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I smelled the oxygen first. But not the pure clinical oxygen of the suspension chamber; this was stale.

I opened my eyes. Saw the canopy of the pod hanging open over me. Surely someone should be there to snatch me out and shackle me, so my punishment on Sintori-5 could begin. I decided it might be wise to stop wishing for something I didn’t want.

Knowing that suspension was achieved by something called Therapeutic Hypothermia, I expected to feel cold, but I didn’t. Eyeing the open canopy, I figured I’d had time to thaw out before I woke up.

I climbed out of the chamber, my gaze taking in the empty spots in the long room. Empty, except for the torn hardware on the floor. Where were the other pods?

Glancing down, I noticed the skinsuit. It was binding me in all the wrong places. The right places would have been okay, but this...this felt like being bound in shrinkwrap. As I searched my memory, I vaguely recalled putting it on before boarding the ship. Against my will. Both things.

That explained it. I’d never wear a skinsuit voluntarily.

Then I remembered the cleansing ritual that happened beforehand. It had been humiliating, standing naked in front of that guard as he sprayed me with some disinfectant. Because I was dirty, wasn’t I? If the floor hadn’t been so slick, I would have turned the hose on him, but that would have got me killed, and I was a survivor.

As a member of Sister Resisters, a samegender clan that took me in when my last family members were seized, I was part of the Strike Squad. The night of my arrest, I was enjoying my first bit of recreation for some time, after a long stint of striking things.

The militia busted into the underground club and I happened to be standing near the door with my lips locked on a blonde beauty when the troopers thundered in, and I beat feet and found a fantastic hiding spot which didn’t matter, because Languid—my almost-date for the evening—ratted me out. Bad timing being what it is, I had yet to get her free of her clothing. The guards snagged me, dragged me, handcuffed, through the circuitous tunnels that led out of the hidden club, and put me in the wagon waiting on ground level.

Some of the patrons must have made it out, but I’m sure many didn’t. My entire clan was there that night, mostly unarmed. Cassio had insisted that we all go. It was our off-duty time. A respite from our clandestine fight on a front line that existed in all corners of Pangea. No telling how many of my peeps had been gunned down, or how many arrested, just like me.

Shaking the memory away, I went to the porthole in the hull. Outside, just the omnipresent black vacuum of space. My limited understanding was that inertia kept the ship moving, but I wasn’t sure if there were necessary adjustments to be made. Did something hit us, knocking us off course? And there was no telling how far from Pangea the transport ship was, nor how close to Sintori-5. No telling how long it would be before the militia arrived to regain control. We weren’t traveling in hyperspace, that much was obvious by looking out a window. I also didn’t know how long the journey was supposed to take, but it must have been a while, since the sleep pods were used. They wanted their prisoners to arrive still young enough to work the mines on Sintori-5; I wasn’t sure if the same was true for the refuse planet, Smegunus.

It seemed there were many sins to be punished on Pangea, probably because it provided a workforce for the prison planets. The Sinbook listed quite a few; like public speaking, owning a weapon, stealing food or medicine, insurrection, treason, insolence and defiance.

The last one was my personal favorite, and I violated it every chance I got, but had yet to receive punishment for it because I was fleet of foot.

I’m not sure the militia knew that those arrested at Double Zero were also members of Sister Resisters. More likely, the arrests were because among the myriad offenses in the Sinbook, the sin of relations with a person of your own gender was a biggie. It was somehow related to some ancient religious ideal, but also to the preservation of humans, since samegenders could not reproduce together. That issue had faded long ago, as the colony’s fledgling population grew into the billions. But the antiquated ideas persisted. Apathy, complacency, and submission had poisoned the masses.

I remembered the Earth history lessons my grandmother gave me, passed down from her mother, and her mother’s mother. How it used to be perfectly acceptable for two of the same gender to mate. All it took was the apathy of the people, and one fascist regime in North America, started by a man named P. Murt D’lanod, and the complicit ruling party. Individual freedoms were whittled away until none remained, and all those tolerances and acceptances were a whimpering dot on the chart of human history.

We called his adherents P-Murts. They still worshiped him like a god. There were statues of his bloated countenance throughout the capital city. We’d even destroyed one of them, but it was quickly replaced with another. Why anyone would worship the visage of a fat man holding a cheeseburger in one hand a a cell phone in the other, I’d never know. But the Sister Resisters were bent on reclaiming freedom for all, so we did what we could, whenever we could, to get our resistance message out there.

The oldest histories told us the whole thing had happened before on Earth, around the time of the Second World War, but the general populace on one particular continent, North America, grew complacent, forgot the lesson, and let it happen again. But that second iteration of fascism caused the planet to die, and so nothing any of them believed meant anything, because the planet was headed for annihilation due to the mindless plundering of its vitality. Resources became scarce. Anarchy and violence were commonplace.

I never really understood most of it, but knew that for some very personal reasons, the P-Murts would forever be my enemy, and the enemy of all thinking, loving human beings.

The actions and inaction of apathetic voters and oblivious, self-serving leaders allowed the destruction of democracy, and soon thereafter, the destruction of Earth itself.

Our ancestors fled to the stars; some on government ships and others on independent vessels financed by billionaires, oligarchs and royal families. Using all technology at their disposal, those countries with space programs uncharacteristically worked together to figure out how to accomplish interstellar travel, using something called a Spacetime Fold, but they never got the science quite right, and went to plan B, which was suspension in the pods and a long journey to the destination. They had chosen a system of planets discovered in the Scorpius system, orbiting a Red Dwarf. All those planets were in some beloved location known as the Goldilocks Zone, which supported human life.

The US, UK and France fleets settled on the largest planet, Pangea; the Russians, Turks and what was left of several other warring nations on the smaller Garzi; Japan, China and the UAE colonized Pegrion, and the independent fleets settled on Plovis.

The governing bodies on these brave new worlds continued to be militant and authoritarian in their rule, and the general populace grew weary. Eventually, people lost the ability and the intestinal fortitude to resist the power and the will of the moneyed elite.

Pulling myself back to the present again, I looked around the podroom, my eyes accosted by the flashing red light spinning in the corner. I had to decide what to do next. Take stock.

My pod and another were still bolted to the floor, but the others had been ripped out.

Something had gone fuck-all wrong, for sure.

Leaning over the other pod, I put my palm on the cool glass to activate the shield clearing mechanism, then jerked back reflexively.

I had seen pictures of them, but never seen one for real. At times, I thought them myths. But here it was. One of the Plovis grand experiments in longevity that no one talked about except as terror stories.

The bald cephalosapien lay in repose in the pod, its tentacles draped over its body. body. This was a female. I could tell by the generous swell of her bosom. It might have been titillating had her nipples been nipples and not suction cups. Sort of spoiled the whole thing. It was easy to see, though, that half its DNA was human. The only thing not humanoid were the head and tentacles. The only thing I could see, anyway.

I wasn’t sure that reviving the ceph was a good choice. No telling what kind of crime that hybrid was guilty of. I could open that pod and find eight tentacles wrapped around my throat. I heard they were wicked-fast.

My attention went back to the flashing light. I left the pod and checked the door. It was sealed tight. Wiping the window clear, I peeked through. On the other side was what remained of the neighboring compartment. It had been torn loose by something powerful.

If the ship had been attacked, why were all but two pods gone? I gave it a few thoughts and realized that there had been a breach in the hull beyond the door. The other pods had been sucked out, and the safety mechanisms of the ship must have sealed the door before the suction got to the last two pods at the front of the compartment.

I was lucky to be alive. But that sentiment was lost inside the heavy thing sitting on my chest. Everyone I cared about might be floating in space right now. Dead to the world.

I couldn’t let myself think about it. I had things to do. Survival among them.

Taking stock, I saw the munitions box on the wall. Sidling up to it, I braced one fist in the other and used my elbow on the glass, and nearly broke my humorous bone, noting that it would not be the least bit amusing to do so.

The glass was impact resistant. The pain told me as much. Holding my painful elbow, I spied the remaining piece of metal from a torn out pod, and managed to wrench it loose. Using the metal bar with a large bolt on the end, I shattered the shatterproof glass and pulled out a Merkel 550.

I’d always wanted one. I used to stare at them as the Militia marched by with the weapon in their gloved fingers, resisting the urge to snatch it from one of them. Now, it appeared I had my wish. A Merkel of my very own.

Holding the long weapon in my grip, I inched my way along the corridor beyond the two remaining pods to search the rest of the ship. It took only a half hour to realize the vessel was empty.

Back at my starting point, I considered the condition of the room. Was the entire crew in the podroom when it happened? Maybe they had only got me and the ceph in the pods when all smeg broke loose. Yes, I recalled that the other prisoners were waiting in line behind me. When had they put the ceph in the pod, then?

I had been hooded. They put hoods on the prisoners so we couldn’t see.

It was coming back to me now.

I moved back over to the pod with the ceph in it. I didn’t know Jane-shit about piloting this ship. The cephs had big brains. Maybe it—she—could get us out of here. Someplace safe.

My fingers tightened on the weapon. I had the Merkel. If the ceph tried something, I’d blast her. I knew the gun was designed not to breach the hull of ship. So no reason to fear.

Taking a calming breath, I punched the green button. A hissing sound susurrated through the chamber as the pod filled with fresh oxygen.

Vital signs jiggled on a graph superimposed on the glass. I only recognized a few. Blood pressure. Pulse. Cerebral activity.

I leaned closer, staring at the face framed in a gelatinous softness of a head only slightly bigger than my own. Except for the larger portion at the back. The head wasn’t oversized, like an octopus, as all the depictions claimed, but it did resemble one a bit.

Suddenly, two large round eyes popped open; slits for irises. The elongated pupils expanding and contracting.

I jumped back, training the Merkel on the suspension pod, then leaned closer again. Our eyes met. The ceph blinked at me. Smiled encouragingly. She had human teeth. Nary a fang to be seen. Maybe at least some of the stories were creative narratives.

I punched the open button, and the canopy hissed again as it rose slowly. Mine was already open when I woke up. Perhaps if it hadn’t been open, I would not have woken up. Ever.

The ceph sat up, stretching out eight tentacles, sleepily. I kept myself out of reach as the hybrid gracefully emerged from the pod. She stood a full 200 centimeters. Easily four heads taller than me. Her body seemed mostly human, except for the eight tentacles where her arms should be. The appendages and the head and face were a sort of faded red color. A shade of salmon, maybe. Which would make sense, considering her DNA.

It—she—looked around. “Where are the guards?”

Her voice sounded normal. Not gurgley and ominous, like the stories depicted. “I think everyone is dead. I think they all got sucked into space. There was a breach in the hull.”

The ceph’s eyes went to the bay door, the bolt holes and twisted metal of what was left of the other pods. “Are we the only survivors?”

“As far as I can tell, yes.”

“Well then, introductions are in order. You are?”

“My name is Story Book.”

“Story Book, I am called Shrtzherg Hodzmorkinshed—” she extended a tentacle.

I leaned back, looking at the appendage as if it was...well...a tentacle.

The tentacle relaxed again. “Oh, I see. You’re afraid of me. You’ve never met a cephalosapien before, have you?”

I admitted, “No...I haven’t.”

“Well, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but we are a peaceful species.”

I gripped the Merkel tighter. “Yeah? Then why are you on a prisoner transport?”

“I could ask you the same question, Story Book. Maybe I should be afraid of you?”

“Pfft.” Then I thought better of playing down my own threat-level to her. I squared my shoulders, aiming the Merkel at the ceph. “Maybe you should.”

The ceph—Shertzel Morkinhodz...herg, or whatever she said—smiled. Actually smiled. So much for convincing her I was dangerous. I lowered the weapon. “Why are you being transported to a prison planet?”

“Why are ?”

“I asked you first.”

“I asked you second.”

I felt my own frown.

The ceph chuckled, and the action made her gelatinous skin shake. “Very well, I shall start. I was caught in the tentacles of another of my kind. I don’t think the militia guards can tell the difference between male and female cephalosapiens. So they merely arrested us both for samegender violations. And yourself?”

My eyebrows were high on my forehead. I could feel them. “I was arrested for violation of samegender laws, too.”

“I see...well, I had traveled from Plovis to Pangea to meet with another of my kind at the club, but we were caught up in the raid. I had hoped we would be safe from that very thing there.”

“The wrong people are in charge, that’s why.”

“Without question.”

We shared an awkward moment of silence, and I tried not to linger my gaze too long on those suction-cup nipples. Why wasn’t she wearing a skinsuit?

I spoke up, finally. “So, is this transport for samegender violators?”

“Perhaps so.”

Now, I was sad that all the other pods were blasted into space. Seemed a pathetic waste. They were my people. I looked at Sherthodz Mokshedingstein... The ceph. That meant this creature was also my people. “What did you say your name was, again?”

“Shrtzherg Hodzmorkinshed.”

I swallowed, licked my lips. “Can I just call you Shrtz?”

The ceph smiled. “As you wish.”

“Okay, speaking of shirts...you should put one on...”

The ceph glanced around the pod bay. “I see no wardrobe nearby.”

“Well. We’ll find one. Some. A ward...a clothes...thing.”

“My nakedness makes you uncomfortable?”

“Doesn’t it—you?”

Shrtz shook her gelatinous head. Surprisingly, it didn’t wobble.

There were more important things for me to focus on, rather than naked cephs. “We should bridge a go...” “I seem to be having a speaking...trouble...trouble speaking...is it the leftover pod juice? I mean air?”

Her tentacles stroked the air. “No, it is my pheromones.”

“Your feral-what?” I’d never heard that word before.

“My pheromones. They are airborne chemicals I emit. They are quite strong. You have them, too...” She leaned forward and sniffed. “Although not as strong. But yes, whole humans often have difficulty speaking in close proximity to me.”

I took a few steps back. “Then keep your distance. That’s weirding me out.”

“Very well.” Shrtz stepped backwards a few paces.

“Thank you...now...I’ve already searched the ship, and can’t find any sign of the guards...”

“I believe these transports only employ one guard—the pilot. All else is automated for the journey.”

“Okay...well, I guess he got sucked out with the other pods. Let’s get to the Bridge and see if we can figure out how to drive this thing. Maybe we’ll find you something to wear on the way.”

“As you wish.”

Shrtz followed me down the corridor toward the front of the ship, but just as I kept an eye out for the pilot, I also kept an eye on her, just in case she was faking the nice-nice.
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At a sharp bend in the next corridor, I stopped to check the signage to see which way the Bridge was, and Shrtz bumped against me, her suction cup nipples attaching to me. “Suck off, Shrtz!”

“My apologies.” With a pop, she removed the cups from the skin of my arm.

“You really feed to nine...shite! Need to find some clothes. I can’t deal with that.”

“I’ll be more careful.”

“Clotus out on—Pillory!” I cursed, still stumbling over my words. “Just stand there over!”

Shrtz shuffled back.

“You’ll put on clothes,” I insisted. “And you will stand away from me.”

Tentacles lifted in a gesture of confusion. “What is this obsession with clothes that whole humans have?”

“It’s just the way things are, that’s all. I don’t want those...those cups sticking to me.”

“Many have discovered them quite pleasant...but very well. I shall find clothing.”

I held the Merkel tight and glanced back at Shrtz, who waved a friendly tentacle at me and smiled.

This was going to be a pain. I was alone on a ship, adrift in the cosmos with a half-human, half-octopus who fuckered up my speech with feralmoans, or whatever.

A few paces later, Shrtz said, “Ah, here we are...” and veered into one of three crew cabins to rummage through the wardrobe cabinet.

I went back to stand in the doorway watching Shrtz look for shirts. It wasn’t going to work, unless she found some kind of smock, open on the sides. A drapery, more like.

A sudden impact sent me sprawling into the room, the Merkel spinning out of my hands.

The guard stood in the doorway. “Forkering samegenders!” he spat, stomping closer to me. He shoved the volter stick into my side, and the electrical current paralyzed me. Aside from the pain, all I could think about was how much I wanted to maintain control of my bladder. I’d seen other prisoners get volted, but hadn’t had the pleasure myself. Fully half of them pissed themselves, and since moisture is a great conductor of electricity, it only makes things worse. Still, it was like being struck by Pangean lightning, but not near as pleasant.

I drooped painfully, as if boneless, to the ground.

He hovered over me with a snarl, as I tried to regain control of my muscles.

In a swift second, the peaceful species was there beside me, tentacles lifting the guard off his feet, slamming him against the wall, knocking the breath out of him.

“Are you well, Story Book?” Shrtz asked.

I grunted. “I think so.” I struggled to my feet, borrowing the breath the guard had lost while I retrieved the Merkel.

Shrtz continued to hold him against the wall, his feet dangling in the air, as one of her other tentacles held the volter. “What shall I do with him?”

I studied the militiaman’s face, which now matched the color of his shirt, spittle running down his chin as he looked down on both of us with a disdain born of generations of hatred. “I have a few ideas, but I’m afraid I’m not quite that mean.” My eyes fell on the red and blue flag imprinted on his uniform. Some ancient symbol of something called the Confederacy. It was the official flag of North America. Or so they claimed.

“I shall keep him restrained until you decide.” She let the man down, still wrapped in two tentacles, and dragged him along the floor behind her like a parcel of tatos, as she moved back to the wardrobe. “I fear they have no cephalosapien clothing on board,” Shrtz fretted.

Apparently, I would have to get used to looking at her suction cup nipples. Maybe we could find something to press onto them. Either way, no human shirt would ever accommodate eight arms. Maybe that’s why Shrtz and her kind were so anti-clothing. They probably had a hard time finding any that fit. She still had two human-looking legs though, and I was not keen on seeing the mushy-looking skin folds over her lady parts; thankfully hidden beneath it all, somewhere. “Well at least find some pants.”

Shrtz plucked out a pair of crew lounging breeches, pulled them on with two tentacles while still holding the guard restrained with two others.

“Better?” Shrtz said, turning her hips side to side to show off the breeches, her free tentacles lilting about in display gestures.

“It’ll do for now,” I told her, making a mental note to search the crew quarters for something more comfortable than my skinsuit.

We continued our trek down the empty corridor, with the sound of the gurgling, cursing guard squeaking and bumping on the floor behind Shrtz. The ceph had saved my life. I guess peace-loving didn’t mean passive. The world could have used a few more peace-loving warriors in our history.

Several corridors later, Shrtz said, “I say, Story Book. This looks like a suitable place for our friend.”

It was the third room, set apart from the other two. I went back to peer in the tiny round window. It was an empty room, except for a few cabinets, a bunk and cleansing facilities. It looked like it hadn’t been occupied for a long time. Whatever it was used for, it would now be a cell. Just like the one I had been in before being herded onto this ship. Probably like Shrtz had been in, too. Well, not. The cell I was in came with a generous helping of grime, along with a few fleekers and dolobarts. Lower life forms. One slimy, and the other with razor-sharp teeth, and both smelling like the underside of a smeginator. At night, the varmints often seemed chilled, and sought warmth against me. I’d wake in terror, and punch them to the other side of the cell.

“Abomination!” our captive growled, spitting in my direction.

I looked at the P-Murt, suddenly deciding that he should be punished merely for being a militiaman. I grabbed at the volter in one of her tentacles, and Shrtz lifted it out of my reach. She shook her head at me.

But now, the prisoners were the guards.

“Can you lock him in there?”

In answer, Shrtz tossed the guard inside and hit the button on the panel. Pressed a few more buttons with her tentacles. “That should suffice for now. It can only be opened from the outside.”

“Awesauce.” I noticed the very helpful sign on the wall pointing the way to the Galley and the Bridge. “Let’s go. This way.”

A few doors down, I slipped into the Galley and found a cabinet of food canisters. The first one I picked up said

I wasn’t sure what a ceph ate, and when I turned, holding the food canister, I found she had continued down the corridor. I went after her, punching the button to open the doors to the small Bridge. Shrtz peered out the front clearshield beyond the pilot seats of the craft. Standing there, I realized my next course of action was a mystery. I didn’t know thing-one about steering or operating a spaceship.

My new ceph companion did the Shrtz-shuffle over to the side porthole window. “We have drifted to a halfway point between Pangea and Sintori-5. That planet there—” Shrtz gestured with a tentacle. “That’s Garzi.”

I worried with the opening to the canister of food, saying, “Never been there. How do you know?”

“Because I pay attention to the Plovis Planetcast.”

Aside from mining, Plovis was the planet used for scientific research, and as such, Shrtz’s home, because it’s where cephalosapiens were created. From a test tube.

Pangea, my home planet, held sway over the others, though every planetary government stationed militia on Smegunus and Sintori-5. Smegunus was the waste planet, where all the other planets dumped their refuse. It was also a place of punishment where violators could work off their minor violations, though I’d never heard of anyone returning. All things being equal, I’d rather be imprisoned on the industrial planet of Sintori-5.

I looked back at the small planet out the window. I knew very little about it, as its colonists mostly kept to themselves. “So you’re familiar with Garzi?”

“Yes. Very.”

“Oh...so we’re okay then. Someone will rescue us.” I got the canister open, pulled the spork from its glued position on the side of the container.

“No one will rescue us.” Shrtz turned, her tentacles willowy in the air. “They are likely to destroy this ship as soon as they discover it is defenseless.”

I paused with the loaded spork halfway to my mouth. “Destroy? Why?”

“Because any disabled ship is at risk from Garzi. They will either pillage it and destroy it, or just destroy it, depending on their current mood.”

“Maybe we can get on the comms and tell them what happened. That we’re no threat.”

“Brilliant! And then we can spend the rest of our days meeting the carnal and carnivorous desires of the Garzi militia.”

I crammed a sporkful of beef and beans into my mouth, chewing, but not tasting, and in fact, feeling a bit gut-sick. “Well what do we do now?”

Tentacles folded across her chest. “Make our peace.”

Shaking my head, I said, “You make your own peace. I’m going to find a way to fight back.”

“With what? Your spork? I’m afraid that won’t stop a missile or trace-laser.”

I jammed the spork into the canister, considering options. I thought of none. “Any suggestions?”

“If we manage to escape quickly, we’ll still be drifting on the inertial trajectory, unless we are struck by space debris or an asteroid, and sent off-course. I cannot control our movements, as I have no knowledge of this ship’s navigation.”

Fleet of foot, I was at the navcomm—the navigating and communication console. “There’s got to be some kind of defense on this thing. Help me find it.”

“I know nothing of Pangean vessels.”

Spinning in the pilot’s chair, I said, “So you’re just going to stand there and wait to be blown out of space?”

“I prefer it over the alternatives.”

My eyes tinkered with the control modules that I was afraid to actually touch, and I looked back at Shrtz. “You said alternatives. Plural. What’s the other one?”

“If we manage to avoid destruction or capture? Starvation.”

“Well bad fucks, Shrtz. You have that big brain. Can’t you figure out how to pilot this thing?”

“I’m sure I could, with time. But I fear we don’t have much of that.” She blinked her slit-eyes.

My attention toward the door, I said, “Maybe the guard knows...”

“He does not strike me as the helpful sort.”

I started punching buttons and Shrtz barked, “No!”

“What?”

“You just sent a distress call.”

“Well good for me, then. We need someone to rescue us.”

“The closest rescue is Garzi...”

Giving that some thought, I realized how foolish I had been to start pressing buttons.

I set the canister on the console. "Welcome to the city of Fuck-all. We have nothing to offer you..."
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Placing my weapon in the Merkel mount on the wall, I stepped back over to examine the layout of the console. The mysterious symbols that represented all things necessary, and none of them necessarily made any sense. “The least you can do is come over here and help me find something to get us the fuck out of Smegunus.”

“I suggest you find one that looks like hyperspace,” Shrtz said, still gazing out the window. “And hope the hyperspace shields engage automatically.”

I scanned the console frantically. “They all look like hyperspace. Bring your tentacled ass over here and help me!”

With a put-upon sigh, Shrtz moved to the console, her soft-fringed eyes taking it all in. “This might be it.” A tentacle tip indicated a button with gradually lengthened lines on it.

“Are you sure?”

“Not even remotely.”

“Well what choice do we have?”

“Not much,” Shrtz whispered, six tentacles pointing to the window while two cupped the sides of her own face. “A Garzi warship is headed this way. They’ll either fire on us, or board us.”

“Fuckering!”

“I believe you are the one who summoned them with a distress call.”

“Well buckle up, buttercup. I’m going to punch the maybe-button.”

Shrtz sat down in the co-pilot’s chair and fastened the restraint, as I followed suit.

I’d never been in a ship using hyperspace, but I guessed there would be some kind of sensation and maybe some severe jostling. I braced myself and pressed the button.

In a few seconds, I opened my eyes. “Stars! That was really smooth, I thought I’d feel something.”

”Actually, hyperspace is almost indiscernible from standard movement through space, because the ship is not really--” Shrtz flailed a tentacle to the window, and I looked out. Garzi ship moving closer. We hadn’t moved at all.

“Shite! What good are buttons that don’t do anything?” I tapped another one that looked like hyperspace. Horrified, I saw some type of missile leaving the front of our ship, headed toward the Garzi one. The Garzi ship banked to one side, narrowly avoiding the projectile, then sent a shot of their own to blast the missile to pieces. I noticed there was no fiery explosion, just a small burst of light and then fragments drifting outward. Then I recalled. My experience with blowing things up was limited to the surface of Pangea. At that moment, an ear-accosting explosion and impact. It would have shaken us from our seats, if we hadn’t buckled in. It sent my eyes to the console. A graphic of the ship with a red pulsing dot on it. Didn’t take a genius to understand we had just been hit. I hadn’t heard it coming, of course, because there was no sound in space, either. Just the noise we could hear inside the ship as it suffered the blow. Apparently, the Garzis had taken that little missile personally.

On the console now, I could see something that made me think another shot was headed our way. A warning light with a moving object. Then another button started blinking. I looked at Shrtz. “That one—what’s that?”

She nodded. “Perhaps that’s hyperspace.”

I reached for it, then hesitating, pulled my hand away. No telling what that button might do. It could be a self-destruct button for all I knew.

Shrtz said, “Hyperspace uses a shield that will likely be destroyed after a single use. But I defer to your decision.”

The red light was almost upon us in the schematic. Since neither of us knew how to avoid or deflect attack, we had nothing to lose.

I pressed my finger down hard on the blinking button and felt my whole body slam against the seat, my skin pulling tight. It felt like my sternum was kissing my spine goodbye. I was being crushed. Had I pushed a compression button?
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After what seemed like a week or two, it was over. We both regained the use of our lungs and I looked out into the void, through the clearshield in front of us. I moved to get up, and felt the belt still restricting me. Unfastening, I got up onto wobbly legs to check the porthole window. No Garzi ship. I released a heavy sigh of relief, returning to the pilot’s seat.

Shrtz punched a button and we drifted sideways a bit.

“Oh, now you know what the buttons do?”

“Some of them make more sense than others.”

Through the clearshield in front of us, floated a planet. In the distance. But it was a different planet. A completely different color. Garzi was dark. This one was blue.

Shrtz toyed with the console, several tentacles at a time. After a bubbly bling sound, a diagram appeared on the clearshield. Now we could see a whole bunch of data much more easily. Even though I still didn’t know what it all meant. “It seems the hypershield is no longer operational. We won’t be able to use it again.”

“I thought you didn’t know anything about Pangean ships?”

“I’ve been studying the panel more closely. Also, a few of the controls appear to be similar to the ships on Plovis.”

I pointed at the diagram. “What’s that?”

“I believe it is a galactic map, and we are at this point, here.” A tentacle stretched all the way to the clearshield to indicate the location where a yellow light blinked.

I looked at the pulsing dot on the screen. “Where in the nebs are we?”

“Doesn’t all this look familiar to you, Story Book?”

I leaned closer to study it. Planets. Orbiting a bright star. It looked like every other galaxy map I’d ever glanced at. “No.”

“It should. It’s where our ancestors lived.”

“That was two hundred years before I was born. And anyway, how do you know?”

A tentacle tapped the side of her head. “A lifetime of self-education.”

“Well pardon me if I don’t know about every random galaxy in the universe. I’m only familiar with my home planet of Pangea.”

“It’s the same galaxy. We’re still in the Milky Way. But this particular sector is part of our history. Did you know your planet was named for a supercontinent on earth more than 275 million years ago?”

“If I don’t know two hundred years of history, it’s not likely I’ll know 275 million years of history. I only know what my grandmother told me. What difference does this history lesson make, anyway?”

Shrtz pointed at the planet suspended in space outside our clearshield. “That,” she said, pointing a tentacle toward the window and then back at the planet on the screen. “Is this.”

I gawked at the labeled blue planet. “That’s Uranus?”

Shrtz said, “It’s not pronounced yer-, that’s an anatomical location. It’s pronounced -uhnus.”

“Says who?”

“Have you ever read a book?”

“I’ve read quite a few of them.” I crossed my arms defiantly. “My reader was pretty full.”

“Then you should recognize this map.” She emphasized with a flick of a tentacle.

“I didn’t read about planets. I like reading creative narratives about people.”

Shrtz cocked her head at me curiously. “Ah. This is why you are named Story Book?”

“Yes. My mother read them to me when I was young, and I continued to read them.”

“What about factops?”

“I find facts and opinion boring. I’d rather read imaginative narration.”

“And that’s why you don’t recognize the Solar System of our ancestors.”

As I moved my foot, I felt the goo beneath it. I fetched the canister from the floor; its contents were all over the place. Splattered during the jump into hyperspace, for wont of a seat belt. The goop was even on my skinsuit. “I never imagined I’d need to know that. I never thought I’d be on a prisoner transport ship.”

“And yet you extol the virtues of imagination.” One of her hairless eyebrows quirked up.

“I’m imagining you with a plaster over your mouth right now. You and your massive brain just told me it’s Ur So it doesn’t matter.”

“Except you don’t know how to pronounce anus.”

“Whatevs. So can we land there?”

Shrtz made a snorting sound.

“What?”

She rolled her eyes at me. “It’s an ice planet.”

“Oh. Well groovy.”

“And I believe we are being pulled into orbit around it.”

My eyes darted back and forth between her and the navcomm. “Then what happens?”

“As long as I can control the thrusters, then we orbit the planet.”

“For how long?”

“If I master the use of the engines to match the curve of the planet, we will orbit forever, unless our fuel is finite, in which case we will crash into the planet. If we maintain orbit, we will do so until our food is depleted and we die, whichever comes first.”

I blinked at her. “You’re such a delight, Shrtz.”

“Ah. Sarcasm, yes? I’m sorry, but I speak the truth.”

My whole life had been like this. Always circling something I could never have. Always going somewhere but never getting there. “How are we going to...avoid the dying part?”

A tentacle poked upward into the air like a gesturing finger. “I believe I can operate the engines, so the criterion of survival are air, shelter, food and water. We have all of them, at present, but I don’t yet know the amount of fuel, or if it is self-replenishing, and until that calculation is made, we have no way of knowing how long we will be in this ship nor how long the supplies must last.”

I studied the confusing console again. “Can we use the hyperspace button again? Maybe get ourselves somewhere else?”

“As I said, the shield is now useless.”

“Can we make it without the shield?”

She shook her head. “No. A single speck of space dust could demolish the entire ship at those speeds.”

“So we shot our wad already?”

“In a manner of speaking.” One tentacle scratched at her bald head, another tapped on various screens. “Also, we have no knowledge of how to properly pilot the ship, nor whether or not the fuel supply for the thrusters is now limited. Again, without fuel to counteract the gravitational pull, we could crash into the planet.”

“And an ice planet is...”

“Uninhabitable.”

“Right.” My head fell to my chest.

A tentacle landed softly on my arm. “You are despondent, Story Book?”

I lifted my head in wonder. “And nur yot?” I shook my head clear. “Quasar! Damn feralmoans!”

“Your brain will become accustomed to the pheromones eventually.”

“That’s a plus.” I moved over to the porthole, away from her chemical sorcery. “What I meant to say was, you’re not? Despondent?”

“No rational reason to despair yet. We are without large amounts of data. I suspect this reading—” She pointed a tentacle. “—is the thruster fuel, and it is at 98%. Thus, the positive news is that we now have time for me to study the ship and the controls. Perhaps I can discover a solution in time.”

“, as in with a little more time, or , as in before we die?”

“Hmm...” Shrtz mused with a cock of her head. “An unintentional double entendre.”

“Double what?”

“No matter. The point is I have much more work to do.”

I stepped closer. “Well you have litul teeum...Shite!”

I retreated again, out of reach of her fuckering chemicals, gave it another go. “You have until we run out of food, then.” Resolutely, I started for the doors, stepping over the beef and beans on the floor. “I’m going to take inventory in the galley.” I plucked the Merkel from its mount on the wall. “And check on our prisoner.”

Shrtz turned in the seat. “Shall I go with you? Perhaps the guard will try to attack you again?”

“I have this—” I held up the weapon.

“You had that last time.”

I squinted at her. “Just figure out how to drive this thing.”

“As you wish.” Shrtz spun back to the console.

“I’ll be back soon.”

After the doors swished apart, I stepped into the shiny corridor, lit by a strip of glowing green on each side.

In the galley, I removed all the food from the storage compartments onto the table and counted them up.

One hundred canisters of food, one hundred packets of water.

It was only enough to feed one person one meal a day for 100 days, or for 50 days at two meals...or maybe not, if that person was also largely in a suspension pod. So the guard...if Shrtz was right, and he was the only one on board, aside from the pod prisoners, and he was only to be awake long enough to set the autopilot and then awakened by the ship just before arrival at the destination, the food was for emergencies. Or maybe it was enough for several guards to eat only a few meals each, before going into suspension. There could be other guards in those pods that got blasted into space.

I might never know the answers to all those questions.

And it was just as hard to know what the rations should be for me and Shrtz, since I had no idea how long we’d have to be circling Uranus. Maybe one canister per person, per day? We had to feed the guard as well. The food and water supply would only last thirty days, give or take.

Maybe I should put him in a pod, so we wouldn’t have to feed him. But mine might be broken, and that left the pod Shrtz occupied as the only operational one.

Leaving the galley with my grumbling stomach, I returned to the room where we’d left the P-Murt. Looked through the viewing window. The cabinets were open. He was not in sight, but I heard the sound of the water-module. Who knew that a P-Murt cared about personal hygiene? My eyes went back to the open cabinets. But I’d need Shrtz to hold him while I checked the room for anything useful. Like something edible.

My mental curse almost made me laugh. I’d heard that shanks were really good, but only the elite members of government ever had them. And we’d never found any on our raids of the warehouses.

I returned to the Bridge.

“Shrtz, can you come restrain the guard again? I want to check the room he’s in, in case he has something to use against us in there, or some way to escape.”

“Certainly.” Shrtz joined me on a trip back down the corridor.

When I peeked through the porthole window, all I saw was an empty room. “Can’t see him. Maybe he’s still in the water-module.”

She opened the door with a few taps on the console and held out a preemptive tentacle in front of me. “I’ll fetch him.”

The door slid open and one tentacle floated forward like an antenna. A flash of metal, and Shrtz jerked her arm back. There was a bloody slice on the appendage. Except the blood coming out of it was blue.

With other tentacles, she made short work of snatching the Barner Blade from his hand and coiling her arms around him, carrying him into the corridor.

So, he had tried to fool us. And overall, it had worked. I pointed at the injured appendage. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. The wound will heal itself.” Her tentacles held tight, though the guard struggled to free himself, grunting and cursing.

“Oh. Well, good thing he didn’t cut it off.”

“I could regrow the limb, if that happened.”

I stared at her. What must it be like to regrow a severed limb? She had powers I didn’t even know about.

Inside, I went about searching the room.

One cabinet was locked, and it had dents in it. He’d tried to get it open. Since Shrtz seemed crazy-strong, I came back out and asked for her help. she broke the cabinet open without much effort, while still holding the P-Murt in her other wiggly arms.

In the compartments, I found several other weapons, a shoulder pack, utility belt and a personal ePad. I also found a couple of recharged Merkel cylinders. I filled the pack with various things I thought might be helpful, and made sure there were no more weapons or tools at his disposal.

“Say, Shrtz...we only have one hundred canisters of food and water...don’t you think we should put him in a pod? That way we’ll only have to feed the two of us...”

Shrtz narrowed her eyes and then smiled. “That is a very clever solution. Shocked I didn’t think of it myself.”

“I’m not sure that was a compliment, but okay.”

We headed for the pod bay, with the guard cursing and spitting. I opened the pod I’d been in, and Shrtz stuffed him inside. When she pulled her tentacles free, he popped up, screaming, “Abomination! I’m going to kill you!”

She gave him a quick whack with the end of a tentacle and he fell back inside. I pushed the seal button, then the engage button, while he beat on the glass and we waited for the pod to do its magic and freeze his ass. Along with the rest of him.

The suspension chamber spewed and throttled down, and a flashing light appeared on the console.

“What’s that?”

Shrtz leaned over to look closer. “System failure.”

“Quasar!” I cursed. “Let’s try the other one.”

Shrtz removed him without ceremony and transferred him to the other pod, with the same result.

“Smeg!”

Shrugging, Shrtz hauled him back out. “I will return him to the quarters.”

All I could think of was that we would have to feed him, too. “Shrtz...maybe we should just—”

“We are not spacing him, Story Book.”

“Why not? He’s only a P-Murt.”

She stopped in the corridor to face me. “And you are only a samegender. Yet you fight for your right to be treated with compassion.”

Blaster jets! Why did she always have to make sense? I looked at the guard. “Back to the room you go.”

At his makeshift cell, Shrtz set him down inside the door, and I shoved him inside and slammed the button to close the door. Wordless, Shrtz reset the lock on the panel and I snatched the Barner blade from her before she started back down the corridor toward the bridge.

I swiped my hands together in a gesture of a job well done, just to make myself feel better about the whole thing. I peered into the porthole in the door, and he spit on the glass.

I smacked a hand against the glass and turned to see Shrtz making her way back down the corridor, tentacles lilting around her as if she were rowing herself through the air, leaving drops of her blue blood along the corridor.

Happy to be rid of him, at least for now, I backtracked to the galley to load a few more canisters of food into my pack and then joined Shrtz again at the Bridge console. “Lenny uck?” I sighed, rolling my eyes. “Can you turn those icles...chemicals...off?”

“Would you like me to suppress the pheromones?”

I stared at her. “So you can do that?”

“Of course.”

“Then why didn’t you do that before?”

“It’s pleasurable. And you have only now asked me.” After a moment of staring at her, the ceph closed her eyes, took a deep breath and was quiet for a moment. Then she opened her eyes. “There.”

I felt something like a cloud moving away from my brain. “Okay...what I was saying was...have you had any luck?”

“I am only now accessing ship logs and looking at metadata. Perhaps I can find ship operation manuals inside that directory. It will take more time.” Pulling out a few canisters from the pack, I realized again I had no idea what cephs considered food. “Is there a particular food you can eat?”

“I am able to consume anything a whole human can.”

“Slicey,” I said happily, holding up two cans. “Here’s a beef one, and a fish one.”

“Oooo. Fish. I love fish.”

While two tentacles dug into the canister of fish, the others were still on the console. I half expected her to put the food into the mantel hole probably between her legs, but she ate and chewed with her human mouth.
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The canister food wasn’t much better than the food I normally ate, but I have to say, the Sister Resisters periodically feasted after hitting a P-Murt food depot. That food was meant for government officials and it was a far cry from the mush they shoveled toward the masses.

After my meal, I stood at the makeshift cell, opening the door and holding the Merkel in one hand, the canister in the other. One of them was aimed at him, and it wasn’t the canister.

I had brought him the precious life-giving sustenance that probably had no business passing into his ugly stomach.

“You’re an abomination!” he growled.

“And you’re a pock-faced hatemonger with bad breath.” “Do you even know where your beliefs come from?” I tossed the canister to him and he caught it, ripping off the spork attached to the side, tearing at the opening.

“Why don’t you tell me, smegger?”

“Okay, I will, blork-for-brains. They come from the man who caused the end of planet Earth. You’re the reason why an entire planet died. Don’t you even care?”

“When I get out of here, I’m going to kill you. Very slowly...” Mushy beans dripped out of the corners of his mouth. His eyes were on fire, and the hunger of hatred was stronger than his hunger for beans.

“You’re not getting out of here. So shut your fuckering smeg-hole.”

He blurted a screaming growl and lunged toward me, and I stepped aside and cranked him on the head with the Merkel. He slumped to the floor, unconscious, half-chewed beans dripping out of his filthy mouth like backwash from a public water lock. “I wish I was a deather. I’d rid the universe of your stench,” I said to his unhearing ears.

My hatred of P-Murts came naturally. I had seen my neighbors and friends hanging from poles in the streets at the hands of his kind. The PMMM—P-Murt Militia of the Ministry—had ripped everything from me.

My grandmother had been taken first. They feared her knowledge. My mother and father had been taken away soon after, never to be seen again. My sister and my brother had been assigned to workcamps, though I didn’t know if they were sent to Smegunus or Sintori-5.

I had only survived these militia sweeps by hiding, and when I was wandering around in the streets, the only member of my family left, I joined the clan of samegenders—the most powerful of resistance clans, with the most skilled members. They were called Sister Resisters, even though some of their members were male, because the clan began as a group of females. All of them, though, were samegenders.

They’d taken me in. Their founder had snatched me right off the street where I was running from a P-Murt.

When she jerked me into that alley and held me fast, her hand over my mouth, I struggled against her beefy arms, but could not get free.

“Shh-sh-sh...” Her breath was hot in my ear. “Keep still, if you want to live.”

After the P-Murt marched past us, oblivious, she unhanded me. I came out of her grip with my fists up, prepared to do battle.

“Easy, there, fleeker.” She pulled her wild dark hair back and slipped a band around it. She wore black boots and a common patch coat. Nearly everyone made clothes from remnants of other clothes. This one was all in darker colors, though.

My eyes lingered, taking her in. Rich brown skin, piercing dark eyes and full lips, slightly red.

She licked those generous lips. “I’m just trying to help you.”

“Why?”

She readjusted her patch coat. “Because you’re my peep.”

“How do you know?”

“I saw you at the Double Zero only a few minutes ago.” She swiped a fingerless glove under her nose, sniffing. After a second or two of us staring at each other, she motioned for me to follow her deeper into the shadows, and against my better judgment, I went.

“I’m Cassio. Founder of the Sister Resisters and leader of the First Rank. I saw the P-Murt following you. So I came to help.”

“I don’t even know you. Why would you risk—”

“That’s what peeps do.” She gave me a light punch on the arm and I tried not to whimper. It hurt. “The Sister Resisters helps its own peeps. Simple-simple.”

After that, it wasn’t long before I was a chip-carrying member of the Sister Resister movement. Since I had no useful skills in anything, she trained me as a soldier. I became part of the First Rank—the samegender militia that fought against the P-Murts and the progeny he had produced who held onto that power over eight bloody, oppressive generations.

Now, on this relatively small hunk of metal moving closer to an ice planet, I looked at this guard in the cell I’d made for him, who ate beans from a canister, not caring that some of it was wasted on the front of his shirt, and I wondered how anyone could fashion his whole life around blind obedience and oppression. How anyone could beat, rape, maim and kill, for no other reason but to enjoy inflicting pain and hardship. The hatred was bred into them, generation after generation until they no longer even knew where it came from.

I gave him a shove with my foot and he came to, sat up.

“Tell me something—” I glanced at the name stamped on his shirt. “—Cleet...” He grunted, and picked up the canister to dig out the remaining beans with the spork that had fallen on the floor. At least the floor was clean. It probably wouldn’t have mattered to him, though. “Have you ever had a thought of your own, ever?”

He stopped chewing, stared at me, as if unsure that it was a serious question. Finally, the meaning was clear, and having had the last sporkful of beans, he threw the canister at me. I deflected it with the Merkel, and leveled the weapon at him again.

“I should just blast you right now.”

“Do it,” he challenged.

“Only if you force my hand.” I stepped through the doorway.

“Vaj,” he sneered.

“Prick,” I shot back, before I hit the button and let the door close off my view of him.

I pressed the lock button I’d seen Shrtz use, and swung the Merkel onto my shoulder by the strap, the sound of my footsteps ticking off the smooth walls of the corridor as I sidestepped the drying spots of blue blood on the floor.

Noticing the food stains from the canister, I knew it was time I found something else to wear other than this skinsuit.

I searched through the other two crew quarters until I found something I could live with. A soft undershirt and generic underpants, and a sturdy black Leathereen tunic and trousers, thick socks and boots. I was feeling more like myself again.

I gathered up the other interesting or helpful items I’d found along the way, and headed for the Bridge.

“How do you like my new threads?”

Shrtz glanced over, gave me the once-over. “It suits you.”

“So, what’s the deets?” I asked Shrtz, plopping down in the co-pilot’s chair.

“Deets?”

“Details.”

“Ah. Well, I am learning all I can about the ship operation.”

“If you figure out how to drive this thing, what are we going to do, then?”

“In my estimation, we have two choices. Either we locate a habitable planet, or we die.”

“Oh, you’re just trying to cheer me up.”
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The boredom was the worst. After each of us chose between the two remaining quarters for ourselves, I fell into a routine. The chronocomm screen on the ceiling would light up after 8 hours of sleep-time, send a buzzing alarm and tell me good morning. Out the porthole, there would be no indication of change in time of day.

Shrtz told me the sun in this solar system was almost two billion miles away from us. That’s why we could only see this glowing dot out in space, and not much more.

There really was no night or day on a ship in space. Shrtz tried to explain it once but it all sounded like gibberish to me. All I know is that it had something to do with how close we were to Uranus, and that I could see the little glow of the sun several times a day.

So each supposed-day, I’d get up, shower in the cramped water-module, run the sanisonic over my teeth, put on my Leathereen clothes, then head for the galley. I’d take a canister of food to Shrtz at the console on the Bridge. She was always awake and working on our predicament when I got there.

Thankfully, she had figured out how to keep us in orbit the second day. I wasn’t keen on making a crash landing into an ice planet, so that was encouraging.

We’d eat firstvitts together, chat about our situation, exchange pleasantries or complaints. Well, the pleasantries would come from the ceph, and the complaints would come from me. Shrtz didn’t seem to feel the need to complain.

It was annoying.

After that, I’d take a canister of food to the guard in lockup, and then settle back in my room to read from the ePad I’d found in my quarters, and bitch in my mind about the reading choices, when there were any to be found. Most of it was P-Murt propaganda. I missed my ePad collection of narratives. They’d taken that away from me when I was arrested. It was my most precious possession, and now it was gone.

I missed being an active member of the Sister Resisters. Taking part in strategic strikes on capital power grids, militia encampments, munitions depots, medical facilities, and food warehouses. I didn’t feel bad about that thievery, because all of the locations were associated with the well-being of the moneyed elite, and none of the booty ever seemed to make its way into the populace, except when we stole that medicine and food and distributed it to our underground network who made sure it got to those who needed it most. We kept the guns and ammunition for ourselves.

On the ePad pilfered from my crew quarters, I found a role-playing arcade game that allowed the player to be a P-Murt guard who went around shooting resisters. Interestingly, whenever one of the resisters was shot and killed, the shooter screamed, “Abomination!”

I also found some information about the ship. It was apparently the last of its kind; an original colony vessel which had been used to escape the dying Earth. The others had already been sent to the scrapheap. I read that the hull of the prison transport ship was reportedly made of Graphene Aerogel and Amorphous Metal. Whatever that was. The lighting in the corridors was made from bioluminescent bacteria. I didn’t like the sound of that. Bacteria in the walls?

Ultimately, the technical data about the ship held little interest for me. I was fine leaving all that technical blork to Shrtz.

Unwilling to wile away the hours in a game that meant me pretending to be a P-Murt shooting my own people, I made a game of disassembling the Merkel and putting it back together again, always trying to beat my last best time. Anything to keep my mind occupied.

When that ceased to be interesting, I’d nap. Or visit with Shrtz. Or wander about the ship, searching every corridor and storage nook, looking at everything, fiddling with various gadgets and knobs.

All the while, every glance out the clearshield and portholes would give me the same view. Circling Uranus. Always always circling circling Uranus.

It was a frustrating level of smegdom I had never known. Never mind that I preferred terra firma under my feet, rather than a spaceship. I liked open air, even if it was often polluted air. At least back on Pangea, I wasn’t trapped in a metal container, hurtling through space.

That’s when I would inevitably visit with Shrtz at the console. Asking her questions about the only habitable planet that had been in this solar system; the one we hoped to call home at some point. Even though the general consensus was it had become a ruined planet, it helped keep the depression at bay. It was a shot in the dark of space, but perhaps the only hope we had.

She cushioned the blow by announcing that we had a hypershield again. Apparently, the nose of the ship was covered in a mixture of gallium and some other organic stuff that regenerated. The shield coating allowed most space dust and debris to bounce off the ship while in hyperspace.

“So, we can use the zippy-zipper thing again?”

“Not without fuel.”

“Well thanks for that, Sally Sunshine.”

Skirting the dismal developments, she told me a day on Earth was 24 hours long, and on Uranus, it was only 17. But the most interesting tidbit was that Earth had daylight for an average of 11 hours per day. On Pangea, the daylight was only there for six hours, and our sun was often shrouded in the pollutants that were a regular part of our lives. Breathing masks were common for those who gave a smeg about living longer. If we managed to make it to Earth, and it wasn’t still destroyed, we’d have long days to enjoy the fresh air and sunshine that Shrtz told me were plentiful.

After three weeks, we seemed no closer to getting ourselves out of orbit around Uranus. Shrtz spent most of her time reading and studying the ship. But no amount of reading was going to solve our most pressing problem: food. The supplies were running perilously low. Shrtz had even suggested we might have to consider the guard as a food source. I rolled my eyes until she told me it happened quite a lot in space when ships went adrift.

I would not be chowing on the guard. I would lie down and die of starvation, first. Unless Shrtz decided to eat . I wasn’t entertained by that thought at all. The calamari eating the human, or whatever.

I no longer wanted to read the smeg on the ePads, so I made myself familiar with every part of the ship. I even began to understand some of the symbols on everything, and what they meant. I crawled around in hatches and searched for food.

The loneliness forced me to seek the company of Shrtz more and more often. She taught me a game called chess, though I never was any good at it. It required a great deal of visualization, and thinking ahead, and I wasn’t very good at that. So much for my imaginative narratives. I thought I was pretty good at conjuring images in my head. Apparently, they had to be fictitious stories, or I fell short. Shrtz would play with one of her tentacles while the others were still at work on the navcomm console. She could beat me with seven tentacles tied behind her back, and her eyes and brain still working at our predicament. It was annoying.

Overall, I’d found Shrtz to be kind and intelligent, though her big brain had still not found the solution to our perpetual orbit. But since it took me two weeks to operate the doors and the cleansing rooms properly, I couldn’t be critical.

By the middle of the third week, though, I had figured out how to use a nutrient replicator I’d found. Good thing, too, as the canisters were all gone, by then. We were left with only tubes of paste that kept us alive, but were exceedingly unpleasant tasting. The idea that we would drift endlessly in space eating hideous paste, was not exactly a future I wanted to have.

Agitated, I punched the activation button for the Ambient Screen on the wall of my quarters and it turned my view of Uranus into a fantasy scene, complete with green objects called trees, and mythical creatures called deer and rabbits and bears and even a completely absurd invention called birds—obviously modeled after airplanes and spaceships. There were all kinds of them on the Ambient Screen, of all colors and many sizes. They would fly through the air, pumping feathery arms, and soar like miniature passenger shuttles. I had to suspend my disbelief just to enjoy them. Fleekers and dolobarts, sure. That was normal. But deers? Rabbits? Bears? Who came up with this stuff?

I’m sure if these things really existed, my grandmother would have mentioned them. But at least it gave me something to look at rather than the desolate, black void of space with periodic views of one side of a bleak, blue ice planet.

Soon fighting another bout of boredom, I left my quarters to make my way down the corridor to the one Shrtz called hers. Peeking through the window on the door, I saw her there on the bunk.

My brain could barely make sense of what my eyes found. Shrtz lay on her bed with her legs up in the air. One tentacle snaked inside herself. Another toyed at something else—let’s just say she was circling Uranus in more ways than one. Two more tentacles writhed at her nipple cups, as her body undulated on the bed.

In spite of my discomfort, I found myself aroused. It had been a long time since I’d enjoyed carnal pleasures. The Militia had busted everyone in that club before I had a chance to get the jumper off that sweet little greenie I’d pushed into a dark corner. Now, if I wanted to meet those needs, it wasn’t going to be with Cleet, the guard. That left Oh Tentacled One. And it was becoming more and more likely that my last days would be spent on this ship. Was I to die craving that satisfaction, that intimacy?

I wondered, then, what relations would be like with a ceph. The ache between my legs insisted I should entertain the idea more seriously.

From her position on the bunk, Shrtz saw my face in the little porthole, and her tentacles rose up and billowed in my direction. Reaching out to me. Mindlessly, I hit the green button by the door, and it slid open.

I stepped inside the room, and as if mesmerized, was drawn to the oscillating appendages. I breathed in the air, thick with feralmoans, and with no rational restraint, I shimmied out of my Leathereen and other clothing and stood naked in front of my ceph friend.

Shrtz kept her slit-iris eyes glued to mine, as she moved from the bed toward me.

A limb coiled around me, and then another, and they suctioned to my skin, lifted me off my feet, sliding me up the wall, and suspending me there.

Though I had seen Shrtz do this to restrain the guard, I knew this was not an attack. Even though I couldn’t speak. Or move. The effects of the feralmoans in my brain saturated every thought. I craved the tentacles. I wanted the tentacles. I felt like my eyeballs were darting back and forth and hibernating in my brain.

Slick, throbbing flesh swelled and deflated like the tentacles had lungs, and they caressed my skin. It was divine, and I no longer cared that we were different, the two of us. No longer cared what was right and proper. I wanted the release that only carnal pleasures could bring. Nothing else existed, then. Not the ship, not the guard, not the terrible paste-food, not the endless vastness of space around us, or the planet we circled.

Maintaining her hold of me, aloft against the wall, another of Shrtz’s wiggly appendages rubbed the already swollen nub between my thighs. Still another appendage slithered across my chest, suction cups finding purchase on erect nipples, and the suction began, as I moaned helplessly.

The writhing member below then pushed inside me slowly, inciting a gasp of surprised pleasure as I felt the pulsating appendage slipping deeper inside, pushing at the walls of my wanton womb.

Soon, two more appendages wound around my legs at the knees and held them up and wide, supporting me effortlessly against that wall as the invading tendrils continued their maddening work.

It was too much. In a body-shaking burst of desire and need, I climaxed.

After the waves of pleasure subsided, Shrtz lowered me gently to the floor again, and I ran a hand along the slick tendril still embracing me. I regained control of my voice. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

Shrtz smiled. “Your pleasure is my pleasure.”

I wondered if Shrtz had the same anatomy as a human, aside from the tentacles. My hand slid down her human female stomach to the secret I sought. Shrtz opened to me, and I let my fingers explore beneath the folds of skin I had before found repulsive. Now, they were a mystery to be solved, and I was all-in.

The female opening was familiar, yet different in a tactile sort of way. Once I pushed two fingers inside, I felt the rings of muscles along her female canal. Felt them pulling my fingers inside, and then my other fingers, and opening still more, I felt the ceph suck my entire hand inside, sinking all the way to my elbow as I gasped with surprise. All around my forearm, I felt the muscle rings squeezing me, caressing me. It was equal parts strange and glorious.

The ceph’s other tentacles smacked against the wall, suction cups engaged to hold herself upright, and she made a guttural growling sound like a whale-song. She rocked into me, pumping at my arm until the inner lips shimmied and shook, and I sensed the new release of the chemicals that had me engaging in such debauchery with this odd species of woman on a relentless orbit around an ice-planet in the void of space.

Then I felt the warm wetness spewing out over my arm, and looking down, I saw the inky liquid pooling on the floor beneath us.

I understood now, why so many used to call an octopus an ink fish. I had been flooded with the juices of this erotic half-sea creature, and was literally elbow-deep in octopussy.

It was like an erotic massage of the sort I had never known. As the lips and muscles relaxed, I withdrew my arm and hand. It was coated in more dark liquid.

Perhaps a victim of the chemicals she had just emitted, I was aroused again. I spun Shrtz around, pushed her against the wall, so that her nipple cups stuck there, then I sank to my knees behind her and plunged in my hand, deep again. Her female mantel opened once more, undulating against my arm like a giant muscular throat.

One tentacle wandered back and stroked the top of my head, the other writhed along my breasts, and still another wiggled between my thighs.

I could barely concentrate on the invasion I had inflicted, for it had been turned on me. All the while Shrtz moaned and writhed, stroking me, another appendage squirmed into my folds, one suction cup attaching to my clitoris, sucking it, as the tip of the tentacle invaded me again.

This glorious dance continued, mutually, until both of us had release.

Trembling, we sank to the floor and after a moment, Shrtz gathered me up in her slick arms and carried me to the bunk. She pulled me close as I tried to calm my pounding heart.

My head on the ceph’s chest, I heard three separate beats. I’d have to ask her later about that. If a ceph has three hearts, I wondered, do they love three times as much?

Adrift in space, I now let my mind meander as well. I didn’t care that my days were numbered. I could live out those numbers in carnal bliss, held fast in eight tentacles.

It was more comfort than I had ever known.
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I woke, enfolded in sinewy arms.

Without that delicious sensation, I would have thought it was merely a bizarre dream—this carnal carnival of delights with the most sensuous hybrid that ever lived.

I looked up at Shrtz, smiling.

“Your pleasure is on your face,” Shrtz said.

“My pleasure is everywhere,” I said. “I don’t know why I waited this long.”

A tentacle floated up to stroke my head.

“Thank you,” Shrtz said. “I have had the yearnings for a very long time.”

“When was the last time you had sex?”

“Three hundred of your Pangean days.”

I leaned back to look at her. “Why so long?”

“It is often difficult to find my own kind. It is one reason why I journeyed to Pangea. There are clans of us there. I thought to hide in the samegender areas...”

It was hard enough, I knew, to find ones of own kind. There were plenty of them, but it was dangerous to pursue them. Even when one was found of like mind, there was always the chance they would turn you over to the Militia. Languid had done that. The cute blonde at Double Zero. I had run away to hide, but they had found me. Self-preservation had forced her to betray me. She had been forced to choose between herself and me. I couldn’t blame her. Maybe I would have done the same.

Shrtz continued, “The geneticist who created me was a direct descendant of Milo Weller, and she had in her possession his notebooks, but didn’t understand them. I read them all, and wanted to test a theory about one of his inventions. I hoped I could convince a member of your clan to to upload a program from a flashdrive into the banks of one of his ships. But before I could accomplish my goal, the Militia descended upon the underground club and I was arrested with all of you...so, you see, now I am searching for that data, hoping it will provide us a way back to Earth.”

I pushed up on one elbow. “What? Why didn’t you tell me this?”

“I did not want to give you false hope.”

“I’ll take any hope I can get. If we can get to Earth, we can finally be free of the P-Murts.”

“I lament the laws of our world.” Shrtz sighed, a little off-topic.

“I do, too,” I said. “So I hope you can find that data.”

“I continue to try. Now, my lovely, we must cleanse. You may use the water cabinet over there. I will cleanse when you are finished.”

Reluctantly, I pulled away from this sensuous lover and showered in the tight confines of the water cabinet. Rinsing the dark liquid from my arm, pumping soap from the dispenser in the wall to wash my body, my short hair.

Refreshed, I stepped out in the drying sheet, to allow Shrtz to go in and do the same.

When she emerged, she patted herself with the drying sheet, and reached out one tentacle as she did so, to stroke my head.

“Story Book, I must tell you that during my cleansing, I thought of something. I must return to the Bridge. An investigation of these new ideas is warranted.”

Sometimes, Shrtz sounded like a bot. Perhaps the rumors were true and cephalosapiens were raised by bots. It would explain their sometimes emotionless but proper speaking patterns.

I didn’t care. I now understood that Shrtz was a kind creature. A woman. Different from myself. But still worthy of respect and love. Or was that the feralmoans talking?

I woke from an unexpected nap, and after drinking the last of the day’s water, and tearing open the paste-tube for any remaining nutrients, and pausing at a storage closet I’d missed, finding a small treasure, I joined Shrtz at the Bridge console, where she was once again busy pressing buttons, scrolling through screens.

I wasn’t sure if this was going to be awkward. I could tell, though, she had switched off the feralmoans. I appreciated the courtesy. “Hey, my favorite ceph. What’s going on?”

“Consternation! I continue to see this alert light.” She pointed to it, tapped it, and the panel blinked a word and also reflected the word on the clearshield

“What’s Sunaru?”

“I do not know.”

“Well hey, look what I found.” I put on the sunglasses and leaned up to show her the tiny set of buttons on the side. “These buttons adjust the lenses for different light conditions.”

Shrtz stared at the glasses. Her eyes went back to the clearshield display. “Of course!”

“What?”

She pointed a tentacle at the screen where the word Sunaru glowed. “I saw the reflection of this word in your spectacles. Written backwards, it’s Uranus.”

“Yeah, so?”

“It is a clue. There are clues throughout the data, but I have not interpreted them as clues.”

“What does the clue tell you?”

“Very little, at this juncture. Except that Uranus is important, somehow. We are supposed to be here, perhaps.”

“That’s a bit of a stretch,” I criticized.

“The information I have found leads me to believe that Milo Weller left data behind to help us. And coding the word Uranus, however simply, means that I must focus on the planet. Now, I have read everything in the ship, everything in the navcomm I could locate, and on the ePad you gave me, and another I found—”

“How could you have done all that in less than a month?”

Flipping a dismissive tentacle at me, she said, “I read very quickly, and my retention is almost one hundred percent.”

“Oh. Go on, then...”

“I discovered some hidden files, but I made little sense of them until now. I was able to upload the flashdrive contents in the pod before the suspension took over...”

“You failed to mention that little tidbit, too...” I frowned. “How did you smuggle that in? The guards searched us and took everything.”

“They did not search everywhere on my person.”

I was afraid to ask what that meant. I opted for, “Did you find anything?”

“Possibly.” She gave me one of her rare smiles. “You see, often, mating activities animate other synaptic pathways. Thus, I think I may have found a solution...”

Excited, I raked my fingers through my damp hair.

“I located the history of these transport ships to confirm what I had learned in Weller’s notebooks,” Shrtz continued. “The ships have had many iterations, but this particular vessel is the last of its kind. It made the original journey with the scientists and independent colonists who settled Plovis. Those ships were traded to Pangea a hundred years ago, and they have been used exclusively for prisoner transport.”

“Yeah, so?”

She carried on. “Their inventor was Milo Weller. He was a brilliant scientist, engineer, and physicist—”

“Over-Achiever, much?” I mumbled.

“...a very wealthy professor,” she went on. “In these particular vessels, he created what was called a core beacon.” She pecked on the screen in front of me until the dossier was visible. “It was keyed to the original location. I might be able to understand the fueling mechanism, and might discern how to make these codes functional again. These mechanisms were embedded for a reason. If the beacon and the transceiver are still operational, we might be able to return to the location of Weller’s choosing.”

“That’s a lot of mights.”

She pointed to some gibberish on the screen, ignoring my slight. “Also, I may have found the proper settings to allow us to break the orbit, and then we can use what appears to be—in my estimation—a Spacetime Fold and the Continuum to send us to Pangea...”

I pulled my new glasses off, pushing the mibber-jibber space-travel talk aside to address the more obvious flaw. “Shrtz. We can’t go back there—”

“No no...my apologies. I was not referring to your home-planet. I meant Pangea One. The original continent, later called Earth.”

Quirking a sardonic eyebrow, I said, “The planet of my ancestors.”

“Our ancestors,” she corrected, with a kind smile.

“Shrtz...haven’t we already established Earth is probably a ruined planet?”

“I am hoping it has recovered after all this time. We have few choices, and out of them, I must choose the best one, Story Book.” She fiddled with a few buttons, scrolling more text. “If we can obtain tight proximity, a close orbit, we might be able to land there.”

“There’s another might.”

“I have yet to master the landing procedures. But I am confident I can ascertain the process, once I consider it in more detail.”

“Wait...is there a reason to believe Earth is not a dead planet?”

“It was left to its own devices for 200 years. If I can manage to control the Spacetime Fold and the Continuum, using Weller’s data, then we might be able to return to a living Earth.”

“Spare me the technogarble and just give me the simple-simple version.”

“Time travel,” she finally said.

“I thought that wasn’t possible?”

“Weller may have figured it out. This ship was on the manifest for the mother ship. It was stored in the shuttle bay so its Spacetime Fold mechanism, if that’s what it is, might save us.”

“You mean no one has ever tested it?”

“I have no way of knowing.”

Sighing heavily, I dropped into the co-pilot chair. “I hear a lot of mights and maybes. Are we going to gamble our lives on that?”

“Our lives are already on the line.”

“True, but--” I couldn’t think of how to communicate my concern. Maybe it had something to do with being ripped to shreds by spooky science.

“Story Book, it appears that we have nothing to lose by testing this theory.”

“Oh, nothing to lose, is it? How about our lives?”

“We will lose those certainly when we either starve or run out of fuel and gravity pulls us to the surface of Uranus.”

I shoved out of the chair and went to the porthole to stare at the blue planet.

She spun toward me in her chair. “The STC is merely an opening into alternate time. It is not actually travel at all. It is more a particular route into a cosmic tunnel that connects differing timespaces in the Space-Time Continuum.”

“Wait....” I turned, my brain was stuttering again. “What’s the difference between timespaces and SpaceTime?”

“Timespaces are the locations within the Space-Time Continuum, which is four dimensional and also called Minkowski space, and based on Special Relativity—”

“Stop. That’s enough. I’m sorry I asked. You’re turning my brain to goo.” I knew nothing about this. It was all glutus to me. I had avoided it most of my life, preferring my narratives depicting better lives, and outdated concepts like freedom, liberty, and the quest for happiness. “Are you sure you can make it work?”

“I am confident, but not sure. I think I have found the path to data on this. I will need some time.” She bent back to the console, deep in concentration.

While she jabbered on to herself for a while, I started reading the dossier.

Milo Weller, the scientist who created the prototype of the transport ships now used to take prisoners to Sintori-5, was a brilliant professor of physics and NASA engineer who lived in a place called the , and was rumored to have had an underground bunker where he stored supplies for the coming apocalypse. Most thought he was crazy, until the apocalypse actually happened. Problem was, it had been happening in increments for many years, but so gradually, that many didn’t appreciate how serious it was.

The pollutants and chemicals and other ecological and environmental issues were seen by those in power as merely a natural progression of the planet’s evolution. This worsened when P. Murt D’lanod rose to power in their government. The D’lanod regime was concerned with money and power, and very little else. In fact, their apathy also served to accelerate the damage, as they removed protections and regulations that helped keep the planet safe. Too few of the populace spoke truth to that power, and so the situation only grew more irreversible.

Meanwhile, Weller kept records of everything, including disappearing species. This told him the balance in nature had been upset, and it was only a matter of time before all species on Earth would be gone, including the human one. The food and water supply would be disrupted, the populace would grow sicker from the toxins in everything, since regulatory bodies were disbanded by order of President D’lanod, and since healthcare was denied for the majority of the citizens, it all sort of folded in on itself and caused exactly what Weller warned it would. Natural disasters and war hastened that fate to its conclusion.

No one listened to Weller’s pleas for change, so he resigned himself to a more extreme solution: survival of the inevitable. He stocked that bunker with supplies and other things he deemed important, and finished building a ship that had special capabilities (which Weller remained tight-lipped about), including the ability to refuel itself in space; a ship that he hoped would save a few, including himself, and then could one day return to a planet that renewed itself without the interference of pesky humans. No one had ever seen this magical ship, as Weller disappeared, and his bunker was never found.

Shrtz and I were on the last of those original ships, which, unfortunately, did not have a bunker of life-saving supplies.

I thought of the empty canisters of food in the Galley. We had shared the food with the guard, but perhaps it would have been wiser to space him. Just open a hatch and shove him out into the void. I could not bring myself to do such a thing, even though I’d thought about it, and even though, as a member of the Ministry Militia, he was an enemy to humans like me. And to cephs like Shrtz.

My noodly-appendaged companion had been spending all her waking hours researching the data on board so that we could take advantage of time travel, and get ourselves out of this perpetual orbit around this blue ice planet.

Time was something we had little of, so any compression of it would be a good thing.

Thinking about all this, I weakly strolled around the ship and veered down an unfamiliar passageway. How had I missed it? Maybe it was because after a while, all the white corridors looked the same. There, at the end, stood a nondescript door.

Peeking inside through the window, I saw two large tanks. Warning signs about flammability gave me a feeling of dread. Maybe none of our problems would matter, because soon, those tanks would explode and blow us into oblivion just like all the lost suspension pods.

I opened the panel on the wall and saw a list of math equations on the inside part of the panel door. I didn’t know what they meant, but I knew that anything flammable on a spaceship was not something to be trifled with.

I hurried to the bridge to tell Shrtz what I had found.
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”What sort of tanks?” she asked, when I told her what I’d found.

“How would I know? I just know there is a flammable sign on them. Shouldn’t we try to...I don’t know...make sure they’re not...dangerous?”

Her eyes flitted about for a moment, and then she shot out of her chair and flailed her way down the corridor, tentacles flying. I followed.

When I caught up to her, and steered her toward the mysterious corridor, and the door at the end, she peeked into the window. She stepped back, and I could see her ceph brain calculating, thinking.

“What?”

“I believe I know what these are.” Her tentacles were wafting up and down excitedly.

“What?”

“Fuel.”

“Great.”

“Yes, it is. You recall I said there was no fuel for the hyperspace or Space-Fold mechanisms?”

I looked back at the tanks. “That’s what those are?”

“I believe so.”

She was at the wall panel, staring at the math problems. She did calculations in her head and then punched in some numbers. The door hissed open.

“How did you do that?”

“Each equation gives you a number, and each number is part of the code to open the door.”

“Stellar.” Shrtz made me feel dense, but I was sure she made everyone feel dense.

We entered the room, and she examined all the signs posted about, surveyed everything around the giant cylinders, and then punched in more things on a panel by the tanks.

“What are you doing?”

“Resetting the tanks.”

“For what?”

She turned to me, her face all aglow, like she always did when she figured out something really complicated. “This is the importance of Uranus. The planet’s atmosphere is made up of hydrogen and helium. These tanks are for those gases.” She pointed tentacles. “One for each.”

“So....basically, we can refuel the time-travel dinger-donger with the stuff on the planet?”

“Very good, Story Book. But more accurately, the gases from the Uranus atmosphere are drawn into these tanks, mixed and fed into the fuel module.”

“Okay. How do we refill the tanks?”

“See these gauges?” She pointed to a panel with numbers. “They are close to capacity. While we have been circling Uranus, they have been refilling. This is by design.”

“Okay...”

“You realize what this means?”

“We’re not going to die?”

“No...well, yes. But more importantly—”

“More important than not dying? That’s sort of high on my list.”

“More importantly,” she continued, undeterred, “it means that Professor Weller meant for us to circle this planet, because it was a source of fuel for the hyperspace module, and that will get us closer to Earth.”

All I heard was, we’re not going to die, maybe.
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I heard the voice, but struggled to rouse myself from the dream of delicious food and terra firma under my feet.

I sat up on the bunk, smacking at the coating of nutripaste on my tongue, the communicator clattering to the floor. Shrtz had found two of them under the navcomm, and now she was hailing me.

I leaned down and picked it up, tapped the screen and the talk button. “Shrtz?”

Her visage appeared on the screen.

I launched off the bunk, losing my balance from the weakness that was now forcing me to nap several times a day, and grabbed the doorway to right myself before punching the button. The doors slid open and, bootless, I ran down the slippery corridor to the Bridge, feeling the tremoring weakness in my legs.

Breathless, I stepped on deck. “What? What have you found?”

“I fear it would take far too long to explain. And you would not understand.”

“Thanks—”

“But Story Book, the distillation of it is, I have discerned how to force us out of orbit. Then we can test my theory on the Space-Fold mechanism.”

“Blitz!” I exclaimed. “Can we do it now?”

“Why yes, I suppose.” She flicked a tentacle at the co-pilot’s chair. I’d been demoted.

I sat, buckled myself in. “Okay...” I rubbed at the sleep in my eyes. “So do it.”

She nodded, one tentacle caressing my leg. “This might be our grand solution.” She was smiling, animated. More than I’d ever seen her.

I could still taste that horrid paste on my tongue. “There’s only a few more replications left for the nutrients, so we’ve got nothing to lose.”

Shrtz turned back to the control panels, her tentacle tips tapping at various locations until the screen appeared with an outline of the ship. She hit more buttons and I felt some powerful engine gear up. My seat began to rattle.

I looked over at her hopeful expression. “Do it,” I told her, gripping the caressing tentacle in my hand. She suctioned it onto me and pushed another sinewy almost-finger upward against a portion of the screen, as the console lit up to reveal the numbers by the slider.

A terrible rumbling shook my chair, and gravitational compression shoved me back against the seat. I closed my eyes.

Engines moaned, the navdeck shook, and it seemed to go on forever. I thought it was never going to stop. I held on and thought about my family. Wondered what they may have gone through at the hands of the Militia. I wasn’t even sure which prison planet they had been taken to, or if they had been executed.

I thought about Cassio, wondering if she was one of those poor souls ripped from the pod room. If so, I lamented, her last moments of life were spent inside the cramped suspension pod, drifting through oblivion. I hoped she was one of those who got away at Double Zero that night.

I thought about Shrtz, and the tentacle sex that had completely altered my view of cephalosapiens. At least I had known carnal bliss once more, before my life was gone from the universe.

As another tentacle slid onto my arm, steadying me, my jaw clamped down, for fear my teeth would vibrate right out of my mouth. Then the big hand rattling us finally let go.

I felt like we were coasting again.

I opened my eyes. Shrtz looked over at me and sat forward, studied the console, looked out the clearshield. On the ship schematic, Uranus was far behind us.

“It worked?”

“All indications are...affirmative.”

I unbuckled and jumped up to fall against her, my mouth finding hers in a kiss she seemed ill-equipped to handle. When I pulled back, she said, “This is kissing, yes?”

“Yes.” During our carnal encounter, I realized we had never kissed.

“Might we do more of that later?”

I smiled. “We’ll do plenty more, Shrtz. Now shoot us toward Earth, will you?”

She nodded, and her tentacles replaced me in my chair and buckled the belt, even as she was punching in the settings for the space-folding dinger-donger with other appendages.

Another few buttons and the compression pinned me to my seat again and the jostling was even stronger and longer, the lights flickering on and off in the cockpit, the colors beyond the clearshield changing from blue to white to yellow to red and back again. Blue. White. Yellow. Red. Blue. White. Yellow. Red. I tried not to think this time. Tried to just find my quiet spot in all the chaos, but all I could think about was dying. All I could feel were the cold fingers of fear clenching at my throat.

Through gritted teeth, I said, “I thought you said we shouldn’t feel anything?”

“It’s an old ship,” she explained, doing little to make me feel better.

Out the clearshield, I didn’t see stars zipping by, only a nimbus of white light around the ship.

It went on so long, and so violently, I thought maybe we would be trapped in that cosmic netherworld of violence for the rest of our short days. The ship creaked and jostled, moaning as if it were in the throes of death. Which didn’t bode well for either of us.

Panic had me wishing for a quick death. Anything would be better than that endless, terrifying earthquake all around me.

But with a popping sensation, we were adrift again, and the control panel beeped and lit up once more.

Touching my chest to be sure by sternum wasn’t somewhere in the seat behind me, I leaned forward, still catching my breath. “So where...are we?”

Shrtz tentacled the console until the galactic map reappeared. She took the yoke and managed to bank the ship right until the planet came into full view.

It was beautiful. Blue and green. It seemed nothing like a dead planet. It was vibrant. The most breathtaking thing I’d ever seen. “Is that Earth?” I whispered.

“That. Is. Earth.”

“You’re a genius!” I unbuckled and jumped up to hug her again, half-falling, when my legs wouldn’t support me, and all eight arms came around me, preventing my fall.

With great effort, I stood upright again, just gawking at that gorgeous hunk of green and blue rock.

Shrtz punched a screen display for the cosmic clock. “The day and month are still trying to calculate...but according to this...” She seemed taken aback. “It’s the year 2122.”

“Wait. That’s...what? A hundred fifty years in the past? We actually traveled to another time?”

“It appears so. And 50 years after the colonists left Earth for Scorpius.” She tapped more buttons. “It appears that the SpaceFold mechanism really did work, though I did not anticipate a TimeFold as well. I thought it might have been merely a more powerful hyperspace.”

She seemed befuddled. But it didn’t matter. “I don’t care. “Look.” I gawked at the beautiful glowing sphere in front of us. I studied the shapes of blue areas, the green areas. “That does not look like a dead planet.”

“It most assuredly does not.” She tentacled more buttons on the navcomm. “As we draw closer, I’ll be able to take more specific readings.”

I sighed, feeling the pressure in my bladder. “Well I have to visit the loo. I nearly wee’d myself on that last jaunt.”

A tentacle patted me as I got up.

On my way down the corridor, the Merkel in hand as always, I had to give my legs a little time to work properly again. I was so tired. So hungry.

I remembered the guard. If we were lucky, he’d just hang himself in the makeshift cell.
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Back on the Bridge, I dropped into the co-pilot’s chair, happy to be the second in command. “So let’s get to it. How do we land?”

“I am afraid it is not that simple. I must still discern how the beacon works, and surmise our landing situation.”

It never occurred to me that Shrtz wouldn’t know how to get us down to terra firma safely. She’d figured out the hyperspace foldy-who-whats-it. And the fuel mystery solved by Uranus. “How long will that take?”

“I have no way of knowing. Perhaps hours, perhaps days. Maybe longer.”

“I’m not sure we can survive that long. The food is gone.” I had misjudged even the paste.

She sighed resolutely. “I am searching for an autopilot algorithm, keyed to the beacon signal.”

Longingly, I stared at that beautiful blue and green globe. So close, yet so far away. I knew the blue was water, and hoped the green meant lots of plant life. There was precious little of either on Pangea. Maybe Earth had vegetation so abundant that it made the planet look half green. If so, there would be plenty of breathable air. We could be safe there. If I could have sprouted wings, I would have flown down there myself, if I wouldn’t have burned up on entering the atmosphere.

My thoughts went to the glitch in the plan. “By the way, Shrtz. What are we going to do with the guard?”

She sighed. “Perhaps we should let him go.”

“So he can steal the ship, and go get reinforcements?”

“Well then, maybe we can prevent that aspect. Allow him to make his own way on the planet.”

“So that he can stalk us and kill us in our sleep?”

“It is a conundrum....” One tentacle scratched her bald head, probably because it itched, and not because she was outgunned by a puzzle. More likely, she just wanted to give me something to figure out on my own.

“Maybe we should just space him.”

She gave me her direct attention. “That would make you no better than he.”

“Well then, what are we going to do?”

“I will give it some thought, as I hope you will. Then we will discuss it further.” She went back to the console, and tapped around, looking for more beacon information.

“I was already thinking about it. There’s a shuttle in the starboard bay...”

She lifted the hairless ridges over her eyes. “And?”

“And we could put him in it, now, and he could pilot it to the surface, and fend for himself. Then when you get the beacon fluffage going, we’d probably be on a completely different spot on the planet. He’d never find us. That’s a lot of real estate down there.”

A tentacle poked up in the air. “But could he not use the shuttle to fly around and search for us?”

“He could, but sooner or later, he’d run out of fuel and be on foot.”

She nodded contemplatively. “That might be a solution.”

“Here’s another thought. If he doesn’t know we’re landing as well, he won’t be looking for us. We can tell him we’re going home.”

She smiled. “You are more intelligent than I first imagined.”

“Gee thanks.”
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A light on the navcomm lit up. The symbol on the button was a vertical line with a halo of lines extending from the top. Shrtz said it looked very much like a beacon symbol. She noticed that it was the button with the least wear and tear on it, meaning it was used very little, if at all. “I suspect that it was not used because it never worked. Perhaps they didn’t know what it was for. Perhaps--” Her voice took on a conspiratorial tone. “--it only works here. Near Earth.”

We both agreed she should engage that button. She did, and other things lit up, and the yoke to steer by descended into the console.

“What’s going on?”

“That seems to indicate we are not to pilot the ship now. Which means...” She checked some other areas on the panel. “We are on autopilot.”

“That’s good, right?”

“I think it is very good. We seem to be heading directly for the planet.”

“To land?”

“Yes.”

“Well then...” I had to shove down my excitement. There were other things to consider. “If we’re going to put the guard in that shuttle, we should do it now.”

“Agreed.”

She got up and together we headed down to the small pod bay. My legs were now being powered by hope, and by the possibility of being rid of Cleet for good.

Once he was revived from a snoring slumber and sitting up, I said, “Good news, Cleet. You’re being released.”

He frowned up at me from his seat on the grimy bunk. I had not made it a priority to provide him with fresh bedding. No telling what sort of germs were making camp on it.

He came peacefully, probably because he didn’t want to screw up his chances.

In the stern bay, we pointed him to the shuttle. I knew that shuttles had emergency kits and supplies, even though there was no food. I’d already raided it. We didn’t have food either; I’d been sharing our fuckering food with him the whole time, so why should he have more than we did? Still, he had what he needed to survive, unless he was really too dense for words.

His bushy eyebrows found several locations on his face, before settling. It did not compute in his mind. Why would a captor ever set a prisoner free?

“Get in the shuttle, and be on your way. You can land on the planet.” I motioned toward the window and he walked over to peek out. His eyes went wide. “Where the blork am I?”

“That’s Earth.”

He turned with a more confident scowl. “Earth is dead.”

“It came back to life over the last few centuries. Before your lord and master D’Lanod tried to kill it. There is no more fuel to return. You’ve been reborn, though I prefer the idea that you were never born in the first place. So you better make the best of it. That’s your ride out of here.” I pointed at the shuttle.

He frowned again. It was nice to see that someone else was a little slower on the uptake than me.

Shrtz helped him out. You have an opportunity to start fresh, have whatever life you choose.”

He squinted at us, unconvinced.

“Or,” I added with genuine joy. “We could lock you in here and open the bay door, and you can become space food.”

Clarity hit him all at once, and he scrambled toward the shuttle and got in, closed the hatch. Soon, the engines roared to life and we stepped out and sealed the door. When Shrtz opened the outer bay doors, Cleet swept the shuttle out and shot like a trace laser toward Earth.

I was jealous. I turned to Shrtz. “It’s our turn, now.”

We hurried back to the Bridge.
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Buckled in on the Bridge again, I watched as the ship steered itself around the globe and redirected toward a large splotch of green.

“That landmass there—” Shrtz pointed out the clearshield, then to the map. “That’s North America. It’s where our ancestors were born.”

The blinking light on the map drew my eyes. I leaned closer. The beacon was taking us to a place with no name.

“Prepare yourself, Story Book,” Shrtz warned. “We are about to enter the atmosphere.”

Again, we endured the shaking and light changes and pressure, before breaking free and coasting toward the beautiful chunk of ground. We were at the mercy of the ship’s autopilot and some program that a scientist created over two hundred years ago. All things considered, I was okay with that.

Soon, the ship glided almost parallel with the surface, over great swells of mountains, the likes of which I had only seen on Ambient screens.

The ship hovered for long moments here and there as panel lights blinked on and off in different locations, and that’s when something popped on the console and flames licked the air hungrily. We both leaned back, but the fire was too hot. I released the restraint and Shrtz did too as we moved back away from the fire. The ship tipped to one side, forcing us into a dumping roll to slam against the wall, and with a skipping couple of bangs, we slid and came to rest with a violent jerk.

Pushing herself up, Shrtz hit a button with a flame on it and a foam spewed out from above, dousing the fire on the console.

The engine sputtered and died, and we stood, coughing in the acrid stench of burning wires and components, waving at the smoke as it dissipated.

I gawked out the clearshield

There were trees

Hundreds. Thousands of them. Real trees. And beyond them, a sky so blue and clean that it made me want to cry.

Suddenly Shrtz stood next to me, a tentacle extended to keep me steady. I fell into all eight arms. “Oh Shrtz, you saved us. We’re here. We’re on Earth. You saved us.” I hadn’t cried in many years, but now I let those tear ducts cleanse themselves, while my beloved ceph friend held me, stroked me, saying nothing.

Gathering myself, I wiped at my eyes. “Is it safe? I mean can we go outside?” I scanned the soot-covered console for information, but the backlighting had gone out.

She peered at the console. “I have no way of discerning the air quality. We require an ideal of seventy-seven percent nitrogen, 22 percent oxygen with trace amounts of argon.”

I stared at her. “I have no idea what that means.”

She smiled. “It dictates whether or not we may open the hatch and step outside.”

“It looks clean.”

“Looks can be deceiving.”

“What choice do we have?”

“Indeed.” Shrtz seemed suddenly jolly. “I believe that nature has a way of thriving when there are no humans about to interfere.”

“Well there’s only one way to find out. Let me get my boots.”

Boots on, Merkel in my hands, we gathered our packs and cautiously opened the hatch.

The air greeted me, sweet enough to weight my eyelids closed as I reveled in its purity.

Shrtz closed her eyes and took a deep breath and smiled, sweeping a tentacle out. “After you, Story Book.”

My legs trembled beneath me as I stepped out and down the ramp with the Merkel gripped tightly, my feet landing on Earth with a crunch.

I looked down at the tiny brown needles blanketing the ground. I pressed my boot onto the needles again, watching them bend. I looked up at the tree and wondered if those green needles were the same as these brown ones.

Lifting my face to the blinding glow of the sun, I noticed the smells first. Pleasant, but completely unfamiliar.

Then I heard the sounds. Tittering in the trees. I looked closer and saw tiny creatures skittering about in the greenery. “Oh!” One of them burst off its place on the parts that poked out from the larger parts of the trees and flapped those strange arms, taking to the sky and disappearing over a tall mound that rose up so high. “They’re real....” I whispered.

“Birds,” Shrtz said.

I turned to her in wonder. “Does that mean there are...deers and bears and rabbits...all the rest?”

She nodded. “I would guess as much. We must be vigilant, however. Some of them are a danger to us.”

I gripped the Merkel tighter, but none of this came close to feeling as dangerous as every day of my life up until that moment. I continued to stand there, inhaling, listening, and feeling the gentle breeze on my face. Tears fell anew down my cheeks.

Shrtz was concerned for me. “Why are you sad, Story Book?”

“I’m not...I’ve never cried from being happy, but I am so happy right now.” I advanced on the tree, touched its rough skin. Pressed myself against it, inhaled its delightful perfume. On the ground, was a brown oval object made of other tinier bits, held together as if by sorcery. I picked it up, pressed it to my nose. That was one of the smells I smelled.

“That’s a pine cone,” Shrtz said. “It is the fruit of these pine trees.”

“I am not certain, however, if it is edible.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked her.

“I have read all the myths.”

“They’re not myths, are they, Shrtz?”

She shook her head on a smile. I dropped the Merkel on the ground and took two of her tentacles and danced around with her, and she chortled, as she does, with her gelatinous skin bouncing at her throat. Soon, I collapsed on the ground, laughing, and swiping my arms about in the brown needles, the pine cone still gripped in my hand.

She sank down beside me, and we gazed up through what she called branches. They were also called limbs—like her limbs, but with tiny green needles all over them.

Beyond the branches, a vibrant sky in many shades of blue. White fluffy clouds hung in them, more pristine than anything I’d ever seen. I wanted to climb onto them and have a nap.

I closed my eyes, letting the warmth of this sun sink into the skin of my face and arms. A soft cool breeze caressed my skin, tickled through my hair. Nothing had ever felt so glorious.

After an extended time of quiet indulgence, I said, “Now what?”

Shrtz pushed herself upright. “Now, we discover what our place is in the new world.”

My stomach gurgled. “I’m so hungry.”

“As am I. Fourteen days is my limit for fasting.”

I turned to her, shocked. “What? You haven’t eaten in two weeks?”

She shook her head.

My hand found a tentacle, and I squeezed it. “But, Shrtz, I brought you food every day.”

“I put it aside frequently, and completely the last fourteen days. And then returned it to the Galley when you were in your quarters.”

I had miscounted. Or maybe I had misinterpreted the length of days. “Why, Shrtz?”

Her appendage caressed my head. “I am able to survive without sustenance for longer periods of time than humans are. I wanted you to have enough to eat.”

I stared at her, thinking that few had ever done something so self-sacrificial for me. “Shrtz...”

“It will be fine.” She sat up. “Let us search for Dr. Weller’s facility. Perhaps there is some type of food there....though after two hundred years, I fail to see how it would remain edible.”

“Oh, you’re just trying to cheer me up,” I cracked. Nothing was going to spoil this mood, not even the prospect of having no food available.

She got to her feet and helped me stand, too. “It must be nearby, since the beacon brought us here.” She started walking, and all I could do was follow her, numbly feeling both pleased and tense. Although the planet of my ancestors, Earth was still and alien world to me.

I kept the Merkel ready as I walked beside her. “If we can’t find the facility, what will we eat?”

“I suppose we watch to see what the creatures here eat and we consume that.”

“I’d rather eat a few pine cones and continue our search for the facility...”

Several meters on, I saw the thick green covering on a patch of ground. “What is this?”

“That’s grass.”

“Can we eat it?”

“Probably. But it’s not considered food for humans.”

Through a gathering of those wonderful trees, she stopped suddenly and waved me to her, a tentacle pointing ahead of us on the ground. “Look,” she whispered. “A snake.”

I looked, but saw nothing but more pine needles and green foliage.

“There—”

“Where?” I whispered.

She said, “Remain completely still—”

I stood there unmoving, and she crept soundlessly to the object of her attention—this snake, whatever that was—and then in a flash she’d snatched it from the ground. Hanging from her tentacle was something that looked an awful lot like a baby tentacle. It writhed as it dangled from her grip. “This is a snake.”

“Let me see it—” I reached out my hand.

“Oh no,” she flicked it away into the pine needles and it slithered into hiding again. “Many of them are venomous. If they bite you, it could be lethal.”

“Then why did you pick it up?”

“I was able to calm it with my pheromones.”

I cocked my head at her. “So feralmoans are not just for carnal activities.”

“No, they can affect all sorts of things, depending on which ones are released. I could smell the snake pheromones and I was able to match them.”

“How did you know to even do that?”

“I am not certain. It felt...instinctual.”

We continued our trek, and a few meters on, we both stopped in our tracks, gawking at the colorful tree in front of us.

All over its branches hung baubles in an array of colors. “What is it?”

Shrtz advanced on the tree, reached up and plucked a bauble loose, held it in her hand. She sniffed it. Her eyes went wide and she turned to me. “Story Book! I have read of these. I believe they are apples.”

“Apples? No, apples are little flat discs that—”

“No, these are apples as they are naturally. Before they are dehydrated.”

I shouldered the Merkel with the strap and stepped up to take it from her. Feeling the firmness of its red skin. I held it against my nose and inhaled. “It does smell like apples!” I opened my mouth to take a bite.

“No!”

“What?”

“We...we do not know if it is safe to eat.”

“Shrtz. We’re starving. We have to eat something.”

She thought this over, and took the apple from me. “Then I will try it first. If it does not make me ill, you may have some.”

“Why you? Why not me?”

“Because my metabolism is stronger. I might be able to withstand it better.”

I scratched something itchy on my cheek. “Okay...”

She took a bite, slurping as juice ran down her chin, closed her eyes and chewed. She looked like she was about to have a climax.

“Well?”

She continued to make humming noises, took another bite, some of the pulp falling out of her mouth.

My own mouth watered, my stomach gurgled.

She swallowed the mouthful and sighed, standing there like she was waiting for an impact.

After a moment that seemed to last longer than the Continuum, she said, “My instinct is that these are acceptable.”

I charged toward her and the half-eaten apple, and she jerked it away, laughing, so I just let my momentum carry me on. I jumped up to grab another one, wrenched it from the tiny branch and sank my teeth into it. For a moment I couldn’t chew, because my taste buds were shocked by it. It tasted divine, even without chewing. I could feel the flavor melting onto my tongue. But soon I was chewing, and so was Shrtz as we devoured the apples in our grip.

“I don’t think you are supposed to eat that part—” she said, as I crunched into the center.

Inside the apple were seeds. And some harder stuff a little like cartilage I could not name.

She stared up at the tree, now.

“What?”

“I find it odd that there are so many different... fruits on one tree.”

“Why?”

“Each tree bears a certain type of fruit, and another tree bears another. I find it quite odd that other fruits are on this apple tree.”

“Maybe it’s a special tree.”

“Indeed.”

“What are those?” I pointed to the yellow fruits, rounder at the bottom and smaller at the top than the apple.

“I’m not sure.”

I used the Merkel to reach up and bat at it. The much taller Shrtz offered her assistance, and plucked it down for me. I bit into it. A different flavor, but just as delicious. “Oh, Shrtz, this is so good!”

She joined me, having a yellow fruit of her own.

Still another fruit was smaller and perfectly round and a dark purple color. The skin was bitter, but the flesh was juicy and sweet, full of moisture that ran down my chin.

We spent quite a long time eating of the tree. Small, dark pulpy fruits. Apples of other colors. We also found small green a husks that we had to break open with a rock to get to the meaty core shaped like a teardrop. They were different than the fruit, and tasted almost like meat.

Finally, our bellies full to bursting, we collapsed again on the needled ground, also covered with greenery that had fallen from the fruit tree.

“That was delightful,” Shrtz sighed.

“As soon as I can move, I want more.”

“We have plenty, it seems.”

Before I knew it, I was drifting into a satisfied slumber, fruit liquids drying on my face, the ground a soft mat beneath me.
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A sharp scream brought me out of my slumber. Shrtz and I sat up. In the sky we saw another bird. A much bigger one. It shrieked again and disappeared into the clouds.

“We should find the bunker.”

“Agreed.”

Back on our feet, we moved through even more trees, one type with a smooth skin, colored mostly white with black running through it. We came to a clearing with a great mound of earth rising up. We circled around it, and I thought about circling Uranus. Here I was again, circling something, but for no apparent reason. Before I could lament this recurring event in my life, I tripped and fell. I looked back at what had caught my foot. It was an metal bar, bent to a crescent shape, sticking up out of the ground.

I crawled over and Shrtz helped me sweep the multicolored tree stuff and pine needles away from it. It was attached to more rusted metal. Some type of passageway, covered by a metal door, like those in the crawlspaces on the ship, where I imagined mechanics often shimmied in order to do repairs.

Shrtz said, “We were guided to this location. Perhaps this is what we seek.”

“Maybe it’s the underground bunker?”

She shrugged.

I swallowed, and pulled on the release lever, but rust had taken its toll. Shrtz used two tentacles to help me, and we got the lever unlocked with a grinding screech. I looked for a button to open the hatch, but saw none.

“I believe we have to open it manually,” she said.

She helped me tug on the handle and the hatch came open with another metallic shriek. We then pulled the door open.

Dust danced in the rays of sunlight, clearing to show us stairs leading down below the ground.

I looked at Shrtz and bobbed my eyebrows. “It’s dark down there...but I have headlamps.” I dug in my pack and opened the hardshell case, drew out the two disks, and handed her one. We both slapped them on our foreheads, and our body heat engaged them.

I grabbed the Merkel and started down the steps. It was mustier in the tight corridor that fed off the stairs. We followed it for several meters before a scurrying creature halted us. As big as my fist, furry, with a long tail and beady eyes. It looked at us in fear for a moment and then darted away. “What was that?”

The beam of her lamp swept side to side as she shook her head. “I do not know.”

“Reminds me of a fleeker.” We continued down the cramped corridor until it opened into a cavernous room. Our headlamp beams swept around the space. As my eyes made sense of what was there, I almost dropped the Merkel.

I said, “Books!”

I ran toward it, stopping just before I noticed the clear glass separating me from the ancient bound paper. I places my hands on the glass. “What’s this?”

After a moment of ceph-like contemplation, she said, “I imagine it is a sealed room, to preserve the books. Paper disintegrates over time.”

I felt my eyebrows dance around. “Disintegrates?”

“It is not as hardy as electronic devices.”

“Oh.” I plastered myself against the glass, mumbling through distorted lips, “How do we get in there?”

“I’m sure there is an opening mechanism somewhere.”

The shelves were well over our heads, each about ten meters deep, and there were rows of them. Maybe fifty, to my count. “It’s like a...library...but of books.”

She chuckled. “The word derives from books. A library was originally a large collection of books.”

“Really?”

She nodded.

She whisked her light about the room, and it backtracked to a table that supported a metal box. Shrtz said, “Hold a moment...”

“What’s that?”

We moved toward it, our lights revealing a plaque on the box. The plaque read,

Start here

And smaller, below it,

Milo Weller

We exchanged fulsome glances.

“This appears to corroborate our suspicions.” Shrtz pressed a button, and with a hiss like a leaky pipe, the lid popped loose.

“Vacuum sealed,” she murmured.

She opened it. Drawing out a stiff thin material, somewhat like plastic, but not as durable, she showed me that a message was scrawled on it. Shrtz dropped the message on the table.

Congratulations! If you’re reading this, then you made it. Please read the books and materials I have enclosed here, first. It will tell you what you need to know to get started.

Inside the box was a stack of books. I was more than happy to begin with these, and save the massive shelves for later.

Shrtz handed me the top one, as she took the next. I looked at the front of mine.

SURVIVING IN THE WILDERNESS

“What’s a wilder-ness?”

“Will-der-ness,” she corrected my pronunciation. “It is essentially a landscape inhabited only by naturally indigenous animals. Like the bears and deers and rabbits and snakes.”

I nodded. Opening the book, I touched the thin white membrane. “This is the same stuff the note was on. What is this?”

“It’s called paper. It’s made from trees.”

I could not imagine how this paper could be made from the large plants I saw outside.

On the first paper membrane, I saw a list of instructions in the front.

How to build a fire

How to make a shelter

How to hunt wild game

“What is wild game?”

“Animals that live in the wilderness.”

“Why would we hunt them?”

“For food.”

I stared at her.

“Where do you think real meat originates, Story Book?”

“Real meat?”

She finally tore her eyes away from the book in her hands, titled, SAS Survival Handbook: The Ultimate Guide to Surviving Anywhere and looked at me. “We have lived in a society that feeds us replicated, artificial food. This is what food really is.”

It made a strange sort of sense, but I could not imagine killing and eating a living being.

“If we are to survive here,” she counseled. “We must learn to sustain ourselves in the old ways.”

I sat down at the table, staring at the book, at its drawings and images of slicing and preparing the flesh of large animals. “Maybe we could just eat the fruit.”

“We can, and we should. But we will need protein. The best source for that is meat.”

“Why do we need protein?”

Shrtz set her book aside and pulled out another. Peterson Field Guides to Edible Wild Plants. “It helps our bodies create and repair cells. We need it to be healthy and strong.”

I think Shrtz could see my hesitation and repulsion.

“Perhaps we could start with something more simple. We could fish.”

“You mean eat fish?”

“I mean fish for fish and then eat it, correct.”

“Sorry?”

“When one fishes for fish, it is called fishing. The singular form of that is fish. We will fish.”

“Okay, whatevs. I like the sound of that better. Does fish have protein?”

“Yes.”

There would be much to learn. But I was anxious to know everything about this new world we now called home. There would be no one to tell us how to live and what we could and could not do. We had books to tell us how, and we had each other.

I reluctantly left the book on the table and brought in more fruit, and when I returned, Shrtz had a small box on the table. “What’s in that?”

“It is light.”

Shrtz explained what she had read about making fire. I had done it many times while living with the clan. Often, it was the only way we survived. A fire for warmth, and for light. She had tools for making sparks and practiced with them on the floor as I read the wilderness book. Soon, she mounted torches on the wall. She set fire to a long stick with string sticking out of it, then she added more, until we had enough light to read by without the headlamps.

I was still fascinated with wild game. I wanted to know what real meat tasted like. Even if I had to kill it.
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Hours went by as Shrtz read books, and experimented with the skills we would need. I read most of the wilderness book, ate more fruit and finally fell asleep on one of the bunks.

I woke sometime later, and my first thought was more food, my second, the books. Thankfully, Shrtz had already found the mechanism to unseal the library chamber.

Munching an apple, I was drawn into the burgeoning collection of paper books. I stood in front of the first set of shelves, and ran my hand over them as I walked past. There were hundreds, no , of them. I first absorbed some of the titles. It seemed their contents covered a massive number of subjects, and many, I didn’t understand at all. What was ? What was ?

Some of the books had bright markers, coded for importance. The yellow ones seemed to be the most important ones, for the tags plastered to the bindings had exclamation points drawn on them. One thing was certain. Professor Weller had provided all the information he thought we’d need to do everything on this primitive new Earth.

But I wanted my narratives.

I found the proper section, called fiction, and there were hordes of them. I opened several, and pressed my face in the pages, sniffing. I’d never smelled anything so enticing. Except maybe the apples or the other fruits.

At the beginning of the collection a bright tag was attached to the shelf with arrows pointing to books above, and a hand-scrawled note that said,

Primary. Much Useful Information

All the bindings had exclamation points. It was a series of books by a writer named Jean Auel. Earth’s Children series. The first one was called . I knew a few things about clans. The text on the back told me it was a story of primitive people in the earliest history of Earth.

I was so excited, I could barely contain myself. I imagined spending the rest of my days lying in the sunlight, reading books and eating fruits.

Shrtz disabused me of that notion. “Come,” she said. “We must find a water source and also fish.” She held a long skinny pole and small case that looked like a toolbox.

“What’s that?”

“Fishing gear.”

Reluctantly, I left The Clan of the Cave Bear on my bunk for later, and followed her out of our library room in the ground.

On the way through the exit corridor, I realized how thirsty I was. Even with the juicy fruits, I sensed the need for more water. Our canteen was almost empty.

Shrtz’s voice echoed off the tight walls. “In the box, I found a map Weller created of the region. He has marked where things were in his time, and where he hoped they would be whenever we returned.”

As we climbed out into the sunshine, she added, “I also found his journals. He mentions the fruit tree.”

“Yeah?”

Indicating to follow her in the direction of the ship, she said, “He created it. He grafted branches from other types of trees onto the one we found. It seems he found a way to make them all grow on one tree. It was an experiment, but one he thought might be useful to us. He also left notes about how to properly cultivate a garden in this region.”

“A garden?”

“Where we will grow much of our own food. Vegetables, mostly, but also other helpful plants like herbs and spices and bamboo and cattails. There are many uses for these.”

We trudged up the stairs into the sunlight, and I clicked off my headlamp, lowered my multishades, playing with the lens settings until the brightness no longer seemed to singe my eyes.

“I shall fetch the water receptacles, you, Story Book, enjoy the sunshine.”

She set the gear down and moved through the hatch as I turned my face to the sun. I wanted to lounge outside and read. Read until I fell asleep from exhaustion. But there was too much to do. Even I understood that this paradise came with its own set of rules, and we would be provided with only those things we could learn to use. I’d have to make it a priority to read the factops books more than the narratives. I could not read as fast as Shrtz, but I had read almost the whole wilderness book, and it was clear that surviving in the old ways would be a busy endeavor. But it would all be worth it to have our freedom and our health and safety.

A large black bird landed on a branch and called down to me.

“Hello...” I said inanely.

It flapped away again. Probably, we were odd-looking animals to these creatures. None of them had seen a human for half a century.

Emerging from the ship, Shrtz waved the water receptacles around at me. Six of them, each gripped in a tentacle. It helped to have extra appendages. In more ways than one, as I had so happily discovered. I felt a little tickle in my girl business at the thought.

“I’ve memorized the map.” Shrtz picked up the fishing pole and what she called . “I shall lead us to the stream.”

Sinking into the trees, I carried the Merkel and my pack, and a heartful of desires that were finally possible.

I heard the water before I saw it. A great hissing and gurgling. When we reached the water’s edge, I allowed myself a moment just to take it all in. A thing Shrtz identified as moss covered rocks of various sizes both on shore and in the water. It looked like a soft green blanket, and I wondered if it would make a good sleeping mat.

Here, the trees were different. The dirt walls of the stream were lined with pretty figures much like the pines, but the needles were stubbier and closer together. And the trees themselves were pointed at the top.

In between and behind them were other trees, again completely different. One that looked like it had long flowing green hair.

Most of the trees were full of many flat, thin, objects of yellow and orange and red, like the green ones on the fruit tree. Shrtz called them , a single one being called a . She added that the membranes where the words were printed in the books, were called pages, but also called leaves. It made sense, considering the books were made from the trees. I still wanted to ask her about that little bit of magic.

The vibrant tree leaves sometimes detached from the limbs and fell to the ground, or landed on the water where they were whisked away or marooned in the deeper pooling areas.

I stooped to pick up a leaf. Held it. It was soft in my hand. I studied the veins that ran through it, ran my fingers over a soft fuzz on the surface. I wondered if the leaves of books were made of tree leaves. I flicked it into the water and watched it begin its journey downstream.

The water itself was a thing of beauty; not beige or brown like the water of Pangea, but clear and white in places—so clear I could see the small pebbles below. It rushed with determination over clumps of rocks in the middle of the flowing stream. Shallow areas, dominated by the movement of water, and deeper ones, darker and still.

Without hesitation, Shrtz had waded out into the chuckling stream, and dipped the containers into the water, filling them and carrying them back up to shore, where she set them down. “Now I must find bait.”

Twirling another leaf around by the sturdy stem, I noticed it bent but didn’t break. I thought of several uses for it. Looking up, I watched her squat over the ground, placing her tentacles on the soft shaded earth below the trees, as if listening. She did this in several locations, and then began to tentacle-dig until she brought up a wriggling specimen, brought it over to me.

“Baby snakes?” I said.

“No, these are called earthworms.”

I captured a leaf the wind had sent into the side of my head, noticing distractedly this one was yellow, then looked back at the wriggly earthworm. “Do they bite, too?”

“No. They are not snakes.”

“They look like snakes.”

She held it aloft. “Yes, they do.”

“Or like your tentacles.”

She paused, considering. “I suppose...” Apparently, Shrtz wasn’t fond of having her body parts compared to a snake. Or a worm. I wasn’t sure why.

I watched her remove a metal hook fastened to the end of the pole by a transparent line.Fishing line, she called it, appropriately enough. She plunged the hook into the worm and I cringed as the worm continued to wiggle at one end, even as its tiny body was impaled on the hook. Quite disturbing.

Threading the worm fully onto the hook, she smiled and moved to the edge of the stream, diddled with the gadget on the fat end of the pole and tossed the line in. The line came from inside the gadget. She pointed to it. “This is called the . It holds the fishing line. I have just cast the line into the water, and now we wait for a fish to attach itself to the hook by biting at the earthworm.”

Seemed simple enough.

After a long while, with Shrtz re-casting the line several times, I wished I’d brought my book to read. “How long does this take?”

A tentacle scratched her head, another brushed a wayward leaf that had docked itself under a suction cup nipple. “I understand it’s rather unpredictable.”

I caught a new scent on the air, delicate but robust at the same time. Like perfumed dirt. Sunlight danced through the pointed trees and made shimmering designs on the surface of the water as a new breeze caressed my cheek. Now I really wished I’d brought my book. Next time, I would. There was plenty of room in my pack.

After a time, the end of the fishing pole bowed abruptly, and Shrtz exclaimed, “Ah!”

She pulled the pole back against some weight, cranked the handle on the reel and finally yanked the fish out of the water. She managed to snag the carouseling fish, held it up to me by the line. It wiggled, as I examined its smooth skin, speckled brown with swaths of red. Its bulbous eyes gaped at me.

Removing the fish from the hook, she strung it on a line staked down in the ground next to the stream and tossed the fish in the water. “It’s best to keep them alive until we prepare them.”

I tried not to think about eating the slick, wiggling creature, and instead turned my face up to the sun again. Then I caught the scent of something terrible, like dying flesh, and afterward, heard a crackling sound in the trees beyond that had me reaching for the Merkel.

Scanning the thick foliage, I caught a glimpse of something large, brown, and furry, moving away from us. Before I could get a good look, it was gone. I stood, intending to follow, but remembered Shrtz warning me that some creatures were dangerous. I would have to read about them before I attempted to get close.

Shrtz yanked another fish from the stream, and announced that we had food for tonight, and we gathered everything up and headed back to the bunker.

In the library, she found an old table made of trees, called wood, and slapped the fish down on it, then took a long knife and began to do things I was not able to watch. It was brutal. I’d killed my share of P-Murts when the Sister Resisters got caught in a battle, but somehow this was different. The fish wasn’t trying to kill me.

Finally, she held up the slabs of meat she had cut from the fish, which now looked nothing like the creature she had pulled from the water. “Now, we put them near fire.”

Outside, we gathered rocks into a circle, and she showed me again how to strike the piece of metal against another to make sparks and ignite a fluffy ball of tree shavings. When the flames grew, we added pine cones and smaller branches called sticks or kindling until the flames were crackling, and licking the air. She placed the fish slabs on rocks near the flames and we waited, turning them around a few times, until they were cooked.

Shrtz handed me a large leaf with the fish on it and I plucked a piece of it, blowing the heat away, and popped it in my mouth.

The flavor was different than other fish I’d had, and much better. The fish flesh fell apart on my tongue. I enjoyed the meal. The old ways were not so bad. I could get used to it.

We pored over books on living off the land, hunting and fishing. It would take a while to get all that worked out, but Shrtz was a speedreader, and she had already quickly skimmed through various materials, a camping and basic survival book, and methods of fire-building that would cook our food and keep us warm. We didn’t know yet how to hunt animals for food, but until then, there was the fruit tree and the fish.

We’d learned the names of the fruits, and sat around a campfire eating apples, plums, and pears. We’d figured out the husk fruit was called an almond. It wasn’t meat, but it was nutritious and also provided some protein.

No food had ever tasted so good to me.

We could have slept in the ship, but I’d lived a lifetime in tight spaces without sunshine and fresh air. I had no desire to be in the ship.

I pulled the bed cushions outside and we slept by the fire, listening to the keening call of what we learned were wolves and coyotes, enjoying full bellies, the night air, the night birds, and the satisfying sense of freedom.

We finished our meal, watching the sun sink into the mountain, and I sighed. I liked our new home. Everywhere around us was beauty and mystery. Never the same thing twice, unlike my life of circling. Circling the city streets and alleyways of Pangea, circling the hopes of something better, circling Uranus.

That night, as we lay by the fire, I used my headlamp to begin . Many of the words were unfamiliar, but Shrtz had found a small book she called a , that allowed me to find the words and their meaning.

I fell asleep with both books on my chest to the howling of wolves and the twitter of night birds, the flickering warmth of the fire soft on my skin.
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My days were filled with reading and learning. Shrtz had read hundreds of books already, and she always seemed to know everything I decided to ask.

We spent most nights outside, but many of our days were spent making things we needed. I had learned to make a bow and arrows, and practiced with them frequently.

I’d been marking the sunsets with notches on a walking stick. One day longer than we circled Uranus. And there was food to eat, projects to keep us busy, and I knew this life was better than any I could have imagined.

On the morning of our 31st day on Earth, we got up with the sun and walked to the stream where we bathed and engaged in one of our favorite activities. Tentacles were even more interesting when used in the water.

The buoyancy allowed Shrtz to hold me suspended in the rushing stream and inflict delicious invasions.

At some point, she lifted me out of the water and used a very adroit tongue to swab and suckle my swollen nub while I lay cradled in slippery appendages in the air above the rushing water.

Afterward, I leaned back against the current, my toes toying with her mantel opening, and soon, my foot was sucked up inside her to my knee. There are no words to describe the sensation of a muscular womb pumping and massaging against your foot and lower leg. She shuddered so violently, she parted the flow of the stream, and I watched the dark inky liquid drain into the deluge and dissipate.

I found that after our carnal pleasures, Shrtz would return to a casual demeanor, as if it had never happened, even though she would show affection at odd intervals by stroking me with a tentacle, or doing something thoughtful, or touching me absently when we worked on projects. It was an easy sort of friendship that also included sex.

Her sense of humor had improved a bit. I suspected she had been reading humorous books and books on human psychology and such. Or maybe she was just happier, like I was.

After our dip in the stream, we were laughing at the antics of a creature called a squirrel, and making our way back to the campsite, when my eye caught a strange bird. Far away. As I watched, I realized there were no wings flapping. It wasn’t soaring, it was descending.

It was a craft.

I stopped and gawked at it and Shrtz followed my gaze to watch it too.

“Oh pillory!” I spun the Merkel up into my hands. “Is that the fuckering guard? Cleet? Has he found us already?”

We watched the craft descend closer, its features becoming more discernible.

“No. It is smaller than a shuttle,” she said.

Then I had a horrible thought. “Did someone follow us through the folding-time-thing?”

“Improbable but not impossible.” Shrtz was not one to sweet-coat anything.

As the craft descended still more, I saw it was elongated and smooth. Like a capsule.

“Pod,” she whispered.

I pushed a wet lock of hair from my eyes. “Is it like the pods from the ship?”

She shaded her eyes with a tentacle. “Story Book, I believe that is a pod from the ship.”

“But how is that possible?” I watched the capsule grow larger as it advanced.

“It appears the pods are space-worthy. I’m not sure we will be able to say the same for its occupant.”

I stared at her and then back up at the pod.

“But how is it even here? We’re in another place another time.”

Shrtz shook her head slowly. “I would have to give that more thought.”

We waited for it to crash, but as the pod descended closer, it slowed and leveled out, and then gently set down on the ground. I gave Shrtz a view of my wide-eyes.

“I’ve given it some thought,” she said. “They are not only space worthy, but seem to be space vehicles.”

“I didn’t know that about pods.”

“Nor did I.”

We stood staring at it for a moment, and then looked at each other, and both of us launched into a sprint toward it.

One hundred meters used to be a distance I could not cover without collapse. But eating well, walking around, doing physical labor over the last month had made me stronger.

We slid to a stop at the pod and with a trembling hand, I placed my palm on the clouded glass so it would engage the clearing mechanism. The glass unfogged itself and I found myself staring at someone I thought I’d never see again.
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Shrtz pecked a tentacle at the open settings panel and the vital signs filled the screen. “The temperature has been declining over a period of time...”

“You mean, thawing the occupant out?”

“Yes.”

I wasn’t so sure that was a good thing. I covered my nose with the back of my hand as Shrtz released the canopy with hiss.

One of the members of my Pangea samegender clan. A Sister Resister.

The occupant’s eyes popped open. “Story?”

I gawked, finally finding my voice. “Cassio?”

“Story!” She popped up and hopped out, landing against me and we hugged, and then she ruffled my hair. “Where the nebs are we? All I remember was...” her words trailed off as her eyes fell upon Shrtz. She took an uncertain step back.

“It’s okay, Cassio. This is Shrtz. She’s my friend.”

“Shrtzherg Hodzmorkinshed—” came the usual greeting, complete with the extended tentacle.

Cassio checked my encouraging face, and took the end of the billowing appendage, shook it awkwardly.

“Cassio,” I said, touching her arm to get her attention back on me. “Shrtz saved my life. She saved yours. She’s the reason we made it to Earth.”

“Earth?” Cassio sent wide eyes around the area.

“We have much to tell you,” Shrtz said.

We stood there, taking turns filling Cassio in on all that had happened, conveniently leaving out the bit about tentacle sex. In the middle of it, I had been afraid Shrtz would not have that discernment switch, and she’d be all, and then Story and I engaged in carnal pleasures, and I poked my tentacles into her openings and she made ear-splitting shrieking noises...but no, Shrtz seemed to understand it was all better left unsaid, at least for now.

Shrtz became distracted by the sky. She pointed a tentacle at the clouds.

Cassio and I turned to look. Another pod.

The three of us became projectiles, running toward the craft as it floated down and set itself gently on the ground, just as Cassio’s pod had done.

When I palmed the glass to reveal the occupant, I was stunned to see a ceph. The first thing I noticed was that there were no suction cup nipples. And in fact, no breasts. This one was male.

After releasing the suspended animation switch and releasing the canopy, the tentacled man climbed out easily, took one look at Shrtz, standing a few feet back from the end, and froze.

Shrtz blurted, “Badorkilskoot!” which I assumed was the ceph’s name, and they were suddenly in each other’s arms. All sixteen of them. Tentacles were everywhere and Cassio and I had to take a step back, as if afraid of some type of ceph-explosion.

“Oh my darling Shrtzherg! I am so glad to see you again!”

So this must have been the ceph she was with that night Shrtz got caught by the militia. It had never occurred to me that Shrtz had been with a male, that night we were captured. Perhaps gender was inconsequential to Shrtz.

Regardless, I knew right then and there my days of tentacle sex were a thing of the past.

While the thought was a sad one, I glanced over at Cassio’s expression of goofy amusement and remembered that she and I had shared quite a number of satisfying carnal delights. I was certain I would not be without that sort of companionship.

And as I watched Shrtz and her boyfriend, I realized how much better it might be for her to be with another ceph. They shared a history I would never fully understand.

Once the reunion had waned, and the tentacle-flailing had calmed, we gave the new ceph—Bador, as I had already decided to call him—the scoop on what had happened.

The four of us headed back to the campsite, with Cassio and Bador experiencing for the first time the wonders of this pristine planet. I assumed the expression on my face had been much like theirs. I glanced over my shoulder at the sky, wondering if there would be other pods.

As we all settled around the fire, and Shrtz handed out plates of fish and fruit, I sat in a position that allowed me to watch the sky. Cassio took a seat beside me and made lovely humming noises at the taste of the food. My eyes swept over the clouds. If two survived, there must be others.

Finally, the feeding frenzy dwindled and I glanced at Cassio, who leaned over to kiss me. “This food is the wizzle! And I’m so glad to see you again, Story.”

I smiled, squeezing her hand, and noticed Bador and Shrtz making their way to the ship. I didn’t think it was going to be a tour. They were about to have a proper reunion.

My eyes back up in the sky, I saw it. Shooting from the log we sat on, I raced through the trees to the meadow and heard Cassio’s fleet footsteps close behind me.

Once the third pod arrived, the others broke the atmosphere and soon it seemed to be raining pods. I counted forty-six. Perhaps every pad that had been sucked into space when the ship was damaged.

A few hours later, Cassio and I discussed what we would tell them, and then had them all gathered around the campfire eating fruit. The tree was picked almost clean. We would have to do lots more fishing and find other trees to feed them all.

Cassio got them all settled and attentive in a circle around the fire, and I began the process of telling them the story. Once the pods started raining from the sky, I knew I didn’t want to tell them our adventure one at a time as the emerged from the pods, I’d have to do it as a group.

As a Lieutenant serving directly under Cassio, I knew some of them better than others. Darsha, Hassik and Jorn were squad leaders. All great soldiers for the cause, some more pleasant than others. Fento, Mythic and Kaz usually took care of maintaining the Clan camp. They were each as sweet as they could be under the circumstances. The rest of the group were the rank and file, or refugees who did what they could to help the soldiers on the front lines.

“Okay, everyone. Here’s what happened. We were all taken that same night at Double Zero. We all ended up on the same transport ship to Sintori-5. I woke up on the ship and my pod was open, and all but one of the other pods had been spaced...”

When all heads suddenly turned in one direction, I spun to look behind me.

The cephs had emerged from their coupling in the ship, and were standing in the doorway, gawking at the new additions to our clan.

Darsha made a primitive sound and tackled me and the Merkel. She was hell bent on blasting the cephs in the doorway. She’d always been a little trigger-happy.

We scrambled to our feet and she tugged at the weapon, growling, while I struggled to keep it away from her. Soon Cassio tackled us both and wrenched the Merkel from Darsha’s grip.

“No!” she barked, her palm toward Darsha, who was splayed out on the ground next to me. “They are friends! Stand down!”

Darsha’s face showed no understanding. Fearful things were fired upon. Full stop. That’s how she had always been.

“You haven’t heard the details. Story was about to tell you how Shrtz—she pointed at the door of the ship—the female ceph—saved her. The ceph is the reason all of you are alive and able to live here on this beautiful planet with everything you could ever need. So stand down, hear me?”

Darsha released a breath and stood up, dusting off her skinsuit, and reached her hand out to help me up.

Cassio handed the Merkel back to me, and motioned to Shrtz, still quivering along with Bador in the ship doorway. “It’s okay, Shrtz. Come on out. Just a little misunderstanding.”

The two cephs stepped out of the ship and shuffled slowly toward the group, their tentacles clinging to one another with trepidation.

As all eyes gawked at the cephs, they took a seat next to me on one side, and Cassio sat to my other side. We were all facing the rest of the clan. Placement was important in a clan, I’d learned that much.

Boundaries and rules were also important. To that end, I cleared my throat. “I had the same reaction when I first met Shrtz. But we were trapped in that ship together, drifting in space, and I got to know her. I’m telling you she saved my life and she saved yours, because here you are. Now, if anyone lays a hand on Shrtz or Bador, except in friendship, you will have to answer to me.”

Cassio nodded when they looked at her. “And me,” she stressed. She looked at all of them. “Are we clear?”

Nods all around. Cassio looked at me. “Tell the story....” She smiled.

This time, the tale took longer, because there were questions from the clan. By nightfall, everyone was on the same page, though a few still seemed standoffish toward the cephs. They’d warm up in time. They knew better than to cross Cassio, and now, I supposed, they knew better than to cross me.

“I want to see the books!” Mythic said. “My grandfather told me about them. I want to see the books.”

“You will,” I said. “You all will. Everyone here will be encouraged to read every day. There is everything we need to know in that library...and there are narratives, too.”

Cassio nodded. “We have a new life to build here, peeps. It’s what the Sister Resisters have always wanted to do, and here it is. So don’t fucker it up.”

“I have a suggestion—” I looked at Cassio, and she waved me on. “I think each of you should decide what you want to learn the most, and read all you can about it. That way each of us will have a skill to offer the clan that will benefit us all.”

Cassio smiled and patted me on the back, and leaned into my ear. “I knew you were leadership material.”

Suddenly Darsha was standing in front of Shrtz. She held out her hand. “I’m sorry,” she said.

She’d just advanced herself in my eyes.

Hairless eyebrows pinched together with emotion as Shrtz lifted a tentacle to the offered hand. “Thank you.”

Darsha smiled and gave me and Cassio a little salute, before heading back around the fire. Cassio patted my leg and got up to wander off.

Shrtz sighed heavily and said, “I have a theory about the pods.”

“Tell me.”

“I believe they are self-contained space vessels, and the uploaded data also went into their banks. They must also have the homing beacon as well. Perhaps Professor Weller made them that way for just this reason. As a failsafe.”

“So...that’s why everyone survived.”

“I should think if he went to all the trouble to make them space-worthy, he would have included life support systems suitable for interstellar travel.” She frowned in contemplation. “Although, there are still unanswered questions about the time-travel factor. I will continue to study the problem.” Another moment’s thought, and Shrtz added, “I also believe the pods must have had identity beacons keyed to the original homing beacons from the ship.”

“So...they followed us?”

“They were drawn to us, as if tethered to the ship, yes. And moreover, I believe they appeared a month later because they were also circling Uranus, gathering fuel.”

It made perfect sense. “Well then, that man was a genius.”

“Indeed. I shall spend some time accessing the data in the pod drives, and investigate my theory.”

“Sounds like a plan.” I was now distracted by Cassio, standing near the ship. She was bobbing her head toward the ship suggestively. “Um...Shrtz—”

Shrtz saw Cassio. “Go to her. It is a time of reunion.”

I squeezed her tentacle and headed toward the ship.

She wasn’t waiting for me just inside the hatch. I had to stroll along the main corridor and look in every room. She was, of course, in the last one. But agreeably, she was already on the bunk naked.

“You look good in that Leathereen, but it’s time to take it off.”

I obliged, and soon was skin to skin with her, reveling in the familiar feel of human flesh against mine. Cassio was a strong woman. Not as strong as Shrtz, of course, but strong enough to last. She also, for the first time, invited me to have my way with her. It was the one thing that had been missing from our couplings. Perhaps then, she thought it was necessary to maintain her position as leader, somehow. But now, things had changed, and she guided me, telling me what she liked. I made a thorough examination of each fold, each soft wet place.

We took our time. Another change. On Pangea, couplings were always rushed. We never knew when the guards might find us and rush in. Now, we were able to enjoy a slow, detailed examination of each other’s bodies. There was no where we had to be, and nothing we had to do except this.

After, I lay in her perfectly acceptable two arms, with no suction cups.
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By morning, everyone gathered in the bunker by the torchlight that Shrtz and I had gradually added to over the last month, and most of the clan spent the day selecting books to read, and scattering around outside reading, where they could enjoy the fresh air and sunshine. Luxuries never enjoyed by Pangean citizens.

Shrtz and Bador had fetched a couple of the pods and placed them back in the podroom on the ship, and were diddling around with the metadata, hoping to find useful information.

Shrtz came over to the fire to make herself some tea, and watched Fento follow Hassik around, always placing himself within viewing distance.

I headed for the tree Fento braced himself against, his short-cropped hair making his head look fuzzy. He had a book in his hands, but his eyes were on Hassik, sitting against a tree, also with a book, several meters away. I’d known for a long time that Fento had a crush on Hassik. He wasn’t a warrior, like Hassik, but the Sister Resisters had been a haven as much as a citizen militia.

Each time we’d return from an excursion on Pangea, Fento would be at the clan house, and his eyes would light up when Hassik came through the door. I wasn’t sure Hassik even noticed him.

When Fento saw me, now, he lifted the book dutifully, appearing to read. Aside from the obvious crush, either he didn’t enjoy reading or the problem lay elsewhere. I had been watching him and was fairly sure what the issue was.

“Hey Fento,” I said, dropping down beside him.

“Story.” He batted at an insect trying to make a landing in his hair.

I reached over and turned the book upright to let him know he’d been reading it upside down. He blushed.

“So what’s the problem?”

“No problem. It’s good. I like it.” He turned the page, as if to illustrate.

“You never learned to read, did you?”

He sighed, dropping the book on his legs.

“It’s okay. Not everyone had the opportunity to learn on Pangea.”

“How can I do my part if I can’t read?” he whispered.

“You learn to read.”

With a tangle of tentacles, Bador approached us. “Hello Story...and...Fento, is it?”

Fento nodded.

“Shrtz noticed that you have had some difficulty and she sent me to help. I was a teacher, you know.”

I grinned and got to my feet. “You’re in good hands...” I glanced at Bador with the correction. “Tentacles.”

Bador smiled. “Would you like to learn to read, Fento?”

The young man looked up at him. “I would. I really would.”

“Very well then.” He sank to the ground facing him. “Let us begin with some basics...”

I left them to it and headed for the ship to scrounge for more things we could use. I’d been salvaging from the ship for some time.

A few hours into my acquisition mission, I carried my full pack down the corridor and as I reached the main hatch, I saw Hassik. And behind him, Fento. Maybe Hassik had recruited him to help salvage.

I was about to greet them, when I saw Hassik grab Fento by the back of his neck and shove him against the ship wall. He mashed himself against Fento’s back and murmured something in his ear. Perhaps Hassik had grown tired of Fento’s admiration.

I was about to step out and interrupt this encounter, when Fento turned his face my way, eyes closed, a big smile on his lips.

Not what I first thought.

Normally, this would be the time for me to give privacy, but instead I stepped back a few paces into shadow. The gentle Fento might forever avoid my gaze if he knew I’d seen, and with his face turned toward me, he’d surely see me if I tried to slip away.

It wasn’t the first time I’d been witness to carnal couplings in the clan and I imagined it wouldn’t be the last. I’d heard Darsha and Kaz many nights; Kaz, with her helpless cries, and Darsha, grunting.

I kept to the shadows and held my silence as Hassik jerked down the pants of Fento’s skinsuit, shoved down his own and was soon humping himself into Fento, who continued to smile like he’d received the best gift in the universe, even while wincing periodically at the aggressive thrusting.

I waited until it was over, enduring the burn their coupling had caused in my own carnal places.

Soon, Hassik pulled up his pants and stepped out of the ship, leaving Fento to gather himself and leave, still smiling.

My only thought now was Cassio. I needed a taste of what Fento had enjoyed, and Cassio was always happy to provide.

At the open door of the ship, I dropped the pack and caught her attention, giving her that cocking of my head that told her I wanted company. She dropped what she was doing near the campfire situated halfway between the bunker and the ship, and strode quickly toward me.

The ship, it appeared, was being used for both salvage and as a coupling hut. While Fento and Hassik didn’t make it to one of the crew quarters, Cassio and I did.

The transition from tentacle sex to a more conventional type had not been as difficult as I imagined. It was just another variation of pleasure, and one which felt far more familiar to me than coupling with a cephalosapien. Cassio’s tongue, in fact, felt very much like a tentacle.

I was happy that Shrtz had found another like herself to enjoy. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever mention it to Cassio. While carnal needs were an accepted part of our lives, I didn’t want her to feel strange about Shrtz. It was simpler to keep it to myself, and call it what it was. Two beings on a suicide mission, who came close to losing hope, and took comfort in the delights of the flesh, and then, of course, continued the coupling as they learned to survive on a strange new world.

The only difference with me and Cassio now, was that I felt we were equals. She no longer seemed like my commanding officer. The power dynamic had shifted, both in our clan situation and in our coupling. She even relaxed on the bunk and allowed me to minister to her.

We parted ways a few hours later, and I found myself walking around the camp, thinking. Maybe Shrtz had been right, and sex freed up some extra brainpower, because now I was thinking of logistics. How we were going to feed everyone. More than that, a cool breeze reminded me that we had to figure out a way to store the food for the winter, when there would be less of it to find. I looked up at the sky, feeling the cool breeze, and had to assume that at some point the weather on this planet, as all planets, would change. And if the Auel book was a representation of early peoples on Earth, we had things that needed doing. It had been getting colder, especially at night. And while we had two perfectly good shelters for everyone, we couldn’t spend all our time indoors, nor did I think any of the clan would prefer to do so after a lifetime of tight spaces and artificial air with very little sunshine.

No, we’d be needing food and lots of it, and a way to store it. And we’d need clothing other than the skinsuits. I was the only one in regular clothes. We’d need the new clothing to keep us warm.

I found the cephs at the stream, and told them my concerns, and what the Clan narrative told me.

Shrtz told me she had found more information about Weller in his journals, and had figured out that while the Space-Fold had got us to the Earth, something called a BraneGate had been the way we reached it.

I didn’t understand what she was getting at, and finally, she put it in terms I could grasp.

“Story Book, the BraneGate was a portal to a parallel universe. We are not on the original Earth, but another one.”

I stared at her, agape. “This isn’t Earth?”

“It is, but it’s not,” she said, unhelpfully.

“How can it be, and not be?”

“It is complicated, and involves quantum and theoretical physics. But the elementary explanation is that certain events branch off and continue in another universe, separated by a membrane, along a line based on differing decisions or events. So this is another version of Earth, but there will likely be some differences.”

“That’s the elementary version?”

“I know of no other way to explain. We’re on an alternate Earth. So there are bound to be differences.”

“Like what?’

“I am not certain. I haven’t noticed any, yet.”

Shrtz and Bador gathered their fish, and set off to investigate the factops books, to see if it what I’d read in The Clan of the Cave Bear was true. We needed to understand the climate of this place called Colorado where we had made our home. Except, apparently, it was a different Colorado, too.

I spent some time thinking, looking at the stream and watching birds, and then made the long walk back to camp.

I joined Cassio by the fire. “Hey, Story.” She greeted me , as usual, with a grasp of my wrist, and me, hers. The fish the cephs had caught were now cleaned and ready to cook, and Cassio gestured proudly at them. “Check out my handiwork there. Shrtz taught me.”

I sat down on a sigh. “We’re not eating enough. We never can catch enough of them to feed everyone. And we’ve already picked the fruit tree bare, along with the few other ones we found. More than that, we have to make sure we have food if the weather changes and we have trouble finding it.”

Cassio looked at me like she’d never considered the notion. Perhaps she’d never had to, outside the context of raiding food depots on Pangea. But I knew what it felt like to run out of food.

I saw Shrtz and Bador come out of the bunker holding books, and waved them over.

They joined us on the big log by the fire.

“We have located some helpful information to share,” Shrtz said. “We are happy to explain it to them.”

Cassio gave a summoning whistle and soon everyone made their way to the campfire, gathered round.

When the clan was settled in, I stood up to address them. “We’ve got some problems to solve, and we’ve all got to work together to do that. I’ll let Shrtz explain it.”

Shrtz stood and waved all eight tentacles. “Hello everyone. First, I have found information on climate. The weather here is about to change. It will get much colder. We must prepare our food supplies. And we must have warmer clothing for the times we are outside.”

Bador said, “But the good news is, we know how we are to create warmer clothing.”

We all gave him our attention.

He pressed two tentacles together in front of him, like a sage. “We must take the fur of the animals we hunt.”

“How are we going to do that?” Darsha asked.

“We must kill them, and peel off their skins.”

Everyone groaned their disgust.

He waved a dismissive tentacle. “This is quite an acceptable thing to do. There is a balance in nature, and we are part of that. It is how our ancestors survived. The books tell me that this was how the first clothings were made. The skins of animals.”

I had read all about this in The Clan of the Cave Bear, and had so much to add, but perhaps my narratives would not be taken as seriously as the factops offered by Shrtz and Bador, so I let them continue.

Shrtz noticed the lack of enthusiasm in the clan. “Bador and I will be happy to begin the process. We can skin the animals quite quickly with 16 arms.” She smiled at her almost-joke.

I spoke up. “We have weapons and supplies in the bunker. A group of us will go on a hunt. Instead of militiamen, we will be hunting bear and deer and rabbit...and anything else that has a fur to keep us warm.”

“Oh and Oh!” Bador said. “We may also use the other parts of the animal. Most notably, the meat. We are in dire need of protein for everyone and the fruit trees are bare.”

“I’ve been reading about foraging,” Kaz said, pulling a forked stick through the ends of her tangled hair. She had been the primary cook for the clan. “I think I can pick out some wild edibles to go with the meat.”

“Very good, Kaz,” Shrtz said.

I continued, “We’ll need some of you to go hunting with us, some of you to fish, and some to forage. Who wants to do which?”

As the chaos erupted, Cassio whistled again, taking over. “I’ll assign you. Everyone should learn everything, anyway.” She started selecting members, placing them in three teams, and sent them on their way with general instructions. Shrtz would teach a group to fish, Kaz would lead the foraging team, and Cassio and I would lead the hunting party.

Bador would stay behind along with Fento and a few others to prepare a dressing table for whatever we brought back, gather firewood, and keep the fire going.

There were fifty mouths to feed, and the clan had to get organized.
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Since we only had the Merkel and my bow and arrows, the hunting party consisted of myself and Cassio.

She used my Merkel to easily bring down two deer, and I used my bow and arrow to kill five rabbits.

Cassio said, “You’re really good with that weapon.”

“Pointing and shooting is a fairly simple idea.”

“Yeah, too bad we don’t have a whole collection of Merkels.”

“Maybe we ought to start making more weapons.”

She nodded.

The cephs did a fine job of preparing the animals we brought back. That night, fifty young women and men gathered about the fire and feasted on rabbit and deer and fish, all prepared from recipes in the cook books Weller had provided.

After everyone had their fill, they scattered into natural groups to read or talk about their new discoveries that day.

At some point I noticed Fento looking at Jorn, who was on his way to the ship. He got up and followed him. I watched him trail Jorn inside, with another smile on his face. Gentle Fento was making out like a bandit, having two warrior samegenders seeking his soft places. It wasn’t long before they both came back out, as if nothing had happened.

I also knew that Darsha enjoyed the company of both Kaz and Mythic. But this night, they’d gone into the ship together, all three.

No doubt, all needs were being met on the physical side, we only had to make sure we were warm and fed, and that would be an ongoing challenge, but one I was looking forward to.

As the sun descended over the mountain, the fire made shadows on the faces remaining around the pit.

Some had moved closer to us. Hassik had always been the silent, brooding sort, but now he spoke up. “I’ve been studying the uses of other parts of the animals. I’m going to start making us more tools. I want to try making a water bladder from the organs of the deer.”

A groan of disgust traveled through those within earshot.

“No no,” Shrtz preempted the naysayers. “That’s how our ancestors did it. If prepared properly, the organs make fine water flasks.” She nodded at Hassik. “You have picked an honorable skill. You will keep us all from going thirsty.”

His face softened for the first time I’d ever noticed.

I worried about Jorn. Though he shaved his head to appear more manly, he’d seen too much in his young life and it had hardened his heart. Now, I watched him use his fingers to tear a hunk of deer meat from the spit over the fire, and chomp into it. More than once on patrol, during the Pangea days, I’d seen him kill militiamen. He seemed to enjoy it. He had been aggressive on the hunt that day as well, unnecessarily slitting the throat of deer after I shot it dead. There could be value in such aggression, when unsavory things must be done, but it would have to be tempered with discipline. I didn’t want our new clan to fall into the same mind as the militiamen had.

As the small group of us by the fire enjoyed a tea that Kaz had made from wild herbs, we talked about our new clan and the world we’d been transferred to.

“We should rename our clan,” Darsha suggested.

“Why?” Jorn grunted.

“Well we aren’t resisters anymore, are we?” she pointed out.

“What about our little village here. We could just name that,” Kaz said.

“We should name it after the man who saved us,” I offered. “Weller.”

“So our village can be called Weller.” Cassio nodded. “We will be the Weller Clan.”

Agreeable nods.

“What about the planet? What are we going to name it?” Fento wanted to know.

Hassik gulped down the last of his tea. “It’s already got a name. It’s called Earth.”

“But this is a different Earth.”

Shrtz met my eyes. We had not told anyone else about this parallel Earth information.

After that, the discussion scattered among several in the group.

Shrtz spoke up. “I think you should name it TerraNeo.”

“What’s that mean?” I asked.

“It’s from ancient languages. It means, basically, new land or new earth.”

The group fell silent, staring at her. Then Cassio smiled. “I think that’s a blaster idea. Perfect.”

The conversation moved into more animated areas after that and my attention drifted as I looked up at the night sky sprinkled with stars. We came from there, I thought. But we belong here, even if it’s not the original.

I leaned back, my stomach full of deer and rabbit, and greens and berries Kaz had foraged. She’d also cooked something called and they were delicious. I half-listened to all of them talking in groups and across groups to each other.

I was no longer circling Uranus. No longer circling anything, except a fire. And I wasn’t even going anywhere. I was here. Here, where I could stay. Where I could enjoy the company of my people, and together we could build this new life, learning so many new things every day, and living out our days in freedom and comfort.

I continued to gaze at the darkling sky and wondered how many others dreamed and wished and longed for such fortune in their own lives.

I was lucky. I was a Weller, now, from the planet of TerraNeo, in the Milky Way galaxy.

And this time, we would do it right.


After Words

Regarding the previous title for this book...The story was inspired by the character, India Bell, of my Rain Falls series. As a ruse, she had supposedly written a science fiction book titled Circling Uranus, and it became a bestseller, much to her chagrin. It reportedly included some form of tentacle sex with an alien.

I was so amused by the title that I decided I at least had to write a story with that name.

This is that story.

{cue the Law & Order sound}

But then...things changed.

There are plenty of writers out there who will serve up cheesecake. And while cheesecake is delicious, I prefer to serve you the entire meal. It’s hard for me to write vapid or gratuitous sex, even if it’s at first titillating and funny. And I also have no interest in telling mediocre stories.

So when the idea for this tale was originally to stage a funny scenario in which I could scandalize a few readers, I ran with it. But what I discovered, as I seem to discover with all my writing projects, was that there was more story to tell, and it had to be meaningful in some way or it was rather like sex with no orgasm. At least for me.

As the story unfolded under my typing fingers, I realized there was more to it than a risqué encounter or two with a betentacled hybrid. And as I went through the material and beefed it up, I also found clarity and factual errors that I could not abide. So I set about correcting those, and the story grew a little more.

I hope you enjoyed the direction it took me as much as I did.

Now, it seems there is even more to this story than this episode contain, so I am working on episode two, titled, TerraNeo.

If you enjoyed this little feast, please leave a review on Amazon, and then make a visit to my author website, kellijaebaeli.com. I’m sure you will find other meals to your liking there.
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And as always, thanks to my wife, Melissa Walker-Baeli for always being the first and best betareader and a sounding board for my ideas.
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