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      Wet. Groggy. Cold.

      Carina opened her eyes and immediately started shivering. She’d been through this same scenario countless times over the years, but the repeated experiences didn’t make it any easier. She couldn’t see a thing. A blurry veil shrouded her vision. Yet she knew what she was looking at: the inner wall of the Deep Sleep chamber she had stepped into three years previously—she hoped it was three years, and that nothing had gone wrong to shorten or prolong her time in stasis.

      “How do you feel?”

      Bryce.

      She remembered he’d been scheduled to wake up a week before her. “I can’t see a thing.”

      “I’ll wipe your eyes.”

      She felt a soft cloth move over her eyelids. When she opened her eyes again she could make out his dark figure leaning over her.

      He took her arm. “This way, ma’am. Your carriage awaits.”

      She chuckled as she climbed out of the chamber, his grip steadying her. He wrapped a blanket around her and she sat in the a-grav medic chair. Bryce would take her to sick bay for a checkup and then she would spend the next few days recovering. Her digestive system would start functioning again and her heart would become accustomed to beating at its normal rate, not the beat-per-hour of Deep Sleep. Stasis Dreams—wild, colorful escapades of her imagination, impossible scenarios, fantastical creatures, visions of people long dead—would fade from her memory. They were already slipping away. Providing she suffered no permanent after-effects, in less than a week she would be entirely back to normal, as if she hadn’t spent years unconscious, leaping forward in time.

      How different this was than her first experience of Deep Sleep, when the Regians had taken over the ship and put Lomang and Mezban in charge. Then, she’d been hauled from her chamber, freezing and slippery, by the giant, Pappu. And the Lotacryllans had killed Cadwallader in cold blood, before the man even had the chance to wake up.

      She bowed her head.

      Bryce put a hand on her shoulder. “Thinking about Cadwallader?”

      She nodded.

      He squeezed her shoulder.

      It was the same every time. Whenever she woke from Deep Sleep she was reminded of the lieutenant-colonel’s death, though it had happened decades ago and light years across the galaxy.

      So many had died. Atoi, her long-time merc comrade, Jace, the wise, patient, kind mage who had helped her so much, Stevenson, the Duchess’s pilot and her port in the stormy sea of her youth, Viggo Justus, the honorable Lotacryllan, Calvaley, the former Sherrerr officer, Halliday, who had protected Darius with his own body during the glider crash on Magog, and Captain Speidel, who had been like a second father to her. There had been more deaths. More than she wanted to recall.

      Had it been worth it?

      Bryce hadn’t said anything. He was probably waiting for her to come around fully before he gave her the news. The mind took time to adjust during the first days after Deep Sleep and facts would slip in and out of memory.

      She would find out the news soon enough. Yet even if they’d succeeded, on a deeper level her question had no answer. Cadwallader, Atoi, Stevenson, and Halliday had been Black Dogs who knew the risks of the lives they’d chosen. Viggo and Calvaley had been military men too. Jace had been a civilian, but he’d also been a mage, and the mage creed was that they helped each other, always.

      Was her goal worth the sacrifice of those who had helped to achieve it? She didn’t know the answer and never would, no matter what happened.

      Fogginess invaded her thoughts and she slipped into a doze.

      When she woke again she was in sick bay and people near her were talking.

      “Shhh! Oh, look, you went and woke her up, just like I said you would.”

      “Sorry, Carina.”

      She smiled. Her brothers and sisters were standing around her bed. “It’s all right, Ferne. No need to tell Darius off. It’s good to see you all again. Is everyone okay?”

      How time had changed them. During the periods they’d spent out of Deep Sleep on the long journey, everyone had aged. Tracking the passing birthdays during long-distance space travel was impossible, but Darius had grown to a young man, dashingly handsome and as sweet-tempered as ever, while Nahla was about twenty and very serious. Ferne and Oriana were in their mid-twenties. As they’d gone through puberty Ferne had shot up but Oriana had stayed the same height—a fact Ferne enjoyed reminding her about frequently. Parthenia had moved into her thirties and had grown to resemble their mother so much that sometimes the sight of her gave Carina pangs of grief.

      “We’re all fine,” Parthenia said. “I was allowed out of bed this morning. How do you feel?”

      “Good.” Carina pushed herself upright. “I could almost say I’m getting used to Deep Sleep.”

      “Don’t say that,” Darius warned. “You’ll jinx it and we’ll have to do it again.”

      “No way,” Oriana whined. “I’m never getting into one of those chambers again. It’s like dying, and you never really know if you’ll wake up.”

      Though the risk of dying was small it was one of the dangers of Deep Sleep. Sadly, one time they had lost a Black Dog. It was a big relief to know Bryce and her siblings had been successfully revived.

      “So,” she said, “is anyone going to tell me what’s happening? Did we make it?”

      Darius was about to say something but Parthenia interrupted him. “Before we answer that, we have something to show you. I’ll just check with Clarkson that we can take you out.”

      The doctor grudgingly gave her permission. However, she stipulated that Carina was not to walk anywhere due to the danger of falling and hurting herself. The a-grav seat was employed once again to take her out of the bay and into an elevator.

      “Where’s Bryce?” she asked as they ascended.

      Nahla replied, “He’s with Hsiao, Jackson, and Van Hasty on the bridge. They’re going over the scan data. It’s very interesting.”

      Naturally, Nahla must have been examining the data too. She might have changed physically over the years but she had remained as inquisitive as ever, to the point of positively snooping.

      “In what way is it interesting?”

      “We can talk about that when you’re back to normal,” Parthenia replied. “What we’re about to show you will be enough for today.”

      They were going to the uppermost deck of the Bathsheba, and Carina knew exactly what that meant. Excitement began to build in her stomach.

      The elevator doors opened and, surrounded by her siblings, she maneuvered her chair down the passageway. They halted outside the doors to the Twilight Dome. How often had she been here, looking out at the starscape? So many events had taken place in the space beyond those doors.

      They went inside.

      The lights were out. The only illumination was the starlight shining in through the transparent roof.

      Except stars were not the only things shining out in the velvety blackness of space. She moved to the center of the room and looked up.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Darius whispered.

      Hsiao had positioned the ship so the object occupied the middle of the wide view.

      A sapphire and emerald orb swathed in pearl-white clouds sat among the stars.

      “Yes, it is,” she breathed.

      It was the most beautiful planet she’d ever seen.

      Earth.
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      “Hey, Lin. You look like shit.”

      Van Hasty’s greeting as Carina stepped onto the bridge made her smile. “You look worse. Did you spend the past five years awake?”

      “Nah, I only feel like I did.”

      How old was the merc now? She had to be in her early forties. The long voyage had weighed heavily on the Black Dogs. The military men and women hadn’t dealt well with years of inactivity. They thrived on action and risk, yet there had been little else to do since leaving their last port of call, Sot Loza, except spend time with other people—not their greatest strength.

      Carina’s family had fared better. They’d grown up, developed their self-identities, and honed their skills. They were ready for whatever new adventure awaited them on Earth.

      “Don’t pay any attention to her,” said Hsiao. “You look great.”

      Carina slid into a seat at a console and opened the screen. “Where are Bryce and Jackson?”

      “Checking for signs of damage.”

      “Did something happen while we were in Deep Sleep?” The chances of an asteroid strike were tiny but not non-existent.

      “There aren’t any reports but it doesn’t hurt to get a visual.”

      She brought up the files of data pertaining to Earth. “So, what do we know?”

      “A lot,” the pilot replied. “Too much, almost. Have a look and you’ll see what I mean.”

      The scan data was interesting, as Nahla had said. The most interesting thing about it was that it went back thousands of years. The Bathsheba’s scanners had been detecting attenuated, garbled comm signals light years before the ship arrived in Earth’s system. Earth was old. She recalled a meeting with Jace and Cadwallader after the taking of the Bathsheba, where, with Jace’s help, the lieutenant-colonel had calculated seven thousand years had passed since mages left the planet. The data completely fit in with his guess.

      Seven thousand years since her ancestors had left? It was an impossibly long time to imagine. Hundreds of generations of mages had lived and died, and she and her family were the first to return. What would they find?

      The stories of the mages leaving told of pitched battles as the non-mages tried to force them to stay and fix the problems humanity had created for itself: a volatile climate, constant war, poverty and suffering for the vast majority of the population. But all the people could offer in return for the mages’ help was persecution and servitude. They’d had no choice except to take advantage of the newly developed interstellar starship engines and depart, seeking worlds where they could live in freedom without fear.

      And look how well that turned out.

      “What do you think?” asked Hsiao. “What’s the plan?”

      “Stars, give me a minute.”

      There was no plan. Their actions depended upon what they found upon arrival, and what they’d found was almost too much information to digest.

      As the Bathsheba had neared her ultimate destination, the data had become clearer and more recent, naturally. Over the long years, the ship’s computer had done an excellent job of analyzing the language and translating it to Universal. Carina searched the media broadcasts, personal conversations, entertainment shows, company communications, and educational programs for mentions of mages. There weren’t many, but there were some. However, everything she read or heard pertained to the fabled image of her kind—mages were imaginary beings from fairy tales, something akin to witches and wizards. There was no mention of Casting except in relation to casting a spell. She saw nothing about the Characters, and the only references to elixir related to something called the Elixir of Youth.

      It was all nonsense. Had humanity entirely forgotten about the real mages they’d driven away millennia ago? It seemed impossible. She felt she was missing a clue.

      “Are you going to sit there all day?” Hsiao asked. “Decisions need to be made, Carina.”

      She straightened her back and stretched out her arms, noting with surprise she’d been going over the data for a couple of hours. Before she could answer, the bridge door opened and Bryce and Jackson walked in.

      “Glad to see you’re finally paying us a visit,” said Jackson. “Your bed got uncomfortable?”

      She rolled her eyes as Bryce leaned down for a kiss. “Everything shipshape?”

      “The old girl’s holding up well,” he replied. “Just a few scratches still self-repairing on the hull.”

      “Did you run an armaments check?”

      “Does Pamuk fart like a horse? All checked and ready for action.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” Her brief dive into the wealth of data about Earth indicated it wasn’t steeped in military conflict. Aside from some minor, civil wars, the planet seemed relatively peaceful. Of course, information about defense capabilities wouldn’t be available for cursory inspection.

      “Come on, Carina,” said Hsiao. “How are we going to do this? You’ve had the entire voyage to prepare.”

      “Introduce mages to Earth? That’s going to take some thinking about.”

      “No, I mean where am I to park this ship? She isn’t exactly petite or hard to notice. Anyone watching the skies will pick us up soon, if they haven’t already.”

      “Ahh, I see what you mean. I’ll ask Darius to Cloak us.”

      “Will that work?” Bryce asked.

      “We’ll try it. He can’t Cloak the Bathsheba indefinitely anyway. Someone’s going to notice us eventually. We’ll just have to deal with it when the time comes. Hsiao, I can see that Earth has a large, tidally locked moon. After Darius has Cast, take us to the far side. We can hide there while we figure things out.”

      “Got it.”

      Carina Sent to her youngest brother to make the request.

      Now they’d finally arrived at their destination taking the next step felt hard. She’d been focused on getting here, fighting to overcome all the obstacles that had stood in their way. Their actual arrival in Earth’s system seemed anti-climactic and the days ahead foggy and obscure. She’d wanted to find a place where mages could live in the open without fear. Then they might finally be able to use their powers for good, to improve the state of humanity. But how to get to that point was a mystery.

      As if sensing her anxiety, Bryce said, “One step at a time.”

      She breathed deeply and exhaled. “Yeah, one step at a time.”
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      Over the thousands of years that had passed following the mages’ departure from their collapsing home planet, Earth’s climate had stabilized, the cities had regrown, and technological development seemed to have resumed. The human population stood at three and a quarter billion—the largest of any world Carina had ever known. No single power or organization governed the planet as far as she could tell. Even if there were a single entity to approach, she wasn’t sure if that was wise.

      As the Bathsheba hung in geostationary orbit on the far side of Earth’s moon, she pondered the facts over and over, the weight of her predicament growing heavier and heavier day by day, until one day at the start of an active shift Darius came to see her in her cabin. Bryce had gone to breakfast and she was listening to the computer’s translation of the latest broadcasts from Earth, trying to make sense of what she was hearing.

      Her brother leaned in at the open doorway and immediately her heart lifted. Though she loved all her siblings equally she shared a special bond with Darius, first forged when she’d rescued him as a frightened child, tortured by Dirksen thugs. He was tall now, taller than Bryce and Ferne, but to her he would always be that little boy who had entrusted an anonymous young merc with his life.

      “Hey, Carina. I saw you weren’t at breakfast.”

      “Not hungry. How are you doing? Come in and talk to me. I’m sick of listening to this nonsense from Earth.”

      He smiled at her invitation and sat next to her on the bed. “What nonsense is that?”

      “Ugh, I don’t know. It’s a news channel, but I can’t make head nor tail of who they’re talking about or why. What have you been doing?”

      “Well…” he paused and looked at her from under thick, dark brown bangs “…I’ve been waiting.”

      “Waiting for what? Oh, you mean…”

      “Yeah. We’re all waiting for you to—”

      “Decide what happens next.” She grimaced. It was embarrassing. In all the years it had taken them to journey to Earth, she’d had plenty of time to think through the possibilities of what they might find and come up with strategies to meet her goals, but now she was here she had nothing to suggest.

      Darius said, “Maybe we should just go down there and see what happens. We could do that re…re… That thing the military does.”

      “Recon. Yeah.” Reconnaissance would definitely be a good idea. There was only so much you could learn listening to broadcasts. In fact, lately she’d found the practice left her more confused than enlightened. Getting boots on the ground would reveal a whole lot more about human society on Earth and what mages might reasonably expect in terms of treatment.

      Sending a team to the surface was the obvious move, but something held her back.

      Darius asked softly, “Are you worried about what might happen?”

      “Uhh…”

      When her youngest brother asked questions like this, they were rhetorical. Though he couldn’t read her thoughts—or at least he’d never admitted to being able to do it—it was no secret that he knew how she felt. He knew how everyone in his immediate proximity felt. As a Spirit Mage he couldn’t help it. No one liked to mention his ability because it made everyone uncomfortable, including Darius, but they all knew it.

      “I guess I am a little worried,” she confessed. “So many people died to get us here,” she continued, her voice catching in her throat. “What if it wasn’t worth it? What if there’s nothing for us on Earth? We’ve come so far, lived out so many years just flying through space. Most of your childhood has been spent on a starship…” Her words petered out.

      Darius wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “And I couldn’t wish for a better one. I’ve grown up among the people I love. What could be better than that? Do you think I would have had a better time living with my father?”

      She sniffed. “Good point. I’ll let you have that one.”

      “You know, I think Mother would be so proud of you. Look at everything you’ve done. You saved her children from the Sherrerrs, and you’ve done everything in your power to protect us, even to the extent of stealing a colony ship.”

      “It wasn’t exactly stealing,” she demurred, in an effort to lighten the mood. Their mother was never far from her thoughts.

      He went on, “And you’ve brought us halfway across the galaxy to find us somewhere safe to live, somewhere we can be ourselves. Mother couldn’t have asked any more from you, and neither do we. Neither does anyone on this ship. We all know the dangers, Carina, and if we didn’t accept them we wouldn’t be here. We’re with you, come what may.”

      She was silent.

      “So you’re sending down an away team today?”

      She swallowed. “Do I have a choice?”

      “Maybe you can choose who’s going to be in it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “To an extent.”
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      The argument had been going on too long.

      “Ferne and Oriana,” Carina snapped, “you’re staying here, and that’s the end of it. There will be plenty more opportunities to visit Earth. Heck, hopefully one day you’ll live there and you will have all the time in the world to explore, but for now we need mages aboard the ship.”

      “So let Parthenia and Darius stay,” Oriana whined, pouting.

      Carina had seen that pout many times over the years but familiarity didn’t make it any less irritating. “Parthenia is the oldest and most experienced of all of you, and Darius is the best at Casting. That’s why I’ve picked them and whether you agree with it or not, that’s my decision.”

      “Leave it, sis,” Ferne said irritably. “You won’t change her mind. You know what she’s like.”

      What I’m like?

      Darius said, “I don’t mind sitting this one out if it’ll make things easier.”

      “It won’t make anything easier,” Carina replied. “You’re coming.”

      “And I suppose Bryce is going too?” Oriana asked.

      “Bryce is in the away team, yes. I suppose you don’t like that either.”

      “Figures.”

      “Leave it, Oriana!” Ferne repeated.

      “Nahla isn’t coming either,” Carina said. “She isn’t complaining.”

      “Nahla’s more interested in analyzing all the data from Earth,” Oriana retorted.

      Ferne tugged her sleeve. “Let’s go and find something else to do.”

      “We’ve done everything there is to do around here,” Oriana objected, “a thousand times over. I want to walk on grass again, feel the wind, and look up into a blue sky.”

      “And you will,” Carina said, softening. Everyone on the Bathsheba felt the same. Though the ship was vast, living aboard it didn’t compare to being planetside, and no one had been planetside in a very long time. “The next time the shuttle goes to Earth, you’ll be on it. I promise.”

      Oriana turned and left the bay without saying another word. Ferne said, “She’ll be all right soon enough. She’s just bored. That’s all.”

      “I know. I understand.”

      “Good luck, everyone.” Ferne also left, passing Bryce as he entered.

      “What’s up with Oriana?” Bryce asked. “She gave me her death glare in the passageway a minute ago.”

      Parthenia replied, “She’s just being herself. Who else are we waiting for, Carina?”

      “Hsiao’s flying us down. Jackson and Pamuk are on their way too. Van Hasty’s going to keep an eye on things here while we’re gone. I thought it was best to keep the team small. The more people we have the greater the risk of someone getting into trouble. When we have a better idea of what to expect we can increase the numbers.”

      “Do we have translators?” asked Parthenia.

      “Oh, yeah. I was forgetting.” Carina handed out the devices, which hung around the neck.

      Bryce asked, “Do they have translators? Or are they going to think these are weird?”

      “They do, but the ones I’ve seen in vids clip to the ear. I couldn’t get the printers to fabricate them. These will do.”

      Bryce fingered his doubtfully. “What about clothes? Aren’t we going to stick out?”

      “We’re going to stick out regardless. It will look more suspicious if we try to blend in and fail spectacularly. People will wonder what we’re trying to hide.”

      “Right, so what’s our story? You weren’t planning on announcing we’ve just arrived from outer space, surely.”

      “I’ll go over it on the way there.”

      Hsiao walked into the bay accompanied by Pamuk. The two looked comical next to each other. Pamuk dwarfed the petite pilot by half a meter and was brawny while Hsiao was slight. Carina was not a small woman herself, but the female mercs made her feel that way sometimes. She vividly recalled the burly merc simply lifting her out of the way when she tried to prevent her from leaving their residence on Sot Loza.

      Pamuk was picking her teeth. “Jackson not here yet?”

      “He’s on his way,” Carina replied, recalling Bryce’s remark about the merc farting like a horse. She hadn’t met many horses in her time but his observation was spot on. And she was about to share a cabin with her. Perhaps Van Hasty would have been a better choice. But there were few people she felt comfortable entrusting the Bathsheba to while they were gone.

      Jackson arrived.

      “We’re all here,” Carina said. “Let’s go and take a peek at Earth.”

      “Hold on,” said Jackson. “I’ve been checking the manifest. Thought you could use an update on supplies and so on.”

      “Good idea, but I’ll take a look later. I’ve put off this trip long enough.”

      He continued, “I also wanted to make sure everyone was accounted for before we left. We’re two people down.”

      She blinked. “That isn’t possible. How could we have lost two people over the last leg of the voyage? I mean, even if the computer hadn’t recorded something happening to them, they would have been missed by now.”

      “I’ve passed on the information to the medics. I guessed they must still be in Deep Sleep, and I’ve a good idea who they are.”

      “Who? Ohhh…” She cringed. She’d entirely forgotten the people in question too.

      Bryce chuckled. “It’s Chi-tang and Cheepy, right?”

      “Bingo,” Jackson said.

      Their two ‘pickups’—one from Lakshmi Station and the other from Sot Loza—had been nothing but trouble. Separately, they were bearable, Chi-tang more so than Cheepy. Chi-tang was their resident expert on the Bathsheba’s primary weapon, fondly nicknamed the Obliterator. In some ways he was quite smart, though not in the area of human relationships. Cheepy was a spoiled rich girl. As Chi-tang’s first girlfriend, she’d made a split-second decision to accompany him to the ship before Carina had rained hell on her planet.

      Despite the fact that her decision had probably been wise she’d regretted it, loudly and at great length, ever since being Transported to the Bathsheba’s bridge. She mostly blamed Chi-tang for her predicament and, after immediately breaking up with him, had hounded him with her complaints ever since.

      The Black Dogs were seriously lacking in the compassion department. Although Cheepy’s presence on the ship wasn’t exactly Chi-tang’s fault, the mercs blamed him for having an annoying ex-girlfriend. Consequently, the two had been sentenced to far longer periods of Deep Sleep than everyone else had to endure, and, it seemed, now the Bathsheba had reached her destination, no one had wanted to wake them.

      Carina said, “The medics will get on it while we’re gone. Chi-tang and Cheepy will be up and around soon.”

      “Awesome,” Pamuk commented. “Something to look forward to when we get back.”
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      Darius Cloaked the shuttle all the way down, making them invisible to detection. Carina had picked a small town on one of the larger continents as their first experience of human society on Earth. The town’s population was around 20,000. She hoped this meant it wouldn’t possess the high-tech monitoring that city authorities used for security, yet it also wasn’t a tiny, backwater place where newcomers would attract immediate attention.

      Hsiao set down in a clearing in the forest bordering the town. It was early morning. The sun was just rising, and the shuttle’s scanners told them no human-sized life forms were about for kilometers around, though the vessel’s descent spooked some large specimens of local wildlife. Perhaps the animals had sensed by instinct an object was approaching from above. They covered the shuttle in a camouflage blanket Carina had printed. After they had hammered in spikes to hold the blanket in place, she took a few steps back to assess the results.

      The cover wasn’t entirely effective. It worked by deflecting the light hitting it, guiding the waves around the hidden object. At first glance the clearing looked empty but it was also faintly blurry or smudged. An aerial view was probably more convincing, and that was what really mattered. Satellites and passing aircraft would soon spot a starship shuttle that had appeared from nowhere, but the chances of hikers or hunters stumbling upon the shuttle were low.

      “It’s not too bad,” Bryce commented.

      “It’ll have to do.”

      “Let’s go meet some Earthlings,” said Jackson.

      They shouldered their packs, containing water and food supplies, and set off, leaving Hsiao to wait for them. They were unarmed. Earth seemed generally peaceful and civilized, and the last thing they wanted to do was to get into a firefight. In the event of a conflict they would walk away. The mages could Cast them out of trouble if things got dicey. The object was to not attract attention.

      The forest was cool, humid, and quiet. Large ferns and small, thorny shrubs covered the ground between the trees. Carina had mentally debated the possibility of Transporting everyone closer to the town, but she didn’t dare risk someone spotting them materializing out of thin air. Without a good knowledge of exactly where they would be Transporting to it was a real possibility.

      There was no trail nearby. Forced to push through the undergrowth, they were soon dirty, sweaty, and scratched. If their unusual clothes didn’t attract attention when they reached the town, their appearance surely would. It couldn’t be helped.

      They headed downhill, trying to seek out a water course. They didn’t find one, but they did hit upon a path of sorts, leading through the trees and roughly in the right direction. They were nearing areas frequented by humans at last.

      Darius kept lagging behind, and after calling a halt for the fifth or sixth time to allow him to catch up, Carina grew irritated. She told the others to wait for her and stomped back up the path to find her brother. He was standing still, a hand resting on a tree trunk as he gazed upward at the canopy.

      “Darius,” she snapped. “What are you doing? You’re slowing us down. We don’t want to be walking back through these woods in the dead of night.”

      “We can Transport back to the shuttle,” he said simply, his attention remaining on the tree.

      “Well, yes, but…” she spluttered. “What are you doing?”

      “It has feelings, you know.”

      “The tree?”

      He gave her a ‘what do you think I meant?’ look, but only said, “They’re faint, but I can feel them.”

      “Right.” She regarded the tree. “How does it feel?”

      “Calm, and…” he frowned “…content.”

      “I guess that’s how a tree would feel. If you’re done communing with the vegetation, it would be great if you could join us.”

      “Sure.”

      “That was a little mean. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, sis.”

      They walked down the trail, Carina in front. Darius had spent more than half his life aboard a starship. This was his first experience of a natural environment in a very long time. She said over her shoulder, “If you want to do that kind of thing—talking to the trees, I mean—I don’t mind, but we’re in a hurry today.”

      “I wasn’t talking to it.”

      “Whatever you want to call it, it’s fine, but—”

      “I get it, Carina.”

      They caught up to the others and continued the trek. The woodland began to thin out. A place for eating picnics appeared ahead of them, ten or twelve wooden tables and benches dotted about and a children’s climbing frame in the center. No one was here, however.

      Then, beyond the trees, Carina spotted her first Earth dwelling. “Look, a house.”

      The habitation seemed to be made of earth. Thick bricks of what looked like dried mud formed the walls of the single-story home. The roof overhung the walls, and it was alive. Living plants grew all over it. In some areas vines dangled all the way to the ground.

      “Should we knock at the door?” asked Jackson. “Introduce ourselves as visitors from outer space?”

      “Quit kidding around,” Carina said.

      It was mid-morning. The sun had risen above the trees and was shining through the open window shutters of the house. She couldn’t spot anyone, which implied they also hadn’t been spotted.

      “I don’t understand,” Parthenia said. “I thought Earth was quite technologically developed. That house looks very simply constructed, and there are no power lines running to it.”

      Jackson replied, “You’ll get many different levels of living standards on a planet. That place only represents one of them.”

      Bryce had walked away from the group to take a look from a different angle. “Is that a well?”

      “No electricity or running water,” Parthenia commented.

      “Let’s head farther into town,” said Carina.

      They took a route around the house and mostly out of sight of it. A wide dirt track ran down a slope from the forest through low scrub. Beyond it was the town proper, though it was difficult to spot at first. The roofs of all the town’s habitations were similarly covered in green plants, causing them to blend into the landscape. What gave it away was the regularity of the houses and roads laid out in a grid. They saw their first people of Earth, riding bicycles or walking.

      “Where are the cars?” asked Parthenia.

      There were none.

      “Well, one thing’s for sure,” said Jackson, “we aren’t going to look weird for walking into town.”

      “Someone’s coming,” Bryce said.

      Six people were approaching up the track. It was not a family group. They were all adults, and their clothes were similar. All wore dark blue slacks and a white top. Carina was confused. Were they wearing a uniform? There was sufficient variation in their clothing to imply it was not, but the similarities were too great to be random chance.

      “What do we do?” Bryce asked. “Run? Fight?”

      “Speak,” Carina said. “We speak to them. This is a fact-finding mission, remember? We aren’t doing anything wrong so whoever those people are they shouldn’t be a threat. We stick to the story. We’re from a remote island they probably never heard of, on vacation, just walking through the woods
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