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Foreword
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This is a followup to “Dandelion Seeds” and “First Lines”. If you haven’t read those, it wouldn’t hurt to start there.

The writing approach is the same as the first two: Write start-to-finish, no outlines, no plan, no bios. Yes, I know that’s not how you’re supposed to write stories but, hey, it works for me.

If you’ve read the previous two collections, you’ll recognize some familiar universes. Cartrefens are back, as well as scanner ships, and Caretakers.  But there’s some new stuff too: hyperdimensional cats, brain parasites, and bug-eyed aliens. Actually, there are quite a lot of aliens in this collection. Half the stories involve aliens in one way or other. Just the way things turned out this time around.

The stories range from very silly (“Cat Flap”) to the more grim side of things (“Invasive Species”). The first story, “A Hole in the Sky”, fits somewhere in between, so it’s probably a good place to start.
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A Hole in the Sky
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Things are looking up. Things are building telescopes. Sooner or later, Things are going to find us.

It was all our fault, really. We’d gotten used to traipsing around the galaxy, doing whatever we wanted, colonizing any planet that looked interesting.

Oh, sure, there were other species in the galaxy, but most of them left us alone. The Scanner Ships poked their noses in our business every so often, but they did that with everybody. It was what they were built to do. The rest? They just weren’t interested. Incompatible biology pretty much means no competition for habitable planets. Also, it’s difficult to relate on any level when you’re a two meter tall, oxygen-breathing biped from a rocky planet, and they’re a fifty meter wide methane-breathing jellyfish from a gas giant. Even something as simple as “So, how’s the weather?” doesn’t really cut it as an icebreaker.

Humans – both Earthers and genetically-modded off-worlders – had been expanding their sphere of influence without much interference. The jump drive meant we could instantly go anywhere we wanted, and hyperspace conduit communications meant we could talk to anyone anywhere with near-zero delay. So we wandered around the galaxy, looking for habitable planets, and thumbing our noses at the speed of light.

In short, we got cocky. And careless. And that’s when Things started to look up.

PGC1947D (aka Mist) was more or less Earth-like, as near as anyone could tell. Mist was almost exactly the size and density of Earth, and sat smack in the middle of its star’s Goldilocks Zone. Not too hot, not too cold. Its atmosphere was nitrogen and oxygen, with hints of carbon dioxide and methane. It could’ve been Earth, except for one odd feature: It had a permanent, planet-wide cloud cover. Hence the name “Mist”.

We should’ve done more research. A radar scan, a robot lander, something. But, nope, we just assumed it was perfectly safe to barge right in. And that’s exactly what we did.

***
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Six Dancer saw it first. It looked like a ship, but it came from the sky. It settled down in the forest somewhere behind her house. She told Three Cobbler about it.

“What do you mean, from the sky?” Three asked, disbelieving. “Nothing comes from the sky! It’s just... sky!” She waved two of her arms at the sky by way of demonstration.

“Light comes from the sky,” Six countered. “Rocks do too, sometimes.”

Three made a noise of disgust. “Oh course light comes from the sky. That’s what it’s for. But rocks? Stories made up by fools.”

“Eight Healer saw one once,” Six pointed out. “It punched a hole in the roof of her shop.”

“So she says,” Three replied. “I think she did it herself. Another one of her ‘science experiments’ gone wrong.”

There was some truth in that. Eight Healer’s experiments did have a habit of blowing up. Still, Eight was very bright and observant, and not the type to make up stories.

“Fine, whatever. But you’re missing the point,” Six said. She gestured to the forest. “There’s a ship out there. I saw it come down from the sky.”

Three waggled her eye stalks in confusion. “That doesn’t make any sense at all. If it came down from the sky, where was it before that? What, was it just hanging around in the sky since the beginning of time, waiting to come down?”

Three had a point. If it came down from the sky it must have been in the sky. Or maybe... Six’s brain tried to grasp at a thought just out of reach. Or maybe...

“Maybe it came from above the sky,” she offered.

More eye stalk wobbling. “Above the sky? That’s... that’s just nonsense!” Three practically shouted. “There is no above the sky. The sky is above. What’s below the ground? More ground. What’s above the sky? More sky.”

Six made a noncommittal gesture with one of her arms. “It had to come from somewhere,” she said.

“Or maybe you’re just seeing things,” Three said. “You’ve been hanging around with Eight too much. It’s rubbing off on you.”

Ugh. Three could be such a pain in the ovipositor sometimes.

Everyone made fun of Eight Healer. The philosopher. The dreamer. The weirdo. But, when they needed help with a difficult problem, they’d always turned to Eight for advice.

“That’s an excellent idea!” said Six, flapping her ears happily. “I’ll go talk to Eight. I bet she’ll know what to do!”

“That’s not what I said,” Three pointed out, but Six was already gone, rambling off to Eight’s shop.

***
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“Looks a bit damp,” Foley said, surveying the area around their seeder ship, the ESS Jethro Tull. He was still strapped into the pilot’s seat, trying to decompress from the shaky landing.

“Well, it would be,” Mokri said from behind him. She’d entered the cockpit shortly after Foley had sent out the all-clear signal. “You landed us in the middle of a forest.”

“Didn’t have much choice,” countered Foley. “The cloud ceiling’s only a hundred meters. By the time I could see where I was going, we were practically on top of the trees. Just be happy I found a clearing big enough for the ship.”

The ship was surrounded on all sides by a thick forest of trees – or the Mist equivalent of trees, at least – towering trunks covered in wide, dark green leaves. So dark, they bordered on black.

“Yeah, OK,” Mokri conceded. “It was a tricky landing. Thanks for not getting us killed and all.”

Foley smiled. That was about as close to a compliment as you’d get from Mokri. As Earthers go, she was pretty decent, though. A lot of them were still very insecure about being the newest members of the Galactic Community. Earth was, after all, the birthplace of the human species but, due to a time-displacement accident involving the first jump drive ship, Earth ended up being about five hundred years behind the rest of the worlds in the Galactic Community – both technologically and socially. That sort of thing that can give you a bit of an inferiority complex.

Half the Tull’s crew, Mokri, Armstrong and Li, were Earthers. The remainder, Foley, Cohen and Sawalha, were off-worlders – all from Cartref. The trio were on board, officially, to lend their technical expertise to the Earther crew. Unofficially, they were there to keep the Earthers from screwing things up. Seeder ships were powerful tools. You could do a lot with them. You could do a lot of damage, if you weren’t careful.

Mist was a relatively Earth-like planet, almost ideal for non-altered humans. It really just needed a few adjustments before colonization could begin.

“So, what are we going to do about this cloud cover?” Mokri asked. “I doubt our colonists will want to live in a planet-wide Seattle.”

“Seattle?” Foley asked. He was still getting used to Earther cultural references. They just naturally assumed everyone else knew what they meant when they said things like “Seattle” or “steamroller” or “Hitler”. It led to a lot of confusing conversations.

“It’s a city on Earth,” Mokri explained. “Almost permanently cloudy. You’d love it. No chance of sunburn there.”

Foley laughed at that. On his first trip to Earth, he’d almost immediately gotten a severe sunburn. Earth’s surface had a ridiculous amount of UV exposure, far too much for his pale Cartrefen skin. “Yeah,” he replied. “This place would be ideal for Cartrefens, if the gravity weren’t so high.”

“Don’t even think about it,” said Mokri, grinning. “Earthers found this planet. We’re colonizing it. Besides, we need the extra room more than you do.”

“Yes ma’am!” Foley responded. “So, about that cloud cover. Earth’s is, what, fifty to sixty percent?”

“Sounds about right,” Mokri replied. “Think Sawalha can work her weather magic and make that happen?”

“Probably,” Foley said, finally unstrapping himself from his seat and standing. Ugh. The gravity made his knees ache. “How about calling a meeting to plan our next course of action?”

Mokri regarded him for a second, apparently trying to work out his motives, then nodded. “Good idea. I’ll round up the usual suspects.”

As Mokri turned and left the cockpit, Foley let out a sigh of relief. It was difficult to deal with Earthers sometimes. They needed to be constantly reminded to take things slow, consider consequences. On the other hand, their reckless enthusiasm was contagious. The Galactic Community had colonized only a thousand worlds in the five hundred years before Earth joined. In the twenty years since then, that number had grown by another two hundred.

Foley sometimes worried that maybe Earth was becoming a bad influence. Earthers outnumbered the rest of humanity by a factor of five to one. Of course, Earth had a half billion person head start. Still, the changes in the Galactic Community since Earth joined could not be ignored. There had been a distinct change in direction toward more cavalier behavior regarding the expansion of humanity throughout the galaxy. Ten billion people packed onto one little planet, suddenly given the freedom to roam space at will... It was difficult to tell them to take things slowly.

Hopefully, the meeting would go smoothly. Foley suspected Mokri wanted to do a full-on terraform of the planet, when it really just needed a few small modifications and a group of colonists who would be willing to adapt to their new home.

Foley ended up being the last one to the table. He sat down between Cohen and Sawalha on one side of the table. The three Earthers, Mokri, Armstrong and Li, sat opposite. Foley noted that all of them had jacked up their chairs to compensate for their lack of height, relative to the Cartrefens.

“Sure, we could clear up the cloud cover,” Sawalha was saying, “but we have no idea what direct sunlight will do to the indigenous life.”

“You’re worried about a bunch of trees?” Li huffed. “Well, they’re going to need to adapt, sooner or later.”

“There are things living in those trees,” Cohen pointed out, calling up a live external feed.

Foley could see various animal-like lifeforms moving amongst the dense foliage. Crawling, climbing, leaping, fluttering, slithering. They all seemed to have a disconcertingly large number of limbs.

“We’re talking about a rich, diverse ecosystem,” Cohen continued. “Actual flora and fauna, not just the usual single-celled slime we find on most planets. If we throw it out of balance, there’s no knowing what sort of damage we could do. And this is just what we can see around the ship. There are five landmasses on this planet, each very likely with multiple ecosystems, all of which evolved without direct sunlight, as far as we know. I’m not even sure we should be here, given how complex the life is. What I’m trying to say is, we could really mess things up if we’re not careful.”

“Well, we are here, and Earth has claim to the planet. But, OK, fine. Point taken. We’ll proceed with caution. Is there any way we can test the effects of cloud cover modification?” Mokri offered. “Say, expose a small area and see how it reacts?”

“Oh!” Armstrong practically leapt out of her chair. “Yeah! We could poke a hole in the clouds, just for an hour or two, see what happens.”

Sawalha nodded. “OK, yeah, we might be able to do that. I could send up a weather drone and have it precipitate out a section of this cloud cover. If we time it for around mid-day tomorrow, we could observe the reactions of the lifeforms in the area around the ship. The hole should close up again within a few hours. Minimal exposure.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Mokri said. “Everyone agreed?”

Everyone nodded, even Cohen, albeit grudgingly. Li grumbled something about bleeding-heart something or other, but nodded anyway.

***
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Six entered Eight Healer’s clock shop. Eight built, repaired, bought, and sold clocks. She dealt in other small mechanical devices too, but most people were just interested in the clocks.

Eight looked up from her workbench. “Hi! Haven’t seen you in ages.” She held up the long metal tube she’d been working on. “What do you think?”

“What is it?” Six asked. It clearly wasn’t a clock.

“It’s called a telescope,” Eight replied. “Two Herder, an inventor in Port Blaze, sent me instructions on how to make one. They’re all the rage there.”

“What’s it do?” Six couldn’t see any obvious mechanisms.

“When you look through it, things that are far away appear closer,” Eight explained. “Here, let’s take it outside and try it out.”

They left the shop and stepped out into the street. Eight held the tube up to one eye stalk, opacifying the other. She adjusted the tube’s length slightly – it was actually one tube nested inside another. “Oh wow! That’s amazing! Here, have a look. Point it at that tree way over there.”

Six took the tube and pointed it at the tree. It definitely looked closer.

“Very interesting,” she said, handing it back. “But what’s its purpose? If I want to see a tree, I can look at one nearby, or just get closer to it.”

“Ah! But what about things you can’t get closer to?” Eight asked. “In Port Blaze, they use them for identifying ships that are still out at sea. And farmers have started using them to look for rippers snooping around the flocks.”

“Ships!” Six exclaimed. “I nearly forgot why I came here. Eight, I... I saw a ship... come down from the sky.”

Six waited for the ridicule, the disbelief. None came. Eight turned back toward her shop.

“Let’s discuss this inside,” she said. “Do you think you could draw what you saw?”

Six followed her back inside. “I think so,” she said. “I’m not much of an artist.”

Six did her best. The drawing ended up looking more like a loaf of bread with windows than a ship.

Eight studied the drawing. “So, no wings? No tail?”

“No, nothing like that,” said Six. “Why would you expect a ship to have wings and a tail? Ships have sails.”

“But ships don’t fly.” Eight replied. “Everything I’ve seen that flies has wings and a tail. Flitters, buzzers, rippers... I wonder how it stays up.”

“It didn’t stay up for long,” Six said. “It landed in the woods behind my house.”

“Landed, but didn’t fall,” Eight countered. “That implies it could’ve stayed up if it wanted to.”

Eight stared at the drawing for some time, muttering to herself. “Let’s go find it,” she said, looking up. “I need to see this thing.”

“It’s getting late,” Six pointed out, “and the forest is pretty big. It’d make more sense to go in the morning.”

“Good idea,” Eight agreed. “We’ll set out as soon as the sky lightens.”

***
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The following morning – or what counted as morning on this planet – Sawalha prepped a drone for launch. She, Mokri and Foley were standing around an improvised workbench in one of the dorsal airlocks. The plan was to fly the drone straight up out of the hatch.

“I think I’ve got this right,” she said. “Still not clear on how the weather on this planet works. I mean, it’s just one huge, diffuse cloud wrapping around the entire globe. It doesn’t even look like it ever rains here. Moisture just sort of drifts around. It’s... weird.”

“But the drone will punch a hole in it, right?” Mokri asked.

“Well, not so much ‘punch’ as ‘precipitate’. We’re going to try a bit of cloud seeding,” Sawalha explained. “Should do the trick.”

“Great,” Mokri said. “Foley, what’s the verdict on the atmosphere outside the ship? Breathable?”

Foley looked up in surprise. He’d been engrossed in watching the drone prep. “What? Oh. Oh, yes,” he replied, gathering his thoughts. “Perfectly breathable. We should be able to watch the event from outside the ship, if you’d like. You might need a jacket, but that’s about it.”

“Well, then, let’s get on with it,” Mokri said. “Suit up.”

The three gathered outside the ship. It really wasn’t bad at all, considering. Definitely damp and cloudy, but 15C with a light breeze from the northeast. It could easily pass for a spring morning on Earth, if you didn’t look too closely at the flora and fauna.

Li wandered over. “Ugh. The ground’s all squishy and uneven,” he grumbled.

“What’d you expect? We’re in the middle of a forest,” replied Mokri. “You’ll get your sidewalks and skyscrapers soon enough, city boy.”

Foley felt a twinge of sadness at that. As far as unpopulated alien planets went, it really was quite beautiful. He hated to think of a city sprouting up where they were standing. Still, Earthers found this planet. It was theirs to do with as they saw fit... within reason.

Sawalha held a small tablet and stood facing the ship. “Now’s as good a time as any,” she said, and tapped out a sequence on the screen.

The drone slowly rose, out of the dorsal hatch, up into the air, gradually fading into the mist.

“Now what?” asked Mokri. “When do we see some magic?”

“It’ll be a while yet,” replied Sawalha. “I’m taking it up to three kilometers, at which point, it’ll start descending again, dispersing silver iodide on its way down. We’ll know it worked if it starts raining.”

“Raining?!” Li exclaimed. “I thought we were going to get sunshine.”

Sawalha shrugged. “The water has to go somewhere. It’ll only rain for a few minutes and then clear up. All we can do now is wait.”

***
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Six and Eight set out as soon as it was light enough. Eight had packed her satchel with a sketchpad, a notebook, her new telescope and a gun, in case they ran into any rippers. Six packed a lunch.

They headed into the forest toward the spot where Six saw the sky ship settle down. It really was a large area. Six wondered if they’d even be able to find it before having to head home again. It wouldn’t be wise to get caught in the woods after dark.

They’d barely begun their hike when Eight pointed at the sky. “Look! Is that your sky ship?”

Something rose above the treetops in the distance. “I don’t think so. It looks too small,” Six replied.

“Definitely not a flitter or ripper,” Eight said, peering through her telescope. She handed it to Six.

She pointed it at the object. “It’s different from what I saw. And smaller too. But it moves like the sky ship did. It might be a boat launched from it,” she suggested.

“A perfectly reasonable hypothesis,” Eight agreed. “In that case, we head in that direction. Shouldn’t take long.”

Six was feeling much more confident now. She’d begun to wonder if she’d been seeing things, like Three suggested. But now, with the sighting of another object, plus having Eight as a witness, it seemed much more likely they’d find this ship. Plus, the boat thing gave them a direction to head. Soon, they’d see the sky ship up close. And maybe, just maybe, meet the people who flew in it.

***
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“OK, any minute now,” said Sawalha. She tucked away her tablet and opened an umbrella. “What? I told you it was going to rain.”

Li, Mokri and Foley stared at her. Foley felt a bit foolish now. Sawalha had said it’d rain, and he’d completely failed to prepare for that. Now he was going to get soaked.

“Oh, here,” said Sawalha, tossing packets to the other three.

Foley opened the packet and unfolded its contents: a transparent poncho. Better than nothing. He pulled it on and covered his head just as the first drops started to fall.

And then the sky opened up. It poured down rain, drenching everyone and everything.

“I thought you said it’d only rain a little bit!” shouted Li over the roar.

Sawalha shouted back, “I said it’d only rain for a few minutes. I didn’t specify how much.”

***
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Water fell from the sky! Six looked up. Water, actual drops of water, falling from the sky! “What’s going on!” she shouted at Eight. The water spattered through the trees, soaking everything. She pulled her cloak around her, trying to keep herself and the lunch dry.

“No idea!” Eight shouted back. “Maybe that boat thing is spraying water for some reason. Come on, we’re getting close. Let’s find out what’s going on.”

They continued toward the spot where they’d seen the boat thing rise.

***
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The rain tapered off and stopped. Foley pulled off the poncho and looked up at the patch of blue sky directly above the ship. By the looks of it, the sun was just east of the hole in the cloud cover, and would be coming overhead shortly. Sawalha had timed things perfectly.

“OK, time to take some measurements,” Sawalha said. “Somebody want to go get Cohen and Armstrong? It might be useful to have our biologists out here to observe the biology.”

“No need,” said Cohen, rounding the rear of the ship, with Armstrong close behind. “We’ve been out all morning, taking samples.”

“Could’ve warned us about the downpour, though,” Armstrong pointed out. They were both soaking wet, head to toe.

“That’s what you get for wandering off on your own,” Mokri said. “What do you think? Can the indigenous life handle a bit of sunshine?”

“We’ll see,” replied Cohen. “It seems to have dealt with the rain fairly well. The light will hit the west side of the clearing first. Let’s just sit and watch.”

***
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When the water stopped falling, Six looked up.

“Eight,” she whispered, “There’s a hole in the sky.”

“A what?” Eight asked. She looked at where Six was pointing. “That’s... that’s amazing. It’s so blue!”

It really was very blue. A giant, blue hole in the sky.

“That boat thing did this!” Six shouted. “It... it dropped water on us and... and... tore a hole in the sky!”

“I don’t know,” said Eight. “The events do seem to be related. I wonder what it all means. Let’s go find that ship and see who’s behind all this.”

As they set off again, Six felt a warmth spread across her skin. She looked down and saw her shadow, like the ones cast by lanterns or fires. She looked up and saw a ball of fire on the edge of the hole in the sky. It hurt her eyes to look at it. “Eight!” she shouted, tugging on her friend’s cloak.

“Now what?” Eight asked. She looked up. “Oh my. That is... I have no words. I always wondered but it never occurred to me... Oh my.”

“What is it?” asked Six.

“Just what it looks like,” Eight replied. “It’s a giant ball of fire, floating above the sky.” She turned to her friend. “Don’t you get it? That’s the source of the light during the daytime. It moves across, behind the sky, lighting it up. The sky isn’t the source of all our light; that thing is. The sky just... spreads it out like... like shining a lantern through cloth.”

“And now that boat has ripped a hole in the cloth,” Six added.

Eight waggled her eye stalks, trying to sort it out. “Something like that. I don’t know. Come on. I want to meet the people who did this. I need answers.”

***
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“Did you hear that?” Armstrong asked. “Something like a bird call but much more... complex.”

“Definitely intriguing,” agreed Cohen. “Might be some sort of animal mating call. They can be quite complex. Or possibly some sort of pre-sentient species.”

Armstrong sighed. “If it’s pre-sentient, that’s going to mean a lot of paperwork, right?”

Cohen nodded. “Might even put the planet off limits. It’s bad enough we’ve found land vertebrates here. Some of those things are at least as intelligent as squirrels. If we find something with primate level intelligence, the Galactic Community might shut down any attempts at colonization.”

“Oh come on!” Li interjected. “We’re not going to close up shop just because we might find the bug-eyed monster equivalent of lemurs, are we?”

Armstrong shrugged. “We have to follow the guidelines,” she said. “We can’t just stroll in here and start terraforming the shit out of everything because the dominant species is only a million or so years behind on their space program.”

Foley laughed at that. It really wasn’t that long ago that Earth was in a similar state. You had to wonder what would’ve happened if someone like Li had stumbled across Earth while humanity’s ancestors were still climbing around in the trees. “She’s got you there, Li,” he said. “For all we know, there are already bug-eyed monster hominids making flint spears on some distant savanna.”

“Oh, please,” Li snorted. “What are the chances of that?”

“Hard to say,” Cohen replied. “We’ve never found a terrestrial planet with life this complex before. We’ll need to do a thorough survey of the planet’s fauna before proceeding with colonization.”

“Shouldn’t we have thought of that before we started messing with the cloud cover?” Foley ventured.

Cohen lowered her voice. “Almost certainly,” she said, glancing in the general direction of Mokri, who was standing in the clearing, staring up at the bright blue sky, basking in the sunshine. “We’re not exactly doing things by the book, here. There might be repercussions later if we’re not careful.”

***
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Eight stopped suddenly. Six nearly ran into her.

“Hold on,” Eight said. She pulled out her telescope and peered through it. “I see it. There’s a clearing up ahead. The ship is there, and I see five... no, six creatures. Three tall, three short. Possibly adults and juveniles.”

“Creatures?” Six asked. Creatures, not people. “May I see?”

Eight handed her the telescope. Six pointed it in the direction Eight had. There were definitely creatures near the ship. Odd things with four appendages, tottering around on two of them. Six wondered how they didn’t fall over. Their eyes were crammed into their faces in such a way that they needed to twist their entire heads around to see anything. Very odd.

“Ugh,” Six said, handing back the telescope. “They’re so weird. You think they came from the ship?”

“That’s my guess,” Eight replied, taking another look. “They’re clearly intelligent. They wear clothes, use tools. They probably built the ship. I... I need to talk to them.”

“Talk to them?!” Six waggled her eye stalks. “I can’t imagine those things talking.”

“They must communicate somehow,” Eight pointed out. “Only one way to find out.”

Eight headed toward the clearing. Six followed, somewhat reluctantly.

***
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“We’re being watched,” Sawalha said quietly. She’d come up beside Foley, holding up her tablet. “Video feed from the ship’s port navcam. I’ve got it zoomed in on the woods over there. I think we’ve found your bug-eyed monsters, Foley.”

Foley stared at the things on the screen. Two bizarre gray creatures with four arms and four legs attached to an oblong body that curved upward towards the front. At least they only had two eyes. Well, eye stalks, to be more accurate. These stuck out of a fur-covered lump at the front of the body, just above what Foley assumed was the mouth. To either side of the lump were large, fleshy flaps – presumably ears. Each creature wore a green cape, secured at the front and draped across its back.

“What do you figure,” Foley asked, “hominid level intelligence? Cohen and Armstrong will want to see this.”

“They’re a bit beyond hominid level, I’d say,” Sawalha said. “Look at the one on the right. It’s holding something that’s almost certainly a telescope. Looks like something Galileo would’ve used.”

“Holy shit,” Foley said. “What’s the other one carrying? A picnic basket?”

“Definitely some sort of woven container with a carrying handle,” Sawalha replied. “So, sure, why not? Bug-eyed monsters have to eat too.”

“As long as they don’t eat us, I’m OK with that,” said Foley. “Looks like they’re coming this way. We should alert the others.”

Sawalha raised her voice. “Attention everyone! We’re about to have company. Two sentients approaching from the west. They don’t appear to be hostile but it’s probably best not to do anything that might alarm them.”

“What, you mean like blasting a hole in the cloud cover, for example?” Cohen suggested.

Sawalha laughed. “Yes, excellent example. But I was thinking more along the lines of waving your arms, or picking up anything that might look like a weapon.”

“What looks like a weapon to a bug-eyed monster?” Foley asked.

Li pointed at the pair of sentients coming through the underbrush. “Something like that, I’d guess.”

Foley looked at the image on Sawalha’s tablet. The creature on the left had put away its telescope and was now aiming a musket in their direction.

***
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“Oh! Listen to that awful noise!” Six said. The creatures barked and chattered at each other.

“It’s probably just the way they talk,” replied Eight. “I’m sure we’d sound odd to them too.”

They were almost at the clearing. Eight stopped and put away her telescope, pulling out her gun.

“What are you doing?” Six whispered. “We don’t want to shoot them... do we?”

“No, of course not,” said Eight quietly. “But all their chattering has attracted some unwanted attention.” She pointed to a large shape, barely visible, skimming along the bottom of the sky behind the creatures’ ship.

“A ripper!” Six instinctively hunkered down and pulled her cloak around her, making herself blend in with the forest. The creatures on the ground didn’t seem to notice the ripper. It had certainly noticed them, though. “Can you get it?”

Eight raised her gun. “Not at this distance. It’s coming in fast, though.”

***
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“It’s going to shoot us!” yelled Li, staring at the creature’s gun.

“Do nothing,” said Cohen. “It’s likely just being cautious. They have no idea what we are or what our intentions...”

Her sentence was cut off by a loud popping sound from the woods. Foley found it odd that the gun made so little noise. He’d always imagined guns making loud, echoing booms. They always did in those old Earth movies Armstrong was so fond of. Of course here there was nothing to echo off of.

He was still musing about the sound of the gun, when a much more impressive thud drew his attention. A huge, ghost-white creature had dropped out of the sky, narrowly missing Li, who immediately backpedaled to avoid it. The thing thrashed on the ground, a horrifying tangle of wings and talons and teeth. It flailed and screeched, oozing black liquid from a hole in what was probably its head – assuming it had a head – before finally lying still. It looked... it looked like someone had assembled all the most pointy and dangerous parts of a dragon and a shark, then stuck on a few more legs for good measure.

Li and Mokri, being closest to the point of impact, were spattered with mud, the Mist equivalent of clover, and – more than likely – specks of the creature’s black blood.

“OK then,” said Mokri, examining the dead monstrosity, and attempting to brush the debris off her jumpsuit. “I think that pretty much demonstrates that our friends over there are... friendly.”

“I’d suggest we go about business as usual,” Cohen said, approaching the dead monster. “If they are friendly, it’s best to let them approach us when they’re ready. We’re the intruders here.”

She looked up at Sawalha. “Do we have any way of defending ourselves against these things? Judging by this one’s size, they probably hunt solo, but we may have drawn attention to ourselves.”

Sawalha thought for a moment. “We don’t really carry weapons on seeder ships, but if I loaded up a capsule launcher on one of the drones, it could knock one of these monsters out of the sky pretty easily.”

“Excellent,” said Cohen. “Just make sure the capsules don’t contain any biological materials.”

Sawalha nodded. “I’ll fill some with potassium pellets, just to make it extra nasty. Li, I could use a hand, if you’re not busy.”

“No problem,” Li replied, eyeing the dead monster. “Anything to get away from this thing.”

Foley had to admire Sawalha’s ingenuity. The capsule launchers were intended to disperse organic materials on a barren planet. Load up the capsules with seeds, spores, lichen, whatever, and fire them at the surface. You could adjust them to break open on impact, or penetrate several meters, depending on your intentions. The potassium was typically used as a component of fertilizer. But if it were forcibly inserted into a living being – one containing a decent percentage of water at least – the pellets would ignite, burning the surrounding tissue. Even one of these-dragon shark things wouldn’t stand a chance.

Sawalha and Li were busy inside, creating a dragon-shark slaying machine. Cohen and Armstrong were examining the corpse’s anatomy, taking copious notes and scans. Mokri was standing well clear of the dead monster, supervising. That left Foley to do... what? Well, there was one thing he could do, and was almost certainly obligated to do: send a report to the Colonization Directorate.
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