosebumps on her skin.


  The visitor held up a hand as it had that night above the array, and Evie returned the gesture, probing tentatively with her mind. He responded with what felt like caution, a presence strengthening in her mind, not words, not even wordless messages, not hello or I come in peace or take me to your leader. Language would come later. For now, it was simpler than that, simpler and so much more relevant. Emotions. Friendship. Joy.


  Love.


  As she neared the ship she made out his features. Copper skin, dark lobed eyes. Completely alien. Completely unimportant. Galileo struggled out of her arms and stopped behind her, his tail stiff and bristling.


  She allowed herself to be drawn into the alien's spindly arms and wrapped hers around him in return. His skin was cool and smooth. He smelled of rain. He pressed his forehead to hers silently. Their minds met in what could only be described as a kiss. A kiss that could not be reduced to words, but encompassed every language. She released her mind as she had that night at the array and felt the alien shudder, his clasp tightening around her.


  The cat hung back for a moment longer, whiskers twitching as he observed this strange embrace. Then he stalked cautiously past the pair and into the craft, his tail high.


  Evie did not look back as the open panel slid closed behind them.
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  Close Encounters of the Fifth Kind:


  Humans contact UFO's by conventional signals or telepathy


  Scout glanced across at Evie, sitting silently beside the viewport, Galileo nestled, purring, on her lap. Her mind stirred in response and she turned to him, smiling.


  "You're sure you want to do this?" he asked again. "You know it may not work."


  Evie nodded. "I know, but I have to try. Just one more time. I know there were others. Once in a while I'd feel them, just the potential, unrealized."


  Scout sighed. "I suppose I know what you mean. Like the radio signals."


  "Exactly. They told you there was potential on our planet, but it wasn't the right kind of signal. You thought we couldn't communicate."


  "Until you."


  Evie smiled. "Until me."


  Galileo rose and stretched languorously, then made his way over to Scout, jumping into his lap and settling down for another nap. Scout stroked the weird creature's fur awkwardly, as Evie had taught him, although he didn't know if he'd ever understand the attraction.


  Evie giggled, apparently picking up on his skepticism.


  <Approaching Sol system> Ship announced.


  Scout ran his finger down a holochrom slide. "They may not open for you, even now. It'll be disappointing," he warned.


  "But I understand it so much better now. And you'll help me." Evie crossed to sit in the skimchair beside him and patted the long, knobbly digits of Scout's hand.


  "I'm not supposed to," he grumbled good-naturedly.


  Evie smiled. "You weren't supposed to come back for me, either. And that's worked out all right."


  Scout snorted. "Yes, I only came this close to a military execution for 'abducting' you."


  "I put in a good word for you," she protested.


  In truth, she'd plead his case so vigorously, portrayed her loneliness and desperation so eloquently that some of the judges had been moved to tears. They'd finally deemed his actions an "altruistic rescue endeavour," and dismissed all the charges. And the flight home before that, teaching Evie to use her powers as they were meant to be used—there was nothing in the galaxy he'd trade for that.


  "Oh, all right. You win," he said with a smile. "It's worked out."


  They sat in silence for a time after that, as the craft plied the silent ocean of space. For a while Evie dozed, and Scout sat blissfully with the cat on his lap and the soft jara waves of Evie's dreams lapping against his mind. He woke her when Earth sprang into view, a blue-green button tucked into a black velvet cushion.


  Evie fetched them each a jarakiva booster while Scout laid in the same globe-encircling route he'd used to search for Evie so long ago.


  "Keep to the course, Ship. Not too fast." He swiveled his skimchair to face Evie.


  Scout smiled. He hadn't noticed her lighting the tachee meditation lanterns. Her alien face took on a strange beauty in their muted glow.


  He took her hands as the spicy fragrance swirled around them, the heat of her skin no longer uncomfortable to his. "Ready?"


  She took a deep breath. "Ready."


  Together they opened their minds to the planet below, seeking out every consciousness in the waiting millions. Evie's mental touch, Scout knew, was gentle, coaxing, like a mother's for her children. He concentrated on supporting her, buoying up this alien mind he had begun to love when it brushed against his so many years ago.


  Far below them, scattered among the millions who could not answer, minds began to open like flowers under the soft persuasion of sunlight. Minds answering Evie's call, reaching out to Scout, out to each other in bewilderment and joy and sudden release. Evie smiled at Scout, and he nodded, hoping they'd done the right thing. A new race was blossoming, and a new set of encounters was about to begin.


  o~o~o


  The Cache


  The GPS beeped. A few feet in front of me, Ricky whooped, startling something small in the underbrush. It skittered away, unseen, through the carpet of dead leaves. The dog immediately shoved his nose under some brush, straining at the leash. I tugged him back.


  “Don’t drop it!” I yelped, because as usual, the kid seemed unable to keep himself still like a normal human being. I already regretted letting him carry my GPS. He looked ready to dash into the underbrush himself in search of the cache.


  “I’m not going to drop it, Danny,” he reproached me, holding it out so I could see how tightly he held it, and that the strap was still looped around his wrist. I took his hand and turned it so I could see the screen.


  Arriving at Gully’s River West. Below that, it displayed the coordinates.


  I eased the gadget away from the kid. He relinquished it reluctantly. “Okay, we’re here. Now, you’re not going to find the cache by jumping up and down like a maniac. This is the part of geocaching where you really have to pay attention and concentrate.”


  I expected my words to fall on deaf ears, but surprisingly, Ricky stood still. 


  “So once the GPS says we’re here, it’s gotta be somewhere close, right?” he asked, peering into the forest around us. 


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy to find. It could be up in a tree, or hidden inside a rotted log, or tucked under some bushes in a container covered with camo—”


  “How big is it?” Ricky interrupted me.


  I sighed. “One second.” I punched commands on the GPS and details of the cache came up on the screen. “Hmmm. This might be a tricky one. All it says is, ‘Low to the ground, it will be found, you won’t need a shovel, but dig around.’ It’s a container about four inches by five inches.”


  “How big is that?”


  I demonstrated, cupping my hands.


  Ricky frowned. “But it’s not actually buried.”


  Duffy, the big lab, must have understood the word “buried” because he started pawing at a spot on the ground. Geez, his paws were muddy enough already from this sorry excuse for a trail—not much more than a path—without having him start an excavation project. My truck would be a mess. I yanked him back. I’d done that so many times already today that my shoulder throbbed. “No, you’re not allowed to actually bury geocaches,” I said, “because they’re usually not on your own land. The idea is not to disturb anything—”


  “Okay, Danny, I’ve got it.” He bent down, staring at the ground, taking small slow steps.


  I have to admit I was kind of amazed. When Celia suggested I take her dog and her kid geocaching with me, I’d expected a total nightmare. I loved Celia, but I wasn’t exactly in love with her dependents. The house always seemed to be full of kids and dogs, even when it was just Ricky and Duffy. I haven’t been around a lot of nine-year-olds, so maybe they’re all like that, but let’s just say if Ricky was twins I would have been out of there long ago, Celia or no Celia.


  Duffy whined and pulled at the leash, wanting to follow the kid, so I slipped the clasp loose. He wouldn’t stray too far and my shoulder needed a break. He proved me wrong immediately by plunging into the brush where we’d heard the noise earlier. I shut my eyes and sighed.


  “Hey, Danny, is this something?”


  Ricky had pulled aside a low-hanging pine branch to reveal a discarded water bottle. Mud spattered the outside, so I guess he might have thought something could be hidden inside.


  I shook my head. “Naw, that’s just garbage. We’re looking for a box, remember? And a geocache is going to be closed up tight so that the stuff inside doesn’t get wet. That bottle doesn’t even have a cap.”


  The kid let the branch fall back into place. “This is hard.”


  “We’ve barely even started looking. Listen, think about where you would hide something around here if you wanted to make it kind of hard to find, but not impossible.”


  Duffy barked, once, and I heard a rumbling whine that could be the motor of an ATV. Geez, even in the woods that dog could find a car to chase. It sounded like he’d managed to get a good distance away in only a minute.


  “Duffy, come back, boy,” I yelled.


  “Here, Duffy, Duffy, Duffy,” Ricky hollered, cupping his hands around his mouth. 


  "Keep to the side of the trail. I thought I heard an ATV coming,” I warned him, but no vehicle materialized.


  The dog barked again. 


  “Why’d you let him off the leash, Danny? Mom never does that.”


  I sighed. “I was asking myself the same thing.” I called the dog one more time but there was no sound of him crashing back. “Just keep looking, and we’ll get him after we find the cache. He won’t go far.”


  Whoever had hidden this cache was a jerk, because it sure wasn’t easy to find. My back was aching in minutes as we looked under every bush and low branch, pushed aside drifts of fallen leaves, and peered into the dark recesses of hollowed-out deadfall. My backpack felt like it held lead weights, not a few sandwiches and hiking supplies. I’d hoped the cache wouldn’t be too hard to find and the kid could spot it himself. Then we could eat the lunch Celia had packed for us and be home early with everyone happy. I should have known it wouldn’t be that easy.


  Duffy barked again and Ricky stood up, stretching on tiptoes to see over a tangle of scrubby bushes. “Duffy sounds like he found something. Maybe it’s the cache!”


  “It wouldn’t be that far from the coordinates,” I said, but the kid was right. The dog’s barking had taken on an insistent tone. A come-here-and-look tone. I stretched a kink out of my back. “But okay, let’s go and get him, and then we can concentrate on the cache better. If we go back a bit, I think there was a clearer—”


  But Ricky had already pushed into the brush, heedless that there could be thorns or mudholes or insect nests that I’d have to rescue him from. No sense in calling him back, so I shut up and followed him. Duffy’s barking was easy to follow, and once through the initial bushes the space opened up a lot, the way it tends to under an evergreen canopy. Brown and orange needles carpeted the ground, which was also sprinkled liberally with pinecones and dotted with lichen-smeared stones. We still couldn’t see Duffy.


  Typically, Ricky started running, even though the ground was uneven and I figured a half-buried root would send him flying any second. “Slow down. Duffy isn’t going anywhere.” He didn’t stop, though, so I broke into a half-jog to keep him in sight. Celia might forgive me if I lost the dog—might—but not if I lost the kid.


  Only a minute or so later I heard Ricky yell, “Duffy!” and then I saw him, too. He ran toward Ricky, then turned and rushed back to whatever he’d found. Mud spattered all up his legs and the underside of his belly, and his golden snout had a generous coating as well. I squeezed my eyes shut for a second, heaved a deep breath, and pressed on.


  “Danny, this is so cool!” Ricky hollered back to me. I wondered whether the dog had found a dead bird or an ancient cow bone. The kid would think almost anything was cool.


  But as I got closer I saw that it was neither of those things. I couldn’t exactly say what it was, either. The dog barked again and Ricky bent down toward the thing. “Don’t touch that!” I yelled, and he jumped back.


  He glared at me as I caught up to him and the dog. I shook my head. “I just want you to be careful until I see what this is,” I said, but he still looked mad. I ignored him and looked at the thing poking out of a muddy hole in the ground.


  It looked kind of like an oxygen cylinder you’d use with a cutting torch—a big grey canister, or at least the top half of one. About three feet of it showed above the ground, but I couldn’t tell how deep it went. It was about eight inches in diameter, and on the side facing us, a groove with a narrow slot at the centre ran the length of the thing. It was too dark inside the slot to see anything. On top of the cylinder, instead of pressure gauges and regulators, a ring of dark glass surrounded something that resembled a small solar panel. I walked all the way around it. On the far side, a little hatch stood open, revealing an LCD-type screen about three inches square. The strangest thing about it was that despite sprouting out of the muddy ground like some weird plant, there wasn’t a speck of dirt on it.


  “Is it the geocache?” Ricky asked, breathless.


  “No way,” I said. “It’s nothing like the description and it’s nothing like any cache I’ve ever seen.”


  “Maybe it’s a bomb.”


  My heart gave a big bang in my chest because although I hadn’t thought of that, it did kind of look like some kind of missile. After a second I shook my head. “I don’t think so. Who the hell—the heck—would put a bomb out here? There’s nothing to blow up except a bunch of trees.”


  “Well, what is it?”


  I squatted down and put out a tentative hand to touch it. It was cold enough that the air close to it felt noticeably chill. When my fingertips got within about two inches of the surface, it beeped one strident, high-pitched note, and blue-white light flashed from the glass ring at the top. Startled, I tried to stand and jump back at the same time and ended up falling on my butt in the mud. Ricky burst out laughing and I bit down on a word Celia wouldn’t have liked.


  “We’d better get out of here and leave this thing alone,” I said. I wasn’t going to tell Ricky, but the thing had me sort of spooked. I shook my hand. My fingertips tingled with cold, even though I hadn’t actually touched the cylinder. There had to be a logical explanation for it, but it gave me a vibe I didn’t like.


  “Aw, Danny, it’s cool,” Ricky protested. He walked around it, peering at it like I had. He stopped on the side bearing the screen and squinted. “Maybe this is something to do with the cache,” he said. “These look like more cordates.”


  “Coordinates,” I corrected him, but went around to the other side to look again. I hadn’t noticed it before, but he was right—the screen showed numbers that could easily stand for latitude, longitude, and elevation. Underneath those, a row of symbols I couldn’t read crawled across the screen.


  “Didn’t you say that sometimes a cache has two or three parts, and it’s like following a treasure map? You have to get one part to get the co-or-din-ates for the next part?” He pronounced coordinates very slowly, but he got it right. Apparently he sometimes did listen to what I told him.


  I pulled out the GPS. “Yeah, but they’re supposed to say if they’re part of a series.” I pulled up the map of the area. It showed only two caches, the one we’d been looking for and another about half a mile to the south. “I don’t think that’s it.”


  “Put the numbers in and see where they lead,” Ricky said. “You can do that, right?”


  “They probably don’t lead anywhere. They might not be the right kind of numbers.”


  “Come on, Danny, just try it, please?”


  “Why don’t we go back and find the cache we’re actually looking for? We were probably just about to find it when Duffy started barking.”


  “Come on, please? Maybe this is a secret one that nobody knows about.”


  I wiped a hand across my face, mainly to stop myself from explaining that a geocache no-one knows about kind of defeats the purpose. It wouldn’t do any good. Once the kid had an idea in his head it was hard to dislodge it. Easier just to humour him.


  “Okay, okay. Put the leash back on Doofus while I do this.” 


  “Haha,” he said, but he took the leash and secured the troublemaking dog. 


  I punched the numbers from the little screen into the GPS and was only half-surprised when it did plot a course from our current position to the point the numbers indicated.


  Ricky must have read something on my face. “Can we see where it goes?”


  “It’s probably just some kind of survey equipment. Not likely it leads anywhere interesting. If we go back to the other cache there’ll be cool things in it and you can pick something to keep. Remember I told you, people leave little treasures to swap.”


  “I know, but this is more exciting. It’s a mystery.” And I knew that, in his mind, the lure of a dollar-store toy or a keychain couldn’t compare to this.


  I squinted up through the trees at the sun. I couldn’t use the weather or the time as an excuse to say no. “Okay, it says it’s about a hundred meters away...that’s about three hundred feet. I guess it’s not that far out of our way.”


  “That doesn’t sound very far at all.”


  “Yeah, if there’s any kind of path between here and there. We’re not going crashing through a ton of underbrush. I’ll make you a deal. We’ll start out, but if the going is too hard we give it up, okay?”


  “Deal.”


  Stifling a sigh, I hitched my backpack up higher on my shoulders and pointed him in the direction the GPS laid out. Celia’s lunch would have to wait a little longer.


  The GPS route led us back to the path we’d followed earlier in the day and it looked like we could continue to follow it. Duffy wasn’t too happy about being back on the leash, and strained ahead until I thought my arm was going to pull out of the socket. He had his nose down like he’d caught a scent, but luckily if I let the leash out long enough that he could walk ahead of me, beside Ricky, he eased off a little.


  Normally, I love being in the woods. The shady quiet, broken only by the sound of your own footsteps on the path and a few birds and small animals. The warm, moldery scent of pine and earth and bark and leaves. The cool air giving way to warm spots when the sun breaks through the overhead canopy of greenery. It was one place where I felt at peace, and I usually only wanted the company of a good friend or two, if I wanted any at all. Ricky and the dog—well, they were here with me today on sufferance, but I had to admit that it hadn’t been all bad. It was obvious that Ricky appreciated the forest, so that gave us something we could relate on, even if I still thought he was mostly a little pain-in-the-butt.


  Since we’d found the cylinder, though, the walk wasn’t the same. My fingers continued, weirdly, to tingle and ache with that burning cold. The woods were too quiet now, as if every bird and animal that normally lived here had fled. Ricky was too excited by the adventure to pick up on anything. The dog seemed intent on following something only he could scent on the air.


  Once again, I thought I heard an ATV somewhere nearby and tugged on the collar of Ricky’s jacket to nudge him off the path, but no vehicle came into sight. There must be a network of trails in the area.


  We got to a bend in the path where it skewed left but our destination showed off to the right—only about twenty meters away now. “Okay, kid, this is it. Pretty open here so I think we can leave the path again. But go slow, and be careful.”


  Duffy already had his nose pointed in that direction. I wondered what he smelled. Anyway, I didn’t need the GPS after we left the path because damned if that dog didn’t lead us straight to another grey canister, identical to the first one.


  Identical, except for a little clump of dark earth and green moss sitting on top of the solar panel-thing. Otherwise it was pristine. Duffy got to within a few feet of the cylinder and stood sniffing the air, growling intermittently. He took care not to get too close and I wondered if he’d got a noseful of super-cold air back at the first one. I took a stick and knocked the earthy clump down, then picked it up. The soil was soft and moist, as if it had only recently been dislodged from the forest floor. Thin ice crystals, jagged and translucent, clung to some of the root tendrils.


  Ricky squatted beside me as I examined it. “It’s like that thing just pushed up out of the ground, isn’t it?” he asked.


  Goosebumps prickled my skin. I’d been struck by the same thought, but I wasn’t going to say anything because of course that was impossible. For one thing, if that was the case, it should be covered with dirt and mud. 


  “Nah,” I told Ricky. "I know it looks like that, but I don’t think so. It wouldn’t really make sense.”


  He looked skeptical but stood and walked around it. “This one’s got numbers, too. There must be more!”


  “Okay, but are we really going to spend all day doing this? We’ve found two and they’re both the same. I don’t think we need to do it again.”


  He looked at me over the top of the canister. “Don’t you want to know what they are? I told you, it’s a mystery! We have to solve it.”


  The only mystery to me was what time I was finally going to make it home today. “They’re just survey markers or something,” I said. “But if you want to find one more, we’ll do that. Then have lunch and head home, okay?”


  “Got the GPS ready?” He read the numbers to me. I noticed that he didn’t actually agree that one more would do it.


  The next one was, predictably, about the same distance away as the last one, but off in the general direction where the path had been leading when it headed left.


  The trail had deteriorated to something more like a cow path, and I was starting to think it would run out any time. To tell the truth, I hoped it would. But suddenly it opened up at a stream and I realized I’d been hearing the hiss and gurgle of the water for the past few minutes without noticing it. A haphazard line of half-submerged stones offered the only obvious bridge to the other side.


  I looked at Ricky with raised eyebrows.


  “We can make it across that, easy,” he said.


  “The dog’s going to get wet for sure. And if you slip, your feet will be soaked. We’ll have to go back anyway then, because hiking in wet shoes will give you wicked blisters.”


  “I’m not going to slip, and Duffy’s feet will dry off,” he argued. “Anyway, it’ll wash some of the mud off him.”


  I shrugged. “Okay, we’ll give it a try. I’ll go first and you come behind me. Hold my hand and step exactly where I step.”


  He put his hand in mine confidently. I let the dog out to the extent of his leash to fend for himself. Honestly, the crossing didn’t look that bad, so long as the stones were steady, and I had my good waterproof hiking boots on. A slip wouldn’t be that bad for me.


  We went slowly. The sun had disappeared behind a skiff of clouds and a chill breeze blew straight down the stream, raising goosebumps on my arms and back. The dog was on the other shore by the time we were about halfway across. I heard the now-familiar ATV engine rumble and Duffy barked, shattering our concentration and the otherwise eerie silence. The kid jumped and skittered on the stones, one toe skimming the surface of the water. He shrieked and caught at my arm with his free hand. A clutch of birds flushed out of the tree branches above us with a rush of wings, startling him further, and he almost went in.


  Luckily, I had a solid footing on two stones and managed to help Ricky catch his balance. I pretty much pulled him along the last few steps, figuring we’d be better off getting across in a hurry. Once there, he leaned forward with his hands on his knees, panting a little.


  “Stupid dog,” he muttered, and I had to agree. 


  “You okay?” 


  He nodded.


  We set off again, although the path shrank even further and low-hanging branches barred the way every few steps. We walked in silence, concentrating on the quickly-disappearing trail.


  “You want some water?” I asked Ricky, and my voice sounded strangely loud. The kid jumped at the sound of it and then giggled nervously.


  “Sure.”


  We stopped and each had a swig from the water bottles I’d insisted we take, and Ricky cupped his hands while I poured some into them for the dog to slurp. He dried his hands on his jeans when Duffy decided he’d had enough and turned his nose to the trail again. Once more, we had to leave the path to find the actual spot, but now that we knew what to look for I spotted the cylinder before we’d gone more than a few feet from the trail.


  It held no surprises. Exactly like the others. Even Ricky gave it only a cursory glance before going around to the back to check for a screen. I pulled the flashlight from my pack and tried to peer inside the narrow slot that ran the length of the side groove, but I couldn’t really make out anything inside—maybe a shadowy hint of some mechanism, but that was all. I was careful not to lean in close enough to feel the intensity of the cold or set off the light and alarm. Ricky read off the numbers without even asking me if we could find another one. I felt a twinge of annoyance but shrugged it off and plugged them into the GPS. What the hell. He’d tell Celia all about it and I’d look like a hero. And I admit I was getting curious about how many of the damned things there could be.


  When the new destination popped up on the screen I looked at it for a long moment and then wordlessly showed it to Ricky. I’d marked the locations of the three cylinders we’d found already with little flags.


  “We’re going in a circle,” he said.


  I nodded. "That’s what I thought. So there might not be many more. They’ve all been about the same distance apart. I’m betting one more after this one, and then those coordinates will lead us back to the first one. I’ll bet five will be it.” And then we can go the hell home.


  Ricky looked a little disappointed, but still determined to see if my prediction was right. We set out again, Ricky walking beside me this time. The sun was still high in the sky but now seemed pale and watery, clouds drifting between it and us. After a few minutes Ricky reached up and took my hand. He’d never done that before. Usually, it might have irritated me, but right now, his hand felt warm against my still strangely-cold skin, and I didn’t mind at all. We walked in silence, letting the path and the GPS guide us.


  I thought we were almost there when Duffy stopped in his tracks and whined, low in his throat. Ricky looked at me, frowning. I shrugged my shoulders. The dog glanced around and then shook his head vigorously. I took a few steps and tugged at the leash and he came along, but he carried his tail low, almost between his legs, and sniffed the air constantly. A couple of times, he stopped to lower his head and swipe at his ears with a clumsy paw.


  “Not far now, boy,” I told him, although it was more to reassure the kid than the dog. Duffy didn’t look at me but answered with a whine and a growl, although he kept pace with us. He shook his head again, ears flapping.


  “Do you hear that?” Ricky asked me, glancing around us.


  “What?”


  He wrinkled his brow. “I don’t know. It’s like a whistle or something, coming from far away.”


  I hadn’t noticed anything, but when I concentrated, a high-pitched humming registered with me, just on the edge of my hearing. It was a little like the earlier alarm, but continuous instead of a beep. The sound must be the source of Duffy’s agitation. It made sense that the dog would hear it first, then Ricky.


  “I hear it now, but I don’t know what it is. We’re almost at the coordinates, though.”


  The fourth cylinder came into sight as expected. The hum or whine droned steadily, although it didn’t get any louder. It didn’t seem to come from the cylinder, but from all around us, like white noise—but more annoying. Checking the cylinders had become routine now. Duffy sniffed around it cautiously. Ricky ran around to the side away from the path while I attempted to see if there was any detail that made this one different from its fellows. I didn’t see it. The kid read the coordinates off to me, I put them into the GPS, and we left.


  The lassitude that had overtaken us a few minutes ago dissipated now that we were heading for the fifth, and probably last, cylinder. Ricky almost ran along the path ahead of me while I strode to keep him in sight. The path was still barely visible, but I’d given up warning him to watch his step. Duffy ranged as far ahead of me as the leash would allow.


  I caught up with Ricky easily when he stopped short and put his hands on his hips in a gesture that reminded me of Celia. He stood, staring at the fifth cylinder, which looked exactly like the other four. The background noise seemed a little more intense, and Duffy must have thought so, too, the way he pawed intermittently at his ears. Otherwise everything was just the same. Ricky sauntered over to check the back of the cylinder for the expected screen, but his disappointment was palpable. He’d expected this last cylinder to hold the answer to the puzzle.


  He read me the coordinates and when I entered them, it was obvious they’d lead us back to the first cylinder. I showed him the screen. “I guess that’s it.”


  Ricky stared at it for a moment longer and said, “I guess so.” He frowned up at me. “Didn’t you think we’d—I dunno—find out what they were for, or something?”


  I shrugged. “I didn’t really know. Like I said, they probably have some purpose we just don’t know about. They could be monitoring the weather or something.”


  He looked back at the screen, then looked back at the cylinder. “That noise is getting louder, isn’t it?”


  I looked around. It still seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, but the kid was right. Duffy whimpered. A gust of wind set the leaves overhead shivering.


  “Maybe we should get out of here,” I said. Not for the first time since we’d found the cylinders, I felt uncomfortable. The forest seemed oppressive, the sunlight paled to a wan half-light and the hairs on the back of my neck prickled.


  “Hey!” Ricky shouted. He snatched the GPS from my hand. “They’re in a circle, right? Maybe there’s something in the middle of the circle! Come on, Danny!”


  He turned and ran past the cylinder, into the area that—he was right—would be encircled by the five cylinders. Duffy lunged after him, jerking the leash from my hand. 


  The pervasive whine in the air ramped up and I felt a tremor in the ground under my feet. That didn’t make sense—we didn’t live anywhere near earthquake country. “Ricky! Come back,” I yelled. But he’d plunged into the underbrush and out of my sight almost immediately. He must have heard me—I could hear him and the dog crashing through branches—but he didn’t answer or turn back. I swore and took off after him, slapping branches out of my way.


  There was no question about it now, the earth trembled under my feet as I ran. Branches and leaves around me and overhead shook, so much that I flashed back to watching Jurassic Park years ago. Not that I thought a T-Rex was about to come smashing through the trees. But that was what it looked like.


  A big tremor sent me reeling and I stumbled but kept going. Duffy barked in a non-stop frenzy, and I honed in on the sound. The forest’s odd silence had shattered. Trees groaned, limbs crashed, and the background hum had risen to a roar. Something terrible was happening, and I’d let Ricky get caught right in the middle of it. My heart banged around in my chest like a pea in a pressure cooker. I could only breathe in deep gasps.


  How had Ricky gotten so far ahead of me?


  Then something erupted out of the earth just off to my right. A long rail, it looked like, maybe eight inches wide, running parallel to my stumbling path into the centre of the area ringed by the cylinders. A few small trees toppled, their grip on the earth completely dislodged by the emergence of the rail, but luckily they fell away from me. The narrow rail rose slowly, inexorably, clods of earth tumbling, networks of roots pulling and snapping, showering me with sprays of dirt. I blinked and shielded my eyes. The creak and groan of metal under strain filled the air.


  When I realized I had stopped running, I barrelled forward again. Duffy sounded close now. I broke through some underbrush and almost ran headlong into a wave of spilling earth and bushes. It cascaded from a slowly-rising circular platform, easily thirty feet across, already a few feet off the ground. Five of the narrow rails, each coming from one of the cylinders, connected to the platform like the spokes of a wheel. As the rails rose out of the ground, they lifted the platform. Its laborious ascent slowly dislodged the layer of earth that had covered it. A slim birch tree slid from the centre of the platform toward the edge in a shower of soil as I watched, and I dove left as it pitched toward me. Branches brushed my back as its crown crashed to earth.


  “Danny!”


  I looked up to see Ricky’s terrified, dirt-streaked face peering over the lip of the platform. Frozen in place, he gripped the unstable earth as the platform shook and ground its way upward. Duffy raced back and forth under the platform, barking as his boy was carried further and further away.


  It hit me. He hadn’t screamed, “Danny.” He’d said “Daddy.”


  “Jump!” I yelled, “I’ll catch you!” But I knew it was useless. He was too frightened to move.


  The lower half of the fallen birch tree still rested on the platform, roots tangled in the soil. It wasn’t much of a ladder, but it was all I had. I shucked off the backpack and started to clamber up the tree. It wasn’t easy. The notches where branches attach to the trunk are great for climbing an upright tree, but they’re slippery and inconvenient when you’re going the other way. The trunk shook and shuddered as the platform moved inexorably upward.


  At least my movement jolted Ricky into action. When he saw me coming, he crawled toward the upended roots of the birch and tried to hold them steady. The whole thing slipped sideways just as I reached the edge, but I managed to heave myself over the lip just before the trunk crashed sideways.


  So now we were both in trouble. Duffy, below us, went berserk barking. The platform continued to rise, shaking more violently now. Dislodged earth bounced and vibrated toward the edge, raining over it. Bare patches showed grey metal like the cylinders, pristine even though it had been buried only moments before.


  “What—” Ricky started, his voice shaky, but I cut him off.


  “I don’t know. We just have to get down.”


  I shimmied close to the edge and peered over. We were ten, maybe twelve feet off the ground. Still low enough to escape with nothing more than maybe a turned ankle if we moved fast. If I moved fast. I turned back to Ricky. His eyes were huge, and fixed on mine. Scared but trusting.


  “Climb on my back.”


  “Huh?” he said, but then he did as he was told. He slid his arms around my neck and clung tight. His legs wrapped around my waist.


  “Whatever happens, don’t let go.” I cleared earth and debris from the edge. The smooth, slick metal offered no appreciable lip to hold on to, but I had no choice. I lay on my belly, stuck my palms on the surface near the edge and carefully slid my legs over. The roar increased in volume and the platform vibrated roughly. The muscles in my arms and shoulders—especially the one already sore from hauling the damn dog around—trembled and screamed as I levered us over the edge and as slowly as I could, lowered us down until we hung from my fingertips. Ricky stayed silent and still, just hanging on. 


  The platform jittered up, and I let go. I tried to bend my knees and roll into the impact as my feet hit the ground, but I had to try and protect Ricky, too, so I took the brunt of it. Sharp pain lanced up my left leg and I swore as a blast of heat from the underside of the platform hit me. Ricky slipped off and I rolled over onto my back. The platform, supported only by the five rails, hung suspended above us, the rails tilted upward now like the frame of a teepee. The heat came from some kind of engine on the underside. As I stared up at it, the whole thing began a lazy rotation.


  The pain in my leg gnawed at my brain for a minute and then I realized that Ricky was hauling on my arm, trying to pull me out from under the thing. “Come on,” he grunted. “Can you walk?”


  “Are you okay?” I answered, and he nodded. With his help, I managed to get to my feet. I tested weight on the left leg. Not broken, I thought, but not in great shape. With Ricky supporting me, we hobbled as fast as we could away from the platform. The back of my jacket felt warm, and I knew the heat from the thing was increasing. We might not be out of danger yet, and I tried to push the pain down and move as fast as I could. Duffy barked up at the thing non-stop as he backed away from it.


  “Ricky, run ahead. Get as far away as you can.”


  He didn’t say a word, just shook his head and tightened his grip around my waist. I wanted to scream at the pain in my leg, but I gritted my teeth and moved faster. If he wouldn’t leave me, then I had to get us both out of there. The roar behind us reached a crescendo and pain flared in my ears. Duffy yelped and I felt Ricky catch his breath. Whatever is about to happen must be close.


  Just then we came in sight of a stream—another bend of the one we’d crossed earlier. Not much in the way of a bank and it wasn’t very deep, but it would be better than nothing.


  “In the water!” I ordered. “Just keep your head out for now, and if we need to, maybe we can duck underneath.” I pictured a wall of flame spurting out from the thing behind us, charring everything in its path. The water could save us. Ricky seemed to stumble as he got to the bank, but he didn’t fall.


  The water was so icy I could barely force myself into it, but it took my mind off my leg for a minute. Ricky and I lay down in its chill embrace, panting, teeth chattering. The dog splashed in beside us. In the direction of the platform, the trees danced wildly now, telling me that the slow rotation we’d seen starting must now be creating a wash like a helicopter’s rotors. 


  “Ricky, thanks for your help back there. You did good.”


  He stared at me for a second, then grinned and shouted back. “No problem, Danny.” The grin faded as the roar from the platform stopped abruptly. Trees still whipped around in the gale, but even with the wind it felt like silence by comparison.


  I should have made us both duck under the water right then, but I was too mesmerized to think of it. In place of the roar, a whirring like a million bees in flight filled the air, and the platform rose above the treetops, spinning like a flywheel.


  Ricky breathed a word I’m pretty sure his mother doesn’t even know he knows. I echoed it.


  Lucky for us, the heat I’d expected didn’t come. The underside of the spinning platform hung above the trees, and pulsed an eerie blue-yellow for a minute, like the heart of a match flame. Then it flew straight up like a pebble from a slingshot, too fast to really see movement before it vanished. The downdraft stopped abruptly, and within a minute the trees had settled. That now-familiar hum like the motor of an ATV came through the trees, but I didn’t expect a vehicle anymore. I thought I knew what was happening. The rails, the cylinders were probably retracting back into the earth, disappearing without a trace. 


  I realized I didn’t really care.


  We were both panting and shivering. We limped slowly out of the water, teeth chattering harder than ever as icy water ran off us in rivulets. The dog shook all over us and Ricky squealed—a nice, normal sound. The sun picked that moment to slide out from behind the clouds, and I ordered Ricky to strip down to his underwear while I did the same. Hobbling, I retrieved the backpack, found the matches and we gathered enough dry wood to get a little fire going.


  “Should we get out of here?” Ricky asked, when our shivers had finally stopped. 


  I shrugged. 


  “Maybe so, but I think—I think it’s gone. Whatever it was. I think we’re better off getting dry as we can before we try to hike out.” My leg throbbed. It was going to be a tough walk.


  He looked up, to where the platform—I might as well start calling it a ship, I thought—had disappeared into the clouds. “What do you think it was?”


  I hesitated. It was the hesitation of not being sure, and of not being sure how your thoughts might be received. Suddenly it mattered what Ricky thought of me, more than it ever had before. I took the coward’s route. 


  “What do you think it was?”


  He shrugged and frowned. “I think it was something from aliens. Some kind of UFO.” 


  Apparently that sort of cowardice is not a concern for nine-year-olds. I nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. That metal wasn’t like anything I’ve ever seen. Heck, none of it was like anything I’ve ever seen.” I shook my fingers, still a bit tingly from the cold that had bitten them, although the sensation was fading.


  Ricky hunkered down and poked another stick into the fire. “You think they were watching us or something?”


  “Maybe. For some reason I didn’t get the feeling there were actual aliens there. It might have been a probe or something, gathering information.”


  “It must have been there for a long time, because of all the trees that were growing on it.”


  “Exactly,” I said. "So the chances that there were any kind of creatures in it—”


  “Yeah, I doubt it. I wonder what they were looking for?”


  It was my turn to shrug. “No idea. Maybe just studying the earth or something. Not many people out here to study.”


  “Except us.” He flashed me a grin.


  “Ha, yeah.”


  We fed a few more twigs into the flames, the growing heat casting a welcome warming radius. “Are we going to tell anyone about this?” he asked me after a few minutes.


  I looked at him. “Do you think we should?”


  He pulled a deep breath. “I think it might be better if we didn’t.”


  I nodded. “Me too.” I fished sandwiches out of the backpack and passed him one.


  He unwrapped the plastic and bit into a mashed peanut butter and jam. “But what are we going to tell Mom?”


  He had a point. I was going to have a limp for a while, and it would be pretty obvious that we’d been drenched. I squinted into the sun for a second, then looked at him as I bit into my own sandwich. “That I twisted my ankle on a rock?” I suggested.


  He nodded wisely. “And then we slipped and fell in the stream coming back, since it was hard for you to walk. ’Cause it would be nice if she let us go geocaching again sometime,” he said around bites of sandwich.


  “When I get a new GPS,” I said. “I have no idea what happened to it.”


  He threw me a grin. Getting up, he walked to the spot where I thought he’d stumbled as we ran for the water. He pulled the GPS out from under a rock. “I thought it shouldn’t get wet,” he said, proffering it to me. “And we might need it to get out of here.”


  I grinned back at him. “Yeah, we might. But you carry it,” I told him. “I think you can handle it. Maybe next time we’ll bring your mom along too.”


  “Next time,” he said. “I like the sound of that. But I don’t think I want to come back here.”


  I chuckled. “Me neither. But there’s lots of other places we could go.”


  “I never did get to find a real geocache,” he said, pushing a button on the GPS experimentally.


  Kids. They’re never satisfied.


  But it struck me that maybe I am.


  o~o~o


  Alien Gifts


  Shallie woke, remembered what day it was, kicked off the thin microfiber sheets and rolled out of bed. Through the sleep pod’s skylight, a sulky trickle of orange sunlight outlined the silent computer and the metal footlocker holding Shallie’s clothes. Those things and the bed just about filled the pod. She flicked on the computer and set the screen to mirror mode so she could scrape her dark hair into a neat topknot. She pulled a clean excursion overall out of the footlocker and slipped it on, practically dancing with anticipation.


  Today was the day she’d finally get to meet the aliens.


  Her parents had already emerged from their own sleep pod and sat at the tiny table in the middle of the living pod, eating breakfast.


  The inflated pod walls undulated slightly, giving under what must be a brisk wind outside on the planet’s surface. The place seemed prone to wind and dust storms. They didn’t last long, but this part of the planet was covered with such deep dust—regolith, her mother called it—that sometimes the landscape could change dramatically during a storm. Shallie hoped nothing big would blow in today.


  “Breakfast is ready,” Shallie’s father said with a smile, squeezing food paste from three different tubes onto Shallie’s plate and adding a few spoonfuls of water. He passed it under the heating lamp and the paste squirmed and reconfigured itself into more solid-looking mounds of nourishment. Some people liked to watch while their meal went through this transformation, but Shallie didn’t. The long wriggles of paste reminded her of colorful worms.


  It had been a long time since Shallie had actually seen a worm, back home on Earth—a hundred and six years, in fact. Of course, she’d spent a hundred and five of those years in cold sleep, so it really felt like less than a year. Ten months on the ship, two weeks on the planet, preparing. Still, even a year was a long time, and there was something about just knowing it had been more than a hundred years, even if she hadn’t experienced them, that made it feel indescribably long.


  “Is everyone else ready?” she asked her mother, spooning a bite of “waffle” into her mouth. It tasted a little like waffles, Shallie thought, but mostly not.


  Shallie’s mother didn’t look up from her screen—probably reading another report. Sometimes Shallie wondered how there could possibly be so many topics requiring reports, but her mother was the mission leader, so Shallie guessed she had to know about absolutely everything.


  “Reports look good,” her mother said. “The rest of the team is on track, and word from the Others says they’re ready, too.”


  “Will I be able to talk to any of the kids?” Shallie asked. 


  Her father chuckled. “I don’t know about talking,” he said, stirring more sugar powder into what he called his almost-coffee.


  “None of us are doing more than very basic communicating with the Others yet. But you should have a chance to interact with Other children, yes.” He reached out and tweaked her topknot. “That’s why we brought you a hundred years from home, right?”


  She grinned. “Right.” She opened her screen and brought up the rudimentary communication symbols they’d worked out with the Others, even though she was certain she had them memorized. For today, she had to be sure.


  Tlik’chik woke, remembered what day it was, detached from the sleeping-mesh and tumbled out of the darknest. She blinked in the orange sunlight pouring in through the bignest’s light panels and padded to the wash chamber, where her parents lingered over their morning wash. Joining them in the thin trickle of water, barely enough to wet her feathers, Tlik’chik shivered in the cold as the family preened and washed each other. Then Tlik’chik’s father braided her hair and curled it around her head in his own special way, pinning it tightly, while her mother heated foodpods in the warmer. Finally Tlik’chik scooted away from her father’s fussing, snatched up a couple of foodpods and took them to the biggest window with a view of the planet’s surface. She squirted breakfast into her mouth, barely tasting it.


  Today was the day she’d finally get to meet the aliens.


  Tlik’chik dialed down the opacity of the light panel so she could look outside without squinting. Even after quite a few cycles on this planet, the orange sun’s light always felt a little too bright, a little too strange, and sometimes it made her head ache. She wondered if the aliens found it uncomfortable, too. She’d read all the data about their home planet, so she knew their own sun was even brighter, hotter and yellower than this one. Tlik’chik took another squirt of breakfast and tried to imagine it, but failed. She wondered what the aliens would think of her own planet’s sun, its beautiful dark-red glow so much gentler than this one. A strong wind had picked up outside, swirling tall cones of pale dust into the air and sending them dancing around the bignests of the rest of the duty clan.


  “Are you ready to meet the aliens?” Tlik’chik’s mother chirped, her short fingers flying over the touchscreen, checking the data. The pads on her fingers made soft bumping noises in the quiet bignest.


  Tlik’chik turned from the window and threw the empty foodpod into the recycler, dropping the other one into her pocket. Tlik’chik’s father was fastening his honor tabs onto the front of his uniform.


  She felt a sudden surge of pride that he’d been selected to lead the contact mission.


  “Definitely! I want to know what their kids are like. Do you think they’ll want to play itri-sticks with me?”


  Her mother looked up from the touchscreen and smiled. “It might take a while to teach them how to play, since we don’t have much of a common language yet,” she said, “But that’s why we’re here, after all. I think itri-sticks would be a great idea.”


  Tlik’chik rummaged in her bag of belongings until she found the long box of polished, brightly-colored wooden sticks, and slipped it into her pocket. She might play itri-sticks with an alien! It was going to be an amazing day.


  Halfway between the human camp and the alien one, a weirdly-twisting tree thrust gnarled branches toward the planet’s greenish sky. The tree bore a full, rustling cover of pale yellow leaves, and beneath its canopy was the spot where the two missions had decided to meet. Until now, they’d communicated only by simple messages, each trying to learn as much as possible about the other side. Shallie had seen a picture of the meeting place, taken by an observation flyer, but she hadn’t been there herself—no one had, yet. Secretly, Shallie wondered why they didn’t just get together from the beginning—surely it couldn’t be any more difficult than learning a new language on Earth, which lots of people did every day. 


  But, no, her mother said. This was so much more important than just learning a language; the very first meeting with beings from another planet. And although it seemed both sides wanted only friendship, they had to be very careful. If they didn’t know enough about the other culture, someone could make a terrible mistake by accident—make a rude gesture without realizing it, or use a word in an offensive way, and then who knew what might happen?


  Shallie thought the grown-ups were probably being too careful—grown-ups often did that—but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She’d made a point of learning everything she could for herself, though. If anyone was going to make a terrible mistake today, it wasn’t going to be her.


  The pod walls swayed to one side and then snapped upright again. A small hissing, almost like rain but with a harder edge, filled the pod as dust peppered the outside.


  “The wind’s really picking up out there,” her mother said, worry evident in her voice. “I wonder if we should try to postpone the meeting?”


  “No!” Shallie almost shouted. She’d been waiting for this moment. “If I have to wait another day to meet the aliens, I think I’ll die!”


  Her father smiled indulgently at her. “I don’t think it will be  quite that serious,” he said. He went to one of the pod windows and peered out. “It’s windy, and there’s some dust blowing around, but I doubt it’s going to get any worse than this. If we wait for a day with no wind, we’ll never meet them!”


  “Let’s see what Tomaso thinks,” her mother muttered, and pulled out her communicator. She held a low-voiced conversation with her second-in-command as Shallie gathered up the drawings she’d sketched as a gift for the alien children. They were all scenes of Earth as she remembered it; their house, her school, the park where they liked to camp. Dogs, cats, horses, other earth animals. Flowers, trees, cars and airplanes. Shallie had carefully printed the names of everything at the bottom of the pictures. She hoped they’d like them as she put them carefully into the envelope she’d brought along, and slid some blank pages and coloring sticks into the envelope, too. If she could manage it, she’d ask them to draw her some things from their world.


  “Okay, we’re going ahead,” her mother announced, slipping her communicator back into her pocket. “Inspection outside in ten minutes.”


  Shallie stood by the door, tapping her foot impatiently as her parents gathered up the things they were taking as meeting-gifts and finally led them outside the pod. Nearby stood three more pods, identical to theirs, where the rest of the mission crew lived. There should have been four, but one family had not come out of the cold sleep when the rest of them had awoken. It had been the other family with a child; all three had died sometime during the voyage, which Shallie thought privately was actually just as well. The deaths hit everyone else in the mission hard, but she thought it would have been worse if only one or two had not awoken. Imagine being the one left? She shook her head. She didn’t want to think sad thoughts now. They were actually going to meet the aliens!


  The other mission members emerged and drifted toward them, chatting nervously and checking equipment as they walked.


  A gust of wind scudded into her, and tiny bits of dust and sand stung her cheeks. The envelope twisted in her hand, almost flying out of her grasp. She blinked, turning away. “Ow!”


  Her father was at her side, shielding her from the wind. “Here, walk beside me,” he said, and she took his hand as they turned their steps toward the meeting place.


  Tlik’chik and her family and the rest of the duty clan arrived at the meeting place just a little ahead of the aliens. She was happy about that—it would be so exciting to watch the aliens come into view, walking on their long, skinny legs. One of the first things both sides had done, long ago when communication had been established, was to exchange pictures so each would know what the others looked like. Tlik’chik had studied them diligently, wondering over the aliens’ flat, bare faces, lack of feathers, and long, thin limbs.


  They weren’t ugly, she’d decided long ago, although some of the duty clan thought they were. They were just different in an interesting way. She liked that they had hair on their heads, like her people did. It made them a little less strange.


  Tlik’chik’s mother leaned close. “Are you excited? Not frightened, are you?”


  Tlik’chik held up three fingers and shook them, no. “Of course I’m not afraid! This is the most exciting thing ever!”


  Her mother smiled and rested a hand on her shoulder for a moment. “Good girl.”


  The wind whistled and snapped the leaves of the tree over their heads, whipping even taller cones of dancing dust to life. Tlik’chik reluctantly closed her inner eyelid to protect her vision, hating the way it made the scene before her a little unfocused. Still, she’d see even less with her eyes full of dust.


  And here they came!


  The aliens crested the top of a low rise, all dressed in similar, one-piece clothing of different colors. They did not seem to march in any ceremonial way but formed a loose group. One smaller alien detached itself from a taller one as they came into view. Tlik’chik thought the shorter one must be the alien child—there was only one among them, just as she was the only one in her duty clan.


  She fingered the itri-sticks in her tunic pocket nervously, her mouth suddenly gone dry. She hoped the alien child wouldn’t think they were stupid.


  As the aliens grew closer, Tlik’chik was relieved to see they weren’t all that much taller than her people. Her father stepped forward and held up a hand in the traditional greeting.


  One of the alien females—Tlik’chik knew how to distinguish them, from the pictures—stepped forward and mimicked the gesture, then made one of her own, holding out her hand for Tlik’chik’s father to grasp. Although both sides had prepared the other for what would happen, Tlik’chik felt as if all her feathers were sticking straight out from her body. They touched! They clasped hands! For the first time, two entirely different peoples had come together. Tlik’chik grinned widely and hugged herself.


  The leaders began a laborious process of communicating their prepared messages, and Tlik’chik quickly lost interest in what the adults were saying. Her eyes sought and found the alien child—a girl, she realized—who had her eyes fixed on Tlik’chik. The alien girl smiled and pointed to a thin packet she held, then pointed to Tlik’chik.


  This is for you, Tlik’chik understood the gesture to mean. 


  Her heart felt like a stone in her chest. She hadn’t brought a gift for the alien girl! Her hand went automatically to her pocket, and she realized, over a tiny pang of regret, that it would be all right. She’d give her the itri-sticks, not just teach her to play the game! Her father would understand, and he’d help her make a new set.


  Tlik’chik glanced at her father and the other adults—they were entirely engrossed with the aliens, just as the alien adults seemed to be with them. The initial greetings were over, and the two groups moved closer together, exchanging ceremonial items and trying out their halting knowledge of each other’s language. Tlik’chik looked back to the alien girl, who jerked her head to the side. Let’s go over there, she seemed to be saying. Tlik’chik inclined her head forward, which she’d learned, for the aliens, meant agreement or yes.


  Together they sidled away from the adults, unnoticed, and stopped under another nearby tree, shorter and less impressive but still whipped by the wind. The alien girl had small eyes, the color of bingi flowers. She stood about a head taller than Tlik’chik. She tapped herself on the chest and said, “Shallie.”


  This wasn’t a word in the agreed-upon communication exchange, so Tlik’chik thought it must be the girl’s name. She tapped herself likewise and said, “Tlik’chik.”


  The other girl’s eyes opened wider and she tried it out. It didn’t sound quite right, but close enough, Tlik’chik decided. She inclined her head again and then tried out the girl’s name. It didn’t sound right to her own ears, but Shallie smiled, so it must have been acceptable.


  The tree above them shuddered in a huge gust of wind, its dark-leaved branches creaking. Shallie squealed and put her arms up to cover her head against the harsh peppering of dust the wind lashed into them. When she did, the thin packet whipped out of her fingers and sailed away from them on the gale.


  Instinctively, Tlik’chik jumped to catch the packet, and she felt the wind sweep her up and away.


  Shallie flailed her arms after the envelope, trying to catch it, even though she knew it was already too far away. She felt a burst of hope when the alien girl leapt for it—but hope quickly turned to fear as she saw the rising wind sweep Tlik’chik off her feet and carry her away.


  They must have very light bones, like birds, Shallie heard the scientific side of her mind think. Then after only a brief, startled moment, she ran after the helpless alien. The wind had knocked Tlik’chik down and was tumbling her over the ground like a discarded toy. Even as Shallie ran, the wind whipped and tugged at her coverall with frenzied strength. They hadn’t seen a windstorm this strong since they’d been on the planet, and none had blown in so quickly. A gust pounded against her back and almost sent her stumbling, just as Tlik’chik squealed and coughed, clutching at the ground in an effort to halt her momentum. The alien girl rolled through the swirling  dust a couple of times—


  —and disappeared.


  “No!” Shallie gasped, almost choking on the dust-filled air. Behind her, she heard faint shouts. She glanced over her shoulder and gasped. A towering red-grey wall of wind-whipped dust bore down on her parents and the others. It looked like a monster, tumbling and swirling, about to swallow them up. She saw her mother, hands cupped around her mouth to call after Shallie, disappear into the dust-monster.


  Shocked and stumbling, Shallie sensed the drop-off before she saw it. But not in time to stop her feet from pounding over the edge into nothingness...


  It seemed a long time later when Shallie opened her eyes to dim, filtered light. Reddish-grey dust danced and drifted in the sparse beams. She pushed herself to a sitting position, wincing at the pain in her shoulder and hip. She coughed reflexively, feeling half-choked on the dust.


  “Oh!” said a voice nearby, and Shallie startled at the dark, hunched shape to her left. She tried to scramble to her feet but fell sideways, her head spinning.


  “Tlik’chik! Tlik’chik!” the voice said, and the alien crept over to her, putting one small hand gently on her arm. “Shallie?”


  Shallie could have cried with relief. She nodded and patted the alien girl’s hand. “I’m okay, I think,” she said, then realized the girl probably didn’t understand. She met Tlik’chik’s eyes and smiled and nodded, patting her own chest. “Okay.”


  Tlik’chik held up a finger and flicked it up and down, which Shallie knew meant yes for the aliens. Then Tlik’chik held out Shallie’s envelope, now slightly crinkled and smudged with dust. “Okay!” she said, beaming.


  Shallie took it. It must have blown over the same drop-off she and Tlik’chik had tumbled into, and the alien girl had found it. Carefully, slowly, Shallie stood up and looked around. This seemed to be a natural cavern, but the light came from a long way above them. It looked like hundreds of dust storms had drifted piles of soft sand and dust into the pit, so neither of them had been seriously injured in the fall.


  Unfortunately, the mounds of dust didn’t reach nearly high enough for them to be able to climb out.


  They stared up at the opening. The distant roar of the wind and the dust still sifting down through the air told them the storm continued to rage on the planet’s surface, even though the cavern lay quiet and still. Shallie wasn’t sure how far she’d run before she fell into the pit. Would their parents be able to find any trace of their footprints? Or even tell which way they’d gone? How bad would the storm become? It had descended so fast and fiercely—she imagined their tents being torn to shreds. She pulled her mind quickly away from that thought.


  Tlik’chik tapped her on the arm, and when Shallie turned to her, the alien girl motioned a thin limb around them. She said something Shallie didn’t understand, but she thought she knew what the girl was saying. They should look around the cavern, see if there was another way out, or anything to help them. Shallie nodded and pointed to the left.


  “I’ll look over here.”


  Tlik’chik nodded and pointed to the right. They moved in opposite directions, stepping carefully in the faint illumination from above.


  It didn’t take long. The cavern was probably thirty feet long and a bit wider, starting from the end where they’d fallen in. A few fist-sized rocks were scattered randomly on the floor, along with a rare dead tree branch or two and a few odd tangles of twigs that reminded Shallie of tumbleweeds. She and Tlik’chik met at the far end of the cavern, where a narrow opening in the stone suggested a dark passageway beyond. The girls looked at it together. It wasn’t wide enough for either girl to fit through. Without speaking, both turned and walked back to the slightly brighter end of the cavern. They didn’t need words to understand there was no way out.


  Shallie sat on the floor with her back against a wall of cool stone. Tlik’chik joined her. Shallie passed the envelope to the alien girl. “This was for you, anyway,” she said. “You might as well have it.”


  Although it was obviously a struggle, Tlik’chik forced a smile as she accepted the envelope. Then she dug into a pocket in her tunic and pulled out a long, narrow box. She handed it to Shallie, gesturing for her to open it. Inside lay what looked like a handful of chopsticks tied into a bundle with a silky red cord.


  “Itri,” Tlik’chik said. “Wol-ken. Shallie.”


  Shallie accepted the sticks and examined them. Although they were polished smooth like chopsticks, they varied in lengths and had different colors painted on each end. They were very pretty, but she had no idea what they were for. She smiled at Tlik’chik anyway. “Thank you! I love them.”


  Tlik’chik set her envelope down on the dusty floor of the cavern and motioned for Shallie to put the sticks down on it. When Shallie did, the alien girl untied the cord and proceeded to lay out the sticks in a complicated pattern, chattering to herself a little as she did so. Shallie didn’t understand a word, but she concentrated on the lilting sound of the girl’s voice anyway. It was better than worrying about the howl of the wind far above them outside.


  Although she knew the alien girl couldn’t understand the instructions for playing itri-sticks, Tlik’chik kept talking to distract herself from their predicament. And once the sticks were laid out, it wasn’t too difficult to explain the game through gestures and examples. Shallie seemed to catch on quickly, apparently intrigued by the intricacies of color-matching and strategic placement that made itri-sticks both complex and fun.


  As they played, they taught each other the names of the colors. Do-ta was red, chok was yellow, bek-ta was blue. Tlik’chik knew there was no way she would remember all the alien words, but she was determined to learn them at least as well as the other girl learned the names unfamiliar to her. Tlik’chik won the first three games, but clapped her hands in surprise and delight when Shallie won the fourth.


  Shallie smiled and gathered the sticks together, binding them carefully with the cord. “Thang-gue,” she said, but Tlik’chik didn’t know the word. Hoping it would be all right, she smiled back and nodded. She picked up the packet Shallie had given her earlier and looked at the alien girl with a question. Perhaps she’d show Tlik’chik what was inside now. As Shallie nodded and took back the packet, Tlik’chik couldn’t stop herself from glancing up toward the opening high above them. Dust still drifted in, dancing and whirling madly as it rode the air currents down into the cavern that had become their prison.


  Shallie showed the alien girl the opening in one end of the envelope and Tlik’chik slid the papers out. Even in the dim light, bright colors lit up the pages. Tlik’chik’s smile spread as she examined Shallie’s drawings.


  “Here’s a dog,” Shallie said, pointing. “We keep them as pets, sometimes. Cats, too, like this one. Cat,” she said, tapping the picture.


  “Cat,” Tlik’chik repeated.


  “House,” Shallie went on. “It’s where we live. We go inside,” she told the alien girl, pointing to some people she’d drawn and walking her fingers over to the house.


  “Inside!” Tlik’chik agreed with obvious delight.


  Shallie handed her one of the drawing sticks she’d included in the envelope. “You draw one,” she urged.


  Tlik’chik frowned, then took the drawing stick and turned one of the sheets of paper to the blank back. With quick, sure strokes, she sketched an odd-looking tree with a round sort of hut nestled in its branches. On the ground she drew what might have been herself. She tapped the figure and then the hut. “Inside! Tou’lach.”


  “Tou’lach,” Shallie said, wondering if it was the word for “inside” or “house.” Mentally she shook her head. It didn’t matter. As long as she and Tlik’chik could distract themselves with the pictures, the way they’d done with the stick game, at least they weren’t panicking.


  But she couldn’t help thinking the bellow of the wind above their heads sounded even louder. She strained to hear her parents’ voices calling for her, but they just weren’t there.


  They went back to the pictures. “Present,” Shallie said, tapping a wrapped gift she’d drawn with a birthday cake. She tapped the envelope and the papers, and then Tlik’chik’s arm. “Present. For Tlik’chik.”


  The alien girl’s face lit up. “Present,” she repeated. “Wol-ken. For Shallie!” She pointed to the sticks they’d played with, and then tapped Shallie’s arm. They really did seem to be making progress.


  Shallie smiled back at her, but as Tlik’chik bent over the next page, she saw the alien girl dart a quick, concerned look up. Listening for her own parents’ calls, Shallie wondered? Far overhead, the wind continued to howl like an angry beast.


  Tlik’chik was worried. Even though she was enjoying this little game of language with Shallie, the sounds of the storm far above them continued to rage. The scouring wind would have erased their tracks almost instantly, and the swirling dust would make it impossible to see. Had anyone even noticed which way they’d gone?


  By the time they’d looked at all the pictures and Tlik’chik had drawn more for Shallie, they’d both learned a few new words. But what would they do next? Go back to itri-sticks? Tlik’chik felt her stomach grumble, and she remembered the foodpod in her pocket, left over from breakfast. Glad of the distraction, she pulled it out and opened it, then offered it to Shallie.


  The alien girl looked uncertain. Tlik’chik squirted some of the smooth paste into her own mouth, then held it out to Shallie again. Hesitantly, Shallie took it and dabbed a tiny amount onto one finger, then tasted it. Her eyes watered and she blinked, passing the foodpod back to Tlik’chik. Shallie smiled slightly and held up three fingers, shaking them no.


  Despite her hunger, Tlik’chik slipped the foodpod back into her pocket. If Shallie couldn’t eat, she didn’t want to, either. At least not yet. But now she felt the chill that had descended on the cavern without her noticing, and she realized food was not the most urgent of their problems. Beside her, Shallie shivered. And the light from above had dimmed even further. It was almost gone. Tlik’chik imagined the planet’s short day drawing to a close, the bright orange sun fading. The cavern would soon be dark, and cold. Maybe very cold. They needed to think about the coming night.


  Taking up one of the drawing sticks, Tlik’chik sketched a fire on the back of one of the pages. Surely Shallie would recognize it?


  Shallie nodded at the drawing and glanced around the cavern. She crawled forward from where they’d been sitting, and came back with one of the dead tree parts littering the floor. Tlik’chik nodded, and together they scoured the cavern for things that might burn. This time they didn’t separate but by unspoken agreement stayed close to one another.


  The pile they assembled was woefully small. Tlik’chik squeezed one of the branches between her fingers and thought it felt damp. Would it even burn? And if it did, what they’d gathered would be consumed quickly. It might provide a bit of heat and light, but not much.


  Shallie must have been thinking the same thing. Above the pile, she held two stones she’d picked up and struck them quickly together. No spark. Tlik’chik could barely make out the alien girl’s face in the smudge of light left to them. She looked grim but determined.


  The next attempt brought a spark, but the twigs didn’t ignite. A second spark landed on the twigs and a tendril of smoke wisped up for an instant, but disappeared as the spark went out.


  Tlik’chik looked around again, although they’d been over every bit of the cavern. Then she saw the envelope. It, and the papers inside it, would burn—but how could she suggest sacrificing the other girl’s gift? If Shallie was angry at the idea, it could cause a rift between their people before they’d even started to get to know each other.


  Of course, it would only become a problem if they were ever found.


  Shallie blinked back tears of frustration. They needed to get this fire going, to give them some warmth and light. She was almost afraid to hope, but it sounded like the storm on the planet’s surface might be quieting down. Maybe their parents and the others would be able to begin searching for them, even though she knew the day must be almost over.


  She saw Tlik’chik’s eyes land on the envelope of papers and knew immediately what the other girl must be thinking. They would burn. But could she suggest burning them? Shallie caught her eyes and nodded. “It’s okay,” she said, holding up a finger and flicking it the way Tlik’chik had done to mean yes. “I’ll draw you some more.”


  Kneeling, Tlik’chik slowly pulled the drawings from the envelope and crumpled them up almost reverently, as if performing a ritual. She placed the crumpled balls of paper under and around the twigs. It still looked like it would make only a brief, sad, fire.


  The itri sticks bumped in Shallie’s pocket as she leaned forward to strike the rocks again. Wood. They were wood, too! Shallie’s hand moved toward her pocket but stopped. They were so beautiful, and such an elegant gift! Could she possibly suggest burning them?


  But Tlik’chik seemed to have realized Shallie’s thoughts, as well. She nodded. “O-kay,” she said carefully, and pointed to the pile of paper and twigs. “Okay, Shallie.”


  Shallie passed Tlik’chik the itri-sticks, and again, with careful precision, the alien girl added the sticks to the pile. She met Shallie’s eyes and nodded. Shallie struck the rocks together. Nothing. Again. Spark. Again. Spark.


  Tlik’chik leaned over and gently blew on the sparks. One went out, but one flared and caught the paper it had landed on. The edges curled and blackened as a growing flame licked across Tlik’chik’s picture of a fire. Smoke curled up from the end of an itri-stick as flames flickered around it.


  Shallie set down the rocks she’d used to make the sparks, and scooted around the fire, close to Tlik’chik. As more and more of their tinder caught and smoke rose toward the hole far above them, Shallie felt the alien girl put an arm around her shoulders.


  “Okay,” Tlik’chik said.


  Shallie nodded as the fire pushed back the cavern’s chill.


  “Okay,” she agreed. “We’ll be okay.”


  She hoped they were right.


  Tlik’chik dreamed she heard her father calling her name. He seemed to be far away, and as so often happens in dreams, she couldn’t open her mouth to answer him. Other voices joined her father’s, some strange and speaking a language she didn’t understand. But she did recognize one word. Shallie.


  She jolted awake just as Shallie did the same. They’d fallen asleep with their backs against the cavern wall, arms around each other to preserve the warmth their fire had lent them. It had burned down to embers now, but tendrils of smoke still wafted up toward the sky, escaping into the sunlight. The cavern had lightened again, and the dust had stopped falling; the opening high above them was a bright hole in the darkness. The roar of the storm was gone. There were only the voices.


  Beside her, Shallie jumped to her feet, shouting up to the hole. Tlik’chik joined her.


  “Here! We’re down here!” she called. Tlik’chik knew Shallie was yelling the same thing in her own language.


  Shadows appeared at the opening.


  “Tlik’chik! Are you all right?”


  “Yes! We’re fine!”


  “Shallie!”


  “We’re here!”


  “We’re lowering a rope for you!”


  A rope snaked down from above. Shallie turned to Tlik’chik with bright eyes. “Okay!” she said, pointing to the smoke rising from the embers. “We did it!”


  Tlik’chik nodded. The searchers must have seen the smoke rising from the hole and knew where to find them, even though the massive storm would have erased all traces of their footprints. She saw Shallie glance down at the remains of the fire, and their gifts to each other. She looked up and caught Tlik’chik’s eye, smiling sadly.


  “Itri-sticks,” she said. “I liked.”


  Tlik’chik nodded. “Draw-ings,” she said. “Shallie make more?”


  Shallie agreed with a smile and threw her arms around Tlik’chik in a tight hug. Tlik’chik hugged her back and smiled. The real gift was still right there.


  Thank you!


  Hello Reader! Thanks for reading “Alien Gifts: Five Short Stories”, and I hope you enjoyed the stories. I was once told by an editor (even though she rejected my story) “You do write great aliens,” and it’s true I love imagining alien species to life. If you liked these stories (or if you’d like to see something different; I do write fantasy and urban fantasy as well), please visit my website at www.sherrydramsey.com to learn more, find some free tales, and leave a review or rating; or tell your reader friends about the ebook. All of these things mean a lot to authors, especially these days! If you’d like to connect online, there are links below. Thanks again, and I appreciate your support!
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