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      Sitting at a table in a coffee shop, Hiroshi Ichihara reflected on the beings around him. His body was not unlike theirs: he had a head, torso, two arms, and two legs. He thought, he felt, he dreamed. The similarities ended there. If they were to ever know the true him, they would run away in fear or lock him up for the rest of his 700 year-long lifespan.

      Volon Tru was his real name, and underneath his close-cropped black hair and tan skin and behind his brown eyes, he wasn't human. He was a Noigel, from the planet of the same name. This Volon Tru lived within his flash skin, a device that shielded and disguised him. It generated a skintight energy field, protecting him from the world's dangerous atmosphere while also creating a holographic representation of his human self, a simulation so sophisticated the human eye couldn't tell the difference between it and a real person. Microscopic force fields and replicators duplicated the look and feel of the human body. Even his eyelids blinked without conscious control.

      "Do you think they're worth saving, Dolim?" he whispered to the air.

      The reply originated deep within his ears. "I'm a battle suit, not philanthropist or philosopher."

      Ichihara took out his cell phone and tapped the dark screen. He held it up to his ear and paused, as if listening for someone to pick up on the other end. "I know that," he replied, "but I want your answer anyway. Do you think these humans are worth saving?"

      The voice within him said, "My programming is to fulfill the mission. If the mission is to save humans, then yes, these beings are worth saving."

      "Why?"

      "Because my programming tells me so."

      Ichihara sighed; he sometimes needed someone to talk to, and his only companion was his suit, Dolim. The flash skin allowed him to assume a human form; once it took a certain shape, it was unchangeable. A battle suit, on the other hand, was malleable. Made up of billions of catoms, the battle suit penetrated the cells of the wearer. The technology gave the Noigel abilities far beyond the norm of the local populace: this helped protect them in combat. The battle suit could also change clothes at will, a great asset in blending in. Ichihara wore a dark gray business suit with a white shirt and dark red tie, the suit jacket draped over the back of the chair. Ichihara's human form was a tall Japanese man, long limbed with a fit runner's-like physique. He had a strong jaw, and people often said he should have been a model instead of working as an advisor for JAXA, the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency.

      "You give me the same answer," he said.

      "It's because you ask the same question," the battle suit replied.

      It's right, thought Ichihara, it is a battle suit and not a philosopher. Dolim wasn't even its real name, but covert missions could last years, and Ichihara felt if the suit had a name it would help him cope better with living on an alien world, cut off from all he knew and felt comfortable with. Thus, he had given the suit the name of a childhood friend. It had accepted the new designation without complaint.

      He took another sip of his hot, sweet coffee. He had to admit Earth had one of the least appetizing planetary cuisines he had experienced, although it was somewhat compatible with his alien biochemistry. But Noigel had nothing as wonderful as coffee.

      Compatible. The word echoed around in his head for a few moments. That's what it all comes down to, isn't it? he thought. Compatibility. Trying to find a world capable of supporting his race. But that's not true, he told himself. It wasn't about finding suitability, it was about annihilation. Because that is what would happen to this world if he and the Defiant failed. Earth would die so his world could be reborn.

      He stopped his dark musings. Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he opened the photo app on his phone. He looked at several pictures of a large man dressed in sky blue coveralls. The pictures were covert ones, some taken when the subject made deliveries to factories, others were of him walking to the headquarters of Amano Heavy Industries. Another showed him walking out of a restaurant.

      Ichihara was about to find out if the man wasn't human.
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        * * *

      

      Hina Takamachi thought it was perfect timing: one of her favorite songs, Single Bed by SharanQ, had finished playing on her iPhone as Ami's house came in sight down the street. She closed her music app and put the earbuds in her purse.

      Her best friend's house doubled as a taiyaki restaurant. Hina smiled as the smell of taiyaki wafted around her. One of her favorite snacks, taiyaki had a sweet red bean paste, called anko, stuffed in the middle of fried bread shaped like a fish. The restaurant sat among other shops and residences situated on a side street; families ran most of the local businesses and stores. Some shops were only big enough to house five customers at a time. Small tables, chairs, and benches littered the street to give patrons a place to eat and snack and gossip.

      Like an extra Lego block added to a finished toy, Ami's grandparents had tacked the taiyaki shop on to the side of the one-story house. It wasn't much more than a glorified kitchen: the grills and stoves took up one wall, with the rest of the space dedicated to storing the cookware and ingredients. The front of the store had a serving and ordering window, and one could see through the shop and into the house's living room beyond. A door to the left side of the window led into the shop; sometimes friends came into the cooking area and sat on one of the three discarded plastic crates converted into service as chairs, to talk with Ami's grandparents, Junko and Atsushi.

      Hina stood at the window and saw Atsushi close the lid of the grill on a fresh batch of taiyaki. "Good afternoon, Atsushi-ojiisan," she said.

      The older man turned towards her. "Hina-chan, good afternoon," he said in a cheerful voice. Gray hair poked out in tufts from under his cap, and grease and fillings splotched his white apron. Besides red bean paste, Atsushi filled his taiyaki with other foodstuffs like cheese, chocolate, and assorted flavors.

      He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. "Ami's in the house."

      Hina looked past him; the curtains and sliding glass door were open and she could see the living room. Ami sat on the tatami floor at the room's single table, drawing a picture. Hina went through the small door and stood on the narrow, sagging, wooden ledge to remove her shoes.

      Ami looked up from her drawing pad and smiled when she saw Hina. The other girl laughed out loud at her diminutive friend.

      "That is a rice sack you're wearing, right? It can't be a real dress," Hina said.

      Ami put down her art pencil and tugged at her attire. "My grandmother bought it." After a moment, she added, "For herself, then she gave it to me." She stood, grabbed the tan one-piece garment, and spun around. "Ta-da." She smiled at Hina and they both laughed.

      Ami Isobe was her best friend, but Hina couldn't believe how physically different the two of them were. Hina was athletically built and muscular, Ami was short and thin. She had rectangular wire frame glasses that sat on a tiny nose, and elephant ears. Hina's size overshadowed Ami, but she made up for it in brains. She was smart and often ranked at the top of the class. But to Hina, she failed on the subject of fashion.

      Fashion, however, was Hina's hobby. Today she wore jeans and a large, pink Earth Magic t-shirt that fell off one shoulder. A bright pink ribbon with the Roni logo tied up her ponytail. She loved the teen fashion magazines like Nicola, Pichi Lemon, and Pop Teen. She told herself that one day her own fashion designs would be featured within their pages.

      She sat on the floor and tucked her feet underneath her. "How's art club going?"

      Ami continued sketching a fantasy figure with an ornate axe. Hina thought her friend could be a professional manga or light novel cover artist if she wanted to.

      Unlike most of her classmates, Hina wasn't in a school club. Hiroshima City Junior High School didn't have a weightlifting club, so she trained five days a week at a gym. Since her club wasn't controlled by the school, she had the weekends free; most of her classmates had club activities every day, weekends and holidays included.

      Ami shrugged. "I heard there might not be many members next year. They're saying it will be combined with the science club."

      Hina heard the disgust in Ami's voice. She thought the rumor was true; the science club had five members, and if the numbers dwindled any lower, the school would have to do something about it. If the club combined two subjects, she wondered if it would have two teachers or one.

      "I hope we get Mrs. Hisano. Mr. Naoka can't even draw a circle," Ami said.

      Hina thought about her science teacher and giggled. "I know, right? And when he draws a line, he uses that big protractor, and it always falls down right at the end." She mimed drawing a straight line in the air then having it fall sharply. Ami pointed at her friend, and they laughed.

      The door to the living room slid open and Ami's grandmother, Junko, entered. She was short and round, and wore a pastel apron. She tossed her hands in the air and smiled. "Hinaaaa-chan," she said with the same cheerfulness as her husband.

      "Good afternoon, Junko-obaasan," Hina said. They bowed to each other.

      Ami's grandmother muttered to herself as she bustled back through the living room door, but Hina couldn't make it out. She heard some sounds from the kitchen, and soon Junko returned with two glasses of tea on a serving platter. She set one down in front of Hina, and as she set the other down, Ami jerked her drawing pad away from the cold, perspiring glass.

      Hina took a drink of the ice-cold tea then wiped the condensation off her hand onto her jeans. "Do you want to go to Hondori? There's this new dessert place called Angel Sweets."

      Ami glanced at her grandma before answering. "I…can't. Not this month. Maybe we can go there next time."

      "Why not?" Hina ate healthy, but Ami had a sweet tooth. From what Hina had heard about Angel Sweets, it was a perfect match for her friend. She thought Ami would be ecstatic.

      Ami gazed at her drawing pad. "The shop isn't doing too well. I need to tighten my expenses."

      "Oh." Hina tried to push away her disappointment. It seemed Ami had more and more financial difficulties the past few months.

      Loud greetings startled her. At the shop's window, a pair of men were talking to Ami's grandfather. "Here's your monthly shipment," one of them said. He crouched out of sight, and Hina heard the sound of cardboard scraping against the concrete.

      "Put them inside and make it quick," the other man said to his partner. He glanced at a clipboard. "We're running late."

      "Just leave them there. I'll get to it."

      The man protested but Ami's grandfather waved him off. The pair bowed in thanks and bid farewell, pushing their delivery dolly in a hurry.

      The old man wiped his hands on his apron and walked outside. He sighed. "Maybe I'll drag them into the house later."

      Hina jumped to her feet. "I'll get those," she said, slipping on her shoes. In front of the shop, three large boxes were stacked atop of one another.

      "No, no. I'll manage," Ami's grandfather said. He put the top box on the ground and slid it towards the door. He grunted and puffed out his cheeks.

      Hina couldn't bear to watch him strain. "No, really. I can get them," she said.

      "Hina's really strong," Ami yelled from the living room.

      Hina shrugged the comment away. She held weightlifting records in the junior high division. She was officially recognized as the strongest junior high school student in Japan, even beating out the boys.

      Ami's grandfather looked her up and down. "Can you take them into the kitchen? You can set them anywhere, Junko will get to them later."

      "Sure." Hina lifted the heavy box with little effort and carried it to the house. She didn't even have to set down the box to slip off her shoes. She took it to the kitchen, then returned for the second one.

      Ami's grandmother sat beside Ami, folding a pile of clothes. "Women shouldn't be strong," she said. She shook her head at Hina in admonishment as the girl passed by. "And Hina-chan, you shouldn't have such big muscles. Girls should be small, like Ami here." She smiled at her granddaughter.

      Before Hina could reply, Ami jumped in. "But Hina's gotten awards for being strong."

      The old woman clicked her tongue and warded away the comment like an offending odor.

      Hina picked up the second box and carried it to the kitchen. She held out her arms in front of her. They were large and smoothly muscled, the result of years of weightlifting. Ami's grandmother continually told her to lose weight, but Hina knew she wasn't fat, her muscles made her larger than most fourteen-year old girls.

      Ami's grandfather went back to his grill as Hina returned for the third box. A foreign couple approached the counter window, and Hina froze. The man was tall, and the woman had hair the color of fire. "She's cool," she said, staring at the red head.

      They smiled at Hina. She panicked, her mind blanking. She pointed at her own black hair, then at the woman. "Hair," she said in English. "Red. Very cool." She gave her a thumbs-up.

      The woman blushed. "Thank you," she said. She spoke further, but Hina couldn't understand it.

      The man pointed to the menu, which was written in Japanese and had no pictures. "What is this?"

      "Taiyaki," she said. They didn't seem to understand. Frustrated, she said, "Taiyaki is…fish...fish..." How could she explain it? Why did she have to study English in school if she couldn't use it? They continued looking at her and repeating "fish." Panicked, she turned to Ami and gestured for her to help.

      Ami joined her outside. "May I help you?"

      Hina was jealous. They had recently learned this grammar point, but her friend was using it smoothly.

      In broken English, Hina, Ami, and her grandfather were able to explain taiyaki to the couple. They ordered two chocolate-filled ones and ate them at the shop. After finishing, the couple gave their thanks and left.

      Back inside, the two girls dropped to the floor at the table. "I wish I was as good at English as you are," Hina told Ami. "You're so smart."

      Ami's grandmother said, "See, Hina? The brain is the most important muscle of all."
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      Ichihara knew he had to find Shota Fujiya, the man in the surveillance photos. He worked for Amano Heavy Industries, a company that made large machines and machine parts for other companies. AHI had flourished in the last five years, going from near bankruptcy to a global leader in almost the blink of an eye.

      Ichihara wasn't interested in their financial history, the company's recent advancements caught his attention. Almost five years ago, not long after Ichihara had arrived (and, coincidently, Fujiya), Amano made startling advancements in metallurgy. They had invented metals that were lightweight, thin, and almost indestructible. After that, every company that used heavy machines or metals in high-stress situations wanted a piece of AHI's technology.

      That raised Ichihara's suspicions.

      Using sources within JAXA, who wanted the metals for their space equipment, Ichihara had gotten hold of some of AHI's data. The "radical" and "new" materials were old news to him: they were Noigel in origin. He had a theory that a Noigel worked at AHI, using alien knowledge to augment human machines. The purpose would be to help subvert that same technology to terraform the planet. But Ichihara needed proof.

      He began to investigate Amano Heavy Industries. His chief suspect had been the company's founder and CEO, Takeshi Amano. But he turned out to be human. Ichihara continued. He investigated every scientist, designer, and researcher the company employed. Everyone was human. Not sure what to do, he decided to check every worker, no matter what their position. Several weeks bore fruitless results until he came across Shota Fujiya.

      His file had Fujita listed as a delivery worker, but Ichihara noticed his unusually high security clearance within the company. Further investigations had found proof of birth and a family registry, but school records, hospital admissions, even on-line purchase histories were nonexistent. No record of Shota Fujiya went back further than five years. The Noigel were getting sloppy, which meant they were getting desperate.

      Ichihara made his way down the crowded sidewalk toward AHI's headquarters, a modern building of glass and metal.

      At the corner of a convenience store, a Buddhist monk shook the metal rings on his staff, a donation bowl beside his feet. His robes were brown and orange. His bamboo hat sat at a low angle and covered most of his face. He said nothing as pedestrians walked by without glancing at him. He only stood and clanged his rings.

      Ichihara quickly took out his wallet and dropped a few 100-yen coins into the simple bowl. The monk bowed in appreciation but still said nothing.

      He continued up the street. Two blocks later, he crossed to the opposite street from AHI and took up position not too far from the bus stop. Fujiya didn't know Ichihara, but he thought that if Fujiya spotted him, he would look less like a loiterer and more like a businessman waiting to go to work.

      He stared at the second-story windows. His battle suit gave him superhuman sight. He gazed at the employees passing near the windows and read the reports in their hands as they conferred with colleagues. A man sat at his desk, his back to the window, and opened up a newspaper. Ichihara read part of an article about Toyota's stock prices before the article disappeared behind the man's shoulder.

      Ichihara couldn't get an entire view of the second floor. He needed to find out if Fujiya was a Noigel; if so, he would be their contact on Earth. He debated about walking in and waiting in the lobby but decided against it. If Fujiya did somehow suspect Ichihara of being a Noigel rebel, he might become violent, and that would be bad. The point of infiltrating Earth was not to let the native population know they were there. He needed to be close to Fujiya but wanted the meeting to be quick.

      "I need to make sure Fujiya is a Noigel," Ichihara whispered. "Any suggestions?"

      "None that fall within mission parameters," his suit replied.

      Ichihara sighed. He glanced at the people on the sidewalks, moving through their lives. He remembered the monk.

      "I need a change of clothes," he said.
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        * * *

      

      Shota Fujiya liked simplicity. Intimidation made life simple. His flash skin accentuated his larger-than-average Noigel frame. He stood over two meters in height and weighed over one hundred ten kilograms. When he walked down the street, people gave him extra room.

      He walked down the street towards the headquarters of Amano Heavy Industries. His boss, Yusuke Shimizu, had called him in. Yusuke Shimizu. Fujiya had a hard time thinking of his superior in that respect; he also had some difficulty of thinking of himself as Fujiya. It wasn't simple. He was Tyren Dolok. He didn't like covert operations: the duplicity, the secrecy, the subtleness. They were Xilay's forte. Tyren wasn't a subtle person and he didn't like sneaking around. He preferred straightforward missions: go to a place, give their demands, respond with force if the locals didn't comply. Clean and simple. But Xilay had asked him to come on this mission and Tyren had agreed. He played by Xilay's rules; when Xilay told him to do something, Tyren did it. He tried to think of Xilay as Shimizu and himself as Fujiya.

      Amano's office building came into sight, and Fujiya gave a tsk of disgust. A monk, begging for money, stood motionless nearby. He bent his head in supplication and folded his hands into the sleeves of his robe. Fujiya sneered; the monks only stood there, depending on the kindness and whims of strangers for money instead of directly asking for what they wanted. Pathetic.

      The monk stepped in front of him. "Money, sir. A bill, a coin, anything you can spare."

      This surprised Fujiya, most monks he had seen never talked to passers-by. "Get out of my way," Fujiya said. He moved, but the man followed.

      "Please, anything you can give I'd appreciate. I'm sure you're a hard-working man with little to spare, but if you could, help me out." The man spoke calmly, keeping his hands in his sleeves. But he continually blocked Fujiya's attempts to pass him.

      "I said I don't have anything," Fujiya repeated, and tried to push past the man.

      The monk's demeanor changed in a flash. "I'm desperate. You have to help me out. I need this. If you don't…" A large wad of spittle landed on Fujiya's chest. "If you don't, I don't know what I'll do." The monk's eyes had a predatory and crazy quality. He struggled with Fujiya, one hand clutched the collar of his overalls while the other reached behind Fujiya's waist, going for the wallet. Fujiya pushed back; the two men were locked onto one another, weaving and shuffling in circles as they struggled.

      Angry, Fujiya grabbed the homeless man by the collar of his grimy shirt. He twisted and spun, then pushed outwards, flinging the man away. The man's feet left the sidewalk and he sailed through the air, hitting the wall of the AHI building. His head made a sick cracking sound as it connected with the concrete. He slid to his butt, legs splayed out. His large bamboo hat hung to one side.

      Fujiya, huffing in anger, glared at the nearby pedestrians who had witnessed the struggle. He stalked towards the entrance to Amano Heavy Industries, and the crowd parted before him. Today, he thought, is not going to be a simple day.
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      Ichihara entered the small restaurant situated in a narrow side street. "Where's your bathroom?" he asked the clerk. She pointed to a small corner in the back. He entered and locked the door. He gazed at himself in the mirror; his large hat now sat straight on his head. Brown and orange robes replaced his business suit. Even his dress loafers were gone: split tabi socks and sandals adorned his feet. His head hurt from hitting the building. He turned on the faucet and washed his face.

      After leaving the bus stop, Ichihara had walked past the monk, who remained in his original place near the convenience store, still motionless except for the shaking of his staff. He ordered Dolim to scan him and replicate the man's clothes. He headed down an alley to avoid anyone seeing him change, then took a back street to AHI.

      Then he had waited outside Amano's headquarters, confident Fujiya would arrive because he often visited the headquarters during the day. A few hours had passed, and Ichihara had seen Fujiya stomping his way down the street. Then he did his monk performance.

      "Analysis, Dolim?" he asked his battle suit.

      "Conclusion: Shota Fujiya is a Noigel," replied Dolim.

      Ichihara smiled. He had been certain of it too. That meant Fujiya had to be the contact here on Earth. He needed to figure out Fujiya's plan to get the planet ready for terraforming and stop it. An easy sounding task in theory, but rather vague in practice. "Is there any chance you can identify who it is?"

      "Yes," replied Dolim. "Tyren Dolok. He was rumored to have been sent to this sector. Tyren is somewhat large for a Noigel, and this would fit with the larger man we saw."

      "That can't be right," Ichihara said. He lowered the toilet lid and sat. Dolim must have had the wrong identification. "No. It can't be Tyren. Are you sure it's him?"

      "The identification accuracy is over ninety percent," replied Dolim. Its voice held no condescension, it was stating a fact. "Is the name familiar to you?"

      "Yes." The ID hit him like a boxer's blow. "We were in the service together. I…I don't believe he'd go along with mass genocide. It doesn't seem like him."

      "This is a fight for survival. Members of a species will do almost anything to continue their race's existence."

      "You think you know somebody." He was glad Dolim took that as a rhetorical comment. He knew Dolim had not made a mistake. He thought out loud, more to get Dolim's insights than anything else. "But Colonel Dolok, I mean Fujiya, isn't a planner. He might be going along with this scheme, but he certainly didn't come up with it. He must be helping someone else."

      He stood and looked in the mirror. He would have to recheck everyone at AHI. "Is there any chance Fujiya's suit recognized you?" he asked Dolim.

      "Unlikely," came the quick response.

      Ichihara straightened and tugged on his robes. "Change back into business mode," he ordered.

      He watched his clothes flow and swirl like syrup on a hot afternoon. The brown faded, now replaced by gray. A white shirt and red tie emerged from the coalescing mass. He held the hat in his hands, it turned into a viscous liquid and slid across his hands to join the material forming on his arms. Ichihara felt the suit moving over his flesh and armor plates like velvety water sliding over every square centimeter of him. In a few moments, he was in his business suit again. Any trace of the monk was gone. He was Hiroshi Ichihara.

      He exited the bathroom. The clerk gawked at him and Ichihara chuckled as he passed by. If the clothes make the man, he thought, I am the man of a thousand faces.
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        * * *

      

      Amano Heavy Industries's company offices took up the entire second floor of the building. Yusuke Shimizu exited the elevator and walked straight through the open-air workspace to the office of Takeshi Amano, the founder and CEO. Fujiya followed a few steps behind.

      Shimizu had been to AHI enough times (and had orders issued by Amano himself) that he and Fujiya didn't need to check-in with the receptionist or be bothered by security. Shimizu had free access to Amano and the company, and everyone knew it. No one stopped them and few greeted them as they walked by. He intimidated them, even scared them, and that suited him fine. Little beings, he thought. The humans had an expression, what was it again? Ah, yes. Little fish in a big pond. That's what humans were: little fish mindlessly sailing through the big pond of the galaxy.

      Shimizu was well-built, with a fit physique. He had small eyes that seemed to almost shine, heavy arched eyebrows, and a cornered square jawline. Where his partner was round and curved, Shimizu was tight and angular. Fujiya had the aura of a thug, intimidating but of the mindless variety. Shimizu, on the other hand, seemed intimidating, but of the ruthless kind. If someone were to cross them, Fujiya would beat them up. Shimizu would make sure they paid in blood, along with their friends and family.

      Shimizu knocked on the windowless door to Amano's office and waited until he heard the CEO say, "Enter." Inside the darkened room, Amano stood up from behind his desk like a junior exec meeting the head boss, a file folder labeled "Project T" laying in front of him. He sat in front of the desk while Fujiya ambled his way around the back of the office. Amano looked back and forth between the two of them before settling in his chair. He was of average height and build, his face rough from stress with a pronounced chin and wide eyebrows. He wore thin-framed glasses.

      Shimizu tossed his briefcase into the empty chair beside him and sat.

      There were no windows in the office. Shimizu knew Amano didn't like windows or openness when it came to himself and his surroundings. He liked walls and closure. Shimizu had overheard Amano's employees refer to the office as "The Box." Unlike the open, neutral colors of the work area, dark browns, maroons, and greens suffocated the office. Heavy wooden furniture squatted in their places, and the walls were bare except for three prints: one depicting a World War II tank, one of the interior of Akiyoshidai Cavern—the largest limestone cavern in east Asia, and the last showcasing the cramped bridge of a submarine. A couple personal effects rested on Amano's desktop: a picture of his childhood home and a dark glass paperweight in the shape of a penguin.

      Shimizu had chosen Amano Heavy Industries because it would be easy to control. AHI had been almost bankrupt when Shimizu had discovered it; a tiny and obscure machine parts manufacturer that nobody had wanted to deal with. It was perfect for Shimizu. Tiny companies meant fewer people to control, and companies in trouble were often more willing to follow any business plan that would help them stay afloat.

      Shimizu had approached Amano, offering him a formula he claimed would revolutionize the industry. But Amano would have to follow Shimizu's orders to the letter. Amano had balked at the idea. Shimizu had persuaded him, saying that if this formula failed, Amano could blame Shimizu and he would never see him again. If the formula worked, he and Amano would become partners. Amano agreed, stating he had nothing to lose since his company was already failing.

      The formula worked, the company bounced back, and Shimizu owned Amano. Shimizu didn't step into power publicly. But the more formulas he gave to Amano, the more contracts came in and the more control Shimizu gained. Not too long after, Shimizu had complete behind-the-scenes control of AHI.

      Shimizu leaned back and rested his right ankle on his left knee.

      "Thanks for coming," Amano said.

      He didn't bother bowing, Shimizu would have never returned it. A little fish, Shimizu thought.

      He turned his head at the knock on the door. A female office worker came in, carrying a tray with three cups of coffee, along with spoons, sugar, and cream. Everyone took a cup, although the young woman said nothing to Fujiya and Shimizu. He watched her as she poured coffee. She tried to avoid his gaze whenever possible. She left, and Amano took a sip of the hot liquid before speaking.

      "I read an update from Project T," he said, tapping the folder on his desk.

      "And?" Shimizu prompted. It was the first thing he had said to Amano since entering the office.

      Amano smiled. "The terraforming simulations came back positive. It means Earth will be stable after the process." He stood and walked around the corner of his desk, seeming to contemplate the meaning of what he had said. "It means it works," he told Shimizu, his voice full of excitement.

      Amano looked back and forth between them. "It means it works," he said again.

      "It means," Shimizu said, his voice cold, "that your world is at an end."

      Amano didn't seem shocked or appalled at Shimizu's statement. In fact, Shimizu thought, he looks the opposite.

      "It does," Amano said, his smile even wider. He opened a drawer and took out a picture frame. Smiling, he showed it to Shimizu. It showed a young woman in her early twenties, her face deadpan. On the other hand, the boy of thirteen, whom Shimizu recognized as Amano, had a large grin on his face. Amano put the picture on the desk, treating it like an ancient and important relic.

      Shimizu stood and approached him. To his credit, the little fish didn't back away. "And do you think, for one moment, that you will survive in our new world? That you are somehow unique or privileged? That you are above the other little beings that inhabit this planet?" He stared Amano in the eyes, his voice full of ice and his gaze laser-straight.

      Amano shook his head. His smile still hadn't faltered; he held Shimizu's gaze, something most humans, even most Noigel, didn't do. Shimizu's opinion of the little fish went up a notch. "We all go," Amano said, almost to himself. "And everything wrong we've ever done goes with it."

      They held each other's gazes a little longer. Shimizu's plan to terraform Earth into a planet for the Noigel depended on help from humans, it wasn't a feat he and Fujiya could do on their own. When he had revealed his true self to Amano, that he was an alien named Xilay Miir and he planned to destroy the entire planet, Amano had accepted it far faster than any human should have. Shimizu learned that Amano wanted the world to be destroyed although he never learned why. Amano had just now given a clue, but Shimizu wasn't sure what to think of it.

      He broke eye contact and retook his seat, then grabbed his coffee cup and drank the whole thing at once. Amano gathered himself again and spoke in the voice of a businessman and CEO.

      "The report said a sample of the terraforming catoms should be ready within a few days. After that, we can test them in a small, remote area, then proceed from there."

      Shimizu looked at Fujiya, who grinned. Shimizu allowed himself to feel a spark of hope. The simulation worked, he thought. He repeated Amano's words to himself again. If these humans had, with his help and Noigel designs of course, succeeded in getting the terraforming process to become stable, it meant the salvation of his civilization. Earth was their last hope. If it failed, they were doomed to die out, to become nothing but a galactic memory. But if they succeeded, if he succeeded, then Xilay Miir would become the most famous Noigel in history. He would have singlehandedly saved his entire species.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

      

    

    
      "Bye-bye," Hina said in English as she waved to Ami and walked away. Ami had promised to help clean the shop and take any old items to the recycle store. So Hina made her way alone in the direction of the school uniform shop a few blocks away. She walked in silence for a couple of minutes, then took out her phone and texted Ami. When Ami didn't respond right away, Hina checked her email for any messages from her father asking her to pick up groceries or other things that he had either forgotten about or wouldn't have time to do after work. There were none.

      The apartment had been quiet when she had left in the morning; her father had already left for the day, and she wouldn't see him again until that afternoon. Her father worked as a conductor for the bullet train, called the Shinkansen in Japanese. He operated the early morning runs on the Sanyo line between Hakata and Shin-Osaka. Because he had to be at work at five in the morning, he went to bed long before Hina did. Her weightlifting training didn't end until late afternoon, so she saw her father for only a short time in the evening.

      Thinking of him brought to mind today's chore. She would be going back to school, her second year of junior high, in a few days and she had yet to buy her uniform. She had been busy during summer vacation, and her father's work schedule had prevented him from going with her to buy it. Today would almost be her last chance to buy her uniform. Like her father, she had a habit of doing things at the last minute, something that had driven her mother crazy.

      She hoped her mother was doing fine in Fukuoka. The divorce hadn't been bitter or long, but it had been a divorce nonetheless. In a rare move, Hina's father Mitsuo had been awarded custody because her mother Risako had not fought for it. Hina was glad, she had always been closer to her father than her mother (she knew she wasn't supposed to choose a "favorite", but she did like her father better), and after the paper signing and legal work, her mother had moved to Fukuoka while Hina and her father stayed in Hiroshima.

      Without her mother's financial income, there would be no way her father could continue paying the rent and utilities in their apartment. Two weeks before summer vacation ended, Hina and her father had moved to a cheaper apartment: a two-bedroom on the fourth floor in a building with no elevator. It was smaller than their last place and much older, but closer to her school than her nicer-but-more-expensive former home.

      As the belongings had been separated and packed for two different dwellings, Hina realized her school uniforms, both the summer and winter versions, had been shipped to Fukuoka to her mother's. She had called to explain the situation, but her mother had told her she wouldn't be able to go through all her belongings in time to send the uniforms back before the start of the new school term. Hina would have to buy two new uniforms. Being summer now, she would only buy her summer uniform. Her father told her that by the time winter came, her mother would be able to send back her winter uniform. If not, they could go together to buy another one.

      Closing her email, Hina texted another friend, Rena. Rena responded immediately. Hina texted her back; she walked with her head down, her focus drifting more and more into the conversation, her thumb a blur over the touchscreen keyboard. Her pace slowed and her purse made wide arcs off her arm as it dangled. Hina smiled as Rena complained about how her little brother would be a first-year next year and in the same school as her; now she would see him 24 hours a day. Hina lost track of her surroundings as the 8.8 centimeter screen took up her focus. She tuned out the world around her.

      A sharp tug on her purse strap pulled her back to reality and off her feet. She dropped her iPhone. Its plastic-meeting-ground tinkling was followed by the deeper thud of Hina hitting the pavement. She managed to land on her butt, arms out behind her, palms downwards. She didn't know what happened and looked up for an answer. A young man ran fast, Hina's purse trailing behind him as he clutched its strap.

      After the initial shock, she yelled at the top of her lungs. The young man didn't even glance behind him as he sprinted. Hina rose to her feet and ran after him. She yelled again, and when she saw other pedestrians, she screamed, "Help! He stole my purse! Help me! Help me!"

      Most people gasped and yelped in surprise as the man ran past them. No one tried to stop him. Hina couldn't believe what was happening. She ran as fast as she could, but the man had a head start on her and he threaded around slower moving people like a professional race car driver passing his opponents. Hina's heart pounded, not only from the physical exertion, but because almost her whole life was in that purse: her train pass, her bus card, her makeup, and her money. She focused on the young man. He wore jeans and a t-shirt with an unbuttoned business-style long-sleeved shirt over it that billowed behind him as he ran. On his head sat a silver and black baseball cap with the bill pulled to one side.

      Hina's hope of regaining her purse rose when she saw one Good Samaritan step into the purse-snatcher's path. The thief rammed into the young man. The man backpedaled, arms pin wheeling, trying to keep his balance. He backed into a thin pole holding an advertising banner and tripped backwards, falling to his side. The thief in the black and silver cap spun around, and for a brief moment Hina glimpsed his face: plain, unadorned, quite ordinary and forgettable. She wondered whether she would recognize him if she saw him again in different clothes.

      The young man turned and sprinted around the corner. Hina, huffing and feeling a stitch in her side, turned the corner, but the thief rounded another corner and disappeared from sight.
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        * * *

      

      Hina didn't react when she heard the rattle of the front door. She lay in her bedroom on her fluffy bright pink rug, a wet spot darkening its cheerful design as Hina buried her face in its fuzziness. Her arms covered her ears and she held onto her ponytail. She shook as she cried.

      "I'm home," her father said.

      Hina couldn't manage a reply to the ritualistic greeting. Her bedroom was only a few steps from the apartment's tiny foyer. Her father's face lost its welcoming smile and he took off his shoes in a hurry. He rushed in and knelt beside her.

      "Hina? What is it?"

      She didn't answer.

      "Hina?" He pulled her up by her shoulders, and she wrapped her arms around his chest and buried her face in his neck. She held him in a tight embrace, and he struggled to breathe. Hina hated to admit it, but her father was a somewhat weak man; she was stronger than him and had the trophies to prove it. He turned his head to one side to get the stray hairs of her ponytail out of his mouth. She held him for a few moments longer, crying and sniffing.

      She let go and he looked her over. Her eyes burned, her vision wavered, and she sniffed in short quick bursts. "Hina? What's wrong? Are you okay?"

      She grabbed her iPhone and held it in both hands against her chest. She gripped it so hard she wondered if she would break the cover. In rapid-fire fits, punctuated by tear wiping and sniffles, unnecessary details about who she texted and why, and visiting Ami's taiyaki shop, she told him about the purse snatching. When she finished, her shoulders slumped and her eyes were cast downwards.

      "Is that all?" he said.

      She shot her gaze up. Her father looked relieved, not upset and angry as she had expected. Why isn't he mad at me? she wondered.

      "You're okay, aren't you? Are you all right? Do you need to go to the hospital?" These questions came out in a rush. Hina shook her head 'no'. He asked, "Did you tell the police?"

      She nodded and ground the heel of her hand into each eye to wipe away the tears. "I went to the nearest police box. They said they've been having a lot of purse snatching and muggings lately. They can't catch whoever is doing it."

      "Do they have any ideas who it might be or anything?" her father asked.

      Hina sniffed. "They think it's some high school boys. But they don't know for sure, and he ran so fast and he took everything." She looked at the iPhone clutched in her hands. "He surprised me. I'd been so focused on texting with Rena, and then I fell and I tried to chase him, I really did, but he was too fast for me. Someone tried to help but he got hurt. The thief pushed him into some stuff. After that, we both went to the police box."

      "What about the man who tried to help you?"

      "He's okay. He wasn't hurt very bad." She checked herself. "Neither am I."

      Her father leaned back and sighed.

      "Aren't you mad?" she asked in confusion. When he shook his head in the negative, she asked, "But...what about my stuff? My money…"

      He shook his head again. "It's okay. You're okay. You're…" He paused, and Hina wondered what he had planned on saying. "You're okay," he repeated and smiled at her.

      She smiled back, then her eyes went wide in shock and her mouth formed an ''O". She drew in a sharp intake of air. "The money for the uniform," she said. "He took it. What are we going to do? I have school tomorrow."

      "We can call the principal and explain the situation." Her father looked at his watch. It was past six, and Hina wondered if anybody would still be at Hiroshima City Junior High School.

      "We can pick one up after school tomorrow. I'll go with you this time. We'll make sure you'll get it." He took out his cell phone. "I'm sorry about this, Hina."

      He stood and left her room. She stared at the spot he had occupied beside her. He couldn't afford a second uniform, they were expensive. Hina's style of uniform cost almost forty-thousand yen. After the divorce, her dad had explained they need to be tighter with money. She understood, and agreed to cut back on her fashion and magazines. But, she had said, he would have to cut back on his baseball goods. Although a die-hard Fukuoka SoftBank Hawks fan, he had acquiesced; her mother had often complained about the amount of money he spent on Hawks merchandise. He, on the other hand, had never complained about her hobbies, no matter how expensive they had been.

      Hina stood and walked into the living room. Her father paced in the small tatami mat room. His left hand wrapped itself under his right armpit, as if he was giving himself a one-armed hug. Her mother always told him not to cross his arms, it made him appear defensive and small. When he saw Hina, he dropped his arm to his side and stood a little straighter.

      She heard a tiny voice emanate from the phone's speaker, but it was too muffled to make out any words. Her father said, "Hello. This is Mitsuo Takamachi, Hina Takamachi's father. May I speak to the vice-principal or head teacher?"

      He paused as Hina presumed someone, maybe Ota-san, the school secretary, got someone in charge. Her father patted Hina's shoulder and said, "Go take a nap." Hina nodded and returned to her room.

      When her father had found her on the floor of her bedroom, he may have wondered if there had been a robbery, if she had been home when a burglar had broken in. She thought if there had been a robbery, her father wouldn't have noticed a difference. He had let the unpacking go on too long, there were still some boxes remaining. He'd vowed to finish it up this weekend. They had been here two weeks, and almost nothing had been done to make it feel like home.

      That wasn't true, she thought. All her belongings were unpacked and put away, but there were still stacks of broken down and flattened boxes all tied together with twine. Trash pickup for boxes was once a month, and it had been before the Takamachis had arrived, so they would still have a few more days before they could rid of them. Her father's bedroom was next to hers and had some unpacked boxes; if she knew her father, he would still be unpacking on the morning of cardboard pickup day.

      Hina found a tissue and patted her eyes, trying not to smear her makeup any more than it already was. She wondered if her father would call her mother. She entertained the notion that if her mother had sent back her uniforms, this wouldn't be happening. Everything would be okay, they would only be dealing with lost valuables. But she didn't believe that. It wasn't her fault. If her father called her now, her mother would tell him to deal with it, she couldn't do anything about it from Fukuoka.

      She could almost hear her mother say, "Straighten up." It had been her way of telling Hina's father to become tougher, be more of a man, to stop being so easy-going and gullible.

      There came a gentle knock on her bedroom door. "Hina?" he said from the other side, "I have your head teacher on the phone. Mr. Kumamoto. He wants to know if you have your gym clothes."

      "Yeah," she answered. "I've been wearing them to weightlifting all summer."

      She heard him repeat it to Mr. Kumamoto as he walked back to the kitchen. If students went to the school for any reason, they had to wear either their uniform or their gym clothes. Everyday clothes were not allowed on school grounds. In fact, nothing that wasn't related to being in school or studying was allowed, except books for reading. Hina dreaded that she might have to borrow an old used uniform from the school.

      After a few moments, he knocked gently on Hina's door. "I'll wash your clothes now."

      Hina lay on her bed and took her father's advice about napping without meaning to. After messaging Ami about the events of the day, she put her phone on her table, rolled onto her side, and fell asleep.

      She woke up to the loud bang of a pot
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