
		
			
				[image: Cover for Thrive]
			

		

	
		
		
			
			ALSO BY KENNETH OPPEL

			Bloom

			Hatch

			Inkling

			Every Hidden Thing

			The Nest

			This Dark Endeavor

			Such Wicked Intent

			Half Brother

			The Boundless

			Airborn

			Skybreaker

			Starclimber

			Silverwing

			Sunwing

			Firewing

			Darkwing

			Dead Water Zone

			The Live-Forever Machine

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Thrive, Author, Kenneth Oppel, Imprint, Knopf Books for Young Readers]

			

		

	
		
		
			
			this is a borzoi book published by alfred a. knopf

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Text copyright © 2021 by Firewing Productions, Inc.

			Cover art copyright © 2021 by M. S. Corley

			Interior art used under license from Shutterstock.com

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

			Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Visit us on the Web! rhcbooks.com

			Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at RHTeachersLibrarians.com

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			ISBN 9781984894809 (trade) — ISBN 9781984894816 (lib. bdg.) — ebook ISBN 9781984894823

			Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

			Penguin Random House LLC supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to publish books for every reader.

			ep_prh_5.6.1_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by Kenneth Oppel

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

			

			
				One Week Earlier

				
					Chapter One

				

				
					Chapter Two

				

				
					Chapter Three

				

				
					Chapter Four

				

				
					Chapter Five

				

				
					Chapter Six

				

				
					Chapter Seven

				

				
					Chapter Eight

				

				
					Chapter Nine

				

				
					Chapter Ten

				

				
					Chapter Eleven

				

				
					Chapter Twelve

				

				
					Chapter Thirteen

				

				
					Chapter Fourteen

				

				
					Chapter Fifteen

				

				
					Chapter Sixteen

				

				
					Chapter Seventeen

				

				
					Chapter Eighteen

				

				
					Chapter Nineteen

				

				
					Chapter Twenty

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-one

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-two

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-three

				

				
					Chapter Twenty-four

				

			

			
				One Month Later

				
					Chapter Twenty-five

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
		
			
			FOR JULIA

		

	
		
		
			
			Seth spread his arms and ran.

				Speed.

				He pushed off and skimmed low over the ground.

				Lift.

				He angled his arms, felt his feathers parting the air. With a shout of jubilation, he climbed into the sky.

				Faster.

				He felt the swift ascent in the pit of his stomach. Leveling out, he squinted against the headwind, blinking tears from his eyes.

				Nothing dragging him down. Nothing holding him back.

				Esta soared alongside him, laughing with delight, and he followed her. Both of them, dipping and banking and learning how to fly. To be with Esta, wing tip to wing tip, doubled his joy.

				Hadn’t he been having this dream his whole life?

				Flying, with others like him: belonging.

				This time, it wasn’t a dream.
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			HIGH OVERHEAD, THE WINGED cryptogen circled tightly, its golden wings glinting in the sunlight that shafted through the clouds.

			Anaya squinted up at it, stunned. This was the last thing she’d expected to emerge from the ship that had just crash-landed. Not a runner, or a swimmer, but a flyer.

			The enemy.

			Where was Terra? Or maybe there had never been a Terra, or any rebels, and she’d been mistaken all along. Why had she trusted them?

			She’d stupidly thought this was going to be a peaceful encounter between humans and three cryptogen rebels, to form an alliance. To work together and make a weapon that would defeat their mutual enemy.

			That was a fantasy, a lie, and it was her fault.

			Terrified, she watched the flyer face off with the helicopter that had fired the missile. The spiky crest on the creature’s helmet shimmered with a sickly violet light and emanated an ominous whine. Even all the way down here, Anaya heard it. Everyone around her winced at the sound: Seth, Petra, Dr. Weber, Colonel Pearson, the lone soldier. She knew that whine could swell at any moment, to crush people and decimate buildings.

			
			“Why is there a flyer?” Pearson shouted at her.

			“I don’t know!”

			“Is that helmet a weapon?”

			“Yes!”

			“They said they’d come unarmed!”

			—You attacked!

			This voice had never been inside Anaya’s head. Definitely it was not Terra’s. It came from the flyer. The words carried an angry whiff of gasoline and had a jagged metallic taste like she’d just bitten her own tongue.

			—It was a mistake! she called back desperately, and hoped the flyer believed her anguished words.

			“Don’t fire!” she shouted at Pearson, suddenly hopeful. “I’m talking to it.”

			“Tell the flyer to stand down!” Pearson barked.

			Anaya didn’t think they were in any position to give orders.

			“We fired first! We promised we wouldn’t! Get the helicopter out of here!”

			Pearson said nothing. It was a standoff, and all it would take was for the helicopter to open fire again, and the flyer would destroy it—and then the rest of them on the ground.

			Suddenly the noise from the flyer’s helmet evaporated, and the flyer turned away from the helicopter.

			
			“Look!” Petra shouted.

			She wasn’t pointing into the air, but at the smoldering cryptogen ship on the field. From the hatch a second creature was emerging. At first it looked so much like a human astronaut that it took Anaya a moment to realize the creature was wearing a synthetic white skin that covered almost its entire body.

			From the hood protruded a furred face that tapered into a long muzzle. Fitted across its large nostrils was a breathing mask, with tubing that fed into a slim pack on its back. Earth air wasn’t right for these cryptogens, not yet. The creature stood tall on its two powerful legs, then took a step across the field toward Anaya.

			In her mind, she saw a flare of familiar amber light, smelled damp soil—and instantly felt a flood of recognition, and relief. This was the person whose voice had filled her head so many times over the past days. And now here she was. Suddenly Anaya’s cheeks were damp with tears of relief.

			“It’s Terra!” she told everyone.

			“You’re sure?” Petra asked.

			Instinctively, Anaya was walking closer, to greet her.

			—You promised you would not attack!

			Terra’s silent words vibrated with bewilderment and hurt, but also anger.

			—I’m sorry! Anaya replied. It was one soldier, acting alone. We didn’t order it!

			She felt a stab of guilt that she’d been so quick to lose faith in Terra. Still, the sight of the flyer had been so shocking, so terrifying, what else could she think?

			
			“Keep your distance, Anaya,” she heard the colonel say.

			“It’s fine,” Anaya said.

			Nonetheless, she stopped a little distance away from Terra. The two of them regarded each other. Even in her white suit, Terra bore an uncanny resemblance to a kangaroo. A kangaroo without a tail. Her thighs were massive, and the lower half of her legs very skinny, almost bonelike. Long toes stuck through the synthetic white skin, and Anaya took in the wickedly sharp black claws—they made her own look puny.

			—Are we safe? Terra asked her.

			“Anaya, are you talking to them?” Pearson bellowed.

			“They want to know if they’re safe! You should get the helicopter to land!”

			“Not with that flyer still airborne!”

			—Why is there a flyer? Anaya asked Terra. You didn’t tell me there was a flyer!

			—He is a rebel, like us.

			Was it a lie? But as always, everything that passed into her head from Terra felt like the truth. She took a big breath and turned to Pearson.

			“The flyer’s a rebel, too. It’s safe!”

			Anaya couldn’t make out Pearson’s expression, but she guessed it was annoyance. Nonetheless, he spoke into his radio and said, “Stand down.”

			
			Immediately, the helicopter tilted and headed back to Deadman’s Island.

			—You’re safe, Anaya told Terra, and saw her shiver. Are you cold?

			The sky had darkened with clouds, and Anaya smelled rain. But with her own thick hair, she was still perfectly warm, sometimes too warm, now that it was summer.

			—Your atmosphere is cold, for us. These skins help keep us warm.

			As always, Anaya understood more than just Terra’s individual words. Skins meant the white fabric she wore. It was some kind of microfiber that regulated her body temperature. After so many early, clumsy conversations with Terra, the two of them had somehow forged a common mental language, like a forest path that got easier the more it was walked.

			Terra made a sound that Anaya realized was a sneeze.

			—Are you sick? Anaya asked worriedly.

			—Allergic.

			Of course! Terra had the same kind of allergies Anaya had suffered from all her life. It was strange, imagining the cryptogens having weaknesses, but this was not their world. Not their air, or sun, or pollen.

			—Where is the third rebel? Anaya asked.

			—There.

			And as Anaya watched, another cryptogen emerged from the ship.
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			PETRA HATED IT INSTANTLY.

			It walked on all fours. The head that jutted from its weird white bodysuit was long and sloping, like an alligator’s. Maybe a dolphin’s—if she was being super kind. Its eyes were set way back. She couldn’t see ears. Its feet had long webbed toes. From its rear end curled a long tail. When its mouth opened, Petra saw sharp teeth.

			Like the runner cryptogen, the swimmer had a mask fixed over its nostrils, which were slit-like holes in front of its eyes. When its gaze locked with hers, Petra looked away. She didn’t want to talk to it. She was scared its words would appear inside her head.

			When the missile had hit the cryptogens’ ship, she’d been shocked, but hopeful, too. She wanted them destroyed. And then when she saw the flyer—she feared that she and all her friends had been lured here to die.

			She still felt far from safe. Her eyes darted between the three cryptogen species. She remembered those pictures in Seth’s sketchbook, the ones he’d shown them long ago. His dream creatures from another world. She’d hated them then. But seeing the real creatures now, right in front of her—that was a different thing altogether.

			She caught herself stepping backward.

			She shared half her DNA with these things.

			
			She didn’t want to look at them. She didn’t want to be like them.

			Was this what awaited her?

			The webbed feet. Walking on all fours.

			Would her body one day flip down to the ground? And she’d scuttle around, trying to hide her sharp teeth?

			Every muscle in her body was telling her to run. She felt a light pattering of raindrops on her bare arms and hurriedly brushed them off, knowing they’d start her itching. To her surprise, she caught the swimmer doing exactly the same thing, rubbing its face, swishing its tail against the earth to dry it.

			“It has the same water allergy as me!” she told Dr. Weber.

			“We need to get them all inside the biodome,” Dr. Weber replied. “Anaya, can you explain to Terra?”
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			AWE: SETH WASN’T SURE he’d ever properly experienced it before now.

			In the light rain he watched the flyer swoop down and land nimbly beside the other two cryptogens, its massive feathers folding back along its arms. It was the tallest of the three by far. Its broad shoulders and deep chest tapered to a slim waist and skeletal legs, also feathered, that ended in clawed feet. Seth saw the talons flex, gouging the ground.

			The talons startled him. They made the flyer seem even wilder than he’d imagined in his drawings. Power emanated from the flyer, and incredible danger, too. Heart pounding, Seth couldn’t stop staring. He got the sense that he was being examined, too. His own wings felt shabby compared to the spectacular golden spans of the flyer. He hadn’t seen its head yet, and waited, breathless, for the flyer to remove its helmet.

			
			With both clawed hands, the flyer gripped its helmet on either side and pulled it smoothly off.

			In his sketches, Seth had sometimes given his flying creatures the heads of humans, sometimes the heads of birds. But the reality was something altogether different.

			The eyes were large and dark, though there was definitely a hawklike intensity in them, and in the upswept angles of its brows. It was hard to tell if it had hair or downy feathers, but there were certainly silver and gold feathers in the amazing crest that rose like a crown from the back of its head.

			It had no mouth.

			It had, instead, a beak. Its tip had a downward hook and was wickedly sharp.

			Like the other cryptogens, it wore a mask fitted over its round nostrils above the beak.

			Seth longed to talk to it, and at the same moment, was terrified by the idea. Words abruptly seared the inside of his skull.

			—You’ve damaged our ship.

			—That wasn’t supposed to happen, he replied.

			Silence. Seth wasn’t sure he was believed. He could feel the energy of this creature, like an unstable charge of electricity, ready to strike like lightning. He knew what the flyer could do with its mind, the destruction it could inflict.

			
			—Were any of you injured? Seth asked.

			—No.

			“Anaya,” Dr. Weber said. “Tell them what’s going to happen next.”

			Seth heard Anaya silently tell all three cryptogens about the place that had been prepared for them. The dome on the other side of the trees. It had the right air and water. The right plants, too.

			Seth followed the flyer’s gaze across the field to the biodome and sensed that the cryptogens were talking among themselves, blocking him out. Then the three of them went together to examine the damaged hull of their ship.

			“Tell them,” Pearson said to Seth, “that we’ll help repair it.”

			When Seth relayed this to the flyer, the reply was mocking.

			—You cannot repair it. Only we can. And if we fail, our battle may already have been lost.
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			PETRA WAS GRATEFUL FOR the windowless walls around her. She needed walls. Something to put between herself and everything that had just happened outside. Walls were good. Walls were normal.

			On the field, she’d watched as the cryptogens were escorted inside an armored personnel carrier and driven to the biodome. She and Seth and Anaya had followed in a jeep. Inside the building, Petra was relieved they hadn’t been taken to the observation level. Instead Dr. Weber led them downstairs to a conference room in the warren of unfinished offices. She told them to wait there and unwind, then disappeared to join Colonel Pearson.

			Unwind?

			Petra went straight to the bathroom and locked herself in a stall. More walls. Dr. Weber had given her a pack of hypoallergenic wipes, and she started scrubbing her face.

			Outside, just before the cryptogen ship landed, they’d been attacked by a huge rhino thing with tentacles and a cratered mouth. And a tongue. A very long, yellow, sticky tongue that had dragged her by the head across the field. Her face still had tongue goo on it, and she was desperate to get off every last bit.

			
			She’d held it together when they fought and killed the rhino thing, when the spaceship landed, and when the three cryptogens emerged. That was a long time to hold it together, and now her whole body began to tremble.

			She’d had weeks to get used to cryptogenic plants and bugs, and after all that, you’d think nothing would shock her. But the real cryptogens made her feel like the entire world was flying apart. They were like people, despite their wings and claws and beaks. They were intelligent—more intelligent than humans, or how could they cross the galaxy to get here?

			Now that she’d finally laid eyes on them, there was no way she could trick herself into thinking they didn’t exist. They were real and the entire world was different now—and maybe coming to an end.

			She could practically hear her panic echoing around the bathroom stall, so she opened the door and walked out. She stood in front of the sink, thinking she might throw up, and took ten deep breaths.

			When she returned to the conference room, Anaya was perched on the table, Seth was pacing, and they were talking telepathically. Petra was instantly barraged by their conversation. They were going fast, talking over each other, like they had to get out all their words before they ran out of breath.

			—When it flew out of the ship—

			
			—didn’t know what it was. That helmet—

			—and the crest!

			—looked like a freaking angel, its wings—

			—and the flyer’s voice, it was so—

			—smoke and gasoline. Felt like I had a bleeding lip—

			—didn’t expect the legs to be so thin—

			—confused by the white skin when I first saw Terra—

			—who expects aliens to wear clothing, but I guess—

			—it was like meeting, I don’t know, a different version of myself, Anaya said.

			—Yeah, agreed Seth.

			“Are you serious?” Petra said aloud. She had never been as good at telepathy as the others, and she definitely didn’t feel like using it now. “They’re aliens! Real aliens!”

			She sat down, trembling. Even her teeth were chattering.

			“Are you freaking out?” Seth asked.

			“Yes, I am freaking out!”

			“How can I help?” Anaya asked.

			“You can freak out, too! Why are you so calm?”

			“I’m not calm, believe me.”

			“Everything’s happened so quickly,” Petra said. “Oh my God, we really just met them!”

			Seth sat down next to her and held her hand. All her attention went to her hand, his warm fingers wrapped around her icy ones. Some of her panic drained away. She didn’t understand how Seth could make her feel calmer so easily. But he did. He smelled bad, but she didn’t care.

			
			She was embarrassed by how much she’d thought about what it might be like when he returned. Maybe he would hug her. Maybe he’d tell her how much he’d missed her. Maybe he’d kiss her.

			Now here he was beside her at the table; it was enough that he held her hand for a few seconds before giving a squeeze and releasing it. Everything slowed down a bit, and they could talk at normal speed. There was a lot to talk about.

			She listened as Anaya told Seth about the code that the rebel cryptogens had hidden in the DNA of every hybrid kid, and how they needed it back, to make a weapon to defeat the flyers. She told him about the cure she’d been given for the mosquito bird plague. And about the pesticide Dr. Weber had invented, which worked on the bugs.

			“But that rhino thing you killed on the field?” Petra said. “That did not hatch. It was a live birth. The spray didn’t work on it.”

			It almost set her teeth chattering again, wondering what other new monsters might start appearing on the planet.

			A soldier came in with a cardboard box filled with sandwiches and bottled water. Petra didn’t feel remotely hungry, but Seth grabbed one of the sandwiches and started eating ravenously. Anaya checked inside a couple of the sandwiches and picked one she wasn’t allergic to. Petra opened a bottle of water and took a long drink.

			
			Seth had already told them a tiny bit about what had happened after they got separated escaping the bunker. Now he told them about his journey in more detail. The freight train he’d hopped was bad enough—with one of those stilt bugs hatching inside, and Vincent getting kicked off—but things only got worse once they reached Washington State.

			“We went into a Spray Zone,” Seth said, “and found a superstore to buy some stuff, and I saved a kid from this weird armadillo bug, but then everyone saw my wings, and we had to run for it.”

			The police had trapped them on a bridge. Siena, who had a broken collarbone, got caught; Charles had escaped but no one knew where he was.

			“Me and Esta jumped off the bridge,” Seth said.

			“Are you serious?” Petra exclaimed.

			“We glided. It was so amazing.” He paused, and Petra could see he was reliving the moment with a sense of wonder. “And then we met up with Darren and made it to a marina. And stole a boat.”

			But out on the water they’d had a fight over where to go, and Esta had accused Darren of ratting them out to the police. And then Darren had stung Seth with his tail.

			Petra looked at the rip in the center of Seth’s windbreaker.

			
			“You were paralyzed? That must’ve been so scary!”

			“Thought I was dying for sure,” he said.

			“But it just wore off?”

			“In a couple of hours!”

			That made her feel a bit better. Back in the bunker, during their escape, she’d stung a guard and worried she’d killed him. So he hadn’t died—unless he’d been eaten by something while paralyzed. Like a pit plant. Or a giant worm. But she couldn’t exactly be responsible for that.

			“What happened to Darren?” Anaya asked.

			“Esta made him jump.”

			Petra said, “You mean she blasted him with sound until he threw himself overboard.”

			Seth gave a nod.

			“How close were you guys to shore?” Anaya asked, her eyes wide.

			“He would’ve made it,” Petra said. “He’s a swimmer. You really think he snitched on you guys?”

			“I don’t know,” said Seth, “but Esta was sure. Maybe she was right. The marine police seemed to find us pretty easily.”

			“So they got Esta?” Anaya asked.

			“They jumped aboard and kidnapped her.”

			Petra saw his face flinch at the memory. Her tail thwacked jealously and startled Seth.

			“Sorry,” she said, trying to tuck it out of sight.

			
			“I have no idea where they took her,” he continued. “I was pretty close to the border, so I don’t even know what country she’s in.”

			“Pearson might be able to find out,” Anaya said.

			Seth snorted. “He won’t help.”

			Petra hoped he was right. “I was so worried about you,” she said, then quickly added, “We all were.”

			She was hoping he’d say something like “I was worried about you, too” or even “It’s good to be here.”

			He said nothing, just sighed wearily. He reminded Petra of the withdrawn kid who’d first arrived at Salt Spring Secondary School a few months ago. His face was guarded. She blamed Esta. She’d poisoned his mind and probably convinced him that he could never trust her, or Anaya, or any of the grown-ups around him again.

			Dr. Weber came into the room with fresh clothes for Seth.

			“These should fit,” she said.

			“Thanks.”

			Petra felt calmer with Stephanie Weber in the room. The doctor had a steady, even comforting, presence—or maybe it was just that Petra was missing her own mom. Dr. Weber was a microbiologist with the Canadian Security Intelligence Service, and when Petra had first met her, back on Salt Spring Island, the doctor had definitely not been calming. She’d been the one, after all, to helicopter them to the army base on Deadman’s Island. And tell the three of them that they were cryptogen hybrids. Half alien. Which was not a comforting thing to hear. And yet, Dr. Weber had been through an awful lot with them, and Petra trusted her.

			
			She knew Seth didn’t feel the same, though, and it made Petra heartsick. It was so obvious to her that Dr. Weber thought of Seth as the son she’d lost—she’d even asked if she could become his foster mother. But that was before the second rain, Ritter’s terrible bunker, and Seth getting left behind by rescue helicopters.

			Dr. Weber looked like she wanted to say something to Seth—an explanation, another apology—but couldn’t find the right words.

			“There’s a towel here, too,” she said. “And a shower in the bathroom if you want.”

			Petra felt like a shower herself, but she doubted the water here had been treated so it was safe for her. She needed acid water that would burn normal people. That was the kind of girl she was now.

			After Seth went off to the bathroom, Dr. Weber said, “We’ve already talked to your parents. They know you’re okay.”

			“Thanks,” said Petra. Her dad had probably been freaking out with worry. Everyone at the base must’ve heard that missile exploding against the spaceship and imagined the worst.

			“How’re you guys holding up?” Dr. Weber asked.

			Petra looked at Anaya and couldn’t help spluttering out a laugh. “Good, yeah. Pretty great.”

			“How’re they doing?” Anaya asked Dr. Weber.

			
			They meant the cryptogens, especially Terra, with whom Anaya had been communicating for days. Petra was starting to wonder if her friend was getting a little too close to Terra. Frankly, how the cryptogens were doing was the furthest thing from her mind.

			“They’re inside. We got their ship in, too. We just sealed the loading bay doors, and we’re getting the temperature and atmosphere levels stabilized. When I left the observation room, they were still examining their ship.”

			“They seemed pretty angry,” Petra said.

			“Can you blame them?” asked Anaya.

			“I was sure that flyer was going to blast us!”

			“It was Terra who stopped him, I’m pretty sure.”

			“The colonel wants to get started right away,” Dr. Weber said to Anaya. “With the interviews.”

			It was the only reason she and Anaya had been permitted at the landing. They were needed. As hybrids, they were the only ones who could communicate with the cryptogens.

			Dr. Weber looked at Anaya with motherly concern. “Have you had something to eat? You need a little more time?”

			“I’m good.”

			Petra gave her friend a sympathetic smile. She knew that Colonel Pearson and Dr. Weber had spent the last couple of days making lists of questions for the cryptogen rebels. And Anaya was expected to be the translator.

			“I’ve told the colonel we’ll need to take frequent breaks,” said Dr. Weber.

			
			“I can help,” Seth said, returning from the bathroom in fresh jeans and a hoodie. They were virtually the same clothes Petra had first seen him in, except now he wasn’t a gangly kid anymore. His barrel chest and bulky feathered arms made him look like a football player in a padded uniform.

			“It’ll save Anaya having to do all of it,” he said. “And it’ll be way faster.”

			“Thanks,” Anaya said gratefully. “Will the colonel go for it?”

			“I can ask,” said Dr. Weber.

			“Why don’t all three of us do it?” Seth asked. “The telepathy’s strongest between the same types, right?” He looked at Petra, like he expected her to back him up.

			Startled, she looked at Dr. Weber. “I don’t want to talk to them!”

			She wasn’t even sure she was happy about the cryptogens surviving the crash. She absolutely did not want to spend any more time with them.

			“Petra, if you’re uncomfortable, I won’t volunteer you,” said Dr. Weber. “We can return you to the base.”

			The idea of being left out made her feel wimpy. Sent back to base. Like a kid who couldn’t handle a field trip. If Seth and Anaya were doing it, she didn’t want to be the weak link.

			She forced herself to take a few deep breaths.

			“No, I’m fine,” she said. “I’ll translate, too.”

			She had some questions of her own she wanted to ask.
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			THROUGH THE WIDE OBSERVATION window, Anaya peered inside the biodome.

			When the Vancouver Aquarium had designed this building, it was supposed to house four different environments: a boreal forest, a subpolar region, a Pacific marine habitat, and a tropical rain forest. Now it was a cryptogenic landscape of high black grass, berry-laden vines snaking from buried pit plants, and seed-spitting water lilies floating serenely on a pond so acidic no human would dare swim in it. And amid it all, like some giant mollusk, was the cryptogen ship itself. It had been transported to the biodome on a flatbed truck and moved inside with a crane.

			And then there were the cryptogens themselves.

			Anaya watched the swimmer, now free of its white protective clothing and mask, circling through the pool, snapping up water lilies.

			At the top of the dome, the flyer circled restlessly. Gone were the scary helmet and the silver armor, but the beaked face still radiated violence, like the lingering gasoline scent of his silent voice. His. Without thinking, Anaya had chosen a pronoun for the flyer cryptogen. She couldn’t explain why, any more than how she’d sensed that Terra was a she. At the same time, she also knew that the cryptogens might not even use words like this for themselves or each other.

			
			As she watched, the flyer plunged down on the dead body of the rhino thing that had been moved in for food. With his talons, the flyer ripped off a hunk of flesh, transferred it to his hands, and ate it furiously.

			Near the grove of black grass, Terra jumped high to pluck sprigs of berries from some vines. Next she slashed down a stalk of grass. With the tip of a claw, she slit it lengthwise, and peeled back the hard outer coating to reveal softer matter inside.

			Anaya had a sudden memory of the wild grass she used to suck as a kid, how sweet it was. She realized her mouth was watering, just watching Terra eat the black grass. It was strange to think of the black grass as food. When it had first appeared on Salt Spring, it was spiky and relentless. When burned, it sent up toxic smoke that choked people. And yet, to the runners, it was nourishment—and judging by Terra’s enthusiasm, it tasted really good.

			It was like Terra hadn’t eaten in years. Maybe none of them had, Anaya thought with a start. All that time aboard their spaceship, traveling to Earth, orbiting for years, they must have gotten some kind of nourishment—but it probably wasn’t freshly grown food like these plants from their home planet.

			
			Still chewing, Terra curiously examined one of the chairs that had been moved into the biodome ahead of the cryptogens’ arrival. The furniture looked out of place: a bizarre living room in the middle of a jungle. No one had really known how to make the cryptogens feel at home, so they’d brought in an arrangement of chairs, beds, and side tables from the army base.

			Terra now tried to sit in a chair, but the seat was too narrow, and her mighty haunches cracked the whole thing apart. Pieces clattered to the ground.

			—Apologies, she said silently.

			—No worries, Anaya replied, grinning.

			Like some extraterrestrial Goldilocks, Terra warily examined a couple of other chairs, then patted a mattress and made a few tentative bounces.

			Anaya found it hard to tear her gaze away from her cryptogen parallel. She was extraordinarily beautiful. She no longer wore her white astronaut clothing and hood, and Anaya could now see how tall her ears were. The way they stuck up attentively made her look even more kangaroo-like.

			Colonel Pearson’s voice pulled her attention back inside the observation room.

			“You three are crucial to this operation,” he said, handing out wireless headsets to her and Seth and Petra. “We’ll feed you the questions, you relay them to the cryptogens, then translate their answers for us over the mic. I can’t stress enough how important it is that you leave nothing out. Be as accurate as you can.”

			
			“I haven’t even talked to one of them yet,” said Petra nervously.

			“It’s okay,” Anaya reassured her. “It’s not so different from the way we silent talk. It’ll be a bit clumsier at the start.”

			Along the back wall of the observation room, officers in headsets waited at their laptops, ready to make transcripts.

			“You’ll only speak to your parallels,” Pearson said. “For ease of reference, the runner is C1, the swimmer C2, and the flyer C3.”

			Anaya looked at Pearson in dismay. “Do we have to do that?”

			“That’s pretty much how Ritter labeled us in the bunker,” murmured Seth.

			“I don’t care,” said Pearson. “It’s efficient. Let’s get started.”

			“Let me go inside, at least,” Anaya said. “It feels weird talking to them from out here, like they’re prisoners. Especially with these guys around.” She nodded at the three armed soldiers stationed in the observation room.

			“The cryptogens are not in prison,” Pearson said irritably. “They’re in a specially sealed habitat by their own request.”

			Still, Anaya didn’t like the idea of a window between her and Terra. It felt like a zoo.

			“You really want to go inside?” said Petra, looking horrified.

			“I wouldn’t advise it,” Colonel Pearson said. “We don’t know what the cryptogens are capable of.”

			“If they wanted to hurt us,” said Seth, “that flyer could’ve killed us on the field.”

			“Is it safe for them?” Pearson asked Dr. Weber.

			
			“The toxicology screening on the ship’s hull was clear,” said Dr. Weber. “And the air samples we’re getting from the biodome aren’t triggering any pathogen readings. Nothing that would hurt the kids.”

			“What about the atmosphere itself?” Pearson asked.

			Anaya already knew the atmosphere in there would not be good for regular humans, but she figured that as a hybrid, she could handle it.

			“It’s just a little hotter, with a little less oxygen, right?” she said.

			“What about the plants?” Petra reminded her.

			Seth shrugged and rustled his feathers. “Nothing we can’t cut through.”

			“You want to go in, too?” Petra demanded.

			“We have protective eyewear,” Dr. Weber said, “in case the water lilies start spitting. If you begin feeling light-headed, you come right out. You’re sure about this, you two?”

			“Yes,” Anaya said at the same time as Seth, and she smiled at him.

			“But maybe they don’t want you inside,” Petra said.

			Anaya thought this was a fair comment. “Can I ask Terra?”

			Pearson was starting to look like a grumpy grandfather. He nodded.

			—Can we come inside? To talk?

			Inside the biodome, Terra turned toward her, as if called.

			—Yes.

			
			“Terra said it’s okay.”

			“All right,” said Pearson. “Take them in.”

			At the end of the observation room, a soldier opened a door and led her and Seth down a short corridor that dead-ended at a windowless door.

			“When that light goes green, you can go inside,” the soldier told them, and left them alone.

			Her pulse thumped at the base of her throat and she felt her ears pop as the pressure changed. She looked at Seth, suddenly glad she wasn’t alone.

			“Did you ever think…,” he began, his lips dry.

			“No,” she said. “Not in a million years.”

			“It’s like we’re explorers or something.”

			“Yeah.” Anaya could see his knees shaking. “You okay?”

			He gave a quick nod. “Feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this.”

			The light over the door went green. Anaya turned the handle and pushed. Hothouse air poured over her, but she shivered with nervousness. She stepped into the biodome. It felt unreal. She’d been out there, and now she was in here. She inhaled deeply. The air was good.

			And not just good.

			It was better.

			Whatever was in this new atmosphere, it made her lungs feel bigger.

			“Do you notice it?” she asked Seth.

			
			“I feel stronger,” he said softly. “This is what the whole world will be like one day.”

			“Unless we stop it.”

			“Yeah,” said Seth, but he’d faltered before saying it. Anaya looked at him worriedly. He didn’t want Earth turning into this, did he? Did she? With air like this, she felt like she could run even faster, and jump higher. It troubled her that she was even thinking this way.

			She tried to tidy her thoughts.

			Stepping into the biodome was a bit like entering someone else’s house, with its own definite scent, strange but not totally unfamiliar. Near the grove of black grass, Terra watched her approach. Anaya was anxiously aware of the flyer watching, too, from atop the carcass of the rhino creature. The swimmer was still in the pond, though its head was clear of the water, and its eyes were on her. Anaya avoided the vines questing across the ground, and steered clear of the pond. A few water lilies perked up and leaned their way.

			She only now realized how quiet the cryptogens were. They didn’t seem to have any spoken language. She hadn’t heard grunts or chirps, or anything. Telepathy must be their only way of communicating.

			When she was a comfortable distance from Terra, she stopped, but Seth angled off, going deeper into the biodome toward the flyer, who now stood protectively atop the mollusk-like ship.

			
			—Good luck, she said to Seth.

			—You too, he replied, glancing back to return her nervous smile.

			Terra now approached her in long easy strides, half walk, half lope. Anaya felt herself tense. When Terra stopped, they were no more than six feet apart.

			They beheld each other. Anaya sensed that her wonder was matched by Terra’s. Both of them, creatures from across the universe.

			Terra’s large eyes were remarkably beautiful. They had no whites but were amber, with gold-flecked irises, and pupils that were not circles, but horizontal slits. Despite the hair covering the runner’s entire body, the way she held herself was uncannily human.

			She was taller than Anaya, but not by so much. She had narrow sloped shoulders, long arms held attentively in front of her. Her tapered hands were amazingly nimble-looking and graceful, despite the claws. Her powerful legs were constantly bent, as if ready to spring at any moment. She stood with an expectant forward tilt. There was something strangely regal about her.

			Anaya felt suddenly ridiculous, like a stuffed toy version of the real thing.

			—Afraid? Terra asked.

			—Yes.

			—I am also afraid.

			
			From a nearby vine, Terra tore a sprig of berries and offered it to Anaya. When she accepted, their hands touched briefly. Terra’s fingers were warm and softly furred.

			Anaya chewed on the berries. Terra smiled. Her face was such a different shape, but it was unmistakably a smile, the ends of her mouth pulling back, the lips parting slightly. Anaya returned the smile.

			The scent of Terra’s fur was somehow comforting. Anaya was reminded of the gentle, friendly smell of the horses in a stable back on Salt Spring she’d sometimes visit.

			Anaya saw Terra’s nostrils flare and realized she was being sniffed, too. With a flash of self-consciousness, she wondered what she smelled like. Terra tentatively stretched out an arm and touched Anaya’s long hair. The urge to touch her back was overwhelming. Anaya reached up to touch one of her ears, because it looked so soft. It felt exactly as she’d imagined.

			Anaya jerked when an officer’s voice came over her headset.

			“We need to get started.”

			“Oh, right, okay.”

			Terra looked at her curiously, surprised by the sudden sound, not knowing what had been said.

			“Ask C1 what its rank is,” the officer instructed her.

			It was such a brutally unfriendly way to open a conversation—and it definitely sounded like an interrogation. It was the wrong start.

			
			—Are you comfortable? she asked Terra instead. Warm enough?

			—Yes.

			—Is there enough to eat here?

			—Yes. The ship gave us what we need, but this is true food.

			“Anaya,” came her officer over her headset, “are you asking the question?”

			It was jarring, shifting from telepathy to human words.

			“Yeah, in a sec.”

			—They want me to ask you questions. Is that all right?

			—Yes. We have many of our own.

			—They want to know your rank.

			She concentrated on the answer—with all its tendrils that carried much more meaning than clumsy words—then relayed it.

			“She was trained as a scientist and a pilot. She flew this ship.”

			She was surprised, and weirdly comforted, that Terra did the same jobs as her parents. She glanced over at Seth and saw him looking intently up at the flyer. They seemed to be in conversation, too. Was he getting fed the exact same questions as her?

			—Explain the nature of your mission to our planet, she asked Terra now. I’m sorry: these aren’t my questions.

			—A pioneer mission.

			Her gut told her this wasn’t a good translation, but it was as close as she could get. Pioneer sounded too innocent. Just some friendly alien pioneers hankering after fresh air and wide-open skies to plonk down a homestead. Then she realized this was no different from what humans did. It was never innocent. Wherever humans had settled, there were always people already there. People who got overthrown or wiped out altogether.

			
			“The cryptogen leaders are here to make Earth their own,” she reported into her headset when Terra was finished. “Once all the flora and fauna are established, and the atmosphere’s set up, they’ll come down. They’re hoping that most of us will already be dead by then. The survivors will be killed or enslaved.”

			She knew this plan wasn’t Terra’s, but even uttering such terrible words made her feel sick.

			Nearby a chair tipped over with a bang, pulled down by a restless vine. Drawn by the noise, a water lily unleashed a volley of seeds. Anaya was glad of her protective glasses.

			Another question blurted over her headset.

			—How many are carried aboard your vessel? she asked Terra.

			She listened, eyes closed. She still found it easier to concentrate without her vision distracting her. Words, thoughts, images flared in her mind.

			—Most are still sleeping.

			She was inside an enormous chamber of the cryptogen ship orbiting the planet. Attached to the walls by throbbing red cords were hundreds—no, thousands—of long, fleshy pods. And Anaya understood that this chamber was just one of many aboard the vast ship. A quick mathematical calculation took place in her head.

			“Almost seven hundred thousand,” she said quietly into her headset. “Most of the soldiers are still asleep in these weird pods that look like giant gray corncobs. There’s a small team of cryptogens awake who supervise the day-to-day operations of the ship. The flyer was one of the senior officers on duty.”

			
			“How many active rebels are there, total?” was the next question.

			—Not many, came Terra’s terse reply, carrying a number with it.

			Anaya felt a gulp of despair. Just three hundred? Out of a million? Could you even call that a resistance? Or was it just a group of doomed people?

			—We are not the only rebels who landed on your planet, Terra added.

			When Anaya passed all this on to her officer, she heard a rustling sound over the headset, and then Pearson’s voice.

			“How many landings were there?” he barked.

			—Ten, Terra answered. In locations on the planet where our rebels were able to communicate with sympathetic hybrids.

			It was ridiculous, but she felt a prick of hurt. Why had she assumed she was the only one contacted by a cryptogen? She’d come to think of Terra as a friend, but maybe the cryptogen only saw her as a particularly useful specimen.

			—You were one of the first we could reach, Terra said. One of the first who talked back. Many were too scared. It was difficult to find ten.

			Anaya wasn’t surprised. Lots of the other hybrid kids in the bunker had hated it when they’d discovered they had telepathy. It freaked them out. Even here, in the safety of the Deadman’s Island army base, some of the kids refused to use it. And if you didn’t want to talk silently with a hybrid friend, you sure wouldn’t want an alien species in your head.

			
			“Anaya!” Pearson said impatiently. “You need to tell me everything you’re told.”

			“She said there were ten landings.”

			“Did you know about this?”

			“No!”

			“One landing sounds like a diplomatic mission,” Pearson said, “ten sounds like military scouting parties.”

			“What do you want me to ask her?” Anaya said. She felt thrown by this news, and nervous, too, standing there in front of Terra. A vine slyly slid over her shoe, but Terra, with one of her clawed toes, casually impaled it and flicked it aside.

			“Are they in contact with the other rebels?” Pearson wanted to know.

			“No,” Anaya told him. “They need to stay silent so the main vessel doesn’t pick up any of their signals.”

			“Can they at least tell us where the other rebels landed?”

			—We won’t tell you, Terra replied bluntly after Anaya asked.

			—Why not?

			—To keep our other landing parties safe. We need to be sure that none of you will use this information to attack them.

			
			This seemed fair to Anaya, but she knew Pearson wouldn’t be happy about it.

			“I don’t imagine they’ll get a warm welcome in most places,” Pearson muttered.

			“We didn’t give them a warm welcome here,” Anaya reminded him.

			“Are all their missions identical?” the colonel wanted to know.

			—Yes, Terra replied. We need to extract the code from the hybrids’ blood. From this we will make the weapon.

			—What form does this weapon take? Anaya asked. She already knew that the cryptogens had hidden a code in her DNA, and the DNA of every hybrid child they had created.

			—A chemical substance, Terra explained. We sent ten teams, because we do not know how successful any one will be.

			It occurred to Anaya all over again what a risk the rebels were taking. They were putting themselves at the mercy of the humans. She wasn’t sure this was a good idea. But what other way was there?

			—Do your leaders, I mean the ones in charge of the invasion, do they know where you are, right now? Anaya asked Terra.

			—No. All our landings were cloaked.

			That was very, very good, Anaya thought, and passed it on to Pearson.

			“Thank God,” the colonel said. “But presumably they know ten ships have left the orbiter ship.”

			
			—Most likely they will think we have left for another world, to avoid the fight. They will not think we’ve come to Earth.

			“And there are other rebels still aboard the orbiter?”

			—Yes, waiting for our orders.

			“Ask her when the invasion is planned,” Pearson told her.

			—Thirty-eight planetary rotations.

			That was just over a month. Not much time for Earth to prepare. But lots of time to get weaker. They had an herbicide and pesticide now, yes, but the plants and bugs were relentless, and now there were cryptogen animals being born on the planet. Her father had also said the atmosphere was changing fast and would eventually make humans weaker still.

			—What will they do once they invade? Anaya asked fearfully. How bad will it be?

			—They will be virtually impossible to defeat. Our hope is to stop them, before the invasion begins.
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			—HELLO? PETRA BEGAN TENTATIVELY.

			She felt like a wimp, hanging back in the observation room when Seth and Anaya were there in the biodome. But she wanted very thick glass between her and the swimmer cryptogen.

			It was still swishing around in the pond. It looked less ugly when it swam, cutting effortlessly through the water. It had an unusual way of swimming, undulating its body head to tail like a wave. With a start, Petra remembered she’d swum exactly the same way, last time she was in the harbor. The time her mother died. She tried to push the thought away, but it stayed in her mind like a darkening sky.

			
			Now that the swimmer had removed its weird white bodysuit, its skin tattoos were on full display. They were the same black-and-gold colors as hers, but their pattern was more complicated, like the spiraling interior of a tropical seashell. Really, it was quite beautiful.

			Still, Petra thought it was unfair she got the cryptogen that looked least human. Anaya’s was graceful, even though it had monster thighs and a
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