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The people who helped me get this from poorly-written alcohol-induced fever-dreams to something worth writing is a long one; I'd like to thank everyone personally, but the last time I owned a Windows computer, more than a few years ago, the piece of shit bricked on an update and turned into a worthless pile of unsalvageable digital detritus.

So let me thank the people whose names I do remember: Amy Ayrie, Joe Crow, Eric Kaulfuss, Eliza Sinclair, Dawn Zirri and especially Sean Demory: Chief Beta Reader and Turd Polisher, Publisher Extraordinaire, and the only reason someone would pay to read this.  And now, my latest co-conspirator, digital artist Emily Jackson.  She worked hard for me, because she believes in the project.  I can't begin to tell you just how much careful planning and deft execution went into the cover art; she made sure to deliver something that went beyond what I'd imagined, and something I think looks fucking iconic.
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Mom, how could I not dedicate this to you?  You always believed in me...you never doubted...and I know you are somewhere in the otherwhere, watching, guiding.
To Benjamin, Anya, and Leks: You are my reason for living, my life and love.  I am proud of you all; you made me want to become the man you thought I was.  I have done and continue to do my best to become him.  I love you forever and ever, without breaking.

To the only family that always stood by me: Debbie, I love you, big sis.

FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR

(One you might actually enjoy reading)
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Irony: when you have writer's block working the foreword for your own damn book.  Hello, everyone; I'm the guy whose name is on the book.  Don't worry about pronouncing that last bit; it sounds better in the original Klingon.

So as I'm writing this, it's been just over a decade since I first started working on They Came in Peace, back in 2014.  It was originally written, revised and rewritten over a good three or four years before I started letting people alpha (never mind beta) read it.  But eventually, beta readers dared I to seek out.  One of those beta readers happened to be a gentleman who is both an author and a small-press publisher, Sean Demory, a wise and wonderful, patient man, eager to work with a recalcitrant narcissist.  He loved the book so much in beta that he wanted to work with me to get it ready for market and published.  

We worked on the book; one of his editors, Eliza Sinclair, came on board to teach me how to properly edit a book, while editing the book.  And she would be annoyed at how many times I've used the word "book" in this very long, run-on sentence.  I've heard authors curse out editors, call them the bane of writing and their lives, and discovered that there are an unusually large number of pejoratives for editors.  I, however, found Liz to be an amazing, insightful, and helpful collaborator and critic - because like a good therapist, a good editor praises your insight and calls you on your bullshit.  I live with Antisocial Narcissistic Personality Disorder, and I promise you I was open to EVERYTHING she had to say; I think there was only one scene I fought to keep in the book, and a couple of other minor points I made into hills to die on. (TWO spaces after a period among them.)  If Liz had been around when Tolkien had written the Lord of the Rings, she'd have gotten the thing condensed into one novel, without hundreds of pages dedicated to the study of rock formations, tree bark, or walking, strolling, meandering, preambulating, wandering, or stepping.  And his dreadful lyrics.  Dreadful, dreadful lyrics.

Sean wanted to use his weight as a publisher to pitch They Came in Peace as my agent.  God knows the man tried, but we couldn't get a foot in the door with anyone; I've the rejection letters to prove it.  So, I asked Sean if he wanted it, and we went forward with putting it on his 2020 publishing calendar.  By then it was 2018, and the themes explored in They Came in Peace seemed timelier than ever: corrupt politics, the inhumanity of humankind, deadly pandemics, environmental collapse, pollution, economic disparity, healthcare in crisis around the world, political unrest endemic chaos, bigotry, madness and violence, all of it taking us to the brink of an existential dread not felt since Ronald Reagan took the White House, in January of 1981.

And then, along came early winter 2019: The world came crashing to a halt. We were in the grip of a pandemic.  People were generally taken aback, if not downright outraged, that they had to stay home, go out only when necessary, and limit their physical proximity to others; I'd always considered these habits to be my "Happy Post-Divorce Lifestyle." 

In 2020 COVID kept on truckin', and Sean's publishing house was, like so many other businesses, sailing stormy seas.  I think he's managed to right the ship since then, but They Came in Peace slid off the deck and into the deep during that tempestuous era; only a few copies sold, simply because nobody, none of us, not Sean, not me, not anyone, could have predicted just what a fucked-up year we were in for.  To be honest, right now in 2026, so far this decade STILL feels like 2020.  If the 2020's had an Official Motto, it would be: And then, things got worse.  Of course, I have a vested interest in that one, as it's the (unofficial) motto on the (currently nonexistent) Karmazenuk Family Crest.

But, uh, life, uh, finds, uh, a, uh, way.  So when the rights reverted back to me in 2024, I pulled They Came in Peace down so I could take another hack at the story itself.  And in the time since then, well the book's gotten not only timely, but frighteningly relevant; I feel like it's fucking urgent that people read it.  I really miss living in a precedented era.

I'd gotten feedback from many of the people who bought, and apparently thoroughly enjoyed They Came in Peace's first edition.  A fanbase that small is very easy to interact with;  HI, GUYS!

Anyway, back during the First Plague of the Third Millennium, after finishing and publishing the first edition, I never actually read the story like I would another book.  To be perfectly honest, by the time it was published, I was kind of fed up of They Came in Peace, and needed a break: When I'm writing something, I'm usually just trying to get the story out of me, and all the subsequent first-draft-to-print-galley work is not focused on getting immersed in the story, but instead on what needs fixing for the story itself to become immersive.  So in the final stages of pre-publication, I was tuning They Came in Peace like one would a fine, Italian sports car.  And by then, I was done.  I only cracked the spine of my copy of They Came in Peace after I'd decided to take it down, and even then I only decided to revise and republish it after I'd finished reading it, because I felt there was so much more that had to be said.

As you know from the teaser, this is not your typical alien invasion story.  There are no real villains here; no real heroes.  Just characters struggling with a set of situations to the best of their abilities.  Oh, Aliens invade, Humans resist, things go KABOOM! and all the stuff you want from a fast-paced sci-fi read, but the story is really about the lengths people will go to - Humie or ET - to do what they believe to be the right thing.  The first edition had a tagline that Liz came up with that I absolutely love (at the time and without Liz knowing, I was really into Imagine Dragons' Radioactive, and it fit PERFECTLY with the song's meter:

Order is death, chaos is life, and Peace on Earth carries a terrible price.  I actually first read that while listening to Radioactive on repeat...and immediately started singing it to the song, and freaking out at how cool it was.  As an aside, however, I think Porno for Pyro's Pets would be, thematically, a better fit as a theme song for They Came in Peace.

Well, the tagline Liz hit me with pretty much encapsulates the motives of the characters, which drives the story: the invading Aliens use shock and awe to conquer the world with brutal efficiency, and the Human resistance discovers just how much of their humanity they are willing to lose, in order to save Humankind.  But what does a Ukrainian-Canadian from Montreal know about conquering empires, insurgencies, and, ultimately, urban warfare?

The question that ended the paragraph above was something that I struggled with: No one in history has ever welcomed a conqueror.  Especially not one who comes in and tells them that they are Backwards and Doing It All Wrong (See all of Western history after 1619.)

And that's still going on today: There's an insufferably paternal and authoritarian attitude among too many so-called "Developed" nations; especially when they decide to "Liberate," "Annex," "Seize," "Pacify" "Control" or "Reclaim" a "lesser" (See: Ireland, Palestine, Chechnya, the Ukraine, Venezuela, the Congo, Somalia, Rwanda, the Sudan, Syria, etc.) nation.  So...what DOES a Ukrainian-Canadian from Montreal know about conquering empires, insurgencies, and, ultimately, urban warfare?

Before I can answer that question, there's another question that I would like to answer because most of my Beta Readers and the Few But Mighty Paid Readers of the First Edition have already asked.  Like many writers, I would normally hate the fuck out of that question.  Honestly, it ranks among most writers' least favorite questions: Where did you get your inspiration?  Seriously, never ask a writer this.  It's something we might ask one another in workshopping, but as a general rule this question will set most writers off on a (substance they're abusing the most-fueled) tirade about how much they hate getting asked that question.

However, in this case, and this case only, I am happy to answer that second question first, for it is a cautionary tale: the events of the story, the horrible violence, the nightmarish scenes of fear and distress, graphic horror and beauty came to me in a series of unrelenting, vivid and utterly terrifying alcohol-induced nightmares.  Basically, everything spectacular, stylistic, violent, frightening, claustrophobic, agoraphobic, heartbreaking and horrifying in They Came in Peace I quite literally dreamed up because at the time I was fighting a losing battle against alcohol and trauma.  So let me tell you: alcohol is very bad for you.  Do NOT use it for "inspiration."  Alcohol is only safe in moderation; and even then, "safe" is a controversial term.  I do not condone any form of substance use, other than my own; I don't condemn it either, mind you.  In this day and age, most of us are just trying to make it through the day.

Alcohol is highly addictive, toxic, and life-destroying.  I should know.  As a drunk, I spectacularly and successfully destroyed my life.  But I don't want to tell that story.  I DO, however, want to tell the story behind the story that you're about to read.  And, I'm afraid to do that we're going to have to rewind to 2014 again, but I promise, it'll be a fun ride:

The nightmares lasted for months: at first just multiple vivid, disconnected horrors; as time progressed the dreams got longer, began to bleed together.  The sheer terror I'd feel even after waking became overwhelming.  They took over my sleep: weeks of tormenting visions of brutal, visceral and existential terror turned into months of more of the same.  I fell into a constant waking dread of sleep, as if Freddy, himself were waiting on my ass.  Looking to remedy this malaise, I discovered (I Was Today Years Old When) that heavy drinking could cause vivid nightmares.  

I decided it was time to dry out for a while.  Luckily, I didn't have any real withdrawal symptoms - not to minimize anyone struggling with or who has defeated their own demons in bottles: I've been California sober since around 2023, and I still find myself sometimes dancing with that particular devil in the pale moonlight; Christ, as soon as the nightmares stopped I took up the drink again.  But back then, even jumping on the wagon wasn't enough to stop my tormenting dreams.  It would take more than a few months of sobriety before they even began to fade.  And so, in my waking hours, at home or at work, I found myself obsessively contemplating those dreams.
The nightmares themselves began teasing my creative interest; they became something I'd study for potential themes, narrative threads...most importantly, a new story.  My former terror became my new obsession: I would weave those nightmares together into a story!  And this might sound cliche and pretentious, and smell like bullshit, but it was only after the first draft of They Came in Peace was done that they began to fade into memory.

Now, part of writing a first draft involves research; and I had a lot of research to do if this story was going to work!  Because, like I asked before, what does a Ukrainian-Canadian from Montreal know about conquering empires, insurgencies, and, ultimately, urban warfare?  One can learn about imperialism, especially both modern and historical Western imperialism, from any good history text; Machiavelli's The Prince, originally written as a satire of Cesare Borgia, is a perfect guidebook on how to run an authoritarian empire.  Empires need armies however, and I have no military experience or background.  But, I live in the era of social media, microblogging, and online messaging.  (Videoconferencing only really took off during the Pandemic, which is why I'm not mentioning it; shit, wait...I just did.  Damn.)

My generation is full of veterans of the First Middle East War, and the Millennials and Gen-Z sent some of their finest to the Forever Wars in Iraq, Pakistan and Afghanistan.  So, I asked them about the Suck; I can only imagine the Hell, the real nightmare that those brave people battled and didn't tell me about, and what they endured in the name of serving their nation, their ideals, and people back home who may or may not even give a damn.  But we all should.  No matter how you feel about war, any war, the people fighting it deserve respect and gratitude, and that's the very least of what they deserve.  

To be authentic with my storytelling, I still needed another perspective: the insurgent's.  And so, through those same technical marvels of the Internet Age, I reached out around the world to...well, let's just say people who have experience as part of a resistance, uprising, civil war, or extremist group.  And I'm sure that these conversation logs were flagged and filed by more than one intelligence agency.  Not that they'd confirm or deny it; and if they denied it, could we really be sure of that denial?  I mean, really really?
I can't condemn or condone the people I spoke to.  They all survived situations that absolutely none of us could even imagine.  They experienced fear, pain, loss, grief and suffered cruelty beyond anything we of the privileged West have rarely if ever come close to suffering, or even contemplated.  The people I spoke to and the people who came after them were and are struggling to survive; they were and are frightened, angry, scarred and traumatized; they feel society has either failed, abandoned, or worse, betrayed them; only a handful of what we might consider "extremists," or even "terrorists" are actually fundamentally idealistic or religious.  

That's what I find most frightening, what I still sometimes think about at night: the people I spoke with were at one point just regular folks; they didn't spontaneously turn into the Joker or just go berzerk in a vacuum.  They were from every walk of life whose world was so disrupted, so completely upheaved by circumstances beyond their control that they became so disenfranchised that radical action was the only real available recourse; as average American citizens are now discovering, sometimes, violence is the only hope for survival, never mind a concept as quaint as justice.  People become radicalized over less, and do far worse for little more than the illusory sense of power, potence.  

I cannot stress enough that they were none of them any different from you, me, or anyone you know, right until they lost everything to an uncaring force beyond their control.  Many have taken actions that most of us would consider unthinkable; and while I will not condone such actions, I will tell you that there is not a one of us who, in similar circumstances, would not do the same. To quote Pogo, I have met the Enemy, and They is Us.

I believe that the most important lesson I learned, the lesson I want so desperately to impart, is that understanding, listening, and just basic fucking empathy are the keys that open the gates of Human progress, peace and prosperity.  We have to stop yelling, stop fighting, arguing, and start sitting down calmly, and talking, like real grown-ups.  

This is one of many stories I've written, but one of very few that I feel obsessively compelled to share, that I need people to read.  As many of you can probably imagine, on the morning of November 23, 2024 I felt a renewed urgency to share this story.  And I was already elbows deep in the reworking.  I am willing to do whatever I can to get They Came in Peace into readers' hands, and in your case at least, I've succeeded.  Thank you, by the way, for picking this up.  I don't feel or even imagine that what I've written is a masterpiece, and there are probably other authors out there who can deliver the messages of my story more succinctly; but it's my story, and I want to set it free.  You can help just by spreading the word if you like it, or if you don't like it but know someone who would, or if you hate it and just want to majorly troll someone else into reading it for your own shits and giggles.  

However I would rather hope that you enjoy the story, and get swept up as you go.  The best part about a great story is dissociating and having guided hallucinations from words on a page.  So, once again, thank you for your support, and a warning: For the love of a good night's rest, don't start reading this at bedtime.
All the Best,
Steve Karmazenuk (Car-Mazz-An-Uck, but one word.  House of Mogh; Clan Williams; Son of Bernice the Unselfish; Bane of Conformity; Strange Little Old Goth Dude.)
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The object was first spotted in the late winter by a livestreaming amateur astronomer as it crossed the orbit of Saturn.  Its smooth lines, perfectly symmetrical disk-shape and sheer size demonstrated it wasn’t natural.  That it was also slowing and changing course likewise confirmed suspicions that it was alien in origin.

Mania and hysteria and their ubiquitous partners, chaos and violence spiked: protests and riots spread in waves around the world.  Meanwhile, governments scrambled in a panic of their own: sharing information, stealing information, keeping information to themselves - for all the good that it would ultimately do any of them.

For three months, all anyone could talk about was the Saturn Ship.  Of course, it didn’t take long to determine that while originally spotted near Saturn, the Saturn Ship hadn’t come from Saturn.  At its observed rate of deceleration, the ship, which must have been traveling incredibly fast prior to its arrival in-system, would take most of another year to reach Earth - assuming it was coming to Earth at all.

The world’s major religions retreated into Conclave, and from behind the sheltered walls of their temples and towers, conflicting messages of this being a "Test of Faith," "Proof of God’s Divine Genius," "A trick by the Devil," and variations of the same came out loudly and regularly - often from the same sources and without a blink at the contradiction.

Fast, cheap and often terrible alien invasion movies starring the celebrities du jour glutted streaming platforms and movie theaters that summer and fall.  Nearly every contemporary-set show on  streaming or television made at least some reference to the Saturn Ship.  A number of science fiction authors even resigned: how could they write about aliens when the actual aliens themselves were coming?  Four major film franchises and two television series abruptly canceled all production.  Celebrity "Alien Experts" suddenly found their stock worth much more than it had been since the decline of allegedly "educational" cable channels in the years prior.  Meanwhile, genuine celebrity and influencer scientists vehemently tried to remind people of the necessity of focusing on the facts and the evidence they had, and not on ridiculously unprovable theories and fantasies of half-educated so-called "experts."  As always, sensationalism won out over substance.

When orbital telescopes finally got a proper look at the ship, their operators were astonished: it was a massive flat disk over a hundred kilometers in diameter; ten high and topped by a thin spire fifty kilometers tall.  Then the ship corrected its pitch, and the spire appeared similar to a keel, hanging beneath the alien vessel.  As the first clear images of the ship flooded the Internet, hundreds of memes were generated; society laughing at what it didn't understand, and therefore feared the most.

For a while, the ship was hidden behind Jupiter, but when it was seen again it was plainly vectored to intercept Earth's orbit. Now it looked like it was heading for an early January rendezvous.  The media rebranded the "Saturn Ship," calling it the "January Ship," or referring to the "January Visitors" now, instead. 

By the time it crossed Mars' orbit and was inbound, a flurry of space missions launched from the United States, Europe, the Russian Federation, China, India, Pakistan, and Palestine.  The missions sent from Earth vanished when they reached the alien ship. The unmanned ones either collided with it and were obliterated or landed on its surface and stopped working.  The manned missions - thirteen of them from both public and private space ventures around the world - vanished, presumably taken aboard the alien ship.

Radical extremists, both religious and secular, were still carrying out attacks across the Middle East, Africa, Asia, Europe, and Latin and North America, but most of the ongoing military engagements around the world began winding down.  Even the Russian Federation and its various feuding, former republics found themselves ceasing fire.  Everyone was wondering the same thing: what was the point of fighting each other when aliens were coming to, potentially even invading, Earth?  By the time the ship was a month from insertion into Earth's orbit, most of the world's governments and regimes, including many current terror cells, were in a general state of ceasefire and even amnesty.  So began the longest period of true world peace in centuries, the world focused on unifying itself before the aliens arrived.

Old clips of American President Ronald Reagan talking about alien invasions and how the world would unite to fight the invaders began circulating; none happier to circulate them than the American Right and various satellite Political Action Committees, lobby groups and privately-funded, partisan "economic think-tanks."

But such clips had the usual talking heads on the Left asking, blandly, smugly, plaintively, "Who says they’re invading?  Why is it always about war with these people?" Only one veteran "Left-leaning" satirist was self-aware enough to follow the question with a punch-line that was a three-minute montage of every significant alien monster movie battle or attack from the last hundred-odd years, closing with a fade-to-black over the infamous five notes from Close Encounters of the Third Kind.

Leading historians, anthropologists, theoretical physicists, exobiologists, and other educated theoreticians were quick to point out the devastating culture shock that higher civilizations always caused when meeting more primitive ones, no matter their intent.  Columbus's impact on the pre-Hispanic people of South America was repeatedly called upon as an example; and just as the First Nations of the Americas suffered and died from illnesses imported both deliberately and accidentally by their European invaders, Humans had no immunity to any alien microbial life aboard this ship.

Experts also pointed out that anthropomorphizing a species of life that would literally be completely alien to our own was impossible.  They cautioned that we could not know the aliens’ intent in coming to Earth - whether they were benevolent, malevolent or if their interest was even in Humankind; as to the fear they were coming to mine Earth, the consensus was that there were more ample resources in space or the outer planets, asteroid field or the Kuiper Belt, facts the sensationalists and fear-mongers deliberately ignored.

The only point the learned experts could successfully get across was that the presence of the ship and any aliens within would be completely disruptive to Human civilization, and only then by pointing to how disruptive it had already become.

Duncan Terrell, a young, personable celebrity scientist podcaster known by the nickname "Doctor Duncan," gained tremendous mainstream popularity on television and online news networks and social media.  His expertise was sought after by anyone with a media presence.  Terrell had degrees in astronomy, astrophysics, mathematics, engineering, and chemistry.  He would give talks about the aliens, urging optimism, "Because, what other choice do we have but to hope for the best?  We can't prepare for or even attempt to defend against the worst." He was a longtime self-proclaimed geek.  If anything, he explained, the idea of aliens coming to Earth should be a time of excitement and celebration - as well as precaution.

As much as the governments of the world urged calm, as much as they exhorted caution and assured precautions would be taken, no one was truly be fully prepared; public tensions and outbreaks of violence flared the closer the ship came to Earth.  Humanity continued relentlessly broadcasting messages of welcome and peace.  Still, there was no reply.

One morning in mid-January, a little more than a year after the ship was first spotted, the world woke up without a sunrise.  Bewildered early risers in East Cape, New Zealand became first people on Earth to learn the ship was now in an orbit that eclipsed the sun so perfectly that there was no dawn - just the shadow of the giant disk overhead and a ring of feeble light around it tracking its way from east to west across the sky.  No one wanted to think about the fifty-kilometer long spike jutting down from the center of the ship’s disk, now pointing right at their fragile, blue world.

At the dawn of the Darkest Day, world leaders scrambled to bunkers, gathering experts along with them as generals spoke of war strategies and what action could be taken against the giant ship if it decided to continue depriving the planet of direct sunlight.  Temperatures were already dropping sharply across the globe.  Before the end of that first day, the news feeds were referring to an "Alien Winter" caused by the ship if it stayed parked in its current orbit.

Desperate attempts at communication, radio signals both threatening and pleading, were sent throughout the day.  Duncan Terrell spent an eighteen-hour day doing news show after talk show after podcast in an almost predictably cyclical pattern, answering the same questions interview after interview.  The first question he was invariably asked was, Shouldn’t we have prepared for the worst?  His answer, becoming increasingly impatient as the day wore through his natural charm, was always the same: "We have a ship, the size of the Karman Line - the distance from the surface of the Earth to the boundary of what we call outer space - sitting parked overhead.  That ship has traveled from at least the nearest star, across unimaginable distances, and at great speed.  Out there a collision with something the size of a grain of sand would be unbelievably, catastrophically destructive.  I promise you, if NATO or the Russians or Chinese or any other countries with nuclear missiles fires at the ship, it will do absolutely nothing, other than maybe make them mad.  I still refuse to believe they’re here to do us harm.  Right now, I think they’re trying to get our undivided attention, and I think we’re demonstrating that they have our undivided attention. Unless you have a reporter aboard that ship, all we can do is sit and wait.  Aggressive posturing, which I find astonishing that my former colleagues on the House Committee on Science, Space and Technology are in sync with the Pentagon about, will do nothing but make us seem like primitive, violent apes."

"And what if the Aliens expect some sort of aggressive response?" one Podcaster demanded, snappishly.

Terrell sighed and shook his head, "If that’s the case, then I’d say they know us all too god-damned well."
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It was only the following morning that the world realized the ship had moved. Just a few degrees in the sky, but enough that it no longer completely blocked the sun. Enough light was getting through again that the world breathed a collective sigh of relief.  Exactly halfway into the Earth’s daily rotation, at midday - as measured from East Cape, New Zealand - the underside of the ship suddenly lit up.  Columns of white light traced their way down its "keel" and in blocky patterns across its lower hull.  And then it began broadcasting.

Every radio, every television, every Internet-connected computer and device came alive with text and sound.  Remarkably, while purely alien, the message was immediately understood by those reading or listening to it.  Two phrases were spoken, repeated for exactly seventy point four seconds - Doctor Duncan later observed that the length of time was precisely one hundred billion times the hyperfine transition period of hydrogen, one of many yardsticks used by organizations like SETI in their search for extraterrestrial life - before the ship lapsed back into silence.  Universally, the voice heard was that of a woman. Evidently, the Aliens aboard were in no hurry to begin a dialogue: those two phrases were the only transmission they sent that day.  But as Duncan Terrell pointed out, the Aliens were obviously trying to reassure Humanity.  Their message was:

HELLO.  WE COME IN PEACE.

World leaders delivered speeches welcoming the aliens, urging their citizens to remain calm and lauding the dawn of a new era of interplanetary contact, a new chapter in Human History.  But immediately after the alien message was transmitted, a cacophony of radio signals was sent towards the ship, from every corner of the world.  Even as their leaders were orating on the new future unfolding before them, the world’s governments commandeered radio telescopes and every piece of communication equipment available: emergency bands, military channels, even mobile cell towers were reconfigured to send signals up.  Amateur ham radio operators and even radio stations themselves kept trying to reach the alien ship, but whether the Aliens received or were able to process and understand all the signal traffic being sent to them or not, they did not reply.

"One problem we’re seeing is, we’re directing all these radio waves at the ship," Duncan Terrell said that night, on his regular (and now world’s most highly rated) podcast. "The communications systems on that ship clearly have incredible processing power: the volume of signals we're sending them, the aliens could misconstrue it as an attempt to make them radio-blind; the fact that they've done nothing indicates they're getting - and probably ignoring - most if not all of those transmissions.  Otherwise, all those signals would jam their ability to transmit, working as an electromagnetic equivalent of a DDoS attack.  It's a good thing most of the signals going out are friendly, which is something I also think the aliens understand.  They've demonstrated that they have the equivalent to Star Trek’s Universal Translator, or Doctor Who’s TARDIS' Telepathic Field, so it's clear they want us to know their intentions.  And again: their message was clear, and very easy to understand."

**
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The following day, once again at midmorning in East Cape, New Zealand, there was another broadcast from the ship.  This time the image of a woman with dark hair, dark eyes, and of indeterminate ethnicity appeared on screens everywhere.  She smiled warmly and then began speaking. "Hello.  We come in peace.  The explorers you sent to meet us are safe, alive and well, and will be returned to you soon.  We call ourselves the Custodians.  To simplify First Contact, we have adapted ourselves to appear as you do.  We have done this at every world we have visited, across this galaxy and many others.  You may refer to me as Victoria.  We are Custodians, because we seek out intelligent life in the cosmos and where necessary, help nurture it.  We have been watching your world for quite some time.  You have reached a tipping point that qualifies for and requires our intervention.  We are here to save your species and your world.

"For too long, you have exploited and damaged the ecosystems of your planet.  Your population growth is uncontrolled, and billions of your people live in war zones, in dangerous and dangerously unsanitary conditions, with disease, without proper food or shelter, and under abusive, oppressive regimes; even among your wealthiest, most prosperous nations.  The poverty, illness, violence, exploitation, environmental contamination and destruction can no longer go unchecked.  Thousands of Humans and animals around the world are dying as a result of completely preventable, curable, or avoidable circumstances, even while this message is broadcast.

"At the same time, your species is unique, magnificent; your arts and cultures are capable of incredible feats of beauty, of resplendence.  You are making technological advances in medicine and science that could extend your lives exponentially, improve your quality of life, and even create a wholly new, relative to you, type of life in the form of artificial intelligence.  You have the potential to leave your cradle world and star system and explore the universe with your own companion species...but the technologies you have used and, more importantly, the ways they have been misused have left you on the brink of extinction.  When we first began exploring the cosmos, we came across so many dead worlds...so many places where civilization had reached a pinnacle, on the verge of an incredible leap of evolution and technology, only to die instead.

"These worlds were as beautiful and unique as your own.  But just like your world, they  damaged their environments beyond their ability to be repaired: they reached unsustainable growth and collapsed their planetary ecology; others were wiped out by disease; and many used devastating weapons of mass destruction against themselves. Cosmic chance wiped out some, but more - most - were simply the victims of their own success, imploding and self-destructing.  And so we redirected our efforts to finding more nascent civilizations, nurturing them beyond their self-destructive phase.  Sometimes we fail; sometimes, we lose worlds to our own good intentions.  But we succeed so much more often, and so many of the species we have saved now populate the stars that we continue, steadfast, in this, our great mission: to seek out life, to nurture new civilizations, and help them survive, prosper, and reach their full potential.

"As such, we have chosen to help your world, your people.  The process begins now.  The first step to saving your species requires that all governments of your world and nearly all government organizations shut down.  Your leaders must resign; your parliaments, congresses, senates, courts, councils and committees must disband.  This includes your military. Emergency services such as police forces, firefighting, and hospitals are exempt, as are essential services such as utilities, infrastructure support, schools, hospitals, prisons, libraries, and other public institutions directly involved in the care and well-being of the people of your world.  For those of you who are dependent on your government for survival or employment, we ask that you remain home, abide, remain calm, and have confidence.  To everyone: the economies that have enslaved you all will be removed in short order.  No one will be enslaved by the Custodians; in fact, we come to  break the chains of your own enslavement.  But you must trust us, and follow our instructions so that we may save you and your world.  We are giving your governments until this time tomorrow to comply."

The message ended and the response was swift.  World leaders returned to their bunkers.  Within the hour, the United States, France, China, Russia, Israel, India, Pakistan, North Korea and Iran each unilaterally fired nuclear volleys at the ship.  The missiles had barely cleared the atmosphere before being vaporized by the Custodians.  A moment later, every nuclear arsenal on the planet was destroyed: small, precise explosions rendered the weapons into piles of inert slag in silos, bunkers and weapons caches around the world.  The Custodians' spokesperson (though clearly, the term was inaccurate, at best) reappeared on every screen, radio and Internet connection: "While unfortunate, the reaction by the governments of your world is wholly understandable.  You are afraid; you are unwilling to accept that we are here to change your lives, unable to understand what is to come.  However, any further attempted military action against our ship will be met with severe reprisal.  We do not wish to harm anyone; but any who choose to oppose us will be destroyed.  We are here to save you and your world.  We are not here to negotiate."

​
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​THEY CONQUERED
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A small motorcade pulled up unnoticed outside of Duncan Terrell’s house even as he sat, astonished, as the screaming heads of the news networks exploded in panic.  A master of multitasking, Duncan had outfitted his home office, conveniently located in what had been intended as a breakfast nook, with a bank of monitors, each tuned to a different news channel or Internet broadcast.  One notorious right-wing commentator died, mid-rant, of a heart attack live on air, falling out of his chair amid gruesome noises before the feed was cut.  Terrell was barely aware of the ringing doorbell, the insistent pounding on the door itself.  His screens were showing the same repeating footage of silo explosions, missiles’ abrupt disintegrations and other scenes of the Custodians’ mastery over primitive atomic weapons.

It was early enough in Duncan Terrell’s morning that he was in his pajamas and bathrobe, still sipping from his first morning coffee as he went to the door.  Two muscular, suited men of indeterminate age were on his stoop.

"Duncan Terrell?" From the sunglasses, black suits, close-cropped haircuts, earpieces, and stern expressions, it was easy for Terrell to recognize that he was either in The Matrix or the Secret Service was at his door.

"That’s me," Terrell said, knowing in general what the next line in this conversation would be as the agent showed him a badge and ID.  Homeland Security- he’d been sure they were Secret Service.  As always, he was surprised and amused about being wrong.

"I’m Agent Thoreau, DHS.  We need you to come with us.  You...can take the time to get dressed."

"Am I under arrest?" Terrell asked, playing his role, "Am I being taken into custody?"

"Sir, the President requires your counsel.  Our response unit was the closest.  We’re to bring you to a plane waiting at-"

"No, thank you," Terrell said. "Unless the President needs me to help him draft the resignation speech for the entire government, I’m not setting foot anywhere near a government building until after this time tomorrow."

Agent Thoreau appeared flustered, and his partner pushed his way through the doorway.

"I didn’t invite you in," Terrell said, realizing that given the power and legal authority these men wielded, it sounded as silly and as superstitious as if he were referring to vampires.  He still refused to show the least sign of intimidation, though his pulse pounded in his neck and - to him - audibly through his ears.  He took another sip of coffee and put his mug down on the credenza in the front hallway, folding his arms deliberately over his chest.

Thoreau implored, "Sir, this isn’t a request.  The President...of the United States of America," he added for emphasis, "has sent us to bring you to him."

"What if I refuse?"  The Agents look at each other, sharing an unspoken conversation.  Terrell was again reminded of The Matrix.

"Sir, you cannot refuse an order from your President."

Terrell chuckled, "I’m afraid that I can,"

"If you do, you will be placed under arrest and put in military detention at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas for the duration of the current crisis."

"Well, that won’t be too long," Terrell replied, "If these Custodian Aliens have their way - which I expect they will - by this time tomorrow the crisis will have ended."

"I’m asking you again to come with us," Thoreau said, as his partner spoke into his shirtsleeve.  Thoreau’s phone began ringing a moment later.

"It’s for him," his partner said.  Thoreau hesitated a fraction of a second before taking the phone from his jacket and handing it to Terrell.

Terrell hit the answer key, "This is Duncan Terrell speaking," he said.

"Duncan?  Do you know who this is?"  Terrell recognized their voice immediately - he’d campaigned for and occasionally alongside them through two elections.

"Yes; yes I do.  Should I put you on speakerphone for the benefit of the Homeland Security agents at my front door?"

"That won’t be necessary.  Duncan, you know why I’m calling.  I need your counsel; I need you.  America needs you."

"I think I’d rather take my chances at Leavenworth, if it's all the same to you.  If you want my counsel, it is this: if you care about your life, the lives of your family, and the lives of the men and women who work with you and in and around the buildings of the Capitol, then resign and dissolve the government.  You saw what they just did to the entire world’s nuclear arsenal.  What do you think they’ll do to the governments and government leaders who don’t comply?"

"That’s why I need you here, Duncan!"

"That’s not going to happen, old friend.  I’m not on your payroll, and given the ultimatum we just got, I don’t intend to be.  Look, we’ve been given the answer to both Drake’s Equation and Fermi’s Paradox in one message. The reason, despite finding microbial life on Mars, Europa and Enceladus, despite the incalculable number of stars and planets in the universe, there seems to be so little life, no apparent sign of any complex - let alone intelligent life out there - is that almost all of it reaches a point beyond which they go extinct.  We’ve both seen the numbers on air quality, water table contamination, oceanic mass extinctions, agricultural sustainability, deforestation, climate change...we’re both aware that Humanity’s gone beyond that point, and the Custodians know it too.  That’s why they’re here.  Without them, all we can do is hope to postpone the mass extinction of Mankind by a few more decades.  You asked for my counsel and I gave it to you: dissolve the government!  Hell, you can even copy and paste from the Preamble of the Declaration of Independence to justify doing it."

There was an audible silence on the phone.  For a moment Terrell feared he’d been disconnected.  Then the President of the United States sighed and said, "Duncan, give the phone back to the DHS agent, please."

Terrell handed Thoreau's phone back to him.

The Agent listened for a moment, nodding his head absently.  The call soon ended and Thoreau glanced at his partner and replaced the phone in his pocket before materializing a pair of handcuffs.

"Charles Duncan Terrell," Agent Thoreau said, "I am placing you under arrest for the crime of treason against the People and Government of the United States of America.  You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to defense counsel before making any statement.  If you cannot afford counsel the Judge Advocate General will provide military counsel to you.  Anything you say can and will be used against you during your tribunal.  Do you understand the rights I have just read to you?"

"Yes I do," Terrell said, placing his hands behind his back and turning around to be cuffed.

"Bearing these rights in mind, is there anything you wish to say to me?" Thoreau asked, obliging Terrell by putting on the cuffs - a notch tighter than necessary - and twisting them painfully into his wrists to start leading him from the house.

"I don’t suppose the offer of a change of clothes is still on the table?"

"I’m afraid not, sir."

Terrell shrugged. "The Arthur Dent look it is. Appropriate, really, under the circumstances."

As Thoreau led Terrell outside, the astrophysicist couldn’t suppress laughing at the Agent’s partner, who spoke urgently into his shirtsleeve. "I need a 20 on a Dent, Arthur, possible alias; probable known associate of Charles Duncan Terrell."

Terrell paused and turned back to Thoreau’s partner. "Arthur’s middle name is Philip, if that helps," he laughed, glancing deliberately at his library, ordered alphabetically by author, where the most famous works by Douglas Adams sat in the upper left corner of the wall-to-wall bookcase.

"It does, Mister Terrell," Thoreau replied, "And your cooperation will be noted."

**
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The third day after the arrival of the Custodians’ Ship dawned with the world collectively holding its breath.  A worldwide record for absenteeism on behalf of every nation’s civil service was set, with employee recidivism levels of ninety-eight percent; millions of soldiers from hundreds of armies had even deserted overnight.  Governments both major and minor went on television and the Internet to announce their resignations and dissolutions, ordering all employees home and disbanding their militaries, and requesting further instruction from the Custodians.  Several other governments pleaded either for more time or instructions on how to proceed.  Most governments, however, opted to send messages of resolute defiance and the Solidarity of Humanity to the Custodians.  The response came swiftly, at the appointed hour.

Every defiant government installation across the planet was destroyed.  The strikes were surgical and precise and took out capital buildings, legislatures, server networks, headquarters, field offices, intelligence centers, secret bunkers, spider holes, fortified caves, fortresses, palaces, and parliaments around the world.

State, Provincial, District and Municipal legislatures were destroyed next.  Then military installations not undergoing evacuation: barracks, base administration buildings, bunkers, motor pools and arsenals were destroyed, along with ships at sea and planes in the air that would not surrender.  The International Space Station was left untouched, as were space agency facilities, police departments, firefighting stations, prisons, hospitals, and other essential service offices and infrastructure.  The attack against the world's government installations was invisible and swift, over in less than five minutes.

Moments after the attack ended, the Custodians’ spokesperson made another broadcast: "We regret the action that we have just been forced to take.  We value all life, and the lives lost diminish both your world and the greater cosmos beyond.  To avoid further loss of life, we must now ask that the list of the following Corporations, Institutions, Financial Institutions, Companies, and Organizations likewise resign and cease and dissolve your respective operations by this time tomorrow, or face similar reprisal.  The list is as follows and will be repeated at regular intervals until dawn tomorrow..."

It was the longest broadcast yet: a litany of thousands of names of businesses and organizations spread across every industry and country on the planet.  When the list was finally complete, the broadcast from the Custodians ended, and the apoplectic news media talking heads cut in once again.

There were riots, looting, marches, vigils and protests for and against the Custodians’ actions.  Many of the world's major cities were in chaos throughout the long night.  Remarkably, in spite of the mass panic that followed, police and peacekeepers around the world were generally able to maintain order.  By dawn, the mass upheaval had mainly died down, with only a few places still besieged by riots or dogged protesters refusing to disperse.

Before the mid-day deadline set by the Custodians had come, corporate executives were either resigning en-masse from the companies they chaired or announcing the dissolution of their corporations.  There were defiant holdouts, but by the deadline, about eighty percent of the world's companies were dissolved or without leadership.  Almost no one went into work that day. As the deadline crept past, the defiant holdouts were obliterated as efficiently as the defiant governments had been the day before.  The world was now in a state of utter economic collapse.  And once more, the Custodians sent a message:

"We are again saddened by the deaths made necessary by those who hoped to defy us for their own selfish, foolish ends.  However, the most difficult, the most painful and frightening aspect of our curatorship of your species and your world has ended.  Tomorrow we will begin landing our ships.  Tomorrow we will begin working with you to create a new future, a prosperous future for your people and your world.  Remember: we have come in peace, for all Mankind."



THE WILDLANDS
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​TEN YEARS ON
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The world, such as it was, would soon be commemorating the first decade under the Custodians’ rule.  Of course, they didn’t call it their rule, but there was no other word for it.

Ten years ago the Custodian Mother Ship began sending down millions of smaller vessels, each breaking off from its massive disk, establishing beachheads and preparing for the task of taking control of the Earth.  There were protests and massive insurgencies at first, but the Custodians proved themselves efficient when it came to dealing with uprisings.  The conflicts were short, deadly, and utterly one-sided.  The Custodians could attack a riot with surgical precision: taking out the riot leaders and its vandals in seconds, leaving everyone around them unharmed, but drenched in a wet, red purée that had once been another Human being.  It only took a few such attacks to break the spirit of most of the resistance.

With mass riots and violence quelled, the Custodians constructed encampments: paved roads, fully-equipped private residences, food and clothing distribution centers, medical centers, schools, houses of worship and recreation areas.  Each encampment could hold tens of thousands, and they were only temporary relocation points set up along a much greater plan:  Once they filled the camps, the Custodians began to build massive Megalopolic Centers around them, each designed to ultimately house hundreds of millions of people.  Every unit would be furnished with all the amenities of modern life that had become so essential to the everyday Human experience.

Once the camps were fully set up and in place, the Custodians began mass relocations.  At first, people were terrified as they were transported to what the Human mind could only think of as concentration camps.  There was panic, and many fled for the ruins of the World Before.  Nevertheless the Custodians successfully, if not completely peacefully, moved billions of people into just a handful of newly-built Megalopolic Centers around the world, in less than a year: massive, walled cities surrounded by vast reaches of agricultural land and then another, outer wall, allowing nature beyond to reclaim the rest of the planet.  And though these places were walled and gated, there were no guards, and people were free to leave.  The Internet and online media still worked, and the Custodians did nothing to stifle online dissent, calls for rebellion or any other threats or criticisms directed at them.

After the old cities were vacated, they were razed and regularly built over with the same quick, precise brutality the Custodians had demonstrated upon their arrival.  Once more, people fled the new Megalopolic Centers to live in the ruins of the old world.  No one ever pursued them or persecuted them.  There were no attacks against the people who escaped the Custodians’ Cities; those who left were simply left to their own devices.

Charles and Elizabeth Petrovych and their young sons were among these fugitives.  Only two days before their camp was to be moved into the North American Megalopolic Center Northeast - which stretched from New Brunswick to Pennsylvania and as far south as the Carolinas - they fled on foot with everything they could carry from their old lives.

They escaped to the rubbled ruins of a city previously unknown to them, now called Toppledown by the locals, making their home in a shanty set up in the collapsed remains of some office tower.  Many who fled the Custodians in those early years had come with military or survival training or with field guides or apps on smart devices.  And so Charles, a former Virginia coal miner, learned to fish and to hunt with rifle and bow, going out with the Hunting Parties to feed their fledgling community and its growing refugee numbers.  Elizabeth, who had been a bookkeeper in the World Before, learned how to farm, how to slaughter and butcher animals, and how to cure meat.  Together they learned about curing and tanning hides, and how to identify and gather edible wild plants, roots, berries, leaves, and barks.

What you learned you passed on, so at night Charles and Elizabeth took turns teaching the survival skills they had learned to new arrivals, making their lives in Toppledown for the first two years after they fled the Megalopolic Center.  But without modern medicine or the miracle drugs of the pharmacological industry, old illnesses returned in strength to the communities that lived outside the Megalopolic Centers.

Elizabeth caught and died from the flu their second winter in Toppledown.  After her death, Charles was a different man.  Toppledown had a strict cremation law, but Elizabeth had always been afraid of fire so before the cremation, Charles took her body and his sons, Simon and Gregory, to live in the wilderness that now spread between Toppledown and the North American Megalopolic Center Northeast.  They had to wrap Elizabeth's body and store it above-ground in a log-wood and stone cairn until the spring thawed the ground enough for Charles to use a pickaxe and spade to dig a hole for her.  That winter the three of them shared one cold, smelly tent. Their mother's body slept beneath wood and stone.

When they buried their mother, Simon, then eleven, and Gregory, seven, carved the wooden marker, made from an old four-by-eight that Charles planted at the head of her grave, just behind the log cabin he was building.  Charles hunted during the days, and the boys tended a fire while he was gone.  At night they’d cure the meat as their mother had shown them, while Charles worked the hides into something he could take back to trade in Toppledown when their supplies began running low.

Though they often saw flights in the sky to and from the Megalopolic Centers, other than the occasional refugee, they never saw people from the Custodians’ cities, or the Custodians themselves.  The Aliens, as Charles insisted on calling them, had only two rules about people who fled the Megalopolic Centers: no aid would be provided them, and they would not be permitted to return.

As the boys grew older, Charles taught them to fish and hunt, and about the edible wild plants they consumed, taking them out with rods and rifles and bows he’d bought for them while trading in Toppledown.  There wasn’t much by way of game.  They grew up on a diet of rabbit and gopher and the occasional deer, whatever catfish or trout they could catch from the streams and whatever wild plants they foraged.  One spring hunt, Charles came across a beaver dam and came home with almost a dozen of the large rodents.  They feasted on the rich, fatty meat and the pelts were each worth a fortune in trade - five of them bought their second ATV.  At night he kept the boys at their math and reading, having traded for old textbooks and reading-books in Toppledown.  He also taught them history, so they could remember the World Before.

Simon and Gregory didn’t grow up without technology or access to the Internet.  Charles and Elizabeth had both had tablets and smartphones, and one Christmas back in the World Before, Charles had gotten a solar-powered device charger as a gag gift from a coworker - their old man would often tell them about the years he spent working underground mining coal - but he thanked God now for that gag gift.  Though tethered to the charger because there were no replacement batteries, Simon and Greg could watch news reports and receive information from and about the Custodians and their Megalopolic Centers.  They had access to the rest of the Internet’s marvels as well, but their device was Human-made, not Custodian technology, so what they could see from the official Custodian Internet was, to say the least, limited.

But those who had fled the Custodians to live in the ruins or the wilds outside the Megalopolic Centers had built an internet of their own, and while it had no known ties to the Free Humanity Insurgency, RebNet, the Rebel Network, was a place where people dared to speak freely about what they thought of the Custodians, and about why Humans had to reclaim the planet.

Outside the Megalopolic Centers, communities didn’t exist as they had prior to the Custodians’ invasion.  The Petrovych’s closest neighbors were miles away in any direction.  Though they had the RebNet, few others did.  There was one doctor twenty miles to the west, and the Petrovych’s two old, grain fuel powered ATVs took days to reach Toppledown, far to the south.  So when Charles Petrovych had a heart attack after coming home from an autumn rabbit hunt the year Simon turned seventeen, it had been up to Simon to strap his dad to the back of the faster ATV and ride hard for the doctor.  Over the rough terrain, it took an eternity, made longer by his fear and anxiety.  It had been up to him to bring Charles home after he died before reaching the doctor.  It had been up to him to dig the hole behind the one-room shack they had lived in most of their lives.  And then it was up to him to look after Greg.

"What are we gonna do, Simon?" Greg asked tearfully, when Simon, exhausted, laid the spade aside after burying his father.  Greg hammered the stake into the ground at the head of the grave: like their mother's marker, it was a sturdy, old four-by eight into which they’d carved their dad’s name, birth date, and date of death.  The weathered marker in their mother’s grave bore verses of a poem she had been partial to. As far as either of them knew, their dad hadn’t been much for poetry.  Instead, they wrote "I love you, Dad" on the other three sides of his marker.

Simon wiped sweat and dirt from his brow, unmindful of the clean stripes left by tears down his cheeks. "Now, we’re getting out of here."

"Where are we going to go?  The Megalopolic Center?"

"No," Simon said, harshly.  He’d taken his father’s fear and hatred of the Custodians and their Megalopolic Centers to heart, while Gregory seemed more fascinated than frightened by them.

"Then where?"

"Back to Toppledown," Simon said, authoritatively, "I can get work in the hunting crews, or work in a tannery, or scrounging garbage for salvage; get into the gang network, if I have to.  You'll be able to keep up your studies, and we won't be twenty miles away from a goddamn doctor, we won't be cold all the fucking time, and alone and isolated anymore."

Either the tone of Simon’s voice or the assuredness of his words silenced Gregory.  They spent the next few days curing the meat from dad’s last hunt, prepping the furs, then packing up as many of their belongings as they could.
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​TOPPLEDOWN CITY
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Almost five years had come and gone since that day; a decade since the Custodians arrived and invaded.  Twenty-two now, Simon rode with the Night-Miners gang through the collapsed road-beds and rocky asphalt, concrete, rebar and glass landscape of the Jagged Desert beyond Toppledown.  Hardy grasses, ferns, and small trees were taking hold out there, grappling with the arduous terrain to expand, and reclaim it in Nature's name.

It was late November, the snowdrifts were already deep in many places, and the ground was as hard as ice.  The nights were cold, and the Night-Miners were made hard by the cold.  Simon Petrovych and his gang brothers and sisters, Jon Velasquez, Penny Reardon, Charlie Lightning, Sati Marinjoor, Donnie Marin and Cameron Wang all rode their own customized four-wheel ATV’s, the engines modified to run on a fermented-grain liquid explosive made in Toppledown to replace now nearly-nonexistent gasoline.  They each carried four old oil barrels in frames welded to their ATVs, and it was in these barrels that they hauled their wares.  The Night-Miners were a small gang, but one that offered protection, camaraderie and work to Simon, both their youngest and newest member - though he’d been riding with them for a little more than three years.  Jon, leader of the Night-Miners and his best friend, still called him Junior.

The noisy, boxy steel-framed cages on wheels bounded from the Jagged Desert to the streets of Toppledown.  The city had taken its name from the buildings that had fallen over after the old city was razed by the Custodians.  The early refugees from the Relocation had shored up the fallen buildings, creating angular, cave-like tunnels, a pre-made network of pathways and passages throughout the city.  The tunnels opened into underground bunkers, or protected open areas with a view of the sky above.  The above-ground was reserved for motor traffic, gardening and micro-farming, each protected from the other by high walls of shattered pavement and reinforced concrete, grown over with moss and vines, and stacked like English Stones.  

Every sunset the Night-Miners rode out from Toppledown and across the Jagged Desert into the Wildlands, where the earth wasn’t arid and hearty grasses grew.  They dug up topsoil and black earth, collecting tall grass for the weavers and covering their digs with woven, cross-thatched grass mats.  Interwoven with grass seed, the mats held together the dirt left bare by their digs, and being made of grass, decomposed while allowing new layers of topsoil to form and hold firm as the seeds took root.

As their name implied, the Night-Miners mainly worked from dusk 'til dawn, then drank grain fuel and blasted music until after sunrise.  They rode home across the Jagged Desert and back into the straight-lined, zig-zagging hilly streets of Toppledown, bounding over each other by jumping hilltops at speed.  They traded their topsoil and black earth with farmers for food and craftspeople for goods.

The Night-Miners didn't trade directly with the large greenhouse bunkers; the reclaimed remains of fallen steel-and-glass buildings of the World Before were run by a consortium of the bigger gangs, who held their own dirt and earth reserves.  Likewise, the Consortium held exclusive rights to farm, process and distribute tobacco, opium tincture, cacao and chocolate, coca leaves, psilocybin mushrooms, marijuana, and coffee.  Beyond the Consortium were a handful of smaller gangs, independent operators, farmers, and merchants in and around Toppledown that resold what was distributed.  Toppledown also boasted a hospital, independent of but provided for by the Consortium, and Karl Werner, a former chemical engineer, who supplied the city with medicines he processed himself, in a Consortium-built facility.

Simon was still allowed to hunt and trade meat and fur, wild herbs, roots and fungi (he specialized in finding the best wild psychoactive mushrooms - worth a great deal in trade in Toppledown.)  He was allowed this privilege despite the Night-Miners not being part of the Consortium, because he and his father had been trading these goods in town long before moving to Toppledown City or joining a gang outfit.  

As for the Night-Miners, topsoil and black earth were more labor-intensive to haul, but they were such an important commodity that those who traded in it were well rewarded for their efforts.  Sometimes they exchanged shots in turf wars with other dirt-digger gangs, but the Night-Miners were careful to stay away from territories controlled by the Consortium; gangs like the Rockbreakers had staked a claim to huge tracts of the Wildlands for their exclusive use.  Everyone decorated their ATVs in the colors and symbols of their gangs.  The Night-Miners’ were painted black with white, seven-pointed stars (one point for each member; Simon's initiation had been repainting each of their buggies by hand,) and a white crescent-and-pickaxe symbol to denote their name.  The biggest gang, the Toppledown Raiders, who led the Consortium had red ATVs emblazoned with lightning bolts and skull-and-crossbones motifs.

Simon was the youngest in his gang but he’d proven his worth, having put the most dirt into their barrels for the last two years running.  He didn't mind the hard work, and he sure as hell enjoyed the Quota-till-sunrise party and sleeping away most of the day alone, or with one of many lovers who, like him, worked nights and found themselves bored and restless during the day.  His dark blonde hair, pale eyes, and round, haunted face made finding companions to dally with an easy adventure.  Life was hard: hard work and hard play, as his father used to preach and practice.  He slept less than he should and was in a firefight at least once a month, but Simon Petrovych was living so his younger brother could get the education he needed to make something of himself - to be better than a gangster, peddler, farmer or craftsman in Toppledown.

It was a little after seven in the morning, according to his father’s old wind-up watch.  He checked it more out of habit than anything else.  Years of living and hunting in the wild had taught him to measure time differently; the sun, moon, and stars told him far more than an archaic pocket instrument.  He raced his ATV through Toppledown to the shanty he lived in with his brother and a few other families.  Built from sheets of scrap metal bolted over a crumpled condominium tower, the walls were slanted, the floor a narrow band of planking placed overtop one of the fallen corners.  It was half-buried in the hillside and the Petrovych’s rooms were in a dugout at the back under a small hill, but Simon had spent his first six months clearing and shoring up windows on both of the two outer walls on their end of the dwelling.  The glass for the windows had cost him two barrels of sand at the blower’s, but they were sturdy, double-paned and large, installed by the blower’s crew.  They were cool in the summer and warm in the winter, and Simon considered it worth every handful of sand that he’d had to dig out himself.

Because he’d had to borrow all the equipment he needed to find and dig his sand from the Night-Miners, he’d owed them an additional two barrels of sand, and received no other help from them.  Two days after leaving to hunt for sand, Simon came back with a fully-loaded set of four barrels of hard-to-find sand. Jon had immediately invited him to prospect with his Gang
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