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  Signs and Wonders


   


  The boulder felt rough and warm under Estee’s bare feet, the hot air dusty and dry. She scrambled up its face, laughing as her little sister struggled to keep up.


  “Slow down!” Celeste cried. She lost her footing and began to slip. “Help!”


  Estee turned around and dropped to her stomach. A warm breeze tousled her hair as sweat ran down the side of her face. With the grainy sandstone hot against her skin, she caught Celeste and pulled her up.


  “You’re okay. Come on!”


  Celeste’s face was pale, but she recovered quickly. Together, they stood atop the massive boulder, panting to catch their breath.


  “Race you to the next one!”


  In an instant, Estee was off, laughing at her sister’s cry of dismay. Thankfully, the next boulder wasn’t so hard. She panted for breath as she scrambled up the side. Celeste followed closely behind, her terror forgotten as she struggled to keep up. In less than a minute, they had both conquered the rock.


  From the top, they had a majestic view of the wide, golden-green savannah and the tabletop mountains all along the horizon.


  “It’s hot,” Celeste complained.


  “Here,” said Estee, leading her to the north-facing side for the boulder. “It’s not so bad over here.”


  They both laid down with their backs against the slickrock. Estee closed her eyes and breathed deeply, the sun warming her dust-caked skin and drying the beads of sweat on her forehead. It was wonderful.


  “Hey, look!”


  She opened her eyes and looked where Celeste was pointing. The thin, familiar line of the beanstalk rose from the ruins of the ancient ones into the blue sky, disappearing high above the clouds. But the thing that caught Estee’s attention was a point of light, shining like a star where the beanstalk disappeared from view. 


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “I don’t know,” said Celeste. “Look, it’s moving.”


  Indeed it was. A light breeze whistled around the boulders as the star drifted soundlessly toward the south. Estee rose to her feet, shielding her eyes with her hand as she traced its curious progress across the sky. Beside her, Celeste stood up as well.


  “Is it a falling star?” Celeste asked.


  Estee didn’t think so. Falling stars only happened at night, and they usually flickered out in the blink of an eye. Mama liked to study them. She always knew when the best times were to look for them, and sometimes took Estee out with her to see. Mama and Papa both knew a lot about stars, because that was where they’d come from. But Estee had never seen anything like this.


  “Is it?” Celeste repeated.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Where is going?”


  The star grew brighter as it moved closer to the horizon, leaving behind a bright yellow streak. It was falling to the east, past the village of the little people. Estee thought it would pass out of view beyond the tabletop mountains, but then it turned abruptly north. Falling stars never did that.


  “Look!” said Celeste. “It’s making a cloud!”


  Sure enough, a wispy cloud cut a narrow line in the star’s wake. It reminded Estee of the smoke from a candle. As the star dipped lower, it passed in front of the tabletop mountains and alighted in the nearby foothills. A shiver of excitement ran down Estee’s spine.


  “Come on—let’s go!”


  “It’s too far away!” Celeste protested.


  “Don’t you want to find it, though?”


  “The light is fading. We’ll get in trouble.”


  Estee groaned, but her sister was right. Besides, Mama wanted them back before dark, and the sun was already starting to get low.


  “Race you home. Last one back is a lazy sun-dragon!”


  “Hey!” Celeste cried as Estee scampered down the boulder. “Wait for me!”


   


  * * * * *


   


  The high grass tickled Estee’s legs as she ran across the plains. Fine red dust caked her sweaty skin, but she ran until her lungs burned and her heart pounded, simply for the joy of it. She startled a swarm of locusts grazing nearby and shrieked in surprise as they leaped high above her, rattling their wings as they sought somewhere more peaceful to eat.


  “Celeste! Where are you?”


  “Back here!” her sister called.


  “Well hurry up!”


  By the time they made it back, the beanstalk was already beginning to shimmer in the light of the setting sun. Smoke had started to rise from the adobe oven—that meant Mama was cooking, which meant that they were late.


  “Oh, dungheaps,” Estee swore.


  Celeste ran up beside her, still out of breath. “What?” Then she noticed the smoke. “Oh…”


  “Come on,” said Estee, “let’s go to Papa’s workshop.” If they came in with Papa, Mama might think they’d been with him the whole time. Papa was always late.


  They snuck as quietly as they could out through the hedgerow gate, making a wide circle until they reached Papa’s workshop about fifty yards away. The thatchwork patches in the roof of the plasteel dome waved in the afternoon breeze.


  Five of the little people rose to their feet as Estee and Celeste rounded the corner. Two of them sprang swiftly to their feet, brandishing spears, but their leader scolded them and they stepped aside.


  “That’s right,” said Estee, holding her palms outstretched. “It’s just us. No need to fear.”


  The leader was one of the chiefs of the little people, his rich orange mane bearing jewelry carved from bone. Estee squatted so as not to seem taller than him. In just the last year, she’d grown so much that all but the strongest hunters were shorter than her. She still hadn’t gotten used to that.


  The chief stepped forward and put his hand on Estee’s chest in a gesture of peace. She did the same, leaning forward so that they stood cheek to cheek. His furry skin was hard and tough, his mane so long that it tickled her arm. They both took a deep breath together, and the scent of sweat and musk filled her nostrils. She closed her eyes and let it seep into her, until his heartbeat echoed hers.


  Opening her eyes, she stepped back to let Celeste greet the chief in like manner while the others stood back. It wasn’t every day that they met the little people like this, but it happened often enough that they both knew what to do.


  Satisfied, the little people bowed and let them pass. Estee knocked once, then parted the heavy rug door and stepped inside.


  “Papa?” she called. The workshop was brightly lit. Bottles of various chemicals sat on the counter among baskets of dried leaves and flowers. Papa was on the far side of the room, next to the operating table. 


  “Shh,” said Papa, gesturing for them to stay quiet.


  The two girls crept forward to watch. One of the women of the little people sat on the operating table, trembling with fear. She held an infant child on her chest, limp and unconscious.


  Papa rinsed off a bloody pair of tweezers in the sink, then returned to the mother and child. “There, there,” he whispered. “I’ve just about—got it!” From the baby’s leg, he pulled out a black sliver as long as Estee’s pinky finger and dropped it into a nearby bowl. 


  “Gauze,” he ordered without looking up from his work. Estee rushed to assist him. After carefully cleaning the wound, he applied an herbal dressing before taking the offered gauze and wrapping it around the baby’s leg. “That should help with the infection,” he muttered, then held one of the smelling salts up to the baby’s nose until it began to whimper and cry. The mother clutched her baby to her chest and jumped off the table, rushing out the door to her waiting companions. 


  “What was that?” asked Celeste.


  “Just a few splinters,” said Papa. “But they didn’t come to me until the infection had already set in.” He emptied the wash basin and scrubbed his hands with soap and pumice.


  “Why?” Estee asked. 


  “Because they were afraid. They see us as gods, you know. Because we came from the sky.” 


  “We didn’t,” Celeste said, pointing to Estee and herself.


  “But you are our children,” said Papa. “And in their eyes, that makes you gods like us.”


  “But why does that make them afraid of us?” Estee asked.


  Papa smiled. “Let’s go see what Mama is cooking, shall we?”


  “Yeah,” said Celeste. “Let’s go!”


  Estee groaned. She hated it when he ended their conversations without giving her a clear answer. Recently, it seemed he did that more and more often. It was especially bad when she asked if Mama would have another baby. Hermes had already seen his first winter.


  They followed Papa outside, squinting in the evening sun. Mama was waiting for them at the door of the hut, arms folded across her chest.


  “You were out late,” she said, looking Estee in the eye.


  “No, we weren’t,” Estee lied. “We were with Papa in the workshop.”


  “Were you?”


  She fidgeted under Mama’s knowing glare. “No,” she admitted. “But we didn’t stay out that long—and we didn’t go far.”


  “Yeah,” said Celeste, backing her up.


  Papa gave Mama a kiss. “Evening, dear. You look gorgeous.”


  “And you look exhausted,” she answered him back. Still, she smiled and ran her fingers through his hair.


  Estee rolled her eyes. “Come on! Are we going to eat or what?”


  “Hold on, you ravening locust,” said Mama. “We’ll eat soon enough.”


  She led them into the mud-brick hut, the electric lamps in the walls and ceiling already lit for the evening. Woven rugs from the little people covered the floor, while the grass place mats were already rolled out in the main room.


  “It’s about time you came in,” Luna said as they walked in. The thick glass lenses of her spectacles made her look like a sun-dragon.


  “Hello to you, too,” said Estee, taking care not to sit next to her. Luna could be so sulky sometimes.


  Papa ignored them both as Mama handed off little Hermes to him. Their baby brother cooed in delight at the attention Papa gave him.


  “So where did you go today?” Luna asked as Mama set the food out on the place mats.


  “Not far,” said Celeste, glancing at Estee. “We just played on the rocks down south.” 


  “Lucky,” Luna scowled. “I wish I could go out with you.”


  “When you’re older, dear,” said Mama, not missing a beat. “The savannah is a dangerous place without good eyesight.”


  “But Mama—”


  “She’s right, dear,” said Papa as he lifted his battered metal bowl. “But don’t worry. Next time I go to the mountains, I’ll take you with me.”


  “But I want to go now.”


  Estee rolled her eyes. Luna could be such a prick sometimes. Not that Estee couldn’t sympathize—there were so many places beyond the beanstalk that she wanted to go, and her parents only seemed to want to keep her from going. Still, at least she had the good sense not to badger them.


  “Eat your vegetables,” said Mama, making Luna groan. The boiled roots and tubers were always too soft and mushy, but unlike her sister, Estee knew better than to pick a fight she couldn’t win. 


  “We saw something else,” said Celeste between mouthfuls. She glanced at Estee as if unsure whether to continue.


  “What was it?” Mama asked.


  “A falling star.”


  Mama set down her food and frowned. “In the middle of the day?”


  “Yeah,” said Estee. “It was really strange, too, because it changed directions midway.”


  “And it made a cloud!” Celeste interjected.


  “Where did it fall?” Papa asked. He was frowning, too.


  Estee opened her mouth to answer but stopped when she noticed how Mama and Papa were staring at her. They both looked so serious, as if one of them had broken an arm—or worse.


  “Very, very far,” Celeste went on obliviously. “Almost to the tabletop mountains.”


  “Papa?” Estee asked. “What’s wrong?”


  Silence fell across the room. Outside, the chirping of the locusts seemed so loud that Estee could hardly bear it.


  “It’s probably nothing,” said Mama. “There are lots of meteoroids in the system. It’s impossible to chart them all with our limited equipment.”


  “But what if it wasn’t?” said Papa. “What if it was something else?”


  “Like what?”


  “More like who.”


  Estee suddenly realized that her parents were talking as if none of the rest of them were there. She glanced at Celeste, whose cheeks were starting to turn pale.


  “Estee,” said Papa, “this is very important. Did the star fall to the ground?”


  “I don’t know, Papa,” Estee said hesitantly. He looked more serious than she had ever seen him before. “But I suppose it could have,” she added at length. “After all, it was going very slow.”


  “Where did it fall?”


  “Somewhere over the north. That’s where it passed over the horizon. We didn’t see it after that.”


  Mama rose abruptly to her feet. “All right, children. Finish your dinner and get to bed.”


  “But Mama!” Luna protested. “It isn’t even dark out!”


  “Now is not the time to argue with me, Luna. You’ll do as you’re told.”


  “Estee, can you put the others to bed?” Papa asked.


  Estee looked from Papa to Mama and back again. In the corner of the room, Hermes began to cry.


  “I think so,” Estee offered.


  “Thank you, dear. Be sure to clean up, as well.


  Mama picked up Hermes and followed Papa out the door. The three sisters looked at each other in confusion.


  “What was that all about?” Luna asked.


  “I don’t know,” said Estee, “but you heard what Mama said.”


  “But—”


  “Not now, Luna,” said Celeste, her voice barely more than a whisper. It was clear that she was scared.


  So am I, Estee realized—and she didn’t even know why.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Mama and Papa argued long after Estee and the other girls were in bed. Their voices drifted in through the doorway, though it was hard to make out the words.


  Long after the sun had set, when the stars had all come out and only the topmost parts of the beanstalk still shone, the arguing finally stopped. Estee sat up from her mattress, her sweat-soaked blanket clinging to her chest. Moments later, she heard the gate squeak open and Papa’s rover drive out.


  “Estee?” Celeste asked.


  “Shh,” Estee whispered. “Stay here.”


  She crept stealthily to the rug door. Parting it, she saw that the light was still on in Papa’s workshop, but neither of her parents were anywhere to be seen.


  “Where are you going?” Celeste asked.


  “To find out what’s going on.”


  “Can I—”


  “No, you stay here.”


  Estee ignored Celeste’s protests and stepped outside.


  It was a pleasant night, cool but not cold. The stars shone brilliantly in the sky, a perfect night for stargazing. But of course, now was not the time.


  Papa wasn’t in his workshop. A small fire burned out by the trash heap, though. She found him there.


  “Papa?” Estee asked as she walked up to him. He turned to her and nodded.


  “Come here, Estee. I thought you might be up.”


  “What are you doing?”


  She looked down at the fire and saw the charred remains of a computer drive. With a start, she realized that he was burning the computers.


  “It’s all right, dear. Everything is going to be all right.”


  “But why are you burning that stuff if there’s no way to replace it?”


  He didn’t answer.


  The rover rumbled through the open gate. Estee glanced over her shoulder in time to see Mama park it next to Papa’s workshop.


  “What did you see?” Papa asked as she climbed out.


  “It’s just as we feared.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Estee hugged Papa, shivering and not from the cold.


  “Yes,” said Mama. She walked over to Estee and put a hand on her arm. “Are you all right, dear?”


  “What’s going on, Mama?”


  “There’s a starship in orbit, and it doesn’t look like a science expedition. It could be the military.”


  Her words made little sense to Estee. Sensing her confusion, Mama tried a different tact.


  “There are strange men in the sky. We don’t know who they are.”


  “From where? Earth?”


  “Most likely.”


  Estee’s eyes widened. She’d only ever heard of Earth from her parents, who had come from there. It was a planet full of people, many of them dangerous. Papa believed that they were all going to kill each other someday, which was probably why he and Mama hadn’t gone back. Did the falling star mean that they were already here?


  “Estee,” said Papa, glancing one last time at Mama before looking her in the eye. “I need you to do something brave for me.”


  “For both of us,” said Mama.


  Estee swallowed. “What is it?”


  Papa reached into his knapsack and pulled out a necklace. On the end was a small device like the ones he sometimes plugged into his computer, hanging like a pendant from the cord. He slipped the pendant around her neck, letting the device fall against her chest.


  “The strange men are going to come here soon, and we have to keep this data from falling into the wrong hands. We need you to take this and hide in the canyon, until it’s safe to come back.”


  “Alone?”


  “Don’t worry,” said Mama. “The little people have a shrine there. They’ll keep you safe.”


  “We’ve already packed some food for you,” said Papa. “I have a blanket ready for you, as well.”


  Estee glanced from Papa to Mama and back again. Her legs felt weak, and her knees began to tremble.


  “How long do you want me to stay there?”


  “Until we know it’s safe. We’ll come for you on the rover. Until then, stay out of sight and don’t let anyone find you.” 


  Papa’s answer did nothing to comfort her.


  “When should I leave?” she asked.


  “As soon as you can. Now, if possible.”


  Tears came to Estee’s eyes. She bit her lip to keep them from spilling over. Mama took her in her arms and hugged her close.


  “You can do this, dear. We know you can.”


  “But what about the others? Celeste, Luna, Hermes…”


  “Don’t worry,” said Papa. “We’ll protect them.” But Estee could hear the doubt in his voice.


  “Will I get to tell them goodbye?”


  “No, dear,” said Mama. “I’m sorry. We’ll see you again, though. We promise.”


  Estee buried her face in Mama’s chest and quietly sobbed. Mama held her close, and neither of them spoke for several minutes.


  Papa left for the workshop. When he came back, he carried a small leather knapsack and a blanket roll. Estee took them wordlessly, putting the pack over her shoulders and draping the blanket on top. It felt uncomfortably heavy.


  “There,” said Papa, strapping the blanket in place. “Be safe, my little star.”


  Estee choked back her tears and gave him one final hug before setting out across the darkened savannah.




  Paradise Found


   


  First Lieutenant Khalil Ibn Yusef Al-Marikh tapped his earpiece with one hand and held onto his seat with the other as the lightly armored rover bounced across the uneven, rocky ground. His driver, Private Andre Cernovich, seemed to be in a great hurry to arrive without even knowing their destination. That, or Cernovich was simply joyriding.


  “Sergeant Peters, this is Al-Marikh. What do you have for me?”


  “We’ve found what looks to be the scientists’ compound two klicks out from the space elevator. Our heat sensors show that it’s inhabited. What do you want us to do?”


  On the display screen just below the windshield, a green dot blinked to show the sergeant’s heading. Cernovich swerved and headed in that direction.


  “Any sign of weapons?” Khalil asked.


  “Not from what we can tell. Though they could easily have bows and arrows like those natives who shot at us on the way in.”


  Khalil remembered the look on their shuttle pilot’s face as the arrows had clattered against the cockpit window. His men had proceeded through the brush with caution, though thankfully, the natives hadn’t shown up since.


  “Hold your ground and wait for us to join you. We’re about five minutes out.”


  “Copy, Kali. We’ll establish a perimeter and await your arrival.”


  Khalil closed the comm channel and focused his attention forward as the roar of the rover’s engines almost managed to drown out the sounds of the native wildlife. The ground, though rocky like his Martian homeworld, was covered in thickets of high grass interspersed with patches of thick brush. The mountains—which had appeared red from orbit—weren’t yet visible in the pre-dawn light. 


  There was no denying the alienness of this world. From the large double moons and strange constellations to the thick, unfamiliar scents on the air, the sense of otherness seemed to permeate everything. It set Khalil on edge almost as much as Cernovich’s driving.


  The rover hit an unusually large bump, and the resulting bounce nearly flung his gunner, Private Vance, into the air. A chorus of angry profanity was the predictable result.


  “Dammit, Andre! You drive worse than my drunk grandma!”


  “Stay frosty,” Khalil ordered, scanning the horizon with his infrared sensors. The wheels of the rover cut through the grass like a hot knife through butter, and the dry, dusty air blasted Khalil’s face. The landscape was so full of life, it was difficult to tell which targets were harmless and which posed a potential threat. 


  As they rounded a large rocky outcropping, a swarm of enormous insects took to the air. Vance immediately opened fire. The crack of laser fire mingled with a shout of surprise, which gave way to whoops of victory as dozens of the bugs exploded in a shower of guts.


  “Hold your fire,” Khalil ordered. “It’s just the native wildlife.”


  “Damn, Kali. Did you see the size of those things?”


  “Get used to it, Private.”


  He glanced up at the trigger-happy teenage marine. Khalil was barely eighteen Terran years old himself, but that still put him ahead of most of the soldiers under his command. Any older, and the forty years of cryostasis they’d undertook to get here would have significantly reduced his probability of surviving the trip. Even the main force, which was still on the outskirts of the system, was staffed almost exclusively by teenagers.


  Unlike most of them, though, Khalil had never had the luxury of a childhood. His parents were refugees twice over: first from Iraq, then from Earth. Khalil had never been to his family’s ancestral homeland, but he did have memories of their Syriac Orthodox Church in Los Angeles burning as the Sharia police looked on. 


  He drew a sharp breath and put such thoughts from his mind, refocusing on the mission.


  “There, Cernovich,” he said, pointing to a spot on the map near Sergeant Peters’s current position. “Drop us off there.”


  “Got it.”


  A few minutes later, Cernovich brought the rover to a stop behind a small hill. Khalil checked his rifle and dismounted with Vance and Cernovich. Tensions were high, but none of them said a word as they took up positions in the waist-deep grass and prepared to move out. Khalil checked his earpiece.


  “Are you there, Lieutenant?”


  Sergeant Peters’s voice sounded painfully loud in Khalil’s ear, now that they’d left the rover. Even the buzzing of the native insects seemed quieter.


  “We’re here, Peters. Where are the others?”


  “Spread out to the east of the target, with a good overlook position on the right. Hold position; we’ll come to you.”


  “I copy.”


  A few moments later, Sergeant Peters materialized from the shadows, towering over Specialists Mikhailov and Martinek who trailed him. Streaks of green and black paint covered their faces, making effective camouflage in the high grass.


  “What have we got?” Khalil asked quietly.


  “It’s the scientists, all right. The dome gives it away. Gilbert and Baier are in position on our right flanks, with Matheson on our left and Ahiga on the far side of the compound.”


  “Good work,” Khalil praised his noncom. “Got a vantage point?”


  “Right this way.”


  He followed his sergeant into the high grass, switching his goggles from infrared to heat signatures. Almost immediately, he could make out the rest of the platoon. They had spread out over a distance of almost a hundred yards, most of them lying prone in the grass.


  On the other side of the rise, he could see several structures. Most of them were made of clay and native mud that still radiated traces of heat from the previous day. A couple of them were dome-shaped, though, and clearly not made from native material.


  “How long have you been monitoring this compound?” Khalil asked quietly.


  “Only since we arrived. Should we wait until dawn, or move in now?”


  Khalil looked skyward, as if to seek out their eyes in orbit. If they’d deployed their probes instead of sending out the marines, his men might have had advance notice of this compound. Then again, with a mysterious structure towering above what appeared to be an otherwise virgin planet, he couldn’t blame his superior officers for wanting to establish a beachhead first. Speed—not stealth—was their chief advantage now.


  “Move in,” he said softly. Peters nodded and made a quick cutting motion with his hand. All around them, the marines moved quietly forward as they began to converge on the compound.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Estee’s heart pounded as she ran across the dark, grassy plain. She clenched the pendant tightly in her fist. Mama and Papa never let her out before dawn, or let her wander far from home by herself. Yet now they had sent her, alone, to a place that was almost beyond sight of the beanstalk. She’d only been to the canyonlands with Papa, and always on his rover—never on foot.


  She slowed down to catch her breath and rest her burning lungs. She’d been running for nearly half an hour. That wasn’t usually a problem—if she paced herself, she could run as long as she liked—but carrying the heavy pack, she would have to rest soon.


  The sky on the eastern horizon was starting to brighten. In the deep blue of early morning, she could just barely make out the trees and scrubs that dotted the grassy plains, with small swarms of leaping locusts bivouacking together in the chilly air. In the distance, she heard a large ground sloth—mama called them trolls—lumbering through the brush. Estee altered course to stay clear of it. She didn’t fear the creature would attack, but she definitely wanted to avoid the sun-dragons who hunted such beasts. 


  Sun-dragons were by far the most dangerous beasts on the savannah, with teeth as sharp as knives and claws as long as Estee’s hands. They mostly hunted ground sloths, but Papa had told her they would sometimes eat the little people, too. He was constantly warning her to watch out for them, and whenever Luna’s whining became insufferable, Estee only had to mention them to leave her sister quaking with fear. In truth, Estee had only ever seen sun-dragons from a distance, sunning themselves in small packs during the heat of the day. But she’d found the carcasses of large animals torn apart by their predations and knew full well what they were capable of.


  Thankfully, the sun-dragons weren’t usually active now. They preferred to hunt in the cool of the day, or after they’d been warmed by the morning sun. One had chased Papa home once, after he’d failed to make it home before dark. His story had left her sisters wide-eyed with fright, but not Estee. She was the oldest. She was the brave one.


  At least, she was trying to be.


  She hummed a little song to herself, trying not to think about the fear she’d seen in her parents’ eyes. Was something even more dangerous than sun-dragons after them? Estee clutched the pendant tightly, and when her lungs had recovered, she broke into another run.


  The sky gradually lighted, chasing away the stars. One by one, the locusts and other grazing insects awoke, filling the air with their songs. Estee shivered—it was always coldest just before dawn. She ran, as much to keep her blood warm as to get to the canyonlands, which were still several hours away. The stars no longer guided her, but the skies were clear, and the moon at the top of the beanstalk always shone brightly well into the early morning. The beanstalk itself was a thin white line behind her, lit by the rising sun like the highest mountaintops. 


  Just before the sun peeked over the horizon, she saw something that made her stop and crouch low. There were strange tracks in the savannah, cutting a straight line through the grass.


  Cautiously, she set down her pack and placed the pendant carefully in one of the pockets. A swarm of leaping locusts grazed peacefully off to her right, indicating no immediately danger, but she was careful just the same. Her heart beat a little faster as she approached, and she took care to stay hidden.


  The tracks weren’t made by any animal. They looked like something made by Papa’s rover, except more than twice as large. Estee followed them a short distance in either direction, trying in vain to read them.


  You could learn a lot about an animal from the tracks it left. Estee was no expert tracker, but the little people were and she’d learned a lot from them. Sometimes, she and Celeste would double back on their own trail to find offerings of beads and berries they left. The two of them often made a game of it, following the little people’s tracks and leaving little offerings of their own. The little people were always watching her, but when they didn’t want to be seen, they could easily disappear.


  These tracks told her almost nothing. They were straight and uniform, cutting an unnatural path through the high grass of the savannah. It was impossible to say how far it had come, though from the way the grass was bent, she guessed it had been headed toward the beanstalk. Even that wasn’t clear, though, as off in the distance they turned sharply to the left. 


  Only one thing was sure: whatever had made it was not from this world. 


  Estee stopped to think. Her parents had told her about other worlds, filled with humans like them. And Celeste had seen a falling star in the middle of day—one that fell slowly and turned before reaching the ground. Was it possible that there were people here who had come from across the stars? It was the only possible answer that made any sense.


  But why were Mama and Papa so terrified?


  As she retrieved her pack, she looked back at her tracks. In her haste, she hadn’t made any attempt to hide them. Was that a mistake? Goosebumps prickled across her arms, and not from the cold.


  No, she decided. It was more important to put as much distance between herself and the danger as possible. There was enough slickrock around the canyon to double back and lose anyone who was tracking her. 


  Still, as the light of the morning sun cast long shadows across the savannah, she followed the rover tracks a few hundred yards back, just in case.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Khalil pressed his rifle tight against his shoulder as he followed Sergeant Peters to the nearest hut. They pressed their backs against the wall, and Peters commanded his men to move in with a series of hand motions.


  The raid was swift. Khalil’s platoon burst through the doors and swept all the buildings of the compound nearly simultaneously. Together with Corporal Matheson’s team, Khalil and Peters took the largest structure, the only one with life signs inside. 


  “Heads down, hands up!” Peters shouted at the people clustered in the center of the room. The shrieking cries of children filled the air. Khalil saw two adults, wearing what appeared to be fur pelts, huddling by two young girls and a baby.


  “Heads down, hands up!” Peters repeated. The adults complied immediately, though the girls were too frightened to do much of anything. The baby began to wail.


  The rest of the squad searched the room for immediate threats. Seeing none, Khalil lowered his weapon.


  “All clear,” Matheson reported.


  “Search these people for weapons,” Peters ordered, his rifle still pointed at the terrified family. Matheson nodded, and his men moved quickly to search the adults.


  “We mean you no harm,” said the father, a dark-haired man who appeared to be in his late thirties.


  “We’ll be the judge of that,” said Peters.


  The adults submitted to the search, but the children squirmed and tried to get away. The younger one ran to her mother and buried her face against her chest. Matheson glanced at Khalil as if to ask whether they should be separated.


  “That’s enough,” Khalil said softly.


  “Secure the second entrance,” Peters ordered, lowering his gun.


  As the marines moved off, Khalil turned to the father. The mother held her infant tightly while the girls gathered closely around her.


  “We’re peaceful,” the father said. “Please, don’t hurt us.”


  “We won’t,” Khalil reassured him. “Just stay where you are.” He pressed his finger to his earpiece and turned away. 


  “All squads, report.”


  “Nothing here, Lieutenant,” Ahiga reported.


  “Same inside the dome,” reported Gilbert.


  “All quiet here,” Baier reported. 


  “Area is secure," said Matheson, finishing out the reports.


  “Good work,” said Khalil. “Establish a perimeter and stand by for further orders.”


  He dropped his hand and turned his attention back to the people in front of him. Now that the area was secure, he needed to gather as much information as possible, preferably with their willing cooperation.


  “Are you the scientists from Heinlein Station?”


  “We are,” the father answered trepidatiously. The baby’s wails continued to split the air.


  “It’s all right,” said Khalil. “We’re not going to hurt you.”


  He nodded to the mother, who gently rocked her baby. When that didn’t calm him, she exposed one of her breasts and began to feed him. Khalil wasn’t sure how to react, so he ignored it.


  “What do you want from us?” she asked, as if daring him to stare at her for openly breastfeeding.


  “Your cooperation,” Khalil answered, refusing to take the bait. 


  He sat down on the packed earth floor, slinging his gun behind his shoulder while Peters pulled up a wooden stool. He kept his rifle in his lap. The girls hid behind their parents.


  “What are your names?” Khalil asked.


  The father glanced at the mother, who nodded. “I’m Michael Anderson,” he said carefully. “She’s Terra Beck. Our children—”


  “You don’t need to know the names of our children,” Terra said emphatically.


  Peters made as if to say something, but Khalil stopped him with a wave of his hand. 


  “You came here on a starship, the Icarus. What happened to it?”


  “We sent it back with our report,” Michael answered.


  “If you military types had waited before coming out here, you would have gotten all the answers you’re looking for.”


  Khalil smiled non-threateningly. “I’ll relay that to my superiors. My name is Khalil, by the way. First Lieutenant Khalil Ibn Yusef Al-Marikh.” He retrieved the canteen from his pack, took a sip, and offered it to Michael. “Would you like something to drink?”


  Michael frowned. “What is it?”


  “Water.”


  He hesitated for a few moments but accepted it. The offer diffused the tension considerably, just as Khalil had hoped it would. Technically, he and his men were guests in the scientists’ home, but since he was the one in charge, it seemed only fitting. Saladin’s words at Hattin came to mind: A king does not kill a king.


  “There’s an alien structure not far from here,” Khalil said, taking back his canteen. “A space elevator, standing in what appears to be a wilderness. Who built it, and why?”


  “It was built and abandoned by humans nearly seven million years ago,” Michael answered. 
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