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Dedication

To my Peach.



Part I

Prelude

Translated Alien
ship log.

Expedition from
planet Pelosia.

Scribe: Amun.

Day 1: We
touched down on a beautiful, temperate planet. There are
waterfalls, lakes, and green mountains. The only thing reminiscent
of Pelosia are the sand dunes leading to the huge lake near our
landing place. Though, the lakes have all dried up back home. Why
do I even call it that anymore? It’s not home and hasn’t been since
I boarded the ship six months ago. I’m happy my name was chosen for
planet five’s exploration team, as four and six are less hospitable
in appearance and readings. Favor to the team we dropped on four,
but I surmise we’ll make our final settlement on planet five. Maybe
they’ll name it after me, Planet Amun. I like it.

We landed on the far
side of a field, at the foot of a range of mountains that seems to
split the dark and light sides of this planet. The crops seem to be
thriving in the constant sun. They’re tall and stalky, with
bright-green leaves going in every which direction. Most
importantly, we can grow food. Father is happy about that.

There doesn’t appear
to be much wildlife. We’ve spotted what we’d classify as some type
of livestock, but our sensors are picking up a semi-complex
language, and they’re clothed. Tonight, we’re going to sleep on the
ship. The techs want to run tests on the oxygen and such. We all
need rest. We’ve been up the last cycle and a half, dropping the
other team as well as preparing for touchdown. I’m excited to be on
land again. So excited, I don’t know if I can sleep.

Pelosin ship log,
Day 2: The oxygen checked out for our exploration. The
radiation levels are much lower than Pelosia. We may really thrive
here. Our team hit the soil and my father was on his knees. I could
hear his hysterical laugh starting, the one that said he’d made it
as far as he could go and a few more days on the ship and he
would’ve snapped. He pulled himself together as we met a few of the
locals, the Clothed Livestock, as we’re calling them. Hopefully,
they can’t translate that. They were calm, gentle beings, out
harvesting some of those stalks from the field. They treated us
with suspicion at first—who wouldn’t?—but weren’t hostile. They
didn’t seem prepared to fight and the only thing that resembled
weapons were these short-handled tools they used to shuck the
stalks clean. We offered them some of our last livestock jerky as a
gift. They declined and my father was slapping his head, realizing
they are likely herbivores. We’ll try again tomorrow.

Pelosin ship log,
Day 3: Success. They accepted our gift of dried thistle-weed
and exchanged some of the crop they’d been harvesting. Good thing
because none of us could stand another bite of the thistle-weed.
They ate it on the spot. Good fortune to them because that stuff is
nothing but fiber.

I spent the better
part of the day speaking with them. They call themselves Wyans. The
planet as well. There are many more in the next village over. It’s
only a few miles down the path. I’ll be going tomorrow, escorted by
my new friend Balowg. He was very excited to talk to me and it sped
our process along much quicker since the others have been less
willing to communicate. There is so much we can learn from each
other. I have no more time to write. I need to continue piecing
together their words in my dictionary. It’s small now, but by
tomorrow it will be expanding and so on.

Pelosin ship log,
Day 4: The other village is much bigger. I was a little
overwhelmed but Balowg kept things peaceful. I’ve found they are
indeed herbivores, right down to eating the trees themselves. They
are peaceful, as far as I could tell. Balowg told me they were just
fearful of new encounters. We’ll learn to live together. I tried to
explain that there are more of us on their neighboring planet, but
each time I did, they’d just say “Melinger” and wave it off. I’m
furiously putting all this in my dictionary. I have an idea what it
means but I don’t want to embarrass myself just yet.

My father has been
communicating with our party on Planet Four. We’ll be out to get
them soon as it sounds like they are having less luck than us. It
was expected, but the Wyans have made our plans to visit Planet Six
less of a priority. My father has called for colonizing already,
only a few days in. The others in leadership have opposing ideas,
but the data is there. Wyan is habitable.

Pelosin ship log,
Day 4: Today was weirder. The hospitality from the townspeople
changed. The progress I felt I was making yesterday reverted. Only
Balowg would give me a minute. He seemed like he was in a hurry. He
kept saying, “Mal-dirum, Mal-dirum.” Which I deciphered to mean,
“the night comes.” When I lay it all out, it makes sense. Melinger,
the planet, is just a dark spot in the sky to them. They don’t have
telescopes or anything similar. Wyan mostly faces the sun. Melinger
does the same, so it would just be a black shadow in the sky to
them when it’s close enough to see. They may not even realize it’s
a planet. I’m hoping when I share this information with them,
they’ll understand and give me their trust. Back to Mal-dirum, or,
the night comes. From our observations, Wyan rotates just enough to
occasionally have nighttime. It’s very uncommon, as it was on
Pelosia toward the end. Some of the kids here may have never seen
night. Unless they went to the other side of those mountains, that
is. For them, the night is likely a frightening thing, maybe even a
superstition or religious experience as witnessed in lower
intelligent lifeforms. If we could just explain to them it’s a
simple rotational pattern, I think they’d understand. For now,
they’re all afraid of the dark and have locked themselves in.
Tomorrow, I’ll try again, but it is getting darker. I’m not sure
how long it will last. The shadows have reached the ship as I
write. Father told everyone to be in by the time they covered the
fields. Looking out at the fields from my viewpoint, it’s like a
giant darkness has overtaken their crops. This is probably why the
Wyans hate it, their precious crops, their...

I must have been
staring at this screen for too long. The shadows in the field look
like they’re moving. Even the crops...no, the crops are tumbling
down in places. Are the Wyans making one last effort to harvest
these crops before night? No. I’ve never seen any of them move that
fast.

 


~ * ~

 


I locked the door to
my quarters. I saw...I don’t know what it was but Marlay was coming
back from the field when a shadow swooped over him. His scream made
my whole body shake. It was so short though. Within seconds he
stopped, then I heard Jualan. It was the same process, a quick
scream, then silence, only. Jualan is down the hall, or was.
No one is answering the coms. Something is on the ship. I can hear
footsteps outside the door. I... (end of log)


Chapter One

 


--Ship manifest for the Mack--

Returning crew:

Captain Williams: Pilot

Lana: Mission Chief

Walters: Panel Tech

Percy: Mechanic

Julie: Medic

Wyan Ambassadors:

Bruuth

Doth

Gow’on

Belt Refugees:

Captain Davis: Pilot

Arjen: Mission Chief

Isolde: Crew Chief

Admani: Scientist/Medic

Marlin: Panel Tech

Peter: Security Guard

Zane: Earthling

Marlow: Earthling

Avani: Child of Marlow and Zane

It was almost eight
weeks since they’d left the Belt when Marlow stood anxiously by the
door to the cryo-room. Avani bounced in her arms. Her slick of dark
hair was fuller and fluffier, and Marlow didn’t think she could
ever bring herself to cut it. She ran a hand through it, tufting it
into a mohawk-pompadour combo, then mashing it back down. Avani
reached up, swinging a chubby hand that opened and closed, trying
to grasp onto something.

“You ready to see
your daddy?” Marlow cringed at her own comment.

Zane was Avani’s
dad, that was true. How he became her dad? Well, that would be a
weird conversation, but the more she thought about it,
nothing about Avani’s childhood would be “normal.” Not even
Belt-normal. They were hurtling through space toward a planet
they’d never seen before, full of aliens who would view them
as the extraterrestrials. Their mission—as Lana explained it over
the past month and a half—was to join in with the Wyan people and
gain their trust, so together, they could fight the wicked,
monstrous Night Chasers and stop them from killing every living
thing on the planet.

Marlow was pretty
sure explaining that Avani’s dad was just a good friend, albeit a
gay friend, wouldn’t be anywhere near the weirdest, or hardest part
of her upbringing. Hell, having Zane and his boyfriend Peter
around wouldn’t bother her in the least. Her arms needed a break.
Babies were not built for space travel.

The big door cranked
open and Lana stepped out.

“How are they?” said
Marlow, peering over her shoulder.

“Coming along
nicely,” said Lana. “Hand me Avani and you can go in.”

She handed Avani
over and entered the cryo-room. It was warm and oddly humid,
smelling musty. The crew was spread around, most of them propped
against the walls as their muscles were getting used to movement
once again.

“Zane.” Marlow
spotted him in the low lighting and went over to find him gazing at
Peter, their hands on top of each other’s. Their movements were
much like Avani’s and it made Marlow laugh. She pulled Zane in for
a hug then made sure he didn’t slump over when she let him go. “I
have so much to tell you.”

He nodded and forced
his cheeks into a smile. She could see Avani’s eyes in his face.
She hadn’t had the chance to notice it before in the whirlwind of
leaving the Belt.

“I’ll let you
recover a bit, but we have a lot to talk about.”

He mumbled something
and pointed to her head.

“Yeah,” said Marlow.
“I cut my hair. Avani was pulling it.”

He smiled
bigger.

“Wass-thah?” said
Arjen, a few feet away next to Isolde.

Marlow pointed a
finger at him. “Your girlfriend...” then shook her head. “Never
mind. We’ll talk. We’ll all talk. I’m happy you’re all awake
again.”

Ice slumped a hand
onto Marlow’s leg and winked at her. Marlow wasn’t sure if the wink
was purposeful as it never seemed to end.

“Okay, I’ll be
back.”

There was a slurred
yell from across the room. “Gets your hand out of my lap,
Purse.”

“It’s Percy,”
someone yelled back, “and I’m trying.”

Marlow shook her
head as she walked out.

 


~*~

 


The group gathered
around the conference table much like they had before the
cryo-sleep, only now, many things had changed. As word of the Night
Chasers filtered through the room, the unrest began seeping into
their pores.

The room was split
in two. The Belt crew was on one side: Marlow and Zane from Earth,
their daughter Avani, the gatherers Arjen and Ice, Captain Davis,
Marlin the NutrientPanel tech, Peter from belt security, and Admani
the scientist and older sister of Ice. Lana’s crew was on the other
side: Captain Williams, Julie the medic, Percy the mechanic, and
Walters the former ‘Panel tech who found real food rendered his job
obsolete. It was a reality that Marlin would soon have to endure.
The Wyans were missing from the meeting as Lana explained the
travel made them sick. They needed to be back on their own soil as
soon as possible. Thankfully, that was only a few days away.

Lana stood in front
of them. “We have a lot to discuss.”

“Damn right we do,”
said Zane. “You lied to us.”

“Now,” started
Arjen. He stood at the head of the table, one of his feet near
Lana’s team with another by Ice and the rest. There was a strong,
metaphoric tug-of-war going on inside his chest.

“No,” Zane cut him
off. “We had it good in the Belt. We could’ve tried to work through
our differences and—”

“They assaulted me
and cut Avani out of me against my will.” Marlow’s eyes were on
fire. “I couldn’t ever work through that. Not in my life.”

Zane turned, raising
a hand to make a point, the same point he’d tried to make when
Arjen and Ice first found them on Earth. “How can we trust
her?”

“We’ve worked it
out,” said Marlow. “She did lie. Apparently, that’s what everyone
does to get you to trust them.” She glared at Arjen as she spoke.
“But now we’re heading for Wyan and there’s not much we can do
about it.”

“Mar...”

“I’m not going back
to the Belt, Zane.”

“I know.”

“So, hear Lana
out.”

Marlin spoke up.
“You may remember, Little Earthling, that we’re not all fighters
like you. What are we supposed to do against these Night
Chasers?”

“If you’d just let
me speak.” Lana crossed her arms.

“Yes,” said Arjen.
“Everyone give her a chance.”

“Easy for you to
say,” said Peter, crossing his arms. “You’re fucking her.”

“All right.” Lana
put a hand through her hair.

Her determined eyes
searched the ceiling for an answer. “I understand some of you feel
like this was all a bait and switch, but you have to see the bigger
picture. When you left the Belt, you thought you were just going to
live on someone else’s planet as a foreigner, an immigrant, but
hear me out: the Wyans are a peaceful, docile race. If we help them
solve their problem, we become citizens of their planet. We don’t
just live on their land. We get our own land. This is better than
the Belt. We can start a real colony of humans again without the
problems they’re having back in the Belt.”

The room grew silent
before Captain Williams cleared his throat.

“If I may. Our crew
found this planet on the verge of our own deaths. There were ten of
us then and five of us when we came back. We need you, but you need
us. We know the land, the people, some of the language, and we know
what it takes to save them, to protect them, but we’ll need all of
us working together to pull it off. It won’t be easy and it’s
highly unlikely we all make it to the other side, but Lana’s not
telling you the full reward. If we can put an end to the Night
Chasers, we won’t just be citizens of Wyan, we’ll be kings.”


Chapter Two

“Well, that was
inspiring,” Peter said to Zane, as they walked arm-in-arm toward
their bunks. “I especially loved the part about how most of us will
die.”

Zane nudged him
playfully. “He didn’t say that.”

Peter sniffed. “It
was implied.”

“Baby...”

“No.” Peter stopped
and freed his arm from Zane’s. “This was supposed to be like a
vacation, a way for me to get away from that shitty security
detail, working for Lana’s tyrant dad Maynard and drinking their
god-awful swill just to pass the time.”

“I never said it
would be a vacation.”

“No, but you said it
would be a new start for us. Some pretty place like Earth with no
ex-boyfriends to worry about, but now we’re flying to our death,
all for your nostalgia.”

“It’s not just for
me. It’s for Marlow and Avani. I couldn’t just let them go.”

“I know,” Peter
looked away, “but I’m beginning to wonder who you love more.”

He walked off on his
own.

Zane watched him go
and his face went hot. He wanted to yell something after him, he
was about to do so when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry.” Julie,
the Mack’s medic stood next to him. “I know we don’t know
each other that well yet but fights are no fun.”

Zane turned to see a
shy, short and curvy woman who looked older than him but not by
much. She had a wave of braided red hair trailing behind her with
no end in sight. It was a little darker than Peter’s hair and Zane
wondered with the small population of humans left if she were
somehow related to Peter.

“Hey,” said Zane.
“You heard that?”

She nodded with
sympathetic eyes. “Yeah, small ship. I mean, relatively.”

“I guess.” He was
looking toward the hall Peter went down. His bunk was that way as
well, but he was too hot to have another run-in with his
boyfriend.

Julie seemed to read
his thoughts. “Wanna come back to my bunk? I have something that
might cheer you up.”

Zane narrowed his
eyes at her. “Something...?”

“Not...Just come on,
I’ll show you.”

She led him by the
arm to her bunk.

Meanwhile, Marlow
sat around the conference table with Marlin, Percy, and
Walters.

“Man, we should’ve
grabbed a couple decks when we went back,” said Percy.

He still looked
young and bright-eyed, despite all the space travel he’d been
through. He laid down a jack and picked up a king. “I have no idea
what I’m doing, by the way.”

“Me either.” Marlow
dropped her hand. “Can we go back to blackjack?”

“Fine.” Walters
tossed his hand in. “Give ‘em to me. Damn kids.”

Marlow looked to
Percy and he shook his head.

“He doesn’t mean it.
He loves kids, don’t you, Walt?”

“Maybe that baby you
have floating around. Once they get much older than that, they’re
just trouble. Speaking of...?”

Marlow looked over
her shoulder. “She’s with Admani and Ice.”

“The sisters from
another mister?” Walters smirked.

“God,” said Percy.
“I knew you were going to say that.”

“Then why didn’t you
beat me to it?”

“Because it’s not
funny.”

“You’re not
funny.”

“Well, neither are
you.”

Walters shuffled the
deck poorly, a few errant cards flying out of his grasp. “Why don’t
we ask the table? Between the two of us, who’s funnier?”

Marlin held up his
hands. “I just wanna play cards. Seriously.”

They turned toward
Marlow, Walters tipping his head for an answer.

“I don’t know. I’m
just wondering why we thawed you from cryo-sleep so soon.” Marlow
smirked at the pair.

“Ah, we’ll ask
Williams later.” Walters started his deal. “Blackjack, you
said?”

Arjen was passing by
the conference room with Lana. They were carrying dirt-covered tree
roots as he heard Marlow talking. They continued down the hall
toward the Wyans’ bunks.

“I can’t believe
she’s okay with all this,” Arjen whispered.

“Well, she wasn’t at
first,” said Lana. “We had a lot of time to talk it out.”

“Good, because we
need her.”

Lana stopped,
letting go of her end of the tree. It thumped on the floor with a
bang, shaking dirt off as it did.

“I know you think
she’s special, but on Wyan, she’s just another body, just another
person to help with the colony.”

“I get it,” Arjen
crossed his arms, “but you have to understand, she’s a leader, even
if a quiet one. Where she goes, Zane goes, where Zane goes, Peter
goes. Hell, even Marlin has a thing for her.”

“What does that
mean?”

“Not like that. Just
that he cares for her. I mean, as far as I know.”

Lana rolled her
eyes, bent down and grabbed her end of the root. They continued
down the hall.

 


~*~

 


“This is crazy,”
said Zane, putting on a cowboy hat. “You got this stuff from a
gathering trip?”

Julie was propped on
her bunk, nodding with pride. “Yeah. We’ve been back twice now
since we’ve moved out to Wyan.”

“Twice?”

“Once before, then
this last time before we went back to the Belt.”

“Why didn’t you come
back to the Belt? Why didn’t you tell them you weren’t lost?”

“That’s a question
for Captain Williams and Lana. I’ve stayed out of that.” Julie
clipped a holster around Zane’s waist and admired him. “Let me find
the guns.”

“Guns?” asked
Zane.

“They’re toys.” She
rummaged under her bunk.

“Okay.” Zane watched
her for a minute. “Don’t you have anyone back in the Belt
though?”

“Huh, not really.”
Julie grunted as she stood up, holding two plastic guns with red
caps on the end. She tucked them in his holsters and smiled.

Zane looked down.
“Guess I’m a cowboy now.”

“Not without the
boots. What size do you wear?”

“Nine?”

As she dug around
more, Zane grabbed her shoulder. “Julie, will you sit for a
minute?”

She rose, reluctant
and they sat side-by-side on her bunk, Zane in the cowboy getup and
Julie with a dark wig with a white stripe down the middle of it,
streaks of her red hair escaped the sides.

Zane looked at her,
her eyes darting away from his. “You’re telling me there’s nobody
you care about back in the Belt?”

She tossed her arms
up. “I don’t know. I just...my mom wasn’t exactly supportive of my
decision to become a gathering ship medic. My dad situation is even
more complicated. I had a few friends, but you know...gatherers
don’t really stick around much. Then we found Wyan and everything
changed. It felt like it was the place I was meant to be. As soon
as I touched the ground, it was just different. It’s alive. That’s
probably the best way to describe it. The Belt is just so dead. So
scientific. Earth is beautiful in a way, but toxic. Wyan is
a real, living planet. It’s home, or it will be officially when
we...you know.”

Zane nodded. Just
kill the Night Chasers and they’d have their perfect utopia again.
Somehow, he didn’t think it would be that easy.

“Have you seen
them?”

Julie’s face went
somber, she pulled off her wig and held it to her chest like a hat
during a funeral.

“We have a few rough
images of them, of their movement over the mountains in the dark.”
She stared at her lap. “I can’t look at them anymore. They give me
nightmares.”

Zane put a hand on
her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay.” She
patted his hand and stood up. “Now let me find those boots. I want
to see you in the full outfit.”


Chapter Three

Bruuth stood at the
head of the conference room table. He was paler than he’d been when
they first met him. His eyes sunk into his head and his long neck
slumped. He looked to Lana for cues and she had him wait. All the
humans sat around the table with translators in their ears and
data-pads ready.

Lana began, “With
the help of my trusty assistant, Marlow, we’ve tested all of your
translators over the past few weeks, but this is the best chance to
work out any bugs before we get to Wyan. Bruuth will say a sentence
and you log it verbatim into your data-pad, then we’ll compare. Is
everyone clear?”

There were nods
around the room as Lana turned to Bruuth.

“Are you sure you’re
up for this?”

He gave a short
reply and eyes lit up among the listeners as they heard the word,
“Yes,” come through their translator. Lana opened the floor to
Bruuth. He grunted out a sentence and furious typing began. When
they stopped, Lana raised a hand.

“Walters, you care
to start?”

Walters nodded.
“When the haddish crops reach your head, it’s time to harvest. That
about right?”

“That’s it,” Lana
confirmed. “Anyone get something different?”

“I didn’t get the
name of the crop,” said Percy. “I mean, I know what it is called in
Wyan, but it didn’t come through. The rest was the same.”

“Noted. Anyone
else?” She looked around, smiling at the lack of response, then
turned to Marlow. “Way to go us. Let’s try a few more.”

Bruuth called out
more of the Wyan language as the humans made notes. The translators
were a major success. Outside of Percy’s, none of them needed
tweaking.

“Remember,” Lana
said, as Bruuth spoke his last line, “these are tools to help you
learn the language. Rely on them but learn the words as you go. One
day we won’t need them at all.”

She patted Bruuth on
the neck as he headed out. Before he crossed the doorway, he looked
back to the group and mumbled something. Those with their earpieces
still in heard, “Don’t let her get a stone face.”

“Bruuth.” Lana
smiled as he went out.

“What’s a stone
face?” asked Zane.

Lana shook her head.
“It’s like a big head. Conceited. You know. He was making a joke.
I’m glad to see he’s feeling well enough to do that.”

They watched him go
as Lana addressed the group again,

“All right, eating
practice for those that need it will be back here in an hour.”

There were groans
from the recent Belters.

“Hey, listen, I know
it’s no fun, but we’ve seen the long-term effects of the
NutrientPanel. It should be used sparingly, only to get us back up
to proper nourishment.”

“Choke me with a
cornstalk.” Marlin reached in his pocket. “Anyone who wants to,
I’ll be sticking around to play cards.”

“I’m in,” said
Walters.

Peter headed out the
door as Marlow gave Zane a look.

He shrugged. “He
needs to grow up.”

“I’m sorry,” said
Marlow. “Want to hold your baby?”

She held Avani out
toward him as drool rolled down her chin.

“Oh, she’s my
baby now?”

“Technically she’s
always been your baby, but I just need someone else to try to
entertain her. I need a break.”

Zane took Avani and
she started fussing, reaching back for Marlow right away.

“Jeez, she’s gotten
so much heavier. I still can’t get over that.”

Marlow raised her
eyebrows to say, “Yeah, I know...” She pleaded with Avani to just
give her shoulders a few minutes.

“I might have
something.” Julie stepped over to make a face at the baby. “Want to
bring her to my bunk?”

“Yes,” said Zane.
“Mar, you’ve got to see what she’s got in there.”

The three of them
went off as Marlin dealt out the first hand of cards to
Walters.

“So,” said Marlin,
“what do you do on Wyan if you don’t use the ‘Panel?”

“Oh, this and that.”
Walters ran a hand through his short, shaved hair. “I do some
fishing. I’m having Purse teach me some mechanics. We’re working on
a couple machines back on Wyan for processing medicine and stuff
like that. It will be good to know. I just feel like I’m so far
behind with all this stuff.”

“Tell me about it,”
said Marlin. “I have yet to accept my baths are gone. I’ll probably
be in denial until we get there.”

Walters gave a
knowing nod. “Well, I’ll tell you a little secret. Purse and I
found a hot spring that even Lana doesn’t know about. When we get
settled again, I’ll take you there. It’s the closest thing to a
bath you’ll get.”

Marlin brightened
up. “That sounds good to me.”

Walters leaned in
and talked in a husky whisper. “Think you can get any of the ladies
to come down there with us?”

Marlin looked
around. “Hmm, probably a better chance if you don’t have me with
you.”

Walters slapped the
table in a laugh. “Ah, surely we can get someone to turn up. I’m
sick of it being just me and Purse.”

Marlin looked around
and kept his voice low. “Well, Marlow is a little young, even for
Armageddon, and you know, the baby and all. Ice, well, the name
says it all, her sister, Admani, she’s always got her nose in the
lab...you tried Lana?” Walters made a face. “Right,” said Marlin.
“She’s back with Arjen anyway. Julie?”

Walters shook his
head. “Nope. I wouldn’t touch that. Just...no.”

Marlin raised his
hands. “Fair enough. Options are a bit slim then unless there are
any female Wyans I should know about.”

Walters choked back
his laughter. “The only way I’d ride one of them is if this were
the wild west and they were my horse.”

“What in the hell
are you two talking about?”

It was Captain
Williams. He stood tall next to the table, stroking his thin
mustache as he regarded them.

“Nothing
worthwhile,” said Walters. “Care to play a hand?”

“Don’t mind if I
do.”

 


~*~

 


A few days later,
they were down to the last hours before arrival and not a moment
too soon. The Wyans aboard were all bedbound. Bruuth, the
strongest, lasted only a few hours after his help with the
translators. Their bodies needed the nutrients from their planet.
The plants aboard were almost gone and not cutting it anymore.

Lana paced the
bridge. Arjen stood back, watching. Her chestnut hair flipped with
each turn of her head, but her expression kept him back. She was
disquieted with the whole situation. He could see how much the
Wyans meant to her, to get them back safely, and he knew how much
she regretted bringing them at that moment. Arjen wanted to walk
over, turn on his charm and put her at ease. It worked on almost
anyone else, but he knew it wouldn’t work with her. Lana was a
challenge, one that he’d accepted willingly, but at the moment it
made him feel helpless.

Captain Williams sat
back in his chair, chatting with Captain Davis about the gravity
and atmosphere on Wyan.

“It is what it is,”
said Ice, a few feet behind him, leaning on a wall. Arjen jumped
when he heard her.

“What?”

“I’m saying, they
make it a few more hours or they don’t. We’ve done all we can.”

He looked away from
Lana for a second. “That’s pretty cold, even for you.”

“Just saying, you
pacing around up here isn’t going to change it.”

“And you
propose...?”

“You come eat
something. You’ve skipped your last two meals.”

She lowered her dark
eyes at him.

“You keeping tabs on
me now?”

Ice shrugged, making
her way toward the door. “Just saying, even though you got
her back, doesn’t mean I don’t care about you anymore. You’d
think she would too.”

Arjen put his hands
on his hips. “Now come on, she has the whole ship to take care
of.”

Isolde waved a hand
and was out the door.


Chapter Four

The whole crew
stood, fighting for room to see the wormhole come to an end. It had
been two months since they left the Belt. Some of them had been
awake for less than a week, but it didn’t completely wipe out the
passing of time. They were all desperate for a new view. Any
view.

The light from the
star showed first, glowing as an orange orb through a dark window.
There were shadows across it, like spots when you stare into the
light too long.

“Are those
asteroids?” asked Zane.

Julie shook her head
next to him. “Planets. Probably like Mercury, if you know what I
mean. We’ve hit it at just the right point in the orbit, thanks to
Williams. The real prize is coming up.”

A few more minutes
passed as they shed the wormhole, opening completely into a new
solar system. There were the Mercury-esque planets, but directly in
their path was—

“Sweet mother,”
mumbled Captain Davis.

“There it is,” said
Lana, a smile finally crossing her face.

The deep blues of
Wyan’s oceans jumped out first, then the green of the hillsides.
Rocky ledges rose then toppled into darkness at the terminator
line. Marlow’s mouth dropped open, watching puffy, white clouds
flow across the surface like a cotton comforter. It was Earth.
Only, it wasn’t Earth. It was like Earth’s prettier little sister
and she was breathtaking.

Those in the room
were in silent awe. Zane whispered to Marlow, “Remember the picture
my dad would show us?”

“Of the Earth from
that textbook?” she replied.

“Yes. He always
said, this is not what it looks like anymore, but one day we’d see
it return. If we just stuck around, we’d...” His voice caught in
his throat and Marlow put an arm around him.

“We’re seeing it,”
she whispered. “Just like he wanted.”

 


~*~

 


Captain Williams
made them all strap in for landing. The planet grew larger in their
view. More definition of rolling hills, crops, and even
civilization showed. The Mack teetered with the dark side of
the planet, flying straight down the terminator line before turning
toward a plain lying between two mountain ranges. The reverse
thrusters kicked in to slow them and pushed their insides into
their throats. Stalks swayed in the fields as the Mack
touched down.

Lana and Walters
rushed a stretcher to the exit ramp. Percy trailed behind, making
sure Bruuth stayed in place as they hit the grass. The rest of the
crew followed, watching as they ripped one of the stalks out of the
field and presented it to him. With weak hands, he guided the root
into his mouth, soil and all. Marlow and Zane cringed, listening to
him crunch it between his teeth, but the smile on his face told
them all they needed to know. He’d made it in time. He would be
okay. The roots and soil were like oxygen for them. It would turn
out his friends were not as lucky.

“We’re here,” said
Zane. “Look at it.”

Marlow couldn’t
stop. She was looking around frantically, holding Avani close.

“No, no-no-no. Is it
happening already? The Night Chasers?”

She’d had more than
one nightmare about that moment. The darkness taking over the land,
and the beasts being unleashed.

The sky was all
bright sun and a few clouds, but Zane followed her gaze. They’d
landed in a Wyan village, only every house was destroyed. There
were no Wyans in sight.

“Tell Lana,” said
Marlow. “We have to get back to the ship.”

Zane was about to
run to Lana in the field when a hand caught his shoulder.

“Hold on guys.”
Julie was next to him. “It’s not what you think. The Night Chasers
did this, but it was years ago. Look closer.”

Marlow squinted at
one of the nearest houses about fifty feet away. The walls were
torn, and it barely stood on parts of the frame, but the signs of
decay were there.

“But what...?” asked
Marlow. “Where are the people, the Wyans?”

“Next village over.
We park here. They aren’t fond of the ship. The main village is
about two miles through there.”

She pointed to a
path past the field. There were mountains rising on either side,
but a small walkway clearly went up and through it.

“Gotta grab our
stuff,” said Julie. “You coming?”

She headed back
toward the ship.

Marlow and Zane
stood, catching their breath. Marlow remembered the horrors of
being on the ship, caring for a helpless child while being told she
was the Night Chasers’ next meal. Lana brushed it off too quickly,
and she had no one else to turn to during the next month. Avani had
been her only comfort and companionship. They’d slept close all
that time and Marlow was paying for it. The baby never wanted to
leave her side.

She scanned the
wrecked huts when she felt Zane’s hand.

“I’m gonna go get my
stuff. Want me to grab yours?”

Marlow didn’t look
at him. “No. I’m coming.”

After one more look
around, she followed.


Chapter Five

The path through the
mountain was rugged, but worn. They couldn’t go more than
two-by-two at many points. Marlow clutched Avani close as she slept
through the bouncing trek. Zane carried her bag and his own. Peter
lagged at the end of the group.

Lana led the group
with Arjen at her side as Captains Williams and Davis were next in
line. Their data-pads stopped working as soon as they left the
ruined village. Lana mentioned that was the way it was until they
came up with a better relay.

The rocks were dark,
almost black in places and marbled in others. They closed in,
hugging the group in a claustrophobic fashion as they squeezed
through.

“Guys.” Zane was
looking up. “What is that watching us?”

A face peered over
the ledge twenty feet up. Black eyes and a stony crest twisted with
each shift of its head.

Lana looked up.
“It’s a mercow. You’ll hear their call now and then. Sounds like
mer-coh, mer-coh. Hence the name. They’re kind of like
cassowaries on Earth. Did you ever...? No probably not. They’re not
generally mean unless you give them reason. They can fly a little,
but they’re better runners. Just stay out of their way and you’ll
be fine.”

Zane admired the
bird with fear and awe. He looked away when it tried to meet his
eye. He didn’t want to set it off, regardless of what Lana
said.

The dark rocks gave
birth to swaying grass and open air. The breeze was cool, despite
the constant sun. Marlow took a deep breath, testing the air as it
spun around her in an invisible caress. It wasn’t the poison from
Earth, and it wasn’t the stillness from the Belt. It was fresh and
just right. There were wide-based trees plotted around the open
area. They grew up to thirty feet in diameter and some were fifty
feet tall.

A few huts began to
appear beneath the shade of the trees. They were round with conical
roofs built from the trees. Other destroyed huts lay further back,
taken down to their foundations. Two bigger buildings were just
past the standing huts. One of them was partly in the sunlight. Its
roof shone with some type of weather sealant.

Lana looked back to
Admani, then pointed to the building in the sun. “That’s the lab.
Doesn’t look like much, but we’ve got all our tech in there.”

“Can’t wait.”
Admani’s freckled face glowed with true excitement.

“Are these your
houses?” asked Zane.

“Some.” Lana pointed
across the way at another group of huts emerging from behind one of
the giant trees. “There are the rest.” They were similar to the
others, cylinders separated by ten feet of wild grass. “We’re going
to have to bunk up for a bit until we can build more. The well is
behind the lab if anyone needs a drink.”

Peter looked back
the way they’d come.

“Why not just use
the ship?”

Lana shook her head
and looked to the others for confirmation. “Part of our integration
with the Wyans is living among them. They are very distrusting of
our tech, but they view us as friends, equals, when we are down
here ‘in contact with the land.’ When we sit in the ship, it gives
them bad feelings.”

Captain Davis
scoffed.

Captain Williams
patted him on the shoulder. “I said the same thing.” Then to the
whole group. “We keep bending to these animals and we’re going to
be under their rule instead of the other way around.”

Lana had her hands
on her hips. “Williams...you know the plan. Stick to it and
everything is going to work out.”

He waved a
dismissive hand at her, put his arm around Davis’s shoulders and
said, “Let me show you, my quarters.”

They started off
toward the second set of huts.

Lana watched them
go, staring as if she meant to say something, then shook herself
out of it. “We should probably discuss our living situation. We
have six huts and our lab. It will take time to build more, time
that we will reserve for after the Night Chaser attack. Anyone who
helps us through that will have a mansion on the other side.”

“Are you talking
Heaven or Wyan?” asked Marlow.

There were laughs
from some of the crew, but not from Lana.

“They will
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