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Prologue: The Crash 

 

“That’s the last one.  Get it secured and 

let’s get out of this place.”  Kyle sat down to the 

shipboard computer and used the touchscreen to 

wake up the engines, activating the hum of 

energy while they slowly powered up and ran 

through the various checks. 

Ann smiled and crawled through the hatch 

to the probe room.  Along the walls were several 

probes, their lights dimmed.  Up against one 

side of the wall was the small vacuum chamber, 

the last probe recovered sitting patiently while 

the vacuum was refilled.  Soon after she stepped 

in, the computer switched on a green light and 

the glass door separating the vacuum chamber 

from the rest of the room slid open. 

With tenderness, Ann picked the probe up 

from the chamber and took it to its place along 

the walls.  It clicked into place nicely, uploading 

its information into the main computer so it 



could be used to collect new data at the next 

planet. 

Ann crawled back through the hatch and 

sat at her terminal, buckling in. Wormhole 

travel tended to make one feel strange, even if 

there were no sudden movements, and the 

buckles made her feel more stable. She woke up 

her computer screen and began initiating the 

wormhole device. 

“You ready to leave this dump?” Kyle 

asked. 

Ann laughed and nodded as she watched 

the wormhole device run its checks. “Oh yes. 

Inhabited planets are interesting to study for the 

first few days, but… two years up here, 

watching a few tribes of low-level intelligent 

creatures? I’m ready for something else even if 

it’s going to be a gas giant or a pile of rock.” 

Kyle clicked a button on his screen, telling 

the engines to go into standby while the 

wormhole device warmed up. “Alright. Let’s 

see… our itinerary has us looking at an 

industrial society next. Ooh, we’ll even need to 



activate cloaking as we watch – initial scans 

from the Russians say that they’ve got some 

unnatural satellites. Zloshibka is going to be far 

more interesting than Osmina, that’s for sure.” 

Ann looked at the computer screen and 

examined all of the dials. The pressure was 

correct, voltage was good… the wormhole 

device was operable. “The wormhole device is 

prepped. I’ll send the information from Osmina 

to Earth and tell them we’re moving on to 

Zloshibka.” Ann typed in the commands and 

pressed the button to create a miniscule 

wormhole to Earth through which information 

could be sent. 

“Calculating,” the computer read out on its 

screen. Ann sat back while the computer figured 

out the relative position of Earth, checking its 

trajectory and the bending of space. 

“Oh, Ann… this stupid planet. It’s still got 

this pleasantness to it, don’t you think?” 

She looked out the glass in front of her and 

saw Osmina below her, the ship rolling quickly 

in such a way that her view of the planet would 



soon be obscured. Despite it all, Osmina did 

have some interesting parts to it. The languages 

of the Osminog were very odd, not based on 

voices created through something like whistling 

wind, but something more similar to cricket 

noises. Several language groups appeared in the 

small, inhabited swamp where the Osminog all 

lived, the various tribes each very wary of the 

others. It was probably the favorite thing she’d 

studied about the planet. 

“I wouldn’t call it pleasant,” Ann replied. 

“Though I do have to give them this – if they 

survive to the point where they can travel to the 

stars, they’ll fit right in.” 

Kyle laughed. “You’re right about that. 

Makes you kind of wish that we weren’t such a 

curious people, doesn’t it?” 

“Never.” Ann looked at the computer and 

saw that the calculations were nearly complete. 

She had no doubt that humans would survive the 

upcoming Great Barrier, failing to trip the 

trigger that would cause their annihilation. It 

was more likely, she thought, that they’d 



advance to the point where they couldn’t be 

controlled. Curiosity wasn’t a trait selected for 

by the so-called Next Level Societies, though it 

didn’t necessarily dampen entirely the traits that 

kept them alive. She could let the other 

Societies be as powerful as they wanted, but her 

own would become greater. What was the point 

if there were no opportunities for advancement? 

Kyle turned around in his swirly chair. “I 

liked the Osminog. So weird. They’re like these 

perfect little societies, all nicely bunched 

together.” 

“They’ll never make it off their planet. 

They’re not curious enough, not driven toward 

advancement. Even the most successful 

Osminog cultures haven’t built themselves for 

it. If they never advance, it won’t matter. Either 

way, the calculation to Earth is complete – 

opening the wormhole to send the message,” 

Ann said. She pressed the switch, sending 

information from Osmina and the message that 

they would be moving on to the next planet for 

another two year stint. 



Kyle shrugged. “Eh. You’re probably 

right. Still, you have to admit that it’s a quaint 

little planet.” 

Ann sniffed the air. Something odd was 

floating around. Probably just dust burning from 

the rarely used wormhole device. 

“Sure.” Ann looked at Osmina as it went 

out of the ship’s view, only a bit regretful that 

she’d never see the planet again. As a whole, 

she just wanted to get back to Earth, set her feet 

down on her home planet for once. It’d been six 

years on this ship alone with Kyle, four more 

remaining, and, even though she loved Kyle 

dearly, she was ready to talk with anyone other 

than him. 

The data stream to Earth was almost 

complete. The blue bar grew across the screen, 

showing how much had already been sent. Ann 

put her fingers on the screen, noticing that her 

nails were a bit longer than she normally let 

them get. They interrupted her attempts to use 

the computer, clicking against the screen 

annoyingly. 



The burning smell was getting more 

noticeable. “Do you smell that?” she asked, 

looking up at Kyle. 

He lifted his head and sniffed the air, 

raising an eyebrow. “That burning? That 

happened last time we used the wormhole 

device. I don’t think it’s a problem.” 

“I don’t know, Kyle. It smells like burning 

rubber or gaskets to me. I’m going to go check 

it out when the message is finished sending.” 

She unbuckled herself from her chair and stood 

up, watching her screen for when it hit 100%. 

The bar filled and the wormhole closed. 

The sound of breaking steel and air 

whistling into vacuum made her flinch. She 

looked at the computer screen, no longer a 

friendly blue, but harsh, blinking red. 

“The wormhole device is down!” Ann 

announced. “We’re leaking air through the 

mechanic’s bay – I’ll go shut the isolation 

door.” 



Kyle’s eyes opened widely as he shuffled 

through screens. “It’s not going to matter. Grab 

what you can and get into an escape pod!” 

“What happened?” Ann asked. Another 

explosion could be heard from the back, 

probably the second engine overloading. 

“The gyroscopes are down. The engines 

changed our orbit and we’ll be crashing against 

the mountain range of Continent Two in about 

an hour. In only thirty minutes we’ll be entering 

atmosphere. Even if we fixed the air problem, it 

won’t matter. I’ll rip out the computer’s 

memory core, get a battery with some solar 

cells, and a portable terminal. Hopefully we’ll 

be able to scavenge something else from the 

wreckage later.” 

Ann nodded. “I’ll collect food, water 

filters, and as many plants from the terrarium as 

I can get.” 

Kyle grabbed Ann’s shoulders. “We’ll get 

through this. They’ll come rescue us.” He kissed 

her on the lips, his light colored skin contrasting 



against her dark. He ran his hand over her short 

hair. “I’ll see you on the surface, then.” 

“See you on the surface.” 

Ann crawled through the upper hatch in the 

ceiling, grabbing a duffle bag from the bridge as 

she did. The escape pods were extremely small 

and had few amenities, so she’d have to choose 

what goods she brought with her carefully. 

Any landing zone on the mountain range 

would have enough water and streams available 

this time of year, so they’d be better off bringing 

filters than bottled water. She went up to the 

irrigation system, shut a valve, and cracked 

open the filtration system, jerking out the 

cartridges and yanking some of the tubing to go 

with it. They’d use a hand pump, one of the few 

survival items already in the escape pod, to get 

the water through the filter. 

Ann swallowed some spit and looked at the 

plants in their garden. She’d choose some of the 

older plants, seeing as they’d need to eat soon 

and nothing on the surface, without some level 

of chirality change, would be nutritious. They 



may never be, no matter the processing. 

That was something they’d have to consider. 

She took up a spade and dug up several bean 

plants, including green beans and soy beans, 

placing them in plastic bags and shoving them 

atop the water filter in the bag. Beans were a 

poor protein substitute for meat, Ann thought, 

but at least they kept her alive. By far, these 

would be the most important plant on the 

surface. A few potatoes went in next, corn 

ignored because the plant was simply too big for 

its worth in the duffel bag. She plucked a couple 

engineered, high-protein squash and dug up the 

youngest plant, shoving them in her bag. She 

picked a couple tomatoes, convinced they’d at 

least get the seeds from the fruit to plant later. 

That was it. If she wanted to do anything 

more, she’d need another bag and that might not 

fit very well. It didn’t seem much to support two 

people for a long time on the planet. They’d 

have to find ways to racemize the native plants 

if they wanted to make it. 



Ann climbed back down the hatch, 

dragging the duffel behind her. She couldn’t 

leave without some chemistry equipment, not if 

everything she was to encounter had the wrong 

chirality. She dragged the duffel with her into 

the science lab, where samples brought up by 

probes were examined. Though it wouldn’t fit 

into the bag, she picked up a jar of resins with 

catalytic sites, thermophilic enzymes that had 

been designed to make racemic mixtures of 

sugars and amino acids. She also grabbed a 

polarized light filter. Even if most of their food 

would taste like nutritional paste, they would be 

able to survive. 

Satisfied, Ann carried the chemistry kits 

and the plants in her bag to the escape pods. 

Both were still present, indicating Kyle hadn’t 

completed his objectives. 

She looked to her watch. They only had 

five minutes before they hit atmosphere. The 

ships themselves had been designed in such a 

way that they would be destroyed in re-entry in 

order to reduce the signs of human existence in 



the case of a crash. Only the escape pods had a 

heat shield and parachutes to slow the landing. 

“Kyle – Kyle, you almost ready?” Ann 

said, pressing the call button on her watch. 

A few moments passed. “Yeah, almost 

ready. I’m just unscrewing the solar panels we’ll 

need. Go ahead and get in a pod. The sooner 

you escape, the softer the landing’s going to 

be,” Kyle called back. 

She nodded and pressed the button. “I’ll 

take Pod One. You better get in your pod and 

escape, Kyle, or I’ll never forgive you. A solar 

panel isn’t necessary to our survival.” That was 

a lie – if they wanted to have enough food, 

they’d have to use the polarized light filter 

which required electricity to run. 

“I’ve got the panel. I’ll be in the escape 

pod in a couple minutes! Get out – go!” Kyle 

called. 

Ann pushed the filter and plants in first, 

standing over them while she held the resins in 

their tube and the light filter. She pressed a 

button with her elbow and the door shut, making 



her feel like she was in a coffin. The tiny space 

perfectly enclosed her. 

With barely movable fingers, she pulled a 

manual latch, unlocking the pod from the ship. 

She pressed a button, pressurized air pushing 

against the top of the pod to move her free of 

the ship. Her home for the past six years moved 

away from her slowly, inching away as it began 

to enter the atmosphere. Already, some flames 

were licking the bottom of the ship, blackening 

the ceramic it was made of. Sheer stress against 

the panels would soon cause them to tear off the 

ship, the metal underneath would rip, and the 

ship itself would break to pieces. The probes 

would self destruct, the signs of human 

existence all gone. 

“Kyle,” Ann called, “Kyle, honey, you 

better get in the pod.” 

“I’m in, Ann – I’m pressing the buttons 

now.” 

She breathed a sigh of relief, her pod 

pointed right side down. The heat shield below 

her would protect her just like the Mercury and 



Apollo astronauts. The old technology, though 

proven, worried her. Would it hold up well 

enough? Would she actually survive? 

She watched the ship closely, panels and 

steel already beginning to tear itself to pieces. 

“Kyle – Kyle, where are you? Get out now! The 

atmosphere is tearing the ship apart!” 

“I’m trying!” he shouted back, the distance 

between her pod and the ship causing the signal 

to be weakened. “The lock – it’s stuck!” 

Ann thought frantically. “Put on an air 

mask and pop open the top panel. You got the 

solar panel out, you should be able to use the 

same screwdriver to get the lock off.” The 

pressure differential would be uncomfortable, 

but the mask should still keep him alive and 

conscious at this altitude. 

After a few heart-throbbing minutes, she 

saw her ship begin to rip into two, the frame of 

the structure tearing against itself. Kyle wasn’t 

coming out. 

“Kyle, hurry! For the love of God, get out 

of there!” 



Nothing. 

Had he heard her suggestion? Had he come 

up with the idea himself? Was he going to do it 

in time? 

“I’ve got it!” 

The pod popped out very slowly, the 

pressurized air that pushed it not as effective 

now that they were entering atmosphere. Ann 

breathed a sigh of relief. 

With a burst of flame, the engines came 

into contact with the atmosphere, incinerating 

anything that wasn’t fireproof. All her 

memorable photos, her mattress, most of the 

plants, wire coatings, everything was gone as 

the oxygen of the atmosphere was consumed in 

a devilish inferno. The charred, steel shell fell 

forward quickly, and Kyle’s pod turned to keep 

the flat bottom against re-entry. 

She felt her parachute open, the force 

causing her to jerk and her feet to feel the brunt 

of her pain. She stood back up, the force of 

gravity pulling her slowly down while the drag 

of the parachute slowed her descent. She looked 



out her window and couldn’t see down, couldn’t 

look for Kyle’s parachute and ensure that they 

landed in a similar place. Everything should 

come down within about ten miles of each 

other, but that was still a large radius to explore 

on foot. 

The pod fell down, the points of the 

mountain range getting larger and rounder as 

she fell. She realized that she was going to land 

on the northwestern portion of the mountains, 

close to where the Osminog lived. That was 

dangerous in and of itself. 

Trees broke underneath her heavy pod, her 

parachute getting stuck in the limbs of the plants 

as she slowly hit the ground. Once more her feet 

and legs felt the brief impulse, but she was 

down. 

Osmina awaited. 

  



Part One: Establishing A 

Base  

  



Chapter 1 

I crawled out of the pod, my heavy 

equipment and duffle bag still sitting in the steel 

compartment. It would be easiest to take 

everything with me, dragging food and shelter 

behind me rather than leaving myself open to 

the elements, but the pod weighed more than a 

ton. If I couldn’t just roll it down the hill, it 

would have to remain on the side of the 

mountain.  

To the northwest, I could see the 

shimmering waters of the swamp. Trees, or at 

least tree-like plants, grew all over the swamp, 

coating it with a canopy of green that diluted the 

shimmer of bioluminescent algae that lived 

below. Just to the north between me and the 

swamp, about ten miles away, a giant plume of 

smoke billowed up to the heavens. It was 

probably the remains of my ship. Somewhere 

between here and there, Kyle had probably 

fallen. With no other landmark chosen between 

us, it would only make sense that he would go 



towards the flaming remains of the ship to meet 

up with me.  

I looked up, soot and ash fluttering down, 

diffracting what was left of the sunlight. The 

sun was setting in the east and night would soon 

be falling. If I were to cover significant ground, 

I would need to get off the mountainside 

quickly.  

I grabbed the flashlight and a small shovel 

from the pod’s emergency supplies, then 

dragged out the duffel bag. I would need water 

soon, but that could wait for a little bit, so I took 

the filter out and threw it back in the ship. For 

now, I needed to find a place that my plants 

would grow, and the rocky side of a mountain 

wouldn’t do. I folded the shovel and put it in the 

bag, probably crushing an already well-abused 

plant. I grabbed a couple bottles of water from 

the emergency stock in the pod, enough to get 

me through a few days, and stuffed them into 

the pockets of my jumpsuit.  

I flung the bag over my shoulder and 

began scrambling down the side of the 



mountain. Rocks and soil fell down the side, 

unworn by the feet of man or beast. I met very 

few animals on my way down, only seeing 

several of a small, orange animal that eyed me, 

curious as to what I was. Its eyes poked up on 

stalks, its feet clinging onto the rock with sticky, 

gooey adhesive. If I got too close, the orange 

seemed to change color to brown, the animal 

frightened and attempting to camouflage itself 

against the rock to which it clung. I climbed 

down, ignoring the animal, letting it sit how it 

wanted.  

At long last, my feet hit a grassy knoll. The 

hills at the foot of the eroding, old mountains 

were far more easily traversable. By then, 

though, it was dark enough that I couldn’t see 

the plume of smoke. I turned on the flashlight, 

not yet tired and unwilling to give up my search. 

I knew the direction in which the crash site lay, 

had oriented myself well. If I had realized that I 

was going to crash on this planet, I would have 

studied the stars more and figured out how to 

better navigate. 



The trees here were pretty thickly placed, 

covering the sky, the grass through which I 

stomped rather tall. Insects, or more likely small 

creatures similar to insects, jumped up from the 

grass as I plowed through. The ground beneath 

my feet felt moist here, water seeping up and 

through my shoes. If I could clear the ground of 

these thick weeds, I could probably dig holes for 

my plants, but that would be a difficult task. The 

ground cover, according to our probes, would 

get less intense a bit closer to the swamp. I’d 

plant the goods near the crash site of the ship.  

I supposed that I’d traveled several miles. 

My body, still thinking it was in the time zone 

we’d established on the ship, was finally ready 

to sleep. 

There was nothing on this planet that I 

thought would try to attack me. I took the shovel 

from my duffel bag and used it to chop the grass 

inefficiently, clearing a small spot for me to 

sleep. I piled the cut grass up, laying the duffel 

bag on top of it once I’d emptied my plants onto 

the ground. The soil on their roots would soak 



up some dew, hopefully helping the plants to 

stay alive.  

Morning broke too soon. I saw the plume 

of smoke still rising through the tree cover and 

was thankful for it. I could still make it to my 

goal.  

My plants looked like they had weathered 

poorly, but that was only to be expected. The 

night in the open, in the dew, had done them 

good, but they’d be packed up once more while 

I traveled. I placed everything back in the duffel 

bag and walked more, following the smoke.  

As I traveled, the grass became shorter and 

the ground wetter. Moss hung in great swaths 

from tree branches, and animals made strange, 

intermittent sounds similar to crickets. I was 

satisfied that they weren’t the highly 

complicated, patterned noises of the Osminog, 

not recognizing any of their languages in the 

chirps and calls.  

Eventually, I saw treetops ripped to pieces, 

signs that I was getting close. Smells of man-

made products burning filled the air, getting 



stronger the closer I got. I plodded onwards, 

coming upon the scar the ship had left on the 

ground, nearby trees burned to ash, the grass 

pulled up, leaving a swath of cleared land 

behind the twisted hunks of steel. Water seeped 

into the scar and pooled up in places, but, most 

importantly, the ground had already been 

cleared for planting.  

I sat the duffel bag down and took out the 

shovel, building a mound so that the water 

would drain down and not drown the rescued 

plants. I dug tiny holes in the mount for each 

plant and placed the root system inside, hoping 

that the wetness of the region wouldn’t too 

quickly kill them. I hadn’t found a better 

environment for them yet, at least, and had to do 

something to save them sooner rather than later. 

I clipped off the broken stems, planting them as 

well in hopes that the plants’ totipotency would 

work to my advantage. The ash had stopped 

falling, but the acrid smell of burning oil and 

plastic made my eyes itch. Finally, I scooped the 



mud up onto the plants and hoped it was good 

enough. 

Kyle wasn’t here yet. I only had a couple 

more days of water, if I included that which I’d 

need to hike back for the water filter, leaving me 

only the rest of the day to wait for Kyle. I 

decided to leave a note indicating my intent to 

return in case he didn’t arrive while I waited.  

The fire was dying down, very little still 

remaining that could be burned. Hoping to 

retain the flame, I used the shovel to whack 

several branches from nearby trees, dragging 

them toward the skeletal remains of the ship, 

letting the fire consume them. They would keep 

the fire burning and the smoke billowing for 

Kyle to follow.  

I sat on some of the warm, twisted metal 

that had once been a part of the ship. Soot 

stained the bottom of my uniform, the orange 

jumpsuit becoming a soiled black where I sat. I 

couldn’t let that worry me, though, especially 

not when I’d found a way to leave a message. I 

took the soot and wiped as much as I could into 



my palm, taking it over to the tiny garden next 

to the empty duffel bag. With my empty hand, I 

searched through the muck for a rock, 

eventually finding one of adequate size. It was 

wide and flat, just broader than my hand. I 

wiped the mud off of it and let the rock dry 

before I placed it in the middle of the little 

garden, obvious to an observer. 

I dipped the pointer finger of my right 

hand in the soot held in my left and wrote, “I’ll 

be back. Ann.” That was all there was room for, 

all Kyle would need to know.  

I stood, my feet sinking down in the mud 

and muck beneath. The little mound wouldn’t be 

good enough to keep my plants alive for long. 

I’d need to figure out some way to keep my 

plants alive.  

For now, though, I sat back down on the 

twisted metal and waited for Kyle. He’d come 

by eventually. Injuries could have slowed him 

down, especially if he had landed harder than I 

had. His equipment was also very heavy, so it 



would take him a while to carry it if he didn’t 

make multiple trips. 

I continued to cut down tree branches and 

feed my fire, the sweet smell of the burning 

wood overtaking the unnatural, nasty smell of 

burning gaskets and synthetic fibers. At least I 

could appreciate that. After I returned from my 

search, the steel of the ship would be entirely 

cooled enough to search through. Somewhere 

would be an axe head and several knives. Plastic 

handles would be burned away, but that 

wouldn’t matter as long as the blades were 

intact.  

The night time fell, my fire still raging. I 

cut down more branches to keep the fire raging 

through the night, then finally decided to fall 

asleep. I couldn’t do anything more, not in the 

darkness, not with all our electronic equipment 

destroyed, to find Kyle. Tomorrow, I would 

travel back to retrieve the water filters, some of 

the emergency equipment, and chirality 

changing chemistry set.  

  



Chapter 2 

I returned to the crash site, equipment from 

my escape pod hauled in the parachute I had cut 

from where it had deployed, expecting Kyle to 

be waiting for me when I arrived. I saw the fire 

had died, only a few glowing embers left after 

the couple days travel. Unless he was very hurt, 

he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to let the 

fire die.  

I dropped the parachute and took a few 

twigs I had left out to dry so Kyle could use 

them, poking and prodding in the ashes for a 

piece of still-burning wood. I found a hot ember 

hidden deep in the mound and propped up some 

of my sticks on top, blowing air gently over it to 

coax the fire to spread. The fire caught 

eventually, so I piled up larger branches over 

the small starter to keep the fire burning 

overnight.  

The next objective was, without question, 

to filter more drinking water. I pulled the filter 

cartridges from the makeshift parachute 



backpack, then the tubing and the hand pump. I 

placed the tube into the entrance hole where the 

pump drew air, then cut off the valve on the exit 

with a knife. The tube coming out of the pump 

was smaller than the inlet to the filter, so I 

shoved it inside the filter tubing and tied it tight 

with some parachute cord and taped it shut with 

some of the precious reserves of duct tape. 

Hopefully that would be sealed tightly enough 

to work.  

I looked around. There was water 

everywhere in puddles all over the ground, but 

some of them were cleaner than others. The 

farther from the crash site that I wandered, the 

less likely I would find toxic chemicals released 

from the crash that the filter wouldn’t be able to 

remove. I sighed and resigned myself to wander 

a couple hundred yards from the crash site.  

Once sufficiently far enough away, I 

dropped the entry tube into a still puddle, 

watching as some strange, tiny creatures 

crawled out. They croaked in high pitched 

wails, all fleeing the disturbed puddle. They 



were multiple colors, ranging from deep browns 

to bright blues. Their little bodies pumped water 

as they swam, then inched away from the 

puddle like worms. 

Interested, I picked one of the crawling 

creatures up. The probes hadn’t brought any 

fauna to the ship, so this was a new experience.  

The creature I picked up was a brilliant 

red. A large hole in the center of the little blob 

contracted and opened repeatedly, pushing air 

through it quickly. In water, the pumping action 

would serve to accelerate it in a direction that it 

chose through moving tiny membranes on its 

sides. Rudimentary eyes were in between each 

of the four membranes. Flat, algae-grinding 

teeth lined the inside of the pumping hole, small 

filters for gathering nutrients lining the rest of 

the pump. I placed the tiny animal in a nearby 

puddle, watching it quickly pump itself away.  

Without any other information and, seeing 

that the little creatures seemed to be common in 

these puddles, I supposed they needed some sort 

of name. I called them blubberballs, naming the 



fat little fish that pumped themselves around. 

Once they became satisfied in their new 

puddles, they swam around lazily, chomping on 

some of the glowing algae in the pools.  

I scooped algae from my chosen pond as 

best I could, dropping the meal into a nearby 

pool full of blubberballs. At first they seemed 

upset by the movement, but then they quickly 

became excited by the high concentration of 

food, feasting while they could. I’d have to 

remember that trick and come watch the cute 

little things again when I had time. I fastened a 

piece of parachute onto the end of the pump to 

try and help keep algae out of the filter.  

I drew the pump up, drawing water from 

the puddle, then pressed down hard to push 

water through the filter, catching it in the bottles 

I’d emptied over the past couple of days. I 

capped the bottles and picked the filter back up, 

returning to the crash site. I would eat a squash 

that had survived the trip, carefully saving the 

seeds if I could.  



Kyle had not arrived at the crash site. If he 

had remained at his escape pod and rationed his 

water well, he’d have had about a week’s worth 

of water. He was intelligent and crafty, likely 

able to create a makeshift filter out of his 

parachute and hand pump, but the algae would 

quickly foul that. All told, I figured that he had 

five more days of water and food before he’d 

need me and my equipment to survive.  

I’d wait a bit longer before looking for 

him. He could have been injured and unable to 

travel, meaning I’d have to find and rescue him 

rather than wait at the campsite. Waiting too 

long would make my chances of finding him 

even slimmer, but leaving could put us both at 

risk if I either let the fire go out or became 

injured myself.  

I looked up. Rain, common in the region, 

could come at any time. The clouds rolled 

around, white and fluffy, not telling any tales of 

when they would open up and pour forth water 

from the heavens. I needed a way to protect the 

fire from the water sooner rather than later. 



The steel cage of the ship would have to 

serve as the basis for a shelter. The ceramic 

plates had fallen off, scattered around the 

cosmos and likely broken into thousands or 

millions of unrecognizable bits and pieces, and 

the steel plates had – by design – curled back 

upon themselves and become unusable. Only 

the frame, which could be modified by changing 

the connections between the beams, remained 

useful.  

I picked amongst the wreckage, looking for 

a ratchet to pull apart the beams. The toolbox 

had fallen apart, the red paint burned and peeled 

away, all the tools scattered amongst the dead 

ruins. Eventually my hand came upon the 

ratchet and a steel container full of sockets. 

Most of them still seemed to be shaped 

correctly. I sat to pulling apart the frame, taking 

the best pieces and laying them in a pile to build 

with later. I wished the ground weren’t so moist 

and soft, but there was nothing I could do about 

it for now. I’d need to travel to the mountains 

and find the goods to make cement for a longer-



lasting structure, but I could wait until after I’d 

found Kyle. For now, I hooked together three 

beams to cover with my parachute and make a 

small tent, building it around my fire pit to keep 

the fire from being rained on. If it flooded there 

would be no way to save the fire, but this would 

have to do.  

I chose a thick branch from one of the 

trees, covering it in moss dried by the original 

fire, casting it in the fire pit to create a torch. As 

long as I could, I would travel by torchlight, 

keeping some of my fire alive with certainty. 

I looked at my camp and, satisfied there was 

nothing else I could do for now, set off to search 

for Kyle in what remained of the daylight, 

planning to return by the light of my torch. I 

grabbed a couple bottles of water and put them 

in the duffel bag, taking it with me and leaving a 

couple bottles behind for Kyle.  

The swamp was beautiful, in a strange 

way. The trees were slender, their roots 

expanding just before they jutted into the mud 

beneath. Green shrubbery lined the bottom of 



the swamp, shooting up from the water similarly 

to the trees. I identified one of the shrubs as the 

bush from which the Osminog ate, then became 

worried that Kyle’s pod had landed in a 

populated area. That would be the worst of all 

options.  

I kept wandering around, noting the 

growing presence of the fruit bushes, heavy with 

ripe, red berries. There tended to be a bush 

every few hundred feet. Though they were 

inedible in their current form, processing would 

make these fruiting plants useful. I would dig 

them up and plant them at my campsite, 

surrounding my little garden.  

The water became deeper, making my 

progress more difficult. I rolled up the legs of 

my pants and took off my shoes, hauling the 

boots by the strings as I walked barefoot 

through the muck. Blubberballs slipped between 

my toes as I stepped on them, wriggling 

awkwardly away. I tore down more moss to 

burn on my torch as time went on, as night grew 

closer and I walked north. If I didn’t find Kyle 



soon, I would turn around. It wouldn’t be long, 

by my estimates, that I would come upon 

potentially inhabited land. The swamp bumped 

almost right up to the mountains, making our 

predicament even more difficult than it could 

have been.  

The muck got even deeper, coming up 

above my knees. If I were to continue, I’d get 

my outfit wet and make myself cold during the 

night. I found it better to return to camp for the 

night and stay dry, giving myself more 

opportunity to travel in the morning.  

I tromped back through the wilderness, 

carrying my torch and muddy shoes back to 

camp. I saw the firelight beneath the little tent 

and, still proud of my accomplishments, shoved 

the wooden end of my torch into the ground. It 

would probably burn down by the morning.  

I walked up to my tent and stepped on a 

piece of the water-resistant cloth, feeling mud 

seep through and knowing that my efforts at 

making shelter weren’t going to be worth it. 

Once again, I would have to sleep on some 



beams to keep myself dry. I walked to the 

remains of the wreckage, looking for the driest 

place possible. A hunk of steel, likely some of 

the plates that had curled back the least and 

fallen last, was on the ground under a pile of 

ash. I swept some of the ash out of the way with 

my feet and placed the duffel bag down, using it 

as a pillow. I had to find Kyle soon, but finding 

Kyle’s heavy, steel pod was going to be 

difficult.  

The night was fitful. I was hungry, seeing 

as I was trying to ration my food for Kyle’s 

arrival, and there wasn’t terribly much food left 

as it was. I could last by myself for several 

weeks, but we wouldn’t be waiting for several 

weeks. 

We’d be waiting for several years.  

I nervously tried to get to sleep, but it was 

difficult. If only the wormhole machine hadn’t 

broken after it had sent the message. As it was, 

the machine had made Earth certain we were 

safe for another two years, giving them even 

more reason to ignore us, assuming they needed 



it. Nothing would be expected or required of us 

until after our probing of the next planet was 

complete. It would take more than two years 

before anyone started wondering why we 

weren’t sending messages and send a search 

party.  

And, then, they wouldn’t be searching for 

living humans so much as signs that we hadn’t 

screwed things up and gotten in touch with the 

intelligent life.  

Never had I felt so alone, so dejected. I 

could expect many more nights like this, even 

after I found Kyle, feeling abandoned by Earth 

yet again. When I had first lifted off the ground, 

heading to the space dock above my home 

planet, I didn’t think that I could feel more 

betrayed by my people.  

I rolled over, the steel beneath me not 

feeling good enough to sleep on. I felt the ashes 

sweep away.  

Suddenly, though, my body jerked, a silly 

yet frightening thought running through my 

head. I looked up, saw the smoldering torch, and 



grabbed it, bringing it close to the steel plate. I 

scrubbed away some of the ash, finding pieces 

of blackened string. I used my grubby, long 

nails to peel away some of the dirt and mud 

caked onto the side of the steel. I saw some 

words written on the side and cleaned them off, 

putting the torch up to it.  

“Escape Pod Two” was written there.  

I ran over to my parachute and jerked it off 

of the fire, illuminating more ground. I had to 

have a way to see what I was doing. I couldn’t 

stand to fail Kyle any more than I already had. 

The ashes I had slept in the past few nights had 

been the remains of his capsule’s parachute, 

consumed in the fire of the main ship.  

I found the window, but couldn’t look in. I 

worried that muddy water had filled the capsule, 

killing Kyle, but I had to hope that he was still 

alive in there, though almost definitely injured. I 

couldn’t let myself accept what had to be true, 

that Kyle couldn’t be alive, until I saw for 

certain.  



As I removed the mud, the capsule rose, 

buoyant in the silty water. I rolled the capsule 

over in the mud, revealing the hatch and pulling 

it open.  

“Kyle?” I asked, shoving the torch in first 

and looking inside. The air inside felt stale and 

dead, the stench of rot escaping through the 

hatch.  

Iron red liquid was pooled in the bottom of 

the capsule, drying along the sides. I didn’t need 

to touch him to know that he was dead, but I 

reached forward a couple of fingers to his neck 

anyway, feeling the cold skin and lack of a 

pulse. I shook my head as I looked at him – this 

had to be a nightmare. 

I fell back out of the pod and sat down in 

the wet mud just outside, the water seeping 

through my clothing. I laid my head down, 

sobbing. I had loved Kyle and, now, we… he 

was gone. He was gone and I hadn’t even told 

him I loved him recently. 

He was gone, never having made it back to 

Earth successful. 



I crawled over to the fire and stared at it. I 

was alone, no one was going to rescue me, and 

Kyle, who had constantly been with me for the 

past six years, wasn’t coming back. I considered 

jumping in the fire, my soul empty, but didn’t. I 

couldn’t die, not yet.  

I watched as the fire burned, as the embers 

died down, as the morning came and my 

stomach rumbled. I couldn’t go back to Kyle, 

couldn’t make myself look at his dead face, see 

the dead body that would only compound the 

emptiness I felt. The most I could do, sadly, was 

cry.  

  



Chapter 3 

Eventually I drank some water and ate a 

tomato, spitting the seeds out into a plastic bag. 

Hopefully something would grow from it next 

year.  

Though I wanted to get rid of Kyle’s body 

through cremation or simple burial, I knew that 

the resources his body would provide were too 

precious. I did go to the mountains and retrieved 

pieces of my own shuttle, dragging the steel 

plates loaded down with calcium silicate and 

slag that could be used to make a low-quality 

hydraulic cement. I dug a hole in the ground, 

lining it as best I could with wood before 

removing the water, and built an inner layer 

made of cement and stone, the cement 

hardening as the water activated it. In that I 

placed the dried mud in which my plants had 

been growing, then Kyle’s rotting body, and a 

final layer of wet silt along with the plants. The 

cement garden box, lifted from the ground by a 



few feet, would hopefully help me keep the 

plants’ environment more Earth-like.  

I sat down in my dirty outfit and thought 

about what I had just done. Kyle’s body had 

been left in its capsule for several days while I 

built the plant holder. I mourned his loss, but I 

couldn’t bring myself to let him go yet. After 

having buried him in that box to feed my plants, 

I felt like I owed him something that I couldn’t 

have given him while his body was still above 

ground.  

I bent my knee, planting it next to the box, 

and rubbed the cement edges with my hands. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. I wiped my face with my 

sleeve, feeling the dirt and gritty cement rub off 

on my face. “I… I should have taken the second 

pod. I had enough time that I could have 

unlocked the hatch and still lived. I was so 

stupid, so selfish and… I’m sorry, Kyle.”  

He couldn’t hear me. At least, he couldn’t 

hear me in such a way that he could respond. 

Perhaps he had a spirit that was watching over 

me now but was helpless to interact with the 



world on my behalf. Somehow, that almost 

seemed worse than the idea that he was gone. I 

had to do what I could to ensure that he was 

gone, that it wasn’t me who trapped him here.  

As much as I disliked Kyle’s death and 

would have given anything to stop it, it did 

mean that I now had enough food coming from 

the plants to survive for a few more days. Even 

so, I needed to see how much energy I could 

collect with the solar panel to help me convert 

the native food to something edible.  

The computer, a sturdy machine, had 

survived, but the monitor had not. I used the 

computer to test the battery and solar panel, 

finding that I could collect enough sunlight to 

power my tools. I left them in the remains of 

Kyles’ escape pod, it being the only place I 

could keep dry enough to use the electronics.  

In the meantime, I needed to collect more 

food. Winter would eventually come, and, when 

that happened, I needed a stock of food large 

enough to survive off of the rest of the year. The 

fruits of the natives were the best supply of that.  



I set out with my shovel, dressed in shorts 

which I’d made from Kyle’s underclothes, and a 

tube top. Even if they got soaked in the swampy 

mess, I could easily wring them out.  

The work of digging the swamp berry 

bushes up and bringing them close to my 

campsite was similar to my quest for cement 

ingredients in that it removed my mind from 

how I’d failed Kyle.  

By the end of the day, I’d transferred 

twenty or thirty bushes into neat lines along the 

scar the ship had carved into the earth. I picked 

some of the fruits, which were fleshy, orange 

spheres about the size of an olive, and placed 

them in the duffel bag for now. I’d have to crush 

them and convert them to edible food later.  

I collected and cooked some of my 

vegetables, enjoying the fresh food while I still 

could. I looked at the mountains, looming over 

the wreckage where I was staying, and knew 

that their mineral wealth would be important. 

I’d found several rock formations that would be 

important in making a hydraulic cement, which 



I would need considering the amount of rain the 

area received. I was thankful that it was still 

summer, when the rain was warm and being 

sopping wet wasn’t a huge problem.  

I made another trip up to my escape pod, 

using the socket wrench to take out my seat – 

which would, ideally, become a bed – and the 

metal plate underneath it. I left the seat but 

dragged the plate with as many rocks for cement 

as I could. After days of trips such as these, I 

finally had enough to start building the 

foundation of a small cabin.  

I dug holes, lined them with twigs, and 

hoisted a steel beam from the wreckage of my 

ship in the middle. I poured the cement which 

hardened upon mixing with the water that 

filtered in with the twigs, erecting the steel 

structures at each of the corners which would 

become a little house. I used the axe, from the 

axe head I found amongst the wreckage, to cut 

down whole trees which I rolled to my abode.  

Just getting the materials for my cabin took 

long enough. I picked berries, smashed them, 



and pumped them through my resin every day, 

making disgusting, nasty paste that was either 

separated by the polarized light filter to eat or be 

recycled into the column. The nutritional paste 

kept me alive, barely, and tasted so bad it was 

almost worse than starving. Paste made from 

meat would have been better, would have 

provided more amino acids, but would be more 

difficult and perhaps even impossible to 

maintain and process. I stored the paste in clay 

jars that I sealed, to be opened later when 

necessary, for preservation.  

As the days on Osmina accumulated, my 

campsite started looking more and more livable. 

My house stood above the waters of the swamp, 

a sap similar to pine pitch coating the moss and 

twig roof to make it watertight. The floors and 

walls were made of wood and cement, covered 

in pitch in places to keep it dry. Pipes from the 

wreckage ran around the floor and stuck out in a 

small cabinet I dubbed my ‘stovetop.’ They 

were all hooked to a boiler, the fire in a steel pit 

made of Kyle’s escape pod, the hatch now the 



door to which I could add wood. The lock was 

repurposed and hooked to a sealed, metal 

container shaped from beaten aluminum parts 

from Kyle’s and my pod to become the pot to 

hold the water and steam. It would be an 

efficient way to heat the house in the winter, a 

way to keep it cool and still use it to cook and 

can in the summer.  

During a time in mid-summer, my survival 

nearly as assured as my continued loneliness, I 

began to explore the ideas that human curiosity 

put into my heart. As Kyle had said before the 

crash, the Osminog were perfect for this 

universe. Isolationist and willing to enforce it, 

they would fit in perfectly with the rest of the 

intergalactic community and deal well when 

they figured out or came up with their version of 

the Next Level Society Directive. I considered 

the Osminog societies and thought about how 

close they probably were to this swampy 

campsite.  

My curiosity compounded with the desire 

to see fellow sentient beings, even ones I 



couldn’t interact with, only watch from a 

distance. The computer, being broken, couldn’t 

serve to help me translate their language. I knew 

the basics of many Osminog languages, had at 

one point known quite a bit of some of them. I 

could pick it back up.  

My Earth plants were in a lull, the next of 

the fruiting bodies needing to be picked only 

looking to be ready in a few days. I made 

certain to keep some of the largest fruits for the 

next year’s planting and stored them in my 

cabin, hanging them from the ceiling to stay dry. 

With many jars of nutritional paste and a couple 

of jars of preserved fruits, I was prepared to last 

through the winter.  

But my mind wasn’t. I had nothing to do 

anymore, would have even less come winter. I 

had no one to talk to, nothing to accomplish. I 

looked out the door of my cabin on stilts to the 

little garden where Kyle’s body was buried.  

He was dead. I wasn’t. I couldn’t keep 

living in the shadow of his memory. I had loved 

him very dearly, spent every waking moment of 



the past six years carefully exploring the cosmos 

with him, would never forgive myself for 

having taken the working pod, and would regret 

his loss forever. Still, here, I wasn’t serving him 

by remaining. He was haunting my mind, 

poisoning my thoughts, and that’s not who he 

would want to be. He’d not been free for the 

past six years while he was alive, so I had to at 

least free his memory.  

I packed the duffel bag with water and 

enough fresh vegetables and nutritional paste for 

a few days’ journey. The cabin would still be 

here when I got back, Kyle’s body would not be 

disturbed. The fruiting bushes would have 

produced more fruit while I was gone, but I 

didn’t have the jars made to store them now 

anyway.  

I walked down to the garden, hidden in the 

middle of rows upon rows of fruit trees, and 

leaned down on it. The cement and stone planter 

had kept my plants well drained, the mechanism 

proving itself useful for next year.  



That wasn’t what I needed to be concerned 

with. I leaned down onto the muck, my bare 

knees sticking out from my shorts. Some of the 

common, insect like creatures I called 

siltstriders crawled from my plants onto my 

hands. It took a lot of nerve to remember that 

this wasn’t Earth, that the eight-legged, bug like 

creatures were harmless. I watched as the 

siltstrider walked away over the mud, scooting 

around through the thick goo.  

Kyle would have done that. He would have 

liked that I kept the little bug alive. In a way, 

through the memories he’d helped me make, he 

was still here, still with me.  

I touched the cement wall. “I’ve missed 

you, Kyle,” I said. “Life is lonely without you. 

I’m going to make it, though, much thanks to 

you for getting the solar panels.”  

I breathed heavily. I didn’t want to leave 

him. “I’ll be back, Kyle.”  

With that, I walked away from the planter 

to explore the swamp and gain more knowledge 

of the Osminog.  



Chapter 4 

I trekked to the west, into deeper swamp, 

walking around in shoes haphazardly fashioned 

from bark, moss, and vines of some native plant 

life. Blubberballs couldn’t swim around my 

toes, but they did bump up against my legs. 

While wandering near my base, I found the 

creatures in some of the nearest pools were no 

longer concerned by my splashing. Out here, 

though, farther than I had ever traveled before, 

they panicked and flopped into new puddles.  

It wasn’t long, though, before I figured out 

why the blubberballs were always so afraid. A 

flying creature, its crystalline body shaped with 

the usual quadrilateral symmetry, fell from a 

tree at high speed, plucking blubberballs up to 

eat. Its large mouth, at the top of its body, 

opened like a four-parted beak before it 

expanded two wings, flapping them to draw 

itself back up. Hooks on the wings dug into a 

tree, its eyes moving to follow me, see what I 

did and how I treated it.  



The farther I traveled, the more I realized 

how difficult it would be to find a tribe of 

Osminog. They didn’t establish cities or use 

fire, so there were no land markers other than 

empty berry bushes that I could detect.  

Eventually, though, I began to hear 

patterns in the chirping animal sounds. Quality 

and pitch changed in rollocking ways. I 

followed the voices, quietly pushing through the 

water as best a land animal could manage. The 

Osminog, well suited to this freshwater swamp, 

would probably be able to detect me quickly if I 

didn’t remain silent and still.  

Two creatures were walking around, 

picking and eating fruit. They chatted openly, as 

if they were unafraid of what was in the swamp, 

a bit unlike most Osminog I had watched 

through the probes. I listened to their voices, 

recognizing many of the words from my studies 

of the information of the probes. I could tell 

from their speech patterns that the two were 

from a spotted tribe of the Alpanqua language 



group. I smiled as I thought of the words I had 

coined to name their peoples.  

Through their rhythmic chirping, I heard 

the smaller one say, “Go see you often.” I sunk 

into the water, allowing even the duffel to get 

soaked. Worse than me dying of starvation or 

thirst would be the Osminog finding me.  

They stepped around, their bulbous bodies 

floating around in the swamp as their long, 

tentacle-like appendages swept water behind 

them. They had two eyes on each of their four 

sides, pure black orbs set in translucent, mud-

colored skin that was slimy like that of a 

jellyfish. One of the Osminog was smaller and 

hard, dark, new, black spots covered its skin, so 

I supposed it was in the young adult stage. The 

other was bigger and baggy, its spots very 

faded, near the end of the wizened stage. I 

cringed, realizing what was happening, needing 

no other explanation.  

“Follow tribe,” I heard the older say, 

recognizing only a couple of its myriad of 

words.  



“Visit many times.”  

They floated away through the swamp, 

blubberballs completely undisturbed by their 

movement and graceful skidding across the 

murk. I couldn’t let what was happening make 

me feel sorry. The plight that the wizened one 

was going through was something that happened 

to all Osminog whether I liked it or not.  

Unlike humans, the Osminog seemed to go 

through definitive life stages, the last of which 

Kyle and I had called ‘wizened.’ Once their 

cycle of budding was finished, the spots on their 

skin began to fade. Once the spots became too 

faded, a wizened Osminog was sent out of the 

tribe, never welcomed back. Food gathered and 

hoarded by the tribe would not be shared, 

warmth and protection amongst the numbers no 

longer afforded them. In extreme cases, where 

the wizened Osminog tried to come back and 

share from plants in the tribe’s territory, the 

group would destroy their own food supply just 

to keep the old one – or, in some rare cases, 

banished traitors or thieves – out. 



I continued on in the direction the two 

Osminog came from. The hub of their tribe 

wouldn’t be too far away now.  

I slunk around, the berry bushes nearby not 

sporting fruit as plentifully as the ones further 

out. These were the signs I could follow.  

The diurnal creatures were milling about, 

talking with each other. I got as close as I could 

and tried to listen and catch as many words as 

possible. I let only my head stick out of the 

water, hiding by bushes as I crept.  

It wasn’t long before a very large Osminog 

passed me, the first creature I had seen in the 

bearer life phase. The bearer before me was 

even budding, the child growing on its side like 

a tumor. The child’s eyes blinked, unseeing, as 

the offspring became distinct from its parent. It 

was fascinating, yet somewhat frightening.  

I remained still as the bearer floated along 

past me, then I followed far behind in its wake. I 

couldn’t let the creature see me, not for 

anything.  



The bearer came up, eventually, to an 

Osminog in the assistant phase. The assistant 

was smaller than the bearer, as was normal, and 

was taking care of a very small child. White, 

slimy goop wetted the assistant’s skin. It greeted 

the bearer with a series of clicks, the bearer 

returning them. I tried to remember the pattern, 

hoping to use this time to increase my 

vocabulary. 

“Very soon?” an Osminog questioned. I 

couldn’t quite get what it was trying to say other 

than that, but supposed it was asking about the 

child on the bearer’s side.  

“Very good. Today is big day. You good? 

Child good?” the bearer asked, tenderly patting 

the small child on the top of the head. The child 

clicked randomly, its teeth not yet in and it not 

able to make all the right noises. The cute and 

odd way of speaking made me smile as the child 

reached to the bearer, who drew it near over the 

murky water. “Child good,” the bearer said, 

stroking the wet skin of the child.  



The bearer reached underneath itself and 

pulled out a bag made of broad leaves. Its body 

fell, sinking slightly in the muck without the 

buoyancy of the package. I poked my head up a 

bit more to see what was inside, but quickly put 

it back down. 

The Osminog perked up, sensing ripples 

that I had created in the water. The bearer 

chirped and held the child close to itself.  

“Leave? Predator near?” the assistant 

asked, nervously kicking the water.  

“I see nothing,” the bearer said. Even so, 

they floated away warily, the bearer pushing the 

package full of ripe, orange fruits while the 

assistant took care of the child. I waited until 

they were sufficiently far away before I tried 

following them again.  

The bearer, in its largess, stood behind and 

urged the assistant and child on faster. I didn’t 

recognize all the words, but I could gather from 

context that some of what they said was ‘faster’ 

and ‘not home.’ Wherever they were leading 

me, it was not going to be the place where their 



tribe slept. I remained still, waiting for another 

set of Osminog to follow while the first set ran 

away from me.  

The water was getting very deep, my feet 

sticking in the muck at the bottom of the 

swamp, so I held onto the bark of the trees to 

easily stay afloat. Another set of Osminog, the 

only discernible difference between them and 

the last group being the presence of two 

assistants rather than one, eventually floated by. 

Though the Osminog were attuned to tiny 

differences in the spot patterns on their skin, I 

couldn’t tell them apart.  

“Many fruit,” I heard the bearer in the 

group say. “Eat forever.” 

They ate of the fruits from the bearer’s 

package as they floated along the top of the 

swamp.  

An assistant said, “Today big day. Many 

child show to…” but I couldn’t tell who the 

children were being shown to or if I’d even 

translated the sentence right in my head. Was I 

wrong about what the bearer had told the 



assistant earlier? Was it not talking about the 

child on its side? 

“Of ‘click-chirrup-whirr’ all good comes.” 

There was that word again. 

“Big day, very soon. Hurry, hurry!”  

This group, more excited than the last, was 

easier to follow. I swam at a distance behind 

them, hearing this new word over and over, 

never able to learn its meaning. Even so, I was 

recognizing more of the language from my 

studies, remembering words that I had once 

forgotten. More of what the Osminog were 

saying was making sense. 

“Give fruit to ‘click-chirrup-whirr’ of 

Fruit, eat forever,” the bearer said, handing 

some of its package to the child.  

“Hear bearer?” an assistant asked, tickling 

the spot just above the floating child’s eye. 

“Give fruit, get fruit. Always be a good 

Osminog.” 

The child clicked and made a chirp or two, 

its capabilities still not complete.  



Finally, though, I decided what ‘click-

chirrup-whirr’ had to mean. It was either king or 

god, some higher up that they were going to 

sacrifice their fruit to.  

As I followed, the swamp became filled 

with broken sticks, moss, and vines shaped into 

nests. The nests were all empty, all the Osminog 

floating steadily towards a central point. I 

looked in the nests and, in some of them, found 

something interesting. I looked around and, not 

seeing any Osminog nearby, plucked up what 

looked like their teeth sitting in the nests. They 

were of different sizes and had strange, unique 

textures. They were flat, meant to grind up fruit, 

and fit together so as to produce the sounds of 

the Osminog. I put them in my duffel bag, 

unzipping it carefully underwater to avoid being 

detected.  

After collecting many samples from 

several nests, I followed the groups of Osminog 

and felt the water levels lowering quickly as I 

went. I looked ahead and saw a mound 

somewhat like dry land, all the Osminog 



gathered there, looking to a central, nest-like 

pyre built of moss, rocks, and sticks.  

I went to an empty nest close enough to the 

gathering place to listen, but far enough away 

that I wouldn’t be seen, and hid underneath the 

floating structure.  

Eventually, the hubbub died down, a 

single, wizened Osminog standing next to the 

pyre. The four tentacles normally used to push 

an Osminog through the muck were extended, 

lifting the bulbous body up to a height just 

shorter than a human. It lifted up a branch 

covered in orange fruits, waving it around.  

“The King of Fruit, the Protector God of 

the Osminog, deserves our sacrifice!” the 

wizened Osminog called out. “All child, come 

forth!”  

I began to worry. The word for fruit and 

the word for child were very similar – what was 

actually being done in this ceremony?  

Small children crawled out of the muck, 

onto the island, each carrying a few fruits with 

one of their tentacles. They came up to the 



wizened Osminog, scampering at its feet, 

chirping nonsensically. The wizened one closed 

its eyes and bounced happily.  

“Now quiet, children!” the wizened 

Osminog shouted. “The God of the Waters is 

coming!”  

I watched as a bearer, draped with moss, 

clambered out of the water. The children all 

clicked nervously and gathered together, still 

and afraid. 

“I am the God of Water! I hide everything 

that wants to live in me, even small, delicious 

children!” the Osminog said. It flung a couple 

balls of mud at the children, who chirped madly. 

“If you do not respect me, I will not respect you, 

and currents will not lead you home, ripples will 

not show you predators.”  

An assistant, covered in mud, came up 

from the water. “I am the God of Land!” it said. 

“What lives in the water cannot find you in my 

realm, but I will also support that which hunts 

you. All life is precious to Osmina.”  



Another bearer threw off a moss cape to 

reveal skin covered in the bioluminescent algae 

common in certain puddles. “I am the God of 

the Sky, the source of light! I will guide your 

footsteps and show you where to swim, but my 

gift is two sided, also helping your enemies find 

and eat you.”  

An assistant threw some vines across the 

little island to a bearer, the two of them working 

to pull a plant-like puppet that the assistant 

voiced, “I am the God of the Plants, amongst 

which you can play, and hide, but which also 

fool and deceive! Poisons run through my veins 

and ‘chipperwha-click-zza’ remain still to 

surprise and consume you!”  

The children screamed as the puppet 

quickly was pulled by the bearer, the plant 

whizzing by them. I laughed, thinking about 

how lame human children would find all of this. 

Holograms were far more sophisticated than 

these puppets. Still, I could appreciate the 

creativity of these creatures.  



The puppet gone, a young adult pushed 

forward a bag that fell open, blubberballs, 

siltstriders, fish, and puffsanders – a small, hard-

shelled creature that would puff up like a puffer 

fish, except instead of spikes would blow this 

hard, sandy material that would stick to its 

attacker’s skin irritatingly – falling out of the 

leafy bag. From behind the large bag, the young 

adult said, “I am the God of Fellow Prey, those 

animals which wander around and keep your 

enemies fed and alive, but who desire to be your 

allies and deserve your respect!”  

From then, as the animal creatures snuck 

off the dry land and back to the water, the older 

Osminog all began to slap the water with their 

long tentacles. 

The wizened Osminog that had silenced 

everyone in the beginning of the ceremony 

lifted its fruit bush branch and cried out, “Oh 

no! What is coming?!”  

From the water rose a huge puppet, built 

from large branches, vines, glowing algae, and 

what appeared to be parts taken from a dead 



animal. Though I hadn’t seen the animal since 

my arrival, I recognized the majestic form that 

the Osminog were trying to imitate, an ocean 

beast I called the Leviathan. Like everything on 

this planet, the animal had quadrilateral 

symmetry. The puppet was the color of muck in 

the night, had eight limbs, upon four of which it 

walked and four of which had flails with 

massive claws that seemed to have actually once 

belonged to a living creature. Its body was more 

vertically oblong than the nearly spherical 

Osminog, the top of which held membranes that 

could detect the scent of its prey. The Osminog 

puppet wasn’t quite a perfect representation, but 

two moss-covered bearers held algae-covered 

sticks in their hands, waving them menacingly 

in attempt to show the animal’s ferocity.  

From within the costume, several Osminog 

said in unison, “I am the God of the Predator! I 

shall give to your enemies tooth, claw, speed, 

and stealth to find and eat you! I shall first 

consume the Osminog in body then, once you 



are all dead, I shall consume the captured ‘whir-

ck-ck-ck-‘ in ‘ck-ck-skrrr!’”  

The Osminog in the costume made a 

horrible racket, the sounds of many teeth 

grinding and making weird noises, while the 

Osminog outside whirred and smacked the 

water. The children on the island grouped 

together tightly, chirping and clicking in the 

most frightened manner they could while the 

costumed Osminog stepped forward 

menacingly, lifting the clawed appendages 

above their heads.  

I couldn’t watch child sacrifice, not even of 

aliens that looked so disparate from humans. 

While all the slapping was going on, I lifted my 

hands out of the water and to my face, ready to 

cover my eyes.  

But then, the biggest bearer I had yet seen 

stepped out of the water, neither covered nor 

carrying anything. “Stand back, predator! Let 

my people go! You cannot eat them!”  



The predator made grating, hissing noises 

as it backed toward the water. “But who are 

you? I have never seen you before!”  

The bearer stepped forward. “I am the 

Protector God, the god who will stand up and 

help the precious Osminog survive! I will show 

them tricks, cunning, the value of their tribe, of 

trust, and try my hardest to turn your predators 

away from them!”  

The children seemed to perk up as the large 

bearer stood up to the costumed enemy.  

The predator hissed again. “I will back 

down… this time. But you are weak, one who 

calls itself the Protector God, and I will strike 

whenever I get the opportunity. I hate the 

Osminog and will prey on them forever.” The 

Leviathan slipped back into the water and the 

Osminog slipped out from under the costume, 

letting it fall limply down.  

The children, however, had all begun to 

cling to the large bearer. It patted them on the 

heads with a free tentacle, paying attention to 

each of them. “You are safe for now and, dear 



ones, and your ‘whir-ck-ck-ck’ will come to live 

with me when you die. I cannot always protect 

your bodies, though,” the bearer said. “The God 

of the Predators is strong, its beasts strong as 

well. My strength will fade if I fight it to protect 

you here, in this realm. So listen closely to your 

bearers, to the assistants who will care for you, 

and those who are of your tribe. Pay no heed to 

those with spots of the other tribes, ‘whir-ck-ck-

ck’-less creatures who eat your fruit and make it 

easier for the predator to get you. I will try to 

protect you in this life, not just the next, but I 

will need something to rejuvenate me. As I 

speak through ‘whirrup-zza,’ my messenger, I 

look down upon you and see that you have fruit. 

Fighting the God of the Predators took a lot of 

work, and now I need to eat. Please, sacrifice 

your firstfruit so that I may protect you always.”  

The bearer opened one of her tentacles to 

reveal a couple of olive-sized fruits, laying them 

carefully on top of the pyre. “Feed the 

Protector!” the bearer shouted.  



The children opened their own tentacles 

and looked at the bruised fruit within with 

interested eyes. Some of the older looking ones 

pulled themselves to the pyre, decorating the 

sides with their colorful, orange fruit. The 

younger ones required their bearers to urge them 

up to the pyre, pointing out what they were 

supposed to do. All the Osminog whirred, 

congratulating the children.  

I smiled, recognizing the story from when 

I’d translated it about a year back. The Osminog 

saw the whole world as out to get them, neutral 

parties at best. Even other tribes of Osminog 

were seen as enemies, people who stole food 

from the people under the righteous watch of the 

Protector God. It was an interesting religion.  

Before the Osminog could get over their 

excitement, recess, and find me, I slunk away 

through the swamp, aiming to return to my base 

and clean up.  

  



Part Two: The Old Suspect 

  



Chapter 1 

I slunk back through the swamp, a smile on 

my face and a spring in my step even as I ate my 

dirtied squash and potatoes. The excursion had 

brought a new sense of accomplishment, 

trophies in my bag. I had pulled off a scientific 

exploit, fulfilling my human curiosity and at the 

same time satisfying the requirements of the 

Next Level Society Directive. The Osminog had 

no idea that I, or any alien, existed.  

I sighed when I arrived at my house, 

looking up at the little hatch in the bottom. I 

climbed up the ladder and pushed the door up, 

hanging the duffel bag on the top rung so it 

could dry off. I took off my shorts and 

underwear, hanging them up in similar fashion 

so I could clean off and get on fresh clothes.  

I picked up a bucket, made from roughly 

hewn wood, and walked to the little well I’d 

made. It wasn’t very deep, but the low quality 

cement allowed water to seep in with less 

particulate matter and algae than the 



surrounding puddles. I drew up the water and 

dumped it in the boiler to heat for my shower, 

closing the valve to capture the steam in the 

pipes, heating it a bit faster. I stoked the fire, 

adding some more wood to it to heat the water a 

bit better.  

“Chirrup-whirr-ck-zazz…” I heard. I 

flinched and thought about what the sentence 

meant, but I was too flustered to remember all 

of what the Osminog had said. I flitted my eyes 

around and, though I was covered in muck and 

would dirty my house, rushed up my ladder to 

hide. Hopefully they wouldn’t understand the 

concept of a hatch or treehouse and would go 

away so I could shower.  

There were two of them, one a wizened 

Osminog with faded spots and the other a young 

adult. I wondered if these were the two I had 

seen the day before.  

“Only the Protector could have prepared 

this, Zzzzawhir. Look at all these fruit plants! 

You were meant to be here. Perhaps we should 

all come to see this holy land.”  



No. No, this couldn’t be happening… this 

was absolutely the worst thing that could 

happen.  

“I’m not so certain, young one. The God of 

Predators is cunning and gives his minions the 

powers to trick us. There may be chipperwha-

click-zza that we haven’t found in there. This 

could be a trap,” the older Osminog said. I 

opened the hatch just a crack to hear them more 

clearly, maybe find out what chipperwha-click-

zza meant.  

They came out of the rows of fruit bushes 

toward the cabin on stilts. I pulled my head back 

a bit, keeping my face hidden behind a door. My 

heart beat as I considered my options to get rid 

of them.  

I grabbed the axe near the door, up until 

now only used to cut down timber, and 

considered using my physical advantages over 

the Osminog on land to kill them. They couldn’t 

find me, couldn’t let the knowledge of aliens 

seep into their culture. All of humanity was at 

risk.  



The wizened one held back its child with a 

tentacle. “This is a place of many gods! Look – 

there is light, held still, underneath that strange 

tree! There is water here in bags and mysterious 

holes. Uruk-zzachirp swim around in the pools, 

chickchick live amongst the bushes.”  

I took it that uruk-zzachirp had to be 

blubberballs, which I kept for entertainment in 

buckets and puddles. The chickchik were likely 

siltstriders, the only other animal that I had on 

the property.  

The wizened one continued, “There is land, 

even a strange mound in the center, which has 

fruit we do not recognize. And look at all these 

fruit bushes in straight lines, likely the bushes 

that feed the Protector itself! This place is too 

holy for us to step upon.”  

The young one stepped carefully closer to 

the house. I kept the door up, ready to pounce if 

necessary. The old one I could let live if it alone 

discovered a few things. Now that it was 

spotless and banished, none of the other 

Osminog would listen to it.  



“Everyone else is here, why isn’t the God 

of Predators?” the young one asked.  

“Another good reason I should leave. If the 

God of Predators does find this place sacred, 

which I don’t see why not, nothing could help 

me. These bushes already belong to the 

Protector, if we are right, so sacrificing them 

will not appease it.”  

The young one walked around. “What do 

you suggest, then? The food around here is very 

scarce. There aren’t any other bushes for several 

hours of travel.”  

Of course there weren’t. I had dug them all 

up and taken them here for myself.  

“I’ll… I can’t go back. I’ll stay here for 

now and see if the Protector will let me eat of its 

sacred bushes. You should eat enough fruits to 

get you home, keep you strong and fast if you 

detect any predators, and make large sacrifices 

when you get home as apology for stealing the 

Protector’s fruit.”  



“But what if you’re right? What if this is a 

place full of predators? I can’t just leave you 

alone on your second night out.”  

The wizened Osminog pulled the young 

adult close, holding it tight. “Everyone who the 

Protector has the strength to keep safe grows old 

eventually. Perhaps, young dear, the predators 

will show up and I will not be protected. Even 

so, perhaps the God of the Predators will be 

happy enough with my old skin and let healthy, 

young Osminog go more easily. It’s a day’s 

journey back to the tribe, so it’s better that the 

predators focus on me than you.”  

“But… but… Zzzzawhir, what if I just 

spend the night?”  

Zzzzawhir, the word evidently the 

wizened’s name, let its tentacles sag a bit, its 

body resting down. “How I wish you could, 

little one, my beloved firstborn… It is getting 

late, I suppose. Let’s do as appropriate a 

sacrifice as we can, praising the Protector God 

of the Fruit and asking for its mercy. If you 

survive the night, you should leave first thing in 



the morning when the God of the Sky is 

providing us with the sun. I won’t take any 

argument from you then.” 

She pulled herself awkwardly forward, as 

if there were water underneath of her. I could 

see how well-built the Osminog were for their 

wetland environment, not for land as dry as I 

was living in now. The young adult followed 

closely, pulling itself just behind its wizened 

parent.  

I felt of my brow, thinking about how hot 

it felt in the little cabin. I wiped some dirty 

sweat and let it drip down onto the floor.  

The two Osminog closed their eyes as they 

sat, tentacles outstretched, beneath the house. I 

could look directly into the mouths placed on 

the top of their bulbous bodies, watching as the 

rows and rows of teeth ground against each 

other to make unique sounds.  

“Oh, all gods that live upon the back of 

Osmina, we humbly call upon you to spare us. 

We honor your power and your glory, we desire 



your help. Let us live through the night and we 

will serve you anew for the rest of our lives.”  

I felt a bead of sweat drip down my nose 

and saw it plop on the floor. I thought about it 

for a second, realizing that it was far hotter here 

than it had been outside. Something was 

wrong… 

The boiler!  

“Oh, Protector! We didn’t know that this 

was your holy land, that this was the home of 

your sacred bushes! Please, Protector, find us 

worthy of your services! Keep the God of the 

Predators at bay, let us live on Osmina through 

the night. Our whir-ck-ck-ck will belong to you, 

praise be your eternal struggle with the God of 

the Predators. We will drop fruit into your 

mouth, give you whatever you need.”  

I let the door drop and walked over to the 

pipe that stuck up into the room and served as a 

small heating element. It was hot, the 

pressurized steam’s temperature continuing to 

rise under the impulse of the high-carbon flame 

heating it. I hadn’t intended to let that much 



water remain in the boiler for this long, only 

wanted to use it for a hot shower. The steam 

needed to be released.  

“Tell us what we can do, what we can 

sacrifice, and we will bring it. We will find it. 

We are dedicated to you, oh gods, and will 

listen.”  

I looked for a wrench, frantically digging 

through the tools that I had rescued from the 

ship. They were disorganized, though, the 

toolboxes having been useless and buried in 

case I needed metal later.  

“Give us a sign, oh Protector!”  

At one of the weakest points on the 

aluminum boiler, the steam burst out. I heard the 

Osminogs scream and run away, scrambling 

back to the fruit bushes.  

I opened the hatch and crawled out, 

running away myself, the house quickly filling 

up with rising steam that came up through 

cracks I hadn’t noticed in the floor. I felt the 

steam burning my legs and body as I hopped 

down, but I wasn’t in the steam for long enough 



to get injured. At least my dirty clothes would 

get clean.  

The damage to the boiler, I saw, wasn’t 

irreparable. The trees were dense and there 

seemed to be a presence of coal closer to the 

mountains. I could probably build a forge and 

make a new pressurized container, one that was 

better than the original. After I repaired the 

boiler, I’d have several upgrades to make to my 

cabin to get rid of the leakages of heat for when 

winter came.  

I looked out over the land, not seeing the 

Osminogs anywhere. Hopefully they’d thought 

the boiler overpressurization to be a sign of a 

predator and left.  

There was no certainty, however, that my 

hopes were true. Osminogs were very clever at 

hiding when they wanted to be, their spotted 

skin blending in well with the mud and their 

choices of how and where to hide very witty.  

I returned to the boiler, the Osminogs now 

gone, and pulled the small valve on the bottom, 

collecting what hot water was in there. This 



wouldn’t serve for a good bath, but it would be 

adequate until the Osminogs were gone. I 

dunked some cloth from Kyle’s suit into the 

bucket and poured some lukewarm water over 

the hot to make it bearable to touch. Quickly, I 

washed myself off with the water – no soap 

available yet, since the fruits weren’t very fatty 

– and dunked the dirty clothes in after, getting 

the mud off of them as best I could. I hung them 

back on the ladder rungs and climbed up, into 

my cabin, to escape being seen by the wizened 

and young adult Osminogs. I couldn’t be certain 

that they wouldn’t return.  

With fear, I sat down on my bed. I had 

only taken one trip, made just one, small 

mistake, and everything was now at risk.  

Humans couldn’t afford me to make this 

kind of mistake. What if the Next Level was 

watching me and decided I’d gone too far? The 

young adult had to go, at the very least. The 

wizened one’s leaving would also be good, 

prevent the young adult from coming back.  



I would figure it out. I grabbed a knife and 

some sticks. If I were to give messages to the 

Osminogs, it couldn’t be from a human – it had 

to come from a god, a god that could speak a 

language my body was incapable of. Remaining 

hidden would be best, but seeming divine and 

frightening could be a good second bet. At least, 

maybe, the Osminogs would stop coming and I 

could convince these two to stay away.  

  



Chapter 2 

The morning arrived. I stretched, yawned, 

and smacked my lips as I looked at the ceiling. 

A nice breakfast of nutritional paste awaited, 

making me frown. Anything was better than the 

nutritional paste made from treated native fruits.  

As I rolled out of bed, a greater concern 

than what I was going to have for breakfast 

entered my mind. The Osminog were still 

outside, sleeping somewhere amongst the fruit 

bushes. I couldn’t have that, not while I needed 

to return to my duties of harvesting. I had plenty 

of material for more pots to store food in and 

shouldn’t waste them.  

I popped open the door and grabbed up my 

now clean shorts and tube top, both dark articles 

of clothing that the Osminogs wouldn’t so easily 

pick out from the environment. After clothing 

myself, I crawled down from the house and felt 

my toes squish the ground beneath me. I picked 

up the axe that I had dropped the day before and 

looked around.  



I couldn’t spot the Osminogs, but I could 

hear them. Clicking, whirring, chirruping. I held 

the axe above my head and considered what to 

do. If the young adult saw me, it wouldn’t know 

what I was. It could tell the tribe what it saw and 

ruin my cover. The Next Level, if they were 

watching me, could see this as proof that the 

humans weren’t upholding their ideals and 

annihilate us all as punishment.  

Better one Osminog would have to die than 

that. 

I stalked forward, axe up, ready to strike 

the young adult if I came within reach. My first 

hope was, of course, to not be seen as I tried to 

figure out the Osminogs’ motives. I crouched as 

I entered the rows of fruit bushes, axe in hand, 

and listened to their voices as I got closer.  

“You must leave,” one of them said. 

Gathering from what I had overheard the night 

before, I took it to be the wizened Osminog.  

“The Protector kept us safe yesterday when 

the predator roared. I could stay here with you, 



Zzzzawhir.” I stayed still and waited for the 

wizened’s response.  

“I told you yesterday that I wouldn’t let 

you stay again. These bushes may belong to the 

Protector, but I am willing to forfeit my own 

life, or what little remains of it, and stomp them 

into the ground so you have to go home.”  

“Zzzzawhir! How could you do such a 

thing?” the young Osminog cried out. I heard it 

stand. “I won’t let you!”  

The older Osminog stood as well, and I 

heard it bump into the younger. “Then you will 

either leave, or pray that the Protector let the 

predators eat me. You cannot throw your life 

away for me, an old Osminog. Look at me – 

how can you even trust me? How do you know 

who I am? My spots are fading, dear, and will 

be completely gone before much longer. I will 

become suspect.”  

Silence occurred between them. I heard 

them step around, their tentacles squishing the 

mud.  

“But I… I love you.”  



“Child, you always will. The Protector will 

keep me and let us meet in the next life 

assuming you don’t make me commit this evil. 

Now go… you can come visit me in fifteen days 

or so, just before the season changes.”  

I backed away a bit, satisfied the young 

adult was going to leave.  

“Alright. I will come back, Zzzzawhir. I 

will bring you sacrifices to give to the Protector. 

I… I’ll miss you. I love you.” 

I heard them patting each other, accomplishing 

something similar to a hug.  

“I love you too, Chirchirrup. Now go… it 

is time.”  

I crouched down further and watched as 

the young adult walked by, just a few rows of 

bushes away. If I had felt threatened that 

Chirchirrup wasn’t going to leave, I could have 

easily jumped up and attacked it with the axe. 

Instead, I saw its dark-spotted body walking 

away, Zzzzawhir following it out of the fruit 

bushes. I remained still as they left, sitting 

amongst the bushes.  



The young adult was gone, at least for 

now, and I wouldn’t have to worry that much 

about the old, wizened Osminog. Even so, I 

thought it would be best if the old one left too. 

There had to be a way to get rid of it.  

Predators scared all the Osminog, not just 

this tribe. Being eaten was their greatest fear, 

being cast out of the tribe the Osminogs’ only 

form of punishment. I could take advantage of 

that. The wizened one didn’t need to see me to 

fear for its life and cower in the presence of 

unseen predators.  

I crept away with my axe, going away 

from the Osminogs and my cabin, heading 

instead toward the cache where I’d hidden the 

last of the goods from my pod. I needed a way 

to make Osminog-like noises, maybe give it a 

message from the gods telling it to leave. One 

way or another, I was going to scare this thing 

away.  

I put down the axe and dug up the remains 

of the toolbox, in which was buried a lot of 

plastic. I could probably use the plastic to make 



a device capable of speaking a few Osminog 

sounds – at least enough to say the all-important 

words of ‘go away!’ 

The couple of blocks of plastic collected, I 

tossed the box back in its hole and scooped the 

mud overtop of it. I would carve the plastic into 

false Osminog teeth, giving the rounds of plastic 

unique speech-making capabilities. I worried, 

however, about the time it would take to make 

these mouthpieces when it would be so much 

simpler to scare the Osminog off with my 

presence. I shook my head… making the 

mouthpiece in my cabin would force me to take 

the time and come up with a better plan, make 

more well-thought out decisions. Rushing into 

things now could end with the wizened one 

telling its child, just a short walk away, to come 

back with the whole village.  

I walked around the garden, the mud 

squishing beneath my toes, taking care of my 

pet blubberballs by adding some algae to the 

little bucket as I did. The poor things hadn’t 



been well taken care of the past couple days 

what with my journey and all.  

I spotted my cabin and crept up to it, 

climbing back up the hatch and shutting the 

door. A small knife awaited me, sitting next to 

the door where I could grab it and start carving 

the plastic with. I turned on a light, the bulb 

from my capsule and the wiring hooked to the 

solar panels on the roof. Without a window on 

my cabin, I’d need it to work by.  

I heard the Osminog outside, walking 

around amongst my bushes, clicking and 

whirring repetitively in the Osminog version of 

song. At the same time, I silently carved the 

false teeth, always disappointed with the sounds 

my instruments could make. They simply 

weren’t very good. I sighed, knowing this 

wasn’t going to work.  

The duffel bag. Inside it were teeth that I’d 

collected from Osminog nests – I could use the 

discarded teeth.  

I opened the hatch and looked outside. The 

old Osminog was around, picking fruit, but was 



within sight of the cabin. The eyes of the 

Osminog, situated all around its body, allowed it 

to see the movement I’d caused with the hatch, 

making it drop its fruit and dash into the rows of 

bushes I’d planted. The creatures were so 

flighty.  

I pulled up the bag and dumped out the 

contents. Muddy teeth dirtied the floor of my 

cabin, all of them with unique, sound-producing 

textures that I couldn’t discern with my eyes. I 

took two teeth and rubbed them together.  

Zzzzzz. A low-pitched zzzz, an uncommon 

sound in the language but an important one. I 

put down the tooth in my right hand upon a dry, 

broad leaf, writing on it with what was left of a 

grease pencil. I’d need to find a new way to 

write soon, especially with more fruit and jars to 

process and store.  

I picked up another tooth and rubbed two 

together, figuring out the practical use of the 

sounds and looking for all the combinations. It 

seemed that most of the teeth wouldn’t produce 

a useful sound when struck against each other, 



but when struck by any of a common four that 

determined pitch, all twenty-three useful sounds 

were created. This made things easier. I could, if 

I wanted, create gloves that could allow me to 

talk with my hands after some practice.  

I turned off my light and lifted the hatch 

back up to peek out. I shoved one of the plastic 

rods underneath so I could lay down, play with 

my discarded teeth, and watch what happened 

outside. Quietly, I took the four most important 

teeth and drew them near, wondering if I had the 

ability to work holes in them. I could tie them to 

my fingers, perhaps make some kind of glove to 

sew them onto.  

Eventually, I saw the Osminog creep to the 

edge of the bushes, hiding from the house and 

its boiler, a pair of eyes pointed at me and my 

hatch. Anything I did would be seen, heard, and 

judged by this creature. If I wasn’t careful, it 

would see me and discover that it wasn’t alone 

in the universe. That was more danger than I 

was willing to risk.  



After several minutes of staring, 

unmoving, I saw the alien creep forward, 

pulling its torso along the ground. Each forward 

motion of the tentacles seemed strained, 

questioned, perhaps reverent in their placement.  

As the creature came close to my cabin, it 

peered up at me with its black eyes. It couldn’t 

see me, though, not with the light off and the 

hatch up so little. It had been far enough away 

earlier that it probably didn’t even realize that I 

had opened it up. 

The creature closed its eyes and stopped 

short of coming directly under my house as it 

had yesterday. It spread its tentacles out wide, 

the diamond-shaped pads facing upwards, a fruit 

in each palm.  

“Oh, Protector,” the Osminog whispered.  

Not this again.  

“Protector, I know nothing of this land, this 

mystical, divine place that you have led me to. I 

pray for your wisdom and direction, that you tell 

me what it is I should do here. I have nothing 

but that which belongs to you, so ordered and 



divine, to offer in thanksgiving and sacrifice. I 

am not even certain that I will eat of your holy 

bushes, that I should remain on this sacred land, 

only that this is the best place I have outside the 

tribe.  

“Oh, Protector, keep my child safe on its 

trip back. Get it back to the tribe, keep it safe 

from all the predators. I know your actions, your 

work, and that you reside in this land, that you 

kept the predators from us last night. I have 

nothing, Protector, but will give anything you 

ask if you grant me this request.” The wizened 

one opened its eyes and stared at the fire. “Do 

not protect me. I… Protector, don’t even waste 

your energy protecting me if it even gives a 

sliver of a chance to Chirchirrup. I will die come 

winter anyway, so please don’t worry.”  

I laid my head down and closed my eyes, 

trying not to pay attention to the Osminog, if 

only for just a moment. I couldn’t let this thing’s 

altruism get to me.  

“While I am here, in communion with all 

of the gods, I am uncertain if I need you, 



Protector, to speak to them all for me. But I 

plead for your voice, seeing as it is more 

powerful amongst your peers than is mine.  

“God of the Waters, move my child swiftly 

to its home, to the protection that numbers give 

us. Bring the predators to me if it would get 

them farther away from it. 

“Oh God of the Sky, of the Sun and Stars, 

who shines brightly in the sparkling nest, grant 

favor to Chirchirrup…”  

I thought about the Osminog’s pleas, about 

how I would have asked for the same thing for 

Kyle. I so would have rather sacrificed myself 

for his life, but that wasn’t to be. I hadn’t 

expected him to die, hadn’t even thought about 

what I could have done to sabotage my own 

chances in order to improve his, not until it was 

too late.  

“Great God of Animals, I cannot expect or 

ask of you to sacrifice one of your precious 

charges for the sake of an Osminog, so I will 

beg that you use them to lead the predators 



away from my child’s path. Lead them here, if 

you must.”  

I wanted to help this stupid Osminog, but I 

couldn’t. I wanted to let it know that its stupid 

kid was going to be safe, but I couldn’t even 

know that was going to be true myself. I 

couldn’t do anything about it anyway now that 

the young adult was long gone.  

“Oh, mighty God of the Predators!” the 

Osminog cried out, hesitance in its voice.  

I perked up at the call, knowing that the 

Osminog were loathe to pray to the God of 

Predators, the god that sought their deaths and 

eternal destruction.  

“God of Predators… I… I’m afraid. I want 

to…”  

I couldn’t take it. I grabbed up my little 

teeth, looking at the sounds that I had written 

down for them to make. I lined up a word, 

trying to figure out how I was going to stroke at 

the correct times and intervals to be able to 

speak the language.  

“You can have… have…”  



I held the teeth.  

“Please, please don’t take my child, I offer-

“ 

“Sacrifice,” I said, hearing the pathetic 

squeal with which the discarded teeth talked. I 

wasn’t even sure that the Osminog would 

understand what I had said, much less take my 

command the right way. I quickly rearranged 

the teeth to look for the ones appropriate for the 

next word I wanted to say.  

The Osminog, however, jumped and 

squealed, covering its eyes with its tentacles. 

“No! Don’t eat me!”  

I cursed silently. I’d made contact, in a 

way, and had shaped the destiny of an alien. I 

shouldn’t hope that this plan to calm the 

Osminog and try to use it would work.  

The Osminog crawled forward and put its 

palmed fruit down at the base of the fire pit, 

squealing with its high pitched teeth. “I… I 

didn’t mean that, Predator God. I am scared, a 

weakling! I will sacrifice just as you demand! 



Bring your evils, bring your monsters, and I will 

not run if I can help it.”  

I cursed inside, biting hard as I was upset 

with myself. I had taken too long and the 

Osminog thought I wanted its death. I put the 

teeth to say ‘fruit’ back down, trying to take up 

something new. It had to be quick, one word 

with enough meaning to get what I wanted 

across. There was only one. 

The Osminog was shivering outside, 

despite the heat, its eyes closed and its tentacles 

curled up close to itself.  

“Listen,” I said, buying more time.  

The Osminog opened the eyes closest to 

my hatch, bending itself to look up. It had such 

a look of reverent awe, despite having no human 

facial features whatsoever, that I took a moment 

just looking back.  

Slowly, each word carefully listened to by 

the patient Osminog, I took up the teeth and 

spoke, “Day, pick fruit. Sacrifice much fruit to 

me. Eat fruit you need. Night, sleep near mound 

in middle of bushes. Child cannot stay.”  



After a significant amount of time passed, 

the Osminog stood up and bowed reverently. 

“I… I do not understand. Are you the God of 

Predators or the Protector God?”  

I smiled, my mouth shut tight. I didn’t 

need to respond.  

Eventually, the Osminog said, 

“Understanding is not necessary, I suppose. I 

shall spend all the days I have remaining 

picking your fruit, sacrificing them to you here 

at this sacred place.” The Osminog left 

immediately, heading toward the garden. I 

noticed how it didn’t turn, just changed the 

direction in which it moved, chose a different 

side of itself to be called ‘front.’  

I sighed in relief, putting the teeth back 

onto the labeled leaves where they belonged. I 

may have been forced to do most of my outside 

work at night, now, but I had gained from this 

adventure. I had someone dedicated to 

harvesting my garden, someone who would 

probably do anything to succeed at it.  

And, damn it all, I had made first contact.   



Chapter 3 

Days had gone by and never had I quite 

become nocturnal. I slept late in the mornings, 

mornings during which the Osminog worked 

hard and picked perfect fruits for me, and stayed 

up late at night while the Osminog was asleep 

near Kyle’s grave. During the day I would sit in 

my cabin and make pots from clay or cement, 

depending on the materials I had gotten on one 

of my night raids. At night, I would put the 

fruits the Osminog had sacrificed at the foot of 

the fire pit in buckets and tote them into the 

cabin, processing them appropriately. I would 

also filter some water, leaving a bucket of it 

outside for the Osminog if it wanted any. It 

seemed interested in the water and the deep 

spoon made from a gourd-like vegetation on the 

planet, but was always too afraid to touch it.  

For a few of the fruits the Osminog 

sacrificed, I ran them through the resin and 

filtered with the light filter. For the other, bigger 

portion, I set them in a pot made from the steel 



of Kyle’s pod and cooked them down, pouring 

them directly into my sealable pots. I marked 

these with an extra mound of mud on the top 

and stacked them high in my little cabin, further 

limiting the amount of room I had to move. I 

had to make an addition to the cabin if I wanted 

to save enough food. 

I had made a couple of changes since the 

Osminog’s arrival. One was a window to allow 

light into the cabin. The window was made from 

the window of my pod, which I retrieved on a 

foray for cement supplies, and was well set in 

the roof about two feet away from the solar 

panel. The Osminog couldn’t see me this way 

and light usage was maximized.  

At night, I did everything else that needed 

to be completed. I watched the Osminog, 

waiting for it to be soundly asleep so I could 

collect the vegetables on the mound. The 

Osminog didn’t seem to be interested in the 

vegetables, much to my relief. I cut down trees 

for firewood and did my best to split them into 

kindling. I wished for a better heat source, but 



the mountain coal was difficult to collect 

without a pick. I emptied the ash from the fire 

pit, throwing it behind the house in a puddle. 

Survival without the inventions that humans had 

come up with over thousands of years was far 

more difficult than I had planned it being.  

Two weeks, according to the calendar on 

my watch, had passed since the young adult had 

left. I hoped that it would stay away, but 

suspected that it wouldn’t. There was a special 

bond between it and the wizened Osminog that 

now served me.  

I sighed, placing another pot in the sunlight 

to dry. The rainclouds of the day covered much 

of the sun and made it so that I wouldn’t have 

enough energy in the battery to run my filter, 

meaning that I would need to cook most of the 

fruits the Osminog collected today. That was 

acceptable.  

I washed my hands from the clay on them 

and looked at the last, and most interesting, of 

my projects. Though I had few textiles available 

to me, I had used some of the precious cloth to 



make a mitt for my left hand upon which I 

sewed the 23 teeth that made different sounds. 

The teeth were aligned in the most useful 

manner I could devise, all lining from the tips 

on the backs of the fingers down to the wrist. 

On the right hand, I sewed the four teeth 

determining pitch onto the fingertips of the 

gloves.  

If I ever had to speak again, I would be 

ready.  

I fitted the gloves on my hands and tried to 

say a few words, finding that I was still 

painfully slow and not very good at controlling 

the frequencies with which I created sounds. It 

wasn’t like I had conversed with the Osminog, 

wasn’t even like I had spoken to it at all since 

that first day, despite the constant prayers and 

questions that accompanied every sacrifice. It 

wasn’t like I even planned on conversing with 

it. This was just a precaution.  

I lay down, still bored. Watching the 

Osminog work, pick fruit, and come to my cabin 

giving me all the fruits of its labor had been 



interesting for a while, but that didn’t last 

forever.  

The Osminog, unfettered by the weather, 

plopped several plump fruits down beneath my 

cabin. I looked out the hatch at its skin and saw 

that the spots were still fading, many of the ones 

that had been present a couple weeks ago now 

completely absent. It lay down like it always 

did, tentacles outstretched and a fruit in each 

palm.  

A second Osminog – the young adult – 

came into view. It, too, laid down a large 

smattering of fruit. I closed my eyes and 

clenched my fists, upset that the young adult 

had actually come back. I was half expecting it, 

but I had held out hope.  

“Oh, Protector,” the young adult asked, 

“Accept my sacrifice, be filled and continue to 

protect my Zzzzawhir so that I may see it 

whenever I come to visit.”  

“Hush, child,” the wizened Osminog said, 

“I thought I told you that this place is filled with 



uncertainty. You can’t pray to just the Protector 

like you’re doing.”  

The young adult didn’t seem to care. “You 

can’t pray to the other gods. They don’t listen 

and aren’t concerned with our needs.”  

“They are! I told you, some god spoke to 

me. It was slow, strange, the voice of a god, but 

I heard it. It told me to sacrifice, just like we’re 

doing, and wouldn’t tell me who it was. And it’s 

not just an empty request, Chirchirrup. Some 

god, or gods, collect the sacrifice every night. 

All of this fruit will be gone by morning, these 

strange stones that line the God of Sky’s light 

appearing instead. Felled trees appear overnight, 

piling up right there. I hear the gods working, 

Chirchirrup, and never do they reveal their 

identities,” the wizened one said.  

I hadn’t heard quite this type of speech 

from it before. Everything the wizened Osminog 

had ever said to me had been prayed in 

reverence, never spoken with sincere 

individuality.  



“But Zzzzawhir, your story just can’t be 

true. You said you prayed to the God of 

Predators and only received answer after that. 

The Predator God would never answer an 

Osminog – it hates us, wants our souls to live in 

eternal pain.”  

The wizened one put down one of the 

fruits in its palm so it could stroke its child with 

the empty tentacle. “I did, child. I… I prayed to 

the God of Predators and received answer.”  

The young adult stood up to walk away. 

“What you did was wrong!”  

“But I received answer! I prayed for your 

safety, and whatever god answered said that I 

was to do as it said. I have obeyed it, doing 

exactly as it asked, and you came to visit me. 

Now be quiet while I pray to the gods and 

secure you safe passage back. Perhaps it will 

speak again.”  

The young adult stood up and walked 

away, blinking its eyes as it changed direction. 

“I can’t believe you, Zzzzawhir. Why would 



you ever pray to the God of Predators!? What 

possessed you to do that?!”  

“You are young. You wouldn’t 

understand.”  

“What? You’re afraid that I won’t 

understand why you’ll sacrifice eternity so that I 

could get home safe!? What have you done to 

me?!”  

The wizened Osminog ignored its child, 

closing its eyes in prayer. “Oh gods, I praise you 

for getting my child home safe once before, but 

I beg of you to help once more. I have sacrificed 

just as you asked, brought you what you asked 

of me, slept as you have said. I have remained 

still, never moving, even as the predators stalk 

through the bushes, even as I’ve seen dark 

beasts of doom.”  

I worried: had I been seen? There weren’t 

any other potential dark beasts of doom around, 

not that I knew of. I held close my gloves, 

thinking that this actually might be another time 

to send down a message from the gods.  



“Zzzzawhir, by the gods! You’re 

embarrassing me! What would my friends say?”  

The wizened one ignored the young, its 

eyes pointing upward pleadingly. “I have 

followed your directions. Please, grant me this 

request, grant me that my child will make it 

back and stay home.”  

“I can’t listen to you do this. I’m going to 

go eat some of the fruits. The Protector would 

rather I eat them than you sacrifice them to the 

God of Predators, of all things!”  

I watched as it returned to the bushes, 

plucking off olive-sized fruits and dropping 

them in its mouth. The wizened one seemed 

upset, but not terribly so, as it continued to 

speak, “I love my child. I love the Protector and 

want to belong to it, but I have done as the gods 

have asked. Please, reward my loyalty with my 

child’s divine protection and safety.”  

I looked and listened for the child and, 

seeing or hearing no sign, responded easily with 

my gloves, “Listen.”  



The wizened Osminog seemed surprised 

that I had responded, so much so that it flinched 

and nearly jumped away. It closed its eyes 

reverently, pulled its tentacles in out of fear.  

“Are… are you the God of Predators? 

Which god are you?” it asked.  

I rolled my eyes and replied, “Last time 

you said you would do anything if your child 

were to get back to the tribe. In return, you 

promised me sacrifice without limitations. I 

upheld my end of the bargain, are you going to 

let me down and beg for more blessings with no 

additional work?”  

The Osminog opened its eyes. “What do 

you want of me?”  

“If your child does not leave, it will die. 

You have until the sun goes down to send it 

away.” I didn’t want to be any more specific, 

especially seeing as the child could still die even 

if it left. I didn’t intend to care for the child in 

rain this heavy.  



The Osminog nodded, or at least 

something similar to a nod. “I understand. Will 

it at least make it back to the tribe safely?”  

I didn’t answer. I shouldn’t have even 

promised something like that in the first place.  

The Osminog put the four fruits down on 

the pile. “I shall go tell my child to leave before 

sundown, then… But if there is anything I can 

give, ask it of me. Ask of me anything and I 

shall retrieve it for you, give it willingly, do it 

unsparingly.” 

I wanted desperately to answer, but I 

couldn’t. I couldn’t let the Osminog learn to 

expect an answer, couldn’t let it suspect that it 

wasn’t a deity talking with it. Even so, I felt so 

sorry for it, the poor thing. It thought its child 

was going to get killed and eaten even after it 

had sold its soul to what it thought was the 

devil.  

“If you send it away before tonight, never 

to return,” I said, giving in to the Osminog’s 

demands, “It will arrive at your tribe safely. Fast 

and abstain from sacrifices for three days then, 



on the fourth day, sacrifice a great harvest as 

you normally would. You will get a message 

telling you my demands then.” That would give 

me the time to take care of the child’s journey.  

“Yes, Protector!” the Osminog cried, “I 

will do as you ask!”  

It stood up and walked away, bouncing as 

it did so.  

I sighed and took up my duffel bag, 

preparing to follow Chirchirrup far enough to 

ensure that it made it home safely.  

  



Chapter 4 

I noted a new smell in the air, like the 

times were changing and the plants were 

producing a new set of chemicals. The old 

Osminog had done what I’d directed, sacrificing 

the large harvest at the end of summer, and was 

working hard to give to me as much as it 

thought I demanded. After escorting Chirchirrup 

back to the tribe, I had brought a token – a 

discarded Osminog tooth, something I needed 

more of in case the old ones wore out – that I 

had left just in front of the fire pit, right next to 

the never-touched bucket of purified water. The 

Osminog seemed satisfied that its child had 

gotten back safely, especially after I told her it 

was proof. My word seemed to be trustworthy, 

even though I could have just as easily been the 

devil as not.  

It had been a few weeks and Chirchirrup 

hadn’t come back. The old Osminog seemed to 

be getting lonely despite its daily prayers and 

one-way communication with me. I understood 



the predicament. Without Kyle, I felt 

excruciatingly lonely, too. The days felt longer, 

more useless. The need for companionship 

weighed on me. I remembered first leaving my 

family for a ten year journey alone, with one 

other person, realizing how deathly lonely that 

could become.  

Months alone, with only an alien who 

thought you were a god and to whom you 

couldn’t speak with openly, would drive anyone 

to madness. Perhaps it was a just punishment, 

though, so I sat to accept it.  

I looked in my cabin, the room filled with 

jars full of preserves and processed nutritional 

paste, dried seeds hung up on the ceiling for 

every type of plant that I would grow the next 

year, and my tiny bed shoved in the corner. I 

looked at my clothes hanging on the wall and 

determined that I needed to prepare new textiles 

before these became too worn to wear. None of 

the plants in this region seemed to produce 

anything that would be able to be easily spun or 

weaved, none of the animals grew fur, so it 



would be an interesting trial to process the 

hardy, broad leaves into something usable. 

Winter clothing would eventually be necessary.  

The old Osminog dragged a leaf package 

filled with fruits, dumping them out near the fire 

pit as always. I put down my work and slipped 

on my gloves, laying down next to the hatch and 

peering out the crack at the alien, my only 

friend.  

“Oh, holy gods, I have brought you a 

sacrifice. Please accept my token of thanks for 

having given me many gifts that I did not 

deserve. Blessings be to you!”  

The alien plucked up four fruits and 

assumed its prayer position, its eyes peering up 

at the hatch where instruction tended to rain 

down more and more frequently as I got more 

and more lonely. I waited for the time when the 

Osminog would, inevitably, ask for instruction 

before I would speak.  

“I want to apologize, oh gods, before I 

become a failure to you. I can feel the cold 

coming closer, see the bounties of the final 



harvest, and know that the winter is coming. I 

won’t be able to continue serving you when the 

cold freezes me. I will die. I wanted to ask if my 

failure to continue working at the tasks you’ve 

set me on will result in the death of my child.” 

I curled up and thought about what to say. 

The Osminog couldn’t have known that I was 

preparing food for it, that I had already made a 

winter’s worth of preserves for it to eat. “What 

makes you believe you will die when winter 

arrives?” I asked.  

“Many things, oh gods. Though I regret 

nothing, I have given so much in sacrifice that I 

have not left anything for the winter. Though I 

have been hungry on many winters, I had at 

least had a small store. But killing more quickly 

than lack of food may be the lack of the tribe. I 

have no one with which to huddle. My body will 

become stiff and I’ll die from freezing. The 

swamp will become cold and freeze. Without 

the huddle, there will be nowhere to put ice to 

melt into water. There will be no more mud to 



wallow in. Why ask me this, oh gods? You 

already know all things.”  

I thought carefully, not wanting to break 

character. “Then why answer?” I asked.  

“Are you trying to say that I should 

disobey the direct request of the gods? I find 

that unwise.”  

“Then do you not trust my decisions?” I 

asked. The Osminog didn’t seem pleased.  

“I… It is hard to trust you, oh gods. I do 

not even know to which god or gods I am 

speaking, or what my sacrifices are being made 

for.”  

“Then why sacrifice?” I asked. I rolled my 

eyes, hating how esoterically I was speaking. I 

wanted to say something like, ‘You idiot, I’m 

preserving food for us to eat all winter, stocking 

up wood for a fire, and preparing to build a 

cover around the bottom of the house so you 

won’t freeze either,’ but that would make me 

seem less ethereal. Even so, I wondered if by 

consistently speaking to this creature I had 

already as much as crossed the line.  



“For my child,” it said. “I would do 

anything for it. It is my first, last, and only child. 

I would risk anything for even the chance that 

you would help me.”  

“And I have, haven’t I?”  

The Osminog’s mouth closed tight for a 

second before it eventually said, “Yes. As far as 

I know, you’ve done what I asked.”  

“Then why don’t you trust me?”  

“Because though you have helped me so 

much, I don’t know why. What kind of gain do 

you get? Who am I helping and what have I 

done?”  

I scooted around, wondering what to say. 

My movement caused the Osminog to flinch, 

but it now was confident enough to not jump up 

and run away. “Do you not like talking with 

me?”  

“Who else is there to talk to?” it asked. 

“I’ve thought, and perhaps I hadn’t heard your 

voice before only because I was too busy 

listening to other Osminog.”  



I laughed aloud, the noise bothering my 

Osminog friend far more than any other I had 

ever made. It squealed and pulled into itself, 

making itself as small as possible.  

“Perhaps you and I have more in common 

than you initially thought,” I said, continuing to 

laugh. Oh, if Kyle were here, he’d laugh. He’d 

look at the irony that the Osminog sought its 

frightening god out of loneliness. But, then 

again, I’d have not needed the Osminog’s 

companionship and not listened to its voice 

because I’d have been busy listening to another 

human. “Perhaps I haven’t listened to Osminog 

before because I was too busy listening to… to 

no one.”  

The Osminog seemed scared. “No… no 

one? Do you mean that gods are lonely?”  

My happiness went away as quickly as it 

had come. What would I be willing to say to this 

creature? What could I say?  

“What do you think of me, Osminog? Tell 

me the truth.”  



The Osminog looked up at my hatch. 

“You’re either the Protector or the God of 

Predators, but I can’t tell.”  

I sighed, making the Osminog nervous. 

“You can’t tell between righteous good and 

most heinous evil?”  

“It’s not that,” the Osminog said. “It’s that 

I can’t tell whether you are telling a great truth 

or a terrible lie.”  

I laid on the floor, looking at the fruits and 

seeds hanging on the ceiling. I genuinely liked 

this alien, even if it was just out of loneliness. I 

clenched my teeth and used my hands to say, 

“Tell me something true, then, and I will tell 

you something true.”  

“What would you have me tell?” it asked.  

I thought about it, thought about what 

anyone would be able to talk about. I wanted to 

know the Osminog as a person, wanted it to get 

to know me better. “Tell me about your bearer.”  

The Osminog settled into the mud. “You 

would will that I forgo the sacrificing for this?”  



I didn’t, really, but I couldn’t go out to 

harvest with it, not in the day. I couldn’t let it 

see me, couldn’t let it know what I was. 

Then, I came up with an idea.  

“You cannot see me,” I said. “To look at 

me is a terrible thing. Do you agree?”  

“I… I don’t understand. Are you the God 

of Predators?”  

“I am what I am, and that is mostly lonely. 

But you cannot see me. Understand?”  

The Osminog nodded. “I suppose. But 

what does that mean? Do you want me to go 

pick more fruit?”  

“Yes. Go pick fruit. At some point, you 

will hear me tell you that I’m near. Do not seek 

me out, but remain where you are, picking fruit. 

I will call to you. Just tell me your story and, 

afterward, I will tell you something similar. Our 

days will continue as they always have 

afterward.” 

The Osminog agreed. “Yes, I will do as 

you ask.” It stood up and walked away to the 



bushes, heading in to pick the luscious fruit that 

were the last harvest of the year.  

I opened the hatch after, scrambling down 

in my small clothes that would be better for 

getting wet in the rain, carrying a bucket to put 

my fruit in. I followed the small sounds of the 

careful Osminog, finding some unpicked fruit 

and calling out, “I’m here. Please, tell me of 

your bearer.” I began to pick the fruit, tossing 

them in my bucket  

The Osminog picked. “My zzzzawhir was 

relatively old when it bore me. I loved 

zzzzawhir, but didn’t get to see it off when it 

reached the age I am now. That was part of the 

reason I only had one child, to preserve our 

bond, but now I realize it doesn’t matter. The 

bond with the assistants who actually raise you, 

who ask you to raise their children, is perhaps 

more interesting and, though in a different way, 

just as strong.”  

I started to speak, but I realized that I had 

thought zzzzawhir was the Osminog’s name. It 

evidently was a title, something you call your 



own bearer. Something like mother or father, 

but the singular parent of an Osminog.  

“What did your zzzzawhir call you, then? 

What did she decide your name was?”  

The Osminog continued to pick, then 

answered, “She called me Click-uruk-zee-ck-

ck.”  

“Six of Blue?” I asked. I picked some 

fruits afterward and tossed them in my bucket.  

“I was the sixth child, and the sky was very 

blue that day, they said.”  

I thought a moment. “That’s a very long 

name.”  

“I suppose. But you, oh gods, what are 

your names?” she asked.  

I picked some fruit. “You cannot say my 

names.”  

“Then tell me what I should call you. 

Protector? Predator? Sky?”  

“I am fine with the ways you have already 

addressed me. I may tell you my name 

eventually, when I think the time is right.” A 

few more fruits plopped into my bucket.  



“Then, oh gods, may I ask for the truth you 

promised to tell me? May I ask that you tell me 

who you are, even if that comes in the form of 

your real name?”  

“If I tell you my name, you will run in 

fear.”  

“So… so you are the god of Predators!”  

“Now, I didn’t say that,” I said, calming 

her so that she wouldn’t get carried away.  

She scrambled a bit. “Then tell me who 

you are!”  

“My name is Antoinette,” I said, speaking 

aloud my human name. Just as I had predicted, 

the alien ran in fear, squealing.  

I giggled and picked some more fruit, 

filling my bucket quickly and taking it back to 

the cabin. The Osminog would eventually get 

over her fear, at which time she’d come with a 

sacrifice for me to can. For now, I was satisfied 

with our relationship, hopeful that nothing 

would happen to the humans I’d left behind.  

  



Chapter 5  

The winter came, chill taking over the 

swamp. Walls made from logs were erected 

over the last few weeks of fall, encapsulating 

the area below my house where the boiler was. 

When the walls went up and were finished, the 

Osminog placed her straggling sacrifices in the 

door, but never walked inside on her own. When 

the frosts began, the Osminog warmed itself 

merely by a moss blanket.  

Here, in my cabin, I had accumulated a 

rather large set of canned food, well prepared to 

last the winter with my Osminog friend. The 

only problem was that, after revealing my voice 

and building the necessary part of my cabin, she 

seemed more frightened of me.  

I couldn’t let that get in the way of 

everything.  

I wrapped my orange jumpsuit around me 

and peeked out the hatch, seeing the Osminog 

shivering at the mound in the center of what had 

been my garden. The leaves of the bushes had 



fallen off, the stems quickly turning brittle and 

breaking to ash-like pieces that easily broke. 

She looked pretty sad, fairly desperate, but she 

wasn’t coming to the warm, open cabin that I 

had prepared for her under mine.  

“Blue!” I called out, “Blue – what are you 

doing out there?”  

Blue’s eyes looked at the hatch, the dark 

orbs refusing to sparkle. “As you ask, I stay at 

the mound.” She stared at my hatch, probably 

able to see more now than she ever had before.  

“I did not mean for you to suffer so. Come 

here,” I instructed. “You’ve been helpful and 

good.”  

“But there is no food and the water is 

nearly gone.”  

“Then come here. I will give you back part 

of what you have sacrificed.”  

Blue extended her tentacles from 

underneath the moss covering her, pulling 

herself toward the door and shivering even 

more. Once there she looked up at the hatch, 



and I closed it nearly shut. She asked meekly, 

“Are you here to take my soul?”  

“No,” I answered. “Can you feel the 

warmth in this place?”  

Blue blinked. “Yes. Am I dead?”  

I laughed, causing her to flinch and curl 

up. “No – oh, Blue, no. Come in. You’ll not be 

cold this winter, not if you don’t want to be.”  

I stood up from the hatch, removing my 

right glove with the teeth-enhanced fingertips. I 

took one of my cement jars and carefully 

cracked off the lid, smelling the sweet, fruity 

contents. I wasn’t certain whether the fruit 

would be better warmed up or left room 

temperature, but I knew Blue wouldn’t give up 

the promise of a meal and water. I tied a leaf 

bucket to a long vine and lowered it down 

through the hatch, the open can of fruit inside.  

Blue looked into the doorway, watching 

the mysterious apparatus work. “What is that 

thing?” she asked.  

“Come in and see!” I said. “Take the thing 

inside the leaf and look at it.”  



Blue put a shaky tentacle inside the cabin 

and, feeling mud rather than frosty ground, put 

her weight on it. Another tentacle entered the 

door, followed by another. She crept forward, 

her eyes remaining on the hatch where she could 

probably see movement but not determine 

exactly what was going on.  

She tapped the leaf package with a 

tentacle, looked down into the package, and 

asked, “What is this?”  

“Take it out of the leaf and see!” I said. 

There were no words for preserves, after all, in 

the Osminog language.  

She did so and I drew the vine with the leaf 

back up into my hatch. I watched through the 

hole as Blue dipped a tentacle into the 

preserves, carefully drawing the gooey jam back 

out in awe. “What is this?” she repeated.  

“Your sacrifices,” I said. “I have enough of 

those to last all winter if you don’t feast too 

heavily. Eat it, eat it!”  

Blue looked at it warily. “This looks 

rotten.”  



“It is not rotten. I have done something to 

make it last all winter. It will not harm you, so 

try it.”  

Blue seemed wary, but let a few of the 

fruits drizzle into her mouth, closing it as she 

tasted the treat. After consuming the bit of jam, 

she said, “It’s not rotten – but how? It looks all 

brown like it would be rotten!”  

“Things that I can’t explain were done to 

the fruit. But that doesn’t matter, not really. 

What I need to do now is talk with you about 

your services over the winter.”  

Blue continued to eat her jam hungrily. 

“What can I do, oh gods? I’ll do anything you 

ask.”  

I smiled. “We will need water. You see the 

clear water in the wood package down there? 

With the deep hollow plant thing floating in it?” 

I hoped she understood what I meant. I didn’t 

know the word for bucket if there was one.  

Moving in such a way that was analogous 

to nodding, Blue answered, “Yes, I’ve noticed 

your holy water. What am I to do with it?”  



“You are to drink it.”  

“Drink it? Water this pure? Surely there is 

something more holy than that to do with this 

water.”  

I laughed, making her flinch, and then 

promptly quieted the human vocal chords. I 

touched the gloves to each other and said, 

“When the wood package is empty, fill it with 

ice or water from outside and bring it in. Tie the 

vine on the package to the vine that goes up to 

the ceiling, then let me know. I will take the 

package and return to you clear water. All I ask 

in return for the clear water is that, when I put 

down my own package, you fill it with ice too. 

Is this acceptable?”  

Blue stalked around the wooden package, 

as suspicious of it as she had been of the 

concrete jar. She cupped one of her tentacles, 

then dripped a few precious drops of water into 

her mouth. She seemed so perplexed, yet 

interested, by the water. 



“I would love to, my gods, but until the 

snows come I will have to go some distance to 

get ice. That may be enough to freeze me.”  

I sighed. “Can you collect water for me for 

now? Until it freezes?”  

“Yes. I still don’t understand how that will 

help once it gets too cold, though-“  

“Please, you still don’t trust me?” I asked, 

somewhat offended. I had revealed my long-

sought plan to keep her alive and this was what 

she thought of my word?  

“I trust that you are powerful, I trust that 

you have a plan, but I do not trust that you are 

kind.” Blue drank a bit more water and ate the 

last of the preserves in the jar.  

“And why not?”  

“Because, though you have done all these 

things for me, I know very little about your 

mysteries. I have done as you asked, telling you 

about my bearer, my assistant, my daughter, and 

my life, but you have never told me anything.”  

I waited a second, then said, “I once told 

you my name.”  



“It sounded like a predator.”  

“No it didn’t!” I argued. “Nothing on 

Osmina sounds like me. It’s an impossibility.”  

“Then tell me,” Blue urged, “Tell me what 

the voice of a god is from.”  

“I… I shall tell you a story, then. I am not 

sure that I can explain to you in your own 

language.”  

Blue sat down, tentacles extended as far as 

she could, and painted each palm with a bit of 

what jam was left in the jar. Reverently, she 

looked up at the hatch, awaiting holy 

instruction.  

I tapped my chest with my fingers, 

thinking about what to say. “When the winter 

winds come, the ice from storms hangs heavy 

on the trees, breaking off many leaves and 

branches to Osmina below. The next time the 

winds come, the empty trees sway and speak in 

a haunting voice. My breath is like the wind, my 

voice that of the wind on the lips of trees.”  

Blue released her own breath, deflating 

significantly as she licked the fruit jelly off her 



palms. “The voice of the trees… does that 

belong to the God of Plants, or to the God of 

Sky? Are you one of them?”  

“I am who I am,” I said, “And I cannot 

change that.”  

“Why would you want to? You are a god. 

No matter who you are, you are powerful.”  

“But I am also lonely.”  

Blue stood up. “I have told you many 

things, and you are still lonely? Perhaps only the 

companionship of gods can suit you, perhaps I 

cannot compare.”  

“Oh, Blue, you have done very well. It’s 

not your fault. Let’s just say I am far from 

home, just like you are.”  

Blue seemed interested. “Tell me about 

your home, if you would, oh gods.” She got 

back in her prayerful position, anticipating my 

story.  

“It wouldn’t make sense.” I couldn’t 

decide how to tell her anything about Earth, 

especially not without revealing myself even 



more. Obviously, since I was still here, I hadn’t 

tripped the wrath of the Next Level.  

“Very little you say makes sense, oh gods. 

You told me to sacrifice more than I could and 

still expect to survive, yet here you have shown 

me marvels of the divine that will keep me 

alive. I didn’t expect to understand, just to listen 

and know more,” Blue said.  

“Then give me time. Tomorrow I will tell 

you something about my home, if you want to 

hear it in the voice of your people.”  

“Oh, yes, definitely. I will wait.”  

“Good,” I answered. “The time will pass 

slowly now that the harvest is over. I have tasks 

beyond the water, if you ever get bored, and I 

have games that we can play. But, for now, I 

must work on something special. Tell me 

another story.”  

  



Part Three: As the Curses 

Rage 

  



Chapter 1 

Blue came back in the house, pulling off 

her snow-covered boots and laying the winter 

coat I had made her on the hook I had directed 

her to add to the wall. Blue was especially proud 

of the hook, thinking it was something divine 

that she had done herself. I supposed that I had 

told her how to use a hammer and made her 

some low-quality, home-made nails for use with 

it. 

Using that hammer took a couple of days 

to explain, with some hilarious consequences in 

between, but now Blue was excited whenever I 

asked her to do anything. I wondered what was 

going through her head, what she thought was 

happening to her, but didn’t want to be so rude 

as to ask.  

“I’m back,” she said. “You want your ice?”  

I put on my gloves and stopped working on 

the blanket I was making. Blue probably 

wouldn’t be impressed with what I was making 

for her, but the knitting was a way to pass the 



time. Blue would also probably recognize the 

fibers that I had directed her to make out of 

fallen leaves, possibly feel as happy about the 

blanket as she did the hook.  

Maybe I should carve some of the dense 

wood into knitting needles for Blue. That could 

be fun.  

“Sure. Here – let me put the vines back 

down.” I scooted over, pushing the vines down 

the hole in the floor so that Blue could tie them 

to the buckets’ handles. She did so, tugging on 

the lines afterwards in signal that I should pull 

the buckets up. Hand over hand, careful not to 

mess with my gloves, I pulled the buckets up 

and carefully hid my visage from Blue as I 

dragged them in through the hatch.  

Blue stood directly under the hatch, 

looking up at the crack I left open. “It is always 

dark in your house. I have the fire here, so it is 

always light, but it always looks dark where you 

live.”  

“It’s fine,” I said, trying to keep her 

satisfied. “I made my nest first, so it was made 



the way I wanted it to be. Your nest was more 

an afterthought, something I made because I 

realized we needed it. I’m glad to learn that you 

are satisfied, though.”  

Blue stretched, reaching up a tentacle so 

that it barely touched the hatch. It wiggled when 

she did so, causing her to flinch and run away to 

the corner. “Can I ask you a question, oh gods?”  

“When have I said no?” I asked.  

Blue cowered in the corner. “You’ve 

always refused to tell me who you are, oh gods, 

so I won’t ask that. But I’ve listened since 

winter came. I can hear movement in your 

abode, I can hear when you escape outside to do 

things, and I can hear steps and the sounds of 

life. Do you… do you have a body?”  

I laughed, causing her much fear. “Yes, I 

have a body,” I said. “I would show you, but 

what do you think the body of something with 

my voice would look like? Would what I looked 

like be able to overshadow all that we’ve been 

through?”  



She twiddled her palms. I watched her 

through the crack, knowing that I had probably 

already gone across the boundary of what was 

acceptable in the eyes of the Next Level. I only 

had to ensure that Blue didn’t spread knowledge 

that she’d gained to other Osminog. It didn’t 

matter whether or not she saw me, but I knew 

from her disposition that I wouldn’t be 

welcome. Her instincts were too innate and 

strong to see me as anything other than predator.  

“I think you probably look like an 

Osminog with a body of crystals, of bright, 

brown crystal and black spots like ebony that 

glitter. What you look like would overshadow 

how we treat each other… I suppose you’re 

right, I have become too friendly with you and 

have lost my reverence. Look at me – I’m not 

even assuming a prayerful position as I speak 

with you.” Blue wiped some mud off her body, 

trying to look cleaner for her gods.  

I tied a jar of fruit to the vines, opened it, 

and lowered it down the hatch as a reward. “I 

don’t want you to be anything else. One day, 



perhaps, we’ll become better friends and you 

will no longer fear the sound of my voice. I was 

lonely before you came here, Blue, and now I’m 

not.”  

With wide opened eyes, Blue asked, “Then 

why did you take so long to speak with me?”  

“Because I couldn’t.”  

“And what stops a god from doing what 

they want?” 

I pulled the empty vine back up. “Have 

you ever wondered if I am a god at all?”  

Blue stuck a gourd into the jar and ate a bit 

of fruit. “Yes, oh gods, my faith has lapsed. I am 

sorry.”  

“No, Blue, that’s not what I meant. You’ve 

treated me with reverence and I let you because 

I was afraid that you’d run away otherwise. It’s 

obvious I am not an Osminog, even if you are 

right and I have the appearance of one. Who 

else is worthy of being spoken to other than the 

gods? What else could I have done? What if I 

just let you believe I am a god for my own 

benefit?”  



“You’re not a god?”  

“No, Blue… I’m not.”  

Blue looked up at me, staring at what little 

movement she could detect through the crack. 

“Then… then it would make sense why you 

wouldn’t tell me which god you are. Are you… 

are you really not a god? Why have you fooled 

me for so long!? You have made me commit 

sacrilege, praying to something other than the 

gods!”  

I crept a little bit away from the hole. “No, 

Blue, I didn’t mean that. I think you were 

praying to the gods, but I was the one who 

overheard and responded. My actions don’t 

mean that you were any less reverent, just 

deceived. I… I don’t suppose saying I’m sorry 

would do much good?”  

Blue held her faces and wailed in a high 

pitched manner. There was no consolation, not 

even an extra jar of fruit. She huddled tightly in 

the corner, looking smaller than I’d ever seen 

her. I wanted to head to my bed and huddle 

myself, but I knew that consoling Blue may 



require more effort and consolation than I could 

give from my bed.  

“Then what are you?” she asked.  

I didn’t know what to respond. “I am what 

I am,” I answered, “And I can be nothing else.”  

“Are you a predator?” she asked.  

“I am what I am. I don’t know what else to 

tell you.”  

“Tell me if you are a predator!”  

“There is no word for what I am,” I said. I 

clenched my fists and thought about what I was, 

what a human could be described as. “May I tell 

you a story? A story about the one I call 

zzzzawhir?”  

Blue didn’t care. She walked to the door, 

not even wearing her cloak, and stepped outside. 

I rolled my eyes, knowing she would be back 

soon. The ground was covered in snow, the ice 

coated the trees, and the temperature outside 

was very low. She knew the safety of the house.  

A few minutes passed. I looked at my 

watch on the wall, the battery still running, and 



noticed as she was gone for fifteen, then thirty 

minutes.  

I couldn’t take it. I had rescued her from 

certain death in the winter by stockpiling food 

and building her shelter, I needed to do 

something. I didn’t want to live through the 

winter with no one. Now that Kyle, the one I 

wanted most, was gone, I had to have someone.  

I threw on the heavy coat I had made from 

the fibers Blue and I had formed and spun, tied 

on my good boots, then opened the window on 

the top of my house and climbed out, going 

down the ladder to the outside. I looked around, 

seeing Blue’s footprints in the deep snow. A 

blizzard was raging, piling up even more of the 

white fluff. I pulled my hood closer over my 

face, holding my lightly gloved hands inside the 

coat as best I could. Most of my trips outside 

were just to move the piles of wood so that Blue 

could better use them to feed the fire or just 

because I needed to go to the bathroom. I didn’t 

expect to have to spend much time out here.  



I stepped into the prints that Blue had left, 

finding that my feet fit well in the holes left by 

her tentacles, but that her walking pattern was 

difficult to copy.  

“Blue!” I said with my gloves as loudly as 

I could. “Blue!”  

The blizzard made it hard to see very far, 

so I followed the trail Blue had left behind. Step 

by step, I went forward, each minute being 

another one that made it more difficult to find 

the precious Osminog.  

After fifteen minutes of walking, I came 

upon a cold lump in the snow. It was Blue, her 

eyes closed and her tentacles wrapped around 

herself.  

“Blue,” I said, bending to her side. “Blue – 

it’s me. Let’s go home.”  

She didn’t move, just shivered. I took off 

my coat and wrapped her in it, feeling the brutal 

cold against my orange jumpsuit. I zipped her in 

my coat as best I could and dragged her back 

over the snow by pulling the sleeves of the coat.  



I could feel the frosty cold against my skin, 

feel it biting into my face. I wanted the coat 

back, but I knew that Blue needed it more. I ran 

as quickly as I could, keeping my blood 

pumping and getting closer to the house faster. I 

could see that the footprints were already 

starting to fill up, that had much more time 

passed before I had left, I may not have been 

able to follow the trail all the way to Blue.  

I saw the wooden structure, dark in the 

distance, and smiled. I couldn’t say anything, 

not without my gloves, and so just smiled, my 

face hurting as I did so.  

I pulled the door open and stepped into the 

mud for the first time in months. The downstairs 

was well lived in, the mud on the bottom highly 

enjoyed by my Osminog friend. I closed the 

door behind me and opened the coat.  

Blue was there, her eyes closed and 

unmoving. I leaned down to her and found that 

she was asleep, but that she was definitely alive. 

Blood pumped around in the thin membranes 

between her tentacles and body. She was cold, 



though, and I worried about frostbite on her 

tentacles.  

I lifted her, about the size of another 

human, and dragged her over to the fire, leaving 

her there. I found her own coat, much better 

suited to her body shape and not nearly as 

confining, wrapping it around her. I then took 

my own coat and removed the sopping wet 

jumpsuit, hanging them on the hook to dry.  

I reached, taller than the Osminog, and 

opened the door, pulling my knitting down and 

wrapping the half-finished blanket around 

myself to keep warm. I reached down to the 

tentacles, warming them gently with my hands 

by the fire. The skin was starting to harden, but 

the frostbite hadn’t set in too far yet. I should be 

able to save everything. I reached up into the 

hatch and pulled myself up, getting the tub of 

water I had already purified. Some of it spilled 

as I brought it down, but I couldn’t help it. I 

took off my gloves and left them upstairs. 

I rubbed her tentacles in the water, gently 

warming them. I watched Blue carefully, 



making sure she didn’t awaken while I was in 

the room and checking her every so often to 

make sure her body was warming as well as her 

extremities.  

Having done as much as I thought I could, 

I pulled myself and my wet clothes up into my 

part of the house and searched for one of the 

first aid kits. I easily found the box, then took it 

down to Blue’s part of the house and wrapped 

her feet in bandages.  

I hid once more before Blue came to, my 

arms tired from the pullups to get into the upper 

floor and my own body hurting from all the 

things I had done. I was cold, myself, but my 

body had better ability to keep warm than did 

the moist-skinned Osminog.  

Blue eventually awoke, her eyes fluttering. 

From the hole in the hatch, I called down, “I’m 

sorry, Blue. I’m sorry.”  

Blue didn’t say anything, just balled up 

and waited by the fire. She blinked a couple 

times.  



A few minutes passed, and then I said, as 

promised, “I had a zzzzawhir. She cared for me 

when I was little, was there with me when I 

decided to leave my home. My zzzzawhir was 

tall, strong, motivated. In your tribe, you have 

no leaders except in times of crisis. My tribe, 

which is not Osminog but at the same time is 

Osminog, has many leaders at many levels.” 

There was no word to differentiate person from 

Osminog, as our language has a word for 

‘person’ and ‘human.’ How could I describe 

myself, then? “My zzzzawhir is a leader, or at 

least was when I left my home far away. She 

probably is always worried about me and what 

is happening to me… I hope she gets to see me 

soon.”  

Blue blinked. “That doesn’t make sense… 

are you a predator?”  

“If I am a predator, Blue, I am not a 

predator to you. I am what I am, Blue, and that 

is mostly lonely. I’ll take care of the chores until 

you are better. Rest, let your tentacles heal. 

Don’t worry.”  



“Then are you a messenger of the 

Protector?” she asked.  

I looked down the hatch at her. “What if I 

just let you decide?” I asked.  

Blue blinked slowly. “Why have you 

tricked me? Why have you doomed my soul?”  

“I didn’t mean to.”  

“I wanted to die honorably, die serving the 

gods, but you lied and… now what am I to do?”  

I gulped. “We’ll figure it out. For now, just 

rest. That trip outside took a lot out of you.” 

“I was supposed to die, creature,” Blue 

said. “And you ruined even that.”  

“Are you upset with me about it? Did you 

not want to be rescued?” 

Blue didn’t respond, but pulled herself 

over to the spot she liked best to sleep in. I 

wasn’t going to get anywhere this day.  

  



Chapter 2 

Several weeks passed, Blue slowly getting 

to accept the fact that I wasn’t a god. She started 

praying away from me, closing the eyes near the 

hatch, a couple times a day. I accepted this trite 

attempt at penance and listened to her apologies 

made to the Protector God.  

Her tentacles had healed, but the week or 

so before she was able to care for herself aptly 

was difficult. I dropped wood into the fire when 

she was asleep, pulled buckets of ice over the 

side of the house and purified them myself. 

Everything was more difficult now, but that was 

ok. I knitted in my spare time, told Blue about 

more things on Earth, speaking in such vague 

terms that I felt like a prophet who had seen the 

end times. I wondered what she was thinking.  

More recently, though, Blue had resumed 

the collection of ice and begun caring for the 

fire once more. She wore her coat and the shoes 

I had made for her when she went outside. I 



always kept an eye on the time when she left, 

just in case she took too long.  

This time, however, she wasn’t gone too 

long. She was barely gone at all.  

“Creature!” Blue shouted, “Creature – 

please, can you help me?”  

I put on the gloves and went to the hatch, 

looking down the hole. My eyes widened as I 

saw Blue dragging in another Osminog, the 

body stiff.  

“What are you doing?!” I asked, “Is that 

Osminog even still alive? Don’t bring corpses 

inside!”  

“This is Chirchirrup, creature! You helped 

me live when I was freezing. Can you help her 

too?”  

I sighed, unable to recognize the spot 

patterns of the Osminog well enough to be able 

to tell whether the frozen body had been Blue’s 

daughter or not. “She looks too far gone, Blue.”  

“Osminog return from this frozen 

sometimes. They start on the outside of the pile, 

but then are moved in to thaw. We don’t have a 



huddle, creature, but you knew how to fix me 

anyway. Come help me, please, creature!” Blue 

begged.  

I sighed. “Take your coat and put it atop 

her. Leave her near the fire, then take the water 

in your bucket and slowly rub her tentacles in it. 

Warm her slowly. I’ll warm some water and 

send it down.”  

I watched as Blue thawed Chirchirrup out, 

worried that it wouldn’t work. I couldn’t help 

but wonder what Chirchirrup was doing out 

here, think about how she hadn’t visited in a 

very long time. What had happened? Had a 

predator invaded the tribe? I didn’t think I’d 

ever find out. I looked at her body and saw how 

stiff it was. She’d been outside, alone, for far 

too long.  

Eventually, though, I saw blood pumping 

in her legs. I was surprised that she was still 

alive.  

“Shh, Chirchirrup, Zzzzawhir’s here. 

Zzzzawhir and the creature are going to help 

you,” she said quietly.  



“I don’t know, Blue. I think it would be 

best if you didn’t mention me to Chirchirrup. 

She thought I was the God of Predators last time 

she was here,” I said. I tossed down the 

bandages that were left in my med kit, looking 

at the quickly dwindling supply. I’d need to 

sterilize and wash the old ones that Blue had 

used, at this rate. “Wrap these around her 

tentacles when they’ve been thawed.”  

Blue did as I said, wrapping the first 

tentacle she’d warmed with two of her own 

palms, warming the other tentacles with her 

remaining two. “Something’s wrong. She 

couldn’t have made it out here without other 

Osminog to bring her and keep themselves 

warm, but I didn’t see them outside. What 

happened to them?”  

I shook my head even though I knew Blue 

couldn’t see me. “I don’t know.”  

Eventually, Chirchirrup blinked, and Blue 

launched herself to squeeze her daughter tightly 

in a warm hug. Blue rubbed her daughter’s 

spotted skin, cooing with sounds that I couldn’t 



make with my gloves, sounds that I hadn’t heard 

before. It was something like purring, gentle and 

soothing.  

“Who are you!?” Chirchirrup asked, lifting 

her own tentacles. She started, looking at the 

bandages on her tentacles, and tried to wander 

away. Blue held her gently back, and the purring 

noise stopped.  

“Oh, Chirchirrup! I got to you in time!” 

Blue said. “It’s me, your Zzzzawhir. I found you 

in the snow and brought you here.”  

Chirchirrup moved a bit, her eyes flitting 

around to look at the mysteries of the house. 

“Where am I?” she asked, knocking the coat off 

of her body. “Who are you!?”  

Blue seemed upset. I looked at her skin and 

realized for the first time that her spots were 

completely gone, likely had been for more than 

a month now. Blue evidently thought that 

Chirchirrup was still going to recognize her and 

was upset when her daughter didn’t. My heart 

hurt as well, knowing that this was bound to 

happen. It’s what happened to all wizened 



eventually as they lost their spots and became 

suspected of treacheries, of belonging to other 

tribes and bringing pain and downfall.  

“It’s me, Six of Blue, your zzzzawhir. I 

found you, Chirchirrup, cold and frozen in the 

snow. The creature we thought was a god told 

me how to save you. Now rest, stay calm, and 

we’ll keep you fed and warm.”  

I grimaced, trying to stay silent despite my 

unhappiness that Blue was trying to introduce 

me to Chirchirrup.  

Chirchirrup seemed distressed when she 

asked, “How can I know? Look at you, suspect! 

What if you are just trying to throw me in the 

way of the predators!? The God of Predators 

already had the soul of my zzzzawhir, you could 

have learned from it!”  

I harrumphed, standing and walking over 

to my bed. I hoped the sound of my feet scared 

Chirchirrup just enough to spite the young 

Osminog for forgetting its own mother!  



My ruse worked as I heard Chirchirrup 

squeal. “This is the bad place! Eternal fear! 

Souls slowly eaten!”  

Blue, less than satisfied, calmed her, “No, 

no – this is your zzzzawhir, and we’re still alive, 

still in our natural bodies. The sounds won’t 

bother you they’re just… they’re nothing, after 

all, but the sound of winds in the trees. You’ve 

just been thawed and, uh, the power of the gods 

has warmed you. I’m your zzzzawhir, 

Chirchirrup, and I love you. Stay calm, that will 

help you heal.”  

Chirchirrup seemed only lightly consoled. 

“How… how can you prove that you are my 

zzzzawhir?”  

“Well… when you were little, you wanted 

to go to the mountains. I tried to help you get 

there, but the grass got so tall and we were so 

scared. We turned back. No one else has done 

that, no one else knows.”  

“You can’t prove it,” Chirchirrup said. 

“You could have gotten any information you 

need, deceiver, from my zzzzawhir. She had 



sold her soul to the God of Predators, you could 

be anyone.”  

With sadness, Blue began to shake. “Then 

why were you coming to me? What were you 

trying to do, leaving the tribe in the dead of 

winter?”  

Chirchirrup didn’t answer. I heard 

movement below, a scuffle between the two 

Osminog.  

“No!” Blue shouted, “Don’t take those off 

– they are to help you heal!”  

I rolled my eyes. The bandages. I shuffled 

back from the bed, looking through the hatch to 

see what I could do to stop Chirchirrup from 

doing this self-destructive act.  

“I don’t know what you want. You could 

be a mimic, an Osminog mimic of the 

Predator!”  

Blue seemed taken aback. The eyes that 

were facing the hatch looked up, examining the 

hole through which I often spoke. She said to 

Chirchirrup, “Then I will leave you to pray to 

the Protector. Though I love you and want the 



best for you, you’re not going to listen. Do what 

you will, but realize that I really want the best 

for you, and frozen death surely awaits you 

outside if you don’t accept my help.”  

Blue hid in a corner, Chirchirrup drawing 

herself to another corner wrapped in the blanket 

I had knitted. I frowned, watching Chirchirrup 

take up the blanket and nervously cover herself. 

I felt strongly that the Osminog daughter didn’t 

deserve the warmth my blanket provided.  

Blue patiently brought over fruit in a jar to 

Chirchirrup, took water that I had purified and 

lowered down the hatch, and tried to nurse 

Chirchirrup. She eventually took the food, 

marvelously impressed with the preservation as 

Blue had been earlier.  

After hours of care, Chirchirrup finally 

began to accept that Blue wasn’t evil. She 

chewed the food, drank the water, and watched 

with less wariness. Blue seemed satisfied with 

her progress, cooing every so often.  

I ate my own nutritious paste, nearly 

gagging as I slurped down the cold mixture. It 



was difficult to eat while hot, difficult to eat 

while cold, difficult to eat while lukewarm or 

anywhere on the temperature scale. I looked at 

the canned vegetables that I had brought from 

the ship, knowing that I needed to continue 

rationing them. One reasonably tasty meal per 

week was all that I should manage.  

As I ate, I heard Chirchirrup ask, “Why are 

you helping me? What is this place?”  

I sat down next to the hatch, seeing 

Chirchirrup move in fear of the sound. Blue 

tapped her gently, nicely helping Chirchirrup to 

be calmed.  

“I told you before, I am your zzzzawhir. 

But since it seems I am no longer trustworthy, 

only a suspect, I’ll just say that I want to see you 

live and thrive. This is the place where you left 

me in the summer. Remember the trees in the 

air? Remember the bushes that were all in a 

line? How you thought I was speaking to the 

God of the Predators in that hole right there? 

This is that place, but the god or creature that 

lived here created this place, this wooden place 



that is warm.” Blue motioned to the room, 

showing everything that she had all to her own. 

I saw Blue struggling with words, struggling to 

explain what she had so quickly come to accept 

as normal or good.  

Chirchirrup wasn’t happy. She snuggled up 

against the wall, eyes wandering where Blue 

pointed. She couldn’t control her tentacles very 

well, and continued to be put off by the presence 

of the bandages.  

“Chirchirrup, why did you return? I know 

how cold it is out there and you were alone. 

How did you get here?”  

Chirchirrup waited a moment before she 

returned, “The curses rage hard this winter. I 

had hoped to come here and see if I could pray 

for help from the Protector, possibly see my 

zzzzawhir, but now I’m not sure if that was a 

good plan.”  

Curse? What did she mean?  

“Then doesn’t it make sense that I am your 

zzzzawhir? You were coming to see me, after 

all.”  



“But… but your spots are gone. How can I 

be sure?”  

I cringed at the lack of logic. By all means, 

Blue was definitely Chirchirrup’s mother.  

“It doesn’t matter, child. What matters is 

that you’re here, that the curse will not get to 

you. You can go back when the curse is done 

and you won’t get it.”  

Chirchirrup pulled her tentacles in a bit. 

“You don’t understand; I have already lived 

through the curse, and it’s one of those curses 

that do not affect the same Osminog twice.”  

A virus. That’s what the curse was.  

“Then why are you here?”  

Chirchirrup closed her eyes, tired and 

gloomy. “Because… because half of the tribe is 

sick. Three Osminog had come with me, but 

now all of them are dead from the curse. It’s 

horrible. So I am here to pray to the protector 

for help.”  

Blue sat down. “The Protector isn’t here, 

Chirchirrup-“ 



“She has to be… My zzzzawhir was alive 

for many days, even as she worshipped the God 

of Predators. This place is sacred.”  

Blue sighed, or made a noise as close to a 

sigh as I had ever heard an Osminog make. 

“Yes, yes dear… here. Let me get you some 

fruits.”  

Blue walked over to my hatch, looking up 

for another jar. I did nothing as she signaled.  

“Come on,” she said quietly, “Please. I just 

need four fruits from the jar.” She shot a glance 

at Chirchirrup, who stared at her suspiciously.  

I did nothing. Chirchirrup didn’t like me 

and didn’t need to know I existed.  

“Please, creature… please,” she begged.  

Nothing.  

Blue angrily squinted. “Fine,” she said, 

“Be that way.” She turned back to Chirchirrup, 

patting her daughter on the side.  

Chirchirrup was tired, though, and soon 

drifted to sleep as Blue sang her calm songs. I 

listened to the songs, the words carefully crafted 

to give the song a tune. Poetry were necessarily 



songs to the Osminog, their tonality limited to 

the four versions of their primary teeth. Blue 

used this limitation expertly as she sang to 

Chirchirrup, lulling her daughter to sleep.  

Once Chirchirrup was satisfactorily asleep, 

I opened the hatch and sent down the fruit. Blue 

saw, coming over to me with angry, stomping 

feet.  

“Why didn’t you help me when I asked?” 

she asked.  

“She didn’t need fruit then. Besides, she 

thinks I’m the God of the Predators. Would you 

eat food given to you by the God of the 

Predators? Wouldn’t you think the fruit was 

going to poison you, or that the thing in the 

floating nest was going to pop down and eat 

you?”  

Blue sagged a little bit. “Yes, but… but she 

needs help!”  

“Tell me about curses, then,” I said. “I 

think I know what she’s talking about.”  

Blue sat down in the mud next to the 

fireplace. “When the Protector hasn’t been 



sacrificed to adequately, she sends a curse upon 

us all. It means our souls will be called to her 

side early, starving the God of Predators but 

costing the Osminog in numbers, making it 

harder for us to survive the next year. Numbers 

are what keep us thriving, creature.”  

I nodded and looked about my room. No 

medicine I could make would help the Osminog 

any more than it would poison them. Antivirals 

that were actually potent had taken humans a 

long, long time to invent. With what I had, they 

weren’t going to be easily reinvented.  

“What do Osminog do with the bodies of 

Osminog that died from curses?” I asked.  

“They are put on the outside of the pile 

until the winter is over, protecting the rest of the 

Osminog even in death.” 

I groaned, Blue unhappy with my 

vocalization. “That’s the worst thing you could 

do, Blue.”  

“But they keep us warm! Otherwise, we 

freeze in the winter. The curses, though 

devastating, make it possible for us to live. The 



curse must have been very bad for Chirchirrup 

to come… it is likely my fault, praying to you 

rather than to the Protector.”  

I shook my head. “No, Blue. That’s not 

true. Curses aren’t… they’re not magic, not 

divine. They’re a tiny predator that, uh, that eats 

you from the inside.”  

Blue blinked hard a couple of times. “The 

curses are from the God of Predators?”  

“Sure. If that’s what makes sense. But 

they’re carried in dead bodies, Blue, and that’s 

why so many people get affected. They’ve got 

to get rid of the bodies if they want the curse to 

stop raging,” I said.  

“But then they’ll freeze.”  

I thought. Anything I suggested would be 

giving technology to a tribe, not just to Blue, a 

harmless, single Osminog that benefitted from 

my knowledge as I benefitted from her 

company.  

“Let me tell you a story,” I said. I cleared 

my throat and wiggled my fingers, prepared to 

tell Blue more than I ever had before.   



Chapter 3 

“My tribe has a predator, a predator we’ve 

never seen,” I said. “Just as you’ve never seen 

me, we have never seen them.”  

I thought about it. The Next Level sat on 

high, somewhere that we couldn’t find. No one 

knew what they looked or sounded like, only the 

intermittent messages that we caught. They 

were messages of fear, speaking of how the 

humans below them were frightfully curious, of 

how they worried about our advancement, how 

they had to ensure the selection was right, how 

our paranoia wasn’t enough to overcome our 

curiosity and drive for conquering.  

“Either way, these predators are merciless. 

We see signs of their power, hear messages of 

their greatness, but never have we met them. 

Like me and my people, they are Osminog but 

not. They think, they act, and they are fearful. 

They fear my people, perhaps, more than we 

fear them. That’s what makes them so 

dangerous. There are signs that they have used 



their power to kill other whole peoples. I’m not 

talking about tribes, I’m talking about all 

Osminog, but worse. So many Osminog that 

you don’t even have a number describing it. So 

many that my tribe can’t help but cower,” I said.  

Blue seemed surprised. “You? You have a 

predator, even with your power and 

knowledge?”  

“Sort of. They watch, waiting for us to 

make a mistake. As far as we can tell, that 

mistake is making contact with Osminog less 

powerful than us. You see… you see, the 

predator has to make sure that its prey does 

what it wants much more than it needs to eat us. 

The predators’ bellies are full, they don’t need 

to eat. They just need to keep us in line.”  

I felt myself shaking. I was telling Blue 

something very dangerous. If there was a way, 

short of giving technology to lesser cultures, of 

eliciting the destruction of the Next Level, it 

was this, acknowledging aloud their existence.  

“I don’t understand. What is going on?” 

Blue asked.  



“Imagine,” I began, “Imagine that I am a 

predator. I have food, plenty of it, and my belly 

is full. You see how powerful I am. Imagine, if 

another predator were to come after us and we 

got in a fight with it, who would win?”  

Blue shook her torso. “I don’t 

understand… fight? You mean to argue with 

your predators?”  

There wasn’t a good enough word for it.  

“I don’t know how to explain. The 

predator of my people doesn’t want to eat us, it 

wants to make us into a copy of itself. It wants 

us to become like it, a predator. If we show the 

predator that we aren’t doing, or aren’t going to 

do, what it wants, it will kill us all.”  

How could I say that there were potentially 

thousands of peoples, all stratified in a hierarchy 

who knows how long, and that all of them were 

predators watching other predators, just waiting 

for the one below them to mess up? How could I 

tell her about bombs and biological weapons 

and death on such a massive scale?  



How could I explain war to a member of a 

species who didn’t even physically fight each 

other?  

“So you’re… you’re not a predator yet, is 

what you’re saying?” Blue asked.  

“I’m saying that I can’t help your tribe. If I 

do that, I’ll be acting in such a way that the 

predator of our people will kill us all. Or at least 

that’s the theory.”  

Blue stared at the ceiling. “So your 

predator is trying to force you to be a predator? 

Can you not run?”  

I sighed. “My people wouldn’t run. We are 

trying to figure out how to argue… there are no 

words. There is nothing I could say.”  

With confusion, Blue said, “If you don’t 

help my daughter, what am I to do? I don’t 

know how to help the tribe. I will keep her here, 

until the end of winter.”  

“No – no, that’ll be worse! She’ll learn of 

the… the things! I can’t have her teach her 

people any of this!”  

“What else am I to do?”  



I stayed silent. I glared at her through the 

hatch, wishing that Chirchirrup had never 

returned. The young Osminog was strong and 

had lived through the illness, as would others in 

the tribe, without my help. Even so, she’d never 

be able to make it back without a coat and fire 

to keep her warm. Blue wouldn’t be willing to 

send out her daughter to her death, not after 

having seen all the things I could provide.  

“I think I can help your daughter, but I 

have some requirements that you may not like.”  

Blue looked up at me. “There’s very little, 

now, that I wouldn’t. I suppose you and I are 

linked, creature. What is it?”  

“Give her your warm clothing. She’ll be 

walking back to the tribe and will need it more 

than you. Other than that… she can stay here for 

a week, but I will not speak to you, not while 

she’s awake. The predators are watching me and 

I can’t let her know.”  

“Warm clothing? That’s it?”  

“There’s more,” I said. “But I don’t think I 

need your approval, just your complicit 



agreement to send her away as soon as she’s 

well. Tell her to go to the mound in the midst of 

where the fruit bushes had been and pray before 

she goes. There she will receive revelation.”  

Blue didn’t seem happy. “Are you going to 

kill her?” Blue asked. “Are you a predator?”  

I peeked through the hole in the floor. “No. 

If I wanted to kill her, I would have already 

done so by telling you I couldn’t help you thaw 

her.”  

“You are strange, creature.” Blue walked 

in a different direction, tossing the water she 

had dirtied with Chirchirrup’s feet over her 

head, washing herself. She put the bucket down 

near the door, preparing it to take for more ice 

later.  

“I know I’m strange. You don’t have to tell 

me.”  

“What are you going to do to her? Let me 

know.”  

I picked at the teeth on my gloves, finally 

answering, “I will tell her how to stop curses 

from spreading. I will give her the power to 



survive the winter without the dead covering 

them. I will give her fire.”  

Blue looked up at me with one set of eyes, 

Chirchirrup with another. With yet another set 

she stared at the fire, the last looking at the door. 

“I can do that, if it’s easier,” Blue answered.  

I shook my head. “No. She won’t trust you, 

Blue. You’ve heard her – she doesn’t recognize 

you anymore.”  

“And she’ll trust you?” Blue asked. “No, 

she’s not going to trust you. You haven’t shown 

even me what you look like, so what will she 

think?”  

“She won’t see me. Just hear me. My 

intent is that she thinks she hears the Protector.”  

Blue shook. “No – no, that is sacrilege!”  

“What have I got to lose? I’ve told you, 

I’m an Osminog but not Osminog. The Protector 

doesn’t protect me, it protects you. I’ve got to 

protect myself and will, against my better 

judgment, protect your daughter and your 

people as well. I’m giving them fire, one of the 

most powerful things I could have possibly 



given them! If only you could understand how 

greatly this will affect your people.” I got up, 

convinced that I’d made a poor decision, and sat 

on my bed.  

“I thank you, creature, for everything. 

Thank you,” Blue called.  

I said nothing, instead sulking on my bed. I 

looked at my window and knew what horrible 

thing I had to do next if I was to convince 

Chirchirrup the Protector was talking with her. I 

had to hide myself in some sort of costume, look 

like an Osminog and, thus, more similar to the 

Protector.  

I knew where to get some dead Osminog 

skin. Chirchirrup’s friends couldn’t be too far 

away, after all. I’d take the skin and teeth of the 

nearest friend, then wrap the skin around me.  

That was disgusting. Gross.  

I’d wrap the skin around me and walk with 

two sticks in my hands, walking stiffly if I had 

to walk at all. Chirchirrup wouldn’t have to 

come very close to me.  

I put my hands to my face, almost crying. 



I wished I had been lying to Blue. I wished 

that I would kill Chirchirrup rather than put 

humanity at risk.  

But I wouldn’t.  

I liked Blue too much.  

I grabbed my heavy cloak, boots, heavy 

gloves, hat, and wrapped it all over-top of my 

orange jumpsuit. I opened my hatch to the 

outside, tossing vines over into the deep snow 

and taking some time to remove snow from my 

solar panels before climbing down the ladder. It 

was nice to have the option of an electric light 

once in a while.  

It was going to be difficult finding the 

body, but I saw it as my best option. Anything 

else wouldn’t have a familiar enough shape or 

tone for me to get away with.  

I stomped around in the snow, my feet 

sinking with each step. My clothes would soon 

get wet and I would get cold. The longer I 

waited, though, the less likely I would ever find 

the corpse of the Osminog that had went with 

Chirchirrup.  



Through the snow I dug, looking at the 

slightly dimpled surface where Blue had 

dragged Chirchirrup earlier. Eventually I 

reached the end of that path, anything beyond 

completely covered. Judging from how far Blue 

had made it from the cabin a couple months ago, 

I had a rather wide swath of land to cover. I 

started on the path that I had taken to the 

Osminog tribe, ducking beneath low-hanging 

tree branches and shuffling snow from out in 

front of me.  

After an hour of searching along the path, I 

felt my luck change. My feet felt something 

hard, buried in the snow, and so I uncovered it.  

An Osminog.  

I took hold of its frozen tentacles and 

dragged it after me. I thought about how 

Chirchirrup had been frozen and still lived, then 

worried that this Osminog could have gone 

through the same thing. Chirchirrup had seemed 

to insinuate that this one was definitely dead, 

though, and it had been frozen for a significant 

period of time. I dragged it home, up and into 



my house, laying it over some leaves to keep 

any blood or juices from flowing out. I sat in the 

corner, looking at the dead Osminog and 

worrying about what I was going to do.  

The Osminog were people. This was… this 

was almost as bad as cutting apart a human to 

wear its skin. I looked at the Osminog and, 

though I felt weird, knew that I would be able to 

finish the task. I wondered if I would have been 

able to do the same if it were human…  

I took out my knife and waited for the 

body to thaw, then cut off the skin, making sure 

to peel every last piece of flesh from the spotted 

organ. The skin now off, I laid it out on the floor 

to dry while I searched through the remaining 

organs that had spilled out over the floor.  

I took jars that I had emptied and placed 

organs in them as I cut through them to search 

for the brains. I found the brain, a ring of white 

tissue running around the center of its body, 

connecting the eyes. I cut it into chunks and 

rubbed it over the skin, curing it, before putting 

everything into jars.  



I laid my head down, feeling a headache 

coming on, and resolved not to tell Blue what 

the soap I would soon make was from.  

  



Chapter 4 

I waited outside in the Osminog costume. 

Blue had said that today was the day, that 

Chirchirrup was well and had spent enough time 

praying to the Protector. 

The Osminog leather smelled strange. It 

wasn’t quite like bull leather or even alligator, 

but something else. It felt thin and supple, 

seemed almost translucent as I let it hang over 

my legs, stooping so that the forward legs 

covered my arms. I waited for Chirchirrup, 

watching the house and the smoke that came up 

from the fire. I heard the door open, the chirping 

of Osminog muffled by the blizzard, and picked 

my head up. Looking through the nearly 

translucent lid where the Osminog’s eye used to 

be, I saw Chirchirrup coming toward me. 

Chirchirrup, dressed in clothing that Blue 

had given her, trudged through the snow. She 

would see the lights of the fires around me, the 

torches well wrapped in moss and dipped in fat 



from the dead Osminog. The flames would burn 

bright, alluring. 

She did step forward, cracking open the jar 

of jam I knew Blue wouldn’t have been able to 

send her away without. I watched, seeing her 

place the jam on each of her tentacles when she 

got close, drawing herself prostrate on the snow 

and closing her eyes. 

“Holy Protector!” she cried. 

I looked down at her. She was as devout as 

Blue had been when I’d first met her, but young 

and influential rather than old and feared. I kept 

myself from saying anything with my vocal 

chords and, still bent over, brought my gloves 

into the torso portion of my costume. It was a 

bad costume, barely fitting, but the Osminog 

didn’t seem to have a good grasp of what was 

real and what wasn’t. 

“Do not fall down and worship me; save 

that for the God that matters,” I said. She 

opened her eyes a peek, looking up at me. “I am 

but a messenger, the Protector has heard your 



prayers. Listen well, for I will only tell you this 

once.” 

I stepped forward a little bit, flopping the 

leg skin as best I could. Chirchirrup wasn’t 

entirely impressed, but she wasn’t frightened by 

me, either, as I used the tentacle palm to grab up 

one of the four torches nearest me. Four was an 

important number to the Osminog, it seemed. 

“I will do as you say, oh messenger,” she 

said, closing her eyes again. 

“No – keep them open,” I instructed. “You 

need to see as well as hear in order to follow my 

directives.” 

I handed her the torch and, as soon as her 

tentacle had grabbed the thing, backed away to 

the middle of the three remaining torches. It was 

awkward not turning around as I moved, but it 

would be something the Osminog would point 

out as too strange to deal with. They didn’t turn, 

just changed which face they interpreted as 

front. 

“This is fire, given to you to control. You 

should have listened to your mother when she 



told you that the curse is not from the Protector, 

but is instead many predators eating the 

Osminog from the inside out. Once inside an 

Osminog, these predators cannot be killed, but 

must only run their course. Giving water, food, 

and warmth will help cursed Osminog survive 

the attack, but the one who cares for the cursed 

Osminog runs the risk of being the next victim. 

Keeping barriers between you and a cursed 

Osminog will reduce the likelihood of the curse 

being passed. 

“But that can be developed later. For now, 

the important part is that your need for warmth 

is killing you. The dead contain these little 

predators, and until you get rid of them, the 

predators will live amongst you. Take this fire 

and bring it to your people. If the fire is seeming 

to die out, touch it to some dry moss until it 

spreads. Wrap moss around sticks to make a 

new fire carrier. Letting the fire die out will 

mean you have lost faith in the gods and your 

people will die.” 



Chirchirrup clung to every word, blinking 

as she thought hard about what I said. 

“Take the fire to your people and build a 

great nest, made of moss and twigs, then touch 

the fire to the nest. Once the nest is blazing, toss 

the dead into it. You will find the fire warms 

you, just as it is for your mother now, and will 

continue to burn wood. Keep the fire fed and the 

winter will not harm you.” 

I fell to my stomach, digging in the snow 

and covering myself up as quickly as I could, 

leaving the skin above the snow. I heard 

Chirchirrup come forward a couple steps, 

squealing when she saw the skin. 

“Protector!?” she called out. “Protector – 

what has happened?!” 

I remained under the snow, hoping she 

would think the god gone and leave. I couldn’t 

remain in this position for long, not as cold as it 

was. 

“Protector… I will do as you say. I will go 

back to my people and show them fire!” 



I covered my face, wishing that I hadn’t 

done what I had just did. 

Chirchirrup walked away, though, and so I 

popped my head up from the snow. I saw her go 

back to the cabin and, for a few minutes, talk to 

Blue. I heard the clicking and chirping and, 

while they were distracted, far enough away in 

the snowstorm not to see my dark figure 

moving, I took the three torches and tipped them 

upside down in the snow to douse them. I laid 

the sticks down in the snow, covering them and 

the signs that they had existed before hiding 

back under the skin. 

Chirchirrup, upon focusing a face pointing 

toward me, did seem to notice the lack of lights, 

but didn’t come near. I was glad – water was 

starting to come through my clothes and freeze 

me. The extra layer of the costume had provided 

some additional protection and warmth, but it 

wasn’t very much. 

Chirchirrup gone, I took my skin over my 

head and booked it back to my house. I climbed 

up the ladder and went into my outdoor hatch, 



pulling off the wet clothes quickly and laying on 

my warm floor. 

“Thank you, floor,” I whispered, my skin 

against the warm wood. I placed my Osminog 

skin on the floor near me, water dripping off it, 

and pulled myself forward to the hatch where I 

knew Blue would be waiting. I propped the 

hatch open with my plastic, noting that it was 

starting to wear where I used it to so often keep 

the door open. Perhaps I needed something 

more permanent. 

“Creature?” Blue asked. She was, just as I 

had expected, waiting just below for me to 

return. “Creature – you have done something 

amazing. My daughter said a messenger of the 

Protector told her how to save her tribe.” 

I smiled. “Good! I’m glad that they’ll 

survive.” 

Blue looked at me with more seriousness 

now. “She said she saw the messenger, told me 

of its visage. It was you, wasn’t it?” 

I moved to sit next to the hatch. “Yes, of 

course it was. I have a pretty good idea of how 



to save your people, and this was the only way I 

could think of to do it. So I was a messenger and 

told her how to do it. And now, I assume, all my 

people will die. You’re welcome, Blue!” 

Blue shook. “No – no, I didn’t mean it that 

way. I am grateful, Creature, eternally so. But, 

you see, when you told me you were not a god, 

you didn’t tell me what you actually were. My 

daughter saw you, Creature, and told me what 

your visage was. I’m sorry I’ve disbelieved you, 

Creature. I should have been listening to a 

messenger of the Protector.” 

I was satisfied, at first, with letting Blue 

think that of me, but then I started and shook my 

head. “No, no, I’m not doing this again,” I 

declared. 

“She said she saw a torn and mangled 

Osminog, one with eyes closed as if in death, 

that almost floated over the surface of the snow. 

You’re an ancestor! An ancestor that has lived 

with the Protector and has been sent from her 

realm to come protect those left behind! One 



that has sacrificed so much should not be so 

poorly treated by one such as me!” 

I put my face almost right up against the 

crack and argued, “No, Blue – that’s not what I 

meant. I’m not a divine creature at all, Blue. I’m 

not. I don’t want to lie to you about it, even if I 

had to lie to Chirchirrup so she wouldn’t run 

from me.” 

Blue seemed confused. “Then… then are 

you a soul escaped from the Predator’s realm?” 

“No, Blue,” I said. “I am… I am an 

Osminog, but not an Osminog. Evidently, now 

that I’ve forsaken my people and they’re either 

all dead or the predators of my people have 

stopped caring, I’m here to help you all. Perhaps 

I am working for the Protector, in a way, but it’s 

not with her explicit permission. It’s because I 

want to help you, Blue, because you’re my 

friend. So leave it at that… I’m your friend, but 

I’m not divine.” 

Blue sat on the mud. “Then why show your 

visage to my daughter, who is not your friend, 



long before you’ve shown yourself to me?” she 

asked. 

I hadn’t thought of this predicament. She 

was right. How was I going to get out of this? 

“She didn’t see my true visage. She saw a 

lie.” 

Blue seemed disappointed. “A lie? What 

do you mean?” 

“I pretended to look like an Osminog and, 

evidently, Chirchirrup believed me. I used to lie 

to you when you thought I was a god, now I lied 

to her and she thought I was one of the gods’ 

messengers,” I said. 

Blue, in all her scorn, said, “Lies are the 

realm of the God of Preadators.” 

I held myself still. I had to do what I had 

done. “I just helped your daughter, saved your 

tribe, at the risk of my entire people and you do 

this? You thank me by telling me that I’m a 

messenger or… or something from the god you 

hate? What was I supposed to do, lie to you 

now, too?” 



“You didn’t need to lie to her! How can I 

know what you say is the truth?” she asked. 

She had me. I’d lied so much, even if a lot 

of it was half-lies. But, at the same time, there 

was no physical way to tell the truth in the 

Osminog language. 

“When you can call me friend, you’ll know 

why I can’t tell you the truth all the time. It’s 

not because I don’t want to, it’s because I can’t. 

It’s an impossibility.” 

She went over to her bed. “Like I thought: 

a predator.” 

“No – no, I’m not!” I shouted. “Look… 

what would convince you otherwise?” 

Blue laid down. “I don’t know. I’m feeling 

pretty tired now, Creature. Or Messenger. Or 

Predator. Whatever you are.” 

I tapped the floor, thinking. I realized what 

had caused the conversation in the first place 

and looked at the Osminog skin. It was jealousy. 

“What if I let you see me in the same form 

as I let your daughter see?” I asked. 



She closed her eyes as she laid in her bed. 

“That’s still a lie.” 

“But… but I’m afraid you won’t like me 

anymore if you see what I actually look like,” I 

said. 

“Then show me tomorrow, see what 

happens. Think about it tonight, creature. We’ll 

have the time and I will convince you to show 

yourself.” 

Blue was wrong. I knew the Osminog; 

they’d starve another one of their species just 

because their spots were of another pattern. 

They’d forget who their own mothers were just 

because the spots had disappeared from their 

skin. She’d see me and really would run out in 

the snow to die. 

Before I could argue, though, Blue was 

asleep. I went back to my own pallet and laid 

down, ready to think about Blue’s proposal. 

  



Chapter 5 

I decided over the night, through the 

course of my wakefulness, that I would slowly 

warm Blue up to being able to see me. As it 

was, I feared she would run at the sight of me. I 

needed to explain the concept of bones, for one 

thing. Nothing on Osmina had a skeleton and 

was either like an octopus or a squid or had a 

covering that was mineral in nature, somewhat 

like coral, somewhat like bark. It was a 

biopolymer not native to Earth.  

So, bones and hair. Those things weren’t 

on Osmina. Those things would cause some 

alarm.  

Not to mention that I only had one face. 

That was going to be a huge barrier.  

I went over to the hatch and propped it 

open a little farther than normal. A little at a 

time, I would let Blue see my shadows, perhaps 

wean her into seeing more and more of me at 

once. I looked down the hatch and peered in at 

Blue, seeing that she was still snoozing. I smiled 



and rolled over, picking up a jar of nutritional 

paste. I frowned as I cracked the jar open and 

put it over my little excuse for a stove, then 

chugged the bland, viscous paste as quickly as I 

could.  

I went back to the hatch, seeing that Blue 

was still sound asleep. I leaned forward and 

grabbed my gloves, putting them on my hands.  

“Blue,” I said, “Blue, wake up.”  

She didn’t move. She had said last night 

that she was tired, after all, so I had to accept 

that it was possible Chirchirrup had taken a lot 

of energy out of her.  

“Blue!” I shouted. Still nothing, so I crept 

up to the hatch. “Blue?”  

I opened the hatch a little bit more, letting 

it squeak as it pulled open. If she were faking 

death or something to try and get me to reveal 

myself, she had another thing coming. I wasn’t 

going to bow to lowly forms of manipulation.  

“Blue!” 

Still nothing.  



I looked around my cabin and saw the skin 

from yesterday. I threw the skin over my body 

to hide what I really looked like at least a little, 

tied on the leafy shoes I’d made, and popped the 

hatch open completely. I tossed some vines 

down, making sure they were tied to something 

sturdy in my section of the cabin.  

“Blue?” I shouted one more time. With no 

movement from her, I took one of the teeth I’d 

removed from the dead Osminog and tossed it at 

her.  

She groaned, but didn’t open her eyes or 

move.  

I sat down. I should have suspected this 

would happened, should have considered the 

possibility that Blue would be able to catch the 

disease. I looked at my Osminog skin, the 

leather made out of an Osminog that had died of 

the disease, and hoped that I hadn’t been the one 

to bring the infection home. I had been careful, 

keeping all the pieces upstairs and cleaning 

everything soon after. It could have been 

Chirchirrup, she could have been a carrier.  



I’d probably never know.  

I bit my lower lip and thought about what I 

should do. I jumped up, grabbing the skin off 

the wall and draping it over my body as I had 

done for Chirchirrup earlier. I held the Osminog 

skin tight around me as I hopped into the ground 

floor, my feet stomping around in the cool mud, 

and stooped while I walked over to Blue’s side.  

I stood next to her and said, “Blue? Blue, 

this isn’t funny. I’m not going to be very happy 

if this was a joke or some sort of trick to get me 

down here so you could see me.”  

She didn’t move, so I reached out a hand 

and touched her side, finding the skin dry and 

hot. I turned her and saw discoloration and 

mucus underneath each of her eyes, her 

tentacles hugged up awkwardly against her 

round torso as if she were cold.  

It had to be the disease.  

I looked around at the mud of the bottom 

floor, wondering if I should keep her in the 

moist first floor or bring her up to the drier top 

floor. I decided on the top, seeing as I could 



maneuver better without the muck hampering 

me, and she would be closer, more easily 

controlled and cared for. When she finally 

awoke, I would hope to have her back 

downstairs.  

I dragged her over to the vines and tied her 

in as best I could, having considerable difficulty 

restraining a creature with quadrilateral 

symmetry. I dragged her up the hatch and pulled 

her onto the second floor platform before 

washing off the mud with a bit of water and 

soap, rinsing and drying her after. I dragged her 

over to my bed, made of the seats from mine 

and Kyle’s pods, and placed her there. I took a 

gourd full of water, pried her mouth open, and 

tried to put some of the water in without 

choking or drowning her.  

With some success, I went over to a jar of 

fruits and broke it open. I wished that we could 

have a more varied diet so I could provide her 

with more and different nutrients, but that 

wasn’t going to happen.  



“Blue – Blue, wake up,” I said, trying to 

see if anything I’d done had affected the way 

she was feeling. I helped her drink another 

gourd of water, then moistened my rag and 

dabbed away some of the mucous around her 

eyes. That certainly made her look better, if 

nothing else. I reached around the dangling legs 

of the Osminog skin and felt of her sides, noting 

that she was still dry. I didn’t know if that was a 

sign she needed more water, or just a sign that 

she was sick. I sighed, supposing more water 

wouldn’t hurt.  

I let another gourd of water slip down her 

throat, then looked at the nearly empty bucket of 

water. I would need more.  

I reached out my window and pulled up 

my ladder, deciding it would be better placed in 

the hatch for now. I could use the warm, bottom 

floor to make climbing up to my room more 

pleasant, not to mention shorter. I clambered 

down, empty buckets in my hands, and went 

outside where I quickly gathered snow to melt. I 

piled it high, knowing that it would condense 



into a small amount of water. I smiled, 

remembering that I often had to have Blue go 

out and get ice multiple times to fill a bucket 

before accepting it into the upper floor.  

I tended to the fire, emptying out the deep 

piles of ashes into the snow outside before 

putting in fresh firewood. I checked the boiler 

and, seeing as the water level was running a 

little low, added some of the dirty water from 

upstairs.  

I climbed back up, Osminog skin on my 

back, and returned to Blue.  

“Blue,” I said, shaking her. She just 

shivered as if she was cold, so I poured a bit 

more water into her mouth. I wasn’t going to 

fail her, not now. Not after I’d just risked 

everything to keep her happy.  

I heated up some nutritional paste to feed 

myself and drank some of the freshly melted ice 

as I watched Blue closely. I was reminded of 

Earth, about how Mom used to make me 

chicken soup whenever I was sick. The warm 

broth always made me feel good for some 



reason. I remembered her fingers rubbing my 

face as she would say, “Look at you! I can see 

you getting better already!”  

That couldn’t happen here. The Osminog 

had something more vicious than a cold, that 

was for certain. Perhaps this was more akin to 

the flu, a nasty one.  

Remembering the chicken soup, I thought 

about how the steaming dish simply made me 

feel warm. I put a can of her fruits on the stove, 

heating it for lunch. I looked at the stock of cans 

we had left and thought about how I’d wished 

for more, but that couldn’t be helped. Humans 

simply had to eat when they were sick.  

I fed Blue and helped her drink. She was 

going to get better and I would make sure of it.  

  



Chapter 6 

I took the jar of fruit and sat Blue up. 

Though she wasn’t yet very lucid, she had been 

chewing her food and swallowing on her own.  

“Oh, Chirchirrup, thank you so much,” 

Blue said with happy eyes. Evidently the 

Osminog skin I wore over my body was tricking 

her mind for now, but the disease was easing off 

and would soon get better. “What is this you’re 

feeding me?” 

I put down the warm jar of fruit and used 

my gloves to say, “It is fruit heated by my fire. 

Do you know where you are, Blue?”  

Blue coughed a few times and glanced 

about. “No.” 

I wanted to laugh at how simple this all 

seemed to Blue, but didn’t as I spooned her 

some more fruit. As she chewed, I said, “You 

are getting over a curse and I am helping you 

feel better. Would you like some more water?”  

Blue nodded. “Yes, please.” I poured the 

gourd of water into her open mouth, to which 



she responded, “You are too kind. Protector 

bless you.”  

I put the gourd back down, watching as 

Blue’s eyes closed a bit. Crouched, the skin just 

hanging onto me, I said, “You do realize, Blue, 

that I’m not Chirchirrup?”  

Blue jerked and opened the eyes of only 

one face, the one nearest me, then said, “That’s 

nice, dear.” The eyes then closed back, the 

Osminog soundly asleep. This time, her fever 

reduced and her body in better shape, she had at 

least responded to me – if incorrectly. Each time 

she awoke, she was slightly more lucid than the 

last, somewhat more involved with her 

environment.  

I chuckled as I took the near empty fruit 

jar, emptying the contents out into another jar 

that was also half-emptied. Soon, I’d need to 

return Blue to the first floor to ensure that she 

didn’t see me, make sure that I could reveal 

myself to her slowly. This sleep didn’t seem to 

be deep enough to warrant moving her, though, 

so I resolved to wait until nightfall when she 



would be much more tired and likely to stay 

asleep throughout the ordeal. While she slept, 

though, I needed to do a few more chores. I took 

the empty jar over to some of the water, pouring 

a small amount in and placing it on the stove to 

heat the water and clean it. I hung the Osminog 

skin and gloves up on the wall so that I could 

wash the jar.  

The jar cleaned, I leaned over to pop open 

a can of nutritional paste, placing that atop the 

element on the stove to heat. I looked at a can of 

tomatoes and wished that I could even eat just 

that, merely gobble down that disgusting meal 

instead of this nearly inedible one. I stuck a 

spoon in the paste, watching it glop back down 

into the jar disgustingly, the gray slime oozing 

out unpleasant smells.  

I couldn’t do it. Out of all the things I 

hated, nutritional paste had to be number one or 

two on the list. I decided that starvation, at the 

moment, was preferable. Even so, I could not let 

the whole can go to waste. I stuck the spoon in 



my mouth, gagging as I forced the paste to 

slither down my throat.  

I finished the jar and set it down, coughing 

and repulsing from the thing. “Damn paste,” I 

grumbled. I shook my head and, despite not 

wanting to, poured some water in the jar to wash 

it out. At least snow freshly fallen tended to be 

pure enough that I didn’t need to send it through 

the filter. I’d need to make sure that Blue 

stopped getting at the frozen mud underneath 

the snow when she got ice to melt for water.  

A quick glance away from my dishes, I 

spotted Blue. She had woken back up and, this 

time, there wasn’t confusion in the stare she was 

giving me. There was abject fear.  

I remained as still as I could, hoping that 

she would think herself delusional and let 

herself go back to sleep. Within me was this 

hope that she hadn’t healed enough to start 

realizing what was going on, but I knew that 

was unlikely at this point.  

With no change in the status quo after a 

minute or so, I flitted my eyes to the wall where 



the gloves were hanging, wondering if I could 

pop up and grab them quickly without 

disturbing Blue.  

Though the gloves were my intention, the 

mere glance to the wall with the Osminog skin 

was enough to cause the situation to collapse. 

Blue began screaming, pushing herself weakly 

against the wall and causing empty jars to fall 

and break upon the floor.  

“No – Blue, hold on!” I said in my real 

voice, reaching out to her with my hand. “It’s 

just me, Ann.”  

“Predator!” Blue screamed. She flailed 

about, frantically looking for the way out of the 

room. “Predator!”  

I stood up, making her even more nervous, 

then grabbed the gloves from their hook. She 

obviously wasn’t willing to listen to my real 

voice, definitely wouldn’t understand what I 

was trying to tell her. I felt dumb for having 

even tried to soothe her with such strange 

noises.  



“Shh, Blue!” I said with the gloves. “It’s 

just me, Creature who lives above you.”  

Unimpressed, Blue pointed a tentacle at the 

skin on my wall, the bloodstains on the floor. 

“Predator!”  

I realized, now, what she thought. She 

thought I had killed another Osminog to get the 

skin. How could I convince her otherwise? 

I backed up to the wall far away from 

Blue, waiting for her to work herself out of the 

frenzy. She continued to shiver in the corner, a 

high pitched whirr continuously emitting from 

her. I watched, constantly thinking about what I 

should say but never settling on anything.  

I looked around the room and saw the half 

empty jar of preserves. I crawled forward on all 

fours, trying to seem as small as possible, as I 

grabbed the jar from the table. I put the still 

warm fruit on the ground near my bed, making 

sure that Blue had opportunity to see the 

contents. She wouldn’t be hungry, but I hoped 

she would recognize the gesture. I backed away, 

returning to the corner opposite from my bed.  



“Predator,” Blue squeaked. She poked at 

the jar, tipping it over and watching the 

preserves run out. I wanted to groan, but I 

should have known that this would happen. If I 

had never really intended to meet Blue in 

person, I should have killed her when I first 

realized she’d seen my hideout.  

But no, I hadn’t killed her. I looked at my 

hands and realized that my attempts to befriend 

this lonely alien, no matter how pathetic they 

were, made me human, made our species better 

than whatever species made up the Next Level.  

“I am not a predator,” I said.  

Blue backed into the corner when I spoke. 

“Creature?” it asked, terrified, its voice barely 

understandable as it shook.  

“Yes, it’s me,” I said. “This is where I live, 

just above you. You were cursed and I helped 

you get better.”  

“Predator! You said you were Osminog!”  

I shook my head, realizing that the way I 

moved and the way that Blue would expect a 

shake to look didn’t match up. “No, I said I was 



Osminog, but not Osminog. I didn’t know how 

to explain.”  

She curled up into the smallest ball I’d 

seen her in yet, cowering from me and my 

supposed prowess. I remained where I was, 

certain that the distance we had become 

accustomed to over the months could never be 

recreated. I watched, not enjoying the tiny 

squeal that Blue constantly emitted.  

“I didn’t kill that Osminog,” I said, trying 

to talk about what I thought was bothering Blue 

the most. “Chirchirrup said that her friends had 

died on the way over, so I searched for them. I 

found this one, and, rather than letting her go to 

no use, I took the pieces of her body to create 

useful things. That skin is just one of them.”  

Blue shook.  

“Would it just be better if I left?” I asked.  

“You would hunt me down. I’ve seen your 

power, Predator, and I know that I could not 

escape you.” 

“Then why do you think I’m a predator?” I 

laid down, making myself smaller and less 



threatening. “Is it because I look like one? I 

don’t think I look like any predator you’ve seen 

before.”  

Blue huddled smaller, staring at me.  

“Do predators normally speak with their 

prey?” I asked.  

“Most predators don’t keep the teeth of the 

Osminog they eat.”  

I shook my head and leaned forward a bit, 

letting her still see my gloves. “No, Blue, I don’t 

eat Osminog, and these teeth are just teeth I 

found lying about your village during the two 

times I visited.”  

Blue sat still, then nervously asked, “If you 

don’t eat Osminog, what do you eat?”  

I kept an eye on Blue as I leaned over to a 

jar, cracking it open to reveal the disgusting 

nutritional paste. I gagged, but then shoved it 

forward so Blue could look inside. “This will 

kill you if you eat it just as much as the fruit you 

enjoy would kill me.”  



Blue peeked in the jar after I backed away 

into the corner. “What is it?” she asked, repelled 

by the scent.  

I shrugged, bobbing my head as I thought. 

“Fruit, in a way. I took the fruit you sacrificed to 

make that stuff, a type of food that I hate but can 

eat without harming myself. We’re very 

different from each other in some ways. It’s as if 

your people are clockwise and my people are 

counterclockwise, down to the deepest levels,” I 

said, knowing that Blue wouldn’t quite 

understand what I was saying. She didn’t know 

about molecules, much less chirality.  

“This isn’t Osminog?” she asked.  

“No,” I answered. “I do not, and would 

not, eat Osminogs. I am not a predator.”  

“Then why do you look like that?”  

I swallowed some spit then answered, “I 

come from very, very far away. I come from a 

place so far away that, in all of your travels, you 

haven’t even gotten any closer to it. All the 

distance you’ve walked couldn’t get you even a 

small bit of the way there. To get here, my 



people had to make something we call in our 

language a ship.” I paused here, waiting for her 

to finish cringing at the sound of my real voice. 

“This thing can go very far in no time at all. But 

my ship broke, sending the person I loved and 

me falling from the sky and crashing here, 

where you live. He died in this crash, his body 

crushed as we fell. The ship he was in became 

your fire pit, the ship I was in torn apart to 

become pieces of this place, a thing I call a 

house. My partner’s body is buried in that 

mound you and Chirchirrup both thought holy, 

the mound that grew fruits from my world 

which I can eat without turning into this nasty 

mush.  

“Anyway, my partner looked like me, a 

creature called human, and I loved him in a way 

that the Osminog do not understand. I became 

lonely once he was lost and, by the time you 

came around, was willing to forgo all the rules I 

had set for myself just to have some company. 

Like your people, my people are very social. We 

even go so far as to prefer physical pain to 



loneliness.” I shifted my eyes to the floor. “Now 

you know what I look like, I hope you’ll soon 

understand why I didn’t want you to know. My 

people anticipated the existence of people like 

yours and have learned many things yours does 

not know. I was prepared to see you, but you 

could not have been prepared to see me. Your 

first thought would have always been to 

associate the unknown with predators.”  

Blue seemed scared still. I opened up the 

hatch, pulling on the string to lift the wooden 

door out of the frame.  

“There is a ladder leading down to your 

part of the house. You can leave if you want. I 

won’t stop you, though I do request that you 

don’t run outside and freeze again.” I laughed in 

my own voice, hoping that Blue would become 

used to what I actually was. Something about 

being revealed made me feel more complete, 

finally clean.  

Blue held herself still. I knew that I might 

possibly never regain the level of trust I had 

earned just peeking through the hatch.  



“Then… Creature… if your people know 

so many things and have so much, why would 

you come here if not to eat us?”  

I smiled, something that Blue didn’t appear 

to like. “We came here to watch you and remind 

ourselves that we, as a people, are not alone.”  

  



Part Four: The New Buds 

  



Chapter 1 

I stepped outside, the first time since the 

beginning of winter without a coat. The snow 

was gone except in a few places where tall piles 

had built up underneath heavily shaded trees. I 

breathed in a fresh, new breath and looked out at 

the muddy fields before me, realizing just how 

much work needed to be done. The cracked and 

rotten fruit bushes from last year lay on the 

muck, floating in the newly melted snow.  

I bent down to a puddle, algae growing 

nicely and blubberballs happily swimming 

around, back from their winter freeze.  

Blue stood next to me, the pads of her 

tentacles squishing the mud playfully beneath 

them. “What do your people do in the spring?” I 

watched her almost shiver with delight at the 

return of her mud.  

“Most people do nothing different. We 

control our weather and live in eternal summer. 

Me and you, though, we’ve got to grow new 

fruit bushes.” I would of course need to make 



another lifted planter box for my Earth plants, 

but I wondered if we needed to plow for the 

fruit, considering what tools we had that could 

be used as a makeshift plow. I would need some 

steel, could probably use some of the plates that 

covered my escape pod.  

I walked around the house to where the 

pieces of my escape pod were, picking through 

the pieces until I found one that I liked. I could 

probably rig something up in a couple days to 

pull the plow with, but then I wondered which 

of us would pull and which would direct.  

“I don’t think I can help you make plants. 

The Osminog are forced to move every spring, 

searching out a new place with fruits. We don’t 

have that ability,” Blue said.  

I pulled up the piece of steel and walked it 

to the front of my house, facing the fields.  

“You do have the ability,” I said, “You just 

don’t know how and you don’t have the words 

for me to tell you.”  

I dropped the piece of steel into the mud 

and looked at the pipe sticking out of it, thinking 



about how much effort it would take to set this 

whole thing up. I didn’t have any materials with 

which I could cut small holes in steel, no torches 

or drill bits. It would be nice if I could find an 

easily accessible source of coal with which I 

could heat the metal, though.  

Blue watched me closely. “I don’t 

understand what you’re doing. Are you sure you 

aren’t magic?”  

I laughed aloud, speaking with my gloves, 

“I’m sure.” I stood from the piece of steel, then 

looked to Blue with contemplative eyes. “Have 

you ever seen any black rocks, Blue? They’d be 

a little shiny, fairly light.”  

Blue lifted a tentacle to the space between 

her eyes, copying the gesture from my rubbing 

of my chin. “I don’t know. We don’t see rocks 

very often, really, what with them being at the 

bottom of the swamp and all. Why?”  

I shook my head. “I need them to make a 

fire hot enough to melt this thing. I need to 

make a device called a plow so we can make 

plants. If we don’t know where they are, though, 



I’ll have to make do without. Go fetch me the 

vines from the house – we’re going to do the 

best we can with what we’ve got.”  

Blue rushed off as I thought about how to 

make a harness. The Osminog leather would, 

sadly, likely be the most comfortable thing to 

put between the vines and the person pulling the 

plow, but I couldn’t expect Blue to accept that. 

Moss, at least until I found an animal or plant 

more suitable and ethically acceptable, was 

going to be the harness material of choice.  

As soon as Blue returned with the vines, I 

began manipulating them, tying them around 

Blue in such a way that we both accepted the 

harness as comfortable and functional enough.  

“You do understand that this is going to be 

the hardest thing we’ve done yet, right? And 

that I don’t intend to make you a… an Osmiog 

who does things for me with no reward, right?”  

Blue ran her tentacle over the vine and 

moss harness, marveled at the steel plow, and 

looked at me with a different face. “I see how 



this took most of the day to make, but it’s no 

harder than anything else. What do you mean?”  

I pointed to the field, held the stick I tied 

on so as to be able to direct the plow, and said, 

“We have to drag this through the mud and get 

air into the soil. It’s not easy, I think. I’ve never 

actually done this part before myself.”  

Blue happily looked at where I had 

pointed. “Then we shall learn this magic 

together. What is it I am supposed to do?”  

I took my part of the plow and strapped in. 

“Pull in a straight line towards that tree. I’ll 

push and try to direct the thing.”  

She pulled and I felt the plow move 

beneath my hands. The stiff, dense mud beneath 

it moved out of the way, the black loam 

underneath pulled up and exposed to the spring 

air. I kept the plow pointed down as Blue 

pulled, hoping that I wouldn’t move it in such a 

way to hurt us. As the plow moved and we 

turned, coming down a second row, I realized 

just how slow the work was going and how 

much of a physical toll it was taking.  



It wasn’t four rows before the tiresome 

work with the cumbersome, ill-formed plow 

became unbearable. I looked at my hands and 

saw them rubbed raw from the wood, saw 

Blue’s skin peeling apart where the vines 

wrapped around her.  

“Stop!” I cried out, wiping my brow and 

holding the handles steady until Blue stopped 

pulling.  

She fell down, letting her body slither into 

the mud while she breathed heavily. She looked 

at me with what had been her rear face, then 

asked, “Is this the blood price for your magic?”  

I shrugged, the motion lost on her. “I 

suppose you could say that.”  

“Then who did you get to do this in your 

home? This is terrible! If you’ve never done it, 

who has?”  

I leaned against the plow. “Right now, no 

one. There’s machines, things we make, that do 

it for us. Large rocks that are powered by fire 

and lightning run across the fields, tearing them 



up so that more flaming rocks can proceed to 

make rows and start the plants to growing.”  

“Then why don’t you make these… these 

things?”  

I took the bottle of water tied around my 

waist and handed it to Blue. “It would take a 

long, long time for me to find all the things I 

needed and make one. I’d have to build other 

machines that would help me build the one we 

need here. Many years would have to pass. We 

don’t have the time to wait on that.”  

She opened the bottle with her tentacle and 

tipped the water into her mouth. After a second, 

she said, “So how did you do this before 

machines?”  

I tapped the plow. “We used animals and 

harnesses made out of leather.” Hopefully that 

would satisfy her, hopefully she wouldn’t pry 

into what leather was.  

“What if we just had more Osminog?” 

Blue asked. “This winter, even with getting sick, 

was the easiest one I’ve ever had. Any Osminog 



would trade a day of pain and blood for that 

experience.”  

I shook my head. Though the plan was 

sound in theory, I really didn’t want to risk my 

people any more than I already had. The current 

situation was a good deal for Blue, was a good 

deal for me, and I couldn’t take back any of 

what I’d already done anyway.  

“I don’t think so. What would you have 

thought had a spotless old Osminog come and 

asked you to pull a rock until you bled for a 

creature that looked like a predator?” I pulled 

from my bag a couple of cloths, undoing Blue’s 

harness and tying the raw spots. I wished I had 

aloe or something to soothe her.  

Blue blinked. “You are right about that… 

but we don’t have to present the idea that way. 

You could just show up with fire and say that 

you’re the messenger of the Protector, tell 

Chirchirrup and the others that they don’t have 

to move, but stay here and learn magic from 

you.”  



“Ah,” I said with my voice, realizing what 

was going on. “You’re trying to get Chirchirrup 

to stay here with you. You’re trying to get back 

into your tribe. I’ve told you before, Blue, that I 

can’t be with anyone else in your tribe. I can’t 

afford to teach more people than you how to do 

these things lest the predators come and 

slaughter everyone.”  

Blue seemed unimpressed. “From what 

I’ve heard of your stories, your fellow creatures 

may have already been destroyed because of 

talking with me.”  

I harrumphed and untied the last vine to 

release Blue from her harness. “Thanks for your 

concern, Blue. I’m sure all the other Creatures 

will appreciate how I killed them to help an 

Osminog learn how to make plants.” 

Blue stood from her harness. “I should 

have known you wouldn’t care about what I 

want. It’s always about ‘Do this, we have to for 

my magic to work. Do that, I’m in charge.’ 

Well, I want to stay near my daughter. I want to 

see her become an assistant, maybe even live to 



see her become a bearer. I don’t know how long 

Osminog live after becoming suspects if they’re 

not eaten.”  

I realized that Blue had a genuine desire 

that I didn’t understand, but that I wouldn’t 

easily be able to argue against. Tales about a 

vague society of Sky Creatures wouldn’t hold as 

much sway as the possibility of never seeing 

your child again.  

I thought about my mother, her face as she 

waved Kyle and me off. She stood behind the 

chain linked fence as we were launched from 

the surface of Earth to the space station where 

our tiny little ship was. She’d said she’d miss 

me, wished I didn’t have to go, and hugged me 

before I went through that locked door.  

At that time, I hadn’t known Kyle terribly 

well. He’d tested well and gotten into this 

program, same as me, but we’d by no means 

fallen in love yet. I was worried about what kind 

of person he’d turn out to be.  

Even so, I couldn’t help but shake at that 

look my mother had given me. That was the last 



thing I’d seen of Earth, the last thing I’d 

remember. It hadn’t crept back up in my mind 

often recently, but that tear that had fallen down 

that face full of disappointment would never 

stop haunting me.  

I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I won’t 

help you if you bring in other Osminog. I have a 

chance to see my own bearer again someday 

assuming what I do doesn’t get her killed. I 

helped your daughter and your tribe by giving 

them fire, something far past what I was 

supposed to do, and can’t do anything else.”  

“The chance? You would stop me from 

getting to stay with my daughter for a chance to 

see your bearer again?”  

“It’ll be eight years since I’ve seen her 

when the other creatures even realize they need 

to come looking for me. Eight years, Blue, since 

I’ve seen another one of my kind besides Kyle 

who is now dead. I’m not giving that up.”  

She seemed to be confused, blinking a bit. 

“Why so long?”  



I shook my head and waved her off. “It’s 

something Osminog wouldn’t understand. Come 

on… We’ll finish plowing eventually, even if 

our bodies must become tough and worn, but we 

should rest for what remains of today.”  

Blue hugged herself tight, as if scared, and 

looked up at me. “I… I’m scared, Creature.”  

Every once in a while, she got in this 

mood, scared of me because of the temper I 

seemed to be in. I tried to relax and seem 

shorter, sloping my shoulders. “Why? I didn’t 

think I’d done anything wrong.”  

“It’s not you, not this time, not really.” 

Blue closed her eyes and tensed, pulling in even 

further. “I am afraid what you’ll do when I tell 

you that… that I don’t want to stay here with 

you if I have the option to see Chirchirrup 

otherwise. The tribe hasn’t moved on yet, seeing 

as she hasn’t come to say goodbye, but I don’t 

want to wait eight years to see my tribe again.”  

I thought about it, then looked at the plow. 

I had an idea about how to finish this job with or 

without Blue, but I had a deep desire to see her 



stay. It was a selfish desire. It was something I 

shouldn’t ask for.  

I nodded and said. “Fine. I’ll pack you 

some fruit in a jar and you can go back to your 

tribe whenever you want. I’m not going with 

you, though, but will find an animal to pull this 

plow by myself.”  

Blue shrunk, recognizing that I was upset 

even though I had conceded to her wishes. “I 

hope you understand. You’ve been very nice to 

me, Creature, and I wouldn’t have survived the 

winter without you. I can’t just let my daughter 

leave me so easily, though.”  

I walked back toward the house. “I 

understand,” I said.  

I clenched my fist, feeling abandoned once 

more.  

 

  



Chapter 2 

It had been a bit more than a week since 

Blue had left. I had, as it happened, come across 

one of the large predators with hard skin, luring 

it into a trap using what seemed to be a mass of 

blubberballs that had thawed within my fields. 

The thing had four legs, all identical, with one 

eye on each side of its large body, but a mouth 

on each side rather than the type on the top or 

bottom of its body as with the Osminog. The 

bark-like skin shone dark brown, making it 

blend in well with the trees and mud beneath 

them. Claws reached out of the legs, webbing 

between to help it swim a bit. 

I captured the creature in a pit, then 

approached with the hopes that I could train it. It 

snapped at me at first, but I quickly let it know 

who was in charge by pulling the availability of 

blubberballs and associating rewards with 

obedience. The sturdy predator, not completely 

unintelligent, soon realized that I was the source 

of food, that I rewarded success with 



blubberballs, and allowed me to tie it into the 

harness. 

The vines didn’t disturb the bark-like 

surface of its skin, instead working nicely with 

the creature as it pulled, chasing blubberballs 

that hung in front of it on the end of a fishpole-

like device. The few days I had spent 

dedicatedly training the animal had been worth 

it, making it easy to plow the field. I was 

amazed at the progress I made, knowing that no 

animals would have worked with early humans 

so easily on Earth. 

Perhaps it was because early man had 

been, in a way, a predator. 

After the field had been plowed, I released 

the animal to do as it willed, but it remained 

nearby, looking to me for rewards just as a dog 

would. I thought about what I could do with it, 

knowing that it would be a shame to get rid of 

such a useful creature so quickly. I continued to 

feed it blubberballs, which had thawed after the 

winter and were so numerous that I considered 

sending them through the racemization column. 



Instead, I now had a source of food for my 

predator beast. I put blubberballs in a bucket 

and dragged it over to the excited, increasingly 

loyal predator. 

That made it a bit more difficult when Blue 

arrived again. 

She stood still, scared stiff, as my pet 

looked at her. It pulled against the vines 

securing it to a tree, trying to reach her, but I 

wouldn’t let it. I threw a blubberball at it, 

getting its attention so that I could tie a vine 

onto its harness, hooking it to a tree more 

securely. 

I looked to her, but she fell to a mush onto 

the mud beneath. I walked over and bent down, 

touching her to show her that I wasn’t going to 

harm her. “Blue – Blue, you’re back!” I said. 

She looked about to pass out, but managed 

to squeak out, “Predator!” 

“I’ve got it under control. I’ll teach you 

how to control it too. How was your visit with 

Chirchirrup?” I asked, helping her up. Blue, 

instead of staying outside with the predator, shot 



quickly to the house, opening the door and 

going in. I followed her, first tossing a 

blubberball to my new pet to settle it down. 

First, she switched which face was her 

primary one so as to look at me, then said, “A 

Predator! What do we do, Creature?! You 

rescued me, Creature, but how can we get out of 

here until it’s gone?” 

I laughed, then hugged Blue. “It doesn’t 

matter! I’m just so glad to see you. A predator 

animal isn’t a substitute for my best friend.” 

She squirmed out of my grasp. “I’m 

serious, Creature! Did you not see its claws?” 

I sat down on the mud, no longer 

concerned with the state of my clothes after 

having spent days in them planting. “Of 

course,” I said. “I have control over it. It 

dragged that piece of rock across the field, 

allowed me to start making plants. It is tied to a 

tree right now. I feed it those little animals that 

swim around in puddles, the ones that eat algae 

and are kind of cute in a strange way.” 



Blue seemed upset. “Blubberballs? You 

feed it… little, innocent blubberballs?” 

I nodded. “They are far too densely 

populated right now. The dead fruit bushes put a 

lot of food for algae into the water, making lots 

of food for the blubberballs, which will last 

longer if I feed the blubberballs to the predator. 

Blue, you don’t need to fear predators, but 

control them.” 

She blinked a couple of times. “You are a 

strange thing. What… what are you? Predator or 

prey?” 

I shook my head. “Both. Neither. My 

people have never, I suppose, fit either 

description. We do as we desire, not fearing for 

our lives. The only animal, predator or no, that 

we have to worry about is each other. We are 

the most powerful. So don’t worry, Blue the 

Osminog, I’ve got you. You’re safe.” 

Blue looked at me warily and sat down, 

satisfied with her safety as long as she was in 

the house. “You are so very strange, Creature. 



I’m still not convinced that you’re not a 

Predator, but-“ 

“Not even yet? I can’t help but think that’s 

ridiculous.” 

Blue shook her head. “No, not entirely. 

Our legends, passed down from bearer to child, 

speak of the first predators, how they and we 

were first one. Do you know the legend, 

Creature?” 

I shrugged and sat on the ladder, reaching 

up to take a jar of nutritional paste that I popped 

open. In a few weeks, I would be able to taste 

the first of my fresh vegetables. “No, I don’t 

know it. But I can guess how it goes – there was 

once only six gods, but then a god got mad at 

itself and split into two, one being the Predator 

and the other being the Protector. Half the 

Osminog turned into predators, and so things 

are.” 

Blue looked at me strangely. “No, 

Creature. That’s not how it goes at all. Besides, 

there are eight gods, not seven.” 



I lifted a brow. Eight gods would have 

always made more sense, what with their 

obsession with the numbers eight and four, but I 

had only ever heard of seven of the gods. 

Finally, I sat up straight and waved her off. 

“Whatever. It doesn’t matter. I’ve got a predator 

that helped me make plants, now I’ll try to teach 

you how to control the predator. Now tell me 

about your tribe: what happened? Are you 

welcome back, are they coming here?” 

Blue hung down, her body shrinking again 

despite the protective walls of the house. 

“Why?” 

I rolled my eyes. “Come on, Blue. You 

really think I’m a predator? You really think I 

got that animal so I could turn on you or your 

people now? If I’m a predator, why didn’t I eat 

you earlier?” 

Blue didn’t respond immediately, but 

tapped her tentacles together. “My tribe is gone, 

now. They were going to stay a little longer, but 

they saw me and decided that now was the time 

for the tribe to seek out new lands and new fruit 



bushes. They won’t be anywhere near for 

several years. I’m… I’m alone like you, 

Creature. I just… I just don’t want my 

loneliness to be eased by the presence of a 

predator, of all things.” 

I crouched down on my knees and got 

closer to Blue. I reached out to her, grabbing a 

tentacle, and pulling myself near. She shook up 

and down, but grabbed me in return as I swayed 

gently. 

“I know how you feel,” I said. “I really 

do.” 

“Can you?” Blue asked. She pulled away 

and looked at me. “I know what you are, even if 

I have never allowed myself to admit it. I can 

smell it whenever you open some of those food 

holders. Even if you eat plants while you’re on 

this world, even if you can survive off of that 

stuff you make from the fruit, that’s not who 

you are.” 

I blinked and fell backwards. “No,” I said, 

“I am not a predator.” I thought about Earth, 

about steak, about pork, about poultry. I 



salivated and licked my lips, thinking of our 

domesticated fodder. Humans had, over the 

thousands of years of advancement, become 

much heavier meat eaters. Even so, I wouldn’t 

consider us predators. 

Blue crept away. “You are confusing, 

Creature. You are a predator, whether or not you 

admit it, but you’re not the same as other 

predators. You’re… you’re a predator by 

choice, not by necessity. You’re the strong one, 

the one who could kill and eat me. I run the risk 

of angering you, of doing things to anger the 

Protector and make her stop influencing you to 

help me. Your breath smells of a strange flesh, 

Creature.” 

I went to the ladder and sat, looking away 

from her. She was right. “I’m not a predator, 

Blue, and I would never eat you. Remember that 

Osminog that died trying to get here with 

Chirchirrup? I didn’t even eat her, even though I 

had all the pieces of her body and could have.” 

I thought about how those pieces of her 

body which had not been made into soap were 



actually stored in jars, in case of emergency, and 

considered how I could now dispose of them. 

Blue’s eyes looked at me, then she 

scampered up, placing a muddy tentacle on my 

knee. “There are eight gods, Creature. The 

seven gods you know of all came from one, the 

God of Justice and Balance. Though we praise 

the Protector, since she is the patron of our 

species, we know that the First God required 

balance, that the God of Predators must exist to 

keep the Protector in check. You, and maybe 

your people dear Creature, are predators… but 

you also act as protector. I think your people are 

so old that, perhaps, the Gods hadn’t split yet 

when you were made.” 

I shook my head. Blue didn’t know how 

wrong she was, not yet, not right now. She 

couldn’t possibly understand how imbalanced 

humans were, how justice was dead and fear 

was alive throughout the universe. 

“Does this mean you forgive me for 

bringing home a predator as a… a something we 

call a pet?” 



Blue blinked quickly and stood. “I don’t 

like that. Not one bit. I trust that you, Creature, 

can do whatever it is that you want, but 

Osminogs cannot work with the predators. It is a 

divine impossibility.” 

“I thought you said I was a predator?” I 

asked. 

Blue switched which face she focused on, 

her eyes facing me glazing over. “But you are 

also of the Protector. I can live with you, 

Creature, but I won’t live with that predator. 

Like you, I want to see my people again one 

day.” 

I nodded, understanding her predicament. 

It would be years before she would be able to 

see her daughter again. She was, like me, stuck 

in this isolating situation. I would respect her 

wishes, keeping the predator locked up when it 

wasn’t needed for work or being released for 

play. I would need to start harvesting 

blubberballs for winter as soon as possible. 

“Alright, then,” I said, “Let’s live long 

enough that we get to see our people again. I 



will deal with the predator myself until you 

decide you want to.” 

Blue agreed. Our pact of loneliness was 

sealed. 

  



Chapter 3 

The plants grew quickly and I was soon 

harvesting beans, the most wonderful things I 

had tasted in a long time. The lack of beans over 

the winter in order to have plenty of seed this 

spring was worth it. The pods and the beans 

themselves were delicious, making my hair and 

nails look better than they had in a long time. 

Blue relished the fresh fruit, though it seemed 

the canned fruit from the winter was still a very 

good option to mix up the meals with. She was 

also warming up to the idea of learning to 

control my new pet, which could be easily 

trained with blubberballs as rewards. She had 

gone so much as touching it so far, but never 

anything more. 

I just couldn’t believe how close to 

domestic this animal naturally was. Most Earth 

animals required generations of breeding, but 

this thing was willing to be subservient from the 

first try. 



Either way, I was having the predator pull 

rocks and clay from the mountains so that I 

could build a forge when I saw Blue approach 

me at a breakneck pace. I held the predator 

back, dulling its excitement over the approach 

of something I was trying to teach it wasn’t 

food, and stood between it and Blue. 

I saw in the way she held herself and rarely 

blinked her eyes that there was something very 

wrong. She came right up to me, falling flat 

before me. I crouched, holding her on the sides. 

I let go and grabbed my gloves, putting them on. 

“Blue – Blue, what’s wrong?” 

She heaved a couple of breaths, then said, 

“They’re here. Another tribe – they decided to 

finish their migration close by. A bearer fruit 

scout found our bushes and has claimed them 

for her tribe!” 

I calmed her down, then asked, “Wait, 

what? How long ago did this happen?” 

Blue blinked and held onto my hand with 

her tentacle. “Last night, while you were gone to 

get more rocks, I was picking fruits. She showed 



up and started stomping bushes, the universal 

sign to leave.” 

I felt rage building up within me. 

“Stomping bushes!? Why would she do that – 

that could have been food for her and her tribe if 

she took it from us!” 

Blue pulled on my hand. “It is the way of 

the Osminog, Creature. If an Osminog is 

banished from the tribe, it cannot be fed by the 

tribe or eat of the fruits claimed by the tribe. 

Though I think her tribe speaks the same 

language as my own, from the prayers I heard 

her say in thanks to the Protector, she chose to 

use the universal signal of bush stomping to tell 

me to leave. It means that they’re willing to 

starve themselves to keep me hungry if I choose 

to remain in their territory.” 

I took the reins on my pet and unhooked it 

from the sled. “Is this bearer still there?” 

“Likely. With a find of that much fruit, 

sacrifices to the Protector must be made before 

packages of food can be taken.” 



I held the predator steady, wrapping the 

reins I had used to direct it around my hands. I 

stood upon the bricks, then flung my leg over its 

large torso to straddle it. I reached a hand down 

to Blue. “Do you want to help me stop her?” 

Blue shook. “What do you mean?” 

“We can get there quicker if we ride on the 

back of the predator. If we hurry, maybe we’ll 

be able to run her off before more Osminog 

come looking for food. I’ll need you there, 

though, since I can’t be seen. You need to talk 

with her.” 

Blue took my hand, so I lifted her onto the 

back of the predator. With all her might, she 

held onto me and squeezed, shivering in fear as 

she sat atop the predator. I fed the pet some 

blubberballs from my bag and urged it to go, 

flicking the reins to urge it forward at a gallop. 

At this speed, we would return in an hour. 

The grip with which Blue hugged me tight 

loosened as the trip went on. “What are we 

going to do when we get back?” she asked. 



I urged the predator on. “You’re going to 

tell her that the Protector lives there, that you 

are her holy attendant, and that anyone who eats 

of those fruits will be eaten by a predator. That 

should scare her off, right?” I asked. 

She gasped. “That’s a lie! You’re not a 

god, definitely not the Protector. I won’t lie 

about something like that!” 

I rolled my eyes. I should have known as 

much. “Fine. Then tell her that a creature from 

the sky sent you, that you’re her attendant and 

that she will send a predator to eat anyone who 

eats of the fruits. That sound better?” 

Blue blinked. “I can do this.” 

Before long, I let the predator slow and 

hopped off its body, helping Blue down 

afterward. It rolled over, revealing its belly to 

me, begging for belly rubs and more 

blubberballs. I rubbed it, cooing with my human 

voice to encourage and reward it. 

“This is so strange,” Blue commented. She 

reached forward, rubbing the predator’s belly 

too. “If I had been told last year that I would be 



touching a predator without being eaten, I would 

have laughed.” 

I thought for a moment. “You can do more 

than that, if you want. What do you think that 

strange Osminog would do if she saw you ride 

up on the back of a predator?” 

Blue shook. “You mean for me to go with 

the predator alone?” she asked. She backed 

away. “No, I won’t do that. You’re the one with 

the divine magic that holds this beast at bay.” 

I nodded. “That’s ok. I can work with this. 

Come on – let’s get back home so we can run 

her off as quick as possible.” 

I led the predator behind us, running with 

Blue as we covered the last stretch to the house. 

My feet squished the mud beneath them, the 

predator panting behind me, tired. We slowed as 

we got very close, allowing me to crouch and 

sneak forward. I heard the rustling amongst our 

rows of fruit bushes, the rhythmic chanting of 

an Osminog in prayer coming from it. 



I pointed at the bushes. “There she is. Can 

you go talk with her? Tell her to leave?” I 

asked. 

“Yes,” Blue said emphatically. “I just 

worry that she’ll start smashing fruit bushes 

again.” 

“If she does that, just screech. I’ll sneak 

forward just far enough that the predator and I 

can see her, then I’ll grab her attention and 

hopefully she’ll run. Sound good?” 

Blue stood up. “You’re not going to let it 

eat her, are you?” 

I shook my head. “No – no way. I’m just 

going to make her scared so she runs.” I held the 

predator back, though, and patted Blue just 

above one of her tentacles. “Good luck, Blue.” 

Blue walked into the rows of bushes, 

pushing through the tall plants toward the 

rhythmic chanting. The chanting stopped as the 

plants were rustled by Blue, the stranger 

evidently scared of the sound. Osminog were so 

jumpy. 



“Do not worry – it is but another 

Osminog,” Blue called out. “I have come back 

to tell you something very important, something 

so important the Protector herself will be 

served.” 

I heard a larger Osminog move, running 

into the bushes. I heard something destructive, 

the sound of another plant being torn to bits. I 

cringed, hoping that Blue succeeded but also 

secretly desiring to see the look of abject fear on 

the face of an Osminog confronted with a 

predator. I began to creep forward, leading the 

predator around the rows of fruit bushes, 

looking down each row for the offending 

Osminog. 

“Leave, suspect! You not fit for holy 

fruit!” I noticed that the language, though 

similar to the one I spoke with Blue, wasn’t the 

same as the one I knew well. I could only catch 

broken meanings as a result. 

“The fruit doesn’t belong to you,” Blue 

shouted. I heard the rustling stop, saw Blue and 

the new Osminog as I crept along the edges. I 



stopped and backed up, keeping the predator out 

of sight for now. It nuzzled me, sniffing my 

pockets in search of blubberballs, so I fed it a 

couple. 

“It belongs to Mudflapper tribe. Get out, 

suspect. I already show you I serious.” 

Blue, though significantly smaller than the 

Mudflapper bearer, stood up confidently. “You 

haven’t been told who these fruit bushes belong 

to. They belong to the Sky Creature,” she said. 

“Belong to Protector. Leave,” the bearer 

said. I heard another plant being torn apart, 

making me wish that I could have just scared 

her off myself. I remained still, though. The 

presence of a predator once didn’t necessarily 

mean that the field was protected from Osminog 

intrusion, just that there was a bad set of timing. 

Blue had to convince the bearer that there was 

something else here, something a bit more 

sinister. 

“The Sky Creature belongs to the First 

God, both Protector and Predator. She has a 

predator attendant with her now, as I am her 



Osminog. You need to leave and never come 

back. She has divine power, power that you 

cannot imagine. She is coming right now, her 

predator by her side. I am here to simply give 

you warning, tell you to leave and never come 

back.” I approved of her explanation. 

“I bigger than you, suspect. Get out of 

way, leave or we destroy your food.” I heard 

some movement, then Blue began screeching, 

my signal. 

The predator perked up at the noise, 

searching for the delicious sound, so I dragged it 

forward and let it look down the row. 

As I moved it, the predator reared its body 

and snarled, screaming out in deep tones as it 

pulled against my reins in attempt to get to the 

new Osminog. I held it back, though, while I 

listened to the heavy, fast steps of the bearer. I 

peeked down the row, seeing the bearer running 

away quickly, and fed my predator blubberballs 

to calm it down and get its attention off of Blue, 

who was shivering fearfully in the middle of the 

field. As the predator ate and enjoyed itself, I let 



down its reins and sought to administer comfort 

to Blue. The predator laid down in the mud, 

happy to sleep while I walked up to my friend. 

She eyed me, blinking as if about to cry. 

I bent down to her and gave her a hug, 

something that I hoped her people understood as 

a means of affection. “You did such a good 

job,” I said. 

She patted me with her tentacle, so I 

released her. “It was very hard, Creature. She 

was so much bigger than me. Without you and 

your scary predator, I could not have done 

anything.” 

I nodded. “That’s ok. You still got the 

point across and I never had to show myself.” 

“No, no… I don’t think that’s true. They’ll 

be back, creature, with more Osminog. There is 

simply too much fruit here, in one place, for 

them to give up. Should we migrate?” 

I stood and looked to the predator, to the 

pile of rocks near my house, and then toward the 

center of the field where the boxes that grew my 



Earth plants were at. Even if it were only for the 

Earth plants, I couldn’t leave this place. 

“We’ll stay here. I’ll figure out what to do 

if they come back. For now, though, let’s get 

some supper.” We walked out of the field, Blue 

picking fruits as she went, eating them fresh off 

the bush. I picked up the leaf package the bearer 

had left behind. 

  



Chapter 4 

Worried that we’d have to face more 

Osminog from this new tribe, Blue and I worked 

hard in our garden to produce vegetables and 

fruit. We built the forge and smelter over the 

course of a couple weeks, slogging through the 

clay and the stones to build the hot ovens, then I 

searched with the predator for signs of coal. The 

presence of peat to the south indicated that the 

swampy region, rich with plant matter, should 

have produced coal. 

I was not disappointed. I had to use my 

hands to pry off some precious coal from a 

visible vein, but I would be able to fashion a 

pick to get more later. Blue would be confused 

as to what all this work was for, but she would 

see the results eventually. I brought back the 

coal, shoved in some iron ore that I’d retrieved 

from the bogs, and had Blue pump the bellows 

made from leaves. When the iron’s impurities 

were separated out, I tipped the smelter and 

poured a pick into a mould made from clay. I 



later poured a plow, then some nails, all of 

which were poorly made but better than what I 

had at the moment. I poured a few axe-heads, 

sharpening them with the whetstones I’d had for 

better than a year. 

Blue held up a finished axe, running her 

tentacle over the new handle and steel head. 

“This thing is amazing. Surely it is a divine 

creation.” 

I pounded another handle into a second 

steel head, proud of the handiwork. “These will 

get better as we have more practice. For now, 

though, we need more iron before we can 

continue. I think we should focus on picking the 

fruit that is ripe, maybe preserving them for 

winter.” 

Blue nodded, putting down the axe with 

care and picking up a basket I had taught her to 

weave. She liked weaving and had quickly 

become better at it than me, despite her 

insistence otherwise. “Yes – that sounds nice. It 

makes more sense than all this here.” 



I picked up my basket, also made by Blue, 

and went into the fields with her. I stood in one 

row, just on the other side of some fruit bushes 

from the Osminog. My fingers deftly plucked 

fruit, one hand holding the basket while the 

other plucked. Blue put her basket down, 

dropping fruits with a tentacle that picked them. 

“I am curious, creature,” Blue said, “What 

happened to all your faces. Where did they go? 

Why do you have only one left?” 

I laughed, causing Blue some distress. “My 

tribe only has one face, Blue. We are all born 

with one face, we all die with one face. The 

Osminog are very special in that they have four 

faces.” 

Blue harrumphed as best she could in poor 

attempt to copy one of the noises that I alone 

could make. “It seems you have to twist and 

turn so much with only one face. You should 

have many faces, Creature. It is much better, I 

think.” 

I smiled, then said, “I haven’t found a need 

for many faces, though I see your point. I can 



see the benefit of not having a back side, the 

side opposite my face.” 

“There is no reason to only have one face.” 

“Oh, I can think of a couple. It takes more 

food to keep four faces working, for one thing. 

Ever notice how much more food you eat than 

me?” 

Blue picked some fruit. “Well… I can’t 

really tell how much you’re eating. You don’t 

eat fruits, so how do I know it’s the same?” 

I shrugged and picked a few more. 

“They’re not but… look, I know what I’m 

saying. You eat about twice the amount of food 

I do even though we’re roughly the same size. 

Part of it is that you have four faces, which 

requires more food to work. Even though I only 

have one face, I can use it pretty well and have 

to eat much less food than you.” 

Blue flinched all of a sudden. “Did you 

hear that?” she asked. 

“No,” I said. I crouched, listening. Blue did 

tend to be flightier, but she also was most likely 

to hear approaching enemies first. I looked 



down the row and tried to figure out what was 

going on. I heard the baying of my predator, 

then some quick footsteps. “I hear that,” I said. 

“This isn’t the first time this has 

happened,” Blue said. She walked towards the 

end of the row, so I followed close behind, 

knowing that I would be the better at fixing 

problems if something were to have gone 

terribly wrong. 

As I went, I saw the predator baying and 

shuffling around in the mud, several strange 

Osminog prodding it from just far enough away 

that the predator couldn’t get them while it was 

tied up. That being said, I also wasn’t certain 

that the predator was trying to get them. It rolled 

over, showing its stomach in such a way that 

typically ended with a belly rub and, possibly, 

some blubberballs. 

The strangers, however, wouldn’t have 

possibly known that. They walked around the 

perimeter that the predator could stalk, eyeing 

the rope carefully, shaking as they passed. 



“Oh no!” Blue said, pointing. “They’re 

back and they’ve figured out that the predator is 

defective!” 

The strange Osminog heard Blue, the faces 

they focused out of switching from the predator 

to the fruit bushes. I backed away through the 

mud, watching the newcomers stare at the rows 

we were hiding in. 

“Tell them to go away,” I said. “Tell them 

the Sky Creature will come kill them if they 

don’t.” 

Blue looked at me. “You won’t kill them, 

you won’t even show your single face. The 

threat won’t make sense.” 

I grimaced, but backed away as the 

strangely spotted bearers all came nearer. One 

especially large looking one shouted out, “We 

know you there, suspect! Leave, give us all fruit 

or we destroy everyone’s fruit!” 

It never made sense to me why the 

Osminog would destroy fruit, but to Blue it did. 

It was all a big game of chicken, the banished 

pushing to see how far the tribe would go to 



starve them. For some reason, the tribes seemed 

willing to go much further than I thought 

reasonable, the banished much less willing to 

stand up for themselves than I would have. It 

was all the Osminogs’ strange but intense desire 

to see the group perform well at the cost of 

themselves as individuals that kept things well 

balanced. 

Blue switched which face she focused 

from, looked at me, and blinked. “Creature, 

what should we do? We can’t let them just 

stomp our fruit bushes into the mud.” 

I agreed. “Untie the predator from the tree 

and lead it around. Threaten to let it go if they 

don’t leave. Keep their focus on you – I’ll be 

sneaking around to prepare the backup plan.” 

I ducked down as Blue bravely stood, 

walking out amongst the large bearers. She was 

lucky that Osminog rarely physically fought, 

never anything more than pushing. 

Those Osminog weren’t so lucky. They 

were running the risk of facing a human. 



“Leave!” Blue shouted. I could see the 

nervousness in her tentacles, detected the lack of 

surety in her trembling voice. I saw her walk 

forward, going towards the tree where the 

predator was tied, picking up blubberballs from 

their pools as she did. “Leave now, foreigners, 

for this is not your fruit! This place belongs to 

the Sky Creature, a servant of the First God! 

You are not welcome here and cannot have her 

fruit.” 

The Osminog all crowded around, so I 

crept out of the rows of bushes and escaped 

towards the forge. They were attentive of Blue 

and, alternately, the predator, not me. I made 

use of the distraction and crept around, 

unnoticed, silent. 

One of the big bearers sauntered up. “Your 

Sky Creature’s predator not working. Stuck. 

Why we fear? Last warning for you to leave.” 

“You should fear us because the Sky 

Creature knows much divine magic. She made 

all these fruits, she got this predator for us. 

Everything here was made or gathered by the 



Sky Creature, not you, and she chooses not to 

share. Now leave.” 

The bearers stalked forward, pushing Blue 

roughly into the mud. One of the smaller ones 

called, “Then where is this Sky Creature? What 

is she? She is not real, you make her up so we 

will not destroy your food. You mad, crazy, not 

fit to be called Osminog.” 

Blue crawled away, the Osminog pushing 

her. “Please, no! Please, don’t push me near the 

predator!” Blue cried. 

I smiled and pumped my fist. How clever! 

The bearers gathered forth. “She scared! 

Predator stuck! Quick, push her into range!” 

The bearers all grabbed Blue, one tentacle 

each, and dragged her floundering, flapping 

body over to the circle. They dropped her just 

outside, in the mud, and pushed her in the final 

step of the way. 

I saw Blue’s tentacles enter the ring around 

the tree in which the bearers were afraid to 

venture, then sensed a gasp from the strangers. 

The predator stepped in front of her, growling 



and snarling at the foreign Osminogs that it had 

seen treating its keeper poorly. I peeked around 

the bushes, watching Blue feed the predator 

some blubberballs before untying it from the 

tree. 

“The Sky Creature has given the predator 

to me to control! Now leave, foreigners, or I 

will let it go!” 

The strange Osminogs all crouched, their 

tentacles pulled inward toward themselves, 

while Blue held the predator’s reigns. They 

shivered and screamed in high pitched wails, 

making the predator stare at them innocently. It 

stopped barking but, instead, nuzzled up against 

Blue in search of more blubberballs. 

I put my head to my right palm as one of 

the bearers stood from her stupor. 

She reached a tentacle forth, touching the 

skin of the predator that cooed at her touch. “It’s 

defective! The Protector is on our side!” 

They whooped and hollered, the predator 

lying on its side now that the threat appeared to 

be gone. 



“Leave, suspect Osminog of foreign tribe. 

This our fruit now or it is no one’s.” The big 

bearers looked to each other, crowding around 

Blue. She let go of the reins, letting the predator 

loose to sniff around, eating far more 

blubberballs than I would have wanted it to. 

Blue backed up. “There is a predator in 

your midst! It will eat you!” 

“We watch predator long time, at night 

when you not here. Always stuck. Not predator, 

just lie.” 

Blue looked around. “The Sky Creature 

isn’t Osminog. She won’t leave and… and I will 

stay with her.” 

The Osminog all blinked at each other. 

“We smash fruit bushes, then. Whirmur, start 

smashing,” the biggest ordered. 

Whirmur walked up to the edge of the field 

and smashed a plant, driving it into the mud. 

I looked around, grabbing the axe I had 

just finished making, and walked out into the 

open. I held the axe in my left and used my right 

to talk, saying in both human language and 



Osminog, “Touch another plant, and you will 

die.” I lifted the axe above my head, none of 

them recognizing my threatening posture. 

Many of the Osminog shrank, some of 

them ran, but Whirmur and the biggest, most 

powerful Osminog stood resolute. I didn’t know 

what to do, not having expected them to remain. 

The usually flighty Osminog, especially Blue, 

had brought me to expect that they would run 

immediately at my alien appearance. 

The big Osminog stood tall, its massive 

bulk frightening. I stood against it, not shrinking 

at its frightening visage. “Mudflapper tribe not 

full of scared children. We smart. We watch 

predator, why you think we no watch you? 

What are you, Sky Creature? Not predator, that 

sure. You eat plants, you not predator. Now take 

your Osminog and defective predator if you 

want us to not stomp your fruit.” 

I took up the axe above my head, having 

difficulty as I said, “I will kill the first one to 

touch a plant. You have been warned.” 

“Do it, Whirmur!” 



Whirmur stood still, flinching as she saw 

my frightening, alien visage. She shrank down, 

afraid of me and the big Osminog. 

“She not predator! Do as I say!” the big 

Osminog said. 

Whirmir whimpered and said, “What if she 

not lying? What is Sky Creature?” 

The big Osminog walked over to Whirmir, 

pulling her away from fruit bushes. “Sky 

Creature is either animal or Osminog not 

deserving of fruit. Smash bushes.” 

Whirmur, scared of the big Osminog, 

grabbed a bush with her tentacle. Seeing her 

reluctance, I released the axe with my left hand 

and, instead, pulled on her tentacle to drag her 

roughly away from the garden. “Don’t you even 

dare,” I threatened. “Run, now, Osminog!” 

“You all scared! You, suspect, is Sky 

Creature predator?” She focused on a face 

looking at Blue, glaring out dark eyes. 

“I don’t want to know,” Blue answered. 

She cowered in the mud, pulling her tentacles 

close. At this, Whirmur got up and ran away. 



The big Osminog remained, however, all her 

followers looking on from just outside my lands. 

She looked at her friends, looked at me, 

looked at my predator. Finally, she said, 

“Perhaps suspect lies. She says you are old, of 

the First God, but this lies. All lies!” 

She grabbed another bush, stomping it to 

the ground. 

I lifted my axe and brought it down hard 

upon the Osminog’s side. 

She screamed. I felt horrible. 

The axe lifted up again, then fell down. 

The Osminog tried to push the axe away, but I 

kicked her and continued to chop, pulling her to 

pieces with the sharp steel. It wasn’t long before 

the screaming was over, before the Osminog’s 

blood littered the ground. 

The predator sniffed the air and stood up, 

teeth glistening with saliva. I grabbed the reins 

and told it no, not wanting it to get used to 

eating Osminog again. I then stepped around the 

dead bearer, walking over to the remaining 



onlookers, dragging the predator over to the tree 

where I tied it. 

“Go home,” I said, “And don’t come back! 

This food belongs to me and Six of Blue, not 

you or your people. Anyone else who tries to 

destroy my fruit will meet this same fate, but I 

will not harm anyone who leaves me alone.” 

They stood there, gawking, fearful. 

“Get out!” I shouted in my own tongue, 

screaming at them. They all shot up 

immediately, scattering as they ran away. 

I fell to my knees and cried, wishing I 

hadn’t done it, wishing I could take it back, and 

praying that I’d never have to do it again. 

  



Chapter 5 

“Predator.” 

I just cried, not wanting to listen to Blue 

berate me for having killed an Osminog. 

I rolled over and wiped the tears from my 

eyes, then blinked at Blue. She seemed a bit 

frightened of me as she twiddled her tentacles 

together, eyeing me carefully. I curled up, not 

wanting to be seen. 

“Predator! You lied! Predator!” She 

backed away, keeping the face nearest me her 

primary focus. 

I looked at her face, and, despite the 

difference between Osminog and human, I saw 

flashes of my mother’s face, her disappointment 

as I lifted off from Earth. 

“Please… Please, Blue, don’t leave me,” I 

cried. “Please.” 

“When are you going to kill me? When are 

you planning to do it?” 

“I’m not! I’m not, I’m not… oh, Blue, I 

just want to die… I just… I’m a predator.” I bit 



my lip, blew my nose, and looked up the sky. 

I’d learned nothing during these seven years off 

Earth. I clenched my fists. 

“Then why did you lie to me?” Blue asked. 

I cried, sniffled, and thought. “Do you 

want the truth?” I asked. “Do you really?” 

“You don’t tell the truth. You sit upon your 

divine magic, all powerful, and I must only 

believe you. Yet you lie. You have always said 

you’re not a predator, Creature, but you lie. 

Predator.” 

I crumpled up and said quietly with my 

gloves, then said, “I come from a world, far 

away, where there are no Osminog, only my 

people. We eat many animals, but we also eat 

plants. The animals we eat, we also feed and 

keep alive. We raise these animals to eat, but we 

are not predators. Our people aren’t predators, 

anyway. The animals we eat just walk into 

rooms to be killed, just like that predator 

follows where I lead it. Humans aren’t 

predators, since we just eat but don’t stalk, don’t 

hunt.” 



Blue backed away. “Are you raising me to 

eat?” 

I wiped my nose on my arm. “No. No, I 

wasn’t. You were and, if you’re still willing, are 

my best friend. But Blue, listen… it’s the truth. 

I’ve lied, I’ve lied – even if humans aren’t 

predators, I am, Blue. Humans don’t send 

people who aren’t predators out into the endless 

sky, don’t punish them with a decade of 

loneliness unless they’re predators.” 

Blue stood still. “What?” 

I cried. “I did something terrible. That’s 

why I’m here in the first place. My people don’t 

banish each other from tribes, but do something 

called rehabilitate, or try to make the bad person 

better. I became a predator, so my people stuck 

me and another predator in a ship then sent us 

out to find new information. Rehab. Isolation. 

Work. I was supposed to lose my knowledge of 

the value of money, but I failed… I killed a 

sentient being for some measly fruit that’s 

poison to me. I became a predator on two 

worlds.” 



Blue blinked, but sank into the mud. “Are 

you going to kill me?” 

I shook my head. “How should I know? I 

am a predator. I stole so much fruit from my 

people that you couldn’t even imagine the 

amount. I shared a company which made 

weather controlling devices and split the fruit I 

got in return with another Sky Creature. He 

handled the business, I invented the machines. 

But, then, I saw how I could do his job easily, 

how I could have been making all the money, 

which is similar to getting fruit. I began by 

pointing just a small trickle of money to me, but 

then it got bigger. Eventually, the Sky Creature I 

was working with died in a car crash and the big 

Sky Creatures who tell the little Sky Creatures 

what to do came to check on all the fruit that he 

owned. They saw some problems in his books, 

then figured out I had caused the problems. I 

stole a lot of government money, something 

that’s very, very bad. Sky Creatures could have 

lived longer, better, but I took it anyway. So 



they put me in the ship with Kyle as punishment 

and rehab.” 

I crawled away, leaning against a tree. “I 

didn’t want to be a predator… I don’t want to. I 

don’t want to.” 

Blue sat still, her tentacles wrapped around 

her. She remained silent, waiting for me to say 

something. She looked at me deadly, her dark 

eyes boring into me. 

“I saw you kill that Osminog, Creature. I 

saw you do it, I knew why you did it. I 

understood why and felt within my blood both 

thankful and scared. Does that… Creature, what 

does that mean? What is wrong with me?” 

I let my nails bite into my palms. 

“Nothing,” I said. “Perhaps you should leave. 

Leave so that, at least, you don’t learn to be like 

us. Many humans are predators, thousands of us, 

and we all float around in the sky looking for 

things like Osminog to watch. Though I don’t 

want to see you leave, it would probably be best 

for everyone, especially you.” 



Blue crept closer, holding out a nervous 

tentacle. “I don’t understand what you did to 

your people. I don’t see why the Sky Creatures 

punished you. But I know you’ve protected me 

and helped me. I realize that I would have died 

over the winter without you. You gave me your 

fruit but got nothing out of it, so you can’t be 

entirely evil. The First God, the God of Balance 

and Justice, surely resides within your body. 

There is no other way you could be both 

Protector and Predator.” 

I sniffled. Blue was capable of looking at a 

whole picture, whereas I focused on the bad just 

as most humans would. I thought of my mother, 

her disappointment, and how I was a terrible 

human. I wasn’t even human, I was… 

I was a predator. 

I had killed an Osminog, a person, and 

revealed myself to enough aliens that it was 

entirely possible that I had killed my entire race. 

“You can’t understand, little Osminog, 

what I have done.” 



Blue retracted her tentacle. “I have been 

very scared of you. I probably always will, too, 

have some fear. I am still scared – you killed an 

Osminog right in front of me. I know what 

you’re capable of. But, Creature, I know what 

that predator you brought home is capable of, 

too. I’ve seen many of its kind rip Osminog to 

shreds and eat them. I thought nothing good 

could come from them, but you’ve shown me 

that’s not true. That Osminog you killed was 

trying to take our fruit, eventually killing us if 

you think about it, and you saved us. Was it 

better that the bearer be killed, or me?” 

“Better no one had to die,” I answered. 

Blue said nothing, but stood up. “I know 

that,” Blue said, “But I’m not sure you could 

have chosen that. The Mudflapper tribe is far 

more brazen than my own Fleetrunners, and 

they may even try coming back to destroy our 

plants. I could smell upon their skin the large 

numbers of their tribe, so they aren’t going to be 

very concerned with risking a few more to get 

such a bounty as we have.” 



I shook my head. “I won’t kill them.” 

“Then how will we survive?” Blue asked. 

I looked around, grabbed my axe, and 

stood up. Blue shrunk down, cowering. 

“I won’t kill them… we’ll build a wall to 

keep the other Osminogs out. Come on, we’ve 

got a lot of work to do.” 

  



Chapter 6 

We built the wall, digging holes all around 

our field and dragging away the mud. We 

chopped down trees and lined the wet holes with 

wood, making forms for hydraulic cement that 

held forged, steel post-hole caps. Into these 

caps, posts were driven and secured by bolts. 

Blue and the predator cut trees, brought them to 

me, and I chopped them up with a 

sledgehammer and wedge to put together as our 

fence. 

It was mid summer, the wall still not 

complete, by the time we heard again from the 

Mudflappers. A large group of bearers 

supported by several brave assistants sallied up 

to our property, hiding behind trees. They 

surrounded our garden, fearfully looking at us. 

I stepped forward, approaching the biggest 

bearer, evidently the leader of their tribe. I held 

my axe in my right hand, a wooden shield in the 

left. As I approached, I put down the axe so as 

to use my gloves to speak, “Go away. You 



know what I am, you know that I mean what I 

say when I tell you that I will kill you.” 

The big bearer stood tall, her bulky torso 

coming up to my chin. Bravely, perhaps 

foolishly, she stepped closer to me. “So much 

fruit for one Osminog and one Creature that 

kills like a predator and eats like prey? My 

scouts have been watching you, oh Creature, 

and I do not like what they have to say. They 

tell me you and your Osminog make sacrifice 

daily, taking fruit into wooden cave. We want 

your fruit, use much better than you do.” 

I watched her closely, moving my hand 

back to my axe when she got too close. She 

flinched as she saw me grasp the handle, 

backing up a couple steps. Her bravery wasn’t 

complete. As she walked a bit further, I lifted 

my hand back to my glove. “I did not share my 

food with my favorite Osminog’s daughter last 

year. What makes you think I will share with 

you, Osminog who threaten to crush all my 

work and efforts?” 



The large bearer stood resolute, though I 

could see fear in her face and eyes. “Your 

suspect Osminog is very old, spots gone for 

more than year. You feed her. Now we should 

feast on these many fruits.” 

The bearer walked towards me, so I raised 

my axe to stop her. 

“No – Mudflapper bearer, please, don’t 

press her. She will kill you,” Blue said. 

The bearer stopped paying attention to me 

and moved to Blue, who held onto the reins of 

the predator. She looked down at Blue, who 

cowered, and grabbed one of my friend’s 

tentacles. “Why would you support a predator, 

suspect? You traitor. Traitor to all Osminog, not 

just your pathetic tribe.” 

I didn’t stand for the bearer’s assault of 

Blue, so I reached forward and grabbed the 

Osminog by the tentacle, pulling her. The 

bearer’s raw mass and brute strength far 

outmatched my own, though, and she remained 

still, unmoved by my attack. 



“It’s weak!” I heard several Osminog 

whisper. “The predator – the predator is weak!” 

They all stepped forward, so I took up the 

axe. They were still unafraid, except for a few 

bearers that hung back, likely the same ones 

who had seen me kill the first bearer. 

“We many, very strong. Leave us with 

your fruit, Sky Creature, or we will destroy your 

fruit and everything else that you have built. 

Like the wooden cave and those piles of rocks. 

We will feed your Osminog to your predator 

and leave you in the wilderness without 

anything.” 

I looked at this bearer, seeing no fear in her 

face. I felt the axe in my hands and desired, 

more than anything else, not to have to use it. I 

held the wood, felt the shield, and thought about 

my options. 

“Are your people hungry?” I asked, 

carefully rubbing the glove on the right to the 

teeth on the left glove without letting go of my 

axe. 



The bearer puffed her chest. “Do hungry 

Osminog get so big? Do hungry Osminog bear 

many young? No, not hungry. But you are in 

our territory, and you have much fruit. Fruit is 

ours.” 

I set the axe down and snapped at Blue, 

getting her attention, and pointing to the house. 

“Go get a jar of preserves, Blue. Bring them 

here, quick,” I directed. 

Blue nodded and promptly ran through the 

mud to the house, the predator following behind 

as if it were all a game. I grabbed the axe again, 

acting big and bad as the bearer threatened. She 

sized me up, noticed I wasn’t very big, and 

didn’t realize the pain that my axe could bring. 

“Why you argue? You not see I have many 

Osminog with me? I can destroy your fruit 

bushes fast.” 

I held the axe, unable to put it down and 

talk. I looked intermittently at the door to the 

house, waiting for Blue to come back, but was 

too nervous about the bearer. I shouted with my 

real voice, “Get out! Back up!” causing the 



bearer to back away for a moment. I put the axe 

back down, just enough to say with the gloves, 

“I will not leave this place. If I cannot leave and 

help my friend Blue stay alive, I will expect her 

to stay here as well. However, if you let us stay, 

I can offer you a deal. I can offer you fruit in 

winter.” 

The bearer seemed enticed, but paid 

attention to Blue as she rushed out with a 

finished jar of preserves. She ran up to me, 

handing me the jar. 

“Here, Creature,” Blue said. 

I took the jar from her, feeling bad that I 

hadn’t directly helped her tribe. They would 

have been far preferable neighbors to this batch 

of Osminog, not to mention the fact that I had 

already given them fire. 

“I realized something,” I said. “My people 

are at risk every moment I spend talking to the 

Osminog. It is best that I kill you all, that you 

not live to tell what I have power over and what 

I can do. There is a greater predator that will kill 



all the Sky Creatures if I continue to let myself 

be seen.” 

“Then why haven’t you killed me, Sky 

Creature? If your numbers are so many, if your 

prowess is so great, why don’t you eat me?” 

“I am not a predator. I do not normally kill 

Osminog and do not want to. There is a better 

way. You have already learned from me, Blue 

has learned much, and her tribe has gained 

many things as well. Quickly you have gained 

knowledge that you haven’t had time to develop 

yourselves. If I leave you alone, you will fall 

into chaos. You already know something of the 

terrible concept of war even if you do not 

directly wage it. I must prevent you from 

discovering it lest you follow in the footsteps 

and failures of the Sky Creatures.” 

The bearer huffed. “You teach us nothing.” 

I held out the jar, cracking the lid to show 

her the fruit inside. Red and orange, they fell 

through their own juices, sparkling in front of 

her. “If you let us live and leave us to ourselves, 

we can give you this. This is fruit that will last 



through the winter, keeping you fed much 

longer than the fruit you keep in the middle of 

your huddle, rotting. Try it.” 

The bearer backed away. “You first!” she 

shouted. 

I shook my head. “I can’t eat fruit. 

Osminogs can eat fruit – here, Blue. Show the 

bearer you can eat it-“ 

But the bearer knocked the pot out of my 

hands, pushing me back and away from my axe. 

I held up the shield, keeping myself still and not 

falling any farther into the mud. “You lie! 

Always lies! Get out – get out!” 

The jar broke beside me, the fruit running 

out into the mud. I sat up, then stood from 

where I had been pushed. “Fine. I cannot win. 

Blue and I will require some time to gather what 

we need, destroy what we can’t, and we’ll soon 

be on our way. But let this be a warning to you: 

you cannot eat the strange fruit in the middle of 

the forest of bushes. That fruit is not for 

Osminog and you will surely die if you eat it. I 



will come back for that fruit in the fall and will 

be very disappointed if you do anything to it.” 

The big bearer held herself high and proud. 

“Clicken-ck-ck, find this strange fruit. Bring 

some to me and all the bearers.” 

I shook my head. “It is poison. It will kill 

you.” 

The bearer came close again, causing me to 

back away. “You are Sky Creature, you are liar. 

You try to act strong, try to act like predator, but 

you are just prey. The Protector favors the 

Mudflapper tribe, Sky Creature, not the animal 

that you are.” 

“When have I lied to you?” I asked. 

“When you said you kill me. Instead, now 

you leave. You not predator, you just lucky.” 

The Osminog picked up the fruit that had fallen 

from the broken jar, fumbling around the fruit in 

her hands. She shoved it on the top of my head, 

analogous to the place where Osminog mouths 

were. “We will eat your fruit and know the 

knowledge of the gods, Sky Creature.” 



“No,” I said, “You will gain nothing from 

eating that fruit. You will only die.” 

Bearers came out of the garden, each of 

them carrying a tentacle laden with squash and 

beans, many of them not even ripe. They took 

them up to each of the bearers nearby, handing 

the biggest squash over to the biggest bearer. 

She held it in her tentacle. “What is this… this 

god fruit?” she asked. She held it up to my face, 

pushing the squash up against my jaw. “Eat it, 

Sky Creature, and prove that it is poison!” 

I bit off and swallowed some of the squash, 

so she took it away. “It isn’t poison to me, only 

to you-“ 

“The Sky Creature does not lie! Not this 

time – I believe her fruit is poison to us!” Blue 

shouted. 

The leader made a signal, and the bearers 

nearby dropped the squash and beans into their 

gullets, mashing their teeth against the walls of 

their mouths to destroy the squash. They didn’t 

die, not immediately, but I fell to my knees. “No 

– no, you’ll all die! Stop this!” 



The bearer pushed me into the mud, 

standing atop me as she scooped up some of the 

fruit preserves. “Eat the poison, Sky Creature, 

and regret having lied to us!” 

She rubbed the preserves over my face and 

I was unable to fight back. I kept my mouth 

closed, breathed out my nose to shove the jelly 

away. She was adamant, though, and it became 

more and more difficult to breathe. 

Then, suddenly, it all stopped. The bearer 

fell to the ground. 

Blue stood behind her, axe in her tentacles. 

The Osminog all screamed, blundering 

around. They flopped over themselves, upset 

and confused. Blue dropped the axe, and in 

similar confusion, fell to the mud convulsing. 

High pitched screams emitted from their bodies. 

I got myself onto my knees and crawled 

over to Blue, holding tight to her. She held tight 

to me, wailing in the most horrified, high-

pitched scream that I had ever imagined. I cried, 

not knowing what else to do as my best friend 

sat horrified in the mud next to me. 



“I’ve got you,” I said. She just wailed, not 

stopping. Ten minutes passed easily as I held 

her, her tentacles never losing tension as they 

gripped. 

Before Blue could let go of me, before the 

terrible wailing stopped, the bearers that had 

eaten my food began to die. I heard them 

gagging, heard cries of pain and suffering, but 

just sat with Blue and rocked her back and forth. 

There was nothing I could do, now that they’d 

gone and eaten things they shouldn’t have. 

“I’ve got you,” I said. “I’ve got you.” 

She held my clothing and tugged on it as 

the last of the bearers died and the assistants 

who remained bowed in reverent defeat. “I… 

I’m a predator,” she said. She put her lips near 

my ear and whispered, “I killed an Osminog for 

a Sky Creature. I am a predator.” 

I held her close. “The universe is not so 

black and white as we would like. Even as I 

tried to do right by you and your tribe, even by 

this one, I never did. I kept trying to keep 

myself and all the other Sky Creatures alive, but 



that wasn’t the right thing to do, only the thing I 

thought I had to do.” 

Blue sniffled, rubbing her eyes on some of 

my clothes in such a way that it would have 

been very awkward if she were human. “But I 

still killed an Osminog. I am a predator, the 

worst predator. Worse than our predator on a 

string.” 

I held her, made one of her faces focus on 

me. “Which is why I am the worst Sky Creature, 

Blue. I allowed you to invent murder and war 

when I could have helped you as you requested 

from the beginning and avoided all of this. I, in 

what I thought was all my superior wisdom, 

gave you a taste of what I had but wasn’t willing 

to go far enough to risk anything of my own. 

That’s over, now. I’ve already sunk something 

into your people, so I think I should see your 

development through as far as I can. Will you 

help me, Blue?” 

She said nothing, only held me while I 

rocked and tried to calm her down. 

  



Chapter 7 

Over the ice-encrusted swamp Blue and I 

traveled. Wrapped snugly in our coats and 

boots, made from the leather of animals I’d 

killed for us over the summer, we tugged sleds 

behind us. The sleds were laden with fruit-filled 

jars covered in blankets and coats. The blades of 

the sled, made from bog iron, cut over the ice. 

“I can hear them,” Blue said, slowing 

down. She dug the iron rod on the sled into the 

ice, bringing it to a screeching halt. I stopped 

my own sled and watch as the predator, wearing 

sweet little booties over its feet, sat down. 

I sniffed at the air, smelling the rare and 

unfamiliar scent of smoke on the wind. I knew 

we were getting close. “Do you still think it’s 

best that you go alone?” 

Blue unbuckled the harness around her, 

dropping it. “Oh, definitely. Have you seen me 

recently, dear?” She swirled around, her long 

coats flipping outward fancily, before focusing 

on the face pointing towards me. 



I smiled and chuckled. “You’re silly.” 

“Didn’t say I wasn’t. I’m just so excited, 

Creature – I’m finally going to go see 

Chirchirrup again! Isn’t it wonderful?” 

Retaining the smile I’d had, I used my 

gloves to say, “I’m really glad for you.” 

Though what I had said was genuine, Blue 

caught my disdain. “You miss your home, don’t 

you?” 

I couldn’t deny it, but now was not the 

time. I shook my head and pulled the reins on 

the predator, drawing it closer so I could pet it. 

“Now is your time, Blue, so don’t let me 

ruin it. Even if my people did come rescue me, 

now I’d be quite attached to you and yours. 

Besides, I have another nine months or so 

before the rescue ships even have a chance to 

come by.” The predator nuzzled up against me, 

so I rubbed the side of its face with my gloves. 

Blue came up to me, reaching up with two 

long tentacles to hug around my waist. “You 

know… I’ll miss you nearly as much as 

Chirchirrup when you leave. I’ve lived a very 



exciting life, but you, dear Creature, are an 

important part of it. If you didn’t look so weird, 

I may even consider you a child of mine.” 

I tapped her. “What a load of nonsense. 

You’re lying.” 

“I’m not!” she said, letting go. “I mean it. 

You’re important to me.” 

“Hmph.” My real voice still caused her to 

flinch, but she didn’t change her focus from the 

face pointing to me. I bent down and said, 

“You’re important to me too.” 

After listening and getting over the initial 

fear from hearing me speak, Blue loosened up. 

“Well, you won’t be able to do that for a while. 

You’re already a strange, one-faced creature 

leading a predator on a string, you don’t need to 

add your people’s speaking to those 

disqualifications to be a friend of the Protector.” 

“After all I’ve told you, about my people 

living on planets like Osmina, traveling amongst 

the stars so far apart, and all the life off Osmina, 

you still believe in the Protector?” 



Blue focused on a face pointing away from 

me. “Of course, Creature. Even if it seemed like 

you had reason to leave me alive and become 

my friend, what was it? You risked your people 

for me, Creature, and no Osminog would ever 

do that. Could it not have been the Protector 

who made you leave me alive?” 

I thought back to when I had first seen 

Blue and Chirchirrup, how I had held my axe 

and considered killing them. I supposed, in a 

strange way, that I should have done it. I had 

been deluding myself, though, that humans were 

ever the type of creature to survive the tests of 

the Next Level. We were curious, and that was 

always going to be our downfall. 

“I suppose it’s not for me to decide, is it? 

I’m just a Sky Creature, after all, not a god.” 

We both laughed in our different ways, 

remembering the time when I stupidly tried to 

pretend that I was a deity of the Osminog. 

“No… but really, what am I supposed to 

believe? Being a Sky Creature isn’t a station far 



below god, is it? Not from where I stand, 

anyway.” 

I smiled. “Sure, whatever. I’ve been 

thinking, Blue, and I doubt I should be very far 

behind you in the scheme of introductions to 

your people. A Sky Creature probably would 

interest them, be important to see. Besides, look 

at your new spots. What’s Chirchirrup going to 

think?” 

Blue used a tentacle to adjust her coat, 

making sure she could see out one of the sides 

not facing me. “She will be amazed, dear 

Creature, and I will be welcomed back as the 

prophet of the Protector. Or perhaps the bringer 

of the Sky Creature. Either way, Creature, you 

look like a strange, one-faced predator, and my 

people aren’t as brave as the Mudflappers were. 

Stay behind until I signal for you.” 

“They’ll scatter if they’re prepared for an 

attack.” 

“They’ll scatter if they’re not. Follow far 

behind me and I’ll call for you.” 



Blue set off, the predator pulling me after 

her, and I knew I couldn’t catch up very easily 

with the sleds to pull. I took the metal spike out 

of the ice and pulled my sled in front of Blue’s, 

unhitching myself so I could tie her harness to 

the back of my sled. Predator nudged against 

me, prompting me to give it some of the 

blubberballs we had stored in the back of the 

sled. I refused, however, knowing that the 

winter blubberballs in cans were far less 

preferable and far harder to feed one at a time as 

treats. I finished hooking up the sleds, then 

returned to my harness and pulled the predator 

to walk towards the smoke. 

I thought about how I would be picked up 

this summer. I’d have to start running the 

computer, emitting signals from it by hooking it 

up to the battery and solar panels, but that would 

take away from the time I would need to spend 

directing my new horde of Osminog who would 

want to learn everything from agriculture to 

metallurgy. After that, assuming that there were 

still humans to pick me up, could I convince my 



people to continue being stewards of the 

Osminog? 

Probably not. 

I lifted branches and followed the snowy 

footsteps that Blue had left behind, seeing her 

speed without the sleds picking up, the footsteps 

filled in soon after they were made. The 

predator sniffed the air, recognizing the smoke 

as similar to the place we called home. It 

seemed excited, probably ready to snuggle back 

into its bed near the fire after these couple days 

of travel. I wanted to go back to my little house 

on stilts, myself, but I knew that we would 

never get a better chance to speak with Blue’s 

tribe. 

I heard the Osminog clicking and whirring 

beyond the next line of brush. Some level of 

excitement had been reached, and I could only 

guess what it was about. I went forward, pulling 

the sleds, trying to be as quiet as possible. My 

feet crunching over the snow and my arms 

bending the boughs of trees laden with ice 

weren’t going to make that an easy feat, though. 



Eventually, as the hubbub beyond the trees 

got louder, I got closer. I pulled a bough out of 

the way to look at what was happening. 

Next to the fire was Blue, who had 

removed her coats, many Osminog lying down 

next to her. The Osminog were difficult for me 

to tell apart, only the spot patterns and sizes 

differentiating them, but I suspected the young 

adult next to Blue, clutching her tentacles, was 

Chirchirrup. 

“This is indeed a holy event!” a bearer 

called out. “Never before has a suspect come 

back from banishment! The Protector has smiled 

upon you, Six of Blue!” 

“It’s you – it’s really you! Mother, how 

can you ever forgive me?” Chirchirrup called. “I 

didn’t believe it was you last winter, treated you 

like a stranger, and yet you healed me and 

prayed to the Protector who sent me back with 

fire as a gift.” 

Blue stood tall, showing off the spots that I 

had painstakingly tattooed upon her, carefully 

putting the ink made from soot into her skin. 



The tattoos had remained in place, permanent 

markings very similar to the spots worn 

naturally by most Osminog. 

I rolled my eyes as Blue took up her coats, 

placing them atop the bearer despite the 

difference in their sizes. She bent to Chirchirrup 

and caressed the face nearest to her. “The 

Protector has smiled upon us all, young one. 

The Sky Creature has been sent to us to show 

the way forward. We have great and powerful 

news to tell you all, but you must not fear the 

Sky Creature when she arrives. She will be 

bringing with her strange packages of goods, 

including fruit that remains pure long past the 

time it was picked.” Blue lifted up the coat on 

the bearer. “She will bring these warm items I 

have called coats. She will bring heavy tools to 

make places to live, to make plants grow in the 

spring, and to keep the predators at bay.” 

Here, Blue stepped around the fire, leaving 

Chirchirrup to address more of her rapt 

audience. “She will also be frightening. The Sky 

Creature is a magical being with only one face, 



a face that twists and turns unlike anything 

you’ve ever seen. Her face is always focused, no 

need to switch, only to turn her body.” Here the 

Osminog audience gasped. “She will walk on 

two tentacles that bend awkwardly, like tree 

branches rather than Osminog tentacles. She 

will smell of a predator, sound like something 

not of Osmina, and have a mind that can 

outsmart you in every way. She will carry a 

string in one of her tentacles, on the other end of 

the string being a predator – the feared predator, 

the razor-toothed skirwhir!” 

The Osminog in terror grasped each other. 

“Mother – Mother, what are you saying?! 

You’re not feeding us to predators, are you!?” 

Blue changed her face to focus upon 

Chirchirrup. “Oh, no, child. I would never do 

that to you, never bring a predator that would 

eat an Osminog. I have brought the Sky 

Creature, a being of noble values and individual 

strength. She will teach us how to put all the 

predators on a string, how to control them and 



become our own Protectors, lessening the 

burden upon the Protector God.” 

The biggest bearer stood. “This sounds 

good, Six of Blue – too good. What is the cost 

of listening to this Sky Creature? What are we 

to sacrifice?” 

Here, Blue walked over to the bearer. She 

held the bearer’s face in her hands, the large 

bulk of the Osminog at its prime not scaring her. 

“Long ago, what happened to the God of 

Justice? She split, did she not? She became the 

God of Predators and the Protector God, into the 

gods of land, water, and sky, into plants and 

prey, leaving only a shadow of itself behind to 

watch its children. The Sky Creature that now 

walks Osmina is from the era of the God of 

Justice. She is one whole being, prey and 

predator in one. That is why she is so 

frightening, so powerful.” 

“Stop avoiding the subject!” the bearer 

pushed Blue, causing Chirchirrup and a couple 

of others who seemed to believe Blue to rise. 

“What is the cost?” 



Blue stood slowly from the mud, age 

showing in her body. “To gain her rewards, the 

rewards of the God of Justice and Balance, the 

First God must regain its power. The Protector 

and the Predator will become one.” 

Here, the Osminog all gasped. 

“What are you saying, Mother? Who will 

protect us from the predators if that happens?” 

“There will be no need for a Protector. 

There will be only one god, a god who we must 

call friend, for we will become agents of 

balance. We will become the greatest predator 

of them all, though we remain as weak as prey.” 

The Osminog all seemed upset, some of 

the younger ones crying. 

Now was the time, I thought, to step forth. 

I brought the predator and my sleds forward, the 

Osminog all screaming. 

I looked at the faces of all the Osminog, 

saw their fear and how it juxtaposed with Blue’s 

calm love and desire for a better life. 

“The Sky Creature – it only has one face,” 

one of the Osminogs whispered. 



I looked at Chirchirrup and saw the austere 

wonder with which she looked back at me. She 

examined the goods on my sled, the axes and 

the metal posts, and I knew that she recognized 

the objects from her stays with Blue the year 

before. She would associate me with that power, 

with having saved her tribe from sickness and 

cold. 

I looked at the audience, scared of me, and 

clasped my hands together, letting the predator 

go. They screamed, so I said loudly with my 

gloves, “Listen, young Osminog, and I will 

show you the way to retain your kindness in the 

face of advancement, as stewards of the 

worlds.” 

As the Osminog huddled near their fires, 

staring at me, a young child not old enough to 

have developed teeth to talk pulled its little body 

next to me. Its tentacles stuck to my leg, and it 

blinked its eyes. 

Whatever I did now would affect these 

people for generations to come. 



I looked up to the sky and, as I examined 

the chill clouds pouring snow, knew that I 

would never see Earth again. 

  



Epilogue 

The human’s molecules came back 

together after the travel through the teleportation 

beams. His partner materialized beside him and 

immediately took out his computer, holding it in 

the palm of his hand as he pierced the sample of 

the well-preserved corpse the Osminog had 

found. 

From on high they had watched the 

incredible progress of the Osminog, seeing them 

go from a unified industrial society to near 

space-age within just a couple hundred years. 

Their progress had slowed considerably 

recently, but the Osminog somehow seemed to 

expect that occurrence. It hadn’t seemed right – 

the speed of advancement never reduced, not 

unless a Next Level Society decided to disrupt 

the lower society’s progress. 

Or, as had occurred more recently, a lower 

level society eclipsed the power of the one 

above it. 



A few seconds passed, then the human 

holding the computer announced, “It’s real.” 

The first human to materialize walked to 

the doorway and looked out onto the 

archaeological find, a giant tomb filled with the 

corpses of ancient Osminog, all of whom held 

an axe, the symbol of the only tribe to survive 

some great battle. The modern Osminog took 

measurements with tools similar to the humans’ 

as they sorted through the frozen mummies and 

carefully sublimated the ice that held the bodies 

still. 

He looked back from the doorway, 

frowning. “How did she get here?” 

The man with the computer tapped a few 

holographic images that emitted from it, then 

reported, “The genome matches that of a woman 

imprisoned for embezzlement 500 years ago. 

She was one of those people selected to explore 

the cosmos alone for a decade and satisfy 

human curiosity. She was lost six years into her 

mission, was never supposed to have been at 



Osmina in the first place. The lengths of her 

telomeres indicate that she died in her eighties.” 

The first man looked at the frozen mummy 

and felt awkward. This woman long dead could 

have doomed them all. Osmina was advancing 

too quickly, perhaps even surpassing some of 

the other societies that had been ahead of them 

only recently. 

“We have to destroy the evidence. Perhaps 

the Third Level won’t have noticed yet.” 

The man with the computer nodded and 

pulled out some stickers, placing them onto the 

forehead, hands, and feet of the frozen mummy. 

The body would be beamed aboard, forgotten by 

the Osminogs or, if not forgotten, at least lost. 

The leader of the ground team considered 

what had happened to the level of society just 

above humans – as well as the level above that. 

They advanced slowly, allowing mortal man to 

rise up and slaughter those that would have 

hunted them. The Osminogs were developing 

quickly enough that they stood the chance to 

develop faster than humankind. 



Now, assuming that they were able to 

excavate the human body out of the tomb 

quickly enough, they were safe. The human had, 

evidently, spurred the Osminogs towards 

industrialization and discovery, which could 

explain why there had been such a sudden and 

quick advancement amongst the people. The 

slowdown could be attributed to the fact that the 

Osminogs were soon going to catch up with the 

level of society that the human had lived in, that 

they had reverse engineered everything they 

could have. 

“Hey,” the man with the computer said, 

“Look at this – she’s left them with all sorts of 

papers. Should we take them?” 

The leader stopped looking at the old 

corpse and looked at what his subordinate was 

indicating. It was a book, cold and fragile, found 

on top of a steel table built by modern Osminog. 

The book was made of ancient leather and tree 

pulp, words made of soot written upon the 

pages. He wouldn’t dare touch it lest the pages 

fall to pieces. 



The man with the computer scanned the 

book, reading all the pages at once. “It’s a book 

to help whoever found this tomb translate both 

the ancient language of the Osminog and Zero-

Level Age English.” 

The leader poked the text, feeling the 

brittle page crumble where he had touched it. 

“Get rid of this too. Anything that could link us 

to this culture’s advancement, eliminate it.” 

The computer man squinted at his screen. 

“This is interesting… she expected to be found 

by us eventually. Not aliens of any higher level, 

but… us. Look.” 

The leader took the computer and read the 

words, translated from Zero-Level Age English 

into Second-Level Age. 

“I expect that, by the time I am found, I 

will have been long dead. Though the Osminogs 

with their love and faithfulness may be first to 

find me, I don’t expect they will be first to read 

this. Even if they do, their respectfulness will 

cause them to set the book down and stop 

reading. It is mankind who will keep reading, 



the curiosity and paranoia of my kind urging 

them to continue rifling through the relics of the 

dead.” 

The leader looked at the computer guy, 

frowning. “What is this mess? She think she 

was some sort of philosopher?” 

The computer man shrugged. “I don’t 

know. The Osminogs have reported their 

finding of the body on the news already, calling 

her the Sky Creature, a prophet in their cuckoo 

religion. From what I can tell, this woman was 

right – the Osminogs would have stopped 

reading the book once they saw that.” 

“Because they’re stupid barbarians who 

advanced far too quickly for their own good. 

They didn’t even build nukes, did they?” The 

leader was satisfied when the computer guy 

hushed, returning to putting stickers on 

everything they wanted to beam back with them. 

The leader dug his nose back into the book 

the ancient woman had left for the humans. “At 

the time of my writing, I never knew who the 

Next Level were, what they wanted. All I knew 



is that my people had seen the destruction the 

Next Level had wrought and feared them as 

prey fears its predators. How are we to know 

that the Next Level will surely destroy us? How 

are we to be certain that we must follow in its 

footsteps, taking up the attributes of paranoia, 

isolationism, and destructiveness? 

“It is because we have no one to guide us. 

Alone, we see only the way to take advantage, 

to rise above, to point our species in the way 

that selects for our survival. But what does our 

own survival matter when it is just a continued 

story of sordid evil? Why not select those below 

us for kindness, stewardship? 

“Because it is deviously hard. Even as I sit 

here, a lifetime of working with the most 

fearful, kindhearted creatures that could have 

possibly climbed out of the muck, I recognize 

that becoming more powerful comes at its costs. 

Resources must be acquired, and others have 

those resources, so they must be taken. Not so 

with the Osminog. From the beginning they 

have known about selective breeding, their 



asexual nature allowing each individual to 

choose how many descendants she will have. 

The tribe I’m with now has taken all Osminog 

into its folds. There will only be one Osminog 

tribe and, then, there will be no war amongst 

them. 

“But you, oh humans, will forever fear, 

forever hunt. You have the minds and agency to 

take control of your fate, but you will not be 

able to make the sacrifice necessary. You will 

not risk the Next Level finding that you didn’t 

follow their rules. You have in front of you an 

ally, a group of people who will be willing to 

jump into the boat with you, who will be 

creative in ways that man cannot be, who you 

could evolve with mutually to become a 

powerful people worthy of enforcing its desires 

and selective pressures on those below you. 

“That’s not going to happen, though. 

Humanity will, at best, fight up the ladder to rise 

to the next level. We’ll become the greatest 

people in the universe, sowing destruction 

wherever we may go, but it will not last. Instead 



of becoming what we could have, something 

greater than mortals, we will simply become a 

stone to be stepped on, a step in the ladder of 

civilizations. 

“So you have a decision: remain a people 

of fear and continue to evolve into a predator, or 

take control of yourselves and become a 

balanced people, stewards of the universe.” 

The leader looked up from the computer. 

“That was it? That was all?” 

The computer guy took his tablet back, 

tapping some things. “That was it.” 

The leader walked back over to the frozen 

corpse and breathed heavily, watching the mist 

in his breath turn into a heavy fog. He looked at 

the dead, mummified face, and thought he saw a 

smile. This long dead woman had known 

something he didn’t, had seen something he 

never would. From her writings, he could tell 

that she had felt fulfilled in helping the Osminog 

advance. His life, however, was dedicated to 

keeping the humans alive long enough for them 

to advance and eliminate the Next Level. 



Eventually, he supposed, they’d make it to the 

top and be able to enact their own rules on the 

universe. 

He heard a few movements behind him, so 

turned his head quickly to see some spotted 

Osminogs peeking in the door. 

They looked to each other before filing in, 

bearer before assistant, and sat before the human 

unafraid. The man flinched, realizing that he 

had been seen by the lower level creatures and 

could have shown humanity to be acting against 

its own interests. He couldn’t have that, so 

reached for the gun strapped to his leg. 

“Welcome, Sky Creatures,” the bearer said, 

bending down. “Welcome to Osmina. We have 

long expected your return, Creatures. Sit, eat of 

our sacrifices.” 

The assistant did something that made the 

sparkle in its eyes change, then waved the 

tentacles furthest from the humans. Other 

assistants rushed up, carrying plates of beans 

and squash, cooked to perfection. 



“What… What is this?” the human leader 

asked, his translator working to turn his words 

into the Osminog language. 

The bearer took the plate from the 

assistants, holding it up to him. “For centuries, 

we have cared for the sacred fruit of the Sky 

Creature, the one who called herself Ann in 

your language.” The leader was taken aback, 

surprised that the Osminog had a device to make 

human words. “We welcome your return and 

ask: how shall the last prophecy be fulfilled?” 

They blinked and stared, watching as the 

leader took the squash and tasted it. The squash 

seemed fine, tasted like normal squash back on 

earth. A little bland, but that was to be expected 

from people who had raised fruits with the 

opposite chirality and couldn’t taste their own 

crops. 

The computer guy stood up. “I think 

they’re asking if they’re going to be destroyed.” 

“I know that – shut up!” the leader 

responded. He put the food back down and 

looked at the Osminog, thinking about what was 



going on. Why weren’t the Osminog afraid? 

What were they hiding? Had they, in a tactic 

similar to the humans, hidden most of their 

advancement so as to seem weaker than they 

were in reality? The leader took the fruit and 

looked at the computer guy, then to the dead 

woman on the table. 

With a bow the bearer and assistants 

simultaneously chanted, “We come in peace, 

Sky Creature.” 

The ground team leader sneered. “That’s 

nice, because we didn’t.” He shot the Osminog 

dead, then dropped to the computer guy’s side, 

quickly putting stickers on the last of the objects 

in the room. 

“What did you do!?” the computer guy 

shouted. 

“Hurry up. Get us back to the ship, dead 

woman intact.” 

“But… but look – it was the final 

prophecy! Didn’t you want to break the cycle? 

What if the Osminogs were told to come kill us 

if we acted this way?” 



The leader scowled. “Good riddance to us, 

then. Beam us up.” 

The computer guy obediently pressed some 

buttons, everything he had placed a sticker on 

beaming to the human ship for preservation and 

study. 

And thus, as mankind became the most 

powerful beings in the universe, it realized what 

it had become: no longer prey, no longer 

stewards, no longer conquerors. 

Predators. 
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