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They were collecting plants in various spots around the crop field when they heard sounds from the south.

They were aliens who had ventured across the galaxy from the vicinity of the Owl Nebula by phasing out of their quadrant and into that of Earth’s.

Now they were on a field in rural Connecticut, in the town of Simsbury, near its border with the town of Avon.

Two of them were males, and they were fairly close to the ship, which hovered twenty feet above the ground. Its lights weren’t very bright; just a few whitish glows around the edge of the ovate-shaped craft. They were studying the soil.

The third, a female, was well south, near a narrow line of trees. It curved to the right, further south, diagonally toward the mountain. Another crop field extended into the triangular area in front of those trees. She would look at that next, she decided.

Right now, she was interested in the strawberry plants, and studying it with her scanner, a small, narrow, oval device that fit into the palm of her hand.

It was a nice night. They had waited until almost what the humans here thought of as 2 o’clock in the morning. The idea was that no one other than them would be out and about at this hour.

It was spring, and the trees were covered with leaves.

The female botanist was enjoying this excursion.

She liked to go out and collect new plants, especially if they were meant for food, so that she could then take them back to her laboratory on the ship, study them, and see what potential they possessed for adaptation aboard spacecraft and on her home planet.

They needed more plants like that on her planet.

The Earth’s ecosystem was at the point that it had suffered terrible damage due to overuse of its resources for so long that, by the time technology caught up with that damage to the point of being able to remediate it, far too little would be recoverable.

As a result, their planet would not support the billions that it was forced to anymore. This had happened on the alien’s planet, too, and then...there had been terrible times.

Now, scientists like this team worked to remediate their ecosystem by adapting species from other planets that had not – as yet – lost viable, healthy ecosystems of their own.

Planets such as Earth still had functioning pollinators such as bees and butterflies, and fruit-bearing plants such as raspberry bushes and strawberry plants.

The botanist wondered how much longer that would be true. Part of her job was to collect whatever food-producing plants she could while it was still true.

She wished she could look at flowering plants also, but they only had so much time, and it was always at night.

Back to work...

She had just uprooted a beautiful strawberry plant, and was about to slice a sample into her bag, when they heard the sounds of clumsy, large humans crashing through the trees, running across a grassy area, straight toward the crop field.

The others, who were much closer to the ship, ran to a spot directly under it, hit buttons on their signalling devices, and disappeared in a short flash, beamed up.

She wasn’t going to make it over there in time.

The ship vanished, cloaked, and she felt it move away from the area at light speed, even though it was invisible.

She could sense whether or not her people were close.

They were gone now – far away.

They had had no choice but to leave.

The botanist hid behind one of the trees as two large, male humans in dark clothing rushed onto the field with bright flashlights, which they were holding clutched against their handguns.

With a gulp of horror, she remembered that in this country, humans were allowed to own all sorts of weapons, with or without a background check. It varied from state to state.

A moment later, however, she felt slightly calmer.

Her telepathy was heightened out of a sense of self-preservation. She realized that these men were off-duty police officers, and that they had seen her ship’s lights from their shooting range.

The range was past the field, south through the trees, across a grassy area, and past another narrow thicket of trees.

What were they doing here at this hour?!

Oh...one of them had forgotten his wallet, and they had come back for it. Then they had seen the light from the alien ship and come to investigate.

She wondered what a wallet looked like up close.

She knew it was important, and that humans carried identity documents and money in them.

Life was complicated for humans.

No telepathy, and they used money.

She did her best to stay calm.

Humans, she knew, possessed a sort of low-level telepathy, and if she didn’t stay calm, or if she stared too steadily at them, they would sense her presence.

The last thing she needed or wanted was to be found by police officers, no matter the circumstances.

She was dressed innocuously enough, in pale blue pants and a shirt, which were plain, and her flyaway, straight hair curved around her round head, framing her face with its huge eyes, small mouth, and long, thin nose.

But her head was a bit larger and rounder than a human head, and, slung over her bag was her gray environmental suit with its huge, dark, almond-shaped, eye-pieces, which were tinted to compensate for bright lights. Her huge eyes made it easier for her to see detail in the dark.

The suits had been inconvenient to wear, so they had taken them off and pushed them through their bag-straps, off to one side, available, but out of their way.

It wasn’t necessary to wear them.

The scientists who had preceded them over the past century had worked to develop their species’ immunity to the pathogens of Earth’s ecosystems. As the Earth’s permafrost layer thawed, however, they would have to update their efforts.

It was all so that botanists could then work unimpeded to find, consider, and collect plants, which then might be used as food for their species.

The project was going well.

Liquid and gelatin forms of berries, apples, pears, and other such plant products were now regularly consumed on their home planet. Half a billion of her people existed, and they were fed in reasonable comfort, with sufficient nutrition, but there was always room for improvement.

Variety in any diet is not only desirable, but healthy.

Hence the reason for this risky excursion.

The alien botanist forced herself to breathe calmly and wait the humans out.

She would call her ship as soon as they decided that there was nothing here worthy of their time and attention, her colleagues would come back and beam her up, and she would be gone, with her strawberry plant.

At least, that was her hope.

The human men walked around the crop field for a couple of minutes, listening intently, staring into the distance. Fortunately, they didn’t look in her direction.

After another minute or so, the men’s posture changed.

Their shoulders dropped, they looked at each other, they holstered their weapons, and they actually laughed.

“There’s nothing out here!” one of them said.

“We must have imagined it,” his companion replied.

“Yeah...just as well. We’d get laughed at so bad back at the station if we came back with an alien sighting story.”

His friend grinned. “That’s all just conspiracy theory crap anyway.”

“Uh-huh.”

They walked back across the field, through the narrow line of trees about fifteen feet away from her, and on across the grassy area to the next thicket of trees, through that, and over to the car that was parked in the lot there.

She watched as they got into the car, put on their seat belts, turned on the ignition, turned on the lights, and drove away. The car turned right out of the lot, heading north. It was going to go right past the tree she was hiding behind!

She moved around to the other side of it and crouched behind the brush, watching until they were gone, off down road. The intersection at the northwest corner of the field offered two options – left or right. There was a place that went straight, but that led only to a huge sycamore tree.

She reminded herself not to stare as the vehicle went past her hiding place.

The car turned left and disappeared from view.

She breathed out and stood up again.

She wasn’t very tall, but just the same, hiding had seemed like a wise move.

Now she stretched a bit, realizing that she had been holding her breath for much of the past several minutes.

She moved back to the edge of the field, pressed the button on her signalling device, and waited.

Nothing.

She couldn’t sense the presence nearby of anyone other than sleeping humans in the distance.

Now what?!

She was stranded on an alien planet.

It was night, she was in a living ecosystem, with all sorts of toxic flora such as poison ivy, which even (most) humans lacked immunity to, dangerous, large, wild fauna such as coyotes, bobcats, bears, and even turkeys, which were really dinosaurs that had survived the impact of the asteroid that had caused this planet’s 5th mass extinction event.

It was now in the midst of its 6th.

That was why she was stranded here, she reminded to herself: because scientists such as herself hoped to acquire as many important plants before it was too late.

This was not all for nothing.

They couldn’t save the humans from their own short-sightedness any more than they had been able to save themselves from their own.

All they could do now was warn a random, few humans, as the occasion arose, and work to recover their own world’s ecological health. They weren’t even supposed to warn them officially. They were supposed to operate in secret.

Humans were dangerous, after all.

For the immediate future, however, the alien botanist had to figure out how she was going to survive until she could go back among her own people.

She couldn’t sleep out here.

She couldn’t even stay where she was.

She couldn’t just stand out in plain sight, away from that line of trees, on the crop field, until another human drove by.

She had no intention of looking for other plants on that other section of the crop field. Not now that she was stuck here. Who knew what else could go wrong?!

She turned and walked back to the trees, and walked east, toward the mountain.

It was getting cooler, so she wanted to keep moving.

She could sense humans sleeping to her left, past the crop field, and mentally reviewed the land as she had seen it from above, when they were plotting where to land.

A horse farm was over there. She could sense not only humans sleeping but horses as well.

She decided not to go that way.

There was nothing beyond the horse farm but another road with fast-moving cars that went over and down from the mountain, and simply walking that way would mean going out into the open. She wasn’t about to go where she would be easily seen.

Not yet, anyway.

Not while she still held out hope of being picked up.

She moved closer to the mountain, into the trees, with her scanner out.

She was scanning for toxic plants.

Fortunately, she didn’t encounter any.

It had to be luck.

She had heard of luck often enough as a human concept by monitoring their communications and watching what they called movies and television shows.

It wasn’t very scientific, but there was definitely something to the concept.

She walked around the perimeter of that other crop field, staying close to the trees, moving slightly farther south as she did so, heading for the wooded area.

As she approached the woods, she realized that it was not realistic to go up the mountain to hide.

Also, a neighborhood of human housing was just beyond what looked, from the ground, like a thick, wooded area. She could sense them, house-pets and all.

She couldn’t go north, so she went south, just to keep moving and to avoid deciding what to do next.

She could manage without sleep for at least a full day’s cycle, even if it meant hiding during the bright hours.

In her present predicament, however, she discounted – or perhaps forgot – that she had already been awake that long. It happened whenever she found her work intensely engaging. And that happened whenever she was anticipating an excursion to gather a plant that she had wanted for a while.

She had really wanted a strawberry plant.

She walked just inside the wooded area and kept moving, thinking, but not reaching any decision.

She glanced to her right and realized that she was passing the back of the property that included the police shooting range.

Its outside lights were on, but no one was there.

Good.

She kept walking, picking her way carefully through the edge of the woods.

She was about halfway through her life-cycle, which was roughly one hundred and eighty years. She was still quite strong and healthy; she should be okay until she could get back.

She told herself that she would get back before long.

Meanwhile, she found herself passing another grassy area, one with poles that had very small, numbered flags on them, which were stuck in the ground on areas with even shorter grass, areas that had odd, randomly ovate shapes.

The shapes reminded her of the shape of her ship just a little.

She pushed that thought from her mind and kept going.

As she walked, she realized that what she was walked past was a golf course. She had watched a movie with a plot that involved a golf course, and a game on it that had lasted for a couple of days.

At the edge of it, she noticed a tall, white structure that seemed to rise out of the ground in sections, ending in a round piece at the top. She was too distracted to think about that.

After the golf course, she came to more woods.

There were human houses through these woods, too, but fewer of them. They were a bit larger than the other ones, and more spread out.

She was getting tired, and decided that it was because she had been so anxious about being left behind and on her own. That had used up a lot of energy that she couldn’t afford to lose, but there was nothing she could do about that.

Being a member of a technologically advanced species was not a guarantee that one would never, ever lose control of one’s situation, after all.

She walked around this human settlement, taking note of the houses in it.

All were similar in architectural style.

McMansions, she thought they were called.

These were fairly attractive, if somewhat lacking in individuality.

On closer inspection, she began to notice that each family had added little touches here and there, details that made each house more easily distinguishable from the next by more than just its number.

At one point, as she cased the perimeter of an intersection, she saw a street sign: Tiger Lily Lane.

Too close to the street, she thought to herself, and moved back into the trees.

She walked back into the brush at the back yard of the nearest house, and moved toward the mountain. She didn’t want to go near the main road. Nod Road, it was called, she remembered from her research before leaving the ship.

No, she wasn’t going that way.

Cars still went by, even in the middle of the night.

She had seen and heard a few more of them while she was passing the golf course.

She noticed that the back yards she was skirting curved around to the southeast.

She looked around to the right, through the gardens, between the houses.

A circular area of asphalt ran up to the last house on the street, which was in the center. Number 14, it said.

Its exterior was made of a gray stone, complete with a chimney. Humans shouldn’t be burning wood, she thought, but brush collected from the wooded areas was acceptable. Collecting it would prevent forest fires if the climate got too dry and hot.

What was the matter with her?! She was musing too much about sustainability when she ought to be figuring out what to do to survive until she could be picked up.

But nothing helpful occurred to her.

She went around to the back yard of house 14 and looked from the relative safety of the woods across the yard and at the house.

It was dark and quiet.

A cat slept in a round cushion on a high piece of furniture that was next to an upstairs window. It was a black cat, and she could see its side rise and fall, slowly and peacefully.

She envied it.

It was settled somewhere with no problems.

Down on the ground, she looked across the lawn again, and noticed that cultivated gardens stretched all around the perimeter and close to the house.

She longed to explore the plants, but dared not.

What if she made a noise that woke the humans up?!

What if this house had an alarm?

She would never be able to get back to the woods in time before they got up, turned on the lights, and saw her.

Police might be called, and this time, they would find her and see her and...

...that sort of thinking was counter-productive.

She wandered around the woods at the back edge of the yard, looking, but not going near the gardens.

The gardens that grew food were up against the house.

Of course they were; that was the logical place for the human residents to have put those plants.

She saw herbs in the early stages of growth, and thought she recognized them. There was lavender, which most humans didn’t eat, even though it was edible.

Nasturtium flowers in hues of red, orange, paler orange, and bright and pastel yellows grew next to the lavender, with round leaves that grew like little lily pads in various shades of green, from dark to light. Both the flowers and the leaves of these plants were edible. The flowers had a peppery taste.

She used to go on excursions for spices in India when she was a botanist in training, but when she finished, she decided that the snakes in that part of the planet Earth were creatures that she never wanted to deal with again.

Cobras were just too terrifying. So were the speckled snakes, called a swamp adder.

It was silly, really, as this continent had its own poisonous snakes, copperheads and rattlesnakes, but she found they were more easily avoided. It wasn’t so hot and dry in the northeastern part of the United States.

She looked around at the back of the house some more.

There were more herbs growing up against it, herbs that she didn’t dare to inspect up close.

It was frustrating to have to hide out here, after walking so far, only to find such things in plain sight, just out of reach, and have to leave them untouched.

She could have taken some small clippings, just a bit here and there of each plant, leaving the humans most of each one and her theft barely noticeable, but it was just too risky, and she wasn’t a fool.

She could look, though.

She saw rosemary, parsley, chervil, sage, and thyme.

Flowers grew near the woods, but they hadn’t bloomed yet. They would soon, though. They could be ordered online.

The humans’ internet was easy to access from the ship.

She had spent a lot of time doing that, whenever her experiments were set up and the ship was hiding out of sight, either behind the Earth’s moon, or cloaked in plain sight of their International Space Station.

Once the Chinese space agency had sent a probe to the dark side of the moon, the policy had changed to more frequent use of the cloaking device.

The fiction writers of Star Trek had figured out what humans needed to invent. Humans itched to invent everything that they could imagine, and those who survived the collapse of the majority their ecosystem would probably go on to benefit from it all. Her people had.

The others, the vast majority, would miss out.

She was getting tired, she realized.

Her mind was wandering.

She brushed up against something, a tall plant, and jumped away from it, startled and annoyed with herself for not paying attention to where she was moving.

Then she relaxed. This was a flowering plant, a tall shrub that wouldn’t hurt her. At least she could examine this one without showing herself.

She took out her scanner, studied its properties, and filed the data in its tiny computer. She wished she could record its lovely, sweet scent, but only the molecular data was saved.

There was no rule against studying anything and everything that interested her. Scientific inquiry, as long as it didn’t interfere with necessary scientific work, was encouraged.

She sat down on the ground under a large maple tree and tried to relax. She had been out on the ground for over three hours now, and it would be dawn soon.

She wanted to be in the shade when it got bright.

What was it that humans wore for that?

Oh yes. Sunglasses.

She didn’t have any.

A sweet scent wafted over to her as she settled down, and she realized that it was that same plant. She inhaled it deeply.

She glanced up and took the time to really look at the source: a large honeysuckle bush was between her and the large, open yard. She sat facing the huge yard and the back of that house, with its garden full of tantalizing plants.

She was just too tired to even attempt to gather samples.

She would let herself take a nap against that tree.

Her environmental suit was next to her, just under the honeysuckle bush. Some beautiful, bearded iris bulbs were flowering in the section of garden just past the honeysuckle.

Her thoughts drifted, and she sensed that there were two people sleeping on the upper level of the house, close together.

She wondered why they would do that when there were other rooms in the house, then remembered human movies and television shows. They must be a mated couple, she realized.

Her thought processes were getting slow.

Her plan of staying up until she could have herself beamed back up to the ship wasn’t working. She would have to wait longer, and find a way to manage, including sleep and food, until then.

She would only sleep for an hour, she told herself, until the bright light of daytime woke her up.

Her thoughts drifted again, to the female human.

What must it be like to be her?

She didn’t realize how tired she was.
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Night Lights
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Something in the night woke me up.

I had been sleeping soundly until my dream changed.

In it, I was suddenly wandering around in the woods near our house at the foot of Avon Mountain, unable to find my way home. It agitated me because I knew that our house was just through the brush, past the honeysuckle, through the iris garden, and across the lawn...but I couldn’t find it.

I kept wandering, getting more and more upset, until a light shone briefly in my face.

I sat bolt upright in bed, staring out the window.

The light was gone.

But I was sure it had been there, and that it had been the thing that had woken me up.

Kavi’s eyes opened when I sat up, confused.

“Arielle, what’s the matter?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I thought I saw a light flash in the woods.” I told him about the weird dream.

He sat up and stared into the woods. “It’s dark now.”

Our window faced north and overlooked the back yard, and after that, it was just trees for about an acre, followed by a cornfield, and then a horse farm.

Kavi added, “Of course, you did say it was a flash of light, not a beam.”

He was always thoughtful about how he came across.

I loved that about him.

I flopped back onto my pillow, smiling up at him.

“Well, I guess it’s not going to happen again. Might as well go back to sleep,” I said.

Kavi smiled, put his arms around me, and said, “I’ll make you forget all about that light and the dream.”

That was exactly what he did.

We fell asleep again, and I dreamed of walking into our garden, and into the house.

But what had made that light shine in the woods?
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It’s Too Early for Hallowe’en
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It was a lovely, sunny morning, and I was staying inside as usual, sitting at my computer, editing another book.

It was a Friday.

I really should go outside more, I thought to myself.

The trouble was, I had a persistent feeling that something unsettling was going on outside, and that if I went out for long, it could get me.

There is a saying: ‘Just because you’re paranoid, that doesn’t mean that they’re not out to get you.’

But in this case, those who might get me were microbes.

It was a plague that was keeping me inside.

A worldwide virus, yet to be fully understood by scientists, was causing my unsettled state of mind. It was a zoonotic one, which meant that it leapt across species – from one to another. It had leapt to humans from a wet market, which meant one that sold live animals. 6 out of every 10 diseases were zoonotic.

The coronavirus had no vaccine as yet, though my husband, a virologist and geneticist, was among those who were working on one. A vaccine would enable the immune system of anyone who had been given it to maintain long-term immunity to the disease.

He was also working on a stop-gap measure called an anti-body drug. That would enable medical personnel and others who had already been exposed to the virus to fight it off. The immune response it would provide would wear off in, perhaps, a month or so, but it would save them if infected, buying them time to have a vaccine later on, when one was ready.

There was also the idea of coming up with an antiviral remedy, much like antibiotics were used to fight bacteria that was harmful to humans and our pets. But that was the least desirable option, because it only helped some people.

I knew I had plenty of company in what was really a logical sense of caution – company that I could not have any direct contact with outside of my immediate family.

Oddly, it hadn’t changed my life all that much.

I had always stayed by myself, shunning most of society.

People were dangerous anyway.

Humans are, after all, the top predator on our planet.

We are an invasive species that consume everything, imagining that Nature exists solely for our own use.

Often, that means abuse as well.

No wonder a worldwide plague was keeping us humans all in our homes, isolated from one another, working remotely, social distancing, and waiting for the scientists to develop a viable vaccine. And still there were plenty of idiots who said that they would refuse to take it if and when it was ready!

It was settled law that they had to take it to preserve herd immunity, in Jacobson v. Massachusetts, 197 U.S. 11 (1905). That case had involved a vaccine for smallpox.

That was what I wrote books about and blogged about. That, and overpopulation, which had led us to this point. We were more than 8 billion humans now, living on a finite planet, in a state of denial about the fact that it is finite.

That was what I did when I wasn’t editing and publishing for hire.

I had some of that work to do now.

Therefore, instead of going outside, I sat down with a cup of coffee with milk in it. At least this brand recycled their pods! I refused to use a brand that didn’t – and whose discarded pods could circle the planet several times over.

Exercise and sunshine would be great...but I had work to do. Maybe later. The Hazen Park trail ran behind our house. Of course, I wasn’t keen on walking alone. Another damned excuse for not going! Well, I could do some gardening outside, at least.

And maybe when my husband came home, he would be early enough that we could go hiking.

I had written and published several of my own books, on topics such as human overpopulation, honeybee colony collapse disorder, and travel to places such as Hawai̒i. My website detailed all of this on its various pages. The About Arielle N. Desrosiers, J.D. page of QueenBeeBooks, had it all – education, projects, and so on.

I clicked on a tab of my web browser and scrolled through it, absentmindedly making sure that it suggested someone who could work with any variety of writing, academic or recreational. It did. Damn...I looked like a pompous persona.

And here I was, sitting at home in a tee shirt that said, “There’s no such thing as too many books.” It showed a woman in a cloche hat and dress who reminded me of Agatha Christie, seated at a table piled high with books. The artwork on it was by one of my favorite artists, Edward Gorey.

Yes, I could write whatever caught my interest.

And I could edit anything, in any style or genre, academic or recreational.

That was all well and good.

Right now, I had a big editing job, checking a client’s novel for formatting, grammar, spelling, etc.

This one was about a vampire.

It needed a major overhaul; the writer had a learning disability but loved what she was doing. That was fine. I was happy to help her, and I was getting paid for it.

We lived on Tiger Lily Lane in Avon, Connecticut, off of Nod Road and up Woodford Hills Drive, with Avon Mountain overlooking our property.

It was a lovely spot, secluded, and completely shielded from view by other houses in the backyard. We were at the end of a cul-de-sac, too, so there wasn’t much chance of being gawked at by passersby from the sides or front, either.

I looked at this novel draft, checking the length.

214 pages.

214 pages of prose to basically rewrite.

I opened the scientific journal article that Kavi was working on and looked that over.

He was working on the genetic structure of the pandemic that was keeping everyone in a state of social isolation, and this article was a project that he had wrapped up just before it hit – unfinished business. It needed a final edit.

This was something that I would not get paid for, but I would be mentioned in the acknowledgements, with my name, degree, and editing business. It was only 8 pages.

That settled it. I would do this first.

It was always easier to do the short stuff first.

Why not? Then Kavi would have it back right away, and he and his colleagues could submit it to Nature Biotechnology and hope that its editors would publish it. A journal such as that one would be a great credit on his CV.

His faculty page looked even more impressive, I thought. Maybe that was because he didn’t work completely on his own. It meant that he could go out and work all day, every day, with others, whereas I worked at home, on my own. But I loved it that way.

Kavi’s page read: “Kavi Anil Ravendra, Ph.D., Ph.D., is a clinical research scientist at the UConn Health Center, at Jackson Laboratories. His Ph.D.s are in virology and genetics. He works with stem cells, developing tissue that can be grown to be whatever organ a patient may need replaced.”

That placed him squarely on the political left, in favor of keeping women’s reproductive rights as free and convenient as possible, because stem cells came from miscarriages and, more often, abortions. They could also be grown in a laboratory, and Kavi worked with both kinds.

I really ought to stop thinking and start editing, I thought to myself.

The beautiful day was very distracting, though.

The shades were up to the max, and light streamed in past the pretty curtains, which had a blackberry bramble pattern in blues, greens, and purples. I had gotten the kind of shades with no strings so that the cat wouldn’t swat at them.

I sat at my computer at the back of the house, enjoying the sunlight coming in from the garden. Occasionally, I glanced up and admired the pastel blue and lavender iris beds, and anticipated the blossoms of pastel and raspberry pink peonies that would soon follow. I would have to get some kitchen twine and stakes for those, I reminded myself. It was late May – my favorite time of year.

I had just planted the herb garden the day before yesterday, with rosemary, basil, lavender, thyme, parsley, chervil, and nasturtiums in reds, bright and pale oranges, and yellow. The chives grew back each year.

Soon it would be time to set up the tomatoes – heirloom tomatoes. I never had much success growing them. Nonetheless, I had some, plus some yellow and orange ones. At least it got me outside, working in the sunshine.

After about an hour, I finished the edit of the journal article and e-mailed it to Kavi.

As I did that, the cat appeared, leaping onto the table in front of the window and settling into his basket. He was a black shorthair with a lithe, athletic build. He curled up into his fleecy-covered ring-pillow bed, put his paw on the tip of his tail, and stared at me with his huge eyes.

“What a good boy you are, Bagheera!” I said, reaching out to pet him. He purred, then turned over to look out the window. He wasn’t allowed outside. Too many bobcats, lynxes, turkeys, foxes, hawks, and black bears – not worth the risk of losing him!

I glanced at my computer screen. Another e-mail.

It was from Kavi, thanking me for the edit. “I love you!”

I grinned and clicked to look at the vampire novel.

Bagheera suddenly sat up and stared out the window, tensing. He was perfectly still, his triangular face fixed with a steady gaze at a point in the woods just beyond the honeysuckle bush at the back left of our yard.

I reached out to pet him, and he jumped.

“What? I don’t see anything.”

He sat up and continued to stare.

No birds – not even the hummingbirds. They usually came right up to the house, though, to the feeder that hung from a hook over the windows at the back of the kitchen, where we had a table and four chairs.

I got up and washed my coffee mug, put it away, and looked at the cat again. No change. Something was fascinating him, that was for sure.

A bird suddenly flew out of the honeysuckle bush, chirping and squawking. It was a chickadee. What was out there? A bear? I didn’t keep a seed feeder for just that reason.

The cat settled down at last, curled up, and was quiet, but he stayed facing the window. Well, that was the point of having his basket on the table next to my desk, I thought, and sat down again, forgetting all about the cat’s interest in the area by the honeysuckle bush.

After another hour, I decided that I was wasting this beautiful day, saved and backed up my work, and went into the kitchen, twisting my long hair up into a curved, matte-gold clip.

I took out the old plastic jar that used to hold raspberry sorbet and pulled a length of twine out, snipping several short pieces off and shoving them into my pants pockets (I never wore anything – pants, shorts, skirts, or dresses – without pockets). I got some stakes out of the garage, too.

Then I went outside to look at my irises. I wandered around the garden, snapping off the wilting blossoms carefully so that they wouldn’t stick to the ones that were just emerging. Next, I tied the stalks to stakes.

The garden was coming along beautifully, and thanks to catalogues such as Burpee’s, which was conveniently online, I had not needed to shop in person to get the plants I wanted to grow this year – not one of them.

I already had the irises, all in beautiful pastels of pinks, blues, and lavenders. Soon the peonies would bloom, too, in a riotous shade of raspberry pink and a delicate hue of pastel pink. I was looking forward to it.

The Burpee catalog had supplied heirloom tomatoes, various herbs, some butter-and-sugar corn, cucumber squash, purple carrots, snap peas, a pumpkin plant, and a lot more.

The yard was a decent size. Kavi often said that he was glad it was over an acre because it ensured that I would go outside and get some exercise, aside from the yoga stretches we did together. He was right; I tended to forget to move around without a garden to tend.

When I got near the honeysuckle tree, I suddenly noticed something in the brush. It was a gray shape.

“Damn it!” I muttered, reaching out to pick it up. “Some slob is letting plastic litter blow all over the neighborhood!” Could it have come from some fair, the kind that sold plastic, inflatable toys to children? No...fairs had been stopped because of the pandemic. Also, I remembered that those had been in fluorescent hues of pink, green, and purple.

I had already grabbed it, however, so I stood up and looked at it...and stopped short, suddenly out of breath, even though I hadn’t been running.

It was a small, gray suit.

It had a headpiece with dark, almond-shaped eyes.

And it didn’t seem to have a way to open it.

It was seamless, but clearly meant to be worn, and by someone who was about four feet tall at most.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered to myself.

It wasn’t just a small, gray suit – it was a Small Gray suit.

My gaze moved up, though I dreaded to find anything, whatever it might prove to be. I was still holding the Small Gray suit.

My eyes met those of a short, spare, blue-eyed woman who was crouched just behind the honeysuckle. Her huge eyes had a shape that matched the suit: like almonds. She seemed to have been reaching for something...which was probably the thing that I was now holding. I suddenly felt frozen, and as if I had had an iced rather than a hot coffee.

“Hello,” I said. I wondered what she would do.

Was she about to shoot me with a phaser, grab the suit, and run back into the woods?

In spite of myself, I found her too fascinating to just drop the thing and run like hell for the house. Besides, she didn’t seem to be armed, nor was she reaching for anything...and I was worried that I might have come into contact with a contaminant that might hurt Kavi and Bagheera after picking up this suit.

She didn’t move. She didn’t even look ready to pounce.

In fact, I now realized that she had been sitting on the ground, up against a tree trunk just behind the honeysuckle bush, and not ready for much of anything. She looked as though she had just woken up, and, judging from the expression on her face, was horrified that I had picked up her Small Gray suit.

I thought of it with capital letters...and I knew she knew.

Her face was narrow, with a pointed chin, and her thin, wispy yellow hair was swept close around her face, almost clinging to her cheeks. She had bangs, and her hair was parted slightly to one side.

Her skin looked papery and so pale as to be almost white, though I could see pores and faint lines around her mouth.

She was wearing the palest of blue clothing, a thin, form-hugging outfit that consisted of a long-sleeved shirt with a plain neckline and pants that came down to her ankles. Her feet were covered by a similar material that looked so thin that, at first, I thought she had been walking around the woods in her socks. But they were shoes. Her hands were bare. A small bag, made of a white material that was equally thin but likely strong and durable, was slung over her shoulder.

She wasn’t human.

That much was clear.

But she was sentient.

We had that in common, at least.

She continued to regard me an unwavering gaze, assessing me while saying nothing and holding still.

I took a deep breath.

She did the same.

I didn’t move. It occurred to me that she must be alone, and not in any position to attack me. No one who looked wide-eyed and unsettled could be.

She just stood there, looking up at me, and then she reached for her suit.

I was at least a foot and five inches taller than her.

I held it out to her.

A bird chirped, and I turned, started. Then I turned back to her. “So...where did you beam down from?” I finally said. “Or did you beam down? Are you going to say anything, or will you just communicate with me telepathically?”

Why was I joking?! It wasn’t every lifetime that one got to meet an alien from who knew what planet – not ours! – and not seem to be at imminent risk of abduction.

The alien woman – I had decided that that was what she was – smiled slightly. “I can speak. I don’t prefer it, but as you must use speech, I shall do so.”

Her voice was clear and low, but easily audible.

What a relief – she wasn’t planning to just project her thoughts into my mind.

I managed a small smile myself. “That’s good.”

I paused.

She said nothing further.

“How long have you been out here?” I asked.

“All night.”

I suddenly remembered the odd light and sounds from the middle of the night.

“Oh! So that’s what I noticed last night. You’re stranded, aren’t you?”

She looked displeased, but not with me; maybe with her situation. “Yes,” she answered.

“You must be tired.”

She looked sorry to admit it, but said, “I am. I thought I could just stay awake all night and call to be picked up, but I fell asleep, and they never answered. I now realize that I can’t just stay awake until they come back...whenever that is.”

“Come out here and sit down,” I said, “and you can tell me...whatever you are willing to tell me. Maybe I can help you figure out how to get back.”

She looked at me skeptically.

“Oh, I don’t mean with technology or anything like that,” I said, smiling. “Obviously, you have more advanced everything, but you are stranded, as you just admitted, and you have revealed yourself to me, so let’s see what I can do.”

Now she smiled a bit more than before. “All right.”

I stepped back into the grass, feeling a bit relieved to do so, and wondering whether she would come with me.

I paused, and then said, “My name is Arielle.”

She looked at me for a moment, thought it over, and then said...at least, it sounded like she said, “My name is Ileandra.” That was the closest I could get to understanding her, anyway.

“Ileandra?” I repeated. “I hope I’m not messing up the pronunciation of your name too badly...”

“No, you’re pronouncing it fairly well,” she replied.

“So...extra-terrestrials are real, not fantasy, not a conspiracy theory, and not a substitute for religion,” I said.

She did a great impression of Spock from Star Trek just then with one eyebrow, but said nothing.

No doubt, she and her people knew about all that.

I stepped back into the middle of the lawn and waited.

I was suddenly glad that our house wasn’t close to the others, and that they were around a curve, so that the neighbors wouldn’t see us and think that I was taking in a missing child. That would be the last thing I needed!

It was quiet except for the birds and insects, and we weren’t talking loudly.

I wanted her come out to the middle of the lawn of my back yard before I invited her inside. What microbes could I have been exposed to? I wanted to deal with that first.

She did just that, and I wondered about telepathy again.

“Well...come sit on the lawn with me for a bit,” I said.

The alien looked at it doubtfully.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I don’t put any insecticides on it. I weed it myself – well, I leave wildflowers with the grass – and I mow it with a push-reel lawn mower. It’s not toxic.”

Looking reassured, the alien sat down on the grass.

I sat down, too.

Next, I felt in my pockets. Right pocket: pocket watch, Kleenex...and cotton face mask. I pulled it out and looked at it stupidly. It had elastic ear-loops, a white cotton gauze interior layer, and a pretty cotton front that depicted whimsical bees and pink, blue, and purple flowers. I had made it, along with many others, in that room that I had stupidly wandered out of. I should have heeded my cat’s warnings! What was the point of covering my face now?!

I stuffed the face mask back into my pocket and felt around in the other one, hoping that I had put my cell phone in there. It was a black, fold-in-half, flip-phone. Yes! It was on.

How convenient.

I took it out, opened it, and said, “I’m going to call my husband. He’s a doctor, and I want to make sure that neither of us is contaminated with the plague that is going around my planet before we go inside. He’ll know you’re not human the instant he sees you, and I live with him, so if you’re known to me, you’re going to be known to him.”

She was sitting across from me, perhaps four feet away (less than the recommended six feet!). She nodded.

“Don’t zap me with anything.”

“I don’t have a gun.”

Well, that was good news.

Fortunately, Kavi answered his cell phone right away.

“Hey, Honey, what’s going on?” he asked.

“Kavi, you are not going to believe this...”

I explained what was going on, begging him to believe that I was perfectly sane. “You’re a doctor; you’ll know as soon as you see her!” I pleaded, feeling foolish yet certain of the situation simultaneously.

“Of course you’re sane! You don’t even drink much, and at this hour all you’ve had is coffee with milk in it and orange juice!” he replied. “I’ll be right over to do a COVID test. Whoever she is, and wherever she’s from, we’ll check that.”

I breathed a slight sigh of relief, thanked him, and ended the call.

We waited for about fifteen minutes. I spent the time talking nervously, pointing out the plants in my garden. My guest didn’t say much, but she looked at everything with interest.

After about twenty minutes, I heard Kavi’s car in the driveway. He must have grabbed what he needed in a big hurry.

His footsteps raced through the house and out the back door. Too close!

“Kavi, don’t catch anything from me! Why aren’t you wearing your mask?!”

He smiled, slowed down, and said, “I don’t care. If you get terminally ill, I hope I do, too.”

I looked at him wryly. “Let’s not assume that we’re doomed just yet.”

Kavi was already kneeling on the grass, rooting through his medical supplies. He glanced up at Ileandra, nodded politely at her, then looked back at me. He smiled at me.

Yeah...he knew she was an alien.

“That’s why I’m going to test you both for coronavirus and be done with it right now,” he said. “Hold still.”

With that, he brandished a very long cotton swab.

Damn...that thing was going to go all the way into my sinus passages. I took a deep breath and tried to hold still.

Ileandra watched with interest.

The swab went in...and in...and in...and out!

What a relief – Kavi was quick.

He bagged the sample.

Ileandra was next.

As he got the next swab ready, a strand of his thick, dark hair blew down to his upper eyelid and tickled him. He needed a haircut, but everything had been closed for over 2 months, and although things were just opening up now, he didn’t have time. Rather than touch his face, he moved his entire arm up and across his eyes. It worked. He was comfortable again.

“I wish you would cut my hair,” he told me, laying out the next container for the swab.

“You have great hair,” I said. “What if I mess up and make it too short?! I don’t want to make you look like you’ve been to a dog groomer.”

He grinned and said, “Yeah...the Chris Cuomo look.”

Then he turned to our guest.

“So, you’re Ileandra?” he said. It was not a question. “I’m Kavi, I’m a doctor, and a geneticist. I should be wanting your DNA, but first things first: let’s make sure it’s safe for us to interact with you. Ready?” He brandished a fresh super-long cotton swab in front of her.

“Ready,” she said. “My sinus passages are approximately two-thirds as deep as a human’s,” she told him.

I didn’t blame her for sharing that.

Alien secrecy be damned. If I were her and a doctor were about to stick something in one of my orifices, I would share that much anatomical data, too.

“She’s probably been inoculated against every pathogen on our planet prior to coming here,” I said.

“Probably,” Kavi agreed, “but let’s be safe rather than sorry. I’m glad you called me. Plus, now I won’t be shocked when I come home tonight.”

Kavi stood up and packed everything up.

He had labeled each sample.

“Keep your phone on. I’m going back to the lab to do the assays on these samples. I’ll call you with the results. If you’re positive for COVID, I’ll test myself, probably be positive, and come home. If no one is positive, I’ll tell you so and you can just go inside. I’ll work in my lab until it’s time to come home if that’s the case. I love you.”

To the alien, he said, “Don’t abduct my wife.”

She looked startled at that, but said, “I won’t.”

With that, he went back to the garage.

I heard his car’s engine start, and pull out to the road.

He
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