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      His nest was gone. The large storage containers that had hidden him had disappeared. He searched the dark corner looking for his pile of rags and cotton that he had painstakingly collected, but the corner was empty. How could his world have ended so suddenly? He’d gone out to find food—unsuccessfully—only to lose his home over it.

      There was a brief second of hope. Maybe he had gotten turned around, and his home was intact somewhere else. It was an outlandish thought. He was a rat, and his nose didn’t lie. This was his home, or where his home had been.

      No! It was gone—the last connection to his family was missing.

      He looked around, but his vision was limited, and the room was blurry, making it difficult to see all but the larger shapes. He put his nose to the ground and followed a faint trail that smelled of his ancestors.

      There! He spotted the gray object lying in the middle of the room. It smelled faintly of human feet, a scent he was too familiar with, and he knew that it must have been carelessly kicked. Part of him was grateful that it was still here. But a more primal aspect of himself was full of anger. How could they treat such an important piece of history so carelessly?

      He walked around the piece of plastic, inspecting it for damage, and was relieved to find none. He picked it up in his arms—the small hollow tube of history—and clung tight.

      The story of its origin had been passed down to him when he was very young, still without fur or open eyes. Once, the tube had belonged to his ancestor on a distant world. They had been friends with a human who brought them to a new home—the station. They lived in a wondrous, safe place full of tubes, until one day they had to leave their human friend. All they could bring with them was this piece of tubing.

      Honestly, he found it hard to believe that his ancestors could have been small enough to fit their bodies through the middle of the tube. He couldn’t even fit his head in it. But it had been entrusted to him, and he would do what it took to keep it safe.

      There were rats elsewhere on the station, all distantly related, but he was the last of his line. His litter was small, just five of them. Only the three of them made it past infancy. He knew his mother had a hard time keeping them alive with such limited food availability. His father had already moved on to a new family. He was probably in the station, somewhere. It had been a long time since he had seen him.

      It was the three of them. His brother was the first to die. He was full of courage and not much common sense. His mother had drilled into them when they were young that outside the station required armor that only the humans had. They were station creatures. But his brother had wanted a better look at the lights in the darkness and wandered into one of the doorways to the outside. He never made it back. It had been him and his sister for most of their adult life, but then she … she … now he was alone. The tube was his heirloom to protect. His last connection with his family.

      He was alone. Alone and without a home. But at least he had the tube. He held it to his chest, then he sniffed around the room. There was nothing left but the lingering scent of humans. The room was empty, lacking anything to squeeze between, under, or even to climb. However, he preferred not to be so high. It didn’t seem safe.

      It seemed there was no other option. He would have to find a new home. And he had just managed to get his last one cozy.

      His stomach rumbled. It had been too long since he had last eaten.

      When he was young, his mother had told him stories of the other planet. Food had been brought to his ancestors, delivered by the humans who had worshiped them, placing their palace at the center of their living quarters so all could revel in their beauty. He suspected that was why the ancestors were such small, fragile beings.

      Now food was hard to come by. Most of it was in the center of the station where the humans congregated. He tried to stay away. That was where he lost his sister. It was on a raid to the kitchen. She hadn’t seen the cook prepping the food and had ended up in a casserole the next day. He froze, unmoving, until the fear started to subside. He missed his sister. Slowly, he moved toward the door. It wasn’t safe to stay in the middle of the floor where any of the humans could see him.

      He needed to find a new home. First, a home and then food.

      The door was shut, and the containers that used to be stacked near it were gone. So he put the tube in his mouth, using his freed hands to dig his claws into the packed dirt walls. It was easy to get them to pierce the outer surface of the wall, and with the pads of his paws, he made his way up.

      He tried to stay off the walls. It was so easy to be seen, but there was no other choice, and the room was abandoned. These were simpler to climb than the ones in the middle of the station. He used his tail to help him balance as he reached out and pushed the covering of the air vent out enough that he could squeeze through.

      Inside the air duct, he froze, allowing his heart to stop racing. It was always so
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