R STORG BU'BELKY (HAMBERS

BERUTIFUL ANIMALS




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's
imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to
actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No Derivative
Works 3.0 Unported License.

The licensor permits others to copy, distribute, display, and perform the work. In return,
licensees must attribute the work to the original author. The licensor permits others to copy,
distribute, display and perform only unaltered copies of the work -- not derivative works
based on it. Licensees may not use the work for commercial purposes -- unless they get the
licensor's permission.

Any of the above conditions can be waived by obtaining permission from the copyright
holder.

For the full Commons Deed:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

Photo Credit:
Bone Tree, Ryan Swift, 2007.

For the original file source of this work:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/almostjaded/1337072973/

This photo is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial-No
Derivative Works 2.0 Generic License. Used for cover with photographer’s permission.

For the full Commons Deed:
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/

Written by Becky Chambers, August 2010.
You can find more of her stories at OtherScribbles.com.



7o

The explorers' suits were remarkable pieces of technology. They were strong enough
to withstand dramatic environmental changes, yet felt pliant as any fabric. The explorers’
many legs were bowed and segmented, and their backs were covered with vine-like tentacles.
The suits allowed them to move almost as freely as they did beneath the oceans on their home
planet. Inside the suits, their porous skin was kept moist with a nitrogen-rich mist, which
was readily absorbed into their circulatory system. They did not, like some species they had
encountered, have lungs or blood.

The suits were dull, as the explorers found reflected light to be quite distracting. Their
language was one of color. The sides of their oblong bodies were covered with large patches
of membranous skin, quite fragile when compared to the rough grey hide surrounding it.
These patches swam with vibrant patterns, dancing like the skin of a soap bubble. For all
their perceived silence, the explorers were actually quite chatty.

The explorers were all roughly the same shape, the only variations being in size. Their
species was parthenogenetic, all technically female, having evolved beyond a dual-gendered
existence eons before. They were familiar with societies structured around multiple genders,
as it was a common adaptation throughout the galaxy. The explorers viewed it as a primitive
trait, though they did not judge others for it.

They did not have separate sight organs, as some species did. Rather, the entire
foremost section of their bodies was covered by a long, bulbous eye, split horizontally by a
thick pupil. The explorers observed life in constant periphery. To allow for clear
communication, the suits had translucent panels on the sides, to allow the colors through, and
a clear dome across the front, through which they could see.
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The lead archaeologist loved the freedom that her suit gave her, limited though it was.
At times, she wished that she could feel the wind of other worlds across her skin, or feel light
from a foreign sun. But as going for a naked stroll on an alien planet would most likely be
extremely unpleasant, if not fatal, the archaeologist considered the suit to be the next best
thing.

She had spent many days on the wet, rocky planet, whose name to them was a
reference code of pulsing red and black. It did not feel appropriate to name planets that did
not belong to them, especially when it was so obvious that this planet had once belonged to
someone else.

They had been drawn to a small valley that had withstood the event somewhat better
than the surrounding wastelands. The vegetation had made a modest comeback, and their
scans showed that the water was relatively unpolluted. The archaeologist would have left
this site to the bio team, were it not for what appeared from orbit to be two tiny settlements.
She had spent much time cataloguing the planet’s vast, crumbling cities, and was excited by
the prospect of more intimate ruins.

That was how, quite by accident, the explorers found something still living there.

)

She had seen them coming over the hills, their legsE OPE OD OT wOD Ol wUT 1 wbOET P
they were big enough. Their tentacles danced in the air garishly. She was old and frail, but still she
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motionless once they got close. They even seemed to take a step back. They stared back at her ¢ or, that
is, she imagined they did, though they did not have an easily definable face. She was afraid, but she did
not cry out. She did not hide. This was her home. She would not run. She stood at the threshold,
perfectly still.
She eyed them carefully. She reasoned that if they had intended to harm her, they would have
done so by now. They had been standing there for so long that she concluded they must have been as
surprised by her as she was by them. She watched the flashes of color for a few moments. While one
flashed, the others fell colorless. Another would respond with a shimmer of blue, a blush of purple.
They shifted their bodies to better see one another. With a slow wonder, she realized they were speaking
to one another.

o)

The expedition’s Facilitator, concerned that the creature would perceive them as a
threat, put down her scanner, and motioned to her team to do the same. The creature
continued to hold the heavily oxidized tool, but its limbs visibly relaxed.
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The archaeologist stepped up beside the Facilitator. I do not think it will harm us, she
flashed. The Facilitator blinked a series of yellows in agreement. The archaeologist moved
slowly towards the creature. Her pores contracted nervously.

The archaeologist reached out one of her many tendrils. Hello, the archaeologist
flickered, though she knew the creature before her did not understand. We will not hurt you.
We wish only to learn.

o)

Her heart shivered as the thing extended a quivering tendril towards her. It did not touch her.
Her eyes darted over the others, standing placidly behind, their strange devices lying inertly on the
ground. She pressed her lips together, and she wrapped her hand around the end of the tendril. The
material encasing it was cold and soft. It squeezed gently around her fingers. It held steady, as if to
say:

I am here. I will not harm you.

She sat down on her doorstep, still holding tight, and began to sob.

)

The next day, the archaeologist returned to the valley. She came alone, as it would be
undoubtedly intimidating to have them all appear at once, poking and prodding with their
instruments. Some of the biologists had protested, eager to uncover all they could about this
new species. But the Facilitator was adamant that no tests would be done until proper
communications had been established. The biologists had twisted their tendrils sulkily at
this, for they knew just how long that process would take.

The creature was seated outside its shelter when the archaeologist arrived. It was
holding a flat, round container full of berries, and a small cup of water. The lowermost orifice
on the creature’s head turned upwards at the corners. It raised a limb, and waved the five
digits on the end back and forth.

The archaeologist’s pupil dilated as she thought. A threat? A greeting? She held still,
unsure how to respond to this gesture.

The creature picked up the round container. It plucked out a fat red berry, held it
between two of the digits, and placed it within the orifice. The archeologist’s mind raced.
Sustenance, it would seem. The creature repeated the motion. The archaeologist moved a
tendril to the container, and then pointed to the creature’s head. She wanted to see the action
again. The creature complied, the upward curving of the orifice’s corners becoming more
pronounced.

Taking a risk, the archaeologist moved the tendril closer, so that it touched right in
between the two fleshy protrusions that sealed the orifice. The creature moved back slightly.
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Perhaps they do not respond well to touch, the archaeologist thought.

The creature cocked its head to the side, and then made a loud, elongated sound,
bobbing her head up and down. She opened the orifice wide. The archaeologist looked in.
The inside was pink and wet, with a large muscle attached at the base. There were a number
of small protruding bones, grooved to fit with one another. It appeared that some protrusions
were missing, and more still were blackened. The archaeologist surmised that they were
diseased, and was yet again very glad of her suit.

The creature took another berry and began to mash it slowly between the bones. The
archaeologist was disgusted, but utterly fascinated. The orifice closed. There was a
contraction in the skin and muscles below. The creature pointed a digit at the opening to the
orifice, then traced it down to the lower, rounder part of her body. The archaeologist
understood. This is where the food goes. This is how I eat.

Encouraged by this display, the archaeologist fished out a device from one of the packs
that hung from her sides. It was a circular disk, with a rectangular module at its base, fitted
with several protruding sliders. The creature watched her, continuing to eat.

The archaeologist flashed her sides. This is a color disk. It is how we record our language.
She found it comforting to communicate, even though she knew the creature could not
comprehend it. We want to know if you have something similar. She held up the disk. Hello, she
flashed. She quickly moved the sliders on the disk with her tendrils. The disk flashed the
same colors as her sides. Hello.

The creature continued to watch, doing nothing that indicated to the archeologist that
it understood. The archaeologist repeated the action again, and again, and again, first
flashing her sides, then activating the disk. After a dozen or so repetitions, the creature gave
a sudden cry that startled the archeologist into dropping the disk. The creature darted back
inside her shelter.

The archaeologist stood dumbfounded. Did I frighten it? she wondered, but that fear
was quickly waylaid when the creature stuck its head out the door and waved a limb towards
itself, calling out. The archaeologist understood. The creature wanted her to come into its
home.

The doorway was a little narrow, but the archaeologist managed to squeeze in. The
creature grabbed a charred piece of wood from a pit dug in the center of the shelter. The
creature gestured wildly at the archaeologist, pointing to her sides and the disk.

Hello, the disk flashed.

The creature vocalized. It took the bit of soot-covered wood and scratched symbols on
the wall.

WELCOME TO EARTH.

The archeologist quickly pulled out an image recorder. The symbols were deliberate,
evenly spaced. The archeologist studied their shapes carefully, anxious to learn their
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meaning.
The creature continued to vocalize, and tapped each symbol in turn.
The archeologist was elated.

The explorers had a wonderful device that they used whenever they met another
sentient species. It took a long time to get it functioning correctly, but by combining the
subject’s neural map together with record of their language — be it visual, auditory, or
olfactory — eventually the device could provide a fairly accurate translation. In this case, the
device would need to turn the archaeologist’s flashes into the creature’s written language, and
conversely, the creature’s sounds into colors.

“A,” said the creature, writing the letter on the device, wires attached to the outside of
her head, a receiver recording the sound. “A.”

Every day, patient as could be, the archaeologist came to the creature’s home with the
device, and together, they taught the computer to read.

)

“Does it work now?” said the creature, which was no longer thought of in such simple
terms. The bio team’s studies on the bones and remains scattered throughout the ruins had
concluded that the creature was a female specimen. The archeologist had learned that the
creature defined this classification as “woman”, but the meaning behind the corresponding
sounds and symbols did not translate easily into colors. In official reports, the archeologist
referred to the woman as the “Earth-self”.

Yes, it works, flashed the archaeologist. It had been early summer when they had begun
the process, and it was now the end of spring. We are finally able to converse.

“It’s very exciting.”

| am excited too. | have many quess for you.

“Well, you had better ask them quickly, I won't be around for very long,” the woman
said, and chuckled.

What is that sound that you make? It does not register as language.

“It’s laughing,” she said. “We do it when something’s funny.”

Were you implying that your life would end soon? Because of your age?

“Yes.”

Why is that funny?

The woman paused. “I guess it’s not,” she said, but could explain no further.

Tell me about your kind.

“I am a human. Humans are mammals.”

The computer flashed an error message at the sound. " EQwa OUwx Ol EUI wEIl | B

“Mammals are animals with warm blood,” she said. “We give birth to live young. We
feed our infants from our bodies.”
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Our scientists have many questions about your body. Would you allow us to do some tests?
They will not hurt, and we can stop if they bother you.

The woman bobbed her head up and down, a gesture which had no meaning to the
archaelogist. “That would be fine.”

Can you tell me what happened to your world?

“There was a comet,” the woman said. The archaeologist already knew this. They had
found several monstrous craters pocking the planet’s surface. Even to the most objective
astronomer, it was an unsettling sight. Here was a rare gem of a planet, the perfect distance
from their small yellow star, covered in just the right blend of chemicals to create life. It was
clear that this planet had been home to vast civilizations, covering every habitable place
above sea level. Now the sprawling cities and roadways were almost totally decayed. The
planet had begun to heal, slowly. Enough bacteria were in the air to make the explorers’
sterilization procedures a bother when returning to their spacecraft. The planet’s surface was
covered with ferns, and large colonies of fungi, and moderate populations of small, scrabbly
creatures covered in fur.

And there was the woman sitting at the table.

“My great-grandfather was a child during the crash. My family told me about it.”

Tell me.

The woman took a deep breath, collecting her memories of stories told around fires
before she slept. “There was a comet in the sky, and it fell to Earth.” The colors that flashed
on the archeologist’s screen came across somewhat crudely in translation. The archaeologist
found it oddly poetic, like the colors a child would make: simple, unblended, lacking in
complexity. “Our leaders sent space machines to the stars to stop it.”

The archeologist’s pupil shifted. Was your kind adept at spaceflight? They had known by
the relics left on the planet’s moon, and by the stray bits of junk still caught in orbit, that this
species had begun to take the first tiny steps beyond the safety of their home planet.

“Not very, not compared to you. We had sent machines to other planets to explore, but
never people.” The woman’s cloudy eyes grew wide as she spoke. “The machines that tried
to stop the comet didn’t work, and the comet broke as it got close.” She wrestled to explain.
“The world is very heavy, and it can make things break when they get close. Does that make
sense?”

Yes.

“Oh, good. Well, the pieces of the comet smashed into us, and everything died. There
was a horrible noise, and the sky filled with flames, and the ground split in two. The oceans
spilled over the cities, and where they did not spill, everything burned until there was
nothing left to burn. The air was full of dust and ash, so that it blackened lungs, and there
was no sunlight. The plants could not grow, and it was night all the time. It rained acid, and
burned the ground that the fire had blackened. It was very cold, and once the fires stopped,
the ground froze. There was no food. People lived for a while in the cities. There was food
stored there. They killed each other for the food, but there was not enough even then. Some
of it went bad, and some people died from eating the wrong food. Some people who had
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food killed themselves anyway. They said that the world was ending. But the world did not
end. The night ended. Some were still left. There was a message sent. They used a machine
to send it.”

What kind of machine?

“I don’t know. I've never seen a working machine, only parts of them.” The
archaeologist was struck by this, but realized it was to be expected. The being in front of her
was describing events that occurred long before her own life began.

Please continue.

“The message said there was a place that was not as badly hurt as other places. It was
still bad, but there was clean water at least. Most people did not have machines to get the
message, and some lived too far away. It was a long way, and many who tried did not live
through the journey. But some made it. My grandfather made it. They came here. Not where
I live now, though, they lived at the other end of the valley.”

How many?

“I don't know. A few dozen, maybe.”
What happened to them all?

“Before the comet, everybody had very specific tasks. They tended the sick or built
machines or wrote stories. Only some people knew how to get food, and they lived far away
from the cities. People in the cities did not know how to gather food, or what food was safe.
City people, they didn't know how to hunt animals, or which parts of plants were okay to eat.
They could not learn fast enough, and they starved. Many more got sick. Our blood was
weak, you see.”

The archaeologist did not understand. The computer was having trouble with the
translation. Your blood was weak?

The woman frowned, struggling to describe a world she had never known. “Before the
comet, humans would put diseases in their blood so that they would not get sick. So their
blood would know the diseases. Our blood was weak without them, so people got sick and
died.”

The archaeologist decided to set aside this puzzling concept for a later time. There was
another question she had been burning to ask.

Are there any others?

The woman shook her head from side to side. “No,” she said. “I am the last.”

This the archeologist knew from their scans and their surveys. They had found no
other living members of this species. The archeologist had seen the bio scan results, but still
she had hoped that there was something that had eluded their scans, some secret the woman
was keeping. It was a preposterous idea, she knew, yet she could not help but feel a pang of
sadness at witnessing the imminent extinction due to an inability to breed. The common
tragedy of dual-gendered species.

How do you know you are the last?

“When you're the last of something,” the woman said, and shrugged. “You just know.”

The archaeologist had more questions, but the turn of conversation made them seem
trivia. 3T EUz Uwl OOUT T wi OUwOOPd ww, Eaw( wUl U0UUOwWUOOOUU
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The woman nodded, and then realized something. “That means yes,” she said,
pointing at her face as she nodded. She shook her head and said, “That means no.”

31 EOOwaOlOowll E0OzUwYl Uawil Oxi UOB

“Before you go, what are you called? Do you have a name?” the woman said. The
translation flashed: “What are your colors?”

The archaeologist was taken aback. She had been so caught up in her curiosity that she
had neglected to ask this basic thing. She chided herself for such arrogance, and flashed, ( 7 O w
sorry. I am seen as + A wash of green and melted gold appeared along her sides. I do not know
how that would translate in your language.

“Do it again,” said the woman. The archaeologist complied. “Bright Green,” she said
with a grin. The words had an ugly sound to the archaeologist, but she was delighted
nonetheless. She had been given a name in sound.

Please, what are you called?

The woman smiled, raising her chin. “My name is Hope.”

Bright Green arrived the next day in the company of two biologists. There was no way
to keep Hope alive aboard their ship, so they set up a makeshift lab outside her home. The
sight of the hovering cart full of scientific instruments made Hope nervous. Bright Green
reassured her that they would stop their tests if she became uncomfortable, and this put Hope
at ease. Hope removed the meager animal skins she wore to keep herself warm. Naked, she
let them begin their examination.

They started with scans of her bones and organs, then moved on to her genetic
structure. She spat into blue-tinted sample jars. She winced at the tube inserted into her leg
to take blood samples, but she looked to Bright Green, pulsing comfortingly, and bore it
bravely. The bio team used their tools to look inside her ears and her mouth. They marveled
over her teeth and her eyelashes.

The biologists asked Hope to explain what everything was for. She blinked her eyes,
stuck out her tongue, wrinkled her nose. She inhaled and exhaled, over and over. She
walked several circles around them, so they could record the way she moved. She bent her
elbows and knees, and all her fingers, explaining that as she had grown older, this now
caused her discomfort. She showed them her genitals, unabashedly, spreading herself open
so they could see. She pulled down her eyelids so they could see the curve of her eyes. She
displayed her fingernails. She showed them the hair covering her arms and legs. The more
Hope shared with them, the more animated she became. Her enthusiasm was contagious.
Bright Green could hardly transcribe their questions to Hope fast enough.

This continued for several days. They asked her to describe how things felt when they
came in contact with her skin and hair. They asked her how she could determine temperature
or the chemical composition of the air (the explorers lacked a sense of smell). They asked her
about her diet, and how her food was processed. She explained how it felt to be hungry, and
tull, and what happened afterwards. They asked her how her species reproduced, and she
explained as best as she could. They asked her if she had ever reproduced. She had not.
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They asked if she had ever mated. She had, but did not want to elaborate, and asked soon
after if they might be finished early that day.

One day, the bio team brought along a projection screen. Hope fell silent in
amazement. Her grandfather had told her of similar machines, flat surfaces that would show
moving pictures.

The bio team had finished analyzing her species’ genome, and their computer had used
it to make a model of her body on the screen. She had previously explained how her body
had changed over the years, and they had done their best to simulate what a younger human
female would have looked like.

Hope studied the image, frowning, and pointed out mistakes with the imperial nature
of an art director. “Put more curve in the hips,” she said. “And I know I told you that my
breasts have grown lower in the years, but nipples on a young woman don’t point towards
the sky.” Hope laughed at this. Bright Green was amused at their subject’s good humor.

The biologists asked Hope if all women had hair like hers. “No. Some have thicker.
My hair is thin, it breaks easily. And it also comes in different colors. My hair was brown
before it turned gray. My mother’s hair was not as dark as mine.” The same was true, she
said, of skin pigmentation. She said it showed where on the planet you came from, “a long,
long time ago”. Within her own family, the skin tones had varied, some lighter, some darker.
These differences did not have any purpose that she was aware of. “People just look
different,” she said with a shrug.

Bright Green much preferred the sessions with Hope on the planet to being back on
the ship with her own kind. Hope had a jovial nature about their scans and questions; she
seemed delighted to share herself with someone else. In the sterile, fluid-filled laboratory,
there were only emotionless screens, computing endless compilations of dull-colored data —
static reds and blacks, lacking in shade and subtlety. The biologists hypothesized that Hope
did not have much longer to live. Her circulatory system was weakened from decades of use,
and a life of malnutrition had made her skeleton fragile. The blood vessels in her brain had
begun to decay, and would kill her if they continued to. She was smaller in size than the
bones they had found in the cities, somewhat stunted, and there were irregularities in her
genes that they believed indicated inbreeding. Cold, lifeless data on a screen, but to Bright
Green, it painted a very poignant picture, one of hunger and isolation, sickness and death.

Bright Green had grown bored with samples of bodily fluids, lab equipment scanning
strands of hair day in and day out, drilling cores of the same old bones. She would leave the
biologists to seek answers in their endless samples. The questions she had could only be
answered on the planet’s surface, in a small valley, far away from the crumbling ruins.

I have a lot of questions for you today.

The old woman smiled patiently. “You usually do.”

Bright Green was colorless for a moment, her tendrils drifting pensively. The questions
were well-thought, objective. Dull colors on a screen.
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Hope raised her eyebrows. “Oh?”

There are other things I would like to know. For me, not for the project.

“Why?”

Because you are my friend, and I am curious.

“What are you curious about?”

I would like to know about your life.

“Ah,” said Hope, and she nodded at her feet. “I figured this would come sooner or
later.” She nodded a few more times, and took a deep breath. “Come with me.”

They followed the creek away from the cabin. They came to a patch of cleared ground,
covered in stones. The stones were evenly spaced, and surrounded with colored pebbles.
There were names painted upon the large ones.

“Do you know what this is?” Hope asked.

Bright Green pulsed affirmatively. They had found many places like this. This is a place
for your dead. The bodies are covered in the ground, and marked with a stone.

Hope nodded. “This is my family.”

Are you comfortable talking about them?

“No,” sighed Hope. “But I have to.”

o)

Samuel had grown up within a derelict apartment building. The building belonged to
his family, though not through any legal means. Such rules no longer existed. They owned
the building because his parents and his aunt and uncle took turns shooting at people who
got too close to their doors. This was not uncharitable. A can of tuna fish or a sealed bottle of
water was something worth killing for. Strangers were a liability.

There was a noise one day in the building. It sounded like voices. Samuel and his
cousins were teenagers, old enough to carry a weapon. The family fanned out through the
building, fingers ready at triggers. Samuel was the one who found the source of the noise. It
wasn't a person. It was a radio.

The family talked a long time about the message they had heard, looping over and
over. They tried to be sensible. It could be a trick, a lure to get them out of the building. It
could be an old signal, something activated by accident. They tried to talk themselves out of
it, but it was no use. The idea had stuck. Survival alone wasn't worth living for. The signal
had given them hope.

The journey took years. The sky was darker in those days, and the ground was still
dead. Samuel and his cousin Julie were the only ones who made it to the valley alive,
dragging a supply cart made of rusting automobile parts. They were filthy and scarred, their
spirits nearly broken. Samuel had lost two fingers in a dog attack. The refugees took them in,
welcomed them with a kindness that they had never known within the concrete fortress of
the city. They were bathed and fed and given places to sleep. There was a very old doctor
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there that examined Julie, who was pregnant. No one judged the cousins for this. The crash
had changed things. Many of the people who had made it to the valley had children born
within bloodlines. Out in the wastes, social boundaries were often forgotten. The biological
imperative to further the species was difficult to ignore.

The man who had built the signal transmitter was named Jackson, and Samuel idolized
him. Jackson was a strong leader, a kind man. He kept their hope alive.

"More will come," he would tell them. "It may take years. We may be dead before they
arrive. Our children may be the ones to greet them. But they will come. I promise this."

Jackson said words like these every day. It became their mantra, their religion. More
would come. They had to make sure they were still there to welcome them. The people's faith
in Jackson never wavered. Years would pass between new arrivals. The transmitter stopped
working, but people still came, drawn in by rumors and hearsay. Samuel and Julie took other
partners, built their own families (their son, Thom, remained in Julie's house). Children grew
up. There were not many of them in the valley, no more than fifty or so. They were
humanity's last stand. They would wait for the others.

"It is important that we remember who we were," Jackson said, holding up a book to
those seated around the fire. "We, as we are now, do not live as humans should live. I do not
say this to shame you, but to make you remember that we can be more. We will teach our
children how things were. They will teach their children. We will not forget. We will
rebuild. Humanity will be strong again."

Samuel took Jackson's words to heart. They were what got him out of bed in the
morning. They were what kept him brave while gathering food out in the dead forests where
dogs prowled. They were what gave him hope for his children.

One morning, a man came stumbling into the valley. He was emaciated, barely alive.
They welcomed him, wrapped him in their blankets, washed the dirt from his blisters, gave
him their cups to drink from. He was alone, had no belongings. They had no way of
knowing what he had brought with him.

They called it the Twitch, because that’s what a person did in their last days. It ate
away nerve endings. Muscles no longer obeyed simple commands. Those in the final stages
were tied up tightly in a blanket, to prevent them from hurting themselves. There were cabins
filled with rows of these jerking cocoons, eyes rolled back, mouths bloody from gnashing
teeth.

The Twitch raged through the tiny valley with haunting efficiency. When the last of
the victims finally lay still, only six were left standing, all adults. Samuel and his two
children, Rufus and Anna, stacked up the bodies. Jack and Lily, Julie's offspring, collected
wood for the fire. Thom did nothing. The last to die had been his infant daughter, whose
mother had died a week before. He sat by the stream and watched the water flow by.

“We survived,” Samuel said, “because we’ve got strong blood. Got to be something in
our blood. That means we have a chance, you know. Others will come. We have to be here
for them. We have to keep this place alive.”

They left the settlement for the other end of the valley. They could not look at the
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empty cabins without remembering friends and lovers and children clawing at their own skin
as their bodies contorted. They left a sign telling newcomers where to go. They made several
trips to carry supplies, gathering what tools they could, taking parts of walls and roofs for
their new home. Samuel brought his treasures with him: a collection of glass bottles he had
found in the cities of his youth, a spool of plastic fishing line that he had never used, and,
most precious of all, Jackson’s books.

The five cousins knew what they would need to do to carry on, but it was discussed
minimally. It was easier that way. There were tears, awkward glances over the campfire.
Eventually, it became routine. A chore like any other. At first, they kept in pairs as distantly
related as possible. But after Lily’s third baby went straight into the ground, they solemnly
agreed that they needed to give themselves as many chances as they could. They were
clinical about it, pairing up in as many combinations as possible. They took turns.

Only three lived past their infancy. All were born to Anna. None of Lily’s children
lived. She no longer spoke to Anna. After a time, she no longer spoke to anyone.

Eli was Rufus’ son, the oldest. His body was strong, his eyes were sharp and quick.
Clever though he was, his grandfather’s books rarely held his interest. He did not see how
books were going to keep him fed. He loved to climb rocks and to see how far down the
creek he could swim. He strategized the best ways to catch prey. He built clever traps from
sticks and bones.

Tuck was Thom’s son. He was a thoughtful boy, often quiet. He found the words in
Samuel’s books difficult to process; the letters seemed to shift and flip themselves around on
the page. Tuck had been born with one foot turned inward, and had to walk with a large
stick. He was unable to go hunting, which did not bother Tuck. He did not mind cleaning
the animals they brought home, but he hated the look in their eyes when they were killed. He
much preferred his usual task of gathering mushrooms. Mushrooms did not appear to be
bothered when you popped their stems free of the ground. They did not look afraid.

The third child was born backwards, with the cord around her neck. She came out
blue. Rufus freed his daughter’s throat and blew air through her bloody lips. She choked,
coughed, and brought the color back into her cheeks with an indignant wail.

“It’s a girl,” said Rufus, sobbing.

“Then we have hope,” said Anna. It stuck.

Hope had questions almost as soon as she could speak. Samuel took care of her when
she was small, and fed her growing mind with every story he knew. He taught her to write
using ash from the fire on the wall. She devoured Samuel’s books, which he gave her in slow
succession, not wanting her to go through them too quickly. There were only so many.

The world described in his books was a magical place. There were plants everywhere,
flowers and trees that went right up to the sky. There had been so many animals, more than
she could count. She took it upon herself to solemnly memorize the names of the extinct:
horse, iguana, elephant, tiger, honeybee. She had been startled to learn that dogs — the same
mean, howling predators that her mother threatened would catch her if she strayed too far
from home - had once been intentionally kept in houses. People had liked them.
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“Things change,” Samuel explained. “Everything changed after the crash. All life
needs to constantly change to survive.”

“How did we change?” Hope asked.

He ignored her question. “There are others out there, Hope. I know it. This all has not
been for nothing. They will come, and we will rebuild.” He smiled at her. “We have
something to live for.”

There was a ledge in the valley that offered a view of the lands around. It was a mild
hike up, but even Tuck could do it. On rare nights when the sky was clear, Jack would take
the three children up to look at the stars. They learned their names, learned how to pick out
the planets.

One summer, there was a fuzzy spot that took several weeks to move across the sky.

“That’s a comet,” Jack said.

Tuck was terrified. “Is it gonna hit us?”

“Yep,” said Eli. “It’ll come right down while you sleep, and you’ll drown in dust and
rocks just like they did in the crash.” He grinned wickedly.

His younger siblings had formed a necessary alliance against Eli’s constant bullying.
Tuck was afraid of his brother. Hope was not.

“Eli, stop scaring your brother,” said little Hope, crossing her arms in a fine imitation
of Anna.

Jack smothered a laugh, and put on his stern face. “That’s right, Eli, leave him alone.”
He brushed away his amusement into his beard, and continued. “That comet is not going to
hit us. It’s too far away. I don’t think any of us will see another crash. I think the planet’s had
enough of that for a while.”

Hope looked at the fuzzy light in the sky, so harmless and small. “Will it hit other
planets?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.”

“Will the people there get hurt, too?”

“Stupid,” said Eli. “There’s no people on other planets, just rocks and clouds and
stuff.”

“Don’t call your sister stupid, Eli,” said Jack, sighing. “There aren’t any other people
around our star. But far away, maybe. It’s nice to think so.”

When they got back to the cabin, Hope asked Samuel about people on other planets.
He chuckled. “When you're older,” he said. “I've got a book for you about that.”

He gave it to her when she was ten. It was a worn, fat book called “Science Fiction
Classics, Volume III”. She consumed it ravenously. She made up her own stories about
rockets and journeys to Mars. Eli said they weren’t any good. Samuel proclaimed them to be
the best stories he’d ever heard.

When Hope turned fourteen, she noticed the grown-ups looking at her strangely.
Sometimes they’d stop talking when she got close. One day, Hope was sitting out on a rock in
the middle of the creek, washing their eating bowls. She was imagining a machine with long,
spider-like arms that could wash, dry, and stack them up all at once, so that she could go
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swimming instead. Anna came to the creek, and joined her daughter. They discussed
something very strange. Hope found herself unsettled by it.

Alittle while later, Hope found Samuel back at the cabin. “Can I ask a question?”

“You just did,” he said.

She stuck out her tongue at him and continued. “Anna just talked to me about
something weird.”

He glanced at her face, and put down the shirt he was mending. “What'’s that?”

“She asked me to tell her when I, um,” she paused, reaching for the right word. “Start
bleeding.”

“Ah,” Samuel said with a sigh. He stood, and unlocked the box of books. He brought
a small stack to her. She gasped when she saw the covers.

“I've never seen these ones!” she said gleefully. “I didn’t know you still had new
books!”

“You weren’t old enough for these.”

“Outer space?” she said hopefully. “Animals?”

“People. They’re stories about people.” He rubbed his face and sighed. “Hope, it’s
important that you know how people used to be.” He looked out towards the field, where Eli
and Tuck were pulling roasted meat out of the leathery carcass of a large lizard. He looked
back to Hope with troubled eyes. He rested his paw-like hand on top of her head. “Things
aren’t right the way they are now.”

The new books fascinated Hope. If she found a particularly good bit, she’d linger
there, her eyes savoring the words over and over. Her lips moved silently over these favorite
phrases, committing them to memory. Her mind was feverish with the images the stories
conjured within her. The grown-ups fielded her unending questions, tried to help her define
terms like shoes, apple pie, gardens, plays, fireworks, roller coasters, bathtubs, alcohol,
violins. They did their best — after all, none of them had seen these things before. Samuel
could remember bathtubs from when he was small, and his father had found a bottle of
whiskey once (Samuel said it tasted awful and gave him a headache). Hope’s questions
shifted to her great-grandfather. Before the crash, had he been to zoos? Did he wear suits
and hats? Had he ever been to a party?

One night, Hope went up to the ledge alone. She lay in the speckled moss, the drops of
dew cool against her bare shoulders. It was a clear night, and the summer sky unfolded in a
dizzying tapestry of light and colored clouds. Hope pressed her body against the ground,
trying to feel the tug of the planet pulling her toward its core. As the stars flickered and
drifted, she imagined parades and jungles and birthdays. She imagined wearing clothes that
were made solely for looking at, and reveled in the thought of spinning around in twirling
layers of shimmering red. She imagined meeting strangers. It was such a curious concept,
picking out friends from vast hordes of people that were not part of one’s family. It was a
terrifying thought. It was exciting, too. She ran her fingers over her lips and imagined
kissing. She ran her hand between her legs and pretended she was in love.
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“You know they want us to have babies,” said Tuck one day.

“I know,” said Hope. She was sixteen. She had not yet had to tell Anna that she was
bleeding. She had heard the grown-ups fighting about it one day. They were fighting over
whether or not Hope should try anyway. Hope knew what they meant by this. She didn’t
like the thought.

Tuck threw a stone into the creek. “It sounds weird.”

Hope nodded.

“I don’t really want to,” said Tuck. “I'm scared I'll do it wrong.”

“We have to keep going,” said Hope, echoing Samuel. “We have to make sure that
there are people after us.”

“But do you want to? Are you sad without babies?”

“Why would I be sad?”

“Lily was sad. Thom says that’s why she left.”

There had been a new stone in the graveyard that week. Lily had given birth to a baby
boy that was very broken. The head was far too large, the limbs twisted. There was a hole in
his back, and the spine pushed up through it. Lily had sat in the corner screaming and
screaming, the other grown-ups trying to calm her down.

Hope had helped with the birth. Tuck had held his sister tightly afterwards. She had
rocked back and forth, trying to forget. Even after they had hidden it away under the ground,
Hope could still see the bloody body, etched on the backs of her eyelids. Three days later,
Lily’s bed was empty in the morning. She’d left a note on the wall in charcoal: “Enough.”
Everyone had gone searching, but Lily was gone.

Tuck looked at Hope with worry in his eyes. “You won't leave, Hope, will you?”

Hope squeezed Tuck’s hand. “You big dummy,” she said. “I'm staying right here.”

The summer when Samuel died was especially hot. He had gone out collecting
mushrooms with Tuck. The boy came stumbling back an hour later, in wordless hysterics.
Samuel had started talking funny, not making any sense. Then he fell down. By the time
Rufus got back to him, he had stopped breathing.

Nobody said a word after they buried him. They sat for hours by the freshly turned
dirt, crying and falling silent, then crying again. Hope slept that night holding her favorite
book. Nobody disputed that the books now belonged to her.

The days got hotter, the flies more persistent. One particular day, Tuck and Hope
walked through the valley to the deep part of the creek. They splashed lazily for hours, glad
to be rid of their sweat and the insects that were drawn to it.

Eli appeared out of the bushes, pushing Tuck. He stumbled on his bad leg, and fell
back into the water. Eli laughed, and did it again.

“You wanna fight? Wanna fight, cripple?”

“What's a cripple?”
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“Read it in a book. It means somebody who’s broken and can’t do anything.”

“Shut up, Eli,” groaned Hope. “Since when are you smart enough for books anyway?”
She closed her eyes and lay back in the water. The heat had put everyone in an irritable
mood, herself included. She was tired of her family. She wanted some quiet. Sometimes, she
just wanted everyone to go away.

Tuck glared. “I'm not broken.”

“Let’s see you fight, then.”

Tuck threw himself at his brother, unsure what else to do. They wrestled, Eli toying
with his weaker brother’s grabs and kicks. He pinned Tuck’s arms behind his back.

“Ow, ow, that hurts.” Tuck thrashed, kicking impotently.

“Stop it, Eli, it’s not funny,” said Hope, standing up. Eli stared at his sister. She put her
hands on her hips and glared. He scoffed.

“Whatever,” he said, letting Tuck go. “You two are no fun.”

Hope collected her clothes from the shore, having lost her taste for swimming. They
returned to the homestead in terse silence.

The grown-ups were all inside the cabin, arguing. Eli gestured the other two towards
the window. They crouched below it, eavesdropping as they had as children.

“This is ridiculous,” Anna said. “It's how we did it, it's how our parents did it before
they got to the valley. We're all perfectly fine.”

“If we're all fine, explain to me why I've put so many babies in the ground,” said
Rufus. “Explain Tuck’s leg. Explain why Lily left.”

“What are they talking about?” said Tuck.

“I can’t tell if you don’t shut up,” hissed Eli.

“It’'s probably why Hope hasn’t started yet,” said Thom. “Maybe she can’t.”

Hope puzzled for a moment. Her cheeks flushed as she realized what he meant. Her
stomach sunk.

“Don’t say that, Thom, don’t you dare,” Anna said. Her voice trembled at the edges.
“Of course she can.”

“Well, if she can, then she needs better than this,” said Rufus. “Sure, we had to, and we
did, but to what end? What, her children just keep breeding with each other, getting sicker
and more broken every time they start again? You think Hope’s got the stomach to look at
more broken babies? You saw her face when she pulled that thing out of Lily.”

“Can we please not call a dead child a “thing’?” snapped Thom.

“Can we please not talk about Lily?” said Jack, poking at the fire with a stick.

“No, actually, I think we should,” said Rufus. “Anna, the only reason you didn’t get as
bitter and wrong-minded as her is because three of yours are still alive. You're not going to
be able to have babies much longer. If Hope can't at all, then we need to find somebody who
can.”

“Others will come,” said Anna, her voice trembling.

“Oh, stop it!” yelled Jack. “Nobody else is coming! Have you seen anyone new since
the Twitch? Nobody knows we're here. Samuel was a good man, but he was old and stupid.
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Everybody else has forgotten about the valley by now.”

Anna started to cry. “I don’t want anybody else to leave.”

Jack took her hand. “It’s their best chance,” he said. “It’s the best chance for all of us.”

“Who's leaving?” whispered Tuck, sounding panicked. “Is someone leaving?”

“Shh,” said Hope, squeezing his leg reassuringly. “Nobody’s going to leave.”

But they did leave, all three of the men. They dug out Samuel’s book of maps, and
discussed where they were most likely to find people. All of their journeys were long, longer
than any of them had ever traveled. Thom would follow the creek all the way up to the
mountains. Jack would head to a lake in the west — at least, where there had once been a lake
back when people made maps. Rufus would make his way across the cracking concrete
roads, to a city. There had been so many survivors in the cities once. Perhaps some still
remained.

They each brought a knife with them, and divvied up Samuel’s collection of glass
bottles to fill with water. They fashioned carrying cords for these from the plastic fishing line.
They wrapped strips of cloth from their bedding around their feet. They made copies of the
map with the cloth as well, using rabbit’s blood and ash from the fire.

The three men left one humid, grey morning. Anna and her children waved them off
with tears and brave smiles. They watched them disappear over hills and horizon.

Many summers passed. The men never came home.

Anna’s children took turns digging their mother’s grave. They couldn’t explain what
had made her so sick. There had been something swollen in her belly, a hard lump they
couldn’t identify. She tried to hide her fear from her children, but they could see it in her
eyes. She was always tired. They brought her food, but she could not eat. They carried her
to the creek so they could wash her. Tuck would brush her hair. Hope read books to her. Eli
was more withdrawn than ever. Hope sometimes saw him from a distance when she was out
gathering food. She saw him kill animals he didn’t intend to eat.

Hope went up to the ledge the night Anna died. The moon disappeared and
reappeared behind wisps of clouds. Hope opened her mouth and cried out at the sky
without words. Her throat became raw. She fell down, bloodying her knees, and cried until
her chest ached. It changed nothing. The moon shone, the clouds moved, and Anna would
still be in the ground when she went back down.

A few days later, Hope awoke to Eli standing over her nest of bedding in the corner.

“Wake up,” he said. “We're going on an adventure.”

“Where?” said Tuck, awake in his corner.

“Not you. You can’t walk that far,” said Eli. He grinned at Hope. “We're going to the
freeway.”

They could see it from the ledge, a solid curve held up by tall columns. They had often
asked as children to go see it up close, but the grown-ups refused. It was a very long walk,
and the land there wasn'’t safe. If it was windy, the ash would get in your lungs, and it wasn’t
very sturdy to walk on. If there was a hole, you wouldn'’t see it. The way there was a maze of
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rocks and rubble. Anything could be hiding in there.

“But — “ Hope started.

“You scared?” mocked Eli.

Hope put on her clothes.

The walk was miserable. Their feet sunk into the old, papery ash. There were rocks
hidden underneath, poking and catching her toes. She and Eli worked their way through the
labyrinth of earthen rocks and man-made stone. Hope could hear something rustle behind
them now and again, but when she turned, she could see nothing.

“Something’s following us,” she called to Eli.

“Don’t be stupid,” Eli said.

“Can’t you hear it?” Hope said, looking around. “Eli, we should go back, there could
be dogs in here.”

“Good,” he said. “I'd like to see them try something.”

As they approached the great structure, the ghosts of their species’ past rose from their
ashen graves — rusted skeletons of cars, chunks of cabled concrete, the stray set of stranger’s
bones. She ran her hand over a flaking metal door. It made her hand smell odd, almost like
blood.

Even broken, the freeway was massive - a monstrous semi-circle of stone, crumbled
and jagged at the ends. They stared up at the impossible columns: tall, grey, smooth.

“How do you think they put those in?” Hope asked.

“Machines, I'd guess,” Eli said. He shook his head. “We built this. We built the
machines, and we built this. And it was bigger then, too, stretched from here to every city in
the world.”

“Not over oceans, though.”

“How do you know?”

“It was too far, Samuel said.”

“If we could build machines to make this, and to fly, and to go to space, then we could
build across oceans. We were great once. We had machines and armies and never got
hungry. We had cities.” He glared at the bolts overhead, the perfectly cast columns. “It’s not
fair. This isn’t what was supposed to happen.”

“We couldn’t stop the crash,” said Hope. “We tried.”

Eli looked coldly at his sister. “You didn't.”

Hope was startled. “What are you talking about?”

“You know why they were always so nice to you, Samuel and Anna and all the men?
Because the boys didn’t count. We didn’t matter.”

“That’s not true. They loved all of us.”

“They loved you most. Without you, we were nothing. They needed you so we could
make more of us. Maybe build something like this again one day.” His cheeks were red, his
eyes unblinking.

“Eli,” said Hope cautiously. “There’s nobody left. And even if there was, I can’t. You
know I can’t. I've never bled.”
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“Yes, I know, you're broken too. Broken like Tuck, broken like the babies in the
ground.” He moved towards her. “Thing is, you don’t look broken. I don’t think you're
broken. I think you just gave up. Got scared.”

“Shut up, Eli,” she said, gritting her teeth. “It’s not my fault.”

“Itis,” he said. “Because you never tried.”

She knew what he was going to do as soon as he grabbed her. She kicked and bit and
scratched with her nails, but he was too strong, he always had been. Her clothes tore easily.
He pushed her down into the ash, face down so it caught in her nose and eyelashes. She bit
his hand as he tried to stop her from screaming. It wasn’t enough to make him let go. She
closed her eyes and tried to go somewhere else. A memory appeared, unbidden. She was
fifteen years old, making love to herself under the stars.
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There was a sickening sound, a cracking sound. The air in Eli’s lungs was roughly
expelled, and his weight collapsed onto her. She opened her eyes. The ash near her face was
blossoming red.

Hope scrambled out from under her brother’s body. The blood on her leg was her
own. The blood in her hair was Eli’'s. There was blood on his head, too, so much blood. It
poured, sticky and dark. Someone stood over her and Eli, panting raggedly.

It was Tuck.

“It’s not too far to walk,” he whispered. His curved foot was bloodied, his chest soaked
with sweat. He stared at Eli’s body. His eyes changed, became heavy. The rock that he had
brought down on his brother’s head fell from his hand. He moaned. He tripped and fell
backwards, burying his face in his hands. Hope crawled over to him. Everything was slow
and hyper sharp, as if in a dream. She pulled Tuck into her arms, stroking his hair. Tears ran
down her face. She pushed her own pain aside. It was not yet real.

There was no discussion as to whether or not they would bring him home. Family
belonged in the ground together. It was starting to get dark by the time they got back, their
arms aching, Tuck limping worse than he ever had. Eli was buried that night, barely gone
cold, by the sister he had forced into the rubble, and by the brother who had smashed in his
head. They never spoke about him again.

A few days later, Hope came back to the cabin, her arms heavy with firewood. She
found Tuck struggling with one of Samuel’s books. She sat beside him and asked, “Which
one do you have there?”

He flipped the cover shut. “The one about dinosaurs.”

She nodded. “I always liked that one.”

“I think it’s enough now, Hope,” said Tuck, setting the book aside. “I don't think we
should have babies. I don't care if you can or not. I don’t want to.” He looked at his sister,
who was silent. “This just happens sometimes, I think, things dying out. I think it’s okay to
be done.” He took her hand and smiled.
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Hope’s eyes filled with tears. She thought of what Eli had said to her under the
freeway. “Maybe it is my fault though, that I can’t. Maybe I'm not good enough.”

Tuck blinked. “Don’t say that.”

“I'm not though,” she choked. “I couldn’t be what they needed me to be. I'm not a
good woman.”

“Why? Because you didn’t have babies?”

Hope nodded, sobbing.

“No.” Tuck pointed his index finger in her face. “You don’t get to do that. You are
more than just having babies. You know who didn’t know that? Lily. Lily thought that all
she was for was having babies, and when she couldn’t, she left us. You never left us, Hope.
You took care of Anna, and you take care of me. You tell me stories and make food and keep
me warm at night. You're a whole person. You're a good woman.” He put his hand on top of
her head, like Samuel used to. “You don’t need to do anything more than that. We did our
best.”

Hope sniffed. “Did we?”

“Damn right we did,” Tuck said. “And I don’t just mean us. You saw the freeway.
People did a lot of things. We made cities and machines and books. Nothing else has ever
done that. We did the best out of all of the other animals. But now, it’s something else’s turn.”

She hugged Tuck hard. “Yes,” she said. Something wound tight inside her chest
unraveled. She let go. Her mind felt quiet. Her body felt healthy. She had her brother, the
cabin, the creek. They would gather food, patch the roof, grow old. They would go quietly.
“Yes. It's enough.”

o)

“He died a few summers ago,” said Hope quietly. “In his sleep. We always knew it
was going to be one of us first, but it still made me so very sad.” She brushed a tear from her
cheek. “I miss him so much.”

You did that before, when we first found you. The water from your eyes.

“Crying. We do it when we're sad.”

Why did we make you sad?

Hope stood, brushing the dirt from the backs of her thighs. “People have always
wondered where we came from. We made up stories about how we were made. We tried to
figure it out with science. Once we figured out just how big it all is, how many stars and
planets, everybody started wondering: are there others? And that morning, out of nowhere,
there you were. I found our answer. We are not alone.” She smiled sadly. “I cried because
there’s nobody left to tell.”

Bright Green only came to see Hope a few more times. She asked the biologists’
remaining questions, and had her help to identify items they had found in the cities (Hope
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had been delighted by a pair of sunglasses, which Bright Green let her keep).

We shall be leaving soon, said Bright Green one day.

“Oh, dear,” said Hope. “I'm going to miss you. I bet you can’t wait to go home,
though. Looking forward to getting out of that suit?”

Yes, I shall enjoy being in the ocean again. The artificial fluid that fills our ships is not as
satisfying to swim in. Bright Green pulled out a projection disk from her pack. I have something
to show you. She ran a tendril over the top twice to activate it. A three-dimensional image lit
up above it.

“Ooh,” Hope said, moving in close. “What is it?”

A new home, tlashed Bright Green. We can stabilize an environment conducive to growing
design a shelter that would be best suited to your needs. Food will be provided, we have enough
knowledge of your nutritional requirements to ¢

Hope interrupted her. “Do you mean this is meant for me?”

Yes. We can have this built very soon. Our surgeons are confident they can improve your
health. You do not have to stay here alone, Hope. You can come with us.

“Oh,” said Hope, raising her hands to her heart. “Oh, that’s...oh.” She shook her head
slowly. “I don’t know what to say.”

Does that mean that you are pleased?

“Pleased, yes, it’s so very kind. Yes, it’s the kindest thing anyone has ever done for me.
Thank you, Bright Green. I'm humbled.” She stared at the shimmering projection of the tiny
little habitat, grass growing healthy under artificial sunlight. “ButI can’t. I can’t live there.”

Why not? Is there something we have overlooked?

“No, no, it’s perfect. But it’s not real. It'd be like...like a zoo, in the books. A place you
keep something safe when it has nowhere else to live. I have long known how this would
end. My kind ends with me, but I am of this planet. I am the last. My place is here.”

Bright Green’s tendrils quivered. Are you certain that is what you want?

Hope smiled. “Yes, my friend. You have given me enough already. You go back to
your planet now, with your samples and your studies. Go make books about us.” She
thought for a moment. “I'd like you to take my books with you.”

Do you not want them? I know how important they are to you.

“They are,” Hope said. “Which is why I want you to have them. Besides, I've read
them all.” She paused. “How do you say goodbye?”

Bright Green became uneasy. I am unsure that our phrase is appropriate.

“That’s okay.”
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“Ah,” said Hope. “As in, may you have thousands of them?”

Yes.

Hope chuckled dryly. “Maybe you should just stick to ‘goodbye” in my case.” She
cleared her throat. “I don’t suppose...”

Yes?
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“You know how important touching is for us? Holding hands, and such?”
Yes.

“Can I touch you? I mean, not your suit. Will it hurt you to take off one of your, um,
gloves? Will I hurt you?”

No, flashed Bright Green without hesitation. It was a lie. Though she was fairly certain
Hope’s skin would not adversely affect her own, the difference in air pressure would cause
her cells to burst after a few minutes, and the air itself was caustic. She would lose the
tendril. She did not care. She pressed the correct panels to seal off one of the tendril casings.
It was a safety feature, in case one of them was punctured.

Bright Green steeled herself against the burning air, fought through the pain to focus
on Hope. She wrapped her bare tendril around Hope’s fragile hand.

“You're slimy,” said Hope with a laugh.

And you are very warm. Bright Green felt as if her skin were peeling off. The tendril
would be dead soon. She held Hope’s hand tightly. It was worth it.

Hope smiled, squeezed her hand, and let go. Bright Green sheathed the wounded
tendril, looking forward to the wealth of narcotics that was waiting in the medical ward. The
surgeons would not be pleased.

My thanks for our time together. I will miss our conversations.

“I will miss you too. I am glad that at the end, I had someone to listen.”

We will not forget you.

“And that,” Hope said, “is all we could ask for.”

o)

Several weeks later, Hope awoke, and knew that it was her last day. She had been alone with her
body for long enough to know that it was finally time. She was frightened, but excited, too. It had been
a long time coming.

She decided not to get dressed. She was not hungry, though she thought that if she had known
the night before that her life was going to end, she would have tried to prepare something a little nicer
for her evening meal.

Hope stepped through the door and locked it behind her. It was foolish, under the
circumstances, to want to preserve the house. Nonetheless, it was comforting to know that something
of hers would be left standing, at least for a little while.
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towards the ledge, leaving the bones of her family behind her.

The hike felt longer than she remembered. Halfway up, she was unsure if she would be able to
complete the journey. But if not now, she thought, then when? She chuckled at this, and continued
up with a smile.

From the ledge she could see her whole valley, the creek trickling down, and the fields of ash
beyond. The freeway overpass. A decrepit radio tower on far away hills. The remains of her father and
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uncles were somewhere out there, wherever their search had taken them, and Lily, lost and alone.

The moss beneath her feet was thick and inviting. It was comforting, like being wrapped in a
blanket. She laid her palms flat on the soft dirt that supported her, felt the tiny pebbles and the
unevenness of earth. As her own breath slowed, Hope imagined that she could feel the ground
breathing. Her heart stuttered in her chest, forgetting the rhythm it had kept so dutifully. She kept her
eyes open for as long as possible. She wanted to take in all she could of the blue sky.

The sky did not change, nor did the grass or the dirt or the wind, with the last human death. It
was not long before the first insects came. The sun shifted while they began to feed dispassionately.
They were unprejudiced towards her. It was merely their way.

Carrion birds came in the morning. They took of her flesh for their young. An emaciated dog
suffered their abuse for the right to take a morsel for herself. This she finally received, and was
satisfied. The dog ran free of their unkind claws and beaks, able to survive another day.
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Moss grew around the ribs and within the skull. The bones did not seem to mind.

It is hard to say how much time passed before the bones were overgrown. Time, after all, was
something kept, and there were none left to keep it. There were only birds, insects, starving predators,
silently dividing bacteria. The plants grew, and died, and evolved. The world hung in its orbit, at once
heavy and weightless, a spinning speck of blue captivated by a star of no consequence.

And so, it went on.
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