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Chapter 1: Stacker


A loving family was the last image the barren research facility suggested, but the thoughts were still flaring in my head anyway, so I knew I was right.

Dr. Stacker, whom I used to call Eric till we started recognizing the mysterious power of names around the messengers, was pissed; his ginger neckbeard bristled with an annoyance that was almost audible. “Dr. Creed, be serious. It’s not like we found these brats in baskets on our doorsteps. We bred them from an alien. They’re not even human.”

“So we’re already basically their parents. Plus, they are one hundred percent genetically human,” I said. That was true, but cheating. There was more to them than genes.

“No, a thousand times over,” Dr. Stacker said. “It’s far too dangerous. I’m stunned that you’ve thought this through so little. You want to be responsible for a child with that kind of power? Parenthood is hard enough with a regular kid. You’re dealing with a two-year-old who at best just reads your email with her mind and warps cookies out of the jar and into her hands. At worst, people could die. What if she sucks her classmates into a black hole? That’ll be an awkward parent-teacher conference.”

“Slippery slope, Dr. Stacker,” said Dr. Costman— Oliver, sipping coffee at five p.m. “From what we’ve seen, all twenty-six kids can control their abilities, and none of them have the emotional… volatility that would allow a situation like what you describe to happen. As long as we keep their hair short, I don’t think it would be a serious problem, and could be a very worthy experiment to learn about their socialization, et cetera, et cetera.” I scraped my nails across the table at that because he said “volatility” but meant “capacity” and a normal childhood is not an “experiment” but he seemed to be on my side so I let it go.

“Oooh, as long as you keep their hair short!” Eric mocked. “We’re willing to take that risk? We’re scientists, for God’s sake.” I wanted to punch him in the face through his glasses— knuckle right through the glass. “You’re attached to these kids and consumed by your emotions.”

“And you by nothing but your instincts in disguise as cold scientist logic, which is no different, really.”

“Really?” Dr. Stacker said. “Really?

“Really.” I stomped out of the room to calm down in the best way I could in this desolate place, which was not a great way to appear ready to adopt a two-year-old indigo child.


Chapter 2: Anna


I’d made an ersatz bedroom out of what used to be a breakroom with vending machines, coffee machines, all kinds of bespoke refreshment machines for top-secret government facilities. Little clothes and such in a drawer for coffee filters and stirrers. It was ridiculous, but I guess when you’re two, you don’t care. And if you’re cloned from a twelve-foot-tall blue-skinned angel-looking thing that fell from the sky, you process emotions a little differently, and you really don’t care.

Anna was sleeping in her white crib which Dr. (Mike) Collins, a real doctor like me, had built in his garage; sizing up the kids with sphygmomanometers, Geiger counters, etc. had stoked his sympathy for them. He built all twenty-six cribs, in fact, and painted them all in slightly different colors. We figured one for each letter of the alphabet was plenty. A full classroom. Thirteen boys, thirteen girls, spawned from a mix of sperm samples and Spirit’s cells, although they are not true cells but more like holographic droplets that contain her entire essence. It was remarkable how quickly the zygotes accelerated from embryo to fetus to healthy child, but even moreso that it happened without needing to incubate inside a woman’s womb, but most of all that we ever had the idea to do something that bizarre.

Anna’s official designation was S1A: Spirit, first batch, first specimen. I couldn’t imagine there being a second batch. She had green eyes, a petite nose, and unassuming, pale skin. presumably just like her father. Her hair would’ve been brown if it were there. For some reason, Spirit’s droplets condense in the hair instead of alongside the human cells chimerically. It suffices to say that if they get too much hair, they get too many droplets, and if they get too many droplets, their powers may be amplified to unsafe levels, so the facility is overrun with bald kids. Dr. Stacker thinks I haven’t anticipated this, but yes— if Anna comes out to live like a normal child, she will have to wear a wig or go to school bald, and I’ll have to teach her something about pride in herself, to shrug off the insults rather than blow the other kids up.

“Hi,” Anna said, stretching. None of them had names for us because we had not yet decided what we wanted them to call us; as I said, they had a strange reaction to first names like sharks with blood, though surely they did not understand the concept. I just wanted them to call me Mommy.

“Hi,” I said.

She curled her fingers toward a red plastic cube and it levitated into the air, floating slowly toward my face. “Block. Red block.” She rotated it so I could see all the sides. She was recalling yesterday’s test.

“Your red block is pretty and has nice shapes on it,” I said. The shapes were letters. She smiled in response to my own smile. They liked to imitate, but not so much to emote on their own. “Can you show me Rattloo?”

She held up the yellow rattle, upon which she had telekinetically caved in two eyes and a smile before I helped her out with a black permanent marker. She had seen little of the outside world (I’d thought some exposure to a purple dinosaur or kind old man in a cardigan would be appropriate) but had developed their own adorable, undeniably complex culture with their own characters.

“Rattloo is good. Rattloo sneaked up on Bluke. Now Bluke is gone. Now Rattloo is in charge.” That was good news. In her imaginary Shakespearean tragedy, the tyrant Bluke had finally been deposed. Bluke! A portmanteau of blue and block, because he was a blue block. She’d come up with it herself.

“Do you feel good or bad about Bluke being gone?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, and I frowned. What was her toy-acted drama if not her take on justice, or something else shiningly indicative of her mysterious psyche? Was it really just a little kid’s play to pass the time? “Blue is bad, anyway.”

An interesting comment considering her mother, a comatose squid angel from space, had glowing blue skin.

“Anna, why is blue bad?”

“Blue is dark. Blue pretends to be light, but blue is dark.”

I did not think this was a very pleasant thing to hear other than that I had brown eyes and was glad of the fact for the first time. “Blue is dark?”

“You look blue,” she said. “You look worried. You look nice. You look young. You look blue.”

That was a lot to take in. It was nice that she thought I didn’t look forty. That milestone can be tough on a woman, even without a family to exacerbate the damage to face and figure. Let me just say it, triumphantly: being around these kids slows aging. It might be a coincidence, but I don’t have a single gray hair or wrinkle yet.

“I’m fine, Anna. Thank you for asking. How are you, Anna? Are you good?” Why had I asked about Rattloo first?

Anna simply pushed her lips into an O and went, “Ooooh.” She held it in a long, droning note. It was funny at first, but it also sounded like nobody picking up the phone. It also made me think of breakfast cereal, so I got some and fed it to her.


Chapter 3: Costman


“They’re not American citizens,” Dr. Costman said from his seat in front of the conference room’s pale screen. You know that, right? They’re forgotten people. They’re nothing except the property of the U.S. government.”

“That is clearly not a settled fact,” I said with a sigh, and for an inconvenient moment my hot black coffee went down the wrong pipe. “They are human beings and all that bureaucratic stuff could be handled in a heartbeat. They’re closer to foundlings than slaves. We all know that part of why all this has been hidden is because someone would get in an uproar about these kids’ rights, and rightfully so. This phase of our research is coming to an end. We found nothing. They are what they are, just stoic psychic kids that will probably be diagnosed autistic in the outside world, though there’s obviously more to it than that. These kids, as they present to us now, are not going to solve the energy crisis or win us any was.”

“You can’t think of a use for them, Julia— Dr. Creed? You’re deliberately being obtuse.” He already had handsome crinkles at the edges of his eyes, but they were less handsome when he disagreed with me; they’d been suspended in a dapper middle age by exposure to the kids. “You can’t think of a use for an object that slows aging just by being near it?”

“Is that why you think I want to adopt one of them? My personal anti-aging treatment?”

“You don’t have to be sarcastic.”

“You don’t have to ask me such stupid questions.”

Dr. Costman just groaned. “I want to help you.”

I disagreed. It felt like lately all our interactions were just off and awkward. Like trying to touch two pencil tips together. Emotionally, all of us researchers were just passing over and under each other, shooting off into nothingness. After years of working together, this couldn’t be blamed on the scientist’s way, heavy-handed accusations of absent-mindedness or autism spectrum disorder.

I was zoning out pondering all of this in front of Dr. Costman, who was lurching forward waiting for me to say something. I didn’t.

We spent four-day shifts at the base, a secluded monstrosity buried under the Mojave Desert. Mine was almost over, but before it ended there was someone I wanted to see.


Chapter 4: Spirit


The vault where we kept Spirit in her cryogenic coffin that looked like a giant silver coffee can was dark, and deep in the facility.

I felt a little guilty about this treatment of her, like a parrot that lives thirty years in a cage ignored by its owners. She crash-landed in the Tikaboo Valley, twenty-five miles northeast of here, conveniently. There was no sign of any craft, any compatriot, or any structural damage. It was five forty-eight a.m. on April 29, 1991. She was twelve feet long, glowing radioactive blue, and looked like one of the monsters near the end of one of those psychedelic Japanese role-playing games my nephew played. She scared the pants off our retrieval team.

Since she didn’t ever move, we thought she was dead, but her body emitted light and heat and weird cosmic rays. Still there is a theory that she is simply taking an extremely long time to decompose. It took days of sticking her in decontamination before we got the idea that standing next to her wouldn’t instantly cause cancer.

A bunch of long thin appendages that Dr. Collins, serving as anatomist, sorted into different categories— fins, tendrils, flags— trailed out from her knees, elbows, back, and shoulder blades. Arguably, those body parts were more interesting than the tentacles, because of course, the rest of her body was the human-looking part. Not only did she have a woman’s features including genitalia, breasts, and a hairless face, her figure bore the unrealistic proportions of a doll for girls. Her eyes seemed vestigial, ornamental, or just looking at something other than the world in front of us, like the dead pupil-less orbs of a surviving ancient statue. Obviously, it was thought that dissecting her would have been exceedingly educational, but her status as apparently living precluded such a procedure.

Beside, she could wake up, get mad, and throw us all straight into the sun.

She remained completely motionless in all her time with us, offering not even a perfunctory rise or fall of the chest— respiration was perhaps not to be expected from something that had traveled through space without a craft. She showed no response to external stimuli, not that we were terribly wild about provoking her. This was part of the impetus for using her droplet-cells to create the children, the literal little angels, so we could actually study something about her in some form or another.

This had been Dr. Stacker’s idea and he had become offended when I asked him if and how he would be providing a sperm sample.

I often thought about Spirit as I hoped she would be the biological mother of my child.
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Chapter 5: Luke
















Chapter 6: Creed















I was thinner when I went back to work.

Chapter 7: Collins
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