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				No one theory can account for all the mystery surrounding the symbiotic energy source, creation sparks. Many would argue that the theory of Particle Coevolution is most likely the correct one, but I find that unlikely as creation particles are a finite source, and therefore evolutionarily risky when they are absolutely essential to the dimensional movement, streaming translation, and real-time evolution that our combined-world society depends upon. A much more encompassing but less palatable theory is Particle Appropriation, which promotes that creation particles were initially gathered from a so-far-undiscovered dimensional traveler.

				Particle Appropriation is, in fact, heavily supported by the disaster of portal 81, and research confirms that the long-extinct race of Nix could also use creation energy, though admittedly not in the same way, exchanging the streaming translation and real-time evolution for the ability to project a false narrative within another being’s mind. This mental and ocular glamouring enabled them to steal a great quantity of creation sparks before the portal to their world was closed and the remaining Nix found and exterminated.

				It’s no great leap of faith to assume that having failed to do so would have resulted in the end of our own society to the benefit of theirs.

				Excerpt from The Origins of Creation Particles: Coevolution vs. Appropriation, Professor Opp

			

		

	
		
			One

			Noel forced her eyes to unnictitate, holding herself stiff to find a confidence she didn’t feel. Eight members of the higher board sat to either side of her, their wings held apart from their bodies as the mers and jins leaned across the table and argued about whether the last eight weeks had been a success or failure. The pressure wasn’t unfamiliar. She thrived on it. But the guilt their questions had sparked? That was new.

			Wings drooping, she gazed out the window as the board members discussed what they thought was her future, but was really the future of their world. Beyond the large window the air was white, not gray, the blue of the sky over the perpetual cloud cover seldom seen. On the rare day that the sun broke through, the observation/meeting room would be packed by sun voyeurs, but now, the only things here were pointing fingers and wings looking to steal her updraft.

			“Madam Noel,” the associate at the far end said, his deep voice bringing her wandering attention back.

			“Yes, Sira Zuriel?” she said pleasantly as she popped her toe knuckles. She’d been ignoring his holo requests for a week now.

			“Noel, we appreciate your desire for more time, but with your recent unapproved, wild expenditures, the majority of the table believe it’s in the company’s best interest to assign portal thirty-four quarantine status and waste no more resources there.”

			Noel’s eyes nictitated in anger. “You want to close it?” she said, not even a hint of wheeze in her words. But still, the guilt pricked. She herself had given the world the nickname thirty-four, earned by sending so many of their people there. But they weren’t dead. They couldn’t be. Their world was dying. They needed diversity or it would fall in a hundred generations.

			“Your Honorables, we can’t close it,” she implored. “Those who went need more time. The portal opened for an unreal span, I agree, but that’s a promise that a large population waited, sophisticated and informationally connected. Our people simply haven’t found each other in a significant number to reopen the portal.”

			“Or that they have been killed on sight,” a small, dark jin named Rueth said, earning nods around the table. “Eight weeks is time enough for them to find each other if the indigenous population is not violent and the environment is not toxic. You have made a valiant effort, but it has failed through no fault of your own. Thirty-four creation sparks is a hard loss. We simply do not have the resources to fulfill your hastily offered contracts and keep the portal fixed to receive, idle for their unlikely return. It needs to resume searching out other avenues.”

			Profit, she thought bitterly, giving her wing hem a little shake to show her disgust. That’s what this is all about. “If it isn’t my fault, why am I before you, justifying my actions? Yes, I promised thirty-four creation sparks to their survivors if they did not return. But it’s just that number that has made reopening the portal a potential reality, not merely a hope to keep the populace from rebelling. Or is that all this company is for?” she said, coming to the heart of it. “Pacifying the populace? Giving them a false hope so they don’t rise up in anger that our society has put wealth before survival generation after generation? To distract them from the reality that we will be extinct in ten generations because we allowed short-term profits and willful ignorance to destroy our world?”

			Eyes were nictitating, and she pointed at the floor as if she could see the portal at the base of the tower. “We need that portal fixed to receive,” she said loudly, and Zuriel adjusted his wings in a blatant attempt to get her to land her mouth. “We need an influx of new species to bolster our own. It’s an uncomfortable truth, but we are over the bell curve of our own existence. We need this to shift the graph, or we will not survive. I did not send my people to a possible death to keep the world’s population content under a false hope for another generation. I sent them to bring change.”

			“Thirty-four, Madam Noel?” Rueth protested. “You understand that this is almost five times the number of creation sparks that we had allocated to this project.”

			Noel ran a hand over her head. They were not listening. “You would I rather had stopped at five? Ten? Anything less than twenty-three individuals would be throwing lives away. Thirty-four is a chance. You don’t want to pay out? Fine. Don’t declare them dead. Give them a year.”

			Zuriel chuckled as the rest responded, his whistle insultingly high. “We can’t expect their families to remain positive and support their decision for a year without compensation. Children are being born, and the creation spark they carried in promise is gone.”

			“That argument does not lift wing,” Noel said, angry. “No one who crossed had close family, much less a child on the way. And even if they did, creation sparks do not go from parent to child, but grandparent to grandchild. No, Your Honorables, you will not blame this tragedy on me, for it’s not a tragedy. I will not declare them dead. If you feel the need to stay positive in the news, run their bios showcasing their unique abilities that will help ensure the portal reopens and a new source of trade and resources become available. There are thirty-four of them,” she said bitterly, thinking of August, lost when they really needed him. “Plenty of fodder for the news grinder.”

			“That is not the point,” Zuriel said, but Noel saw faint wing twitches up and down the table. Not everyone agreed. Some had been pushed into silence. “Your actions have put us grossly over budget. You spent money we will not even have for ten years. We can’t keep the portal idle in the hopes that they will return.”

			“Build another portal,” she said bluntly, and Rueth whistled as if she was a child.

			“I don’t think you understand the cost, Madam Noel,” he said, and she lifted her wing knuckles high over her head. It wasn’t rebellion, but it was close.

			“That portal needs to be freed to search out a new, more viable world,” Zuriel continued. “We can’t keep it focused on a world that is too toxic to survive.”

			“We have no indication it’s toxic,” she said, and her wrist holo gave a ping. Her eyes nictitated in embarrassment and she covered it, sure she had set her privacy settings before the meeting had started. “With all respect, mers and jins, you are flying your downdraft backward. The real cost is in turning the portal from receiving. Portal thirty-four may be idle, but it is not unworking. And as long as I’m in charge of resource development and acquisitions, it will remain so.”

			“Is that your final word, Madam Noel?” Zuriel leaned across the table, waiting for her response so he could ask for her resignation.

			Noel took a slow breath. There were a few downcast eyes, but mostly a satisfied agreement. She was to be their sacrificial piscy. I am sorry, August. I will fight for you from the news holos.

			But then her eyes slowly unnictitated at a gentle pull of air, unusual this high in the tower. Once more, her wrist holo dinged, glowing an emergency red as it broke through her privacy mode. Around the table, more dings followed by shocked expressions as messages coded higher than their privacy settings came through.

			She lifted her hand to accept the message, hesitating when the door irised open and her assistant, Marriel, rushed in, her wings flushed and eyes wide.

			“Madam Noel! Portal thirty-four is receiving!”

			A shudder rippled over her, and her wing knuckles clicked together high over her head. It was open. They were alive. They had a successful connection! “Excuse me, Your Honorables,” she said bitingly, allowing her wings to billow defiantly as she strode to the door. “If you will allow me to make you wealthy beyond belief, I think this meeting is over.”

			“Noel!” Zuriel whistled sharply, but she was gone, wings open and half flying down the corridor, Marriel flustered as she tried to keep up.

			“Clear the snap ring. I’m going down,” Noel demanded as they headed toward the nearest jump circle, heads turning and people pressing out of their way. Gossip was loud, and the looks both fearful and excited. Behind them, Zuriel shouted for her return, ignored.

			“Yes, ma’am. I’ve cleared a circle. It’s waiting for your arrival,” Marriel said breathlessly as Noel halted on a jump ring. “Wait!” the smaller woman said as she adjusted Noel’s ribbon shirt to hang properly. “Okay. Now you’re set.”

			Noel whistled her thanks, and at the agent’s nod at the other end, Noel relaxed her concentration, walked the labyrinth in her mind, and then stepped forward, using the power of the creation spark she sheltered to make a tiny hole in space and move to the portal floor.

			She landed with a snap, her head jerking up at the unusual noise and commotion. Everything sounded wrong, sharper. The air, she realized, is painfully dry.

			“Close the floor off. Containment seals,” she said as she stepped from the ring into a milling chaos, and the agent on duty, a young mer who couldn’t be more than a year certified, popped his toe knuckles, nervous.

			“Already done, Madam Noel,” he said, whistles raspy in alarm. “Quarantine seals are in place, and for every one coming back, we are prepping two to go out. The portal is open.” He hesitated. “Congratulations, Madam Noel. We have a permanent link,” he said, wing hem trembling.

			And as she looked around, she understood why. Portal agents in black uniforms were already walking the labyrinth and winking out. Boxes of supplies waited nearby on the vacated freight floor, but it was the thin, malnourished people resting amid them that blanked her expression. They had been strong and powerful when they had left. Now they were barely alive, bowed over and trembling with fatigue at the stress of trying to breathe. What fresh hell did I send them into?

			“Medical!” she shouted as she strode forward, immediately caught by a well-meaning jin in medial green.

			“Madam Noel, keep back,” the nurse said, her eyes glinting with slivers of gold to show her distress. “They will all survive. We can’t risk any possible contamination.”

			“I understand.” But it was hard, and she forced her wings smooth.

			Seeing her settled, the agent hustled away and shouted for more water.

			Noel paced the outskirts, wanting to help but knowing better than to break the thin semblance of quarantine. The hastily triage was fast moving, and she watched in frustration as her people were quickly assessed and snapped to a better facility. All of them were wearing the same foreign white sheet, looking like a death shroud as it covered their malnourished bodies. Their wing membranes were patchy, and their eyes were clouded, the gold of their distress looking milky through what she hoped was not a permanently thickened nictitating membrane. “What have I done?” she whispered, her words unheard in the surrounding noise.

			“Noel!” came a clear shout, and she turned, her breath catching as Kane fended off three medical agents, almost shoving them out of his way as he strode across the portal floor.

			Quarantine be damned, she thought as she went to meet him. “Kane?” she called in wonder. Unlike everyone else, the mer seemed healthy, his nictitating membranes clear and his wings glistening with a quickly fading moisture. He was in the black uniform he had left in…and it was clean.

			“Kane, you’re okay!” she said as the tall agent raised his brow in a smile, the back of his hand held low in greeting. She stared at his good humor, a shaky hand rising to touch his. She could smell an odd scent on him, but her eyes closed as she pulled him closer, almost wrapping her wings about him, she was so glad to see him.

			“Madam Noel.” He flushed, clearly embarrassed when she let him go. “Puck smiles on us today.”

			She took a step back, her toes fingering her wing hem. “You did it,” she said, her relief that they weren’t all near death almost too much to bear. “You brought them home.”

			His eyes glinted gold for a moment, then cleared. “August brought us home,” Kane said, his gaze locked on hers. “He held us together when it seemed we would die for nothing. He learned their language when no one else could and befriended Renee. She risked her life to bring us together.”

			She took his elbow and moved him to a quiet corner. “The Ree Ney? What happened?” she asked. “Is the surface so bad? Where is August?”

			“It’s dry.” Kane made a face. “Intolerably bright. There are seldom any clouds, and I only saw rain eight times. But this?” He gestured to the weary mers and jins who had snapped home and had yet to be processed. “This was Tayler.”

			He said it deep in his throat, like the Piers, with no whistle or click. It was a guttural expletive, and she wasn’t sure whether Tayler was a force of nature or a person.

			“They are smart, Noel,” Kane said, hunched to put his lips to her ear, his wing pulled so no one could overhear. “We were collected and divided into two groups. They kept us apart. I don’t think it was to keep us from returning, as they were surprised when the portal opened. Tayler,” he muttered, almost spitting the word, “used pain to force answers where there were none, but Renee and Jackson did more with understanding. It’s because of them that we came together to open the gate.”

			Noel touched his wing, wondering if it was thinner even if it did have a healthy shine. His fingers, too, had shortened. “You were in one group, the rest in Tayler’s.” She hesitated. “August. Is he…”

			“He is well.” Kane nodded. “I accompanied the wounded so you would see balance, not simply the outrage that Tayler committed. Humans are smart but fearful of their world, and for good reason.”

			Again he pulled her almost to the shadows, and Noel’s wings shivered. Hue mans…

			“It’s a plentiful Eden,” the mer said softly. “But everything there wants to eat everything that roots in the ground and half of what moves. August won’t want to leave. He’s in Puck’s heaven with so many animals to study.” Kane hesitated, eyes gold behind his nictitating membranes. “Ten more wish to stay with him. They’re learning English from Will now that the sparks have a working knowledge of the human’s language.”

			August is learning their language? Not the other way around? “August is done,” she said firmly, and Kane winced. “I need him here. Especially now.” She strode from the corner to find the next wave of replacements. One could carry her word to him.

			“He won’t come.” Kane followed quick behind. “It’s what he has studied his whole life for.”

			“Exactly,” she said, worry for the brilliantly minded mer heady. “He can work from here.”

			Kane touched her shoulder, stopping her. “Noel.” His eyes glinted gold. “Their green is like nothing I’ve ever seen. They have grains, fruits, many proteins. Renee never had the same meal in a row, and she stayed with us in quarantine for the last two weeks to prove to her own people that we were safe.”

			“They had you in quarantine?” she echoed, surprised at their sophistication after seeing the state of her people. Then: “One of them lived with you?”

			“Yes, but that’s not my updraft to ride with you.” Kane’s eyes pinched. “They have more species of basilisks than we have individuals. And they roam free, Noel. Everything is free to live or die as they can.”

			“Except us,” Noel said. The gate agent was trying to get her attention. Apparently the shift change was complete and he wanted instruction now that all the wounded were in medical. “You were imprisoned. Tortured.”

			“Quarantine,” he amended. “As good as if not better than we have here. The biodiversity is so rich that danger comes from everywhere. Fear and caution are ingrained in them just to survive. But August tells me that they care for even the dangerous parts of their world, preserve them even if it would kill them. I don’t understand it, but they are fascinated by what they fear. August says that’s what will make us safe in the end.”

			“Safe?” she blurted, remembering the grief and pain glittering gold in her people’s eyes. “There is no accord to be found here. They deliberately harmed our people.”

			“Tayler harmed our people,” Kane insisted. “Renee fought at great risk to herself to bring us together. Risked her life. Her freedom. Noel, August begs you to recognize Tayler’s cruelty but not act on it. He implores you to move slowly, letting the humans dictate our passage as their fears abate and shift to an ultimate emotion of protection. There are shadows of us in their literature and history as fables. Us, and piscys, Nix, and even Piers, though none survived to the present.”

			Nix. A stab of fear ran through her as she tugged her wing close to disguise her flash of worry. “No.” She motioned to the gate agent to clear the labyrinth for a second outgoing run. “You will return and bring August back immediately. I need his personal report.”

			Kane grasped the hem of his wings and spread them in a show of obedience. “I would be honored to return to Earth, but August will not descend that downdraft with me to return.”

			Her lips pressed. “Then I will go get him.”

			“Madam Noel!” Kane protested, but she was already moving, pace quickening as she strode to the labyrinth’s beginning and end, deep within the pattern’s core. “Madam, you can’t. You’re the head of Portal Acquisitions.”

			“We haven’t had a new off-world portal for a thousand years,” she said bitterly, remembering the profit and loss meeting she had left. None of them had believed it was possible, had been betting it wasn’t. Their only profit was eliminating loss caused by frightened people. “I want to see. I’m going!” she shouted, grimacing when the nearby conversations cut off and the gate agent’s wings paled. “I will send no one else until I see for myself,” she added, and Kane lurched, snagging an air canister from the nearby emergency cart the triage had left behind.

			“Then take this,” he said, holding it out. “It will help until you acclimate.”

			She hesitated, her long fingers feeling the cool metal as she took it. “Is the air so bad?”

			Kane shrugged. “It’s dry and bright. You’ll appreciate the moisture. Renee is why my eyes are undamaged and my lungs unscarred. She realized what we needed before we gained their language and could ask. But the quarantine window is broken, and it’s unlikely that the moisture will be adequate now.”

			“And Tayler did not,” Noel said, shocked when the gate agent slid a contract to her, his hands shaking. Release of blame should I die. Of course.

			Kane leaned close. “It’s in my mind that she used our weaknesses to her advantage. Madam Noel, August has a message for you. They are devious and sometimes cruel. They lie, and yet value the truth. Their world is harsh with diversity, and if they feel threatened, as Tayler did, they will kill us on sight. But they are also brave, self-sacrificing, curious. They laugh, they love, and they choose their future by weighing their past against a hope.”

			That sounded like August, giving her advice that was so full of contradictions that it was worse than none. “I understand.” Taking her pen from a fold of her ribbon shirt, she signed the contract. “Tell the honorable board members that if I am not physically back in twelve hours to close the portal and never open it again. No matter who is on the other side. Understand? I’m sure they will be most eager to.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” the gate agent said, the mer’s voice shaking.

			“Kane?” She turned, getting between him and the beginning of the labyrinth. “I want you to stay here,” she said, and he gripped his wings in protest. “If I don’t return, your first-account testimony of what happened will be needed to balance out the others.” Her breath was raspy, and she steadied herself as she turned to the swirling nothing between the white floor and black ceiling. “Don’t let them close the portal early. Lie if you have to about how beautiful and rich their world is. Get it on the holo and out before the public so they can’t shut it down.”

			“Yes.” He bobbed his head. “But I won’t have to lie.” He made a plaintive whistle, and she hesitated. “If I may? Allow August to remain. He’s become important to Renee, and though she’s a fringe member of the group holding us, her word carries weight with those who make the decisions. She will work harder in our interests if he’s there. She sees something in him that makes her want to fight.”

			Noel’s eyes nictitated in the glow of the labyrinth as she thought about that.

			“Portal outgoing!” the agent on desk shouted, and she took a step forward, her mind readying itself for the long snap that waited for her at the end of the labyrinth. Her grip tightened on the air canister, and as she wove through the convoluted sweeps and turns, she had a fleeting thought that she should have taken a survival bag. Her pulse hammered as she reached the end. It was one step from the beginning, and her eyes found Kane through the haze of nothing. “Noel!” she heard faintly, tensing at the hooting claxon of an emergency shutdown as Zuriel strode to the portal desk, wings flapping. Perhaps August was right, she thought as she felt the need to rebel, to go when she was told to stay, to see something no one had ever seen before. Perhaps we are all adventurers.

			Her breath seemed to hesitate in her lungs as she stepped forward into the haze, a curious inward feeling pulling through her as her foot descended to land on the portal room floor…

			…and came down upon a ragged, hard-etched line carved into a white stone. She had snapped, and snapped hard.

			Gods, she thought, breathless as she looked up at a low ceiling, the air stabbing her lungs and drying them in a flash of flame. Staggering, she almost fell. The chatter of her people was harsh in the dry air, and she blinked, her eyes nictitated as she followed the guttural, weirdly attractive singsong sound of…humans?

			Bipedal, she thought as she squinted, wings clamped in distress. Oddly similar facial structure, and though shorter, they seemed heavier, more compact. No wings, but in this dry, thin air, flight would be impossible. They covered their feet like Piers. Most wore the same cut of clothing, making them either unimaginative or uniformed.

			“Madam Noel?” a wide-eyed mer said, and she nodded, accepting the arm of an agent doing scarcely better than she. Noel belatedly took a sip of air from the canister, and the fire in her chest retreated to a dull throb.

			“August,” she said, scanning for him. “Where is August?”

			The air was tasteless, but a faint metallic scent mixed with a plantlike smell. She was in a large room, the…humans and her people all mingling freely. The space was divided by a short wall, glass littering one side, the shards glinting in the light from their sun. The humans’ voices twined and spun in a fast pattern, not a whistle or click to be heard. She exhaled, waiting for her creation spark to make sense of it and change their words into something recognizable…but they may as well have been the squeaks of piscys for all the sense it was making of them. Her spark did not recognize them. Strange, but Kane said as much.

			She stiffened when she spotted August standing beside two humans just this side of the broken window. The smaller one was pale, making him a vegetarian. His hair, and it had to be hair despite the length of it, swung in straight lines to his shoulders. The other was taller, darker than August. Renee, Noel decided at the human’s obvious confidence. It looked as if they were talking, August included.

			More humans stood behind that short wall, their feet on the broken glass. Some had the wary stiffness of guards, the others…she was not so sure. And beyond them, surrounded by a protective glass…was a—tree? Noel blinked, trying to get her eyes to focus. Under it was a low moss, the sun beating on both of them to make them glitter like nothing she had ever seen. Green. Kane said the world was green, but this was like living jewels.

			“They are living in a world of gems,” she said, then she fell to coughing, struggling as she breathed the cool, damp air from her canister. She felt her eyes shift gold, and when she recovered, August was there, a hand under her elbow.

			She blinked the gold from her eyes, trying to see him through her second eyelids. “You aren’t supposed to be here,” she rasped, her words sounding unusually tinny in the dry air.

			“Neither are you,” the mer said boldly, then he hunched, contrite. “Noel, I had to come. I had to be here. It was Renee.” August’s words whistled over themselves as he all but babbled. “She made Hancock tell us our missing lived. She rescued Will. She proved to Jackson that we would not make them sick so he would bring the missing to us. There is hope here. It’s not all loss. What Tayler did is not all that they are. They’re fighting to survive in a world so overflowing with feral life that the memory of fear is always near. But they can move past it. I know it. I’ve seen it.”

			Noel took the air tube from her lips. “Does it get any better?” she asked, her lungs aching and her skin feeling as if it was flaking away.

			“Earth is green and blue and brown,” he gushed, oblivious to her misery. Clearly his creation spark had adapted him somewhat. “The colors so rich. I’ve seen pictures. They have so many species, and they give them room. They are not all like Tayler.”

			“How long until I can breathe?” she said around her cough, and he started, his eyes flashing wide.

			“Oh, sorry.” His wing knuckles clicked together high over his head in apology. “It will stop burning in a few hours, sooner probably since I think they sealed the room and are increasing the humidity, though I doubt they will get it to normal. Not with the partition broken.” He winced, eyes nictitating briefly. “But even with that, I wouldn’t attempt to fly. The air is too thin. I tried before I was, ah…”

			“Captured?” she suggested as she pulled herself out of her hunch. The dark human, Renee, was staring at her as the pale male tried to capture her attention.

			“Quarantined,” August said, wing twitching nervously. “For our own protection, and, to a lesser degree, theirs. But I think the point is moot now,” he added, gaze on the broken window and the humans beyond. “The room had been sealed when the portal opened, and the window blew out with the pressure of equalization. If anyone becomes ill, it will be us. They have all our gut flora. We have none of their newest adaptations.”

			Her skin had stopped tingling in pain, and she could almost open her eyes without them nictitating. “And you know this because they gave you access to a lab?” she said sarcastically.

			“No.” August grinned. “But I saw Renee’s data.”

			Noel leaned against the back of what passed as a chair, but her denial hesitated when her fingers brushed the fabric. It was organic. Soft and sturdy—and organic. “They have science,” she said as she handed her canister to one of her people, and they began to pass it around. “You seem well. A little pale, but well.”

			“Because of Renee,” he said, clearly uneasy. “Noel, I can’t go home.”

			It was Puck’s hell here. “You will,” she said, glancing to the beginning of the labyrinth. “Now. With me. You are too important to risk. I never should have agreed to it.”

			“I’m staying,” he said, expression resolute. “I am a piscy.”

			Noel looked him up and down, a sliver of dry humor bringing her wing knuckles up. “I admit that you’re acting like one, yes.”

			August grimaced. “A scientific piscy,” he added. “There might be toxins that have to build up before they show. I will stay and be the sacrificial piscy. The permanent evolutionary changes will show in me first. My eyes are already beginning to adapt. I can look at the courtyard and their tree at full noon and not squint.”

			Noel glanced past the humans to glimpse the flaming gold and green in the sun. “You’re pale.”

			“We ran out of protein,” he admitted. “But I’ve begun sampling Earth food with the intent to test for toxins, and there are many nonanimal protein sources to try.”

			But she shook her head, remembering the thin, gaunt bodies of her people, and how they had been tortured. The Honorables would have her creation spark for their grandchildren. “No. You can work from home.”

			“I can work from here,” he insisted, glancing at the mismatched pair of humans across the room watching them. “With Renee. She is a doctor of the same science I am. Noel, the sparks don’t automatically translate their words, but with enough contact, you can begin to understand them. I have learned to speak their language.”

			“You can speak that?” She glanced at the thick ring of wingless bipeds behind the broken window, some silent but others making those curious up-and-down guttural sounds. They were so chaotic that even her creation spark failed to recognize them as communication.

			Her eyes narrowed in angry doubt as she wondered if he was lying to exaggerate his usefulness here. They were not built to reproduce such sounds, but their bodies adapted to the environment and the need, and if he’d been grunting enough, the mer’s larynx would change to make the right noises—as weird as they sounded.

			“Noel, just try this,” he said, holding out a bowl with three blue eggs in it. “I saved them from Renee’s breakfast.”

			“A piscy egg?” she said, lips curled.

			“The piscys here all died out,” he said, surprising her. “It’s a blueberry. A tiny fruit.”

			“This is a fruit?” She plucked one, feeling the firm give. “You’d have to pick hundreds of them for one meal.”

			“Renee says they grow by the hundreds on each bush.” He hunched closer, clearly eager. “She eats them every day. I had one this morning. Try it.”

			She shook her head in refusal, and he pressed closer. “You need to see what they are so fierce to protect before you decide they are being too harsh,” he said.

			“If I die, I’m taking you with me,” she muttered, then put it in her mouth, rolling it around for a second before gingerly biting down.

			Noel’s eyes widened at the sudden give and burst of sweetness. Her gaze went to August’s satisfied smirk, and she nodded slowly. The texture was unexpected, but the taste was like nothing she’d ever experienced.

			“It’s one of many species of small fruit,” August said. “Let me stay. I will work with Renee to be sure that nothing gets past the portal that can destroy what we have left.”

			Noel moved her tongue to find the last pockets of flavor. This was one of many fruits that Renee ate every day? Noel eyed the couple across the room. Perhaps the smaller, white one was the jin Renee. True, she was not directing anything, but no one was making her leave, either.

			“There may be one or two species that can survive Nextdoor without sun that will not damage our remaining ecosystem, but even if not, I can help screen for imports such as this.”

			She nodded, still tasting the blueberry. “What is that flavor?”

			August shrugged, stringing a few guttural throat sounds together.

			Her lips quirked. “You really can speak their language? Maybe you should stay.”

			He flicked his wing hem nervously. “Why do you think I’ve been spending every last waking hour perfecting it. Ah, do you want to meet Renee and Jackson?”

			Noel looked across the room to the pale human staring at her, her lips pulled back to show her teeth. Renee seemed too fragile and small to have sway with the larger, heavily dressed humans. Perhaps that was why she was showing her teeth at everyone. “Yes,” she said, shocked to see August was showing his teeth back to her. Actually, there was a lot of teeth showing going on. Savages.

			August’s lips fell to cover his teeth. “Noel, please don’t laugh when she tries to speak. It’s awful, but I think she knows what a laugh is now, and she tries so hard.”

			“I will do my best.” Noel fell into place beside August, tugging her ribbon shirt straight so her portal emblem showed. Try to take my success from me, you damn shortsighted fools? she thought as she took step after wobbly step to meet their future. The entire portal facility had been created to bolster a hope that its builders hadn’t believed in.

			But she had, and now it wasn’t hope. It was real.

		

	
		
			Two

			Renee stifled a yawn, her gaze drawn to the lit tree in the courtyard standing in stark contrast to the blacking sky beyond. She had the entire couch to herself as Jackson, Hancock, Will, August, and Noel continued their conversation at the twin couches and low table where Will held his language lessons. Neighbors were on one side, humans on the other. They’d been at it for hours, right through a communal but divided dinner, each eyeing the other’s food in curiosity as they sought understanding.

			She’d still be there, too, but when the Neighbors’ supplies began popping in, she’d excused herself. As the team’s toxicologist, she wanted to be the one to examine the food stocks. Vaughn, of all people, had asked to check in the equipment. One of Will’s students talked them through everything, his words halting but proficient. It had all been pretty basic, the prepackaged meals being the same stuff August had been eating and the equipment mostly clothing. Vaughn had left when the resupply had trickled to a stop, and now, as the sky lost the last of the light, she wondered if anyone would notice if she fell asleep amid the bustling whistle and click of organization still going on on this side of the broken quarantine window.

			Stretching, she watched the men and women in combat gear finish sweeping up the broken glass, all of them unable to take their eyes off the Neighbors on the other side of the low wall, staring at them in turn. A chuckle escaped her when a young woman made the inevitable peace sign and one of the new Neighbors made the symbol back, adding a few more that Renee knew to be a distant greeting.

			“Knock it off, Turlow!” Hancock unexpectedly shouted to make everyone jump. “No one is beginning an interdimensional war here because they’re trying to be cute!”

			But they had been staring at each other for hours, and with that to break the ice, both sides of the diplomatic fence slowly came together, that three-foot wall between them as they tried, and succeeded, to communicate in the way that warriors do.

			A thin smile curved Renee’s lips up, her attention drawn to the faint ding of the door seal. It was Vaughn again, the man clearly unsure as he stepped over the short wall and angled toward her.

			Renee slid down to make room, though, really, there was plenty. “Hi. I’m surprised you aren’t in on that,” she said, her attention going to the table.

			“Tayler needed some help,” he said, his brown eyes almost black in the dim light. “Talk about ruining your daily planner,” he added as he sat on the edge of the couch, his gaze following hers to the far side of the room.

			“This wasn’t on my radar, either.” Renee watched as one of Will’s students emerged from the barracks, his aim shifting to join the informal get-together at the low wall. “Did you have any clue that they could do that? What did Jackson call it? Translocate?”

			“No!” Vaughn exclaimed, his eyes widening.

			“Hey, I’m not blaming you,” she said, and immediately he slumped.

			“Tayler is,” he said, seemingly embarrassed.

			Vaughn ran a hand across his chin, and Renee wondered where that beautiful leaf ring he always wore had gone. “How on earth could you be expected to know?” Renee said, and Vaughn shrugged. “If anyone is in trouble, it’s me,” Renee added sourly. “I’m the one working with them the closest, and I’m the one who lobbied for bringing them together.” Sighing, she looked at the table. “I’m damned if they stay, and damned if they leave.”

			Vaughn chuckled. “Sorry?”

			Renee scooted forward to put her elbows on her knees and her chin in her hands. Translocation, first from the truck to quarantine, and then to an entirely different world. “So did Hancock fire her?”

			“Tayler?” Vaughn’s smile faded. “No. But her access to them has been suspended. She can’t get within fifty yards of one of them unless accompanied by someone who speaks their language.”

			“Wrist slap,” Renee said, thinking the woman should have been escorted off the installation, except that might lead to a premature disclosure of them. Hancock was walking a fine line.

			“She’s, ah, on her way here.” Vaughn’s expression crinkled in distaste. “To apologize to Noel.”

			“Seriously?” Renee glanced at the door, now flanked by two privates with unslung rifles instead of one with a holstered pistol. “Wow.”

			Vaughn’s narrow shoulders rose and fell in a shrug. “I’ve been with her the last couple of hours to help her work through this. She says Monroe gave her the okay to experiment on them, that Hancock didn’t know. Monroe is denying it, making her the sacrificial goat. Needless to say she’s pissed.”

			“Hancock didn’t know?” Renee felt better about the man. “That sucks, but she could have said no.” But the reality was that Monroe would have just gotten someone else.

			“She seems contrite now that she has seen their attention to each other.” Vaughn dropped his head as he texted someone and closed his phone. “Or maybe she’s just trying to save her ass. She’s not hard to read, but she’s angry and trying to find someone to blame.”

			Renee winced when she saw the distasteful woman coming down the long hall, escorted from behind as if a felon. “Crap on a cracker, there she is,” she whispered, then stood, quickly followed by Vaughn. “I’m not sitting this one out. I have to hear this.”

			Vaughn grinned. “Me too. I don’t think the woman has apologized in her entire life.”

			Pace fast, Renee made her way around the softly glowing labyrinth to the low table as Tayler was searched before being allowed admittance. The woman’s sour complaint was obvious when her pen was confiscated, and August’s wing knuckles rose high.

			“Hey, are you guys still talking top secret, or can anyone join in?” Renee said when Tayler’s presence was noticed and the slow conversation halted.

			“Vaughn, Renee. Good.” Jackson stood, gesturing for her to take his place. “Does everything check out as expected in the incoming resupply?”

			“It does on my end,” Renee said, and Vaughn nodded as well. “Food and clothes, and a few personal phones, er, holos that don’t work with our system.” She sat down in Jackson’s offered space. Vaughn sat beside her, leaving Jackson to squish in beside Will on the long couch.

			Renee smiled across the low table at August, thinking the dark red Neighbor looked fantastic in the new wound-ribbon garment that had shown up in the first shipment. Noel, too, looked elegant, the faint chiming of the rings piercing the hem of her wing giving her an ethereal feel. “Noel,” Renee said, shifting her shoulders up in greeting since she didn’t have wings, and the imposing Neighbor bared her teeth in a bad rendition of a smile.

			August cringed, but Renee smiled back, honored that she’d tried. “Renee,” August said as his furrowed brow smoothed. “Yes, please join us. You know different words than Will.”

			“Yes, please,” Hancock said sarcastically, clearly fatigued at the slow progress. “Let’s bring everyone in,” he added, gesturing to where Tayler waited.

			“God help us,” Will whispered from the head of the table as Tayler came forward, sullen. A yellow tablet sat before the linguist, full of handwritten, short, broken comments. Translating on the fly? she wondered. “Jackson, is this the best time?” the man added. “Considering?”

			“Madam Noel has been generous with her time,” Jackson said, and Renee started when August broke into a soft whistling, clearly translating to the dignified jin. “But I’m sure she’s anxious to return and talk with her people. Vaughn tells me Tayler’s got a prepared statement. I want this done.”

			Will pushed away from the table, clearly not happy. Hancock, though, stood, clearly eager to get it over with. “Madam Noel,” the colonel said formally, as August translated. “Our former lead scientist, Tayler, would like to apologize for the poor treatment of your people. But if you’d rather I ask her to leave, I will.”

			Noel had fixed her gaze on the woman, her eyes nictitating despite the low light as Tayler and her two guards halted before the table. Whistling and clicking, the jin talked to August as Will’s pencil scratched in the background.

			He really does understand their whistles and clicks, Renee thought in amazement. More than hello, thank you, and where’s the bathroom.

			“She may approach,” August finally said, but Noel was gripping her wing hem with her feet. It was a show of confidence or aggression. Mistrust, perhaps. Well-earned mistrust.

			Jackson, too, stood as Tayler came forward, her eyes squinting and her stance neutral. Renee leaned across the table to touch August’s elbow for his attention. The motion was not missed by Noel, and Renee flashed her another smile as August turned to her.

			“How’s it going?” she whispered as Jackson went to stand with Tayler.

			“I’m trying to make myself useful as a translator,” he said, then whistled in distress. “Noel is insisting that I leave with her.”

			Renee stifled a moment of angst. If he left, whom would she work with? “I meant, with bringing our two cultures together?”

			“Oh.” August’s wing knuckles rose. “Ask me soon.”

			Renee drew back. “You mean later?”

			August blinked in thought. “Later,” he agreed, his gaze settling on Tayler. She looked uncomfortable in her lab coat, a hint of makeup on her cheeks and lips, but Renee’s expression hardened when she realized it was to hide the coming bruise on her chin and saw that her wrists were still red from being bound. There were enough chairs for her to sit, but she stood, unrepentant.

			Hancock cleared his throat for her to get on with it, and Renee wondered if perhaps Tayler had delayed the Neighbors’ reunion not because she was worried about the welfare of her charges, but because she might lose her job for having mistreated them. Especially now that it had come out. They had been starving themselves to death to escape her.

			“Doctor?” Hancock encouraged. “The correct honorific is ‘Madam.’ ”

			Tayler’s jaw clenched, then eased—but her eyes never changed, hard and unforgiving. “Madam Noel, I beg you to accept my apology for the condition of your people under my care,” she began, and August lifted one wing knuckle over his head in question.

			“Will? I don’t know ‘beg,’ ” he said softly, and Tayler flicked an evil glance at Renee.

			Will hesitated. “It means to ask for something beyond one’s ability to gain on their own, acknowledging that the giver is offering a gift. In this case, forgiveness.”

			August’s eyes briefly nictitated in thought, then he whistled and clicked to Noel.

			“Keep going, Tayler,” Hancock grumbled. “Try to use words August has been exposed to. Big ones.”

			Tayler’s lips twitched. “I was unaware of the existence of the second group for many weeks, making me oblivious that progress had been made in fulfilling their needs. If I had, I would have modified my behavior and their conditions.”

			Yeah, right. Renee pushed back from the table to show her disbelief as August relayed Tayler’s words.

			“I did not realize how social your culture was. I should have tried harder to communicate. This was an error, and I apologize for it.”

			Again, Tayler went silent as August whistled and clicked, but even the human guards at the outskirts could tell Noel wasn’t buying it as she made a whistling comment to August and Will scribbled on his yellow tablet.

			“I, ah, sincerely hope that they will make a full recovery,” Tayler almost blurted. “And I would ask for Madam Noel to express my sorrow to those I have harmed.”

			August quickly translated, Tayler unmoving as Jackson frowned. Noel asked a single question, and Will scribbled frantically as August dropped into a long explanation. But it was too fast, and Will finally gave up and wrote a question mark on the paper under the phrase expect us to believe what they themselves would not. It was doubtful that Tayler had truly meant any of it, and Renee shrugged when August looked at her for guidance.

			But when August made a final, whistling click, Noel responded, her eyes on Tayler.

			It clearly wasn’t for their ears, as Will chuckled, writing, It’s a poor doctor who can’t tell her patient is uncomfortable.

			Wincing, Jackson took a step forward. “August, will you please tell Madam Noel that I, too, apologize for their mistreatment. I should’ve been more aggressive in verifying their condition when I learned of their existence,” he said, hesitating before rolling his shoulder in a fairly good expression of Neighbor apology.

			“I do not need you to apologize for me,” Tayler muttered as August translated, and Noel gave Jackson a small nod.

			Hancock exhaled, the sound going to the corners of the large room. “Thank you, Doctor. You are excused,” he said, gesturing for the guards to escort her out.

			Vaughn, too, slumped in relief, but Will smiled, the man somehow having already bound himself to the Neighbors’ good graces no matter what happened.

			Tayler’s chin trembled, her jaw clenched as Jackson prodded her into making the correct farewell gesture, but the doctor stiffened when Noel whistled a question and August said, “Madam Noel would like to know where General Han, Raphael, and Mikail are.”

			Oh, God. The three missing Neighbors, Renee thought as Vaughn cringed and Jackson drew Tayler to a halt. Tension pricked through Renee as the older woman flushed. Defiance. Unrepentance.

			“I will not—” Tayler started, her voice cutting off at Jackson’s tight grip.

			“You will answer the question,” he demanded, and Vaughn hunched in his seat.

			Hancock leaned forward over the table, his hands clasped. “General?” he asked with forced pleasantness. “One of the missing is a general?”

			“Han and Mikail would have similar tasks as you,” August said as Noel waited, the rings on her wing hem chiming faintly. “But Raphael was an…aide?” he added, glancing at Will as if he hadn’t used the right word. “The jin was too young to have been included in the first snap if it hadn’t caught us off guard. Mers Han and Mikail knew the danger, but Raphael was swayed by the, ah, adventure.”

			God help us, Renee thought. Two aggressive males and a young female. Please, may they not be dissected and in some drawer.

			“Doctor?” Hancock prompted, and the woman lifted her chin.

			“I never had more than twelve,” she said evenly. “Perhaps they are still at large.”

			“This long?” Renee blurted. “With no sightings?”

			Jackson’s grip on Tayler’s elbow tightened, and the woman jerked from him, giving the two guards behind her an ugly look when they inched closer.

			“That will be all, Tayler,” Hancock said as if weary, but the woman stiffened, ignoring the guards’ gesture to leave.

			“Vaughn?” Tayler said imperiously. “Come with me. I need your assistance.”

			Vaughn bolted upright, and Renee wondered if she was seeing guilt in how he avoided meeting anyone’s eyes. Maybe he had known they could translocate.

			“Excuse me,” Vaughn said softly, and Jackson returned to his seat as they were escorted out, silent and oddly apart, though they walked side by side.

			“She didn’t want Vaughn to stay,” Renee whispered.

			“No, she did not,” Jackson agreed, grim as he resettled himself beside her.

			Hancock sat as well, a faintly worried smile on his face. “I don’t know where they are,” he said. “I will continue the search that we began when we realized they were missing.”

			August relayed his words, waiting as Noel asked a question. “Madam Noel would like to know if you require any help in searching,” he said, and Hancock cleared his throat before Jackson could take a breath.

			“I don’t see how,” the man grumbled. “We can’t put their faces on TV, but we have other methods.” He paused, running a hand over his bald head before adding, “August, will you tell Madam Noel that Tayler will be reprimanded, but that does not explain or make amends for their mistreatment. I did know of their existence, but I did not know of their deplorable conditions.” He turned to Noel, adding, “You have firstly my apology. As a man responsible for maintaining a large circle of protection for many, most of whom I have never met, I have failed to protect your people in my care, and I apologize. You have second my promise that I will make all effort to find your missing kin.”

			August’s and Noel’s whistles twined together, Will valiantly trying to keep up until he sighed and set his pencil down, much to Hancock’s annoyance. Finally August made a contented whistle, smiling as he turned to them. “Noel hears your apology, Hancock, and understands,” he said, and Hancock exhaled in relief. “Jackson, too, she hears and understands,” August added, inclining his head to the man. “She hears Tayler’s words, but it’s unknown if the wind will raise her in an updraft.”

			Time will tell, Renee thought, translating the Neighbor idiom into one of her own.

			Hancock pulled himself upright, clearly pleased. “Good,” he said firmly as he glanced at Will. “Good, yes?”

			Will, too, seemed happy. “I think so. I wouldn’t forgive Tayler, either,” he said, even as August translated their words.

			“Good. Good,” Renee echoed Hancock, a trickle of excitement replacing her thread of worry. “So, have we officially broken quarantine?”

			Jackson raised a hand before Hancock could say anything. “Biological quarantine, yes,” he said, hand dropping. “But we’re still waiting on how the White House wants to tell the general populace that beings resembling demons and angels appeared during the last solar eclipse and would like to trade some beads for Manhattan.”

			August clicked in confusion, his whispered “White house?” to Will, and Renee smiled.

			“Hancock’s elected boss lives there,” Will said to make Hancock cringe, but Noel raised her wing knuckles in a show of understanding when August translated.

			“Jackson,” Renee protested. “We need to do something to prepare the general population, even if it’s only getting the government to fund a bunch of movies where aliens save the planet.”

			“Hold your horses,” Hancock said, causing another small discussion between August and Will. “I agree that chances are low that we will wipe each other out with our toxic breath and microbes, but there is no way in hell that the population is ready to hear about you. Even if some of you do look like angels.”

			“The horse says neigh,” August whispered in confusion, and Renee smiled, thinking that alien-themed movies weren’t a bad idea.

			“I will, however,” Hancock continued, “recommend easing the Neighbors’ confinement.”

			“Yes!” Renee exclaimed, then slumped into her chair at Jackson’s frown. Noel had jumped at her outburst, and August’s explanation of humans riding large farm animals shifted back to Hancock’s words.

			“Relax, Dr. Caisson,” Hancock muttered. “I’m only giving them a larger, to-be-determined area of the installation. Nothing more until we have a stronger assurance that Neighbors do not constitute a threat, either biologically or territorially.”

			“They aren’t here to take us over,” Renee grumbled, but inside, she was thrilled. August had been staring at that tree in the courtyard for months.

			“But rather,” Hancock continued blandly as if she hadn’t interrupted, “that Neighbors represent an opportunity to expand trade of Earth products in return for their holo technology.”

			Renee’s excitement shifted a hundred and eighty degrees, and, seeing it, Hancock lifted his eyebrows high. “We are a society that allows great risk when money is to be made, Renee. Show me that, and I can get what you want past Congress.”

			Her pulse quickened. “Okay.” Blueberries. Potato chips. Chocolate. I have to get August to try chocolate.

			Noel was asking August a question, and Jackson leaned to read what Will wrote, his head bobbing in agreement at August’s words. Profit lifts the masses above fear. But Renee’s faint amusement vanished as the elegant Neighbor dropped into a long, singsong speech, her gaze going first to Hancock, then to Jackson, and finally to Renee. Worry trickled through her when Noel ceased, folding her hands gracefully into her lap as August gripped his wing hem.

			“Noel regrets that she can’t speak on military matters,” August said, and Hancock frowned. “The portal isn’t a military endeavor. It’s a politically assisted business venture. She says she will move forward at the pace you set providing we are allowed autonomy within the space given. She expresses a hope that it will be more than three rooms and a view of a tree.”

			Renee doubted that there would ever be irrefutable proof enough for everyone that the Neighbors were not after their planet, their souls, and their giblets, but Noel and August had fallen into a confusing, back-and-forth conversation, complete with hand gestures and wing lifts.

			“Will? What is she saying?” Hancock grumbled, and the small man shrugged.

			“I think Noel is confused at our reticence to tell the common man that they are here. August is trying to explain our paranoia. Apparently, the entirety of Nextdoor knows the portal is open to Earth, and they are excited. Everyone who snapped here during the eclipse was not expected to return. They’re all heroes.” Will glanced across the table, smiling. “Especially August. Noel is ordering him home to tell everyone about Earth.”

			August flushed at Will’s words, even as his conversation with Noel never slowed.

			“They know about us?” Jackson said, his disbelief obvious.

			Hancock leaned away as August and Noel’s conversation began to lull. “I imagine that the resources it took to make a portal functioning would need the backing of the entire population.” His gaze became intent. “Which makes my suspicious, human nature wonder, Why are you so eager to make new connections to other worlds? August?”

			August held up a hand, then turned to Noel, whistling and clicking. Renee caught the finger lift for a question at the end of it all, and Noel made one quick click of affirmation. The smaller female was beginning to look tired, but at least she wasn’t taking sips from the air canister anymore. Fast. They adapted fast.

			“Our history tells of many worlds connected by the portals,” August said as Noel’s eyes began to nictitate in fatigue. “But they were abandoned over time. That we are not alone is a great relief. Noel asks if we may be allowed to make a more permanent facility for our people, one that contains a portal that’s more structurally sound and has the room to handle quarantine of goods and help…move quantities.”

			Hancock pushed his lips together in thought, and, seeing it, Noel began to whistle and gesture.

			“Ah, the circular pattern of rooms around an open courtyard and tree is pleasing, but successful trade requires, er…sticky tape?” August hesitated.

			“Red tape,” Will offered, and Hancock’s suspicion began to ease. He knew about bureaucracy and the rooms of paper that those who moved them would require.

			“There’s a better place for a portal than here.” August hesitated. “Is there a, ah, map?”

			“A map?” Hancock echoed suspiciously. “Of what? The installation?”

			Will glanced at the stack of books that made up his schoolroom. “I think we have one in the almanac.”

			Jackson reached for his phone. “Relax, Hancock. They’ve seen maps of the world already,” he said as he opened an app and pushed the phone across the table.

			Noel stared at it in doubt, but at August’s encouragement, she picked it up. August hunched closer, fingers reaching as he explained how it worked, and then she gave a familiar, no-need-to-translate click and whistle to get him to back off. Renee smiled as the smaller female quickly mastered the interactive screen, and, surprised, Hancock grunted.

			But as Noel spun through the lower forty-eight and Will answered August’s question as to where they had found them two months ago, Renee’s smile slowly fell. Noel’s fingers were longer than August’s. His hands had shrunk. It wasn’t her imagination.

			Concerned, Renee looked up and away from the table to where a group of Neighbors sat and played Du-board while the humans watched. There was a clear difference between the hands of Will’s ten students and the new Neighbors’. The eyes of his students seemed darker than the newcomers’, and it wasn’t because the newcomers were squinting, eyes nictitating in the dim light. Even the wing membranes of the new Neighbors were different, thicker, maybe, than those of their kin who had been here longer.

			Not just their tongue, teeth, and voice box…she mused, startled when August slid the phone to the center of the table and tapped the screen.

			“What is here?” August asked, and Jackson pulled the phone closer. “We would like to build a portal building here.”

			“Carbondale, Indiana?” Jackson questioned, and Hancock grunted in surprise.

			“Not DC?” the larger man asked.

			“Ah…” Jackson said, and both Renee and Hancock turned to him.

			“Ah, what?” Renee asked, and Jackson opened a search engine, his fingers moving fast.

			“They arrived during an eclipse that traveled across the US from northwest to southeast,” he said, and Hancock shifted to see the map of the US better. “Well, there’s going to be another one in a few years, running from the Southwest to the Northeast. Carbondale is where the two paths cross.”

			“Huh.” Hancock studied the map showing the two eclipse paths. Sure enough, they crossed right in the middle of the Midwest. Carbondale, Indiana.

			Noel began whistling, her wide eyes on the phone as Jackson handed it back.

			Will smirked. “She’s telling August she isn’t surprised we have the technology to know this, seeing as that’s the only way there would have been enough people gathered to see it, enabling the spontaneous portal.”

			August nodded. “Two eclipses crossing makes a weak point that will last for hundreds of years. Easier to cross. Like walking through a door.”

			“Well, I’ll be damned,” Hancock said, but Renee thought his surprise was more about him realizing they were truly here than the anomaly of eclipse crossings. They were here. Here as in setting up real estate here. Nothing says you’ve arrived like putting up a building. “Carbondale, eh?” Hancock added, and everyone jumped when the flat of his hand hit the table as if he was wrapping things up. “I’ll look into it. Small cities are easier to isolate than big ones, though being smack-dab in the middle of the US is going to be hard to swallow.” He laughed and pushed his chair back. “Aliens in Indiana cornfields.”

			Noel twittered a question, and August’s wing hem curled in confusion. “Will,” he finally asked, “what is funny about cornfields?”

			Renee leaned across the table, smiling. “I’ll tell you later.”

			“Okay.” Jackson ran a tired hand over his stubbled chin. “While Hancock is checking on Carbondale, we can certainly get you access to a wider range of materials than children’s books.”

			Hancock’s lips pressed into a frown. “Belay that, August. Jackson spoke out of turn.”

			But it was too late, and Noel was already lifting her wings in eager agreement.

			“Sir,” Jackson said, the rims of his ears turning red as he protested in front of everyone. “They are here. We can’t turn them away if they are asking for help, even if it is a sham and we wake up one morning surrounded by them. Has it escaped you that they are no longer trapped in little cubicles in Tayler’s basement or even bound by the walls here? The labyrinth is a door to another world,” he said, pointing to it. “And they can come and go as they please. The only way to regain control of a car skidding on ice is to aim in the direction of the skid.”

			“He’s right,” Renee muttered as Hancock’s frown deepened. “Can you sell Washington on them being less a threat and more something to manage? August’s people have done this before.”

			“That’s exactly what concerns me, Caisson,” the colonel muttered. At the far end of the table, Will and August tried to keep up, but the idiom of cars and ice had stopped the translation cold.

			“Sir, we need to begin to share information,” Jackson said, and Hancock shifted, clearly ready to go. “If we don’t, they might risk pulling a Tayler and abduct a few homeless people.”

			“Which is what I want to prevent—Jackson,” the colonel growled.

			“You don’t do that by not sharing.” Jackson glanced at Will helping August understand the wealth of new words. “I suggest a cadaver exchange. Or at the very least, information on human anatomy.”

			Hancock’s eyes narrowed. “All the better to find our weaknesses and exploit them, my dear,” he said, and August perked up.

			“Neighbors are not wolves dressed in grandmother’s clothing,” he said, and Hancock grunted in surprise.

			Renee shrugged, smug. “Even fairy tales are useful.”

			“Sir,” Jackson tried again. “We made a mistake by allowing them to be treated as animals. We have one chance to come out looking like more than shit scrapings. I implore you to start an information-sharing program beginning with a cadaver exchange. Sell it as a way to prevent accidentally killing each other. I can’t think of any part of the Earth that they’d want to live on. It’s too bright and dry for them.”

			Renee’s gaze went to Will’s students at the broken window as she wondered how long that would be true.

			“It isn’t bright or dry at night,” Hancock said, and Jackson huffed in frustration.

			“Ah, I know I’m just here to make sure we don’t unintentionally wipe each other out with the common cold or poison each other with jelly,” Renee said, flushing when Hancock stared at her for speaking up. “But it makes sense to me to assign them a place that is theirs. An embassy, maybe, so there’s a framework of laws. I know you’d like to think you can keep them hidden forever, but their presence will come out, and it feels safer with a plan rather than on the internet. They’re making efforts to acclimate their population to us. We should do the same. And if the door is permanent, then it can be controlled. What we have now isn’t.”

			Hancock crossed his arms over his chest, his breath to protest slowly slipping away. “That,” he said slowly, “I might be able to sell to the Hill.”

			Flustered, she glanced at Jackson before sitting straighter. “They haven’t harmed anyone even though we have harmed them. Hancock, you say Congress isn’t interested in truth unless it makes them look good and helps their constituents? Well, the Neighbors are desperate for resources, not to steal, but to buy with technology that might give us better energy sources, easier communication, a deeper understanding of where we sit in the universe. Who wouldn’t want that in their state?”

			Hancock seemed to relax. “I could sell that, too,” he said. “Indiana, eh?” he added, bobbing his head at Noel. “Damn, I think we’re going to do this.”

			Noel inclined her head, her teeth bared until August clicked, probably to tell her she wasn’t doing it right.

			“Okay.” Hancock stood, startling everyone. “I need a few days. August, will that work in Madam Noel’s framework?”

			August whistled, and Noel nodded first to him, then Hancock. The gesture was the same in both cultures, but then again, they had been here before.

			“I will see about the possibility of setting up a new installation in Carbondale,” Hancock said, and Noel stared at him rubbing his hands together. “I’ll have to sell it to the White House. It would help if I knew what your needs are as far as water, power, space. What you want in an embassy.”

			“Noel agrees to bring in the right people,” August said as Noel rose, quickly followed by August and Jackson. “She would like to thank you, Jackson, Will, and Renee.”

			“Renee. Right,” Hancock said, and Jackson hid a smile.

			Renee slowly got to her feet, her brow furrowed as she saw August’s slumped wings. “Ah, I’d like to secure August’s help with continuing to screen possible food imports.”

			“Plenty of time for that now that the portal is open,” Hancock said, clearly wanting to find a secure line to Washington, and Renee took a fast breath, her pulse hammering. If August left, he might never come back.

			“Now that the portal is open, we have to move faster,” she said. “Sure, the preliminary toxicology screenings are done, but I need his help to make sure we don’t introduce something that messes up their ecology.” Renee turned to Noel, the angelic Neighbor anything but. “I need August,” she added, wincing when August remained silent, not translating her words. “He’s agreed to spearhead the search for palatable food sources, heavy on fruit and grain. I need his help making sure we don’t accidentally introduce something that harms your food plants. August, tell her what I said.”

			August’s wing knuckles were so high in embarrassment, they almost touched. “She has already said the proposed products should go directly Nextdoor for testing,” he said, words slow. “I will work on them there.”

			“On a different planet?” Renee looked between him and Noel. “I can’t work like that, and there’s no need to.” Breath fast, she awkwardly made what she hoped was a pleading whistle. At least she got the hand gesture right. “Madam Noel, I need August. I need his language and science skills to screen what products won’t damage your ecosystem.” Breathless, she turned to August. “Tell her.”

			“She’s already decided,” August said, and Renee flushed.

			“Tell her!” she demanded, and Jackson chuckled, whispering something to Hancock. Renee didn’t care, and she stood there, flushing a bright red as August whistled and clicked, his wing knuckles low.

			Noel listened until he was done, clearly fascinated by Renee’s fed face. Again, there was a curious back-and-forth conversation to make the room sound like a forest in spring, and then August’s wings nearly flew open, shocking them and making the group by the window dissolve into a wheezing laughter.

			“Will, what is he saying?” Jackson asked.

			“Too fast, sir,” he answered, but his grin said different.

			“Renee.” August ran a hand over his head, nervous. “I can stay, but only because you made me do something I didn’t want to do and she’s never learned how.”

			Renee grinned, turning to Noel and making the “thank you” gesture three times in a row until Noel nodded. “Great,” she said, somehow resisting the urge to take August’s hands and dance him around. “Hancock, August needs free access around the installation immediately. My lab is big enough for six. We can’t set up in here. August, at least, should be allowed out of the embassy at will. He needs a passport. Like yesterday.”

			“Caisson,” Hancock growled.

			“Just until they get their permanent embassy,” she wheedled. “Give me that and you won’t hear from me except for my weekly reports.” She hesitated. “And they will be good reports.”

			Jackson chuckled as Hancock nodded, adding a dry “This will be hell to keep quiet.”

			“And the cultural exchange?” Jackson asked.

			Hancock’s smile vanished, but his expression eased when he looked across the room to where his own men were trying to learn the rules of Du-board. “Give them access to a TV and a remote. I want a report on what they watch, and how long.”

			Jackson nodded, waiting until August finished relaying that to Noel. “And the cadaver exchange?”

			Hancock shook his head. Shoulders square, he turned to Noel and made a surprisingly graceful gesture of farewell, ending it with his fist raised in invitation for a wing-knuckle bump. “Ma’am. I am grateful for the time you gave us and the wisdom you showed.”

			Renee blinked, surprised that he was more than a gun and an obstacle to be overcome.

			“Henoook,” Noel managed, then tapped her wing knuckle to his fist.

			August exhaled in relief as the man chuckled, bobbed his head, and strode off, bellowing for his aide to give him everything he could dig up on Carbondale, Indiana.

			“Talk about a high five,” Jackson whispered as Will gathered up his notes and dashed after Hancock. “You want to get some dinner?” the major added, and Renee took a quick breath. Quarantine was broken. She could eat in the cafeteria.

			“Give me twenty minutes,” she said. “I have to say goodbye.”

			“Gotcha. August, I’m glad you’re staying.” Jackson turned. “Madam Noel?” He, too, held his fist high, and Renee watched as the two Neighbors touched their wing knuckles to his fist in turn. “I could get used to this.” Grin never fading, Jackson turned on his heel and strode away, cocky and sure of himself as he stepped over the wall remaining between quarantine and the observation lounge. And then he was gone.

			“Reenay,” Noel wheezed, and Renee turned, surprised to find her extending a wing knuckle.

			“Madam Noel.” She’d knuckle knocked hundreds of times before, but it felt different now, and she made a fist, quickly tapping the smaller Neighbor’s offered knuckle.

			Only now did the clearly tired female turn away, moving a short distance before stopping to wait for August.

			August lingered, his wings drooping in relief. “I can stay,” he said, and Renee took his hands and gave them a brief squeeze.

			“She didn’t let you stay because of the food testing, did she.”

			August’s eyes nictitated in embarrassment as he glanced at the waiting jin. “I told her I’m beginning to see when you are lying. Not you, but you as a species. You smell different.”

			Renee’s expression fell. “You’re a spy?” she said, but August smiled, looking as if he finally understood the human gesture that was both threat and welcome.

			“I don’t know the word ‘spy,’ ” he said as he glanced at Noel. “But if it means I can stay, then yes. I’m a spy.”

		

	
		
			Three

			The dry air caught in Noel’s throat, making her wonder how August could speak the humans’ guttural language without coughing. She’d watched the light from their sun fade while she and August had talked to the humans, the blue and violet sky beyond the tree growing dark until, quite shockingly, an artificial light flicked on, illuminating the tree from underneath. Humans were clearly dependent on light to function. No wonder their eyes were so small.

			The light in the courtyard had since been turned off to allow for the majority of the agents who had expressed a desire to remain to gaze at the stars. It was so dry here that they were visible, and Noel stifled a shudder. Space. She was looking at space…No wonder their air is so thin. It probably drifts away at will.

			“Do you want to see the stars before you go?” August said, and Noel jumped, not having heard him approach in the drier air.

			“No, but I would appreciate knowing if they are the same as home.”

			“They are not.” August fingered his change of clothes in appreciation. “I have seen their star charts,” he added. “Some stars I recognize, but they are not in the right place.” He took a slow breath. “Are you leaving directly, or do you want to tour the barracks first?”

			Noel glanced at the door that the humans had left through. Well, most of them, she thought, her gaze going to Renee now slumped into a vastly overindulgent chair as if waiting for August. “Soon,” she said, both eager and reluctant to leave. It would be late on the other side of the portal as well, but there were bound to be holocasters looking for news despite her instruction to not give them a word until she returned. “Do you trust them?”

			August’s wing knuckles rose. “I do not trust Hancock beyond what his words say. Jackson, I trust to do what is best for his people, and as long as that coincides with what is best for us, I rest easy. I trust Renee to do what is best for both of us on all fronts. And Will. Provided we do no harm to them. You have not met Monroe, but him I do not trust.”

			She followed August’s gaze to the courtyard, and a handful of her people clustered around Will, the human pointing up at the sky with a portable red light. After seeing the state of the wounded, she was shocked that any of them wanted to stay. Perhaps they shared a fascination with the dangerous with humans as well.

			“Thank you for the new clothes,” August said, bringing her wandering attention back.

			“You are welcome.”

			“Will you be authorizing an Earth-side server soon?”

			“Perhaps.” He was rubbing his bare wrist, and her wings shifted as she angled to the labyrinth. There was no way to communicate past a portal, and until they knew the humans wouldn’t outright steal their technology, she wouldn’t risk it. He would have to get his information secondhand.

			The lack of communication was vexing, and not just because they couldn’t check the ring scores. Elsewhere, portals could shift from incoming to outgoing by need, directed by gate agents using visual and verbal checks and double checks to prevent accidents. Here, she’d have to instate a common-law motion. Perhaps outgoing when the Earth sun was up, and incoming when the sun was down, with an hour gap to prevent accidents.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked as she went to the beginning of the pattern. “No one knows if the evolutionary changes can be reversed. You might not be able to fly again if you stay here. Your fingers are already shorter, and your wing membrane has thinned.”

			August flexed his hand, eyeing it in worry. “I will stay.”

			“Until I need you,” she said, and his eyes nictitated.

			“Noel, give them a chance,” he implored suddenly, wings clamped to his back. “Don’t let Tayler determine whether the portal is closed or not. We need this world. Here. Try this.”

			Noel’s lips parted in surprise when he took a shiny foil bag from a fold of cloth, opening it to bring out a mottled amber disk so thin that light passed through. “What is it?” she said as she reached out, and August glanced at Renee waiting for him.

			“It’s a chip,” he said. “Renee eats them.”

			Noel’s fingers closed on nothing, and she dropped her hand.

			“Try it,” he said, shifting to put his back to the human jin. “It’s a root. I took it from Renee’s tray a few days ago when she said she was gaining too much weight.”

			“I am not going to eat discarded food,” she said, but her eyes widened when August opened the bag and the tang of salt hit her. “Salt?” Noel whispered, and August nodded, holding it out again.

			“I tried it because it looked like a piscy wing, but it’s a root, cooked in plant juice and dusted with salt.”

			She took it, remembering the sudden shock of the blueberry. Feeling foolish, she placed it on her tongue to rehydrate, blinking at the sudden surge of flavor.

			“You chew it,” he said, but she didn’t, relishing the heavy layer of the rare mineral.

			Perhaps this is why the ten volunteers wish to remain, she thought. So much salt that it could be thrown away. “They have deposits of salt?” she asked, and August shrugged.

			“Apparently.”

			She moved the chip from side to side, getting the last of it before swallowing the now soft, fibrous root whole. “I expect daily sealed reports by courier,” she said as she stepped onto the labyrinth and a shiver of sensation lifted through her.

			“I will dictate them myself.”

			“And a sample of all new foodstuffs to be tested,” she added when the gentle, expected lassitude rose up. “No more risky testing on yourself. You are not a science piscy.”

			“Yes, Noel. I’m only a portal away,” he said, and she turned to the pattern and began to walk.

			That is what I’m afraid of, she thought as the black ceiling and white floor grew more defined and she wove first one way, then the other, until at last, the event horizon fronted her right where she started. She could see August through a haze of probability, visible though the entire Nextdoor universe lay between them. Breath held, she stepped forward…

			…for her foot to touch not Earth, but home, in the blessedly humid, darker levels of the portal building.

			“Madam Noel,” the desk agent said in relief, already tapping out a message of her arrival.

			She breathed deep, groaning in relief as her eyes fully unnictitated for the first time in hours. The snap floor was empty and the labyrinth glowed faintly behind her, slowly dimming to nothing. “Thank you for maintaining an empty floor,” she said as she stepped from the portal, and the older mer lifted a wing knuckle in acknowledgment.

			“Sira Zuriel’s instruction,” he said, surprising her. “There are celebrations in the street, but the halls here are empty. He wants to talk to you the instant you return.”

			“Stiff wind,” she swore, and the mer’s eyes widened. Her ears were already beginning to reacclimate, and she appreciated that everything sounded normal. Even the stale scent of musk rising from the old mer was a relief after Earth’s dry, barren air smelling of nothing. Except their food, she mused as she licked her lips for the last hint of salt.

			Her holo dinged as it reconnected to the server, and she sighed, wings shifting, as message after message came in. “I’ll be in my office,” she said as she stepped from the portal and headed to the door. “Overnight,” she added as she saw the threats from Zuriel followed by multiple requests from Marriel concerning interviews. There was a final notice from her aide that she was being asked to leave the building, and that she’d be working from home and to let her know when she got back.

			“Madam Noel?” the gate agent asked, and she finished typing a quick request for Marriel to find out how the injured were doing. The older mer was opening a sealed swab packet, his wings held low in apology. “Ah, medical wants a sample,” he said, leaving his desk to bring it to her. “They figured you wouldn’t come in.”

			“They were right,” she said sourly as she ran it over her teeth, wondering what they would think of the salt residue.

			“Thank you, Madam Noel.”

			“I’ll be in my office working up tomorrow’s holo release,” she said, not knowing why, except that she had expected to come home to the mess she had left, and all she found was a single gate agent minding the door. After hours or not, she’d expected someone here to either fire her or take her to a party.

			And so, when she left the portal tunnel and found herself in the eerily quiet main tower, she stifled a shudder. There was utter silence, the usual myriad of whistles and clicks nonexistent. Even the fans that had created the updraft she was so proud of had been turned off.

			“Elevator it is,” she said, her words echoing faintly. She wasn’t sure if the lack of updraft was due to Zuriel’s demand to empty the tower, or if they turned the fans off every night. Her thoughts were so deep into her holo release that she didn’t notice the tall, pale figure in the elevator until she all but walked into him.

			“Oh!” She clicked in embarrassment when he reached past her and pushed a button. “I thought I was the only one in the tower.”

			“Madam Noel,” he said, stepping in front of the panel when she reached for it.

			She dropped to the back, even as the elevator began to rise. “What do you think you’re doing,” she demanded, her wing knuckles high, and he clamped his wings in a show of nonaggression. His wing hem had been cut into little v’s, giving a menacing cast to his otherwise passive countenance.

			“Your presence is requested, Madam Noel,” he said, and her eyes went to the panel. The floor lit was reserved for the servers that ran the place, and her eyes nictitated in doubt. It was cold above the cloud line, which was why they put the computers there.

			He’s wearing gloves, she thought, and she retreated farther, finding more threat in the thin, transparent plastic than in his wide shoulders and muscular back.

			The lift chirped as the door opened, and he immediately stepped out, one hand ensuring that the doors didn’t close. The pristine floor, unusually cool temperature, and antiseptic-scented air were uncomfortable, and she shook her head.

			“Madam, please,” he said, wings rising in a soft threat.

			She took a deep breath, tapping a message to Marriel before stepping through the door. The guard retreated to give her room as the doors closed behind her.

			“Thank you. This way,” he said, and she followed him, keeping her distance as they went down a long, unremarkable hall.

			One that has cameras in the corners, she thought, staring at them as they went past.

			“Answer her questions shortly, but thoroughly,” said the guard, for that was what he had to be. “Don’t volunteer anything. Wear these.”

			She took the mask and gloves, bewildered.

			“You may greet her verbally, but not tactilely,” the mer said as he stopped at a pair of double doors and punched a series of numbers into the receiving panel.

			“Earth has no contagions,” Noel said as the lock’s tumblers shifted with a loud thunk.

			“She will enter after you,” he said as he held the door for her, and she crossed from the hard, white floor to a soft foam that felt wonderful on her feet. “And she will leave before,” he added. “I will escort you back to the elevator.”

			“I didn’t know this was here,” she said, riveted to the unexpected view. As she had thought, they were above the cloud line, and stars winked at her—stars that August might be looking at now, though from light-years away.

			“Madam Noel?” he said, and she turned, only now realizing that he had opened another door, smaller this time. The new room also had the same luxurious flooring. The lights were soothing, and the air warmer, even as it coated her parched throat.

			Two chairs, a small table between them. A wall holo in the corner. A tea bowl and two cups waited, the former steaming to send the scent of fresh green into the air.

			“She’ll be with you in a moment,” the guard said as Noel entered the clearly upscale meeting room.

			“Who?” she asked, turning fast at the small click of a lock.

			Frowning, Noel dropped her mask and gloves on a chair before striding to the door to find it was, indeed, locked.

			“I had every right to confront whoever was responsible for the condition of my people!” she whistled loudly. “I am the leader of this project, and I don’t have to account my actions to anyone! If the only reason you gave it to me was because you thought it would never amount to anything, then that is your misconception, Zuriel, and I will not be silenced!”

			There was no answer, even when she hammered on the door and tried the lock again.

			Frustrated, she stood before the table, the wonderful scent of good tea filling the air.

			“As it lifts,” she muttered, not happy as she repositioned the chair to face the door before sitting in it. Silent, she stared at the tea bowl, finally giving in and pouring herself a cup.

			She eased deeper into the chair. “Holo on. News,” she said firmly, but the hazed patch of light remained hazed, and her wing began to twitch in annoyance. Her wrist holo didn’t work, either, and she wondered if Marriel had ever gotten her last message.

			“As it lifts,” she said again, tugging on the mask and gloves and settling back to wait.

			And wait.

			And wait.

			Until the last of the tea was gone and the gloves and mask were again wadded up and on the table. The silence of the room began to overtake her anger, and her eyes slowly nictitated shut, flashing open at the soft sound of a click.

			“Madam Noel?”

			It was a small jin, so old that the red of her protein diet had lightened with age, marbling her wing edges and fingers with gray. Noel sat up, her eyes going from the jin’s arthritic wings to the cracked, full tea bowl in her hand.

			“They can’t fire me for doing my job,” Noel said as she blinked the sleep from her eyes and checked her wrist holo. Three in the morning?

			“No.” The old jin shut the door behind her. “But we can make you disappear. Don’t get up. You’re tired.”

			Noel resettled herself, no longer sure she knew what was going on.

			“Sorry for the delay,” the jin said as she set down the tea bowl and eased into the seat across from Noel with a sigh. “But the air and water samples took some time to work through, and you didn’t keep your gloves on. Would you like more tea? It’s from the cafeteria, but it’s hot.”

			Unsure, Noel nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

			The grizzled old jin deftly poured two cups, taking one as she settled back and eyed Noel as if in thought. “Rise easy on your updraft. You’re not in danger of losing your job tonight.”

			“Who are you?” Noel said, letting less of her ire show than she wanted. “This is my project, and I don’t appreciate being detained in my own building.”

			“I’m Sidriel,” she said, her eyes nictitating in anger. “And you are too smart to not know I’m risking a lot talking to you here. As it is, you have landed yourself in a need-to-know position, and I’m the only one who can tell you.” She sipped her tea, her anger easing. “I simply haven’t decided if you’re worth the risk.”

			Noel took the cup, worried. This wasn’t Zuriel’s doing. “Tell me what?”

			Sidriel ran her gaze over Noel, lingering on the shadows of tattoos and the rings still piercing her lower wing hem. “First,” she said confidently. “The new world? I’ve seen the first reports. Your personal thoughts would be appreciated. Keep it brief.”

			“It’s populated,” Noel said, and Sidriel waved a hand in dismissal. “The indigenous population fears their environment even as they protect it. August, my lead environmentalist, says they’re fascinated by what scares them.” Noel hesitated, remembering the ten who had asked to remain, having lived through their nightmare and found strength. “Perhaps we are the same and can find common ground there.”

			“Go on,” Sidriel prompted as if surprised at the direction of her assessment.

			“The world itself is shockingly rich in diversity,” Noel continued, wincing at the bitter taste of the tea. “They claim millions of species, which might be possible with the debilitating amount of sun they are exposed to. Entire food chains building on the light from the sun.”

			“Millions,” Sidriel said, one eye nictitated in disbelief. “Surely an exaggeration.”

			“They have no reason to lie.” Noel awkwardly shifted her wing knuckles. “And they do lie. August is learning both their verbal and nonverbal language as creation sparks have difficulty translating it naturally. It consists mostly of guttural noises made deep in the throat, and it took two weeks for his vestigial throat cords to adapt. He’s also becoming proficient in their body language, which is why I have agreed to let him and ten from the original group stay. They insist.”

			Sidriel glanced at her wrist holo. “The environmental report says we may not be able to adapt to their daytime conditions.”

			“I disagree,” Noel said, and Sidriel made a chirp, not of surprise, but perhaps at Noel’s audacity. “The report was based on the hospitalized team members who had been subjected to overly harsh conditions. August’s group has been treated more gently, and the better conditions are allowing secondary evolutionary changes to show themselves. Changes such as a decreased finger length, thinner wing density, and a thickening of the nictitating membrane, not to cloud, but to darken the light reaching them. I’ll have a report by tomorrow as to the internal changes. Would you—”

			“I have access to it,” Sidriel interrupted. “Tell me about the salt found in your system.”

			Noel’s gut tightened. “The range of their foods appears to be extraordinary,” she said. “I’ve given August leave to study the best prospects for importation, but most if not all depend on a high-sun environment and won’t survive here. I personally sampled a blueberry and pontan chip. Both are plant based and—”

			“I’ve seen the report. Stop,” Sidriel said, then inclined her head to soften her words. “I have decided your value. The information you have been working from is false.”

			Noel’s wing knuckles drooped. “I saw the world myself. August has no reason to—”

			“Not that information.” Sidriel clicked in annoyance. “The condition of our world. Did you never think it odd that such a large sum was spent on your wild theory of using creation spark manipulation to promote spontaneous portals?”

			“I thought it simply good sense,” Noel said, but an unsettled feeling was growing in her as if the updraft she rose upon was suddenly not there and she was about to fall.

			“You were given access to enough energy to run a city for a year,” Sidriel was saying. “The funds to build an entire building in the dead center of our largest city, a building devoted to portal exploration and management, staffed only by those who shelter a creation spark? All for a thin idea that was so ill thought of that even the government wouldn’t back it?”

			Someone did, Noel thought as she studied the old jin. “Perhaps you believed it would work?” she guessed.

			Sidriel chortled a whistling laugh. “Yes, I believed it would work.” She hesitated. “We know of Earth, not by guess, but by observation.”

			Noel’s wings drooped, the rings on the hem chiming as they hit the floor. “I agree that we have been there, yes, through spontaneous portals over time. There are images of us in their history, but observation? We would need a functioning, two-way portal, and we have never—”

			“We have.” Sidriel sipped her tea. “Gained and lost.”

			“Then…” Noel glanced at the empty holo screen as if betrayed by it. “It’s not in our history.”

			“It is.” Sidriel set her cup down, busying herself with her wrist holo. “Just not the history that’s available to the general populace.”

			Noel jumped as her wrist holo pinged. A file too large to be sent had landed in her personal folder.

			“You will not share that with anyone, and it will fragment in three days,” Sidriel said. “Put simply, we’ve tried to colonize Earth three times, failing each attempt. We lost thousands of creation sparks doing so. I don’t intend to lose a single one more.”

			Noel looked up from her wrist holo, cold. “They don’t know about creation sparks. I’m sure of it. If they did, the sparks we carried would have begun translating immediately. August said it took weeks.”

			“The delay of which I find fascinating.” Sidriel poured more tea into both their cups. “It’s believed that we were forced to abandon Earth previously because humans can bond with sparks. Same as us. Better than us. Use them with a markedly higher dexterity, as did the Nix.”

			“But they don’t know of them. At all,” Noel insisted, feeling betrayed.

			Sidriel shrugged, her wing knuckles clicking together over her head. “When we reached an Earth-side threshold population, humans began to use their energy as we do. It was several thousand of us the first time. Just shy of that number the second. The third time, we had perhaps five hundred across before humans began showing an affinity for manipulating creation energy. My theory is that the lost creation sparks are still there, dormant, but pushing the limiting factor up. One of your long-range tasks will be to find the stray, dormant sparks, bind them into an inert state, and transport them home.”

			“I don’t understand.” Humans can use creation energy? What happened to the missing sparks? Did they just let them go? “How did we lose the portal?”

			“They outcompeted us,” Sidriel said. “Every time. And, Noel, we need this world. If we don’t take it this time, we die. We do not have an alternative.”

			Noel’s head snapped up. “It’s not our world.”

			Sidriel’s eyes nictitated in a sly expression. “Who’s to say whose world it was to begin with. We share the same bacteria, many of the same viruses. Their folklore includes piscys, Nix, and Piers. They just don’t remember us apart from magical beings. Angels and demons, they called us the last time. They thought we were two species.” Her wing hem shook. “Emissaries from their gods of good and evil, and still they drove us away. Not this time.”

			Noel was silent, trying to understand. She’d gotten the funding not because her theory was sound, but because their world was dying. Faster than anyone had been allowed to know. They had been to Earth before, driven out when the creation sparks that made the joining of their worlds possible began to work against them.

			“Fly easy,” Sidriel said soothingly, and Noel looked up, still confused. “No one is proposing to invade them in force. I will not make the same mistake my predecessors made. Trade is a better warrior than the sword.”

			“How long do we have?” she whistled softly, and Sidriel’s wing knuckles cracked together nervously.

			“With no intervention? Two, maybe three generations, and they will not be pleasant.”

			Noel’s chest seemed to clench. All they had was a hellhole to flee to, a burning desert they could survive only if the creation spark in them shifted their bodies. Not everyone would make it; creation sparks belonged to the affluent and long-lived. And the lucky.

			“It’s time enough, Noel. You saved our way of life. And for that, you will be remembered.”

			Noel clasped her hands, wishing it was a joke. “What do you want me to do?”

			Sidriel tapped her wrist holo. “Encourage August and the ten volunteers learning…Englesh to remain. See what changes the world makes on us so we can prepare by telling our people these are desirable things. Continue to follow Hancock’s rules. Limit the number of people across the portal to a hundred until we know if humans can still use creation energy. Keep our people close to the portal for safety and possible evacuation. No one is to be out of snap range. Ever.”

			Noel’s eyes nictitated in alarm. “If we leave, we can’t reopen the portal. Twenty-three need to remain or it will be gone forever.”

			Sidriel raised her wings in reassurance. “I have already authorized twenty-three free creation sparks to be buried at the base of the labyrinth.” She clicked, amused. “Some of them were the death payouts for your people who returned intact. The inert, captured sparks will maintain the portal if a fast evacuation is needed. I will not lose Earth.” Sidriel’s toe knuckles popped, one after the other. “You will not lose it for me. Understand?”

			She bobbed her head, thoughts churning.

			“Instruct your lead environmentalist to watch the humans they have contact with to see if they begin to use creation energy, but do not tell him why.”

			“I will.” That humans might be able to use creation energy wasn’t unheard of. Piers were able to use ambient levels of spark energy to repair their bodies. Nix were said to be able to see the future and past, which was probably why they had been beaten into submission and exiled to their dead world. The legendary Hirwofas were said to be able to become beasts.

			“Keep proceeding with possible imports,” Sidriel said, bringing Noel’s wandering thoughts back. “They will give us the opportunity to move slowly and discover if indeed humans still maintain the ability to use creation energy. You are to encourage trade.”

			Noel shifted a wing in question. “Madam, perhaps their imports will be enough and we won’t have to take such drastic measures. It is their world.”

			“It is a world,” Sidriel said, her whistle punctuated by a sharp, derisive click. “And if an accord could be found, we wouldn’t have failed three times before.” Her wings slumped, and she softened. “Rest easy, Noel. This plan spans untold generations. They will never know. The Piers didn’t.”

			Noel’s eyes fixed on Sidriel’s. “This isn’t our world, either,” she whispered, frightened.

			Sidriel lifted her shoulders, smug. “They are all our worlds.”

			“And the Nix?” Noel said.

			Sidriel’s wings drooped. “They realized what we were doing and fought back. Don’t let that happen here. Earth is all we have.”

			Noel nodded. That Earth was all the humans had didn’t seem to bother Sidriel at all.

		

	
		
			Four

			Eyes closed, Renee sat with her knees to her chest, cold from the chill air and the shadow of the huge exhaust stack. The wind was a bare hint lifting through her hair, and the sky, when her eyes opened, was blue and pink and white, tending to gold at the horizon where the sun had yet to rise. August sat beside her, both of them enjoying the view, the installation peaceful in the predawn stillness apart from the brumm of a Jeep and the faint singsong chant of a troop in motion.

			She shivered, wishing she’d brought a blanket to put between her and the cold roof stones, but moving out of the stack’s shade wasn’t an option. August’s deep red color should protect him, but she wasn’t willing to risk him being seen.

			“I’ve never witnessed so long a horizon,” August said, clicking to give his words emphasis.

			A sigh slipped from her as the fatigue of staying up all night strengthened its grip. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? The desert is like this, too, and Indiana, though the corn gets in the way in the summer.”

			There was the soft sound of sliding fabric as he turned to her, the faintest hint of gold in his wide eyes, nictitated as the light grew brighter. “Corn?” he said, wing knuckles dropping. “Gets in the way?”

			She smiled, gesturing as if it lay before them instead of the rooftops of the barracks. “Acres and acres of it,” she said. “Just nothing but sky and corn, taller than me. Science keeps telling the growers to break up their mono-species fields with other plants, but the big farming industries don’t listen, intent on ease of chemical application and harvest instead of the health of the ground. They don’t care that by breaking up the fields with other crops or a naturalized strip, they’ll need less pesticides and might even keep the topsoil from blowing away in the offseason. Not to mention cut down on the possibility of plant plague.”

			Wincing, she glanced up at August. “Sorry,” she added as she began to fiddle with the river-smooth rock. “It’s a bit of a sore spot with me.”

			August blinked, his second eyelids remaining closed in the bright sun. “Nextdoor farms don’t have an offseason. Plant again right after harvest.”

			Renee squinted at him as the light brightened and the gold in his eyes grew more pronounced. She’d seen them turn gold when his wounded kin had returned, too. It seemed to be their version of tears. “Here,” she said, taking her sunglasses off and extending them to him. “Try these on. I think they will fit your face.”

			Renee’s Ray-Bans dangled from his fingers. “Don’t you need them?” he said, blinking profusely.

			She shrugged, her grip around her knees tightening. “I’ll be okay. You need them more.”

			Her smile widened at his whistling sigh as August awkwardly worked the earpieces until, with a click of surprise, he froze, staring out at the world as if never having seen it.

			“Sunglasses are great,” he said simply, and she chuckled, thinking they appeared odd on his long, triangular face. Odd, but somehow right.

			“They look good on you,” she said as she tossed a stone to ping against the intake vent. “When you get your walking papers, I’ll take you sunglass shopping, but until then, keep them. I’ll get another pair from the PX.” They wouldn’t be Ray-Bans, but a demon out walking the streets shouldn’t be in Wally World specials.

			August whistled, the low tone almost an mmmm of sound. “I thought human eyes adapted to light,” he said, taking them off and squinting.

			“Not this bright, no,” she admitted. “We’ve needed to see in the dark too much in our past. We’ve been both predator and prey for most of our species’ history. You can’t have everything, and hey, we can always make sunglasses.”

			August put them back on, smoother this time. “Perhaps that explains it.”

			Renee looked askance at him. “Explains what?”

			His wing hem curled. “Why you protect what you fear. You empathize with both prey and predator. That is…unusual in sentient species.”

			“Is it?” Shoulders slumping, she stifled a yawn, chin dropping to her upraised knees. “There it is,” she said as the first piercing drop of gold sun pushed over the surrounding buildings and spilled over her, warming her shins.

			August sat silently, almost glowing in the new light, her Ray-Bans black as he studied the orange light before looking straight up, whistling as if he saw more than the faultless blue.

			Which he might, she thought, remembering Will mentioning they were sensitive to ultraviolet waves that humans couldn’t see. Never, she mused as she watched him enjoy the sunrise, would she have ever thought that she’d find herself sitting on the roof with an alien who looked good in her glasses. A smile lifted the corners of her lips, and she sighed, stifling another yawn.

			August’s wings rustled in concern. “You need to sleep.”

			“Yes, but it can wait. It’s good to feel the sky over me,” she whispered, fatigued. “Is the light too much?”

			“No.” He took the glasses off, silent as he studied the pinks and blues stretching from horizon to horizon. “I’ve not seen a sunrise except on the holo. They get them in the mountains, but we don’t live there. It’s too cold to be comfortable.” He hesitated. “Do you watch the sunrise often?”

			She shrugged, her focus following the soldier running on the track. “Every morning when I worked in the desert. This one is about an eight on a scale of ten.” She smiled. “Company helps.”

			“The desert.” August put her glasses back on. “Where you charmed snakes.”

			She laughed, tossing her head just to feel the wind in her hair. “You heard Tayler call me that? I guess it’s sort of accurate.”

			His wings shifted in a soft sound of leather. “If Han, Raphael, and Mikail are free, maybe they see many sunrises. Know there is beauty here.”

			The three missing Neighbors, Renee thought, suddenly uncomfortable. She’d almost forgotten them. Clearly August had not. “Maybe,” she whispered. “August…”

			August turned, her sunglasses hiding his eyes. “I’m not riding a thin updraft. I know there are many chances they are dead and few that they live, but if they were not caught by Hancock, they could still be in hiding.” His foot knuckles popped. “I can make a message for them. Hancock can put it on…internet. No one understands whistle-clicks. I can tell them to come here. They see me on the roof and believe they are safe.”

			Renee hesitated, her initial protest melting away. “That’s a great idea. We have to ask Jackson.”

			August bobbed his head. “Good. We can ask him now,” he said as he turned to the roof door. “Good morning, Jackson,” he said even before Renee could see who was opening the door. “Sunrise is an eight on ten.”

			“How do you do that?” Renee whispered as the tall man headed their way, roof stones crunching under him in no-nonsense rhythm. “I know. No words.” But what words did he need that he didn’t already have to explain it?

			“Eight on ten?” Jackson said wryly, glancing at the sky before making the gesture of greeting to August. “Always pushing it, eh, Caisson?”

			Renee shifted to make room for him. “We are still on Nextdoor territory. You said they had the entire quarantine zone.”

			“You are on the roof,” Jackson protested. “Where anyone doing a flyover can see.” But he, too, was smiling as he scuffed to a halt and sat on the rim of the intake tower beside her.

			“We’re in the shade,” she grumped. “No one can see us. Hey, August just came up with a great idea. He wants to record a message to the missing three to tell them to come in. That it’s safe. He suggested the internet, but I’m thinking if we incorporate the message into a piece of popular music and use the government pull to push it to the top ten, we could send a message to them from coast to coast without anyone ever knowing what it was.”

			“That’s…actually a really good idea,” Jackson said, his initial reticence melting away as he thought it over. “August, go ahead and have Will help you work something up. We have a recording studio here, so the logistics shouldn’t be hard. I’ll work on getting it past Hancock.”

			“Thank you, Jackson,” August said as he shifted deeper into the shadow of the stack.

			“I’m sorry if it looks as if we have forgotten them.” Jackson eased himself down on the shelf about the stack. “It never occurred to me to use the language barrier as a way to broadcast a hidden message.” He went silent, squinting over the air base. “This is nice. I never have the time to watch a sunrise.”

			August made a small click as if in understanding. “Sunrise is a pair-bonding ritual?”

			Jackson and Renee both jerked, eyes blinking as they stared at each other. “Ah, in the right situation,” Jackson said, but the rest of his explanation went unheard as two jets took off in quick succession, the noise reverberating between the buildings until it faded.

			“That’s what that noise is,” August said, his eyes following the two jets roaring into the air.

			Jackson’s lips pressed as he followed them, too. “Ah, you can’t be here with jets in the air.”

			“Fine.” Renee stood, smacking the dust from her backside. “You are just a fun sponge, you know it?”

			“Inside,” he insisted, and August rose, his eyes tracking the dwindling shapes.

			“You fly,” the imposing mer said as his wings extended, angling to catch the breeze.

			He looks like a charismatic devil, she thought in shock as he closed his eyes and leaned into the wind…as if tasting it.

			“August?” Jackson said, the threat in that one word crossing the language barrier cleanly.

			“I cannot fly here.” August shifted his wings closed behind his back. “I tried when I was captured and failed.”

			“Well, maybe you just need a bigger updraft,” Renee said, not liking how low he was holding his wings. He looked depressed. “I bet a beach wind could lift you.”

			“What are you doing?” Jackson almost growled at her as he pointedly waited for them to head for the door. “You know you can’t take him to the beach.” But August seemed to have perked up, even as he looked at his fingers and hid them in a fist.

			“Inside. Now,” Jackson added as he opened the stairway door and held it for them. She went first, smiling as both “men” sighed as the dark took them, each for different reasons.

			Silent, they kept to their own thoughts as they wound down two flights. The air seemed dead when they came out into the empty hall beside the elevators and, as one, turned to quarantine.

			Jackson frowned as they passed the courtyard, three Neighbors sitting in the damp under the tree. “Camouflage canopy,” Renee heard him mutter, and then louder, “August, is there anything I can arrange for your people? Other than a couple of hours in the recording studio?”

			August shortened his stride. “Is the observation lounge ours?”

			Jackson nodded. “The lounge, the courtyard, and both the north and south barracks. Oh, and the lounge and associated rooms attached to the south barracks, too. You have the entire circle. If the code I gave you won’t open the door, then that’s the limit of your free movement. Don’t go on the roof anymore, okay?” he added, and Renee nodded ruefully. “We can’t lock the stairway due to code, so you’re on your honor. Don’t make me put a guard on it.”

			“Understood,” August said, whistling mournfully.

			“Let me or my engineers know your power needs,” Jackson continued, his pace making Renee breathless. “I’m sure we can get it regulated to whatever your equipment requires.”

			August hesitated, taking one long step to catch up. “Everything is on…” He whistled faintly. “Battery?”

			They’d reached the door to the lounge, and Jackson gestured for August to punch in the code. The tall Neighbor pointed one long finger, gingerly touching each number until the door panel glowed green.

			“Great. Your code is working,” Jackson said, pulling open the door and gesturing for him to go through. “Renee, if you have a moment before you grab some rack time, I’d like to talk to you.”

			August turned, wing hem drooping.

			I don’t have to sleep in quarantine anymore, Renee realized, a hand going to her face as she warmed in embarrassment. God, that would have been dumb. But she had liked living with the Neighbors, waking up to their whistling chatter and the scent of that sweet drink they had every morning. “Ah, sure.” She hesitated in the hall beside Jackson. “Um, I just need to know if August has some time today to help me set the lab up for two people.”

			Jackson shifted his grip on the open door, adding his foot as an alarm began to sound in the distance. “Today? You’ve both been up all night. Take the day off. Both of you. Get some sleep. I’m still working on the logistics of August getting from here to there. We might have to make a few doors.”

			August clasped his hands, his wings politely flat against his back. “I would appreciate some…rack time. We can discuss our lab tomorrow.”

			“Sure.” Renee took a rocking step backward, wondering if perhaps she’d worn out her welcome. He’d been looking after her for two weeks solid. “Okay. Get some sleep,” she said around a yawn. “It will be nice to crash in my own bed.” She glanced at Jackson. “After our meeting.”

			Jackson nodded once, a faint smile showing. “You want some breakfast? We can talk over food. Two birds, one stone.” His grip on the door faltered, but August was still standing there, and Renee could tell he was reluctant to simply let go and have it slam in his face.

			“Two birds,” August whispered, trying to puzzle it out.

			“Yeah. I should probably eat.” Renee half turned toward the hallway, suddenly hungry.

			“Good.” Jackson nodded at August, but the Neighbor didn’t step away. “I know a great place for steak and eggs.”

			“Not the cafeteria?” Renee said, and Jackson shook his head.

			“You need to get out.” Seeing that August hadn’t moved, Jackson made the farewell gesture.

			Renee touched her hair, hating that she was flushing again. “That sounds great, but I’m not fit for visual consumption.”

			“Visual consumption?” Jackson echoed, then got it. “Good Lord, you scientists talk funny. You look great. It’s just down the road. A nice bar, not a five-star restaurant. Trust me. You’ll be the sexiest woman there. It will do my reputation good.”

			Renee arched her eyebrows. “Glad I’m here to up your street cred, soldier boy.” Smile lingering, she turned to August still standing in the hall, his wing hem curled as he struggled with the new words. “I don’t want to call today an entire waste. You want to check out the lab after you get some sleep? Maybe around three?”

			“Three,” August said, his eyes nictitating briefly. “I will see you then.”

			“Three,” she confirmed, and August turned and walked away, wing knuckles low in thought.

		

	
		
			Five

			The gravel ground under Renee’s sneakers as she got out of Jackson’s Jeep. Hesitating, she took in the low-slung, windowless tavern with what had to be three air conditioners on the roof. “It’s a bar. I thought you were kidding.”

			Jackson’s Jeep door slammed. “Best breakfast in the valley,” he said confidently. “And it’s not busy.”

			Squinting, Renee glanced over the empty field of grit that was the parking lot. Busy? It looks closed. Her gaze dropped to her jeans and wrinkled shirt, and she shut her door. “It’s your town,” she said, then started forward.

			There was a crunch of gravel as Jackson quickened his pace to catch up. “So…will you be mad if I get the door for you, or mad if I don’t?”

			“Funny,” she said, arms swinging. The shrubs between the lot and the building were stunted and scarred. It had been a long time since anyone had cared.

			“I’m serious.” Jackson hunched his shoulders. “My mama would tan my hide if I didn’t open the door for you because you’re a lady and a professional, but you’re also a self-made woman who doesn’t kill her own snakes but milks them.”

			Her lips quirked in a smile. “Well, it’s not a date. I don’t know business-meeting protocol.”

			The door was steps away, and Jackson lurched forward as she reached for it. “I’m getting the door for you,” he said as he pulled it open. “Not because you can’t get it for yourself, but because I’ve been here before and you haven’t.” Exhaling in relief, he gestured for her to go first.

			“Nice rationalization. Your mama would be proud,” she said, grinning as she went in and slowed, waiting for her eyes to adjust. The ceiling was low, the floor and walls were dark, and it was cool after the morning sun. August would like it here, she thought, her gaze drawn to the pool table with a long, cracked Tiffany lamp glowing over it.

			The theme seemed to be jets. Models of them hung from the lights in a haphazard pattern she couldn’t fathom. Pictures of them in the air and on the ground—mostly cut from the newspaper—adorned the walls. There was even a string of lighted jets over the door to the restrooms. A stage and dance floor filled one corner. The bar was long, and it was as empty as the parking lot. Sexiest woman here? Try the only.

			“Sit where you like,” came a masculine voice from the back. “But you’ll be served faster at the bar.”

			“Hey, Ed!” Jackson called. “It’s me. Two breakfasts with coffee.”

			Renee smiled as an old, sunbaked man came from the back, his hands cramped from arthritis as he wiped them on a towel. “Jackson!” He grinned to show he was missing a tooth, but honestly, it only made him look more authentic. “Ma’am,” he added as he nodded to Renee, his eyes quickly taking in her fatigue. “How would you like your eggs?”

			“Whatever is easiest,” she said as she slid up onto a stool, shoulders slumping as Ed set two worn coffee mugs on the bar. “Scrambled?” she added, and Ed nodded.

			“Scrambled it is.” Silent, he poured the coffee and went back through the open archway to the kitchen.

			Jackson sighed as he sat beside her, then leaned over the bar to take two sugars.

			Renee almost moaned at her first sip, her eyebrows rising in approval at the rich, nutty taste. Nodding in agreement, Jackson settled himself, oddly silent as he dumped sugar into his coffee, his brown fingers encircling his mug looking strange to Renee after two weeks with August’s long, thin, red ones.

			The faint hiss of the steak going on the grill rose, and the cracking of four eggs whetted her appetite. “What’s the name of this place?” she asked, not having seen any sign out front.

			“I have no idea.” Jackson seemed to start. “Hey, I got you something,” he said as he reached to a back pocket and brought out a slim volume. “I picked it up after Hancock okayed their access to the nature books, and then I forgot to give it to you.”

			“Ooooh, thanks,” Renee said as she took it. It was a book on local flora, the illustrations hand drawn, many of which were accompanied by footprints of native animals. “Jackson, this is signed,” she said as she turned to the front pages, and he smiled, seemingly embarrassed.

			“Is it?” he questioned, but she was sure he had known. “I just thought you might like it.”

			“I do. Thank you.” She flipped through a few more pages. It was really more an expression of art than a resource, and it was ticking all her boxes. “It’s beautiful.”

			Jackson stared at the bottles behind the bar, both hands around his mug. “I knew you had to leave your library. And you seem like a book person rather than going online to look something up. I thought you might like the pictures even if it’s not useful.”

			“Oh, this is useful,” she said as she closed it to enjoy later. “Online gives you so much that you can’t find what you’re looking for.” Her fingers reluctantly left the cover. “Thanks. I love it.”

			Okay. He gave me a book, she thought, not sure why he had, seeing as he seemed embarrassed about it now.

			Eyebrows high, she took a sip of coffee and listened to the jets take off. “Mmmm. Good stuff. So. Meeting?”

			“Wow. Okay.” Jackson stirred his coffee as he thought. “I wanted to talk to you about your time in quarantine, and I didn’t want to do it on-site. I want the real squirt, Renee,” he said as he shifted to face her. “Not what you think I want to hear, or what you think will get you what you want.”

			“Like a raise?” she said, and he almost choked on his coffee.

			“Right to the hilt,” he said when he could talk again. “Nice.”

			“Don’t ‘nice’ me.” She breathed deep, relishing the scent of her coming breakfast. “I have been working twenty-four seven for two weeks for a forty-hour-a-week wage.”

			“No, you locked yourself in quarantine and made my life hell,” he shot back, grinning. “Tell me what you think of the Neighbors.”

			She slumped, resisting the urge to shift her chair back and forth. Never hurts to ask. “I think we are lucky that they haven’t demanded their three dead people back,” she said wryly.

			Jackson sighed. “I honestly don’t know where they are. I don’t think Hancock does, either.” He hesitated. “Monroe might. He’s been in DC a lot lately.”

			“Tayler does.” She shifted her mug so the chip was on the other side.

			He bowed his head, the flats of his arms on the smooth bar. “I’m working on it. And will you please not go off half-cocked, and give me the space to gracefully settle this?” His head lifted, and he took a sip of cooling coffee. “I’m still trying to patch the dam you shot holes in by locking yourself and Will in quarantine.”

			“It worked, didn’t it?” she asked, and he chuckled.

			“Yes, but the damage you caused was considerable.” His expression fell as he sobered. “Seriously. I had to pull too many strings to keep you out of detention for locking Ryerson in that room.”

			Guilt flickered, then fear at the remembered sounds of gunfire, muffled but deadly nevertheless. “Then maybe he needed more training before being put in that position,” she said. “You should be thanking me.”

			“Funny. That’s what I told Hancock,” Jackson said. “But then you took refuge in quarantine to avoid the repercussions? Using my passcode?” His eyes went to the bar again. “I didn’t sleep for three days. You have no idea. Looking at you through four inches of glass, unable to do a damn thing if you suddenly bloated up, blistered, or died. Or worse, if they decided to string you and Will up and see how you tick. We would have had to go in with lethal force to get you out, and then there’d be men in quarantine and nineteen Neighbors on cold marble slabs.”

			She hunched over her coffee, unrepentant. “That wasn’t going to happen.”

			“Yeah? Don’t ever do anything like that again, or I’ll help Hancock put you in the lowest cell and forget about you.”

			“Relax, Jackson,” she said nervously, her eyes going to the book he’d given her. “I wouldn’t have had to do it if Hancock had trusted my work. Besides, it’s not as if there’s anywhere else I can go that is remotely dangerous or life-threatening.”

			But even as she said it, her thoughts went to the labyrinth. Noel had walked the pattern and vanished. It might be just that easy.

			“Renee…” Jackson growled in warning, and she beamed at him innocently. “If you so much as hint that you are thinking of going Nextdoor, I will chain you to your autoclave.”

			Head shaking, she chuckled. “Yeah, I got it,” she said with a cheerful acceptance. “But it does bring things into sharp perspective, doesn’t it?”

			Jackson’s attention flicked from the sound of their steaks sizzling to her. “What?”

			She lifted a shoulder and let it fall. “With their portal functional, they can pop from place to place like snapping their fingers. We can’t contain them. We are no longer in control. They are their own identity. Like France. Or Sweden.”

			Jackson slumped, fingers pressing into his forehead. “Yeah…”

			“E-e-e-exactly,” Renee said. “Has it occurred to you that they are staying in the barracks and courtyard because they don’t want to scare us into doing something stupid? They can leave anytime they want, and not simply back to their world, but onto the installation, and from there, wherever. We’d have to kill them to stop them.”

			Jackson nodded. “Which is why Hancock thinks they haven’t,” he said with a sigh. “But yes. I have thought about it.” His gaze unfocused onto the future. “Maybe I’m in over my head.”

			She pulled her coffee close, sipping the cooled brew. “You? God no. I’m glad you’re in charge. Can you imagine how hard my life would be right now if Hancock was running full throttle without you to even him out?” She shifted nervously. “I’d probably still be sleeping on the couch, and Tayler would be working on her second pair of dissections.”

			He chuckled, eyes flicking to hers. “My life would be easier, though.”

			Renee took a gulp of her coffee, trying to drain it so her refill would be hot. She could smell their breakfast. Warm potatoes, steak: God, it smelled good. “Tayler is a trip. Why did you even hire her?”

			“I didn’t.” Jackson looked into the depths of his coffee. “Monroe did. Before I knew Neighbors existed. She’s been attached to them longer than I have, but that doesn’t mean as much anymore.”

			Renee’s stomach rumbled as the grill went quiet. “Well, if you didn’t hire her, can you at least fire her?”

			He sighed as he took two napkins from the dispenser and slid her one. “No.” His gaze went to the kitchen. “Hancock says she’d go to the press. I agree.”

			“Huh,” she said, then added, “Hey, now that I’m not in quarantine, how about a raise?”

			“Damn, woman!” Jackson said, meeting her grin. “Are you blackmailing me?”

			But her smart-assed answer died when Ed came out, two plates of food in his hands.

			“Oh, God. Is that ours?” she said, though it was obvious. “Ed, this looks magnificent,” she said as he set the eggs, potatoes, and the ten-ounce tenderloin before her. “Heaven,” she added, mouth watering.

			“Magnificent?” Ed said with a laugh. “Jackson, she’s too good for you,” he added as he retrieved the nearby coffee carafe.

			“This here…” Jackson drawled, “is a business meeting, Ed. If it was a date, there’d be alcohol. And who said I’m looking?”

			The old man winked at Renee as he refilled her mug. “That you’ve never brought anyone here before says.” Chuckling, he turned and sauntered into the kitchen.

			“Mmmm, this looks great,” Renee said, ignoring Jackson’s fluster as she went for the potatoes. They were seasoned perfectly, and the eggs were fluffy, not overcooked. “Man, this is really good,” she said as she started eating in earnest. “Thank you, and not just for breakfast. I was about to go stir-crazy.” She poked at the eggs. “That’s why I took August up on the roof this morning,” she said around her full mouth, wincing when Jackson smiled at her. “Uh, he had to be going nuts,” she said after she swallowed. “I wanted to show him there was beauty here.” Her head went down. “After what Tayler did to his people,” she finished softly, hesitating when she noticed Jackson was cutting his steak into small, identical cubes. Just like his lasagna.

			“I thought he was going to up and fly away,” he said, his demeanor distant. “Don’t do that again. Please?” He set his knife down and took a bite of steak. “Would you go if you had the chance?”

			“Where?” she said, then her eyes widened. “Nextdoor? You just said…”

			He shrugged, an elbow going onto the bar. “Will has asked to go. He wants to head a small linguistics team. Immerse himself in their culture.”

			Her fork dangled from her lax fingers. “We don’t even know if we can use their portal, and even if we could, do you think Hancock would allow it?”

			“I told him we need a spy over there,” he said as he reached for his coffee. “Will is our best bet, seeing as he can understand their language better than anyone.”

			“Dirty pool,” she muttered, but it was exactly what might convince Hancock to let Will go.

			“I’m tempted to ask Noel.” Jackson’s fork slowed. “Trouble is, I don’t know what I’d be sending him into. It won’t be anything like what he’s been doing. We’re in control here.”

			“We used to be,” she pointed out, and he nodded ruefully.

			“Granted. We were in control. Now we aren’t, and they seem to be reacting better than we would in the same circumstances.” He hesitated. “I want your honest-to-God opinion, Renee. If I send Will, do you think I will have made a mistake?”

			He wants my opinion? she thought, suddenly worried. Her next words might result in someone she cared about being hurt. “You—you’re asking me if I think they will kill him,” she said, and Jackson’s eyes pinched.

			“Or make him a hostage, or put him in the zoo, or subject him to unending tests,” he said.

			“As Tayler did.”

			Jackson used his fork to push his eggs around. “Yeah.”

			“Or,” she suggested, “if they will be more human than human and treat him with respect and dignity instead of a science project.”

			“Yeah,” he said again, softer this time.

			Renee wiped her lips and reached for her coffee, mulling her answer. “I think it would be a mistake not to,” she finally said, and Jackson’s head shifted, his expression unreadable. “Will was right there. He knows what Tayler did and what the Neighbors might do in retaliation. But he also believes that communication is the basis for all understanding.” She took a bite of fluffy egg. “If it were me, I’d send some cadavers first and a good anatomy text so they have something besides Will to satisfy their curiosity with.”

			“Cadavers again,” he complained. “What about you? Do you want to go?” he asked, and Renee’s pulse quickened. “Seriously. Not as a stunt to prove your theories, but go as a representative? You’d have the chance to study their critters in their native habitat, and our animals in theirs.”

			“No,” she said, her thoughts going to August. If she left, he wouldn’t be able to stay, and she saw his desperation to remain, his need to learn what he could here. “I can screen species for testing easier from here. Besides,” she said, embarrassed at Jackson’s obvious relief. “It’s too risky to take our animals Nextdoor. Any studies should be done here.”

			“So you wouldn’t go if given the chance? Good,” he said, then went back to eating with a methodical precision.

			“Well, I didn’t say that exactly,” she said. “And what do you mean by ‘good’?”

			“It means good.” He turned to the door as it opened and a long rectangle of light spilled in. “I like you here. I missed you complaining over lunch about whatever wrong of the day you wanted righted.”

			Wrong of the day? she thought, wondering what that meant when she turned as well, her eyebrows rising when she recognized Vaughn’s silhouette before he shut the door and it was lost.

			“Hi, guys!” the tall dark-haired man said cheerfully as he strode across the old floor. “I hear they serve breakfast. What’s on the menu?”

			A muffled groan slipped from Jackson. “Vaughn,” he said pleasantly, but it wasn’t enthusiastic, and Renee found herself grinning.

			“Hey, Vaughn,” Renee said cheerfully. “Whatever Ed puts on a plate, I imagine.”

			“Wow, that smells great,” the man said as he closed the gap, and Renee pulled her book closer. “Mind if I join you? Oh, you’re almost done,” he added as he saw their plates.

			“Yep.” Jackson sat back on his stool. “Sorry.”

			But he didn’t sound sorry, and Renee patted the stool beside her. Vaughn was dressed casually in jeans and a regulation tee, his hand looking empty without his usual leaf-motif ring.

			“I don’t mind if you leave when you’re done,” he said as he settled himself, taking a moment to move his phone from his pocket to the bar. “I can finish up alone.”

			“Great,” Jackson said, but his smile looked forced, and he was fidgeting uncomfortably.

			“Hello, sir. Yes, sir. Coffee please,” Vaughn enthused as Ed came out from the back. “Black, no sugar,” he said when Ed gave him a high eyebrow and refilled Renee’s and Jackson’s mugs. “And two eggs over easy?” Vaughn added. “Toast?”

			“Yes, sir,” Ed said as he filled Vaughn’s cup and moved the cream closer.

			“Mmmm, smells good,” Vaughn said, filling the silence as Ed replaced the carafe and headed into the kitchen. “I’ve never seen it so empty.”

			“Oh, you’ve been here before?” Renee asked, and Vaughn bobbed his head.

			“Karaoke Thursdays.” Vaughn’s neck reddened as he glanced past Renee to Jackson. “But you didn’t hear that from me.”

			Renee eyed him in amusement, but it vanished when Jackson slid from his stool, his phone in hand. “Could you excuse me for a moment?” he said, phone held high in explanation.

			“Sure.” Vaughn sat with his elbows on the bar, looking gangly and awkward. “I’m here to talk to Renee, anyway.”

			Oh, really…

			Jackson took a step back, his expression apologetic as he took his plate and slid almost to the other end of the bar.

			Renee stabbed at the last of her potatoes, suddenly uncomfortable. “Are you here doing your counselor thing?”

			“Guilty as charged.” Vaughn fiddled with the coasters, turning them all the same way and right side up before tapping them even and setting them back on the bar. “I haven’t had you in my office in a few weeks. How are you feeling?”

			Renee’s glance at Jackson was envious. “I’m fine,” she said. “Tired, but fine.” Her attention returned to Vaughn. “I know I’ve just spent two weeks with an alien culture and you are eager to do your job, but can we do this maybe tomorrow after I’ve had some sleep?”

			“Uh-huh.” Vaughn sipped the coffee, grimacing as he reached for more cream. “Sure. Can I ask you something as a friend, then?”

			That sounded even more dangerous, and Renee focused on her eggs. “Sure. What?”

			Vaughn faced her, his eyes flicking over her shoulder to Jackson and back. “Is there a history of being batshit crazy in your family, or was it because your brain was fried by the sun at your last job?”

			Renee’s lips parted. “Excuse me?”

			Smirking, Vaughn raised his hand, ticking off his fingers. “You busted an at-risk mental patient out of a military hospital.”

			“Will isn’t a mental patient. He was there to keep him quiet,” Renee protested.

			“Then stole your superior’s access code to break into quarantine, locking both of you into a potentially hazardous, possibly deadly situation to prove a point.”

			Renee hunched her shoulders and sipped her coffee. “A point I had scientific backing to support.”

			“When you had no idea what might happen or what their motives were,” Vaughn finished. “We still don’t.”

			Annoyed, Renee turned to the tall man. “I think their motives are trying to save their world.”

			“Perhaps,” he admitted. “We only have their word on that. And what will be the cost? With their technology, we could wake up one morning to find they have a portal embassy in every major nation. And the morning after that, they are messing with our economy as they buy up our resources. There’s an entire world on the other side of that portal, and we know nothing about it.”

			“Then I guess maybe we should all learn how to whistle, huh?” Renee said, immediately regretting her sarcasm when Vaughn frowned. “Look. August isn’t lying. His reactions to our ecology weren’t faked. Their world is dying.”

			“And ours is not,” Vaughn said, the excited edge to his voice finally dulling. “I say that makes them dangerous, not lost kittens. As I told Tayler, we don’t know their motives.”

			A soft ache had started behind her eyes, and Renee sat back on her stool, wondering if this was where Tayler’s fear came from. Good thing we’re talking like friends, huh, she thought. Not doctor to patient. “They came with water purifiers, not guns.”

			Vaughn’s eyes widened. “Okay, I’m going with brain fried by the sun.”

			Eye twitching, Renee felt her mood shift into defense mode. “You think I was crazy for proving they are not a biological risk?”

			“Maybe.” Vaughn glanced past her to where Jackson was still on his phone. “I’m not saying stop what you’re doing and run for your fallout shelter, but Tayler is right. They are incredibly strong. They can see in the dark far better, and they have a language, both written and oral, that we can’t duplicate. They are dangerous.”

			“So are people,” Renee muttered, head throbbing as she sipped her coffee. Her stomach had begun to hurt, and her breakfast had lost its appeal. Why does this guy always give me a headache?

			“Ah…” Vaughn drawled knowingly, his gaze rising to Jackson at the end of the bar, his back hunched as he listened to his phone.

			“Ah, what?” Renee asked as Vaughn nodded in satisfaction.

			“Perhaps your motive was not a misguided philanthropy,” the tall man said with an air of self-importance. “Perhaps it’s your fallback. Making decisions to put yourself in a safe place where no one can reach you.”

			Misguided philanthropy? “You just said they were dangerous,” Renee protested, and Vaughn nodded.

			“I meant an emotionally safe place where you can avoid making long-lasting bonds,” he said.

			Lips parting, Renee turned to follow Vaughn’s attention to Jackson. “Excuse me?”

			Vaughn made a little smile. “You like him,” he said, and Renee rolled her eyes even as her pulse quickened. “I get it. What’s not to like? Especially when it’s so obvious that he likes you. Go on a date,” he challenged Renee. “Prove me wrong. Prove that it’s philanthropy, not fear, that motivates you.”

			Appalled, Renee just stared. One moment he’s telling me to be scared of Neighbors, and now I need to date more? “I thought we were going to do this tomorrow,” Renee said as she rubbed her temple. “And I do not drive people away because I’m afraid of commitment.” Damn it, she thought as she pushed her plate away. Now I’m not hungry.

			“Interesting.” Vaughn blinked knowingly. “I never said anything about driving people away. Renee, I’ve read your file.”

			Renee froze, stifling a stab of fear. “All eight weeks of it? Good for you.”

			“No, all twenty-plus years of it,” Vaughn said. “Jackson couldn’t bring you in on this without a full history.”

			Scared, she turned to him. “Full? How full?”

			“All the way to the top full.”

			Renee shifted, ready to slide off the stool and walk out the door. “Great. See you around.”

			“Renee…” Vaughn wheedled.

			She looked at Jackson, suddenly not trusting his turned back. He knew what I did? God help me. “As I said before, I’m not talking it over with you,” she said coldly. “I have dealt with it and put it in the past. And even if I haven’t, I’m quite sure I don’t want to open up to you that far.” Her pulse hammered. “Counselor.”

			“Fair enough,” Vaughn said, the man’s feckless act completely gone. “But I’d like to propose that you haven’t put it in your past or you wouldn’t be getting yourself in these situations. I need to know that you aren’t going to put yourself or anyone else in needless danger again, requiring foolish monetary or personnel expenditures to get you safe while you avoid something people do every day.”

			Renee squinted at Vaughn. God, how could he just spring it on me like that? I’m going to have nightmares for a week. But that had probably been the point. “Which is?” she asked, afraid of what he might say.

			Vaughn’s attention flicked to Jackson and back, his brown eyes intent. “Make lasting emotional bonds,” he said, and when Renee frowned, he added, “Fall in love. Go on a date once in a while for God’s sake.”

			Breathe in, one-two-three. Breathe out. “You are barking up the wrong tree, Vaughn,” Renee said, then eased her grip on her mug. “I’m not avoiding people because I’m afraid of being hurt.” I’m avoiding them because most of them suck dishwater.

			Vaughn’s eyebrows rose high. “Working in the desert milking snakes?”

			“It’s a lucrative position,” Renee said, done with this conversation. “I’m my own boss, and the employees don’t give me any problems apart from escaping every now and then.”

			“Okay.” Vaughn sighed, his attention going to Ed as he brought out a plate of food. “Can I have that in a box?” he asked, and Ed stopped short, grumbling under his breath as he went back into the kitchen.

			“Oh. Good. You’re leaving,” Renee said tartly as Vaughn slid from the stool. Chicken, Renee thought as she looked down the bar at Jackson, his wide shoulders hunched as he ignored them.

			“My deed is done here,” Vaughn said brightly as he glanced at the receipt stapled to the bag that Ed had set on the bar. “If you don’t call me by tomorrow to make a real appointment, I will intrude on your life,” he said as he put a twenty on the bar and his phone back in his pocket. “And I promise you it will be in the most awkward, embarrassing moment I can find. Got it?”

			And this wasn’t? “Got it,” Renee echoed sarcastically. There was no way in hell. She would go hide out Nextdoor first.

			Shit, she thought, suddenly cold. Maybe he’s right?

			“Thanks, Ed,” Vaughn said, then louder, “Bye, Jackson. See you Wednesday!”

			Boots thumping, Vaughn stomped to the door, mood bright and apparently happy at the chaos he was leaving behind.

			“No you won’t,” Jackson muttered as he inched back down the bar toward Renee, bringing his empty plate. “Renee, I’m really sorry. I didn’t know he was going to do that. I was simply trying to avoid him.”

			“Do what?” Renee said, exhaling as her headache eased. “We were just talking.”

			“Right, and that’s why your knuckles are white,” he said, and Renee let go of her mug to hide her hand under the bar. “He was in my office yesterday trying to convince me that I had issues with my mama and that he needed some reassurance that it wasn’t going to impact my decisions.”

			“You were avoiding him,” Renee accused, and he shrugged, embarrassed. Damn it all to hell, he knows what I did. “There was no one on your phone, was there.”

			“I was checking the weather.” Jackson glanced at the door and sighed as he resettled himself on his stool. “It’s going to be nice this weekend. Want to go for a hike? I know a great spot.”

			“Whoa. Slow down. A date?” she questioned, and Jackson smiled.

			“We can call it a business meeting if you want,” he said, and then he sobered. “Renee, I like you. I like your odd but workable jumps of thought, your internal strength, and your courage to stand up for August and his people.”

			Brow furrowed, she looked away. “You don’t know me at all. Apparently I’m doing all that because I’m avoiding people.”

			“You’re right. I don’t know you. But I want to.” He hesitated, voice soft as he added, “I’m patient. I will go as slow as you want, and if you’d rather, I’ll walk away and pretend this conversation never happened. I can do that. I have done that. But tell me right now if I’m wasting my time and you won’t give me a chance.”

			Her pulse quickened, and she forced her hands to unclench. “You saw my file.”

			He exhaled, long and slow. “Before I met you, yes. If you ask me, you handled an extremely difficult situation the best you could. One that I hope I will never be in, yes. You are courageous, Renee, in a way that not many will ever have to be. I respect that. I want to get to know that.”

			She grimaced, stifling a surge of anger. Maybe fear.

			“That, and it doesn’t look good when I date people who are a lower rank than me,” Jackson said lightly.

			She let her shoulders ease, appreciating the levity. “Ah, now we get to it.” She concentrated on her hands as she reached for her coffee. They didn’t shake at all. It felt like a win.

			“There’s too much baggage if I try to date off-site,” Jackson was saying, leaning against the bar as if he was on a photo shoot for the military’s-best calendar. “They’re all looking for something I’m not,” he finished, shuddering.

			But if they were laughing, or pretending to laugh, she didn’t have to cry. “I’m sorry, Jackson,” she said, voice light again. “But I can’t date you. I want a pay increase, and if I get it after you asked me out, that’s going to look really bad.”

			He dramatically blinked, but she could see his real relief that her earlier mood was returning. “I’m not giving you a pay increase, so the point is moot.”

			“Why not?” She turned to face him directly. “I deserve it. Look at what I’ve accomplished.”

			“Broke quarantine security,” Jackson said. “Endangered yourself and another employee. Snuck into medical. Gave me an ulcer.”

			The corner of her mouth curved up. “Got your linguist back where he needed to be. Facilitated a communication breakthrough. Created a feeling of motivation and a viable framework to work with Neighbors on a joint project.” She hesitated. “Prevented a cross-worlds incident.”

			“Okay, okay.” He held up a hand as if in defeat. “So my choice is asking you out on a date and not giving you a pay increase that you deserve, or giving you the pay increase you deserve and not asking you out?”

			She nodded, eyes held wide as she waited.

			“You’re right,” he said, and her pulse quickened. “You deserve a pay increase. Ten percent—”

			“Ten!” she blurted, and a smile threatened.

			“Okay, twelve.”

			“And dental,” she added, slipping from the stool as he reached for his wallet and put two twenties on the counter.

			“Why?” He stared at her. “Your teeth are beautiful.”

			“Because I go to the dentist.” She beamed at him as she took her new book in hand, eager to show it to August. “I want dental.”

			“Oh, God. Fine,” he grumped, then turned to the kitchen. “Thanks, Ed!” he shouted, adding, softer, “You can have dental. But don’t tell anyone.”

			“Great. Thank you.” She fell into step beside him, the book he’d given her held in her left hand. Her right hand swung, barely missing his as they headed for the door. “So, I hear there’s a great network of hiking trails nearby. We should go this weekend.”

			Jackson pulled the door open, his surprise clear in the bright light that spilled in.

			“But we’ll have to take your Jeep,” she added, laughing. “You didn’t ask me out. I asked you. See the difference?”

			“Not really,” he said, and she walked out into the sun beside him as if coming out of a storm. He knows. And he is still here.

			“Why the change of heart?” he asked, and Renee scuffed to a halt, her eyes going to the nearby traffic.

			“It will get Vaughn off my back,” she admitted. “And I like your taste in books.”

			A wide smile came over his face, and he bobbed his head, a hand coming up to touch just under his nose. “You got yourself a date.”

		

	
		
			Six

			The rasp of ripping autoclave tape was achingly familiar, totally at odds with the sight of August standing at a counter wrapping instruments to be disinfected. Breath held, Renee stifled a sneeze from the dusty box she was unpacking, thinking that August looked especially good, his wings politely against his back and the black of his lab vestments going well against his skin, even if his rich red had faded.

			Her smile faltered as she glanced at her own skin, now a pasty white, her tan completely gone. Even August had noticed.

			“Thanks for helping me with this,” she said as August mishandled a strip and it tangled.

			“My space, too, yes?” he asked, wings rising behind his head as his mess compounded.

			“Absolutely.” Her gaze went to the plastic tub that had portaled in this morning. It was from his lab, and he hadn’t made one motion to open it. She was nearly sick with curiosity. “But I know you’re busy getting the new barracks organized,” she said as August gave up, wadded the tape into a ball, and started over. “Did you see the look on those privates’ faces when we walked down the hall from quar—ah, the embassy?”

			His wing knuckles clicked together over his head. “They moved,” he said, his smile perfect.

			“Damn straight they moved.” Head down, Renee began rummaging in the box. “Seeing you behind glass is one thing. Seeing you in the hall is another.” A travatron? Who thought we’d need this? she mused silently as she set the gadget back in the box to return to storage. “Hey, if your lungs are doing okay, do you want to have lunch in the cafeteria?” She picked a forceps from the clutter and set it on August’s table to be wrapped and sterilized. “As a VIP, you can sit with me in the officers’ mess. I won’t let you eat anything with too many ingredients to reduce the risk of a reaction.”

			“Lungs good,” he said, adding a soft click for emphasis. “I bring my own food to…cafeteria.”

			“Sack lunch. Okay.” She hid a fond smile. For all his zeal to introduce new food options to his people, he was just as reluctant to try new things. Back aching, she moved a new box to her table, opening it up to find unsterilized pans and trays. “More to wrap and autoclave,” she said as she shifted the box to his side. “You want to put like three to a package, varying sizes?”

			“Three. Yes.” August didn’t look up from the autoclave paper, his long fingers managing the folds with a professional precision as he wrapped, taped, and set them in a tray.

			A surprisingly comfortable silence thickened, slowing Renee’s fingers and thoughts as she rummaged through the boxes that someone had brought up from storage. There wasn’t much they needed, seeing as the lab space already had most of the instruments and machines required to pick apart a genetic code and sequence it. There was an additional space across the hall if animal testing was necessary, something Renee hoped wouldn’t evolve. Behind her, a machine hummed and clicked, coming to life as it began to print out the latest DNA sequencing of the Neighbors who had volunteered to stay and work in the newly organized embassy. Dr. Tayler had insisted. It was probably a good idea to have a way to positively identify them if something untoward should happen.

			There was a muffled clang as August dropped the wrapped forceps into the autoclave bin, and then the sounds of ripping tape. A soft smile took Renee as she tossed an empty box back to the cart; he was stockpiling pieces of tape, sticking them to hang from the edge of the counter in preparation. Watching him, she was struck with the surrealness of it all: a tall, red, winged demon wrapped in black, standing at a counter, fixing autoclave paper around lab equipment with the same technique she’d used for her entire adult life. She hadn’t shown him how. He’d done it before.

			“Hey, I know you want to bring your own lunch, but can I get you to try something new?” she asked as August set the tape down and began to count out sheets of autoclave paper.

			“Plant protein?” he asked, hesitantly eager.

			Renee nodded, leaning in her chair to check the genetic sequencer. A watched output never puts out. “Peanut butter,” she said, and August’s eyes nictitated.

			“Butter comes from cows,” he said, and she went to get the last box. “Not plant.”

			“Peanut butter is from peanuts. It’s called butter because of the consistency. It’s a legume grown in the ground and encased in a protective shell. You’ll love it. And if you handle that okay, I’ll give you a peanut butter cup.” Dust rose as she dropped the box, and she stifled another sneeze. They totally freaked Neighbors out.

			“Okay,” he said, wings drooping. “I will try plant butter protein.”

			The machine behind her dinged, and Renee reached for the printout as it began sliding into the hopper. “Huh,” she said as she glanced at the summary, brow furrowing as she flipped through the report. The incoming Neighbors were in line with what she had expected, but August’s latest numbers were off.

			August carefully set a wrapped vial in the tray. “ ‘Huh’ means surprise, yes?”

			“Mild surprise or confusion,” she said softly. “I’ve got your latest genetic printout. I must have contaminated it. Your data has shifted.”

			August came out from behind the table, and she handed it to him. Again, the feeling of bizarre took her as she put her shoulder beside his and they looked it over.

			“Neighbors lack this technology,” he said as he frowned at his results. “I take your understanding on it.”

			“Take your word on it,” she corrected him, and his wings shifted with a soft hush.

			“Word,” he repeated firmly, and Renee took the report and set it next to one from the new Neighbors.

			“It was initially developed to help screen genetic problems in unborn babies, but I use it mostly to decide if two species are separate or simply variants.” She stretched to find a ruler so she could compare them line by line. Slowly her shoulders slumped and August’s eyes nictitated in concern.

			“Yep. Contaminated,” she said, then added, “Now we use it for everything from proving someone was at a crime scene, to screening for genetic markers, to tailoring medicines that work specifically for that genotype. That, and to find out if your sister is from another mister.” She drew back, annoyed with herself. She’d have to run another or Tayler would bitch at her. “It gives a new meaning to Thanksgiving Day drama,” she finished as August stacked the trays on the autoclave cart and shoved it in.

			“Do you have a lot of crime Nextdoor?” she asked as she set the printouts on her cluttered, unorganized desk to deal with later.

			August closed and locked the door. “Some, but it’s not necessary to prove people were there. It’s easy to read body words when we lie, so we don’t. Not like humans.”

			She winced. “Yeah, we’re good at lying. I think it’s that prey/predator thing again. Still, I’m surprised you don’t have this technology to screen genetic problems, if nothing else.”

			August studied the glowing panel on the autoclave, then punched in the correct setting. “Hospital is for…unexpected damage. DNA moves if something not right. Errors go away.”

			Renee looked up from dragging the last box from the basement closer. “You know how to change your genetic code?” she said flatly, because that was what it sounded like he’d said.

			“Change what is expressed, yes.” He hit the final button to start the cycle, then turned to her. “But I don’t do it.” He put a hand to his chest. “No words.”

			She glanced at the printouts on her desk. Maybe his sample was not contaminated after all. “No words, huh? Make some up.”

			Again August touched his chest, his eyes lightly nictitated. “Here,” he said, fingers tapping. “What opens the portal also changes us to be comfortable on Earth.”

			“It’s a spontaneous change?” she said, not sure she understood him. “Is it because you’re moving place to place and your body needs to adapt to a radically new environment?” She blinked, processing it. “That’s why your fingers have gotten shorter, your nictitating membrane thicker, and your wings thinner.”

			“And why I can now speak human words,” he said, touching his throat.

			Renee reached for her chair, fumbling backward for it until she fell into it. “Crap on a cracker,” she whispered. “You evolve in real time. Damn, we can only do that by accident, and most of the time it’s nothing positive.” She glanced at the door to the busy hall, wondering if Tayler knew this, and that was why she had kept them in such harsh conditions. Maybe she’d been trying to find out how far the ability could stretch.

			August was nodding, seeming amused at her shock. “But not everyone Nextdoor has…” He made a whistling click. “It makes changes fast, changes that I can pass on. My children will show changes even if they don’t have…” He whistled again. “But only Neighbors with…” He whistled it a third time. “…can start change.”

			“Wow.” She stared at him. “The modifications go to the sex cells.” Renee exhaled, thinking. “We need a word for this. Where does…” She made a thin whistle to make August’s eyes nictitate in embarrassment. “…come from?”

			He hesitated, then took what passed for his phone from a fold of fabric, whistling a short phrase to engage it as he came to sit on the desk beside her.

			“Stars?” she said as she looked down. The wavering print was impossible to decipher, but the picture was clear enough. “Radiant energy? Like from the sun?”

			“No.” August studied the holo, his wings drooping. “Many histories past when all stars, all things, were one. It broke and made…time, stuff, energy. You know this?”

			She nodded. “Yes. We call it the big bang.”

			August bobbed his head. “Good. Easier now to explain. Not everything became stars or energy when…big bang. What was left over is here.” He tapped his chest. “Small piece of energy left over.”

			Renee’s expression blanked. “Creation energy?” she whispered, and August blinked as if never having thought to string the two words together in such a way.

			“Creation energy,” he echoed, adding that peculiar clicking whistle. “Yes.”

			“That’s how you make the labyrinth work. Crap on a cracker, I’ll never get to go Nextdoor, will I.”

			August’s wings dropped to behind his head. “You want to?” he asked, and she made a sour face.

			“It doesn’t seem to matter,” she grumped.

			“Huh,” he said, trying out a new word. “You can. Yes. Now that the portal is fixed open,” he said, and her head snapped up. “Not everyone Nextdoor has a creation spark. It stays in…family. Mine is from mother’s mother when she died.”

			Renee’s pulse quickened as her thoughts went to the labyrinth. It was unlikely that Jackson would ever give her permission to go, but it was interesting to know that the genetic-shifting spark couldn’t eliminate mortality. The Neighbors died like everyone else in the universe.

			“Creation spark is rare. Precious,” August said, his curled fingers touching his chest. “We have maybe a million. When there was enough creation energy on Earth in one spot”—he gestured—“the portal opened again. Anyone can cross if they know how.”

			“Wow.” She stared at nothing, weighing Jackson’s anger at her for disobeying him with her desire to see August’s home world. The limiting factor explained why Tayler’s group hadn’t all left when the portal first opened, instead waiting until enough new Neighbors had crossed over to replace them. If they ever wanted to close the portal, they’d just have to get them all to leave. Creation sparks gone. Portal closes. End of story.

			August stood, slipping his holo away before going to the square, clearly otherworldly tub. “Nextdoor, there are so many creation sparks in the portal tower that I can go…” He snapped his fingers. “From here to there with one step. I only need to walk the pattern to go Nextdoor or to Earth.”

			“You simply snap around.” Renee inched closer as August set his box down and tapped at the lock until the curiously shaped letters all turned white. She’d been waiting all day to see what he had brought.

			“From top of tower to the bottom, or from home to work. I miss it, but I miss flying more.”

			“Sorry,” Renee said, eager to tell Jackson everything. Damn, the Neighbors could change their bodies to fit the environment and then pass the changes on. It was incredible! “The movement ban will lift eventually.” And if it didn’t, they’d be snapping out of their own accord when they got tired of being patient. Jackson needed to move faster. “Hey, do you mind telling Jackson about this over lunch?”

			“Sure, no problem,” he said, the phrase sounding odd as it spilled from him.

			“He needs to know.” Renee leaned closer as August finally lifted the lid, his eyes narrowing at the sudden rasping sound from inside.

			“Hey!” she shouted, jerking back when something bright darted out from between the thin, plastic flaps.

			A loud whistle-click burst from August, and his wings flashed open to make a single pulse of air that blew Renee’s hair back and sent the glowing spark tumbling across her desk.

			“Whoa! What is it?” Renee said as the rolling glow crashed into her pencil cup and stopped. All wing and sparkle, it shook its head as if trying to orient itself. “Is that a pixy?” she said, utterly charmed.

			Until August sprang forward, slamming a metal autoclave pan down on it in a shocking peal of noise. “August!” she exclaimed as he pulled the pan away. There was little left other than a bloody smear, two wings plastered to her desk, two more standing up, still quivering. Dark, almost black blood seeped out, and her stomach clenched. “Why did you do that?” she said, horrified.

			August’s wing knuckles rose as he eyed the back of the pan, then set it in the lab sink. “Yarm piscy,” he said, clearly satisfied. “They are tricky everything. We will open boxes in quarantine first from now on.”

			She stood, staring down at it. “You killed it!”

			August used a pencil to hold the body down as he plucked the wings free and, with eyes nictitating in pleasure, ate one.

			“And ate its wings!” she exclaimed, disgusted.

			August held out the remaining wing. “It’s good. Like a potato chip. Try it?”

			“No!” She backed away. “You won’t eat any protein source from an animal, but you’ll eat wings?” Good God, he was eating the other one now, flipping the bloody mess over to pull the smashed two off as well.

			“Not protein,” August said. “Cookie.” Again he hesitated, holding it out. “Sure?”

			Thanks to Jackson, a cookie had become anything eaten between meals, and she shuddered as he held it out. “No, I’m sure. I can’t believe you killed it. I know you said they were pests, but jeez.” She pulled the box away to give August room to clean it up. “You could have taken it Nextdoor and let it go,” she added as she cautiously looked inside.

			“Is this sympathy for prey?” he said, and she nodded. “Piscys are too fast,” he said as he went to the sink and got a sponge. My God, he killed it and is now cleaning it up with a sponge. “If free, they will breed in the walls. When food is gone, they eat birds, snakes. Everything, like they did Nextdoor.”

			She watched him sponge the piscy up, a flicker of self-disgust rising when the thought to save it in a bag for study crossed her. “So it’s kind of like the love child of a cockroach and a cat.” She hesitated, then added, “Please tell me it’s not intelligent.”

			August dropped the sponge into a bin marked biohazard. “No,” he said, and a knot eased about her chest. “Clever, yes, but not like you me clever. They are not…aah, sentience?”

			“Sentient?” she offered, and he nodded, wing knuckles clicking together over his head.

			“Yes, sentient. Humans sentient. Neighbors sentient, Piers sentient. Cows and piscys are clever. Snakes…not sure. Piers say sentient, but…jury is out. Too hard to study. If scared or bored, snake snap away.”

			She hesitated at another one of Jackson’s sayings spilling from him, then she raised a hand. “Wait. Two things. First, what’s a Pier?”

			August carefully washed his hands, his back to her. “Piers are doctors, teachers, historians. Not Neighbors. Different.” He turned and pulled two paper towels from the dispenser. “Refugees from a closed-portal world.”

			Why is this the first we are hearing of this? she wondered. “You have another sentient species on your planet and you’re not at war with them?” she said, then began to rummage in the box, hesitating when she found a little nest made out of the newspaper that had been sandwiched between surprisingly recognizable glass plates. “That’s novel. And second, I agree with the Piers that snakes are great, sure, but sentient?”

			August peered into the box, clicking when he saw the empty nest. “Snakes are not sentient here?”

			Renee shook her head. “No, they hide under rocks and scare people. Maybe we’re talking about two different things.”

			“I show you.” August reached for his holo again, whistle-clicking a short phrase before holding it out to her.

			“That looks like a snake to me,” she said as she took it, studying the clearly reptilian smooth body, bright eyes, and sinuous shape. Its head, though, was too large and its eyes were more forward than usual. “Pretty,” she added, trying to swipe the screen and failing. August clicked, and the picture dissolved, reforming into a new one.

			“Wait. It can fly?” she said as the new photo solidified. The snake was clearly in the air, catching a little red ball, its colorful wings ballooning. “Wow, does everything on your planet have wings?”

			“No.” August leaned over her shoulder, clicking to make the picture shift to show a much smaller pair of snakes twined together, their heads resting beside each other.

			“They are beautiful,” she whispered. “But I wouldn’t call them snakes. They look like basilisks, sort of.”

			“You have them here?” August said, and she gave him his phone back so she could take out her own.

			“No, but like the pixies, I think some of them slipped through a portal once.” She typed into the search engine, then showed him her phone. “See?”

			August peered at it, not taking her phone. “It has hands.”

			Renee pulled her phone back and studied the block print. “Well, you know those crazy monks. Never let the truth get in the way of a good story.”

			“Basilisks,” he said, mouthing the word carefully. “They came to Earth by accident, maybe? Must have died out like the piscys.”

			Renee took the nest out of the box and set it on the bookshelf between her copy of Venomous Reptiles and the book Jackson had given her. “You said they can snap?”

			August’s eyes nictitated in disgust as he eyed the nest. “Not here. Earth doesn’t have enough creation energy, but Nextdoor, if the snake doesn’t like you or if scared, they snap. Not come back. They make a good pet by eating piscys. Clever? Sentient? It’s hard to tell. They don’t have tools and they can’t talk.” His eyes went distant, as if a new thought had just occurred to him. “Creation sparks like them, though, and Piers can use creation sparks to heal them if injured.”

			Like August’s had healed me…maybe? Renee went back to the boxes and returned to unpacking. “August, if I understand right, your creation spark can keep you healthy by changing your genetic code, but it won’t mend bones or cure a cold.” He nodded, wing hem curling, and Renee felt her hand in remembered ache. “The day I met you, my hand was full of scorpion toxin.”

			“I don’t know.”

			It was fast and unusually raspy. She pressed closer, suspicious when his eyes fully nictitated. He only did that in the sun or if he was feeling strong emotion, whether it be anger, frustration, sadness…worry? “It’s a small animal with a poison sting,” she said, not sure where his confusion lay. “I was stupid and it struck me. Fortunately I had an antivenom. It still hurt, though. When your hand met mine through the glass, it stopped hurting.”

			“I don’t know,” he said more firmly, wings high.

			“Did you…Did the creation energy in you heal my hand?” she asked, and he turned away. “Because I know I felt something. I didn’t say anything because I was afraid Hancock might—” She stopped, changing her mind. “Might overreact. But now that we have more words, was that creation energy?”

			“Maybe?” He shifted uncomfortably, his wings a leathery rustle. “Creation sparks act differently in different species.” He shrugged, the knuckles in his toes popping to show his stress. “It adapts me to Earth’s air, and translates your words in my head, but only after my spark decided to…see you? Before that, your words were…gibberish.” He gripped his wing hem in fluster. “Which is odd. If my spark fixed your hand, it sees you,” he said, eyes dropping to her hand. “We should not tell anyone until we know for sure.”

			Renee’s stomach hurt, and she couldn’t say why. “Definitely,” she agreed, and held out her pinky. “It’s a promise,” she said, using her other hand to bring his up and teach him how to link their smallest fingers in a large commitment. “It’s not dangerous, is it? For a creation spark to see me?”

			He shook his head. “No. But Noel is—” His expression shifted, and he looked at the door. “Jackson is here.”

			“Dang, I wish I knew how you did that,” she said as she turned, seeing Jackson’s silhouette through the milky glass. “I know, I know. No words.”

			But August touched his chest, whispering, “Creation spark.”

			“Ha!” she exclaimed in victory, then called for Jackson to come in when he knocked. Her thoughts were spinning. She had felt something when August’s creation spark healed her. It hadn’t been her imagination.

			“Jackson, we have got to have lunch together,” she said as he opened the door. “All three of us. August tells me there’s a second sentient species Nextdoor. From another world. And that’s not half of it. Some of them can change their genetic makeup to suit the environment. Can you believe it? That’s why August doesn’t need sunglasses anymore all the time.”

			But her smile faded at Jackson’s hunched shoulders and angry frown.

			“Renee,” Jackson said shortly, giving her the impression that he hadn’t even heard her. “August,” he added, inclining his head and making the farewell gesture by accident. “Good. I was hoping you were here.”

			“What’s wrong?” she said as August extended the back of his hand and Jackson met it, clearly distracted. “You look…” She hesitated, fear gripping her at his set jaw. “What happened?”

			A heavy anger pinched Jackson’s eyes. “I’m sorry, August, but I need Renee for about an hour,” he said stiffly. “Do you mind if we escort you back to the embassy?”

			August inclined his head, his wings rising high. “I know the way.”

			Renee stood, her overflowing excitement all but dead. “You don’t have to leave. This is your lab as much as it’s mine.”

			“I have tasks,” August said simply. “Renee, I see you for…dinner meal? I want to try the butter from peanuts.”

			“Dinner,” she agreed, but her worry was thick.

			“Okay. Good,” Jackson said, but clearly something wasn’t good at all. “We’ll walk you back. It’s on the way.”

			Jackson stepped into the hall, avoiding her eyes as she and August filed out. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but whatever it was, Jackson was pissed. It was all she could do to keep up with him as he strode toward the embassy, arms swinging and his hands in fists.

		

	
		
			Seven

			“Can we slow down?” Worried, Renee turned from the glass doors that August had just gone through, the twin security of human and Neighbor giving the feeling of not quarantine, but embassy. Her pulse was fast, and Jackson’s usual smooth grace looked jerky as he took two steps for every three of hers.

			Jackson pulled up short, his worried expression clearing as he saw her cheeks were flushed. “Sorry.”

			But he didn’t say anything more, his steps slowly regaining his rapid pace as they made their way to the upper-echelon offices. The hallways were busy, but Jackson’s obvious bad temper cleared the way. “What happened?” she whispered, and Jackson’s jaw clenched.

			“We found two of the missing Neighbors,” he said softly. “They’re dead.”

			Renee’s lips parted, and she glanced behind her. August, she thought, wanting to go back. He clearly didn’t know. This was bad, but it had to be more than that, or Jackson wouldn’t be so pissed. “How?”

			“What was that you were saying about Piers?”

			Her pace bobbled, and she took a long step to catch up as they wove around a group headed for the cafeteria. “I didn’t think you heard that.”

			“We have two minutes,” he said tersely. “And then everything changes. Talk.”

			She hesitated, bringing her thoughts back from August. “Ah, Piers are a second intelligent species on Nextdoor. August said they were refugees from a closed-portal world. They seem to have equal status with Neighbors. August said they were doctors, historians. But, Jackson, I found out how the portal works.”

			He glanced at her as they passed into the hall leading to Hancock’s suite. “You got past the ‘no words’? What is it?” he prompted. “We’ve only seen their phones, and that technology isn’t that far above ours.”

			“That’s because portaling is not technology based.” Her gaze went to the closed door at the end of the hall, and she slowed, pulling him to a halt. “At least not as we know it. About a million or so Neighbors have what they call a creation spark. A borrowed energy inside them that they can pass on when they die. Get enough of them together, and they can open the portal. Jackson, if there aren’t enough sparks here, the portal will close and won’t reopen.”

			“Good to know,” he said grimly, and she caught his sleeve, keeping him from moving.

			“There’s more. It also lets them evolve in real time. Change their bodies to better suit new conditions.”

			His annoyance vanished. “Seriously?”

			Renee bobbed her head, breathless. It sounded impossible, but it had been happening right in front of them. “Haven’t you noticed that their nictitating membranes are thicker? Even as their wings are thinner. Their fingers, too, are shorter. When Noel came, it took her three hours to go from needing canned air to taking the occasional sip. August’s ability to manage our language isn’t just new vocabulary. His throat and larynx have changed, adapted to handle the new stresses he’s putting on them. He also says this creation spark helps translate our words to theirs in their heads.” When Renee’s hand okay, words in my head okay…It had been right there staring at her all the time.

			“Hancock’s telepathy theory,” he murmured, gaze on the closed door.

			She touched his elbow, pulling his attention back to her. “Jackson, their physical changes go all the way down to their DNA. Even to the sex cells. I printed out August’s DNA today. It’s different from when he got here. If he has kids, they will be fully adapted to Earth. That creation spark is their real technology, and I doubt they intend to share that.”

			Jackson eyed her for a breathless moment. “It opens a portal, then shifts them to survive what lies beyond it.”

			She nodded, then glanced at Hancock’s door, drawn by Tayler’s yelling.

			Jackson hesitated, then put a hand to the small of her back, jolting her into motion. “Thank you for the information. Don’t tell anyone what you told me without checking with me first. Even Will. And try not to show how mad you are.”

			“About the missing Neighbors?” she guessed, then her breath caught. “Tayler killed them?”

			Jackson’s frown tightened in warning. “It seems increasingly likely that she knew about the adaptive DNA and mutilated her group to see it in action, possibly killing three. But I can’t prove that, and if you go off on a nut, you will make it harder for me to. Just stay cool.” He let go of her and reached for the door. “Getting angry won’t help me or them.”

			“Sure.” But it was hard to keep a neutral face when he opened the door and the yelling got louder. What am I going to tell August?

			Hancock looked up as they entered, and Tayler’s harangue cut off. The colonel had taken the CEO chair. Yasmin sat to his right, her head down and her jaw clenched as she worked her tablet with an eerie finesse, not oblivious, but clearly not under fire, either. Tayler was on his left, admittedly farther down the table, her eyes hard as they found Renee and Jackson. Vaughn was there as well, the team counselor apparently having given up trying to mediate as he sat at the far end with his elbows on the table like a kid trying to ignore Mom and Dad fighting.

			“I want you next to me,” Jackson said as he went to a pair of empty chairs beside Yasmin. Uneasy, Renee followed, not sure if she was late or an afterthought.

			“Why is she here?” Tayler said. “Her opinion—”

			“—matters as much as yours. Maybe more,” Jackson interrupted, and Vaughn gave Renee a sick-looking gesture of greeting.

			Renee settled herself, wishing she’d brought a pen. “Can I get mad now?”

			“Not if you want to stay in the room.” Jackson turned to Tayler. “She’s here because she has a better understanding of how the Neighbors will react to this than anyone else other than maybe Will. Your personal opinions of Dr. Caisson do not matter, Dr. Tayler.”

			“What happened?” Renee asked, and Vaughn, busy down at the end of the table, actually shuddered.

			“Sir?” Jackson asked Hancock, and the colonel waved for him to take control of the meeting, clearly there as an observer. Satisfied, Jackson spun to the woman in charge of containment. “Show her, Yasmin.”

			Yasmin spun her tablet to Renee. Fingers flashing through windows, she brought up a YouTube video and filled the screen. “This showed up twenty minutes ago,” she said, hitting the start icon.

			Afterthought, Renee decided as she leaned to see. “How bad is it?”

			Vaughn sighed as an excited late-twenties man in a cheap suit talked to a leather-faced farmer in his barn. There was a blue tarp on the floor before them, and Renee’s bad feeling grew. “It’s on a blogger’s platform,” the psychiatrist said. “A guy named Gorman. His usual game is making money on UFOs and bigfoot sightings. It’s gone viral.” He frowned at Yasmin. “Fueled by a residual internet memory of the Neighbors’ eclipse arrival.”

			“Residual internet memory, my ass, Vaughn,” Yasmin blurted, ticked. “There’s nothing left out there. My team got it all.”

			“Then explain that,” Vaughn said, and Hancock sighed at the end of the table.

			But Renee couldn’t take her eyes from the screen, a hand going to her mouth in horror when the farmer pulled the tarp away to show a red mer. His wide shoulders were bruised, and his wings were patchy with burns. He lay on the floor naked and abused. Gorman rushed to narrate, focusing his camera on surprisingly familiar-looking genitalia for a brief moment before rising to the mer’s empty body cavity. One of his eyes had been burned out, and one hand had been mutilated, his long fingers left to mend out of place.

			“My God,” Renee whispered, and the argument between Yasmin and Vaughn cut off. “Who did this?” she added, her eyes rising to find Tayler.

			“Why are you looking at me?”

			Renee’s anger flared. “Because I’ve seen those burn patterns before,” she accused.

			“It’s not done yet,” Jackson said, and Renee turned back to the horror that was unfolding. Yasmin was back on her phone, her loud voice competing with Gorman’s commentary as Gorman and the farmer poked about in the empty cavity. Clearly it wasn’t going well in cover-up land.

			“Oh no,” Renee whispered when Gorman angled the camera to a smaller, white form. She was missing her internal parts, too, and the jin’s wings were gone. “Oh no…” Renee choked, gagging when the farmer proudly showed the Neighbors’ wings hanging on the wall. Angel wings, he called them.

			“Found ’em in a back field,” the farmer was saying. “Don’t know how long dey been there. The dogs rooted them out. I’m putting up a sign come tomorrow when my boy comes home. People want to know. They want to see.”

			“Turn it off,” Jackson said. “It goes on for about ten more minutes. The long and short of it is they were injured and died.”

			“You mean tortured and killed.” Fingers shaking, Renee stopped the video. Jackson pushed the tablet back to Yasmin, who immediately pulled up her text messaging and began to network. August. What am I going to tell August? He had been so hopeful of the hidden message that he and Will had been putting together, and now the other Neighbors were dead.

			“Check my records,” Tayler said, chin high and arms over her chest. “Those two were never in my care. You want to blame someone, blame that farmer for butchering them. You could forgive him for his confusion. They come across as monsters, and they didn’t talk when they arrived.”

			“They talked,” Renee said. “You just weren’t listening. And that farmer was not responsible. Those cuts are too precise. Dumping their bodies makes you look like a five-year-old with paint on her face saying she didn’t color the wall. Be a woman. Own up to it.” Her eyes narrowed. “That’s Han and his aide, Raphael. Where is Mikail?”

			“You know their names?” Vaughn whispered.

			“Of course I know their names.” Renee stood, trembling. “August has been asking about them for weeks!” She turned to Tayler. “I will pin this on you if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

			Tayler stood as well, her face pale in anger. “I did not kill them.”

			“Renee…” Jackson warned, and she pulled out from under his calming hand.

			“I’m not mad,” she said, voice tight. “You haven’t seen mad!” She shouted the last, and Hancock cleared his throat.

			“Okay, let’s bring it down a notch. Tayler, sit. Renee, you too,” Jackson said, and Tayler sat in a huff, her hands in angry knots. “Regardless of how they got there, I need suggestions on what to do about it other than dispatching a team to collect them.”

			Yasmin looked up from her tablet. “My group has already begun the process to discount it. Their genitalia is humanlike enough to turn this into a hoax. I’m going to need some dirt on Gorman, though.”

			“Good start,” Renee said bitterly as she sat down. “I’m glad you’re all so efficient. What am I supposed to tell August? And what about Mikail?”

			Jackson tapped the table. “We’ll get a DNA swab of the bodies. If there’s a strand of human DNA on them, we will find out who it belongs to.”

			Renee frowned. “So we find out who is responsible, but that still doesn’t answer what I’m supposed to tell August. ‘Hey, sorry about this, but we found your general and his aide in a barn, carved up like pigs, their wings stuffed and mounted over some guy’s TV.’ ”

			Tayler’s tapping foot stopped. “I’m not giving my genetic fingerprint to Caisson.”

			Renee’s lip curled, her thoughts swinging. “You are not going to run the test!”

			“Enough!” Jackson shouted, and Renee jumped. “The DNA samples will be tested by a third party in a double-blind study. In the meantime, I think it’s best to keep the Neighbors ignorant of this. Renee, I will tell August after I retrieve the bodies. Not you.”

			“Good plan,” Hancock said, cementing the action into place, and Tayler huffed in disapproval.

			“Oh, now, hold up.” Renee felt sick. “There is no way I’m going back to work and pretending nothing has happened.”

			“You can wait a few hours,” Jackson interrupted, his voice holding a forced calm as he stared her down. “That they can translocate out of here anytime they want is an issue. So far they’ve been willing to concede to our paranoia, but I’m not going to strain their patience. Renee, do you understand? It’s only a few hours. My men have already been dispatched. They know how to do this. This is what I trained them for.”

			Her chest was tight, and she stared at him, feeling out of control. “I got it,” she muttered.

			Jackson frowned as if knowing her thoughts. “Any deviation from this, and the offending person will be removed from the team. Permanently. Tell me you understand.”

			Renee’s eyes narrowed on him. “I said I got it.”

			For a moment, there was silence, and then Hancock cleared his throat. “Okay. Jackson, let me know when we have the bodies in our possession. Yasmin, how long until you have this locked down?”

			The woman looked up from her frantic typing, her face pale. “Jim, I think we lost it.”

			Hancock’s expression froze.

			“It’s everywhere,” she continued, voice rising. “I can’t…I mean, I can keep taking them down, but you can’t erase what people see, and they keep talking about it. Even discrediting Gorman isn’t going to slow this. It moved too fast. I don’t know why…”

			“How can it be out of control?” Hancock leaned to see the bar graph. It was updating in real time. “It’s only been out there for twenty minutes!”

			“Welcome to the twenty-first century,” Jackson said softly.

			Peeved, but perversely pleased, Renee leaned back in her chair. “So I have to ask. Area 51…”

			“Clickbait,” Hancock said tersely. “Nothing there. Conspiracist propaganda.”

			But Vaughn was silently shaking his head.

			“Jim, I can’t stop this!” Yasmin blurted. “It’s spread too far. Everything we took down the last few weeks is popping back up. I don’t understand!”

			Hancock laced his fingers together on the table. Tayler was silent as Yasmin quietly freaked out.

			“Suggestions?” Jackson prompted, and no one said a word.

			Until Vaughn cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Ah, perhaps we should be the conspiracy,” he said, and Renee blinked, not getting it. “It’s out. Admit they’re here. Own it.”

			“Own it?” Jackson questioned.

			“Do you have any idea of the panic—” Tayler said.

			“People can’t handle this,” Yasmin added, echoing her sentiment.

			“Admit they are here,” Vaughn continued, his eyes darting to Tayler. “That they have been for a while. Say that they’re just now out of quarantine and they have an embassy within a US military installation. Tell the world that they are learning our language and they don’t seem to be hostile.”

			That’s weird. Renee tuned out Tayler’s and Yasmin’s rising protests, head cocked as she eyed Vaughn. The man tried to hide it, but he was afraid of them. And now he was proposing pushing them into the light? Hancock, too, seemed puzzled—but he was listening.

			“It’s the only way to get ahead of this,” Vaughn said loudly to be heard over Tayler and Yasmin protesting. “Get August on TV. A couple of interviews focused on how they got here, and then some human-interest stuff to distract everyone from how dangerous this could be. You could even make a plea for Mikail to come in.”

			If he’s still alive, Renee thought as she eyed Tayler’s ongoing, loud protests.

			“Tayler, shut up!” Jackson shouted, then turned to Vaughn in the sudden silence. “What kind of human-interest stuff?”

			The young man shrugged. “I understand August plays the flute.”

			Renee bobbed her head. “Pretty well, too.”

			Hancock’s focus sharpened. “Seems I remember hearing he’s good at that ring game they all follow. Get some footage of that. The armchair football heroes will love it.”

			“Renee should be there, too,” Vaughn said. “At the presentation.”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa…” Renee protested, but Jackson was nodding.

			“She works with him the most. And Will.” Vaughn gestured across the table. “And you, Jackson, as the project leader. Focus on how they are like us, and how Renee and August have been working together since their arrival to make sure we don’t make each other sick.”

			“Tayler has done most of the medical research,” Hancock offered, and Vaughn waved his hands in negation.

			“Like anyone listens to graphs and charts. People need to see us interacting with them, and that means Renee and Will, not a medical doctor.”

			Not to mention August hates Tayler, Renee thought, wondering what the wounded mers and jins who had returned home had told Noel. Tayler claimed the damage had been accidental, but if Han and Raphael could be linked to Tayler, it would be an entirely different story, seeing as Tayler insisted they had never been in her care.

			Uneasy, Renee scooted back in her chair. “Okay, even if we do this, that still doesn’t answer how Noel is going to react when she finds out what happened to the general and his aide. Not to mention Mikail is still missing.”

			Hancock took his clasped hands from the table, hiding them. “Jackson. Where’s your team?”

			“Moving into position,” Jackson said, giving Renee a quick glance. “We should have them and the area cleaned up in a few hours. Maybe we’ll get lucky and will get a lead on, ah, Mikail. In the meantime, Yasmin, have one of your people begin to set up a publicity release in case it’s needed.”

			“Oh my God,” the woman whispered, a hand rising to her mouth. “We’re doing this?”

			Hancock gave Renee a confident “there you go” gesture. “A few hours, Dr. Caisson. Surely you can keep your mouth shut for a few hours?” Sighing, he reached for his phone. “I need to call Monroe. Jackson, I want the report on your team’s acquisition the second they have them.”

			“Yes, sir.” Jackson stood, his motion startling Renee. “Come on,” he said, gesturing for her to rise. “I’m taking you to a movie.”

			“A movie?” She looked at him in disgust. “You want to take me to a movie?”

			Jackson sent his gaze around the table. “I’ll tell August and Noel once we have the bodies. August shouldn’t have to do it, and neither should you.” He hesitated. “Though I would like Will there to make sure I say the right thing.”

			“I’ll be there.” Because if she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself.

			Renee stood, her stomach light and feeling ill. “Jackson, I suggest you get a few human cadavers cleared to go Nextdoor ASAP. It’s patently obvious what happened to Han and Raphael. Anatomy texts won’t do it. There are thousands of cadavers being studied by medical students. Give them ten.”

			“Yes, let’s make them more dangerous,” Tayler said, and Renee glared at the woman. Jackson was by the door, waiting for her, pleading with his eyes for her to walk away. But walking away had never been easy for her.

			“Tayler, I’m more frightened of you than of them.” Renee shifted her gaze to touch upon everyone in the room. “Did you know Neighbors don’t lie with the intent to deceive? It’s too hard for them to hide their body language, so they don’t do it. Excuse me. I have to go see what’s playing at the Cineplex.”

			She strode forward, pissed to the ends of the world as she pushed past Jackson. Tayler had “allowed” them to find the general and his aide. That meant Mikail was still alive. And she was going to find him.

			Once she did, Tayler was going to ride this all the way to hell.

		

	
		
			Eight

			“You cleaned your Jeep,” Renee said, her arm in the open window as she slumped against the door so the wind would shift her hair and help her forget. Jackson was a patient driver, having settled in behind a sun-bleached truck, annoyingly content to let the other lanes go faster. Let it go, Renee. He’s driving, not you. “Isn’t being dirty part of the mystique?”

			He shrugged, and her eyes tracked the silver Jeep in the opposing lane approaching them. Sure enough, Jackson gave them the peace sign without his hand ever leaving the wheel. The driver of the other vehicle returned it…and then he was gone. It was the second such exchange since they’d left the installation, and either Jackson knew a lot of people or it was a Jeep thing. And what is it with the rubber duckies on the dash?

			Grimacing, she closed the window as they picked up speed and her hair began to smack her in the face. It felt odd to be sitting beside him, though he’d driven her out to that bar. She glanced at him, remembering their breakfast and what Vaughn had said.

			The project’s counselor was right that she kept people at arm’s length. She was good at it, so good most never realized. But she hadn’t always been like that. Maybe it was time to change. She could have a real friend. More than a friend. Jackson, maybe. He said he’d move as slow as she wanted. Needed.

			And for one brief moment, she pondered that—until the panic crashed over her, a heady wave of terror catching her breath and sending her pulse skyrocketing.

			Damn it, not now, she thought, forcing her hands to unclench. Breathe, she told herself. Look at the dash. Watch the sun glint on the rocking keys. Feel the blue cotton under your fingers. Smell the faint scent of oil. Listen to the sound of the wheels. Hear it drone. Don’t let him see you freaking out or he’ll try to be nice and make it worse.

			Slowly her cramped chest eased and she exhaled. Vaughn could eat shit and die.

			“So, you use that snorkel much?” she asked, glad her voice didn’t shake.

			Jackson’s attention flicked to the after-factory modification, then to her. “Not as much as I’d like, no.”

			His smile faded, and the silence returned. She sat stiffly upright and watched the world go by, counting the streetlights so the panic wouldn’t return. And slowly…even the hint of it vanished. She took a deep breath. Exhaled.

			Seeing other people was almost a shock—people who didn’t know about portals to other worlds, and Neighbors. Jackson had left his ID badge in the dash cup, and she took off her own, tucking it in a pocket. The image of Han’s hollowed-out body flashed through her mind and was quickly quashed.

			No, they don’t know, but they will, she mused, her lips quirking in distaste as she remembered the awful excitement in the blogger’s voice. Gorman. He was a piece of work. Gave Tayler a run for her money for the America’s Greatest Turd award.

			Her attention sharpened when Jackson flicked on the turn signal, and she sat up as he pulled into a small parking lot. It wasn’t the movies or the expected bar.

			“The zoo?” she questioned as he parked.

			Jackson’s chest moved in a sigh, his gaze fixed on the colorful banner over the entrance.

			“I can’t sit for two hours in the dark and do nothing,” he said. “If I go into a bar, I will make a mistake. The zoo encourages loitering.” His brown eyes were pinched in worry as he looked across the Jeep. “I like the cheetah exhibit, and I haven’t seen the new cubs yet.”

			But neither of them made even one motion to get out when two moms, a big-ass stroller, and a handful of kids flowed out of a van. It was uncoordinated and messy, slow and rife with opportunities for disaster. Somehow, though, they all got to the curb and the ticket kiosk without incident. August was right. Only predators would allow their young to have so much unfettered freedom. But there is prey within our memories, too, she mused as the women unconsciously coordinated their surveillance, scanning the outskirts for danger even as they enjoyed the sun and chatted.

			“What are you going to say to Noel?” she asked.

			Jackson’s eyes narrowed as if he was accusing her of breaking an unknown rule. Silent, he got out of the Jeep. “You coming? I’ll buy you a stuffed animal.”

			She tried to smile—not for her, but for him. “Well, if you’re going to buy me a plushie.”

			Her soft-soled shoes hit the cement with an unheard thump that went all the way up to her skull. Their doors slammed shut almost at the same time, and she stood there, feeling the wind in her hair as he came around the front. Together they strode step for step to the ticket kiosk. Ahead of them, the merged families headed in. Her eyes rose to the ticket prices, and she reached for her wallet.

			“I asked you.” Jackson reached for his wallet as well. “My treat. Well, Uncle Sam’s treat.”

			A real smile found her as the shade of the overhang took them. “You can expense two tickets to the zoo?”

			He nodded as he ran his card and two tickets were spit out. “I can expense everything.”

			She took the colorful, thick ticket, thinking it would make a great bookmark. There was a scanner on the turnstile, and Jackson followed her, the harsh ratchet sound somehow more real and grounding than an hour with her therapist.

			But her steps slowed as she found herself in a world apart, one hidden at the center of the city like a cupped jewel held close to one’s middle. It was a world made by those who thought, as she did, that there was room enough for all if we could only slow down and see it, care about it.

			The air held the sounds of Eden and the smell of cotton candy. Wide avenues bordered by heavily planted flower beds wove between enclosures designed for animal comfort, not necessarily good viewing.

			August would love this, she thought as she noticed the plants in the beds had been coordinated to match the animals’ native environment when possible. August wasn’t a macro kind of guy. He liked the small stuff more than the big.

			“Cheetahs,” Jackson said, and she followed him to the faded yellow cat prints. They were as big as her hand. But then she hesitated, drawn by the delicious scent of roasting almonds.

			“You want some?” she said as her steps faltered. “I got this.” Jackson shook his head, but she was walking backward, not worried about running into anyone. The park was almost deserted. “I do,” she added, and he scuffed to a halt, then followed. “I haven’t had lunch, and this is probably the only time I’m going to get to eat if your guys are as good as I think they are.”

			“Good point,” he said reluctantly, and she smiled at the attendant.

			“Large, please,” Renee said, liking Jackson’s presence behind her. “So…” She turned to him as the man behind the counter filled a bag from the cooker. “Why didn’t you go with your team today?”

			“They can handle it,” he said. “I was more concerned about how you would react than their skills.” A faint smile quirked his lips. “I had this odd idea that I’d come back with two cadavers to find you in the brig. Honestly? I don’t know which would be worse. I can’t take any more dinners with glass between us.”

			“Yeah, well, you made a good choice, then.” She tapped her card to pay, pausing as she shoved the thought to twist Tayler’s arm to get a confession down deep. “Thank you,” she said cheerfully as the warm bag filled her hand, and she offered Jackson first pick. “After you, Major.”

			“They smell good,” he admitted, and their steps slowed to a halt as he cupped his hand and she shook some in.

			Her thoughts went to August as they rocked back into motion, their pace comfortable again. Plant-based protein. “You’re right about the last chance to eat today,” he said as he put three almonds in his mouth and began to chew. “Mmmm. This is not what I had expected to be doing this morning.”

			“Eating roasted almonds in the zoo?” Renee prompted, and Jackson chuckled.

			“Yes,” he said dryly. “Eating roasted almonds in the zoo.”

			She sighed, the sweet protein making her hungrier. “Me either,” she said, quashing the rising sensation of a kindred spirit. Hit the three d’s. Divert your attention. Distract your thoughts. Distance your mind, she thought as they found the cheetah exhibit and she leaned against the waist-high, fake-rock wall. “Maybe I should move almonds into the taste testing,” she said as she shook another handful into Jackson’s waiting palm. “I think August would like them. Good plant-based protein.” Her shoulders slumped as she peered into the exhibit, searching for a lounging cat. “If they don’t leave or declare war,” she muttered. “God! I can’t believe Tayler dissected them.”

			Jackson eyed her, elbows on the wall and squinting from the sun. “I can. At this point, I’m working on finding out who told her to do it.”

			“Yeah. Me too.” Her attention flicked to a sudden motion. It was the two cubs, both as large as huge cats, rolling around doing happy-cat things. Mom was in the nearby bark-denuded tree watching. It was a scene that might never be re-created on the savanna, but they seemed content nevertheless.

			“And I’m scared,” she whispered, focused on the kitty contentment. “I don’t know how they’re going to react. They clearly need resources. If we tick them off enough, they won’t go home. They’ll take it, and then maybe go home. Maybe take it and not go home.” She turned to him, seeing his agreement. “Maybe we deserve to get the short end of the stick.”

			“Wow, where is that coming from?” he asked, and she handed him the bag of almonds, no longer hungry.

			Frustrated, she gestured at the cheetahs. “That animal has more rights and freedom than they do, and it’s still in an effing cage. We locked them in quarantine,” she said, voice low but intense. “Carved up two of them like sides of beef and tortured a dozen more. We murdered two of their people. A third is still unaccounted for. I don’t know if I should hope Mikail is dead or still under Tayler’s knife, alive and rescuable.”

			“Hold on.” Jackson bent closer, words hushed. “We don’t know that. They could have died from sustained injuries before they were dissected. We didn’t know their needs when they arrived.”

			Head shaking, she put her arms over her middle. “They might be light on the vocab, but they read body language very well, Jackson. Don’t try to lie to them. You know damn well that someone, probably Tayler, tortured them under someone’s order to find out how they could adapt so fast and how far it would stretch.” My God, they had cut off her wings to see if they would grow back. “I am going to pin someone’s ass to the wall.”

			Silent, Jackson gazed at the cubs and ate an almond. “It’s not that simple.”

			“Sure it is. ‘Ring, ring. Hello, Renee? The lab tests are in. Tayler had contact with them.’ See?”

			But he didn’t say anything, didn’t turn from the big cats.

			“Is the problem that Tayler is probably working under Monroe’s orders, or is it because she isn’t?”

			Jackson sucked on his teeth, removing a stuck nut. “I intend to find out.”

			It was probably the best she was going to get. “Let me know when you do.” Disgusted, she put her elbows on the low wall and stood with her shoulder almost touching his.

			“And if I do and can’t tell you, Ms. Renee? What then?”

			She shifted slightly to look at him askance. Ms. Renee. I like that. “You can tell me,” she encouraged. “I won’t tell anyone. Just smack her around.” She pushed up from the wall. “Mikail is still out there.”

			“Yeah…”

			His head bowed, and she spun, putting her back to the wall as a group of three went by. “August would really like this,” she said, remembering his delight when the Neighbors were given ownership of the open-air courtyard. He’d spent an hour out there, afraid to move and crush the grass. He’d never seen grass, only moss. “I haven’t been to a zoo in ages.” Not to mention the likelihood of them being overheard by a tracking bug was almost zilch.

			“You’ve been on your own for a long time, haven’t you.”

			“You’ve seen my record,” she said with a false calm.

			“Mmmm.” He glanced up the path the way they had come. “Vaughn is right. You don’t let people get close. And when you do, it’s only when they need help. It puts you in a position of power so you can walk away and lie to yourself that you cared about their welfare, not them.”

			“Dude!” she protested, feeling herself warm because it was exactly what she and her therapist had settled on—two weeks before she quit going. She didn’t need help figuring out herself anymore, and deciding whether she was going to change or not didn’t take forty-five minutes a week on someone’s couch.

			Jackson, though, was laughing. “Like recognizes like,” he admitted, his mirth fading.

			Kindred souls…she thought, refusing to let it mean anything. “How are you going to tell Noel?”

			Jackson started at the quick shift, then shook his head. “I don’t know. If I apologize, I look weak—unless I don’t in their culture. If I don’t apologize, I look callous—unless, again, their culture says otherwise. I have to please both my superiors and a society I know little about.”

			Renee relaxed deeper against the wall. “Tell me what you want to say, and I’ll let you know what words August will have trouble with.”

			“All right,” he muttered, then pulled himself straight. “Madam Noel,” he said formally. “We—wait. My team has located two of your missing kin. I regret to inform—”

			“To tell you,” Renee interrupted.

			“To tell you that General Han and his aide, Raphael, are…have suffered wounds that appear to have been inflicted…” He hesitated. “Caused,” he said instead, “by whoever held them captive. It’s my belief—”

			“I’d stick with ‘I think,’ ” Renee suggested, and Jackson nodded.

			“Okay. I think. No, I’m embarrassed…”

			He hesitated, and Renee nodded. August knew embarrassed. They had had a long conversation about it when he asked why her face turned red from time to time.

			“I’m embarrassed to think that their mistreatment and resulting death was accidental.” Jackson winced. “Will he know ‘mistreatment’?”

			Renee bobbed her head and reached for a handful of almonds. “Yes. Unfortunately.”

			“Okay. Resulting death was accidental in the attempt to find the limits of your regenerative abilities.”

			August didn’t know regenerative, but she’d make sure he would. “You’re doing great,” she prompted, and Jackson’s anger began to tighten the corners of his eyes.

			“I’m angry and ashamed that the people I look to for guidance might not only allow this mistreatment but promote it, even in the search for knowledge. Knowledge gained in such a way is…” He hesitated, shoulders slumping. “They won’t know ‘morally,’ will they.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t think so. You can ask Will. If it was me, I’d just say, ‘Knowledge gained in such a way is wrong and unsustainable.’ ”

			“Unsustainable,” Jackson said, trying that on. “I think I’m going to say that it’s wrong and makes me ill in my thoughts.” His eyes met hers. “Stains whatever good can come of it with their death.”

			“Yes. That’s better.” He was furious, hands in tight fists. “It’s okay to let them see your anger.”

			“Good, because I don’t think I can hide it.” He took a breath. “It is my utmost wish—”

			“Biggest?” Renee suggested.

			“Biggest wish that I had known of this to stop it. Your people and their needs have become important to me. I return their bodies to you for your care with my biggest shame, sorrow, and anger. I return their bodies to you with…an idea to prevent more shame, sorrow, and anger.”

			“You do, huh?” she asked warily.

			“I do.” He grinned, but it faded fast. “To give anger a place to turn into sorrow and then healing, I would ask of you and my superiors that August, myself, Renee, and Will be allowed to talk to our world about you.”

			Renee pushed from the wall, arms about her middle. “Damn it, Jackson, you know I don’t want to do that.”

			“Tough.” His smile returned. “Suck it up, snake charmer. If I ask for their permission in front of Hancock and they agree, no one on the Hill can say different.”

			Her breath slipped from her in regret. “Smart,” she admitted.

			“So smart it might get me court-martialed.” His expression went solemn again. “It’s my wish that we begin to publicly share good things of each of us so that the bad is not all we know.”

			Renee squinted at him. “So that your people will see as August does,” she said. “That, unlike Neighbors, humans have been both predator and prey. Our people should be allowed to see that Neighbors are not a predator to fear or prey to be used, but that Neighbors see with the same eye and hear with the same ear, and care with the same passion as those who we love.”

			“Damn, girl,” Jackson said in admiration. “How long have you been thinking of this?”

			She shrugged, her thoughts going to Mikail. Damn it, Tayler, if he’s cut up, I’m going to lobotomize you.

			“Will they know ‘love’?”

			“They call it something different, but yeah.” Her gaze went down, and she turned back to the cheetah cubs. “August excuses a lot of our fear because he says we remember being prey, that it makes us frightened of new things, but we also protect what we fear regardless because we understand being the predator, too. That is what will gain their understanding of us and maybe allow us to find common ground again.”

			“Predator and prey?” Jackson glanced at the enclosure, clearly unsure. “So we protect what frightens us, like that cheetah. If all we remembered was being prey, we would kill it when we had the chance. But we don’t. We take responsibility for it. Confidently and with no fear. Because we are a predator, too.”

			She nodded. “That’s why we have the capacity to care, to support, protect, nourish even what scares us. It’s our biggest ace, and I think they will see it. August did.” She hesitated. “Whatever you do, don’t lie to them, Jackson. Tell Hancock that would be like walking in wearing Raphael’s wings as a cape. Assure them that you’ll find out who is responsible and tell them we have plans to find Mikail. How they respond will tell us how deep we are in the shitter.”

			Jackson exhaled long and slow, but this time, there was no worry, only regret. “Tell me about it.” He shifted as his phone hummed, lips pressing when he read the screen. “That’s the call.” He put his phone away and rolled the top of the almond bag down and handed it to Renee. “They’re on the way back. Acquisition successful, but Gorman got away. We’ll scoop him up later. I have two hours until they get here. Any suggestions besides don’t lie, and promise to find out who is responsible?”

			She squinted up at him, thinking he looked good. Better now that he wasn’t so worried. “Wear something nice,” she said as she arranged his lapels. “They put a lot of stock in uniforms. Go easy on the cologne. It’s too late to get a tattoo, but that’s a jin thing, anyway.”

			Jackson arched one eyebrow high. “Wear something nice. Gotcha. Thank you, Renee. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

			She froze when his hand took hers. His eyes were warm as he smiled, and her gaze went from her hand lost in his to his face, his eyes dropping to linger on her lips. He’s staring at my mouth, she thought, pulse quickening. Your eyes go to what your heart wants. Or are you just attracted to him because you know he won’t commit.

			She stiffened. Sensing it, Jackson let go. Her eyes dropped, but her heart beat just as fast. “I’ll tell August,” she insisted.

			“We both will.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			The installation seemed suspiciously empty as she and Jackson made their way to the Neighbors’ embassy. Obviously everyone who could was making themselves scarce. Two guards now stood outside the entrance to what had once been the quarantine block, and Renee couldn’t help her smile seeing the private in his crisp uniform and ceremonial sword beside the roan Neighbor in an elegant black and gold ribbon shirt, the pleats and folds allowing for free movement of his wings. Neither of them could speak a word of each other’s language, and yet, they had their heads inches from each other, staring at the private’s phone as he played a handheld game. The mer’s whistles and the kid’s “dude, dude, watch this” sounded beautiful together.

			It was the roan who saw them first, stiffening as he made an attention-getting click to bring the private’s head up. Panicked, the young man hid the phone.

			“As you were, Thompson,” Jackson said, then made a “greetings” gesture to the mer, getting it perfect.

			“Sir, yes, sir!” the kid barked as Jackson used his badge to open the twin doors.

			“Maybe we can survive this,” Renee whispered as they went through, their steps sounding loud in the sun-drenched hall that circled the quarantine block.

			Jackson nodded, slowing when a small movement in the courtyard drew his attention. It was August, and Renee stopped, torn. He was under the tree, touching the leaves as if they were magic bells. An image of the dissected Neighbors flashed through her, quickly followed by guilt. The guards at the end of the hall had their heads together again, giving her hope. “Ah, you know how to get a message Nextdoor?” she asked, and Jackson nodded.

			“Yes. You want to stay here with August? I can see you from the quar—ah, embassy lounge. I’ll text you when Noel is on her way.” He hesitated. “Don’t tell him, Renee. Promise me.”

			She nodded. She wouldn’t tell him, but August was very perceptive, and it wasn’t hard to put everything together. “Okay, but don’t you tell her, either.”

			“Deal.” He rocked into motion, leaving her before the twin glass doors that opened to the courtyard. “Wear something nice…” drifted softly out from over his shoulder, a sour, whispered regret. He was still in his fatigues. The private at the door was dressed sharper than him.

			Renee turned to August, her fond smile fading as their eyes met. He’d clearly seen the exchange and was waiting, wing knuckles drooping behind his head. She waved at him, then yanked the glass door open, mood softening at the sound of the corner fountain and the smell of cut grass.

			“You saw the large holo projection?” August asked as she wove her way closer on the paved walk.

			“We never got there,” she admitted. “We went to the zoo to look at the cheetahs. Big, very fast cats,” she added to explain when he made a click of distress. “There aren’t a lot of them left in the wild due in part to too many noisy tour groups, but their captive population is making a comeback now that we understand their needs. Once we restore their traditional ranges, we can set them free. They are a niche predator, needed to keep the herbivores from destroying the grasslands. A few generations, maybe, before we can start the real work. Right now, we’re just trying to preserve as much genetic diversity as we can.” God help me, I’m babbling again.

			But August didn’t seem to notice. “Each touches each,” he said, the back of his hand held low in greeting.

			Flushed, Renee returned it, her attention flicking to Jackson, clearly visible through several panes of glass as he checked in at the embassy lounge. He stood resolutely before the roan Neighbor at the multilevel, oddly shaped desk and chair they’d brought in two days ago. He had it okay, and she turned back to August.

			“These are beautiful,” he said, his long fingers running a delicate line down the edge of a leaf. “Each different, but all holding the same pattern.”

			“Like snowflakes,” Renee said, looking at a leaf as if for the first time.

			Again August clicked. “I don’t know snowflakes.”

			Renee stepped onto the grass and leaned against the trunk, her eyes rising to the green canopy. “Frozen water crystals that fall as snow instead of rain.” She shifted as August joined her, his steps hesitant on the cut grass. His eyes were completely nictitated from the brighter light, but he wasn’t squinting like he used to. Past him, the sky was a brilliant blue, punctuated with white, puffy clouds.

			“We have snowflakes,” August said. “We call them…” Shrugging, he whistled. “They are made in lab. A wingling’s…di-diversion?”

			She smiled ruefully. “Here we use a shovel to push them off our cars and walks.”

			“Huh,” August said, sounding almost accusing, and she turned.

			“Mild disbelief?” she guessed, getting an unsure nod. “That’s a good usage of that word.”

			In the embassy, Jackson was watching as a second, much smaller Neighbor walked the pattern to return Nextdoor with a message for Noel. It would take some time. “August, do you want a couple of leaves for your collection? We just throw them away in the fall.”

			August’s eyes unnictitated to show a flash of gold. “Throw…away?” he said, his hand going to touch his phone in a fold of his ribbon shirt. “Should I ask Jackson for permission?”

			She smiled, real this time. “No. They’re like the snowflakes. We rake them up so they don’t kill the grass. You’re welcome to take what you want, but you might want to wait until fall, when they turn red and yellow.”

			August’s wing knuckles clicked over his head. “You josh my leg.”

			“It’s ‘I’m joshing you’ or ‘pulling your leg.’ Not both together, and no. See?” She took out her phone and did a quick search on fall colors. “I’ll take you on a color tour in October. You can have all the leaves you want.” If you’re still here, she thought in worry.

			August’s hand cupped under hers, and he drew her phone closer. “How does it become red and yellow?”

			“The red and yellow are always there, but they’re masked, ah, outcompeted by the green. It’s only when the tree stops making the green that the red and yellow show. Right before it snows.”

			“Outcompete.” His words were a raspy whistle. “Nextdoor has one tree. Very short.” He let go of her hand to hold his waist high above the ground. “They survive only in the mountains. They don’t turn red.” His attention went into the leaves where a bird rustled, chirping. “Nextdoor is empty. No color. Lots of rain. Maybe that’s why we wear a lot of color.” He hesitated, long fingers reaching for his phone. “Renee, would you like to see my leaves?” he said, then whistle-clicked into his phone before turning it to her.

			She leaned in, eyebrows rising. “Oh! Nice,” she said as August scrolled, showing her dry brown leaf after dry brown leaf in weird shapes and sizes. “Wait. Stop,” she blurted as one caught her eye, and he scrolled back to a soft oval with a spider-webbing of veins. It looked just like the pattern on Vaughn’s ring. He hadn’t worn it for weeks, but it had been so unusual it had stuck in her mind.

			“Nice?” August said, clearly pleased, and she nodded.

			“It’s beautiful.” Her eyes tracked it when August pulled his phone close.

			“Very rare,” he said as he gazed proudly at it. “Given to me by…parent’s parent, many times. The tree was from a closed-portal world.”

			“Wow.” At the embassy, a light on the portal receptionist’s desk began to glow a harsh red, warning people to stay clear of the labyrinth. Jackson tugged his fatigues straight, and she stifled a flash of worry. Someone was coming.

			“Shoulders up mean worry,” August said, and she forced them down. “Eye wrinkles means worry. Head wrinkle means big worry. Why are you worried, Renee?”

			“Ah, I promised Jackson I’d wait so we could tell you and Noel together.”

			August looked at the glowing labyrinth. “Jackson asked Noel to come to Earth?” A small noise escaped him. “You found the missing. They are dead.”

			Renee stiffened. “I didn’t say that.”

			“I see it in your face,” he said, and she froze when his long fingers touched her jawline. “Your eyes are holding water.”

			She nodded, and his hand dropped. “Han and Raphael,” she whispered. “Mikail is still missing. He might be okay. August, I fear for both our worlds. If you have any sway with Noel, please help her understand. It’s bad. How they died was bad, and I think it was someone here who caused it to happen.”

			August’s attention suddenly went over her shoulder. “Noel is here,” he said, and she turned. The labyrinth was empty, but it was glowing, making Renee wonder if she felt a pull to it—as if something in her skin brightened as the labyrinth engaged.

			Noel seemed to step from the absolute line of black and white…And then the lines went dark and Noel had moved to greet Jackson, the back of her hand held at eye level for him to return the gesture.

			Immediately Jackson offered her a moist-air canister, and the stately jin waved it away.

			Renee’s pulse quickened when Jackson turned and beckoned for them to join him. “We should go in. Don’t tell them you figured it out.”

			But August caught her sleeve, stopping her. “Have Jackson bring her here,” he said, eyes flicking to the leaves over his head. “Noel should see what a hasty decision will risk.”

			A drop of fear lit through her and was gone. “You sure? It’s awfully bright.” Jackson and Noel were watching them through the multiple layers of glass, and she began to fidget.

			She reached for her phone, motion stopping when August whistled sharp and long, the sound something between a bald eagle and a cardinal.

			Immediately Noel focused on Jackson, and after a short exchange, she accepted the moist-air canister and they headed for the door, the aide behind the desk fussing and getting in the way as they passed through the open, old air lock and into the hall. The small jin looked utterly amazing, her fiery red ribbon shirt showing gold edges at the pleats, her pale wings draped behind her like a cloak, and her matching red pantaloons flashing hidden glimpses of gold as she moved.

			She made a singularly impressive sight, and Renee brushed the wrinkles from her shirt when Jackson and Noel paused at the final, twin glass doors as Jackson offered her his sunglasses.

			“Good. Thank you,” Noel said as Jackson opened the door for her. Her speech was hesitant and very unclear, but Renee was impressed.

			“Have you been coaching her?” Renee asked as Noel made her slow way to them, her eyes hidden behind Jackson’s cheap gas-station shades.

			“She is sent a record of the day. Noel listens,” he said simply, then whistle-clicked to Noel, the back of his hand held low and his wing knuckles high in greeting. Renee felt uneasy as Noel returned it, both the whistle-click and touching the back of her hand to his. The height of the exchange, Renee realized, seemed to be significant; low was like a hug between friends, and high was a bland, businesslike handshake.

			“Madam Noel,” Renee said, lifting the back of her hand to meet hers. Her touch was brief, and Noel fixated on the tree, squinting over Jackson’s glasses at the leaves. Dropping back, Renee wondered if she could see a hint of a tattoo on the Neighbor’s otherwise pristine wings. Most of the jins she’d seen had elaborately decorated wings, but all Noel had were faded lines and rings on the lower hem, chiming faintly with her every move.

			Jackson inched closer to Renee as Noel and August began to talk, their whistles and clicks making her more nervous, not less, though it was obvious they were talking about the tree. Eventually, though, Noel folded her hands and silently looked expectantly at Jackson.

			“You’re up,” Renee said, and he shifted uneasily.

			“We’re waiting for Will and Hancock,” he said, and August made a soft twitter of translation.

			Noel’s wings rose, and again the two began a mostly one-sided back-and-forth.

			“Ah, any idea what the problem is?” Jackson muttered, and Renee winced.

			“I think they’re figuring it out.” Renee forced a smile, jumping when Noel’s wing knuckles cracked sharply together over her head, and August went quiet, his eyes downcast.

			Wings low, August turned to them. “Madam Noel would like General Han’s and Raphael’s bodies to give to their families.”

			Jackson glared at Renee, and she backed up a step. “I didn’t tell him!” she protested, then flushed as she realized Noel was staring at her.

			Chest heaving in a sigh, Jackson faced the waiting Neighbor. “August, will you please tell Madam Noel that we wait for Will so that my words of explanation are not misconstrued.”

			“Ah, understood in error,” Renee added, and August’s faint rasp of confusion vanished.

			Clearly contrite, he turned to Noel and explained. And just as clearly, Noel was having none of it, her harangue rising, a harsh counterpoint of whistles and clicks as August persisted, gestures becoming extravagant.

			“Where the hell are they?” Jackson muttered, glancing at the empty hallway behind him.

			“Jackson, just tell her!” Renee said. “Tell her. Now! August will translate.”

			Noel’s tirade abruptly cut off. Her wings were high, spread slightly in the sun to make her look like an angel. A very pissed angel.

			Seeing her, Jackson faltered. “Damn. I forgot everything I was going to say,” he whispered, then cleared his throat before making the correct gesture of high respect, impressing Renee. She hadn’t even known he knew it.

			“Madam Noel, we have found two of your people,” he said, and August began to translate, his soft whistle-clicks a faint background noise. “They are coming now for you to receive them. I’m ashamed at what happened to them, and I promise that I will bring justice to whoever did this, even if it means I lose my life’s work.”

			“Good start,” Renee whispered as August caught up, hesitating on some of the words.

			“The world where such things happen is not one I want to live in,” he continued, and Renee sighed in distress when a small ensemble of people entered the hall, two long, low, silk-draped boxes atop gurneys in their care. Hancock and Will were with them, and her pulse raced when they noticed them in the courtyard and changed direction, sending everything off-rail.

			“These are not the people I wish to associate with if they ordered the actions taken upon your people,” Jackson said, gesturing to indicate the entire installation as Hancock broke from the crowd, Will quickly behind.

			“This is not waiting, Major,” the colonel said as he pushed into the courtyard, but August was stumbling over a word, and Renee turned her back on the angry man with too many stars on his shoulder.

			“ ‘Associate with’ is do work with,” she whispered to August. “Find knowledge with.”

			August finished his translation as Hancock came to a blustery halt.

			Oh, God, Renee thought in dismay as Hancock made his hand-high greetings with both Noel and August. They’re bringing the coffins out here.

			“If I may finish, sir,” Jackson said dryly. “I promise you,” he continued, nervous now, “that if it is one of my own who ordered this, I will tell you. Because we are not prey or predators. We are people, and people do not do this to other people.”

			“Nice,” Will whispered as he ghosted up to stand beside Renee, briefly touching the back of August’s hand even as the mer continued to translate. “Sorry we were late. Tayler got ugly.”

			Hancock frowned as August finished. “Couldn’t wait, eh?”

			“They aren’t stupid,” Jackson said, his expression worried as he watched Noel’s response. “They figured it out.”

			Renee, too, was watching Noel. The high-ranking jin was almost ignoring August’s whistles and clicks. No, she was listening to the background conversation, understanding nearly everything.

			Because her creation spark is translating the easy stuff, Renee thought, and then she shifted, making room for the two long coffins being rolled closer. One was draped in red silk, the other, white, and August’s translation faltered and died as Noel focused on them.

			“Madam Noel, we return Han and Raphael back to your care with our shame,” Jackson said, and Hancock bristled.

			“Jackson…” the man muttered, and Jackson rounded on him, his face flushed.

			“I am ashamed,” Jackson said, voice clear and loud as the attendants dropped back. “They looked to us for protection as much as any man or woman on your installation, Colonel. And it was betrayed in the name of knowledge. Knowledge that could have been gained by asking.”

			“I will see,” Noel said simply, and Jackson spun, his mood shifting.

			“H-here?” Hancock stammered, but Jackson had already motioned for the attendants. They were young, their faces and expressions empty as they practiced their moves to collect the drapes as if they were flags and, one by one, presented them to Noel. The caskets were opened together, and Renee steadied herself, her shock shifting to anger when she realized the scent of decay had been muted by a faint scent of preservative. That farmer hadn’t done this. They had been embalmed.

			Her heart clenched in grief as she looked down. They’d been tended to since she’d seen them in the video, the blood washed away. They lay nestled amid red and white silk respectively, covered but for their faces. Flowers filled the gaps between them and the walls of their boxes: red sunflowers, cardinal flowers, and fragrant crimson lilies for the general; white carnations, daisies, and lilies for his aide. Her wings had been nestled under her, but it was obvious that they had been severed.

			Renee looked up, starting when she realized Noel was watching her reaction. Only after their eyes met did the jin look down at her fallen, her wings drooping to brush the grass.

			Noel stepped forward, the two silken triangles in her hand. The courtyard was silent apart from the twittering bird as she stood between them, touching their foreheads as she whistled and clicked something that made Will shrug. He didn’t know.

			“You give us flowers?” August translated softly, but it was obvious that Noel was agitated as she fell into a fast-paced tirade, shifting August from translation to damage control as he chittered and whistled back.

			“This isn’t good,” Will said, concentrating on their words.

			“What is she saying?” Hancock demanded.

			“They’re talking too fast.” Will winced. “She thinks the flowers are a bribe.”

			“Bribe!” Hancock blurted.

			“August is trying to explain that they’re probably not, but she’s having none of it.”

			Renee winced at the misunderstanding. “Flowers are extremely rare Nextdoor,” she said, knowing Noel might believe her over August. “Priceless. August, tell her that this is our tradition since before we became sentient. It’s not a bribe. It’s how we grieve. To show that beauty remains even though that which we most value is gone.”

			August seemed to sigh in relief, then turned back to Noel, whistling and gesturing.

			Jackson eased closer to her other elbow. “He knows the word ‘sentient’?”

			Renee arched her eyebrows. “You wouldn’t believe what we talk about when you aren’t listening,” she said, her eyes never leaving Noel.

			August finished his translation and stood silent, his wings clamped meekly against his back. It was obvious that Noel hadn’t needed the help in understanding. At least, it was obvious to Renee when Noel made one whistling tweet, and August launched into a long response.

			“What is he saying?” Jackson prompted, and Will shrugged.

			“Something about predators and prey. Damn, Renee, what have you told him?”

			“Um…” Renee winced, startled when Noel’s wing knuckles clicked together over her head like a gunshot.

			“I akseepth my peepol,” Noel said awkwardly, and August slumped in relief.

			Hancock beamed, thinking this was over. Jackson knew better, stepping forward with a solemn air, first motioning for the attendants to move the bodies out and then facing Noel directly.

			“You are gracious, Madam Noel,” Jackson said, August’s translation aided by Will this time. “Please accept my vow to find out if my superiors are responsible and bring them to light even if it means my removal from the project.”

			“Jackson…” Hancock all but growled, stiffening.

			“This is my life,” Jackson said, gesturing to encompass the installation, “but your people lost theirs, and the truth of this is more important than any one man.” He hesitated. “Will, is August getting all that?”

			Will nodded, even as a sudden commotion rose at the double glass doors to the hall. It was Tayler, the angry woman in her lab coat being rebuffed and manhandled away from the Neighbors’ embassy even as her muffled shouts made August wince. Vaughn stood for a moment, alone in the hall, then bolted after Tayler.

			Jackson’s jaw clenched. “I also ask that August and yourself take part in our efforts to bring the knowledge of you and your world to our own people in a, er, holo broadcast to help prevent this from happening again.”

			“Major?” Hancock intoned, and a faint blush rose up Jackson’s neck. Yes, it was Jackson’s project, but he was obviously skipping protocol by mentioning it now. The soft click of the door latching sounded loud as the caskets were moved out, and Renee felt better without them between her and the Neighbors.

			Flustered, Jackson took a breath, held it, and slowly let it out. “Provided my superiors agree with my plan of action,” he added, lips twisted as if the words were bitter.

			August softly translated, his whistle-clicking cutting off at Noel’s terse click.

			She just told him to shut up, Renee thought, wondering if she was beginning to understand some of what August was saying. It was nonsense until she divorced herself from thinking it was music.

			“Ah,” August stammered. “Madam Noel says she would appreciate the opportunity to speak to Earth and asks that Jackson also helps in holo to…promote truth between us. If Jackson can’t…participate, then no one from Nextdoor can.”

			Hancock’s eyes narrowed, but it was all Renee could do to not find Jackson’s hand and give it a squeeze. This is Jackson’s project. And with a public show, it always would be.

			“Madam Noel is gracious,” Jackson said again. “Such understanding will grant your people more freedom, something I’m most eager for.”

			Noel made a soft whistle twitter, and August nodded. “Madam Noel agrees this is true. She says that no mer or jin will go far from the portal and their way home. She asks that the Earth talk happen here.”

			To allow them to quickly snap out of danger, Renee thought, brow furrowed as August fell into a whistle argument with Noel over something, probably the limit of his leash.

			There was another one of those sharp knuckle clicks, and August’s protests cut off. Wing hem curled, Noel brought her attention back from the coffins, visible through the hazy, multipaned glass. “Ree-nay, Jackson, Willbordoe.” The stately Neighbor hesitated, inclining her head. “Hancock.”

			August dropped back as Hancock came forward to say his farewell to Noel. “August?” Frustrated, Renee pulled him close, lips barely moving. “Tell Noel that, unlike Jackson, I don’t have to ask permission to find out who did this, and when I do, I will drag them before her so she can ask them why. I swear it.”

			August dropped back, wide eyes blinking in surprise. “Is predator or prey speaking?” he asked, but she didn’t know, and she felt herself warm as Jackson nervously cleared his throat, the man obviously having overheard.

			“Awgust? We talk please as I go,” Noel prompted, and August turned away, head low as he escorted Noel into the building and to the labyrinth, where the two coffins waited. But Renee’s determination took a hit when she realized Jackson, Will, and Hancock were all looking at her.

			“Dr. Renee Caisson.” Hancock shifted his bulk to face her. “I don’t recall employing you as a vigilante to right the wrongs as you see them.”

			“Oh, that’s a free service,” she said, startled when Jackson took her arm and pushed her to the door. “Hey, I want to see Noel walk the pattern,” Renee complained, and Jackson gave her another little shove.

			“I’ll handle Tayler, not you,” the man said, and Renee stumbled until finding her balance.

			“You will, huh?” She stopped short, miffed when Jackson propelled her into the hall, glancing over his shoulder at Hancock and Will still under the tree before letting her stop.

			“Pretend to be pissed,” Jackson said.

			“I am pissed!” she exclaimed. “I can smell what’s going on, and whoever did that, whether through orders or not, needs Neighbor justice, not ours. They mutilated them to find out how well they regenerated.”

			“I agree,” he said, pressing close. “But if you walk around with a cape and lasso of truth, spouting revenge, Hancock will confine you to quarters. Do you have any idea how hard that will make my life? How difficult it will be to find the proof of who did this?”

			Renee hesitated in relief. “You’ll help me?”

			Jackson backed off, the scent of his cologne heady between them. “Help? I’ll drive the car.” Again he glanced over his shoulder, where Hancock stood in the courtyard, suspiciously watching them. “Besides, pinning this on Dr. Tayler is probably the only way I’m going to get my sunglasses back.”

		

	
		
			Ten

			“Marriel, read that back to me, please,” Noel asked her aide, and the small jin sitting across from her desk shifted her wings impatiently. The lights within the park were glistening in the rain. It was long past normal work hours, but the news outlets needed a press release. The two bodies coming through the portal had been noticed, and if she didn’t give the news something soon, they would begin to invent.

			“Yes, madam.” Marriel tucked her tablet stylus into a fold of her ribbon shirt. “General Han and his aide returned to us today, their bodies showing signs of stress indicative of mistreatment. Portal authority is running tests to determine whether death was caused by neglect or intentional. Our contacts at the Earth-side portal are working to discover who is responsible, with the intent to bring them to justice. There was a large gift of Earth flowers, which will be returned to the families of the deceased after a year of display and study.”

			Marriel’s voice quavered at the end, and for a moment, Noel simply stared out the window at the glistening lights, tired.

			“Madam?” the jin prompted, and Noel waved a hand for her assistant to bring her the tablet. The want to add that the promise of justice came from the same people who’d killed them was high, but that was opinion and she knew better—until opinion became fact. Renee had promised to find and give her the humans who had done this to her people. She had her doubts the small human would. And Mikail was still missing.

			Noel’s hand clenched, and she forced it to relax. When all the rings were tossed, it was her fault Han and Raphael had died. No matter that they had volunteered. No matter that their deaths were a foregone assumption. She should have pushed harder for their recovery.

			The soft scratch on her office door brought both their heads up, and Noel straightened, annoyed when it was immediately pushed open. “Who—” she began when a mer so dark as to be almost black strode in, the jangle from his piercings loud in the late-night building. Behind him was a cloaked figure smelling of tea, her hood down and wings confidently draped behind her back.

			Sidriel. Pulse hammering, Noel stood and gestured for her aide to do the same.

			“Come with me, please,” the dark mer said pleasantly as he held a hand out for the tablet, and Marriel looked at Noel for direction.

			“That will be all for now, Marriel,” Noel said, and the jin went with him.

			Noel stood at her desk as Sidriel sat, hood up until the door shut behind them. “I’ll send for some tea.”

			“No need. I won’t be here long.” The slight figure lowered her hood. “I’m here to tidy your press release.”

			“Tidy it?” Noel glanced at her chair, reluctant to sit. The desk was power, and she had none at the moment.

			Foot bones popping in amusement, Sidriel gestured for her to take the adjacent chair. It felt too close, and Noel came out from behind her desk, wings tight to her back as she gingerly sat down. “I see General Han and his aide died in the wilds of Earth,” Sidriel said lightly.

			Noel’s wing hem curled. “Tests indicate that his and Raphael’s wounds were given over a substantial period of time—”

			“Han died assisting his aide, alone in the wild areas of Earth. Both their creation sparks were lost. They never encountered humans,” Sidriel said, her wings rising.

			Oh. Noel looked at her door, fear a sharp pain. Marriel wasn’t going to come back. Ever.

			“There was no taint of abuse other than the usual moldering.” Sidriel massaged her arthritic hands. “It is unfortunate that Earth-side bacteria necessitated an immediate cremation. If Mikail is found, I expect you to keep it quiet,” Sidriel added. “Not parade his body through the portal in an organically draped coffin containing enough flowers to buy a continent.”

			Noel’s eyes nictitated in a long blink. “Yes, Madam Sidriel.” Marriel. The med techs. Puck help me—August? How far would the cover-up go? But Sidriel wouldn’t be talking to her if her life was forfeit as well, and Noel forced her wing hem to uncurl.

			“I appreciate your report,” Sidriel said. “And your honesty. And while true, what happened will cause unreasonable and unneeded fear. Counterproductive in the long flight.”

			“They are predators,” Noel said, nervous at Sidriel’s presence. “Renee has promised me the identity of the humans who did this. Our people were tortured until death, then dissected, studied to learn how to kill us.”

			Sidriel lifted a wing in a shrug. “We will accept their lie of apology as well as their promise of justice and move forward. The Piers were predators until we tamed them. So calm, mild, and pliable now. Their ability to direct spark energy into healing is useful, and so they remain. Humans are no different.” She hesitated. “Your environmentalist. August? He knows what happened to Han and his aide. Perhaps it is time to bring him home. He can work from here.”

			Worry flicked through her, and she looked at the door where Marriel had left. Not August. He is too valuable to lose in the name of keeping lies. “Yes, Madam Sidriel. But I need him there,” Noel blurted, wanting to keep him safe. “He speaks the language better than anyone, and he’s beginning to recognize lies in their body language. That’s something that creation sparks can’t give us.”

			Sidriel’s eyes nictitated and Noel bowed her head, her pulse racing at the audacity of having asked for something. She was a theorist, a builder. A fool who sent thirty-four people to their deaths, she reminded herself. Wing-torn, what if Sidriel decides I’m not important?

			“You will bring him home,” Sidriel said. “I’m not concerned that he witnessed the truth. You will tell him you wish to keep it quiet, and he will. My issue is that he’s too good at his job. I want a pair of breeding piscys across the portal, and he has thwarted all my attempts.”

			There was nothing she wanted more than August working in the tower, but now? With him knowing something Sidriel wanted quiet? “Madam Sidriel, if they escape—”

			Sidriel’s wing knuckles rose high as she stood and stretched, cowing Noel. “You will make sure they do. If they survive to breed, we will know in short order what can live on our world. If they do not, we will know what killed them a millennium ago. But not until August is home. Otherwise he will find an effective way to curtail them and we can’t claim ignorance.” She turned as her aide came back in. Marriel wasn’t with him, and Noel clamped her wings to stop their quiver.

			“I understand you have been asked to take part in an Earth-side interview to introduce us to the general population?” Sidriel asked as her aide handed her Marriel’s tablet and retreated a step, waiting. “It’s about time. Keep it positive.” Sidriel scrolled, presumably reading the press release. “I will arrange for you to do the same here. I’m sure August will come home to assist you, and when he does, don’t let him return. He could say something in their language. Perhaps relate a story of how he and the Renee human met. Mers and jins working together to pave the way to new relations. Our people need to remain open to this despite the tragedy.”

			“Yes, Madam Sidriel.” Noel stood, head bowed as Sidriel went to the window to look down upon the park. August might return home to tell everyone how beautiful Earth was, but lying about Han and Raphael would not lift wing with him. Even if she told him to lie, he would tell the truth—and Sidriel would have him killed. What am I going to do?

			“We can time your interviews here with the release of chipatos,” Sidriel was saying, her back to her. “They are marvelous, and there have been no adverse reactions?”

			“No, madam.” Potato chips, Noel thought, not liking the lies. They grew and grew like piscy nests in a cupboard.

			“Be happy, Noel.” Sidriel’s wings furled as she turned. “The portal is open! This is what we have been waiting our entire lives for. History will be marked from this.” She gestured to encompass the world. “And you and August will always be a part of it.”

			Sure August wouldn’t cleave to Sidriel’s version of the truth, Noel dipped her wings in agreement, her eyes going to the tablet on her desk. The modified press release had already been sent, and the hide of her wings pricked at what history would call her. Lies; they were lies. But they were sanctioned by the portal authority, and to say otherwise would mean her death. I’m sorry, Marriel…

			“You are doing well,” Sidriel said as she moved to the hall. Her assistant opened the door, and the faint sound of the fountain at the base of the tower’s lobby trickled in—it was so silent. Sidriel had cleared the building. “In thanks, I’m giving you the services of my assistant, Danail, from here on out.”

			Because you have eliminated Marriel, Noel thought, her hand shaking. “Thank you, Madam Sidriel,” she whispered. He was a spy, taking dictation and bringing her a cup of hot tea.

			“Your latest report was thorough, but there’s one lack,” Sidriel said, and Noel cringed, wondering how she could make herself useful enough to survive and distant enough to do the same. “You failed to communicate if there’s any indication of humans possessing the ability to use creation energy.”

			“We haven’t seen any sign of it,” Noel said, but she hadn’t asked August, and she wasn’t sure she would now. The wrong answer might mean his death. “But we’ve been there in numbers for only a short span, and the only people who spend any length of time among us are Renee and Will. If anything, creation energy seems to have difficulty on Earth. It takes more time than usual for the sparks to begin to translate their words, if ever. I was there this afternoon and I had to work hard to catch even the conversation flow.”

			“I see.” It was cold and unconvincing, and Noel lifted her wing knuckles in a false show of confidence. “You will find a way to resolve this question.”

			“Madam Sidriel—”

			“Your environmentalist may be going native and withholding information.”

			Noel stifled a worried click. “August enjoys their company, madam.”

			“Another reason he can’t be allowed to stay.” Sidriel stood in the threshold to the hall, clearly eager to leave. “I need an unvarnished opinion. Bring him home. Take his place.”

			“Me?” Noel blurted, shooting a glance at Danail when he shifted his wings in a not-so-subtle reminder. Puck’s piss bucket…“Madam—”

			“Your work here is done, and only beginning there,” the old jin continued, as if it was a great honor. “You are to search their holo archives for any sign of the missing sixteen creation sparks that came before us. General Han’s and his aide’s are missing, too.” She hesitated. “And Mikail’s. Even one returned spark would be useful. We could do a portal-based lottery,” she added, her wings lifting in a show of excitement. “That always brings morale up.”

			“M-madam…” Noel stammered.

			“You are welcome for the opportunity,” Sidriel interrupted, head down as she moved to the door, assisted by Danail. “Your environmentalist was never meant to go. He will be safer here. When his interview responsibilities are done, take his place as the Earth side’s main contact. It will be easier for you there to keep a wing within the air currents for any sign of them using creation energy. History says it is wild in them, that they can snap as we can, alter perceptions as did the Nix, and heal as do the Piers to extend life. If there’s any indication of truth to this, tell me immediately so we may shift our slow, pleasant conquest rooted in contentment and shared wealth to fast and brutal. I will not lose Earth again.”

			“Yes, madam.” Noel bowed her head, not sure she should believe Sidriel’s claim that August would be exempt from her need-to-know purge. Not if he started spouting the truth in the streets. Noel’s wing hem shook as the door clicked shut, leaving her alone for the time being, but Danail would be back. Aide or assassin? she thought, wondering if, in the end, it made a difference.

			Worried, she went to the window, head bowed and wings clamped about her. One thing, though, was very clear. Sidriel’s request wasn’t intended to pull August from an unsafe position. It was to put both of them into more dangerous ones, where August could be fed the information that would have him work unknowingly toward the Earth’s demise…and her own life could end with whatever story the old jin wanted if she stepped out of line. Sidriel would be free to write the history that served her best, and no one would be there to say differently.

			But then again, Noel thought as she stood at the window and looked out upon their ruined world, the rain beating an ever-present song of doom, the telling of history is how worlds are won and lost.

			And the old jin would have the Earth. Even to the loss of their own.
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