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				The lettering on Dr. Renee Caisson’s door states that she’s an environmental balance engineer. To most, that means she polices the portal to prevent contraband going Nextdoor and vice versa—and that’s a large part of her job. The pretty part. The reality is that hers is the holo they call when some Big Bad Ugly needs his or her ass snapped back home. Permanently.

				But it didn’t start that way, and few know the full truth of how Earth was both lost and won on the wings of a humble basilisk.

				Excerpt from Earth: Sweet Taste of Armageddon, Professor Opp

			

		

	
		
			One

			“Protesters continue to gather at the portal building this morning as tensions rise. We’ve been unable to gain comment from Madam Noel, and it’s likely plans to attempt a crossing are still in effect if indeed the portal does open.”

			Noel didn’t look up from her desk as the holocaster droned on, her long, pale fingers flicking screen to screen in a mindless rhythm. The rain beating on the floor-to-ceiling glass windows made a steady thrum twenty-three stories above the street, almost drowning out the announcer’s patter as the reporter launched into an overdone—and premature—eulogy of the fifteen people waiting at the lowest level of the tower.

			Guilt pricked her. She should be downstairs with the brave jins and mers, but Noel wouldn’t allow anyone to see her disappointment if the portal remained closed and her gamble to spend her backers’ money on a tower designed to concentrate the city’s ambient creation energy had been a waste.

			Her wing hem twitched, and she set her stylus down. Shifting, she gathered the leathery membrane around herself like a blanket and gave up trying to concentrate, instead turning to the wall holo to take in the chaos downstairs. It was ground level, dark and wet. The building’s security wasn’t allowing the protesters purchase on the landing shelves at the fourth and tenth floors. If she cared to go to the window, she might be able to see the demonstration at the city park across the street despite the rain. There were said to be thousands there, but in a city of millions, those who wanted the portal to remain closed were vastly outnumbered. And ridiculed.

			Her small nose scrunched as she looked at her wrist holo for the time. The portal building’s street entrance held winged citizens mostly, the ever-present rain not even noticed as they shouted and held their signs to the news drones. Here and there among them was a flash of brilliant, almost psychedelic color: Piers. Though her winged kin outnumbered them a hundred to one, Piers insisted on dressing as if their species was not teetering on extinction. Of course, they all were, but some were closer to the edge than others.

			“Cracked-winged, bleeding-heart, misguided ignoramuses,” Noel muttered as she checked her wrist holo again for news. “You’ll feel different when the only thing left to eat are piscys.”

			Lip curling, her eyes rose to the hole in the ceiling where the winged pests had gotten in last week. She never should have eaten lunch at her desk three days in a row.

			But then her breath caught at the building-wide pulse of displaced air. Heart fast, she turned to her door, her wing membrane falling about her in a soft hush as a faint bong sounded. They pinked in excitement, showing the faded tattoos that had taken her half a year’s salary to get rid of.

			The portal had connected. Her theories had been right.

			Noel started as her assistant burst in, the jin’s skin showing past her professional ribbon dress almost a glowing red. “Madam Noel, it’s opened!”

			“I hear,” she said, peeved now that she’d hidden in her office instead of being downstairs with the senior gate agent. “Excuse me. I want to see how many got through before it closed.”

			Marriel fluttered and gushed something unheard as Noel strode through the office maze to the tower’s interior. The entire building was a hollow tube, mostly down from her floor. The large, open middle was full of descending wings, their passage slowed by a manufactured upwelling of moist, warm air. Lifts ran up and down for supplies, Piers, and those too dignified to glide on their own wings.

			“Madam Noel? Madam!” Marriel gasped when Noel didn’t bother going to a landing shelf but glanced up once to be sure the air was empty…and vaulted over the railing.

			Her silk ribbon dress fluttered as her wings snapped open to catch the upwelling. The warm air pushed on her, and the thick skin of her wings pulled taut, sending a wash of blood through her.

			“Give me an updraft!” she shouted, and those below her shifted, their chatter a quick come and go when she arrowed past them. And she was recognized. Her stark white wings stood out among the richly patterned tattooed wings most of the jins around her sported. She was career and had adopted a male-oriented wing, plain and balanced. She’d figured out fast that what got you noticed did nothing to get you ahead. It wasn’t chauvinistic, it was simple fact, and she didn’t mind being mistaken for a mer occasionally if it got her a view of the park.

			The air warmed as she descended, damp and almost foggy as she landed at the mouth of the large tunnel leading to the portal buried at the lowest level of the tower. Bodies filled it, wing knuckles high over their heads as everyone waited for news. She’d never get through despite it being designed for heavy traffic. Every major city had a portal. It was how goods and individuals were moved. But the last spontaneous portal opening to an entirely new world had been three hundred years ago. Everyone wanted to see.

			“Make space!” she shouted, and though those nearest her heard and shifted, she made no headway.

			Wide eyes narrowed to slits, she fought her way to a snap pad. From there, she could go anywhere in the city, but all she wanted was to get the two hundred feet to the portal.

			“I’m snapping to the portal,” she said tightly, and the pad agent’s red skin paled to a worried pink.

			“M-madam Noel,” the mer stammered, his long, red fingers almost a blur over his keyboard to bring up the camera at the end point. Bodies filled the area, spilling onto the snap pad. “It’s too busy. I can’t guarantee your safety.”

			Something was going on at the portal. She could see it through his holo feed. Annoyed, she tapped at his keyboard and pulled the mic close. “This is Noel,” she said, hearing her voice echo through the entire building. “Clear the portal’s snap pad. Now!”

			Through the assistant’s feed, she watched wing knuckles rise and heads turn. In three seconds flat, they’d pushed back.

			“You’re good,” the tower agent said, his gaze fixed on the receiving pad. “Go.”

			“I should have done this in the first place,” Noel muttered as she stepped onto the slightly raised dais. It glowed faintly, but there was no technology beneath it. Nor was there any at the receiving end. It was the creation particle she held within her that would snap her across the distance. The pad was merely a convenient place to keep clear so she didn’t materialize within something, or someone, else.

			Exhaling, she closed her eyes and blanked out the noise, the smell, the pervasive excitement. In her mind, she walked the labyrinth. In her thoughts, she felt the creation energy held within the thousands of mers and jins surrounding her, focused by the building to an unusually sharp point of potential. With a shove, she used it to meld the two points of space into one, making a hole so that when she stepped forward, her foot landed not on the busy pre-portal staging area, but on the snap pad right before the glowing arch of the portal.

			“Madam Noel,” the young mer manning the gate said in greeting, then turned back to the portal, riveted.

			“How many? How many made it?” Noel said, thinking it had to be over. But the agent shrugged, his wing knuckles rising.

			Noel stepped from the snap pad, her way easier now as she was recognized and people moved clear, excited and chattering. More than her career was riding on this. If her theory to use the building to focus creation energy was sound, she should have been able to get five souls across before it closed. Twenty-three would allow them to create a two-way gate, but five would vindicate her theories.

			Finally she was through, and she stopped stock-still, shocked. The portal was still open.

			As she watched, another volunteer stepped forward, a survival bag held tight in his arms as he closed his eyes and walked into the familiar inrushing pop of air and light.

			“It’s still open!” she gushed, and the gate agent on task grinned, her canines so worn they were almost even with her other teeth. Even her wing tattoos had been left to fade, and Noel thought it gave her a noble look. The jin was too old to be anything but a supervisor, but today she had chosen to work the floor.

			“Open and sending,” she said, her long, red fingers nimble on the holo pad as she checked the volunteer off from a list and beckoned the next from the nervous knot of mers and jins waiting in their black uniforms, wings clamped tight to their bodies.

			Pale white and shaking, the next in line gave Noel a nod and stepped through. Gone. From behind the silk rope holding the watchers back, a clacking of excitement rose.

			“How many?” Noel dipped under the cord to stand beside the gate agent, breathless.

			The old agent smirked. “Total, or today?”

			“Today,” she whispered, unable to take her eyes from it. The portal glowed green, ready to send. But it wasn’t linked to the next city over or even one on the other side of the planet. It was linked to another world. One they knew nothing about.

			“We got our five a few moments ago,” the jin said, as proud as if she’d flung them herself. “That makes twenty-three crossings over the last three thousand years. If they survived to have winglets, we might have our twenty-three to make a two-way portal. They just have to find each other.”

			If, if, if. But the reality was more likely that the original eighteen they’d managed to shove across over the eons were long dead, the creation particles they had carried with them to make the portal permanent lost to the cosmos.

			And yet they still tried. Their world was dying. They needed new resources. And as she watched, two more volunteers went through. Wing tips tingling, she turned to the people in colorful dress behind the silken do-not-cross rope. “Where’s Mikail?” she asked, not seeing the huge red mer.

			“He was the first through.” The gate agent ticked another name off her list. “Damn, we’ve got a strong link. Either there’s a massive population on the other side, or there’s one hell of a calamity fueling the connection.”

			“Or both.” Noel watched another one of her people file through, head high but wing hem shaking. Portals spontaneously opened only when a large population reacted as one, usually in response to a celestial event such as a meteor strike or eclipse. Unless you had enough creation energy on both sides to hold it open, portals were short-lived, and though they once thrived over many worlds, the gates had been closed as their environments turned toxic until it was just their world that sustained the survivors.

			Don’t let it be death I send them to, she thought as the jins and mers vanished. They had no idea what lay beyond—which was why the families of the volunteers received a creation spark to replace the one they lost with their kin.

			“That’s ten,” the agent said in satisfaction, and the five agents held in reserve stiffened, their faces becoming pale as the blood rushed to their wings. They’d probably volunteered for the pay increase, never dreaming they’d actually go.

			We might hit fifteen, Noel thought, suddenly panicked. She hadn’t prepared for this. Stiff, she turned to the well-dressed office workers pressing in on her. They wouldn’t survive thrown into the wilds of their own planet, much less an unknown one. Wings shivering, she bent to the agent’s mic.

			“Noel!” a familiar voice called out, and her attention shattered. “How many? How many have gone through?”

			“Eleven,” the gate agent said as a mer so dark as to be almost black pushed his way past the watchers, then dipped under the cord to join her.

			“Don’t steal my updraft, August,” she said as she tapped the agent’s mic to connect to the building’s intercom. “I need you here.” As she bent low over the agent’s desk, her words echoed from every ceiling. “This is Noel. We have a potential fifteen agents across the portal. It’s holding firm and I’m looking for volunteers. Single, no family only. Report immediately to portal seven. Keep the snap pads clear, everyone. We need them here now.”

			“I’m single.” Wing knuckles high, August shifted from foot to foot. He was looking at the snap pad. No one was coming in to replenish the volunteers, and there were only three left.

			Frowning, Noel pulled the mic closer. “Secondary bonuses are now in effect. They will be doubled in the event of a successful return.”

			A whistling clack of excitement rose from behind her. The watchers’ eyes went wide in anticipation, and a dreaming dare brought a flush to their wings. But Noel knew they wouldn’t move past the rope. Unlike the general populace conditioned to believe it was a romantic adventure, everyone working in the tower knew it was likely only death that lay beyond.

			“I have no family,” August added, his wings drooping in envy when the snap pad lit and new volunteers began popping in, the young mers and jins dressed in colorful work tunics. Heaven help them, some even wore wing clips.

			“That did it,” the gate agent said with a relieved sigh, beckoning them over to take possession of their wearable tech and get their names and signatures on a contract.

			At least someone was planning ahead, Noel thought as portal assistants began bringing out more survival packs.

			“Take a bag, all of you,” Noel said, breathless, and the first jin scrawled her name before bobbing her head and lurching to the hastily offered survival pack.

			More were coming in, and Noel’s shoulders eased. There would be no gap. But almost immediately her toes began to curl. What if they got to twenty-three? Twenty-three living members. If they found one another, they might have a working portal in her lifetime. It was what they all hoped for, but the thought was terrifying.

			“Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen,” the gate agent said, ticking them off her list, and August cracked his wing knuckles together in distress.

			“I should be allowed to cross,” August said, and Noel’s eyes nictitated, refusing to look at him and instead watching the mers and jins step through, one by one. “I have the background to make this a success,” he complained, ignored but not unheard. “The last time a portal became two-way, we lost ninety-eight percent of our species. We can’t risk it again.”

			“What we have left could survive an atomic blast,” Noel said tightly. “And you will not go until we have a working gate. It’s in your contract.”

			“To Puck with my contract.” August stood beside her, the mer’s dark eyes following the gate agent gesturing for the next volunteer to step forward. “I’m going,” he added, sounding like a petulant wingling.

			“And yet you stand there knowing as one of my senior scientists that you can’t.”

			He turned as a jubilant cry rose from the watchers, jostling as more tried to push in to see. They had reached twenty-three. Noel gripped the back of the gate agent’s chair, breathless. Twenty-three. Her theories had been correct. What have I done?

			“Twenty-three,” August said needlessly. “We have a potential return. I’m going.”

			She stifled a surge of panic as he took his wrist holo off and defiantly set it on the portal desk. “You’re not,” she said, knowing twenty-three only meant their hope had farther to fall. The volunteers, though, were more eager, thinking they might one day come home if they could survive, find one another, draw a labyrinth, and renew the connection.

			A miracle, Noel thought, feeling a new responsibility now that her theories were borne out.

			“You have so much to live for, August,” Noel said, wincing at the volunteer’s misplaced confidence. “Muriel wouldn’t want you to throw away your life.”

			“This is not throwing away my life!” he said, angry. “This is doing something with it. Leave her out of it.”

			The gate agent flushed a bright red, clearly uncomfortable.

			Noel pulled August closer. “Twenty-three souls across is no guarantee the portal will ever become two-way.”

			“Twenty-five,” the agent said, then hunched, cowed when Noel glared at her.

			“It might be a planetwide holocaust fueling the connection,” Noel continued. “The air might be toxic.”

			August drew his wings close and tugged from her grip. “Give me a number,” he said, and she slumped. He knew better than anyone the risk that lay beyond, the possible poisons, the violence the unknown might hold.

			But it was a miracle that the portal had remained open this long, and giving him what he wanted would free her from his anger when it closed and he was left behind.

			“Thirty-five,” she said, and the eavesdropping gate agent jerked.

			“Thirty-five!” August echoed, aghast, and she widened her eyes, smug. “Fine. Thirty-five,” he said again, but Noel stood easy as the next professionally dressed jin crossed and was gone. Whatever event had coalesced the minute creation energy the natives possessed to forge a link would have to go on for hours, span the continent, involve millions of souls. The portal would close soon.

			“Thirty-five,” August grumped, and the gate agent spun his holo to him, open to a contract for him to sign. “Excuse me,” August said, twitching his richly red wings as he went to stand with the rest, his dark lab attire looking drab among the predominantly colorful office workers. Someone handed him a survival pack, and Noel’s smile faded. He looked like a sacrifice: young, smart, and foolishly courageous in his hope.

			“We’ve got thirty,” the agent said, lifting her wing in a show of support. “Thirty-one. Thirty-two.”

			Noel’s pulse quickened, but the gate agent was frowning, looking at her holo’s readout. “Hold up, I’ve got a coordinate wobble,” she said, and the next mer in line hesitated. “I think it’s closing!”

			“Thank all that’s holy,” Noel whispered, elated. Thirty-two. If they didn’t get a working portal with thirty-two, then the world would be quarantined and they would never send anyone again. They would find other worlds to sharpen their focus on.

			“Yes,” the gate agent said, waving the next volunteer back. “It’s closing.”

			Noel turned to August, her eyes nictitating when he sprang forward. “August, no!” she shouted as he ran right into the waiting agent, and they both tumbled through in an ill-advised twin jump…and were gone.

			With the lowering sound of cycling air, the green haze of the portal dimmed and went out.

			For a moment, there was only silence, and then a cheer rose up from behind the ropes, echoed in the entire building. Probably the entire world.

			“Piscy piss, August!” she shouted, unheard over the commotion, but he was gone and the portal was closed.

			Grinning, the gate agent turned to her. “Congratulations, Madam Noel. Thirty-four souls. If there’s breathable air, enough will survive to reopen the portal. You just saved an entire world. I bet you get a raise.” She hesitated, gaze going to her readout. “Do you want me to count August as thirty-three or thirty-four? I couldn’t tell who went through first.”

			Noel slid August’s wrist holo off the desk. It was heavy in her hand, and she stared at the dark portal as the exuberant noise beat upon her. The floor was already set to a welcoming, receiving red, though it would conceivably take days before they found one another and redrew the labyrinth. Soon her building would be full of dignitaries, all boasting that they backed her in her expensive theories of focusing creation energy.

			Get a raise or fired, Noel thought, knowing that if they failed to survive and reopen the portal, those same dignitaries would abandon her faster than a piscy-infested warehouse.

			“Thirty-four,” she finally said as she tucked the wrist holo in a fold of her ribbon dress, knowing that might give August a place in the history books as the last to go.

			Turning, she walked to the lifts, wanting only the quiet of her office. The way opened up as the jins and mers fell back, lifting their wing knuckles high over their heads in salute as she went past. She didn’t hear the congratulations, didn’t taste the fermented blok fruit that filled the glasses being passed from one to the next. Tonight there’d be parties all over the city, all over the world.

			But not for her. She would sit in silence, thinking of the thirty-four souls she had sent to their deaths.

		

	
		
			Two

			The sun was just above the brown and red horizon, turning the nearby mountains a deep purple. Renee’s steps were loud in the light-drenched silence as she walked, sticking close to the narrow trail not because she was afraid to lose her way but to preserve the delicate desert soil. The sparse scrub gave her a horizon-to-horizon view, but her head was down, focused as she scanned for snakes. Her knee-high work boots left prints on prints on prints on the way to the nearby wash. Every day the same walk, every day the same pattern.

			Every day, the new found in subtle, small things, she thought as she studied the bare rock and scrubby vegetation through her polarized glasses, her little flags cordoning off the buffelgrass-infested desert obvious. She was looking for Henry, lucky number thirty-four. He was her most reliable, most accommodating. Most skilled at escaping…

			Habit brought her head up at the roar of the military jets, and she pushed her faded ball cap back, smiling as they practiced stalls and tight formations in the slow upwellings of heated air over Tucson. Over the course of the morning, her jeans, boots, gloves, and plaid shirt would slowly peel away to shorts, a tee, and pale skin that would burn in the sun like flash paper if not for copious amounts of UV block. But for now, the desert sun was pleasant.

			But her smile faded as she rounded an outcrop of stone and found Henry’s basking rock empty.

			“Huh,” she muttered, hand going to her empty snake bag. Squinting, she scanned the sky at the unusual sound of a chopper, not seeing it. “Where did you get off to, Henry?” she whispered as she rocked back into motion. The snake had a bad habit of escaping his enclosure. He never went far, and if not needing his venom to fund her real endeavor, she’d let him return to the wild. The big snake could clearly handle it.

			No, she had her eye on something other than antivenom, something that most people wouldn’t see until it was too late and buffelgrass had turned the naturally fire-resistant desert into a dangerous tinderbox. Not if I can help it, she thought, scuffing to warn anything off her path. The invasive grass was tough…and unfortunately finding something to halt its relentless advance would pay in karma, not money. Hence the cash cow of snake venom paving her way to be out here nine out of twelve months.

			The dry scatter from a roadrunner drew her attention, and she wondered if maybe this was why the big rattler was not at his usual post-escape basking rock. The near utter silence made the smallest noise obvious, and upon finding a dry wash, she hesitated, visually planning her way down to avoid the shadows of hidden burrows under the clinging scrub. There were more than rattlers and roadrunners out here, and everything bit or stung or pecked.

			Renee carefully picked her way to the bottom, glad she had her gloves when she slipped and slid the last few feet. Balance regained, she slapped the dust from her jeans and walked down the middle of the dry wash to check the outcrop of stone she’d found him on last week.

			Sure enough, a wrist-thick, sullen snake lay curled up right where the rock angled to put him in the sun.

			“There you are, Henry,” she cooed, and the snake flicked his tongue at her, not even bothering to lift his head. She paused well back to give him time to sense her as she readied her long-handled hook. “What are you doing down here?” she added as she eased closer, watching him for any sign of stress. “Don’t like one meal a week and your electric rock, eh? Can’t say I blame you.”

			Henry lifted his head and flicked his tongue again. He had pulled himself tighter, but it lacked the tense anger of standing his ground, and she spun the hook in her fingers to gauge his level of annoyance. “Don’t tell Nick I bribed you, okay?” she said as she shook a small bottle to disorient the cricket inside it before popping the lid and tossing the cricket to the snake.

			Immediately the snake pounced on it, the game familiar to both of them. Satisfied, Renee watched him gulp it down as she slid the sun-warmed hook under his body and carefully lifted him. “I found your snack in the rat chow,” she said as she eased him into the bag, and the snake went willingly, too hot now from his basking. “I say that makes him snake chow, eh?”

			God help me. I’m talking to a snake, she thought as she gently shook him off the hook and closed the bite-proof bag. But she’d known him for three years.

			Snake heavy in her grip, Renee headed back the way she’d come, squinted gaze on the scrub-lined wash to suss out the trail she’d gotten down here on. That chopper was back, and her smile faded when she realized it was hovering over her camp.

			“What now?” she muttered as she took the steep cliff fast, bent almost double. Scree slipped under her feet, and, catching back a whoop of surprise, she slid, panicking until she got Henry atop her middle and out of danger. Rocks scraped her wrist past her glove until she landed on the floor of the wash.

			Butt in the dry sand, she pulled her gloves off, frowning at the red-rimmed scrapes.

			“Seriously?” she said, but as her hand went out to lever herself up, the faintest hint of movement caught her eye.

			Breath catching, she jerked her hand back, but it was too late, and a sharp stab of pain cramped her hand as a small yellow scorpion darted away.

			“Oh, for God’s sake…” she whispered, hand held tight to her middle as she stood, ticked. It wouldn’t kill her, but ever-loving-dog-humping, it was going to hurt for a long time if she didn’t take care of it in the next five minutes.

			“You okay, Henry?” she said, already feeling the pain as she picked up the snake bag. Fist pressed to her middle, she worked herself up over the rim of the wash and began walking. She forced her breath slow to calm her pulse, but by the time she got within sight of her camp, her hand was agony, the pain spreading up her arm to her shoulder and neck. Even the sight of the chopper, now parked outside her camp with its blades at rest, didn’t slow her, and she angled for the lab, the long, low building walled with mud just to the right of her state-of-the-art all-terrain RV.

			It wasn’t until the tall man in military fatigues caught her attention that her pace faltered.

			“Renee!” a familiar voice called, and her head snapped to her RV. It was Nick, a student from the nearby university and her relief. He wasn’t due for three months, and definitely not by chopper. She hesitated, glancing at the military guy before heading to Nick, one hand at her middle, the other holding Henry. His faded blue backpack was beside the door, and her eyebrows rose at the box of groceries.

			Nick, though, was all smiles as he closed the gap, shouting, “I told you she was around. Henry must have gotten out again. If you time it right, they want to go back.”

			“Snakes. Wonderful.” Hands at his sides, the uniformed man slowed to a halt before her, squinting as he looked from the solar array to the water truck with its two-thirds-full tote.

			She handed Henry to Nick, hiding her stung hand behind her back as she took in the military guy’s polarized glasses, his deep brown skin, clean-shaven face, and his insignia. Slim, he looked as if he ran rather than worked out, despite that he was already sweating in the early sun. “Major?” she questioned as he eyed her as if summing her total. “Did I forget to file my taxes again?”

			Snake bag held high, Nick shifted from foot to foot, his grin expansive. “Hi, Renee. This is Major Jackson. It’s a job, Renee. Government work!”

			Her hand was agony, thumping in time with her pulse. “Ah, Renee Caisson,” she said, smiling widely instead of holding her hand out. “Government job, eh? Come on in.”

			Jackson looked at her hiding her hand, and his smile became forced. “Doctor,” he said formally, clearly feeling the insult. “You can call me Jackson.”

			She took a step toward the lab, hand still hidden, embarrassed for having been stung. “You can drop the ‘Doctor.’ We’re informal out here.” She took another step, her hand a flaming agony. “Ah, would you mind if we talk while we walk? I have something I need to take care of immediately.” Pace fast, she headed for the long, low lab.

			“Sure,” she heard from behind her as they began to follow. “Your unique skill set has led to you being chosen to take part in a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”

			Renee pushed into the lab, the cooler, dry air a balm as she strode to a drawer and pawed through it looking for a paper-wrapped syringe.

			“Are you okay?” Nick said as he shook Henry back in his enclosure, his eyes widening as he saw her hand.

			“Shit happens,” she said as he took the package and opened it up. “I thought you were in Alaska for the next three months.”

			“I thought I was, too,” Nick said, and she turned to study the row of tiny vials.

			“Oh. Wow.” Jackson hesitated just inside, clearly surprised as he took in the snake cages across from a small desk and lab area. Everything inside was as modern as the outside was rustic. “Okay. They weren’t kidding. You have quite a setup here, Doctor.”

			“Thank you,” she said, flustered as Nick took the vial she handed him and decanted a tenth of a cc into the syringe.

			“Big one?” Nick said, and Jackson jerked, only now noticing her hand turning purple and red.

			“No, it was one of those little suckers. I can do it,” she protested, and Nick arched his eyebrow at her and pulled another half cc before holding out his hand for hers.

			Teeth clenched, she put the swollen monstrosity in his hand, and he began jabbing her, putting a little here, a little there, like a dentist with Novocain. “Ah…government job?” she said to distract herself, and Jackson looked at her, a new understanding, and maybe respect, in his eyes.

			“You were bitten?” Jackson said, and she felt herself flush. “You are cool under pressure. That’s good to know.”

			“I did not get bitten.” Renee exhaled, giving Nick a sour look when he chuckled and threw the syringe away. “I got stung by a bark scorpion. It was stupid. You take your gloves off for one second…”

			Jackson’s brow furrowed. “A scorpion did that?”

			Renee took the cold pack Nick handed her, wincing as she put it on her hand. “It’s the small ones that are the worst.” Finally the pain began to ease, but she didn’t dare try to flex it yet. “Not that I don’t like visits from tall, handsome men, but what are you doing here, Major?”

			Jackson blinked. “Ah, just Jackson, please. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together, and everyone I know calls me Jackson.”

			Renee turned her back on him, tapping Henry’s enclosure to make sure the snake was okay. He was, and her shoulders eased in relief. “Is that so.”

			Grinning, Jackson handed her a sealed envelope. “Congratulations. You’ve been drafted.”

			“Really,” she said flatly, her eyebrows rising at the official seal. Not opening it, she tossed it to the counter.

			Mood unchanged, Jackson pulled it across the counter with one brown finger. Opening it, he extended it to her as Nick watched with wide eyes. “You are one of the few premier micro-toxin experts in the US, and that’s not even what you went to school for,” he said, and she took the paper, not reading it. “You speak Spanish with a modicum of fluency, are able to work alone and efficiently under stress while maintaining a high degree of accuracy, and apparently you keep a very tight lab,” he added, mirth quirking the corners of his brown eyes. “According to your mentoring professor, you’re methodical, meticulous in your work and findings, honest with no fudging to keep your funding. But the reason I want you is because you are single and have no family entanglements.”

			Nick lost his grin. “Ah, you never said anything about it being dangerous.”

			Single? Renee’s eyes went to the letter. Her lips pressed as she read it, and she looked up, blinking. “Huh,” she finally said. “I’ve been drafted.” She handed it to Nick, and he dropped back, his brow furrowing as he read. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

			Jackson’s smile never faded. “We do more than check your taxes up on that hill, Dr. Caisson.”

			Renee slid from the lab stool, agitated as reality began to assert itself. “I can’t walk away from this,” she said, her throbbing hand beginning to work again. “I’ve got snakes to milk. Research to finish. Finding an effective way to get rid of buffelgrass may not seem important to you, but it’s taking over the desert like a slow-moving wildfire, which will shortly be followed by a real one.”

			“Nick can handle it. Right, Nick?” Jackson said, and Nick looked up from the letter, ashen-faced. “Especially when that governmental grant comes through and you can hire an assistant.”

			“Renee?” Nick said weakly. “Can they do this?”

			Renee looked at Jackson, his confidence irritating her. “Apparently.”

			Jackson nodded sharply. “You have ten minutes. I’ll be in the chopper.”

			He turned to go, and Renee took a step after him. “Wait. You said you picked me. Are you in charge, or are you the deliveryman?”

			His smile widened. “Yes, to both, ma’am.” He nodded at Nick, still pale. “I am authorized to take you by force, but I’d appreciate it if you would come voluntarily. Top secret. World changing. A chance to use all the tools in your toolbox. Trust me, Dr. Caisson. You will not regret this.” He hesitated. “Unless you would rather stay here and try to find ways to eliminate buffelgrass.”

			She turned to Nick, then Jackson. Top secret? Yeah. Whatever. It was the chance to use her degree in environmental ecosystems that tugged at her. How bad could it be? Smiling, Renee pushed forward, her still-swollen hand extended. “You have your woman, Jackson.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Renee fingered her ID badge, feeling small as she stood between two men in fatigues loading up their trays with mac and cheese and what looked like half a loaf of white bread each. The thick, shiny plastic tag had her picture, name, and clearance level. She was a three, but she didn’t know if that was better or worse than the level twos surrounding her. Everyone’s badge, whether two, three, or simply service, had a long gray strip. Radiation detection? she guessed, which made her all warm and fuzzy inside.

			Nice, she thought as the two men peeled off and she could reach a sad cup of cut fruit. It looked even worse on her tray next to the plate of chicken fingers and overcooked green beans, and she added two more cups. Shoulders slumped, she took her tray to the drink kiosk.

			The companionable noise of conversations and clinking silverware was daunting as she looked over the large commissary full of men and women dressed in green and white, all sporting short haircuts. That security was emblazoned on their ID tags instead of military science was hardly necessary.

			“Good God. I really was drafted,” she whispered as she tried to decide what to put in her dishwasher-faded plastic cup. The coffee had been atrocious every time, and she finally went with chocolate milk, filling her cup as she scanned the array of half-full tables and looked for somewhere to sit. The only natural light came from ridiculously high, narrow windows at the tall ceiling, and she missed the long views of her desert.

			Her shoulders slumped as she spotted the lone table in the corner. Feeling like the new kid, she headed for it. Both her arms ached where she’d taken so many shots yesterday that she had lost count, and her right butt cheek throbbed where she’d taken one enormous one. “Multivitamin,” the joke had been, but she figured it had been anything but micronutrients.

			But her slow pace faltered when she noticed Jackson sitting at a pair of tables by the far wall, cordoned off from the rest. Four people sat with him, again all in green and white, but there was the bling of silver on their lapels that everyone else lacked. Officers, maybe?

			She hesitated, and then, deciding she was cool enough to sit at the popular table, she started over. Her last two days hadn’t been all medical, and she’d made good use of the lab they’d given her, analyzing the samples of blood, sputum, feces, and skin tissue for contamination and micro toxins. The worst she’d found was a case of an STD, but half the samples were clearly not from the men and women around her…and since Jackson hadn’t said anything about it after she’d filed her report, she wanted to talk to him.

			Her pulse quickened as she approached the young guard manning the rope, her smile becoming relieved when he gave her a salute and unhooked the cord. “I guess that means I can come in, huh?” she said, getting a neutral “Yes, ma’am” in return.

			“Hey, hi,” she added louder when her presence was noticed. “You mind? If I have one more conversation about chiggers and ten-mile hikes, I’m going to scream.”

			Jackson sat up from his conversation, his smile wide. “Renee! Yes. Let me introduce you.”

			The woman across from him scooted over, and Renee took the offered spot. “Yasmin,” she said, hand extended, and Renee shook it after setting her tray down. “I’m PR and containment.”

			“You handle both?” Renee questioned, eyeing the captain insignia on her shirt, and the midforties woman nodded.

			“If I contain everything properly, there will be no PR,” she said cryptically, and the man sporting a white mustache scoffed loudly.

			“Colonel Hancock,” the late-forties man said confidently, his bushy mustache at odds with his neatly shaven skull, and Renee reached across the table and shook his thick hand. “I’m in charge of security,” he added, half turning to run his sharp gaze over the loud tables behind her. “Biological, technological, and personnel.”

			“Vaughn,” the slim man on the other side of Yasmin said. “Civilian. I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

			“Pleasure.” It was hard to be sure since he didn’t rise, but she guessed he would be almost a foot taller than her, with dark curly hair below his ears and eyes that seemed to go right to her core. He wiped his hand off on his lab coat before extending it to her behind Yasmin. Renee took it, her gaze immediately going to his ring. The wrought metal looked like a willow leaf twined about his middle finger, and she flushed when she found herself staring. His mix of jeans and lab coat matched hers, but her smile stiffened when she spotted mental health services on his badge, and every hint of attraction died despite his good looks. Not just no, but hell no. “You’re a psychiatrist,” she said, unable to keep her distaste from her voice.

			But Vaughn laughed pleasantly. “Guilty as charged.”

			“Nice to meet you,” she said, but her guard had gone up.

			“Lieutenant General Monroe,” the last, clearly oldest man said with a raspy voice, and she bobbed her head, seeing as he was at the far end of the table. His sun-damaged, tan face creased in a bland, unwelcoming smile. “I’m not here enough to have an office, but I’m responsible for shutting this place down if Hancock and Yasmin don’t do their jobs.”

			“Ah, Dr. Renee Caisson,” she said, deciding to keep the Doctor in her name because they’d all kept Major, Captain, Colonel, and Lieutenant General in theirs. It was odd having this wide a range of ranks comingling, but apparently it was a small, covert project, and that, as Jackson had explained, meant a close-knit group.

			Introductions done, Jackson returned to eating with an almost frightening focus. Renee’s gaze went to her chicken fingers, nasty fruit, and beans. They each had apple pie, green salad, and salmon on rice. “Renee is our lead scientist in determining if there’s any biological threat,” Jackson said between bites, and she winced, wishing she’d gotten coffee even if it did taste like crap. Chocolate milk? What am I? Three?

			“Nice to meet all of you,” she said, her smile fading when they went back to their conversation of whether military dogs should have the same retirement rights as their handlers.

			“Lead scientist? I’m the only scientist,” she muttered, glancing at Vaughn. Couch warriors didn’t count. “Unless you have someone else stashed around here.”

			“No. You’re it.” Jackson scooted himself, then her tray, down the long table to give them some privacy. “At least for now. If you get bogged down, I can assign someone from the grunt pool who took a biology class in high school.”

			“Ah, no. I’m good.” Renee picked at her fruit and glanced at the turned backs.

			“Don’t mind them.” Jackson stretched for the salt and pepper, dragging them to where she could reach. “Everyone’s ticked that they’re doing three jobs and getting paid for one.”

			She nodded, eyeing his untouched salad. Hence me working on the gross contaminants as well as micro toxins.

			“How are your quarters?” he asked, and she forced her attention back to her tray.

			“After living out of an RV for three months? More than adequate.” Against her will, her gaze went right to the bright red of the cherry tomatoes. “I must have come after the good stuff was gone.”

			Jackson looked up from his swiftly moving fork, his eyes going to her tray as if only now seeing it. “Oh. Sorry.” He swallowed. “The officers’ mess has a limited menu, but it’s better food and it’s open twenty-four seven.”

			Renee remembered seeing the small room laid out like the free buffet at the top of a five-star hotel. “I’m not an officer,” she said, trying to keep the envy from her voice.

			“That badge of yours says otherwise.” He went back to eating. “Didn’t the guy giving you your ID tell you about it?”

			“No,” she said flatly, her thoughts on the thick oatmeal she’d tried to eat this morning.

			“Sorry about that. How is your hand?”

			He didn’t sound sorry, and wondering if it was some sort of “welcome to the secret government project” hazing, Renee took her eyes off his salmon and flexed her still-swollen hand. “Still sore, but I won’t lose any range of movement, so yeah, I’m good.” Stifling a sigh, she slowly cut her chicken fingers into bite-size portions. “It’s my butt that hurts. Damn, what’s in that shot?”

			Jackson chuckled. “Everything. Lab okay? You finding everything you need? I read your first report. Very thorough. Monroe is impressed, and he doesn’t impress easily. We sent samples over to WHO as well. Hancock wanted the redundancy despite the cost of duplicating until you proved you could do both jobs. Thanks for that, by the way. Getting Monroe to add another staff member is like pulling teeth from an unsedated tiger.”

			“You told me you were in charge,” she said as she reached for her milk to help the dry chicken fingers go down.

			“I am. This is my project, but Monroe holds the purse strings, and Hancock is in charge of security.”

			It sounded about right, and Renee bobbed her head and pushed past the grapes to get at the lone blueberry. “Actually, it was my preliminary findings I wanted to talk to you about.” She looked at his salad from the corner of her eye. Dang. It’s got herb-crusted croutons and pecans, and he’s just ignoring it! “Hey, uh, are you going to eat that?”

			Jackson followed her gaze to the salad. “Lord, no. But if I don’t take one every few days, the nutritionist gets on my case. You want it?”

			“Thank you,” she said with a sigh, reaching as he pushed it to her. “I haven’t had a decent salad in months.”

			“There’s, er, no dressing on it,” he said as she lightly salted it and dug in.

			“Don’t like dressing,” she said, mouth full. “Oh, God. That’s good.” Jaw moving, she upended her plate of chicken fingers to add them to the mix. Hesitating, she dumped the fruit on there, too. The overcooked beans she left for trash fodder. For a moment, she just ate in bliss, fork moving fast until she reached for her chocolate milk and downed about half of it.

			“You are so weird. But I like that.”

			Renee froze, feeling herself warm as she realized he was watching her scarf it down. “Um,” she mumbled, forcing herself to slow. “Can we talk here? I’ve got questions about my findings.”

			“Fire away.” The smile still on his lips, Jackson went back to his rice and salmon.

			Renee wrangled one of the napkins from the table dispenser. Jeez, even the napkins are better. “I’m still working up the first micro-toxin report. You understand that because of the nature of micro toxins that some of the determents will take months, years, even generations to show if there are any.”

			Jackson continued eating, but Renee thought there was a new wariness to him. “Okay. I get that. What you can give us now is appreciated. What’s the problem?”

			“There’s no problem. But I’d be more effective if I knew what I was looking for.”

			“Oh.” He relaxed, his wide shoulders losing their new tightness. “That’s why you’re here. We don’t know.”

			“Right.” She stabbed a tomato, relishing the sudden give and burst of acidity as she chewed. “But it’s obvious that there are two groups. The first has seven members and is human, and the other with nineteen is not. What am I looking for?”

			Jackson froze, and from the far end of the table, Monroe turned to look at them. “Not…human?” Jackson prompted.

			She nodded, very aware that Monroe was now staring at her. “I’m not up on my animal tissues, but the larger group has too many white blood cells for a healthy human, not to mention they look weird.”

			Jackson put up a hand to forestall Monroe’s words. “How so?” he asked pleasantly, the remnants of his lunch forgotten.

			“A little small? And they stain up darker,” she said, wondering if she was convincing them she wasn’t up to the job. “The sputum samples from the larger group look as if they came from something not quite healthy, as well. They’re more acidic than I’d expect.”

			Vaughn pushed back from the table, listening, and Jackson’s expression went empty. “Like eating-through-stuff acidic?”

			“God, no.” She smiled nervously. “Just mildly acidic. As if their body chemistry is set to something different.” She ate a forkful. Everyone was listening now. “And don’t get me started on the fecal samples.”

			Monroe’s eyes narrowed. “What about the fecal samples?”

			Renee sipped her chocolate milk. Yeah. I’m bad. “Ah, it’s all in my latest report.”

			“Which I didn’t read past the summary. What about the fecal samples?” Monroe asked again.

			“Well, like the blood and sputum, it’s obvious that there are two groups. One is fine. A little too much fat in the diet. Mild sugar addiction.” She looked past them to the young men and women in green. “Not a problem when you’re twenty-five. But the other…” She let her words trail off, hoping they would volunteer something.

			Jackson inched his torso out over his tray. “What?” he demanded, and she shrugged, not liking Vaughn’s softly inquisitive expression. It was his clinical face, more pleasant than most, but recognizable.

			“Well, the internal flora of the two groups are subtly but importantly different,” she said, and Monroe’s eyes took on a dangerous glint. “I’m not saying they are from Mars, but it’s obvious that the two populations have been separated from each other for a long time. You see this in island populations sometimes,” she added, digging deep into her basic biology classes. “Little mutations that one has that the other does not and vice versa. But there’s one thing I don’t get.”

			Jackson gave Monroe a look to shut up and faced her. “And that is?” he prompted.

			She winced, fork moving aimlessly in the leafy greens. “It’s going to sound nuts, but it’s almost as if the smaller, normal group is the one that has been isolated, and the larger group showing the abnormalities in the sputum and blood is the one that has been modifying our population from time to time.”

			“Layman’s terms, Caisson,” Hancock ground out, and she shrugged.

			“They have impacted us, but we haven’t impacted them,” she tried again. “You, me, the guy there getting his third glass of electrolytes, the man pumping gas down the road, the woman running a day care in Florida: we all share a lot of the same internal flora. The group you have me testing? They have the same stuff, but it has lots more mutations, as if they have the older population and have been dropping in occasionally, each time adding new elements to our internal flora. But it’s been all one-way. They show none of the relatively new mutations that we’ve had over the years.” She hesitated. “Better?” she added hopefully.

			“No kidding.” Jackson leaned back and smiled at Yasmin as she shook her head at his unspoken question.

			“It would help if I knew what I was looking at,” Renee said, glancing between Yasmin and Jackson. “I could tailor my studies to better protect everyone, and isn’t that why I’m here?”

			Hancock ran a hand over his bald head, ending the motion pointing at her, not in question, but accusation. “You say there are no major contagions?” he said as Vaughn shifted nervously, his metallic ring catching the light.

			“Not that I could find.” Renee studied their worried expressions. There was too much tension for this to not be important.

			“I’m going to show her,” Jackson said suddenly, and Yasmin stiffened.

			“No,” she said firmly. “Dr. Caisson doesn’t need visual access to do her job.”

			“Show me what?” Renee asked, but Jackson had stood, an eager light in his eyes.

			“Who I show is my decision, not yours,” he said, and the woman’s face reddened.

			“It’s my job to keep this contained, and if she doesn’t know, she can’t tell anyone.”

			“Tell them what?” Renee said, adding, “I don’t know anyone. Who would I tell?”

			Standing, Jackson coolly began to tidy his tray. “If she talks, you can put her in jail.” He grinned at Renee. “But I don’t think she’ll talk. Are you done? Want to see your group of nineteen?”

			“She is not regular military!” Yasmin exclaimed, then lowered her voice as a collective “ooooooh” rose up from the enlisted. “Monroe, consider this my official complaint, but by God you will be getting another on paper.”

			“Duly noted,” the old man rasped, then turned to Jackson, his wrinkles folding in on themselves as he stared at Jackson as if wanting him to make a mistake. “She lacks clearance. If this gets out because of her, you are off this project.”

			Jackson’s exuberance faltered. “She lacks a paper saying she has clearance. She was vetted, or I wouldn’t have brought her here.”

			“I know how to keep a secret,” Renee said, insulted.

			“Get the paper, or her only contact with them is with their shit,” Hancock said, and Yasmin nodded.

			Them? Renee held her breath, looking expectantly at Jackson.

			Jackson shifted his weight as he stood across the table and searched Renee’s expression. “You want to meet them?” he asked, and Yasmin flung a hand in the air in an angry defeat.

			“Yes.” Renee stood, downing the last of her chocolate milk and wiping her lips.

			“Then let’s go.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake,” Yasmin protested, but it seemed to be settled.

			Renee’s swollen hand pinched as she slid her tray from the table, moving fast to catch up as Jackson strode to the dish bin and methodically separated everything. “Hey, you’re not going to get in trouble for this, are you?” she said as she bused her tray. “You said you were in charge of this project.”

			“I am, and I will remain so if you can indeed keep your mouth shut.” He hesitated. “Can I have your phone?”

			Her eyebrows rose at his outstretched hand. “When do I get this back?” she asked as she wedged it out of her back pocket and smacked it into his palm.

			“Soon as I hobble it.” Jackson strode out of the cantina, and Renee stretched her legs to keep up.

			“Hobble it? I can keep a secret. How come Yasmin isn’t happy?”

			“Yasmin is never happy.” Eyes forward, Jackson paced down the hall. “She doesn’t like me much. Says I bring in too many people.”

			Renee walked beside him, four of her steps to his every three until he noticed and slowed down. “How is it you have seniority?” she pressed, wondering why they were moving so fast if he had the authority to grant her access. “I mean, Monroe is, like, ancient, and you’re what? Late thirties?”

			Jackson slid a sidelong glance at her. “It’s my division. I developed it, made it ready so that when we needed it, it was there. They can’t take it away from me unless I really screw up.” Again he looked sideways at her as they walked down a busy hallway, people in green and white pushing to the edges to give them room. “You’re not going to screw this up for me. Say the words.”

			She glanced at her phone in his pocket. “I won’t tell anyone.”

			He harrumphed, pointing at a hallway she had never been down.

			“So how did you get to be in charge of something so big?” she pressed. “Daddy? Mommy?”

			His arms barely moved as they paced. The hallway was empty, and it made her nervous. “Oh, I earned it,” he said, a hint of bitterness in his voice, his gaze laser focused on the end of the corridor where a single uniformed man with a sidearm waited. “I earned it by making the mistake of thinking for myself. I made a decision contrary to orders because the people in charge didn’t have all the pertinent information. The powers that be didn’t like it when I was right. They would have rather I stuck to their procedure and irreparably damaged a biologically sensitive area for no reason. Put simply, someone wanted to use their big gun, and I said use it somewhere else. My punishment was to be put in charge of developing a division that would never amount to anything.”

			But this didn’t look like punishment, and Renee faltered as they reached the end of the hallway. The waiting guard saluted, scanned his badge, then checked Renee’s before allowing Jackson to punch a six-digit code into the door’s panel. The door hissed open with the sound of a reverse airflow.

			“Until last month, I had one assistant under me and an office in a trailer next to the firing range,” Jackson muttered, gesturing for Renee to go into the short hall first. “But as my dad always said, do the task you’re given with alacrity, and all things will change.”

			The hallway was an air lock of sorts, and Renee’s ears popped as the guards sealed the first and Jackson keyed his code in a second time at the next door. Birthday? she guessed as the thump of a magnetic lock sounded, seeing as the last two digits were eighty-nine and he looked about thirty-five. She’d know for certain come June 13.

			“So…what division is this?” she asked as the door unstuck with a sucking sound and the scent of antiseptic spilled in.

			But he only smiled and gestured for her to go through.

			Renee stepped out into a long, narrow hallway. About halfway down, the concrete wall on the left gave way to glass showing a sunny courtyard holding a stunted crab apple and unmown grass. But her fast pace faltered as the way ended at a simple glass door. Jackson pulled it open and ushered her into a wide, hallway-like lounge, taking a moment to show his badge to the guard standing there. Behind her was the courtyard, and in front behind another glass window was a second, much larger lounge. That one, though, wasn’t empty.

			Jackson scuffed to a halt before the glass separating them. “Intelligent Species Contact,” he said with pride as Renee’s mouth dropped and she took a step forward, staring at the figures rising up from the couch and table at their approach.

			They weren’t human.

		

	
		
			Four

			“They have wings,” Renee said, riveted as she stepped closer to the thick glass when a ripple of awareness went out among the red and white figures. There was a surprising lack of curiosity after the initial interest, and only one figure approached the glass, the elbow-like knuckles of his folded wings held high over his head to allow the thick sheets of leather to drape down his back. He, and Renee only guessed at the pronoun, wore a black top that was more of a wound strip of fabric than a real shirt, and slate-gray billowy trousers. Where it showed, his skin was deep red, so dark as to appear almost black. His triangular face was somewhat flat with a narrow chin. Short, dark red curly hair covered his oddly shaped skull, almost hiding his shell-like ears. His face was smooth with no wrinkles, and he had two deep-set eyes right where she’d expect them, set forward for depth perception, not predator evasion. They were large, almost twice as large as hers. When he blinked, a sliver of dark iris showed before a secondary, nictitating membrane slid back in place, dulling the rich brown of his eyes.

			He had a small nose, almost a bump, really, with wide nostrils that flared as he breathed slow and deep. A wide mouth curved up in what might be a smile to show a set of dull canines in front and flat grinders in back. His bare feet on the tile floor were thick, having black nails and long, flexible toes that could clearly grip with as much strength as his hands. He moved with grace as he came forward and clasped his long hands in a very human gesture. Apart from his feet and the stark red of his complexion, he looked surprisingly human.

			And he had wings, probably spanning a full twenty feet if he extended them. As it was, they lay politely at his back, holding his bony, elbow-like knuckles just behind his head. And whereas their wings seemed to match the color of their skin, a hint of added color in tattoo-like patterns showed in the smaller members. Gender designation? she mused.

			“Omnivore,” she whispered as her gaze went to the elaborate design of swooping lines drawn on the floor.

			“Omni-what?” Jackson said, and she smiled back at the red incongruity standing patiently before her. He was real. He wasn’t a made-up monster in a Hollywood back lot. He was real. But what were they, and where had they been found?

			“Omnivore,” she said again, remembering Jackson had asked her something. “Look at his teeth. Just like ours. He eats meat and plants both. What have you been giving them?”

			“They brought their own food wrapped in an odd plant fiber.” Jackson extended his hand, tapping the back of it to the glass when the red figure on the other side offered his. It was clearly a practiced motion of greeting. “The science lab says the wrappings are naturally antimicrobial. How did you know he was a he?”

			Her gaze went briefly to the others behind him. “Just a guess,” she said as the red figure stood and waited, but the longer she looked, the more certain she became. There was no guarantee that any species would follow a human pattern of evolution, but evolutionary stresses tended to be solved with the same solution, whether it be at the bottom of the ocean or the top of a tree in the Amazon, and he simply looked…male.

			There were six, no…seven of them, their skin color ranging from a dark red to white. Most were in matching black pantaloons and that same loose, winding shirt, the uninventive cut and color reminding her of a uniform in comparison to the two in colorful, elaborately detailed clothes. But whether in a uniform black or extravagant color, they all looked incredibly soft and pliable, a joy to wear as the beings played an elaborate game with homemade cards and game board.

			“How long have they been here?” she asked. All but the one facing her had returned to their game, giving Renee the impression that they were tired of being looked at like animals in the zoo.

			“Three weeks.” Jackson dropped to sit in one of the cushy chairs set facing the glass.

			“They look bored,” she said, and he chuckled. But the red one hadn’t moved, and she touched her shoulder where a gold emblem had been embroidered on his tunic. It was the same pattern that was on the floor, and her pulse quickened when he mimicked her gesture, then turned, his incredibly long hand extended to indicate that they were the same.

			“That’s the same pattern. The one on his shirt and the floor,” she said, but Jackson was more interested in the tablet he had picked up from the adjacent end table.

			“Yep. They carved it into the floor as soon as they were moved here and allowed to see each other.”

			Renee turned from the window, aghast. “You isolated them? Why?”

			“Because we didn’t know what their intentions were,” he said irately. “Still don’t. But whatever it is, it’s important. It’s on the black uniforms and the survival bags they brought.”

			Jackson’s brow furrowed in thought, and she turned to the male facing her. He had come closer to the glass, lifting his hand high with the back of it facing her as he had done with Jackson. A greeting…“They meant to come here,” she said. “You said those are uniforms?”

			Shrugging, Jackson looked up from the tablet. “He’s saying hello. The back of his hand out like that? They do it all the time between themselves, though it’s usually held much lower. Go ahead. Try it. Sometimes they knuckle-bump those knobby wing elbows of theirs to say goodbye.”

			“Oh.” Breathless, she extended her own hand, the back of it touching the glass as the big red male did the same before letting his arm drop. He’s got horns, she thought as she just now noticed them. They were small, probably vestigial, but they were there, darker than his hair that they hid in. “Maybe color is status,” she added.

			“Could be. The ones wearing color don’t take part in the organized calisthenics that the ones in black do every evening. Big Red there, he doesn’t do them, either, but his uniform is a little different.” Silent, Jackson fiddled with her phone, comparing something on the tablet to her phone’s security screen.

			Big Red, she thought, thinking the nickname was both fitting and maybe a little condescending. “Then their migration didn’t go entirely to plan,” she said, voice soft. “We might have a mix of career and civilians. He’s professional, but not, ah…” She hesitated at the word military, but that was kind of what the uniforms looked like.

			Jackson frowned as he looked up from her phone. “Possible.”

			The male behind the glass was staring at her hair. He’d probably only seen the short hair of the military cuts, and she shifted her head to make her hair move. He smiled and touched his head, and Jackson chuckled.

			“Not bad,” he said, nodding at the glass. “The smile there? That’s something he picked up from us. Big Red practices it on everyone who comes in. He’s gotten pretty good. The others don’t even try.”

			“Big Red,” she whispered. Pulse fast, she put her swollen hand to the glass, palm touching. “Hey. Hi.”

			But her heart thudded even harder when he mirrored her, settling his palm against hers. His fingers were almost twice as long, and powerful looking. They had an extra knuckle, making his hand far more flexible than hers. The last finger was opposed to the rest to give the impression of two thumbs. She went to pull away, then hesitated. Her hand felt good against the cool of the glass, and she let it linger. “What are they?” she finally whispered.

			“Monroe calls them Neighbors,” he said. “Because they clearly aren’t from around here.”

			“Really.” She peered at Big Red, wishing he’d blink his nictitating eyelids again. “I wouldn’t have given Monroe the credit for being clever.” She took her hand away, and Big Red did the same. “Is their skin color indicative of sex?”

			“No, we think it’s diet.” Brow furrowed, he continued to work with her phone. “The white ones, they stick to grains, while the red ones eat mostly what analyzes as protein. Some eat everything, and they are a middling roan. They use their wing decorations to show male from female. Only the females show any color on them at all. I think they’re tattoos.”

			Her expression blanked as she looked past Big Red to the rest. “Oh!” she exclaimed as she realized it was only the smaller members who decorated their wings. And now that she cared to look, they lacked the skull horns, too. “It’s a secondary sexual characteristic,” she said, realizing why Big Red might be interested in her hair. “One that they modify by choice. Clearly intelligent. Tattoos, huh?”

			“That and a few wing clips.” Making a satisfied grunt, Jackson extended her phone back to her. “You can have this back now.”

			She took it, suspiciously engaging the screen to see her usual wallpaper. “It still works, right?”

			“More or less, emphasis on less. It will connect to anyone here through a dedicated server, but trying to get out on another will turn it into little more than a camera.”

			Grimacing, she shoved it in her back pocket. “Thanks.”

			“Your lab computer is the same way.”

			“Thanks a lot.” Annoyed, she forced a smile since Big Red was staring at her.

			“We aren’t barbarians.” Jackson turned his attention back to the tablet and began working his way through a security system. “You can still stream your shows.” He cleared his throat, apparently done with the topic. “There are two barracks behind the common room,” he continued as he typed in a password. “They set themselves up the first day by gender, right before finding and covering the cameras we had in there. Both sexes mingle freely, but Big Red, here? He kind of keeps to himself.” He hesitated. “Practices smiling at anyone who comes in here.”

			“Well, he’s almost got it down.” Renee shifted down the window to better see the group on the couches. On the other side of the glass, Big Red stayed where he was, hands clasped, his clamped wings slowly rising.

			Jackson swiped through a few screens. “Their, er, downstairs anatomy is a lot like ours.”

			She turned to him. “Please tell me you haven’t been spying on them in the shower.”

			Jackson’s attention never shifted from his tablet. “Before being reintroduced to the group, each went through a rigorous set of studies. Personal modesty wasn’t considered.”

			“Reintroduced to the group?” she echoed, wondering if Big Red was getting his first look at human anger as he touched his face, his gaze fixed on her flush. “You mean dumped into a glass box. No wonder they won’t come to the window. I wouldn’t come to the window.”

			Jackson sighed, not ignoring her attitude as much as letting it roll off. “Our linguist put them through a couple of IQ tests until they refused to do them anymore. They’re at least as smart as us, probably more despite not having any technology on them other than a water purifier. The first week they tried to communicate by written language, but it didn’t go well and Monroe won’t give me the money to bring in another linguist. You want to hear them?”

			“Sure,” she said, then paused as she realized Big Red was looking at her hand. Flexing it, she wondered if the swelling was finally beginning to go down.

			“Thought you might.” Jackson tapped into the pad, his attention drawn to the window when a soft whistling and clicking slipped from the high speakers. She hadn’t even known they were there, and she felt her expression blank. They were talking. It didn’t sound like anything she’d ever heard before, but it was clearly communication.

			“Wow,” she whispered. One hand massaging the other, she inched closer to the glass. There was a burst of whistling clatter, and the game at the couches broke up, almost all of them moving out of sight and into the barracks.

			Big Red whistled something as they left, his big eyes blinking to show a flash of incredibly dark brown past the nictitating membrane. Watery, she thought as he wiped at them.

			“Jackson. You have the lights too bright,” she said, and alarm creased his brow.

			“Crap. Are they telepathic? Hancock thought they might be.”

			She laughed, and Big Red pressed close, watching her intently. “No,” she said, wondering if maybe this was the first time he’d seen anyone laugh. “Look how big their eyes are. They’ve got nictitating membranes, but they’re using them all the time. Can you dim the lights?”

			Jackson tapped at the pad to bring up what looked like the controls for the room. “Are you sure? They seem to like coming out and looking at the courtyard. If they aren’t in the barracks eating or sleeping, which they do a lot of, they stay out here.”

			But all but three had left when the game finished. “Wouldn’t you if you were stuck in a glass box?” she said, arms over her middle. “Honestly. If they’re as smart as you say they are, they could probably figure out how to use that pad of yours and set the environment to what they want.”

			Jackson frowned as he studied it. “They could probably figure it out better than me,” he muttered, clearly lost.

			Big Red was whistling and clicking, but she couldn’t make heads or tails of it, and she retreated to look at Jackson’s pad, pointing out a menu he hadn’t seen. “So, what happened to your linguist?” she asked as the last two Neighbors from the couch whistled and left.

			“He’s in medical.” Jackson relaxed when he found the right screen and began fiddling with the parameters. “Dr. Will Bordoe. He lapsed into a coma while trying to figure out their written language. Hancock won’t authorize me bringing in anyone else in case they caused his mental state.” He looked at the ceiling. “That’s why he thinks they are telepathic. Which is a lot of hogwash!” he added loudly as if everything was being recorded.

			“We know they’re talking,” Jackson continued as the lights dimmed and Big Red made a loud whistle, clearly excited. “But we can’t duplicate it, and they quit writing when Will collapsed. He thought they might see a wider range of color or depth because the word for ‘water,’ ‘knife,’ and ‘female’ looks the same. The word they write to indicate each of themselves is the same, too. I’d say they didn’t have personal names, but they make distinctively unique clacks and whistles to gain each other’s attention.”

			“Huh.” Renee returned to the window when several Neighbors came out from the barracks, clearly in response to the lower light. More followed, all whistling and looking at her as they either argued or sang. She couldn’t tell.

			“How about that?” Jackson said, clearly impressed. “Maybe I should lobby for another biologist. You’re making more progress than we have in three weeks.”

			Renee put a hand to the glass, and Big Red mirrored it briefly before being pulled away, surrounded by Neighbors both red and white, male and female. It was clear she was the topic of conversation as they kept looking at her. “How we are put together says a lot about our needs,” she whispered.

			But her eyes widened when Big Red pushed from the group and made an odd flourish, wings extended as if in thanks. The taut skin was covered in a faint crisscross pattern of old scars, carefully stitched. “Those aren’t decorative,” she said. “They can fly.” Entranced, she pushed forward, so close her breath fogged the glass.

			“But they don’t.” Jackson stood, tablet in hand. “I’ve never even seen them open their wings before.”

			“Well, maybe not fly. But I bet he glides like the devil.” She hesitated, thinking he kind of looked like a devil, all red and winged with his little horns. “You can fly,” she said, and Big Red stared at her, ignoring the Neighbors surrounding him. “Fly,” she said, then flapped her arms, flushing when Jackson chuckled.

			Big Red touched his face. His nictitating membranes had retreated, and she thought she could see what might be surprise in his expression as he ran a long finger down his angular jaw, clearly having noticed her blush.

			She backed up, disconcerted. “Have you tried sign language?”

			Big Red aggressively cracked the bony knuckles of his wings together over his head, and the Neighbors pressing close backed off. Again he made that same wing-spread gesture. It almost looked like a bow.

			“Can he hear me?” she asked.

			“The intercom goes both ways, yes,” Jackson said, and she grabbed a chair and dragged it closer.

			Big Red watched her sit, then pointed to her and made a chittering whistle.

			Me Tarzan. You Jane, she thought, but her impetus faltered as she realized she’d used her hand and it didn’t hurt. Surprised, she stared at it, flexing her fingers. It was completely pain-free. Worried, she looked up at Big Red standing unmoving before her, his wings now draped politely down his back.

			He had to be responsible, and she whispered, “Thank you,” as she made a show of flexing her hand. Worried, she decided to keep this to herself. She had no proof it was him, and if she said anything, they’d poke and prod him until he died.

			“Ah. Jackson,” she said, and the man looked up as she pointed at him. “Renee,” she added, pointing to herself, and Jackson returned to his emails. “And you are…” she prompted as she gestured.

			Big Red beamed as a wave of whistles and clicks rose up from the Neighbors behind him and they all turned away. Touching his chest, the tall Neighbor made a melodious whistle.

			“That’s as far as Will got,” Jackson said, clearly not interested.

			She frowned as she inched to the edge of her chair, knees almost touching the window. “Jackson, can you up the humidity in there? I mean really up it. Like fog, almost.”

			Jackson was silent as he shifted through a few windows on the tablet. “Sure. Why?”

			“Whistles and clicks carry better in humid environments.” She turned back to the window. The large roan had dragged one of their end tables up to the glass for Big Red, and he stood by, waiting as they positioned it across from her. “And they can fly,” she added, thinking he might be the ranking member. He seemed to be getting his way a lot. “So they’re used to denser atmosphere. Where did they come from? The Amazon?”

			Jackson finished tapping on the pad, then came to stand beside her. “Everywhere. Big Red here was picked up in South Carolina. He was the last. They showed up in line from the West Coast to the East, right down the deepest vein of the last solar eclipse.”

			“You mean they dropped from the sky?” she asked, and Jackson smiled. Immediately, Big Red tried to copy it, getting it almost perfect.

			“No,” he said, eyes crinkled. “They simply appeared. Yasmin covered it up pretty well.”

			“I’ll say.” She turned to Big Red. “Renee,” she said, pointing at herself, then to him, waiting.

			Jackson frowned at Big Red’s whistling response. “All the translation programs are geared to throat and mouth sounds, not birdcalls and clicks. But even if we knew what they were saying, we can’t duplicate it.”

			“Speak for yourself,” she said, then pursed her lips and tried to mimic Big Red’s last whistle.

			The large Neighbor jumped, clearly startled, but his interest was diverted when a sudden mist began pouring from the upper vents. Whistles rose high in what might be alarm, but it quickly shifted to excitement, and Big Red stood and watched as a few gathered by the vents, wing hems fluttering as they chattered loudly, clearly appreciating it.

			Big Red made a singsong whistle that sounded like music, knobby wing knuckles high as he gestured his thanks again.

			“You have made an impression,” Jackson said.

			Flushing, Renee did her best to mimic the tall Neighbor. “Renee,” she repeated, wanting to hear his name again.

			Big Red’s eyes were wide in the lower light as the Neighbors behind him flopped onto the couch or floor, basking in the humid air, clicking and whistling like a seaside rookery. Silent, he pointed at her, his lips moving as a wispy “Reee yayy” slipped from him and the speakers.

			“Holy sweet Jesus!” Jackson jerked. “He just said your name! I thought all they could do was whistle!”

			“He said my name,” she whispered, smiling at Big Red.

			“I’ll be damned,” came a loud voice behind her, and she spun, jumping to a stand. “They can talk.”

			It was Hancock, the colonel just now coming in. Jackson rose, but the older man’s eyes were on the Neighbors clearly enjoying the heavy mist.

			“They can talk,” Renee echoed as Big Red pointed to himself.

			“Aww Gus,” he said, followed by that melodious, chirping whistle.

			“August.” Renee put her hand to the window and tried to duplicate it, failing miserably and blushing. “Nice to meet you, August.”

			“Ree Yay,” the tall Neighbor said again, belatedly making a smile as he lifted his hand in greeting. But his eyes were on Hancock. His nictitating membranes had covered his eyes despite the low light, making Renee wonder if it was also a sign of unease.

			Jackson set the tablet aside, his stance finding a relaxed polish as he moved to stand beside her. “Told you she was a good choice,” he said as Hancock came to a rolling halt on her other side, a thick hand running worriedly over his clean-shaven skull.

			But Big Red, or August, rather, had turned to the rest, and as Jackson explained to Hancock why the room was suddenly full of mist and the lights at one-third power, August cracked his wing knuckles together to stun the clamoring Neighbors into silence. His whistling clack rose up alone in the sudden quiet behind the glass, almost immediately followed by a soft upwelling of what Renee thought was complaint until August snapped his wings. It was clearly an aggressive move, and Hancock frowned as the Neighbors pulled themselves into a reluctant group at one end of the large room.

			“Good God on a Popsicle. Is he going to do the seed thing again?” Hancock complained.

			“Seed thing?” Renee asked as August retreated into first one of the barracks, then the other. More Neighbors came out from the back, some with their wings creased and their curly hair flat against their heads. “More females than males, I think,” she mused aloud as she counted them all, getting nineteen.

			“We’ve recorded this,” Jackson said. “Maybe a dozen times. We haven’t been able to figure out what he’s trying to say. Sometimes they use food bars, sometimes the nuts that they brought with them. Once they used pieces of paper with what Will swore were names even though they all looked alike. But it never changes. See, he’s got everyone assembled.”

			August’s wings furled at his heels as he came to the window, his long hands full of nuts, which he spilled out onto the table in front of her.

			“I wish I knew what they wanted,” Jackson said softly. “They’ve been doing it ever since we put them together. I think they’re tired of it, to tell you the truth. Big Red is always the instigator. He puts them in a line, and they will file past, each taking a nut, but they don’t take them in order. Sometimes they skip a nut or two. It’s the same sequence of Neighbors every time.”

			Hancock made a rude noise. “They’re telling us their ranking system,” he said. “Red is always last along with the ones wearing the colorful clothes. He’s exerting his dominance for the new girl.”

			It was possible, but Renee watched with a growing unease as August arranged the nuts in a line, clearly counting them until he found a number he liked, and gave the rest to a small white female who put them in the bowl before the couch.

			“Thirty-four,” Renee said, her eager expression faltering when she turned to look behind her. Hancock’s forced smile was gone. In its place was a wary annoyance. Or…anger?

			“This is a load of bull pucky,” the older man said. “Jackson, I need you upstairs to handle a situation. Caisson, you will have to wait until we get you a proper clearance before you can come back or view any of the tapes. Your job is to analyze for contaminants. That’s it.”

			“Are you serious?” Jackson blurted, then caught himself, though it was obvious he thought Hancock was crazy. “Sir…” He slipped past Renee and pulled the colonel away, but she could still hear him telling the stiff-necked man about the progress she had made. He had chosen her to fulfill multiple duties, and helping the linguist was one of them.

			Renee was silent, focused on the Neighbors as, one by one, they came up to the window, each taking a nut and retreating to stand in a slowly growing group at the other end of the room until it was just August. Head bowed, he took the last.

			“Aww Gust,” he said, his large brown eyes never leaving Renee as he held his nut high. Frowning, she looked at the nuts left on the table. Nineteen from thirty-four. Thirty-four nuts, nineteen Neighbors. All appeared in a line. Fifteen unclaimed nuts.

			Her expression blanked. “Jackson?” she said loudly, not caring that she had interrupted Hancock’s harangue. Pulse fast, she turned, her lips parted as she looked at Jackson’s questioning expression to Hancock’s wary one. “Where are the rest of them?” she said. “Nineteen from thirty-four leaves fifteen. Where are the rest of them?”

			“Rest of them?” Jackson echoed. “This is it. This is all we have.”

			Lips tight, she fronted Hancock, not sure she believed Jackson’s confusion. Will the linguist is in medical, eh? I bet he figured it out and they stuffed him in a closet. “Jackson said you separated them for the first few days. There should be thirty-four. Where are the rest of them?” she demanded.

			Behind the glass, whistles and clicks rose high, drowned out by August’s sudden and sharp whistle followed by silence. He was listening. How much, she wondered, did he understand?

			“This is all we found,” Jackson said, then followed her accusing glare to Hancock. Slowly his hands fisted as Hancock lifted his chin, his eyes holding a harsh nothing.

			“They’re missing fifteen of their party,” Renee said again, feeling August’s presence behind her. “Where are they?”

			Hancock said nothing, and she pushed forward, getting into his space. “Did you kill and dissect them?” she said loudly. “They came here for help!” she exclaimed, pointing.

			“Renee, he’s a colonel…” Jackson said in warning, and Renee caught herself, shocked when an eerie, windblown sound rose through the speakers. It was August silencing everyone behind the glass so he could hear. He was listening to them.

			“You don’t know what they came here for,” Hancock said in the new quiet.

			“They brought water purifiers, not guns,” Renee said, not constrained or cowed by rank. “Where are they, Colonel?”

			Hancock took a breath. His gaze went behind them to August, his long hand atop the glass, his wing hem trembling as his people began to argue again.

			And then the man turned, saying nothing as he walked out, the sentry moving quickly to get the door before he got there.

			Renee turned to Jackson. “Did you know about this?”

			But it was obvious by his furrowed brow and dark expression that he hadn’t. “No,” he said flatly. “But I’m about to find out.”

			“Jackson,” she started, her breath slipping from her as he turned and strode after the colonel.

			Motions fast, Renee spun back to the window, breathed on the glass to mist it up, and quickly sketched two circles connected by a line. It was all she had time for, and by August’s quiet stance, she figured he understood.

			Gesturing that she’d be back, she bolted out after the two men.

		

	
		
			Five

			“They know where they are. They are keeping us apart on purpose!”

			“Land your mouth, Gabe!” Kane shouted, his piercing whistle making everyone in the common room wince. “You knew you wouldn’t be going home when you volunteered for this.”

			August’s eyes nictitated in the effort to remain calm as he dropped the nuts, clinking one by one back into the bowl. She had understood. Even without a working language between them, Renee had understood. He hoped she’d survive doing so. Willbordoe hadn’t. But Willbordoe had told Hancock, not Jackson. That seemed important.

			“Do you not see the updraft?” Gabe said, the mer’s eyes wide in the new, blessedly dim light. “We’re trapped here. We can’t snap out. They killed them, and they are going to kill us!”

			And how did my creation particle heal her? August thought as he moved the bowl of nuts to the table. She had felt it. He was sure of it, sure she had thanked him even though her words held little meaning yet. That she thought he had done it, not his creation spark, had been disturbing enough, but when the first hint of understanding their language finally spilled into him as if by magic right afterward? He should be whistling success from all corners…but something in him whispered caution. Translation of their language should have been instantaneous, but his spark only caught wind after it had healed Renee, and even now it was coming maddeningly slow.

			August turned, angry. “Gabe, you need to close your air hole. You’re scaring everyone.”

			“We should be scared.” The roan fingered the edges of his wings in aggression, and August stiffened. “Who put you in charge, August?” he added. “I sure as downdraft didn’t.”

			August pushed the bowl to the center of the low table. It scraped loudly, silencing the hushed conversations at the couches and lounging chairs they’d been given. His kin watched, eyes wide, as he turned to the frightened mer. He was riding his last thermal with this idiot, and August walked across the room to stand before the suddenly startled agent.

			Weight on his heels, August fingered the lower hem of his wing with his toes. The difficult move was a show of aggression, one of threat, not bluster. “I am in charge because until Mikail joins us, I have seniority,” he said.

			Gabe backed up until the smaller mer’s wings hit the front of a chair. “You still think Mikail is alive?” he said, looking behind August for support. “You think anyone not in these three rooms is alive? Or that we’ll ever get out of here to find them? These clubfooted, wingless freaks may not be able to fly, but they were smart enough to put us in a cage, and they are primitive enough to want to know how to kill us!”

			“Enough!” August’s throat tightened to make his whistling words soft but intent. From across the room, Kane rose, ready to assist.

			“It is the wrong side of enough,” Gabe insisted. “We have been here for weeks and we still can’t understand them. If the sparks can’t translate their words, they are animals. End of flight. Close your wings and snap home.”

			Caution flickered, and August chose his words. “All it proves is that their speech might be too far from ours. Give it time. We have their names. The rest will follow. I was making progress with Willbordoe before he left to tell Hancock about our missing kin. And just now with Renee—”

			“Willbordoe never came back,” Gabe interrupted. “Hancock killed him. What makes you think it’s going to be any different this time? We are dead.”

			August cracked his wing knuckles together over his head, startling Gabe. “We were dead the instant we stepped through the portal. And you will keep your fears in your gut and out of your mouth,” he added, pushing forward to make his wings furl with the fast movement.

			Gabe dropped back again, sitting almost comically fast on the chair, with his wings uncomfortably beneath him. His eyes were bright in resistance, but August’s years spent over the ring track told him that it was fueled by pride and therefore would make him easy to manipulate.

			Satisfied, August held his lower wing with his foot as he walked away to let his wing catch the slight draft and billow to make him look bigger than he was. True, it was a dick move, but Gabe was being an ass.

			Kane clicked in amusement as he joined him, and they moved to the window and out of earshot. “You think he’d notice if I clipped his wings?” he said, and August made a breathy whistle of a laugh. Unfortunately, Gabe was only giving voice to what everyone was feeling. Even the elation of getting the light and humidity closer to normal was gone. Updraft blessings, Renee.

			“Watch him, will you?” August turned to see the ruffled mer cracking his toes. “Try to keep him away from the late volunteers. Slone is positively terrified. She never should have been allowed to portal.”

			“She did it to help her family.” Kane’s eyes nictitated, and after touching his ear in respect, he returned to the couch to try to lure Gabe into a game of Du-board.

			But August’s tension didn’t abate until Gabe stormed off into one of the back rooms. August remained at the window, breathing deeply of the humid air and looking out in near horror at the spot of sun beyond their cage. “Reeneee,” he whispered, struggling to say the alien name with his throat and tongue instead of whistling it.

			It was difficult, but their guttural language could be reproduced with practice, and like all things, the practice evoked a physical change that would make it easier. His body was already adapting to the stress on his vocal cords, and he would be speaking like a human within weeks if he cared to, now that his spark was finally beginning to translate their words. If the Piers could learn how to whistle and click, the humans could, too. All they needed was interaction, and there hadn’t been any since Willbordoe had vanished.

			Perhaps Renee is his replacement? But he would swear that Jackson had brought her with no intent other than to share their presence with her. The tag around her neck had different word patterns compared to Willbordoe’s, but like Willbordoe, she didn’t show the same obedience to Jackson and Hancock as did everyone else. She had his deep curiosity, too. Willbordoe had been smart. The new one, Renee, was smart, too.

			Maybe too smart, he thought, his toes letting go of his lower wing hem as he relaxed. But when she had told Jackson to lower the lights and raise the humidity—and he was sure she had—he had risked asking again where the rest of them were. Even with that piscy Hancock watching.

			A whistling sigh escaped him as he glanced at the door for her return like a winged basilisk for his pair-bond. Perhaps Renee was wily enough to evade Hancock’s treachery as Willbordoe had not. She was different from the rest, even different from Willbordoe, whom he had liked.

			She’d shown what he was sure was anger at one of the many injustices heaped upon them. And then there’d been a flash of what he would swear was amusement. Her clothes were different from everyone’s, more like Willbordoe’s. The color of her face changed with her mood, and even more fascinating was her hair.

			It was hair, wasn’t it? he thought. Everyone who came to stare at them had short hair, but hers was long and it moved when she did, catching the murderously intense light to make shadows where there should be none. Perhaps, since they had no wings, they used hair to show their sex, though he had assumed he’d seen several females staring at him from the other side of the glass, and they did not have the shoulder length that Renee did.

			But what he liked the most was her absolute disregard for Hancock’s authority, freely showing her anger instead of trying to work around him as Jackson did. Until Renee, he’d thought that perhaps humans were a hive mind with all but a few unable to think for themselves. But now it seemed likely that he and his kin were in custody of those tasked to protect the general populace. He’d seen that same blind obedience in the portal agents.

			His toes curled under and August sighed. Or perhaps he was wrong and there were simply two classes of humans, those who thought and those who followed.

			Regardless, the need to talk to Renee again was growing. He wanted to see her even if she had only the smallest control over their situation. No, not control, but maybe…input. Which was somehow more dangerous, as it made her an outsider, one brought in to solve a problem their jailers couldn’t. Renee’s loyalties didn’t rest with Jackson, though she seemed to like him. She alone might be sympathetic enough to them to help find their missing kin and bring them together. Jackson had brought Renee, and Renee had made their existence in this ugly box better. But all he could do was wait.

			Tired, August looked longingly through the glass at the tree somehow thriving in the direct sun. And it had to be a tree even if it was incredibly tall and airy. It had leaves. They didn’t look like anything in his collection, but they were leaves. And under it was a tall-growing moss, flourishing even though it had rained only once since they’d been brought here. The sun was relentless. No wonder Renee’s hair was long. It probably served as protection.

			Will mine grow longer as well in response? he thought, looking at his hands and wondering what changes his body would make if he survived. Their lungs had already adapted, and the need to nictitate his eyes had become less. Thanks to his creation spark, his body had an incredible ability to evolve to a new environment, but he doubted that even their changeable bodies would be able to adapt to fly in the dry, thin air.

			Unless they got out from behind glass, he’d never know. Perhaps Gabe was right and he should concentrate on escape rather than communication, but they had to have one to have the other. It might be that the humans had contained them because they were as worried about contagion as he was. The series of rooms felt like quarantine. Bars would have been enough to isolate them, but the air came through filters and the water from containers.

			They’d only seen a handful of humans, where he knew there had to be millions for a spontaneous portal to have opened during an eclipse. In the little contact they had upon arrival, the humans had been wrapped in skintight protective gear akin to the quarantine suits his own people used. They seemed more wary of sickness than of his mere presence. Perhaps his kin had brought plague upon them before.

			His gaze returned to the tree, its branches lifted to the burning sun. There had been trees when he had arrived, far more than the one sheltered here at the heart of a building. They grew wild, unhelped, and August’s eyes nictitated at the memory of his fear and awe as he and the mer he’d snapped with had arrived together, landing in a bright twilight and looking up to see their sun eclipsed, high in a sky blue without any clouds at all.

			And then the bright flash of light as their sun returned and his horror as he realized the world they’d found was a light box where everything had mutated to survive the unending beating of the sun. There’d been the noise of many humans celebrating the return of their sun, not in fear, but in a joyous awe of the cosmos.

			And then their eyes had come down from the faultless blue of a sky with no clouds or rain, and they saw them. The silence after the humans’ initial surprise had been more frightening than anything August had ever imagined. The humans were scared, but they had, even to the youngest, held their ground as if unafraid of anything in their world. Apex predators.

			It had been August and the portal volunteer who attempted to escape, both of them passing out from trying to breathe air so dry their lungs couldn’t work.

			When he woke, he was alone in a metal box. He hadn’t seen the portal agent he’d snapped with since. But August knew he still lived. He could feel the creation energy within his missing kin as Gabe could not. They were distant, as if past the horizon. Too far to combine their strength to open the portal and return home.

			Perhaps Renee could convince Hancock to bring them together. Somehow she had become their advocate in a world that saw them as a threat or curiosity. If not, they would die here, and his world would die with them. But if he was fated to die here, he’d like to sit under that tree once. It was so close, close enough to snap to if there had been sufficient creation sparks present on this side of the portal.

			But the nineteen they carried were not enough.

			Frustrated, August looked at the door Renee had left by, wishing she’d come back. That creation energy was compatible with humans was exciting beyond belief. They were not animals despite the fear and indifference he saw around him. Even better, if creation particles could reach symbiosis with humans, the particles that previous travelers from their world had brought might still be recoverable.

			August turned from the bright observation room. The sound of his kin had a new, hopeful lilt to it even as they missed their wrist holos and wondered who was ahead in the ring matches. The unspoken thought that they might be going home against all odds had become real.

			And we will go home, he vowed as he walked straight across the spiraling pattern they had etched onto the floor their first day here, the lines doubling back upon themselves empty of power but full of latent intent. They simply needed everyone together to wake them. The portal would make a door of their prison, and once open, it would never close again.

		

	
		
			Six

			Jackson was already a good ways down the long hall, and Renee broke into a jog. “Jackson, wait!” she said, and the man’s swinging arms slowed as if he was only now aware of her. “I want to talk to Hancock, too.”

			“Not happening, Ms. Caisson!”

			Jackson’s brow was furrowed as she caught up to him. “If it’s not Renee, it’s ‘Doctor,’ ” she said coldly. “And I’m the one who figured it out first.”

			I did figure it out first, didn’t I? Renee thought as Jackson stopped dead in the hallway, a hand on his hip and head down. His shoulders shifted on a sigh as he looked up, gaze going deeper into the complex. August had apparently been doing the “nut game” for a while. That their linguist was still in a coma was hard to swallow. Someone was lying, either Hancock or whoever Hancock reported to. Monroe, probably.

			“Doctor,” Jackson echoed. “I pride myself on figuring people out fast. Look me in the eye and tell me you can talk to Hancock and not outright accuse him of lying about a second population of Neighbors.”

			Renee’s chin lifted. “Absolutely. But he did, and you know it.” Jackson’s lip twitched, and Renee warmed. “Hey!” she barked, and he held up a hand for her patience.

			“No,” he said, not amused at all. “You, Dr. Renee Caisson, are a knight on a white horse, tilting at the windmills of justice.”

			“I am not. I’m just calling him out on a lie.”

			“You don’t know that he is.” Clearly unhappy, he put a hand on her elbow and started them forward again, slower now. “You have no business asking a colonel to admit that he’s covering something up. It’s going to take finesse.”

			“I have finesse.” Renee glanced at the passing men and women in uniform busy on their own tasks. “Where are we going?”

			“I’m going to talk to Colonel Hancock. You are not. I’ve always had a problem with Will falling into a coma. It’s possible that he figured out the same thing you did and was silenced. Getting to the truth must be done in such a way that it doesn’t point to us, or we will find ourselves replaced. How much are you willing to risk for this?”

			Tension zinged through her. “What do you want me to do?”

			“I want you to go back to your lab and find the security form my assistant, Mimi, emailed you. Fill it out. Return it before Hancock changes the parameters to lock you out. When your security clears in a day or two, I want you to work on communication. You figured out a lot this afternoon. If you think there’s a second population, prove it beyond a doubt. Get them to talk. Can you do that?”

			Renee exhaled in anticipation. It would take weeks, maybe months to make sense of those whistles and clicks, but perhaps she could make some progress with the written word. “Will I have access to Will’s data?”

			“If I can get around Yasmin,” he said, his eyes pinched in concern. “I brought you on to help Will, so Hancock can’t stop you unless you do something subversive.” He hesitated. “You’re not going to do anything subversive, right?”

			Subversive was in the eye of the beholder, and she smirked. “I can do that,” she said, breathless as the memory of August’s brown eyes flickered through her.

			Jackson stared at her in suspicion. “This is the part where you salute and walk away,” he said, and Renee laughed.

			“Yes, sir, Major, sir,” she said dramatically, wondering how much he’d freak if she gave him a hug instead. “Thanks, Jackson. I won’t let you down.”

			He bobbed his head, but whatever his next words were, they remained unsaid as a distant “Yoo-hoo!” rang out, and they both looked up to see Dr. Vaughn waving at them at the end of the long hall.

			“Oh, God. I have to go,” Jackson said as he began to inch away. “Excuse me.”

			“Jackson…” Renee reached after him as the man spun on his heel and strode off.

			“Dr. Caisson? A word?”

			She stared after Jackson’s retreating figure, annoyed. You big chicken, she thought as she found a neutral expression and turned to the team’s psychiatrist. There was something guarded in Vaughn’s casual, confident manner as he closed the gap, too awake and annoyingly cheerful. His fatigues were at odds with his lab coat, pocket protector, and a folder under his arm leaking papers, but it was his knowing smile that flipped her red flags.

			“It’s Renee, please,” she said as he scuffed to a halt before her.

			“That’s right. Renee.” The six-foot-five man glanced down the hallway to Jackson. “I heard what happened this afternoon. You want to talk about it.”

			God save me from military couch warriors. The glint of his unique ring caught her attention, and she forced her gaze away. “Not really,” she said, wary. “I’m headed for the lunchroom. It’s this way, right? The hallways all look alike.”

			“Yes, I’ll come with you.”

			“Great.” Stifling a grimace, she pushed into motion.

			“So you saw them, huh?” Vaughn said as he took two steps to her three. “I don’t get down to the freak show much, but I’ve seen all the tapes. You seriously think they were asking about missing Neighbors?”

			Freak show? Renee exhaled to find a practiced calm. “Yup. And they aren’t freaks.”

			“Well, they aren’t normal.” Vaughn took a sucker from his lab coat’s pocket, cellophane rattling as he unwrapped it. “How does a toxicologist have any clue as to what an alien is saying.”

			She lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “I have some skill in a second language. Jackson brought me in to help Dr. Bordoe,” she said pleasantly. “Now that I’ve got a handle on the toxicology, I have some open time and can start fulfilling that obligation.” She glanced at him. “But it was kind of obvious. Frankly, I’m surprised no one picked up on it before.”

			Vaughn stuck the sucker between his teeth. “My vote is for it being a show of dominance. Maybe if we did something similar, they’d stop doing it.” He shifted his sucker to the other side of his mouth. “Monroe wants my opinion as to whether you can keep your mouth shut before he officially gives you the security pass to see them. It would have been easier to say no if you hadn’t had so much success this afternoon. Now?” He shrugged. “But that’s what postdated forms are for.”

			Renee was silent for three steps. “And?”

			“I told him that it’s hard to know when I haven’t had the chance to talk to you, but having looked at your file, I’d say that yes, you can keep your mouth shut as long as nothing sets your moral compass spinning.”

			Great. He knew her past. It wasn’t really the answer she wanted to hear, but it was better than what Vaughn could have said, and her pace slowed. “S-o-o-o-o you’ll rubber-stamp this?” An odd pressure tingled behind her ear, and she shifted her shoulders to ease it. “Jackson wants me down there since Will is out of commission. Get some form of communication going. If they aren’t asking about their kin, we should find out what they are saying. That was not a show of their pecking order.”

			Vaughn made a gesture of negation, the motion made frivolous by the sucker in his grip. “What on earth gave you the idea that nuts on a table could possibly relate to missing members?” he said, and Renee rubbed the back of her neck, wondering what she’d done to make it sore.

			Renee slowed at a juncture, then walked straight through. Her head hurt too much to know where she was, but going down the hall with the most worn tile would likely take her to the lunchroom. “Because that’s what August indicated,” she said, blinking fast when the weight of the headache shifted to her nose. It was like a sinus headache on steroids, and her pace faltered, her head down as she pinched her eyes. “Vaughn, I really can’t talk right now.”

			“I can see why you might think that,” Vaughn said as he slowed to a halt in front of her. “I’ve seen the video of them doing that nut thing, and honestly, it looks to me as if they’re setting up their chain of command.” Vaughn took out his phone, sucker between his teeth as he punched open an app. “I wouldn’t give it another thought.”

			Renee pushed her fingertips into her temple as her headache redoubled. “Vaughn, can you excuse me? I have to go fill out a form before Hancock changes the rules.”

			“Sure. Right.” The tall man swiped through his phone. “You want your security level raised? I need to talk to you today. How about this afternoon? I like to get to know those under my care before I see them under stress. Gives me a good baseline as to your normal. Twelve thirty good? We could chat over lunch. Nothing clinical. Just a get-to-know-you thing.”

			I’d rather shove splinters under my toenails, Renee thought as she forced a flat smile. “I’m not under your care, Dr. Vaughn,” she said as a memory flooded her: the relief of breaking through…and then the very next day sabotaging her own success. She had found long-lasting relief her own way through action, not introspection.

			Vaughn’s gaze flicked up from his scheduling app. “Spoken like a true believer. Fine. We can do this in the hall. Are you sleeping okay? Headaches?”

			She exhaled to try to get rid of the pain between her eyes. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t need to analyze my life at the moment. Could you excuse me?” She knew where she was now, and she pushed into motion, pace fast as she headed for her lab and the promised security form.

			But Vaughn followed with the persistence of a shunned bar leech. “There are no missing Neighbors,” he said as he met her stride. “I’d like to explore your motives in twisting their actions to what you want to believe. Is it perhaps a lingering feeling of being abandoned by your peers when you needed them most?”

			Oh, my God, she thought, teeth clenched as her headache flooded back.

			Maybe he is right? a tiny voice in her offered, and her headache seemed to ease. Maybe she was making more of this than it really was. No one else was seeing what she was in August’s actions except Jackson.

			Her breath came in shaky, her eyes closing for a moment as her headache threatened to become a migraine. Pressure throbbed at the base of her nose, and she stopped short. “Are you going to prevent me from getting my security pass? Tell me right now so neither of us has to waste any more of our time.”

			Vaughn skidded to a halt, almost running into her. For a blessed moment, her headache vanished, then returned full force. “You want to talk to them. I want to talk to you. Seems pretty cut-and-dried.” His eyebrows rose. “Do you prefer mornings or evenings?”

			Coerced conversations seldom bore anything, but if this was only to justify his presence, they could both win: he filled a slot with a patient, she got to see August. “I prefer not to talk to you at all, Vaughn,” she said, and annoyance flickered behind the man’s eyes. “Nothing personal. I simply don’t see a reason to shake my dirty laundry out in front of you when I’ve already washed it, dried, it, folded it, and sent it to Goodwill. But if you need to fill a chair, I can stomach your presence for an hour where we can exchange thinly veiled inferences as to each other’s SAT scores.”

			The wrinkle on Vaughn’s forehead smoothed out. “Good. I’ll come to you,” he said. “Your lab? I don’t mind giving you the high ground. Have a great day, unless you would rather have a so-so one. Then you do that.”

			Renee took a breath, but before her next snide remark could take form, he had spun around and walked off, his long strides quickly putting distance between them. “Right back at you,” she whispered.

			But her headache had seemed to leave with him, and the tension in her back eased as she went the other way, confident in where she was now that the confusion from the pain behind her eyes was gone. Maybe they were right. Maybe August was only showing her their individual status. Any other thought she had only gave her a headache.

			As soon as she got her updated security pass, she was going to find out.

		

	
		
			Seven

			The cheerful ting of the autoclave in the next room over drew Renee’s attention up from her cluttered desk. Mentally fatigued, she pushed back from the day’s toxicology reports, wondering if anyone was bothering to read them. It seemed unlikely. It had been a week since August had indicated they were missing members. A week where she had kept her head down, done her job, steered clear of controversy at the lunch table, met with Vaughn once where they smiled at each other and exchanged happy lies. Just how long, she wondered, does it take to clear someone who is already vetted?

			Sighing, she digitally signed her latest report and sent it off to Hancock and Jackson via the installation’s private system. She’d found no indication of hazardous bioflora, and still the Neighbors were behind glass. Sure, they were dealing with an unknown, and yes, it could take years for any long-term effect to show, but it was becoming increasingly obvious that Hancock was using the fear of contagion to minimize contact—and it was beginning to piss her off.

			Mood sour, Renee stood and stretched, groaning as her back muscles protested. She missed tracking down Henry in the early morning, the peace of the desert, and watching the jets practice their maneuvers. That fungus she’d developed that attacked buffelgrass had been promising, and she couldn’t even ask Nick about it.

			The lack of communication only compounded her feeling of solitude, which was odd, seeing as she was in the middle of a military installation. She was used to being alone, but being surrounded by people and not feeling a part of them turned alone to lonely.

			Frustration slipped into her as she took a moment to tidy her desk. The adjoining lab was all hers, large enough to handle a staff of six, easy. There was a second, unused office, and the empty animal lab across the hall where two more offices lay fallow. The facility was clearly set up for a large-scale infection identification and control, and she hadn’t touched half of what had been made available to her. It wasn’t that she didn’t know how to use the machines, but that there was no need, and her day was spent maintaining long-term studies. The Neighbors carried nothing that most of the human population hadn’t been exposed to.

			Which Renee thought was suspicious all on its own.

			The soft knuckle knock on her door shocked through her, and she spun, a relieved laugh escaping her when she saw Jackson, his eyes wide for having clearly surprised her.

			“Hey,” the trim man said, looking good as he leaned against the doorframe. “How is it going?”

			She studied him, trying to decide if the folder he had held good news or bad. “Hi. Come on in.” She returned to her chair, rolling it back to make room for him, gesturing to the unused office chair. “You want to have lunch?”

			“Maybe.” He inched in, a hand rubbing his hint of stubble. “Vaughn had me in his office this morning. That guy gives me a headache. Just because I was raised by my aunt, it doesn’t follow that I have an issue making commitments.”

			No, but you do, she thought, smirking as she swiveled her chair back and forth, bored.

			“I like what you’ve done with the place,” he added, not sitting down as he gazed through the window between her office and the lab.

			Renee’s eyebrows rose. “Really? You’ve never been here as far as I know. Ah, I just sent you my latest report. I doubt Hancock will read it. Can you tell him that I have yet to find anything in the Neighbors’ flora that would react badly with us? I would think they could be allowed into the courtyard at least. I’ve got the run of the place, and I’m still going a little stir-crazy.”

			“That’s not up to me.” Jackson set the folder down on her desk to tilt out a book from her small library. “This is a little basic for you, isn’t it?”

			“That’s for August,” she said as she took the paperboard book from his hands and leafed through it, smiling at the simple pictures and easy words. “When I finally get my security badge? There’s no way I’m going to learn what those whistles and clicks mean. I’m not a linguist, but I figure teaching them how to read might be the fastest way to find real communication.” Her eyes rose to his. “Unless you can get me access to Dr. Bordoe’s lesson plans?”

			“Yasmin says it’s a no-go,” he said, and she slumped.

			“Jackson, why are you here?” she said. “Everything is ‘no’ for you today. You got a ‘yes’ for me in that folder?”

			Grinning, he flipped the file folder open. “New security pass, hot off the laminator.”

			Renee sat up fast. “Seriously? And you didn’t think to lead with that?” Elated, she reached for the stiff card with her photo on it, only to have Jackson pull it out of her reach. “Hey, what gives? Is it mine or not?”

			“It’s yours.” Jackson hesitated, then handed it over. “But you gotta promise me you will only do good with your new power.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” She took off her old ID and clipped the new in its place. “Ummm…” She looked at the children’s books sandwiched next to her resource doorstops.

			“You can thank Vaughn for this,” Jackson said as she stood and filled her arms with the simple books, wanting to go down and see August that very moment. “Yasmin was dead set against it.”

			“Vaughn?” She hesitated, books on her hip. “I would’ve thought he’d be the last person wanting me to talk to them.” Her head throbbed in a remembered hurt, then eased. “He keeps calling them freaks. He should know better.” Brow furrowed, she set her stack of books on her desk and stared at her full mug of coffee. “They are not freaks. They are perfect for whatever environment they left.” And finding out what that was would be fascinating. Toxicology only paid the bills. What really intrigued her was how an entire ecosystem interacted, but try getting a job with that outside of a zoo.

			Jackson leaned back against the doorframe, watching as she poured her coffee back into her thermos and capped it. “He says, and I quote, ‘Someone needs to try to start a dialogue, as Will is unable, and Renee has the least on her plate.’ ”

			Renee dropped the thermos into the wide pocket of her lab coat. “It doesn’t take long to run toxicology tests when there are no toxins. Honestly, Jackson, we don’t need to be scrubbing their air and dumping their wastewater into a decontamination field.” Gathering the books again, she stood ready. “You coming?”

			Head bowing, he chuckled. “You’re not going to make me regret this, are you?”

			“Regret this?” she muttered, unable to look him in the eye. “How so?”

			Jackson stepped back into the hall. “Hancock insists that there’s no second group.”

			She followed him out, the remembered throb of a headache a faint whisper. “Then why did August tell us about one?” she said softly. “I’m just going to get some kind of communication going until Dr. Bordoe recovers and can take over.” Renee hesitated as Jackson pulled her door shut. “How is he, anyway?”

			Jackson eased into motion, far slower than Renee wanted to go, and she fidgeted. “Vaughn says he’s still comatose. He’s trying some alpha wave therapy or something. Renee, there’s a chance that they might have been responsible. Big Red has a temper…”

			She shifted the books on her hip. “I’ll be careful. What can happen? There’s four inches of glass between us.”

			“The same four inches that was between them and Will.” He glanced at the stack in her arms. “Big Red Barn?”

			She smiled, stomach fluttering. “It teaches the order of adjectives. You want something more sophisticated, give me access to Will’s notes.”

			“Sorry. It’s a no-go.” He pointed to the hall leading to quarantine. “I want a briefing of what happens every day,” he said as they turned down it.

			“Seriously?” she complained. “You have access to the video feeds.”

			His eyebrows rose, a silent bid for caution. “I want to hear it from you,” he said, voice cagey.

			“It will take at least an hour out of my day, an hour I could use figuring out how to communicate with them.”

			“I never said you had to put it on paper.” Jackson halted at the first pair of glass doors, lifting his badge for the guard to scan before typing his presumed birthday into a reader. “We can talk over dinner.”

			“What, like a date?” she said, grinning as he absently acknowledged the guard’s salute and went into the short hall. As before, the second door was closed and unmanned. “At the cafeteria. Sounds wonderful.”

			Jackson returned her smile as he scuffed to a halt at the door’s panel. “Renee, if I was going to take you out on a date, it wouldn’t be at the commissary. Well, go on,” he prompted. “We know my badge works. I gave you the code for pi. You know pi, right? Six digits.”

			“I know pi.” Butterflies lifted through her and she touched her badge to the scanner. A faint buzz sounded, and she punched in 314159, elated when the thump of the magnetic lock sounded.

			His mood expansive, Jackson pulled the door open for her. “After you, ma’am.”

			She strode forward, the heat from the sun streaming in through the courtyard oppressive in the short hall. Ahead, a single guard waited at the open door, coming to attention before checking their badges. The large observation lounge was empty of everything except a few chairs and tables, but her eager pace faltered when one of the figures behind the thick glass saw her and stood.

			“Nothing wrong with their facial recognition. You’ve been noticed,” Jackson said when the large roan left the game at the center table, whistling and clicking as he vanished into one of the barracks. The mic was open between the two spaces, and it sounded like an aviary.

			“Yeah.” Suddenly nervous, she slowed to a halt when Jackson’s phone dinged.

			“It never fails,” he said, sighing as he read the incoming text. “Hey, I wanted to be here, but I have to go. You got this okay? Promise me you won’t do anything alarming.”

			Renee set her books and thermos on the small table before the glass. “Sure. Nothing alarming.” She glanced at the guard. “How do I get my books in there?”

			Jackson’s gaze flicked to the observation lounge. “Oh. Yeah. There’s a pass-through drawer at the back of the air lock into their common room so you don’t have to cycle the entire space. There’s a panel right above it. Use the code that got you in here to run it.”

			She followed his gaze to the hall-like air lock set to the side. She hadn’t noticed it the first time she was down here, and it was big enough for a gurney. Clearly the setup was for human disease, not quarantining aliens. “The codes are the same?” she said, surprised. “What if I accidentally trigger the entire air lock to cycle?”

			“No chance.” Jackson rocked back a step, clearly anxious to be somewhere else. “Mine and Hancock’s codes are the only two that work the big air lock. It’s foolproof.” Grinning, he touched her arm and turned away. “Call me if you have any trouble,” he said over his shoulder. “See you tonight. Eight. Cafeteria. I want to hear everything!”

			And then he was gone.

			A whistling twitter had risen behind the glass, and she turned, surprised to see that the main room had emptied. Only two Neighbors remained: that large roan and a Neighbor so dark it had to be August. She stood for a moment, her fingertips resting on the books she’d brought.

			“Here we go,” she whispered, smiling at August standing at the glass…waiting.

		

	
		
			Eight

			A wash of nervousness trickled through her as she stared at August, four inches of glass and the potential misunderstanding of two diverse cultures between them. What am I doing? she thought as he raised the back of his hand and she met it with her own, the two touching the glass at shoulder height before letting them drop. His smile had improved, but her own faded when he tapped the glass, then breathed on it to mist it up before drawing two circles connected by a line.

			He was asking where his kin was, and a flush crept up her neck. How could she have told Vaughn that she had agreed that they were showing their pecking order? But the lie had gotten her here, and her brow furrowed in sympathy.

			“I know, big guy,” she whispered. “Give me a second. I’ve got something for you.”

			“Reenee.”

			The breathy exhalation snapped her head up, and she beamed. “Hi, August.”

			He tapped his window art with a long finger. “Renee?”

			“Huh.” He had lifted his voice, making it into a question. She really shouldn’t be surprised. Their entire language was one long rise and fall of sound, and she stifled a shiver as she felt something warm ease through her. Maybe she could forge some kind of connection. “I, ah, brought you something,” she added, lifting the books in explanation. “I’m going to put them in the air lock pass-through.”

			She turned from the window, flushing when she saw the guard’s amused expression. “You got a problem, Private?”

			“Ma’am, no, ma’am!” he barked, but she still felt silly. She was talking to August as if he could understand. But she wasn’t going to talk to him as if he was a baby, even if the books she had brought were all preschool.

			“That’s what I thought,” she muttered. But her confidence faltered when she stepped into the air lock. Shoulders stiff, she strode to the drawer lock at the end as if she’d done it a hundred times before.

			A hesitant tug pulled it open, and with a confidence she didn’t feel, Renee set the books inside and closed it. A quick study of the panel, and she punched in her code. Pi, she thought disparagingly. You’d think that being military would mean better security, but they were doing the same dumb things as everyone else.

			She looked up at the soft hiss of the drawer sealing to see August and that dark roan waiting on the other side.

			“You’ve had stuff come in this way before, huh?” she said, then jumped at the soft ding.

			Immediately the roan pulled the drawer open and the two clustered together, twittering softly. The books looked tiny cradled in their long hands, and Renee smiled as August handed them to the roan one by one, studying the colorful covers and fingering the pages. More whistles and clicks sounded, and angular heads poked from the barracks, quickly followed by a few Neighbors curious enough to brave the brighter light from the courtyard.

			“I’m so sorry,” Renee said, wincing when the whistling layered upon itself as they fawned over the books. “It’s got to be so boring in there. I’ll bring something more exciting next time.”

			It almost seemed as if they were as fascinated by the paper as they were the pictures, making Renee wonder how good their tech was. A truly paperless society? she mused as she ambled back to the table pushed against the short wall beside the huge window. August quickly moved to his side of things, and if the glass hadn’t been there, she could almost pretend they were standing at the same table.

			“That’s a great idea,” she said as August took a small, lined tablet from a fold of his ribbonlike shirt. A mundane pencil was next, looking frail in his long-fingered hand. But her enthusiasm faltered when he drew two perfect circles and connected them with a line.

			“Auguss,” he lisped, touching his chest, then one of the circles. “Renee?”

			It was clear he had only one question on his mind, and she tried to figure out how she was going to handle this as she dragged one of the cushy chairs to the table. She was sure Hancock would see this, and if she went too far, this might be her first and only time talking to them.

			“August, I know what you want, but we have to start with the basics so I understand your question and you understand my answer.”

			There was no chance he had a clue what she was saying, but talking to herself made this easier. August, too, seemed to be at a loss, and he stood for a moment, his bare feet gripping the lower hem of his wings as if in impatience as he stared at her sitting down. A thin, wispy whistle came from him, answered by the roan at the other end of the room. The Neighbor had clustered himself with the books and the five others who had come out to look at them.

			Renee dramatically gestured at the table on his side of the window, shooting a dark glance at the guard when he sniggered. But the soldier’s expression emptied when August one-handedly levered himself up onto the table and sat down in a smooth motion, cross-legged, wings high so only the tips touched the floor.

			It might have been coincidence, but a thrill raced through her and was gone. “Where did you get the paper and pencil?” she idly asked as he tapped it again.

			“Weeellbordoe,” August painfully enounced, and her lips parted.

			“Will?” she said as she sat up, shocked. “Will Bordoe gave it to you?”

			“Will,” August said again with more alacrity. “Willbordoe.” He tapped the two circles and connecting line. “Renee? Where.”

			“Wow. Okay.” She glanced at the camera as August whistled and clicked. “Um…”

			The roan answered from the back of the room, filling the speaker with what had to be a complaint until August hit his wing knuckles together over his head, the sharp crack an obvious rebuke. Wing membrane snapping, the roan spun and stomped off to one of the barracks.

			“Ah, okay…” Renee said, then winced as the roan came out again with a bowl of nuts. A rising complaint in the background was becoming obvious, and she scooted forward, brow furrowed. “Oh, God. No. August. If you do the nut thing again, they might make me leave.”

			August’s wings drooped. The watching roan made a series of chittering whistles, set the bowl down hard on the far table, and stomped off. Renee stared, not believing.

			“You understand me, don’t you. Every single word.”

			August bobbed his head in what was a clear yes, accompanying it with an undulating whistle. “Leern,” he rasped, eyes nictitating at the effort.

			Renee licked her lips and glanced at the camera in the corner again. It sort of made sense. They had been here for a month, listening to them. “Learn,” she echoed, and then pursed her lips and tried to mimic the whistle.

			August’s shoulders rose as if in pain, and Renee flushed when someone with the books made an odd chortling clicking that she was beginning to identify as laughter. Immediately August shot off a series of rasping whistles until the Neighbor responsible touched his forehead as if in apology and went silent.

			Wing membrane shifting, August turned to her. “Auguss,” he lisped, pointing to himself. “Renee.” He pointed at her. “Willbordoe?” August made a wide, sweeping gesture.

			Renee’s breath came in slowly. “Ah, Will is sick.” August’s eyes nictitated and she thought a moment. “Sick,” she repeated, leaning to lay her head on the arm of the chair and shut her eyes…only to have them flash open at August’s sudden exclamation.

			The Neighbor had slid from the table, clearly talking to the roan from across the room. Back and forth it went until Renee stood and tapped on the glass. “August? August!” Obviously there was a misunderstanding, but he just kept talking to the roan, his feet clenched about the hem of his wings, until the roan made a piercing whistle and pointed at her.

			August went silent, and the roan made a single whistle, gesturing again.

			Wing knuckles over his head, August inched toward the window. “Willbordoe,” he said. “One, doo, three, four, five,” he added, pointing to the Neighbors still clustered over the books. “Me,” he added, touching his chest. “You.” He pointed at her, probably going through a list of words that Will had taught them. “Quar-ra-dine.” August gestured behind him. “Dree,” he lisped, pointing now to the tree in the courtyard.

			“Okay. Got all that,” Renee said. Clearly he had trouble with the hard T sound.

			August’s eyes nictitated. “Sick?” he said, exaggerating the questioning tone as his eyes slowly closed and then opened. “No leern sick.”

			Renee thought for a moment, wondering if August had thought she said he was dead. Her plan had been to start with naming body parts, but they were apparently ready for tougher topics. Still, how do you explain the difference between sick and dead? It wasn’t as if she could draw a picture and put x’s over their eyes.

			Or can I?

			“Hang on,” she said, then shuffled around until she found her own paper and pen. “Okay, you know ‘tree.’ ” Embarrassed, she drew a very bad picture of the tree in the courtyard. He had understood circles representing populations. A stylized tree should click. Maybe, she thought, wincing at her rendition. “Tree,” she said, showing it to him, and she smiled when his eyes flicked to the real one over her shoulder.

			“Dree,” he said, wing hem curling. From the couches, the roan whistled, and Renee would swear August rolled his eyes.

			“I’m not done yet,” she grumbled, quickly sketching two more identical trees beside it.

			“One, doo, three,” August said listlessly.

			“That’s nice, but we’re talking about the difference between sick and dead,” she snapped, and August turned away. “August, pay attention to me. August!”

			The Neighbor turned to her, and from the hall, the watching guard chuckled.

			“Sick tree,” she said, scribbling over one of the branches, and August went still.

			“Dead tree,” she said, completely obliterating the second tree under a coating of ink. “Got it?”

			August drew himself up. He whistled a short phrase, and the roan answered, the Neighbor never looking up from Big Red Barn. “Willbordoe…sick? Nod dead?” August questioned, almost managing the T sound.

			Renee smiled in relief. “Sick. If we’re lucky, he’ll come down here one day and tell me what I’m doing wrong.” But it didn’t feel wrong as she eased into the chair’s cushions and August settled himself on top of the table again, wings shifting in a soft sound of sliding leather as his long fingers found that yellow tablet.

			“Not-here Neighbors sick?” he asked, tapping the second circle.

			Nervous, she shifted to hide her face from the camera. “I don’t know,” she said. “Hancock says they don’t exist, but it’s been over a month, and I doubt your people could remain hidden that long. You kind of stick out.” She took a slow breath. “I can’t teach you enough words fast enough.”

			August glanced over her shoulder to the camera. He knew exactly what it was, seeing as Jackson had said they’d covered all the cameras within their reach. “Auguss have words in head,” he said. “Mouth words are sick. Get okay soon.”

			Her eyebrows rose. “Mouth words are sick”? As in his speech was bad, but would improve? “You, ah, understand what I’m saying, right?” she asked, and he bobbed his head. “You know the words, but you can’t speak them.”

			August lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “I know numbers of words,” he said. “I cand speak words. Renee mouth speak words, I leern fased.”

			Fast was right. “How?” she said, knowing they hadn’t had much one-on-one interaction since Will had gotten sick. “August, you can’t know a word’s meaning from hearing it once.”

			But he only bobbed his head and smiled, the expression clearly an afterthought. “Willbordoe sick. Noth dead. Auguss make Willbordoe sick?”

			Renee felt her brow furrow. He was gaining understanding right in front of her, exponentially fast. “August, if you know all the words, why haven’t you been speaking until now?”

			Again August’s eyes nictitated as he glanced at the roan and then back at her. “No words.”

			“Yes, but why?”

			An odd chrrr noise sifted from him, and August lifted his shoulders and let them fall. “I have…no words to speak to make Renee learn why. You noth say them. Renee may noth have the words.”

			“Huh.” Renee slumped back into the chair. “Then maybe we should talk more until we stumble onto the words you need to tell me how you are learning to speak English right in front of me.”

			Again August smiled. “First when I see Renee, my eyes is sick. My breath is sick here.” He thumped his chest. “Theeth, thongue, throat sick. Willbordoe’s words in my head is sick. Jackson’s words is sick. Hancock’s words is sick.” His eyes came to hers. “Renee’s words is sick, but mmm.” He held up his hand and wiggled his fingers. “When Renee’s hand okay, words in my head okay.”

			When my hand is okay, the words in August’s head are okay? Worried, Renee looked at her hand and flexed her fingers, remembering how the pain had vanished when he had placed his atop hers…even through four inches of glass. Did he mean when he healed her hand—and he had healed her hand—that something had shifted so that he could understand her?

			August’s eyes were nictitated when she looked up, and she bit her lower lip. “Ah, let’s move on,” she muttered, and he bobbed his head.

			“Where not-here, chrrr, missing Neighbors?” he asked, his gaze going to his drawing.

			Her gut tightened. Somehow this felt more dangerous now that she knew he understood what she was saying. “I don’t know, but I will find out, August. This isn’t right.” She hesitated. “It makes my heart sick.”

			August hesitated, eyes nictitating as he tried to figure that out. “Renee? You make…ah, quarantine dark and air weth? Thank you? Is ‘thank you’ okay words?”

			She hesitated, thinking. Dim light and humidity? “Yes. ‘Thank you’ is right. You’re, ah, welcome,” she said, uneasy when August’s attention flicked over her shoulder. Three seconds later, the door chimed and Jackson strode in, arms swinging and absently acknowledging the security’s salute. He didn’t look happy. Now what?

			“Renee?” August tapped the window, bringing her attention back. “Do I make Willbordoe sick? He say he…chrrr…study Auguss’s food?”

			“No.” She shook her head, wondering if she was about to get yanked because she’d taught them the difference between sick and dead. Or maybe because August had gone from “Me Tarzan, you Jane” to speaking in broken sentences in twenty minutes. Or it could have been because there was now indisputable proof that there was a second group of them somewhere and Hancock couldn’t lie about it anymore.

			“Renee?” August said again, his feet gripping his wing hem in distress. “I make Willbordoe sick.”

			“No,” she said again, flustered as she stood up to meet Jackson. “Um, I’m a toxicologist. My job is to find what makes people sick. We might make you sick, but that’s as far as it goes.”

			It was a lot of new words, but he bobbed his head as if getting every single one. “Then why Willbordoe sick?”

			“I don’t think he is,” she said, then looked at the camera in the corner. “I think we’ve been lied to.” She didn’t care if Hancock heard that one. She was about to tell it to his face anyway.

			“Lied t-to?” August said, stumbling over the hard T but managing it.

			“Renee?” Jackson called as he came forward, and she stood, surprised when August lifted his hand in greeting and Jackson adroitly returned it.

			Worry was a quick flush, stifled. “Hey.” Chin high, she turned to include him in their conversation. “I don’t know if you’ve been listening, but August has asked if the rest of his group is sick or dead. What do you want me to tell him?”

			Groaning, Jackson put his weight on one foot, a hand to his waist. “Damn it, Renee. You can’t keep twisting their body language to what you want.”

			“Oh. So you haven’t been listening, then,” she said. But her next words faltered when she turned to August. The large Neighbor was mimicking Jackson right down to the furrowed brow and tight jaw, his stance easing when he realized she’d noticed. “August, why don’t you ask Jackson where your missing kin are? Maybe he knows.”

			“Renee,” Jackson complained.

			“Jackson?” August said, his feet gripping his wing hem in what Renee was beginning to recognize as impatience. “Do Neighbors make Willbordoe sick?”

			“Holy shit on a shingle.” Jackson dropped back a step, his eyes flicking from August to the camera in the corner, and back. “What did you do to them?”

			Renee smirked. “You might want to curb your language. You only have to say a word once for him to get it, and I don’t want to explain ‘potty mouth.’ ”

			Jackson looked back at the security guard, clearly shaken. “I was gone twenty minutes. I can’t tell Hancock they are that much smarter than us.”

			“Because we can’t allow that, can we,” Renee said sourly, and Jackson jumped when August tapped the glass for their attention, his wings high in question.

			“That was sarcasm, August,” she said. “That’s when someone says the opposite of what they mean to make it obvious what they do mean.”

			“Lie?” August questioned, and Jackson swallowed hard.

			“No.” Renee faced Jackson square on. “A lie tries to hide a truth. But it always comes out.” She stared at the man, watching for any indication that he was in on this, because it was obvious that something was going on.

			“Jackson?” August said, and the man turned. “Where is…missing Neighbors?” he added, tapping the second circle on his pad of paper. “Neighbors dead if not see.”

			Worry tightened her chest. “The first circle represents them here, and the second is the missing group. He’s saying the second group will die if you keep them apart. And if you tell me he’s asking for food, I’ll smack you.”

			“No.” August tapped first one circle, then the other. “Not second group. All Neighbors dead.”

			“You taught him the word ‘dead’?” Jackson blurted, and Renee frowned.

			“He wanted to know where Will was, and we had a miscommunication.”

			August flipped to a new page and began to sketch, the pencil lost in his long fingers. “Tree sick,” he said as he scratched out a branch. “Tree dead,” he added as he scribbled over it all. “Piscy dead,” he continued as he smacked the table. “Understand word ‘sick’ and ‘dead.’ ”

			“Piscy, huh?” Jackson seemed to be recovering. “What’s a piscy?”

			“No idea,” Renee said, and August’s eyes nictitated in annoyance. “If you don’t ask Hancock, I will.”

			“Yea-a-a-ah, that’s not a go,” Jackson murmured, hiding his mouth from the camera in the corner. “But if you promise to let me do the talking, you can stand outside the door and listen.”

			Excitement zinged to her toes, and Renee stiffened. Finally…

			“Renee?” His feet clamped on his wing hem, August tapped at the glass with a thick knuckle. “Renee not sick. Come back?”

			Jackson turned, his hand on Renee’s elbow. “Yes. She will come back.”

			But August clearly wasn’t convinced, and he tapped on the glass again. “Renee not sick,” he said more forcefully, his gaze on the camera in the corner of the observation lounge, and Renee stifled a feeling of foreboding. He was talking to Hancock. “Willbordoe not sick,” he added. “I not lie, so Jackson not lie, okay? Renee talk to August. Talk to…me? Words in head not sick when Renee talks.”

			“Words in head?” Jackson asked, brow furrowed, and Renee quashed a flash of angst. “Hancock said they might be telepathic. That that’s what brought, ah, Will down.” Jackson took her arm and pulled her close, whispering, “You’re not—”

			“I think he means he understands more with conversation,” Renee said, but it was odd how fast August was picking up not just words, but how they changed in regards to past and present tense and when to use plurals. When Renee’s hand okay, words in my head okay…

			“If they were telepathic, they’d all be talking, not just him,” Renee said, and Jackson slowly nodded.

			“August, I will do everything I can to make sure Renee continues to talk to you,” he said, and then softer as he turned away, “This won’t go over well. I’d almost rather have them be telepathic than smart. The government doesn’t like smart aliens. Especially when they point out our cover-ups.” Jackson nodded to August, then all but pushed her to the hall. “Twenty minutes, Renee. I was gone twenty minutes. How could they go from whistles and clicks to talking in twenty minutes?”

			Renee gave August a little wave, surprised when the Neighbor returned it before beginning to whistle to that enormous roan again. August’s explanation that his quick grasp of English had something to do with healing her hand was a scary thought. Landing in a cell being tested all day for it was even scarier. “They have been listening to us for almost a month,” she said, eyes down. “What did you think was going to happen?”

			“Not this.” Jackson bobbed his head at posted security as they passed him, his brow furrowed. “Monroe isn’t here—as usual—and I’d rather Hancock hear it from us then Yasmin giving her interpretation of the recording. I think we can catch him at his office.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Renee sat in the cushy chair set against the wall of Hancock’s outer office, hunched over her knees and feeling like a kid waiting for the principal to call her in. Not that she’d had much experience there. Much. Jackson’s assistant, Mimi, sat beside her, the woman focused on her laptop with the intensity of a terrier on a bone while Jackson had a loud, impromptu meeting with Hancock. The two had been in the colonel’s office now for a good fifteen minutes, time enough that Renee’s indignant huff had shifted to a slow burn. Time enough to become impressed by how fast Mimi could type.

			The young Black woman stopped only to drink from a refillable bottle of water. Slim and small, she had outright ignored Hancock’s assistant’s attempt to flirt. The old scar across her face interfered with her classic beauty, but Renee thought it was her confidence and sheer “I don’t need you” attitude that attracted the young man. All Renee knew was that she wouldn’t want to test her. She had too much going on behind her brown eyes.

			“…my task force,” Jackson shouted, his words faint behind the closed door. “I fail to see how this is not considered needed information!”

			Renee’s indignant zeal dropped another notch, and she pushed to the back of the chair and sighed. Mimi took a break to sip her drink, and Renee smiled at her. “Have you worked with Jackson long?”

			The woman hesitated as if weighing how much she wanted to get involved. “I’ve been with him since the beginning,” she finally said. “Five years this June.”

			Renee bobbed her head, smug that she’d gotten more than the guy behind the desk had. “It must be exciting to have your work vindicated in such a concrete and indisputable way,” she said, watching as Mimi resumed typing. “In my field, you have to prove everything six times, and even then one scientist with a penis and a grudge can discredit your findings. All you have to do is show the world they exist.”

			The woman’s shifting fingers never slowed. “That’s the trick now, isn’t it?” she said, her faint accent putting her birthplace somewhere in the South. “Showing the world without freaking everyone out?” Her fingers’ rhythm faltered as she brought up a search engine. “Good way to ruin your career is to promote aliens being real.”

			“Mmmm.” Renee leaned back to disengage from the conversation. “I get what you’re saying.”

			“Sir.” Jackson’s voice came loud, clearly distressed.

			“It’s not happening, Jackson!” Hancock shouted. “This meeting is over, Major.”

			Renee stood as the thick door swung open. Jackson took three stiff steps out. His jaw was set but his pace hesitated as he saw her and Mimi waiting for them.

			“Mimi, a word?” he said sharply, and the small woman pushed forward, smoothly getting between Renee and Jackson as they headed out the door.

			“Verde!” Hancock bellowed, and the man behind the desk bolted into the inner office. “Get me Yasmin!”

			Renee followed Jackson, glancing back once and wishing she had the gall to storm Hancock’s office. Better part of valor, she mused.

			Mimi and Jackson were already a good ways down the empty hall, and she quickened her pace. “Well?” she said as she came even, interrupting Jackson. “Is he still lying about not knowing where they are, or just refusing to bring them together?”

			Jackson glanced at her, his brow furrowed. “Dr. Caisson, will you give me a moment?”

			Her frown deepened, but when Jackson stopped dead in the hallway, she nodded, eyes down. That their linguist was still in medical with a coma was getting harder to swallow. Clearly either Hancock or Lieutenant General Monroe wanted the two groups separate. Arms over her middle, Renee retreated to wait.

			It was really more like forty seconds until Mimi said, “Yes, Major,” gave Renee a knowing half smile, and started back the way they had come.

			“Doctor…” Jackson drawled, beckoning her to join him as he rocked into motion. “Walk with me.”

			Renee pushed from the wall, lengthening her steps to match his. “Well?”

			Jackson didn’t look at her, his gaze somewhere distant down the barren hall. “You were right. There’s a second group.”

			“I knew it!” she crowed, then hunched in on herself, embarrassed when he looked askance at her.

			“Hancock knew about them from day one. It consists of twelve Neighbors. He will not consider bringing them together and insists that this was why he didn’t tell me of them in the first place. Apparently, and I see his reasoning on this, he doesn’t want to put all his eggs in one basket. But if you ask me, two sites means twice the chance that someone will talk about them.”

			“What about the other three?” Renee struggled to keep up as Jackson strode forward as if leading God to the pulpit. “Can we arrange a video meeting? I mean, they have the right to see each other. Know they are okay.”

			Jackson hesitated, making her wonder if he thought they had rights at all. Or maybe he was just picking his battles. “I suggested that. He’s taking it under advisement.”

			“Advisement,” Renee scoffed. “Last time I checked, that was corporate for ‘never going to happen.’ Why are they really keeping them separate?” Breath fast, she wondered if she should just give up and break into a jog. “Am I working with the control group while he experiments on the other? Is he afraid they’ll get ugly and uncooperative if they’re allowed to talk to each other? That’s it, isn’t it? Are they hurting them?”

			“Renee,” Jackson said, almost pleading. The hallway had begun to get busy as they went deeper into the facility, and she tried not to look angry as her arms swung with their rapid pace.

			“Then why?” she asked. “Why won’t he allow them to talk to each other? I don’t see the problem unless the other group is being treated badly.” She paused, eyes narrowing when Jackson’s lip twitched. “Monroe is in charge of the second group, isn’t he. He’s experimenting on them. Jackson—”

			“Hancock says they are healthy.” Jackson’s focus was on the distant end to the hallway, which to Renee meant he doubted Hancock’s words. “But Monroe wants to keep them apart in case of contamination, both between each other and us. He thinks there might be some kind of parasite or microbe that we can’t detect that got through quarantine and infected Bordoe.”

			“You’re kidding, right?” she said, scared as she remembered her toxin-riddled hand suddenly pain-free after August had rested his against it. “And this is why they refuse to bring them together or allow them to talk to each other? This is snake snot. They are sentient,” she said bitterly. “They have rights. Damn it, Jackson, they are people!”

			At that, Jackson took her arm and pulled her to a stop. “They are sentient,” he said softly, eyes inches from hers. “They are intelligent. Humans are people, and they are not human.”

			Renee pulled from his grip. “Don’t get particular with me. You have thirty-one people locked in cages and three you can’t account for. No outside contact. Nothing to divert their attention, distract them. Even animals at the zoo have daily enrichment to keep their minds healthy. They haven’t done anything wrong!”

			But as she looked at Jackson’s closed expression, she could almost see him think, Yet.

			“Well, is this your project or not, Jackson?” she said, knowing it was hitting below the belt, but too frustrated to stop herself.

			Jackson’s eye twitched. “This is my project. And I will always have superiors.”

			Immediately she slumped, wishing she could take it back. “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it. “That was out of line. I’m just so…angry. I feel helpless, and I’m not used to having to answer to anyone. Much less overbearing, shortsighted, obnoxious…military colonels!”

			He chuckled, nodded, and again, they started down the hall, slower this time, shoulders almost touching.

			“What about the last three?” she asked. “Are they dead and dissected?”

			Jackson was silent, and her heart clenched. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “Hancock claims ignorance of them. There’s a chance that they may have escaped being captured. It’s not as if I can send out an APB on them. I’m sure that Hancock has been looking for them since Will went comatose.”

			Comatose, Renee mused, refusing to believe that August had anything to do with it. No, it was more likely that the linguist stumbled upon the truth, as she had, and had gone to Hancock directly, landing himself in a military cell or medically induced coma to keep the second group from coming to light. Do Neighbors make Willbordoe sick? echoed in her mind, and she stifled a pang of worry.

			“This isn’t right,” she said as a thin man in fatigues with two trays of coffee went past. “This is not how we should treat a group of people we know nothing about.”

			“I see the logic of your convictions,” Jackson said. “But we are a military institution, and everyone here has a ‘shoot first, shoot second, and after everyone is dead, talk to the surviving kin’ kind of mentality.”

			“Yeah, that works as long as you have the biggest guns,” Renee muttered. Her gaze roved over the offices busy with bureaucracy and cover-up, her eyebrows rising as she realized where Jackson was heading: PR and containment. “Yasmin knew about the second group, too, huh?”

			Jackson chuckled, a fisted hand rubbing his chin ruefully as he walked. “Yep, though it’s above her pay grade. Yasmin was at their collection to cover it up, and she remained attached to the project when they were separated. I was brought in after that.” His smile became bitter. “I suppose I should be grateful that there were enough Neighbors to put into two groups. Otherwise, I might never have found out about them.”

			“Jackson…”

			He put up a hand, forestalling her. “I’m going to talk to Yasmin. See if I can wrangle anything from her. You are not coming with me.”

			“Hey!” she protested, and he shook his head as he drew them to a halt at a common-use lounge stretched out along the long hallway.

			“It’s that knight-on-a-white-horse thing again,” he said softly, even as he nodded to a passing man. “And anyway, you need to get your butt down there and tell August what we learned before Hancock locks you out under the excuse of contamination. He’s convinced they have some way to act through the quarantine barriers, be it an intentional mind contamination or a biological element that is too small for our filters.”

			Renee’s gaze shifted back down the hall. Mind contamination? “I have to go.”

			“Yes. You do. And after you tell August, I want you back in your lab.”

			Her impetus to leave faltered, and she rocked back. “What for?”

			“Hancock is claiming they have maintained a separation because of a risk of contagion.”

			“You mean that biological element of his that gets through a military, paranoia-induced filter system?” A rueful chuckle slipped from her. “Has he not been reading my reports? There’s nothing there. Microbes are microbes. Even on Mars.”

			Jackson cleared his throat. “You’re the toxicologist. Prove it.”

			“I have proved it,” she complained, and Jackson put a hand on her shoulder and turned her around.

			“Prove it again,” he said, giving her a nudge to get moving. “This is as far as you go. Are we good?”

			“Sure,” she said, anything but, and his smile widened before he walked away.

			Renee took a slow, long breath. The conversations around her seemed to grow louder, and, feeling lost, she headed back the way they had come. “They should paint lines on the floor to tell you how to get somewhere,” she whispered as she hesitated at a juncture, thinking she could smell food cooking down the left corridor.

			But she lingered when two men in lab coats passed her and continued on, going the other way.

			Her brow smoothed out, and, pulse quickening, she started after them. She wanted to see if Will Bordoe was really comatose, and it was a good bet that lab coats meant medical.

			“Excuse me, Dr. Caisson?”

			The distant hail shocked through her, and she spun, hating that her face was red. A young man was almost jogging to catch up with her. “It’s Renee, please,” she said as he came even.

			“Ma’am. Yasmin sent me to escort you to the front. It’s a big facility, and she didn’t want you getting lost.”

			“No need.” She rocked back a step. “I can find it. Don’t want to be a bother.”

			“That’s not the right way, ma’am,” the kid said, and her expression became stilted. “That leads to medical. I’ll escort you to the commissary.”

			Good to know…“Great. And I want you to tell Yasmin thank you for me, okay?”

			Fake smile in place, she fell into step with him, memorizing every corner, every turn, and every gosh-darn camera in the corners. She was going to find Will. If not today, tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Ten

			“They’re not a biological threat,” Renee said, her fork dangling from her hand as Jackson focused on his lasagna with a disturbing intensity. A chuckle rose from the far end of the table, and her face warmed: Monroe and Hancock. It didn’t feel like a coincidence that Lieutenant General Monroe showed up this morning. Jackson had outright blackmailed her into leaving the raspy-voiced, supercilious man alone. Yasmin had taken one look at her, muttered some excuse, and then left, sending an aide to collect a tray instead. Snake snot. They were all snake snot. No one wanted to admit they had known, and no one wanted to talk about why the two groups were really being kept apart. She’d worked with local populations with more disease.

			The folder with her latest toxicology report sat on the table beside her. Hancock and Monroe were using theirs as place mats. It was the only contact that Jackson would allow. “Have you even looked at my toxicology reports?” she asked Jackson loudly, really talking to Monroe, and Jackson’s gaze flicked to the report at his elbow.

			“Yes, and it’s not up to me,” he said. “Let the wheels turn, Renee.”

			Annoyed, Renee watched him cut his lasagna into identical, fork-size bites and eat them with a methodical precision. The cupcake on his tray was an unusual addition. She’d already eaten hers—first, as was her tradition. “I can’t in good faith keep working with one group while I know the other is being treated like lab rats,” she added, and he looked up. But not all the frustrated anger his eyes held was aimed at her.

			“You don’t know that, and stop talking to Monroe. I’m the one in front of you.”

			“Then why won’t they let them even see each other?” she said, voice low. “Jackson, I can’t go down to quarantine and tell August that they can’t speak to each other over a vid link because Hancock is worried about an invented contamination that can pass through four inches of glass.”

			“Don’t make me confine you to quarters,” he said, a blush creeping up his neck.

			“For speaking the truth?” Ticked, she leaned across the table until she could smell Jackson’s aftershave mixing with the sweet scent of the red velvet cake and sour cream frosting. “I am not the one lying here.”

			But Renee’s bluster faltered when Hancock set his fork down with a sharp tap. “They invaded us, Doctor,” he said, clearly having been listening to every word. “Not the other way around. We will not introduce the two populations to each other until Bordoe regains consciousness and a mental attack can be ruled out.”

			“Thirty-four people are not an invasion,” she protested.

			“There are thirty-one,” Hancock said, a knuckle grazing his mustache as he glanced at Monroe. “And neither were three small ships from England, or two boats from France carrying Christianity. Or any other time population pressure in a closed system became so great that the marginalized and profiteers fled to new territory.”

			Frustrated—and heeding Jackson’s warning glare—Renee took the lid off her bowl of blueberries and stabbed one with her fork. “I don’t think they are invading us,” she said around the tart fruit, hating that she couldn’t banish all the doubt from her voice.

			“I don’t, either,” Hancock said, surprising her and Monroe both. “But you tell me what generally happens to an indigenous population when it comes in contact with a new, overpopulated one. The pioneers just wanted a place to live, but they brought pox and STDs and an end to the strength of America’s Native peoples. They killed the buffalo to cut off their food supply, polluted the streams in search of gold, planted crops that never should have been planted and eventually caused the dust bowl. But I think the worst thing the settlers did was set new standards for the original population while simultaneously denying them the ability to reach said standards so the world could continue to call them ignorant and mistreat them as secondary citizens in a culture they didn’t want to be a part of in the first place.”

			“They don’t even like it here,” she protested. “The sun is too bright and the air too dry.”

			Monroe noisily cleared his throat, but his eyes were on Jackson, and Renee warmed when the major shifted uncomfortably. “Renee,” Jackson coaxed, his eyes down. “You have made great strides communicating with them, but until we can rule out a biological or mental component to Bordoe’s condition, we can’t bring them together.”

			“Fine,” she muttered, a sudden feeling of self-preservation bringing her head down. That August might have had something to do with Will’s coma was possible in theory. When Renee’s hand okay, words in my head okay. August’s odd, worrisome statement rose up through her as she forced herself to eat a bite of lasagna. Perhaps she and August had made a mental connection when he healed her hand…sort of a universal translator, a convenient skill in a dimension-traveling race. August was the only one showing any talent at English. Surely if they were telepathic, they all would be talking.

			I need to find out if Will Bordoe is okay. Because if he was, the theory of mental attack was moot.

			“It doesn’t take a linguist to understand ‘Where’s the rest of us?’ ” she muttered. “I thought you were on my side.”

			Jackson pushed back, glaring at her as he put his silverware on his plate, followed by his napkin. He is leaving?

			“There are no sides here,” Hancock said. “If you want them out of that box, do your job, Doctor. Make sure they won’t kill us by what they bring on their breath or in their thoughts.”

			“I have done my job,” she said, feeling abandoned when Jackson shifted his uneaten cupcake to the table and stood. “There’s no unknown element here. I think you’re pissed off they might be more lingually fluid than you.”

			“Lieutenant General, Colonel,” Jackson said, and then, almost accusingly, “Doctor. Excuse me.”

			Renee exhaled in frustration as Jackson took his tray of half-eaten food to the dish bin and walked away. He hit the door to the hall with one hand, almost punching it open. And then he was gone, the cupcake he’d left looking alone and somewhat ridiculous. Yeah, I might have gone too far.

			“Anything else, Dr. Caisson?” Hancock asked, and Renee shook her head. Her gut hurt, and her gaze dropped to her own uneaten lunch as she forced herself to take another bite. The tart tomato and rich cheese felt heavy in her, and the garlic bread was cold.

			She was caught between two possibilities. If Will was in a Neighbor-induced coma, she wanted to know. But though possible, it didn’t seem likely, even factoring in August’s claim of some sort of mental, linguistic gymnastics. If she was going to land in a quarantine cell for “mental contamination” that didn’t exist, she wanted to pick which side of the glass she was on. You want proof they’re not mentally contagious? I’ll get you proof.

			Jaw clenched, she put her fork down. She glanced at Monroe and Hancock, again deep in conversation, then snapped the top back on her blueberries and slipped them into her pocket. Jackson’s cupcake went on her tray and she stood, tucking her findings under her arm, to take everything to the dish bin. “Lieutenant General, Colonel,” she muttered as she carefully held the cupcake in one hand and backed her way through the door and into the busy hall. Security always got a little looser around lunch, something she would use to her advantage. Time to see if she remembered how to get to medical.

			Tense, she made her way through the busy maze to her lab, cupcake in one hand, her findings in the other. There was a man at her door. Hancock had put him there, not for protection but to keep tabs on her. The private actually saluted her, and she gave him a bland smile and the cupcake.

			“Have one on me, Gerald,” she said, and the kid took it, his eyes eager.

			“Thanks, Dr. C,” he said, clearly pleased, but Renee’s smile vanished as she went into her office, her gut clenching as she overheard Gerald on his handheld relay to Hancock’s aide that she was in her lab.

			They were watching her like the proverbial hawk. She was surprised they hadn’t revoked her access to the observation lounge yet. It was now or never.

			Motions jerky, she stuffed her arms into her lab coat and shifted her shoulders to make it lie right. Her desert emergency bag was empty, and, wishing she had the time to stock it with protein bars, she jammed in a reference book on animals and another on fairy tales she had been planning on using for her next lesson. As she slung the book-heavy bag over her shoulder, her gaze went to the small but efficient lab. She could do little more in it. She had to go into the field. But not alone. If Will was cognizant, he was coming with her. And if he wasn’t, this was going to come to a screeching halt.

			Breath shaking in her lungs, she pulled the door open and strode purposefully into the hall. “Won’t be but a second, Gerald,” she said, and the kid nodded, his mouth full of cupcake. “Making a run to the supply room,” she added when his eyes fell on her bag. “You want anything?”

			“Water?” he asked, knowing it was against the rules. But so was that cupcake, and the two together would probably keep him from calling in her supply run as long as she didn’t head toward quarantine. Fortunately that wasn’t where she was going—yet.

			It felt as if everyone was watching her, and she forced herself to a slow pace, hips swaying to make her lab coat furl until she rounded the corner and went left at the next intersection instead of going right to supplies. She had to believe that Will was not in a coma. Getting him out was step one. If she couldn’t do that, then step two would never work.

			Eyes forward, she shifted the bag higher on her back to try to hide it as she wove through medical’s reception area, busy with pinched fingers, pulled muscles, and headaches. If anyone stopped her, she’d claim she was looking for petri dishes to run a new trial.

			Nervous, she held the folder with her findings to her chest to try to look busy, timing her pace so as not to need her badge to get through to the next level of security. No one stopped her. No one even noticed her. Her folder and attitude gave her passage. And though she obviously wasn’t military, she fit in better here where some of the G.I. Joe polish had been scrubbed off.

			Almost immediately the number of personnel dropped, and she flipped her badge over to hide her name. It looked more like a hospital now, with long hallways having doors to either side, unknown machines parked in little alcoves, and the occasional empty nurses’ station. It was doubtful anyone here knew what lay in quarantine.

			But when the sound of her feet drew the attention of the three people she’d followed in, she ducked into the women’s bathroom. Flustered, she fled into a stall, locking the door and listening to her heart pound. “What am I doing?” she whispered, a hand to her head.

			No one came in. No one knocked on the door. Even so, the thought to walk out and return to her lab rose high. So far, all she’d done was “accidentally” wander too far into medical.

			“The truth will come out,” she whispered, her resolve strengthening. The stall door creaked, and she looked at herself in the mirror. Lips pressed, she wound her hair up into a professional bun and buttoned her lab coat. The air was moist from the adjoining showers, and with a sudden idea, she rummaged through the used lab coat bin. “Bingo,” she said as she brushed the wrinkles from the cleanest and carefully folded it, tucking it between her and her toxicity report as she faced the door. Channeling her inner doctor, she boldly strode into the hall.

			The three doctors were gone. Renee kept her eyes down and her pace focused, timing her passage past the manned nurses’ station with an incoming phone call. Her luck held, and she slowly exhaled as she passed empty room after empty room, their doors open and their lights off. It was eerily silent. The doors locked from the outside. She was in the right spot, everything set up for a light to medium quarantine. It could double as a jail.

			He’s got to be here, she thought, her gut twisting as she reached the end of the hall to find it branched to the left. Her pace bobbled when she turned down it and saw the guard before one of the doors, a snapped holster at his hip and holding himself at a bored tension. If Will was anywhere, this was it. And awake, she thought, her relief short-lived as she eyed the guard.

			“I should have brought another cupcake,” she whispered, giving the kid—and he was a kid—a nodding smile as she boldly walked past and went into the adjoining room. The door the guard stood before was shut and locked.

			Nervous, she flicked on the lights. A camera hung in the corner but the light was off. There was no bathroom, only a curtain to pull around the commode. Renee dragged a chair to the camera. Standing on it, she gave the camera a tug, then a whack. It didn’t move. Eyes narrowed, she hammered at it with her research book until the heavy plastic stem snapped and the electronics hit the floor with a snap and crash.

			Heart pounding, Renee stood on the chair and listened. Nothing. Tense, she hopped off the chair. “Are you kidding me?” she shouted, trying to lure the guard in. Still nothing.

			Her hands shook as she stuffed the book back into the bag along with her folder and borrowed lab coat and dropped it by the door. “Get it together, Renee,” she muttered. “He’s like eighteen.” But he had a gun, and Hancock had doors that locked. If she didn’t pull this off, she’d be on the wrong side of one, and she wasn’t sure Jackson would be able to do anything about it.

			“Hey, could you help me here?” she said loudly, and when a faint “No, ma’am” came back, she poked her head out.

			“It will just take a second,” she prompted, and the kid flushed.

			“I’ll call someone to help you, ma’am.”

			She came out, wringing her hands and trying to look helpless. “God, please don’t. I knocked over a machine. It’s too heavy for me to turn right side up. If it’s busted, it’s going to be my ass on Monroe’s wall. Could you just turn it right side up for me and forget I was in here?”

			“Ma’am,” he said again, but he was beginning to look flustered.

			“Please?” she begged when he looked up and down the hallway. “Oh. God. Thank you,” she said when he checked that his holster was snapped closed. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate this. I owe you one.”

			She almost felt bad for him as he slipped past her. “Don’t tell anyone, okay?” he said as he went in.

			“Promise.” Eyes wide, she shouldered her bag, stepped into the hall, shut the door, and locked it.

			“Son of a bitch!” she heard faintly, and then she jumped at the three muffled shots.

			“Holy crap on a cracker!” Renee exclaimed, face cold as she stared at the three outward dents beside the lock. A faint hooting alarm began in the distance. Bag held tight to her chest, Renee backed up to what she hoped was Will’s room. Knocking once, she undid the simple lock and went in. “Will? Please tell me you’re Will Bordoe.”

			A man with an ugly, salt-and-pepper, three-day beard looked up from a chair set beside the barred window. He was dressed in scrubs, his hair thin and greasy from having gone too long between showers. Pushing back from his book, he looked her up and down, his eyes at an angry slant. “Time for my sponge bath, nurse?” he said bitterly, and they both jumped at three more shots.

			“Are you Will Bordoe?” she asked again breathlessly, getting a wary nod. “I’m Jackson’s toxic environmentalist. Here.” She flung the lab coat at him, and he stood, brown eyes questioning. “We gotta go before G.I. Joe there shoots out the lock.”

			Will jerked into motion as he finally understood the faint alarm. “Thank God,” he said as he shoved his arms in the sleeves and slicked his greasy hair back. “I don’t know what they’ve told you, but I’m not crazy.”

			“I am.” Renee carefully peeked out the door. “Let’s go.”

			“Where?” He pressed close, and Renee stepped into the empty hall. Three people in lab coats stood at the intersection as if unsure what to do. “Look, I appreciate the effort, but we’re at the heart of a military installation. There’s nowhere to go.”

			“There is one.” She waited as he caught up, then they boldly paced shoulder to shoulder down the hall. Behind them came three more shots, muffled but recognizable. “Hancock says you are in a coma, and he thinks the Neighbors put you in it.”

			“Wait. What? How?”

			But she said nothing, stiffening when two soldiers in combat gear followed by two doctors turned the corner and raced toward them. “Private Ryerson is not at his post,” one said into his handheld.

			“Aww, shit,” Will swore softly, and Renee backed to the wall, terrified.

			“…gunfire in Bordoe’s room,” the soldier said as all four of them passed and were gone. “Call up to security. The cameras are out.”

			Renee’s pulse hammered. They had gone by. They hadn’t stopped them.

			“This was your idea?” Will said as she pulled him back into motion, the man glancing over his shoulder before shifting his hair to hide his face. “They think it’s my room that’s in lockdown,” he whispered. “Give me your bag.”

			Not knowing why, she did, and they moved faster, ignored as they hustled down the hall past the crowded nurses’ station, and then slipped through the gated door to the common area when six men bulked in combat gear pushed through, oblivious to them both. Only when they were surrounded by excited people trying to figure out what had happened did she allow herself to breathe. In their zeal to keep Will isolated, he was unrecognized.

			“This way,” she said as they worked their way out of medical. “I know a shortcut.”

			Will trailed along behind her, head down and trying to look small. “Hey, don’t take this the wrong way, but who are you and what are we doing?”

			Renee yanked open the door to the stairwell, looking up, then down the staircase she’d found last week while trying to find her way to the mail room. That her phone wouldn’t connect to anyone off installation was having unexpected benefits, seeing as she was reduced to snail mail and was probably the only one above private who knew where the mail room was. “I’m Renee. The toxicologist. Hancock is blaming your supposed coma on them, saying until you recover they can’t bring the two Neighbor populations together. I think they are mistreating the second group. Why else would they not even let them talk via video? August says keeping them apart is detrimental to their entire health. That you’re not comatose negates Hancock’s theory of a mental attack. All that’s left is proving they aren’t a medical risk.” Please, God, may they not be a risk.

			He followed her down a flight, his soft shoes silent on the old cement. “They did the nut thing, didn’t they. You figured it out, then told Hancock?” he guessed, wincing as he found the cameras in the corners. “That’s how I ended up in isolation.” He hesitated. “Who is August? The new linguist?”

			Renee smiled as she opened the door to the lower storage floor. Somehow it was easier now that she wasn’t alone. They could come up right at quarantine’s main door. “You called him Big Red,” she said as she led him into the dimly lit storage area. “He’s been asking about you.”

			“He told you his name?” Will’s pace faltered as he looked at the locked storage areas behind chain-link fences that they now wove through. “I would have bet my last dollar that that lowest-bid translation program would never figure out their whistles and clicks.”

			“It didn’t. He’s picking up English so well he’s got Hancock thinking they’re telepathic.” She turned impatiently, and he took three long steps to catch up. “I think Hancock is mistreating the missing fifteen. He can’t risk bringing them together. I want to force the issue, and I need your help. It’s risky. You might die. Or worse.”

			Will stared at a blinking camera as they went by a stack of plastic chairs. “Honey, I don’t know what you think I can do. They’re only going to shove us in adjoining cells. Hancock clearly doesn’t want anyone knowing about his test group.”

			It was cold down here, and she held her arms around her as she wove through the totes and stacks of supplies on pallets to reach the stairway. There wasn’t even a code pad on the door, and she opened it up and took the stairs fast. Time. This was taking too long, and they were running out of it.

			“Hey, uh.” He winced, his dark eyes showing his doubt. “I appreciate what you’ve done, but there’s no way we are getting off this installation.”

			She stopped at the first landing, cracking the door to look out into the empty hallway. Perfect. “We aren’t going out. We’re going in,” she said, then boldly strode into the corridor to quarantine. Please, please, please don’t revoke my passcode, she thought, but there was no reason to…yet. As far as anyone knew, she was at her office.

			“In? In where?”

			The guard stationed at the first door noticed them. “Play along. Be happy, will you? You just woke up from a coma.”

			“What the fuck,” Will whispered, losing his hunch and tugging his lab coat closer.

			Smiling, Renee took her book-heavy bag from him as she showed the guard her badge and punched in her code. “Will’s back!” she said cheerfully. “Just going down to say hi.”

			“Dr. Bordoe. Dr. Caisson,” the guard said, his voice suspicious, but she had clearance and a passcode, and he had to let her through. “Good to see you again, sir.”

			“Good to be out,” Will said, his eyes a little too wide, his smile a little too forced.

			We’re never going to make it…But the harsh buzz of the lock startled her, and she pushed Will through the first door.

			“Just going down to say hi?” Will scoffed as the first door closed and sealed behind them, and she paced quickly to the second lock, punching in her code before the guard could radio back. Because she was sure he would.

			“I wasn’t even sure you were alive,” she muttered, elated when the magnetic lock disengaged and she pulled him into the long hall. Just one more guard, and then Jackson’s passcode. Too many ifs.

			“Whatever happens, I want you to get into the air lock. Got it?” she said as she almost jogged down the sun-drenched hall, and Will swore, his breath a little raspy from their quick pace.

			“Wait. You can’t be serious.”

			“Go. Don’t stop,” she added as she drew Will into the observation lounge. “Books for the Neighbors,” she added to the guard as they passed him, and the man’s lips parted as he recognized Will. Her pulse was fast, and she felt queasy. My findings are sound. We are not going to get sick from them.

			“In?” Will said, voice high and worried, and from behind the glass, August looked up, seeing them both.

			A sharp whistle of surprise escaped him, and he stood, striding to the window so fast his wings furled. “Willbordoe!” he said clearly, and the few Neighbors in the common room looked up, clicking and whistling in surprise. “Renee, you find Willbordoe!”

			“My God. He’s vocalizing.” His fear forgotten, Will went to the window. “I didn’t think their vocal cords could manage it.” Beaming, he raised the back of his hand up to shoulder height, and August met it with his, the mer clearly happy as he turned from Will to the others spilling out of the barracks, every one of them talking.

			“The lights are lower.” Will stumbled as she tugged him to the air lock, his gaze fixed on the common room.

			“That was my idea.” Worried, she glanced at the guard now on his radio as she dragged Will into the walk-in air lock. “It’s more humid, too. August tells me it’s nearly perfect.”

			“Ma’am?” the guard at the door questioned, a warning lilt to his voice. “I need to see Dr. Bordoe’s badge.”

			Breathless, Renee slammed the air lock door shut.

			“Dr. Caisson?” the guard questioned, his voice muffled, and she shook her head. Clearly angry, the guard backed up and radioed in.

			“Ah…” Will stammered, and then they both jumped when the guard hammered on the air lock’s door.

			“That won’t hold for long,” she said as she pushed past Will to get to the door pad. Her code would only open the air lock drawer, but Jackson’s? You stupid dumbasses deserve this. Birth date? Good God.

			“You mean in in?” Will squeaked as she punched in Jackson’s code and the entire panel lit. “I thought you meant the observation lounge. We can’t go into quarantine!”

			“Dr. Caisson!” the guard shouted through the thick, murky window. “I need you and Dr. Bordoe to exit the air lock immediately!”

			“They are not toxic,” she said as she studied the menu. “I’ve been testing them for weeks,” she added, and Will stared at her, eyes wide. “I haven’t found a single indication of anything noteworthy. I’ve seen hospital counters with more contagions. We go in, or we are locked up for wanting them to be treated like people, and I doubt that Hancock will give us anything even remotely as nice as their cell.”

			“Renee!” Somehow Jackson had gotten into the lounge, and she jumped as he hammered on the door, clearly ticked as he peered through the cloudy glass. Two techs had the plate off the panel, tinkering. “Don’t do it, Renee.”

			“I-I have to,” she said, and at Will’s shaky nod, she typed a command…and the air began to cycle.

			“Renee!” Jackson shouted again, and she held her bag to her chest and stared at him, her face cold as her ears popped and the air grew moist. “What are you doing, you crazy woman?”

			“Oh, God,” Will whispered, pale as he stared at the guards trying to force their way in. “This is nuts, this is nuts, this is nuts.”

			“It’s the only way to force a change,” she said as an odd, not unpleasantly sweet scent tickled her nose. Her work was sound. They were in no danger. So why is my gut in knots?

			“Renee?” August said from quarantine, peering through an identical window.

			Will slicked his hair back, clearly nervous as the air pressure equalized. “I hope you’re right,” he said as Jackson pulled the two techs off the manual pad. It was too late.

			“I’m right,” she said, chin lifting when Hancock strode into the observation lounge, three soldiers in combat gear tight behind him.

			“Caisson, you are off the project!” the colonel bellowed, his words tiny through the thick glass walls. “Get her and Bordoe out of there. Now! I want them under military arrest!”

			He motioned for the three men to force the door, and Jackson lurched to get between them and her. “Open it now, and we are all exposed, Colonel,” he said as the panel dinged. “She’s in there. Both of them.” His eyes narrowed. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have told everyone Bordoe was in a Neighbor-induced coma,” he added sourly.

			Fingers shaking, Renee hit the intercom. “I’m breathing their air,” she said, chin rising. “They don’t need to be in quarantine, and since you won’t look at my findings, you’re going to have to look at me. You can’t kick us off the project. We are the project.” Her eyes went to Jackson, his brow furrowed in a frustrated anger. “Jackson, I’m sorry. He was lying, and keeping them apart is going to kill them all.”

			Will almost swaggered to the tiny window that now looked out at their past. “Eat my syntax and die, Hancock,” he said, flipping off the angry man.

			But when he turned to Renee, his worry was back. “Okay. Let’s do this,” he whispered, and together, they turned to where August waited, his shoulders slumped and his big eyes wide. His people stood clustered behind him, that big roan he talked with at his elbow.

			Her pulse was loud in her ears as she hit the final button and the door began to cycle open with an almost unheard hiss. Her fingers fumbled for Will’s, and he gave her hand a squeeze. Breath held, she watched the bright light in the air lock spill an ever-widening band into the dimly lit quarantine. What if they treat us as badly as Hancock is treating their kin? “Will?” she said as the sound of whistles became frighteningly real. “I’m scared.”

			“Good. So am I.”

			A piercing whistle made her jump, but the background noise subsided, and when the door finally stopped, it was August backed by that tall roan facing them. They were both silent, even as the entire contingent of Neighbors clustered behind them, whispering and furtive.

			“Hi,” Renee said, feeling a little sick. “Can we stay here for a while?”

			Muffled through the intercom came Hancock’s bellow: “I want an extraction team in here. Now!”

			But even that would take time, and Renee took a shaky step to the air lock’s door. August was looking at her hair, and she smiled as she took it out of the bun and let it fall about her shoulders.

			“Willbordoe?” August said, and Will swore under his breath.

			“I wish I would have had a chance to shower,” he said nervously to Renee. “They smell really good.” Then he smiled at the tall Neighbor. “It’s August, right?”

			August bobbed his head in a very human gesture. “August,” he echoed, then whistled it.

			Will whistled it back, so fluently that the Neighbors behind him reacted.

			“Renee,” August said, the skin around his mouth making wrinkles as he shook his head. “No. This is…not careful.” He gestured to the observation window. Renee couldn’t see it, but she could guess what was going on.

			“I had to,” she said, knowing August had a better grasp of English than he could speak. “Will was not sick. I busted him out. Ah, freed him,” she added when August made that particular chirring sound she knew meant he was confused. Busted out was new to him, but August knew the word freedom. “Hancock will lock me up, too.” She shrugged. “I’d rather be here so we can talk. Can we come in?”

			But August wouldn’t move, still barring her way. “Renee, go. You will be sick,” he said, and Will shifted uneasily from foot to foot.

			“My God. He’s got present and future both,” Will whispered.

			“I don’t think so,” she said as she touched her report. “I brought my findings. That’s what I wanted to show you. Can we come in? I’m safer with you than my own people now.”

			August blinked slowly as if not trusting his understanding. His friend made an inquiring click, and when August spilled into a whistling response, a loud, communal complaint rose up until the roan silenced them.

			Her knees felt weak and her hair was lank in the new humidity when August turned to them, his feet holding the edges of his wing flaps. “Yes,” he said, and with a curious flip of his wings, he stepped aside.

			Somehow this seemed more fraught with danger than breaking into quarantine with Jackson’s code. Will gestured for her to go first, and she inched out. The light was low, and her attention immediately went to the big plate glass window and the bright sun beyond. Jackson had his hands at his waist, staring at her, his eyes wide as Hancock yelled at him, red-faced and inches away from a coronary. Three soldiers waited for instruction. More waited in the hallway. She didn’t care. They could have done worse for their first face-to-face than a toxicologist and linguist.

			Besides, she felt to her core that the Neighbors were people, and maybe now, with her and Will among them, Jackson at least might see them that way, too. Telepathic attack, my ass. But something was allowing August to understand her. She’d say it was magic if she believed in that sort of thing.

			And yet…Worried, she looked at her hand and flexed it. That was what it had felt like.

			“Renee?” August said, and Will started at the obvious, exaggerated rise of his tone to indicate a question. “You will get sick here,” he said, rubbing his arm where they took weekly samples of blood.

			“I wouldn’t be here if I thought that,” she said, shoulders hunching at the whistling stir of alarm from the watching Neighbors. August clicked something at them, so fast it made Will frown in frustration, but they all backed off, some of them fleeing to the barracks, but most pressed against the wall, watching.

			“Ah, look here.” Feeling self-conscious, Renee sat on the long couch and brought out the reference book that she had brought. “This book was written from a verbal account made generations ago.”

			August made a sad whistle as she thumbed through it to find the page she wanted, and she winced. “Ah, a record made from a story told for thousands of years.” She looked up at him as he stood over her, one eye on the large window to the observation lounge still filling up with angry people. Will was looking over her shoulder with interest, swearing softly as he made the connection between the red and white Neighbors and the celestial beings in the medieval illustration. “You know thousands?” she said when August made a whistling chirp of surprise.

			“Many years. Many people live and die,” he said, a finger going to trace the picture showing demons and angels tormenting and defending a group of soft, pale humans, hardly dressed. The angel wings were wrong, but the demon wings were spot-on.

			“Generations,” Will said, and August mutely mouthed the word.

			“I think your people have been here before,” she said, and August pulled his hand away.

			“I’ll be damned,” Hancock said loudly, his voice sounding odd through the intercom. But when Renee glanced up, it wasn’t the illustration the colonel was looking at. It was August.

			“He knows,” Will whispered, giving her a nudge. “August knows that they’ve been here before.”

			Long hands clasped to pull his wings tight around him, August nodded. “Generations ago,” he said slowly, his eyes nictitated in worry. “All die. When Neighbors stay apart, we die.”

			No wonder he was so intent on finding his people. “You all died,” she agreed. “But not before you were seen. You were here, and whatever germs, er, illnesses you brought with you have already been introduced to our population. I’m sorry, but if anyone is going to get sick, it’s probably going to be you.”

			August looked at Will for help, and Renee shifted on the couch and brought out her findings, warming when she felt Jackson finally paying attention through four inches of glass. “Look,” she said, tapping her report to bring August’s attention back. “These are my latest toxicology numbers.”

			“Renee make this?” August said, his long fingers taking the paper up as if he understood it.

			She nodded, wondering if she should have been showing him her reports all along. “We share the same gut flora, August,” she said, then added at his confused wheeze, “ah, the same, er, life in our bodies that help us digest, er, process…” She turned to Will, but he just shrugged. “The same little life inside that helps us eat,” she finally said, and August wheezed again, but it was in disbelief, not misunderstanding. “We might make you sick, but I doubt anything you have will impact us.” Her gaze flicked to the glass, finding Jackson in the glaring light. “I’m sorry if we do,” she said, speaking to him as well as August. “But if Will and I didn’t do this, they were going to take my security pass. I’d never see you again.”

			She went silent as August held her report, the paper already beginning to sag in the higher humidity. It was obvious that the Neighbors behind him weren’t following the conversation, but the people on the other side of the glass were. Hancock looked pissed.

			“If there are no complications in the next two weeks, I mean, if no one gets sick, I don’t see why you and your people can’t come out.” She glared at Jackson, who then turned away.

			“And the rest of us?” August asked, and she smiled and stood.

			“There’s no reason they can’t rejoin you if the reason they are apart is worry over contagion.” Mental or otherwise, she thought as she went to the window and stared at Hancock. “Is there, Colonel?” she added, and Hancock’s eyes narrowed.

			“Turn off the intercom,” he said, then louder, “No admittance without my leave. Verde! Get me Lieutenant General Monroe!”

			“Colonel,” Jackson began to protest, and then the audio cut out.

			“Fine. I didn’t want to listen to you, either,” she said as she turned, jolting to a halt. August was right there.

			“Caisson?” he said, mangling the new word. “Not Renee?”

			“Renee is my first name. Caisson is my family name,” she said, not knowing why he was whistling in distress. “Renee Caisson.”

			“Not Willbordoe. Will Bordoe,” he said, and Will looked up from where he had been trying to duplicate someone’s whistling commentary.

			“Will Bordoe,” the man said, holding his hand out. “Nice to meet you, August.”

			August looked at his hand, clearly not sure what it meant.

			“Like this,” Renee said, shaking Will’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

			Jackson watched from the other side of the glass, his hands on his hips as August extended his hand and he and Will shook, slow and even. “Nice to meet you,” August echoed as their hands parted. Hesitating, he touched Renee’s shoulder and made a chirping trill of a whisper. “Like this.”

			She jumped, her eyes flicking to his as his hand stayed where it was, light against her. A faint, maybe imagined sensation slipped from him to her, and she blinked when he whistled and clicked again.

			“Well?” Will prompted, and she reached out, almost needing to go tiptoe to gingerly set her hand on his silken black ribbon shirt. I am touching someone not of my Earth, she thought, and as a tingling warmth seemed to rise through her, they stared at each other.

			“You should at least whistle something,” Will muttered, startling them both, and she pursed her lips and blew. A few Neighbors chuffed at her mangled attempt, but it was a good sound, not mean, and she shivered when August’s hand fell away and he twitched his wing hem in approval.

			This was the right thing to do, she thought as she turned her back on Jackson, leaving him to cope with whatever fallout she had created. Within the humid, shadowed dusk the Neighbors held themselves in, Will whistled and clicked, enouncing English words as he engaged with the Neighbors curious enough to look past their forced isolation and neglectful mistreatment. Slowly a crowd gathered around him, until she realized it was just her and August alone at the couch. Seeing her watching him, his eyes nictitated and his chest heaved in a very human sigh as he sat down.

			This, she thought as she rubbed her still-tingling fingers together, is what should have happened weeks ago under the eclipsing sun.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Renee’s head snapped in a classic head bob, shocking her awake. Embarrassed, she sent her gaze to August, sitting across from her, his expressive eyes now wide in concern. “Sorry,” she said around a yawn. The sun was long gone from the courtyard, and the artificial light shining up through the tree was pretty. It had gotten quiet in the common room as, in pairs and singles, the Neighbors had retreated to the barracks. The observation lounge had remained empty since Hancock had driven everyone out, but she still caught herself looking at the door for Jackson.

			August blinked his nictitating membranes, his fingers resting on the book of fairy tales she’d brought. It had passed from hand to hand until he had commandeered it, poring over it as he searched for answers, lingering on the pictures. His intent interest worried Renee, but it was something new in a world of same after same. “Are you fine?” he said, his voice markedly smoother after an afternoon of conversation.

			“Sleepy.” Fatigued, she leaned to see the clock on the wall in the observation lounge. It was almost midnight. The Neighbors had been in back for hours, but August lingered, unwilling to leave her.

			August’s eyes nictitated as her stomach rumbled. “And hungry,” she added, trying to explain the noise. She’d had the last of her blueberries when the Neighbors had gone to sleep. Which begged the question of why August was still out here. He seemed tired, his eyes half-nictitated and his posture as slumped as hers, sitting across from her with his back to the observation lounge. She’d been waiting for him to retreat to the barracks as well. Maybe he was guarding her.

			“Renee,” he said, almost startling her. “What is this?”

			She stared as he dropped his jaw and exhaled, then smiled when she figured it out. “That’s a yawn. Involuntary. Ah, I can’t control it. It pushes blood into our brains and wakes us up. It means I’m tired.”

			His toes fingered his wing hem in what Renee was beginning to relate to surprise or shock. “And this?” he added, snapping his head down and up.

			She grinned, embarrassed. “It means I’m falling asleep despite my best efforts to stay awake.” Her eyes went to the window and the dark lounge. Even the guard was gone. And the intercom is off…It would be stupid to think that Hancock didn’t have some way to listen in on them, but the illusion was one of privacy, even if she didn’t trust it. “Hey, do you think anyone would mind if I slept out here on the couch instead of in the barracks?”

			August blinked his nictitating membranes back. “You sleep here in fishbowl?”

			“Fishbowl?” she echoed. “Where did you hear…” Again she glanced at the window, deciding an insensitive guard must have used it. The term might be cruel, but it fit.

			“Not fishbowl?” he asked.

			“It is, and it isn’t,” she said, and August’s attention dropped to where his long fingers rested on a picture of Little Red Riding Hood in the woods, a big bad wolf lurking behind a tree, watching her. Renee wasn’t sure if it was the woods or the wolf he was interested in. “It’s slang. Er, a word or phrase used in place of the right one. In this case, to highlight an ugly aspect of the situation.” August glanced up, and she winced. “Will can explain it better than me. A real fishbowl is a glass bowl that holds a fish so it can be looked at.” She hoped that would satisfy him. The subject of pets might be tricky.

			But August seemed content as he studied the book. “I understand slang,” he said, his voice taking on a breathy whistle. “Do you want a full blanket to sleep on?”

			She sat up, trying to figure that one out. “Full blanket?” she finally asked, and August smiled. It was getting better, but he was the only Neighbor who tried.

			“Wrong word,” he said, clearly tired as he stood and stretched. “Will is sleeping with his head on a full blanket.” He hesitated, his toes gripping his wing hem. “On top of sleep cot,” he said, seemingly appalled. “I get you one.”

			“Oh! Pillow,” she said, watching August mouth the word. “Yes, please. And maybe a couple of regular blankets? It’s plenty warm, but I don’t have wings to cover me. I, ah, don’t want to go in the barracks. Not with them sleeping. I know I’d be scared if I woke up like that.”

			“Sit,” he said as he shifted his shoulders and his wings rustled. “I get.”

			Bare feet silent, he went into the male barracks, leaving her alone for the first time since she’d gotten here. Maybe she was being silly. Will hadn’t been so squeamish, and he had crashed into an exhausted sleep after taking a shower, again, not seeming to care that several of the Neighbors had used the opportunity to ogle his anatomy, whistling and clicking until August’s friend Kane had told them to stop. After what her own people had done to them, the voyeurism seemed downright innocent. Mental note, ask Jackson for some fifth-grade anatomy texts, heavy on pictures.

			Tired and sticky, she turned to the observation window and the only camera that the Neighbors couldn’t reach. Who, she wondered, is watching me? As Jackson had claimed, the Neighbors had covered the cameras on this side of the glass wall, but Hancock could still listen in. Finding out that they slept under the cots with the blankets draped over them like curtains had been a surprise.

			Another yawn took her when August padded back out, two pillows and an armful of blankets with him. “Pillow,” August said as he handed her one and a couple of blankets.

			“Thank you. That’s perfect.” Renee’s smile stiffened at the two blankets still in his grip. Is he going to stay out here with me? And then she tried to make the whistle and click that she thought meant thank you.

			August jerked, clearly surprised, and she felt herself warm. “Sorry. My whistles are no good.” Flustered, she breathed in the scent of the blanket, liking the rich scent of burnt wood. “It smells like you,” she added as she stood to drape it over the couch.

			“Smell bad?” he asked, and she shook her head.

			“No, you all smell nice,” she reassured him. But she was beginning to feel as if she’d never dry out, and she coughed when she snapped the blanket out over the couch. “I, ah, appreciate this,” she said as she draped the second blanket and tugged it even. “I haven’t had a roommate since I was twelve.”

			A sad whistle slipped from him. “Many new words,” he lamented.

			Her motion to sit slowed when she realized he was mimicking her, spreading one of his own blankets on the adjacent couch. “Ah, roommate,” she said as she sat gingerly on the edge. “Someone you share space and resources with who is not your parent or spouse.” She was pretty sure he knew all those words, but when his eyes nictitated, she questioned, “Resources?”

			“Spouse,” he said, and she glanced at the camera.

			“Oh. A spouse is the person you choose to spend your life with. Maybe have children with.” He stared at her, and she added, “Babies.”

			August’s feet gripped his wing hem. “Procreate?” he ventured, and she nodded, relieved.

			“This is so weird,” she said as she fluffed her pillow. “You know a big word like ‘procreate,’ but not ‘children’?”

			August just shrugged. “No words.”

			No words, she mused sourly. She was getting tired of “no words,” suspicious now that it was his way of putting off explaining something he didn’t want to. After hours of give-and-take, she’d found that August’s seemingly magical understanding of English went only so far. Words that didn’t have an equivalent in his language were stumbling blocks, words like pillow and whatever it was that got them here. No words might mean just that. There was no common ground.

			But her brow rose in surprise when August tugged his second blanket even and sat down. Okay…he’s going to sleep out here.

			August pushed on the pillow hesitantly. “I am a scientist,” he said. “At home. Nextdoor.”

			Nextdoor, she mused, wondering where he had heard that and why he was relating it to his world. “Me too,” she said as she gave up on trying to make anything about this less weird, and lifted the top blanket and tucked her legs in. “I study how little things in the environment can add up over time and make a big problem.” Her head hit the pillow, August watching her as she punched it up so she could still see him. “Before Jackson drafted me, I took poison from snakes to make an antivenom for people who got bitten by them.”

			August looked up from trying to separate the two blankets, his eyes going to her hand as if he understood, but his expression said he wasn’t sure.

			Nodding, Renee made a fist, dramatically flexing her fingers. Her need to ask August about “words in his head” warred with the need to keep Hancock from using the answer to further his theory of militant telepathy. “I made a stupid mistake,” she whispered, remembering. “A scorpion stung me. It doesn’t hurt anymore.” She hesitated, hoping August caught the importance of her next words. “Thank you.”

			“Not me,” he said as he got his blankets right and awkwardly settled himself, his wings getting in the way and making it difficult. “Not me who…who…learn to understand words. I understand Renee because of…” Clearly frustrated, he made a soft whistle-click. “No words,” he added, looking uncomfortable as his head touched the pillow and half his face vanished.

			Just as well, she thought as he struggled to punch his pillow up, but she knew he had fixed her hand, and she hid it beneath the covers, remembering the tingling warmth and absence of pain. He had said that when her hand was okay that the words in his head were okay, but that clearly wasn’t the case with the other Neighbors. The phenomenon of understanding seemed isolated to August, who had cheerfully chatted with Will for almost an hour before the man begged off to take a shower and fall asleep, exhausted. Either the “magic” worked on an individual basis, or the other Neighbors simply didn’t care to talk to them.

			“I know snakes.” August sat up, clearly frustrated with the pillow experience, and her focus sharpened on him. “We have many snakes Nextdoor. They…” He hesitated. “Roommates?” he said as he pushed the pillow to the floor. “Pillow takes skill.”

			“You mean pets?” Renee said. “An animal that you take care of because it gives you companionship? Enjoyment? Friend?”

			“Pet,” August echoed, looking odd with only his head poking past the blanket. “But there are not many, and the Piers have them. How many snakes on Earth?”

			“About three thousand species, I think,” she said, stifling a yawn. The fatigue had settled in hard, but her stomach hurt, unusually empty. Perhaps she should have planned this better.

			“Three thousand snakes.” August’s eyes nictitated. “That good. Fifteen thousand Nextdoor. Population…stable.”

			Renee’s eyes widened. “Not three thousand snakes. Three thousand species. I have no idea total. Hundreds of millions? Hey, you don’t have to sleep out here because of me. I’ll be okay.”

			August made a whistling chortle of a laugh. “I have millions wrong? Like stars in sky?”

			“Like stars in the sky,” she confirmed, and his mirth vanished.

			“You take sickness from snake and make medicine?”

			She nodded, feeling as if she might finally be drying out under the blanket. “I take poison from the snake and change it so people bitten don’t die or lose their arm or leg.”

			She coughed, holding a hand out when August sat up in alarm. “No one likes snakes much here,” she said. “Some are pets, but most live on their own. They keep the mice and rats under control. I like them. Henry was my favorite. He would get out all the time, and I’d have to go find him. I knew all his basking spots.” Crap on a cracker, I’m babbling.

			Renee shut her mouth, and August lay back down, pushing his top blanket to the floor as well and drawing his wings over himself instead. Damn, he’s really going to sleep out here. “But that’s not what I went to school for,” she said as her fatigue disconnected her mouth from her brain. “I studied the impacts of environmental diversity to see how a plant or animal introduced into an environment either by accident or to combat a problem can upset the existing balance and make things worse instead of better.” Yeah, he probably got all that. “It happens a lot on Earth now that we move around more.” A yawn took her, and her eyes slipped shut. “With insects mostly, but we make some boner mistakes with small mammals. They are so adaptable.”

			“Renee!”

			Her eyes opened to see August sitting up on the couch, his eyes a clear, unnictitated brown. “Sorry, that was a lot of big words,” she said.

			“Me, yes!” he said, and she blinked at him. “I am the same. Know how animal impacts animal in good and bad way. Make sure both stay fine!”

			She sat up onto an elbow, a smile quirking her lips. “No kidding!” Leaning, she took his discarded pillow and used it to prop herself up, relishing the scent of burnt wood.

			August was clearly more awake than her, his head down as his long fingers shifted the pages of the book on the table as if it meant something. “Renee. What is this?”

			She sat up even more, sleep clinging to her. “It’s a fairy-tale book. Stories we tell to our young children to entertain, but the stories have lessons in them to help them in the real world.”

			“Earth has these?”

			She looked to where he was pointing at the wolf, lurking behind the tree watching Little Red Riding Hood. “Sort of? That’s a wolf.” She tapped the picture. “And maybe in the past they were dangerous, but they never stood up on their hind legs and wore clothes.” His eyes nictitated in thought, and she added, “To entertain, er, make fear safe for a child instead of overwhelming, the wolves in the story are made more human.”

			August’s ears shifted. “Humans are prey and predator both.”

			Her lips parted, surprised he was seeing this so clearly. But then again, he’d been locked up in a glass box for a month being poked and prodded. “Yes, unfortunately,” she said. “To learn how to be safe, children are taught to be afraid of wolves and people who act like wolves.” He looked at the picture, and she added, “Not to eat them, but to trick them out of food, shelter, security.”

			August’s lips quirked into a frown. “Your fear much, but you protect more than yourselves.”

			She flipped a page, studying the simple pictures. “A lot of things on Earth can hurt us. Which is why you are still in quarantine. But we’re learning how to live without friction…ah, unnecessary danger to us or the wolves. Now that we’re not trying to eat everything, we’re learning how to share resources and respect limits instead of dominate what has the potential to harm.” Unless money gets involved, she thought, shrugging when he gestured at the glass wall with an obvious question. “I’m sorry, August,” she said softly. “With understanding comes freedom. I’m trying to understand so I can help Jackson understand.”

			August flipped the page to where the wolf was now dressed in a nightgown, waiting for the little girl. “Noel,” August said softly. “She said I not come. That I die. I come so if door opens again, no Earth animals go to Nextdoor and outcompete Nextdoor animals. Can’t lose another…species.” His eyes nictitated. “Not many left.”

			Coughing, she took in his downcast eyes, his slumped shoulders, and his wings wrapped securely around him, and she thought she might understand. Fifteen thousand snakes total. Clearly an endangered species.

			“Renee fine?” he asked when she coughed, and she gestured that she was.

			“It’s humid,” she said. “It sort of collects in my lungs. I’ll be okay. Hey, I appreciate the gesture, but you don’t have to stay here with me. You can go to the barracks.”

			“I stay,” he said, then belatedly smiled. “You are—uncomfortable. Not sleep with jins is fine. I stay awake so you comfortable.”

			“Thank you,” she said, thinking that she’d be more comfortable if he left. “How many animal species do you have?” she asked as she settled back down.

			“Many,” he said with a little click of pride. “One pet species. Eight food grasses, six food fruits. Three protein plants. Many…miceandrat?” he said, clearly unsure.

			“Mice and rat?” she echoed, then got it. “Pest species.”

			“Pest,” he confirmed, smacking his hand on the table as if getting rid of one. “I say, let them stay because fruit and protein plants need them. I say to Noel that I go to…Earth to find a new plant that is fine with Nextdoor species. No more mice and rat.”

			She smiled as her eyes closed in a long blink. “Huh. I think we do have the same job, August. Environmental impact specialist.” They came for help, she thought, breath slowing.

			“We,” August said with a whistling chitter, and when her eyes opened, he was lying down on the couch, facing her, his eyes nictitating shut. “Good job on Earth?”

			“If you can find the work,” she said sourly. “Which is why I milk venom from snakes to pay the bills. Is it a good job Nextdoor?”

			August made a clicking whistle. “Good yes. So Noel say I stay Nextdoor. But I come.” His eyes opened. “Find missing fifteen. Save Nextdoor.”

			Crap on a cracker, there it was again. They were looking for help, and they’d been locked up. “August,” she said, eyes open as she stared past him at the ceiling of the dark observation lounge. “There has to be a species here that can survive on your world and not damage your ecosystem. We’ll find it. Soon as Jackson eases up and I can get back to my lab.”

			“Not matter if missing fifteen gone,” he said softly. “We die on Earth. Nextdoor die, too.”

			Guilt pricked at her, and she held herself tighter. “I’m trying,” she said, knowing he was understanding more than his broken words showed. “But it’s going to go slow. I’m in big trouble for bringing Will and me in here with you. You understand big trouble?” Her gaze fixed on the ceiling of the lounge, watching the shadows of the leaves from the courtyard. “I’ll likely be put in a smaller box when I leave.”

			“Understand trouble,” August said, and her attention returned to him. “Jackson say we stay in quarantine. Why if we not make sick?”

			“Oh, well, that’s just good old-fashioned paranoia. We have so many species that can hurt us that we don’t trust anything new. That’s why I am here. If Will and I don’t get sick, they will trust my work. Maybe.”

			August seemed to think about that, his attention flicking to the barracks. “Nextdoor is empty,” he said. “More species in courtyard than Nextdoor.”

			Which sort of went along with his misunderstanding about the number of snakes. “That’s why we are scared,” she said, giving up on sleep and sitting up. Jackson, I hope you’re listening to this. “August, do you have war Nextdoor?” she asked, shifting her feet to the edge of the table and gathering the top blanket around herself like, well, wings. August knew war, unfortunately. Hancock had made sure of that.

			“No sleep?” August said, and she shook her head.

			“No, I’m awake now. Talking about fear tends to do that.”

			He nodded, the gesture somehow the same in both cultures. “Big arguments over food and water. Yes. Sometimes many die, but not, ah, not for many generations. Talk and trade now.” His eyes nictitated as they came back to her. “Earth?”

			She pulled the blanket tighter despite the humid heat. “Same here, only the arguments have been smaller lately and never stop, they just move around. Which makes us, as a species, very worried that you will take what you want. You clearly have technology we don’t, and we have food. Maybe if you stay, we don’t have either.”

			He was silent, but it said a lot.

			“August, it would help if you could tell us how you got here.”

			“No words,” he said as he gestured to the lines they had drawn into the floor, the area carefully kept clear of furniture, though she’d seen them walk freely across it as if it had no meaning. His tongue touched his teeth, and he added, “Door accidentally open when large population have big fear or laugh. When…many people feel the same. Neighbors can’t open door until all together. Not together, all die. Nextdoor die in many generations. Hundred, maybe.”

			Their world was dying. Six food plants, many pest species. “They’re afraid, August.”

			August looked at her phone, then the book. “Earth is…dry. Bright. Uncomfortable. We don’t want Earth. Want new food plant. Maybe two.”

			“I understand,” she said, glancing at the camera in the lounge and hoping Jackson did, too. “But still, like I’m afraid to sleep in the barracks, Jackson is afraid to let you out.”

			August touched the book. “Renee is afraid of a wolf. Afraid of a thing that not exist.”

			“I suppose,” she said with a sigh. God, what had she been thinking? All she wanted was to prove that Will was okay and that the Neighbors were not infectious, and now she was in a philosophical debate.

			“Tell me the words?” August said, his eyes on the book. “I hear your child lesson. I learn why you fear. I maybe tell you how not to.”

			Eyebrows high, she pulled the book closer. “Really? They’re just stories.”

			August bobbed his head, his long toes fingering his wing hem. “You tell me, and I tell you Neighbor story. We have same fears, maybe. And I learn to talk better.” He laughed wheezingly. “You whistle bad. Will is better.”

			A smirk crossed her face, and she flipped the pages back to the beginning. “I do, huh? Sure. Why not.” Not knowing why, she patted the couch for him to move. August froze. “You want the child experience, right?” she coaxed. “You have to sit by me so you can see the words and learn how to read.”

			“Not what I had in thought,” he said, and she blinked at how easy it had come out of him—and how much she related.

			Her eyes went to the camera in the lounge as he stood, shook his wings straight, and came around the low table. She found herself smiling, albeit nervously, as he cautiously settled himself beside her, and they both looked down at the girl in the red hood.

			But as she took a breath, August’s head came up, his attention on the window and the dark observation lounge beyond. “Jackson,” he said clearly, and Renee’s pulse quickened.

			“I don’t—” she started, then exhaled in surprise when the door opened and the lights in the observation lounge flickered on at his presence. “How did you do that?” she said, squinting at the bright light spilling into quarantine’s common room.

			August touched his chest as Jackson backed into the room, two covered, stacked trays in his hands. “No words,” he said.

			“Jackson?” she said at the pop of the intercom engaging, and he turned with a smile.

			“Dr. Caisson,” he said in obvious satisfaction, his gaze flicking from her to August sitting beside her. “Hancock doesn’t want you eating their food, otherwise he’d be happy to let you and Will starve, but I had to wait until he gave me the okay and he’s been busy until now.”

			“No, really?” she said, lips twitching when August whispered, “Sarcastic.” But she hesitated when August rose, wings held tight to himself in what she thought was worry.

			“Excuse me,” he said, surprising Renee until she remembered she used the phrase a lot. “I return smally,” he added as he looked at Jackson, then stepped away, vanishing into the male barracks so fast that Renee wondered if he was embarrassed to have been sitting beside her.

			“You used my passcode to run the air lock,” Jackson said, and she stood and brushed the wrinkles from her jeans. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you put me in?”

			“You never said it was a secret. Honestly, Jackson. Your birth date? You deserve to have your security flaw shoved into your face.”

			He ducked his head, smirking. “The only reason that I’m not in the brig is because Monroe assigned it.” Jackson set both trays down on the table pushed to the glass wall. “Vaughn is taking this as a personal failure. Or maybe he’s just upset that his lie about Will being in a coma was laid bare.” He hesitated, his eyes holding worry. “Where is Will?”

			She shrugged, enjoying a conversation where she didn’t have to think about beginning a species war due to a mistranslation. “Zonked out in the back. Did you know they are sleeping under the cots and using the blankets as a curtain?”

			“I did not.” Jackson picked up one of the trays and headed to the air lock. “You mind if I keep you company while you eat?” he asked, voice muffled. “No need to wake up Will if he’s asleep, and I hate to waste food.”

			“Ah, sure.” Renee waited as he ran the air lock drawer until the air cycled and a soft ding echoed on her side of the glass. “So, how much trouble am I in?” she asked as the scent of baked potato and sour cream slipped into the room. Mouth salivating, she went to get the tray.

			“Massive,” she heard faintly, but she smiled as the smell of her dinner made her stomach growl again, and she backed up, tray in hand. “End of the world,” he added, and she winced at the harsh scraping of the chair he pulled to the table on his side of the glass. “But that little conversation you just had with August is bringing them around.”

			Setting her tray down on the table, she studied Jackson, glad that she’d curbed her questions about “words in head.” “I thought you couldn’t hear if the intercom was off.”

			His lips twitched and he scooted his chair closer. “Think of it as paying me back for using my own code to work the air lock,” he said dryly. “Thanks for that, Renee. Hancock still thinks I was privy to your little stunt.”

			“It wasn’t a stunt.”

			He glanced up from taking the top off the tray, his expression sort of…empty. “A stunt that is yielding more progress in the last two hours than we have gained in a month.” He hesitated, looking at her standing over her tray. “Are you going to be difficult, or are you going to join me.” His lips curled up into a smile. “Two nights in a row. Should I be concerned?”

			She stifled a smile as she sat down and took the lid off. Her eyebrows rose at the coiled-up phone charger, and she grinned, immediately stuffing it in a pocket. Her phone wasn’t much good, but there was music on it, and she was eager to share the sound of crickets with August.

			“So, of all the books you could have chosen, you take in a book of fairy tales and medieval legends?”

			She scooted her chair closer, an odd feeling going through her when she saw the two cartons of chocolate milk he’d put on her tray. “I cleared it with you,” she said, head down as she fixed her potato. Butter, salt, sour cream. Funny how everything tastes better when you think you’ll never eat again. “They’ve been here before,” she said around her full mouth, fork pointing at him. “Whatever biological damage they can do, they’ve done it. It’s us who pose the biggest threat to them. They want trade, Jackson, not conquest. If you were listening, then you heard August. Their world is empty. One good plague, and they’re done for.”

			“A plague we do not want to be responsible for,” he said, and she frowned.

			“Don’t give me that. Hancock couldn’t care less about their world,” she said bitingly.

			“You got me there.” Jackson chuckled as he buttered his bread. “For what it’s worth, I believe you. I always have. And now, others are listening. Not just to you, but to August.”

			Renee’s eyes lowered as she opened a carton of chocolate milk. “Policy change?”

			Jackson began eating again. “Nothing yet. But there’s a lot of grease being thrown around. Something is bound to shift.”

			“Yeah?” she prompted, and he put his elbows on the table, fork dangling.

			“Yeah,” he echoed. “This little stunt—”

			“I told you, it wasn’t a stunt,” she interrupted. “It was a calculated risk.”

			“Calculated risk,” he amended. “Was the push I needed to get to the grown-ups’ table.”

			He was too smug to have nothing, and she wiped the milk from her chin. “And?”

			“Arrangements are being made to bring the groups together if certain criteria are met.”

			“Yes!” she exclaimed, turning to look at the barracks.

			“Slow down. There’s one large problem,” Jackson said, bringing her attention back. “Group two is not doing half as well as yours is.”

			“My group?” she questioned. “Is that a promotion?”

			Jackson’s brow furrowed. “They are not talking, not interacting when they are allowed to interact.”

			Allowed? Renee felt herself warm in anger. “Maybe they shouldn’t have isolated them and poked them with a cattle prod.”

			“Renee, this is serious,” Jackson said, his expression grim. “They aren’t eating. Not even their own food. August’s comment that they will die if not brought together has sparked a new conversation.”

			“What, you mean the comment like five minutes ago?” she interrupted, her face flaming. Good God, it wasn’t just one G.I. Joe listening in on their conversation and taking notes, but a bunch of people arguing over the ramifications of explaining “Little Red Riding Hood” in real time.

			“The lead scientist for group two is named Dr. Tayler. She’s been given transcripts of your conversations with August, and she thinks they might be sort of a hive species and that her group’s poor response is because it’s smaller.”

			“Not the probable general mistreatment that they have been under?” Renee said sourly.

			Jackson raised a hand. “I’m not buying it, either. But if it means her group is brought here, I’m not going to say different.”

			“When?” Renee stiffened. “When can they see each other.”

			“Slow down,” Jackson said, and she pushed back in frustration. “It’s going to take time, and it would help if you could have August record a message about the better conditions and understanding here and that they should be cooperative. Maybe have him ask them to eat something. If they show improvement, they will be allowed to interact, but I know Monroe won’t risk your group being exposed to the other if there’s a hint that their decline is biological.”

			She looked at her dinner, three bites shy of a full tray. The need to tell August that very second was heady…until she quashed it under a flash of worry that she’d have to go into the male barracks to find him. “I’ll ask,” she said. “I know he’ll do it.”

			“Thank you.” A faint smile crossed him, and he just sat there, staring at her until she picked up her fork and they both began eating. “So, you doing okay?” he asked casually.

			Her eyes flicked up from the apple strudel. “It’s damp and hot, but yeah, I’m okay. Both Will and I could use a change of clothes. Maybe access to the internet?”

			He chuckled. “One yes, two no. You want more books?” he asked, and she nodded, mouth full. “Easy enough,” he continued. “I’ll add a few to your care package for the morning. Tayler is probably going to write up a speech for August, but feel free to use it to wipe your ass.” He half turned to the camera. “Dr. Tayler won’t know the difference!” he said loudly.

			“You got it.”

			“We’re going to want daily blood samples from you and Will,” he continued.

			“Sure,” she said, dreading it already. Now that she knew she was going to live, the prospect of military jail was a real worry. “Jackson? Seriously. Am I going to jail for this?”

			Jackson’s gaze flicked over her shoulder to the barracks. “Just keep working on their language skills. The more you push our understanding, the less of this stunt—and it was a stunt, Renee—they will remember.”

			“Got it,” she said, wanting to call August, but wanting to finish her dinner more.

			“Not bad, Dr. Caisson,” Jackson said with a chuckle, and she found herself flushing. “Not bad at all.”

		

	
		
			Twelve

			“The horse says neigh,” came cheerfully from the far corner of the common room and Will’s late lesson, and Renee smiled faintly at the three raspy whinnies and one carefully enounced “the horse says neigh.”

			Immediately the four Neighbors clustered around the linguist fell into an enthusiastic but confusing mix of English and Neighbor that made Will’s brow furrow as he struggled to explain why the sound the horse made was nothing like the spoken word for it.

			Dinner was a few hours off, and, restless, Renee resettled herself in what—over the last couple of weeks—had become her unofficial office in the large open room. The two chairs and a low table had a view of the door and the tree in the courtyard, and though it went a long way in helping curb the feeling of being in a cage, she still felt trapped, especially when the main room emptied due to sun or visitors.

			Her nearly useless phone sat before her, a long cord reaching to one of the few outlets here, and the soothing strains of Loreena McKennitt sounded tinny from the tiny speaker. Texts but little else came in and went out, reducing her music selection to what she’d already had downloaded: an hour of crickets for when she had trouble sleeping, an ABBA album she had pulled for a baby shower game and totally forgotten about, and four hours of Loreena McKennitt, which she had picked up after reading that Celtic music soothed reptiles. The jury was still out on that, but the Neighbors seemed to like the mix of drums and ethereal vocals. August had even begun to make his own flute.

			In his copious spare time, she thought dryly, her head lolling to the ceiling. But even as her comfort level among the Neighbors had risen, her patience had dropped, and, tired, she forced her gaze to the scratch pad and next week’s language plan. She missed the sun, the wind. She hadn’t counted on this growing feeling of being trapped. But if August could take it, she could.

			“Fine, fine!” Will exclaimed when raspy demands of it being after five rose. “We’re done. Set up the board. Though I don’t know why. You’re going to beat the pants off me as always.”

			“Beat pants off?” one of the Neighbors echoed, his gaze on Will’s trousers. Wing knuckles high in confusion, he turned to his classmates. “Sarcastic phrase, or idiom?”

			Will rose, groaning as he stretched his back. “Ah, a little of both, but more idiom. There is an Earth-side card game called strip poker where you wager articles of clothing instead of favors or markers to josh each other in friendly embarrassment to strengthen bonds. Pants being the last article of clothing you might lose. I’m saying you are going to win easily and embarrass me.”

			Renee hid a smile when the four Neighbors put their heads together over their low coffee table and whistled. Will waited, and finally they broke apart and one, Porten, if she remembered correctly, shifted his wings for attention. “We would say steal your updraft and drop you like a dead piscy.”

			“Too long, too long!” Will said cheerfully, hand in the air as he edged from the group.

			“Not when you whistle it,” Porten said, following it with a short, melodious utterance.

			Renee sighed as she tried to memorize it to surprise August with, but it sounded almost exactly the same to her as please pass the salt.

			Will, though, pursed his lips and echoed it to make wing knuckles rise in approval all around. Grinning, he headed her way as the group drew the Du board out from under the couch and began setting it up.

			“Five on the nose,” she said as he flopped into the chair across from her. “If that’s not an indication of intelligence, I don’t know what is.” She glanced at the door to the barracks for August. He took her working from nine to five seriously—too seriously, truth be told—and she stretched, eager to see him. Will looked happy even if she was bored to tears. He could do his job. Her lab might as well be on the other side of the universe. Hancock refused to send in any of her machines—which demoted her to Will’s assistant.

			Will glanced at her phone when the music shifted into a new, wild-sounding mix of drums and song. “Hey, ah, you mind if I plug in?” he said, twisting where he sat to reach his phone. “I’m down to fifteen percent.”

			“Be my guest.” Renee yanked the cord from her phone and made a mental note to ask Jackson for another charger. He could probably get that past Hancock, seeing as without them, both she and Will would be reduced to banging on the glass and shouting for someone. “Hey, I’ve got your book list ready for submission and official evisceration.”

			Will laughed, turning heads from the cluster of Neighbors setting up. “It’s not that bad.”

			“Yeah?” Renee slumped, phone in hand as she lowered the volume. “I asked for a nature video on Midwest local fauna and got a See ’n Say.”

			“True.” Will’s expression scrunched up in fond exasperation. “But you wouldn’t believe the conversations that stem from it.”

			Nodding, Renee ripped the yellow sheet from the tablet and set it aside to send to Jackson. She would have said it was insulting to be teaching them that the cow went moo and the cat meow, but it did give them practice making the sounds they needed to master English. And the ten who were interested were mastering it. Almost as fast as August had.

			It had become painfully clear over the past few weeks that if there was to be communication, it would have to be in English. Will was better at their language, but every time she tried to mimic their whistles, it only brought on that wheezing laughter. She’d thought it telling that apart from August, even the ten who now were Will’s eager students hadn’t shown any interest in communicating until learning that twelve of the missing fifteen would be reunited with them once their health improved.

			Even more interesting was that Will’s students all wore that labyrinth symbol. The rest, especially the ones in flamboyantly colored clothes, were sort of…slackers, spending their day playing that complicated game of sticks and handmade cards or adding to their wing tattoos. Civvies, she thought.

			A call for him came from the other side of the room, and Will raised his fist high as if it was a wing knuckle, asking for patience. “I swear, I think they must cheat. I should have won at least one game by now by sheer chance. They always seem to know what I’m going to do.”

			“Mmmm.” Renee fiddled with her phone to change the music. August always seemed to know what she was feeling. Magical, almost. “Perhaps you should try dropping the strategy and play like they do. Fly an updraft and take advantage of what falls your way, when it falls.”

			“Take the planning out,” he mused, his thoughts clearly in line with hers. Neither of them used the word telepathy, but there was something going on. They picked up English far too fast.

			“Thanks, by the way,” he added as he plugged in his phone. “I don’t think I have said that to you yet.”

			“For the charger?” she guessed. “Telling you how to win at Du-board? Or writing up your lesson plans? It’s only the last one that legitimizes my reason to be here.” She grimaced at the camera in the observation lounge. It wasn’t coincidence that her corner was out of its range. And still Jackson knew what happened every day.

			“Renee, if anyone has a right to be here, it’s you.” Will hunched over his knees, his eyes finding hers. “I am thanking you for getting me out of that hospital room.”

			“Yeah, well, if my science is wrong, we’re both dead,” she muttered.

			“Your science is not wrong,” he said as he pushed up from his knees. “My God, I don’t think I am ever going to forget you slamming through my door.” He grinned, and in a falsetto added, “I’m Dr. Renee Caisson, and I’m here to rescue you.”

			Her eyebrows rose as he chuckled. “I believe my words were something like ‘Hurry up before G.I. Joe shoots the lock.’ ”

			Will stood, drawn by the impatient Neighbors whistling for him. “It was worth it if only to get out from under Vaughn. You think it was bad having to deal with him an hour a week. Try an hour a day. Left me with a headache every time.”

			She nodded as his focus went distant in memory. The team psychiatrist had been notably absent, his administering reduced to daily check-ins via text. “Not that I’m complaining,” she said. “But you’d think he’d be more attentive, what with the higher stress we are under. I mean, who is going to diagnose brain worms?” She glanced at the guard by the door. “I think he’s afraid of them.”

			“Yeah…” Standing over her, he checked his emails. “At least he isn’t questioning my observations and suggesting alternate interpretations of what I am seeing anymore. He really thinks they are here to eat our livers.”

			From the distant table, hoots and whistles exploded at something one of them said. Will chuckled, getting the joke. “I haven’t seen it,” she said as Will stood over her, his thumbs moving. “I can’t even get August to try peanut butter.”

			The whoosh of an outgoing email sounded, and Will’s attention flicked to her. “No. But I can understand Vaughn’s worry. He might be scared, but he’s not dumb, and he probably sees the same thing I do.” Will licked his lips, brow furrowing. “It’s almost as if they have a sixth sense when I explain something. And the more they know, the faster it is.”

			“They’re very good at body language,” she offered.

			“True,” he admitted. “But this is different. It’s only the things they don’t have an equivalent for that we are stumbling over, and what’s more, I am beginning to understand those whistles and clicks. Renee, I’m not that good. Something is going on.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short,” she said, afraid to delve too deep. But she’d noticed the same thing with August. If she had noticed, and Will had noticed, it wouldn’t be long until someone else did.

			“Will Bordoe!” came a demanding shout. “Come sit. Time to beat me off!”

			Renee’s eyes flicked to Will’s, her next words doing a one-eighty. “You might want to polish that idiom up before they use it again,” she said.

			“You think?” He sighed, hand going to his hip as they all gestured for him to hurry up. “I don’t want to have to explain that.” But then he smiled, touching her shoulder as he left his phone to charge. “Coming!” he called, then whistled it as he crossed the room.

			Envy flickered over her and was gone, and she lethargically drew the list of wanted books closer as she thought about padding it to get what she really wanted. Her evisceration comment had some teeth. Hancock insisted she and Will were laying out a smorgasbord of possibilities for the Neighbors’ colonization plan, but she wasn’t going to teach them American car models. They’d been in here two weeks, and they were running out of approved topics.

			“This would be easier if I had access to the internet,” she grumped, then looked up, her head swiveling to the barracks when Loreena’s ethereal singing was echoed by a raspy flute, the two wrapping around each other in a shiver-inducing expression of sound.

			August, though, clearly wasn’t happy, and his wings drooped as he lowered his latest attempt from his lips. “Sounds good to me,” she encouraged, and he nictitated his eyes at the foot-long, hollowed tube that he’d been working on.

			“Flute not sound good,” he said, his accent markedly better. “Human music is like wingling babbling. Nextdoor music makes words.”

			“You mean sing?” Renee tapped her phone off, and August hesitated before stepping over the cord fastened to Will’s phone.

			“Yes, sing.” August carefully arranged himself, having to drape his wings over the back of the chair. Setting the flute on the table, he took a table knife from a fold of fabric. “Would be easier to make, chrrr, flute perfect if I had a gooder knife.”

			“Sorry. They won’t give me a better one.”

			“Better.” August pulled the flute closer and began to scrape one of the holes wider. “Not gooder? English language rules don’t mean piscy shit.”

			A smile pulled the corners of her lips up even as she wondered where he had heard it. That he was using the word correctly leaned her guess to Jackson. “Yep,” she said with a sigh. “It’s because we borrow from other languages with no regard or remorse.”

			His wings lifted in acknowledgment, head down as he diligently worked on improving the instrument. It was obvious that this wasn’t something he’d ever done before, and she wondered if he was feeling a little cabin fever, too. Sighing, Renee pushed her wish list aside and stared at the door. It would be hours before Jackson came down with her tray. Her workday might end at five, but his stretched a little longer, and he refused to give the task to Mimi.

			“Renee, may I ask a question?”

			“Sure.” It’s Friday. Fish or waffles.

			“Do you have a pair-bond with Jackson?”

			She stiffened, coughing on her own spit. “What brought that up?” she asked around her gagging. Damn, he’d done it again. Body language? She had just looked at the door.

			August shifted one wing in a shrug. “He’s worried about you. Different from Hancock’s worry.” He lifted the flute and blew into it. Eyes nictitating, he used the knife to widen the hole a little more. “Jackson has last meal with you—dinner—every night. His eyes are always the same. Never equal, er, match his voice.”

			He’s worried about me? she thought, quashing the little trill of angst. “Well, sure, I suppose he is,” she said, not answering his question. “Who wouldn’t be? He probably feels responsible because he’s the one who recruited me. Ah, convinced me, no, forced me to join his team.”

			August’s long hands went still and he stared at her as if in reproach. “Jackson did not say, ‘Renee, go into quarantine.’ You being here is not his responsible. Jackson is worried like pair-bond. Didn’t mean to embarrass. Just curious.”

			“Ah, I think your interpretation is off a little,” she said, flustered. “Jackson and I are friends. Not pair-bond.”

			August worked away, almost as if he didn’t want to look at her. “Nextdoor, happy pair-bonds are short or long depending upon the phase of the moons. Good to know he is a friend.”

			“Phase of the moons?” she questioned. “Is that literal or for emphasis? I didn’t even know you had moons.”

			August grinned to show his teeth. “Nextdoor has two moons, and is emphasis. Pair-bond is not dependent on moons but is as variable as their phases.”

			“It’s the same here,” she said, relieved to find she wouldn’t have to explain human love/lust foibles. At least, not today. “How about you? Do you have a mer or jin waiting for you Nextdoor?”

			The note August was blowing went sour, and he flushed. “No. Madam Noel say only mers and jins with no pair-bonds or winglets may come.” He lifted the flute to the light and peered down its length. “Many friends waiting, though. They will be happy I’m fine.”

			“A wide-winged Neighbor like you single?” she said, half-serious. “I don’t think so. There must be someone special.”

			Again he flushed, focusing on his flute with more attention than it needed. “Have a few in past,” he rasped, clearly embarrassed. “Should have stayed friend. She liked ring game. When I can’t play ring game anymore, she leave. Second pair-bond, I pick better.” He lifted the flute, his foot’s grip on his wing hem easing at the smooth note.

			“Yeah, I get that. Once burned, twice shy.”

			August’s eyes nictitated as he thought that over. “Second pair-bond I find at, chrrr, work?” His dark brown eyes met hers, seeing her agreement. “Work,” he echoed himself, more sure this time. “It is easy. We like same things. We work the same time. Have many lunches, dinners together like you and Jackson. I worried about her like Jackson worry about you. We, chrrr, roommates for long time. Friends wonder if maybe we agree to longtime pair-bond? Maybe winglets? Until…” August whistled something, his free hand gesturing. “Chrrr, become sick.” He whistled again, adding, “Couldn’t fix it.”

			Renee looked up from her phone, aghast. “I’m so sorry, August.”

			Bent low over his flute, he bore down harder, widening the hole. “She die. She say it was not my fault, and tell me to find a new updraft to fly high with someone else.”

			“Oh. God. August.” She reached out and touched his hand. “I am so sorry. That is hard.”

			August set a hand atop hers for a moment, and then they parted. “It was a long time ago. Her name was Muriel. If I have jin winglet, I’ll name her the same if pair-bond agree.”

			“I’m sure she will.” Renee glanced past August to where Will and his crew had swelled to eleven, but here it was quiet and they felt alone. As alone as you could get in quarantine, that was.

			“You have many pair-bonds in past?” August asked, and her attention flicked to him.

			“Me?” she blurted, hating that she was blushing. “Just casual. Nothing serious enough to consider winglets, er, children.”

			August grinned as he pushed back from the table. “Long-hair, high-flying jin like Renee not ever have pair-bond? I do not believe.”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I suppose I deserve that,” she muttered, her gaze darting to the door in hopes that Jackson might bring her tray early and spare her the rest of the conversation. “I had my share of short-term relationships, but none of them were serious.”

			“Why?”

			He was working on boring out a new hole, and she winced, embarrassed as she recalled evading Vaughn’s pointed, knowing questions concerning her past. How do I explain this? “Do you remember the story of the wolf?” she said, and August dipped his wings, his gaze never leaving his work.

			“Small Red Hood,” he said, head down. “Yes.”

			“Well, I ignored the lesson when a mer pretended to want to have a relationship.”

			August looked up, his hands going still. “He lied.”

			Renee nodded, uncomfortable. I don’t have to tell him everything…“And when he got what he wanted…”

			There was a snapping pop as August cracked his foot knuckles. “He took first updraft and left. Sorry. That hurts.”

			“I got over it,” she said, relieved she didn’t have to explain what really happened.

			Until, with a ping of angst, the feel of his hands about her neck came back.

			Renee caught her breath as panic flooded her. Familiar and hated, the sensation spiraled down to the pit of her gut, paralyzing her. A remembered pain blossomed, and she stiffened.

			Stop! she shouted into her mind, frantic as she stared out through multiple panes of glass, focusing on the tree. It was green. And the sky was blue. The tiles were gray. Not just gray, but hundreds of grays. Listen…Will was laughing, the familiar sound giving her something to latch on to. The hum from the air exchanger was next, and she took a slow breath, centering her entire world on the faint hint of antiseptic. Lemon, she thought, feeling her pulse slow.

			Feel…she finally thought, rubbing her fingers against her jeans. The table was slick, and she pressed her foot against the leg, taking a smooth, even breath as her panic began to ease. It was a familiar game, one she’d gotten good at, and almost as fast as it had come, the fear ebbed.

			Renee exhaled, her relief tingling with embarrassment as she realized August was staring at her. “Lying pair-bond did not take first updraft,” he said, hesitant as he reached out as if to shift her hair and study her neck. “Renee, chrrr. Where is mer now?”

			My God, she thought as she pushed his hand away before he could touch her. How does he know? Head down, she clenched her jaw and stared at her hand. It was aching as if she could feel the lamp’s ridges pressing into it even now, the sudden cessation of movement as it hit his head.

			August’s eyes widened. “You ended his life to continue yours?” he whispered, a Neighbor oath whistling from him.

			“Don’t,” she said, desperate. “August, don’t.” It was as if he had plucked if not the memory, at least the emotions from her. It wasn’t telepathy, but it was something. “Please don’t tell anyone. It was a long time ago, and I don’t like to think about it.” She took a slow, steadying breath. “You still want to sit with me on the bus?”

			August sat ramrod straight before her, a new, strange glint to his eyes. “I don’t know bus, but yes. I will sit with you. I will sit happy with you. Jackson knows about lying mer. That’s why his eyes and voice don’t match. That’s why he’s worried. He sits on bus with you, too. I know it. On other side of you. You are safe, Renee. No matter what world you are in.”

			“I suppose.” It felt oddly freeing telling him that she’d killed someone, but as he had said, it was to stay alive.

			August bobbed his head, the gesture somehow the same on both worlds. “Renee wrong. You learned the Small Red Hood lesson well.”

			“No I didn’t.” Renee scanned the group behind him, her shoulders dropping. They were oblivious to what had happened, and she was sure August wasn’t going to change that. “The lesson is to not trust those who would hurt you. And I let him. Not in one way, but several.”

			But August gripped the hem of his wings in defiance. “Lesson is defend yourself against those who want to hurt you, like Small Red Hood. It’s a good lesson. You learn it.” He lifted the flute and blew into it, his long fingers dancing over the holes to make an airy melody. “Still not right,” he said softly as he rose. “Excuse me, Renee. I need Kane’s help.”

			She nodded, her head snapping up in surprise when August set a hand atop her shoulder and gave it a soft squeeze. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?” she asked, and his hand slipped away.

			“No. I always sit next to you,” he said, and when she nodded, he walked to the barracks, flute in hand as he whistled for the large roan.

			“Thanks, August,” she whispered as she drew her knees to her chest and sat where she was, staring at nothing.

		

	
		
			Thirteen

			“Come on, August. Try it.” Renee held out a blueberry from the tray Mimi had delivered this morning: oatmeal, toast, and juice. She had a feeling that the blueberries were at Jackson’s request. There had been a small bowl of them on every tray since she’d put herself here.

			August looked up from the chair across from her. Wing knuckles high, he shook his head and returned to studying the animal almanac that Hancock had finally approved.

			Stymied, she slumped back in her chair, popping the tart blueberry into her mouth as she scanned the busy common room. As usual, Will was at the twin couches and low table, surrounded by his eager school of ten. His own breakfast tray sat forgotten, half-buried under the children’s books. “Mmmm, yum,” she said dramatically, and August nictitated one eye in a show of wry disbelief. “It’s good. See? Try it. You’re going to love it.”

			“It looks like a piscy egg,” he said, voice coming from deep in his chest, his wheezing, Neighbor accent heavy but his words utterly recognizable.

			“Piscy?” Renee stacked her empty dishes, leaving only the small bowl of blueberries. “I thought you said you didn’t have birds.”

			August set his book aside in expectation when she took her phone and scrolled through the pictures. She’d found that even without real access to the internet, her photo library had an amazing amount of info.

			Which might be why Hancock finally caved over the nature books, she thought as she swiped past a selfie with her and August, a “family photo” with the entire crew making peace signs, and then another with her, Will, and the rest trying to mimic what she hoped wasn’t an indecent gesture, desert shots, snakes, amazing sunsets, weird rock formations; she went back in time until green began to show, finally stopping on a photo taken at a convention. She’d stolen away from the day and found a beach with white sand and flat, blue-green water. “Here’s a bird,” she said, handing it to him. “The white animal standing on the sand is the same as the one in the air. They reproduce by eggs. Like your snake,” she added.

			August’s red fingers wrapped entirely around the small phone. “No,” he said after studying it, but she thought he was more interested in her in a bikini and sunglasses than the photobombing birds. “Piscy.”

			Renee’s expression blanked when he stretched for that book of fairy tales, leafing through it until he found what he wanted and tapped a black nail against the illustration of a fairyland paradise luring in a hapless child. “You call them something different?” he asked.

			“You mean a pixy?” she exclaimed, and Will looked over the heads of his students, checking on her before returning to them. “You have pixies?” she said more softly. “Live pixies? They’re make-believe in our world. Holy crap on a cracker, you really have been here before.” Not that she ever doubted it, but this was hard to ignore.

			A slow whistle slipped from August. “Same name,” he said softly. “Must have made it across a long time ago. So long that piscys die out.” His eyes nictitated in thought. “As did we.”

			“But not before you told us their name.” Renee flipped through the book, lingering over an illustration of elves. He had recognized them, too, though he called them Nix. They were not myths in his world, but beings to be despised and fought. The original boogeyman.

			Or perhaps the how of how the Neighbors got here, she thought, her eyes lifting to the swooping labyrinth they had etched on the floor. August’s answer of “no words” as to how they traveled here had slowly evolved to encompass the lines on the floor, but his accompanying explanation made no sense. How could lines on the floor make a door?

			“Odd the piscys did not survive,” August said, bringing her thoughts back. “They are aggressive pests. Tenacious.” His expression cleared. “Perhaps your cats are a worse pest.”

			Renee smirked and ate a blueberry, lounging comfortably amid the soft whistles and clicks around her. “The Audubon Society would agree with you. Domesticated cats decimated our songbird population until irresponsible owners stopped letting them roam free in sensitive areas. The only animals more destructive than cats and pigs would be humans. Or rats, maybe.”

			“Audubon,” August said. “They protect…birds.” She nodded, and he added, “Maybe air is too dry for piscys. Or they could not fly here.”

			But the picture showed them on the wing, and Renee sighed in the wonder of it all: using a fairy-tale book as a history text. Go figure.

			“Jackson is here,” August said as he took the book onto his lap, and Renee turned to the door, surprised not that the hallway was still empty, but that the major was coming down this early. It wasn’t even noon yet.

			“How do you do that?” she said as Jackson’s tall bulk paused at the guard station, then added, “I know. I know.” She touched her chest, mimicking August. “No words.”

			August snapped the book closed with a quick pop, stood, and dropped it in a pocket made from a fold of fabric. “I will leave you to lobby him for our release.” He hesitated. “Unless you think my words will help?”

			Renee eyed Jackson as he came to the glass, a notebook in hand, something clearly on his mind. Unusual, she thought. “No, I’ve got this. But I want you to eat a blueberry first.”

			“Renee…” August’s wing knuckles rose high in complaint.

			“You are almost out of food,” she said pragmatically. “Look at you, you’re beginning to turn pale, and I know it’s not a lack of sun.”

			August glanced at his arm, heaving a sigh of agreement. “We finished the protein stores. It’s okay. Protein is a choice. I don’t need it.”

			His fingers seemed shorter, too, and his eyes not so wide, but maybe she was just getting used to him. “You should have said something. We have lots of protein sources to test on you. I could have gotten you a steak.” She held out the bowl of blueberries, and Jackson shifted his weight impatiently.

			August studied the bowl dubiously. “Steak comes from…”

			“A cow,” she said, and his eyes nictitated.

			“A cow says mooo.” August turned to Will’s class. “Isn’t that the animal chocolate milk is from?”

			“Yep.” She stood, fairly confident that the shudder rippling over him was in disgust that they often got protein from living animals. “You know…milk is a great protein source.”

			His wing knuckles clicked over his head. “No thank you.”

			“If you don’t want to eat the blueberry, fine,” she said, gesturing to Jackson that she’d be right there. “But you should designate someone to begin to test Earth food to help screen what you can and can’t eat for when you do run out.” She hesitated as he eyed the small bowl. “It’s from a tough plant. High, short-term yield. Needs sun, though. It won’t survive Nextdoor. It would make a good import if you like it.” If you ever get back.

			“Fine,” he grumbled, a faint wheezing whistle escaping him. “I will eat blueberry.”

			Both she and Jackson watched as he cautiously bit down on it, August’s shock melting into an unreadable expression. “It’s…” he started, then made a curious whistle/click. From the far side of the room, every Neighbor lifted their head.

			“Tart?” Renee suggested, figuring he didn’t have an Earth reference. “Sweet?” she added when he slowly chewed, moving it around his mouth with his admittedly stubby tongue. “Acidic?” she tried again, then smiled when he reached for another and she gave him the bowl. “High in B vitamins.”

			His long fingers plucked the top berry and put it in his mouth. “I like B vitamins.”

			“You and all the bears, August,” she said, smiling as she rocked into motion to go to Jackson. “Just take it easy until you know how they affect you. They can be a bit of a laxative.”

			“Laxative.” August slowly blinked, clearly not knowing the word.

			And with any luck, you won’t, she thought as she tried to make the Neighbor gesture for leave-taking. It didn’t come off well, seeing as she didn’t have wings, but he made the appropriate finger response, and she knew the effort was appreciated.

			Berries in hand, August made a beeline to Will and his ten students. Smiling, Renee tucked her forever-damp hair behind an ear and headed to the small table pushed against the glass. Another mirrored it on the other side, and this was where she, Jackson, and sometimes Will had dinner, debriefing the day and reassuring one another that they were okay.

			Her shoulders slumped as she crossed the lines etched into the floor. She was beginning to understand why the Neighbors came out here even when people were present and the sun was high. They were stone-cold bored.

			“Hey, hi,” she said as she sat down and clicked on the small intercom that Jackson had sent in. Their conversations still weren’t private, but at least they weren’t being broadcast to the entire room. “What’s up. You’re never here this early.”

			Jackson smirked. “Right to it,” he said, his attention on Will’s group as a wave of startled appreciation rose up. The blueberries were apparently a hit. His electronic notepad popped against the table, and he sat, slouching with a relaxed good humor that didn’t quite jibe with his no-crease, always-tidy uniform and freshly shaven face. “Thank you for the recent blood samples,” he said as he swiped to a menu and then to his notes. “I’ve got a request for a new set from everyone, Neighbors included. Ah, your last sample still has you a little anemic. I’ll bring you liver tonight since the blueberries aren’t doing it.”

			“Only if you want it painted on the window,” she said, meaning it. “When do you want them?”

			“Noon?” he said, the apology clear in his voice, and she winced.

			“Wow. Okay.” Renee looked over at Will and his group. “I can try. I’m going to need a new box of antiseptic wipes. They’ve been using them to clean their feet. Oh, and can you send in a couple of nonanimal protein samples for August to try? He almost shook his wings off when he found out where steak came from.” She hesitated. “You can tell that to Hancock, too. Maybe it will help him sleep better knowing they aren’t after his Saturday night dinner.” Or us on their meal plan, she thought, still disgusted the colonel had suggested it as a possibility during one of their meetings. From August’s reaction, it was a safe bet that all Neighbors were vegetarian.

			Jackson chuckled as he wrote on his pad.

			“So…who’s working up all these samples?” she asked as she rubbed her arm, sore from the daily offerings. “Did Monroe give you the okay for another toxicologist?”

			An odd smile found his face. “No. They’ve been going to Tayler. That’s why I’m here.” He pushed the tablet away, and crossed a knee. “Do you want anything out of your lab before I reassign it?”

			Tayler. Renee’s focus sharpened on him. “You can’t give my lab away,” she said loudly. “And not to the idiot who has been in charge of the second group.”

			And then her breath caught. “Is she here?”

			Jackson grinned. “Tomorrow.”

			She turned to August, currently helping Will explain something. Tayler wouldn’t leave her group behind. “Tomorrow?” she echoed, almost afraid to find out what the woman had been doing to them.

			“You and Will are showing no ill effects of close contact,” he said. “And her group has improved dramatically since August’s message. They’re eating again and their morale seems better. They are talking among themselves some, and singing.”

			“Singing…” Her thoughts went to August’s flute. “I’ve never heard them sing.”

			Jackson shrugged, foot hitting the floor as he resettled himself. “That’s what Tayler is calling it. What gets me is that not a single Neighbor in her group has any interest in learning how to speak. They don’t even bother to look at the picture books she’s given them at your suggestion.” His focus shifted to August and the rest laughing at Will’s attempt at a complicated whistle-click. “It’s as if they are simply doing time. Waiting. Dr. Tayler insists they are a hive mind and they were pining to death until learning about the second group here.”

			Renee took a steadying breath. “She’s bringing them with her, right?”

			Jackson’s gaze flicked to her. “Hancock and I will be talking to her about that.”

			“But she’s coming,” Renee pressed, and his brow furrowed.

			“Late tonight, I’m told. Early morning.”

			“Time enough to put on a new pair of scrubs,” she muttered. And maybe shower, she thought, though her hair never seemed to dry out and her cough had become chronic.

			“She’s very impressed with how well August is speaking,” he added.

			“Well, that happens when you don’t rely on a computer,” Renee muttered.

			Jackson chuckled. “Be nice, Dr. Caisson,” he admonished. “She’s got seniority over you, and if she says the two populations don’t meet, they don’t meet.”

			Renee’s lips pressed together. “So the person who has done the worst is in charge. That makes a lot of sense. Oh, right. Military.” She hesitated. “If Tayler is taking my lab, she’s bringing her group. When?”

			Jackson slid his tablet from the table and into his hand. “I’m thinking a few days. The quarantine wing across the courtyard is nearly prepped. It’s set up differently from this one. We’ve made some improvements in the air lock system and used a few different materials to help with the higher humidity. Installed environmental controls so they can adjust them. Better cameras.”

			I bet. “So…they will be able to see each other?” she said, looking past him at the courtyard.

			“Through six panes of glass and a tree? Don’t see why not.”

			“Smart-ass,” Renee muttered, but then her gaze went to August, who had begun whistling and clicking faster than usual. Agitated. Very agitated. In a heartbeat, the rest rose to their feet, wing knuckles high as their voices twined together. Will stood, clearly bewildered as he tried to follow them.

			“Wow, what’s gotten into them?” Jackson asked as he leaned forward.

			“No idea.” Renee frowned as more Neighbors came from the barracks, filling the common room with white and red bodies. “Perhaps the blueberries aren’t sitting well.”

			A shiver rippled over her as she found August through the crowd. His usually brown eyes were golden, clear and unnictitated. “Renee!” August shouted, the single world of English rising like a spark through the overlapping whistles. “Jackson found them!” He began to push his way through his people until two small Neighbors grabbed him and danced him away. “They are here! Renee, they are here!” he shouted, unable to disengage.

			Renee stood, her gaze going to Jackson. “Jackson found them”? Found who? she thought, then froze as she got it. They were here. On base. The missing.

			Breathless, she put a hand on the glass between them. “You said she was coming in tonight…She brought them with her, didn’t she.”

			“That’s not the plan, no.” And then he, too, hesitated, eyes going to the jubilation behind the glass. “How come they already know?”

			“They are here!” August said, one long hand fisted as it touched his chest before he stumbled, pulled in a different direction.

			More Neighbors were coming out from the barracks, some still foggy with sleep, all whistling in excitement. Alarmed, Renee retreated, her back against the glass beside Jackson as a rhythmic chant of whistles and clicks began to take shape. Will stood at the far end of the room, clearly struggling to understand. His eyes met hers, and he shouted something unheard. Bewildered, Renee dramatically shrugged. Taking a deep breath, Will pushed from the wall to reach her, only to be stymied by the excited Neighbors.

			“Home!” Will shouted, unable to cross the room. “Maybe I’m misunderstanding, but they’re all saying they’re going home!”

			“Home?” Renee turned to Jackson, then August, who had finally disengaged from the dancing forms and was trying to get everyone to one side of the room.

			He’s clearing the labyrinth, she thought in shock. She took one step forward, stopping when her toes edged the intricate pattern. Suddenly, she didn’t want to walk across it. “August?”

			The red mer’s head swiveled as Kane handed him his makeshift flute. The Neighbors had added a thunderous wing snap to their chant, all in time with one another. They were singing, and Renee ached for answers as August made a beeline to her, flute in a tight grip. “Jackson. Renee. Thank you,” he said as he reached her, grabbing his wing hem and making a grand, graceful gesture.

			“August, what’s going on?” she exclaimed, but he’d turned to his people, all of whom were clicking the same rhythm, some adding thumps from their resonant chests, and wild calls. It felt primeval, and her skin prickled when August’s flute rose high to give the chant a backbone.

			“This is really weird,” Jackson said, hardly heard through the intercom. “Renee…”

			One of the females spun August joyfully as he played, their wings interlocked. “I’ll find out,” she said as she pushed forward onto the labyrinth.

			But she only got one step before a white hand clamped on her biceps and yanked her off the lines. “Hey!” she shouted, and the grip vanished as August’s music abruptly cut off.

			“Renee?” August called as he pushed his way to her. His eyes were a deep gold, unnictitated and glinting with emotion. “Stand here,” he said, pulling one wing out in an odd show of shelter. “You’ll be safe. Stay here. Off lines.”

			Jackson was behind her, Will across the room, nothing but the empty floor between them. Again August began to play, keeping her free of the jostling, chanting, and stomping, his music giving their exuberance cohesion and form.

			And from form, she mused, comes action.

			“Jackson?” she called as the moving bodies parted and closed in and parted again. She pushed forward until she could see. And then she stopped, staring. The lines were glowing.

			“Why is the floor glowing?” she whispered, her gaze rising to August. His entire being was focused as he played, the rest chanting, stomping, clicking their wing knuckles together in unison. It wasn’t just glowing. It was glowing white. And above her head, the air seemed to be glowing…black?

			How can air glow? she thought, rubbing the prickles of rising hair on her arms. Frantic, she turned to Jackson and Will, seeing by their awe that they saw it, too. Will pointed wildly, and Renee followed his pointing finger, her lips parting as she squinted to where the beginning and ending of the labyrinth lay, deep at the center of the winding lines. A gray haze hung between the small gap. Blinking, she tried to focus on it, but it was as if that part of the universe didn’t exist and she couldn’t.

			And then…with a small pop, the empty space that didn’t exist held a wavering Neighbor.

			“August!” she shouted, reaching out with the rest when the mer stumbled. But other hands were already reaching, helping him off the lines and into the crowd where he was held, wrapped in a living blanket of wing and arm.

			Bewildered, Renee looked at August, her question forgotten when another overwhelming cheer rose up, and a second Neighbor, a jin this time, was helped from the hazy nothing.

			“Renee, report!” Jackson shouted, and she turned, feeling as if in a trance. The chants and clicks, the thumping of chests and whistles: they called to her, demanded she add something she didn’t know if she had. Her pulse hammered, and her skin tingled, but she was unable to move, transfixed by the glowing lines.

			Jackson is standing on the table, she thought, and then an odd sensation rippled over her, and her gaze went to the labyrinth as a triumphant, whistling cheer resounded. A third Neighbor was being helped from the lines, her wing membrane scraped and her hair falling out in patches.

			And with that, Renee began to understand.

			Anger began to trickle through her. The small female had open sores and was clearly ill as she lifted her wings in the equivalent of a Neighbor smile at the hands of those helping her in a joyous relief.

			“She’s from the second group,” Renee whispered, her voice unheard even in her head. “My God, Jackson!” she shouted, pointing. “She’s from the second group!” Overwhelmed, Renee spun to find August. “How!” she demanded, and he looked down at her, his eyes nictitated as he lowered his flute. “Are you doing this?” she asked, and he nodded once, his wings clamped tight to his body. “Why didn’t you do it before?”

			His head bowed, but she thought it was in joy, not guilt. “They were too far away.” He touched his chest, his eyes holding more gold than she’d ever seen. “When we have them all, we will open the door.”

			Renee turned to the glowing space as another pale Neighbor filled it and was drawn into their midst. The door isn’t open now?

			“Renee! Report!” Jackson’s voice thundered through the intercom, clearer as the wild chanting had slowed, dissolving as they peeled off in ones and twos to administer to the ill. The angry man stood on the table and gestured for her, but she couldn’t move, frozen when Hancock burst into the observation lounge, trailed by two men in combat gear, Vaughn, and a slim, professionally dressed woman in a suit and lab coat.

			“Jackson!” the colonel shouted, his thick arms pumping as he strode over. “You know anything about Tayler’s group? One has gone missing.”

			Jackson pointed, and the larger man seemed to wash up to the window and stop. “Oh,” he said simply as another mer popped in and was helped into the crowd, covered by wings and blankets, given food and water. The condition of their kin had begun to tarnish their exuberance, and Renee felt a cold wash through her. “There he is,” Hancock added, his hands going to his hips. “I’ll be damned. How did he get in there?”

			Jackson got off the table, not a hint of embarrassment on him. “You told me they weren’t coming for a few days,” he said, and Hancock smirked, clearly not sorry.

			“That’s my subject,” the woman exclaimed, pointing. “I didn’t clear this. Get him out of there. Now! Before he contaminates them with whatever he picked up.”

			My subject? Renee thought, lips pressing. It had to be Dr. Tayler, and a surge of anger washed through her, hot and potent. Behind her, the chanting was all but gone, but it was still noisy with whistle-clicking conversations she couldn’t follow. And more Neighbors were still coming in.

			“Ma’am,” Jackson said. “I didn’t clear this, either. It’s apparently above my need to know,” he added ruefully.

			Everyone’s eyes are streaked with gold, Renee realized as she studied the five Neighbors being joyously coddled, all but lost in wrapped wings. But the crowd was breaking up, the mers and jins she knew coming forward to touch a wing knuckle to her fist here, the back of a hand to hers there, as she was seen and thanked.

			“Hancock,” Dr. Tayler said, threat clear in her voice. “I gave no such leave for the two populations to mix. Get him out of there.”

			But Hancock laughed, clearly at a loss. “Doctor, I don’t know how he got in there.”

			Don’t they see them popping in? Renee thought as she eyed Vaughn, the silent man having an almost knowing expression as he stood before the glass. People had filled the observation lounge, the mix of science and military uncomfortable. Too many guns, she thought, tucking a stray strand of hair behind an ear.

			“They can be violent in groups of four or more,” Dr. Tayler insisted as she reached the window and stared Hancock down. “Violent and incredibly strong,” she continued. “Colonel, get him out of there!”

			“Ma’am. I told you. I don’t know how he got there,” Hancock said, hands at his waist.

			Renee hit the private intercom, her back to the spectacle. “Odd,” she said, and Dr. Tayler spun, clearly surprised. “We’ve never seen any indication of violence. Maybe you shouldn’t have jammed a probe up their ass. I know that would make me cranky.”

			Jackson bowed his head, hand to his forehead as he tried not to laugh.

			Lips pressed, the woman with short blond hair, a thin body, and a perpetual frown eyed her. “Dr. Caisson. The snake charmer.”

			Renee inclined her head. She’d never been called that before, but if Tayler—for it had to be her—had wanted it to be an insult, it hadn’t worked. “Dr. Tayler?” Renee said, glad there was four inches of glass between them. “Your methods of study are barbaric and beneath the scientific community’s standards. You can fully expect me to write you up on animal cruelty at the very least, torture if I can afford a good enough lawyer.”

			But Tayler wasn’t listening, her jaw dropping as she finally realized what was going on. “My God. They are teleporting in,” she whispered, and Hancock made an “mmm” of agreement, knowing he was no longer in control. “There’s six, no, seven of my group in there. Jackson, why did you withhold this ability from me? I’ll have you written up on grounds of misconduct—”

			“Ma’am, I didn’t know,” Jackson said, interrupting her. “And even if I had, I would not stop them now.”

			“You will! At once!” she demanded as another jin snapped in and was helped to the couch. Renee counted eight. More than halfway there. “Those are my subjects!” the woman shouted in a shrill frustration. “I gave no release for this. I demand that you stop them!”

			“Hey!” Renee snapped. “They are not your subjects, and they are not pets or lab animals. They are people.” Her next words cut off as the prickly woman focused on her.

			“They are, Caisson, very dangerous, incredibly strong, deviously clever, and able to do things we can’t dream of. That makes them a threat to our entire way of life.”

			Renee pushed up to the glass, eye to eye with the distasteful woman. “Then we should feel right at home with them, because half the species on this planet fit somewhere on that same list.”

			Tayler stared at her as if she was insane. “They are fully capable of killing a human. And you are lucky they haven’t.”

			Renee arched her eyebrows, ignoring Jackson silently pleading with her. “So is a bee, Doctor. That doesn’t mean we kill them on sight. If we did, we would lose half our fruit in two generations.” She jumped at the soft touch on her elbow, but it was only August. Emboldened, she glared at the woman. “You have mistreated a sentient species by any standards, and, Hancock, if I find out they have been experimented on, I’m calling the effing UN. They are refugees from a dying ecosystem!” she shouted, pointing behind her without looking. “And they came here seeking help. You locked them in isolation, denied them the social contact that they need to survive, refused to try to learn to communicate, and God knows what else. POWs get better treatment than that!”

			The woman’s face had reddened, and Renee’s chin lifted as August touched his own face, clearly seeing it.

			“Hancock, get her out of there,” Tayler spit. “I want your linguist out, too.”

			Jackson cleared his throat, effectively reasserting his authority. “Ma’am, I can’t get her out and maintain the quarantine you are demanding. Which do you want?”

			Tayler’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Hancock. “I told you to put in a shock floor for situations such as this. We found it very effective.”

			“Doctor, you know it’s against military regulations to use broadcast force when it might impact our own people,” Hancock said, surprising Renee when he winked at her.

			He wants me to stay, she thought, relief a heady wash. Something had shifted in the hardheaded man. Perhaps seeing the healthy Neighbors helping their suffering kin. Perhaps it was Tayler’s shrill demands. But the ailing Neighbors were coming faster now, even as the chanting and joy had vanished. Ten, eleven, twelve: all of them thin and gaunt, with oddly burnt patches on their wings and empty faces. Even she could tell they were ill.

			“Renee?” August’s touch on her elbow was gentle, his wing held as if to enfold her. “What does eye water mean?”

			She wiped her eyes before turning away from Tayler, not sure if the tears were for the misery his people had gone through in the name of science, or her relief that something worse no longer waited for her. “August, I’m sorry,” she said, sniffing back her tears. “I should have done more.”

			Kane was whistling loudly as he stood at the center of a small group, all of them with a pack at their feet. August made a decisive hand gesture, then took her by her hands and led her quickly from the window. “I don’t know the word,” he said, eyes nictitated in a show of worry. “Quack?” he said, and she stared at him blankly.

			“Quack?” she echoed, and from across the room, Will shouted, “Renee! Get down!”

			Renee’s eyes widened. “You mean duck?” she asked, and then she yelped as August pulled her to the floor, and with a resounding snap of leather, she found herself covered by his wing membrane. “August?” she said, frozen in surprise, and then she gasped, jerking as something slammed into them, rolling her and August halfway to the window. The thunderous crack was followed by a raining tinkle…and then the scent of gun oil and perfume rolled over her.

			Eyes wide, she met August’s brown orbs. The window is gone.

			“The door is open,” he said, and then his wing fell away. She looked up, her eyes going to what was left of the window. It had shattered outward, covering Hancock, Jackson, and the rest with harmless safety glass.

			“Renee? You good?” Will shouted as Jackson slowly got to his feet, ashen-faced.

			Stunned, Renee turned to the fallen Neighbors, silent as they stared at the labyrinth in hope. “Fine,” she whispered, her face going cold. The lines were glowing more intense, a brilliant white on the floor, that same black haze on top, and at the end, a deeper nothing, painful to look at. Her hand atop August’s arm seemed to tingle with an odd hum.

			She stood when everyone else did, startled when a whistling cheer rose up from every Neighbor throat, sounding odd in the suddenly drier air. But not August, she realized as he remained beside her, his eyes laced with gold as he stared at the end of the pattern. Waiting.

			Will slowly edged their way, dodging the Neighbors as they clicked their wing knuckles together and whistled in excitement. “I think the air pressure equalized,” he said when he got close enough, and August nodded, his toes gripping the hem of his wing with white-knuckled strength. It was a show of action, force. Defiance?

			“Equalized between what?” she said, glancing at Jackson as he found his feet and stood where the glass once separated them. “Earth and…Nextdoor?” she warbled, and again, August nodded. “My God. The door is really open?”

			“Renee? Renee! Are you hurt?” Jackson pushed past Hancock to vault over the broken window frame. August stiffened, and the man skidded to a halt as the jins and mers looked up, not a whistle or click coming from them. Wary now, Jackson bobbed his head, making a bad rendition of “thank you” to each Neighbor as he inched forward.

			His eyes were fixed on hers with an almost frightening intensity, and her breath caught. Gone was his casual, easygoing nature, pushed out by his need to be with her, make sure she was okay. She’d seen flashes of his frustration over her safety during their dinners, four inches of glass between them. His eyes don’t match his words, she mused, remembering what August had said.

			“Jackson,” she whispered, gathering herself to meet him halfway.

			But not everyone was avoiding the glowing lines, and Renee slowed when she realized a broken line of Neighbors had begun to walk it, mostly the wounded, pride lifting their chins as their eyes glinted with gold. Kane was the only one from her group, and she felt a moment of loss when August raised a wing knuckle to mimic his when Kane reached the end…and vanished.

			“Home,” she whispered, wondering if the odd sensation of warmth pressing against her skin was real or imagined, when Jackson reached her and pulled her into an unexpected hug, his arms wrapping securely around her, so tight she almost couldn’t breathe. Jackson?

			“Are you okay? Are you okay!” he demanded, his head close to hers as he pushed her back and stared into her eyes. “Damn it, Renee, I thought someone had detonated a bomb in there. Are you hurt?”

			But how could she be hurt? August had protected her.

			She blinked at him, her eyes warming with unshed tears as she remembered every single dinner he had brought down, their conversations over cold hamburgers and salmon and rice. He had said it was to get her oral report, but the way he held her shoulders now, the worry in his eyes…a lump thickened in her throat.

			“I’m okay,” she whispered, and he let go as if suddenly aware that August was staring at them. “The door opened.”

			Jackson rocked back a step, his near panic whispering in the corners of his eyes. “I’m glad you’re not hurt,” he said, the cool facade once again in place. But she’d seen past it, and her pulse hammered. “Better yet, I don’t think this was your fault in any way, shape, or form.”

			“That’s a relief,” she whispered. “Jackson…”

			“Stop them! They’re escaping!” Tayler exclaimed from across the room, her voice even harsher unfiltered by the intercom.

			August whistled, and Will’s ten students scrambled up to form a living wall where once the glass had stood.

			They were not escaping. They were going home, and Renee fisted her hands, not sure what she was feeling. Jackson looked scared. She’d never seen him scared. Angry at her, frustrated, proud even, but never scared. “You’re leaving?” she said, and August’s toes gripped his wing hem.

			“Some.” August lifted the back of his hand toward Jackson, and the man briefly touched it with his own in greeting. “More come to replace them,” he added as he settled at Renee’s other side as if in protection. “Those who are…less adventurous. More business. Most stay to hold door.”

			“And you?” she asked, and Jackson rubbed his chin at the plaintive sound in her voice.

			August didn’t answer, watching as another of his kin vanished. “I stay,” he said, but his eyes were no longer gold, and she wondered what it meant.

			“Hancock! Do your fucking job!” Tayler shouted, and Renee gasped a warning, stepping in front of August as the woman reached for Hancock’s sidearm. But Tayler was quickly taken down, swamped by two men in combat gear. “Let me up, you cretins!” she shouted, her voice muffled. “They are escaping!”

			“Escort Dr. Tayler out,” Hancock drawled from the safety of the observation lounge. “Make sure she’s comfortable in her quarters and don’t let her leave.” And then, bending low over the downed woman, “Doctor, with all respect due, shut your piehole. August just said they are doing a personnel shift.” He straightened, his expression becoming hard as he looked into the common room. “Taking their wounded home.”

			Renee felt unusually sheltered amid the chaos with Jackson on one side and August on the other. Jackson’s fingers touched hers even as he stared straight ahead. A wave of emotion rose and fell. It hadn’t been her imagination. “Jackson?”

			“I thought someone had bombed quarantine,” he said, voice cracking. He cleared his throat. “I’m glad you’re okay.” His gaze lifted to the chaotic floor. “I’m glad everyone is okay.”

			But it felt like more than that. She took a breath, her arm reaching to curve around his back—but it fell short when a curious sensation rose through her, sort of a lifting of breath, of spirit. Of connection?

			Beside her, August shuddered. “Look,” the darkly red mer said, his hand falling familiarly on her shoulder as he pointed with his other. The line of Neighbors walking the pattern was gone, and she gasped as new Neighbors began appearing right where the others had vanished. Red, white, and roan, they filed in and were helped off the grid, their initial wary stance quickly faltering as they shielded their eyes, many making that odd rasp that was their cough. The whistling again grew loud, and back of hand touched hand as the old found the new. One whistled a long, piercing note for attention, and August slumped, his hand rising in acknowledgment.

			“Is there a problem?” she said, and he made a human shrug, following it by a very Neighborish sigh that shook his entire body.

			Her eyes followed his to where a small Neighbor stood, a fisted hand to her chest as she breathed the dry air, taking little sips from what looked like a portable respirator. She was so white as to appear ghostly. Wings slumped, August strode to her, whistling and chittering in what sounded like babbling.

			“Huh.” Jackson resettled himself beside her. “August has a boss.”

			Renee grinned. “And she’s a jin.” Her gaze went to Will’s ten students still fronting their human counterparts at the broken window to keep them from stepping through. “You do realize that we’re on Neighbor territory now.”

			Jackson followed her gaze to the two factions facing each other. Frowning, he made a curt motion to tell his people to stow their weapons. “I don’t think Hancock will see it that way,” he muttered when the colonel countermanded the subtle order and the guns remained in hand.

			“Embassy, then,” she responded as she watched August and the smaller, white female facing him. “I don’t think that door is going to close again. We already effed up our first impression. Let’s not muff the second. You remember how to whistle hello, right?” She took his hand and tugged him into motion. “Let’s go say hi before Vaughn gets his clipboard out and tries to tell us they are making dinner plans.”

			“Seriously?” Jackson winced as he let her pull him forward. “Damn, this is all you, Renee,” he whispered as August whistled and clicked, gesturing at her and Jackson making their slow way forward. “You made this happen. I’m sure glad I found you.”

			Again his hand brushed hers, feeling like more than an accident caused by the crowded room. A warm feeling lifted through her, stronger and more powerful than the joy at the chance she had here to make a real difference. Glad I found you, he had said, but as she nervously scuffed to a halt before August and raised the back of her hand in greeting to the older, female Neighbor, she couldn’t help but wonder if Jackson meant he was glad she was here for this…or perhaps something more.
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