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Michael Jasper










Aliens crash-land in snowy North America, attempt integration, and fail—violently.






In the near future, over thirty black ships containing the aliens known as the Wannoshay crash-land onto the frozen earth of the Great Plains of America and Canada.






Over the course of a year, the aliens attempt to become part of American society, only to be banished to internment camps when they are suspected of causing a series of deadly explosions at their new jobs.






A handful of humans who made early contact with the Wannoshay stand up for the oppressed aliens. They soon learn, however, that the aliens are not without guilt—a guilt that seems to be killing the Wannoshay with each passing day on Earth...






The Wannoshay Cycle is a 107,000-word novel (274 print pages).










"An absorbing work full of unflinching looks at what makes us human, how we might react to be faced with the truly incomprehensible." — SF Site






"The Wannoshay are as vulnerable as the homeless, as pliable as the ne'er-do-wells who haunt fast food restaurants and run-down bars. They're pragmatic, not romantic. And they're as easily sidelined, dismissed and converted into scapegoats for all of our ills, for all of our sins."  — Rick Kleffel, The Agony Column 






"Jasper imagines what first contact might be beyond Wellsian invasion—not hostile, necessarily, on either side, but rife with conflict due to misunderstandings and the problems faced by both cultures." — Booklist 






"Jasper has a real gift for evoking a mood, and for the most part, manages to make the Wannoshay seem genuinely, creepily alien and inexplicable.  — Kirkus Reviews 
















Prologue 






A dark, soul-curdling shadow haunts me aboard this resurrected ship of my ancestors.


Even with the gathered weight of my people stacked tightly around me, I cannot disperse this shadow weighing me down. Nor can I find the ability to sleep. Sleep—the slow rest required for all but the Navigators—eludes me now, and I spend many cycles looking through the cask skins at my brothers and sisters and envying them their soul-saving ignorance of this journey. 


Ignorance of the shadow of memory, too, that lurks just out of my sight, at the outer edges of my vision. The dark echoes of the past hold substance enough to haunt me and push away all thoughts of rest for this interminable voyage.


I pace these black metal halls, wondering if my fellow Elders in the ships around me also suffer from this maddening insomnia.


I want to wish them peace of mind and soul, though the cold part of me that signaled for the firing of the engines of our ancestral ships—the first in over four times four hundred cycles—that part of me hopes they suffer the same soul-curdling sensations that I feel. 


They know what we had to leave behind in our selfish, mindless haste. They surely remember how the Navigators had to struggle to guide our four times seven ships up from the ground, straining in the wake of the Mother Ship's singular eruption out of our caves. How our departure turned layers of rock to lava before we burst into the cold air aboveground, air that none of us had ever breathed. 


I was awake, then, and I saw the aboveground for just a few heartbeats. I saw a land that was desolate, treeless, and blue with ice. Then I had to blink, and we were lifted away.


No, I shall not sleep. 


I shall face the long dark-cycles of empty space to remember all we've left behind, even as the very act of recall stains me from the inside out.


Denied the slow rest by this ailment of my soul, I walk the corridors and caskrooms of the ships instead, careful not to disrupt the Navigators in the upper level. I can sense them overhead, practicing their delicate, archaic art of guiding the ship. How they use the long-memorized star charts to pull together the wordless songs of the ancient ones. 


I can see the other Elders in my upper eye, meandering just as I do over and around the blisters of the sleeping casks. The casks touch one another, side-by-side, above, and below to form the walls, floor, and hallways of the ship. 


If I stop long enough and stare at a single cask, I can see the resting male or female, adult or child or old one within the skin of the sleep casks, breathing out once for every four times ten breaths I exhale. 


Sometimes I see a twitching tentacle, a clenching gray hand, a spasm of anger or fear touching an oval face, and I remember the shadows chasing us in the darkness. 


I remember with perfect clarity the echoes of the screams inside our caves burrowed so deep below the surface. I remember the slap of vines against the burning skin of my face and tentacles. The pungent smell of fear and death surrounding us. The taste of blood in my mouth. I remember every detail.


I remember... Twilight.
















Chapter One






For the second time that week, a group of armed soldiers filled the alcove in the back of Father Joshua McDowell's church. 


As he went through the familiar, almost unconscious movements of the morning Mass, Joshua did his best to ignore them. The soldiers' shadows drifted in and out of focus between the two tall, wooden confessionals carved with tired crosses and the worn faces of saints. The four soldiers were nearly invisible to his old eyes, thanks to their nano-fiber camouflage fatigues. 


Taking a deep breath, he continued with that day's reading: "But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come. Look up and raise your heads, people, because your redemption is drawing near." 


As if on cue, the lead soldier stepped forward out of the shimmering air in front of the church's new security arch, her black pulse gun the same color as the hull of the ships that had crashed to Earth barely a month earlier. 


She wanted to make sure Joshua saw them there. All of them. He turned his gaze back on his meager congregation, the same dozen elderly men and women he saw daily, all of them lifelong Chicago residents, and hoped the soldiers hadn't come for him. 


At the end of Mass he watched the slow departure of his few remaining people. Back in January, this Mass would have been packed with parishioners. That had been after the bombings and the ships, but before the riots and the bands of cultists. Now it was March, and winter threatened to linger on for another season.


As soon as he was back in the rectory, Joshua shed his heavy outer robe and musty-smelling vestments. His hands shaking, he arranged his gray hair in an attempt to hide his bald spot, feeling his fifty-eight years mostly inside his chest. His heart attack had been less than three months ago, and the now-familiar ache worsened on cold days.


"They don't know about the colonel," he told his reflection. "If they did, they would've taken you in right away. Have faith, McDowell."


 Picking up his Bible, he returned to the church. His shoes echoed down the main aisle and kicked up dust lit by the three dozen stained-glass windows reinforced with safety glass. A bittersweet mix of ozone and gun oil filled the air at the back of the church.


"So," he said to the young woman standing in the alcove, after a glance at her nametag, "Sergeant Murphy. What brings you back here again? It's not every church that has an armed guard, you know."


The female soldier looked at him from behind a pair of wide, gray-lensed glasses. Above the three stripes affixed to her helmet was a blue badge decorated with an old-fashioned rifle and a silver wreath. By the time he looked back at her face, her glasses had turned transparent. Light blue eyes now looked out at him, slightly magnified. 


"We've gotten more reports about some recent sightings of... ah, undesirable groups in the area, sir. Anti-military protesters, possible new-religion types, and the like."


He stifled a bitter smile at the soldier's description of the cults. Calling what they practiced a new religion was as close to a slap in the face to his work as a person could get without raising a hand.


"With the criminal activity that's taken place here recently, we were ordered to check in on you, sir. Just trying to prevent a repeat of things like the firebombing from down the street. It's not every street that's had such a run of bad luck as yours," the soldier added. 


He winced at the memory of the burning apartment complex, followed by the riots only a few weeks ago that had resulted in the destruction of the church's organ and the installation of the new security system. The police and the soldiers with their pulse guns had arrived just in time that night, stopping the band of wild-eyed cultists on their way to the altar.


"Sorry," Sergeant Murphy said a moment later. "That came out wrong, sir." 


Joshua nodded, looking away from her at the white metal of the security arch in front of the outer door. The soldiers had turned it off, silencing its low hum. The female soldier moved closer and put two gloved fingers in front of the tiny mike attached to her cheek. 


"World's been different since January, sir," she whispered. "Everything's changed. We gotta stick together, y'know?" 


He looked at the female soldier with her black cheek mike and ear buds, her tiny blue forehead sensors, her shifting gray camouflage uniform, her blue-black pulse rifle, and her opaqued glasses. 


"Yes," he said after Sergeant Murphy had removed her hand from her mike. "The world has changed. Too much."


"We'd best be going, sir. Unless you have anything suspicious to report?"


Shaking his head, he forced a smile her way. He wondered how hard it would have been for Sergeant Murphy to call him "Father." 


"Okay, then, Mister McDowell. Be careful." 


The four of them turned and walked through the security arch without a sound. He stepped through the arch himself and grabbed the outer door.


"Thanks," he called as a blast of cold air peppered with snow slammed into him. After pulling the door closed, he activated the security arch again, turning the air in front of him to static for a disconcerting moment before it cleared. Even through the thick doors and walls of his hundred-year-old church, he could hear the distant whine of a siren, accompanied by what sounded like the rattle of gunfire. 


He closed his eyes and prayed that his meeting this afternoon would somehow begin the process of recovering the peace his church, his street, his city, his country, and the rest of his world had lost. 


Contrary to what most cultists and former members of his church thought, it was a peace that had been lost long before the ships ever arrived.






* * * * *






The ships came in the middle of a night-time blizzard not long after the New Year, falling to Earth like more pieces of wreckage dropped onto an already battered landscape. 


Most people didn't even notice them at first, having long ago fallen out of the habit of looking up at the sky. Like unwatched trees falling in a forest, the rectangular black vessels of alien metal appeared for a few instants on the geo-satellite systems and aviation radar, creating close to three dozen fingers of flashing trajectories. Then they split apart and crash-landed onto the frozen turf of the American Midwest and southern Canada like scattered pieces of a black puzzle.


But Father Joshua saw and remembered the ships. The day they arrived was still crystal-clear in his memory; it was also the same day he'd been attacked on the street by junkies. 


He was walking in the Hyde Park neighborhood after a checkup with his cardiologist, a follow-up after his heart attack the previous autumn. The early-winter snow fell onto his face and quickly coated the sidewalk and street, deadening all sounds. His scuffed black shoes, worn on the bottoms, fought for traction in a losing battle with the snow, and he didn't hear the footsteps until too late.


When he turned to see who was coming up behind him, he was knocked to the ground and kicked in the side with metal-tipped boots. Strong, unsteady hands pulled off his coat with a rough efficiency. When Joshua tried to roll away, cold snow up his shirt sleeves and down his tight collar, he got a glimpse of two quivering, wide-eyed faces. The breaths of his attackers whistled in and out of their mouths like tiny screams. 


Blur. The men were raging from Blur. 


Remembering the stories on the various Netstreams about the brutal drug-related assaults of the past few weeks, he didn't dare fight back, even as his wallet and rosary disappeared into hands that almost moved too fast for his eyes to follow. They took his belongings and dashed off madly down the pockmarked street, outrunning cars as they disappearing into the night. 


Joshua staggered back to the hospital, arms wrapped around his own chest as if trying to hold himself together. While he was waiting in the crowded emergency ward, he saw the first newscast on the Netstream about a downed ship in Canada. 


"More are on the way," the newsreader kept repeating, as if the face on the wallscreen was caught in a hacker's endless loop. 


The ward was especially crowded that night, thanks to the most recent car-bomb, already blamed on the suicide cultists. Everyone sitting, standing, or sprawled on the dirty floor paid silent attention to the Netstream, with the exception of the two unconscious Blur junkies lying near the entrance. They twitched and groaned, sleeping off the effects of the drug.


 As he watched the Netstream report that additional ships had been sighted in America as well as Canada, something shifted inside of Joshua. He forgot about his stolen wallet, coat, and rosary. A hot, heart-squeezing feeling stirred inside him, an almost-desperate need. He wiped cold sweat from his bald forehead. Three, if not four, decades had passed since he'd felt this way before.


He didn't know who was aboard those ships, but he knew he could help them, in some way. He had to help them. They needed him.


"More ships are on the way," the newsreader said again to the silent mass of injured and sick gathered in the emergency ward. Low conversations, spiked now and then with shouts of fear, floated around him in English, Spanish, Russian, Korean, and, from a pair of amber-skinned people behind him, what sounded like Farsi. They couple must have made it out of Iran before America  declared war on their country three years ago.


Joshua had remained there all night, surrounded by the injured and sick from down the street and around the world, and they watched the news unfurl from the Netstream like yarn from a ball rolled too tightly.


"World-will-never-be the same," a thin white girl sitting next to him said in a Blur-sped voice. She held herself tightly, bare arms like pale sticks jutting from her torn plastic vest jacket. She rocked back and forth, coming down off the drug, and her gaze kept flickering from the wallscreen back to Joshua. 


Joshua wanted to reach out and console the girl, but her quivering hands and spastic movements—along with the dull ache lingering in his sides and chest—stilled his impulse. She looked so much like all the others, including the Indian boy who'd come up to Joshua outside the homeless shelter just two days earlier.


The boy's brown eyes were bloodshot, his hands constantly moving. At first Joshua didn't think he was using anything -– he wouldn't have been able to see the boy's hands moving at all if the child had been on Blur. He told Joshua he was starting over, getting off using and selling. The boy walked with him all the way back to the church, claiming in his perfect English that he sold only to the rich, dealing with them through their razor-tipped fences at night or passing their armored cars on the street. He went on and on, talking about how Blur hit the user like a mix of cocaine and speed, with a little morphine thrown in to ease the harsh edges.  


By the time they'd reached the doors to the Shrine of Our Lady of Pompeii, Joshua had made up his mind. He couldn't let the boy in. Not after all the boy had said and done, even if he was just a child. Instead, as if to compensate for not doing his chosen duty and offering the boy sanctuary, Joshua spent the next few hours talking on the front steps with the boy, whose shaking grew worse as his speech became slower and more garbled. 


Then the boy's so-called friends came looking for him just before dawn. And Joshua let them take him. He simply walked back into his church, made sure the security arch was powered on behind him, and closed the doors for good.  


Up on the wallscreen in the emergency room waiting area, another black, misshapen ship came into focus, embedded into the ground like a rotting tooth. He patted the cold arm of the shivering girl next to him, but her response was only to grunt and flinch away from him.


Joshua watched for the rest of the night into morning, unable to close his eyes as he tried to regain the fading sense of need he'd felt just a few short minutes ago. The feeling was there, but like a good memory or a blissful dream, it remained out of reach.






* * * * *






The next few weeks sped past in a rush of images: army blockades, black ships hidden under synthetic, translucent bubbles, riots and protests outside the various landing sites. The American president addressed the nation daily, though his message contained little content. 


And with each passing hour, Joshua's need to do something about the people aboard the ships intensified, until he found himself on a train headed north. He shivered from the early March cold and sank deeper into his worn plastic seat as the sensory nodes on his wrists sent a symphony by Mahler sweeping over his body. 


He stared at the battered landscape of northern Chicago pass by outside his window. His city, like most cities its size, now looked like a series of construction sites in reverse. If it wasn't a terrorist car bomb shattering a storefront, it was a militia-backed "cleansing" fire of a Muslim prayer house. Every street showed the signs of some form of violence, like a missing tooth in a nervous smile. Only so much of the damage could be blamed on the suicide cultists. The arrival of the ships only made the smoke thicker in his city.


As if attempting to distract him from the dismal view outside the elevated train, his sensory nodes filled his nose with the scent of mint, while his mouth tasted chilled champagne. He pulled his coat sleeves lower to cover the nodes, slightly ashamed of the gadgets he'd bought from a Netstream ad a year ago. 


He gazed at the digital map superimposed on the back of the seat in front of him. The sorry state of the world was what had first compelled him to talk to the colonel, a former member of his congregation. And then the ships had arrived, and Joshua had started punching in the colonel's Netstream almost every day. The colonel was waiting for him at the crash site. 


Would I get to talk to one of them there? Joshua wondered. What sort of beliefs would they have? And would we even be able to talk about such things? Could they have learned to speak English after only two months?


He doubted that humans had learned their language first. Humans were no longer the most advanced creatures on the planet; surely creatures who could navigate through space would learn human language faster than humans would learn theirs. The colonel, during one of his late-night Netstream chats with Joshua, had let it slip that the aliens might be using some sort of telepathy to help them communicate.


Aliens. 


Joshua felt suddenly short of breath thinking about them. What in God's name am I doing getting involved in this? he wondered, but he already knew the answer to that. He'd been called, and not just by the colonel.


The small blinking dot of their train moved steadily to the northeast, out of the city, and the landscape finally opened up around him. The congested buildings gave way to squat two-story houses, stores, parking lots, and narrow roads, and the train picked up even more speed. Few of the buildings he was passing now bore any of the scars from the urban warfare that had been plaguing his city for years. Joshua closed his eyes and let the sensory buds overwhelm his concerns about the colonel and the ships, if only for a short while.


With his eyes closed, he drifted off to sleep. He fell immediately into a dream in which he was walking down a series of straight, unmarked streets. The concrete roads were lined with identical round dwellings that looked more like metal huts. As he walked, he was dogged by the approach of pounding footsteps behind him, coming up on him far too fast, but the footsteps never caught up to him. He was running down the deserted concrete encampment when the slowing of the train pulled him out his dream.


When the train pulled to a stop at the Waukegan train station, Joshua dragged himself back outside into the cold, still hearing the pounding feet from his dream like fading machine-gun fire. 


Outside, a young man in shimmering, shifting army fatigues greeted him. Private Petersheim was a thin white man of barely twenty years, with a spattering of acne peeking out on his cheeks from under his oversized, opaqued glasses. The soldier stood next to a boxy blue sedan with black-tinted windows.


"Sorry I'm late, padre," Petersheim said as he stepped up to him as if hesitant to leave the safe bulk of the car. He ran a pencil-shaped scanner over Joshua's ID card, and the scanner beeped once. With a wink, the soldier returned the ID and shook his hand. 


"Not a problem," Joshua said on his way into the warmth of the sedan. He sank into the torn vinyl seat. "Are we ready?"


"Yep," the private said once he was behind the wheel. He handed Joshua a bundle of slick gray and green fabric from the seat between them. "If you would, sir—Father—put these on over your clothes, at least until we get you inside the site. You sort of stand out a bit right now, with your black duds and all."


Joshua ran his hand down the nano-fiber camouflage suit, smiling in spite of his own nervousness. The newly developed smart-fabric shimmered with his touch, trying to match the color of his hand from the brief contact. He was still grinning when slipped the suit on over his clothes. This material was better than any gadget he'd ever seen advertised on the Netstreams.


"Okay then," Petersheim said. "Hold on, Father. We're running a bit late."


They blasted out of the train station and quickly left town. Joshua held onto the dashboard as they rocketed over washboard-like gravel roads and zipped through intersections without stopping. 


Due to the headlong way the private was driving, Joshua didn't want to risk distracting him by asking any of the dozens of questions running through his head: Why did the colonel ask me? What would I say to an alien? And would an alien care if I was late?


Short minutes later, Petersheim skidded the ten-cylinder sedan to a halt outside the fenced-off site of the fallen ship. 


Joshua pried his hands from the dashboard and squinted through the black-tinted windshield. The bumper of the big car was less than two feet away from a man stretched across the road wearing a rubber Creature from the Black Lagoon mask with glowing red eyes, his thin arms crossed over his chest like a corpse at a wake. He wore a bath robe and ski boots. 


Three dozen other similarly dressed people carried banners that read "Free Them Now!" or "Let Them Out or Let Us IN!" or other such messages. The masked crowd pushed up to the sedan, all of them reaching the index fingers of their right hand toward the vehicle without touching it.


"One second," the private said, putting his hand to his cheek mike. He whispered something, and three soldiers wearing black body armor emerged from a gap in the chain-link gate. 


The first soldier pulled the Black Lagoon man out of the way, while the others used handheld stunners to push back the silent, pointing crowd.


"ET freaks," Petersheim said, giving him an incredulous smile. "Phone home, and all that, y'know, padre?"


"Unbelievable," Joshua said as they were let inside the razor-wire-tipped fence surrounding the site. 


He wondered if the robed and booted protestors spent all their time outside the site waiting for something to happen, masks on and ready. He tried to get a glimpse of the ship, hidden under the biggest of five bubble-tents, but the tent was sealed up tightly.


There were aliens inside that ship, he thought. And they wanted to talk with me, of all people. Lord, I am truly not worthy. Not of this responsibility.


Joshua gave a start when he felt someone touch him. He looked down and saw Petersheim's pale hand on his upper arm. The camouflage suit had turned a whitish-pink color around the spot where the private's skin touched it.


"Right this way, Father," the private said, aiming him toward the tallest tent. "It's okay. Everything's safe. We've checked it all a million times."


They walked up to the wax-colored wall of bubbled plastic that rose up almost five stories high, like a circus tent. From inside the tent, voices shouted as if from a great distance. 


Petersheim threw back the flap. "The colonel's in there."


Joshua nodded and forced his body into action. He took two steps inside into the antiseptic-smelling tent, and in doing so, Father Joshua McDowell became the first person not affiliated with the military to see a crash-landed Wannoshay ship up close. 












Chapter Two






Alissa Trang had made only one attempt to film the aliens at the landing site after their arrival, and that had ended in disaster. For Ally, one of the advantages of working at a satellite outlet for CanTechWorld was that she had access to the best tech a small-town girl could find. Sick of explaining for the thousandth time how to use a Netstream speaker remote to a farmer or a factory worker, she'd decided one night to "borrow" the best eyebrow camera in the store after her late shift. Her plan was to grab as much footage of the landing site as she could the next morning, and get the camera back before her manager knew it was gone. 


This was what Ally did: make movies of the world around her while her senses were heightened by a couple doses of Blur, and upload her work to the Netstreams for everyone to see. For a small fee, of course. But her rates were low, for now, and she got plenty of hits, especially when she did anything related to the alien ships. That rate would shoot up after today, she knew.


She hadn't paid much attention to all the furor about the ships back in January, when the first ship had landed less than fifteen kilometers north of Sanford. The town had enjoyed celebrity status for a brief time as flocks of 'Stream reporters filled the streets and jammed up the roads before the news of the other ships overshadowed Sanford's fame. The reporters had disappeared as fast as they'd arrived, of course, chasing more alien stories to the south in bigger American cities or east to the sites in Ontario. 


But in the meantime, Ally had gotten hooked on learning more about the aliens. Nothing was getting through the information blockade set up by both governments, and even the most cool-headed Canadian had a fiery theory about the secrecy surround the landing sites. Armed Canadian Forces soldiers patrolled the perimeter of each site, supposedly with orders to warn trespassers once, then to shoot to kill in place of a second warning.


That was a challenge too big for Ally to pass up. She just had to get her car working and borrow that camera from work.


Always grateful for the chance to get out of tiny Sanford, a town of eight hundred blue-collar and farming families south of Winnipeg, Ally woke that morning before the sun had even started coloring the night sky. Her newly repaired beater of a car had started, to her surprise, and she drove away from the quiet town and into the countryside, hoping the heater would soon start kicking out warm air.


Just as she'd hoped, the sun was rising by the time she'd gotten to the outermost fringe of frozen earth a few kilos from the landing site. Excellent lighting and atmosphere. As she walked, the camera affixed to her left eyebrow and covering her left eye recorded everything she saw like a third eye. Gazing at the broken trees and scarred earth a kilometer from the site, everything bathed in the reddish-orange light of daybreak, Ally marveled at how not a single living creature had died when the ships hit. 


No one died, she thought, shaking her head, but it was total chaos to many of her neighbors when Armageddon didn't come like the evangelists had been promising. People had lost their minds for a good month or so, and some people had yet to find them again. Ally figured the alien arrival was inevitable, really. She kept her eyes on the night sky and could see well enough to know the stars were too many to not hold anyone else out there.


She zoomed the camera until she could see the huge tent rising up on the horizon, surrounded by smaller tents. Fighting off the urge to squint, which would have thrown off the camera's focus, she got footage of the massive tent that hid the wrecked alien ship along with the six smaller tents surrounding it. 


"Come on," she whispered in irritation, then caught herself. Only amateurs and wasters mucked up their own audio.


After barely five minutes of filming, Ally noticed a dark object moving toward her off in the distance. She blinked into the eyepiece to magnify and saw that the movement was a Canadian Forces Jeep aimed at her, bouncing across the frozen earth of what was once a soybean field. She knew that nobody from the 'Streams had been able to get closer than this, and the airspace around all thirty sites had been restricted since the arrival of the ships after New Year's.


"Shit," she whispered under her breath. "Shit shit shit."


Keeping her face pointed in the direction of the site, trying to see around the Jeep speeding toward her, Ally froze. Magnifying the camera lens even further, she saw figures off to the right, walking in front of one of the gray Canadian Forces tent. 


She could see that two of the figures were soldiers, but they were walking on either side of someone quite large. Ally immediately thought of the ancient duped Sasquatch from the vids replayed on the Netstreams and almost laughed out loud, but she kept filming. This was no Bigfoot.


 The Jeep was less than one hundred meters away when she slipped her sunglasses over her eyes, hiding the lens of the camera. She popped out the mini-DVD in her coat pocket and slid the still-warm disc into the back of her jeans. 


"Hands where we can see them, girl," a projected voice from the Jeep shouted at her. Ally new the routine all too well. She hoped she had enough credit in her account to make the payoffs necessary to keep these soldiers from strip-searching her out her. At least she had her explosive caplets of Mace packed away in the little pocket inside her sports bra. Just in case.


"I guess that's my one warning," Ally muttered, still taping onto the flex-memory left in the camera, which was being streamed to her system back home. It was going to cost her a painful chunk of cash, but she wanted to have some evidence in case the soldiers got any ideas.


"Looks like we got us another moviemaker," the soldier climbing down from the passenger side of the truck said. Ally relaxed at the female voice, though this woman was as tall as most men. 


The driver didn't even bother getting out. "Just grab her disks and show her the way out." 


Cursing and spluttering, Ally handed over four of her mini-DVDs from her coat pockets. She said nothing about the disc hidden in her jeans. 


"Jesus H. The least you could do is give me a ride back to my car," she said, but the truck was already pulling away. She gave the truck a one-fingered salute and turned her back on them. Idiots.


Half an hour (and two capsules of Blur washed down with iced lime vodka) later, Ally fired up her wallscreen to watch her footage. As she surfed through the footage and came across the shot of the tent and the three figures, she realized she held digital gold in her hands. 


She had managed to pick up a three-second bit of a pair of soldiers marching single-file, with a tall, swaying alien between them. The creature looked too big—and too skinny—to be a human, and the awkward, lumbering way it walked...


"Oh my God," Ally whispered, grabbing for the remote so she could watch the footage again. "Ohmigod!" She knocked the remote to the floor in her Blur-induced mania.


After watching the snippet twice, riding one of the best Blur highs she'd ever felt, tears filled her eyes. She kept babbling to herself, nonsense words of utter joy at not just the potential financial windfall she was about to receive, but also at the cosmic shifting sensation she felt looking at that far-off image of the alien. That goofy sense of amazement took her back to her childhood, riding a rollercoaster or watching her first movie made completely on her own, and that feeling was almost better than Blur.


She was at the height of her high when she decided to upload her movie to her Netstream. With her vision blurred by tears and each of her fingers operating as its own entity, she hit the wrong button on her remote. 


Just like that, her twitchy fingers burned over that day's footage. And she hadn't taken the time to make a backup. All she had was her expensive stream that showed nothing but the soldiers driving up to harass her, their big-ass truck blocking any view of the landing site behind it. 


For the next ten minutes, Alissa Trang screamed herself hoarse.












Chapter Three






Joshua's first reaction to seeing the alien ship for the first time was to lean as far backwards as he could without falling so he could get a good look at it. 


Crumpled and broken in many places, the outer hull of the tall, angular ship was made up of a flat black metal that didn't reflect any light. Lit by a ring of lights embedded in the ground, the ship itself stood at least fifty feet high, but it seemed somehow fragile with its delicate lines. 


At first the ship appeared cubical in shape, but as his eyes adjusted, Joshua could see more and more angles making up the exterior of the hull as he walked closer. The ship had at least six vertical faces that bent at the top to form a sort of peak. The unfamiliar angles of the dented ship made his eyes ache. 


"Good Lord," he whispered. 


As they walked closer, he could see grayish foam clustered around the many rents and tears in the hull, while power leads, cables, and thick wires of human design wrapped around the exterior like spider webs. Scaffolding encircled the perimeter of the octagonal ship, and eight crooked spires sprouted from the top of the ship. Most of the spires stretched out far enough to touch the plastic bubble-tent surrounding the ship. Men and women in dark green uniforms walked across the scaffolding, and their shouts died away when they saw him and the young private.


Petersheim moved toward an open hatch just below the middle-most projection of the ship. The spires made Joshua think, for some reason, of the points on the crown of the Statue of Liberty. Joshua followed the soldier, his legs suddenly heavy.


As soon as he stepped inside the flat black metal walls of the ship, his breath was taken away by the cold. Instead of the institutional odor outside the ship, he could now smell something tangy and earthy, as if a handful of heavy-duty rock salt had been thrown into a fresh puddle of mud after a rain. The odor made the air of the ship feel too close.


Petersheim pulled out a hand light and popped it on. The light flickered red, and then glowed orange, illuminating an irregularly-shaped alcove containing a pair of rounded openings. 


"They're down there waiting for you, padre," the private said, pointing at the door on their left. "I'll take your camos, sir. They want you to meet him with your priest suit on, for full effect, I guess."


Joshua slipped off the camouflage coveralls with a pang of regret and a shudder of cold; he'd left his coat in the car, and he was enjoying the sensation of nano-fiber covering him, making him feel almost invisible. The private took the suit and handed him the light.


"I'm not authorized to go any further," he said, pointing toward the left-hand opening and the cold corridor on the other side of it. "Don't worry—you'll see better once your eyes adjust. The smell doesn't ever really go away, though. Good luck, Father."


Joshua thanked the private as the young man walked out of the ship. Inhaling the strange, loamy odor, he left the alcove and entered the cold hallway. After a walking for over a hundred feet, his instincts telling him to turn around before and after each step, he turned into a room bathed in blue-gray light. 


Inside the room stood Colonel Cossa, along with four other people. A large woman in a gray jumpsuit had her back to Joshua, leaning over someone resting on what looked like a black metal chair. Two armed soldiers were positioned with their weapons lowered on either side of the woman. The rest of the room was bare, just flat black walls, black floor, and black ceiling, all absorbing the light instead of reflecting it.


"Lieutenant," the colonel said in a low voice. He reached out a slender hand and tapped the woman in the jumpsuit. The woman flinched in surprise at his touch, and then sucked in a sudden, harsh breath. "You're dismissed for now, Lieutenant."


The large woman stepped back and turned, nodding at Joshua. He began to nod back, surprised at both the paleness of her round face and the sweat covering it, and then he saw who she'd been standing over.


This fifth being was not a human.


Wrapped from top to bottom in bandages, it was leaning on a twisted piece of black metal that seemed to have been pulled up from the floor of the ship. 


Not a human. 


Joshua looked at the being's too-short legs and the short, twitching cords on the being's head that slipped out of their wrappings like snakes or fingers. 


Alien.


Colonel Cossa stepped forward with a smile. At some point the pale woman in the jumpsuit must have walked past Joshua to leave the room, but he hadn't even noticed.


"Glad you could make it today, Father," the colonel said as he shook Joshua's numb hand. "One of our language experts," he said, nodding at the hallway where Joshua had just came from, and where the woman in the jumpsuit must have just gone. "She's been working with a team of five others to help get our new friends up to speed with English. It's been a challenge, but we're seeing the results at last. Especially with this fellow," he added, looking over at the creature in the middle of the room.


Joshua let go of the colonel's hand and let his own hand drop to his side, useless. His whole body felt useless in the presence of this mummified being. The alien's salty, inhuman aura filled his nose and mouth, flooding his senses until he felt like he could even see and hear it. 


"We would've invited you here sooner," the colonel continued, "but the red tape was significant. Plus we had to keep you shielded from the media and other... elements."


"I think I know what you're talking about," Joshua said, finding his voice at last as he thought about the Creature from the Black Lagoon outside the encampment. He tried to smile, but his lips stuck to his teeth, making him feel like he was grimacing. He forced his lips together again.


The colonel nodded at that and turned to the creature leaning on the black metal structure. The long-armed, short-legged being was bouncing slightly, giving off more of the salty smell he'd noticed the instant he entered the ship. Salt, and something almost sweet, underneath it. 


"But now," Cossa said, "I want you to meet the Wannoshay we've named Johndo. As in John-space-Doe. Johndo, this is Joshua. He's a priest. A man of faith."


Joshua nodded at the tall being whose face was almost hidden in bandages. "Johndo's" wrappings only covered the exposed skin of his face, hands, and feet. A grayish-white robe covered his torso. 


"Their skin is extremely susceptible to heat and sunlight," Cossa said. "The wrappings protect him from the air and sun while he adjusts to our environment. We've been supervising the work on drugs that will help him and the rest of the Wannoshay adapt."


Joshua fought back a sudden urge to run from the black-walled ship, away from the soldiers and the tall alien—the Wannoshay—with its musky smell. 


"In any case," Cossa said, "Johndo has informed us that he and his people need to talk to someone affiliated with religion."


"Right," Joshua said. He remembered this fact from their Netstream conversations. He felt as if his brain was starting to function again.


"He and some of the other have a pretty decent grasp of English, now that the linguists and other language experts have been working with him and his people. But I guess they just distrust us soldiers, even our chaplains. Don't ask me why."


Joshua tried to swallow. When he realized that all eyes in the room were trained on him, he cleared his throat. 


"How can I help?" 


"Talk to him," the colonel said. "Get him to tell us all he can about his people. Why they're here. What they want. If more of them are coming."


Joshua nodded. "So. Where do we begin?"


Before the colonel could answer, Johndo straightened up with a series of cracking sounds. The musky tones of his odor had gone away, replaced by a sweeter smell, like vanilla, though the smell of salt remained. 


Once he was standing upright, nearly seven feet tall, Johndo made a high-pitched humming sound. And then he opened his lipless mouth. 


"Wannoshay," Johndo said. 


His voice was lilting and high-pitched, almost whistling from his mouth. He reached a wrapped hand behind him until he found the twisted piece of metal. He leaned on it again, as if standing upright left him unbalanced, and then he raised his bandaged hands toward Joshua. Four stubby gray fingers, tipped with black claws, peeked out of the bandages. 


Joshua swallowed, blinking rapidly. His could feel his heart beating too fast, but he managed to meet the alien's gaze and lift his lips into the semblance of a smile.


"Wannoshay ha' weagh shun," Johndo said.


Joshua focused all of his attention on the alien's words, and with a jolt of recognition he realized the alien was speaking English, talking about what must have been the weak sun of his home planet. He nodded and smiled without grimacing this time.


"Wannoshay ha' cyguls of longh..." ("darkness" was symbolized by a four-fingered hand held over the gap in the bandages where Joshua assumed the alien's eyes were, the hand dropping slowly like a sun sinking against the horizon). 


Johndo's arms spread wide as he spoke of the cold nights, his four-fingered hands reaching out to the dark metal walls, almost brushing the soldier next to the colonel. 


"Wannoshay shun, dhyingh..." 


Johndo continued his story, and Joshua was able to piece most of the events together, though the effort was tiring. He found it easier to understand the alien when Johndo used a combination of gestures, intonations, and the occasional spoken word to get his point across. 


With the cooling of their planet, the People (from the forceful way Johndo said it, Joshua felt the word needed capitalization) moved below ground, into caves, turning their backs on the upper world. 


After a few minutes more, once he'd grown familiar with the way Johndo spoke, Joshua could've sworn he heard Johndo's low, warbling voice inside his head, even when the Wannoshay's mouth didn't move. 


The People dug deeper and deeper into the earth with their tools and clawed hands. They built new homes underground, close to the warm, fresh-water springs protected from the cold above. 


And there they stayed, until they found... someone...


Joshua was leaning forward, on the verge of losing his balance, when Johndo's words trailed off. The last thing the alien had said had sounded like some sort of name. Something like "my light." Or "twilight."


Johndo lowered his head, as if he'd run out of words.


"Who?" Joshua whispered. "Who did you find? What about twilight?"


A shiver passed over Johndo's long body as soon as Joshua said that word, starting at his bare gray feet and rippling up through his bony torso and stopping at his lipless mouth, which was almost hidden in his face. His sweet smell was turning salty again.


"Johndo?" Joshua said, stepping closer.


"Easy, Father," the colonel said. 


The warning in the veteran soldier's voice cooled Joshua's curiosity. He'd forgotten about the colonel, not to mention the two other soldiers in the room who now had their pulse weapons resting in their arms.


"For now," Johndo said in a slow, deliberate voice. "Now we live here." 


Inhaling Johndo's shifting scents of vanilla and salt, Joshua realized the Wannoshay was no longer talking aloud in his graceful mix of words, gestures, and intonations. Johndo was talking directly to him, inside his head. The priest felt both violated and awed, even as his face grew hot.


"I am glad, Joshua, grateful you came to us. I needed to talk, but only with one of your people's Elders. Not a warrior, not a student of battle. Only an Elder like you, for you are aware of the soul of a people. Only an Elder knows what must be taken on faith."


Joshua's ears began to ring. He placed a hand on his chest, where an old pain had started to grow. That high-pitched voice inside his brain was overwhelming. He felt sweat cover his forehead despite the cold of the ship.


"Know a people's soul," Johndo said with another full-body shiver, "and you know their true history." 


His voice was fading inside Joshua's head, while his short-fingered, bandaged hands began to quiver at his sides.


"Tell me more," Joshua whispered without moving his lips. "Please."


But Johndo the Wannoshay was no longer talking. Trembling, his shoulders sagged, and the hint of skin Joshua could see under the layers of bandages was gray mixed with traces of pink, like scar tissue. 


Putting all of his weight against the flexible black metal behind him as if exhausted, Johndo let out a hissing breath. He stopped trembling and inclined his head toward Joshua.


Your turn, that look said to him. 


Looking over at the colonel and his fellow soldiers—one of whom, he now noticed, had been recording the entire conversation with a small lapel camera—Joshua took a deep breath and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead. He held the cold air in his lungs and let the smells of the alien fill his nose. Then he exhaled and began talking.


"The world was created in six days," he began. "And on the seventh day, God rested." He pointed up, his face still warm. "After that, things became interesting."


Stopping for breath half an hour later, he'd covered most of Genesis mixed in with some Darwin, and he was now following that with a condensed version of the New Testament. Johndo seemed to be listening intently, and Joshua did his best to not lose the thread of his narrative whenever the tall alien's body rippled with more of his convulsive movements. He let out a long breath and felt the ache in his chest diminish.


But before Joshua could continue, the Wannoshay made a clawed fist and punched the metal structure on which he was resting. The black metal dented, then oozed back into shape until the indentation disappeared.


Colonel Cossa, standing just a few feet away, stepped forward, as if he'd been waiting for such an action. 


"That's enough for today, Father," he said. "Good work. We'll leave Johndo here, and I'll get you back to your church. But first I'd like to show you something."


Joshua looked back at Johndo, whose wrapped hands were still clenched into fists, and he saw that the other two soldiers in the room had managed to slip some sort of restraints onto the alien's bandaged wrists. The restraints were made of the same dull, oozing metal as the alien's chair, with a narrow band of steel in the middle that didn't yield to the alien's sudden thrashing. He could smell something burning now instead of the comforting, familiar scents of salt or vanilla. 


The ship felt cold again, bone-chilling and damp as a cave.


"It's for his own good," the colonel said, touching his arm to lead him out of the room. "Otherwise he'd injure himself. We think it's some sort of reaction to the warmth of our planet. Plus they have a low stimulation threshold, and I think he probably passed it about ten minutes ago."


The colonel tipped him a wink that Joshua couldn't comprehend. "He's never communicated so much in one day with us before. Even with the team of linguists. Now, come with me, please, Father."


They turned away from the sight of Johndo's exposed gray skin, mottled now with purplish-red splotches. Johndo was giving off a keening sound, somewhere between a moan and a shout. Joshua shuddered as he was led down a sloping passage away from the haunting sounds in the meeting room. 


At the bottom of the hall stood three more soldiers, wearing full body armor and armed with pulse rifles. At their feet was a thick, ugly hatch made of a bluish metal so unlike the smooth, unshining black metal of the alien ship that it had to have been made by human hands.


Two of the soldiers turned the wheel at the top of the hatch and lifted it while the third squatted down in front of the opening. Her gun was aimed straight into the widening gap. A sharper smell of mud mixed with salt drifted out from the other side of the hatch.


Joshua felt his heart drop. In the back of his mind he'd been wondering this about the aliens all afternoon, even as Johndo told him about their dying sun, their migration to the caves, and their mysterious discovery far beneath the surface of their frozen planet.


"What is this?" Joshua said, his voice a croak.


"Just take a look," the colonel murmured from beside him. "So you know what we're dealing with here, Father."


Barely breathing, Joshua leaned closer toward the dark opening in the floor of the ship. A soft humming came from below, but the sound was not caused by any sort of machine. This humming came from something alive. This was where the rest of the Wannoshay had been hidden. The rest of the People.


"A light, Private," Cossa said, and the young man on their right popped a hand light. An orange glow filled the small room and the hole at their feet. 


At first all he could focus on was the cave where the aliens were gathered. Feeling slightly light-headed, he saw that tunnels extended away from this main cave that was easily fifty feet wide, its walls made up of black, hard-packed Illinois dirt. Bitter cold rose up from the cave and its tunnels like a wintry wind.


Did they dig all these tunnels in the past two months? Hundreds of aliens, hundreds of the People. How could this be?


Joshua wanted to ask about all of this to Cossa, but once again, his mouth wouldn't cooperate. 


He stared downwards, unable to blink, and looked at the mass of aliens looking up at him.


They flinched away from the light, and a handful of them swung their long arms, striking those closest to them and causing a ripple of movement that was quickly quieted. Their skin was an uneven, pale gray color, as if they'd never been in the sun, and something looked wrong with the long, oval shape of their heads. Other than the wrappings on their hands, these Wannoshay had no bandages or wrappings covering their bodies. 


Too many.


The aliens pushed closer to the opening, and Joshua pulled back. He stared dumbly at the strange vertical growth on their foreheads and their writhing hair, until his eyes lost focus. 


There were too many of them to have all fit in this ship. 


His next thought, to his lasting shame every time he thought about that day later, was one of fear:


Disease. Don't get too close—you'll pick up whatever sickness that these beings carried with them from their world. Leprosy. Contagion. 


As he stared, wrestling with his own fears, the aliens below him stopped pushing closer. They looked up at him with their oval faces and black eyes and closed mouths. Silent.


And then, at the same time, as if choreographed, the vertical growths in the middle of each of their foreheads quivered and opened, exposing a black, sideways eye. 


"Close it," he whispered, hands in front of his mouth and nose. "Please turn off that light and close the hatch. Please."


The colonel pulled him gently back from the edge of the hole, and the three soldiers let the hatch drop back to the floor, sealing the hole again. The black, liquid metal of the floor shook from the impact, buckled, and then flattened again. 


The slam of the closing hatch reverberated in Joshua's ears all the way back to his church, and that hollow sound would echo in his chest and in his mind for many weeks to come.












Chapter Four






Now that both Blur and news about the aliens had their hooks in her, Ally couldn't keep herself away from the Winnipeg slums. For the second time that week, she called in sick for her evening shift at CanTechWorld and hitched a ride up Highway 3 into the city. She had to keep her mouth clamped shut on the short ride from Sanford to Winnipeg, afraid she'd start screaming at the old man behind the wheel to go faster. 


Faster. 


Everything in the world moved way too slowly when she wasn't using Blur. 


And if the rumors about the aliens she'd been hearing were true, she might be able to find more than Blur in the city, so long as she kept her eyes open and her camera ready. 


She leaped out of the car as soon as it stopped at the intersection of Portage and Maryland. She knew the elderly driver hadn't wanted to be caught in this part of the city, but she also knew that he'd take her wherever she wanted if she let her skirt ride up higher on her legs, which were covered in black tights. 


Ally adjusted the fingernail-sized rectangle of her lapel camera and made sure the recorder in her pocket, connected to the camera, was still running. She smiled, knowing she'd gotten some great footage of the old fart checking her out while he gripped the wheel.


As she hurried along the streets, her gaze moved without thought over the broken windows and the fire-scarred brick buildings that peppered the urban landscape. With her vinyl coat zipped up tight, she wished she had her butterfly knife with her, but one of her housemates had borrowed it last week and lost it. To reassure herself, she touched her trust exploding Mace caplets in one coat pocket and checked that she had all five mini-DVDs in her other pocket next to her recorder.


Her coat rustling with each step, she hurried down Sargent Avenue and entered the main section of the run-down neighborhood. Boarded-up restaurants and businesses stared at her from below dark apartment windows, empty places that had simply given up in the past few years of recession and urban terrorism. 


Jenae, her Blur dealer, lived above an abandoned bakery at the heart of the neighborhood. 


According to Jenae, the queen of gossip in Winnipeg, the aliens were leaving their ships and the tunnels under them and coming to the city to live. The government had come to some sort of agreement with the Wantas, and Ally wanted to be here when the first wave of aliens arrived, not sitting at home surfing the 'Streams like a waster.


She forced down her growing impulse to simply sprint like a madwoman down the street to her supplier's home. An electric car hissed past her, and she edged closer to the rubble of an old pharmacy on her right. She calmed herself by thinking about how good it would feel to get a pink capsule of Blur in her, and to take a couple more back home to help get through the next few days.


With some Blur, she could face down a dirt-eating, two-meter-tall alien if she had to. Now that would make a great flick.


Everyone was waiting for the American president or the Canadian prime minister to hold another press conference to follow the brief one that occurred at the site in Illinois after the priest went into one of the ships last week.


The best either leader could do was give ten-second sound bites that ran at the start of most downloads, urging people to stay at home so that the soldiers could secure the streets for the aliens. That was advice most people had been following for over a decade anyway, ever since terrorism and other acts of violence had covered Canada and America like a virus. 


Bunch of scared sheep, Ally thought. They don't realize that there's good material for the Netstreams everywhere. And good material meant downloads, and pay-per-downloads meant more money in my Netstream account.


After five more minutes of walking, she was pounding on the dented, multi-locked door of Jenae's apartment. Remembering that her camera was still on, Ally flicked it off and contemplated banging her head on the door until someone answered. 


The door popped open just as she was about to try it. Jenae pulled her inside without a word. The white woman's usually pale face was flushed red, and her eyes kept twitching and winking at Ally. The skinny young woman shivered as she strode across the floor to the couch, every movement exaggerated and too fast. 


Jenae was already whacked on Blur. 


Ally fought off a wave of intense jealousy and need, even as the yeasty smell of bread and pastries filled her nose and mouth.


Taking Blur was like a combination of the best, most addictive aspects of every other drug she'd ever taken. When she was on Blur, the rest of the world turned to so much fuzz while she zipped through the simplest of tasks at warp speed. Even peeling an orange became a race for the most dexterous fingers this side of the Red River.


The only things she didn't like about Blur was coming down from it—"flashing"—and the way the world crept in on her while she was sober, pressing down on her with its mundane weight.


But tonight Jenae had Blur, and as a result, tonight Jenae was Ally's hero. Ally already had her money card out.


"What's new up here?" she asked, pocketing the dozen pink capsules Jenae handed her in exchange for six hundred Canadian. There goes most of this week's paycheck. 
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