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The Canister Finds a Home

To understand the vastness of space requires a remarkable mind, and most of the minds of Earth are simply not up to the task. This is where a whale can travel one quarter of the planet’s circumference and have that referred to as “an extraordinary trek.” In such limited frameworks, a light-year is mind- bogglingly far, and multiple light-years makes no sense at all.

This does not mean there aren’t other species who do understand better the kinds of distances involved in traveling from one star to another. There are quite a few, in fact, considering how vast space really is.

Most of these species are fairly decent, having achieved technological advancement in the same measure as social maturity.

Most of them.

***
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THE CANISTER SPUN THROUGH the darkness. Its body was scratched and pitted and scored by micrometeorites, by random blasts of gamma radiation, and by having been traveling in space for so long.

The payload remained safe inside the dull stone body.

The payload was an organic machine, chilled and dormant for the journey through cold space, but otherwise alive. Its mental function was low and vegetative, but even in that state, given the length of time it had flown through space, it had arrived at the most stunning realization of its life.

It was bored.

The canister had traveled through space longer than most modern species of life on Earth had existed, in a line woven between the gravitational paths of stars. Its destination had not been a specific planet orbiting a specific sun. It was launched with sophisticated sensing equipment and an AI clever enough to aim it once it located a suitable target. That was all in the past, however, as many onboard systems had broken down.

Now, the canister was simply a container. The container protected its primitive occupant, but it no longer operated in accordance with its original plan. It had improvised.

A large silvery satellite crossed the canister’s path, its surface reflecting a blinding white light. Below the canister and beyond the satellite lay a blue planet, with green and brown and white highlights.

Gravity turned the canister’s path and it curved down, entering the thin atmosphere.

It glowed as layers of thicker air flew past. Pieces flaked off and vaporized.

This looked to be the place.

***
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NOT FAIR, NOT FAIR, the wolf thought as it ran.

The chicken coop had been left open. If the door had been closed, if the pen gate had been closed, it would have moved on, but the gate was open and the door was open. There was no denying it.

Those chickens belonged to him.

The air behind it cracked and chips flew from a nearby tree. The Man was angry.

The wolf zigged off to a side path and kept running. Once it was out of the denser brush, it would make better time. Plus, it didn’t know this area, so that was a huge disadvantage. The valley had steep walls and on occasion, the wolf ran against impassable stone.

Patches of sunlight flashed and flickered through the tree canopy as the wolf jumped and ran.

Another report, this time the bullet flying off into the woods.

The wolf jumped through brush onto another path, and kept running.

Totally not fair.

***
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JONAH RAN LIKE CRAZY through the woods.

Nine chickens, he thought. Nine chickens in less than the ten minutes it took for him to go get the wheelbarrow and bring it back. That wolf came right into the pen, right into the coop and killed nine chickens.

Jonah’s fury was understandable. Six were good layers and the other three were scheduled for this weekend’s roadside market. That’s real money and they were already running short this season.

So he ran like a beast after the thing. Every time it was in the open long enough to get a bead, he aimed and fired. He might not hit it, but he would at least confuse it with the shots. A confused wolf could be shot. A shot wolf wouldn’t eat any more chickens. And then he’d have a chance at breaking even this year.

***
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THE RV CRAWLED ALONG the dirt road at four miles per hour. It didn’t seem right to refer to such slow speeds in miles per hour, but that was the going rate. This section was open enough that Burke could see around the road. Trees, brush, and the occasional rough clearing, but nothing that suggested a campsite. Branches and twigs scrabbled against the sides of the RV as he mollycoddled it over the road.

Mollycoddling an RV is no small task, particularly on an unpaved road. He stared ahead, concentrating on every foot they travelled.

Sue sighed.

He spared a quick glance over to her, and then brought his eyes back on the road.

Burke loved his wife. Oh sure, not everything was hunky dory all the time, but that was part of the marriage business, right? You basically loved each other and if you had static, then you solved it and moved on.

When he looked at her, he realized that his own sweat wasn’t solely the product of nervousness. He had been focusing so much on the road that he hadn’t realized the cabin was hot. Her long brown hair, which normally bounced out a bit from her head, lay slick against her forehead. Her tank top was browner than he remembered.

“Hon, could you kick the AC up a bit?” he asked. Except that as he said “bit,” the front left tire dropped into a rut, and it came out sounding like “Bi- eya-it.” Sue leaned forward and fiddled with the AC controls. “It’s already 65,” she said. “You told me before you didn’t think going any colder would work.”

He nodded his head. He had to – they hit another bump.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Even with the partition closed, it wouldn’t get colder.

Sorry.”

She leaned back and looked out the window.

“We’re a little off the beaten path,” she said. “You know that, right?”

The RV bucked again in response.

“I’m using the map Larry gave us,” he said.

“I know, it’s just that he didn’t tell us we would be four-wheeling the RV.”

“I’ll talk with him Tuesday,” said Burke.

The RV lurched again.

“See if he’ll chip in on new shocks,” said Sue. “Yellowstone wouldn’t have been like this.”

“I promise we’ll do Yellowstone next year. But we had these great mountains and this great valley right down the highway...”

“... and Larry is all about the adventure and the exploring and the having fun in the wilderness.”

Burke grinned.

“Besides,” he added, “this is a great chance to get away from it all, for us to go out and be a family all by ourselves in the woods, without TVs or internet or phones or anything.”

“Great,” she laughed. “Just what I need. A horror movie.”

***
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DESPITE THE BOUNCING of the RV, Erin was able to keep her place on the bed while reading. A lot of her friends said they couldn’t read while in a car, but she couldn’t imagine not reading. Anywhere. Besides, it helped to be lying next to a window. She didn’t see any of the trees or bushes or road, only the almost overhead sky. It was a stable object she could keep track of.

Clouds didn’t dash and zip around like trees and bushes did.

The RV hit a big bump and she felt herself bounce up from the bed.

She had an advantage. She weighed about a pound and a half. Her clothes probably weighed more than she did.

She tried to not giggle when they bounced. It would be unseemly. Years of practice allowed her to keep her face neutral and frowny no matter what. Between that and the black clothes, she had been able to prevent most people from bothering her, which was what she wanted in the first place.

Because people, given the opportunity, sucked.

Across the RV, braced between the little formica table and the built-in seats, sat Erin’s older sister Meredith. Meredith was the opposite of Erin in every way that mattered. Meredith was blonde, Erin’s hair was black. Meredith was round-cheeked and bubbly, Erin wasn’t gaunt, but if she had been eighty years old, she would be called gaunt. Now, it was more like people worried she wasn’t eating enough. Not round-cheeked and bubbly. No way. Meredith dressed in bright colors and liked to play with others. Again, Erin failed on both those counts.

Meredith glared back at her sister.

Ah, that was something they had in common. A mutual hatred of everything the other stood for.

That’s what sisters are for, apparently.

From her position, Erin’s eye caught a flash outside. She looked up.

Whatever it was, it burned bright, like a flare. White and bits of red and green and yellow fire streaked off it as it tumbled and fell across the sky. It was gorgeous and terrifying at the same time. It was also silent. This part impressed her the most – that whatever this huge flaming thing was, it made no sound.

“Cool,” she muttered. Sometimes she lost track of the fact that she was supposed to be nonplussed.

“What?” asked Meredith.

Erin glanced down at her sister, then back up to the sky. Where the falling thing had flashed, there was only a vapor trail.

She pulled the book back to her face. “Nothing,” she said. “Just the sky.” 

“The sky?”

“It’s blue. That’s cool.”
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Seems Like an Easy Walk

Jake stopped splitting wood, waiting for his own echoes to die down. He loved the smell of a Douglas fir forest. There was nothing like it on Earth and he never tired of it. That smell was damp and wet and homey. It filled him with memories of when he was a child, which was an impossibly long time ago. The forest smelled the same now as it did then.

He listened, and he could hear all the tiny little sounds of a living forest. Unseen things scampering around on beds of needles in the dark undergrowth. Soft whisperings where the wind blows through the trees. A crow calling out, making noise for the fun of it.

He opened his eyes and took it all in.

The cabin lived in its own clearing, but surrounding it were firs that towered high enough to make the clearing absurdly vertical, almost surreal by comparison.

The road wasn’t perfect, but it was serviceable, and it wound through the trees and off into the distance. It didn’t continue onward, either, because Jake’s cabin was the end of the line.

Well, Jake and Lucy’s cabin.

He glanced at the front door. It was wide and thick and open a bit. A wisp of smoke drifted downward from the chimney and filled his nostrils with his second favorite smell ever – a wood fire.

Now that his eyes took in his home, his ears picked up another sound. Dishes clinking against each other while being washed. Dinner had been, as usual, fantastic.

He sighed again and looked up.

He saw it before he heard it. It flashed in the sky, spitting white light and other bits and pieces of colored light as it burned up. It spiraled a little, but tore a hole right through the blue early evening sky.

A faint hissing came from it, but it wasn’t a hissing he had ever heard before. It wasn't a teakettle or a snake. This was a dangerous burning hissing.

It cleared the trees – it was that high – but not much more. Jake followed with his eyes, even past the trees. He knew the woods enough to know where it was, even when it disappeared, hidden in the green.

He listened with intent as the hissing grew distant. He had a feeling it wouldn't be quiet for long.

Three seconds after the hissing grew past his ability to hear, he heard a different sound, a burst of crackling. It lasted less than a second, but even in that small frame of time, he knew what it was.

Any man who had been in a forest in any sort of storm grew to fear the sound of trees shattering.

The sound blossomed into a rolling thunderous boom, and then a clap of impact so loud it shook the ground.

Jake looked down. In his hand, he still held the splitting maul.

He stared through the impenetrable trees. He calculated in his head. Three seconds overheard, a second longer of hitting trees, and then impact. He worked out the timing.

“Lucy,” he called out. The sound of dishes stopped.

Lucy came to the door, wiping her hands on her pants.

Back when Jake lived in the world, he used to imagine that there were demons and that celebrities made success-deals with them. All celebrities got their status from the deal. Some made better deals, though, and managed to swing “looks good” as part of that deal.

Lucy wasn’t a celebrity, but she had obviously swung the right kind of deal. Even at 55, she was a looker, with long auburn hair, green eyes, cheeks that seemed custom-built for smiling, and a rugged toughness that was rare in a woman. Jake considered himself lucky to have caught her eye in the first place, and grateful she’d chosen to hitch her wagon to an old Wobblie like him.

“Come out and take a look at this,” he said.

She stepped out and looked up, following his finger.

He told her what he saw, although the sky revealed only a dissipating contrail.

“About a mile away,” she said. “Out by our rock.”

He nodded. “I was thinking that. You want to go check it out?” She grinned.

“I’ll get our packs.” She turned and trotted inside. “Lucy,” he said.

She stopped and turned back.

He gave the woods another look, considered a thought, and then settled. “Could you also grab my shotgun while you’re in there?”

For a moment, she paused, and then stepped into the darkness of the cabin.
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It’s Not Entirely Sure 

Smoke hung in the air. The trees hadn’t burned, but a ragged cylindrical hole burrowed through the branches, from the canopy down through the range of the leaves, and deep into the ground near a thin game trail.

A crater gashed open, ten feet in diameter, bordered with burnt salal, charred fir leaves, and smoking loamy earth.

It could see, in a way. It could see the long distant patch of blue sky still visible through the hole in the canopy. It could see the smoke everywhere. It could see the floating bits of burning vegetation. It could see the cracked boundaries of its canister, the thing that had sheltered it on its ancient journey.

It could also see itself, unfolding. It could see its own surface filling with an atmosphere rich in nitrogen, tinged with oxygen. It could feel glands reviving, sacs filling, and limbs unfurling. Yes, definitely limbs.

It was not designed for this kind of atmosphere, but that was acceptable. It wasn’t designed for any one particular kind of atmosphere, but its kind tended to adapt. As much and as long as was necessary.

It continued unfolding, breathing, and waiting.

***
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I’VE GOT YOU, he thought.

Jonah’s legs were burning up, but he could see that damn wolf ahead of him. He could practically feel it already. Closer, closer, closer...

One hand kept the shotgun at the ready, because he knew the wolf would hit another dead-end and then instead of running, it would turn around facing him with all teeth pointing outward.

So, his hands were ready. His arms were ready.

But his legs pushed harder. His long legs stretched, eager to close.

***
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THE WOLF FELT THE MAN close behind.

It did not enjoy the thought of confronting him. Most unwise. Besides, the wolf wasn’t a fighter. That’s why it ate chickens.

Which were officially free, as the gates were all open, it added. Not that that mattered to the Man.

Running Time was almost over, and then something was going to have to change.

Then something changed.

The path jinked around a corner and the wolf saw a pit ahead. That was new. In that split second, it knew it had a chance. There were many things a Man could do that a wolf couldn’t. A Man could work tools. A Man could operate machines. A Man could open gates.

But a Man couldn’t jump.

Not like a wolf, anyway.

It threw down a final burst of speed and launched itself from the edge of the pit.

The instant the wolf left the ground, it knew – absolutely knew in the way that all animals know for certain – two things.

First, it knew that until it had finished its landing, it was vulnerable. The Man had a gun, and the wolf in mid-leap was exposed. But the Man was running, too, and that could confound things. Which would be good.

Second, it knew that if it did make the other side of the pit, then it was home free. The jump was executed perfectly. The wolf was at exactly the right arc, going exactly the right speed, and his feet were in exactly the right place. As long as nothing happened, he would land exactly where he planned, twelve feet from his launch point, and in full-speed stride.

What the wolf didn’t know was what happened instead.

It felt something around its foot. Something thin and strong. Had it snagged a vine as it leaped? But the path was clear!

Then it felt the ground, as it spun, yanked out of its perfect jump and downward with a tremendous force, onto its back.

The wolf lay confused a moment, then sprang to its feet.

Except it didn’t.

In fact, the ground beneath it didn’t even feel like ground.

It felt like roots. Moving roots. Something twisting and writhing.

Then the wolf felt more thin, twisting things wrapping themselves around its paws and its belly and even its neck.

It howled once, as the burning started, and then three more tentacles flowed down its throat and the sky cracked and the darkness rushed in.

***
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JONAH SPUN AROUND THE corner right behind the wolf, just as it jumped.

Godammit!

Still running, he raised the shotgun. He might not have the best chance to hit it, but he was going to at least wing the damn thing. He knew that much.

The wolf floated in the air and crossed Jonah’s sight.

Jonah squeezed the trigger.

In the slice of time between the squeezing of the trigger and the bucking of the shotgun, Jonah saw something he had never seen before.

A grey rope rose from the ground and wrapped itself around the wolf in mid-air.

In the same motion, it tightened, pulling the wolf down and out of sight.

The shotgun bucked against Jonah’s shoulder, but there was no wolf.

He raised the barrel and looked, then caught sight of the wolf in the bottom of the pit.

His feet danced a different dance than the triumphant catch-the-wolf dance they had danced moments ago. Now they danced a stop-running dance. No, more frantic. A go-in-reverse dance.

Jonah’s brain realized that no matter how hard the legs worked, they weren’t going to win this one – he was moving too fast. There was only one thing to do and no time left.

Jonah dropped flat on his ass, skidding along the needle-covered trail.

He slid four feet before coming to a halt, which was two feet further than the lip of the crater. As his hips went over, he clawed at the ground, and his legs bicycled hard to pitch his lower half back to ground level, back to where things made sense, back to where he didn’t have to share a smoking hole in the ground with something that his brain still didn’t want him to remember seeing.

His fingers caught in the trail dirt and his body stopped sliding. The muscles of his shoulders and arms popped, but he yanked his hips back to solid ground and scrabbled hard to keep retreating.

He felt his feet cross the threshold of the crater and then launched himself away, but somehow, between the think and the do, that isn’t what happened. He stretched long, and his ankles were pulled out from under him.

He spun in midair and, in a surreal second, he saw his shotgun fly from his fingers and spiral away.

In the first bounce of the shotgun against the ground, Jonah felt something gripping both his legs below the knees. Something that felt like steel cables. Something that moved.

In the second bounce of the shotgun, the cables had wrapped themselves around his chest and his left arm.

The third bounce of the shotgun was the end of its flight, and at that moment, Jonah felt the grip boil up his neck.

As something moist and muscular pulled his eyes shut, he realized that his last sight on earth was the barrel of his shotgun kicking up a little burst of muddy dirt and pine needles.

That’s a shame, he thought. I thought for sure I would— And then he also was gone.

***
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IT WASN’T SURE WHAT to do.

Normally, it used the first sample, but in this case, it had two samples. Two samples were unprecedented.

The process was inevitable, but there was some measure of control possible.

Two samples.

Chemistry was happening. Physics was happening. Microscopic organic factories were revving and firing off in a sequence that had been planned for half a million years.

It must decide what to do. Both samples were being assessed. Both samples were being broken down. But it was designed to work with one, to work with the primary form, the initial sample. That was the design and that was all the resources available to it.

But both were being conformed. Both were being assimilated.

This could not be allowed to continue. If it continued, then there would be no material remaining to complete the process, and that would be a fundamental breakdown of the mission.

But it was proceeding anyway, whether or not sufficient material existed.

A resource crisis was seconds away.

It wasn’t a complicated thinker. It didn’t have a complicated task that required many steps. It was a simple organism, with a simple mission. The brains were all in the canister AI, which had perished in a micrometeor strike eighty thousand years ago. Since then, it had been alone, with nothing but its own intellectual levels against which it might compare itself.

So, under the circumstances, it’s natural that it might make a mistake. Only natural.

It compromised.
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Nuts and Good Samaritans 

“We are going to camp soon, right?” asked Cindy as she pulled herself over the ancient nurse log that lay across the game trail.

“Sure, sure,” said Gene. “I was thinking maybe another hour, unless we find ourselves a nice little clearing. You know, something soft and flat where we can pitch a tent and no one will bother us.”

She nodded and landed on the ground. Cindy didn’t like being muddy without having plumbing nearby. A bathroom, a toilet, a shower. All of those things were important. All of those things were wonderful. She loved showering. Especially when she was muddy, showering was sublime. But there was no shower out here in Hatchet Valley. No showers, no toilets, and probably not even a running stream where she could soak her feet.

It wasn’t that she was a wimp. She really wasn’t. She just hated being dirty.

She glanced at Gene, ten feet away, who was brushing moss off his legs. She enjoyed his legs. In fact, the whole package was nice.

Correction, she hated being dirty in some ways.

“But we’re on a ridge,” she said. “Do they even have clearings on ridges?”

He grinned at her. “Sure, if there’s a game trail, then there’s going to be a place where—”

A shot interrupted him.

They both froze, staring at each other.

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

He spun his head. “Did you get a direction on it?”

She tried to think, tried to compare ears, but nothing came out. She shook her head. “Sorry,” she whispered, still listening.

“Maybe there’ll be another.”

Then they heard the scream. It wasn’t a cautious scream. It wasn’t a hesitant scream. It was a desperate scream.

“Over there!” shouted Gene and he ran down a side trail.

For a moment, Cindy felt a chill of dread, as if this was a much worse idea than she ever could have known. But that was silly thinking. Someone needed help, and she and Gene were going to help.

She pulled her pack close and ran after him.

***
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THE COMPROMISE WAS a compromise. It wasn’t elegant, but it solved the problem.

Things were progressing.

The chemistry was working, although it wasn’t what should be happening.

The base unit was growing and the raw materials were being taken from both samples. It was causing some fabrication issues, but the chemical cascades were robust and adjusting their process.

Shifts and changes.

There was a little tug of consciousness.

It felt something it had never felt before. It felt a tug on itself. On its own mind.

It tried to ask what was happening, but the question dissolved mid-stream.

Realization struck as the first barrier broke down.

Normally, it would remain conscious throughout the conversion process, but the compromise had broken that plan.

The compromise was more sophisticated and also more unpredictable than it had foreseen. The compromise needed more than raw
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