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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,

Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.
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For Merav.  I told you so.







SEED



Yet across the gulf of space, minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes . . . 

— H.G. WELLS, THE WAR OF THE WORLDS



* * *


Sometimes I wonder if pollution isn’t humanity’s way of denying how hard it is to build a wall against the stars.

— STASIA MILLER



* * *


Fermi’s Paradox, named after the esteemed physicist Enrico Fermi, asks an essential question about the existence of extraterrestrial life: namely, where is it? Given a universe the size of our own—functionally infinite when compared to something as small as a human being—and the number of planets we have already discovered which are potentially capable of supporting life, it seems impossible that we have not yet been visited by our neighbors. Yet conclusive proof of alien civilizations has not been found. Every sighting can be explained; every abduction can be swept away. We are, for all intents and purposes, alone.

Either life is vanishingly rare in the universe, or some other factor is at play. Perhaps intelligence is the rare quality: we may be surrounded by living worlds whose occupants have never risen above the level of common beasts. Or perhaps something, some great and terrible thing, prevents life from developing beyond a certain point. Perhaps we are alone, not because evolution has shown us any great favor, but because we have yet to come to the attention of that which keeps our skies devoid of company.

— FROM THE FERMI PARADOX AND THE MILKY WAY, BY ANTHONY VORNHOLT, ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED 2030.



* * *


Anastasia has a vivid imagination and does not shy away from sharing her fantasies with the rest of the class. She needs to learn restraint, and when it’s time to put pretend away and focus on the real world. It is slightly concerning how detailed her imaginary scenarios can become. She rarely deviates from the details of her make-believe once she has settled on them, and will argue with other students who attempt to contradict her.

It is not yet a problem for Anastasia to have such a rich fantasy life; at her age, this is fairly common. She should still be monitored in case of future issues telling the truth from fiction, as she will be expected to focus more on her studies as time goes by.

—LETTER HOME FROM MS. ANNE O’TOOLE, KINDERGARTEN TEACHER. SENT NOVEMBER, 2002.








THE STORY


1.

This is a story. It can’t hurt you anymore.

It’s still important that you listen, because I am going to tell you things you need to know, and it will be easier for you to understand what’s happening if you pay attention to me now. But if you get scared, or if you wonder why I’m making you listen to this, just remember that this is a story. There was a time when it could hurt you, but that time is over and done. You’re safe. I’ll protect you, I promise. I really, really do.

This is a story. You need to know how it starts.

It can’t hurt you anymore.






2.

Like so many things, it begins with a seedpod, large and thick-skinned for protection, irregularly shaped to ease its passage through the air. It isn’t aerodynamic, but where this seedpod floats, there isn’t any atmosphere to pierce. It travels through the depths of space at a speed that no Earthly seedpod has ever approached, trapped in the frozen heart of a comet, followed by a bridal train of stardust and ice. It goes where gravity and orbital forces take it, and it knows nothing of where it is or where it came from. It is not aware.

In the beginning before the beginning that matters to us, this seedpod was one of dozens scattered through the same fertile cloud of icy planetesimals, left by a fruiting body long since passed. Ice and debris swirled around the seedpods, slowly coalescing into comets, which broke loose from their nursery and began their long, uncharted trek through the cosmos. Some of them died before they could finish forming, never quite hardening, their cargos destroyed and undelivered. Others crashed into lifeless moons or were pulled into blazing suns, the ice melting in an instant, the seedpods crisping and dying only a moment later. But some . . . 

Some, like this one, managed to soar on gravitational lines, dancing through the sky on their unknown and unknowable errands. One by one, this seedpod’s fellows have dropped away, even the survivors, leaving it to chart its course alone.

The planet that lies ahead of it is blue green and bright, glowing with points of artificial light. The seedpod has passed it a dozen times before, but this time, ah. This time, there is debris in the air around it, artificial structures and satellites scattered through low orbit. This time, radio signals flutter and flash through the air. Something deep within the seedpod—something less organic than the seedpod itself, something less casually grown than the comet that protects it—sparks and flares to life, recording those signals, picking them quickly to pieces, like a centipede slicing up its prey with the ends of its razored legs.

The signals are good. The signs are good. The comet, which has flown past the planet so many times before, shudders, orbit suddenly adjusting from within rather than from without. It tilts, bending toward the gravitational field. It shakes, spinning wildly, shedding chunks of ice in all directions.

It is not a large comet. Not the sort of thing that attracts admirers or ends epochs. Only a few astronomers on the planet below notice its odd behavior. They take pictures, excited to capture a comet breaking up so close to the atmosphere; they notify their friends that something exciting is going on. They don’t think any more of it. Why should they? Comets die all the time. The sky is a living thing, a void filled with points of slow, deliberate vitality.

The comet spins one last time and plunges below the orbital horizon. Gravity takes over, greedily grabbing for the projectile, like a child snatching the first pieces of candy out of a broken piñata. The last of the ice is ripped away. The surface of the seedpod bulges and contracts, exposed to the elements for the first time since it was nestled in its icy nursery.

The skin, a deep, pitted purple the texture of fruit leather, begins to crack. Gravity continues to pull. The skin splits, a seam running from one end of the seedpod to the other. And then, with no further ceremony or incentive, it falls away entirely, scattering seeds in its wake.

They are surprisingly small, these interstellar wanderers, each about the size of a withered apple or a squirrel’s skull. They are wrinkled like walnuts, labyrinthine in their folds and channels. They fall, surrounded by bright coronas of fire as the friction of their descent ignites the thickening air around them, burning away the top layers of their protective skins.

The wind catches some of them, blows them across oceans and over continents. See how they fall, these travelers, these seeds of something new! They drop out of the sky in fiery halos, and people make wishes on them, call them shooting stars, delight in their presence and their novelty. Astronomers make notes. Some of those astronomers will talk during the weeks to come about the rare and beautiful comet that died in their sky, and none of them will wonder what it carried in its belly.

The seeds fall, in ones and twos and dozens. Some of them drown in the deep oceans. Others land in inhospitable soil, in frozen tundra or burning volcanos. A few even fall on city streets, to be swept up as refuse or collected by curious children who will never recognize them for what they really are. So many opportunities, even now, for discovery, and one by one, they pass by untaken. No one questions the comet. No one slices open a seed found on a sidewalk. No one looks. No one learns.

One by one, they fall, and one of them falls in a green forest on a green continent. It lands in rich and fertile soil, still smoking with the heat of its long journey. No one sees it fall. No one comes to collect or quarantine it. Still, it sits fallow for a full turn of seasons, slowly adjusting to the weather, to the conditions around it.

A year after the comet died above the Earth, the first seeds crack their shells and send down thin, waxen roots, piercing deep into the ground beneath them. They begin to draw water and nutrients from their surroundings. They begin to grow. Inch by inch, cautious to the last, they begin to grow. Some sprout in sun and some in shadow. One grows in the heart of a desert, sending its roots spiraling deep in the quest for water.

Still they are not noticed. Still they are left alone.

At the end of a week, there is a sprout where each of the surviving seeds had been, their green skins underlaid with a thin sheen of blue, like the shimmer of a beetle’s wings. Half the seedlings die before they pass this stage, swallowed by grazing animals which follow them into death a heartbeat later, collapsing into anaphylactic shock.

At the end of a month, each sprout has become a stalk, unfurling delicate, fernlike leaves covered in stinging hairs similar to a jellyfish’s nematocysts. Another quarter of the seedlings die entering this stage, collapsing under their own weight as they fail to properly account for this new world’s gravity.

At the end of a month, buds form atop the strengthening stalks, purple and white and red, streaked and gory. Each bud opens on the third day after its formation, turning a sightless eye toward the heavens, almost as if they can remember coming from those vaunted heights.

Silent, patient, hidden, the flowers wait.

They are very good at waiting.







3.

The seedpod isn’t our only beginning: that doesn’t suit the lifecycle we’re chronicling here, which has many parts and many players. It also begins in a hospital, in a small town in Washington State, where a woman—call her Caroline; say that she is pretty and she is tired and she is trying very hard, even though she is very frightened— has just given birth to her daughter. See her now, sweat matting down her hair, tears on her cheeks, cradling the small, screaming creature she has made with her own body, fueled with her own blood. Is it any wonder she loves and fears it in equal measure, this tiny thing that can cause her so much pain and bring her so much joy at the same time?

The nurses take the baby away. Caroline, exhausted, uncertain, goes to sleep.

When she wakes, her parents—her frustrating, beloved, infuriating parents—are in the room. Her mother is holding the baby. Her father is sitting next to the bed, holding her hand. For the first time, Caroline is struck by how much he looks like she feels, how much parental love transcends generation and gender and even estrangement, even if she can’t quite remember what made her decide she needed to do this on her own.

“Before you get mad, your sister called us,” says her father. “She said that no-good boyfriend of yours ran out as soon as he heard you were in the family way.”

“He didn’t want to be a family with me, and good riddance,” says Caroline. “I don’t need him. I can be a family just fine on my own.”

“Not entirely on your own,” says her father, with a meaningful glance toward the tiny bundle still cradled in her mother’s arms. “What are you going to name her?”

This feels like a test. That was part of what drove her away, she remembers that now: the way her father always seemed to be testing her, the way she could never be sure she had the right answer. It wasn’t comfortable. It wasn’t fair. Caroline takes a breath.

“Anastasia,” she says. “Like Grandma.”

Now her mother looks up, surprised and pleased and smiling. “You’re naming her after my mother?”

“I miss her,” says Caroline, and that’s the reason “away” could never quite be forever, could never come with changing her name or moving to another coast. Family is where you keep the pieces of yourself that need to be shared with someone else if they’re going to have meaning, the memories that must be seen from three or four different angles at the same time before they find their context. She’s been circling her parents since she left, never coming close enough to catch, never stepping far enough away to escape, because these are the people who remember where she comes from, who understand who she is when she’s alone.

“I miss her too,” says her mother, and then, “I miss you. We both do. I’m sorry we aren’t always perfect together. Do you think we could try again, for your sake? For Anastasia?”

Caroline hesitates.

She’s tired. She’s tired of couches, and shitty little apartments with roaches in the walls, and motels that are as happy to rent by the hour as they are by the week. She doesn’t mind the sex workers—they’re sweet ladies, for the most part, and some of them have kids of their own; she’s made her rent more than once by providing babysitting services to glamorous escorts in mended silk skirts and sky-high shoes— but the druggies, they’re a problem. She doesn’t want them around the baby. And how many couches are going to be open to her now that her daughter is out in the open, wailing and puking and messing her diapers, instead of peacefully tucked away inside her belly?

I should have kept you inside forever, where you’d be safe, she thinks, and she’s righter than she will ever have the chance to know.

“It can’t be like it was,” she says. “Not this time. I’m a mother now. I have to be allowed to know what’s best for my little girl.”

“As long as you’ll let me help,” says her mother. Her father, who has no competition in sight for the position of most important man in Anastasia’s life, says nothing. This part of the conversation isn’t for him, and he’s a clever-enough man to know it, to understand that sometimes the right thing to do is stand back and hold his peace.

“I think I could use some help,” says Caroline, and holds out her arms, asking for her mother, asking for her daughter, asking for her family.

Renee Miller, who raised three children of her own, only to lose them all—one to a war, one to the other side of the country, and one, her precious baby girl, to her own stubbornness—walks her granddaughter across the room, and it’s like she’s coming home, and it’s like she never left.

Caroline takes Anastasia in her arms, and everything is perfect. Everything is just the way it’s supposed to be, forever.







4.

The Millers live in a small town in Washington State, surrounded by trees on all sides, with the mountains misty in the distance, playing hide-and-seek with the shadows cast by clouds. It rains less often than people from out of state assume, more often than Caroline, cooped up in a three-bedroom house with an excitable toddler, would prefer.

Whenever the sun is shining—and sometimes when it’s not— Anastasia is outside, tearing around the yard, kicking her little wheeled scooter down the driveway, chasing the squirrels that cluster and chitter in the nearby trees. Their street doesn’t get much traffic, and they know all their neighbors; it’s as safe here as it could be anywhere. That’s enough to make up for the boredom, Caroline thinks. Her daughter is safe.

Anastasia has only three rules for playing outside. Don’t go into the street; don’t go down the sidewalk unless her mommy or one of her grandparents is in the yard to watch her; and don’t go into the trees. The woods are very big and she is very small, and she would be lost very quickly if she strayed too far.

She doesn’t want to go into the street. She saw one of the squirrels after it had gone into the street, and it was flat like a pancake, or like one of the paper dolls her gramma cuts out for her. Only it wasn’t a paper doll, and it wasn’t a pancake, it was D-E-A-D, dead, and it was never going to chitter at her from the trees ever again. She doesn’t want to be flat and quiet forever, so she doesn’t want to go into the street.

She doesn’t want to go down the sidewalk when there’s no one to see her. She has a feeling, vague and unfounded but solid enough to haunt her dreams, that sometimes people go down the sidewalk and they don’t come back. All the other kids she knows have mommies and daddies. They aren’t always in the same combination—Shawna has two mommies, and Mark has two daddies—and they aren’t always around—Alison’s mommy drives a big truck, and she’s gone for weeks sometimes—but they exist. No one ever talks about her daddy, or says where he is, but sometimes her mommy looks at the sidewalk with a great big sadness in her eyes, like everything is wrong. Anastasia’s daddy must have gone out when no one could see, and he couldn’t find his way back to home. She doesn’t want to get lost forever, so she doesn’t want to go down the sidewalk.

But the trees . . . 

The trees are where the squirrels live, and the deer, and the big old owl that goes who-who, who-who at night outside her window. She saw it once, all feathers and silence, flying across the yard like a dream, and she wanted to go with it, with the owl, off into forever. Going into the woods isn’t like going into the street, and it isn’t like going down the sidewalk when there’s no one to see you. Going into the woods is going to see the owl. It’s going to dance with the deer. It’s all good things, and no bad things at all.

Anastasia is three and a half years old, and she wants the woods like her lungs want air. She wants the woods so badly that some nights all she can dream about is what it must be like, out there in the trees, surrounded by rough brown trunks and soft green needles, with the sound of owls all around her.

Her mother knows she wants the woods, and most days, Caroline watches her like a hawk, ready to swoop in and carry her back to safety. But this day is different. This day, her mother is on the phone in the kitchen, distracted, saying things Anastasia doesn’t understand and doesn’t really care about. This day, her mother isn’t watching. Anastasia takes a few steps toward the edge of the wood and pauses to look back, gauging her mother’s distraction. All she can see through the kitchen window is the back of her mother’s head, brown-blonde hair tangled carelessly, like she hasn’t even bothered brushing it yet this morning.

Anastasia turns and runs, not aware that she will never see her mother again. She is consumed by her wanting for the woods, running as fast as her legs will carry her, and she imagines she’s faster than the wind, faster than the owl with its great brown wings, faster than anything has ever been or will ever be. She is a child racing toward the end of her own life. She is the only thing that has ever mattered, or ever will matter. She is a universe unto herself, and up until this moment she has been expanding, stretching toward infinity.

Her legs carry her past the edge of the trees, past the twilight zone of underbrush and fallen branches where she has played before, under the careful supervision of an adult, and into the woods proper. She stops, stunned, looking around herself with open-mouthed wonder.

Sunlight pierces the air, refined into tight golden shafts by the interplay of shade and open space. The ground isn’t only ferns; it’s mushrooms and fallen logs and everything a fairy tale forest ought to be. She feels like she’s walking into one of her picture books, and she doesn’t think about how she’s getting farther away from home with every step she takes, or how her mother may be worried about her. She only wants to see what’s past the next tree, what’s over the next little rise in the ground. She only wants to find the owl.

She thinks she could be happy never going into the woods again, never doing anything forbidden ever again, if only she could see the owl.

So she walks, and she walks, and home dwindles behind her, forgotten, forsaken, until something bigger than she is rustles in the brush to her left, and she jumps, startled, and realizes she has no idea where she is.

Anastasia is three and a half years old, which feels very grown-up and mature when she’s explaining to her grandfather how she absolutely deserves extra ice cream, and which suddenly feels very small and very young and very alone.

“Mama?” she says.

The woods answer with the rustle of branches and the call of small, distant birds.

“Mama!”

Not once in Anastasia’s life before now has a sincere cry for help gone unanswered. But this time is different. This time, she has wandered past the edges of what is allowed. She has gone too far to be heard.

Crying now, Anastasia starts to run. She isn’t the fastest thing in the world anymore. She’s the lostest, and all she wants is to be found. She’s also running the wrong way. She runs and runs until her foot finds a shallow root, and then she’s tripping, she’s falling, she’s rolling down a hill, and there’s mud in her hair and moss in her mouth and she wants . . . she wants . . . 

“I wanna go home!” she wails, sitting up and drumming her heels against the ground.

She smells something.

It smells like . . . like popcorn and cookies and grass that’s just been cut and watermelon and sugar candy. It smells like all the good things in the whole world, all jumbled up together. She sniffles, tears stopping, and thinks about candy houses in the middle of the wood, the kind with gingerbread walls and sweet frosting eaves. She doesn’t think about witches, or the kind of things that might use a candy house as a lure. She’s still too young to take the dark messages from the fairy tales she listens to at bedtime, and all she’s thinking of is candy.

Anastasia gets to her feet and starts following the smell. She’s more cautious now that she’s fallen, now that she has scrapes on her knees and on the palms of her hands. They sting and ache and bleed, but they’re not as important as the possibility of candy.

She comes around a corner. There’s no candy house, and she’s briefly disappointed, but then she sees what is there, and she stops, eyes going wide with awe and delight.

It’s like a flower, if flowers were made entirely out of dragonfly wings. The insectile petals glitter in the sunlight, breaking it up into little rainbows. If she were older, she would call them “prismatic,” but she’s not older, and so all she thinks is “pretty” as she walks toward the flower, eyes still very wide.

If she were older, she might be wary of something that doesn’t look like anything else she’s seen since she stepped into the trees, of the way the curling vines around the base of the thick, fleshy stalk that supports the massive bloom—it’s almost as wide across as she is tall, and the stem is thicker than her arm—seem to twitch in anticipation as she approaches. But she’s not older. She’s just a lost little girl looking at the most beautiful thing she’s ever seen and wanting to possess it with all of her half-formed magpie heart.

All the good smells are coming from this flower. She knows it, even though it’s impossible, as impossible as the flower itself. It is miracle and living rainbow and candy house, all rolled into one, and she keeps getting closer, and the vines keep twitching, and this is inevitable. This has been inevitable for thirty years, since her grandparents bought the house on the edge of the woods, since the comet with a heart made of alien seeds turned its sightless eye toward the distant blue shadow of the Earth. Everything she has done in her short life has led her here, away from safety, away from the life she might have lived, away from home.

Look away, if you must. What comes next is part of the story, but it is not as important to witness it as it is to know that it has happened: that it was inevitable. That it could not be run from, or avoided, or escaped.

Anastasia climbs onto a fallen branch, adding a few more precious inches to her height. Even so, she has to strain to touch the tips of her fingers to the center of the flower, which is hard and bumpy and feels like the gravel-rich dirt that forms along the edges of the sidewalk. The bumps are regular, and if she were older, she would associate the feeling with sunflowers, the way they push their seeds up against the surface.

The dragonfly wing petals vibrate, tapping against each other in silent staccato. The bumpy center seems to pulse, growing warm under Anastasia’s fingers. The vines twitch and tangle, drawing closer, drawing tighter together. Suddenly, and without warning, she is afraid, her deeply buried animal instincts rising up to protect what’s already past protecting. She tries to pull her hand away.

The flower holds her fast.

There is no sensation of stickiness, but her fingers refuse to budge from the surface all the same: it’s as if she has become bonded to it, glued down so suddenly that there was never any chance to break the seal. She takes a step backward, and drops abruptly as the log rolls out from under her feet. Even that isn’t enough to sever the connection between fingers and flower, only to wrench her arm from its socket, leaving her dangling and terrified and in pain. She opens her mouth to scream.

She never sees the vine begin to move, not until it slithers tight around her face and neck, cutting off her air, cutting off the sound before it starts. The rest of the vines are close behind, binding her, cocooning her, until all that remains is a tangled knot of vegetation, bucking wildly as she struggles.

Inside the vegetable cocoon, thorns as fine as threads are pushing out of the vines, piercing her skin, slithering into the meat of her. They begin pale as bone and quickly brighten to a deep, arterial red as they drink and drain, drowning themselves in blood.

Bit by bit, the struggle stops.

Bit by bit, the heart of Anastasia Miller stops with it.







5.

Caroline hangs up the phone harder than strictly necessary, taking some satisfaction from the act of slamming it down into the cradle. Then she picks it up and slams it again, wishing she could hang up more than once.

“Asshole,” she mutters before looking around guiltily. Little pitchers have big ears, after all. But there’s no sign of Anastasia: her transgression has gone unwitnessed. Normally, she would be concerned. Right now, she’s just relieved. Ana didn’t need to hear that. Ana didn’t need to hear any of that.

Where does he get off? Alan walked out on them when he heard she was pregnant, not the other way around. Alan said he didn’t want to be a father, that he had never wanted to be a father, and he never would want to be a father. Now he’s hunting her down and demanding to be a part of his daughter’s life? Now he’s acting like he has a say in where she lives, what she does, how she raises Anastasia? No. It doesn’t work that way. Once you run out, you don’t get to swagger back in like the running was nothing. You just don’t.

You don’t.

Slowly, her chest unclenches and the blood rushing in her ears quiets. The courts will find for her, if it even gets that far— which it won’t. There’s no way Alan will actually press the issue, not once he realizes she’s not simply going to roll over and show him her throat. He only likes things when they’re easy. For whatever reason, he thinks walking in and becoming a father to a three-year-old girl he’s never so much as seen before will be easy. Well, it won’t, and neither will she.

The thought of Anastasia makes her realize, all too abruptly, how quiet it is in the house. The air has the particular stillness that means she’s alone, which isn’t right. Heart sinking, she tries to remember whether she heard the front door close while she was on the phone with her ex. She did, didn’t she?

Well, that’s all right. Anastasia is allowed to play in the yard, as long as she stays on the grass and in view of the windows. Everything is fine. She’s sure that everything is fine. She rushes to the window. She looks out.

There is no little girl on the lawn.

Caroline’s heart sinks deeper, a rock dropping through her chest. She forces her steps to stay light as she walks to the door, opens it, and steps onto the porch. As long as she doesn’t panic—as long as she doesn’t lose her cool—nothing will be really wrong. As long as she doesn’t admit the possibility of true crisis, everything will be fine.

She’s there, she thinks, and the words are half to reassure herself and half a plea to a distant and possibly imaginary God. She’s aware that bargaining with the divine is a bad habit to fall into, but she doesn’t see another option. She lost focus. She got distracted. She didn’t pay attention. She did all the things she’s not allowed to do, all the things that would make her a bad mother, and now . . . and now . . . 

For just a moment, when she opens the front door, she sees Anastasia sitting on the lawn, playing some complicated and incomprehensible game with her eternally expanding stable of plastic horses. For just a moment, she can see the sunlight shining off her daughter’s hair, hear the soft mutter of instructions conveyed to imaginary equines, and everything is going to be okay, everything is going to be fine. For just a moment.

Then the moment breaks, and the sunlight is shining down on nothing but empty grass. The horses are there, a few of them, but they lie discarded, not held tight in loving hands. There is no sign of Anastasia. No sign at all.

Caroline is very quiet, and very still, like she’s waiting for God to realize that this is wrong; like she’s waiting for God to take it back. God does no such thing.

Caroline begins to scream.

Within the hour, everyone on the street is out and searching for the missing child. Every house has been checked, every duvet pulled back and every cupboard opened. Anastasia is not in any yard, not watching television in any babysitter’s living room, not asleep in any bed. Anastasia is gone.

Within two hours, the street is crawling with police. Search parties, hastily assembled around powerful flashlights, have begun combing the woods. They call Anastasia’s name, over and over again, until the crows roosting in the trees take off, startled into frenzied motion.

And Anastasia is gone.

Some of the searchers come within feet of the green bundle deep in the trees, but they take no notice of it. There is no enticing smell, and the flower—the bright, impossible, obviously alien flower— has closed its petals as the plant it grew from devotes all its energy to the task of germination. The inevitable has happened. What comes after might still be avoided . . . 

But they do not notice, do not see. They scream the name of a little girl and walk past her resting place at the same time.

The search continues, and Anastasia is gone.







6.

Three days. That is the amount of time required to drain a body dry, to render it as frail as a cicada’s discarded exoskeleton or an empty seedpod. When the tendrils of the green, green vines finally unwind from their prize, what they drop to the forest floor bears no more resemblance to a human child than it does to a lizard’s shed skin. It is already crumbling, falling apart, dissolving into the dust that birthed it.

Anastasia’s clothing remains surprisingly intact, torn in a few small places, stained in a few more, but not even as dirty as it should be after three days in the depths of the wood. The impossible flower has collapsed inward on itself, dying, drying up, until no one but the canniest of botanists would be able to tell that it doesn’t belong here. The stalk, meanwhile, has thickened, grown gravid with the great seed that is its life’s work and purpose on this world.

The seed pulses ripely, almost obscene in its vitality. It pulses again, and then it splits, green giving way to membranous gold and finally to the pale pink of a child’s skin, the cornsilk pallor of a child’s hair. Anastasia Miller—but not Anastasia Miller, no, Anastasia Miller is dead and gone and lost forever—tumbles into the watery sunlight that filters through the trees, naked, as are all things at the moment of their birth. She blinks at the brightness of it all, and she at once recognizes the light and knows she has never seen it before. Everything is familiar. Everything is new.

Carefully, remembering without really knowing how, Anastasia stands. Her knees, new-formed and unsteady, wobble. She spreads her arms to steady herself. The wind blows around her, and her skin prickles in response to the chill. Her clothes, discarded on the ground, are suddenly tempting. She picks them up, one piece at a time, and puts them back on. Only then does she look back at the plant that is her parent and was her prison.

It is dying. The stalk, burst by her emergence, is withering into brown mush. The dragonfly petals have fallen from the flower’s face and lie scattered amongst the withering vines. There is no going back. Only forward; only out.

She picks up a petal, admiring the prismatic beauty of it for a moment before it crumbles into dust between her fingers. For a moment, she feels obscurely sad, like something has been lost forever. Then she turns, suddenly sure of which way is home, and begins to walk.

Three days and six hours after Anastasia Miller disappeared into the woods, something that looks just like her walks back out.

Anastasia’s mother has been weeping all that time, stopping only when drugged into a light and useless daze. She is weeping when the little girl walks across the lawn, reaches for the doorknob, and lets herself inside. The sound of the door swinging shut shocks her out of her tears. Her parents—Anastasia’s grandparents—are supposed to be at the police station, following up on a possible lead. Alan, her ex, has been brought in for questioning. Every avenue is being explored. No one should be opening that door.

The little girl steps into the doorway. Caroline’s heart lurches in her chest, almost returning to its place between her lungs, protected by the birdcage of her ribs. She’s halfway on her feet before she registers the intent to move, stumbling toward the little girl, toward her little girl, toward hope, toward salvation.

“Anastasia,” she breathes.

“No,” says the child, because she isn’t, because she’s too fresh off the tree to understand the need for subtlety. That will come much later, if it comes at all. “The aliens came and took your real baby. They left me. I’m sorry.”

The only words she has for this world are the ones harvested from the real Anastasia Miller. The only vocabulary she can use is the one she’s stolen. Learning the rest of the patterns of this planet will take longer, assuming she’s allowed the time. So many invasions fail right here, with defenseless seedlings meeting the species they have come to study, being recognized, being destroyed.

Caroline barks laughter through her tears as she drops to her knees and takes the child who is not her daughter into her arms.

“You be an alien if you want to, baby,” she says. “As long as you come home.”

The police will comb the woods again, this time looking for a kidnapper, someone who would steal a little girl only to return her, disoriented but unharmed, to her home.

Anastasia’s kidnapper does not exist, and will never be found.

Neither will Anastasia.







7.

This was a story. It can’t hurt you anymore.

But you needed to understand before I could tell you what happened after.









ROOT



Then came the night of the first falling star.

—H. G. WELLS, The War of the Worlds



* * *


Humanity is sort of a mess, I guess, but I think we’re doing okay. We’re pretty cool. I like us.

— STASIA MILLER



* * *


When discussing the paucity of life in our local universe, the question of hostile invasion always seems to arise immediately after noting how quiet it is among the stars. Are we isolated because something—some great, predatory force—is using the space around us as a hunting ground, picking off our neighbors before they have the chance to find us? If so, do we have a responsibility to reach the stars as quickly as possible, in order to join this ancient, life-threatening fight? Or should we, as a species, agree to keep our heads down and our skies closed, hoping to avoid the notice of something great enough to silence civilizations?

The probability of alien life is high enough that we must question its apparent absence. The probability of any specific trait appearing in that alien life is, in contrast, vanishingly small. When we finally do meet our neighbors, it is no more likely that they will come as a conquering horde than it is that they will come in peace and plenty, intending to uplift humanity to join them among the stars.

In short, when it comes to what we can expect to find out there, it makes as much sense to flip a coin as it does to make guesses. We can’t change the nature of our neighbors either way.

— FROM THE FERMI PARADOX AND THE MILKY WAY, BY ANTHONY VORNHOLT, ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED 2030.



* * *


It is an absolute delight having Anastasia in my class. She has an agile mind and a seemingly limitless hunger for knowledge. She does not participate in class discussion as much as I would like, seemingly afraid of being labeled a “know-it-all” by her peers. Assuring her that no such teasing will be tolerated in my classroom does not appear to make much of an impression. I am concerned she will not be able to reach her full potential if she does not learn to express herself in front of the other students.

It is my recommendation that Anastasia be considered for the Gifted and Talented track, where she is more likely to be challenged, and may—in the presence of other children performing at her level—find the courage to emerge from her shell and begin to truly bloom.

—LETTER HOME FROM MR. MICHAEL WILLIS, THIRD-GRADE TEACHER. SENT NOVEMBER, 2005.
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1.

My alarm went off promptly at 6:02 a.m. I sat upright in the dim light of my bedroom, gasping and clutching the blanket to my chest. My curtains glowed like jewels under the pressure of the sunlight trying to break in from the outside. Dropping the blanket, I slapped at my phone until my finger managed to slide the alarm notification over to Ignore—more out of luck than anything intentional on my part. The sound silenced, I staggered out of the bed, tripping on my own dirty laundry and nearly stepping on the cat. He gave me a dirty look as he moved aside. I didn’t care. I was focused on getting to the window, on opening the curtains.

Sunlight flooded the room as I pulled them open, shocking the last of my exhaustion away. I closed my eyes and inhaled, breathing in the faint, sweet scent of morning, and everything was fine. Everything was amazing.

I love the summer. Most of my friends grumble about the way climate change has rearranged the Seattle seasons. “If I wanted to see the sun every damn day, I’d live in California,” they say, and then they huff off to get their sunscreen and their sunglasses and their sun-sun-go-away goth T-shirts, and I guess I can feel sorry for them, even as I feel totally happy for me. I’m a sunshine girl. Always have been. They’ve had decades of Washington tailoring its weather to them, and it’s only fair that I should have a few years of the weather tailoring itself to me.

Sure, rising sea levels and declining air quality mean my time in the sun—ha-ha— will probably spell the end of life on Earth as we know it, but at least I’ll be warm until the giant tsunami comes and sweeps us all away.

Besides, I never wake up properly when my alarm goes off before the sun comes up. I don’t mind clouds. Sunlight is better than rain, but the sun is always there, even when the sky is a blanket of gray. I do mind darkness.

I breathed in sunlight and breathed out wakefulness. The cat twined around my ankles, chirping his weird, breathy chirp, and by the time I opened my eyes, I was ready for the day. Outside my room, I could hear my housemates going through their own morning routines. For Mandy, that involves singing in the shower, even though she sounds like she’s gargling bees. For Lucas, it means cooking something way too elaborate for the hour, so he can pretend he’s the master of his own schedule, and he doesn’t care about needing to do dishes as soon as he gets off work. Now that I was paying attention, I could smell frying eggs and sweet baking waffle batter. If I hurried, I might be able to get him to share. He always makes too much, never having quite gotten the hang of portion control.

I stayed where I was. The cat gave another turn around my ankles and I bent to scoop him into my arms, letting him slam his furry head into the bottom of my chin so hard my teeth clacked together from the impact. He settled down to purr. I watched the sunlight filter through the trees in the backyard, and tried—as I did almost every morning—to remember my dreams.

Trees. Screaming. The flower with the dragonfly petals I used to see everywhere when I was a little girl. Something in the air, the taste of copper, the feeling of lightning in my veins. The same jumble of unconnected images that haunted me most nights, as formless and fading as they always were. My therapist says the key to my depression is hidden somewhere in my subconscious mind; I’m supposed to write down my dreams for her. My dream diary is like a checklist of the same elements, over and over again, a tidy recipe for making me slowly lose my mind.

When I was three years old, someone snatched me off the street in front of my grandparents’ old house near Mt. St. Helens. They kept me three days before bringing me back unharmed, still wearing the same dress and little sweater I’d had on when they’d taken me. Then they’d disappeared, fading back into whatever nightmare they’d slithered out of. They were never caught. They were never identified. For all I know, they’re still out there somewhere, snatching happy little girls and hauling them away for whatever reasons seem to make sense to them.

I got lucky. I came home. Dehydrated and confused, but still, I came home. Mom can even laugh about it now, the way I came out of the woods and told her the aliens had stolen her real baby.

Grandma never learned to laugh about it. There had still been shadows in her eyes when she died a decade ago, more than twenty years after I’d been taken, and she was never easy with me the way she was with my little sister. It was like, by being hurt, I had become an invitation for the universe to do more harm, and she couldn’t let herself love me out of fear that the next time something happened, it would be the last time.

I miss her. I never understood her, but I miss her. She never understood me either, but in a way, I think she understood me better than my mother did, because she realized I wasn’t kidding. She did need to worry about the aliens.

“Stasia?” Lucas’s voice was accompanied by a light knock on my bedroom doorframe. I turned away from the window with only a faint pang of regret. The sun and I would see each other again. The sun and I always did.

Roommate number one, and the owner of the house: Lucas Evans. Tall, skinny, with a collection of vintage cartoon T-shirts only a geek could love, and a girlfriend who kept her apartment on Capitol Hill more out of the love of lizards than any other motivation. He was holding a plate that I found honestly way more interesting than his face, because the plate was covered in waffles, and the waffles smelled amazing.

“For me?” I asked.

“You’re still in your pajamas,” he said.

“That’s good. I can get syrup on my pajamas and be on time for work without needing to change my clothes twice.” I held out my hands, opening and closing them in the classic “gimme” gesture. “Waffles.”

“Don’t you need to be at work soon? You should probably put clothes on.”

“Waffles,” I repeated, with more urgency. I opened and closed my hands with more vigor. “Mars needs waffles. Give me the waffles.”

“Put on your clothes,” Lucas countered, and shut my bedroom door, the waffles still in his hand, but now shut out in the hall where I could neither see nor smell them.

“Asshole!” I called amiably, and went digging for clothes.

Like most of the people I know in Seattle, all three of us work in tech. Sort of. Mandy is a project manager, keeping people doing things and controlling her team with a terrifying iron fist out of proportion to her pixie-scale body. Lucas is a programmer, which is how he’s able to afford silly things like “an actual house,” even if he needs the rest of us to feel comfortable with his ability to pay the mortgage. Me, I’m in customer service. I answer phones, answer email, and get yelled at for a living, usually by people who don’t understand how not paying their $25 bill for four months results in them owing more than $100, or how a tree falling on the phone lines means their internet stops working. It’s an endless grind, but it pays. Quite well at this point, since I’ve been there for more than five years, while most customer service drones quit after two, if they make it that far.

As the lowest-tier worker in the house, I’m also the only one who has to go into the office, which makes no sense to anyone other than the corporate overlords who get paid for timing my bathroom breaks.

I like solving problems. There are so many problems in this world that can’t be fixed. At least when somebody’s cable goes down, I can generally make it better, or dispatch a technician who can. My call times aren’t the best in the company. My customer satisfaction scores, on the other hand, are through the roof. Best of all, my job doesn’t come with a dress code. I can wear whatever I want.

Today, as with most days, “whatever I wanted” was jeans, a nerdy T-shirt—this one with a silhouette of Audrey II from Little Shop of Horrors and the slogan “Don’t feed the plants”—and a pair of comfortable shoes. Mandy and Lucas worked from home but still had to buy nice shirts for their many videoconferences. I may not make as much money as either of my housemates, but what I don’t get in my bank account is more than balanced by not being forced to wear business formal five days out of seven.

I followed the smell of waffles down the hall to the dining room, where Lucas had cleared half the miniatures from the previous night’s Pathfinder game out of the way in order to set up the plates. Mandy was already planted firmly behind hers, a plastic bag tied around her neck to protect her dress as she mowed through her breakfast like she thought the meal was going to be canceled.

“Morning, Mandy,” I said, walking past her to the beverage fridge in the corner of the room. Lucas didn’t like having our sodas and Brita filters getting in the way of his precious trays of cold cuts and marinating meats. The solution? Mandy’s old dorm fridge, which was continually packed with everything from her real-sugar Coke—imported from Mexico—to Lucas’s insulin.

She grunted her response, far more interested in inhaling waffles and bacon than in talking to her housemate. I didn’t hold it against her. Talking to Mandy before she’s had enough calories to fuel somebody five times her size is generally pointless.

Roommate number two: Amanda Reyes. Five-foot-one in her stocking feet, and incredibly fond of shoes with heels that add eight inches to her height and make her walk like she’s slightly drunk at all times. Her wardrobe consists almost entirely of cute dresses, demure, plain-colored ones for work and wild, extravagantly patterned ones for play. She likes to refer to herself as a manic pixie nightmare girl, which is not inaccurate. She also likes to talk about how her existence as a smart, successful, educated Mexican-American woman in tech makes her a unicorn, which is another way of saying “a horse with a giant fucking knife stuck to its head.”

I have good roommates.

Pitcher of water in hand, I returned to the table and reached for my own plate. I was cutting my waffles when Lucas emerged from the kitchen and took his own seat.

“Morning,” I said.

“You found clothes,” he said.

“I don’t spend all my time in my pajamas.”

“You would if you didn’t have to leave your room in order to get paid. One day you’re going to find a job that lets you telecommute, and you’re never going to get dressed again.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, and speared a chunk of waffle. “I could be a houseplant.”

“How’s the invasion going to like that?” asked Mandy.

I shrugged. “Probably not that well, but hey, if they wanted me to do something specific, they should have left instructions. Pass the butter?”

She did.

When I came back from whatever terrible, traumatic thing happened to me in the woods—a thing I have never been able to remember, no matter how much time I spend talking to experts on childhood memory recovery—I came back claiming the aliens had abducted the real Anastasia Miller, leaving me in her place. My last therapist said it was an attempt to disassociate myself from the terror of abduction, using a narrative framework I had probably picked up from something I’d seen on TV. It’s unusual for a three-year-old to come back absolutely convinced of her own inhumanity, but as it never seemed to really bother me, they eventually stopped trying to change my mind.

I told them I was an alien, and when they refused to believe me, I told them it didn’t matter, because the invasion was going to happen anyway: believe it or not, I was telling the truth, and when our motherships darkened the skies, they would have to deal with the consequences of their disbelief.

Not that I can prove it. I said I was the vanguard of an invading species of intelligent alien plants—I’ve always been very clear about that—and yet I looked human, sounded human, walked like a human, and had human bodily needs. I ate, I slept, I caught colds and twisted my ankles and did everything else a real human would do. I couldn’t even photosynthesize, despite spending the entire summer when I was ten trying to figure out how. I’m an ordinary thirty-five-year-old woman. I just happen to be an ordinary thirty-five-year-old woman who’s been talking about the alien invasion for the last thirty years.

As personal quirks go, it’s not the strangest. And it means I always have something to talk about at parties. Lucas thinks I’m a little nuts, but his girlfriend lets her lizards roam freely through her apartment, so he tries not to judge. Mandy doesn’t care one way or another. I think she’s hoping I’ll be proven right one day, just so she can see the looks on everyone’s faces when they realize they had thirty years of warning, and chose to do nothing.

The waffles were delicious. It was time to get ready for our day.






2.

Being the vanguard of an invading species of alien plant people doesn’t get me special privileges on the bus. I sat crammed between a man who seemed to think he needed to occupy my seat as well as his own, and a teenager who was trying to cover up their lack of a shower with about a gallon of cologne. I sneezed, earning myself a dirty look from the man with the spreading knees, as if I had done it solely to annoy him. I smiled sweetly in his direction.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m only allergic to manspreading.”

He moved his knee away from mine.

That helped. I was still way too confined, but at least now I wasn’t fighting a losing battle to retain my seat.

The tech industry had already put Seattle in the middle of a massive population boom when the rising ocean levels became less something for pundits to argue about and more the reason San Francisco was experiencing sudden, catastrophic flooding events. They didn’t have enough rain in California, but they had tsunamis washing into the Financial District. Silicon Valley fared better but still had to contend with rising temperatures—a new record every summer, as the previous summer faded from “the hottest on record” to “I wish it could be that cool again”—and constant wildfires.

Humanity had two choices: try to clean up their mess and undo the changes they had already made to their home planet, or run for someplace that wasn’t in quite as bad of shape. Naturally, they’d gone with the latter. Seattle and its environs were growing fast enough to put kudzu to shame. Almost everyone I knew with a spare room was renting it out, even the people who would have been happier living on their own, because there was no housing. The former Californians complained constantly, about everything from the rain to the buses to the state of the roads. None of them offered to go home. For better or for worse, climate change and the tech industry had given us a glut of people, and they were our problem now.

I hugged my purse against my chest, trying not to pay too much attention to the people around me. Most of them were ignoring me as fiercely as I was ignoring them, eyes fixed on their phones or closed entirely as they focused on the songs playing through their headphones. It seemed like the more people we packed into a small space, the more time everyone spent trying to pretend no one else was real.

My therapist calls that “disassociation,” and says it’s part of why I continue to say I’m an alien. Whatever happened to me during those three days, it was bad enough to make me disassociate from my species. It was the kind of trauma most people will never have to deal with, and I should feel lucky that a little disassociation was the only thing I’d come away with.

Well, that and the nightmares, and the flower with wings for petals, like some hybrid of plant and insect, impossible, incredible, blooming just out of reach. No matter how many times I dreamt of it, I could never reach it, never pluck it and have it for my own. I wasn’t worthy. Maybe no one was.

Or maybe it was the flower that would destroy the world.

The bus turned onto the company campus where half these people worked, myself included. I sat up straighter, checking my things. Supposedly, the bus company had a lost and found service. Functionally, anything left on the bus was likely to disappear, even among a crowd like this one, well paid and supposedly cared for. I could have something worth taking. Gas coupons, for example, or a valid Canadian shopping license. If I left my purse or my backpack, I would never see them again.

The brakes hissed as the bus pulled up to my stop. I rose, timing the motion to the sway of the vehicle, and let myself out through the back door. A few others followed me. I knew some of them, and we exchanged weary nods as we turned toward the boxy building that would be our home for the next nine hours.

Customer service jobs used to be largely outsourced to countries where it cost less to staff a call center, India and Mexico and China and even Brazil. That changed shortly after the tech industry shifted its heart to Washington. Now, any company that wants to be considered for tax breaks under American law must be able to prove at least sixty percent of their staff is employed in North America. Some companies staff their centers in Canada, but that’s less about tax breaks and more about fear of the weather continuing to shift, forcing the companies to move again, over the border, into the great thawing north. Most companies wanted to be able to continue saying they were American—go patriotism, go marketing— and so they brought their call centers home, eating the cost of domestic labor in the pursuit of future profit.

Thankfully, American call centers came with American unions, and unions came with the kind of demands unions have been making since they first began. When the call centers came back, they weren’t the horror-story factories we’d heard of from older friends and relatives. We still spent our shifts yoked to phone, email, and chat, but we weren’t subjected to “open floor plans” that seemed like genius to management looking to be sure we weren’t playing online during work hours, but which had turned even the briefest customer interaction into a struggle not to piss off our coworkers. We had reasonable attendance policies and benefit packages, and a glorious lack of dress codes.

I approached the front door, swiped my badge, and got the brief green light that signaled my permission to be in the building. I stepped inside, my coworkers repeating the procedure behind me, and smirked. It’s always amused me, the way green equals “go” in American culture. That whole “secretly a plant person” thing.

Well. Not so secretly. Despite years of therapy as a child, and several managers telling me the joke has gotten old and I’d have an easier time getting promoted if I’d knock it off, I’ve never been able to swallow the urge to tell everyone I spend any extended period of time with that hey, by the way, I’m here because the invasion is coming, and people should probably know. It’s like a nervous tic. Hi, nice to meet you, my name’s Anastasia, I’m secretly an intelligent alien plant and one day everything you love will be devoured.

Mostly people are pretty cool about it, because mostly people don’t believe me. It’s funny how that works.

Half the cubes in my section were occupied by the time I reached my seat. The cube walls were a compromise between the union’s demand for privacy and sound baffling and management’s need to hold us accountable for every second that we spent on the company clock. When unoccupied, the walls were solid white. As each cube’s occupants arrived, they would hit the button next to their nameplate and the walls would turn translucent, allowing us to be monitored without sacrificing the sound-muffling effects of the material. The walls could be set to solid again during breaks and lunches, when we were free to surf company-approved websites, deal with personal email, and otherwise goof off.

It’s not a perfect system. I’m not sure there is such a thing as a perfect system. Everything has its flaws, when it’s looked at from the correct angle. Why should someone who makes their productivity targets and doesn’t goof off be subjected to the same degree of monitoring as someone who never does what they’re supposed to be doing? Why could some people get away with dozens of violations before they got so much as a note in their files, while others got fired after their first actionable offense? It didn’t make sense, because nothing really makes sense if you dig deeply enough.

Take my coworkers. Some of them liked me, because I worked hard and was happy to answer questions. Others thought I was a stuck-up jerk, because I’d refused multiple promotions and preferred to spend my time at work working, rather than socializing. In the words of the old reality-show classics, I wasn’t there to make friends. Friends were a nice bonus, if they happened, but really, I was happier just knowing I had a job I could leave behind at the end of the day.

You’d think— or at least, I would think— they’d be grateful to have someone who kept her head down and the team’s numbers up. Instead, I was subjected to a continual low-level hazing, like being perpetually, casually cruel would one day cause me to go, “Oh, wait, I was wrong, I really do want to go out drinking with you at the end of my shift.” As I hit the button to clarify my cube walls, it became painfully clear that today was going to be no different.

Working in a cube farm doesn’t leave many opportunities for self-expression. No more than ten percent of any given wall can be covered, either with personal items or work-related paperwork— after all, what’s the point in having walls you can see through if people persist in blocking your view with nonessentials like the escalation phone list? But people are people, and people will always find a way to mark territory. Little toys, potted plants, even the occasional low-maintenance fish, they all have their place in the ecosystem of the office, allowing each cube’s resident to feel as if they have some control.

In my case, that control took the form of a picture of my cat, Seymour; a small potted succulent that had proven functionally unkillable, surviving three desk moves and an accidental week without water when I was out with pneumonia; and a retro motorized piggybank shaped like an off-brand Audrey II. It made a cute snapping sound when I fed it coins, and it never had more than fifty cents in its belly, to avoid tempting people to break it open in order to buy a candy bar.

And it was gone.

I stood there for a moment, looking at the place where it should have been, then looking to either side, in case I had somehow moved an eight-inch-tall chunk of plastic without noticing. No bank. I stepped into the cube and opened the drawers of the filing cabinet next to my desk. Sometimes people would hide things in there, thinking they were funny, or the custodial staff would move things during the cleaning process and forget to put them back again. No bank.

According to the clock on my computer, I had five minutes before the official start of my shift. That was five minutes before I would have to explain my tardiness to my managers. They were sympathetic people, for the most part, and accustomed enough to the socially awkward people who gravitated toward support work that they would probably understand when I said my bank had been missing. Of course, this would be the third time in a ninety-day period that the disappearance of a personal effect had resulted in my clocking in late. That could be a problem.

I don’t like problems. Problems spawn solutions, and solutions are almost always worse than leaving things the hell alone. Putting my purse carefully on my chair, I stepped out of the cube, back into the aisle. Everyone I could see was focused on their computer screen, but very few of them were on calls, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that they were watching me, waiting to see how I was going to react.

“I seem to have misplaced my bank,” I said, voice clear and calm and barely shaking. Lucas would have been proud to hear me talking to people that way. He’d known me since the idea of public speaking would have been enough to send me crying into the nearest bathroom. “It’s really too bad, because I love that bank. I’m going to sign in and then go deliver my vacation request to my supervisor. I hope my bank is back when I start taking calls. I’m pretty sure if I have to tell management someone took it, we’re all going to get another six-month ban on personal items at our desks, and that would be a real shame.”

No one said anything, but a few sets of shoulders tightened, and a few heads turned in my direction, like their owners were trying to gauge my seriousness with a sidelong glance. I didn’t say anything else, only turned on my heel and walked away.

I was halfway to my supervisor’s desk when I realized I’d forgotten my paperwork. Dammit. I clenched my teeth and kept walking. Much as I wanted my bank back, I didn’t want to catch the thief or thieves in the act of returning it. It wouldn’t do me any good to know, and I’ve never been good at pretending to be okay with someone when I’m not. If I knew who kept messing with my things—instead of just suspecting—I wouldn’t be able to treat them the same way. That could be a problem. A “we involve HR, because you’re not acting like a team player”–level problem. I hate dealing with HR. They always look at me like I don’t know how to person right, and they’re going to have to grade my performance.

I don’t know how to human correctly. But I’m pretty good at being a person. I have thoughts and feelings and opinions, and that’s enough to qualify. Right?

Scott looked up when I approached his desk, a frown already on his face. “Ana?” he said. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said, too quickly. I’m Ana at work and Stasia at home, and Anastasia on the rare occasions when my mother calls to ask for money. Compartmentalization is good according to my therapist, who says having a name for every major role I play lets me keep things straight in my head. I say that eventually I’m going to run out of names, and what’s going to happen then?

“Uh-huh.” His frown faded, replaced by a look of understanding sympathy. “You know if you’re having trouble, you can tell me. I’d be happy to have a talk with the rest of your team.”

“I know that if I tell you something, you’re required by law to act on it. Which means you’d have to have that talk with the rest of my team.”

“Yes.”

“Nothing’s wrong.” I put on a bright, sunny smile, trying to believe it enough that he could pretend to believe it too. “I was going to bring you my vacation paperwork, but what do you know? I left it at my desk.”

“Uh-huh.” He glanced at his screen, where the team-monitoring software would tell him what state we were each in. “Your shift starts in two minutes. I’ll log you in and put you into not-ready, since you were talking to me, but next time, remember the paperwork you’re supposed to be delivering, all right?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, before turning and scurrying back to my cube.

My coworkers were focused on their screens, on their customers, on their jobs. My bank was sitting in front of my keyboard, where I couldn’t possibly have missed it before. I picked it up. It was light enough that I knew my fifty cents in pennies and nickels had been stolen, along with the AA batteries that made its snapping mechanism work. That didn’t matter. I put it to the side and sat down, reaching for my headset.

Time to get to work.






3.

By the end of the day, I was starting to seriously reconsider my desire to maintain gainful employment. Maybe Lucas would let me live in the house without paying rent if I agreed to do the dishes.

Or maybe he’d get tired of the fact that I have no real skill when it comes to cleaning, and he’d throw me out, and I’d wind up working somewhere even worse. Someplace where the people would be just as unfriendly and willing to tease, but with stricter hours, or even— horrors— a dress code. I don’t even own a business casual wardrobe. I’d need to get a job to pay for dressing myself for my job. No. I needed to stay where I was, to keep enduring the teasing and blowing the bell curve all to hell.

Besides, I actually sort of liked my customers. They were each a puzzle to be solved, and once it was untangled, they went away forever, fading conveniently into the low background roar of experience. That wasn’t something to give away without a fight.

My remaining coworkers wouldn’t meet my eyes as I gathered my things and walked for the door. I could hear them whispering behind me, and no matter how hard I tried to convince myself that I was being paranoid, I knew full well that if I turned around, I’d find them artfully not looking. They didn’t like me, thought I was weird and standoffish and a know-it-all, and maybe they were right about all those things, but that didn’t make it okay for them to treat me the way that they did.

“See you Monday, jerks,” I muttered, and left the building.

Home was calling, and I was ready to answer.








2 SEATTLE, WASHINGTON: JULY 13, 2031 TWENTY-FIVE DAYS PRE-INVASION



1.

Lucas was waiting at the park and ride. That was nice. I can drive, but I don’t own a car, and taking the bus home takes forever and isn’t much fun. All my complaints about riding the bus to work are tripled when I have to ride the bus home, with a heaping side order of feeling like a terrible person due to not wanting to be around strangers. I’m not misanthropic. I just don’t like people. They’re not quite the same thing.

Similar. But not the same.

It was the misanthropy that made me stop, nearly stumbling, when I got closer to the car and realized the front passenger seat was occupied by a tall woman in a Rat City Roller Girls T-shirt, her head crowned by a mass of corkscrew curls dyed in all the shades of sunset. She was as indie-looking as Lucas was corporate, and the main reason I hadn’t noticed her sooner was that she was halfway into his seat, the fingers of one hand threaded through his hair, the fingers of the other hand wrapped tight around his tie.

Roxanna. Oh, joy.

It’s not that I don’t like Roxanna. On paper, we should be the best of friends. She’s quirky at best, eccentric at worst, with a passion for reptiles that I honestly respect, even if I don’t understand it. She works at the university, helping them keep their bio department from bursting out of confinement and eating everyone, which I assume is what poorly tended bio departments do. She’s been dating Lucas for almost five years. Mandy and I both expect to be evicted one day so he can give our rooms to her lizards.

As long as it makes Lucas happy, we’ll go. We won’t be happy about it, and we’ll complain constantly, but we’ll go.

Roxanna let go of Lucas’s tie when I opened the door and climbed into the back. She twisted in her seat to give me a serpentine smile, keeping her fingers threaded through his hair. I was used to that. She worries Mandy or I might make a play for him one day, using our proximity to establish a sort of, I don’t know, home-team advantage. The fact that Mandy doesn’t think of Lucas that way and I’ve been in a relationship for years doesn’t seem to strike her as a factor.

“Hi, Ana,” she said brightly. “Isn’t it nice how we were able to come and get you?”

Subtext: be grateful, because she could have convinced Lucas not to pick me up, even though our schedule for the week had been arranged since the first of the month. Roxanna thinks schedules and plans are things that happen to other people. Mandy calls her “the wrecking ball” when Lucas isn’t around, and she’s not wrong. Roxanna never met a social construct she didn’t feel the need to challenge, if only to show that she considers herself above such petty ideas.

Sometimes I want to drop six of Roxanna’s own lizards down the back of her shirt and watch her dance around the house until she figures out what she’s done to piss me off.

Lucas looked abashed, although that may have been as much over the fact that he doesn’t like PDAs as anything else. “How was work, Stasia?” he asked.

“Same old, same old,” I said. “I think I’m going to clean out my desk.”

“Oh, no,” said Roxanna, all mock concern. “Are you getting fired?” She lowered her voice on the last word, almost whispering, like it was some sort of delicious secret.

Lizards. In her pants. “No,” I said, focusing on buckling my seatbelt, not allowing myself to look at her. If I didn’t look at her, I could pretend she was one of my phone customers, too distant to be worth getting mad at. “My co-workers keep messing with my stuff. I’ve talked to my supervisor, but I can’t prove exactly who’s doing it, and I don’t want to go to HR, because they’ll like me even less if I get the whole team in trouble. So I may bring my things home, to make it easier.”

I could keep the picture of Seymour taped to the edge of my monitor. No one ever messed with that, maybe because they understood that defacing family photos, even pictures of pets, would make HR intervention inevitable. Besides, they’d just find a new way to torment me if I took everything home. I knew that. But I wouldn’t worry about my toys disappearing anymore, and I wouldn’t start every morning in my cube feeling like I’d been violated.

Roxanna made a noise that I would have read as sympathy in anyone else. From her, it sounded like a trap. I tensed, waiting for it to snap shut.

I didn’t have to wait for long. “You know, I can sort of sympathize with your co-workers,” she said, earning a sharp look from Lucas as he pulled out of the parking lot. She gave him a soothing pat on the arm. “Sorry, Luke, but you know she’s weird. You know you’re weird, Ana.”

“I do know I’m weird,” I allowed. I didn’t bother correcting her on my name. It wouldn’t do me any good.

“Maybe if you stopped introducing yourself to people as a space invader, they’d be, I don’t know. Nicer to you. Or less inclined to mess with you for fun. You could make this stop.”

“You realize she’d have to change jobs,” said Lucas. His voice was flat. They were going to have a fight tonight, I realized, and while he might never say explicitly that it was about the way she’d spoken to me on the ride home, that would be the cause.

Roxanna knew it, too. She twisted again, shooting me a quick, sharp glare—as if I’d been the one to start this—and said, “That doesn’t make sense. She likes her job.”

“Uh-huh,” said Lucas. “She likes her job. She doesn’t like her coworkers, because they don’t like her. They don’t like her because . . . ?”

“Because she won’t stop saying that weird alien crap,” said Roxanna. Then she paused, sitting up straighter. “Oh.”

“Yeah,” I said loudly, in case they’d forgotten I was in the car. “Oh.”

Not telling people seems like a logical idea. That’s what people have been suggesting since I hit third grade and having what my teachers always termed a “rich fantasy life” went from being a good thing to being a sign that something was seriously wrong with me. Who cares if I think I’m an alien plant person? That part’s fine. Everyone has their little delusions. The trouble is the way I keep saying it out loud.

It’s funny how everyone who suggests that sort of silence seems to think they’re the first ones. Like everyone else I’ve ever known has thought, hey, who cares if she runs around telling people she’s not from this planet, at least she knows how to floss. I’ve been told to keep my mouth shut a thousand times, and I tried it for maybe the first hundred, biting my lips and smiling blankly until I wanted to scream.

It never ends well. Every time, I slip, or I run into someone who knew me before the latest attempt at silence, or I finally decide I can trust my new friends with something more than the glossiest, most marketable version of myself. Belief in my own alien nature aside, I’ve never been able to stick to a story for long, and eventually it just seems easier to tell the truth as I know it. And you know what?

It’s worse. Every single time, it’s worse.

When I tell people right out the gate, they can decide that I’m quirky or decide that I’m deluded, and either way, they build their mental models of me with that particular trait in place. When I don’t tell them . . .

When I don’t tell them, I’m messing with them. Or I’m not just deluded, I’m dangerously disconnected from reality, since apparently I know I’m not normal and I chose to hide it for as long as I could. Or they laugh at me. That’s almost the worst. People who find out I’m an alien as soon as they meet me, even though I can’t prove it and I look human and I’ve been on this planet for more than thirty years, which seems like a long time for an advance scout, they sometimes laugh. But it’s a short laughter, a disbelieving laughter, the kind of laughter that’s waiting for a punchline. The people who find out later laugh like I am the punchline, like there’s no point in pretending I’m ever going to be anything else.

I wasn’t dismissing Roxanna’s idea because it came from her, or because I didn’t like her and knew she didn’t particularly like me. I was dismissing it because it had come from my mother, from my therapist, from my favorite English teacher, and from myself. Because it had come from virtually every person I’d ever trusted, and if it hadn’t worked when it was born from a place of love and compassion and genuine concern, it certainly wasn’t going to work when it came from a place of “you’re weird, stop being weird.”

The strangest thing about Roxanna was how such an enormous weirdo could survive being continually judgmental and abrasive, yet not see how these two sides of her personality were in conflict. Lucas and Roxanna would never have met if not for the overlap in their respective weirdnesses luring them both to Burning Man, where love on the playa had blossomed into love in my living room three nights a week. But she sure did feel like she was entitled to judge Mandy and me.

Lucas pulled into the driveway. I waited exactly long enough for the engine to turn off, and then I was out of the car, leaving the two of them in my dust. I heard Roxanna shout something. I didn’t slow down enough to find out what it was. I wanted my bedroom, safe and secure and full of things that belonged to me, and more, I wanted my door, solidly closed between me and the rest of the world. I was done with people. I was so, so done with people.

Seymour raised his head when I barreled into the room, and seeing it was me, stood and flowed down the bed like water to chirp and purr in my direction. Cats are better than people. Cats are always better than people.

“I bet if cats were the dominant life form on this planet, we wouldn’t be getting ready to invade,” I said dully, stroking his head. Seymour narrowed his eyes and purred louder. There was a truth I didn’t fully understand and didn’t want to think about too hard buried in my words, tucked into the corners and contradictions. I flung myself onto the bed, pressing my face into the pillow, and tried to relax as Seymour settled against my side, a warm, comforting weight.

Here is the truth: there are times when I’ve wondered whether I was, in fact, insane. Whether there might be a pill out there strong enough to make me human, to realign my divergent neurochemistry onto something more ordinary. There’s nothing wrong with seeking help when it’s needed. It’s just that most of the time, I haven’t felt like it was needed.

Yes, insisting I’m an alien has complicated my life. Yes, introducing myself with “and my people are on their way across the gulf of stars to devour and subjugate the human race, but mostly devour” as part of my family background has consistently made things harder for me. Yes, I understand I can’t prove any of the things I say. I don’t know how I know them. I only know that they’re true.

But I can hold a job. I can make friends. I know the people who care about me are good, compassionate, and understanding—and they know that once they’ve accepted my alien nature, I’ll always be cool about whatever it is they need me to accept about them. It’s give and take, after all. It matters.

Seymour moved from my side up to the pillow. Face pressed against his side, I took a few deep, slow breaths, and fell asleep.






2.

“Stasia?” My name was accompanied by the sound of fingers drumming on my door, like the staccato step of a spider wearing tap shoes. “You awake in there?”

“Mmm?” There was cat hair in my mouth. I spat it out as I rolled over and squinted at the clock. Almost eight. Either my after-work nap had run long, or I was about to be late for work the next—

No. Saturday. If it was morning, it was Saturday. Which meant it wasn’t morning, since nothing short of a major cosplay competition gets Mandy out of bed before noon on the weekend.

“That didn’t sound like a yes, but it didn’t sound like a no, either. Can I come in?”

“Depends.” I sat up, rubbing at my face with one hand. The checklist of my dreams was still swimming in the back of my mind— trees, screaming, the flower with the dragonfly-wing petals. They had been vibrating this time, tapping together like some kind of vegetable Morse code, almost comprehensible, if I could just hold on and force myself to listen . . .

The images were already fading. Whatever they’d had to tell me was going to need to wait until bedtime.

“Depends on what?”

“On whether Roxanna is with you.”

Mandy scoffed before she opened the door and stepped into my room, slipping through as lithely as Seymour weaving his way along the fireplace mantle. Not the worst comparison. Like my cat, she was small, quick, and disinclined to listen when people told her not to do something she wanted to do. Unlike my cat, she had some vague understanding of boundaries—enough, at least, to knock when there was a chance I wouldn’t have clothes on.

Her own clothes were more characteristic of “normal Mandy” than her work clothes: a fluffy pin-up girl skirt over an actual petticoat, covered in horror-movie-style Venus flytraps, some with severed human limbs in their mouths. I blinked. She beamed.

“Lucas told me what Roxanna had said, right before he took her out for dinner,” she said. “I figured this would be a good dress to have on when she got back.” Her smile was a knife, prepared to wound, refusing to be slid back into its sheath.

A warm wave of affection swept over me. I did not rush across the room to hug Mandy, but I thought about it very loudly. “You are the best.”

“I know.” She preened, fluffing her skirt before patting the perfect waves of her hair. “Just keep reminding yourself that she has many excellent qualities, even if we can’t see them, because if she didn’t, we would have to kill her, and that would make Lucas sad.”

“He’d get over it.”

“Yes, but he might also get new housemates, and I don’t want to move this close to Comic-Con.” Mandy brightened. “Do you want to come help me finish one of my costumes? I have a lot of rhinestones to attach.”

“Is this a sincere request, or a ‘Hey, Stasia, let me distract you for a while’ request?”

Mandy shrugged. “A bit of both. I don’t need the help, exactly— I planned my time much better this year than I did last year— but it would make things go faster, and you’d feel like you’d accomplished something.”

“As opposed to . . . ?”

“As opposed to sitting in here sulking until you’re sure everyone else is asleep. Come on. Bedazzle things with me.” Mandy’s smile was less pointed this time, but no less laser-focused. “I refuse to let Roxanna spoil your weekend.”

At last, I understood. “She asked you when you’re going to get a boyfriend again, didn’t she?”

Mandy’s grim nod was all the answer I needed.

People who don’t understand our dynamic tend to look at our housing situation—two unmarried women and one unmarried man— and assume either we’re all having sex with each other, or one day Lucas will push his luck with one of us and we’ll wind up on the news for murdering him. People are kind of awful that way. Roxanna is a special kind of awful, because she looks at our situation and, without wanting to move in and give up her perfectly curated lizard habitat, just assumes that whenever one of us is single, we’re about to be making a play for Lucas.

Mandy wasn’t single when she moved in. Mandy was happily involved with a mountain of a man named Robert, who walked through the world with the exaggerated gentleness of someone who had become very large very young, and knew on a bone-deep level that everyone around him was breakable. He rode a motorcycle and regularly showed up at the house dressed in black leather, looking like something out of a Mad Max film. He also had two ginger cats he loved more than life itself, and did cosplay with Mandy at conventions, and she had just raised the question of whether he could move in with her to Lucas when his sister had called to tell us that Robert had been in an accident. A semi had lost control on the bridge. There had been nowhere for him to go.

According to the hospital, he hadn’t suffered. That was probably supposed to make us feel better. It did, for me, a little. I don’t think it helped Mandy at all. Only time was going to do that. Unfortunately, it had happened long enough ago that Roxanna seemed to think the statute of limitations on mourning had expired, and now every other visit, she was offering to introduce Mandy to someone—anyone— who wasn’t Lucas.

Mandy looked at me and sighed.

“You’re cute,” said Mandy. “You need to learn how to brush your hair more than twice a week, and I would kill to take you shopping for some better clothes, but you’re cute. Why doesn’t she ask you about your love life, and leave me the hell alone?”

“She thinks I’m crazy,” I said, and grimaced. “You know, I don’t mind when you call me crazy, because you’re sort of . . . stating a fact, not using it as a reason I’m not good enough to do something I want to do. Roxanna uses it like a brick to hit me with.”

“I call you crazy because you think you’re allowed to eat my cinnamon toast,” said Mandy easily. “You’re not crazy. Your people will be here any day, and they’re going to eat us all. I only ask that you let me watch when they chow down on Roxanna.”

“It’s a deal,” I said, through a smile, and followed her down the hall toward the stairs that would take us to the basement craft room.

Nobody improves an evening like Mandy.

Nobody expects me to be happy about hot-gluing eight hundred sequins to a mantis-shrimp ball gown like Mandy, either. She busied herself with stitching on the larger pieces, occasionally pausing to hand me another packet of small, shimmering “scales” and point to the patch of fabric that didn’t look enough like an explosion at the bling factory. She didn’t talk much, and neither did I. We were both content to be doing something and, better, to be doing it together.

Lucas had been Mandy’s friend first. They met in college, where they were both in the same anime society. Weird costumes and flashy cartoons are their points of commonality, and have always been enough to bond them into a tightly functional unit. Before Roxanna, he would have been down here with us, gluing sequins and probably throwing chunks of sculpting foam at Mandy’s head. I had come later, when the three of us had started frequenting the same comic book shop.

Three nerds in a house. Two human, one alien plant invader. One “oh, she’s kidding about the plant thing,” one “it’s not hurting anyone either way,” and me, who sometimes couldn’t make up my own mind about whether I was kidding, or whether I was supposed to be doing something to get the world ready for the invasion.

Mandy tossed me another packet of sequins. Right: I was supposed to be doing something. I was supposed to be gluing these down.

I got back to work.
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