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Prologue:  The Thing From Outer Space
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The desert near Los Vientos, New Mexico

The spaceship bounced across the desert like a tumbleweed, colliding with boulders, crushing cactus and yucca plants.  Finally coming to rest, it quickly shed heat in the chill summer night.  The ship’s blazing descent through Earth’s atmosphere had been designed to mimic the fall of a meteor.  Even the most careful scrutiny of its path would not reveal it to be a powered vessel.  The ship’s sole occupant hoped this deception would allow her to land without triggering any of Earth’s defensive algorithms.  Human technology was basic, but even so, it would be foolish to trip their alarms before she was ready—especially in this area, so close to a Top Secret research facility.   

The passenger emerged from the safety of the escape pod.  Under normal conditions, with a controlled landing, she wouldn’t have used the escape pod, but she was very glad she had.  She felt shaken and wobbly, as if she’d been tossed around in a sadistic amusement park ride.  Now she was deeply fatigued, and sore everywhere.  Reluctantly, she gave herself a few minutes to smooth her breath and calm her body.  She asked the ship to make her some tea and hoped that the pause would help settle her. 

After determining that its pilot had not suffered injury, the ship’s attention turned to assessing the damage to itself.  Its exterior shielding had been ripped beyond any hope of repair.  Complete reconstruction would be needed before the vessel would fly again.

The ship informed its pilot of the extent of the damage.  Considering her plans for the ship, the news of damage was inconsequential.  More important was the fact that she had landed almost exactly where intended: near her target in the desert, but not too near.  Best yet, although her ship’s fall had been observed, no alarms were raised on military or civilian networks.  For the humans at least, her deception had worked.

The next step was to contact her human clients, but first she would reconnoiter.  She already had a fair amount of information about the indigenous species.  Even so, there was nothing like first-hand observation, especially when walking into such a volatile situation.  Legally, of course, both the planet’s indigenous sapients and the star-faring race that had petitioned for Arbitration were equally her clients.  The fact that the natives were unaware of her existence didn’t change that.  The immense difference in power between the two peoples made the situation especially sensitive.  Creating an outcome that was both fair and politically pragmatic would be challenging, even for such an experienced Arbitrator.

She told the ship to collapse its central mind to its most compact form, the equivalent of a spore.  Then the ship would bury the spore far below the surface of the desert.  Finally, the ship’s body would consume itself so thoroughly there would be no discernible residue, only dust.  The spore would be activated, and its original structure reconstituted, once the mission was complete.  

After drinking her tea, she was mostly recovered from the wild landing.  She started trekking across the desert toward distant lights, noting that she still had a few hours before dawn.  

She had been requested to Arbitrate this case in part because the planet’s atmosphere and gravity were well within her tolerance.  Her body’s structural flexibility allowed her to move fairly easily over the wild, uneven terrain.  The clear desert night was alive with stars, bright enough even without a moon for her to see dangers and obstacles: spiky plants in endless variety, huge mounds of rock, wide dry arroyos.  All told, her journey over the miles of harsh desert was well within her ability.  The journey afforded her some time to think.  She had already decided not to contact the indigenes’ formal power structure, i.e., their official leaders, until she had a deeper understanding of them.  In some cases the whole situation could be handled without revealing her existence to the natives at all.  She preferred to use the lightest touch possible in dealing with naive populations, remaining basically invisible if she could, though even she was sometimes forced to use more dramatic tactics.

The immediate problem was finding a way to hide among the humans, unseen but with a good vantage point.  It was critical to understand their psychological makeup and social structure. 

Her other problem was that the space-faring race that initiated the Arbitration process would be doing their best to kill her. 
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Ch. 1  Small-Town Desert High School Blues
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Los Vientos, New Mexico

“Why would anyone put a town here?” Mari said, rolling down her window by hand.  “What were they thinking?”  

“This used to be part of the Santa Fe Trail,” Ava recited, in a tone that said, “Who cares?”  

“Oh my God,” moaned Lisa.  “Not the Santa Fe Trail.  Don’t we get enough of that in school?”  Her primer-colored Toyota squealed every time they turned.

Ells speculated enthusiastically.  “Maybe their wagons broke down.  Or they were sick and couldn’t go any farther.  Maybe they ran out of food and had to eat each other, like the Donner party!”  Ells sounded more than a little excited by the idea.   

“No way!  One, the Donner party got stranded in the mountains.  Do you see any mountains around here?  Two, they got stuck because of snow.  Snow!  Do you see any snow around here?”  Ava snarked.

Mari looked out her window, glumly appraising the desert that stretched to the horizon in every direction.  Wavy lines of air heated by asphalt shimmered above the highway ahead.  Definitely no snow.  “When I get out of school I’m going to drive and drive until I hit the ocean.”

Lisa sighed.  “I know!  I can’t imagine two more years at this crummy school.  What’s the point?”

“One year and ten months,” Ava said.  “And haven’t we had this conversation about twenty times already?  Can’t we talk about anything else?”

Mari frowned as if she was giving the question deep consideration.  “Well, we can talk about how bored we are.  Or how crappy our teachers are.  Or how crappy our football team is.  Or how crappy...” 

“Okay, we get it!  It’s actually more interesting to think about the Donner party,” said Lisa, not without sympathy.

Ells jumped in as if they’d never left the subject.  “You don’t need mountains or snow to be forced to eat your friends.  Just starvation!  It happens all the time.”  As usual, she sounded maddeningly sure of herself.

“Remind me not to get marooned with you,” Ava said.

There was a rare moment of silence, the car’s radio lapsing into static.  Outside was a different world, what many would consider a wasteland: dirt, rocks, all manner of desert plants and animals, and not much else.  If not for the highway and the telephone poles, it must have looked the same a thousand years ago.  

Mari broke the silence.  “Well, the folks that started the town might not have been cannibals.  But they sure as hell were optimists.”

As the car lurched into town, they headed straight for the combination convenience store, drugstore and Post Office.  There were several spaces open as Lisa pulled her little Corolla into the lot.  Inside, a narrow counter with stools ran along the front window.  An older couple was leaving as the group walked in, so they lucked into four stools together.  They crowded their seats close, watching people walk by and cars pull in and out.  After fifteen minutes of air conditioning, icy drinks and highly processed snacks, even Ava was less irritable.  

At first glance, the four didn’t have much in common.  Mari was dark and slim, Latina, with long brown hair, sharp features and a quick mind.  Her father had died when Mari was seven, and her mother, the town’s librarian, struggled to support her little family: herself, Mari and her younger sister Sara.  Mari contributed what she could, with occasional earnings from part-time jobs.

Lisa was her closest friend.  The tallest and most pale of the four, with exploding curls of red hair and striking blue eyes, she and Mari were a study in contrasts.  Lisa and her family moved to Los Vientos just as she started 8th grade.  Her parents were both scientists at the National Labs.  Mari was the first person she met in town, and their friendship was instant, as though it had always been.  Lisa was usually calm, solid, and more than a bit nerdy.  People tended to like her.  Her “new kid” status at school hadn’t lasted long, despite her being so obviously part of the White minority.  

Ells was all impulse and energy, so that anyone meeting the four usually assumed she was the youngest.  Her enthusiasm had survived middle school intact, probably because she seemed uninterested in cliques and oblivious to malice or envy.  She was sturdy and resilient, and unlike most of the kids at Los Vientos High, she was Black.  Ells had been christened, “Ella Fitzgerald Williams” thanks to her dad’s musical leanings.  She’d lived in Los Vientos her whole life, and though her mind ranged far and wide, she was content enough with the small town. 

Finally there was Ava, with blonde good looks that would have made her envied and resented, if not for her family’s poverty and bad reputation.  She was smart enough to get good grades, but didn’t care enough to try.  She came across as tough, all attitude, and in fact her tongue could sting; but she was the most easily hurt, and the others had a sense of her insecurity.  She never spoke about her family, but it was known in town that her mother ran off when Ava was little.  The most frequent assumption, which was true, was that Ava’s mom had fled from physical and emotional abuse.  Ava’s father was known to drink heavily, and regularly spent nights in the town’s jail.  Ava lived with him and her three older brothers until she reached middle school, when she seized the first opportunity to run away.  She escaped one weekend while her father was in jail.  Ava told no one about her own abuse, despite sporting bruises that could have landed her father in prison.  He made no effort to bring her home, and her brothers shunned her.  As a result, no official notice was taken of the change in her living arrangements.

Ava and Ells had been best friends since second grade.  Ava felt safe with Ells, and Ells seemed immune to Ava’s prickly ways.  Fond of Ava, and well aware of her situation, Ells’ parents welcomed her into their family when Ava left home.  If the two girls had been inseparable before, now they were even closer.  By ninth grade, they were in love.

After Lisa’s arrival in middle school, through an alchemy none of them could have explained, the four girls formed a strong friend group.  Maybe it was because they were all outsiders, different from the others at school.  Their need for solidarity only increased when Ells and Ava became lovers.  Mari and Lisa were the only ones who knew the two were together, and both felt fiercely protective of their friends.

None of the girls had much use for boys, a fact that led to rumor and speculation by those inclined to gossip.  Since that included pretty much the whole town, the four endured a degree of ostracism.  This consisted mostly of knowing glances exchanged among the teachers, and the occasional barb from peers.  Mari called the boys “atavistic assholes”, and after looking up “atavistic”, Ava agreed.  As they were wise enough not to feed the fire by reacting to taunts, their schoolmates mostly tired of trying to provoke them. 

The four kept their online lives private, not that anyone cared.  Their chat group was called “Las Chingonas” which they never bothered to translate because it was intended for themselves- not for other people.  The term usually referred to a “badass” woman, someone smart, strong, and self-assured.

Four friends, in a small dusty town, whose lives were made tolerable only by having each other.  They were a little gang of freaks, who took a scornful pride in refusing to fall in line.  They saw themselves as the opposite of the high school in-crowd.  They wouldn’t be caught dead at the popular kids’ parties- even if they’d been invited.  
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Ch. 2  Denizens of the Desert
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Tomy Baca sat in a broken beach chair outside his trailer, surveying the desert.  Evening was his favorite time of day, when the air finally started cooling and the sky worked its way from orange to indigo to black.  With no neighbors, there was no light pollution, and as the stars came out they were electric, almost too bright.  Tomy sat peacefully with his aging dog Turk, as the harsh day gave way to soft night.  Tomy’s nickname was short for “Tomás”, and he refused to spell it “Tommy” even though it was pronounced that way.

Tomorrow he would have to drive to town and try to fix this business with the new gringa neighbor.  He sighed, and took a sip from his beer.    

The long evening light bathed everything with a gentle cast, cloud colors changing from one moment to the next.  Tomy could see a storm in the distance, with dark clouds looming above misty sheets of rain, lit fleetingly by flickers of lightning.  If there was thunder, it was too far away to hear.  He could just make out the silhouette of mountains on the horizon.   

Tomy was so focused on the storm that he didn’t immediately notice the huge craft floating silently above him.  Only when it started blocking his field of view, did he become aware of its massive presence overhead.  He glanced down at Turk, sitting at his side, calmly looking up.  They were used to these visitations.

Tomy leaned back and gave the ship a salute with his middle finger.  

“Bienvenido, you bastards.”  He drained the remaining beer.

It had been nearly ten years since Tomy came home to Los Vientos.  He’d joined the Army right out of high school.  After a few months of training in Communications, he found himself in another desert, halfway around the world.  He saw combat very quickly.  At first he liked his job, using technology to cut through the chaos and confusion of battle, protecting his fellow soldiers and advancing the mission.  

Then his friends started to die.  Since the information he sent out played a big role in deciding where they were sent and what they were told to do, he started second-guessing himself.  What could he have done differently?  It was a short step from there to blaming himself, feeling responsible for every death and maiming, whether it was logical or not.  

Tomy pushed himself, not just to do his job better, but to share the risks his buddies were ordered to take.  He volunteered for jobs that left him in more advanced, more exposed positions.  It wasn’t bravery.  It was the only way he could live with himself.  Ironically, his flight from guilt led him into situations where he did things other people considered brave, even heroic.  He got a medal or two before a piece of shrapnel from an IED tore through his thigh and won him a medical discharge, complete with Purple Heart.

When he finally came home to Los Vientos, after months of rehab, he could walk and otherwise function almost normally.  What he couldn’t do was spend much time around people.  To himself- never to another human being- he described it as having too many ghosts in his head.  He rarely slept through the night without being slammed awake by nightmares.  His moods swung between numb and explosive, with little middle ground.  Unexpected noises could startle him out of his skin, and bring him to the edge of violence.  

The town he’d grown up in seemed alien and unfamiliar.  Almost no one had any idea what he’d been through, or what his life was like now.  He felt like a stranger.  

Since the only place he felt peaceful was the desert, he used his savings to buy ten acres outside of town and haul a trailer onto the property.  He set up solar panels for hot water and electricity, and put in a leach field for waste disposal.  He built a system to catch water, but since rain was rare he also had a water truck fill his storage tank once a month.  His background in electronics for Communications made it simple to tap into a broadband satellite feed.  

He rescued a mutt, barely more than a puppy, from the County Animal Shelter.  They were calling the dog, “Turk”, and Tomy decided he liked the name.  

Once his trailer was all set up, he rarely had to see another human being more than once a month.  That suited him just fine.  He spent the next ten years alone.

Whenever something went wrong in Los Vientos, people blamed the Labs.  One of a handful of National Laboratories scattered around the country, it carried an aura of mystery.  Formidable fences, security patrols, secretive scientists, all reinforced the impression.  The National Labs at Los Alamos were famous, but the Los Vientos Labs?  Not so much.

Lisa’s parents, both scientists, had moved to Los Vientos to work at the Labs.  They specialized in different areas, and almost never talked about work, so Lisa rarely had the chance to eavesdrop.  Her parents were annoyingly conscientious and hardly let anything slip- and if they did, it was nothing Lisa could make sense of. 

Because of all the secrecy, Lisa figured it was natural for folks to ascribe anything out of the ordinary to the Labs, even if other explanations were possible.  Earthquakes where they hadn’t occurred in millions of years?  The Labs were somehow responsible, even though oil companies fracking for gas was a more likely cause.  Strange lights in the skies?  Lizards born with two heads?  A weird humming sound in the desert?  The Labs were obviously to blame.  

On the surface, relations between the little town and the National Labs were excellent.  The Labs were the town’s biggest employer, so the official PR was always positive.  Less obvious was an undercurrent of fear and resentment simmering among the townies.

“You’re going to get crowds with torches and pitchforks one of these days,” Lisa told her father one evening, only half joking.  They were sitting in the living room after dinner.  

“Why?” asked her father.  He’d worked as a theoretical physicist at the Labs for several years.  He liked the Labs’ collegial environment, and was always surprised to hear anything negative about the place.  “What are you hearing?”

Lisa rarely spoke about the Labs with her parents.  It could quickly become awkward.  “There are just these attitudes.  Such as, Lab people think they’re better than everyone else.  Superior.  Some of it’s pretty paranoid too, like, ‘maybe the Labs are using us as guinea pigs in their experiments’.”

Lisa hesitated.  She wasn’t sure how much she should tell him.  “Some of the kids give me a hard time about having parents that are scientists.”  A lot of the parents of her classmates were employed at the Labs in support roles, like maintenance, but nobody knew much about the research.  Some of the other students needled her.  Lisa had become skilled at ignoring or deflecting their comments, but sometimes that spurred them to uglier forms of harassment.  She wasn’t going to go there with her father.  She wasn’t sure why, exactly- maybe she was protecting him, or maybe she didn’t want to deal with his reaction.  “If I’m being honest, they have a point about us feeling superior.  I can’t stand their narrow-minded, small-town mentality.  Dad, even some of the teachers are like that.”

“Well, tell me if it gets bad and I’ll speak to the school,” he said.  “You shouldn’t have to be a target because of us.”  

Lisa sighed.  Her father complaining to the school was the last thing she wanted.  He could be overly protective at times.  Still, she always knew he was behind her.  When Lisa was younger she’d taken that for granted, but with more exposure to other families, she knew she was lucky.  
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Ch. 3  Pearls Before Swine
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Only a few weeks remained in the school year, but the end of 10th grade couldn’t come soon enough for Mari.  In most of her subjects she was far ahead of what they were studying, a fact tacitly recognized by the best of her teachers.  The worst teachers were another matter.  Mari’s unwillingness to bow to their authority didn’t help.

Mari especially hated her English teacher, Miss Mitchell.  She made Mari want to scream.  She was a middle-aged White lady who was fossilized, smug, and self-righteous.  For one assignment Mari had written a long paper about the work of her favorite songwriter, a poet who had won prestigious national awards.  Mari had enjoyed writing the paper, and she was proud of the thoughtful end product.  Miss Mitchell gave her a “C”.  She made it clear that she did not consider popular music a legitimate form of literature, especially if it was tainted by rap or hip-hop.  Miss Mitchell said the only thing in the writer’s songs resembling poetry were the choruses, where there was a little rhyming and repetition.  Mari was furious, a state Lisa had rarely seen in her friend.  It was so unfair and stupid!

Mari’s anger came out as cold and controlled, which Lisa found scarier than raging.  Unlike other times when she’d been mad, Mari didn’t talk about it with her friends.  This time she withdrew into silence instead.  All afternoon she sat in her favorite corner of the library, staring into the distance.  Then she quietly started to laugh.

That night, Mari took a plain chartreuse tee shirt and carefully inked the words, “Pearls Before Swine” on the front.  She wore it the next day.  She wouldn’t say a word when people asked about it, looking forward to her fourth period English class.  

Miss Mitchell was apoplectic.

“What do you mean by that?”  Miss Mitchell’s voice, shrill at the best of times, was edging into hysteria.  She stomped over to Mari’s desk and stood over her, pointing at the tee shirt with a shaky finger.  Mari looked up at her with an expression of innocence.

“I think the phrase describes a situation where one person offers something of value to someone who denigrates and dismisses it because they are unable to appreciate it.”  Mari’s voice was mild and completely calm.

“I know that!  I know that!  But who are you talking about?”  The teacher’s breath was rapid and shallow, her pink complexion taking on a purple tinge.  The entire class was paying attention for a change, watching with hungry fascination.  Mari noticed a couple of kids tapping their phones behind Mrs. Mitchell’s back, bringing up apps to record the exchange.

“I was thinking how hard it must be for teachers, often giving their wisdom to students who lack the capacity to understand it,” Mari said blandly.   

“That’s nonsense!  You’re lying!  You’re talking about your paper!  You’re being sarcastic!”  Tiny drops of spittle drifted in the air between them.

“What makes you think that, Miss Mitchell?  Do you really think I would compare you to a stupid, filthy pig?”  Mari’s voice bore not a trace of disrespect.

Miss Mitchell made little choking sounds.  “How dare you? HOW DARE YOU?” she screamed.  “Get out!  Principal’s office!  NOW!”

Mari looked puzzled, and remained seated.  “I don’t understand.  What should I tell them about why I’m there?  I would never call a teacher a filthy, stupid pig.”  Her eyes were steady as she looked up at the woman.  For a second Mari thought Miss Mitchell was going to hit her.  I dare you, Mari thought.

“Gaaaaaaa!”  Gasp.  “Gaaaaaaaaaaa!”  It took Miss Mitchell a few seconds before she could speak.  Her entire body was shaking.  She pointed at the door.  “Go!  Go!  Go!”    

Mari’s body was relaxed to the point of insolence as she lazily slid out from her desk, collected her belongings, and walked out the door.  

Her phone buzzed as she walked down the empty hall.  She glanced at the text message, from one of her friendlier classmates.  There were no words, but a video file was attached.  Mari smiled to herself.  Too bad she didn’t hit me, she thought.  

The woman behind the desk at the Vice Principal’s Office gave Mari a broad smile as she stepped through the door.  Mrs. Waterhouse looked and spoke like a proper Bostonian.  Forty years of life in New Mexico hadn’t made a dent in her accent.  She’d served as Vice Principal for much of that time.  Despite her somewhat reserved manner, she was one of the kindest, least judgmental members of the school staff.  Mari spoke to her rather than the Principal whenever she needed assistance, as everyone knew Mrs. W. was the person who actually made things happen.  Principals came and went, but Mrs. Waterhouse held the place together.  

Mrs. Waterhouse could have been Principal if she’d wanted.  Mari knew for a fact she’d been offered the position more than once over the years.  Given Mari’s insatiable drive to know what made people tick, she often found herself interviewing the adults in her life.  With most people, Mari would have simply asked why they had refused the job, but not with Mrs. Waterhouse.  Mari sensed such a personal question would have felt inappropriate to her.  In any case, Mari thought she knew why Mrs. Waterhouse refused to become the Principal.  Mrs. W. knew she was more useful in her current position.  

Though careful not to show favoritism, Mrs. Waterhouse was one of Mari’s biggest fans.  Two years ago, one of the teachers blurted that a classmate of Mari’s was pregnant, while Mari was in the small waiting room.  The pregnant student was a classic Mean Girl who had often spread lies and rumors about Mari and her friends.  The chance to get revenge with such a juicy bit of gossip would have been irresistible to most people.  Mari kept her mouth shut, not even telling her friends.  From her vantage point at the hub of the school, Mrs. Waterhouse listened for signs of a leak.  Hearing none, Mrs. Waterhouse developed great respect for Mari’s ethics and self-discipline- both rare qualities, in the student body or anywhere else.

Mari had never before been sent to Mrs. Waterhouse in her capacity as school disciplinarian.  Ordinarily, when only the two of them were in the office, their speech was easy, almost as casual as friends.  Today though, Mari kept a serious expression, not wanting to take advantage of their relationship.  “Hi, Mrs. Waterhouse,” she said.

Mrs. W.’s glance took in the “Pearls Before Swine” tee shirt.  “Oh, dear,” she said.  “What happened?”

Mari took out her phone.  “I didn’t record this.  A friend sent it to me afterwards.” She played back the conversation with Mrs. Mitchell.  Mrs. Waterhouse watched and listened carefully.

“Mari, really?”  Mrs. W. looked pained.  “This isn’t like you.  Why did you go to such lengths to provoke her?”

Mari told Mrs. Waterhouse about her paper, hurt and anger welling up.  To Mari’s surprise she felt tears starting to rise, though none fell.  Mrs. Waterhouse listened without interrupting.  When Mari finally stopped talking, Mrs. W. looked at her and sighed.  

“Did any of your other teachers ask you about the shirt, or react to it?  No?  I don’t think we have to take this any further.  Although you were sassy and sarcastic, you never actually called her a pig or suggested a connection between her and your shirt.  So, for official purposes I am buying into your highly legalistic defense.  Also, I am going to invite Miss Mitchell to write up her own account of the incident, which will be placed in your permanent record - until someone misplaces it.”  She continued.

“Still, Mari, I think you could have come up with a more constructive response to Miss Mitchell.  In the future you might consider talking with me before launching a kamikaze attack like this one.  I understand how upset you were about your paper and I don’t blame you for feeling that way.  Unfortunately, the Miss Mitchells of this world outnumber you a zillion to one, and some of them will have a great deal of power in your life.  This little episode is nothing compared to the idiocy you will find waiting outside these walls.  I’m confident you’ll be able to cope with it, but not if you get drawn into doing things that make you look petty and oppositional.  Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes, Mrs. Waterhouse.  It won’t happen again.  And... thank you.”

“All right.  Now try to look like you’ve been chastised.  If you can manage it.”
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Ch. 4  Defending the Earth
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That evening after dinner and homework, Ells was pursuing one of her favorite pastimes: exploring the Web.

Ells’ curiosity was voracious but not discriminating, and it led her to some strange places.  She was always finding the odd cause or project.  She particularly liked things that were strange or mysterious, like Burning Man or the mile-wide Meteor Crater in Arizona.  She was fascinated by spontaneous human combustion.  Ells had become an ordained minister in the Universal Life Church, just before she joined the Satanic Temple.  In elementary school she watched hours of shows about ancient astronauts and Bigfoot.  As she got older her interests became marginally more sophisticated.  Her name inevitably found its way onto mailing lists dedicated to the lunatic fringe.  She joined organizations and signed petitions, with no unifying theme or reason, and always moved on quickly.  Once in a while she had to switch to a new email address, when the old one was saturated with Weird.  

Ells often watched NOVA on PBS, though it was more reality-based than most of her favorites.  She was watching a documentary about dinosaur fossils that dated from the actual day, 66 million years ago, when a comet the size of Mount Everest slammed into the Earth, sending the planet into a long winter and putting an end to the dinosaurs.  

Her attention was wandering when the narrator mentioned the Los Vientos National Laboratories.  An expert was explaining that the odds of a planet-killing comet hitting the Earth soon are small, but not zero.  The narrator identified the speaker as a scientist from the Los Vientos Laboratories.  What ignited Ells’ imagination was the woman’s job title.  She was officially the Labs’ Director of Planetary Defense.  Planetary Defense!  Ells’s head felt like her head might explode.

Planetary Defense!  Ells was sure that Planetary Defense was not confined to comets.  What other things did the Earth need defending from?  Climate change, plague.  Aliens, obviously.  Overpopulation.  Dangers from human beings?  How big was her department- assuming she had one?  She must have a budget- defending the Earth had to be expensive.  She might even have a Black Ops team, with spies and assassins!  Ells wondered if she ever poisoned someone’s underwear, like Putin.

She had to find out more.  How much of it was secret?  Ells doubted she’d find much on Wikipedia.  How do you file a Freedom of Information request?  She felt energized and euphoric.  She couldn’t wait to tell her friends.  Lisa’s parents worked at the Labs- maybe they knew something, even if they couldn’t tell her secret stuff.  She looked at the clock.  It was way late; Ava was already asleep in the next room.  She contented herself with sending a cryptic text to the group chat.  

Her sleep was blissful that night.  The next morning she went to the Web.

There was more information than she’d expected.  It turned out that there were full-time Planetary Defense officers both at NASA and the European Space Agency, and quite a few part-time positions in similar agencies.  Part-time Planetary Defense?       The biggest focus seemed to be the detection of NEO’s, Near-Earth Objects that might strike the Earth, but another concern was preventing biological contamination between Earth and other planets.  Our planetary neighbors and eventually, planets in other solar systems could be at risk.  Space exploration could result in contamination, in either direction.  Of course, those were just the public goals of Planetary Defense.  Who knew what else lurked beneath the official purpose? 

Ells imagined pulling out an ID badge.  “Excuse me, sir.  My name is Ella Williams, and I’m with Planetary Defense.  I need to ask you a few questions.”  That would be so cool!
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Ch. 5  Ava’s First Contact
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Ava was the first of the friends to meet the alien.  She worked part-time at the County Animal Welfare Shelter, and was there when the funny-looking dog was brought in.  A farmer found her nestled among his sheep, so peacefully he didn’t notice at first.  He knew every animal in the herd and ordinarily would have spotted the outsider instantly, but the alien was unnaturally good at... blending in.  Maybe her camouflage would have succeeded completely, had she been less exhausted.  As it was, the sheep were not alarmed, and the farmer saw nothing threatening about the creature.  It was breathing heavily and appeared to be weak.  He was used to dealing with ailing animals, but long experience had given him a sense of what he could deal with and what required more expert care.  With his son’s help they gently lifted the creature into the bed of his truck, cushioning her with feed sacks for the ride.  She seemed to understand their intention, and didn’t resist.  Away from the sheep, she looked much stranger, and the farmer wondered that he had ever thought she was one of the herd.  

He would have liked to take her to a veterinarian first, but vet visits could be expensive.  Since the County Shelter had a vet consultant, he figured they could handle it if whatever-she-was needed care.  

The waiting area at the Animal Shelter was mostly filled with dogs, and after ten minutes of sitting there, the alien had taken on a distinctly canine aspect.  The other animals showed no interest.  When their turn came, the woman at the front desk glanced up, but seemed to see nothing unusual.  Her eyes merely slid over the creature before returning to her paperwork.  The farmer, absently stroking the animal’s neck, hadn’t given her strangeness a thought.  By lunchtime he had forgotten the entire episode.

Ava was hosing down the kennels when one of the volunteers brought the alien back to the pens.  As with the other Shelter staff, her gaze was smoothly deflected, and she noticed nothing unusual.  But Ava always took pictures of the animals when they were brought in, and again if they were adopted.  Occasionally, the animals improved dramatically between the “before” and “after” photos, and Ava enjoyed seeing her photos on Instagram.  She reflexively pulled her phone from the back of her jeans, and took a couple of quick shots.  

All told, it wasn’t the First Contact scenario humans had imagined.

The alien retreated to the farthest corner of the chain-link kennel, curling up with her back to the wire door.  She considered her circumstances.  She could pick up enough of the humans’ thoughts to have a basic understanding of the situation.  While not ideal, being at the Shelter had some advantages, at least for now.  She did not consider herself imprisoned, since it would be easy enough to leave whenever she wanted.  Her most immediate need was time.  She was capable of adapting to a wide range of environments, but it didn’t happen instantly, and she had exhausted herself crossing the desert.  Similarly, the oxygen content of this world’s atmosphere was too low for her to function without modifying her respiratory structures.  Fortunately these odd creatures had nutritional and metabolic needs mostly compatible with her own.

The other issue was safety.  The enemy- officially her alien “clients”- would have been aware of her approach to Earth, perhaps even tracking her to this area.  If she hadn’t taken the precaution of disabling the ship’s transponder, the enemy could have pinpointed her location from a lightyear away.  She wanted an opportunity to investigate, unhindered, before contacting her clients- both human and alien.

The rules and conventions covering Arbitration had evolved piecemeal over a long span of time.  The Arbitration process arose in an era of interstellar expansion, in response to atrocities committed by spacefaring races against defenseless indigenes.  Arbitrators could exercise almost unlimited power in the performance of their duties; they were, quite literally, the law.  Their guiding principles were kindness, and fairness to all parties- qualities that might look very different, depending on the circumstances.  

Complex moral judgments required empathy, the ability to identify both intellectually and emotionally with the experiences and perspectives of another.  Empathy was difficult to achieve even between members of the same species; between aliens, it required tremendous imagination and flexibility.  

The rules giving nearly unlimited powers to an Arbitrator apply only after they have actively convened a case.  The Arbitrator is required to contact all parties involved with the contested issue.  Although these rules sounded reasonable enough, they left a loophole.  If the Arbitrator is in any way impaired, or simply does not show up, the case is automatically thrown out.  As a result, sometimes the participants can have a strong motivation to make sure the Arbitrator never arrives.

She knew that the space-faring client would be systematically scouring terrestrial communication for evidence of her whereabouts.  That would include all broadcast and online news, plus video feeds from police, hospitals, prisons, convenience stores, doorbell cameras, and institutions of all kind.  Earth’s most extensive, sophisticated security measures were trivial when matched against the client’s enormous computing power.  

Her only real advantage was that the alien client was unlikely to look for her in an animal shelter.  
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Ch. 6  Worth a Thousand Words   


[image: ]


“Planetary Defense!  Honest, it’s a real thing!  I saw it on NOVA!”  Ells couldn’t understand why Ava didn’t seem excited.  

The two of them were curled up on Ells’ bed.  Downstairs, Ells’ father was in the living room, his long legs stretched out on the couch.  A banker, he spent much of the day staring at his computer.  He didn’t drink, but his after-work sofa time was a daily ritual.  Her mother, an ICU nurse at the town’s only hospital, wouldn’t get home until after seven.  Despite working 12-hour shifts, she regularly bicycled 15 miles to and from the hospital.  Ells and Ava planned to cook, as they often did, but they wouldn’t need to get started for another half hour.

“I don’t know, Ells.  I mean, of course I believe you, but... it seems pretty abstract, you know?  I know comets and meteors hit the Earth, and some of them are pretty big, but what’s the point of worrying about it?  There are millions of years between major impacts.  It’s kind of like worrying about the Sun burning out.  It will happen, but not for another five billion years.”

Ells could barely contain herself.  “Just because the worst comets have been millions of years apart doesn’t mean it’s always going to be like that.  One could come anytime.  Or why would they bother with Planetary Defense?”

Ava snorted.  “I can see it now.  We reach the point where we can see these giant goobers coming at us, but there isn’t a damn thing we can do about it!  How’s that going to help our mental health?”  

“But it’s not just comets.  Our world is in serious danger, what with climate change and nuclear weapons and pandemics.  And aliens!  I mean, that stuff can happen any time.  We can’t sit around until disasters happen, and then start preparing.”

“Aargh!” Ava growled.  “That stuff is depressing.  I don’t know why you get all excited about it.”

“Okay, okay.”  Ells was quiet for a moment.  “Want to watch some YouTube?  Animal videos?”

“Baby animals,” Ava agreed, and pulled out her phone.  Small mammals with huge eyes were a sure-fire mood lifter.

A while later, Ava came back from the bathroom to find Ells looking intently at Ava’s phone.

“Babe?”  Ells spoke without lifting her eyes.  “What is this?”

Ava glanced at the phone.  “I don’t know, just a dog they brought in today.”

Ells shook her head slowly.  She looked uncharacteristically somber.  “I don’t think this is a dog, Ava.”

“Well, I doubt it’s anything the planet needs defending from.”

“I hope you’re right about that,” Ells said, meeting Ava’s gaze.
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Ch. 7  Citizen Scientists On The Job
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Thursday morning

Los Vientos High School, which also housed the Middle School, was a single-story structure at the town’s edge, next to the town Library.  The original building dated to the 1920’s, but had expanded and been renovated several times over the years.  The school would have been far shabbier had it not been for Federal funds supporting the Labs.  Los Vientos was a poor town in a poor state, but the school was a rich learning environment.  Since there were no schools at the National Labs, good community schools were a crucial part of attracting top talent to the remote, inhospitable location.  Every year, a significant percent of the school’s graduates were accepted at highly competitive colleges.  Over time the Los Vientos schools had acquired well-endowed scholarships that made such colleges accessible to all of the town’s students- not just privileged kids from high-level Lab families.

Mari was determined to take full advantage of Los Vientos’s unusual resources.  As long as she could remember, she’d been aware of her mother’s constant financial juggling.  Even with her mom being a full-time librarian, with Mari and her younger sister the family income had always hovered just above the poverty line.  Mari knew her mother could be making twice as much money in Albuquerque, and she sometimes wondered at her mother’s attachment to the tiny desert town.  Her father had been born and raised in Los Vientos, but when he died he had no living relatives, and there was really nothing to keep them there.  At this point Mari wouldn’t want to leave her friends, so it was a moot point, but she often daydreamed about living somewhere better.  She’d absorbed her mothers’ attitudes about the value of education, and since school came so easily for her, she was determined not to miss her shot.  Becoming friends with Lisa put the final piece of support in place.  Other people might think she was putting on airs or might envy her, but never Lisa.  With Lisa and her family, Mari’s brains were accepted matter-of-factly.  If the subject of her intelligence ever came up, which she doubted would happen, she knew Lisa’s family would only be appreciative.

Mari smiled when she remembered Mrs. Waterhouse’s reference to Mari’s “permanent record”.  Without saying anything, it had become a little joke between them.  Although few people realized it, Mrs. Waterhouse was one of those people who never allowed the rules to stop her from doing the right thing.  Mari knew if she did something terrible Mrs. Waterhouse wouldn’t give her cover, but equally, Mrs. W. would never let a teacher like Miss Mitchell sabotage Mari’s dreams of college.  It gave Mari a secure feeling to know Mrs. W. had her back.  Mari, for her part, would never betray or take advantage of Mrs. Waterhouse’s trust.

In keeping with those thoughts, Mari was careful not to flaunt her lack of punishment, both with Miss Mitchell and her own peers.  She didn’t wear the tee-shirt to school again, or make pig jokes, and she continued to treat Miss Mitchell with her usual small-but-acceptable measure of respect.  She was glad that none of her little gang was in that class with her, because all bets would be off if Miss Mitchell picked on one of them.  In that case the odds of Mari losing control were 50-50, especially if her reckless streak kicked in.

Lisa, Ells and Ava shared the same lunch period as Mari.  While other friends occasionally sat with them, most often it was just the four of them.  Mari was the last to get to the cafeteria that day, a Thursday, and she found the other three gathered around a phone.  

“Mari!” Ells greeted her.  “Take a look at this picture and tell me what kind of animal this is.  Ava took it at the Shelter.”  

Mari took the phone and studied the picture.  She started to speak, but closed her mouth again.  The others were uncharacteristically silent, giving her time.  After almost a minute, Mari put the phone down.

“I have no idea.  Is this supposed to be real?”  She scanned their eyes, looking for hints.

Ells looked at Ava.  “See?” she said.  “I told you.”

Ava spoke to Mari.  “The weird thing is, at the Shelter it looked like a dog.  I mean, you wouldn’t wonder about that.  You wouldn’t even notice it.”

“That’s not possible,” Mari said.  “It looks so obviously...different.”

Lisa spoke up.  “How do you mean, different?  What are you seeing that’s wrong?”

Mari thought for a second.  “The biggest thing is, it doesn’t follow the basic vertebrate plan- like, being symmetrical, having two appendages on each side, stuff like that.  Every creature on Earth with a spine has a body based on that plan, whether it’s fish, birds, elephants, whatever.  The only animals that don’t are like mollusks or octopuses, or snails- no spine.”  The others gave her space to continue.

“It does look a bit like some kind of vertebrate.  It doesn’t look deformed, but it doesn’t look right, either.  It just looks...strange.”

Lisa spoke to her friends quietly.  “I know where I’m going after school.  Come with?”

The four friends stood outside the Animal Shelter.  Lisa fidgeted with her car keys, and realized she was feeling nervous.  A glance at her friends told her she wasn’t the only one.  “I hope she hasn’t already been adopted,” she said.

“You have got to be kidding,” Mari said.  “Who is going to adopt that thing?”

“Enough stalling,” Ava said.  “Let’s go in.”

The man behind the desk greeted Ava when they entered.  “You’re not working today, are you?”

“Hey, Don.  No, we’re just here to look at the dogs.”

“Well, you know the way.”

They walked down a long hallway with kennels on each side.  A chorus of frantic barking greeted them, along with some unfortunate odors.  They could hardly hear each other talk.  Ava led them to the end of the hall.

“Unless they moved her, she should be right down here,” Ava said.  

“She?  You could tell what sex she is?”  Mari asked.

“No,” Ava admitted.  “Just revealing my biases.  And it felt right.”

When they finally stopped at a kennel, there were two dogs inside.  “Is this the right pen?  Is one of these the animal from the picture?”  Lisa asked.

A dog that looked vaguely like a German Shepherd paced back and forth, barking at them.  It was male and very dogly.  In the far corner another animal was curled up, head facing away from them.

If they hadn’t been looking for it, they would have passed the kennel without a second glance.  Even staring right at the creature, it was hard to pin down what was different.

“This can’t be what was in the picture,” Ells said, sounding disappointed.

“Let’s keep looking,” Mari said.  She didn’t think the thing had actually changed its body- if it had, the photo would have looked different.  Mari thought it was more likely that the animal was somehow affecting their perception, like some sort of psychic camouflage.  If that was the case, they might be able to see through the deception, with effort.

“This is kind of creepy,” Lisa said.  Her friends’ faces showed a range of reactions.  Ells looked excited, Mari
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