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I really should be recording as much as possible in this journal. So that whoever comes and finds . . . whatever they’ll find here won’t be wondering what the hell happened. But I don’t want to talk about it. I’m down on the planet, I’m alive. That’s all. That’s . . . that’s all. The pod isn’t getting me out of here, not that I thought it ever would, but.


On the way down, I thought I was going to die. I wasn’t just afraid I would die. I was certain I would be dead in the next few moments. And.


I mean, you don’t take the backup crew job unless you’re all right with maybe coming back to find everyone you ever knew dead, or unthinkably old. And that goes double for the anthropologist position—you’re only there in case. And that’s an in case that hardly ever happens. If you’re healthy enough to handle the decades in cryo, it’s a guaranteed way to lose everyone and everything in your life, to go to sleep and wake up to a world where nobody knows you, a tidy sum in your account that you didn’t even have to do anything for but lie there in a freezer. It was perfect.


But in the pod, waiting to die, I saw suddenly that I was totally alone. There was no one. Not just no one coming to help me, but no one to see me die, no one to even know I’d lived. No one to wonder what had happened to me, no one to care. It was . . . I don’t want to talk about it.
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Lake of Souls



There was a lake by the village, but it wasn’t the Lake of Souls. Just water, and mud and stones, and out farther, deeper than Spawn could really see from the shore, a green-brown darkness where something lurked, something, Spawn began to feel, that was waiting. The dark depths of the lake exerted a troubling fascination. So much so that as days went by, Spawn spent more time on the lakeshore staring toward those compelling depths than any other activity.


Sometimes a mother would scuttle over to where Spawn sat and cry, “What, what? Are you still a nauplius, staring one-eyed, no need to eat? Come away, come away!”


“Yes, Mother,” Spawn would say, and sometimes even obey, but sometimes not.


One day old Darter Spine came over to where Spawn sat by the waterside and said, “What are you doing, little spawn, little egg, you aren’t a larva anymore. You are a nymph, only one more molt until adulthood. It won’t be long, little spawn, before you feel the next molt coming on, and what will your name be? What shape will your soul take? The mothers are worried about you, little egg, staring all day into the lake.”


“Why worry?” asked Spawn. “My soul will be what it is.” And would have said more, but there were no words to describe the pull of the lakebottom. Spawn wanted more and more to walk out into the water, sink down into the depths of the lake, burrow into the mud, dark and cold and solitary.


“Little egg, little spawn,” said Darter Spine. “Our souls enter into our eggs, the gift of the Lake of Souls, but we also make them what they are. The mothers are worried about you, little egg. Little spawn. Come away from the lake, don’t stare so, don’t be . . .” Darter Spine clicked fretfully, agitated. “Don’t. Come away.”


Spawn came away, and tried to stay away, but the pull of the lake (the wet dark, alone, alone, cool and dark and alone) was strong and the mothers noticed it. Spawn’s broodmates noticed it, and scuttled on by without speaking.


And one afternoon, while Spawn was resting in a fresh-dug burrow (the dirt was moist and cool and whispered of the lakebottom) two mothers stopped, not knowing Spawn was there, and spoke.


“That little spawn,” said one, “I worry. Always staring out at the lake. Like one of the soulless drowned.”


“That little spawn took so long to come out of the hatching pool,” said the other. “I worried. I worried. And now.”


“Always staring. Always staring out at the lake. Like one of the soulless drowned. Should we have culled, should we?”


“That little spawn,” said the other. “The little eggs, the little spawns, they love the water, but this one more than most, always, always. Always trying to dive back into the hatching pool. Always walking into the lake.”


“Like one of the soulless drowned.”


“What if,” asked the other, “what if there should be no soul mark, when next that little spawn molts? What if that little spawn has no soul?”


“Then that little spawn will have no name,” said the first mother, sadly, fearfully. “That little spawn will go into the lake and drown.”


“Oh! Oh!” cried the other. “I hate to think it! The little egg! The little spawn!”


“Only an animal,” said the first. “Not one of the people at all. Not if there is no soul. We should not worry. We should not worry, things will be as they will be. Some little spawn are devoured by animals, some are killed and injured in accidents. These are things that happen. Some little eggs hatch without souls. This is a thing that happens. There is nothing we can do.”


The other clicked sadly again, and the two mothers scuttled on.


After that, Spawn wondered more and more about the Lake of Souls. Would watch the mothers tending the hatching pool—“I bring the water of the Lake of Souls to the eggs,” a mother would say, when she would bring fresh water to the pool, and sing. Oh, the waters of the Lake of Souls are endless. Off to the east, all the people are born there. Little eggs, your souls are with you in the water, fluttering like flowers, bright like stars.


Spawn went to find Darter Spine, who was pulling weeds in a village garden. “Darter Spine,” asked Spawn, “where do souls come from?”


Darter Spine paused, a thorny stem in one pereopod. “This little egg, this little spawn, has been listening to gossip.”


“Do I not have a soul?” asked Spawn. “Am I only an animal? Will I not have a name?”


“How can I know, little spawn, little egg?” asked Darter Spine, and reached for another thorny weed. “How can anyone know until the little egg molts into adulthood and shows a soul mark?” Darter Spine tugged on the weed. “And even then, sometimes one loses one’s soul, and the village sits for days beside the corpse and sees nothing, not a hint.”


“Because a soul eater has attacked them,” Spawn suggested.


“Sometimes, yes,” Darter Spine agreed. “Sometimes a sickness. Sometimes, who knows? And sometimes, little egg, sometimes a little spawn hatches without a soul. Or so they say.”


“Do souls really come from the Lake of Souls?” asked Spawn. “The mothers say they pour water from the Lake of Souls into the hatching pool, but it’s just water from the stream, I’ve watched.”


“Here, little egg.” Darter Spine gestured with another pereopod, toward the weeds. “Help me. We will talk as we work. This is good, this thing. Learning to live, not staring out at the drowning waters.”


Spawn hesitantly plucked at one weed, then another one.


“Good, good, little spawn,” said Darter Spine. “You ask a big question. The answer is complicated. I do not know if the Lake of Souls is a real lake or not. I do not know if the mothers give little eggs like you their souls by pouring water into the hatching pool and singing their song.” Darter Spine made an amused click, and then sang, “The waters of the Lake of Souls are endless. The mothers sang that even when I was an egg, and I am very old. Pull harder, it will come out. There. Good. Now.” Spawn and Darter Spine continued their slow progress across the garden patch. “I do not know if the Lake of Souls is really where souls come from. But it is obvious, is it not, little spawn, that the people are different from animals?” Darter Spine tilted so that Spawn could better see the bag strapped to Darter Spine’s thorax. “It is this, little egg, that is the proof that people are not animals. We make a bag to carry things. We make containers. We build a pool to hatch our eggs in, we don’t leave them at the stream side, or curl them in our tails. We make things to hold things. And we speak. And why, tell me, little spawn, little egg, why do only the people, of all the creatures in the world, do these things?”


“Because we have souls?” guessed Spawn.


“Maybe,” said Darter Spine. “Maybe, little egg. No animal has a soul that I ever knew. Have you watched, after a hunt?”


“We don’t wait to see it, maybe,” Spawn suggested. “We eat them right away.”


“There is a village, far away,” said Darter Spine, “where they let every animal they hunt lie for three days, just to be sure it doesn’t have a soul. They will tell you, if you ever meet them, that someone in the past, some mother of mothers, saw a soul come out of an animal, but they themselves have only ever seen the regular sort of scavengers.”


“Maybe animal souls look different from ours,” offered Spawn.


“Maybe,” clicked Darter Spine. “And maybe it isn’t our souls that make the difference between people and animals. But difference there is, little egg. And whatever the reason for that difference is, one of the things that makes us people is that we learn from those who came before us. We ignore those lessons at our peril, little spawn. And one of those lessons is that it is bad to let those without souls live among us. And if one soulless is allowed to live in a village, there are always more hatched eventually, and more and more, until something unpleasant must be done.”


Spawn felt thoracic muscles tense, and restrained the instinctive, alarmed scuttle backward. “What would you do, what would the village do, if I didn’t have a soul?”


Darter Spine pulled a few more tough, thorny weeds. “I have worried about you, little egg. So late to come out of the hatching pool. Late to all your molts. As a zoea you wandered here and there instead of following some adult and learning from them. And drawn to the lake, so strongly, so obviously. You think of it now, do you not, little spawn? The cold and dark and deep?” Darter Spine clicked reassuringly. “But we all are so drawn. Some say they are not but I believe they lie. We all are drawn, but we know what we must do. We learn the lessons passed down to us. And here you are, doing as you should. You see? Put these worries from your mind. Continue to do as you should. Continue to ask questions, but . . . discreetly, little egg. Discreetly. Soul or no, some in the village do not want to ask themselves questions about what is true or not true, or to hear anyone say that truth may be complicated.”


Some days after their conversation in the garden, Darter Spine retreated into a burrow and the villagers whispered one to the other that Darter Spine was molting.


“A dangerous time,” whispered one mother to the next. “Especially for the old.” And the whisper scurried through the village. And close behind it, a day or so later, another whisper, that Darter Spine’s molt was not going well, and that many had over the years wondered about Darter Spine’s soul, soul mark or no soul mark. That elder had always been peculiar, so the mothers and mothers’ mothers had said. “What if?” the mothers whispered. A good person, who made beautiful gardens and was kind to all in the village, but peculiar. “What if? What if Darter Spine’s soul has died. What if this elder dies and a soul does not emerge? This elder will be lost!”


Eventually the village’s doctor visited Darter Spine, trailed by a nymph Spawn knew, one that no longer spoke when they crossed paths. That one will be a doctor after the next molt, Spawn thought. What will I be? But there was no answer to that question, and no explanation, when Spawn looked for it, to account for why Spawn had never chosen a path, found some adult to learn from. I might have learned from Darter Spine, came the thought then, but perhaps it is too late now.


Four days into the molt Darter Spine died. The doctor and the nymph assistant dragged the corpse out into the middle of the village, and Spawn was stricken with unnameable emotion at the sight of the old one bent over, half in half out of the old shell, the long triangular soul mark visible even on the soft pale body underneath.


Everyone must have felt it, because the whole village was silent for some minutes, and then a mother began, faintly, to sing. Come out, soul, emerge! Flutter, soul, flutter! Fly, soul, fly! Spread your beautiful wings and fly away!


Another took up the song. Circle around us, flutter, soul, flutter! See the village where you have lived, fly, soul, fly! Observe the garden you tended for years. Spread your beautiful wings and see for the last time your life here!


“It will be a day or so,” said someone, as more villagers gathered. “It will be a day or even two before that soul emerges.” And they sat down on the ground to begin the vigil.


But two days later no soul had emerged. The vigil, which had been by turns loud with happy and admiring remembrances of Darter Spine, or quiet with susurrant admonitions to the dead elder’s soul, fell silent.


“Is it time?” asked someone, very, very quietly. “Is it time to put this person into the lake?” Angry hisses greeted this question, but someone else said, “This elder is beginning to smell and there has been nothing.”


“Wait!” cried Spawn. “Wait another day.”


“This little egg,” whispered one mother to another. “This little spawn finally had found a teacher, and now is alone.”


“The little spawn!” replied the other mother. “The little egg!”


“One more day,” said the doctor. “No longer.” Because the smell was beginning to attract even more and larger scavengers, and the vigil keepers could only do so much to drive them away.


And the next morning, Darter Spine’s putrefying corpse twitched and heaved, as though something moved within it. Then dozens of tiny holes opened like mouths, and out swarmed the soul. Black and wet, drying quickly in the cool morning air, they flexed their limp wings, which filled and stiffened and caught the light of the rising sun, casting bands of color, like light through water drops.


Flutter, soul, flutter! Sang the mothers, relief clear in their voices. Fly, soul, fly!


One mother gently pushed Spawn forward into the cloud of newborn winged things and others made approving noises. “Say goodbye, little egg. Say goodbye, little spawn. Let that elder say goodbye.”


One winged, jeweled bit of soul landed on Spawn’s carapace, crawled a few steps, and then flew off, its shining wings humming.


“You see, you see,” said a mother. “That elder would say goodbye to this little egg. That elder will live on. That elder will still care for this little spawn.”


“Goodbye, Darter Spine,” said Spawn, filled with some emotion that, on consideration, must have been grief, though who that grief was for Spawn could not have said.


The soul fluttered around the village for the rest of the day, lighting on people, creeping into and out of burrows, darting over the hatching pond. People made way for them, careful of their delicate wings, speaking respectfully to the soul of that elder, Darter Spine. Saying, Goodbye, all will be well, we will maintain your gardens you worked so hard on, the village will be safe and will remember you. And the next morning, when the sun rose, the soul was gone, flown away into the forest, into the air, into wherever the dead go when they leave us.


Spawn sat by the lake for a time, after Darter Spine’s soul had gone. Thinking.


The next day, Spawn caught and skinned a mudcreeper and began working its hide into a bag. And three days later, the finished bag held in one pereopod, Spawn left the village.


Avacorp Mission Data: Project 33881-B66


THIS DATA IS PROPRIETARY AND SUBJECT TO ASCENDANCY NONDISCLOSURE LAWS


I came to, cold and paralyzed. No worries, right, because I knew I’d be cold coming out of cryo. All that meant was, I was alive, and my assignment was over. Because no one was actually going to need me, no terraforming survey has needed an anthropologist for more than a hundred years.


Subjective, that is. I have no idea how much time passed while I was on ice.


But I didn’t care about that. I didn’t care either way. I waited, like I’d been told to, for the doctor to come and help lift me out of the chamber and give me meds. Except no one came.


And I couldn’t get myself up at first. I was shaking too hard, and having trouble moving my arms and legs, let alone getting my hands to grip the sides of the chamber. It took me a while, I don’t know how long, but eventually I managed to haul myself up and out, and stumble, shivering, to the first open door I saw.


I’d done the training, before they iced me. I hadn’t paid much attention, not really, but at least I knew I should find the infirmary through that door, light and warmth and a doctor to take care of me until I was ready to move, but instead I found dim blue emergency lighting, and a mess—packets, trays, instruments scattered everywhere, drawers and cabinet doors hanging open. Shattered glass. Smears of what looked like dried blood.


Hello, I tried to call, but my voice wasn’t working yet. “Is anyone here?” That came out as a choked hiss.


I found a blanket in the jumbled mess, and managed to get it around my shoulders, and I sat there on the floor of the infirmary, shivering, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do now.


At some point I fell asleep. As if I needed more, after however many years I’d been on ice. When I woke, everything was just the way it had been. And I was still cold, but I needed something to eat, and I needed to find out just what was going on.


There was no food. The dim emergency lighting was everywhere on the ship. Everywhere was a mess, as though someone—something?—had pulled everything out of its place and then discarded it. I did not find one single other person. Though I did find, here and there, more smears on the floor that looked remarkably like dried blood.


Training. What had the training said to do if something like this happened?


I hadn’t paid much attention, but I’m sure I would have remembered if the training had said anything about this kind of situation. The training was useless. I needed help.


There was an ansible on the bridge. I could use it to reach Avacorp headquarters. I could call for help. Help that wouldn’t be here for decades, but I could think about that later. Right then, at that moment, I needed to hear from someone, anyone, because I was beginning to feel like I didn’t really exist, like I was some insubstantial ghost.


But there was no ansible on the bridge. There was instead an instrument panel spidered with cracks and gouges, and a ragged hole where the ansible should have been.


At first I sat down and cried. I was lost. I was billions of miles away from any other human being. I would die, the last icy particles of myself subliming away in the lonely vacuum.


After a while, though, the practical part of my mind took over. I was still cold. I was hungry. I could use a shower. If I was going to die I might as well be as comfortable as possible. I wiped my eyes and got up and went to the refectory.


The cabinets in the refectory were bare, that should have held the day-to-day rations of the crew, but in the kitchen I found slabs of meat in cryo. And there were potatoes in the ag section. I chewed raw slices of meat while those cooked.


After a while—after I’d eaten, and slept again—I did my best to pull what data I could from the smashed drives that held the ship’s surveillance recordings. Most of them were incomprehensible fragments—one second of empty corridor, half a word from someone I couldn’t see except a shoulder, that sort of thing. But then I found a stretch of intact data.


The recording shows three people looking at a data display, two of them sitting and one standing behind them. On the display is something that looks like a phylogenetic tree. The person on the left side of the display points to it and says, “Right there. Why is it putting the jewel flies and the lobster dogs so close together?”


The person sitting on the right side does something on a panel of controls in front of her and then swears. “One hundred percent homology? No way. Who processed those?” She turns to look at the standing person. “Fim. You did both of these in the same day.” Her voice is thick with contempt. “Did you clean the homogenizer between samples?”


“I did!” insists Fim.


“Really?” asks the person on the right. “I’m having trouble believing that.” He gestures at the data display.


“You need to be more careful, Fim,” says Left. “Double-check everything. Avacorp isn’t paying us to be sloppy.”


Fim seems agitated. Angry. I can’t really blame him. I wouldn’t like being talked to like that. On the other hand, maybe he has a history of being slapdash with his labwork. “Let me see,” he says, and reaches forward to fiddle with the controls, scrolling through the tree, more data in a sidebar. “See?” he says. “It aligns within a longer sequence. Inside the genome. It’s real.”


“It can’t be,” pronounces Right. “It’s because we don’t have a reference genome, so it’s going to be more sensitive to contamination. We need to run those samples again. And I’m prepping it this time.”


Well, that didn’t tell me anything helpful.


I’m embarrassed to say how long it took me to remember that all the ship’s landers and emergency pods could track the ansible. No one’s ever going to access this recording in my lifetime, probably not even me, but I still don’t want to say it. So I’ll just note that I discovered that nearly every single emergency pod had been damaged beyond repair. The landers too—I checked those even though I knew I couldn’t pilot them. I thought there was a lander missing, but I really had no way to double-check that, just vague memories of the training I hadn’t paid much attention to before they iced me down. Because why would I need it? Right?


Anyway, the ansible is down on the planet. Why is it down on the planet? Obviously someone took it down there, but why?


Obviously if I want to call for help I need to get to where the ansible is. And all the vehicles that might take me there have been purposefully damaged to prevent that. What the hell?


But I have all the time in the world, and a lot of the places I’ve been, nearly everyone has a bit of experience repairing things like emergency pods and locators and such. You don’t waste that kind of thing, not on a poor, isolated habitat. I’ve learned some things from my fieldwork.


I really should be recording as much as possible in this journal. So that whoever comes and finds . . . whatever they’ll find here won’t be wondering what the hell happened. But I don’t want to talk about it. I’m down on the planet, I’m alive. That’s all. That’s . . . that’s all. The pod isn’t getting me out of here, not that I thought it ever would, but.


On the way down, I thought I was going to die. I wasn’t just afraid I would die. I was certain I would be dead in the next few moments. And.


I mean, you don’t take the backup crew job unless you’re all right with maybe coming back to find everyone you ever knew dead, or unthinkably old. And that goes double for the anthropologist position—you’re only there in case. And that’s an in case that hardly ever happens. If you’re healthy enough to handle the decades in cryo, it’s a guaranteed way to lose everyone and everything in your life, to go to sleep and wake up to a world where nobody knows you, a tidy sum in your account that you didn’t even have to do anything for but lie there in a freezer. It was perfect.


But in the pod, waiting to die, I saw suddenly that I was totally alone. There was no one. Not just no one coming to help me, but no one to see me die, no one to even know I’d lived. No one to wonder what had happened to me, no one to care. It was . . .


I don’t want to talk about it.


Been a few days. Sorry. I . . . who am I apologizing to? I guess Avacorp will turn up eventually, but it’s not like I’ll be here when they do. Not unless I can find that ansible. And even then maybe not.


I have potatoes, and strips of dried meat. The pod has some emergency rations, and some clean water. I have the ansible tracker that I pulled out of the pod—I didn’t even have to wire it up to anything, it’s made to snap free, thank all the gods. I’d hoped the pod would come down near the ansible itself, but it’s not like emergency pods are easy to steer, or like I know how to pilot anything in atmosphere. So I’d brought a pack, and a lightweight, waterproof sheet I’d found on the ship.


There wasn’t really any point in staying with the pod. The sooner I can get to the ansible the better. So I shoved everything I could into the pack, shouldered it, picked up the ansible tracker, and headed off.


I guess I should take notes. Even if I’ll never see my paycheck now.


The ground where I came down was spongy. Like, literally spongy, water pooling up when I set my weight on the ground. There were weird fungal-looking growths here and there, and pink tendrilly things that for some reason made the hair on the back of my neck stand up, and when I realized they were actually moving, squirming just slower than I could see right off, and the ones nearby were reaching for me, I almost took off running.


Which wouldn’t have been smart. I made myself take a few deep breaths, checked the direction I needed to go, and started walking.


The pink squirmies reached and reached for me, all the way across the sponge-soggy ground, but they were rooted. They brushed my ankles as I passed, and I was glad of the trousers that kept my skin covered.


There was more here than the fungus and the pink squirmies. There were black and brown things that popped up out of the ground and then disappeared again. There were shapes that floated above me, brown and gray and pink. Mostly they were vaguely triangular, but some of them seemed like collections of bubbles. After a while I came to . . . I guess I’ll call it a forest. There were tall things like trees, with thick, rubbery trunks and fleshy blue limbs. The ground was drier, and there were hardly any of the pink squirmies, which was a relief. I didn’t like the fleshy trees either, but night was falling, and I thought about the adventure vids I’d watched as a child—they all seemed to agree that resting on the ground was a bad idea. And I didn’t know what sorts of predators there might be down here. They probably couldn’t digest me, but maybe it would be too late for me by the time they found that out. So I thought maybe I should climb a tree, even though I didn’t like touching them, and I pulled myself up onto a lower branch when this thing flew out at me and bit me in the arm.


I swatted at it but it clung on, making chewing and sucking noises, and fuck it hurt. The thing was a good twenty centimeters long, black and pink, and slimy, like a giant slug. The pink stripes started to turn red and I thought, Holy fuck that’s my blood, and I saw it move just a bit farther into my arm.


No matter how I swatted and pulled I couldn’t get it off me. I had to slice it away with the knife I’d brought, and it kept moving and scooted off somewhere, and I’m pretty sure some of it is still in my arm. So that’s a no on sleeping in a tree, then.


I turned on my handlight, but I was almost instantly surrounded by flying things, and every pink squirmy on the ground strained toward me and I turned off the light and wrapped myself in the waterproof sheet and here I am, hoping nothing comes along and tries to eat me. Nothing else.


I decided that if I was going to die it didn’t matter what I did, and if I wasn’t I might as well sort through the remains of the project data.


I already knew that the air down here was more or less breathable—I’m not stupid, I’d checked before I got into the pod, but obviously I was breathing, so the crew members talking about the atmosphere wasn’t terribly interesting.


There was a fragment of gossip—Fim, he of the sloppy lab techniques, apparently had something sketchy in his past. Well, who on this mission didn’t? I mean, everyone had signed up to basically lose contact with everyone they’d ever known, for the rest of their lives. We all had something sketchy in our past, something we were trying to outrun.


Another fragment—the captain explaining to someone that they kept a close watch on things that might be entering or leaving the system because Vancorp would just love to get its hands on a world like this, and they would surely try to. They’d tried it before.


Is that what this is? Did Vancorp do this? Sabotage the mission somehow, kill the crew, so that they could show up and claim salvage on the ship and claim the world before Avacorp could stop them? But there wasn’t another ship in orbit, and if Vancorp turned up and murdered the crew, that wasn’t legitimate salvage. Avacorp would surely litigate, and it would be a pretty clear-cut case in Avacorp’s favor.


Oh, but if someone in the crew was working for Vancorp. If someone in the crew managed to kill everyone, space the bodies, grab the ansible, and come down here . . . so the ship in orbit would be abandoned, and Vancorp would know it, because their agent would have told them.


Whoever it was, they forgot about me. They must have, because I’d have been so easy to get rid of, just lying there on ice. Sloppy.


Spawn had never traveled far from the village before. People did travel, sometimes quite far—Darter Spine had visited the other surrounding villages, or so Spawn had understood from that elder’s stories. But it would be better to avoid others just now. Or so Spawn felt, though without entirely understanding why that should be. It was just a feeling.


The limits of the village’s territory were marked by the Mounds of the Prodigies. These were raised burrows large enough to hold three or four people, and inside each one, lit by carefully cultivated bioluminescent mosses, was a prodigy.


Each prodigy was different. One was part of a tree that had been struck by lightning. Others were particularly large or misshapen animals or plants. Each one had a story attached to it—each was something that had brought a lesson, or an opportunity for bravery.


Spawn considered stopping to make an offering at the prodigy directly east of the village—it was a rock that had fallen fiery from the sky long ago, and now sat, pitted and red, in its mound. But something far away eastward pulled, and Spawn went past the mound without stopping.


Then Spawn felt both a lifting of some burden and a tickle of fear. There was no one else out here. There was nowhere safe to sleep, unless Spawn dug a burrow every night. It was dangerous out here for an adult, for a group of adults, let alone a single nymph like Spawn.


By sunset Spawn was in a forest thick with trees. The ground was harder than Spawn would have preferred—indeed, there was no real possibility of digging a burrow that would keep away forest predators. And predators there were—Spawn noted that fully half the trees around held obvious signs of hosting shell biters, horrible things that would latch on to a person and chew and chew until nothing was left. And in the undergrowth, hiding in the sparse pink grass, Spawn saw the thready, viscous web of a soul eater. And there would be more. There was nothing for it but to keep going.


Spawn walked for two days, exhausted, watching for predators, for the traps they laid for the unwary. Always feeling the tug of the lake, of the wet, of the water. The Lake of Souls, it had to be, the call of any other lake or stream just an echo of that. It must be. Spawn would find it.


By the end of the second day, Spawn came to a village. Or, more correctly, to the edge of a village’s territory, marked by the low mound of one of their prodigies.


Would another village’s prodigies protect Spawn, the way they protected the village Spawn had come from? Perhaps. At the very least, the mound offered shelter.


This particular prodigy appeared as a tree stump, strangely chewed-looking. Spawn wondered what its story was, though not with sufficient curiosity to seek out the village to which this prodigy belonged. “Great One,” said Spawn, waving a pereopod and bowing low to the ground. “I am a traveler. I seek only a safe place to spend the night. I offer this mudcreeper in thanks for your hospitality.” The mudcreeper having been presented, Spawn waited. There was no sign, and so it might be assumed to be safe, and with a buzz of relief, Spawn curled up at the foot of the tree-stump prodigy and slept.


Spawn skirted more villages, always walking toward the east. Occasionally glimpsing people going about their business, sometimes hearing them chatter. Always avoiding them. Until one day Spawn emerged out of thick forest onto the bank of a stream and found another nymph.


The nymph was staring into the water, waving pereopods in what Spawn took to be agitation. “Hello,” said Spawn, as politely as possible. “I did not mean to surprise you. I am a traveler.”


The nymph stared, one eyestalk swiveling oddly. Then it said something that Spawn could not understand.


“I don’t understand you,” said Spawn. And then remembered Darter Spine’s tales of traveling. If one traveled far enough, people spoke very differently, so the elder had said. “I don’t know how to talk like you,” Spawn said, knowing it was futile to say so, knowing it was likely obvious without saying the words.


The nymph made frustrated noises, and then gestured emphatically, Come with me.


“I just want to keep going,” Spawn said. But then realized that maybe that wasn’t the best choice. Maybe the people here would have food to share, and shelter, and Spawn could rest for a few days in security. Maybe even learn to talk like these people, just a little, the way that Darter Spine had.


The nymph’s village was much like the one Spawn had come from, except instead of many small burrows, there was one large one in the middle, and a few smaller ones ringing it, all raised up, like smaller mounds of the prodigies. It made Spawn shiver to make that comparison, even as the nymph began to chatter to the village mothers. One listening adult, an elder near as ancient as Darter Spine, turned toward Spawn then, and said, in perfectly comprehensible if strangely accented speech, “Welcome, nymph.”


“Thank you, elder one,” said Spawn, with some relief.


“I am called Diver Wing. Are you on your . . .” The adult paused, thinking. “I did not think your people sought for their names, but I cannot think of any reason for a nymph to be so far from home.” Then, with a wave of one pereopod, “Oh, did they cast you out as soulless, those heartless ones, those superstitious ones?”


“I want to find the Lake of Souls,” said Spawn. “They did not cast me out.”


“Ah!” cried the adult. “Like my old friend Darter Spine.”


“Did you know Darter Spine?” asked Spawn, excited now, and dismayed. Had Darter Spine come this way? The elder had never said that explicitly, but Spawn should not have been surprised.


“I did,” said the adult. “Does that one still live?”


“No,” said Spawn sadly. “Darter Spine died not long ago.”


The elder made a sad buzzing noise. “We took our names together. We had come to the shore of a lake, and saw a diver scoop up a tiny darter, only for the darter to stab its spine through the diver’s wing. Both then fell to the ground. We separated them, the darter we put back in the water, the diver we tossed back up to the sky. We did not have to say anything to each other. We turned, then, and came back to the village, and were marked with our names. No doubt it sounds trivial, but in the moment it was full of portent.” Diver Wing sighed again.


“What?” One didn’t take a name. One’s name emerged from the mark of one’s soul, something that was an intrinsic part of oneself.


“Ah, you do things differently among your people,” said the adult. “Stay, child, for a few days at least. There will be a naming soon and it’s right that you should be here for it. The Lake of Souls is far, far away and you will not make such a long journey without rest.”


Within a day of Spawn arriving at the new, strange village, the nymph began its molt into adulthood. Unlike molts where Spawn had come from, this happened in the middle of the large, communal burrow, with everyone watching. And helping—Spawn wondered what might have happened if Darter Spine had molted, this last time, where anyone might help, not just the doctor coming in after the elder had been struggling for days.


And another difference—rather than coming out of a burrow with a soul mark emerging on its own under the new carapace, here the doctor stepped up to the molting nymph and asked a question. I am Strange Traveler, replied the nymph, and with a stone blade the doctor cut a shape in the newly exposed tissue.


“You are a portent,” said Diver Wing, after translating. “Be proud, little spawn.”


“But what of Strange Traveler’s soul?” Spawn asked.


Diver Wing made a dismissing gesture with one pereopod. “Do not tell anyone in your home village I said this, but where you come from, a molting nymph is given a drug that causes your soul marks. It is no real sign of a soul at all.”


“But I’ve seen it!” Spawn protested. “I’ve seen, once or twice, the winged bit of soul escaping, when a new adult molts.”


“No doubt,” agreed Diver Wing. “So Darter Spine said as well. But know that it isn’t merely a thing that happens when you molt into adulthood. It’s a thing that someone in the village makes happen.”


“So how do you know if someone has a soul or not?” asked Spawn.


“We all have souls, little egg,” said Diver Wing. “We just don’t always see them.”


Spawn thought a moment, and then said, “Darter Spine said that we are born with souls and also we make them.”


“And you were asking,” guessed Diver Wing, “because you are the sort of little spawn who the mothers of your village feared had been born with no soul. I suppose you are looking for the Lake of Souls because you feel the pull of the water, the whisper of the cool green depths. You are afraid that you have no soul, afraid of what might happen if that is true. And perhaps you think the endless waters of the Lake of Souls might afford you one, if you reach it.”


“I just want to know if it’s real,” Spawn explained. “Darter Spine said everyone felt the pull of the water, they just lied and said they didn’t.”


Diver Wing buzzed sadly. “Darter Spine would think that. But no. I never felt it, not the way that Darter Spine described, or the way I’ve seen it in some here in this village. But here, let’s congratulate Strange Traveler, and eat and drink.”


Seized with a sudden, strange urgency, Spawn said, “But let me ask, please. What happens here, in this village, if a person has no soul?”


“You mean, if we don’t see a soul when a person dies?” replied Diver Wing. “Then we mourn, because something has happened to that soul, and that person is no longer in the world.” Diver Wing made a thoughtful noise, and then added, “We don’t look for a soul before death. We don’t cull the little eggs for such reasons, not here.”


Somehow that both comforted and distressed Spawn.


A few days later, Spawn went to Diver Wing and said, “It is time I moved on.”


“Well,” replied Diver Wing. “Are you still determined to find the Lake of Souls?”


“I am,” said Spawn.


“Let me warn you, then,” said Diver Wing. “I have no doubt that the Lake of Souls once existed. Our people came from its depths, and, imbued with souls, walked on its shores, and away. That was a very, very long time ago. We have wandered far from that place where we came out of the waters, and perhaps it is too far to walk in one lifetime. Perhaps the lake is no longer there. Neither of those things would surprise me, and I do not like to think of little eggs wandering alone on such a fruitless quest. I think it likely that, like Darter Spine before you, your soul sent you out to find your name, and that your name is here, not on the shores of that distant lake. Let me make a suggestion: Ask the prodigies. It is how nymphs here begin their search for their own names—they honor one or more of the village prodigies. Sometimes a nymph dreams a name, sometimes a portent appears.” Diver Wing made an amused noise. “Sometimes a nymph already knows what name to take, and those days are spent making offerings to the prodigies, hoping for guidance and thinking on adulthood. Try it and see. Spend some days thinking, and if it doesn’t suit, then you can continue your journey.”


“I don’t belong to this village,” Spawn said, thinking of the days-long feast that had just concluded. “And I do feel the pull of the waters. I feel that I must find the Lake of Souls.”


“You won’t get there,” warned Diver Wing. “But do as you must.”


Spawn left the village that day, but as the mound of one of the prodigies came in sight, the thought occurred that it couldn’t hurt to ask for help or guidance. And Diver Wing had said that the nymphs of this village would do so, when setting out to look for their adult names. Diver Wing didn’t seem to think of a name as being a sign of one’s soul, the way that Spawn had been accustomed to. But this had worked for Darter Spine—Spawn had seen that elder’s soul, there had been no mistaking it.


The water still pulled, the whisper of cool depths to the east, the place where Spawn must go to find . . . something. Home? A soul? Something nameless and beautiful. But so distant. Spawn had journeyed for many days, and Diver Wing had said the Lake of Souls wasn’t anywhere near here, might be so far away that one could walk all one’s life and never reach it.


An offering to the prodigy here, Spawn thought. A night of rest, safe in the prodigy’s mound. Quiet time to think of what to do next. Perhaps there would be a portent of some kind. Having so resolved, Spawn turned to look for something to offer to the prodigy, perhaps a mudcreeper, those were always easy to find near a village.


Something strange stood just behind the prodigy’s mound. It was a vivid blue, with an orange stripe that seemed to glow in the shade of the trees. The creature seemed to be standing on its back legs, its full length stretched tall. It didn’t look like any creature Spawn had ever seen before, but it clearly was a creature. It had stilled suddenly, and turned what Spawn took to be strange, flat eyes toward Spawn in almost the same moment that Spawn noticed it.


And over one shoulder it carried a bag.


That was how you knew. That was what Darter Spine had said, and the more Spawn had thought about it the more obviously true it was. The difference between animals and people was that people made things. Not out of their own bodies, but out of other things.


But maybe this bag was part of the creature? It looked like the creature’s skin, though it wasn’t the same color.


Slowly, stiﬄy, the creature began to back away. It turned the big knob on the top of its body—yes, Spawn was sure those were two eyes set in the front of it, strange-looking but surely they were eyes—turned to look quickly all around and then back at Spawn, shifting slowly away. And when Spawn did nothing, it moved more surely, stepping backward, still stretched tall on its back legs.


A prodigy. A real, live prodigy, or at the very least an incredible portent. So when it turned and strode more surely away, Spawn followed.


Avacorp Mission Data: Project 33881-B66


THIS DATA IS PROPRIETARY AND SUBJECT TO ASCENDANCY NONDISCLOSURE LAWS


So I’ve seen a lobster dog. There was no mistaking it, even from the little bit of description I had. It was alone—the bits of information I’ve managed to reassemble suggests they tend to stay in colonies, or packs, or whatever. But this one is all by itself, kind of moving around aimlessly in a clearing. I don’t know if they’re dangerous—well, hell, everything here is dangerous.


It stopped when it saw me—three eyes on stalks, all pointing right at me, weird little limbs that had been waving around suddenly froze. But it didn’t attack, just sat there, so I backed up, and when it didn’t come after me I turned and walked away. I couldn’t help but think of the bit of recording I’d seen, the mention of lobster dogs and jewel flies. I didn’t see any flies, though.


I think I’ve managed to get most of the last bits of the death leech out of my arm. Not fun. That was not fun at all. But I’m pretty sure there’s still some of it in there. Some antiseptic and some plaskin and it’s . . . not as good as new. It hurts. I can only carry my bag over the other arm, which is annoying. The plaskin keeps ripping free around the edges. I’m lucky the death leech didn’t get me in the leg. Or my stomach. I’m sure that would have been the end of me. As it is I’m hoping my arm doesn’t get infected. I guess I’m lucky most of the bacteria here—are there bacteria here? There must be—I’m lucky most of the bacteria here wouldn’t know what to make of me. If I end up dying of gangrene it’ll be something I brought with me. Delightful thought.


I’ve seen a few other death leeches—they live in the trees, and now I know what I’m looking for, I think I can tell which trees have them. They leave a sort of trail on the trunks. Or maybe that’s a kind of tree the leeches like, but at any rate I don’t go near those if I can help it. Instead I look for a hole or even dig one partway if the ground is loose enough, and wrap myself in my blanket and wait for morning. If I can’t sleep I sort through the data I brought from the ship, that’s been indexing while I walk. I’m getting closer. I know I’m getting closer to the ansible. It shouldn’t be much longer now.


But what am I going to do when I get there?


While the agent is attempting to repair what’s repairable of the data I grabbed before I left the ship, and sort it for me by date, I look at random samples of it.


“Fim!” Fim again. Sitting at a lab bench, a pipette in hand. I feel like I’m watching a serial drama and a plot thread has resurfaced. The person speaking is the woman on the left, in the lobster dog fragment. “You can’t leave that lid stopper-side down like that!”


“The bench is clean,” Fim insists, gesturing with the pipette.


Which only makes the woman more angry. “It’s a potential source of contamination, and we can’t synthesize more tr—” The fragment cuts off.


“Tell me more about Fim,” I order the agent, and it dutifully presents me with a list of data fragments.


Most of them are useless. Half a second of the back of Fim’s head. A fragment of a text file, nothing left of it but the words experience in. The woman complaining to the other person from the lobster dog fragment that she has no idea how Fim could have ever and the rest of those words are lost. A voice saying, Not Fim! and then laughter.


The agent blinks an alert in my vision to tell me that it’s repaired what it can, and ordered it by date. I ask it for the latest comprehensible thing it can show me.


It’s Fim. Holding something long, and heavy, to judge by the way he’s holding it. There’s blood on the thing, whatever it is. “Tell me again my labwork is sloppy,” he snarls.


I remember the blood I found smeared in the corridors of the ship. The smashed data drives. The space where the ansible should have been. No bodies, anywhere. Every data drive smashed. Every lander and emergency pod disabled, except one, and that one was missing.


Was it Fim who brought the ansible down here?


Had Fim just lost his temper very, very spectacularly and then fled to the planet? Or had it all been part of a plan, Fim making sure that Vancorp could come in and find an abandoned ship, a planet with no one alive to assert a claim? Salvage.


Either way, Fim had missed some things. He’d missed me. And he hadn’t completely destroyed all the incriminating data on the drives. Not that any of that would make much difference in the end, but still.


“Your labwork is sloppy, Fim,” I whisper.


Didn’t sleep well. My arm hurts too much. I’m out of the forest now and back onto spongy ground, back to fungus and pink squirmies. So many pink squirmies. I didn’t want that, I didn’t want to walk through the horrible wormy things, but that was the direction the ansible tracker said.


I actually turned around to walk back into the forest, and then I realized that the lobster dog was following me.


I mean, I think it’s the same one. I’m pretty sure it’s the same one. It’s not like I’ve seen any others. It’s not like I could tell them apart if I had, I guess, but I’m pretty sure it’s the same one. Or maybe I’m hallucinating from lack of sleep and the pain in my arm, and I’m sure I feel feverish, and no, I’m not going to think about that.


The lobster dog watched me from behind a tree, its three eyes looking right at me. Was it hunting me?


“Go away,” I said. The thing just sat there looking at me. I pulled my blanket off my shoulders and flapped it with my good hand. “Go away!” It just stared. And then it made a strange buzzing noise.


“Go away,” I said again, and then I sat down. Right there, on the edge of the forest. I just couldn’t bring myself to go any farther. I needed rest. I needed a doctor to fix up my arm. I needed to not be stranded on a strange planet with weird alien animals staring at me.


The lobster dog came out from behind its tree and started creeping toward me.


It looks more like a really big, reddish-brown wood louse. Or a wood louse crossed with a lobster? kind of? “Good boy,” I said, and then realized that maybe it was a good girl. Or, why would aliens have boys or girls or anything else we had? “Good lobster,” I said. “Nice lobster.” I knew I was in trouble. “I’m going to call you Champ. Hey, Champ.” It crept closer, very cautiously. I shrugged the bag off my good shoulder and started rooting through it, in case the emergency aid kit had anything in it for fever, because I was definitely not in good shape.


Champ came right up close and buzzed gently at me. “I’m hallucinating, aren’t I?” I said to it. It just stared and buzzed again. “Go away,” I said.


It curled its fan-shaped tail underneath itself and settled down onto the spongy ground, waving its little arms—there were a lot of them. More than two, anyway.


There was no way I was going any farther. I found a tab that promised to be a febrifuge as well as a painkiller, and I swallowed it dry. And then I pulled my blanket over myself and I lay down and closed my eyes. I mean, it wasn’t like I could do anything about it if Champ tried to eat me.


When I woke, I felt better. Much, much better. My clothes were damp—I must have sweated out my fever. I should have taken that tab days ago. In fact, I felt so much better I could think of looking at the wound on my arm without wanting to throw up. It still hurt, but a lot less, and the swelling was way down. I made sure I was well under the blanket, and turned on the handlight. Peeled back the plaskin—damn stuff never did stick right, it was probably expired, just my luck.


The wound was clean. Like, weirdly clean. No dirt, no fragments of cloth from my sleeve, no bits of death leech. What the hell?


Flying things were swatting into my blanket, so I turned off the light and lay back down, trying to think.


Someone had cleaned out my wound. In fact, I realized, I wasn’t damp from sweat. It was water. Someone had rinsed out my wound, and gotten a lot of me wet in the process. And then put the plaskin back, and covered me with my blanket again? What the fucking hell?


“Fim?” I asked aloud. The image of him snarling and brandishing that heavy club came to mind. Somehow I couldn’t believe in Fim helping me. But if not Fim, then who?


Something buzzed quietly, and patted and smoothed my blanket.


“Champ,” I said, and got another buzz, another pat.


Champ.


Did Champ clean my wound and cover it back up and then fucking tuck me back in? Champ, the lobster dog? How long had the crew been looking at the lobster dogs and nobody thinking that maybe they should defrost the anthropologist?


Did the crew not wake me up because it never occurred to them that the lobster dogs might be intelligent, or were they interpreting the guidelines as narrowly as possible so that Avacorp could come in and take over this nice, relatively hospitable planet without worrying about the legal headache of dealing with existing residents?


My thinking felt clearer than it had for days. Thanks to Champ.


What was I doing here? Why was I walking toward the ansible, when I was pretty sure that all I would find was Fim, the mass murderer?


Then again, where else was I going to go? What was there to do, besides find the ansible and try to contact Avacorp? If nothing else I had to tell Avacorp that the lobster dogs might well be people—that’s my job, that’s the whole reason they brought an anthropologist along.


And maybe that’s the reason they keep us on ice. Oh, yes, we brought one along, just in case, don’t worry. But we’re not awake unless the crew decides we’re needed, and maybe the crew is under orders—or at least the strong suggestion—to do their best not to need us.


I’d suspected that when I took the job, honestly. I didn’t really care. I’d wanted the money, and the fresh start. But now here was Champ, pulling death leech teeth out of me, and buzzing and patting me. I mean, it could have done anything else. It could have walked away from me, or killed me, or just sat there and watched me die of my death leech bite, or anything. Instead it tried to help me. And stayed next to me and, I don’t know, maybe Champ isn’t trying to comfort me when it pats me, maybe it means something totally different to Champ’s people, but it means something and Champ is here, doing it.


That changes everything. There are laws about terraforming planets with intelligent inhabitants—as in, you’re not allowed to. If I’d been defrosted and shown the lobster dogs, I’d have had to tell Avacorp that, no, this mission was a bust, there might be trade with the lobster dogs but there would be no farms, no vacation resorts, no corporate facilities, no luxury estates, no colonies here. Avacorp would much prefer I not have the chance to say that, but by law they had to have me along and pretend they cared whether there was intelligent life here.


Vancorp’s no different. If Vancorp comes and claims salvage, how likely are they to pay any attention to the lobster dogs, if Avacorp’s crew didn’t?


I have to get to that ansible. I have to report, to tell Avacorp as plainly and officially as possible that the lobster dogs are intelligent, and this world is effectively off-limits. Because if I don’t, whether it’s Avacorp or Vancorp, it’s the end for the lobster dogs.


This planet is crawling with parasites. Champ is sitting next to me, buzzing quietly, using its four little arms to pull things off me, little round things with yellow and pink fluff that hides their jabby bits. I pull them off Champ, when I notice them trying to squirm into the joins in the lobster dog’s carapace. The pink squirmies are still weird, but Champ sits right on them like they’re nothing, so maybe they’re just grass.


I’m not going anywhere just yet. I’m thinking more clearly now, thanks to Champ, and I’m not sure what I’ll find when I reach the ansible. I need to think. To plan. But thinking isn’t happening, so I decide to look at what data is left on the lobster dogs. Turns out there’s a nice long, newly repaired fragment.


“. . . parasitic infection that changes the behavior of Terran insects,” says the woman from the lab. “So let’s say you have a mostly aquatic species . . .”


“But the lobster dogs aren’t aquatic,” protests someone whose voice I haven’t heard before, some other murdered crew member.


“They were once,” says the woman. “But let’s say the ones that this parasite lays its eggs in, those are compelled to go up onto dry land. Those eggs hatch, and . . .”


“And jewel flies,” says the unfamiliar voice. “But . . .”


“What if there was some kind of bottleneck?” asks the woman. “Some kind of huge extinction event. The only surviving lobster dogs are ones that have somehow gotten tangled up with the jewel fly eggs. They both survive, but as one species. kind of. I mean, we know that lobster dogs are born with the jewel fly eggs in them—it’s in their genes.”


“But how?” asks the other voice. “And what were the jewel flies supposed to do once they’d gotten the lobster dogs on land?”


“I don’t know!” exclaims the woman, almost happily. “I admit this is all entirely specu—”


And the fragment ends.


Well, none of that helped me. And I can’t sit here forever being groomed by Champ the lobster dog.


Maybe I could find a colony, a village or whatever, and, you know, do my job. Learn to communicate, learn how Champ and their people live. That . . .


That would not be terrible. If I could find something on this planet I could eat.


But first things first. I have to find the ansible. I have to send that message to Avacorp, to let them know they can’t have this planet. This place belongs to Champ’s people.


And I’ve been thinking. Even if I get a message to Avacorp, that doesn’t mean they’ll let anyone else read it. Maybe they’ll just delete it, or lock it away somewhere and not tell anyone so that they can still come in here and terraform.


No, I have to get the message out to someone else, too. Not just anyone, but someone who’ll care about the lobster dogs. Like, maybe the anthropology department at the university. Maybe a couple of academic data repositories I’ve worked with in the past. Or, you know, all of the above.


I have to be careful. Avacorp will certainly examine any data I send through the ansible. But there are ways, and I know some of them.


So. I have to compose at least two messages. One for Avacorp telling them about Vancorp’s interference, and about the lobster dogs. And one for the university and the data repositories, with everything I know about Champ’s people, and what’s happened here. I’m going to have both messages ready before I move on, so that the moment I find the ansible I can send them.


The prodigy was obviously feeling very much better. Spawn was unsurprised—no one could possibly feel good with pieces of shell biter stuck inside. It sat there, with its strange sheet wrapped around its waist, its odd, forward-facing eyes staring ahead. Occasionally it made noises with what Spawn had guessed was its mouth (a weirdly wet opening under its eyes, with two ridges of hard, white plates inside it). Every now and then it used the fringy things on the end of its front legs to pull float-lice off of Spawn. It was a strangely companionable experience.


The prodigy wore a covering over its skin, Spawn had discovered. The covering was made of fibers of some sort. So was its bag. That was interesting. It reminded Spawn of baskets and mats, but it was so much finer. How was it done? Spawn had no way to ask.


Maybe just waiting was the way to learn things. In the meantime, Spawn had nowhere urgent to be. The Lake of Souls would not be significantly more or less reachable for a day or two spent with the prodigy. And after all, this was the sort of thing that made a story that lasted generations.


The next morning, the prodigy stood, gathered up its things, and walked south. After a few steps it made some noises, and then turned and made shooing gestures at Spawn with its fringed front legs. It wants me to go away, Spawn thought, disappointed. The prodigy made more noises, louder, and the gestures became more emphatic.


“All right,” Spawn said, and turned and walked back toward the forest, and stepped behind a tree. The prodigy waited, and then, apparently satisfied, continued its walk to the south.


Before Spawn could follow, a spider-squid leapt out of the tree and wrapped Spawn in its mouth tentacles.


Spawn screamed, and struggled against the tentacles as the spider-squid’s mouth yawned wide and it spat. Only a little of the corrosive poison landed on Spawn—the rest landed on the spidersquid’s own tentacles. Spawn smelled corroding shell and screamed again. And then the prodigy was there, making loud, trumpeting noises, hitting the spider-squid with its forelegs, the fringes balled up. kicking with its back feet.


The spider-squid turned its attention to the prodigy, and Spawn tore free from the tentacles, which immediately whipped to surround the prodigy. The spider-squid’s mouth yawned again and “Look out!” cried Spawn and then the spider-squid spat full into the prodigy’s upper body.


The prodigy screamed as the poison ate through its covering and then its skin. It was a horrible, alien sound. Spawn scrabbled at the ground, desperate for some kind of weapon. One pereopod came upon a stone, and without thought Spawn threw it, hard, at the spider-squid, straight into its mouth and down its throat. The spider-squid made a small choking noise, and then dropped the prodigy and turned and fled.


It would be back once it had dealt with the stone, but Spawn thought there would be at least a few minutes’ respite. The prodigy lay on the ground, moaning, the covering over its body eaten away, the skin no longer smooth and brown but rough and red and blistered. Bright red liquid welled, and soaked into what remained of its covers. The prodigy made quick, gasping noises with its mouth, and the skin around its flat eyes seemed to be swelling, which Spawn remembered from the wound in its arm was a bad thing. This was way beyond anything Spawn could help with.


Slowly—Spawn’s own wound stung, and made using the pereopods on the left-hand side difficult and painful—Spawn wrapped the prodigy in its own strange sheet, and then began dragging it back toward the village. It was an awkward, difficult business and it took far longer than Spawn had hoped. By nightfall there was no village in sight, and the prodigy was clearly very ill. Its skin was mottled all over now, and definitely swollen all around its eyes and mouth. It gasped and gasped, and seemed to be covered with moisture. It needed shelter, at the very least, and a doctor as soon as possible. Looking desperately around, Spawn only saw what might be a mound, and immediately made for it.


It was the mound of a prodigy. Shelter and safety for the night. As quickly as possible Spawn dragged the prodigy inside, and looked around to see what help might be here, if any.


The first thing Spawn saw was the prodigy whose place it was, and Spawn could not suppress a buzz of fearful surprise—there was no mistaking those two curved ridges of white plates, the mouth around them now dried, its edges pulled back, the skin around sunken. It was the same. It was the same as the prodigy Spawn had brought here with such effort. Only very obviously dead for a long while.


Spawn’s prodigy made a sighing noise. It sounded like, Fim. And it reached out one fringed foreleg toward the dead one. Tried to rise, but it was too badly injured. “You should lie still,” Spawn told it, and dragged it to lie alongside the corpse.


The living prodigy reached out again, and grasped a smooth, flat stone that the dead one held in its lifeless, bony grip. The stone glowed then, as though it had suddenly come alive, and Spawn’s prodigy made noises at it. And after a few minutes the stone replied, and finally Spawn’s prodigy lay back onto its sheet, the glowing stone still clutched in one foreleg.


“I’m going to get a doctor,” said Spawn. “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.” It might be wiser to wait until morning, when everyone was awake, but Spawn feared the prodigy was too gravely injured to last the night without help.


But the village was awake, sitting vigil at a funeral. “Oh,” said Spawn, coming into the space in front of the central burrow, where the villagers sat around the dead elder. “Oh, Diver Wing.”


Strange Traveler waved Spawn over. “Hello,” said Strange Traveler. “Hello, welcome. Hello.” It was, Spawn supposed, all the words Strange Traveler knew that Spawn knew as well.


“I need a doctor,” said Spawn, and then, spotting the doctor among the mourners, “You, Doctor. Someone is hurt.” Someone, or something? But the prodigy surely had a soul. It had a bag. It had been kind to Spawn. It had saved Spawn’s life.


Spawn could not afford to think about any of that. “Doctor, Doctor, you must come!” and moved by Spawn’s obvious urgency and beckoning and pointing gestures, the doctor came.


But they were too late. The prodigy lay lifeless beside the other, the one whose mound this was. The smooth, glowing stone murmured to itself, or perhaps to the now-dead prodigy.


The doctor made a frightened noise and backed out of the mound, taking Spawn along. And then, firmly but gently, the doctor pushed Spawn to sit and examined the wound the spider-squid had left. The faint noise of excited buzzing and singing that had followed Spawn and the doctor faded away, Diver Wing’s funeral winding down. The elder’s soul must have appeared shortly after Spawn and the doctor left.


“I would have liked to have seen Diver Wing’s soul,” Spawn said. And then thought of the dead prodigy. Did it have a soul?


Prodigies didn’t have souls, as far as Spawn knew. They weren’t people. But this thing had surely been some sort of person.


The doctor said something incomprehensible. And then one single fragment of soul darted out of the mound of the prodigy. It lighted on Spawn for a few moments, and then flew away.


Spawn stayed in the village for a while. The villagers were kind, and generous, and Strange Traveler took time to teach Spawn how to speak like the people in this village did. It wasn’t easy, and after weeks Spawn could only say and understand a little bit, but it was interesting and satisfying, and it kept Spawn from thinking too much about the future, or the recent past. And before the wound the spider-squid had inflicted healed completely, Spawn began to molt.


When the old shell was off, the doctor, hefting a stone blade in one pereopod, asked, “Do you wish to change the name the spidersquid gave you?”


“What name?” asked Spawn. The injury hadn’t been in a place where Spawn could see it easily, and the idea that it might serve as a soul mark struck Spawn with a sense of both surprise and obviousness. And when the doctor said the name, unhesitatingly, as though it was obvious, Spawn said, “Don’t change it.”


After recovering from the molt, Spawn stayed awhile to help with hunting, and planting, and burrowing. And to consider what to do next. There was still the possibility of the (perhaps endless) quest to the east. There was this village, which had been friendly and hospitable. Where Darter Spine had stayed, long ago. But Darter Spine had returned home. Why?


Because of little eggs like Spawn, perhaps. Because there were no other adults there who might understand that pull toward the water, who might sympathize with a little spawn who the mothers feared might have no soul. Darter Spine had known that one made one’s soul. But Darter Spine was gone now. If Spawn went back home, there would be at least one adult in that village who little eggs like Spawn could come to.


“And we will visit, you and I,” promised Strange Traveler.


“We will,” Spawn agreed.


The journey back seemed longer than it had been in the other direction. And Spawn’s spirits rose at the approach to familiar territory. Home. A little undercurrent of apprehension, yes—would anyone recognize their little egg? Would Spawn be welcome? Or would the villagers think some stranger had come visiting?


“It’s that little egg!” cried one mother as Spawn came into the village.


“It’s that little spawn!” cried another. “Oh, little egg, you wandered off and we worried for you. We feared you left to find the Lake of Souls and we would never see you again.”


“That little egg is an adult now,” said someone else, and all around people were coming out of their burrows, or stopping their work.


“Will we have a feast?” asked a nymph. “Will there be stories of sights and adventures?”


And someone cried, “What is your name, our child, our new adult? Turn and show us, we cannot see it behind your bag.” Was that, Spawn wondered, a somewhat apprehensive question? Was there some doubt that Spawn would have a soul mark at all?


Spawn dropped the bag, and turned so everyone in the village could see the name, the shape of the wound the spider-squid had left. There was a brief, awed silence. “It’s a portent,” murmured one of the mothers.


Then, “Welcome!” cried the villagers. “Welcome home, Lake of Souls!”
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